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Abstract 

Since the turn of the millennium, the term ôsound artõ has gained increasing prominence while 

generating persistent discussion and debate. This study explores questions surrounding the 

definition of sound art through an analysis of these discourses. It also applies a Foucauldian 

notion of discourse to the concept of genre in order to promote a non-essentialist definition of 

sound art that is pursued through a project of clarification rather than classification. The research 

draws from a wide range of sources, from online symposia, magazine articles and publications to 

art exhibitions and their materials, to expose some of the conflicting and convergent 

representations of sound art within the artworld. Critical analysis of key ideas and themes 

identified in this source material is supported through reference to the history and theory of art 

and music as well as genre and culture.  

Sound art is an ambiguous and mutable concept that shares concerns with other forms such as 

experimental music and sonic art but has also developed specific generic meaning. Despite an 

apparent reluctance to define sound art, the category plays an active and important role within 

the institutions, industries and academies of the artworld. High-profile survey exhibitions such as 

Sonic Boom (Hayward Gallery, London, 2000) and Volume (MoMA PS1, New York, 2000) have 

been a major contributing factor to the growth but also uncertainty of sound artõs discourse due 

to their idiosyncratic and inconsistent representations of the genre and the ways in which sound 

challenges artistic traditions of display. They also highlight ideological tensions relating to the 

categorisation of contemporary art in postmodernity, which is rooted in modernist concepts of 

media, in showing how sound art simultaneously invites and resists definition.  

Sound art is typically concerned with issues of sound, space and perception. There are many 

competing interpretations of these definitional ideas, however, arising from a simultaneous 

association with and differentiation from the traditions of music and the visual arts. The ensuing 

institutional battle of territories and phenomenological battle of the senses pulls towards and 

away from the visual respectively. This unique cluster of tensions underpins the discourse of 

sound art and affords a categorical porosity and liminality that ultimately characterise it. 

Issues of definition are therefore central to the identity of sound art. An in-depth 

understanding of the ontological debates and dialectics within its discourse not only draws 

attention to sound art as a conceptual, philosophical and material exploration of artistic and 

human experience but also exposes the way in which the arts evolve and artistic meaning is 

created to provide an insight into the very nature and value of art itself. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Sound Art and the Problem of Definition 

 

And today? Every thing sounds, everyone knows how to work with a sound program, everything is 

called sound art. This is the challenge now, defining what sound art really means. 

(Christina Kubisch, in ôA Personal History of Sound Art 1976-2006õ, 2006)  

 

While soundõs increasing importance in the artworld is evidenced by recent exhibitions and books 

devoted to the subject, sound art has yet to be accurately defined. 

(Alan Licht, in Sound Art: Beyond Music, Between Categories, 2007) 

 

Sound art is a term frequently encountered in the world of contemporary arts. It first came to my 

attention just over ten years ago during a flurry of sound-based activity at contemporary art 

centres around the country. Having previously chosen to study both music and fine art ð a 

combination that had, at the time, been extremely difficult to orchestrate at the level of higher 

education ð and then gallery studies, it was intriguing to discover an art form that potentially 

drew inspiration from and also raised questions for all of these areas. As indicated in the 

epigraphs to this chapter by artist Christina Kubisch and musician Alan Licht, it was nevertheless 

difficult to grasp what the term sound art actually referred to. Although the field has moved on 

significantly, a general uncertainty surrounding the meaning of sound art remains. This opening 

chapter will set the scene for this study by outlining its research aims and approaches and 

introducing the field of sound art.  

Research aims and approaches  

What is sound art? How can it be defined? Why has it emerged? Should it exist at all? This study 

shows that these fundamental questions frequently surround the activity of sound art but are yet 

to be comprehensively addressed by theoretical literature. This study cannot and does not seek to 

provide the definitive answer to these questions. It will, however, explore and interrogate some 

of the key ideas, debates and activity surrounding the emergence of sound art in an attempt to 

reveal some of its attributes and ambiguities as well as the underlying causes of such uncertainty.  

While the arts and humanities are an obvious point of reference for this investigation, the 

methods and approaches of the social sciences are equally relevant. Howard Beckerõs Art Worlds 

(2003), for example, is a seminal text in its presentation of art as a social phenomenon. Becker 

writes: 
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Art worlds typically devote considerable attention to trying to decide what is and isnõt art [é]; by 

observing how an art world makes those distinctions rather than trying to make them ourselves we 

can understand much of what goes on in that world. (Becker, 2003: 36) 

 

Beckerõs approach highlights the fact that art is not just produced by an artist, but through a 

whole ônetwork of cooperationõ with shared interests, promptings, expectations and conventions 

that can and should be analysed. The idea of an ôartworldõ was coined by philosopher Arthur 

Danto, who identified the significance of cultural context in the definition of art (1964). This 

concept facilitates a consideration of sound art as a social creation that exists within a complex 

social network. It also allows a pragmatic approach to the understanding of sound art through 

observation of the way in which the artworld makes such distinctions. Pierre Bourdieuõs 

investigations of the assumptions, values and ideologies of art are another key reference for a 

sociological approach to the arts. Remarking that ôsociology and art do not make good 

bedfellowsõ (1993: 139), he asserts that the denial of the social in favour of the aesthetic is in fact 

one of the ideological illusions of the arts. Bourdieuõs work shows that artistic practices are in fact 

cultural practices carrying their own set of values, and raises further questions about whether 

there is a culture of sound art, and what its assumptions, values and ideologies might be. Michel 

Foucaultõs concept of ôdiscourseõ is also significant to an understanding of the social construction 

of meaning and knowledge. In considering ôpractices that systematically form the objects of 

which they speakõ (1972: 49), Foucault highlights the importance of language in its social context, 

and suggests that cultural categories such as sound art are created through a particular context 

and historical moment. That sound art is, to some extent, created by the ways in which it is 

discussed and represented is an idea central to this study, which will consult a wide range of 

sources ð from online symposia, magazine articles and publications to art exhibitions and their 

materials ð to investigate the definitional discourse of sound art. By approaching sound art as a 

cultural concept that is created socially by the people who produce, present and consume it, this 

study therefore views the project of definition as a task of clarification rather than classification.   

The subject under scrutiny requires an interdisciplinary approach, and this study (similarly 

aimed at a multidisciplinary readership) will draw upon a range of ideas, from the history and 

theory of art and music as well as theory of genre and culture, in order to provide sustained 

critical analysis of its source material. While this navigation through different disciplines and 

bodies of thought presents challenges in the positioning of this study, it also becomes a key 

contribution of this research. The absence of an established field of study for sound art has in 

fact supported an exploratory approach that also brings a degree of reflexivity to the enquiry. The 

literature on sound art, for example, is not only a point of reference for this study but will also 

become an object of study in itself, and the idea of discourse will not only inform the approach 
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to the study but will also become a subject of investigation. This organic approach has also 

allowed the slow trickle of academic work on sound art to be integrated during the course of the 

study, a challenge faced when writing about any contemporary phenomenon. As fertile objects 

for analysis, the few monographs on sound art will feature in several chapters of this study, 

scrutinised from different angles as relevant. Reference to a range of online material is also 

worthy of note. Although often avoided in academic study, the incorporation of this material 

allows the consideration of an emerging field of sound art prior to the release of any publications 

on the subject, and has the potential to highlight key attitudes and debates leading to the 

formation of certain discourses.  

Although this research is concerned with a form of contemporary art, it will approach sound 

art historically in order to support a critical and discursive perspective. Chronologically, the study 

will begin in the 1980s, which is the decade in which the term was first used. The turn of the 

millennium will emerge as a point of focus in relation to activity preceding this time and up to the 

present day. This focus on twenty-first century activity means that earlier movements such as 

Futurism, Dada and Fluxus are not discussed, although historical influences from the 1950s 

onwards will be considered in relation to sound art activity where appropriate.  

The exhibitions considered at the heart of this study will provide significant, practical 

examples of the discourse of sound art and its definition in history. Approaching these 

exhibitions as another key text for analysis will also enable a more focused and concrete 

interrogation of sound art alongside the broader and more theoretical investigations. 

Reconstructing the discursive milieu of these exhibitions in history will form a key aspect of their 

analysis, and require the synthesis of multiple layers of evidence such as photos, diagrams, 

recordings and text relating to their production and reception. An examination of exhibition 

content will also provide the opportunity to encounter a selection of works by artists within a 

particular context of criticism and display. The curatorial examples, through their combination of 

sound art works, will also demonstrate shared characteristics and other aspects of the categorical 

that would not be present in a consideration of individual works. A compact disc also 

accompanies this study containing soundtracks from works mentioned within the chapters (see 

page xii for a listing). The assembly of such diverse material to demonstrate the conflicting and 

convergent representations that make up the discourse of sound art is regarded as another key 

contribution of this study.  
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State of the field   

Ten years ago, it was almost impossible to identify a field of study for sound art. Theorisation on 

the subject was practically non-existent, although a whole range of activity seemed to suggest that 

such a thing did exist and had, in fact, existed for some time. Before turning attention to the 

emerging research and scholarship on sound art, it would therefore be useful to consider this 

activity. While it is impractical to provide an exhaustive account, especially in light of the ever-

increasing breadth and pace of activity, the aim of this chronological overview is to provide a 

taste of the discourse of sound art as well as highlight the context and purpose of this study. 

Activity and events 

From 2000  

The turn of the millennium was a significant moment for sound art, with a number of high-

profile exhibitions taking place in major art centres in the global cities of London, New York, and 

Tokyo. The Hayward Galleryõs Sonic Boom: The Art of Sound, for example, was hailed as Britainõs 

first ever sound art exhibition, and received major press coverage in newspapers such as The 

Guardian, The Observer, The Independent, The Times, and The Daily Telegraph (Romney, 2000; 

Maddocks, 2000; Sturges, 2000; Judah, 2000; Wolfson, 2000). In the same year, the exhibition 

Volume: Bed of Sound took place at MoMA PS1, one of the largest and oldest institutions dedicated 

to contemporary art in the US (PS1, 2008: n.p.), in conjunction with its critically acclaimed annual 

series of live experimental sound, music and performance Warm Up (PS1, 2012: n.p.). The year 

2000 also brought Sound Art: Sound as Media, a third exhibition of ôexperimental sound artists who 

have come into prominence in the 1990s and musicians who have pioneered the field of sound 

artõ (Hatanaka, 2000: 47), which took place at Japanõs NTT InterCommunication Center (ICC). 

Newspaper coverage also exposes national activity in addition to these international shows. I 

Am Sitting in a Room: Sound Works by American Artists 1950-2000 (2000), for example, was an 

exhibition of sound that took place in New York earlier in the year as part of the Whitney 

Museumõs twentieth century survey of American art. One reporter for the New York Times wrote: 

 

When the performance art genre appeared in the 1970õs, the playwright and novelist William 

Hogeland commented cynically, òWe already have a performance art: itõs called ôtheaterõó. One could 

similarly dismiss the term òsound artó as just a vaguely glorified name for weird music. And yet 

òsound artó has served as a useful historical euphemism, a safe harbor for works too outre for the 

ever-conservative classical music world. (Gann, 2000: 41) 
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These remarks present an early consideration of the possibility of and rationale for sound art as a 

new genre within the artworld. The curator of I Am Sitting in a Room, sound artist Stephen 

Vitiello, nevertheless also observed reluctance on the part of the museum to acknowledge, 

document or tour this contribution to The American Century 1950-2000 show. Poet Kenneth 

Goldsmith describes how the exhibition therefore ôsimply vanished into thin airõ (2000: n.p.). Its 

occurrence still nevertheless pointed to the significance of sound in the history of the arts. It also 

raised the profile of seminal work such as Alvin Lucierõs piece from 1969, after which the 

exhibition was named, in which the artist re-records a recording of himself speaking until only 

the resonant tones of the room remain (Track 1.1). 

The three international sound exhibitions that year inspired another journalist for the US 

XLR8R magazine on music and culture, Justi Echeles, who ôdelves into the world of Sound Art 

and music installations ð the cutting edge where ideas, music and theory are currently being 

played out in contemporary artõ (2000: n.p.). Echelesõ article introduces the works of seven sound 

artists, mainly from Germany but also from the UK, US and Canada, as well as some specialist 

venues catering to sound presentation. It mentions, for example, the Audium theatre in San 

Francisco, developed in the 1960s by composer Stan Shaff, which contains 169 speakers for 

sculpted sound (Figure 1.1). It also refers to Engine 27 sound gallery, ôthe first fully flexible 

laboratory and presentation environment in which artists can control the acoustical, lighting and 

spatial parameters using familiar instruments and friendly interfacesõ (Weisberg, in Echeles, 2000: 

n.p.), which was conceived by sound engineer Jack Weisberg and due to open in New York that 

autumn (Figure 1.2). Echeles observes that ôsound art is, of course, as varied in definition and 

practice as any artistic mediumõ (2000: n.p.), but also seems to infer from this sample that there is 

a shared artistic mission. 

In 2001, sound art became a topic for the British press as part of a series in the Guardian on 

ôòdifficultó art formsõ (Poole, 2001: 9). In this article, the journalist Steven Poole explores works 

and ideas that might be associated with sound art, discussing installation artist Alvin Lucier, 

futurist artist Luigi Russolo, composer John Cage, turntablist Philip Jeck, filmmaker David 

Lynch, and musician and Sonic Boom curator David Toop. He also mentions some recent and now 

celebrated commissions by the London-based organisation Artangel, such as Jem Finerõs endless 

computer-generated sound composition Longplayer (1999) at the London Docklands lighthouse 

(Figure 1.3; Track 1.2). Another example is Janet Cardiffõs ôsound walkõ The Missing Voice (Case 

Study B) (1999), created for participants to listen to on a route from nearby East Londonõs 

Whitechapel Gallery to Liverpool Street Station (Figure 1.4; Track 1.3). Pooleõs article draws 

attention not only to the growing activity but also the uncertainty surrounding sound art at the 

time. ôJust listening to interesting sounds has struck me as the sort of thing an ultra-stoned hippy 

might doõ, Poole begins, but then eventually decides that this is ôthe primary value of sound art:  
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Theatre interior. Photo: Stan Shaff (2006: n.p.) © Audium. Used with permission. 
 

Figure 1.1 ï Audium óTheatre Of Sound-Sculptured Spaceô, San Francisco  
 

 

 

 

Gallery exterior (a converted fire station). Photo: © Andy Sutcliffe (2015: n.p.). 
Used with permission. 

 
Figure 1.2 ï Engine 27 ósound galleryô, New York  
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Photo: Steve Pyke (2000: n.p.) © The Longplayer Trust. Used with permission. 
 

Figure 1.3 ï Listening post for Jem Finerôs Longplayer, Trinity Buoy Wharf 
Lighthouse, London, 2000 

 

 

  

 

   

Installation views (artistôs reconstruction). Photos: Gerrie van Noord © The 
Artangel Trust/Janet Cardiff (1999a: n.p.). Used with permission.  

 
Figure 1.4 ï Scenes from Janet Cardiffôs sound walk, The Missing Voice  

(Case Study B), 1999  
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that it encourages you to pay attention to how you listen, and to experiment with new ways of 

listeningõ (2001: 9). He concludes: 

 

Iõm not going to start sitting down and listening to CDs of traffic and iron-smelting every evening, but 

perhaps I will take more interest in the uncontrollable sounds around me, rather than blocking them 

out as unwanted noise. If nothing else, it makes waiting for a bus less boring. Having decided this, I 

get home through a noisy London rush hour and then listen to Glenn Gould playing Bachõs Goldberg 

Variations. Suddenly it seems even more impossibly beautiful than ever. (Poole, 2001: 9) 

 

Pooleõs evaluation of sound art provoked a mixed response from readers, whose letters, 

published a week later, ranged from criticism to curiosity to praise (Vassie et al., 2001: n.p.).  

Around the same time, Nigerian-American artist Keith Obadike was invited to write a brief 

essay on sound art for Art Journal. In this, he describes the disciplinary divisions that grounded 

his predecessors and muses that the label ôsound artistõ, rather than ôcomposerõ or ôvisual artistõ, is 

useful for him to indicate the interdisciplinary nature of his practice, which cuts across 

experimental and electronic music  as well as conceptual visual practices (Obadike, 2001: 4-5). 

Obadikeõs account, written from the artistõs perspective of black visual traditions, provides an 

interesting and personal justification of sound art to this early public debate.  

In 2002, some smaller-scale international exhibitions of sound also made an impression on the 

discourse of sound art through their accompanying catalogues. A range of theoretical essays, for 

example, was presented alongside information about participating artists from the Resonances 

exhibition at the Stadtgalerie Saarbrücken (Figure 1.5). This early publication, subtitled Aspects of 

Sound Art, includes a contribution by German musicologist Helga de la Motte-Haber on sound 

art aesthetics, an essay by Canadian artist and composer Robin Minard on the relation of musique 

concret͔e to the visual arts, an article on Duchamp and Cage in relation to noise, and also an 

interview with the Austrian sound artist Bernhard Leitner (Schulz, 2002b). Another example is 

the Sonic Process exhibition at the Pompidou Centre in Paris (and previewed at MACBA, the 

Museu dõArt Contemporani de Barcelona), which provoked essays on the subject of electronic 

music in relation to the visual arts by theorists such as David Toop, the German music critic 

Diedrich Diederichsen, and French art critic Nicolas Bourriaud (Van Assche, 2002a). These 

contributions not only point to wider theoretical activity on sound in the arts, especially from 

Germany, but also generate further discussion on the subject of sound art. 

Around this time, tentative explorations around the very existence of sound art began to 

emerge online. Mark Garryõs ôSurvey of Four Contemporary Sound Artistsõ (2002), for example, 

was published on the site Vibrö, which aimed, until 2009, to document the growing presence of 

sound in the arts (Figure 1.6a). Garry, an Ireland-based artist, explains that his intention is not to 

provide an overview of contemporary sound art but rather to ôinvestigate a number of the  
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Selected works, from left to right: Steve Rodenôs óMoon Fieldô, Rolf Juliusôs 
ówarum grau, warum gelb, warum gr¿nô, Martin Richesôs óInteractive Fieldô, 
Christina Kubischôs óF¿nf Felderô, Ed Osbornôs óSwing Setô, and Bernhard 

Leitnerôs óInnen-Weiten/Selbst-Vermessungô. Photos: Tom Gundelwein © Kehrer 
Verlag Heidelberg/Tom Gundelwein (Schulz, 2002b: 113, 120, 124, 133, 145 & 

136). Used with permission. 
 

Figure 1.5 ï Resonances, Stadtgalerie Saarbrücken, Germany, 2002 
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processes and intentions of contemporary artists who work with soundõ (2002: n.p.). Garry 

questions the artists Dennis McNulty, Slavek Kwi, Jody Elff and Randall Packer about their 

methodologies and technologies, and asks other leading questions about the influence of the 

architectural space and critical listening in their work. He also specifically asks these artists for 

their thoughts on the difference between music and sound art, including the influence of cultural 

context, process, and intention on this distinction. Although basic and uncritical, the questions as 

well as the responses in this essay provide some indication of the general concerns of sound art.  

A year later, a similar article entitled ôWhat is Sound Art?õ (Aldrich, 2003) was published on the 

Electronic Music Foundationõs educational online resource EMF Institute (Figure 1.6b). In an 

attempt to answer this question, US-based new media artist Nate Aldrich interviewed five sound 

artists: Jeph Jerman, Annea Lockwood, Chris Mann, Alvin Lucier and Stephen Vitiello. Despite 

not consciously starting out with an agenda, Aldrich realises that he is subconsciously attempting 

to differentiate between sound art and music in his interview questions through characteristics 

such as material, structure, intention and presentation. He concludes: 

 

There is no definitive consensus. That in itself is an important acknowledgement. Sound Art is as 

diverse as the group of artists that it comprises. But Sound Art is a categorical reality. It has arrived 

and it has arrived from somewhere and, much like me with this project, it too has its agenda. The 

artists I interviewed are motivated to inquire and to present their works in a context we previously 

considered music. So, what is Sound Art? (Aldrich, 2003: n.p.) 

 

These online enquiries indicate a general drive to understand more about sound art and its 

appearance as a category, as well as a tendency to compare sound art with music, which will be 

seen to persist in the discourse. 

In the years to follow, online events were also held by some major visual art institutions in 

order to discuss the trend of sound art and sound culture. Artforum, for example, hosted the 

symposium ôSound Art Nowõ (2004) in light of the ôtremendous explosion of interest in sound 

artõ witnessed by the art world (Figure 1.7a). The symposium not only recognised the increasing 

number of younger artists working with sound but also the way in which ôpioneers such as Max 

Neuhaus, Alvin Lucier, Christian Marclay, Maryanne Amacher, and Christina Kubisch have 

moved from the margins to the centre of critical discourse and curatorial practiceõ (Artforum, 

2004: n.p.). An upcoming major festival of sound art, New Sound, New York (2004), organised by 

multi-disciplinary art and performance venue The Kitchen, is also mentioned as part of the 

Artforum discussion. This particular programme of performances, installations, conferences and 

exhibitions on sound art is later described by one New York Times reporter to have ôreached 

critical mass in terms of what might be called listening-looking opportunitiesõ (Smith, 2004: n.p.). 

Some fundamental questions are raised by the symposium:  
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a) Screenshot of Vibrº site essay óA Survey of Four Contemporary Sound Artistsô 
by Mark Garry, 2002. Image: the author © Association Double Entendre/Mark 

Garry (2002: n.p.). Used with permission. 
 

 

b) Screenshot of The EMF Institute site essay óWhat is Sound Art?ô by Nate 
Aldrich, 2003. Image: the author © Electronic Music Foundation/Nate Aldrich 

(2003: n.p.). Used with permission. 
 

Figure 1.6 ï Online investigations into the subject of sound art 
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It seems a good time to ask: Why sound now? What are the key antecedents to current practices in 

audio art? Where is sound art heading? What are its most exciting manifestations? (Artforum, 2004: 

n.p.) 

 

This so-called roundtable discussion, which will be revisited later in this study, was moderated by 

philosopher and critic Christoph Cox, and also included art historian Branden W. Joseph, 

composer and author David Toop, curator Anthony Huberman, and sound artists Carl Michael 

von Hausswolff, Steve Roden, Marina Rosenfeld, and Stephen Vitiello.  

A similar event was hosted at the Tate Modern as part of its d_cultuRe season. This focused on 

audio production and distribution, and considered sound art and the museum context among a 

broad range of topics in an online panel discussing the ôform, practice, and politics of soundõ 

within a digital culture (Tate, 2005: n.p; Figure 1.7b). The discussion was introduced and 

moderated by Lina DĤuveroviĻ, co-founder of Electra, an organisation that curates and 

commissions artists working across sound, moving image, performance and the visual arts, who 

expressed a particular interest in the ôwhy now and why hereõ in relation to sound work and its 

distribution in a museum context (Tate, 2005: n.p.). The panel also included sound and media art 

theorist Douglas Kahn, ôplunderphonicsõ composer and media artist John Oswald, and Kenneth 

Goldsmith, founder of the UbuWeb online resource of avant-garde poetry, film and sound. This 

discussion was held in conjunction with a range of events at the Tate, such as an exhibition of 

sound from the multimedia works of Bruce Nauman in Raw Materials (2004-5; Figure 1.8), a live 

performance of Christian Marclayõs albums by People Like Us for The Sounds of Christmas (2004), a 

performance curated by artist and critic Seth Kim-Cohen of compositions by Luc Ferrari, Kaffe 

Matthews, David Grubbs, Achim Wollscheid, Eric Roth and Olias Nil called The Sound of Heaven 

Earth (2005), and the lecture series Sound and the Twentieth Century Avant-Garde. These online and 

offline events indicated the beginnings of a critical engagement with sound art and its emergence 

by the artworld.  

At this point, some of the key thinkers in the areas of sound, music and art began to write 

articles for online publications. Goldsmith, for example, provided ôA Brief Survey of Sound Artõ 

(2004) in a dedicated edition of an online magazine on contemporary American music, New Music 

Box. This observes the difficulty in defining sound art in relation to forms such as experimental 

music, spoken word, and operatic performance. ôItõs a fabulous messõ, Goldsmith writes, ôwhere 

the lines are ill-defined and disciplines overflow into one another and co-mingle in ways that are 

not easily categorizedõ (2004: n.p.). In an article on ôThe Art of Noiseõ (2005), published in art 

magazine Tate Etc., Toop stresses the importance of distinguishing sound art from similar 

concepts such as art and sound, and observes its potentially complex history. He singles out 

Christian Marclay as ôan example of a sound artist, a musician, an artist who uses sound, who can  
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a) Screenshot of Artforum online symposium Sound Art Now, 2004. 
 Image: the author © Artforum (2004: n.p.). Used with permission. 

 

  

b) Screenshot of Tateôs online panel on sound for d_cultuRe, 2005.  
Image: the author © Tate (2005: n.p.). Used with permission. 

 

Figure 1.7 ï Online symposia on the subject of sound art 
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Installation view. Photo: © Ivar Hagendoorn (2004: n.p.). Used with permission. 
 

 

Installation view. Photo: Fiona Hanson (2004: n.p.) © PA Images. 
 

Figure 1.8 ï Raw Materials, Tate Modern, London, 2004-5 
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move fluidly between these irritating definitionsõ (Toop, 2005: n.p., emphasis added). Toop also 

remarks on the lack of dialogue between practices. He concludes: ôBut new musics, sound art and 

art and sound all grow from different starting points and address a vast range of issues, so we 

have to ask if a better understanding can be reached between all the factions. Could it be that the 

gallery is a good place to start?õ (Toop, 2005: n.p.). There is a sense here that Toop has 

conflicting feelings towards the benefits of definition, but also leans towards the gallery as a 

potential site for convergence and analysis. Kahn also presented his thoughts about the 

distinctions between ôSound Art, Art, Musicõ in an article for a special online issue of American 

literary magazine The Iowa Review (2006): 

 

I am not particularly fond of the term sound art. I prefer the more generic sound in the arts. My last book 

was subtitled a history of sound in the arts; there was no mention of sound art and not only because it was 

outside the historical scope of the book. (Kahn, 2006b: n.p.) 

 

Kahn voices a suspicion of the term ôsound artõ in light of the major exhibitions from the year 

2000 claiming to have ôòdiscoveredó this thing called sound artõ (2006n: n.p.). He argues that 

sound art existed and featured in exhibitions and events long before the millennium. These 

contributions show scholars beginning to grapple with the complexities of sound art and its 

definition, and also raise some interesting questions over the beginnings of sound art and the 

development of its discourse that would benefit from further consideration. 

Pre-2000  

It is worth taking a brief interlude at this point to consider activity preceding the millennium. 

There is in fact reference to a sound art exhibition as early as 1984 in the New York Times (Page, 

1984: n.p.). The Sound/Art Show took place at New Yorkõs SculptureCenter and presented artists 

such as Les Levine, Carolee Schneemann, Sari Dines and Pauline Oliveros.  The show was 

curated by sculptor and composer William Hellermann, who, for its opening night, conducted a 

chamber orchestra that played conceptual pieces using a calculator as a stopwatch (Page, 1984: 

n.p.). The reporter, Tim Page, explained that the exhibition featured ômany intriguing 

contraptions, one of the most captivating being a musical pinball machine, loaded with chimes, 

bells and xylophone keys, constructed by Bill and Mary Buchenõ (1984: n.p.). He also suggested 

that the exhibition ôunderscores recent attempts to combine elements of the visual arts with 

music and raw soundõ (Page, 1984: n.p.). The director of the Stadtgalerie Saarbrucken in 

Germany, Bernd Schulz, nevertheless stakes a claim for ôthe first synoptic exhibition on Sound 

Artõ in a show that took place at his gallery in 1988 (2002a: 18). He also considers ôthe first 

individual presentation of a Sound Artistõ to have been at the annual meeting of the International 

Artistsõ Committee in Cologne, three years earlier in 1985, during which artist Gunter Demnig 



 

16 

presented a sound machine (Schulz, 2002a: 18). While it is likely that there was sound art activity 

even before these dates, retrospective claims for the beginnings of sound art are another 

indication of its growth as a discourse. Exhibitions clearly play a significant role in this, perhaps 

because they are public and therefore often publicised events and, in turn, more memorable and 

traceable.  

By the 1990s, a few publications on sound art began to emerge. Sound by Artists (Lander and 

Lexier, 1990), for example, is a compilation of essays by artists and theorists working with sound 

across different fields. The volume contains around thirty contributions by the likes of John 

Cage, Max Neuhaus, Christina Kubisch, Alvin Lucier, Douglas Kahn and Christian Marclay. Dan 

Lander, who edited the book with fellow artist Micah Lexier, explains: 

 

The desire to compile this anthology was driven by the noticeable lack of information and critical 

analysis regarding an art of sound. Although there has been an abundance of activity centred around 

explorations into sonic expression, there is no sound art movement, as such. (Lander, 1990: 10)  

 

For Lander, ôSound by Artists is a collection of information pertaining to a disparate art form, 

presented in the hopes of stimulating dialogueõ (1990: 10). A few years later, the collection 

Interviews with Sound Artists (Peer, 1993) was released. This presented the ideas of artists who took 

part in the festival ECHO: Images of Sound at Apollo House in Eindhoven, Netherlands in 1987, 

including Terry Fox, Christina Kubisch and Paul Panhuysen. These publications are another 

indication of early sound art activity and a felt need to build on an absent discourse. 

In 1995, another sound art exhibition took place at Australiaõs Museum of Contemporary Art. 

Sound in Space: Adventures in Australian Art had little exposure in the international artworld, 

although the curatorõs catalogue essay was made accessible through the Australian Sound Design 

Project website (Coyle, 1995: n.p.). This reveals an interrogation and overview of sound art as a 

genre as witnessed in the high-profile exhibitions some five years later. 

Shortly afterwards, an article entitled ôCan you hear me? What is sound art?õ was published in 

Australian contemporary art magazine RealTime in response to the SoundCulture festival 

(Gebhardt, 1996: n.p.). Initiated by a group of artists and art organisers based in Sydney ôto 

advocate, develop and produce a òculture of sound artóõ, the first of these festivals took place in 

1991, the second in Tokyo in 1993, and the third in San Francisco in 1996 which featured 228 

artists from around the Pacific region across thirty-three sites (SoundCulture, 2004: n.p.). In 

attempting to ôdraw out some of the conceptual questions that emerged over what was a large 

and often diffuse eventõ, popular music lecturer Nicholas Gebhardt observes ôthe difficulty of 

locating (and organising) a specific concept of art in favour of a highly deregulated field of artistic 

production in which, ultimately, anything (and everything) goesõ (1996: n.p.). In his opinion, ôthe 

attempt to draw together such apparently disparate elements as contemporary music, sculpture, 
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screen-based art, sound design, radiophonic arts, performance, scientific research, philosophy and 

DJ culture into an argument about the encompassing nature of sound was bound to run into all 

sorts of conceptual, sensory and geographical problemsõ (Gebhardt, 1996: n.p.). This article, and 

the debate it provoked on a mailing list dedicated to the philosophy of sound, philosound, was 

reprinted in the first issue of the e-publication SoundSite. The conversation, entitled ôWhatõs 

Wrong with Sound Artõ, revealed concerns about the delineation of a field for both sound theory 

and sound art practice and argued for a need for sound art to ôdance from one body of 

knowledge to anotherõ (Andrews, 1996: n.p.; Art, 1996: n.p.). This provides an indication of the 

politics and practicalities of definition.  

Sound art festivals nevertheless continued to appear. The Sonambiente festival ôfor the eyes and 

earsõ, for example, was held in Berlin first in 1996 and again in 2006. Another example is the 

annual festival Activating the Medium, which has been organised by the San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art since 1998. It is revealing that one reporter, on the fifth occasion of this festival in 

2002, stated that ôthe legitimization of sound art is a recent phenomenonõ (Veltman, 2002: n.p.). 

This comment highlights how it has taken time for sound art to enter into the public 

consciousness, and it will be seen below how the perceived novelty of sound art activity has 

persisted in reporting almost a decade later. 

Towards the end of the last century, Douglas Kahn presented one of the most significant 

contributions to the academic field of sound in the arts: Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in 

the Arts (1999). This theoretical study of sound in twentieth-century art ôconcentrates on the 

generation of modernist and postmodernist techniques and tropes among artistic practices and 

discoursesõ in Europe and the US including noise, immersion, visual sound, panaurality, 

musicalisation of sound, sound reproduction and imitation, silence, and bodily utterance and 

screamingõ (Kahn, 1999: 2). Kahn takes a broad view of sound and of the arts, including 

literature, music, visual arts, theatre and film in his analysis. Although the subject of sound art is 

beyond the historical scope of his study of sound in the arts, it nevertheless presents sound as a 

serious topic for consideration in the theorisation and critique of modern art. Sound art clearly 

existed some time before the millennium, as Kahn argues elsewhere, although it was perhaps not 

yet sufficiently established to receive the same kind of scholarly attention.  

From 2005  

Some five years after the initial surge of sound art exhibitions came a range of prominent shows 

considering the relationship of sound and music to the visual arts. Sons et Lumières at the 

Pompidou Centre in Paris, for example, aimed to provide a history of sound in twentieth-century 

art (2005; Figure 1.9), and Visual Music at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles 

focused more specifically on cases of synaesthesia in art and music since 1900 (2005; Figure 1.10).  
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Selected works, from left to right: Frantisek Kupka, óNocturneô, 1911 (oil on 
canvas). Photo: © MUMOK (2016: n.p.). Used with permission; Joe Jones, óBird 

Cageô, 1964 (mixed media). Photo: É MUMOK (2014: n.p.). Used with 
permission; Peter Moore, óCharlotte Moorman and Nam June Paik performing 
John Cageôs 26'1.499" for a String Playerô, 1965 (photograph). Photo: É Estate of 

Peter Moore (1965: n.p.); Pierre Huyghe, óLôExp®dition Scintillante, Act 2 (Light 
Show)ô, 2002 (light and smoke installation). Photo: É Pierre Huyghe (2006: n.p.). 

Used with permission. 
 

Figure 1.9 ï Sons et Lumières, Pompidou Centre, Paris, 2005 
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Selected works, from left to right: Installation view including Frantisek Kupka 
óOrganization of Graphic Motifs IIô (1912-13), Stanton Macdonald-Wright 
óConception Synchromyô (1914) and Morgan Russell óFour Part Synchromy, 

Number 7ô (1914-15) (oil on canvas); Jim Hodges, óCorridorô, 2003 (installation in 
ócolorsoundô); Jennifer Steinkamp and Bryan Brown, óSwellô, 1995 (computer 
generated projection with soundtrack); Nike Savvas, óAnthem (The Carney)ô, 

2003 (light installation). Photos: Brian Forrest © MOCA, Los Angeles (2005: n.p.). 
Used with permission. 

 

Figure 1.10 ï Visual Music, The Museum of Contemporary Art,  
Los Angeles, 2005 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

20 

This prompted an article on ôArt and Music in the Twentieth Centuryõ in the international art 

magazine Artforum, in which contemporary art curator Harry Cooper notes that ôthe dark secret 

of high-modernist visual art and theory has always been (shhh!) sound. No surprise, then, that the 

twenty-first century has already brought us two major shows devoted to the connections between 

eye and ear in the twentiethõ (2005: 10). Although sound art was not the focus of these 

exhibitions, it is perhaps not coincidental that these historical explorations of sound and the 

senses occur around the same time that sound was attracting increasing interest from visual art 

institutions. 

The British media returned specifically to the subject of sound art in an article in The Daily 

Telegraph entitled ôListen - Itõs the Sound of a New Artõ, which discusses the steady growth of 

sound art in the UK since the Sonic Boom exhibition (Davies, 2005: n.p.). ôThe buzz around sound 

art is growingõ, writes reporter Serena Davies, ôgoing from a whisper to something to shout about 

ð and, finally, the rest of the art world is listeningõ (2005: n.p.). She references major projects at 

the Tate Modern, such as Bill Fontanaõs recording of the Millennium Bridge (to become Harmonic 

Bridge, London, 2006) and Bruce Naumanõs sound-based retrospective Raw Materials (London, 

2005). In the same year, the Tate also hosted events relating to the Her Noise exhibition, held at 

the South London Gallery (London, 2005), which brought together women artists using sound as 

a medium. Other activity included the exhibition ShhéSounds in Spaces at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum (London, 2004), which replaced its audio guides with new sound works relating to the 

collections, and an exhibition of works by artist and musician Christian Marclay at the Barbican 

(London, 2005). Upcoming projects by Fontana, Toop (Sound Out, Cork, Ireland, 2005) and the 

Glasgow-based arts organisation NVA (The Storr, Isle of Skye, 2005) were also mentioned in 

Daviesõ article, as well as the sound art-based shortlist for the New Music Award that year 

(Davies, 2005: n.p.). An article in the Observer in fact suggests a new wave of ôBrit Art-cum-Musicõ 

by playfully nicknaming some leading new musicians and sound artists as the ôYBMAsõ (OõHagan 

et al., 2006: n.p.). Here a range of authors write about work such as Jem Finerõs sound sculptures, 

the sound sample collages of Vikki Bennett (also known as ôPeople Like Usõ), the collections of 

everyday sound by ôDream of Tall Buildingsõ, and an installation of sound and light at Baltic 

Centre for Contemporary Art by Alex Bradley and Charles Poulet (Whiteplane, Gateshead, 2005). 

These reports clearly demonstrate the increasing popularity of sound art as an activity five years 

into this century. 

That same year, sound art became the focus of a special edition of ArtReview, the London-

based international magazine of contemporary art and style (May 2005; Figure 1.11). The editor 

explains: ôIn this issue we examine sound art from its beginnings in the 1960s to the current 

practice of contemporary artists working in the fieldõ (Wilson, 2005b: 13). Anthony Huberman 

ôassesses the impact and legacy of the õ60s sound art pioneersõ (Wilson, 2005a: 8), Laurie  
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Front cover, and page opening (right). 
Photos: the author © ArtReview.  
Used with permission. 

 
Figure 1.11 ï ArtReview magazine sound issue, May 2005 

 

 

 

 

 

 


