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Abstract 

 

 There is no denying we live in a visually dominant culture; and for most of us we 

see no reason it shouldn't be so. What can be gained, beyond mere enrichment of our 

visual world, from our window into the sonic?  Sound offers a different experience 

generating a point of perspective that implicitly questions assumptions of a world 

modeled by visual perception. Furthermore, by examining both experiences for their 

points of contrast, a dialog can be struck fostering a critical awareness of perceptual 

limitations inherent in each.  PARALLELEPIPED: SOUNDS SERIOUS  presents an 

encounter inviting each participant a window through which to investigate ones own 

experience and understand each mode of perception and the conversation evident, but 

often ignored. The sonic installation consists of ten sculptures all which take the form of 

large white boxes. Each box contains within it the staging for unique sonic events activated 

and manipulated by investigating participants.  
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3 

 

 

 

Contents 

 

Part I: Sculpting a Sonic Context....                         1 

 Introduction...                                                         1 

 Early Beginnings...                                                 5 

 Noise and Other Rumblings...                               6 

 John Cage...                                                            11 

 Fluxus and Minimalism...                                      15 

 World as Sound...                                                    18 

 Space of Sound...                                                     20 

 

Part II: Installation: Theory and Experience...        24 

 Artistic Concepts...                                                 25 

 The Installation...                                                    27 

 Sound, a Different Way of Creating?...                 31 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

 

 

 

Part I:  

Sculpting a Sonic Context  

Introduction  

 The whole notion of sound art may be, in a sense, foreign to some; isn't that what 

music is anyways? What does 'sound art' have to offer that 'music' doesn’t? Art that is  

now better understood by this term has often been termed 'kinetic art'. This follows from 

a visual perspective, sounds are the attributes of objects actions. The difference rests in 

the focus. On the one hand, the motions of objects take precedent; on the other, the 

objects play a secondary, supporting, or contrasting role in which the sounds are regarded 

with the same validity as a carved block of stone. This is certainly true for this sonic 

installation where the sounds, objects, and actions are all inter-dependent and equally 

substantial.  

 The development of sound art began in earnest primarily with John Cage's effort 

to challenge notions of relevant sound and the composer's involvement in prescribing 

sonic experiences. As musical practices began to splinter through the early twentieth 

century, sound art was brought to life by lines of thought that rejected the standard sound 

compositional practice through 'grid based' notation which focused around manipulating 

a certain set of parameters. Trevor Wishart refers to this as “lattice-oriented” sounds or 
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also the “Pitch/Duration paradigm”1 where composition centered on a relatively rigidly 

spaced scale of pitches in combination with symmetrical divisions of duration. Standard 

musical notation renders this grid visually in its use of verticality across lines and spaces 

to represent pitch, and the horizontal dimension to represent even segments of duration 

through time.   

 With sound art's genesis, artists began to find that all sounds--soft and loud, 

intended and unintentional--had something to offer and questions to imply. Much early 

work dealt with a reawakening of the ability to listen to all sounds: sometimes through 

compositions formed with recorded and reordered sounds or through performances 

involving sounds determined by chance events. In these chance compositions, first 

developed by John Cage, the work was constituted, not by a preset series of sounds, but 

rather an opportunity to redirect attention to sounds provided by the local or nonlocal 

environment. This may be understood by a common example wherein performers turned 

the knobs on a collection of radios which would emit sounds undetermined by Cage 

himself but rather specific to the broadcasts passed by the roaming dials at that very 

moment.  

 In his book In the Blink of An Ear, Seth Kim-Cohen understands the development 

of 'sound art' through a dichotomy relevant to my sonic installation. He recognizes that 

“From one direction, experimental music, from the 1950s onward, pursued an agenda that 

increasingly recast not just the organizational logic of music but also the very values and 

assumptions by which that logic was justified.”2 Much of this was initiated  by John 

Cage's relentless quest to extend the definition of music to infinity.  Beginning in the mid 

                                                 
1 Wishart, “Sonic Art” 11 
2 Kim-Cohen, “Non-cochlear sonic art” 168 
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60's within the gallery, another force conspired with the world of sound. Cohen notes that 

from another direction “practitioners in the gallery arts invested themselves in strategies 

related to and in many cases derived from sonic and musical methodologies. The 

dematerialization of the art object sought a status already achieved by the ephemerality of 

sound. The emphasis on performance shifted the gallery experience from one of 

exhibition to one of encounter.”3  

 While the categories of experimental music and sonic art tend to blur around the 

edges, my work is definitely not likely to earn me the title of composer as understood by 

most people. Rather, it's an encounter with both object and event and the conditions of 

one's own perception filtered through different senses. Though listening to the sounds as 

interesting in and of themselves is a component of the work, this is not their primary 

purpose, in contrast to John Cage's desire to “let sounds be themselves” or Pierre 

Shaffer's theories of acousmatic listening. Rather, my hope is for this installation to 

function as a point of departure in considering some of the philosophical implications of 

interpreting a world heard vs. a world seen. Despite how often hearing and seeing are 

compared (especially from the scientific wave model view), with the clear advantage 

given to the experience of seeing, I would like to offer a different take. Namely, that the 

experience of hearing, held in 'opposition' to seeing, is really quite different and offers 

some important insights and experiences, both philosophical as well as practical, in 

finding our place in this world.  

 By creating a disjunction between the visual and auditory experience of tangible 

objects, these audible sculptures seek to provoke consideration of how a world 'view', 

                                                 
3 Kim-Cohen, “Non-cochlear sonic art” 168 
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modeled around sonic experience might vary from that shaped by our predominant mode, 

visuality.  More specifically, I feel that our current visual world, dominated by geometric 

grids and a linear and gridded print structure, has lead to a growing disjunction between 

auditory and visual experience, with a consequent distancing between the two. Conflating 

this disjunction in formally reduced sculptures, I seek to make apparent a few important 

differences in the experience of visual and auditory phenomena. There are three 

important points of disparity I peruse in these works.  First, that in time (that is, moment 

to moment experience) hearing is primarily an experience of events. Sound is the record 

of some specific action or interaction. In this way, hearing always conveys a world in 

constant motion and change. As we will see, John Cage in a sense 'discovered' the 

absence of true silence; the ear can only hear action never inaction.4 This stands 

somewhat in opposition to seeing which, though of course conveying action and 

interaction, does so by presenting static and self-contained objects that can appear 

silent/still at the macro level. This difference is exaggerated in modern cities where the 

visual landscape is dominated by monumental static and angular “unchanging” forms, or 

through information presented encoded in text on a page. Not only do these convey a 

stable 'concert' world, they also suggest space and 'information' existing as an imaginary 

grid the world adheres to. Secondly, sonic experience places the subject at the center of 

experience where sounds are received simultaneously from all directions. Staring at a 

sculpture, one misses the people passing on all sides, while the ears (if allowed a broad 

enough focus) hear both the sounds escaping the work as well as the breath, words, and 

footsteps produced by surroundings in all directions. This immersion in one's 

                                                 
4 Cage, “Silence” (INSERT PG#) 
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environment is lacking to a greater degree in visual experience where the viewer must 

'look out' on the world from self to objects. Thirdly, hearing is less restricted by physical 

boundaries, traveling easily though walls and around blind corners; it connects one to an 

active world beyond the limits of visual linearity. Sitting in a room, the world seen 

extends no farther than the boundaries presented by the walls. The world heard, though, 

may extend beyond to whistling wind, purring air handlers, and screeching tires.  

 In a time when we cling to the stability of a clearly delineated world and yet feel 

disconnected from our environment, visual experience often reinforces the notion that 

while sitting inside these four walls things shouldn't ever change, that the world can be 

interpreted by grids, and entities; that we can stand in isolation to the world. Auditory 

experience, on the other hand, offers a world of connection, interaction, and constant 

flux. Perhaps at times terrifying in its intrusive and insistent imposition on our personal 

individuality,  it may provide an experience or 'model' of the world that better reflects the 

interconnectivity and constant mutability of a changing world which we must necessarily  

struggle against. If nothing more, it provides a point of contrast to visual experience that 

can challenge assumptions held unthinkingly from a visual perspective. Auditory 

experience can be viewed as intrinsically critiquing assumptions generated and sustained 

from a visual perspective.  

 

Early Beginnings  
 
In trying to understand what we mean by 'sound art' and the ways this project intersects 

developments of the past century, it will be useful to consider a variety of 

composers/artists that have contributed to both experimental music and sonic-oriented  
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gallery arts.  As these ends meet, there is a tendency for sound artists to apparently fall on 

one of two sides, though neither are mutually exclusive; the distance between forms a 

gradual continuum. There are those who tend to expand the term “music” to encompass 

any and all sounds, such as Edgard Varese who “redefined music as 'organized sound,' 

side-stepping the conventional distinction between 'music' and 'noise',”5 or Murray 

Schafer, who liked to think of the “the cosmos itself is a vast musical composition”6. On 

the other hand, there are people working with sound who wouldn't necessarily consider 

themselves composers in the traditional sense of creating 'organized sound'.  

Max Neuhaus, for example, created works more focused around examining the act and 

role of listening in defining our perceptual model of the world. 'Time Piece Beacon' 

(2006) is a good example wherein a sound grows slowly in a public space, usually  

un-noticed, until it suddenly shuts off leaving a vacuum of sound in its wake. Works on 

this end of the spectrum tend to examine questions such as: When do we listen? Why do 

we listen? How do we listen? And what does sound imply or reveal? (This installation is 

particularly concerned with the later two questions.) Many sound artists span the entire 

spectrum, both composing organized sound and questioning what listening and hearing 

have to offer. John Cage is perhaps most notable for this breadth of work both composing 

and conceptualizing ideas of sonic experience. While 'sound art' begins in earnest with 

Cage, the stirrings of what was to come can be found much earlier as the tensions and 

divisions between music/language and noise were called into question. 

 

Early Noise and other Rumblings  

                                                 
5 Cox / Warner, “Audio Culture” 17 
6 Ibid. 29 
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 One of the first appearances or calls for the incorporation of noise into the realm 

of desirable sound came from Luigi Russolo in 'The Art of Noises: Futurist Manifesto' 

(1913) in which he states: “with the invention of machines, Noise was born.” He goes on 

to say that “we must break out of this limited circle of sounds” ( of musical instruments at 

the time) “and conquer the infinite variety of noise-sounds.” He calls for a futurist 

orchestra that will be realized mechanically and consist of six families of noise: 

 

1. Roars, Thunderings, Explosions, Hissing roars, Bangs, Booms 
2. Whistling, Hissing, Puffing 
3. Whispers, Murmurs, Mumbling, Muttering, Gurgling 
4. Screeching, Creaking, Rustling, Humming, Crackling, Rubbing 
5. Noises obtained by beating on metals, woods, skins, stones, pottery, ect. 
6. Voices of animals and people, shouts, Screams, Shrieks, Wails, Hoots, 

Howls, Death rattles, Sobs. 
 

This list he feels includes “the most characteristic of the fundamental noises. The other 

are only associations and combinations of these.”7 This is one of the first instances of  a 

turn towards the inclusion of  sounds that didn't fit neatly onto the pitch/duration grid of 

the past. Though even developing a series of instruments called Intonarumori (“noise 

intoners”) it seems their influence was too politically directed and lacked force in music 

compositional circles to have much direct effect on compositional practice8.  While 

superficially resembling the Intonarumori in the use of boxes to house sounds often 

considered noise, my works aren't meant to be played as instruments, or reinforce an 

futurist industrial ideal of sound. Rather the form of the object seen, stable and static, 

suggesting elementary geometry, architectural forms, and printed pages is meant to be 

                                                 
7 Russolo, “Futurist Manifesto” 13   
8 Morgan, “Twentieth-Century” 117 
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considered in dialog with the infinitely varied sound events animating the experience. 

Though off to a good start, Douglas Kahn notes “the influence of Russolo's noise 

eventually waned but was then revived in the wake of musique concrete in the 1950s and 

has become widely recognized as a precursor to a range of artistic activities”.9 

 Though musique concrete, spearheaded by Pierre Schaeffer, revived and found it's 

likeness in Futurist experimental, there is step taken by Edgard Varese's work that 

prefigured this resurrection of Russolo's theories into common compositional practice. 

Coming to the United States in 1915, Varese called for a new kind of music, which he 

described as “the movement of sound-masses, of shifting planes[...]When these sound-

masses collide, the phenomena of penetration or repulsion will seem to occur. Certain 

transmutations taking place on certain planes will seem to be projected onto other planes, 

moving at different speeds and at different angles.”10  Though in some ways this 

conception of composition may seem to mirror Russolo's, Varese is keen to employ 

sound in constructing multidimensional sound interactions that he views as a radical 

departure from traditional ways of organizing sonic interactions. This is one of the 

earliest occurrences where the listener is being asked to listen to the sounds, bringing into 

consciousness “their transmutations when they pass over different layers, when they 

penetrate certain opacities, or are dilated in certain rarefactions.”11 Here sounds are 

considered outside their formal relationships to a harmonic and rhythmic grid which, up 

till this point, had largely determined the 'quality' or depth of what was considered a 

valuable sonic experience. Edgard Varese's musical ideals reflect a unique aspect of sonic 

experience. As one shifts attention from event to event in any sonic context, the sounds 
                                                 
9 Kahn, “Noise, Water, Meat” 57 
10 Varese, “Liberation of Sound” 17  
11 Ibid. 18 
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are blended and woven though conscious attention and inclusion rather than by physical 

movements in sequence, such as an eye darting over a painting. The listener receives all 

present sound simultaneously and then focuses attention through internal means.  Though 

Varese was open to the inclusion of all sound, 'composerly organization' was still a 

given, shortly to be challenged  by John Cage and Murray Schafer. Unlike these later 

artists/sound theorists, Edgard Varese still put a great amount of stock in having his 

compositions “reach the listener unadulterated by interpretation”12 thus emphasizing the 

role of the composer in each experience. He was still a painter of sound, as it were, in 

favor of a completed and completely determined sonic 'work'.  Two of his electronic 

works, Deserts (1950-54), which was created in Pierre Schaeffer's Paris studio, and 

Poeme Electronique (1957-58) are considered “early masterpieces of electronic music”.  

 The work of Edgard Varese was reformulated with more precise conditions by 

Pierre Schaeffer. Musique concrete refers to the style of music developed by Shaffer in 

the early 1940's, while theories under the term Acousmatic listening denotes his specific  

goals for the ways he hoped his compositions would be heard and understood. These 

focused around a new type of listening less centered on the feeling, progression or 

relational organization of the musical work itself, and instead on what is revealed by 

'listening' to the sounds themselves as “objets sonores” or sonorous objects. These works 

were made possible by newly emerging electronic means of sound production and 

manipulation. Sounds would be recorded from the environment and then manipulated on 

tapes, “deliberately forgetting every reference to instrumental causes or preexisting 

                                                 
12 Varese, “Liberation of Sound” 19  
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musical significations”13. Musique concrete was intended to focus attention on the 

properties of the sounds themselves not on the source of the sounds or relationships 

constructed. They were intended to exist behind a metaphoric curtain obscuring their 

source and associations, floating isolated in a perceptual void.   

 Once the sounds are isolated and exist only for themselves, “it is the listening 

itself that becomes the origin of the phenomenon to be studied[...]The acousmatic 

situation[...] symbolically precludes any relation with what is visible, touchable, 

measurable.”14 What this leaves open is a direct consideration of various aspects of 

listening. Schaeffer outlines these as a) pure listening, b) listening to effects, c) variations 

in listening, and d) variations in the signal. The first, 'pure listening' allows the individual 

to realize how fully one relies on the visual component of sound to understand the sounds 

purpose and form. He feels without visual cues it may take some time to reorient to the 

sounds actual nature. Once this is accomplished greater depth of sonic perception can 

begin to form.  By the second component, 'Listening to Effects', Schaeffer hopes that  

“the dissociation of seeing and hearing here encourages another way of listening:[...] 

without any aim other than that of hearing them better, in order to be able to describe 

them through an analysis of the content of our perception.”15 In many ways this is a 

restatement of the first aspect, 'Pure listening', but here he introduces the importance of 

“the content of our perceptions” and goes on to note that the best way to break down the 

urge to trace the sound to its source is though repetition, which will exhaust this need and 

bring to sonic object into concentrated focus. It is his hope that through more refined 

                                                 
13  Schaeffer, “Acousmatics” 81 
14  Ibid. 78 
15 Schaeffer, “Acousmatic” 78 
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listening the richness of this perception will be revealed and laid bare for appreciation. 

The third aspect, 'Variations in Listening', is concerned with the ability of this repetition 

to reveal shifts in attention as each sound is repeated, identical but changed by the 

individual subjectivity of the listeners. As the sonic object is explored, new aspects are 

continuously revealed in the patterns of focus generated by the listener. Lastly, 'variations 

in the Signal' outlines the “special possibilities” of presenting systematic variations of a 

single sonic object. By stretching, compressing, amplifying, or muting the same bit of 

sound, it can be observed under a variety of conditions allowing further investigation of 

the listening experience.  

 There exist many similarities but also some important differences between the 

sculptures presented here and the compositional strategies and theories of Pierre 

Schaeffer. The sculptures rely on a division between the discrete physical sound sources 

so as to focus experience on the qualia of sounds. Repetition of relatively short events is 

also employed both internally and by the nature of the participation required to continue 

engagement with the work. Both concealment and repetition serve the same purpose of 

directing the participants attention to the experience of listening in itself. However, unlike 

the musique concerte work, such as Masquerage (1952),  the goal isn't to simply to listen 

to the sounds and explore the experience of attending to them but to throw them into 

contrast with the visual experience of each object. In this way a contrast is created 

between the event revealed auditorily while concealed visually. The visually precise 

nature of the objects involved in the happening are concealed in favor of emphasizing the 

event or action revealed by listening. This, too, highlights an important choice in the 

sculptures, namely to not employ speakers in creating sounds which only reproduce an 
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event from a singular predetermined orientation, and only play it back from a twice over 

reduced point of emanation; first by collecting sounds from a single point (the mic), and 

again in its emanation from a single location of the speaker.  The physical movement of 

the sounds origin through the local environment within the sculptures  plays a crucial role 

of connecting sound with an action/change oriented world of sound. 

 

John Cage  

Visuality overwhelms aurality in the cultural balance of the senses. The light 
that sparks the presence of objects and environments seems to be 
instantaneously everywhere and thus assumes a state of being that has proved 
to be particularly attractive to Western culture, whereas the actions that 
produce sounds appear scattered in space and time, tied to events that merely 
take place within a larger state of being. John Cage set out to tilt the balance 
in favor of the ear, and many people have heard the world differently because 
of his efforts. 16 
 

I am one of the many in this case, and much of this project began with my introduction to 

John Cage's sonic Theories. Deemphsizing the role of compositional intentionality and 

holding to light the participants role in a musical experience is perhaps one of Cage's 

most important augmentations to western musical practice.17. To accomplish this 

monumental shift in the Western musical tradition Cage employed a number of new 

tactics. The emphasis on listening to 'sound-in-itself' was not entirely new as we saw in 

the specific goals latent in Pierre Shaeffer's acousmatic listening. Cage, though, advanced 

this practice in two revolutionary ways. The first is exemplified by his earliest fully 

indeterminate work,  “Music of Changes” (1951). In this piece Cage used a chart of 

sounds, durations, dynamics, tempi and density which were randomly chosen by 

consulting the I-Ching or  “book of changes”. The I-Ching was first consulted about 

                                                 
16 Kahn, “Noise, Water Meat” 158 
17 Kim-Cohen “Non-cochlear” 21 
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which sound to use from a sound chart, then the sound was shaped by consulting another 

series of charts with the above-mentioned parameters. New material is introduced by 

switching the charts between fixed and un-fixed states. When the charts are consulted in 

the unfixed state the used parameter is immediately replaced by a new appropriate 

designation.18  

 Indeterminacy pried the compositional practice itself from the grip of the 

composer's direct imagination. No longer were sounds being structured intentionally to 

produce a coherent 'piece of music.' As Kahn states, “his best-known campaign, of 

course, was against self expression, which he equated most commonly with the German 

Romantic tradition and the classicism of Beethoven”19. What followed from this 

indeterminate practice was the privileging of the listener's role. This reached its most 

poignant expression with Cage's infamous work titled 4'33'' or 'the silent piece'. 

 4' 33'' itself consists of three movements and was first executed in 1952. The work 

may be performed by (any) instrumentalist or combination of instrumentalists with the 

most important instruction being that the player is to remain silent for the duration of the 

piece. The performance was initially given by a pianist who came out and sat at the piano 

bench for the allotted time, then got up and left stage. This piece is the focus of constant 

speculation as to when, where and what inspired its conception. He himself claims to 

have been inspired (or perhaps prodded) by Robert Rauschenberg's 'white paintings'. He 

is quoted saying “when I saw those, I said, 'Oh yes, I must; otherwise I'm lagging, 

otherwise music is lagging.”20 Another source of inspiration commonly cited was his visit 

to an anechoic chamber in 1951. Here he famously heard two sounds that he later found 
                                                 
18 Cage, “Silence” (GET BOOK, INSERT PG#) 
19 Kahn, “Noise, Water, Meat” 164 
20 Kahn, “Noise, Water, Meat” 168 (“Erik Satie: A Conversation,” Contact, no. 25) 
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were the rush of blood moving though his body and the faint high pitched whine of his 

nervous system working. This visit, whether or not it directly inspired 4'33'', was the 

wellspring of 'the silent work'. For in the expected silence he found its impossibility,  a 

state as unattainable as the absolute stillness of an atom. With 4'33'' Silence was 

effectively 'destroyed', and simultaneous demoted the composers hand relinquishing any 

direct intentionality (in a way similar to his indeterminate works) and placed the 

participants ability to listen at the center of importance.  “In negotiating his new world of 

sound, Cage replaced the opposition of sound and silence with a gradient of all sound 

extending from small sounds to loud sounds”.21 In doing so he also “opened music up 

into an emancipatory endgame”.22  

 At this point music began to border on the realm of 'sound art'. With all sounds 

initiated into the realm of music, sounds would have to find other artistic venues to 

develop in. This is not of course to say that music had reached its end; it would 

continuously evolve through the endless variety of forms, sounds, means of composition, 

and paths of audition to find new ground. In one sense, though, what came after Cage is 

more of a permutation game in the realm of music. Once all noise became 'music', for 

Cage at least, sound was freed to answer and pose questions about its own nature and how 

we perceive it. These questions are not necessarily excluded form the term 'music' either, 

rather this is just where the line tends to be drawn (or scribbled) in a the general sense 

suggested by Kim-Cohen in the diverging paths of experimental music and gallery arts 

that began to seek the dematerialization of the art object.   

 Though many of Cage's practices were couched in terms of experimental music 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 160 
22 Ibid. 164 
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the principles explored pushed the conceptual limits of 'sonic practice' at the time. The 

practices discussed above, indeterminacy and silence, play an important role in 

'composing' the experience of my work as a whole installation/environment. Using 

unrecorded sounds and employing physical mechanisms in creating the sounds leads to 

some degree of chance in the sounds produced. Some sculptures use this to a larger 

degree while some repeat a nearly indistinguishable sound with every iteration. The 

indeterminacy employed though is resolutely manifest in the 'random' interactions of 

people with the objects. As one sculpture is personally engaged the rest will be randomly 

used by others in the room. Even if people were to try and organize the sound events by 

'playing' them, differences in timing inherent in the chance events would lead to an effect 

probably little different than if a sizable number of people were to just roam freely and 

engage the works. The indeterminacy of each sculpture and between coinciding sculptural 

events is employed in the service of one of  Pierre Shaeffer's tenants of the acousmatic 

field, namely Variations in the Signal discussed earlier. The repetition of any sound held 

in attention is naturally varied by the randomness inherent in interacting with any real 

physical system, as well as the own participants movement through the space and the 

combinatorial effects of other events sounding in tandem. In this way the sounds are in 

effect separated from the visually static shell of their origin and freed for consideration in 

their various permutations, though not just for themselves, but in contrast to the visual.  

 Cageian silence is also employed to bring awareness to the larger field of sounds 

surrounding each participant. Instead of running the sounds continuously, which would be 

relatively easy to do mechanically, the participant is forced to endure the silence of an 

object while either moving on to the next or repeating the interaction. The gap provides a 
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moment for the recently attentive ear to move beyond the object to encompass not only 

the sounds of other sculptures but also the sounds made personally, by others, and the 

environment similar to the sounds manifest in the concert hall by audience members of 

4'33''. If each sculpture were to continuously run repeating the sounds event endlessly, it 

would become an object in itself that could be attended to or ignored. By allowing a piece 

to be silent the other sounds rush in to fill the void. The necessity of physical engagement 

to reset the piece also strengthens the link between the sounds heard and the action/event 

initiated by the participant. It is harder to link the sound with the object, to think of them 

as one, when participation is required to draw forth something more than the static object 

alone. 

 

Fluxus and Minimalism 

 As Brandon LeBelle states in his survey of sound art, “the move toward everyday 

life and quotidian experience found in Cage's ongoing output of music, echoed in the 

tumultuous euphoria of Happenings, finds further iteration in Fluxus”.23 The term Fluxus 

is rather hard to pin down in terms of specific goals. If Cage began to see all sounds of the 

world as potentially musical, then it could be said that Fluxus artists worked under the 

assumption that everything happening has the potential to undergo the transformation to 

art, and is determined only by the participants perceptual orientation to an event.  Works 

would consist of  small scale, and ordinary events that could be interpreted as dryly 

humors while often existing on the edge of perceptibility24.  

 Many Fluxist works involved sounds/sound events in their realization. George 

                                                 
23 LeBelle “Background Noise” 58 
24 Ibid. 60 
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Brecht's Drip Music is a prime example of these event scores which sought to elevate the 

mundane to involve people in the appreciation of commonly shared experiences often  

un-noticed or unconsidered. In the work, water was simply slowly dripped into an un-

amplified container. “It forces the listener into the delicate silence of near inaudibility: the 

ear must move closer to the quiet sounds, to follow each drip, as a universe of 

potentiality, each single drip and event, each resonance a sonic revelation”.25 The 

requisite attention on the nearly imperceptible results in an awareness of perception itself. 

So in a sense, if Cage moved the work from the stage to the site of audition, then Fluxus 

took it a step further moving in to the act of perception itself. 

 The simplicity of many fluxus works creates a definite overlap with minimalist 

practice which was also newly evolving around the same time. Much of LaMonte 

Young's later work falls more squarely under minimalist sonic practice. It is hard to 

reduce sonic minimalism beyond his Dream House (1964) project wherein tones are 

sustained for nearly indefinite times. In its final location, Dream House consists of 

multiple rooms each with a different frequency. As the tones are lived in over time 

“you're able to better hear all the harmonic nuance within frequency—for it takes the ear 

time to adjust to the frequencies heard”.26 Instead of a static viewer, sound is held 'still' 

while emphasis is placed on the dynamism of the participant. The architecture of the 

rooms will inevitably shape the sound space so as one moves about the room nodes and 

zones are passed through and strung together in  combination via the interaction of 

different spaces in threshold transitions. LaMonte Young sought a form of surrender to 

the world of sound in search of a new perspective or understanding. He says “that if we 

                                                 
25 Ibid. 
26 LeBelle “Background Noise” 72 
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could to some degree give ourselves up to them, the sounds and other things that is, we 

enjoyed the possibility of learning something new.”27 Here minimal music approaches 

sonic sculpture. What's important is ones interactions with and personal movement 

throughout the invisible 'world' construed and understood only sonically.   

 Both visually, auditorily, and conceptually my work shares in Fluxest and 

Minimalistic ideals. It takes little effort to understand how these works partake in the 

legacy of minimalism. The visual form is quite simple (perhaps reducible only further by 

equalizing all dimensions) while each sonic event is relatively self contained and highly 

repetitive, in most respects, relying on a minimal variation within each noise making path.  

Fluxus' focus on the simplest events of life (and especially sound's ability to convey the 

activity of these events as “happenings”) is mirrored in my own more abstracted sounds. 

Instead of everyday events such as water dropping, however, the exploration of 

perception is employed though abstracted sounds freed to a greater degree from 

contextual associations, though sometimes reminiscent of sounds produced by 

instruments, and percussion; others are more truly unique to themselves. Unlike Fluxus 

'events' the focus on perception comes not from the showcasing of subtle holistic events 

but rather by creating perceptual disjunction or frustration where by the instinct to orient 

the sound visually is defeated. In doing this the visual perception and auditory perception 

are brought into a dialog, raising questions about how the visual and auditory stimuli 

perceived relate and inherently critique assumptions held through each mode of 

apprehension. In many respects this project is an effort to understand the world of sound 

on its own terms, as its own world.  

                                                 
27 Young, in Kahn, “Noise, Water, Meat” 229 
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World as sound 

Sounds cannot be known the way sights can be known. Seeing is analytical and 
reflective. It places things side by side and compares them...Sights are knowable. 
Sights are nouns. Sounding is active and generative.28  
 

R. Murray Schafer, like Cage was interested in the sounds produced in the environment 

though less concerned with listening to the soundscape as a vast musical composition 

unfolding around us ceaselessly; instead, he sought to understand how this world 

informed our thinking and how we should approach its future and ours in it. 

 Some of his most interesting work, with regards to my own pursuits, involve 

sound's ability to construct specific places. He felt people would necessarily reflect their 

sound environment as much as they would also shape it. He makes special reference to 

what he terms 'keynote sounds' in a given environment. “The keynote sounds of a given 

place are important because they help to outline the character of men living among 

them.”29 He feels that even if these sounds aren't listened to consciously they cannot be 

overlooked, for “keynote sounds become listening habits in spite of themselves.”30  

Though not presented in a necessarily artistic context, Schafer raises important questions 

about how sound structures our own thinking even when we don’t give primary attention 

to their incessant presence.  

 He was also acting out of concern for our future sonic environment. From his 

point of view we are increasingly headed into what he termed a lo-fi sound environment; 

in such “the signal to noise ration is 1 to 1 and it is no longer possible to know what, if 

                                                 
28 Schafer, in LaBelle, “Background noise” 196 
29 Schafer, “The Soundscape” 9 
30 Schafer, “The Soundscape” 9 
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anything, is to be listened to.”31 A hi-fi sonic environment, on the other hand, is defined 

by the ability to distinguish discrete sounds from amongst the ambient sonic 

environment. He feared that as civilization advanced and the priority of the eye 

maintained dominance that acoustic landmarks and general awareness or acoustic 

orientation would deteriorate even further, overwhelmed by an impenetrable wall of 

indistinguishable noise. Lacking a proper appreciation of the sonic world would 

negatively effect people's connection to one another, their environment, and even the 

space of 'silence' from whence contemplative thought arouse.  

 To help reconcile this conundrum he was in favor of teaching people to listen 

through what he termed 'ear cleaning' exercises. A few suggestions are offered for this 

task. He suggests setting up listening experiences where sound is elucidated by means of 

relaxation and concentration exercises designed to foster awareness. He also suggests the 

repetitive listening to a single type of sound or sound-event to better understand its 

complexity.  Similar to Cage, he felt it essential to teach the respect of silence (silence 

here meaning personal silence or in other works a state of reception rather than output) 

other times  

 My work reflects a similar emphasis on sound's ability to construct ones 

environment and draw forth a more immersive mapping of surroundings that create a 

shared experience of an environment. Without relying on a circumstance prescribed for 

expanding sonic awareness, my works also seek a similar realization with implications 

extending to how we relate experience our environment. As Schafer suggests, sounds do 

have an ability to connect and orient one to a large scale of experience that extends 

                                                 
31 Schafer, “Music of the Environment” 29 
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beyond our often narrowly limited visual field. Once again repetition and silence (both 

implicated in Schafer's 'ear cleaning' exercises) are important aspects of connecting to 

and penetrating the sounds one comes into contact with, whether attentively or 

inattentively. While Schafer feels all that is needed is class-like instruction to have one 

'ears cleaned', my work starts with the assumption that the experience will be all the more 

impactful and valuable if it can be drawn spontaneously from the participants experience 

as part of the installation. Though the onus is placed on the participant to engage, 

experience, and think about the works the results of personal revelation are always farther 

reaching 

 

Space of Sound 

  By questioning sound's importance in constructing perceptual and 

phenomenological space there emerged a new wave of sound artists. Following in the 

footsteps of La Monte Young, with R. Murray Schafer's work concurrently underway, 

these artist's focus shifted from 'audition as the site of composition' to experimenting with 

and teasing apart ways in which sound could convey and effect the perception of an 

environment.  Artists such as Max Neuhaus, Christina Kubish, and Janet Cardiff  are 

entranced by sound's ability to construct an environment: not one strictly representational 

such that the sounds correspond to objects, but rather to the veiled happenings or visually 

hidden events of a space. These works focused more on the space of sound, and began a 

trend of site specific installations that tease apart the way sounds inform our perception 

of environment. 

 Early examples include the listen walks, began and conducted in 1966 by Max 
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Neuhaus. Following the example of Cage in drawing attention to the music of any space, 

the title of the series is self explanatory. Kim-Cohen notes how “Neuhaus's literal march 

out of the concert hall echoes figuratively sound art's ramble away from music”.32 These 

were elaborated on and given a Fluxist flare by Christina Kubish who would lead 

electromagnetic walks, wherein participants would be given a set of special headphones 

that could pick up ambient electromagnetic fields revealing a hidden aspect of their 

environment via sound.  

 Neuhaus eventually evolved a practice of site specific sound installations that 

were meant to help shape, and also blend with, the environment in which they were 

engaged. He starts by “placing the first sound in the space, listening to it, and finding the 

next thing to try”33. Unlike Young's pieces which also created a space from installed and 

constant noises, Neuhaus' works are not meant to explore the nuances of a single tone 

shaped by its environment or to initiate the listener into the world of sound, but rather to 

integrate the constructed sound-space into its location, allowing the delineation of 

boundaries by audition. A good example of such a work is Time Square (1977) consisting 

of a grate that emanates a constructed noise resulting in a contribution to the overall feel 

of the place, similar to Young's Dream house, though he is interested in locating the 

sounds “in space, and letting the listener place them in his own time.”34 

  Christina Kubish, evolving the electromagnetic walks mentioned earlier, has 

taken to using wrapping networks of cable up walls, and around trees or pillars to form a 

hidden sonic environment explored by participants through means of headphones that 

translate the space into and auditory environment. Such walks closely join ones 
                                                 
32 Kim-Cohen, “Non-Cochlear” 108-9 
33 Neuhaus, “Notes on Place and Moment”  
34 Neuhaus “inscription, sound works vol. 1” 34 
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movement though a space to the sounds experienced. Interestingly though the signal 

revived and isolated by the headphones is far more precise in creating noticeable shifts 

with little movement, Kubish creates a wonder land of sound experienced only by the 

privileged participant.  

 Neuhaus also recently employed a new twist on the concept for John Cage's Silent 

Prayer work by creating public works such as Intersection I (1999); these generally work 

by exploring the after image left when common sounds are suddenly removed from the 

environment as if suddenly a hole opened up in space and suck all the air out. The works 

take noise from the environment and gradually introduce it back in, thickening the sound 

space as they grow louder and louder, then suddenly, all added sound is removed leaving 

a shared experience and sudden awareness of the sound vacuum with the 'after image' of 

the sounds laid over the suddenly still environment.   

 These works, so far, have centered on integrating and constructing extra layers to 

thicken the perception of space through auditory information. Janet Cardiff took the 

opposite approach to highlighting though negation audition's overlooked role in forming 

our sense of place. She would hold walks led by portable Walkmen playing back her own 

narrated journey along the same path. The the sounds heard don't actually reflect the 

space as it is presently but during a different time. “Staging such a jag in time and space, 

our sense of self is unsettled, for the instability of reference leads to an uncertain reality, 

where the body literally falls out of time”35. Here, visual experience is purposefully 

disconnected with visual experience to emphasize the role of our heard environment that, 

often unconsciously, heavily structures our daily experience. 'Key sounds' are 

                                                 
35 LaBelle, “Background Noise” 226 
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conspicuously out of sync, highlighting the disorienting effects that can ensue and 

narration, conceptually constructing the environment, seems like a voice conjuring 

specters that can be felt as almost real presence. Rather than drawing attention to audition 

through a deepening of experience, a layering of extra information, she emphasizes its 

role instead by way of contrast to typical sonic routine.  

 By presenting my work as a cohesive environment both sonically and visually I 

am attempting to engage, in a similar fashion to those above, with our experience of 

environment through sounds. Like Neuhaus and Kubish, the sonic environment is meant 

to contribute fundamentally to the experience of space while following Cardiff's lead a 

split is formed between the visual and auditory definitions of the space. In this work, 

though, unlike Cardiff's recorded sounds, both the visual and auditory experiences are as 

real and present in the moment as possible. No 'jag in time' is staged, only one between 

our typical employment of auditory in relationship to visual experience. This is 

somewhat problematized by the apparent separation between the 'installation space' and 

its relationships to the rest of the world, though the features of visual experience that are 

intended for specific critique remain relatively apparent. The right angles and flat white 

surfaces with text strongly recall the shapes of buildings as well as the windows, screens, 

and pages though which the world is seen when looking out. The sounds in contrast are 

never limited by the confines of their objects or the physical orientation of participants. 

The following section examines some theories as to why and how this divide has grown, 

its implications, and how listening may provide a use experiential/perceptual contrast to 

much of our visual world.  
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Part II 

Installation: Theory and Experience 

 This section focuses more directly on the installation itself in a attempt to convey 

specifically the nature of the installation and to understand more directly the theoretical 

constructs and implications employed and considered. 

 The work consists visually of  10 box forms whose shells are made from a thin 

plywood. The dimensions vary from the longest at 10'x 16''x 2'', to the smallest, a near 

perfect cube of 23''. Each one possesses individual dimensions nowhere replicated. All 

boxes are cleanly finished a warm white. Transferred to the surface of each box is an 

exacting description of the form inside and out of the individual work and of the actions 

black metal spheres the size of pinballs undergo once inside the box. The only visible 

breaks in the surface are the holes that allow the metal balls entrance and exit, and the 

small divots near each entrance hole to allow a resting spot for each sphere while not 

being actively engaged. Every sculpture is paired with at least three balls. Inside each box 

a path exists for the spheres to follow, varying from the well defined to more open-ended 

interactions. Each one is constructed with the intention of creating an interesting sound-

event brought forth by the contact between the hidden inner form and the ball dropped 

into the void. The relatively thin walls act similar to those of a guitar body conducting the 

sounds and allowing the participant to auditorily track the actions of the ball within. The 

inscriptions on each box are provided at the end of this section for more individual detail 

as to the internal construction and workings of each individual piece for those unable to 

experience the work in person.  

 As a whole, the pieces are displayed in an atypical setting, in that they're not 
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simply placed against white gallery walls. The installation takes place in the Black Box 

Theater in the Hamilton Center, aptly named as everything is painted black; with thick 

black curtains that surround the inner space. The curtains deaden sound coming from 

outside and absorb sounds quickly within the space, creating a sharp contrast between the 

muffled air and any sounds produced within. The individual sculptures are suspended by 

transparent fishing line allowing each to hover in space against the the blackness that 

surrounds it. The objects are squared to the walls, floor, and ceiling fitting within an 

imaginary gridded the individual works adhere to. Their positions were chosen for ease 

of access, movement, and an attempt at creating an inter locking cohesive space. They 

were laid out as follows. (Insert graphic of top down view of space with labels) 

 

Artistic Concepts  

 To briefly recall the central tenant of this thesis, this installation revolves around a 

disjunction that exists between the visual and auditory worlds we experience daily. As 

hinted at in the opening paragraphs, and briefly touched upon in finding a historical 

context for this work, these points of contention can most easily be divided into three 

fundamental aspects for consideration. There is also a sense that many of these 

distinctions are also more true today than perhaps in times past. That being said, though, 

this is not indicative of a longing for a life in times past, but rather a simple attempt to 

bring primary awareness to a world often unconsidered for its own qualities.  

Each division is subsumed into a larger contrast that can be made between visual and 

auditory experience; as a general point of departure our visual experience is primarily 

linear, singular, removed, and comparatively static in contrast to audition which 
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illuminates a multidimensional, plural, immersive, and dynamic world.  

  The first distinction made is, as Voegelin states in her book Listening to Noise 

and silence: Towards a Philosophy of Sound Art, that “sound is the world as dynamic, as 

process, rather than as outline of existence.”36 Over time, or rather in time, sound is the 

experience of a world in action. It is often the verb of experience, whereas visuality tends 

towards stable coherent objects separate from their ground.    

 Secondly, visual experience creates an 'objective' distance between the observer 

and the object observed while auditory experience would have one believe they are 

immersed in a multi-dimensional environment where active “processes are 

simultaneously related with centers everywhere and boundaries nowhere.”37 The 

difference may be subtle, but its implications, when attended to, are not. By orienting 

experience though the eye a strong sense of assured objectivity is created in the apparent 

distance generated between self and subject. The ear, on the other hand, may understand 

sounds origins to exist at a distance but are understood to greet the ear as the point of 

experience. We rarely go around interpreting what we see as a field of crisscrossing light 

rays that we move through and interpret, rather there simply exist objects 'out-there' in 

our awareness that we're free to look at rather than receive through our retina. This sense 

of sonic immersion is also reinforced by our ability to hear sound from all directions 

simultaneously as compared to the need of our eyes to focus on on single object at a 

certain distance. Though it is possible to extend visual awareness beyond a single point, 

this is only possible at the expense of seeing in focus. When attention is given to the 

entire visual field at once, it is still out of focus and extended in a relatively singular 

                                                 
36 Voegelin, “Noise and Silence” 36 
37 Ibid. 71 
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direction. We don't have eyes in the back nor top of our heads yet. 

 Thirdly, and closely related to the previous tenant, is sounds ability to transcend 

physical boundaries. In doing so the sonic world invades space created visually thus 

linking ones consciousness to events and actions that surround and extend beyond often 

limited visual boundaries. In a similar vein, this also allows sounds to occupy the same 

space, where, visually, each object seen requires its own boundaries for proper 

perception.  Though it may sound obvious, but “If you think of every human sense as 

creating its own space, then the eye creates a space where there can only be one thing at a 

time.”38  These points of contrast are important for considering how we normally relate to 

our experience of the world. One of McLuhan's most penetrating insights was to 

understand how our model of the world is just that, a model, and being so is heavily 

shaped by the senses we rely upon to interpret our experience. 

The way we think about the world is in no small way influenced by the senses we 
engage to appreciate this world, and in turn these senses have always already an 
ideological as well as a cultural function prior to us employing them. The judgment 
and understanding reached is inadvertently directed by that ideological functioning of 
the sense employed.39  

 

The Installation 

 Upon entering the installation one is confronted with the stark contrast, between 

object and ground, of large white boxes suspended in black vacuous space. The minimal 

visual appearance employs rigidly gridded objects all different but only as relative 

permutations of the others. The clean lines and geometric organization are intended to 

recall ideal objects of Euclidean geometry. Perfect parallelepipeds grafted onto an 

imaginary ever present three-dimensional grid. Marshal McLuhan, a mid-century media 
                                                 
38 McLuhan, “Acoustic Space” 69 
39 Voegelin, “Noise and Silence” xi 
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theorist and social critic, notes that “for hundreds of thousands of years, mankind lived 

without a straight line in nature. objects in this world resonated with each other.”40 The 

boxes embody this shift imposed on visions central role, exaggerating the linear nature of 

our own shaping of the visual landscape, making it conform to the constraints of an 

imaginary and seemingly perpetual grid.  These idealized parallelepipeds capture, as 

Felipe Fernandez-Armesto author of Civilizations says, modern society's “passion for 

regular geometry – overlaid on nature's bristles and bumps”41.  As 'civilization' has 

trundled on, more and more of our visual environment is dominated by the angular 

shapes of houses, office buildings, and retail venues; and, to a growing extent people 

have spent more time enclosed within such four walled angular environments.  The only 

relief from the under-stimulating visual experience comes from type written text 

transferred to the white surface of every object. The descriptions are repetitive and un-

interesting in their construction adhering to the visual presentation of the objects. There 

exists one interesting causeway between between worlds heard and seen: language. As 

Voegelin correctly observes “the only crutch I can find is the voice, where at least on a 

semantic level, sound is temporarily redeemed into the transcendental order of the visual. 

But no voice is purely semantic.”42  This aspect of the installation is intended to spark 

reflection on parallels between written works (interfaced with visually and unfolding 

linearly) and conversing via voice (comprehended auditorily through exchange). Here the 

intention is to extend the influence of visuality further to examine how information 

transferred via print reinforces visual assumptions in contrast to conversation which 
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42 Voegelin, “Noise and Silence” 37 
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never evolves like text on a page. 

 Marshal McLuhan argues in his book The Gutenberg Galaxy that auditory 

experience used to  play a larger role in attention and mental constructions of the world. 

Seth Kim-Cohen summed up his argument best when he said: 

Broadly, McLuhan attributes a reordering of human beings' perceptual faculties to 
the advent of moveable type and of widely available printed matter. Print culture-- in 
conjunction with the development of Renaissance perspective – emphasizes the 
visual to the detriment of other senses, including the tactile and the aural. This 
perceptual reorganization catalyzes a cognitive reorganization along linear and 
perspectival lines; visually centered cognition orders itself sequentially: horizontally, 
like words on a page, or vertically, like two-dimensional representations of space. 
Such reconditioning of perceptual and cognitive sensibilities necessarily relegates 
sound to a secondary position, with little metaphoric or organizational influence over 
the ordering of though and experience. McLuhan imagines that the life world before 
Gutenberg was organized by aural experience. What McLuhan refers to as “acoustic 
space” is holistic, immersive, nonlinear. Against the “fragmentation of the human 
psyche by print culture.43  

 

 The use of technical textual descriptions that attempt to relate the hidden events to 

the curious participant creates another puzzling disconnect between visual and sonic 

experience. The text unfolded in experience through time but is strikingly limited, both in 

its ability to relate more than a specific aspect of the experience at a single time and its 

relative inflexibility to account for changes in the overall experience.  

 By actively engaging the sculpture, though, a new experience, in contrast to its 

visual appearance, can be brought forth. The metal ball, which is reflective and therein 

inclusive of the surroundings within itself, and geometrically opposed to the hard straight 

lines of the boxes, can be set in motion within the hidden structure of the box. The act of 

engagement with the object brings forth an otherwise concealed dimension. The sounds 

destabilize the static object, making it 'tremble with life' as an object of process opposed 

to its normally mute linear stability. Audition's inevitable indication of action contradicts 
                                                 
43 Kim-Cohen, “Non-Cochlear” 92 
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the ridged lines and resolute impenetrability brought forth in visible perception: 

“unsettling what is through sonic phenomena and audible spirits.”44 

 Requiring active engagement with the object to bring forth its sounding has a 

three-fold purpose chosen over a fully automated mechanism such as a set of computer 

controlled speakers. Initially it creates a tie between the participant and the ensuing 

sounds enfolding the the participant into the activity and motion of the sounding. 

Secondarily, it provides for a semi-random and unique sound-event with every iteration. 

Some sculptures offer more leeway in this regard while others will present a nearly 

indistinguishable reiteration of the previous event.  As mentioned previously, this 

technique is drawn from Pierre Schaeffer's theories of repetition and variation allowing 

for the listener to thoroughly understand the sounds and their forms of variation, 

extracting the intricacies offered by each sonic experience. Lastly, requiring participation 

leaves space for the silence of individual works; this is John Cage's silence. In the space 

of sonic attention, where the visual object is momentarily silent, the sounds of other 

sculptures being engaged, along with the bodily noises, voices, and other environmental 

sounds are given a chance to entertain our attention beyond their visual presence.  

 Hiding the sounding behind visual barriers also works in conjunction with the 

'silent moment' by contrasting the singular focus of the eye with the sounds that move 

though the object and come from all other directions as well. Each visual object works 

with the others to create a palpable space, organized more lusciously by the sounds of the 

events within the sculpture, and of active participants that make up the space. In contrast, 

the sonically structured space the visual realm is rigidly structured around the sharp and 
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uniform angles of each box as it locks into the invisible grid. Unlike La Monte Young's 

or Max Neuhaus's sonic installations, the sonic space here isn't created by standing waves 

but rather by waves that crash over and over again, reforming with each iteration and in 

new combination with the sonic centers that structure the multi-layered auditory space. 

Perhaps put best by McLuhan in reference to the sonic world in general, “its resonant and 

interpenetrating processes are simultaneously related with centers everywhere and 

boundaries nowhere.”45 

 

Sound, a Different Way of Creating? 

 

Everything is a conversation, or as Heraclitus would have it, everything flows.46 

 

It may appear to one, committed to the priority of seeing, that this work and paper assert 

a need to 'return' to an acoustically focused/organized world. In some ways this may hold 

true but the intention is more subtle. 'Regression' will never be the answer to any 

problem. Each new challenge will inevitably come with its own way to move forward; 

perhaps related to similar problems passed but never an exact correlation. Treating new 

challenges as such only confuses the real issues at hand.  

 The intention, instead, is to highlight how sonic-sensibility differs and provides a 

point of contrast to which visually organized thought can be examined for its own 

implicit assumptions about the structure of our world. By frustrating the immediate 

response to auditory stimulus (the attempt to locate its visual object) the automatic 
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transfer of sonic stimulus to visual stimulus is halted. (This wouldn't have been as 

effective with speakers since we have since been trained in this regard to realize the lack 

of any real action [other than the vibration of the speaker cone] that could necessitate  

attention other than auditory). The overall effect is to create closely related visual and 

auditory experiences that don't match up very well in the world each creates. This of 

course is a 'special case' created to overextend both realms in opposite directions with the 

intention of constructing obvious differences for comparison. 

 Sound has in Western philosophy's past been in the 'attributable' position able to 

function only as an enhancement to the visually known object but never to do and 

become. But as Salome Vogelin says in the book Listening to Noise and Silence: 

 When we start to listen as a critical motility this position becomes untenable. 
Listening emancipated from the expectation to enhance does something else. It 
produces, invents, it generates. It demands that the heard be more than a ghost of 
the visual, a flimsy figment of the imagination, soon dispelled. However, instead of 
denying the ephemeral quality of its object, it is the preference for the assumed 
substance of visuality that needs to be reassessed by focusing on the ephemeral 
exactly.47 

 

The primacy of action/movement manifest in sonic experience in contrast to the visual 

stability of objects the core of this installation. If the world is considered in terms of 

movements which necessitate constant interaction and exchange it can be seen how the 

visual boundaries between oneself and the world only form a fragment of the picture.  

 David Bohm a theoretical physicist who wrote textbooks on both Einstein's theory 

of relativity and quantum theory later began applying concepts he formulated in physics 

to ideas about creativity, thought, perception, and dialog. In his book On Creativity he 

uses as analogy to demonstrate how its sometimes beneficial or more accurate to 

                                                 
47 Voegelin, “Noise and Silence” 13 
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understand objects as relations of motion. He begins with “a stream flowing past a 

bridge, producing vortices and stationary wave forms. Evidently, each vortex or 

stationary wave form is an abstraction of an ordered form of movement, which is 

centered in a certain region of space, but which actually involves the whole fluid.”48 Here 

he's indicated a situation in which it is obviously advantageous to comprehend the 

relatively static form, taken as not as primary, but, as the result of the interwoven 

movement of the entire system. The duality that can exist between motion and object is 

given further understanding by turning to experimental results concerning light itself 

which can't be understood as simply a wave (motion/action) or simply a particle (object 

unto itself) but rather as both simultaneously. Bohm's fundamental thesis is that by 

understanding both the physical world and thought as an interactive and constantly 

evolving process we can be freed to allow true creativity, which involves challenging all 

assumptions, to constantly move beyond delving into increasingly deeper and inclusive 

understandings of ourselves and our world. 

 The analogy of the stream above also points to another essential quality shared in 

the experience of sound. All the movements within the stream are entirely 

interdependent, each form relies on the next for the conflation of forces that create its 

existence. Similarly, sound places (at least to a greater extent) each individual at the 

center of experience immersed simultaneously in the events surrounding as well as 

interpreting and reacting to events implied. This is contrasted against the visual 

experience of a removed and unassociated observer who can experience an object at a 

distance with no apparent effect on the situation. Not only does the observer seem to be 
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separate, but each objects seems to constitute its own separate and individual existence as 

well. As with the vortices, though, it can be hard to decide where one ends and the other 

begins. They may appear as separate entities in space while they are in fact constructed 

by shared movement. In this way their form is actually a structure of motion rather than a 

stable and static object. The sounds of the installation in a similar way construct a space 

that is apparently interconnected and dependent not only on apparent form but also 

equally on motion of objects, sound, and participants themselves. Voegelin echos this 

stating: “Listening to sound as verb invents places and things whose audience is their 

producer. In this appreciation of verb-ness the listener confirms the reciprocity of his 

active engagement and the trembling life of the world can be heard.”49 

 Sounds emerge as a layered and enfolded happening where as sight is mutually 

exclusive in its perception of the world. Linerality, of course, has its place; but the in-

between is often forgotten within this context. “The constraints of Western logic are tied 

to our sense of sequential relationships—logic made visual. The middle ground, however 

accounted for initially, is eventually exuded. It is either-or. If your culture nurtures you to 

favor the eye, your brain has difficulty giving equal weight to any other sense bias. You 

are trapped by visual only assumptions.”50 As stated, these are assumptions of exclusion 

wherein anything can only be itself and nothing else, be it an idea, object, or system. 

Sound of course has ample room for the middle ground. Sounds are layered and imposed 

on each other. The auditory experience of  one will inevitably affect the experience of 

another as they are perceived simultaneously rather than in linear sequence.  

 Like the left brain and the right, each form of perception is engaged in presenting 
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a view of the world that in some sense challenges the other. This challenge, though, is 

merely a way of creatively understanding the limitations of both to allow a deeper 

understanding. Where the left brain functions fantastically with linear relationships the 

right brain is able to perceive broad patterns and order between less apparently related 

phenomenon, but neither is sufficient for a truly deep understanding of  our environment 

and the integral role we play in understanding and shaping its course. By utilizing both 

and by comparing the limitations of both  they can be understood and transcended into a 

more complete understanding which itself must inevitably be understood as temporary 

and up for revision. My work then, in its most general sense, aims to initiate this same 

creative transcendence.  
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Detailed descriptions of the sculptures and their mechanisms. 

17 Step Clomp  

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of 8' x 17 7/8''  x 1 15/16''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' in 

diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 1 ½'' x 1 9/16''  on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is 

placed in a 1 ½'' x 1 3/16'' opening on the top of the box. It falls onto a small wooden 10 

degree ramp which propels it towards the center of the box off the first of  17  steps. As it 

reaches the edge of the first step the ball descends down another small slope of 15 

degrees and 3/8ths of an in long which will impart extra momentum to carry it across the 

next platform. The ball then falls 7/16ths  of an in to the next step. The second step varies 

from the first in that it lacks a 10 degree ramp at its start and has attached to the 

underside a small 3/4''x2''x1 ¾'' block of white pine. This changes the sound in relation to 

the first step which: lacked such a block, was glued the outer wall, and was fitted with the 

larger initial ramp. It roles across this new step-6'' in length-before repeating the 

acceleration and drop. Landing on the third platform the ball lands on a new step lacking 

the block of white pine underneath. Each successive step will alternate with and without 

a block of wood glued to the bottom.  The ball ends on the lower outer frame of the box 



41 

 

where it comes to a stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening on the adjacent wall of 

the box where it can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned divots or 

initializing opening. 

 

 

 

 

Metal rod zig-zag 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  48'' x 48'' x 2 7/8''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' in 

diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 1 7/16'' x 1 5/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is 

placed in a 1 1/8'' x 1 1/8'' opening on the top of the box. The ball lands on twosteel rods 

3/16'' in diameter that gradually grow wider and drop 2'' across the the diameter of the 

box. After rolling the majority of the distance the ball reaches a gap wide enough to fall 

through. After falling the ball lands on a pair of 3/16'' steel rods set of in reverse. This 

happens a total of 18 times. If the ball gets derailed there are a series of safegaurds that 

will set the ball back on track. When the ball is trapped against the wall a series of 

wedges nudge the ball back onto the rods. Completing the nearly one minute round trip 

the ball comes to a stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening on the side of the the box 

nearest the opening where it can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned 

divots or initializing opening. 
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Sheet Metal Cone 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  48'' x 48'' x 17 1/4''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' in 

diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 1 7/8'' x 1 3/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is placed 

in a 1 ¼'' x 1 5/16'' opening on the top of the box. Dropping through the hole the ball 

lands on two steel rods 14'' in length. These accelerate the ball depositing it at the proper 

speed and angle to orbit the large steel cone. Making between 7-10 rotations before 

reaching the center where it is deposited onto a retrieval ramp made from Launa 

plywood. This delivers the ball to the lower edge of the opening on the adjacent wall of 

the box where it can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned divots or 

initializing opening. 
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Sheet Metal ramp 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  74 ½'' x 23 7/8'' x 13 3/8''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' 

in diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 4 5/8'' x 1 1/4'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is placed 

in one of two openings 1 3/16'' x 9 3/4'' on the top of the box. The left opening 

immediately delivers the ball onto a smooth slanted surface while the right sends it down 

a path of bumps and canyons. There is no barrier preventing the ball from crossing back 

and forth from one half the the other. The left and right sides both remain textured the 

way they began. Approaching the opposite end of the box, the ball reverses direction 

after encountering the wall. The second rap contains the revers of the first. The left holds 

deep wells that may trap the balls temporarily while the right is flat and smooth. 

Approaching the near wall the ball is funneled towards the lower hole where it comes to a 

stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening where it can be retrieved and either placed in 
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the afore mentioned divots or initializing opening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chime Box 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  10' x 24'' x 5 3/8''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' in 

diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 3 3/8'' x 1 1/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is placed 

in a 1 ¼ '' x 1 ¼'' opening on the top of the box. The ball begins down a ramp that 

stretches the full length of the box. Dangling in its path are steel rods of varying length 

(2'' - 14'') and thickness (1/8''- ½''). The rods hang by fishing line from the top of the box 

and the first ramp.  The balls path is not set and will vary with every run based on 

random interactions between swinging rods and the path of the ball. Reaching the second 

tier the ball begins back in the opposite direction now encountering a thickening density 

of rods. Reaching the end it comes to a stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening on 

wall of the box where it can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned divots 
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or initializing opening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Multi-directional Chimed Cube 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  23 3/8'' x 23 3/3'' x 23 1/8''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 

1/16'' in diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or 

removed from the opening1 ½'' x 1 7/16'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball 

is placed in a 1 1/8'' x 1 1/8'' opening on the top of the box. The ball begins moving 

counter clockwise around the perimeter. Periodicly spaced along the track are steel bars 

hung vertically and horizontally in the path of the ball. Due to movement and random 

effects every piece is not hit by every ball.  After making 1.25 laps the path reverses 

direction and the ball moves 1.5 laps clockwise. Again the path reverses direction and the 

ball moves 1.5 laps counterclockwise before taking a diagonal path across the box to end 

of at the lower exit where it comes to a stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening on 



46 

 

the adjacent wall of the box. It can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned 

divots or initializing opening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Piano Wire 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  83 3/8'' x 12 3/8'' x 11 15/16''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 

1/16'' in diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or 

removed from the opening 2 7/16'' x 1 1/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel 

pinball is placed in a 1 3/3'' x 1 3/8'' opening on the top of the box. Falling eight inches 

the ball lands on a bed of piano wires stretched the length of the box. After bouncing 

chaoticly across them it moves down the gradual decline of the strings to the end of the 

box where it drops below and rolls down a short ramp comeing to a stop as it hits the 

lower edge of the opening on the adjacent wall of the box where it can be retrieved and 

either placed in the afore mentioned divots or initializing opening. 
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Silent Bang 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  73 ¾'' x 8 ¾'' 10 7/16''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' in 

diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 3 5/8'' x 1 1/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is placed 

in a 2 7/16'' x 4 3/16'' opening on the top of the box. It lands in a channel made from 

suspended cloth. Following a series of 23 such Channels the ball makes its way back and 

forth to the bottom landing on a wooden ramp and rolling 4'' to 6'' where it comes to a 

stop as it hits the lower edge of the opening on the wall of the box where it can be 

retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned divots or initializing opening. 
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Chaos Drop 

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  67 9/16'' x 23 15/16'' x 2 7/16''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 

1/16'' in diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or 

removed from the opening 1 ¼'' x 1 7/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball 

is placed in a 22 ½'' x 2'' opening on the top of the box. Littered in the column of the box 

are randomly placed dowels and blocks which have thick rubber bands stretched across 

the intermediate space. The obstacles grow increasingly larger, eventually turning into 

small ramps. The balls path is different every time depending on its original position 
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force and spin. Reaching the bottom it comes to a stop as it hits the wall of the box next 

to the opening where it can be retrieved and either placed in the afore mentioned divots 

or initializing opening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PVC Clomp  

The box is made from Launa plywood with three coats of primer and two coats of  paint 

with overall dimensions of  39 15/16'' x 38 ¾'' x 24''. A carbon-steel pinball 1 and 1/16'' 

in diameter, coated black, is picked up from one of three divots in the surface or removed 

from the opening 2 7/8'' x 1 5/8'' on the end of the box.  The carbon-steel pinball is placed 

in one of two openings 1 1/8'' x 1 1/8'' on the top of the box. Both contain similar tracks. 

Each consists of a series of different length PVC pipes with counter weighted paddles 

held above the ends of the tubes. Falling on the paddle the tube is struck while the ball 
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moves down the ramp to fall on the next tube. After leaving the surface of the paddle it is 

automatically reset by the counter weight. Each strike is varied by the length of the 

adjoining pipe. Both tracks converge on the same opening where the ball comes to a stop 

as it hits the lower edge of the opening on the wall of the box where it can be retrieved 

and either placed in the afore mentioned divots or initializing opening. 
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