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Concept Essay #7 – Sound Art

During a lecture by Paul Miller (a.k.a DJ Spooky) that I attended at the Minneapolis College of Art and Design, September 16, 2011, Miller commented that once art works start to sound musical they are rarely welcome in galleries and museums. Having experienced this first-hand I can attest to this phenomenon. Granted, music has a plethora of venues for it to be heard and appreciated, but why should work that meets a broad definition music (experimental music for example) be excluded from being presented in an environment that might foster a more holistic appraisal of the piece? 


Alan Licht attempts to characterize distinctions between music and sound art in his article “What is Sound Art?” (2007). To begin to answer the question in his title he starts by briefly quoting from artists who use sound including Annea Lockwood, Max Neuhaus, and Christian Markclay (Licht 9). Annea Lockwood imagines that the term “sound art” was “...conjured up for/by museum curators to account for sound’s acceptance into their world.” Neuhaus claims that “Much of what is called ‘Sound Art’ has not much to do with either sound or art.” Finally, Marclay argues that “...there are still a lot of changes that need to happen before the art world is ready to present sound as art” (Licht 12–13). As artists who “take sound as their primary medium” all of them seem to recoil from the term “sound art.” Licht admits that these artists do not “endorse the term” (9). So, for what reason, other than the typical aversion to categorization, would these successful artists have for rejecting a term that seems to clearly identify their work?


According to Licht the term “sound art,” was originally used to describe experimental and new music that managed to evade established categories. Some of these artists match Licht’s definition of what it means to be a sound artist, but most of them do not. In particular, Licht points out that although Lou Reed is an experimental musician he is not a sound artist. Licht explains why in this passage:

Calling oneself a “sound artist” lends a certain legitimacy that “experimental musician” may not have. Even the term “experimental,” in many people’s minds, may have some psychological indication that the musician may not know what they’re doing (or that the listener can’t understand what they’re doing), which, however erroneous and unfair, still strikes an unwanted undertone of semiprofessionalism as a calling card. (13)

Are we to assume from this that Reed is an illegitimate, semi-professional who doesn’t know what he is doing? Perhaps if the only work he ever produced were the extended layers of electric guitar feedback on his 1975 album Metal Machine Music (a racket that I thoroughly enjoy) this criticism would be founded. However, it is probably not Licht’s intent to demean Reed, but it might suggest reasoning for an aversion to the term “sound art” from both artists and musicians. 


One of the main differences that Licht cites between something that he would label as music versus something that he would label as sound art is that music is conceived within a time-based narrative, while sound art does not require the same attributes. Licht defines three possible examples of work that can be considered sound art:

1. An installed sound environment that is defined by the space (and/or acoustic space) rather than time and can be exhibited as a visual artwork would be.

2. A visual artwork that also has a sound-producing function, such as sound sculpture.

3. Sound by visual artists that serves as an extension of the artist's particular aesthetic, generally expressed in other media. (Licht 16–17)

Personally, I see these examples as limiting if for no other reason than that many works (film, video, and projection for example) also use narratives and time-based media while still maintaining the “legitimacy” of being referred to as art.  


A recent development in music that I would also consider sound art is the idea of location based recorded music. Through the use of smart phones with built in GPS, artists are able to present music to listeners that is specific to their location. Music for Landscapes by Hays Holladay and Ryan Holladay can only be heard in New York’s Central Park on an iPhone application that plays specific songs based on where you are located within the park. In a short documentary about the work, a map of the park is shown with hand drawn circles illustrating music mapped to specific locations, “...the map itself becomes a score for the music, a topography of interaction through the landmark park” (Kirn).  


Another example of sound art that remonstrates Licht’s criteria is Stephen Vitiello’s recordings of sounds outside of his World Trade Center studio on the 91st floor, two years prior to its destruction. These recordings, made with special equipment to “listen” through glass and concrete, captured the creaks and groans of the building along with air traffic and weather. Vitiello describes how he presented the sounds as part of the Whitney Biennial. He also used sound recorded at the World Trade Center site during a moment of silence on September 11, 2002 (essentially wind noise, and camera clicks) for a concert at the Cartier Foundation in Paris (Toop 208–209). None of these projects strictly match the examples that Licht cites as “sound art,” but can easily be defined as examples of art in general. 



So, why even put the word sound in front of art? We do not categorize painting as “sight art.” In his 2011 article, “There Are No Visual Media,” W. J. T. Mitchell points out that visual media is never strictly visual. Our senses of sight, touch, smell, and hearing are all involved in the process of experience, therefore “All media are, from the standpoint of sensory modality, ‘mixed media’” (Mitchell 76). He cites Bishop Berkeley’s theory that vision actually requires tactile stimulus to be effective. Oliver Sacks, among others, confirmed this theory by studying patients who needed to touch objects before properly “seeing” them after having their sight surgically restored following extended blindness. 

Mitchell proposes that the term “visual media” is too broad because it can include virtually anything that reflects or projects light (Mitchell 78). Although at one time I felt an affinity for the term “sound art,” currently I see it having the same problems (among others) as the term “visual media.” Sound can certainly be felt. It touches us by vibrating our entire bodies and enters our brains through membranes, tiny bones, and electrical impulses. We see sound because almost everything in motion is accompanied by an audible signature and vice versa. Perhaps it is as unproductive to categorize art that involves sound as “sound art” as it would be to call art that makes use of color “color art.” Mitchell points that that a new language of signifiers is necessary to “produce a much more nuanced, highly differentiated survey of types of media” (Mitchell 77). 

 
Helmut Draxler poses a similar argument for an auditory perspective that Mitchell does for visual media. Draxler notes that the “audible world” has undergone the same sort of changes that the “visible world” has when faced with current conditions:

Just like the visible world, the audible world too has changed under the conditions created by capitalist, industrial and democratic modernity: our everyday experience is marked by the din of machines and big cities, by the blaring and blatantly promotional and propagandistic media of radio and television, by the backdrop of functional music in the shopping malls, and by cell phone ringtones. (Draxler 139) 

Essentially all types of media are undergoing the same cultural influences. So, how does this insight influence the way we perceive sound? Draxler concludes that individual practices are no longer distinct, or in his words “...they are no longer music or painting but art in general...” This viewpoint dismisses the limitations that Licht uses to characterize sound art. For Draxler, “It is equally possible for the medium of sound to be called into question by the code of exhibition value or for the code of sound to be placed in question by the medium of the exhibition” (Draxler 143).


In his book Rhythm Science, Paul D. Miller says, “I started DJ-ing as a conceptual art project, but as the Spooky persona took on a life of its own, I came to regard it as a social sculpture, coding a generative syntax for new languages of creativity” (13). Utilizing phrases like “coding a generative syntax,” Miller is attempting to formulate the semiotics that Draxler proposes, yet Miller’s primary medium is broadly identified as music, excluding his work from “sound art” by Licht’s definition. Neither Miller’s nor Reed’s musical work should be excluded from being perceived as art. The work of Cage, Xennakis, and many others has illustrated that art and music are equally difficult concepts to define. An artist may intend for a work to be music, yet others might consider it sound art. Just like other forms of art, music has evolved tremendously as industry and science have leaped forward. At times it is challenging for listeners to even hear new works of organized sound as music. However, as this evolution has taken place few opportunities for new music education, other than electronic music or audio production programs, have become available in comparison to other art disciplines. As a result musicians like myself are pursuing art degrees at institutions that are open to exploring sonic territories from a non-traditional perspective. Given these conditions it is unreasonable to exclude artists based on their primary medium or working methods.
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