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Where Does Sound
APt Fit?

By Leigh Landy

The hills are alive with the sound of sound art
(with excuses to Julie Andrews). So are train
stations, even museums and galleries. The pro-
blem is that our society at large doesn’t quite
know what it is, who makes it and where it can be
heard (and seen). Even specialists, when con-
fronted directly, often come up with their own
personal views on the subject as there seems to
be little consensus as to what sound art actually
is. This brief article looks into some termino-
logy issues that surround the term and makes an
attempt to place it within the musical art form
as well as within a broader cultural context.

In the year 2000 I reviewed two German publi-
cations simultaneously', a book and a CD-Rom.
Both titles included the word Klangkunst. In
the former case, it clearly meant sound art as
is being proposed in this exhibition and thus
in this volume. The latter, however, included a
translation that used the term (rightly, in my
view, given its contents), sonic art. In short,
German, like Norwegian, has one word for both
terms and I am aware that some other languages
do as well. But what is sonic art and how might
it differ from the nom du jour sound art? Before

ttempting to define them, let’s look briefly
at sound art’s cultural context and the reason
why our terms, most of them at least, related to
sound art are so fuzzy.
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In my view, sound art is a subset of sonic art.
Most people would agree with me that sound

art is organised sound that is not made for

the concert hall in the first instance. I have
known many people who consider sound art as
organised sound made by artists, that is, not

by musicians. I reject this statement as anyone
can make sound art. It may take the form of a
sound installation or it may involve perfor-
ming objects in an alternative space or even
letting a space “speak for itself’'. It may be
sound-based work made for radio broadcast or for
online collective creativity. The term should
not be confused, however, with site-specific
musical performance. I am thinking, for example,
of works made for instruments, traditional and
uncommon, on boats or in a natural setting or
even contemporary works made for a carillon to
be heard outside. I suppose what we’re looking
at is sound sculptures/installations - some of
which may be interactive and involve the public
- as well as sound-based as opposed to note-
based performances. Sound art is often presented
in public or communal spaces, whether it be in
an outdoor space in a neighbourhood, in a gal-
lery or virtually. Sound artists also normally
have a particular context in mind whilst making
their work in contrast to music in general. We
shall return to this aspect later on.

Like all of these terms, sound art’s inherent
interdisciplinary nature plays an important
role. Sound installations are obviously a hybrid
art form with roots in both fine art and music;
new media sound installations involve vari-

ous forms of technology as well. Some believe
that sound-based work within interdiscipli-
nary audio-visual contexts, such as new media
video, should be included. Even some consider
text-sound composition, that is, works based

on innovative recordings and/or performance of
the human voice as a form of sound art. Many
audio-visual and text-sound works are performed
in concerts nonetheless. And so we have reached
another point where clarity would be helpful.
All of the above is sonitc art, but the key to
sound art is, in my view, that it is normally
made for a particular context beyond the tradi-
tional concert situation.

You may wonder whether sound art and sonic art
fit nicely within electroacoustic music. There
are two reasons why this is not an exact match.
First of all, one can avoid the use of electri-
city (or a similar source of power) in sound or
sonic art. For example, a sound installation
made of glass and metal objects is not speci-
fically electroacoustic; it is acoustic sound
art. Furthermore, electroacoustic music works do
exist that are mainly focused on lattice-based
thinking and therefore focus on new timbral
forms of musical notes. It is for this reason
that I favour what sonic art stands for above
electroacoustic music, as the combination of
the sound sources and what you do with them is
what holds this body of work together. However,
there is one major issue still to be tackled,
and this, too, will not necessarily add to this
article being able to offer a clear picture on
the subject.

Is sound art music?

The fact is that Varése continued to write
primarily lattice-based works (with exceptions)
after coining the phrase “organised sound’. It
is the combination of John Cage’s open-minded-
ness and developments in fine art, music and
technology that led to the existence of sound
art. Those two items discussed in my review both
made links to music. The book was part of a 20t
century music series; the CD-Rom was distributed
by Neue Zeitschrift fir Musik and was a product
of the German society for electroacoustic music,
DEGEM. One might conclude from this that sound
art and sonic art are both part of music.
things could be so simple.

If only

As stated, 20* century and, in particular late
20* century history demonstrates a great deal
of contemporary music, as well as work in other
art forms, being led into the margins of soci-

ety. There are still, today, many people who

would have difficulty placing the first work
of musique concréte from 1948, which inclu-
ded the sounds of casserole lids spinning on

a table top, as music. Some would say the same
about works by John Cage from the same era. The
marginalisation of the arts has been a worry-
ing subject for me during most of my career and
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Fortunately, there is a positive side to this
story. One of the many aspects that characte-
rise sound art is the maker’s desire to create
links to the real world. This can be discovered
in a large percentage of sound artworks. This
allows an inexperienced member of the public
the opportunity to make connections, something
many contemporary artworks do not offer. Another
means of making connections that sound art is
associated with is that many sound artists make
works for a specific context. A context often
infers a particular public; community might be
a better word in this case. Making connections
is a means of allowing listeners and viewers the
opportunity to create a relationship with a work
and eventually gain an appreciation for it and
ideally an understanding of it as well. The dis-
tance between artist and public is being reduced
in other ways, too. Today’s interactive forms of
sound art allow the distance between the makers
and the recipients of art to be reduced. In such
cases participation can lead to appreciation
and eventual ownership of artistic content.
This is something that has been lacking, Tor
example in difficult contemporary music works
that are often heard only once by a listener. In
this way, sound artists can be as experimental
as they wish - and most are highly innovative

- whilst building bridges between a particular
public and an artwork. If someone were to take
the trouble to define sound art, I would hope
that the link to daily life, the focus on
context and, by implication, community would

be included.

In sum: sound art forms a key part of sound-
based music. Sound art challenges norms and
tries to connect art with the public often by
making connections between art and our day-to-
day existence thus allowing experimentation with
sound to become a normal part of life. It is an
art aware of its context and its public. Future
sound artists might just help 1ift sound-based
music out of the margins and into that train
station or those hills where there will be an
interested public of more than Jjust a few people
looking forward to new and challenging work,
much in contrast with the lot of most contem-
porary composers.

From the Phillips pavilion

at the World Fair, Brussels, Edgard Varase
1958. Le Corbusier

constructed the pavilion,

and the music was by Edgar

Varése, who coined the

expression about music being

organized sound.




