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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the relationship between human corporeality, space, sound and
noise in twentieth-century art. The thesis introduces some novel concepts, notably
that corporeality, noise and the notion of an expanded field form the bedrock of
contemporary sound-based art practice, or what the author refers to as sound-as-
art. The terms Corporeal Sound Art and Non-Corporeal Sonic Art are introduced
as a way to highlight the traditional distinction between corporeally inclusive
sound art and corporeally exclusive acousmatic music. Ultimately, this thesis
extols extramusical elements in the realization of sound-based artwork and
champions human corporeality and noise as central concerns for sound artists and

sonic artists in our current age of digital mediatization.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis investigates the development of sound-as-art in twentieth-century
experimental art practice. Sound-as-art refers to the use of non-musical sound for
artistic purposes. This term is intended to be inclusive of corporeal influence and
noise. Sound-as-art is to be seen as opposed to the field of music, which
traditionally views both the corporeal and noise as contaminants to its goal of
worldly transcendence. By contrast, corporeality and noise are regarded as
fundamental to the sound-as-art experience. This thesis attributes the rise of sound-

as-art to three historical developments in twentieth-century art:

1. The acceptance of noise as an art material.
2. The inclusion of corporeality as an art material.

3. The emergence of an expanded field of activity.

Consequently the core principles that define the sound-as-art approach to art
making and art appreciation—noise, corporeality, and the expanded field—make
up the three main discussion points of this thesis. These three fundamentals,
referred to in totality as the sound-as-art trivium will be elaborated on and

developed throughout.

The terms noise, corporeality, and the expanded field have a particular meaning

within the context of this thesis. | regard noise as any sound that is disruptive of, or



counter to, musical form.* The term corporeal is used in this body of work to

signify the physical human body. This should not be confused with the broader
meaning of the term, which may refer to any physical substance or matter. The
expanded field requires a more detailed explanation and will be defined by the

following:

1. The field is inclusive of human bodies and all sound.

2. The field is ecological, consisting of multifarious relationships.

3. The boundaries of the field are non-definitive. The field itself has no centre. The
frame of the field is one of flux, open to individual interpretation.

4. The field is both physical and conceptual.

Points 3 and 4 take their influence from the expanded field as defined by Rosalind
Krauss (1979) in her seminal work “Sculpture in the Expanded Field”.? In this
essay Krauss expands the traditional definition of sculpture, applying the term
expanded field to describe the expanded contextual situation of postmodern
sculpture. For example Krauss states that the boundaries of contemporary sculpture
emanate beyond the explicit object, and that the environment is all-important in
giving form to an artwork. Such perceptions resonate with the expanded field as
articulated in the four-point definition above. However, Krauss does not mention
the aural field as part of her discussion. Therefore, I have emphasized the role of
noise and corporeality (see point 1), which is absent in Krauss. The expanded field,

as far as sound-as-art is concerned, is to be considered an adaptation of Krauss’

! That is not to say that noise as a compositional element is not intentionally used by some
composers in musical composition, merely that this thesis heralds noise as an alternative starting
point for sound-based art work, wherein a musical outcome is not necessarily the primary goal.

2 Krauss, Rosalind. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field”, October (Vol 8 (Spring) 1979, pp. 30-44)



expanded field for the benefit of a sound-based thematic.

Throughout this thesis | will be referencing artistic activities that accept the
physical human body as being part of the aural field. This can be either in a
performance or recording capacity. Marina Abramovic’s Rest Energy
(performance, 1980) and Alvin Lucier’s I Am Sitting in a Room (recording, 1969)
are two examples. Both of these artworks | regard as corporeal in that they
intentionally allow for the indeterminate noisy activity of an expanded
environment inclusive of human corporeality. Having said this, what this thesis is
primarily attempting to do, is credit the performative mode, as playing a vital role
in the historical development of contemporary sound art, where the ambiguous
nature of the corporeal is celebrated and seen as a fertile site for formulating new

languages involving the human body, noise and its relationship to its environment.

I will be drawing on research and work from a range of artistic disciplines
including sound art and sonic art, theatre, visual art, body art and performance art.
In order to appreciate sound-as-art, a parallel investigation of the sonic, the
corporeal, and the extramusical within the general art world is necessary. To delve
into one discipline inevitably leads one to find correlations with other arts

practices.

The notion of the visual arts as playing an important role in the development of
sound art has been given credence in recent times by authors such as Douglas
Khan, Seth Kim-Cohen, and Chris Salter. What this thesis adds to this cross-

disciplinary conversation between the visual and the sonic is the notion of the



corporeal as playing an equally important role in the maturation of the sonic in

contemporary art.

A brief summary of each chapter is as follows:

Chapter 1, “Noise and the Corporeal in Futurist and Dadaist Performance’,
discusses the foregrounding of noise and corporeality through the art of the
Futurists and Dadaists. Topics discussed include Luigi Russolo’s The Art of Noises

and avant-garde performance poetry.

Chapter 2, “The Expanded Field and the Corporeal in Russian Futurist Theatre and
the Bauhaus School’, introduces the spatial aspect of the expanded field in

reference to Russian Futurist and Bauhaus theatre practices.

Chapter 3, “‘Sound-as-Art—Expanding the Aural Field’, introduces the aural aspect
of the expanded field. John Cage’s 4'33" (1952) is discussed and referenced as an
example of the sound-as-art aesthetic. The art of Alan Kaprow and La Monte

Young is alluded to.

Chapter 4, “‘Sound-as-Idea’, delves into the conceptual aspect of the expanded
field. The artwork of Fluxus is discussed whilst the sculpture Box with the Sound of
Its Own Making (1961) by Robert Morris is put forward as an example of

conceptual sound-as-art.



Chapter 5, “Non-Corporeal Sonic Art versus Corporeal Sound Art’, focuses on the
acousmatic as a musical alternative to sound-as-art. The terms Corporeal Sound
Art and Non-Corporeal Sonic Art are introduced as a means to describe the two
ideological streams that helped define sound in the arts during the later half of the

twentieth-century.

Chapter 6, ‘Real-time External Processing and the Emergence of the Performance
Art Genre’, examines external processing in relation to sound-based experimental
art collectives. Body-based art and the body-centred philosophy of Maurice

Merleau-Ponty is discussed.

Chapter 7, “The Age of Digital Enhancement’, claims the decade of the 1980s as a
foregrounding period for non-corporeal sonic art. Machine-body hybrids are
highlighted in reference to the performance artists Stelarc and Laetitia Sonami. The

research of Phillip Auslander is discussed.

Chapter 8, “Corporeal Relevance in the Age of Digital Mediatization’, discusses
the notion of corporeal desire through corporeal absence. The chapter argues for

the relevance of the corporeal within the context of a digitally mediatized culture.

| would like to take a moment to describe what this thesis is not. It is not an
exhaustive account of the history of sound in the arts. It focuses on human
corporeality in relation to the sonic. While realizing the instrumental role that
technology has played in shaping twentieth-century art practice, this thesis focuses

on the application of the physical human body in sound art and sonic art



performance and will deal with technology only as it relates directly to the
corporeal. Finally, I would like to warn the musically trained reader that what
follows is an investigation of sound-as-art as opposed to sound as music. |
encourage the reader (particularly if they are musically trained) to try and put to
one side preconceived notions of musicality and the musical in order to properly
enter into the spirit of this thesis topic. In an attempt to condition oneself to begin
this journey, the following quote from John Cage appropriately sets the scene for
what lies ahead.
One need not fear about the future of music...But this fearlessness only
follows if, at the parting of the ways, where it is realized that sounds occur
whether intended or not, one turns in the direction of those he does not
intend. This turning is psychological and seems at first to be a giving up of
everything that belongs to humanity - for a musician, the giving up of music.
This psychological turning leads to the world of nature, where, gradually or
suddenly, one sees that humanity and nature, not separate, are in this world

together; that nothing was lost when everything was given away. In fact,
everything is gained.®

8 Cage, John. Silence (Middleton, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1961) p. 8



CHAPTER 1

Noise and the Corporeal in Futurist and Dadaist Performance

With the advent of Futurist and Dadaist performance during the first two decades
of the twentieth-century, the material body of the performing artist emerged as a
potent medium for the articulation of modernist ideas. Coupled with this
foregrounding of the corporeal, the Futurist artist Luigi Russolo would give
aesthetic credence to the industrial sounds of the era by promoting noise as a
legitimate sonorous material for art making. Given the importance of Russolo’s
work, I will begin this chapter by briefly discussing it, as his vision forms a locus,
which the often-raucous performance art of the Futurists and Dadaists can be
linked to. I will then discuss the performance poetry of Futurist and Dadaist artists,
and highlight how, through their performances, noise and body were used as a

means to radicalize traditional syntax and phonetics.

During the early decades of the twentieth-century, the noises of industrial
machinery and the populous urban environment proved extremely influential for
avant-garde artists, none more so than for the Futurist artist Luigi Russolo. In 1913
Russolo published his seminal manifesto The Art of Noises. In this manifesto
Russolo champions the sounds of the everyday, advocating mechanical noise as
valid compositional material. Russolo heralded noise as a solution to what he

regarded as the unsuitability of classical instruments to adequately communicate



the concerns of the industrial age.* The practical aspect of the manifesto was
Russolo’s creation of mechanical noise-making machines or intonarumori (lo-tech
devices consisting of moving parts requiring human operation). These machines

were constructed with the aim of imitating the noises of the urban environment.

Russolo is regarded as the all-important catalyst for raising the profile of noise as a
legitimate artistic material. His manifesto and the intonarumori can be considered
the beginning of a noise culture, expanding away from the pitch-articulating
function of acoustic instruments within the Western art music tradition, toward a

practice based in noise and sonic complexity.

In its day Russolo’s manifesto attracted few advocates from within the musical
fraternity. Nevertheless, some musical composers did take Russolo’s ideas to heart.
For example, everyday sounds were incorporated by Erik Satie in Sergei
Diaghilev’s ballet production Parade (1918) in which noise making items such as
a typewriter and a foghorn were used. Although there were other individuals who
adopted Russolo’s ideas within the context of classical composition, the musical
community mainly looked to the reconfiguring of notational systems as heralding

the promise of a new music.” This is exemplified by the reverential attitude shown

4 _..musical sound is too limited in its qualitative variety of tones. The most complex orchestras
boil down to four or five types of instrument, varying in timbre: instruments played by bow or
plucking, by blowing into metal or wood, and by percussion. And so modern music goes round in
this small circle, struggling in vain to create new ranges of tones. THIS LIMITED CIRCLE OF
PURE SOUNDS MUST BE BROKEN, AND THE INFINITE VARIETY OF ‘NOISE SOUND’
CONQUERED.’ Extract from The Art of Noises by Luigi Russolo. Published as a booklet by
Direzione del Movimento Futurista, Milan, 1 July 1913. Sourced from Apollonio, Umbro. (ed.)
Futurist Manifestos (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973)

® The American composer George Antheil was another individual who employed everyday items in
the production of sound—nhis use of airplane propellers in Second Sonata—‘“The Airplane (1923)
for example.



toward Arnold Schoenberg’s twelve-tone serialism. The serialist approach was an
expansion of an existing musical system, far removed from the more radical

suggestion advanced in Russolo’s manifesto.

By contrast, Russolo’s Futurist colleagues empathized with his passion for the
noises of industry and incorporated noise into their performance-laden activities.
Formed in 1909 the Italian Futurist movement was driven by an unbridled
enthusiasm for modern technology. Futurist artwork evoked notions of
mechanization, dynamism, speed and violence, and performance as a mode of
delivery emerged as an appropriate vehicle to express these themes. Futurist
performances took many forms including theatre plays, operas, ballets, music, and

performance poetry.

The founder of Futurism, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, recognized the potential of
noise as a way to invigorate performance poetry. Marinetti, with a background as a
symbolist poet, aimed to empower language by expanding its expressive
parameters beyond the semantic meaning of the written word. Instead, he aimed to
stress the importance of how words sound. Akin to Russolo, Marinetti sought to
infuse his work with the sounds of everyday life. With Marinetti’s approval, the
intentional interjection of noise elements during acts of vocalization became part
and parcel of Futurist poetry readings. Thus, for Futurist poets the sonorous
delivery of scripted texts became paramount to the completion of the poetic work.
This new importance given to the performative aspect of the written word served to
elevate noise as a compositional tool while placing focus on the corporeality of the

artist as a sounding performer, rather than as a writer of silent texts.



Continuing on from the performance poetry of Marinetti, as well as Russolo’s
advocacy of noise as compositional material, Dada (founded in 1916) would
further cement the artists’ body and noise as vital tools for art making. The use of
chance, readymades, multidisciplinary activity, and a newly configured
relationship between performers and audiences, were just some of the innovations
explored by the Dadaists. The theme of technology was not as strongly pursued in
Dada as it was within Futurism. Dada arose amidst the chaos of World War I. The
war had revealed the destructive side of mechanization, which served to pacify the

radical enthusiasm toward technology so vocally expressed by the Futurists.

Of more importance to the Dada aesthetic was their interest in Primitivism, which
celebrated the art of non-Western cultures. Noise making was a prominent feature
of Dadaist performance, so much so that the term bruitism was coined to
categorize this activity.® As with the Futurists, Dadaist performance poets
intentionally injected noise elements into their work seeking to distort and
challenge literary convention. Although Russolo’s The Art of Noises drew its
inspiration from modernist mechanization, the manifesto’s disregard for traditional
Western musical systems was complementary to the idea of Primitivism. The
following quote from Dada protagonist Hugo Ball from 1916 regarding a
simultaneous poetry reading involving three performers, gives some sense of the
Dadaist enthusiasm for phonetic enhancement and sonic discord:

All the styles of the last twenty years came together yesterday...three or

more voices speak, sing whistle, etc., at the same time in such a way that the

elegiac, humorous, or bizarre content of the piece is brought out by these
combinations...Noises (an rrrrr drawn out for minutes, or crashes, or sirens,

6 Kahn, Douglas. Noise, Water, Meat: a History of Sound in the Arts (Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2001) p. 45
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etc.) are superior to the human voice in energy.’

This strategy of using noise as a way to invigorate and punctuate human speech
represents the artist’s body and sound coming together in an attempt to express raw
emotion, unrefined through its translation into linguistic form. Sound poetry, with
its two transgressive elements of the artist’s body exposed and noise, went against
European artistic convention and offered the untrained artist a style of delivery that
was immediate and hard-hitting. Its understanding required no intellectual prompt

because there was nothing literal to interpret. Bruitism as action was the message.

What we find in Futurist and Dadaist performance poetry is that noise is
intentionally assimilated into the performative act as a means to energize artistic
expression. Furthermore, these noise elements are given voice through the medium
of the performing body, thereby foregrounding the corporeal. In contrast to
experimental classical composers such as Erik Satie, who combined noise elements
within the context of an orchestral ensemble, the type of noise that the avant-garde
performance poets used had its origins in the non-instrumental corporeal. In a
sense, this entails a return to the body, which historically, has long been a
prominent subject within the fine arts as evidenced in portraiture and sculpture,
even as it was excluded as a focal subject within the musical arts. In the twentieth-
century, as many artists begin to take on the role as the actor in projecting their art
via performance, the artist is put forward as the living art subject in place of the art

object. Scholar and theatre practitioner Nina Hein describes this phenomenon as

" Kahn (2001) p. 49
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‘the eradication of the duality between creator and performer’.® She alludes to the
Dadaist performance evenings as the historical period when the persona of the
artist is revealed, as the body itself is foregrounded. To paraphrase Hein: the

author, actor, and text congeal to form a holistic ephemeral work of art.

In bringing noise and the corporeal into artistic focus we are provided with two of
the three fundamentals that make up the sound-as-art trivium. The next chapter will
introduce the third fundamental, that being the expanded field while continuing to

trace the rise of the corporeal as a subject for art.

8 Hein, Nina. ‘Body Imagery in the avant-gardes of the twentieth century’ Body, Space and
Technology Journal (Vol 9 (2) 2010, p. 2)
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CHAPTER 2

The Expanded Field and the Corporeal in Russian Futurist

Theatre and the Bauhaus School

This chapter will venture into the third fundamental of the sound-as-art trivium—
the expanded field. This field aspect of sound-as-art refers to both the field of
activity in which the artist operates and the spatial field in which the artwork
exists. During the 1920s the Russian strain of Futurism and the Bauhaus School
would draw attention to the expanded field through the development of kinetic
scenography and multi-media theatre. Through this activity, the idea of an
expanded field consisting of multifarious relations and shifting borders was
ventured into. The Russian sphere of influence also made huge strides in
promoting the human body as a metaphor for modernist mechanization. This, in

turn raised the idea of the physical body as an expressive totality.

Generally speaking, during the 1920s and 1930s the Russian theatrical view of
corporeality revolved around the expressive qualities of body movement combined
with a Futurist interest in mechanical action. Russian Futurism ushered forth a
theatrical style based on physicality in which the body of the performer was to be
trained in its entirety. This was different to that of the avant-garde performance

poets, for whom sonorous vocalization was the prime focus of bodily function.

The emphasis on physicality in Russian Futurist theatre is evidenced by the

proliferation of body training systems that developed from within their ranks.

13



Biomechanics created by the Russian director Vsevolod Meyerhold was one such
system that proved extremely influential. Meyerhold’s biomechanics was made up
of a series of physical exercises, influenced in part by the mechanical efficiency of
industrial technology. Fellow director Nikolai Foregger took the metaphorical view
of the mechanized human form to the extreme in his production Dance of the
Machines from 1924, in which his actors literally played the roles of mechanical
gears and levers. A description of Foregger’s production according to one critic
reads:

...bodies became correctly constructed appliances. They no longer moved,

they functioned...Dancing is intended to be nothing but a vivid

demonstration of the adequate organization of the human machine.’
Meyerhold’s and Foregger’s advocacy of mechanical imitation exemplifies the
Futurist obsession (played out in the work of both the Russian and Italian Futurists)

with the human body as a metaphor for modernist mechanization.

Of significance to my study, in light of the expanded field, is the intentional
melding of this machine inspired body with the infrastructure of the mechanical
stage. In the 1922 production The Magnanimous Cuckold, directed by Meyerhold,
designer Lyubov Popova created a large-scale set representing the inner workings
of a machine complete with moving parts. Meyerhold developed his choreography
in collaboration with the kinetic environment with the biomechanical actions of his

actors melding intentionally with the scenography.

The idea of expanding the possibilities for actor/audience interaction was also

° Gordon, Mel. 1975. Foregger and the Dance of the Machines. TDR 19, no.1 (March): 68-73, from
p72) sourced from Salter, Chris. Entangled: Technology and the Transformation of Performance
(Cambridge, Massachusetts London: MIT Press, 2010) p. 233
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explored. This is exemplified in El Lissitsky’s stage design for Sergei Tretyakov’s
play I Want a Child from 1929 (also a project Meyerhold participated in). The
scenic architecture was devised in the round and was intended to blur the
boundaries between audience and performance space. The set was to consist of

ramps and platforms that seamlessly melded into the audience space. *°

Innovative set designs by scenographic pioneers such as Popova and Lissitsky
looked to break down the traditional audience/stage relation—the proscenium arch
paradigm—uwhere the audience is given only one perspective on the dance/drama.
This gradual inching toward a de-centralization of performance space through set
design and innovative dramaturgy leans toward the idea of opening oneself up to a
multifarious field that extends beyond the confines of the conventional stage. Such

experimentation signals an important shift toward the notion of an expanded field.

As a complement to the spatial preoccupations of Russian scenographers, the
Bauhaus school in Weimar Germany, founded by Walter Gropius in 1923,
emerged as an artistic centre, where, as with the Futurists, technology was held in
high regard. Bauhaus associate Laszlo Moholy-Nagy cleverly employed
mechanical scenography (often in combination with lighting effects) in the creation
of kinetic performance spaces. Moholy-Nagy’s design Kinetic Construction
System, created in collaboration with Alfred Kemeny, is an example of the artist’s
interest in fluid architecture. The design is cylindrical in shape and consists of

conveyor belts on which the actors are intended to enter and exit the performance

19 Despite plans and models being drawn up for this set design, the set was never constructed.
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space. In this design various architectural features are configured to move

simultaneously, while the entire structure moves perpetually in a circular motion.

Oskar Schlemmer, for whom the human body was a focal subject, was another
Bauhaus innovator who experimented with altering audience perception of space.
Schlemmer’s bodily and spatial illusions were achieved through a subtle
combination of multiple bodies in space, abstract geometric costumes, and colorful
stage sets. His intention was to transform the body, rather than simply project the

body in imitation of something mechanical.**

According to Chris Salter,
Schlemmer differs from choreographers such as Meyerhold and Foregger in that he
succeeded in, ‘physically extending the human body through simple technologies

into space itself.”*

The role of technology cannot be overlooked regarding the Russian Futurist and
Bauhaus attempts to augment and distort audience perception of theatrical space
and body form. In many cases the application of technology was of primary
importance to the creative process. For example, the scenographic projects
mentioned above (with the exception of Schlemmer) were all made possible via
machine-based technologies. What | find admirable within the avant-garde activity
of the 1920s and 1930s, as evidenced in the works cited above, is that technology

is seen to complement somatically-based theatre practices. Although technology in

1 Dancers such as Loie Fuller had previously attempted to augment the body through simple
technologies, however the attention Schlemmer pays to the relationship between multiple bodies
and objects and their ability to define space is what is important in this instance. Schlemmer
unmistakably focused on the body as a new artistic medium and was particularly interested in using
the body as a means to explore spatial relation.

12 salter, Chris. Entangled: Technology and the Transformation of Performance (Cambridge,
Massachusetts London: MIT Press, 2010) p. 234
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the form of electric stage lighting and ever more complex mechanical scenography
was used to increasing effect, technology succeeded in altering our perception of

body and space without dispensing with the important role of corporeal presence.

It is also important to note that the more-or-less universal acceptance of the body
as a metaphor for mechanical efficiency in Futurist theatre, points to an underlying
curiosity for a technologically mediated body. The practical application of human
body fused with hard-wired technology would come to fruition during the 1980s
and 1990s. The theme of a technologically infused body will be discussed at length

in chapters 7 and 8.

In the work of both the Russian Futurists and the Bauhaus, we see developments
that anticipate sound-as-art in relation to the expanded field. Through their spatial
innovations the artists associated with these movements questioned the traditional
notion of art as taking place within the confines of a static framework. What we
see emerging out of this intensely creative period initiated by the Russian avant-
garde and the Bauhaus is a gradual shift in attention toward the conception of
performance space as a site for diverse media, surrounding and extending the body
and the stage. The understanding that an artist works in a field of multifarious
relations, inclusive of human corporeality, combined with the realization that the
boundaries of the performance space are non-definitive, paves the way for the

expanded field to develop fully.

This chapter has focused on the spatial aspect of the expanded field. The next

chapter will address the sonic dimension of the expanded field. This is also where

17



we cross over into the second half of the twentieth-century. The first half of the
century cemented noise, body, and the expanded field as themes within the avant-
garde. It is during the 1950s and 1960s that sound-as-art (i.e. noise, corporeality,
and the expanded field in combination) will be fully realized. It is also to the music
world that we now turn as noise raises its head as chief agitator for a very

important figure in the sound-as-art story—John Cage.
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CHAPTER 3

Sound-as-Art—Expanding the Aural Field

This chapter focuses on the American sphere of influence regarding the
development of sound-as-art during the 1950s and early 1960s. | will introduce
John Cage and discuss Cage’s seminal composition 4'33". This composition is
significant as it is one of the first examples of an artwork that articulates the sound-
as-art trivium. 1 will then go on to discuss some of Cage’s influences and briefly
touch on the work of two of Cage’s students, Alan Kaprow and La Monte Young. |
will reference several works by Kaprow and Young that strongly resonate with the

idea of an expanded field inclusive of noise and corporeality.

John Cage was a classically trained musical composer who forged a very
distinctive path, separate from that trodden by most composers in the twentieth-
century. His philosophical outlook was influenced by oriental thought as much as
occidental. Furthermore, he was not averse to incorporating ideas from other arts
disciplines into his compositional practice. In Cage’s compositions and writings
from the 1950s onwards we can detect the defining threads of indeterminacy,

multi-disciplinary activity and the blurring of art with real-life situations.

Almost single-handedly, Cage was responsible for expanding the aural field of
musical composition to include all sounds, even sounds that the composer does not
intend. If one is to adopt the expanded field as a construct for creative process and

aesthetic reception then the totalization of the aural field must include all sounds.
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Cage’s iconic composition 4'33" (1952) articulates the composer’s attitude that all
sounds can be considered music. 4'33" has been widely detailed and discussed in
many publications so | do not feel the need to describe the piece in depth here,
suffice it to say, that one of the main intentions of the composition was that
audience attention would be directed toward the ambient sounds of the
performance environment. By doing this, Cage expanded the field of creative
activity beyond the confines of the stage, opening up the audience to a multifarious
field of sonorous activity. Such activity includes noises sourced from the material
bodies of the audience. Whether sounds made by the audience are intentional or
not, for the discerning listener, these incidental noises signalling corporeal

presence are all part of the expanded aural field.

A by-product of the acceptance of an indeterminate field, in which bodies are
present, is that the audience is brought into play as contributors to the sonic
outcome. Audience participation subverts the composer’s traditional authorial role.
This idea of downplaying authorial intentionality would be most famously
articulated by Roland Barthes in 1968 with the publication of his seminal essay
The Death of the Author in which he declares that a reader of literary text is the
primary determiner of meaning rather than the author.*® With Cage expanding the
field of sonorous activity beyond the stage, the audience become contributors to
the work. In the following quote from 1965 Cage expresses the important role
bequeathed to the spectator/listener as interpreter:

...the less we structure the theatrical occasion and the more it is like
unstructured life the greater will be the stimulus to the structuring faculty of

13 Barthes, Roland. The Death of the Author (1967) published in Critical Essays (trans.) Richard
Howard (Evanston [111], Northwestern University Press, 1972)
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each person in the audience. If we have done nothing, he then will have
everything to do.'*

Cage’s reference to the “theatrical occasion’ in the above citation had a particular
meaning for him, for he adopted the word theatre to describe the simultaneous
effect of both aural and visual stimuli on ones perception of a performance event.
As Cage states:

Theatre is all the various things going on at the same time. | have noticed that

music is liveliest for me when listening for instance doesn’t distract me from

seeing.”
Cage was influenced by playwright Antonin Artaud’s theoretical treatise The
Theatre and Its Double, an essay in which the writer advocates a theatre not based
on text but on the multitude of activity played out within a de-centralized
performance space.’® Artaud sought to immerse the spectator in the theatrical event
by bringing them into the centre of the action. Cage referenced The Theatre and Its
Double in describing his strategy for his multi-media production Black Mountain
Piece from 1952. This performance, to which the diverse talents of Robert
Rauschenberg, David Tudor and Merce Cunningham contributed, involved
numerous activities played out simultaneously. As Cage attests when discussing
this work in an interview from 1974:

We got the idea from Artaud that theatre could take place free of text, that if

a text were in it, that it needn’t determine the other actions, that sounds, that

activities, and so forth, could all be free rather than tied together...so that the
audience was not focused in one particular direction.*’

4 sandford, Mariellen R. (ed.) Happenings and Other Acts. New York: Routledge, 1995, p. 55
1> Cage (1961) p. 149

¢ Artaud, Antonin. The Theatre and Its Double: Essays, (trans.) Victor Corti (Montreuil; London:
Calder, 1970)

17 Cage in interview with Mary Emma Harris, 1974, quoted in Kostelanetz, Conversing with Cage,
p. 104. Sourced from Gann, Kyle. No Such Thing as Silence (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2010) p. 155
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The purpose behind this de-centralization of space through the intentional
subversion of text, freed one to focus on the disparate nature of other activities
happening within the space. The seating for the audience was arranged so that no
single point of focus was implied. In this way, the spectator/listener became the
centre of the work, responsible for creating meaning out of a multiplicitous

experience.

Returning to Cage’s 4'33"—in this composition we witness an emerging
consciousness of an expanded field, a field referring to more than music and more
than sound, echoing Artaud’s more than text as a rejection of a traditional theatre
based on script. Cage’s promotion of all sound and more importantly his theatrical
stance opened up the performing arena to encompass a multifarious field of
activity. This notion of a multifarious expansive field would signal the all-
important turning point, from the experimental practice of using noise within a
musical framework (i.e. Erik Satie’s Parade), toward an evaluation of noise as part

of an extramusical field of relations.

The attention given to an expanded field was not lost on Cage’s students who,
whether involved in visual art or sound-based art, applied the idea of an expanded
field in creating novel and experimental performance constructs. Many of Cage’s
students would emerge to be major players in the experimental arts. Alan Kaprow
and La Monte Young were two students of Cage who would make valuable

contributions to performance art and sound art respectively.
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Kaprow embraced indeterminacy and extended Cage’s theatre by attempting to
intentionally stimulate all the human senses, not just hearing and sight. Taking
inspiration from Cage’s Black Mountain Piece, Alan Kaprow instigated a
programme of performances he termed Happenings beginning with the work 18
Happenings in 6 Parts in 1959. Happenings allowed for performer and audience to
inhabit the same unbounded space; a space in which multiple rehearsed situations
were played out. Happenings gained traction as a cutting-edge mode of

performance throughout the 1960s.

Composer La Monte Young also furthered Cage’s indeterminacy and theatre
exemplified by his Composition 1960 # 5 (1960) in which butterflies are released
into a room with the piece ending when the butterflies have left the room. In
another Young composition, Composition 1960 # 4 (1960), the audience
unknowingly compose the piece during the performance. To paraphrase Young’s
instructions, the audience are told the duration of the piece, the lights are then
turned off, placing the audience in darkness. After the pre-announced timing of the
piece has passed, the lights are turned on again. The audience is then informed that
the piece has ended and that they themselves are the authors of the work. The
ambiguity of the singular, stripped-back event served to entice the spectator further
into the realm of individual interpretation. A third work of Young’s Dream House
(1962) very much relies on the movement of human bodies within a defined space.
Dream House, which has survived to this day as a permanent installation, consists
of a series of rooms in which audible frequencies reside. As visitors navigate

through the rooms their physical bodies moving through the space alter the
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harmonic overtones of the resonant frequencies. Participants are drawn to ponder

on the role that their own bodies play in shaping sonic outcome.

In the work of Kaprow and Young, Cage’s conception of the theatrical is very
much evident. Importantly, noise and audience are not seen as contaminants to
these performance works, but rather noise and audience corporeality are regarded

as authentic elements in the real-life projection of such acts.

Whether one can define such works as musical or not is an interesting question to
contemplate, not least because Cage himself never erred from describing his
theatrical works as musical compositions. According to the Concise Oxford
English Dictionary ‘music’ is defined as, ‘the art or science of combining vocal or
instrumental sounds (or both) to produce beauty of form, harmony, and expression
of emotion.”*® I would argue that much of Cage’s output during the 1950s and

1960s including 4'33" leant more toward performance art than it did to music.

There is some irony in that Cage embraced the incidental sounds of the human
body and introduced to the art world compositional strategies that would have been
considered blasphemous to the musical establishment, yet he never strayed from
using the word ‘music’ when describing his work. Perhaps his continued use of the
word he saw as a way to legitimize his revolutionary teachings for an audience that

had been culturally conditioned to listen in musical terms.'* In this sense it is

'8 Soanes Catherine, Angus Stevenson. (eds.) Concise Oxford English Dictionary Eleventh Edition
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) p. 942

% However, if one understands the composer as someone who combines elements, irrespective of
their traditional status as musical materials, then it is possible to understand Cage as a composer
who through the expanded field, expands the notion of composition itself.
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telling that Cage attempted to attach his most infamous work 4'33" to the classical
tradition, by scoring it in three movements (hinting at Sonata form) and giving it a

set duration.

One of the challenges for sound art practitioners from the 1950s and 1960s was
how to communicate to their audience—an audience conditioned to hear sound in
musical terms—the multi-dimensional nature of sound as a sculptural material in
relation to an acoustic and/or conceptual environment.? In this sense the gallery
arena provided an alternative audience that was relatively open to the idea of sound

as a non-musical material.

Despite Cage seeing himself as part of a musical lineage, his students, many of
who were not musically trained, felt no pull toward identifying themselves as
musicians. In fact, one can detect a concerted attempt by some of Cage’s students
to distance themselves from the world of music. For example Kaprow stated that
he was interested in noise, not music, calling himself a ‘noisician’.?* Kaprow’s
instructions for the sound component in 18 Happenings in 6 Parts included:

“wild enduring noise,” “brief sound of breathing...change to crackling
almost pitchless rhythms,” and “OLD MAN SCREAMS furiously turning
wildly in all directions...”?

Kaprow’s script of noises is reminiscent of avant-garde performance poetry where

the sounds of speech and style of delivery are more important than linguistic

2 Here | employ the term sculptural material to signify sound as a tool for articulating spatial
concerns, as opposed to musical concerns. This sculptural quality of sound will be elaborated on in
Chapter 6 in reference to external processing and aural architecture.

21 Khan (2001) p. 275

22 Allan Kaprow, “18 Happenings in 6 parts/the script,” in Happenings, (ed.) Michael Kirby (New
York: Dutton, 1965) pp. 53-66. Sourced from Khan (2001) p. 275
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meaning. Of particular interest is the instruction concerning the old man screaming
as he turns, alluding to the theatricality of the ocular and the aural in combination.
It is from this period where terms such as ‘non-musical’, as coined by George
Brecht, begin to emerge as a way to describe the inclusivity of non-musical sonic

elements into the field of art.?®

What becomes apparent in what | understand to be the non-musical approach of
artists like Kaprow and Young is an abandonment of musical constructs in the
pursuit of a wider understanding of meaning for sound in the arts. Unsurprisingly
then, it is in the fields of visual art and performance art where some of the most
enthusiastic adherents of the sound-as-art approach can be found. As the following
chapters will show, non-musical artists would prove instrumental in promoting
sound-as-art as an alternative to experimentation involving the extension of
existing musical systems. Furthermore, similar to the corporeal foregrounding in
Futurism and Dada, the performative mode would continue to play its role of
announcing this new vanguard to the wider public. The next chapter will shed light
on the importance of the performance-oriented Fluxus movement and explain the
vital role of the visual arts in cementing sound-as-idea as a concept. In discussing
this concept | will reveal how the expanded field branches out beyond the physical

into the conceptual.

23 Joseph, Branden. W. Beyond the Dream Syndicate: Tony Conrad and the Arts after Cage
(Brooklyn, New York: Zone Books, c2008) p. 88
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CHAPTER 4

Sound-as-ldea

Previous chapters have attempted to establish the expanded field as an important
development for the realization of noise and the corporeal in the arts. Chapter 2
dealt with the expansion of one’s perception of physical space. Chapter 3 dealt
with the expansion of the aural field beyond a musical framework. This chapter
will introduce a further aspect of the field, the concept of sound-as-idea. This term
deals with the conceptual aspect of the aural field. Fluxus artists and visual artists
had a sizeable hand to play in establishing this conceptual practice in which the
idea of sound is viewed as more important than the act of listening itself. I will
begin by discussing the Fluxus movement, who succeeded in emphasizing the

conceptual through their performance activities.

The Fluxus movement (of which La Monte Young was a member) was a
performance-based art movement that surfaced during the late 1950s. Fluxus
performances were less theatrical than Kaprow’s Happenings. Fluxus focused on
highlighting the phenomenal encounter by setting up austere, minimal situations.
Fluxus performances were renowned for their text-based scores, consisting of
instructions that were general rather than definitive. This approach resulted in
performances that were more open-ended than the rehearsed ad hoc assemblages

that made up Kaprow’s Happenings.
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By scripting bizarre action sequences and rule-bound situations, Fluxus
performances tended to stir within the spectator/listener a deep insight into the
present moment. One of the ways it sought to achieve this was by slowing down
everyday actions, enticing audiences to peer into the minute details of simple
phenomena. This led to Fluxus artists composing works where the sound material
was barely audible. Drip Music (1959) by George Brecht is a case in point. The
piece consists of the delicate sound of water droplets dripping from a faucet.
Brandon La Belle points to the value of this piece by way of forcing the audience
to listen attentively in quietude:
...the ear must move closer to the quiet sounds, to follow each drip, as a
universe of potentiality, each single drip an event, each resonance a sonic
revelation. To stage the near imperceptible was to direct an audience toward
the phenomena of perception itself.?*
The idea of employing sound on the cusp of audibility leads us to the more radical
development of sound-as-idea. The notion of sound as an idea opens up an entirely
new proposition for the use of sound in the arts. One can detect Brecht’s hinting at
this objective as he acknowledges Cage’s theatre in the following quote:
| wanted to make music that wouldn’t be for the ears. Music isn’t just what
you hear or what you listen to, but everything that happens.?
La Monte Young’s piece Composition 1960 #5, mentioned in the previous chapter,
adopts this sound-as-idea approach in that the flapping wings of butterflies visually

suggest a sound universe that one has to imagine. The sounds made by the butterfly

wings are inaudible to the human ear. In Composition 1960 #5 we can say that the

2% LaBelle, Brandon. Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art (New York: Continuum, 2006)
p. 60

%% Khan (2001) p. 277
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idea of sound is present (even heightened) through its absence. Young offers his
own account on the inaudibility of sound concerning Composition 1960 #5:
...it didn’t seem to me at all necessary that anyone or anything should have to
hear sounds and that it is enough that they exist for themselves.?
The following quote by Fluxus artist Yoko Ono further exemplifies a prevalent
attitude within the gallery arts during the 1960s in which sound was valued for its
conceptual properties:
I think of my music more as a practice than a music. The only sound that
exists to me is the sound of the mind. My works are only to induce music of
the mind in people.?’
Understood from a conceptual point of view, the audible detail of sound is not
important, but rather it is the idea of sound that is important. Fluxus performances
edged the art world closer to an extramusical appreciation of sound by challenging

the conventional premise that sound must be heard to be relevant.

This conceptual idea of sound, which surfaced during the early 1960s was made
possible by the neo avant-garde acceptance of the expanded field, an expanded
field that was not only material but also conceptual. The willingness of Fluxus
performance artists to embrace the expansive multifarious field of experience as
explored by Cage in 4'33" freed up artists to expand their art into previously

unexplored material and conceptual realms.

%8 joseph (2008) p. 94
%" Khan (2001) p. 240
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Aside from the performance-focused activities of the Fluxus artists, the visual arts,
including sculpture, had an equally important role to play in claiming the idea of
sound as a valid artistic preoccupation. Seth Kim-Cohen’s writing champions the
role of the visual arts in establishing the sound-as-idea concept, or what Kim-
Cohen refers to as ‘non-cochlear’ sonic art. In his publication In the Blink of an
Ear (2009) Kim-Cohen points to the multimedia artwork Box with the Sound of Its
Own Making (1961) by the sculptor Robert Morris as an example of a work that
illustrates the conceptual shift from an examination of the acoustical properties of
sound toward the use of sound that takes into account the ‘expanded situation’ (a
phrase which can be deemed interchangeable with the expanded field concept).
Morris’ Box consists of a wooden box, within which an audio recording is played.
The subject of the audio is a three-hour recording of the box under construction.
Kim-Cohen describes the multidimensional allure of Morris’” Box as:
...simultaneously the product of a process, the documentation of that
process, and a set of instructions for the replication of that process...In Box
the “score” for the sound material of the work is only available
(constructable) [sic] after the performance/production of the box... %
Kim-Cohen makes the observation that the acoustical properties of sound are not
important in this context, ‘sound is not included exclusively, or even primarily, for
its auditory-aesthetic qualities.’® It is the subject of the recording and the temporal

displacement that the subject of the recording conveys that is most relevant.

%8 Kim-Cohen, Seth. In the Blink of an Ear: Toward a Non-Cochlear Sonic Art (New York:
Continuum, 2009) p. 49

# ibid p. 51
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Morris utilizes the sound recording to suggest an expanded situation synonymous
with the concept of an expanded field. The viewer encounters a sculpture, the
audio content of which suggests not only another time, but also another space, that
other space being the location in which the box was constructed. The expansion is,
of course, more than physical, but conceptual as well. The expansive situation
implies spatial multiplicity: conceptual space as revealed by the subject of the
audio, and material space in terms of the viewer’s physical encounter with the box
in its place of residence. The holistic perception that the viewer gleans from the

artwork is determined by the multitude of elements that are in spatial play.

Morris’ Box is a fine example of an artwork that articulates the multifarious field
of relations that make up an expanded field. As such it can be taken as
representative of the sound-as-art principle. Box is not musical; it is noisy. It hints
at corporeality by way of human presence referred to in the audio content. In other
words, conceptually, it could be conceived of as a performance (albeit a recording
of a performance). It is an artwork where (like 4'33"), noise, corporeality, and the

expanded field, converge.

Perhaps the most striking observation made by Kim-Cohen, in his assessment of
the sound-as-idea premise, is his comment concerning Alvin Lucier’s sound
recording, I Am Sitting in a Room (1969). This piece consists of a recording of the
artist repeatedly replaying a recording of his own voice into a room so that the
resonant character of the room transforms his words over time into a reverberant

mumble. Kim-Cohen says of Lucier’s piece, “...in order to best engage [with] it,
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one need not, perhaps even should not, listen to I Am Sitting in a Room.”* This is
an illustration of how far sound in the arts had come by the end of the 1960s: from
the corporeally inclusive, (self-proclaimed) musicality of Cage, to the non-musical
sonic explorations of Young and Fluxus, to the primarily conceptual sound-as-idea
experiments emerging from artists such as Morris and Lucier. The 1950s and
1960s had transformed the artistic treatment of sound from a strictly musical
material into an extramusical material operating within the context of an expanded

field that was conceptual as much as it was physical.

So far this thesis has concentrated on tracing the rise of noise, corporeality, and the
expanded field in establishing an extramusical appreciation for sound in the arts.
The next chapter introduces a sound-based practice at odds with the corporeally
inclusive sound-as-art aesthetic. During the 1950s, whilst Cage was experimenting
with theatre and an expansive sonorous field, the development of electronic sound
recording studios offered an altogether different approach to the creation of sound-
based work. The next chapter will turn to the work of the French radio engineer
Pierre Schaeffer in setting up a contrast between the corporeally inclusive sound

art of Cage and the non-corporeally-based sonic art of Schaeffer.

% Kim-Cohen (2009) p. 193
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CHAPTER 5

Non-Corporeal Sonic Art versus Corporeal Sound Art

The rise of electroacoustic music studios during the 1950s and 1960s brought
about a culture of the acousmatic, which in many respects is different to the
corporeally inclusive sound art embraced by the likes of John Cage, Fluxus artists,
and the sculptor Robert Morris. This chapter will introduce the acousmatic
approach, and articulate the distinctions between non-corporeal acousmatic

composition and the corporeally inclusive sound-as-art.

The idea of the acousmatic in electroacoustic music nurtured a very specific
approach to the art of listening and music making. Beginning with the creation of
musique concrete in 1948 by French radio engineer Pierre Schaeffer, an ideology
of the acousmatic begins to take root for those involved in the conception and
creation of studio-based works. Schaeffer describes the acousmatic as ‘referring to
a sound that one hears without seeing the causes behind it’.>* Made possible by the
then new recording technology of magnetic tape, sections of recorded sound could
be isolated and subjected to studio manipulation. Schaeffer would come to refer to
the isolated sound event as I’objet sonore or sound object. Schaeffer insisted on the
abstraction of the sound object via a method of phenomenal reduction, which he

termed reduced listening. Reduced listening is a listening approach that requires

the listener to suspend external real-world references to the sounds they hear. As

3! Schaeffer, Pierre. Traité des objets musicaux (Paris: editions du Seuil, 1966) p. 91
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Brian Kane succinctly states, the role of acousmatic listening is the nullificati