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The real art of noise

Adventurous artists
are exploring the
territory between
the aural and the
visual, SARAH MILROY
discovers

TORONTO

he idea of silence in the mu

scum may have at last come

10 an end

Increasingly,  muscum

andd gallery-goers are being asked to
both look and listen to the art on
display, as an emerging genemtion
of antists explotes & new territory
between music amd art that is
ally, as audio an
ases there may be no
physical object invalved at all, as in
the peerecorded  headset-guided
walks that chinched the career of
Canadian artist Janet  Cardiff, a
prize winner at the Venlce Blennale
this sumimes

In other cases, such as the work
of Toronto artists Marla Hiady (her
exhibition dloses Septl. 3 at the
Power Mant in Toronio) and Danied
Olson (his show opencd last week
e at Oakville Galleries in Oak
ville, Ont), the work takes the form
of sound sculpture, physical objects
from which sound comes forth,

For a country its size, Canada s
playing a notable role in the devel
opment of audio art, the roots of
which go back 1o the carly 1900%
Some see Glenn Gould's experd
ments with audio collage in The
Idea of North as yearnings toward a
pew tradition of sound, and Cana
dian Michael Seow’s use of sound
In his film work since the early six
thes has mised andio’s role to the
level of equal partner in the pro
duction of meaning, mther than
leaving #t 10 languish as a mere
backdrop to the visual. (In addition
to his more than 40 years of art and
fdm production, Smow has had a
long, carecr as an experimental mu
sician) Other  Canadian  artists,
sixch as Rober Racine and Rodney
Graham, have at times made the
scrupulosss examination of musical
structure the basis of thedr work

As well, Canadian curators and
organizers have contributed much
to the discussion of the genee. One
of the mast significant books on the
field, Sound by Artiss (1990) was
odited by the Canadian team of
Dan Lander and Micah Lexier, both
artits who have worked with
sound. And this October, Canadian
independent curator Ben Portis is
staging the third annual No Music
Festival in New York (an event
which grew out of Portis’s interest
In the Nihilist Spasm Band, the
London, Ont, pionecting “noise
band”™ that initially inchuded artist
Greg Curnoc), The festival  will
bring together an international ros.
ter of antists who will exploee the
zone between audio art and experi
mental music. Geaham and Snow,
and American Christian Marclay
are in the lincup.

So If an atist Is interested in
sound, why not become a musi
clan? Many audio artists like 1o dis
tinguish betwoen music and noise,
placing thelr alleglances firmly in
the latter camp. Riding on the icon
oclastic coatiadls of French philoso
pher Jacques AMttali (whose Nodse:
The Political Bconomiy of Music is a
bit of a bible 10 andio-aflicionades)
they see music as rooted in a para
digm of discipline, mastery and
control that mimics the social
order. Nolse, on the other hand, Is
random, democmtic  (everybody

A video capture from Danlel Olson's Love and Reverle, the painting L'enfant au pain come alive, Below, Marla Hiady's She Moves Through the Pair
(Pipe Whistle): audio art that is & metapbor for the bittersweet ironles of modern communication.

oan make some) and subversively

chaotic. The art workl, it seems, is
mare up lor this soet of thing than
the music workd, which is more
tightly corseted by historical con
venton

It's worth Jooking at the exhibi
tions of Hiady and Olson and hear
ing for yourself what all the fuss is
about. Hilady has made a name for
hersell over the past several years

with her kinetic sculptural installa
tions involving fournd objects (in
cliding Beauty dolls from  the
Disney movie) and her exhibitions
of the immards of mechanical
sound-making toys. Stripped  of
their external selves, the delicate
puts chatter and squeak, click and
squeal before us, eliciting tender
ness in the viewer and dredging up
memaries of Neeting childhood so

lace, despite the absence of furzy
fur and heart- melting cyes

A sclection of these curiosities
are included in the Power Plamt
show, but they are upstaged by two
larger and more recent  sound
sculptures, one of which in particu
lar seems to move the artist ivo a
new realm of depth and peofi
clency. She Moves Through the Fatr
(Pipe Whistle), which Hiady made
this year, consists of a large organ
like object that lies on the Boor. A
group of copper pipes emerges
from a large plywood box. Each
pipe ends in a smaller wooden box
from which a black wire extends,
snaking across the floos of the exhi
bitlon space to the nearby wall
Two speakers, mounted on the
wall, emit the tinny and faraway
sound of the oM lrish tune, a b
ment for a lost love who died before
her marriage day

The artist explains that the sound
comes  from  within  the large
wooden box, which is soundprool,
and from there travels along the
pipes 1o their various terminuses
and on to the speakers. As the
sonnd quality shifis, we can tell that
different speakers are picking up
the sound from different places in
the sculpture.

But what may come across on
paper a8 rather complex and tech
nical is in fact full of fecling, the
humble human expression of emo.
tion somchow held captive in this
strange sculptural instrament of
displacement. The work Is a sur
prisingly moving metaphor for the
bittersweet brondes of communica.
thon today, where we can be at the
ar 1o each other
and yet so faraway.

Hiady seems to tackle the comds
tions of the present in this ambi
thous work, but her colleague Olson
casts his attention 1o the past o
create his new work, Love and Rev
erie, the centre of his carrent Oak
ville show. It's a thoughtfil journey
into the heart of Ozias Leduc’s fa
mous painting  L'enfant aw pain
(1892-1899).

Like Hiady, Olson is a connois

seur of noises, prone to rhapsodiz-
Ing about sounds heard and
remembered. (A disciple of antist
and composer John Cage, he con-
fesses his fantasy Is 10 record “a
symphony orchestra with the mi-
crophones attached to the music
stands so you could hear the pages
being turned and the chairs mov.
Ing.") Leduc’s painting ks a classic
of Canadian art history (Olson says
it wars the first historical work of Ca-
nadian art that he could relate to),
and it depicts a country boy Ehyﬁ‘
his harmonica after a simple meal
of soup and bread. We sense the
music that we cannot hear

In Olson's video recreation of the
painting, he performs the role of
the little boy (no mean feat for a
A5-year-old). But, adding a twist, he
performs the 21 minute plece In
real time while sitting motionless in
the boy's pose, slowly breathing in
and out through the harmonica in
long, droning monotone phrses.
Duration, so ofien a feature of
audio art, is torqued away from our
conventional expectations; we end
up with a real-time film that looks
like a freeze frame, or is it just very
slow motion? (1t ks not: a careful ob-
server will catch the artist’s Nitle
twitches and shifts.)

Of course, there Is something in-
herently funny about this piece, as
there s in so much of Olson's work.
Ater all, this is a grown man
dressed up in short pants pretend.-
ing 1o be a painting. But the result-
Ing;, video image Is luminous, spare
and wonderfully calm, like the
Ledue odginal, and the sound of
the harmonica is hypnotic, like the
slow chamt of an Eastern religion,
More than a century after Leduc
painted it, it is sound that delivers
us hack to the still core of this
deeply meditative painting. a place
where language, and maybe visual
cwes 100, could not have taken us.
Love and Reverie is, in a way, 8 tun-
nel deilled by sound from the pre
sent 10 the past, and a brilliant
example of where our ears can take
us, if our minds free themselves to
follow

Sound bites

Geoatest bets from the At of Noise
Erik Sath

Vexations (1893)

A singde sheet of music, composed
by Sate, is 10 be ropeated 840
tmes. Estimated performance time:
18 hours. Repetition, the quinies.
sental mode of modemity, was Sa
tie's dishobcal muse, and he
Instructs the pramist that “it would
be advisatie 10 peepire anesed be
forchand, in the decpest silence, by
serious immobilities. ” Montreal ant
ist Rober Racine has doew the deed
and lived 10 tell the tale

Luigl Russolo

The Art of Nolses: Futurist Maniesto
(1913)

An artistic treatise that embvaced
noise as the new condition of moder
nity, championing “the crashing
down of metal shop binds,. stam
ming doors, the bt of crowds

« « « 8ned the absolutedy new noises
of modern war.* 1t promoted the cre
ation of the intonarsmesi, special
red Instruments developed 1o better
Ovoke moderm notsn

Marcel Duchaenp

With Midden Nodse (1916)

A mystery sound device is concoaled
Inside a ball of twine. Or Is t?

John Cage

4'33° (1952)

The performer sits in slience before
the keyboard for four minules and
33 seconds. In the absence of the
expected sounds of a traditional re
cital, the random sounds of the audi
ence, the auditorium and the world
beyond ils walls become the con
con, As Cage said, the composer
should “give up the desire 1o control
sound, chear his mind of music, and
sat asbout discovering means 1o et
sounds be themseives rather than
wohicles for manmade theories or
expressions of human sentiments.”

Robert Morris

Box with the Sound of ks Own Mak
ing (1961)

Small wooden box enclosing a de
vice that plays the prerocoeded
sounds of the box being made.

Avin Lucier

1 am Sitting in & Room, for volce and
electromagnetic tape (1970)

Using two lape rocorders, the atist
taped himsell speaking a text (which
begins, “I am satting in a room differ
ent from the one you are In now

« « ). This recording is then re
coerded on the other tape recoedor,
and the resulting tape Is then played
back, and recorded by the first, This
process repeats back and forth be
tween the tape recorders for an un
specifiod duration. Audio distortion
eventsally renders the text unintellh
Ple, increasingly revealng the phys.
kcal properties of sound and the
fesonant characteristics of the room
over the “sense” of language.

Lawrte Anderson

Song for Jsanita (1977)

Anderson replaced her violin bow
with prerecorded magnetic tape, and
Mached a tape recorder playback
head 10 the bridge. The sound of the
ape dragged back and forth across
the sirings (with the recorded ke
guage playing in forward and re-
verse, depending, on the artist’'s use
of the bow) was amplified foe the au
dhence.

Chistian Marchay

Guitar Drag (2000)

The artist tied an clectric guitar to
the back of & pickup truck and
dragged It down a 10ad, recording
the sounds of the instrument in dis.
tress. A surefire cure for the talent
show blues. Sarah Miroy
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