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The film theorist Christian Metz once spoke 
of "the knowing sadism" of someone 

who takes apart a toy in order to see how it 
works. Marla Hlady seems to understand that 
this sadistic impulse lurks even in the most 
indifferent viewer. Her recent exhibition at the 
Women's Art Resource Centre was a part of 
"music 4 eye & ear," a sound-sculpture festival 
and symposium that comprised nineteen 
installations. And though mechanical sound is 
a prime component in all Hlady's work, her latest 
piece plays out a perverse game with silence. 

The installation looks deceptively simple. 
At first glance, the austere elegance of two 
ambiguous box-structures occasions the 
reverential hush often demanded by Minimalist 
sculpture-that is, until one takes stock of 
the details. Handles, wheels, wires and jars 
suggest small domestic appliances or laboratory 
gadgets, but the boxes are soundproof crates 
that protect, under double-glazed windows, 
the mechanical innards of two stripped-down 
battery-operated toys. Enclosed in their cases, 
these reconfigured drumming machines 

form the epicentre of the scheme, though the speed and intensity of their activity is 
determined by a random computer sequence. As the two operate, independent of one 
another, their dissonance varies and continually alters the texture of the sound-a 
hollow clatter that evens out when the rhythm becomes increasingly frenetic. 

It is captivating to see the simple internal mechanics on display. But Hlady's piece 
pushes further: although the toys labour to produce noise, 
their soundproofed containers ensure that their efforts are 
displaced. The jars mutate the amplified sound so that it seems 
distanced from its source. The viewer experiences a kind of 
synaesthesia, a slight disjuncture between seeing and hearing, 
like hearing someone speak from behind a glass barrier when 
their disembodied voice seems to come from another location. 

The installation merges simple and complex systems in 
a slightly disquieting way. The primitive robots are subject not 
only to the vagaries of the computer sequence, but also to local 
conditions as the computer program is turned on and off 
by movement sensors in the gallery. Although the sensors were 
not installed as an integral part of the piece, the viewers' presence 
nonetheless disturbs the machines' state of rest, initiating their 
activity. In this configuration, disparate types of movement 

coalesce: haphazard patterns of gallery traffic end up affecting the randomly generated 
computer sequence, adding another element of chance. The mechanical repetitions 
are anything but predictable. Hlady's installation is most intense when it happens 
to fall static. The periodic intervals of silence leave one slightly on edge, listening to 
detect a continuous pattern or internal logic to the scheme. ■ 
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