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Introduction: Sound and Vision         
Sound helps individuals to understand and connect with their surroundings, across all 
contexts, activities and moments of daily life. Sound is encountered in all places and all 
actions; it helps to shape human experience, allowing so that we can locate ourselves 
within any given situation. In spite of this, of all of the human senses, sound is given 
substantially less credence than others, particularly its visual counterpart, sight, which 
takes precedence in the sensory toolkit as the most actively tuned in to faculty. However, 
the purely visual is no longer the singular, or even dominant, art form within visual arts, 
just as sight is no more the dominant sense; art now “attempts to focus experience and 
heighten awareness, immersing the viewer in the art-and-environment as one, at times 
crossing realms of experiences, space, and time” (Marincola, 2006, p.136). A visual 
culture, and visual arts, are experienced through images, or as entities or commodities, 
yet the same is not true of an aural culture, the aural arts or the ‘ownership of sound’ per 
se. In today’s socio-cultural landscape, aural and visual consumption have become 
intertwined. 

This essay discusses the possibility of a ‘Sonic Turn’; Jim Drobnick (2004) uses this term to 
refer to a surge in sound-based artistic and theoretical work, representing a significant 
increase in interest in the ‘aural arts,’ which he argues is equivalent to ‘visual studies’ or 
visual arts, and is something not yet truly established within ’the academy’ of art. In the 
past decade or so in particular, there has been a significant rise in the presentation of 
sound, often in combination with other disciplines and mediums, in arts institutions, 
spaces and galleries. Drobnick further proposes that the term ‘Sonic Turn’ “refer(s) to the 
increasing significance of the acoustic as simultaneously a site for analysis, a medium for 
aesthetic engagement, and a model for theorization,” with “the issue of sound 
resonat(ing) in cross-disciplinary analyses” (Drobnick, 2004, p.11). It is this suggestion of 
the medium of sound being artful that this paper will examine, specifically in relation to 
the position of artful sound within the contemporary arts today, some ten years on from 
Drobnick’s original proposal.  

The theoretical frameworks and analytical considerations that exist within the borders of 
contemporary art can provide the setting for sound and aural based arts to be considered 
with as much gravitas as their visual counterparts. In regards to environment and 
backdrop, the white cube institutional gallery space, being primarily associated with, and 
thus catered towards, visual arts, is not traditionally associated with sound installations, 
and so is not particularly well equipped to accommodate such. Nevertheless, sound is 
becoming increasingly represented within this context, in multifarious ways.  

As visual arts are experienced visually, with the exception of ambient sound and 
background noise, which acts merely as a distraction, this paper will propose that by 
introducing audio into a white cube environment, the combined visual and aural senses 
are engaged on a deeper level, hence transforming aesthetic and experiential encounters. 
To consider ‘the aural’, that is, all art comprising sound, as a “State of 
Encounter” (Bourriaud, 1998, p.17) a discourse must be established surrounding the 
integration of aural-visual experiences, and the qualities of sound within this 
environment.   

With its hard walls and vast open spaces, the white cube environment is not the most 
suitably equipped to deal the nature of sound, which is “to be free and uncontrollable, 
and to through the cracks and to go to places where it’s not supposed to go” (Licht, 2007, 
p.11) This definition accurately describes the experience of approaching a space that is 
emanating sound; one can anticipate what is within the space, and upon moving through 
it can gain a new understanding of its source, and therefore encounter the sound 
differently. Yet the nature of the gallery context demands sound to be experienced and 
contemplated in the same fashion as a work of visual art would be; to be observed, 
considered and reflected upon. The context of an environment, to this extent, determines 
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the experience of the work within it, whether that be classical music in a concert hall for 
classical music, or popular live music at a gig venue.  

In order to attempt an insight into the position and role of sound within this context, the 
human relationships with sound must be examined, in order that common associations and 
experiences, as well as a history of sound can be unravelled. In this context, sound is 
framed, presented, consumed and experienced acutely differently from music; music is 
familiar, it is heard, framed (or packaged) in an accessible way. Music is purely consumed; 
it has an underlying social nature, live music is experienced alongside others. Highlighting 
characteristic discrepancies between sound and music helps to initiate and expand a 
dialogue regarding their relative positions within institutional arts settings. The potential 
to transform the trajectory of sound into one of a thoughtful encounter when presented 
within a visual art setting, means that sound and music can play an active part in 
reconstructing the institutional space as it is commonly perceived.  

This essay will investigate the position of live sound and associated performances within 
art practices as an aside from the commonly characterised ‘Sound Art’, which Max 
Neuhaus, a pioneer of artistic activities involving sound, maintains that, “as a term and a 
category it does no useful work and does not helpfully supplement existing categories 
such as music or sculpture” (Cox, 2009, p.21). This essay takes the same view, agreeing 
that such terminology is merely limiting and predominantly excludes sound practices that 
are live.  

Furthermore, recent contemporary case studies within gallery-based, institutional 
environments will be analysed, as well as significant historical developments and, by 
doing so, seek to identify whether or not a ‘Sonic Turn’ is tangible. To support this, 
contemporary and historical theories will be referenced alongside related artworks, 
exhibitions and significant artists, in order to determine if, and how, sound affects 
experiences and encounters of institutional art spaces. The aim of this exercise is to 
reflect upon virtues and contemplations of sound, so as to consider what the future might 
look like for the aural arts within the canon of the wider contemporary arts culture.  

Historical Aesthetics            
In regards to the possibility of a Sonic Turn in relation to notions of experience and sound 
within art, a selection of significant historical discourses and fundamental developments 
will be examined, in order to locate encounters of sound within a history of art.  

Throughout history, the subject of sound versus music has been widely deliberated, 
encompassing discussions of  how sound is commonly considered, experienced and 
consumed across its many forms and expressions. The avant garde experimental music 
protagonist John Cage made the challenge that “all sounds are music” (Licht, 2008, p.
146) and pushed the parameters of sound to its limits with compositions including his 
seminal silent piece 4’33” where a live orchestra didn’t sound their instruments for the 
duration of the performance. Cage was one of many avant garde artists who championed 
experimental practices and paved the way for sound and music to be considered as 
material for serious intellectual scrutiny, as opposed to being consumed purely for 
entertainment. If Cage’s argument that all sound is music is accepted, must it then follow 
that all music is sound? Music being a sequence of organised sound, “a practice whose 
material is sounds exhibiting tonal organisation” (Hamilton, 2007, p.49).  Cage’s assertion 
that all sounds are music is particularly in a modern context, given that ‘sound art’ today 
endeavours not be considered as music; existing outside of the ‘normal’ framework of 
traditional and accessible musical structures, ‘conceptual’ music stems from 
predominantly experimental practices and those seeking to find alternative contexts for 
the presentation of work that challenges the aesthetics of the traditional art gallery. 

Some definitions of what art can be and how it can be experienced were presented some 
eighty years ago in John Dewey’s Art as Experience (1934), interestingly the only 
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literature of note directly discussing the experience of art. Written at a time when art 
was widely consumed within grandiose arts institutions and was predominantly painted 
and modernist in style, Dewey’s notion of the experience of art considers an art where:  

“…theory is concerned with discovering the nature of production of works of 
art and of their enjoyment in perception. How is it that the everyday making 
of things grows into that form of making which is genuinely artistic? How is it 
that our everyday enjoyment of scenes and situations develops into peculiar 
satisfaction that attends the experience which is empathetically 
esthetic?” (Dewey, 1934, p.83).  

It can be surmised from this statement that the active process of creating, and the 
resulting artwork, becomes visible to the seasoned viewer, contributing to the overall 
aesthetic. However, to establish a scenario whereby the familiar scene is transformed into 
an engaging experience, it is necessary to look beyond the traditional. Dewey further 
examines these questions using various examples of experience, including that of the 
‘expressive object,’ whereby he considers the process and development involved in 
creating an art object, as well as its material and form, to inform the active viewer’s 
experience of it, hence establishing a relationship between the beholder and picture. He 
then considers an aesthetic ideology that underlines the difference between experience 
in general and ‘an experience,’ as in one that is grounded within an expressive object. He 
goes on to consider that:  

“… an experience of thinking has its own esthetic quality. In differs from 
those experiences that are acknowledged to be esthetic, but only in its 
materials. The material of the fine arts consists of qualities; that of 
experience having intellectual conclusion are signs or symbols having no 
intrinsic quality of their own, but standing for things that may in another 
experience be qualitatively experienced. The difference is enormous. It is one 
reason why the strictly intellectual art will never be popular as music is 
popular. Nevertheless, the experience itself has a satisfying emotional quality 
because it possesses internal integration and fulfilment reached through 
ordered and organized movement. This artistic structure may be immediately 
felt. In so far, it is esthetic” (Dewey, 1934, p.38).  

Emphasising that the intellectual aspect of the arts is connected to experience in a way 
that considers emotion and sensation, these ‘esthetic’ qualities are then related to the 
notion of ‘an’ experience, in that they transcend them. This analytical enquiry and 
‘experience of thinking’ is omnipresent within the visual arts, with conceptualisation, 
research and process being as fundamentally a part of the finished work as the visual 
aesthetic itself. The accompanying information provided through leaflets and wall texts 
for exhibitions within any arts institution serve as testimony to this, yet, what is 
intriguing, particularly in the context of this study, is that Dewey draws attention to the 
notion of music as a secondary art form, suggesting that it is a less serious intellectual 
practice than visual forms of creative practice. This continues to be a common 
assumption today, hence the clarity of the distinction made between music and sound, 
where music is regarded as entertainment and sound as a serious, intellectual endeavour. 
“Music does not stand to the aural arts as painting stands to the visual arts, but (it) has a 
much more dominant role” (Hamilton, 2007, p.47).  

Dewey’s analysis is, however, just one fragment of art history, and moreover, one 
concerned with traditional and formal visual aesthetics, and so not wholly representative 
of all artistic activities at the time. The historical avant garde, even prior to Dewey’s 
definition of ‘an’ art experience, includes the Futurists and Dadaists and later the 
Situationist, Happenings and Fluxus movements, who actively rejected formal aesthetics 
and establishments, and yet their ideologies and practices were considered to be 
intellectually driven. The common thread throughout these movements is their 
experimentation with art forms as well as a philosophy of challenging the ‘high art’ 
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mentality that characterised their counter-cultural activities. They rejected tradition and 
authority in all its forms, attributing value to the process rather than the result, 
championing accessibility over elitism, and experimenting with various artistic mediums 
(The Art Story, n.d).  

In this period, the use of sound as a form of creation, or ‘noise-sound’ (Russolo, 1913), 
was embraced by the Futurists, who took up instruments with the aim of exploring their 
non-musical potential, and embracing non-instruments to attempt to create sound. In his 
seminal ‘Art of Noises’ manifesto, Luigi Russolo states that, “Futurist composers should 
free themselves from the traditional and seek to explore the diverse rhythms of 
noise” (Russolo, 1913, p.8).  Encouraging an exploration into making sound outside of 
conventional music making and the institutional conservatoires of the time, Russolo 
implored that sound, or noise, be treated much like any other artistic medium, and as 
being removed and disassociated from music. This aesthetic even infiltrated the Futurist 
vanguard, where the infamous Futurist meals were considered an aesthetic experience 
that expanded the senses beyond the ordinary. 

  
Fig. 1. Luigi Russolo’s Intonarumori Noise Machines (c1913) 

Like the other aforementioned avant garde movements that preceded them, the Fluxus 
network of artists, composers and designers advocated an ‘anti-art’ philosophy, instigating 
a correlation between acoustic and visual experiences through multi-disciplinary and 
improvisatory approaches to sound and performance.  (The Art Story, n.d.). The Fluxus 
artist Nam Jun Paik famously performed a piece entitled ‘One for Violin’ at the Düsseldorf 
Kammerspiel Theatre in Germany in 1962, whereby Paik slowly and dramatically 
destroyed a violin, blow by blow. This acoustic and visual experience was a moment of 
great intensity for the stunned audience, and a significant event within a largely 
traditional setting, subverting the nature of traditional performance and pushing the 
boundaries of sound making (See-This-Sound, n.d).  

Paik went on to embrace new technology and electronic media and is often considered 
the founder of video art. This is perhaps slightly paradoxical considering that film is the 
dominant medium in today’s contemporary art and related institutions.  Nevertheless, the 
aforementioned avant garde movements, artists and ‘non-musicians’ explored the 
boundless possibilities, forms and modes of sound and noise, paving the way for discourse 
regarding sound making practices today. In summary, while they existed on the fringes of 
the more widely consumed ‘institutional art,’ these movements played an important role 
in expanding the definitions of what art can be, and how it is consumed and experienced.  
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Fig. 2. Nam June Paik, One for Violin (1962) 

When Nicholas Bourriaud presented his Relational Aesthetics as a discourse and synopsis of 
artistic practice in the 1990s, he proposed a theory of art that is live, active, 
participatory and reinterprets the space it inhabits. The aesthetic he presents explores 
“the realm of human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an 
independent and private symbolic space” (Bourriaud,1998, p.14). The artworks featured 
in his book consist of a hybrid of interactive, participatory work, performance, 
installation and collaborative practices, depicting a 'state of encounter' between artist (or 
artwork) and participant (or audience). These interactive situational encounters create 
connections between the artwork and the beholder, resulting in a discourse around social 
relationships, albeit in a formalised setting.  This relational aesthetic considers the nature 
of experience in a visual art context, with artworks taking place inside a white cube 
institution.  The way that the audience, or beholder, participates in and experiences this 
relational work is fundamental to Bourriaud’s discourse concerning “the nature of social 
relationships within social spaces located in contemporary practices within culture at 
large” (Bishop, p.58). In a way, the work Bourriaud commended transferred the aesthetics 
of everyday situations to a highbrow setting and by doing so highlighted a change in 
direction as artistic disciplines merged. The fundamental experimental attitudes and 
experiential practices of the Futurist and Fluxus movements doubtless informed the art 
works featured in Bourriaud’s discourse, yet their ‘anti-establishment’ ethos sits in 
opposition to his rhetoric, being as it is predominantly located within institutionalised 
principles and values.  

To summarise, considering that painting and traditional sculpture have become 
marginalised mediums, technology has permeated artistic practice, and live work is de-
rigueur within the current art climate, it is difficult to consider the traditional modernist 
art that Dewey prescribed to being ‘an experience’ some eighty years on as being 
considered as so. While the seasoned consumer of art may be attuned to the processes 
involved in the creation of an artwork, i.e. a painting, it can be questioned whether this 
has a significant influence on the audience’s ‘experience’ of it in relation to ‘an 
experience’ of live contemporary practices today. Furthermore, what also stands out is 
that the desire to critique the mediums of production is as much in play as the contexts 
and environments they sit within.  
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‘Liveness’ within the Institution         

In order to consider encounters of aural arts in a contemporary art context this section of 
the paper will define a range of live sound work, events and encounters within the vast 
architectural, aesthetic and theoretical white cube spaces of contemporary visual arts, 
hitherto to be referred to collectively as ‘liveness’. Concentrating upon live, active and 
temporal work within a frame of reference associated with cultural entertainment, this 
essay will follow the line of argument proposed by Drobnick, that “sound bears a number 
of distinctive qualities, not only a temporal, dissipative dimension, but also an inherent 
performative and a social orientation” (Drobnick, 2004, p.10). 

Following the proposed Sonic Turn (Drobnick, 2004) there has been an even more recent 
upsurge of live arts events taking place within arts institutions, creeping into the psyche 
of culture, society and grandiose public buildings. With these works often combining 
disciplines, mediums and practices, for example performance, installation, intervention, 
music, sound and film, experiences and encounters of these spaces can be transformed, 
albeit temporarily. At the recent Tate Live and Late at Tate after-hours events, audiences 
had the opportunity to observe a diverse range of contemporary live art practices set 
among the artworks on display.  

The Tate Live events held at the Tate Modern were a series of innovative live 
performances and events, including live web broadcast, in-gallery performances, 
conferences and workshops featuring key international artists, emerging and historical 
figures within the field of  performance (Tate, 2014). Similarly, the Late at Tate event 
series taking place at Tate Britain invites external curators, producers, collectives and 
artists representing current happenings and trends occurring outside of institutional 
settings to contribute to their programme of events. The ‘Made in Transition’ Late at Tate 
event in October 2014 explored the “act of moving between in an evening of audio-visual 
performances, sound installations and transformations” (Tate, 2014). For this event, 
selected galleries and communal spaces were transformed into social entertainment 
spaces for one evening, where classical paintings formed a backdrop for live music 
performances; a vocal composition occurred in the rotunda stairwell; a deep-listening 
durational performance-cum-installation took over a lofty back room.   

  
Fig.3. Late at Tate (2014) 
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One featured ‘event’ was a sonic audio trail-guide by composer Paul Lansky, entitled ‘Idle 
Chatter’. The work provided the listener with an opportunity to experience selected 
paintings, including works by Francis Bacon, displayed in the galleries to a soundtrack, 
transforming the visual and allowing the beholder to experience the paintings in a new 
anomalous way, engaging the observer in a private experience. In the hands of an artist an 
audio guide, which conventionally provides background and factual information regarding 
artworks and exhibitions, the formality, aesthetics and potential can be subverted, with 
transformative effect.  The sensory aesthetics of the traditional audio guide are 
presented as ‘perambulatory’ by Jennifer Fisher in a paper on this topic, yet an artist’s 
adaptation of the audio guide  

“… move(s) beyond the primacy of visual engagement to "stage sound" inside 
the beholder's body. The use of sound expands the resonance of the exhibition 
and gives intensity to inert objects. An audioguide tour involves the viewer in 
the affective climate generated by the sound script: involving music, 
emotional sensibility, the timbre of the spoken voices, and the sense of 
presence it generates” (Drobnick, 2004, p.49).  

At the time of writing, the author has recently produced a live sound event, ‘Unheimlich 
Manoeuvres’, at Spike Island, a contemporary visual arts institution in Bristol, UK. The 
insititution has an archetypal ‘white cube’ gallery space, where a selection of sound 
based exhibitions have been curated since the aforementioned Sonic Turn, yet live events 
do not yet regularly feature within their regular programmes. Responding in part to 
current curatorial trends and the developments towards live practices outlined within this 
paper, the event extended the function of the space, shifting the dynamics to become a 
social environment through the injection of music. Composed to respond to the ‘Laws of 
Attraction’ exhibition by Anna Franceschini, featuring a selection of films throughout the 
space, the event took the form of live ‘musical’ performances, providing a soundtrack and 
alternative scores to re-animate the moving image exhibition.  

  
Fig.4. Unheimlich Manoeuvres, Spike Island (2014) 

The featured artists work across the gamut of experimental music and sound-making 
practices, and offered semi-improvised responses to the films, crossing the boundaries 
between immersive performance and experiential temporary installation. Framed as a live 
music event, the aesthetic of both the work and the white cube space is re-considered by 
the audience, as they negotiate their way through this ‘expanded sonic practice’. Posed 
by Kim-Cohen in response to Deridda’s notion of the ‘extra musical’ as being anything 
existing outside of the created work, i.e. the musical form, itself.  
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“…an expanded sonic practice would include the spectator, who always carries, as 
constituent parts of his or her subjectivity, a perspective shaped by social, political, 
gender, class and racial experience. It would necessarily include consideration of the 
relationships to and between process and product, the space of production versus the 
space of reception, the time of making relative to the time of beholding.” (Kim-Cohen, 
2009, p.39)  

In this case, the audience is the spectator, encountering the ‘expanded sonic practice’ as 
a cross-disciplinary collaboration between the two separate elements: the visual 
exhibition and the aural event.  

The combination of performance, music and visuals are familiar and recognisable. 
Through these forms, the relationships between the spectator and the observed become 
an “embodied activity” and expanded practice. (Drobnick, 2004, p.21). These elements 
interact with one another; a musical performance can be seen as well as heard, and 
“sight and sound together produce the force of sociality that music encodes” (Drobnick, 
p.21).  Richard Leppert describes listening as a predominantly social act, and considers 
the social discipline of listening:  

“…the habits of the listening public are a matter as much of the eyes as the 
ears, involving sociocultural and epistemological change as well as changes in 
musical style(……..) building on the premise that listening in public (i)s a 
profoundly visual and aural experience” (Drobnick, 2004, p.20).   

Leppert goes on to present the modern listener (of live music) as being a consumer of 
music, through seeking pleasurable human experiences via a combination of aural and 
visual stimulations. Multiple senses are actively engaged in this context, so that the body 
and mind are immersed in a sense of temporary pleasure whereby “sound art opens up or 
calls attention to an auditory unconscious, a transcendental or virtual domain of 
sound” (Cox, 2009, p.19). Through the act of deep and active listening, the sensory 
experience and perception of the beholder transcends the usual experience of to become 
‘an experience’.  Furthermore, the notion of art as a commodity is comprehensible; visual 
art or art objects can be owned, they can be removed, yet experience is something that 
cannot be owned or taken away, except in memory, or photographic documentation. Music 
can be duplicated and therefore owned, but the essential live experience cannot be truly 
replicated; however, experience can be commodified through intent, experiences can be 
‘bought into’.  

Relating assertions of the social to a more typical live music environment, such as a 
concert hall or informal ‘gig’ venue social codes and practices are more widely 
acknowledged. The ‘liveness’ characteristics of such a space affect the audience’s 
experience of it, as they observe the process of the work being created directly in front 
of them by the performer. Furthermore, such “music is sound organised(…)for the purpose 
of enriching or intensifying experience through active engagement – listening, dancing, 
performing” (Hamilton, 2007, p.55). The viewer-listener-audience experiential context of 
an on-stage performance is a familiar one; by contrast to the institutional white cube 
setting analysed in this paper, these less formal surroundings are more closely associated 
with entertainment for the masses than for ‘high art’. This division between high and low 
art or culture forms the foundation of experience, and context is crucial to determining 
the effects of experience. A complex set of environmental circumstances can alter these 
experiences; for example, the same performance executed in a small run-down gig venue 
and a grand gallery space will prompt drastically different interpretations and 
encounters.  

Live music has featured in art gallery spaces for decades; the 1970s in particular saw a 
cross-over between music and visual practices, with music being seen as an alternative 
form of artistic expression, where artists would try their hands at other art forms. The 
decades ‘No Wave’ movement saw an influx of art-rock and art-noise bands permeate the 
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art world, and galleries began to function as venues. Formed by visual artists, bands such 
as Destroy all Monsters sought compelling contexts for their art-music outside of 
traditional gallery settings, and found these in underground club and rock environments. 
Likewise, art-noise provocateurs, such as Velvet Underground, Brian Eno and later on 
Sonic Youth, sought a context where their work would be taken more seriously, and 
considered more than just ‘entertainment,’ as music had historically been considered. 
White Columns in New York was a supporter of this idea, with the now infamous ‘Noise 
Fest’ paving the way for an integration of sound into the gallery space, in a small way; “it 
may not be sound art per se but it provides a necessary context for how sound has 
become part of the art world” (Licht, 2007, p.136).  

  
Fig.5. Poster for White Columns Noise Fest (1982) 

The term ‘new music’ is increasingly used within this context to describe music that is 
profoundly experimental and compositional in nature, existing outside of widely 
consumed music and more likely to be experienced in a contemporary art space than a 
common gig venue. The argument of this paper relies on a broad claim differentiating 
between sound and music, where music is for all and sound is a more intellectual pursuit, 
produced for discerning audiences - or, as Brian Eno termed it, ‘conceptual music,’ 
concerned with how things are made, the process of which, as with the visual arts, can be 
difficult to access (Nyman, 1974, p.4).  Eno himself produced ‘Music for White Cube,’ a 
recorded sound installation for the White Cube gallery in London. The work was created 
using the Generative Music method, whereby a system is created to generate music from 
an ever different and changing structure, which cannot ever be repeated in exactly the 
same way. Made in response to the ‘white cube within the white cube’, the tracks were:  

“…randomly selected and simultaneously played the tracks constantly 
producing unique combinations so that visitors never heard the same piece of 
music repeated with the symphony continually remaking itself in time”. 
(White Cube, n.d).   
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Fig. 6. Music for White Cube at White Cube Gallery (1997) 

The overriding notion of ‘art music’ as a way to arbitrate and perhaps even separate the 
distinction between music for an art context and music for a musical context is most 
likely nonsensical; however, in the context of this paper it is helpful to make distinctions 
and aim to propose a definition.  

Andy Hamilton conceptualised an ‘art music’ that transcends universal assumptions of 
music being the only art of sound, what he termed a “non-musical aural or 
soundart” (Hamilton, 2007, p.46).  Notably referring to western ‘art music,’ which 
“incorporates unpitched sounds of ‘noise’” (Hamilton, 2007, p.46), Hamilton sees sound in 
art as being non-musical, particularly within the context of the visual arts, artists working 
with sound as a medium, and the institutions that represent them.  

”Frustrated with the confines of the concert hall and the educated expectations of new 
music’s small audience, sound art aspired to a closer engagement with the environment 
and the auditor” (Toop, 2000, p.117) Thus, the very environment of a visual art institution 
gallery space significantly affects the aesthetics of anything presented within it, and so 
any sound or music presented within it must therefore be given more intellectual weight 
than it would receive in a traditional music context.  

Christian Marclay is an artist interested in the combination of visual and auditory 
experiences whose work extends the realm of sound and music into the visual. Activating 
sound and image, the construction and deconstruction of sound can be seen in his on-
going work with turntables and vinyl. Pushing the equipment and medium beyond their 
limits, Marclay creates compositional collages of sound and ‘noise,’ where the medium of 
vinyl is expanded and re-assembled to renegotiate its traditional use, discovering its 
untapped potential.  
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Fig. 7. Still from Record Player: Christian Marclay (2000) 

  
Fig. 8. Christian Marclay, Re-cycled Records (1983) 

Interested in the crossover between Fluxus performance and the spirit of the Punk 
movement in the 1970s, during which Marclay first started out as an artist, he “tended to 
gravitate more towards what was happening in music clubs than towards what was 
happening in museums and galleries” (Furious, nd).  Marclay examines the potential of 
the medium in both live form, through ‘Turntablism’ performances, and as an art object, 
through sculptural installations, utilising vinyl as a form of material. Marclay was a 
pioneer of Turntablism, which is most commonly associated with hip-hop music. David 
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Toop suggests that, “many of the old divisions between so-called ‘high’ and ‘low’ arts 
have been blurred by the relationship of sound art and experimental electronica to their 
more danceable cousins” (2000, p.120).  

Later in his career, Marclay transposes this sentiment to bring music into the institutional 
settings of museums and galleries, in which the relationships between the viewer, the 
context and the sound object can be considered. The duality of both live and static 
responses to a medium stimulates a dialogue surrounding the aural and visual potential of 
sound within a visual art setting.  Not confined to a material or form, Marclay explores 
the potential of music as a material and a starting point, extending old conventions and 
paving the way for sound art in the gallery context.  

Conclusion: For a Social Turn         

The environment and architecture of art institutions, as well as the artworks contained 
within them, provide intriguing surroundings for temporary interventions and live work to 
be experienced. Museums and galleries are places of concentration, observation, 
engagement and reflection, associated with silence and where needless ‘noise’ is frowned 
upon, much akin to a library context. Caleb Kelly discusses the relationship between the 
aural and visual in relation to a resonant white cube setting as “the primarily visual 
artwork is exhibited in a tightly controlled environment, bounded by the sightlines of 
vision. Sound does not follow these rules, it is not interested in sightlines and is not 
controlled by partitions” (2012, p.11). That is, sound penetrates surroundings, and travels 
alongside the negotiation of the space it envelops, testing the architecture and 
transforming encounters of the space, drawing attention to itself within a given space, at 
a given time. Kelly suggests that “sound media feels more real than visual media, and 
sound is the great untameable – uncontrollable and boundless” (2012, p.12). Comparisons 
between the visual and sound arts such as this suggest a much more tangible relationship 
with sound than vision, in relation to how it is absorbed, and that all sound that is heard, 
whether acousmatic or created through an action or event, is the actual and real sound, 
not a representation of some ‘thing’.  

Through developing a rhetoric around the position of sound within a contemporary arts 
setting, from a historical viewpoint through to the contemporary present, this essay 
identifies a variety of positions for sound, where the white cube environment and the 
beholder are intertwined. The representation of aural and visual stimuli within this 
context can contribute to the creation of a new extra-sensory aesthetic, where the 
combined aural and visual senses can be engaged at a deeper level. Furthermore, the 
unification of sound and vision within the arts reflects a shift in focus, yet considers “the 
future of sound in art is not in separating sound from art, but rather it is in broadening 
our understanding of the senses within a wide conceptualisation of art practice” (Kelly, 
2012, p.13).  

By examining how experiences of sound within an arts context can transcend the visual, 
this paper considers how the relationship between the observer and the artwork can be 
fundamental to the nature of the encounter. While Dewey (1932) argued this case in 
relation related this to traditional painting some 80 years ago, Bourriaud (1998) offers a 
more discussion of the connection between artist and artwork as being predominantly 
social and relational. While both authors specifically consider the experience of their own 
forms of art, in relation to sound within the white cube environment this essay shows 
how, combined, auditory and visual sensibilities can become heightened within a visual 
art setting.  

As it is impossible to consider sound without discussing music, this paper analyses the 
shift from music as a form of entertainment to sound as a medium of more considered 
artistic practice. Through this consideration, an inherently social element is identified 
within the common historical experience of music. Within an arts context, the potential 
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to affect how individuals encounter the white cube environment is transformed. In the 
case of live performances, and the production of sound within prominent institutions such 
as the Tate, which forefronts current innovations within contemporary practices, the 
author argues that the notion of a live experience is infiltrating popular culture and even 
becoming a commodity. The reconstruction of an institutional space from formal to social 
reveals how this ‘liveness’ has the potential to affect the experience of the beholder. It 
does this through the influencing the way that surroundings are interacted with, 
responded to and encountered in relation to art, which consequently becomes as much 
about context and environment as it does about the subject or form the encounter takes.   

The examples presented in this paper provide a brief insight into the range of work and 
practices in this field, past and present, illustrating the potential of live sound as it stands 
today. Marclay’s use of vinyl records as a medium that produces sound and as a material 
for a visual artwork adeptly connects the  visual and aural representing the potential of 
sound within the arts. There is also an underlying dichotomy within Marclay’s work, 
between the collective act of making music and the solitary act of making art.  In this 
way of thinking, a connection can be drawn between the nature of music as a shared 
experience and social activity and the interplay between sound and vision that underpins 
discourse.  

To summarise, as identified through historical examples from the past century, sound 
within the visual arts is certainly not a new artistic discipline or discourse. It can be 
concluded, then, that Drobnik’s (2004) proposed ‘Sonic Turn’ of a decade ago has 
conceivably been occurring continually throughout the contemporary era. There are, 
however, new ways of listening and experiencing artistic works containing and consisting 
of sound today. Moreover, it may be the case that the present time instead marks the 
emergence of a ‘social turn’ with sound and their social associations being the catalyst 
required to break down the aural barriers of the impervious visual aesthetic of the white 
cube. If that is the case, then sound is merely contributing to an experience and 
engagement with art that transcends the visual; within the visual arts context, sound 
encompasses the space it inhabits, re-imagines it and re-presents it as a form of artistic 
practice.  
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