
On Site
Exh i bit ions, performance art, i  nstal lat ions, etc

The Wave Field Synthesis sound system

Wave Field Synthesis: 192
Loudspeakers Surrounding The
Audience
Conservator ium, Amsterdam, The Nether lands
Edgard Varèse's mission was not  to create
music as a l inear ser ies of  notes.  but  to
create 'sound objects ' ,  l ike p lanets f loat ing
through space.  The French composer
exper imented wi th spat ia l  sound for  h is
piece Poè m e El ectro n i q u e, which premiered
in 1958, seven years before his death.  The
Wave Field Synthesis (WFS) sound system
achieves the physical i ty  desired by Varèse.
With 192 speakers,  12 subwoofers,  24
ampl i f iers and three computers,  i t  creates
'holophon ic sou nd'  .  The system is able to
combine soundwaves in a way that  a l lows
precise posi t ioning of  sounds in a f ie ld of
10x10 metres.

WFS is dífferent from stereo or
surroundsound techniques,  which operate
on the pr incip le of  i l lus ion;  l is teners have to
stay wi th in a re lat ively smal l  area amid the
speakers to enjoy the spatial effect. WFS
is actual ly  able to physical ly  carry sounds,
making i t  possib le to approach them, walk
around them and hear them move. l ike buos
f ly ing through the ai r .

WFS was f i rs t  real ised two decades ago
at the Technical  Univers i ty  of  Del f t .  Recent ly
the Dutch foundat ion Game 0f  L i fe created
the f i rs t  mobi le WFS instal lat ion.  Composers
are regular ly  inv i ted to create music for  the
system. Sincethe 2006 premiere of the 192
Loudspeaker Exper ience,  concerts were
held at  a dozen locat ions throuohout The
Nether lands and Belgium.

The great  publ ic  interest  in the concert
at  the Amsterdam conservatory dur ing the
Gaudeamus Music Week exposed a major
problem: crammed into a 10x10 metre
l is tening space,  wi th 48 speakers l ined up
hor izontal ly  on each s ide,  there was no room
to move around and compare the sound f rom

dif ferent  angles,  even though, admit tedly,
the sound qual i ty  was stunning.

An insta l lat ion l ike th is has the danger
of  becoming a spectacle,  especia l ly
s ince s imi lar  systems are being developed
for  commercia l  explo i tat lon in amusement
parks.  To avoid th is,  the composers inv i ted
for  th is concert  focused on the ar t is t ic
and conceptual  s ide of  the system by
invest igat ing the percept ion of  sound
in space.

Kees Tazelaar sat  behind a laptop in
one corner of  the rectangular  performance
space. He star ted out  wi th stat ionary
musical  parts,  consist ing of  c lear,
e lectronical ly  generated notes.  Throughout
the piece, the parts started to move around
the l is tenÍng space,  interact ing wi th
each other and morphing into chords and
sequences.

With abstract  sounds you inevi tably star t
to associate. The phase effects in Yutaka
Makino's p iece conjured up ai rports and
highways. while Reflectlve Surfoces by
Casper Schipper was l ike a database of
Old School  sc i - f i  movie ef fects.  ln contrast
wi th the other p ieces,  which consisted
most ly of  e lectronical ly  generated sounds,
J i  Youn Kang opened wi th sampled
percussion ínstruments.  By s imply moving
the sounds around and speeding them
up the Korean composer changed their
appearance;  a drum rol l  t ransformed into
a motorcycle and bel ls  became a scraping
pieces of  metal .

The concert  c losed wi th a composi t ion
by Game 0f  L i fe founder Arthur Sauer,  a
combinat ion of  warbles,  gurgles and v intage
synthesizer chords- Sauer 's  p iece showed
what composers ought to do wi th the
system in the future:  exper iment f reely and
playful ly ,  because i t  wi l l take some t ime to
uncover i ts  fu l l  potent ia l .
Mar inus de Rui ter

Looking At Music
Museum of  Modern Art ,  New York,  USA
Zen auster i ty  and the gl i t ter ing promise
of pop form the alternating currents that
run through th is exhib i t ion,  a modest
survey of  cross-media ar t 'dat ing mainly
from the 1960s. The focus is New York;
the representative figures are Yoko 0no
and John Lennon.0no's Fl lm /Vo 5 (1968)
dominates the entrance:  a c lose shot  of
Lennon as Mar ian icon,  wi th womanly,
rosy cheeks and glossy chestnut  hair .  His
expression shi f ts  in a lmost  impercept ib le
increments over t ime -  the image appears
to hover just  of f the wal l .  How are we looking
at  music by looking at  Lennon, v ia 0no?
It 's  1968, the year of  "Hey Jude",  v is i ts  to
the Maharishi, and Two Vi rg ins. P op and
exper imental ism wi l l  cross wires in Lennon,
in one of those rare but forceful charges
that  dr ives popular  music forwards.  But  i t
is  less as metaphor and more as mater ia l i ty
that  music and v isual  ar t  meet here,  the
f i lmic project ion blurr ing and overspi l l ing
i ts  boundar ies. just  as sound moves through
the ai r .

0n the opposi te wal l ,  Nam June Paik and
Otto Piene's Untitled (1968) undertakes
a s imi  lar  sensory task.  A smal l ,  portable
te levis ion set  screens a diagonal  s lash of
cathode ray that appears to faintly double
i tsel f  when stared at :  a d iminuendo, or
the undertones of  a s ingle,  fading chord.
Encrusted wi th grey plast ic  pear ls,  i t
g ives of f  an ai r  both fabulous and s l ight ly
mournful ,  a forgot ten handbag in a drag
queen's closet. Plene's Untitled (Smoke
Drowing) (1959), a polka-dot of soot that
suggests an ethereal  musical  score.  is  the

inverse of John Cage's Music For Coni c-
# 4, Poge 3 (!967), an extract of a score
that  looks l ike a handful  of  d i r t  specklec
onto the page. In the far  corner,  Laur ie
Anderson's Self-Ploying Violin (197 4) er :s
a cont inuous,  e legiac loop and casts a rc - :
of  mourning over the whole room.

ln the second room, extracts f rom Wa a:=
Berman's Semlno -  f i rs t  publ ished in 1933
as a loose- leaf .1ournal  of  ar t  and Beat
poetry - reinstate the repulsion/attracr c-
poles that  d rew the American u nderg rou'  :
in  th is case Cal i fornian,  to pop.  A glossy
photomontage of  AM/FM radios each
'broadcasts '  a d i f ferent  image, but  the
channel-hopping abundance is  undercut  :_,
an ldell T Romero poem: "lt offers nothinc
ond prom i ses everyth ing. "

A handful  of  ear ly music v ideos play or
moni tors:  Bowie,  Beefheart ,  The Residents
The latter's The Third Reich 'N' Roll (797-
is a pulp vers ion of  the rock-as-fascism
thesis that  has been taken up wi th gr im
ser iousness by others:  here,  a group i r  a
cramped cave,  l ike a parody of  The Beat es
in Hamburg,  bang mal ic iously on t ins wh :
dressed in Klan robes.  The one piece of
Beat les -  the f i lm c l ip to "Penny Lane'
-  draws a smal l  crowd of  baby-boomer
museum vis i tors around the moni tor
as other exhib i ts  are passed by.  l t 's  a
salutary reminder that  wi th in mainstrea-
discourse,  the great  f lower ing of  popu a.
music in the 1960s was long ago shorn c '
any exper imental  context .  l t  wi l l  take more
than th is show to make a dent  in the moro :
cul tural  nostalg ia for  which what has al .ea:_.
happened is bet ter than what is  to come.
Anwyn Crawford
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