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Sound art has long been neglected by art history; 

sound art in non-Western countries even more so. In the 

past year, two exhibitions looked at sound art in com-

munist countries: One focusing on Eastern Europe from 

1957 to 1984, the other on China in the past decade.

State-run recording studios and collective practice 

on the one hand, globalization and digital technologies 

on the other: The differences between the exhibitions 

gave proof of the complexities of the politics of sound. 

It is a history that has only begun to receive the atten-

tion it deserves.

One of New York City’s more compelling works 
of public art is also one of its least known: Max 
Neuhaus’s installation “Times Square” (1977, 
ongoing), located below a subway grate in a 
traffic island at Broadway and 46th Street. The 
piece uses a vent chamber to amplify a subtle 
synthesized drone; tens of thousands of people 
cross the space daily, the vast majority of them 
unaware of this sound or its origins. It is a 
short walk from Neuhaus’s piece to the MoMA, 
which in August 2013 premiered “Soundings: A 
Contemporary Score”, its first comprehensive 
exhibition of sound art. Despite this geographi-
cal proximity, another, greater kind of distance 
separates these two sites. “Soundings” has been 
received as proof that sound art, long neglected, 
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is finally getting the attention it deserves – an 
interest that has also come from certain sectors of 
the art market.1 However, the show’s exclusion of 
site-specific works like “Times Square” suggests 
that this ensuing institutional canonization of 
sound-based practices also harbors certain risks. It 
is not just that institutions like MoMA come late 
to the scene – a similar exhibition, also called 

“Soundings”, was staged at SUNY Purchase in 
1981 – but that they impose their own restrictive 
models of aesthetic experience as autonomous, 
and thus residually oriented toward the Cold War 
modernism of Clement Greenberg and his various 
descendants. Not only does this threaten to replay 
tired debates about the definition of sound art and 
its viability as a category; it also forecloses new 
insights into how sound might yet change our 
sense of what art means and why this matters.2 
What about cases in which artists disregarded the 
question of a specific medium, or where sound 
occupied a public sphere in which autonomy was 
coded differently?

To engage such questions we might turn 
instead to two other recent exhibitions, each of 
which investigated sonic experimentation in the 
context of state communism. The first of these, 

“Sounding the Body Electric” at Museum Sztuki, 
Lodz, showed work produced in the Eastern Bloc 
through the early 1980s; the second, “Revolutions 
Per Minute” at Colgate University, Hamilton, New 
York, surveyed Chinese sound art from the past 
decade.3 According to their curators, each show 

marked the first venture of its kind, whether 
regionally or globally. While they both succeeded 
in presenting a great deal of seldom-heard mate-
rial, much of it fascinating, these exhibitions held 
the further potential to reframe existing accounts 
of the history and politics of sound, whether in 
or as art. In part this is because Anglophone art 
historical discourse has been heavily oriented 
toward the North Atlantic, whether in studies of 
conceptualism and early performance, or in the 
recent boom of work on John Cage, Fluxus, and 
the expanded arts. It is also because the relation 
between sound and communism remains poorly 
understood in the West, and is often reduced to 
a group of dated references – Adorno on serial-
ism, Brecht on radio, Avraamov’s “Symphony of 
Factory Sirens”.4

Of the two exhibitions, “Sounding the Body 
Electric” was better positioned to address these 
problems, benefiting from closer research and 
more historical distance. With examples rang-
ing over four decades and five countries, the 
show profiled a field of practices whose diversity 
and complexity rivaled production in Western 
Europe and the United States, bringing numer-
ous analogies into focus. The most obvious of 
these were formal, as in the case of graphic 
scores by Wlodzimierz Kotonski and Boguslaw 
Schaeffer, which recalled the imagistic notation 
of Karlheinz Stockhausen and Cornelius Cardew. 
Similar affinities linked figures working with 
the recorded voice (Vladan Radovanovic; Alvin 
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Lucier) or structural film (Dóra Maurer, András 
Klaus, and Zoltán Jeney; Paul Sharits). The exhibi-
tion suggested further parallels between collec-
tive intermedia experiments in what was then 
called the “Second World” (Movement and Mir 
in the U.S.S.R., Synthesis in Czechoslovakia) and 
those taking place in the “First” (the Zero Group, 
Experiments in Art and Technology). In both 
East and West, sonic experimentation was often 
headquartered in state-funded recording studios 
like the Experimental Studio of Polish Radio in 
Warsaw or the Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk 
Studio in Cologne.

These resemblances were of course not purely 
coincidental, but were rather shaped by artists 
who crossed the Iron Curtain. The best-known 
of these were Cage, who toured Poland and 
Czechoslovakia in 1964; and George Maciunas, 
who wrote fruitlessly to the Soviet premier Nikita 
Khrushchev and the Polish composer Krzysztof 
Penderecki, trying to enlist their involvement in 
what he optimistically called Fluxus East. But it 
was less familiar figures who arguably played a 
larger role in brokering East-West contact. These 
included the Pole Kotonski, who studied in Darm-
stadt with Stockhausen, Cage, and Pierre Boulez; 
the Dane Eric Andersen, who performed com-
positions by himself and La Monte Young across 
the Soviet Bloc; and the Czech Milan Knizak, 
who took part in the pivotal Destruction in Art 
Symposium in London in 1966, after which he 
brought several Fluxus members to Prague. Events 
like the Warsaw Autumn International Festival 
of Contemporary Music were also key vectors of 
transmission, hosting figures like Cardew, Cage, 
and Merce Cunningham.

However, the most revelatory moments in 
“Sounding the Body Electric” came when these 

apparent similarities proved deceptive, as in 
the case of institutions like radio studios and 
media workshops. Whereas in the West such 
sites housed various neo-avantgardes; in the East 
they were aligned with an ideology that merged 
technocratic modernism and humanist socialism 
in an effort to jettison the toxic legacy of Stalin. 
This orientation was evident in the physical layout 
of these spaces themselves, as in the Open Form 
architecture of Oskar and Zofia Hansen, who 
designed studios and concert spaces as dynamic, 
synesthetic artworks that could be continually 
altered by their users. Such examples reminded 
viewers that participation meant something 
sharply different in the Communist state, where 
collective praxis was at once an ennobling ideal 
and a repressive norm, or even the pretext for 
forced labor. Something similar is true of music- 
and media-related institutions, which enabled 
types of radical experimentation that were largely 
proscribed by visual art academies – a dynamic 
not easily accommodated by scholarship that 
focuses narrowly on sonic aesthetics, or that repli-
cates the reflexive anti-institutionalism of received 
critical orthodoxies.

Following the Soviet crackdown on the Prague 
Spring, artists increasingly recognized sound as 
a site where the contradictions of state Commu-
nism could assume sensate form. Both concrete 
and abstract, sound could enable forms of dissent 
that were trenchant but deniable, with a nuance 
that transcended counterpropaganda. These quali-
ties were evident in the show’s strongest works, 
like Szábolcs Esztényi and Krzysztof Wodiczko’s 

“Just Transistor Radios” (1970). A composition 
for performers with radios tuned to different 
frequencies, the piece yielded a dissonant flux that 
was quietly ambiguous, seeming to cancel the 

“Revolutions Per Minute“, Colgate University, Hamilton, 

New York, 2013
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effect of state-controlled programming even as 
it echoed the jamming of Western broadcasts by 
Polish authorities. A similar duality pervaded two 
works from the U.S.S.R.: Komar and Melamid’s 
“Music Writing: Passport” (1976) and Collective 
Actions’ “Music Within and Outside” (1984), each 
of which registered conditions of repression in 
their material form, whether through recoding 
state travel restrictions or by fusing field record-
ing with audio surveillance.

Taken together, these works found a poig-
nant resonance in the diminishing potential 
of past futures. In contrast, “Revolutions Per 
Minute” compiled transmissions from a history 
that is still unfolding, one whose temporality 
and direction are extremely difficult to chart. 
In part this reflects the specificities of Chinese 
culture, which gave rise to sonic inventions and 
theories that sometimes preceded their Western 
counterparts by millennia.5 But it also concerns 
the long-term impact of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, which produced the equivalent of several 
lost decades for experimental Chinese artists. In 
some cases, this rupture necessitated what the 
show’s co-curator, Dajuin Yao, called “a straight 

jump to the avant garde.”6 While this formula 
can’t help but recall China’s accelerated mod-
ernization, whether during Mao’s “Great Leap 
Forward” or after, we might pause before too 
closely linking base and superstructure, given 
that the aesthetics of market communism remain 
undertheorized, and also that globalization has 
made these dynamics even more complex. On 
the one hand, digital technologies have elimi-
nated the need for recording studios or inter-
national festivals; a cellphone, a laptop, and 
an Internet connection are now the only tools 
required to produce and exchange work. On the 
other, the Web has abstracted specific sound 
practices from the particular communities that 
sustain them, potentially broadening their reach 
at the cost of their local effectiveness. 

With these contradictions in mind, “Chi-
nese sound art” might better be thought of as 
a hypothesis than a stable or marketable genre. 
Plenty of work in the Colgate show lacked strong 
evidence of artistic purposiveness, but was per-
fectly interesting when considered as aesthetic 
in the broad sense. This was true of numerous 
pieces that relied on field recording, tending more 

Oskar and Zofia Hansen, 

“My Place, My Music, 
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toward social and geographic documentation 
than formal synthesis. In a series of works made 
since 1997, China Sound Unit – a loose collective 
with subgroups in Beijing, Shanghai, Taipei, and 
Harbin – used recorded audio to mark changes 
in the texture of urban space and everyday life, 
focusing on points of friction like the traditional 
hutong or alleyway districts, most of which have 
since been demolished. Other recordings dealt 
with the now chronic problem of noise pollution, 
and with the surveillance of cell phone conver-
sations. Territorial conflicts were another topic 
of investigation, as in Samson Young’s “Liquid 
Border” (2012), which mounted contact micro-
phones on the fences separating Hong Kong from 
mainland China, producing a soundscape that 
shifted between gusting wind, metal clatter, and 
an uneasy sense of the state’s latent force. Such 
echoes of violence were more explicit in Edwin 
Lo’s “Mourn” (2011), which reworked broadcasts 
of a protest ceremony marking the anniversary of 
the Tiananmen Square massacres of 1989.

The work in the exhibition that dealt most 
effectively with questions of art was the one that 
most blatantly proclaimed its own unoriginality: 
Wang Changcun’s “The Klone Concerts” (2007), 
which purports to be a solo piano recital like 
Keith Jarrett’s famous “Köln Concert” record 
of 1975, which it namechecks, but is actually a 
series of algorithmically programmed samples. 
Where one might expect a Duchampian one-liner, 
Wang’s piece interweaves intricate patterns with 
notes of reverberating pathos. In wryly position-
ing itself as an example of shanzai or “knockoff 
culture”, the piece acknowledges its own compli-
cated links to an ever-globalizing culture industry, 
from whose effects would-be “sound artists” are 
not immune.

Such examples suggest that experimental 
sound and communism belong to a still-unfold-
ing history that resists readymade formulations: 
The kitsch of old new media, a nostalgia for past 
futures, an Orientalizing fascination with the 
complexities of China. While some sectors of 
the art world have recently begun to reevaluate 
this history in terms of what Alain Badiou has 
called the “communist hypothesis,” this venture 
has often neglected to address the history of 
non-Western art, not to mention the profoundly 
vexed history of actually existing Communism. 
One hopes for more exhibitions such as these to 
address these oversights, and to explore the ways 
that sensory fields stage different modalities of 
the common, resounding together through time.
andREW STEfan WEInER
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