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Sound Art 
 
The term “sound art” was coined by Canadian composer Dan Lander in the mid-1980s 
and designates art practices such as sound installations, sound design, sound 
exhibitions, and program music1 with a focus on sound, listening, and hearing. These 
practices are often interdisciplinary and hybrid in their form. Art is here rooted in day-
to-day life and day-do-day life becomes an object of art.  
Artistic lineages from which sound art emerges are visual art, experimental music, 
conceptual art, minimalism, site-specific art, sound poetry, and experimental theatre.       
 
“Music is sounds, sounds around us whether we’re in or out of concert halls […].”  
(John Cage (1912-1992), cit. in Schafer 1994 [1977]: 5). 
 
By citing John Cage, R. Schafer re-evaluates the concept of composition and the concert 
hall, and mentions that breaking out of the confinements of time and space has allowed 
for the introduction of a whole new world of sounds. R. Schafer gives the examples of 

- John Cage’s piece 4’33’’ Silence where one can only hear the sounds external 
to the composition itself,  

- the musique concrète, which inserts any sound from the environment into a 
composition via tape, and  

- electronic music, which has revealed a whole gamut of new musical sounds, 
many of them related to industrial and electric technology in the world at large 
(ibid: 5).  

 
Nature descriptions are in fact already found iamong composers of the eighteenth-
century such as Vivaldi, Händel, or Haydn, and landscape plays a role with composers 
of the romantic era such as Schubert and Schumann. The sounds of nature as well as of 
bells, firearms, and hunting horns have actually played a vital role throughout the 
history of Western music, e.g. Haydn La Chasse and Die Schöpfung, Weber Der 
Freischütz, Mahler symphonies and others (ibid: 104, 105).  
 
As futurism, noise music, and musique concrète  presuppose a term of music based on 
intermodal, multisensual, and holistic perception, these genres are more likely studied 
by systematic musicology than historical musicology which struggled against the 
dissolution of genre limitations (Binas-Preisendörfer 2008: 7).  
 
Among very many sound art projects, we want to mention just some:  

1) From the Western art historical tradition Luigi Russolo’s Intonarumori or noise 
intoners is an early example of sound art (1913/16). Russolo even developed an 
own notation system for sound compositions. 

2) Subsequent experiments were carried out by Dadaists, Surrealists, and in Fluxus 
happenings.  

                                                 
1 R. Murray Schafer differs between absolute and programmatic music: “In absolute music, composers 
fashion ideal soundscapes of the mind. Programmatic music is imitative of the environment and, as its 
name indicates, it can be paraphrased verbally in the concert program.” (Schafer 1994 [1977]: 103). 
Programme music is thus a form of art music intended to provoke “extra-musical” ideas. 
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3) Raymond Schafer’s recordings of specific sounds in cities and their comparison 
over years, were seized by sound artists such as Bill Fontana (*1947).  

1) Luc Ferrari (1929-2005) is a representative of the musique concrète. Between 
1967 and 1989 he has worked on his conceptual piece Presque Rien where he 
uses fixed sound images.  

2) City Life (1995) is a minimalistic composition by Steve Reich (*1936) where 
the composer uses instruments, voice, day-to-day sounds, and voice recordings.    

3) David Birchfield’s, David Lorig’s, and Kelly Philipps’ sound installation 
„Sustainable“ (2004) is comprised of a network of robot water gongs that are 
linked together by water tubes (more on 
http://ame2.asu.edu/faculty/dab/sustainable.php, last access 28.01.2011)  

4) About sound artists I also heard in the Arte’s TV show “Tracks” on 27 January 
2011, namely about Robin Meier (*1980), Celeste Boursier-Mougenot (*1961), 
and sound designer Yuri Suzuki (*1980).  

5) The label Wergo publishes outstanding works of Acoustic Art produced during 
the past years in particular in the Studio of Acoustic Art at the German radio 
station Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR) in Cologne. 
http://www.wergo.de/shop/en_UK/Audio_CDs/1000083/1660294/ (last access 
01.02.2011)  

 
Sound art related to Rostock:   

1) The project „Map Sonor”, carried out by HMT e-guitar professor Wolfgang 
Schmiedt and his colleagues from Rostock (Christian Kuzio, guitar) and Québec 
(Frederic Lebrasseur, percussion and Martien Belangér, guitar): In 2005 they 
improvised on their instruments to environmental sounds in the cities of Rostock 
and Québec in order to compare the acoustical identities of the cities. The 
outcomes, the “acoustical maps”, were recorded and produced by the musicians 
Marie-Heléne Hebert & Dirk Böttcher.    

 

 
 

folder of project “map sonor” (private archive Wolfgang Schmiedt) 
 

2) Sounds from the Soundscapes Rostock project were used in musical 
compositions of the group Hybrid Cosmics composed by HMT students 
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Konstantin Siegmeier (bass), Jonathan Baudevin (drums), Maximilian 
Piotraschke (e-piano), and Stephan Wegner (e-guitar), and presented at the 
opening of the exhibition in the Haus Böll on 24 February 2011. Listen here.  

 

 
 

Hybrid Cosmics (photo: private) 
 
3) Michael Wins, member of this project team, has composed the song “Mein 

Herz” using sounds from Warnemünde.  
 

 
 

Michael Wins (photo: private) 
 
 
“Sound“ as a new paradigma for musicology?  
 
“Die häufige Verwendung des Soundbegriffes zeigt nicht mehr, aber auch nicht weniger 
als einen Paradigmenwechsel im Musikverständnis der Gegenwart an und markiert. 
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Unser Musikbegriff ist derzeit offenkundig heftigen Erschütterungen ausgesetzt. Für 
den Forschungsprozess und die Lehrzusammenhänge würde dies bedeuten, sich Klang / 
Sound / Musik konsequent als kultureller Praxis zuzuwenden und die Papier gewordene 
Musik als Sonderfall der (abendländischen) Musikgeschichte zu begreifen, mit allen 
Konsequenzen, die dies für den musikwissenschaftlichen Forschungsprozess und die 
Lehrinhalte an Schulen, Hochschulen und Universitäten hätte.“ (Binas-Preisendörfer 
2008: 11).  
(engl. „The frequent use of the term „sound“ [BA: in German] shows a paradigmatic 
change in the musical understanding of the present and labels. Our notion of music is 
shaken. For the process of research and teaching this would mean to consequently turn 
to Klang/Sound/Music as cultural practice and to understand music on paper as a special 
case within (Western) music history – including all consequences this would have for 
the musicological research process and teaching contents in schools, academies, and 
universities.” (translated by BA))  
 
Barbara Alge  
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