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236 Appendix

Summary

In 2012, ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe put on the large-
scale group show Sound Art: Sound as a Medium of Art. One of the works 
on display was German artist Rolf Julius’ Backstage from 2008, an instal-
lation that seeks to recreate the situation on the floor of the artist’s studio 
with stones, vessels, paint pigments and loudspeaker cones strewn about 
a wooden pedestal. The many small and fragile parts confronted curators 
and conservators with the challenge to keep visitors at a distance. When a 
thick rope seemed to have too big an impact on the delicate visual aesthet-
ics of the work, they decided to work with a light beam alarm system in-
stead. As soon as a visitor crossed the thin beam of light in front of the 
work, an alarm would sound. While this sound effectively warns the visi-
tors of quiet painting exhibitions to step back from the work, it did not 
fulfil that same function in the noisy gallery spaces of the media art muse-
um. Here visitors readily interpreted the high beeping sound as a part of 
the work and started to play with the alarm as if it belonged to an interac-
tive art installation. Instead of listening intently to the quiet sounds of the 
artwork, visitors enthusiastically bent over the installation and into the 
alarm system to trigger the sound. 

This anecdote, shared by a conservator in passing, inspired me to 
investigate at a larger scale how sounding artworks have challenged and 
continue to challenge established curatorial strategies for the making of 
exhibitions. With an ear to developing new curatorial strategies, this dis-
sertation attempts to unravel these challenges by inquiring how visitors 
have experienced and evaluated sounding artworks in exhibitions, how 
curators have dealt with artists’ conceptions of sound, the everyday reali-
ty of the institution, and the technologies available, and what aesthet-
ic-experiential and technological challenges artists felt faced with when 
positioning their sounding artworks in exhibitions. As they are usually 
not the only ones to make these exhibitions happen, my research also in-
volves their support staff, including artist assistants, advising engineers 
and museum technical staff. 

Focusing on the countries with the most elaborate institutional exhi-
bition histories of sounding artworks, I have selected a total of 23 exhibi-
tions that took place in Germany and the US since the 1960s as case stud-
ies. As I was interested to explore the range of challenges that occurred in 
different institutional environments, I made sure to select solo and group 
exhibitions that took place at a broad variety of venues, which could all be 
described as hubs in the sense that they showed a considerable dedication 
to presenting sounding artworks. To me, such sounding artworks could be 
any sculptures and installations that are meant to openly resound through-
out an exhibition space, so they transcend art historical distinctions be-
tween movements or genres like Fluxus, sound art, or Klangkunst. To 
learn about the selected exhibitions, I set out to conduct research in the 
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exhibition files of the institutional archives, interview artists, curators and 
their support staff, and observe and interview visitors right inside an exhi-
bition that took place while I was conducting my research. These activities 
intersected when the materials I found in the archives helped to elicit mem-
ories from curators and artists during interviews, or when they allowed me 
to observe visitors from the past whose interactions with artworks have 
been captured in exhibition documentations. Inspired by Martin Forsey’s 
plea for a mixed-methods ethnography (2010), these intersections led me to 
think of my activities as bound together by my “engaged listening”. This 
engaged listening was not directed at the sounding artworks, but at the 
visitors who left traces in the institutional archives as well as at the visitors 
I interviewed and observed in the exhibition. I listened figuratively to the 
curators, artists, and technicians whose struggles with sounding artworks 
have been documented in the archives, and I literally listened to the cura-
tors, artists and technicians who met with me to discuss their experiences 
with exhibiting sounding artworks. I have then analyzed my fieldnotes, in-
terview transcripts and archival materials by drawing on three theoretical 
concepts, each of which focuses on a specific dimension of the exhibition. 

The third chapter focuses on the exhibition as a social ritual, and it 
investigates how visitors as well as curators and artists have perceived 
sounding artworks to impact this ritual. While some visitors, curators, 
and artists have claimed that specific sounding artworks effectively slowed 
and quieted down visitors on their route through an exhibition, others 
have pointed out that the exhibition conditions had a quietening and de-
celerating effect on them, or that they should have brought about that ef-
fect. I have learned about the possibility of these kinds of effects through 
Dorotha von Hantelmann’s manual of How to Do Things with Art, which 
transfers the linguistic notion of performativity into the realm of the visual 
arts to argue that artworks can impact society by intervening in exhibition 
conventions. Assuming that these exhibition conventions are closely inter-
twined with broader socio-economic developments, von Hantelmann sug-
gests that artworks which create meaningful interventions in their exhibi-
tion settings also interfere with larger societal conventions. In the third 
chapter, I am developing her art theoretical approach to analyzing how 
artists inscribe performative effects into artworks into an empirical ap-
proach to investigating how visitors, curators, and also artists ascribe per-
formative effects to sounding artworks in exhibitions. This approach 
draws on exhibition studies scholarship when it analyzes how artworks 
relate to their exhibition environments, but it also moves away from exhi-
bition studies when it replaces the art theoretical subject of the implied 
viewer with an empirically constituted notion of the visitor. While these 
visitors still ascribe some performative effects to artworks, they appear to 
be equally sensitive to the influence that the institutional context may have 
on their perception of the artwork. Another performative effect that these 
visitors evoked was the feeling that the sounds of the artworks activated 
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them to become more involved either by directly engaging in the produc-
tion of the sound, or by indirectly defining their listening position with re-
spect to the sound. Here it became particularly clear that visitors, curators 
and artists do not necessarily ascribe the same performative effects to the 
same artworks as the visitors were often eager to get involved in ways that 
the curators and artists had not intended. While visitors’ accounts of quiet 
introspection and active involvement have a tendency to evoke the visiting 
ideals of individual contemplation and sociable entertainment, which 
have often been conceptualized as mutually exclusive in the museum stud-
ies literature, they actually seemed to reinforce one another in the visitors’ 
descriptions of the atmosphere of sociable contemplation that they found 
to prevail in several exhibitions with sounding artworks. Only curators 
who know about these visitor experiences can really work with them. 

The fourth chapter of this dissertation centers around the perspec-
tives of these curators to find out about the challenges they encountered as 
the sensory regime of the exhibition was overturned by sounding artworks. 
Just like the third chapter investigated the exhibition as a social ritual, the 
fourth chapter focuses on the sensory regimes that govern exhibition mak-
ing and visiting. Drawing on sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the 
habitus, I could argue that curators define their curatorial strategies at the 
intersection of their sensory dispositions, i.e. their personal listening histo-
ries, and their institutional positions and ambitions (2013 [1972]). This dy-
namic applied to the attempts that institutional curators made to reform 
exhibition conventions, to the attempts that independent curators made to 
break with exhibition conventions, and especially to the attempts that art-
ists and curators who founded their own institutions made to build new ex-
hibition conventions. Many curators have emphasized the influence that 
artists have taken on their sensory dispositions, and I quickly noticed that 
their involvement with certain sensory repertoires like Fluxus or 
Klangkunst had a considerable impact on their approaches to showing 
sounding artworks. This was most apparent among the curators who had 
designed their own institutions dedicated to a specific sensory repertoire, 
but it featured in all the curatorial strategies that I have encountered. Build-
ing on Carrie Noland’s critique of Bourdieu’s habitus (2009), I have thus 
come to think of any exhibition as a rehearsal of sensory repertoires. This 
idea of the rehearsal is characterized by a constant back and forth between 
processes of cultural conditioning through repetition and moments of indi-
vidual expression through improvisation. Any exhibition thus provides an 
opportunity for artists, curators, and visitors to come together to try to cal-
ibrate listening histories and synchronize institutional conventions to cre-
ate listening experiences that are meaningful to some and hopefully many 
members of an artistic community and the people beyond that community 
as well. While Bourdieu’s habitus thus persists as a structuring structure, it 
takes on a new dynamic when the focus shifts from economic wealth and 
academic degrees to ongoing communal rehearsals of sensory repertoires. 
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Chapter five goes on to examine how artists and their support staff deal 
with the exhibition as a taskscape. The notion of the taskscape has been 
coined by the anthropologist Tim Ingold to describe how environments 
are constituted by and in turn constitutive of the activities of the people 
who inhabit them. The taskscape thus allowed me to shed light on the ma-
terial-organizational practices that are going on inside exhibitions. Ingold 
describes these processes to be shaped by an ‘education of attention’ that is 
quite similar to the rehearsal process outlined above when novices are sup-
posed to learn from experienced practitioners through a process of imita-
tion and improvisation. The challenge with exhibition taskscapes, howev-
er, is that artists tend to present their works in many different institutional 
environments. Analyzing the organizational and material affordances that 
these artists and their support staff have recognized in those institutional 
environments, I could identify two sets of tasks that most practitioners had 
to deal with. One set of tasks was concerned with the timing of the sounds 
in the exhibition, so loops had to be guarded and sounds had to be activat-
ed, and the other set of tasks was concerned with the placement of the 
sounds in the exhibition, so galleries had to be soundproofed and works 
had to be tuned to the acoustics of these galleries. When comparing the 
ways in which artists, curators and their support staff approached these 
tasks in different institutional environments, it quickly became apparent 
that the taskscape was more clearly laid out at institutions with a certain 
dedication to a specific sensory repertoire and less clearly defined at insti-
tutions that are not involved with any specific sensory repertoire. In an in-
stitution that is not dedicated to a specific sensory repertoire, artists and 
curators do thus not necessarily agree on the definition, the distribution 
and the delivery of tasks like the soundproofing of the gallery and the tun-
ing of the speakers. In a situation where artistic practices constantly move 
across different institutional conventions, taskscapes are thus no longer a 
matter of educating attention, but of negotiating attention. 

This would mean that the often-lamented challenge of soundbleed 
in group exhibitions is not really a fundamental problem of sound in exhi-
bitions, it only becomes a problem in exhibitions that engage conflicting 
sensory repertoires or those specific sensory repertoires that require iso-
lation. Throughout the argument of the book, the question about the chal-
lenges of exhibiting sounding artworks thus evolves from a challenge con-
nected to the intrinsic nature of sound to a challenge of aligning the ideas 
and ideals that practitioners have about the ways in which sound should 
be attended to in exhibitions. This allows me to draw important lessons 
for the research and development of new curatorial strategies, which are 
encouraged to leave the ideal of doing justice to an artwork behind and 
instead facilitate a rehearsal of the sensory repertoires from which the 
artwork has grown and remain attentive to the exhibition taskscape that 
is implied in those specific sensory repertoires.




