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FOUNDER'S
FOREWORD

Each year, the Abu Dhabi Festival pays homage to the
welcoming spirit of the United Arab Emirates by bringing together
artists and audiences from across the world. Through myriad
experiences, we explore the richness, creativity and diversity of
artistic expression and unite as one in a celebration of culture.

Sound, as an artistic expression in its own right is an important
aspect of what defines us as individuals, communities and
nations. From our own heartbeats through the manmade
rhythms of the urban metropolis to the distant murmurings of the
natural environment, our identity is borne from this ever-changing
aural landscape.

Bill Fontana’s captivating commissions for the Abu Dhabi Festival
2014 capture the divergent voices of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.
For ‘Desert Soundings’, he has traversed the geography of this
land to create two contrasting portraits of a nation. Amid the
seeming silence of the deserts of the Eastern Region, he has
used the latest technology not only to amplify the voice of nature
and reflect the very roots of our heritage, but also to celebrate
the appetite for innovation that has jettisoned the UAE capital
into the 21% century. The resulting creations reflect the spirit of
ambition that has placed Abu Dhabi on today’s global stage.
Fontana has used his artistry and intellectual inquisitiveness
to create two works that are resplendent in their originality
and distinct in their uniqueness.

From its modest beginnings, the Abu Dhabi Festival stands
as a beacon of creative innovation, testifying to the role of the
arts as a global ambassador of understanding. Its impact

resonates far beyond the realm of culture; helping to unite,
empower and, above all, inspire. These are the elements upon
which society can flourish.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank His Highness
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Crown Prince of
Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme Commander of the UAE
Armed Forces for his support; and to His Excellency Sheikh
Nahayan Mabarak Al Nahyan, UAE Minister of Culture, Youth
& Community Development, Patron of Abu Dhabi Festival, and
Patron & President of the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
(ADMAF), who has played a vital role in the continuation of our
mission to advance Abu Dhabi’s cultural vision by nurturing
society through the arts, education, culture and creativity. And
to our network of partners and supporters that encompass
the world, we share our deepest thanks.

Her Excellency Hoda I. Al Khamis-Kanoo
Founder, Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
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ADMAF seeks to nurture the arts, education, culture and
creativity for the benefit of society and the advancement of Abu
Dhabi’s cultural vision. Established in 1996, it delivers initiatives
for audiences of all ages, backgrounds and nationalities through
annual educational and community programmes, special projects
and the Abu Dhabi Festival, often in partnership with national and
international institutions.

ADMAF invests in the visual arts sector in a number of ways. It
contributes to the professional development of artists through
The Nationals’ Gallery, which seeks to enhance and elevate

the UAE art scene through consultations, discussions, grants,
commissions and exhibitions as well as an online library of
artists’ profiles. In schools and universities, initiatives such as
the Abu Dhabi Festival Visual Arts Award, the Christo & Jeanne-
Claude Award as well as workshops and lectures inspire and
inform the next generation.
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Voices’ is an annual exhibition by the human trafficking survivors
of Ewa’a Shelters for Women & Children, while the ‘ADMAF Art
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Artist-led workshops in orphanages build children’s cultural
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UAE Minister of Culture, Youth & Community Development

The Abu Dhabi Festival is a unique experience that celebrates
the UAE as a capital of culture. Since its launch in 2004, it has
become one of the most prominent arts festivals in the Arab
world, and a key player on the worldwide festival circuit. It unites
artists and engages the citizens, residents and visitors of the
UAE through meaningful and memorable experiences.

The theme of its 11" edition was ‘Creative Innovation’. History
shows that innovation only happens in places where the tools of
creativity — music, theatre, literature, and art - thrive. By exploring
the arts in all its varied forms, the promise of a country’s greatest
resource (its people) is realised, and the true spirit of innovation
released. In 2014, culture’s capacity for ‘creative innovation’ was
brought to the fore at the Abu Dhabi Festival with a remarkable
series of breath-taking concerts, performances and exhibitions.
Equally proud of its role as a ‘Festival of Firsts’, the 2014

edition added to an impressive roster of world, regional and
national premieres with the Simén Bolivar Symphony Orchestra
of Venezuela, Herbie Hancock, Renée Fleming, the Dresden
Philharmonic, the European Union Youth Orchestra, American
Ballet Theatre, The Asil Ensemble for Arab Contemporary Music,
Milo§ Karadagli¢ and Michel Fadel. In addition, commissions by
Mohammed Kazem and Bill Fontana as well as album releases
by Macadi Nahhas, Hiba Al Kawas and the Foundation for Arab
Music Archiving & Research upheld the Festival’s commitment to
new works of artistic expression.

For over a decade, the Abu Dhabi Festival has taken children
and young people on a voyage of discovery. Sheikh Zayed once
said ‘Future generations will be living in a world that is very
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different from that to which we are accustomed. It is essential
that we prepare ourselves and our children for that new world.’
With this in mind, the 2014 Festival welcomed thousands

of students, young people and their families to free events
throughout the UAE to engage, inspire and excite.

The visual arts have played a major role throughout ADMAF’s
18-year history as a developmental tool in education, as a means
to strengthen civil society, and as a platform to celebrate the
depth of artistic expression.

Since 2008, the Abu Dhabi Festival has staged major exhibitions
that explore the work of leading practitioners from the Middle
East and Arab world, including Nja Mahdaoui (Tunisia), Dia Al
Azzawi (Iraq), Parviz Tanavoli (Iran), Adam Henein (Egypt),
Rachid Koraichi (Algeria) and Hassan Massoudy (Iraq). In

2013, to commemorate its 10" anniversary, the Abu Dhabi
Festival presented the Arab world premiere of ‘25 Years of Arab
Creativity: The Contemporary Arab Art Scene’ in partnership with
Institut du Monde Arabe. All these free exhibitions accompanied
by publications and guided tours as well as major commissions
play a vital role in the growth of artistic practice.

Visit www.abudhabifestival.ae

‘Bill Fontana: Acoustical Visions & Desert Soundings’
received its world premiere at the Abu Dhabi Festival.

The exhibition was held at The Gallery, Emirates Palace,
from 215t March to 20" April 2014 and was accompanied by
guided tours.
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© Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation

First edition published by Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation

in March 2014 on the occasion of the 11™ edition of the

Abu Dhabi Festival, 2" — 315t March 2014. The Abu Dhabi
Festival is presented by the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
(ADMAF). The exhibition, which accompanies this limited edition
book, was presented by the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
at the Abu Dhabi Festival in the United Arab Emirates, from

21t March to 20" April 2014.

ADMAF

P.O. Box 47488

Abu Dhabi

United Arab Emirates
Tel: +971 (0) 2 333 6400
www.admaf.org

The Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation expresses its sincere
thanks to the following organisations and individuals for helping
to make the exhibition possible:

United Arab Emirates Ministry of the Interior

National Media Council of the United Arab Emirates

Tourism and Culture Authority Abu Dhabi

New York University Abu Dhabi

Scott George, Sound Engineer, Autograph Sound
Recording, London
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EVOCATIVE
PLACES ON
VIEW

Rudolf Frieling examines the
audio-visual practice of Bill Fontana

The casting of roles between sound and image is mostly crafted by
specialists in the film industry to enhance our visual and cognitive
perception. Sound is typically defined as the ‘soundtrack’ to a
motion picture, a supporting role to the main character of moving
images. In the acoustic realm of sound art, however, sound is
an autonomous thing or a medium specific practice. When this
pure focus on one medium is expanded to include a film or digital
projection, could we call the use of visuals to accompany a sound
the ffilmtrack’? Would this simply reverse the hierarchy or could
there be a different sense of leading and supporting role when a
sound artist includes moving images in his work? These questions
come to mind ever since 2009 when,

in a surprising turn of events, sound

in our memory. But this indexical quality of some images is so
well established that an artist works with these assumptions not
in an affirmative way but in a move that either disassociates this
link or even points to a staged conflict. In art, what is ‘on view’
is not necessarily what one hears. Picture, for example, a bell
- full-bodied and heavy - that literally resonates with the viewer
even when it does not move. We can anticipate it ringing in deep
tones but listen up when we hear something else that cannot
be explained by visualizing this instrument. We question our
senses when there is no visual connection between the image
and the sound. Such is the dilemma of viewing ‘Silent Echoes’

(2009) where Bill Fontana juxtaposes

the visual still life of a bell in a temple

sculptor Bill Fontana added digital We QUBSTIOH our senses When there setting with the acoustics of a buzzing
films and projections to his artistic  j§ no visual connection between the urban environment of Kyoto. Nothing

toolbox after having successfully built a

career in pure sound art for almost four Image and the SOUI'Id.

decades. | will look at this relationship

and the motivation behind this development in light of a body of
work that addresses notions of place in different ways. Sounding
places like a location scout in search of interesting sounds has
suddenly become a double inquiry: What is the image that this
sound makes? What is the sound that this image makes?

Objects make specific sounds and thus there is an inherent
link between say the image of the sea and the sound of waves.
Images though don’t make sound, although we would associate
a variety of sounds with an image, say the blue sky with wind or
a passing airplane. The image of an instrument would obviously
let us remember a very specific sound, a clear correlation stored

moves visually, or almost nothing, as
the camera patiently meditates on the
thing it records in a single still shot.
The hollow space of the bell, this dark void in the centre of the
picture, physically captures the acoustic reality that surrounds it
like a recording device - a musical instrument that is being played
by its environment. Impression and expression are folded into one
without any post-production and so we are looking at that invisible
link between image and sound.’

While objects come with a set of stored and remembered sounds,
a cityscape is one of those highly detailed and constructed
aggregations of audiovisual information. It embodies urban sounds
such as cars, sirens, passing voices and even occasional natural
sounds such as birds, rain or a gust of wind. Almost everything

1. Itis a characteristic of Bill Fontana’s decades of sound art that he likes to review
places he has worked on before. This is true also for Kyoto, where he produced
‘Acoustical Views of Kyoto’ in 1990 in such a way that “urban, religious and natural”
sounds were “relocated to the top of a hill, from where one could see the places
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where the sound originates. Bill Fontana describes the experience as ‘hearing as
far as you can see’.
Stefan Beyst (2004), http://d-sites.net/english/fontana.htm.

can be mentally associated with an urban acoustic environment,
specifically when it's not literally on view but evoked as an ‘off-
camera’ space. This was precisely the premise of what one might
call the first sounds that made a film: Walter Ruttmann’s radio play
‘Weekend’ from 1929: “[...] Ruttmann collects sound recordings of
a weekend in Berlin: From finishing work on Saturday to starting
the next week on Monday morning. Lasting a good 11 minutes, the
piece alternates between narration and sound pattern. With his ear
for the narrative as well as the visual, Ruttmann works on a kind of
audio-art. [...] Tone, colouring, rhythm and pitch merely customise
the storytelling.” | am quoting this seminal pioneer of sound art
precisely because he was also one of

the leading experimental filmmakers

a big broadcasting truck with support from the national Australian
Broadcasting Company, Fontana ended up in the rainforest south
of Sydney. It was not just the choice of the natural landscape
to find an answer to this seemingly impossible question, it was
also the choice of a unique and, for most of us, almost singular
moment in our life - the experience of a total eclipse of the sun.
Listening to the richness of a rainforest ecology with its multitude
of birds and unknown noises is a fascinating thing in itself. Add to
that the viewer’s detached experience today 40 years later in an
exhibition at the other end of the world in Abu Dhabi. On top of
these two shifts in perception, it is our knowledge and anticipation

of the moment of eclipse that finally

lends the choreography of the sounds

of his time. Ruttmann sharpened the ThIS realness and mate”allty Of d 3 sense of climax and a heightened
public’s ears and eyes to the energies unique moment is at the core of sense of reality. This realness and

and generative qualities of acoustic

and visual ‘patterns’ in order to move Fontana S fl&/d I’BCOI’dIﬂgS.

beyond the simple indexical recording

of reality. Neither Ruttmann nor Fontana believe in the realism of a
document, but in the evocative quality of a condensed abstraction
providing a complex, audiovisual experience situated between an
object and a place.

To explain this statement better, let me go back to the beginnings.
Bill Fontana is not the storyteller who pursued the art of the
narrative radio play following the soundtracks laid out by Ruttmann.
His interest in patterns and acoustic field recordings let him rejoice
when someone asks him: So how does this place sound like?
One of his earliest works, ‘Eclipse’ from 1976, was literally an
assignment to capture the sound of Australia. Driving around in

materiality of a unigue moment is at the
core of Fontana’s field recordings that,
in the decades to follow, would lead
him to explore the notion of sound sculpture across the globe. |
am referring to this work not because of its acoustic qualities. Let
us rather understand better its evocative, visual quality. Hearing
these crystal-clear and sharp individual voices in a spatialised,
stereophonic way conjures up a still image of tall trees, entangled
branches and leaves, twisted vines and an occasional, quick
movement in the upper regions of this almost monochrome visual
featin green. Then it gradually fades to black as the sun is eclipsed.
Then fade to green again as normal life continues. At least that

Above: Photographic stills from ‘Sound Sculptures through the
Golden Gate’. © Bill Fontana.

2. Golo Follmer in Rudolf Frieling/Dieter Daniels (eds.), Media Art Net (2004):
Ruttmann, Walter: Weekend, 1930, http://www.mediaartnet.org/works/weekend/.
accessed. 2014-01-14; see this online source also for a sound sample of the play.
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was my ‘film’. It is pure cinema, only we all see a different film.
My rainforest might have different trees and yours is possibly a
darker shade of green. It still works with that level of abstraction
that we can find again and again in art history. A kind of prototype
of rainforest plays out in front of our eyes. We could even call it an
acoustic evocation of stock footage or of an abstracted archive.

Following ‘Eclipse’ and the related ‘Kirribilli Wharf’ (both 1976), his
earliest works in the exhibition, Fontana’s sound sculptures have
directly or indirectly incorporated a visual field by choosing either a
topology accessible and identifiable to
the visitors and listeners of the work —
the way that we ‘know’ how a rainforest
sounds or a harbour might provide
specific wave patterns of sound - or
by choosing a specific, often evocative
public space to place his sound piece.
This has included facades of public
buildings, from the World Trade Centre
(‘Brooklyn Bridge Sound Sculpture’, 1983) to the Arc de Triomphe
in Paris (‘Sound Island’, 1994) or the War Memorial in San
Francisco, which at the time housed SFMOMA - the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art (‘Sound Sculptures through the Golden
Gate’, 1987). In other cases, a visual stage was the dramatic
backdrop for a sound generated elsewhere as in the ruins of the
Anhalter Bahnhof in Berlin where the sounds of the Cologne train
station were played back (‘Distant Trains’, 1984). More recently,
Fontana has also worked on the juxtaposition of exterior and
interior, for example when he placed the sonic vibrations of an
adjacent bridge inside the vast interior space of the Turbine Hall

Listening to a sound while being in a
different place and thus also looking
at a different view is in itself an
audio-visual experience.
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at Tate Modern in London (‘Harmonic Bridge’, 2006). Listening to
a sound while being in a different place and thus also looking at a
different view is in itself an audio-visual experience, defined by a
real-time transmission or pre-recorded playback which is framed
visually by a theatrical set. This visual frame lets us perceive the
difference in the acoustic experience. | would thus argue that the
experience of a Fontana sound sculpture has always played out
as an audio-visual experience in which pre-recorded images were
absent but evoked by sounds that gave them an almost physical
presence. They were inserted into the acoustic experience as a
juxtaposition - a musical and visual
counterpoint provided by the choice of
the visual stage in public space. This
experience of a shift can be part of
the characteristic features, even the
logic of the place (or can be at least
perceived as being part of that), or it
can be perceived as an estranged or
possibly enforced juxtaposition. In both
cases, a reflection on the sound-image relationship takes place.
Imagine the birds of the Farallon Islands off the San Francisco
coastline blending into the traffic noise of a busy avenue in the city
near SFMOMA (‘Sound Sculptures through the Golden Gate’). We
are never just listening. We are experiencing and looking at the
carefully selected place we are in.

Facing page: At Point Bonita, San Francisco Bay entrance.
Above: Fontana at work on Brooklyn Bridge for his 1983 project.
© Bill Fontana
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The theatrical unity of time and place offers a strong framing
even for experiences of displacement and conflict. Listening
to the sounds of the city inside a museum, for example when
SFMOMA exhibited ‘Sound Sculpture with a Sequence of Level
Crossings’ (1982), where the industrial noise of approaching and
disappearing trains cannot be integrated into the experience of
being in a certain place and time, means staging a fundamental
rupture. Listening to typical sounds of the city inside the San
Francisco City Hall (‘Spiraling Echoes’, 2009), on the other side,
feels almost as natural as listening to the mechanics of the famous
Big Ben clocktower inside Westminster Abbey (‘Speeds of Time’,
2004). Both in fact ‘echoed’ what was happening in its very context.
In other words, a geographical proximity or a structural affinity
to these sounds helps in this regard. After all, the fog horns of
Golden Gate Bridge, which were also part of the ‘Sound Sculpture
through the Golden Gate’ insert themselves into the typical Bay
Area soundscape in a quite natural way. San Francisco’s City Hall
then becomes the resonant body of its community, not unlike the
bell in the Kyoto temple.

It does make a huge difference whether the overlay of the audio
and the visual stage have an affinity or not. Shifts of perception and
disruptions of expectations possibly occur but Bill Fontana is not
interested in staging conflicts. His musical and aesthetic choices
have typically enhanced our understanding of place rather than
alienated us from this experience. His juxtapositions are much
more aligned with the potential of a place. Only, we had not heard
it before in quite this way. Equally important is that we had not seen
the place in quite this way. This is especially felt in a setting where
we are physically on the site that generates the sounds. One of

his recent commissions for a museum, ‘Sonic Shadows’ at the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (2010), offered a real-time
musical performance of sounds that the building itself generated
in its boiler room, hidden behind a grid of holes in the beautiful
Oculus with the light-filled bridge leading into the galleries. Once
again, we are in a specific visual environment; an all-white, curved
architecture. Here, listeners were looking at rotating, white flat,
ultrasonic speakers that evoked a history of abstraction in the
fine arts while at the same time making ‘acoustical drawings’, as
Fontana would call them, onto the curved walls. Pointedly said,
the conditions of an audio-visual experience, as framed by the
architecture of the space, lead to reverberations throughout the
building and public spaces of the museum.® The soundtrack
became coupled with a variety of different visual experiences,
including the perception of works in adjacent, temporary exhibits.
This was particularly appropriate as the museum also owns an
icon of the 20th century, a three-panelled ‘White Painting’ by
Robert Rauschenberg from 1951, which was also intended as
a reflecting surface for the presence of shadows by visitors and
which (not coincidentally) inspired John Cage, Fontana’s teacher
in the 1960s, to compose his seminal work of listening to the space
we are in, 4°33”.

Bill Fontana identified the beginning of his musical practice as
the moment when he disregarded the traditional realm of the
concert hall and began to think outside the box. Side-stepping
the traditional space for listening to music with its specialised,

Above: Bill Fontana with his teacher and mentor, the pioneering
composer, writer and artist John Cage. © Klaus Schoening

3. This was particularly felt in the response of Chris Downey, a blind architect who
published his experience of this acoustic environment on the SFMOMA blog, Open
Space http://openspace.sfmoma.org/2011/07/fontana-downey/
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interested, and educated public, the field of public space is
undefined, overdetermined, messy and at times too concrete.
Still, Fontana has favoured public spaces for his often site-specific
interventions into the sound and visual ecology of a place. The
public sphere is alluring to him precisely because of its quality
of an open field in which unchoreographed events can happen
that do not reference music history but rather the conditions of
public space as an event-space; a space of possible narratives
and undetermined interactions. Similarly, we can consider even
the museum a part of this public fabric although its main function
seems to be to stage an encounter with art history and discourse.
Yet, the museum partakes in this emphatic understanding of an
institution that addresses the public at large and which is therefore
also intrinsically a part of this public sphere. The act of exhibiting
sound within a museum is then an act of addressing a larger public
that is often untrained in the art of listening. The sound that the
art work makes is constantly in dialogue with the sounds that the
public and the museum itself make. Similarly, the intervention into
a museum with a sound installation is effective because of its huge
palette of visuals that act as counterparts. This context is always
on view.

The survey exhibition in Abu Dhabi,

to a reality that has been repressed from the public surface. Today
in the age of coded and programmed objects, his sounds and
images remind us of the materiality of sites. A bridge, in this close-
up, is a string of cables that vibrate and hold a tension.

But how does this relate to the image that makes a sound? One
of his most recent site-specific interventions was, once again,
focused on the most iconic of all bridges — the Golden Gate
Bridge in San Francisco. Exhibiting his ‘Acoustical Visions of the
Golden Gate Bridge’ in 2012 inside Fort Point, which sits right
underneath the actual bridge and which accommodated a series
of contemporary commissions to celebrate the 75" anniversary
of Golden Gate Bridge, one could see and hear the bridge from a
hidden structural level. Pointing a video camera upwards towards
the street level with a section of steel grids, which form the joints
between the bridge and the land, Fontana offered a real-time
audiovisual experience of patterns of light and shadow — passing
cars — and intervals of enhanced vibrating noises. Depicting a
place by enlarging a detail and zooming into the granularity of
a place, avoids the obvious iconic references and clichés while
managing to show an icon in such a way never seen before.

It has become clear that Bill Fontana

taking us on a journey east to Sydney Today in the age of coded and is not concerned with an image and its

and the rainforest in Australia, on to

corresponding or not-corresponding

Kyoto, San Francisco, London and pFOQfammed objects, his sounds and  soundtrack. In fact, as much as his
back to the desert in Abu Dhabi, is images remind us of the materiality practice has tested time and again the

an unprecedented exploration of how ,

the globe sounds and looks inside of sites.

an exhibition, synchronised by the

opening statement of ‘Speed of Time’ from Big Ben in London.
Even in Abu Dhabi, the reach of Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) and
the synchronisation of the world through time is deeply felt. This is
where we can circle back to the expanded field of contemporary
art that has seen a growing body of hybrid works; addressing
the qualities of the performing arts within the museum, as well
as formulating an artistic practice as research. Specifically the
analogy to field work plays a role in this approach to Fontana’s art:
Archaeology with its notion of lost times in lost places that can be
captured and evoked through found objects, anthropology with its
notion of other voices that are telling a different story but ultimately
enrich our fuller understanding of humanity through the diversity
of voices made accessible; and even within the subjective realm
of psychoanalysis we are confronted with a notion of the lost as
belonging to the unconscious or repressed that can be activated
or liberated. From archaeology, Fontana has learned a way of
evoking a lost or inaccessible aura with all its connotations of
lived life and rituals. This, ultimately, leads to the concept of an
original site as something that can be ‘exhibited’. The assumption
that we have indeed lost something which can be unearthed and
thus saved, is translated in his works into the act of paying close
attention to the disregarded, the fleeting and ephemeral, possibly
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relationship to the ‘iconic’, his interest

is rather how event patterns intersect

in a complex interaction between
foreground and background. All viewers are trained in discerning
these parameters of the visual field. But with Fontana, it is an
audio-visual field recording, enhanced and abstracted in real time
or in post-production. The image is either in our head or in the
label. We thus know that the cables set in motion horizontally or
vertically as in ‘Eiffel Tower Studies’ correspond to one of the most
iconic places of the Western hemisphere. We have seen this too
many times, whether in real life or on postcards. What needs to
be shown is the way that these icons are based on the vibrancy of
matter set in motion. This is the sound that makes the image and
it is the image that makes the sound. Sound and visuals support
each other; no leading or supporting role can be identified in this
interaction. Fontana’s audio-visual art is, | would conclude, not a
surrealist art of collage but a materialist art of abstraction. It is
the grain of sand that evokes the desert, it is the pattern of sand
shifting that evokes a place as the very foundation of the works on
view in this exhibition.

Rudolf Frieling, PhD, is Curator of Media Arts at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art. He is currently also an adjunct professor at
the California College of Arts and the San Francisco Art Institute.
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In his essay ‘Resoundings’, Bill Fontana
explores the creative and technical process
behind his initial sound works



| began to regard recording a sound as an act in mental intensity equal to writing music, with
some of these recordings having the real possibility of being accepted by me as a composition.

| began my artistic career as a composer. What really began to
interest me was not so much the music that | could write, but the
states of mind | would experience when | felt musical enough
to compose. In those moments, when | became musical, all the
sounds around me also became musical.

This kind of subjective musical transformation of wherever |
happened to be was fascinating. The investigation and isolation
of these experiences became my obsession. | began to carry a
tape recorder wherever | went (the most interesting tape recorder
at this time was a miniature Nagra), so that when the ambient
sounds became musical, | could make a recording of them.

As these recordings accumulated, | began to wonder what it
meant. Should | make concerts out of these recordings? Should |
use these recordings as raw material with which to create studio
compositions out of sound?

| began to regard recording a sound as an act in mental intensity
equal to writing music, with some of these recordings having the
real possibility of being accepted by me as a composition. But
who would believe this? Composing by listening? For these
sound recordings to be as aesthetically meaningful as musical
compositions required some radical solutions, but | did not as yet
know what these were to be.

My search for these aesthetic solutions continued as | went to live
in Australia in the early 1970s. | had an amazing job working for
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation to record what Australia
sounded like from 1974 to 1978. This gave me the chance to
listen, dream and record with unlimited technical resources for the
first time in my life.

Two recording experiences of this period had a seminal influence
on my work. One was a recording | made in a tropical rain forest
during a total eclipse of the sun (in 1976), and the other was an
eight-channel field recording of wave patterns happening beneath
a floating concrete pier.

The total eclipse recording documented a unique moment
that was a once in a lifetime experience in this environment
(the next occurrence at this location will be 25 November,
2030 - a span of 54 years). During the minutes just before the
moment of totality (having a duration of two minutes), the
acoustic protocol between birds, determining who sang at the
different times of day became mixed up. All available species
were singing at the same time during the minutes immediately
proceeding totality, as the normal temporal clues given by light
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were obliterated by a rainforest suddenly filled with sparkling
shadows. When totality suddenly brought total darkness,
there was a deep silence.

This recording was seminal for my work because a total eclipse
is always conceived of as being a visual experience, and such
a compelling sonic result was indicative of how ignored the
acoustic sensibility is in our normal experience of the world. From
this moment on, my artistic mission consciously became the
transformation and deconstruction of the visual with the aural.

This led me to not only become interested in the musicality and
compositional wholeness of environmental sound, so that the act
of listening and its extension through sound recording equalled
music; but that the visual space that was sounding equalled
sculpture and architecture.

At this moment, | became interested in Duchamp, and a passage
from ‘The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even’, which led
me to call my art form sound sculpture:
Musical Sculpture
lasting and
Sounds leaving from
different places and
forming
sounding
a sculpture which lasts.
My 1976 recording of Kirribilli Wharf (on Sydney Harbour) was the
first time | attempted to apply sculptural thinking to the recordable
listening process by making an eight-channel field recording.
Kirribilli Wharf was a floating concrete pier that was in a perpetual
state of automatic self-performance. There were rows of small
cylindrical holes going between the floor and underside to the sea
below. They sounded with the percussive tones of compression
Previous Page: Solar Eclipse © Suppakij1017/Shutterstock.
Facing Page: An eclipse of the sun as captured in ‘Australian Sound

Studies’, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Australia, 1973-1978.
© Bill Fontana



waves as the holes were momentarily closed by the waves.
This 8-channel recording consisted of placing microphones
over the openings of eight such holes, making a real time sound
map of the wave action in the sea below the pier. It was later
installed as a gallery installation played from eight loudspeakers
in a space.

This recording was seminal for my work because it was the first
time that a conceptual analysis of a natural musical process
resulted in a live recording that was as genuinely musical as
music; and because of the spatial complexity of eight channels
answering each other from eight points in space, it also became
genuinely sculptural.

It was also sculptural in another
important way; the percussive
wave action at Kirribilli Wharf had
continuousness and permanence
about it. This eight-channel tape was
not a recording of a unique moment, as
with the total eclipse, but was an excerpt from a sound process
that is perpetual. 12 years after this recording was made, |
returned to Kirribilli Wharf and placed microphones there which
transmitted live sound to the Art Gallery of New South Wales
in Sydney, as part of a sound sculpture.

Kirribilli

The most elemental characteristic of any sound is duration.

Sounds that repeat, that are continuous and that have long
duration defy the natural acoustic mortality of becoming silent.

Wharf was a floating
concrete pierthat was in a perpetual
state of automatic self-performance.
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In the on-going sculptural definition of my work | have used
different strategies to overcome the ephemeral qualities of sound,
which seem to be in marked contrast to the sense of physical
certainty and permanence that normally belong to sculpture
and architecture.

One of the most useful methods has been to create installations
that connect two separate physical environments through the
medium of permanent listening. Microphones installed in one
location transmit their resulting sound continuums to another
location, where they can be permanently heard as a transparent
overlay to visual space.

As these acoustic overlays create the
illusion of permanence, they start to
interact with the temporal aspects of
the visual space.

This will suspend the known identity of
the site by animating it with evocations
of past identities playing on the acoustic memory of the site, or by
deconstructing the visual identity of the site by infusing it with a
totally new acoustic identity that is strong enough to compete with
its visual identity.

Facing Page and Above: Kirribilli Wharf, the location of Fontana’s
1976 recording.
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Bill Fontana’s work with live sound transmission and audio
recording of the natural environment culminates in ‘Speeds of
Time’, a new work of aural and conceptual complexity based on
the clockwork mechanism and serial tones of London’s Big Ben.

This installation is the most poignant among a group of site-
specific sound sculptures that combine the artist’s attraction to the
sound generating capacity of objects and mechanical devices and
his long held interest in the substance of time as measured by the
speed of sound.

The movement of sound from its source to another location in
Fontana’s work began with his observation nearly 40 years ago
that oversized, resonant objects such as bell jars and brewery
bottles could relay a sound frequency through the echo and
acoustical properties in their shape and material.

In a series of ‘Sound Sculptures with Resonators’ Fontana found
a resonant shape could transform noise from an ambient sound
into a musical phrase. He considered the sound reflecting quality
of their form an ear to the world.

This experimental series of sound installations drew the viewer’s
attention away from the visual contemplation of the material art
object to an appreciation of the time-based, immaterial aspects of
audio recording and composition.

A live microphone placed in the cavity of Fontana’s resonant
object transferred its sound vibration from the roof of a building
to an arrangement of loudspeakers positioned by the artist in
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a remote exhibition space below. The relocation of an ambient
sound source to the context of the art gallery conducted through
an electronic recording and amplification system significantly
altered the meaning of its sound.

The ‘Sound Sculptures with Resonators’ series set the course for
further investigations into the relocation of sound and the natural
environment as a source of aural information.

‘Speeds of Time’ is an eight-channel, 12-hour cycle of sound
events composed from recordings of hammer strikes against
Big Ben and the mechanical calibrations of its clockwork gears.
Fontana was drawn to the legendary accuracy of the manually
wound time-keeping mechanism, in operation since 1859,
and found its operation exquisite. He positioned two acoustical
microphones in the bell chamber and placed a sound sensor
against the mechanism housed in the tower.

The work is thereby constructed from the audio recording of
the finely calibrated functions in the operation of the clockwork,
and a wide range of frequencies and tonalities of the chime.
The accelerometer, an instrument typically used for monitoring
vibration and analysing the structural continuity of welded
steel buildings and bridges, is applied in conjunction with
omnidirectional microphones that render the hourly and quarter-
hour peal of the bells and capture the acoustical reverberations in
the city beyond.

Simultaneous sound events characteristic of Fontana’s work
are structured by his prefigured installation of microphones and

The rhythmic pattern and repetitive cycle of the clockwork indicates the passage of time while
the bell and its echo stress the physicality of lived experience.

sensors in many locations at the same time. His technique takes
streams of discarnate information and reconstructs them in a new
form of embodiment.

‘Speeds of Time’ is distinct among Fontana’s work in its
representation of simultaneity: Sounds generated by the three
live microphone connections in the tower are augmented in his
final composition with acoustical reflections, echo, and bell strikes
collected during the work’s premiere a year ago in the colonnade
of the Palace of Westminster.

His fabricated structure adds layers of sound delay and repetition
to the iconic chime of Big Ben achieving a greater density of
environmental sound against the rotations of the audible clockwork
mechanism.

The rhythmic pattern and repetitive cycle of the clockwork
indicates the passage of time while the bell and its echo stress
the physicality of lived experience in the substance of time # a
substance that accumulates as it simultaneously disappears.

Fontana’s accomplished techniques in field recording and audio
relocation were developed in a series of sound sculptures
in the 1970s and 1980s. ‘Kirribilli Wharf and ‘Sound Sculpture with
a Series of Level Crossings’ stand out as precursors to the spatial
duality and contrapuntal sonic structure evident in ‘Speeds of
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Time’. Each emphasises the artist’s innovations in sound mapping
strategies and the simultaneity of sonic events as a means to
represent the contemporary landscape.

Waves and the undulation of seawater against a wooden and
concrete pier in Sydney, Australia were the sound source material
for ‘Kirribilli Wharf’, a natural sound sculpture recorded in 1976.
Generated by the rhythmic sequence of water hitting flat, open
ends of steel pipes driven through the wharf, the work evokes
the wild currents and tides of Sydney Harbour. The landscape is
evoked in its musical form not by visual interpretations but through
the sound sequences defining a time and place.

First premiered in 1983 at a sculpture conference in California,
‘Sound Sculpture with a Series of Level Crossings’ advanced
Fontana’s research into the power of man-made objects to
generate sounds within the auditory field of natural environments.

The first of Fontana’s sculptures to be acquired by an American
museum (The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 1997),
the project demonstrates the artist's ambition in creating sound
composition through the collection and restructuring of sonic

Previous Pages: The iconic face of Big Ben.
Facing Page: The colonnade of the Palace of Westminster.
Above: View from the Big Ben bell tower. © Bill Fontana



events. Microphones placed in eight different areas of the train
yards on the eastern shoreline of the San Francisco Bay were
connected to Fontana’s studio via live telephone lines installed on
existing utility poles to the vast area of the railroad yard enabling
the recording of the approach, crossover, and retreat of locomotive
engines and freight trains across a vast area.

Fontana’s prefigured framework of sound data collection points
accentuates the listener’s perception of distance and dimension
and the elasticity of time.

The eight-channel filed recording of train locomotion, whistle
sequence, and the automated warning system of synchronised
street-level crossings combine to create a spatiality that is entirely
aural in aspect. The stereophonic, composed sound mix was
relocated to the gallery space as a means of inducing a dynamic,
auditory representation of time and space, conveyed through the
noise of the train yard.

Modern composer and philosopher John Cage identified noise as
extra musical. He saw it, and silence, as the basis for emerging
theories and practices of sound art. Fontana’s reclassification of
urban noise such as train whistles and machine vibration into a set
of harmonic tonalities and frequencies addresses the perception
of space and speed of time in thoughtfully considered plans,
which reflect the complexity of lived moments through the psycho-
acoustic properties of the human ear.

The concept of noise, generally understood as a loud, unpleasant
assault on hearing and the senses, was associated with the
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operation of combustion engines, industrial machines, and military
weapons in the 19" century.

In his 1913 Futurist manifesto, ‘The Art of Noise’ (L'arte dei
Rumori’) composer Luigi Russolo conceived of noise as a
musical form made up of vernacular sounds in an infinite variety
of clamorous audible tones for which repetition was essential.
The ‘Noise’ manifesto outlined a set of elements for a Futurist
musical score: the mutter of motors, throbbing valves, and
thudding pistons, slamming doors. Russolo’s music of explosive
range, process, and change evidenced his attention to place
and time and acknowledged the experience of the listener in the
work’s meaning.

Today our vernacular aural environment is produced by machines
that mediate most personal forms of communication, shape our
social and business transactions. If we think of the pervasive
sound environment of polyphonic ringtones in mobile phones,
the intonation of buzzers and bells, the insistent bleat of bank
machines, the cacophonous vibration of power tools and car
engines, we can appreciate how the aural environment today, while
different from the explosive sounds of Russolo’s era, influences
our sense of time, attention, and temperament through disjunctive
sound and signals.

While the notion of noise today implies a disturbance that
reduces the clarity of a recorded signal or electronic information,
the distraction perpetuated by random iterations of noisy sound
fragments in social space punctuate what Fontana would call the
acoustically viewed environment.

The enlivening of sound generating qualities of solid forms and materials through technical
means is particularly significant at a time people prefer not to listen due to the audible
interference and distraction technology produces.

Fontana realised a series of monumentally scaled sound relocation
projects over a period of 20 years collectively titled ‘Acoustical
Views’. This series of sound sculptures commissioned for
Venice, Kyoto, Paris and other locations over the past few years,
stresses the range of sound vibration in natural environments as
related to the intensity of light, and observes the perception and
conundrum of time through the mapping of sound. As a series
of installations ‘Acoustical Views’ also charts the evolution of
technical instruments in digital and analogue sound recording
in their development and articulation.

One of the ‘Acoustical Views’, entitled ‘Sound Sculpture through
the Golden Gate’, conducted the simultaneous mix of natural
sounds with engineered sounds and urban noise through the
placement of recording instruments 28 miles off the coast of San
Francisco on the Farallon Islands, as well as several locations
along the span of the Golden Gate Bridge.

Fontana’s sound mapping of the ocean environment connected a
hydrophone - a marine microphone used to convert underwater
sound waves to electrical energy - and a set of outdoor
microphones at each site to live telephone lines installed at
various points at the two locations. The audible surge of tides
against land, calls of sea mammals and birds, mixed with the
mechanical creaks and pops of expansion joints, cable and
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wind, fog horns, and the roar of bridge traffic linking the two
environments were then aurally relocated seven miles inland
via telephone lines to loud speakers to a public square in the
San Francisco Civic Centre.

Fontana explains that his instrumentation of architectural forms
and field recordings musically deconstructs our normal sense
of telling time. The enlivening of sound generating qualities of
solid forms and materials through technical means is particularly
significant at a time people prefer not to listen due to the audible
interference and distraction technology produces.

John Cage stated that all technology must move in its evolution
toward the way things were before man changed them. ‘Speeds
of Time’ concentrates our attention on the recording of time by
mechanical means in the past coupled with the aural expression
of materiality and transparency of the moment.

Robert Riley is an independent curator. He is the founder of
the Department of Media Arts at the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art.

Facing Page and Above: Fontana placed accelerometers on the
mechanical elements of Big Ben. © Bill Fontana
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Borthwick: ‘Harmonic Bridge’ has been commissioned by
Platform for Art and is a simultaneous installation at Southwark
Underground Station and the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern. We've
been working on this for | think about 18 months, since we first
met on the bridge and you played me some of the recordings you
had made. Can you just sketch out how this project came about?

Fontana: Several years ago | was coming to London for different
projects and every time | came to London | would spend some
time on the Millennium Bridge with a portable recorder and some
accelerometers and make test recordings of the bridge. | started
to investigate the possibility of making an acoustic artwork out of
the sounds of the bridge.

Every time | made a recording | became more and more convinced
and interested about what that artwork could be. It became very
clear to me at an early stage that the Turbine Hall in Tate Modern
was one of the locations that | would like to have the work placed.

Borthwick: But why in the Turbine Hall?

Fontana: The nature of the sounds that were coming off the bridge
- these very harmonic drones and oscillations with industrial,
resonant, metallic qualities - fit really
well within the architectural context of

the drone of the transformers and then took your recordings and
processed them to give an exact simulation of how the sounds
would be experienced within the space. It is very different when
you listen to the recordings on headphones to how they actually
are within the Turbine Hall itself.

Fontana: | think the interaction of the sounds with the Turbine Hall
makes the sounds more musical. It really enhances the sounds.

Borthwick: | absolutely agree. And there’s a dialogue between
the tonalities of the Turbine Hall and the sounds of the Millennium
Bridge. This is also true of Southwark underground station where
the atrium in which the work is installed has a very particular
sonority. It is a semi-dome shape with glass panels, which means
that there is this very particular resonance. But the relationship it
makes between these different structures is crucial. And that goes
for Southwark as well actually. And all three of these projects were
Millennium projects.

As well as the acoustic element, | think there is a fascinating social
marker that this project makes, identifying three completely new
landmarks in the social and architectural geography of London.
I am thinking about the musicality of the sounds of the bridge within
the space. When we were listening to
them on the headphones for the last

this space. | felt that with the resonance The nature of the sounds that were 18 months there were certain sounds
of the space the sounds would be quite coming Off the brldge ﬁl’ rea//y WE” that were beguiling and that were very

musical in here. About nine months ago

ethereal and almost inexplicable but

Arup Acoustics did a simulation with within the architectural context of at a certain level they always seem to

some of my test recordings of the bridge /

in an acoustic model they had made of l'hIS space.
the Turbine Hall. So, | gotto actually hear

what this work might possibly have sounded like in this space.

Borthwick: Visiting Arup Sound Lab is a fascinating experience.
To give a bit of background, the Sound Lab is part of Arup Acoustics
where they are able to create simulations of architectural spaces
from the architectural plans. There is a small team who run the
project, doing all of the intensive number crunching to simulate
the spatiality of a given recording through a multichannel sound
system in a specially designed room with a ‘sweet spot’ where you
sit and can hear an exact replication of the acoustics of any given
space. There are two different sets of operations.

On the one hand, the team documents existing spaces such as
concert halls. They also create simulations to test how as yet
unbuilt structures will sound, for example how the materials and
shapes of the interior of the concert hall will affect the acoustic
properties of the space. This is where having the documentation
of existing concert halls is so useful because you can use them
as yardsticks against which to test the structure in advance of it
being built. Arup came and mapped the Turbine Hall to capture
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refer back to being on the bridge. Now

that we are in the Turbine Hall playing

it through this amazing Meyer sound
system, the level of detail has pulled out a musicality, which | don’t
think any of us heard beforehand. Can you talk a little bit about
how you’ve mixed the piece down and how you have tuned both
the bridge and the space?

Fontana: In creating a physical network of listening devices
and accelerometers on the bridge there was a large amount of
research and discussion with Arup, the builders of the bridge.

We worked out eight ideal listening points in which to place the
accelerometers: four of these are on the large support cables -
called tension cables - that actually support the structure of the
bridge; the other four were on the smaller balustrade cables. In
the acoustic worlds of these two types of cables is a wide range
of sounds. The tension cables each have a slightly different
fundamental resonance, which you can hear, almost like a
continuous drone, in the Turbine Hall. You will hear the sounds
of footsteps, luggage carts, bicycles, runners and so on. All these
types of impact sounds along the deck of the bridge are picked up
by these cables. The bridge becomes very excited if there are a

lot of people on it or if it starts to get windy. The balustrade cables
start to produce a rapid, pulsating, high-pitched sound that gets
transferred to the tension cables.

They sound almost like steel marbles rolling on some kind of
glass surface. It is the journey of the balustrade cables vibrating
very strongly in their part of the bridge echoing through the whole
structure of the Millennium Bridge. When played in the Turbine
Hall they generate flutter echoes, which are very beautiful.

Borthwick: So what you are talking
about is the way in which sounds are

interpret the movement of the cables as a kind of ‘brrraaaaannng’-
like metallic sound, like you're strumming an electric bass guitar
that’s not plugged in. A bass guitar has metal wire strings which,
when switched off, are extremely metallic.

When there is some system of amplification to process the sound
it pulls out the harmonics and resonances of the vibrations.
For this, you need to listen to the way the accelerometers on
the thick suspension cables receive the sounds made by these
suspension cables. Now the ‘brrraaaaannng’ is processed by

the balustrade post, which acts as the

amplifier, or receiver, for the vibrating

registered from one set of the sensors Part Of the SOU”d Is pICkEd up by suspension cables. On its journey
on the balustrade cables and continue  the main suspension cables and it's through the different parts of the

to resonate and create vibrations

bridge’s architecture, the rattling sound

throughout the rest of the structure. filtered by the whole structure of is compressed so that you hear only a

Specifically, the vibrations are carried  the brldge

from the cables down through the

balustrade posts and into the structure

and are received by the suspension cables as a different sound?

Fontana: As a different sound, yes. Part of the sound is picked
up by the main suspension cables and it’s filtered by the whole
structure of the bridge. What's left is this amazing, high pitched
sound that | never really recognised before when | was doing the
test recordings.

Borthwick: So on a windy day you have the sound of the thin,
very actively vibrating, balustrade cables that the bridge interpreted
in two different ways. Accelerometers on the cables themselves
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single ping, like a high pitch wood block

or triangle. Now, there is another sound

that the balustrade cables make in very
windy conditions which is quite extraordinary.

Fontana: It starts to oscillate with this droning sound.

Borthwick: And so the oscillation happens because the wires,
instead of banging from side to side of the hole in the post that

Previous Pages: Tate Modern and the Millennium Bridge.

© istockphoto/compassandcamera.

Above: A collage depicting the recording from one of the eight
accelerometers placed on the Millennium Bridge. © Bill Fontana



keeps them in place - am | right in understanding? — actually spin
around the edge of the hole thereby creating a smooth vibration?

Fontana: That's right.

Borthwick: So the principle is the same as rubbing the rim of a
wine glass but in this case it sounds like a theremin with the same
haunting melodic intensity.

Fontana: Right.

Borthwick: You have these eight inputs or channels of sound (four
on the thick, structural, suspension cables and four more on the
thin, balustrade cables beneath the handrail) but you have mixed
them down in different ways. But you don’t have all eight channels
being played back in the Turbine Hall. You’ve created a series
of mixes or templates through which the sound is directed and
distributed in different ways. Can you talk about the distribution of
channels within the space?

Fontana: In mixing for the Turbine Hall | never played all of the
eight input channels at one time — | play different combinations of
them. I've arranged a series of about

Something that struck me is the shadow that’'s cast by the
bridge onto the water. Now this struck me for two reasons: First
of all, you mention shadows when you talk about the relations
between the bridge as a physical structure and the sounds you
extract from it.

Fontana: The large suspension cables actually will pick up what
| would describe as the shadows of acoustic sounds. They’ll hear
part of the frequency spectrum of ships passing under the bridge
or they can even hear the squeals of train wheels on the Blackfriars
Bridge. A couple of times | have heard seagulls, | once heard a
bagpiper. They don’t hear the full range of the acoustic sound,
just the part of it that happens to fit with the frequency spectrum of
large steel cables.

Borthwick: The partial nature of what filters through is fascinating.
A visual equivalent would be looking through cracks in a wall —
you only see fragments of what is happening without being
able to build a narrative of how those fragments fit into the larger
picture. These fragments become an abstract language with its
own structures and forms that have an internal logic until, very
occasionally, something happens that is instantly recognisable.

I've listened to the bagpiper and the

two dozen short spatial compositions This work Is always breathing sound of the pipes carrying through the

that work with as few as two inputs

cables is quite amazing. Love them or

in the bridge and as many as six at coming inasa gesture, /eaving SPace hate them I think everyone recognises
one time. The sounds enter softly untouched fOI’ a while and then the bagpipes; the resonant sound of

and quietly into the space and then

start to slowly change their positions coming back at a different wave.

and move around in the space. They

explore the acoustics of the space, and then slowly disappear and
become silent, and always returning to the hum of the Turbine
Hall and the ambient sound of the space. And this work is always
breathing, coming in as a gesture, leaving space untouched for a
while and then coming back at a different wave. And so because
the sounds are live, and the personality of the bridge is affected by
the number of the people on it, the weather conditions, it is always
something different to hear. So it's never quite the same.

Borthwick: So it's not possible to recognise where in the cycle
you are because even though the system is the same, the traffic
through that system is different with each cycle?

Fontana: Well, | can kind of tell when maybe | hear some of the
inputs that are playing. But from hearing it | don’t know exactly
where it is in the cycle.

Borthwick: What you end up with is a sort of patchwork of
playbacks which sometimes are very quiet, with just occasional
percussive hits, with maybe some footsteps resonating almost as
a pulsating drone, but then at other times you have far more of a
foreground, a sort of powerful rhythmic palette.
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pipes carries for a huge distance which
is why, | suppose, they are associated
with the battlefield — no matter how
heavy the artillery, you will always be rallied on by the sound of the
piper! Can you explain the physics behind why this particular sound
penetrates the cable?

Fontana: Well, in order for an accelerometer on a steel cable to
pick up an acoustic sound there just has to be a correspondence
between the frequencies of the acoustic sound and the harmonics
of the material. The acoustic frequencies of the sounds must
find a sympathetic frequency in the conducting material to make
it vibrate.

The balustrade cables don’t have enough physical mass to
them to be excited by an external force and they’re constantly
in motion whereas the suspension cables are under much more
tension and because they have a much larger physical surface
they have more ability to be influenced by something and transmit
it acoustically.

Borthwick: So within these recordings that you've made it's
almost as if the sound of the piper is like a kind of acoustic version
of a geological fossil. It’s like it will be there forever in posterity and
future generations will wonder what the hell that sound is.

When you stand on the bridge, none of the sounds the accelerometer picks up are audible to
your ears... like another dimension of reality, another dimension of the universe.

Fontana: Yes, right. It is like a fossil. It's also like the other
feeling | get when | listen with accelerometers on the bridge,
especially when | was doing the test recordings. At the time, | was
reading all of these Brian Greene books about string theory and
multidimensional universes. On the bridge, none of the sounds
the accelerometer picks up are audible so | really felt like the
sound inside metal is like another dimension of reality - another
dimension of the universe.

Borthwick: What is extraordinary is that it is the bagpipes and
the squeak of the train wheels that comes through in the very few
instances of a true sound being transmitted by the cables.

Fontana: It's funny. According to these physicists like Brian
Greene, gravity is the only sort of force in the universe that is
common to all the eleven dimensions of the universe. Gravity
is the only common force between all of the dimensions of an
eleven-dimension universe and it’s kind of like what these acoustic
shadows make me think about a little bit.

Borthwick: When we were up in the café looking down onto
the bridge, the sun cast a shadow at a certain angle that made
it resemble the strings riding down the neck of a violin or cello
onto the raised wooden element, which is known as the ‘bridge’ of
the instrument, before being tied down to the structure itself. And
so the tuning element, or the tuning metaphor that you've talked
about, really came through that visual image for me.
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And since then | have started to notice the visual images of
musicality in some of the background images that you have
gathered together. For example, in the poster for the project it
shows a shot of the suspension cables with Tate Modern in the
background and it's as if the posts that hold the suspension
cables in place are hammers hitting piano strings. Like I've said,
the violin or cello example from the shadow. How much do you
look for these recognisable elements within the world of music
when you do a project, or are those just absolutely by chance?

Fontana: | think that it is just by coincidence really in this case.
| think | was really kind of looking, or seeking the sound and it was
just a happy coincidence.

Borthwick: Thinking back to the other projects you’ve done, a
number of them use bridges as a starting point: the Golden Gate
Bridge, the Brooklyn Bridge which bring to mind harps and lyres
and the architecture of other musical instruments like that. They all
have a set of visual references, which highlight the way a physical
structure, be it a bridge or a violin, carry vibrations. A violin
concentrates those vibrations into the cavity that amplifies it as
sound while a bridge neutralises the vibrations by distributing and
earthing them. In each case they need to conduct the vibrations in
a very steady and efficient manner.

Above: The suspension cables of the Millennium Bridge served as
the instruments for Fontana’s 2006 work. © Bill Fontana



What makes the Millennium Bridge so unique is that it is a
footbridge that is also a suspension bridge which means the
structural load it bears is considerably lighter, making it much
more musical in its range because it is more pliant.

Fontana: It's more interesting; it's a more elastic structure. Golden
Gate Bridge is very stiff in comparison. The Brooklyn Bridge when
I worked on it was interesting because it had a steel-brig broadway
that made these beautiful oscillating sounds.

Borthwick: But that was less about the cables than the surface.

Fontana: It was about the broad surface of the bridge. The cables
produced a very little sound compared to the Millennium Bridge.

Borthwick: | imagine that while the Golden Gate or Brooklyn
Bridge look quite diaphanous in the way that the Millennium Bridge
does, when you’re up close, the width of the cables are probably
the size of our bodies.

Fontana: Well, also they’re designed to vibrate much less.
On a structure bearing that much weight you don’t want that
much vibration.

Borthwick: One of the moments when the visual effect of floating
weightlessness became most apparent to me was when we
were trying to work out what was causing these short bursts of
static that slowly rose in a crescendo and then decayed away.
You realised that what we initially thought was some kind of
radio interference with the signal was actually the vibrations
of a propeller from a boat passing under the bridge. There
is something very poetic in the transformation of the minute
vibrations sent up through the concrete stanchion towers of the
bridge and absorbed as some sort of stimulus of the suspension
cables. That is a remarkable addition to the range of sounds
that comes through.

Many of your projects have been based in the public realm, in
public spaces. You have done projects within museum spaces
before — you have a permanent installation at the Leeds City Art
Centre for instance and at SFMOMA in San Francisco, you've also
done projects within the building. But the Turbine Hall is a fairly
unique space both in terms of its scale as well as its sonority. Can
you talk a little bit about what it is like to work in these different
kinds of environments?

Fontana: Well | suppose the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern is the
most extraordinary museum space I'd ever worked in because
of its scale and because of its acoustics. Those two factors lend
themselves well to this type of sound art project. But the fact
that the sound that's coming into here is always changing is
important; it's always a real connection to the bridge. None of the
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moments of sound that happen here will ever be repeated exactly.
It fascinates me.

Borthwick: And that relationship to an open structure runs back
through your work over the decades to when you initially trained
as a music student. Was there a formative moment that opened up
the possibilities of working in this way?

Fontana: When | was a student in the late sixties in New York |
received a lot of encouragement from John Cage and some people
around him. | did some very modest experiments with making
sound collages out of real sound that they thought was a path
that | should pursue. But | think a big turning point for me was the
opportunity to live and work in Australia in the early 1970s when |
was hired by the Australian Broadcasting Company to document
what Australia sounded like...

Borthwick: That's a pretty gargantuan project!

Fontana: Yes. It gave me access for several years to the state
of the art recording technology and all the time in the world to
go anywhere | wanted in this vast country to record sounds and
to think about what it meant. The first works that | really called
‘Sound Sculptures’ were created in this period in my life because
| had access to mobile eight-channel recording systems that
were in an outside broadcast truck. And | can remember on a
warm summer night in 1976 taking this truck to a place in the
northern part of Sydney Harbour called Kirribilli and placing eight
reverb microphones over the openings of eight minute cylindrical
boreholes and a floating concrete pier. | got amazing rhythmic
patterns of the waves passing under this pier in the form of eight
changing compression waves in the boreholes. So that work, that
Kirribilli work, was done in 1976 - that’s 30 years ago - and in many
respects | regard that as kind of Opus One.

Borthwick: Do you still think in terms of how important your
training in composition is to the way that you work now?

Fontana: Well it's influenced me a lot because it's given me
a musician’s ear when | listen to the world and it's given me a
composer’s mind when | think about structure in the works when
I’'m mixing them and tuning them to a space.

Ben Borthwick is an independent curator and writer. He was
previously Director of Artes Mundi, the international exhibition and
art prize at National Museum Wales. While Assistant Curator at
Tate Modern he curated exhibitions by Gilbert & George, Rosa
Barba and others. He was on the selection panels for both Wales
in Venice and the British Pavilion for the 2013 Venice Biennale.
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Breakout Box

A BRIEF GUIDETO
HARMONIC BRIDGE

By Bill Fontana (2006)

This sound sculpture will explore the musicality of sounds hidden
within the structure of the London Millennium Foot Bridge. This
bridge is alive with vibrations caused by the bridge’s responses
to the collective energy of footsteps, load and wind. This sonic
world is inaudible to the ear when walking over this bridge. It will
be revealed by the use of the accelerometers (which are vibration
sensors) that are listening to the inner dynamic motions of the
bridge. ‘Harmonic Bridge’ will be realised by installing a network
of live accelerometers on different parts of the bridge in order to
acoustically map in real time its hidden musical life. The live sonic
mapping will be translated into an acoustic sculpture by carefully
rendering sounds from this listening network into a spatial matrix
of loudspeakers. This sculpture will not only render the natural
acoustic movements of the bridge, but will tune the presence of
this live sonic data to the characteristics and architecture of the
two spaces in which the work is presented: the Turbine Hall of the
Tate Modern, and the Main Concourse of Southwark Station of the
London Underground.

&
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Sensor Network on the Bridge

A network of accelerometers will be placed on various cables and
structural parts of the Millennium Bridge to find the ideal points from
which to simultaneously listen to it. In order to develop and design
this listening network, it will be necessary to collaborate with ARUP
(who designed the bridge) on making a series of experimental
sensor placements and multi-channel recordings. These will be
used to model what this sound sculpture will be, how to design and
install the network of accelerometers and how to transmit these
musical data streams to the London Underground and Tate Gallery.
These multi-channel recordings and studies of the bridge may
also be used to create a recorded version of this work, in case it
proves too difficult or expensive to realise it as a live installation.

Tate Modern Turbine Hall

The presence of ‘Harmonic Bridge’ in the Turbine Hall of the Tate
Modern will give new meaning to this bridge being a metaphor for
linking St. Paul’s and the Southwark side of the Thames. The low
percussive tones of the bridge produced in response to wind and
the loading of the large structural cables will resonate with the
acoustics and 100 hertz of the Turbine Hall, creating an immersive
and sensual experience for visitors. The work would enter the
space as a slow moving wave, emerging from the ground tone of
the background hum and then slowly decaying back into it.

Above: placement of all eight accelerometers created a listening
network that fed through to the Turbine Hall of Tate Modern.
© Bill Fontana



nd video work by Bill Fontana
the sounds of five famous
t Temple bells in Kyoto when they
t ringing




“..when a bell rings it is only the sound of the bell listening to the sound of the bell. Or to
put it another way it is the sound of yourself ringing. This is the moment of enlightenment.”
- The Three Pillars of Zen, Phillip Kapleau

Vibration sensors were attached to the bells and acoustic
microphones were placed inside of their resonant cavities. They
measured and recorded how these bells are in fact ringing all the
time in response to the ambient sounds of the environment.

In the context and psychology of Buddhist culture the idea of a
bell ringing all the time is a powerful metaphor. There is a famous
meditation in which one strikes a bowl shaped bell and if one’s
attention is unwavering one experiences that this bell does not
stop ringing as long as one is listening.

In Silent Echoes, Fontana has used modern measurement
technology to reveal a hidden world of perpetual acoustic energy
within an apparently dormant bell. The bell is always listening and is
a physical meditation on the world around it. These bells are portals
to the acoustic energy around them and they have never been
silent. This idea of music as a state of mind tuned into the constant
music around us has been a strong interest, and reflected in all of
Fontana’s work with live sound sculptures for the past 40 years.

These temple bells are a physical analogy to the idea of music as
continuous listening. John Cage said many times that ‘music is
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continuous and listening is intermittent’. In using the term sound
sculpture to describe his work, Fontana has defined sculpture
as a way to make physical some state of the human condition,
therefore a sound sculpture makes the act of listening in a musical
way continuous and physical.

In ‘Silent Echoes,’ besides the high-resolution sound recordings of
the bells, a high definition video camera viewed these bells so that
in this video installation the audience gazes at a static, nearly life-
size projection of the bells while being immersed in its resonating
echoes of the world around it.

Courtesy of Haunch of Venison, London

Previous Page: Autumn foliage at a Buddhist temple in Kyoto.
© istockphoto / edoyahiro

Above and Overleaf: (photographic still) ‘Silent Echoes’: Ohara,
Nanzenji, Higashi, Chionin, Toji. 2008. High definition video and
sound. © Bill Fontana

THE WORLD
IS MUSICAL
AT ANY GIVEN
MOMENT

Excerpt from an interview with Bill Fontana

by Jaran Rudi

Joran Rudi: Bill Fontana, you are educated as a composer, yet
you have worked with sound installations and sound sculptures
since 1974. What made you go in this direction?

Bill Fontana: | am educated as a composer and also as a
philosopher. | majored in philosophy and studied composition at
the same time. The meaning of sound was and still is the main
issue for me. This is an issue of perception and how the sounds
someone hears are processed. | came to realise that if my state of
mind was musical, then all the sounds around me became music.
So many times | experienced the sounds of a place as having
the same complexity and beauty that anyone’s music could have.
| tried to record these situations.

From the late 1960s to the early 1970s my work went from
minimal music to near silence to sound sculpture. My last
composition from this period, ‘Phantom Clarinets’ (1970-79),
is a duet in which each performer simultaneously sustains
long tones that are slightly out of tune and played as softly as
possible. This creates an auditory illusion in which the differences
in pitch are louder than the individual sounds of the instruments.
This creates a spatially disembodied subsonic vibration that
modulates the ambient noise in the space.

At this point, the central focus became the ambient sounds
of spaces and the context of sound. | became interested in
how music is going on all the time around me. The first sound
sculptures consisted of using objects that perpetually processed
ambient sound in a musical way. In ‘Sound Sculpture with
Resonators’ (1972-5), | used objects such as large glass bottles,
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tubes, seashells etc. and placed microphones inside of them and
relayed the sounds to another space. These objects were normally
placed on the roof of a building and broadcast to an interior space
of this building. It was fascinating to see how the resonance of
these things could turn any sound into something very musical.

Sound recording had also become an important medium at this
time, and in 1974 | began to work for the ABC in Sydney to record
how Australia sounded. With access to state of the art recording
equipment, | began to make eight-channel field recordings that
mapped the sculptural properties of an acoustic situation. ‘Kirribilli
Wharf (1976) was my first eight-channel field recording and
represents the beginning of the current state of my work. It was a
real-time (one hour) recording mapping of the wave events in this
floating concrete pier, as the moving water percussively closed the
bottom ends of eight vertical, cylindrical holes in this wharf. This was
then played as a sound installation at a number of exhibition spaces
in Australia and then later at the Whitney Museum in New York.

Joran Rudi: John Cage replaced music with natural sounds,
Russolo replaced music with noise - how do you look at music
and composition?

Bill Fontana: | replaced the concert space and its fixed intervals
of listening time with the perpetual and indeterminate listening
time of a sound sculpture in a public space.

Joran Rudi: Someplace in your essays you are saying, “...the
world is musical at any given moment, if one has a musical point
of view...”. Could you develop that thought a little further?



Bill Fontana: For me as a composer and artist, music is a state
of mind, a way of approaching the world. It is a way of discovering
the patterns and structures that exist in the found acoustic world.

All of the sound sculptures explore this in the way microphone
positions are selected. The translation of this into a public space
where the sounds are relocated is a strategy for making these
sounds something to hear.

Most people use their visual perception to tune out and not
pay attention to ambient sounds of a given space. By carefully
placing naturally occurring environmental sounds in a space
where they normally do not belong, this perceptual masking
technique is defeated and people are confronted with sounds
they cannot ignore.

Joran Rudi: It seems this is one of the most important thoughts
in your work ‘Sound Bridge’. Could you describe the ideas behind
the choice of installation sites and sounds, along with some detail
on how you recorded, transmitted and diffused the sounds at the
project sites?

Bill Fontana: The relocation of sound has been a basic operating
principle in every project of mine in the past 30 years. The
principle is partially derived from Duchamp’s idea of the found
object but taken to a different place. Visual perception and visual
identification of spaces teach us to tune out the sounds we
expect to hear in these places. Inserting an environmental sound
into a visual context where it is unexpected bypasses people’s
natural avoidance of listening.
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Some projects have been much more radical in this way, such
as the sound bridges that link very distant sites and sounds.
The first ‘Sound Bridge’ between Cologne and San Francisco
in 1987 used a stereo analogue satellite channel for transfer of
18 channels of sound from San Francisco and Cologne. It was
a radio performance organised by WDR Cologne that linked two
independent sound sculptures at the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art and the Museum Ludwig. Both of these projects were
about the sounds of each city. In San Francisco it was a live duet
between the Golden Gate Bridge and Farallon Islands National
Refuge and in Cologne it was a map/portrait of the city.

In 1993, | did another ‘Sound Bridge’ between Kyoto and
Cologne, which are sister cities. This was of course a radical
translocation. The sounds from two different cultures and acoustic
environments played in public spaces in each city that were
both cultural zones: In Cologne, the Heinrich Boll Platz of the
Museum Ludwig; and in Kyoto, the public space in front of the
Kyoto Modern Art Museum. Temple bells, fish markets, gardens,
spring birds, Japanese language from public spaces and the
train station in urban Cologne, while in urban Kyoto the German
language in public spaces, spring birds, bells from the cathedral,
the Hauptbahnhof... This transmission was much more advanced
technologically than the 1987 project, and only 6 years apart...
but the medium was a 2Mbit digital line over which 16 live audio
channels went in each direction simultaneously.

Joran Rudi: Your installations could not come to life without
technology. Can you describe your relationship to technology, and
which types of technology you have used in specific works?

Bill Fontana: The technology is a tool and a means to an end.
The basic aesthetics have not been changed by technology
as much as they have evolved. My knowledge of listening
devices, microphones, hydrophones and accelerometers has
broadened, the ease with which sounds can be transmitted
digitally today is amazing.

Joran Rudi: Popular buzzwords today are interactivity and
audience participation — have you ever employed this in any of
your works?

Bill Fontana: Not really, | think that perception, listening,
experiencing and thinking are highly interactive and
participatory actions.

Joran Rudi: You mentioned microphone placement as crucial
for your work. Can you say something about your recording
techniques - microphones, placement, filtering and so on?

Bill Fontana: The microphone placement and the resulting
simultaneous listening perspectives are essential compositional
acts. The translation of this spatial composition into loudspeakers
and architecture makes it sound
sculpture. The decisions about

Joran Rudi: The technology is a means to an (artistic) end
— in for example your work ‘Entfernte Zlge’, you are placing
sounds from a busy railroad-station in Cologne into the
bombed-out shell of Anhalter Bahnhof in Berlin - Europe’s
busiest train station before WWII. What did you want the public
to experience, and how did you construct the installation to
make it happen?

Bill Fontana: | was interested in acoustic memory. The
loudspeakers were buried in rows where the tracks of the old
station had been. The speakers pointed to the sky and the
enclosures in the earth reinforced the base frequencies. | wanted
the public to experience a living, distant and removed virtual
station. Sonic Architecture and Memory.

Joran Rudi: After recording, do you further process the material in
order to strengthen the impression you want to give? In Entfernte
Zuge, you are creating the space solely through loudspeaker
placement and filtering. Do you sometimes “fake it” through
signal processing, in order to “compress” an experience into
a smaller space?

Bill Fontana: The only processing
the material has is that it is equalised

placement and the types of listening  For me as a composer and artist, to get the most natural sound

devices to use are an intuitive process

under the acoustic conditions of

based upon years of experience that is mUSiC iS a state Of mind/ a way Of a public space. It is important for

difficult to reduce to an explanation.

| have always asked myself a rhetorical
question in relation to a sound that | wish to listen to: What is this
sound that | hearing? It is all the possible ways there are to hear it.

The microphone placements for me are always investigations
into the simultaneity of all the ways there are of hearing any
given sound.

Jgran Rudi: | am sure that you are equally concerned with the
sound reproduction systems as you are with the recording. Can
you exemplify for us how you are constructing a playback system,
with regards to distribution, loudspeaker characteristics, time
differences etc.?

Bill Fontana: The loudspeaker is of course very important; it
is what is making the sound. In the last years | have developed
a strong relationship with the world’s leading loudspeaker
manufacturer, Meyer Sound Labs, and | now exclusively use
their speakers in my projects. These have proved to be the most
reliable systems for reproducing sounds in the difficult acoustic
situations of public spaces. | have also become interested in the
spatialisation of sounds and using non-static matrix mixing systems
to give sounds a spatially dynamic presence in a space.

approaching the world.
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me to preserve the integrity of the
real sound.

Joran Rudi: Your often use sounds from nature to recast our
urban environments. Is this reference to nature an important
theme in your oeuvre?

Bill Fontana: | think what is important for me is not nature as
much as having a natural ear.

Joran Rudi: A focus on listening mode seems to be essential in
appreciating your works, and this is similar to some ideas that can
be found in much of Cage’s music and writings. Can you explain
how you are thinking about listening, and how you would describe
the natural ear?

Bill Fontana: The natural ear for me is musical listening....music
as a state of consciousness in which the listener has the ability to
discern and correlate musical patterns in the sounds around him.
Music for me is a way of interpreting the sounds of the world.

Jaran Rudi is Director of Norsk Nettverk for Teknologi, Akustikk
og Musikk (NOTAM). The full interview can be found in the journal
Organized Sound, Volume 10.2, Cambridge University Press.






‘White Sound’ created an entirely new acoustic architecture that challenged one’s sense of
place and dissolved the physical sensation of being in the city.

Forthree weeks, the installation transformed the urban environment
of one of London’s polluted thoroughfares with a live sound feed
from Chesil Beach in Dorset. ‘White Sound’ created an entirely
new acoustic architecture that challenged one’s sense of place
and dissolved the physical sensation of being in the city within an
experience of the tidal rhythms of the sea.

Pedestrians approaching the Wellcome Collection along Euston
Road found themselves enveloped by the sounds of waves,
which were projected onto the street. The river of cars, buses
and lorries continued its slow progress, but the noise of engines
and horns were muted by the imported seascape. Fontana’s
work contested the visual identity of the built environment and its
transparent intervention forced a new apprehension of the space
we move through.

Sitting in traffic queues, time can appear to slow painfully, but the
seascape evoked a natural activity that moved towards a deeper
time: a continuous cycle carried over thousands of years. Placing
the hypnotic sound of Chesil Beach on the congested Euston
Road, ‘White Sound’ raised questions about our understanding of
stillness and movement, in both urban and natural environments.

Previous Page: Chesil Beach, Dorset, UK. © istockphoto/mrtom-uk
Above: Chesil Beach. © Bill Fontana. Overleaf: Fagade of the
Wellcome Trust building. Courtesy of Wellcome Library, London.
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Chesil Beach is formed of a unique 18-mile pebble bank, with the
Fleet Lagoon on one side and the sea on the other. Its stones,
largely chert and flint, are graded neatly along its length, such that
fisherman arriving by night are said to be able to locate themselves
by the size of the pebbles beneath their feet. The beach is part of
the Jurassic Coast, and a UNESCO designated World Heritage
site. Film footage from the beach played in Wellcome Collection
throughout the installation’s run.

At the launch of ‘White Sound’, Ken Arnold, Head of Public
Programmes at Wellcome Collection said: “Bill Fontana brilliantly
confuses our sense of where we are and what we are experiencing.
Just by closing our eyes he manages to turn one of Europe’s
noisiest and most polluted roads into a live seascape. It will be
fascinating to see how the public responds to the English Channel
crashing onto the Euston Road outside Wellcome Collection.”

Bill Fontana’s first explorations of the coastline and the unique
acoustics of Chesil Beach were linked to an installation at London’s
National Maritime Museum and the sounds of the Thames
were brought to the subterranean spaces of Somerset House.

‘White Sound - An Urban Seascape’ was a sound installation by
Bill Fontana at the Wellcome Institute on Euston Road from 22"
September to 16" October 2011. Courtesy of Wellcome Collection,
UK. With additional support from Camden Council, Haunch of
Venison and the Socially Responsive Art and Design Hub.

WHITE SOUND -

CHESIL BEACH

Bill Fontana describes the context of one work
inextricably linked to the Abu Dhabi Festival Commission

‘Desert Soundings’

In 1999, | was hired by the National Maritime Museum in
Greenwich to record the sounds of the sea around the British
coast and to pick a favourite. | became fascinated by Chesil
Beach in Dorset because it is a unique geological formation with
an equally unique sound. It is a peninsula made entirely of pebbles
that is 18 miles long, 660 feet wide and 50 feet high. The motion of
waves breaking through and over the pebbles creates a complex
and textured sound. It has been a location that | have recorded
many times under various weather and tide conditions. | have also
transmitted live sounds from there to

the National Maritime Museum in 2000

and most recently to the Wellcome Most peop/e

Trust in London in 2011 any attention

power of the traffic noise, temporarily taming it and suspending
the normal balance on this 400-foot stretch of Euston Road.

The idea of an artwork that can alter the experience of normal
reality without changing its visible qualities, like a ghost in the
machine, happened there. The walking pace suddenly slowed
as passers-by were engulfed in waves that made the buses and
cabs grow silent while the sea sounds conjured up memories
of other places. If the walking pace slowed them down enough

to arouse curiosity, someone could

enter the Wellcome Collection building

rea//y don't PaY 1o see and hear a high-definition video
to

the sounds of Chesil Beach.

This recent version was installed on around them- / want to create an Achieving this sense of slowingdownisa
the facade of the Wellcome Trust grt form that Cha/[enges that To  wayforthiskindofartworktoaccomplish

building, which is located on one of

something more important than playing

the busiest traffic roads in Central Change the context in WhICh YOU  an aesthetic trick. It is to awaken sense
London, Euston Road. The presence  hegr something, you Change the thatissometimesdormantinourculture.

of the natural, white sound of Chesil . .
Beach Dbesides creating a vivid meaning of it.
contrast to the traffic actually masked

the sounds of the traffic.

The acoustical relocation of Chesil Beach to Euston Road
redefined the whole experience of walking down this street. A
busy pedestrian sidewalk is sandwiched between the noisy,
traffic corridor of Euston Road and the impressive Wellcome
Trust building. Normally, people are walking fast and not paying
any attention to the overwhelming traffic noise. The sudden
unexpected presence of the sound of the sea challenged the
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The question is not that the traffic noise

was temporarily whited out by the sea

but that in the next city block where the
sea sound was no longer present, had the traffic become a sound
to hear or had it remained a noise to ignore?

The inclusion of ‘White Sound — Chesil Beach’ in this exhibition
creates a dialogue with the new commissioned work, ‘Desert
Soundings’. Visitors to the exhibition will be immersed in the
desert sounding like the sea and perhaps then experience the
breaking waves from Chesil Beach sounding like the hidden voice
of the desert.



i A swirling haze of choking fumes
W H I T E catches my throat on Euston Road
y as stuttering streams of cars and trucks
S O U N D negotiate the flow,

where wailing sirens

by An ne Reyn OldS blend with roaring combustion engines
and pallid trees nurtured
in the din of metal and rubber

exhale oxygen...

and then, that certain sound —

the urgent hssssswhhha fuuuhhhh

of the sea in retreat, silent beats

then rising, rushing forward

to crash down on Chesil Beach and spill
from speakers across the pavement

as the edges of reality smudge

nudged from City purpose

to ozone-drenched winds

where the rhythm of tides tumbles
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| was interested in the fact that the sounds themselves are very visual and create inner visions

because of their highly evocative qualities.

The Golden Gate Bridge was 75 years old in 2012. | was invited
to create a sound sculpture to celebrate it as | had done in 1987
when it was 50.

The 1987 project was called ‘Sound Sculptures through the
Golden Gate’ and was a live duet between the Golden Gate
Bridge and the Farallon Islands National Wildlife Refuge. In
that work, | installed a live network of eight microphones on
various parts of the Golden Gate Bridge and six microphones,
32 nautical miles out to sea on SE Farallon Island, which is
directly west of the Golden Gate Bridge and is a sea bird colony.
This was all transmitted to the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art (SFMOMA).

Doing this project made the Golden Gate Bridge familiar and | did
not want to repeat what | had done in 1987. In the earlier work
as in all my projects prior to 2008, | never had an image or video
included as part of the work. The sound sculptures always used
pure sound as a sculptural medium to transform perceptions of
architecture and space. | was interested in the fact that the sounds
themselves are very visual and create inner visions because of
their highly evocative qualities.

The Golden Gate Bridge is a great American icon and has so
much visual presence in film and photography. In the new work,
| decided to try something | had done before. In addition to a
network of 16 live microphones and accelerometers on various
locations on the Golden Gate Bridge that mapped in real time its
simultaneity of sound from the percussive rhythms of its structure to
the dramatic soundings of its fog horns, | also wanted a permanent
live view that had never before been seen in public that was not
romantic or pretty but expressed the primal energy of the Bridge
as a living structure.

I spent months with my technical team and bridge engineers
exploring my options for both microphone and camera placement.
One day, we were on the west-facing sidewalk under the South
Tower. Where the roadway passes under this tower are large
steel fingers called an expansion joint. Cars driving over it
produce a distinctive ka thunk ka thunk sound. | wanted to
place a microphone underneath this expansion joint. The bridge
engineer proceeded to open a manhole cover on the side of
the roadway next to this expansion joint and | descended down
a vertical ladder to a catwalk where there were breath-taking
views of the underbelly of the bridge and its South Pier. Looking
east across the underside of the bridge was a skinny catwalk
that was directly below this expansion joint, which danced with
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the rhythmic shadows of cars driving over it, looking like some
amazing keyboard. | decided that this was my camera spot. |
installed a live video camera to gaze across the underside of this
expansion joint.

The final artwork ‘Acoustical Visions of the Golden Gate Bridge’
was installed in an historic, Civil War-era fort under the bridge
on the San Francisco side called Fort Point. There it lived
for six months.

The resulting artwork had 16 channels of live audio including one
microphone at the camera location. This created the impression
that the rhythmic shadows were synchronised to the sound and
that the sound also expanded far beyond the visual frame.

As a structure that is almost out to sea, the Golden Gate Bridge is
alive with high energy of traffic and weather, and is the guardian
of the entrance to San Francisco Bay. In my perceptions,
the live video is an image that expresses the primal energy
of this structure. If the bridge has a brain, the video shows
its synapses firing.

Previous Page: The Golden Gate Bridge. © istockphoto/35007
Facing Page: From beneath the Golden Gate Bridge, Fontana
captures the pattern of shadows cast by vehicles crossing.

© Bill Fontana
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| have realised many sound sculptures with iconic structures
like the Golden Gate, Millennium, Brooklyn and Sydney Harbour
Bridges as well as the Finnieston Crane in Glasgow and the
Large Hadron Collider at the European Organisation for Nuclear
Research (CERN). These projects have all involved creating live
networks of embedded microphones and accelerometers on these
structures to reveal them as dynamic musical systems. The most
recent of these also had video cameras focused on close-up views
on a single point that did not reveal the whole structure but rather
a visual point of emanating sonic energy that was a micro-view of
a far larger sounding universe.

| passed through Paris many times in 2012 and 2013 because of
a sound sculpture that | had been commissioned to create for the
Contemporary Art Museum in Nimes. As chance would have it,
| was introduced to Josephine Markowitz, one of the artistic
directors of the Paris Autumn Festival. We had a wonderful
meeting and | proposed the creation of a live sound and video
project with the Eiffel Tower. | developed this concept:

In all of these sound sculptures in addition to the extensive use
of live listening networks of accelerometers, video cameras gaze
at and into a sounding situation to reveal something unique about
the vibrating energy of the structure.

My proposed project with the Eiffel Tower will consist of designing
and installing a network of live accelerometers placed on different
parts of the structure to reveal the tower’s inner musical voice.
Live video cameras will be placed in several locations that will be
both intimate with the sounding structural situation on the tower
and will also slowly rotate to reveal the structural geometry of the

Tower framing and reframing itself.

The live sounds and videos from the Eiffel Tower will be transmitted
to a single or multiple exhibition sites in which the videos will be
shown or projected on multiple screens with a multi-channel
loudspeaker system. With all of the sounds and video collected
as live data, ‘Acoustical Visions of the Eiffel Tower’ becomes
mobile and can be experienced not only in Paris but other venues
worldwide that may be interested in it. (Paris, October 2012)

What the Autumn Festival did initially was give me unlimited
access to all the secret and magical places of the Eiffel Tower.
The two videos presented in this exhibition were made at the
top and bottom of the original elevator cable system going from
deep in the basement to the highest giant pulley wheel on the
second level of the Eiffel Tower, which is as high as the original
lifts went. Both camera perspectives are closed up micro-views
of the cables at their source in the basement moving horizontally
and in the top, moving upwards and downwards. The sounds are
from accelerometers on the wheels and structure. Both videos are
shown together making a kind metaphorical reduction of the tower
with horizontal moving lines below vertically moving ones above.

This project is still unrealised but the sonic video studies presented
here are among a large series | have created over the past two
years. | have hopes in the future of securing funding to realise
‘Acoustical Visions of the Eiffel Tower’ as a live installation.

Previous & Facing Pages: The Eiffel Tower © istockphoto / Arpad
Benedek / Risamay. Above: The sight and sound of the tower’s
elevator cable system plays a central role in Fontana’s studies.




HIDDEN VOICES
OF THE DESERT
AND THE
HIDDEN MUSIC
OF A BRIDGE

Bill Fontana revisits the creative process
behind the Abu Dhabi Festival Commission.

Originally one work, his adventures in
Abu Dhabi led to a second line of enquiry




The two new commissions | have created for this exhibition —
‘Desert Soundings’ and ‘Parallel Soundings’ for the Sheikh Zayed
Bridge may appear polar opposites: One is about the timeless,
inner voice of the desert while the other brings to life a new
landmark bridge in Abu Dhabi by the world famous architect
Zaha Hadid and how it is a living, musical instrument. One may
think these are contradictory; the primal and timeless nature of
an ancient landscape and a contemporary, urban structure. From
my point of view (or point of ear), what they both share is being
unheard and undiscovered as sounds. What joins them together
is that | am approaching both situations with the aesthetic
momentum of my 45-year-long history as an artist; revealing how,
in real terms, there is always something to hear. As a composer
and artist, music is a state of mind - a way of approaching the
world. It is a way of discovering the patterns and structures that
exist in the living, acoustic world of any given moment and place.
These two commissions about the desert and this bridge both
reveal and celebrate a magical world of sound; magical because
it is unheard and unheard of which creates a mental space for
personal discovery.

Coming to Abu Dhabi for the first time, | knew that | wanted to find
acoustic timelessness, in the way | found it in Buddhist temple
bells that are not ringing, or an ancient beach of stones on the
Jurassic coast of England. | thought

being filmed were small, when projected on a large scale, they
became landscapes showing the energy and detail of the moving
sand particles.

My idea after this initial test recording was to return to make the real
‘Desert Soundings’ work for this exhibition. My plan was to bring a
portable, eight-channel hard disk recorder receiving simultaneous
signals from eight buried accelerometers while filming different
micro-views with four cameras.

The experience of returning to the desert in January had a
transformative effect on me. My time there was far longer than
my first visit in October, which gave me the chance to experience
time, light and wind changes over the course of two days and its
effect on the sound and video recordings.

The sound changed so much with the wind while the close-up
views of the moving sand particles were endlessly astonishing
micro-landscapes.

My 45-year-long history as a sound artist brought me to the desert
and, when | arrived, to instinctively know how to find the music lying
within. The digital video medium, which began with ‘Silent Echoes’
in Kyoto in 2008, is still new for me. Filming moving sand particles

in the desert inspired me to reach new

for weeks about the deserts here and Coming to Abu Dhab/ fOf the ﬁI'St degrees of inspiration with the medium

what sounds lay hidden. | researched

that | can carry forward into my future

geological studies of quaking sand  time, | knew that | wanted to find projects. While | used four cameras

dunes.

Lying beneath the surface of the shifting

dunes is a whole universe of moving particles of sand, sliding over
each otherin a state of perpetual motion. In my first visit to the desert
last October, | buried two vibration-sensors called accelerometers
in a sand dune. Standing on the surface, the desert seemed to be
almost silent. Much to my delight, | noticed the level meters on my
recorder lighting up with dynamic sound levels, which was really
surprising. It made me worry that there was a technical fault in
my cables. When | put the headphones on, | heard a sweeping,
rushing sound like waves on a beach. It was a special moment
as | realised that not only were my own creative ideas about the
desert correct but that | was hearing a sound that apparently no
one had ever heard before. That for me seemed almost magical
because it seemed to have been waiting there since the very dawn
of its formation. This discovery was personally exhilarating and
also really humbling because it was more than just another sound
recording; it was tapping into a genuinely timeless phenomena
that | am privileged to reveal.

While | was making this initial sound recording, | also filmed HD,
close-up views of sand particles moving on the surface. These
were really interesting because although the actual surface areas

acoustic timelessness
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at the same time with different micro-
views, | could have used hundreds as
wherever | looked was remarkable.

‘Desert Soundings’ was certainly a mind and heart changer for
me as an artist. Going forward, | would like to return to the desert
and do what | have realised with so many other sound sculptures
around the world - the use of real time. | would like to permanently
install a live network of buried accelerometers and transmit these
as a living work of art to a suitable public venue. Once installed in
the desert, its hidden sound could travel anywhere in the world, as
many of my other sound sculptures have done.

‘Desert Soundings’ with the desert sounding like the sea is in the
adjacent gallery to the next stop in the ‘Acoustic Visions’ exhibition,
‘White Sound’ from the Jurassic Coast of England, where the sea
is sounding like a desert with waves breaking at Chesil Beach. The
exhibition journey between desert and sea creates the possibility
in the imagination and memory of visitors that these respective,
sonic worlds could almost become interchangeable with the
moving images of waves and shifting sand dunes.

The installation of ‘Desert Soundings’ in this exhibition is an
immersive, eight-channel sound sculpture from the desertrecorded

with eight accelerometers and played from eight loudspeakers.
Three of the four walls in the gallery will have wall-size video
projections of micro-views of moving sand.

Returning to Abu Dhabi after two days in the desert, | went to
record the Sheikh Zayed Bridge the following day. Although | was
not allowed to shoot video or make recordings while walking on
the bridge, | was permitted to record it from the ground.

I have worked with many famous bridges like the Millennium
Bridge in London, the Golden Gate Bridge and the Brooklyn
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Bridge. Approaching the Sheikh Zayed Bridge from underneath, |
found a wonderful location where | could record directly below an
expansion joint and near massive, steel shock absorbers. | was
able to make a four-channel recording with a pair of microphones
tucked inside resonant cavities below the expansion joint. Near
these microphones, | placed two accelerometers on the steel
shocks. Taken together, it revealed a very musical percussive
sound that can be experienced in the last gallery. It is my hope
that on future visits to Abu Dhabi, | will be able to realise a more
extensive sound sculpture with this wonderful bridge.

Above: Sheikh Zayed Bridge at night, Abu Dhabi. © Philip Lange /
shutterstock
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After extensive visits, research and exploration, Bill Fontana
chose the sand dunes of the Eastern Region of Abu Dhabi for
the source of his Abu Dhabi Festival commission. The project
however, became two-fold when access was granted to a second
location, Zaha Hadid’s striking Sheikh Zayed Bridge, said to be
the most complex bridge ever built.

Ball-Lechgar: Have you ever worked with sand before?

Fontana: No. The only sand experiences that I've had have been
on sandy beaches. Even before | made my first visit to Abu Dhabi,
I knew that | wanted to work with something that was unique to this
place. | wanted to create something that was opposite to all the
development going on there; that is counter to the perception of
this place as a horizon of skyscrapers. | wanted to do something
that encapsulated the essence; something that possessed
a sense of the beginning of time and that also had a sense of
timelessness. That is the desert. As a sound artist, my question
is ‘What sound does the desert produce that we have never
heard before?’

Ball-Lechgar: It seems that the sound of the desert resembles water.
Fontana: It's sounds like the sea, yes.

Ball-Lechgar: This idea of natural versus urban environment runs
through a lot of your work.

Fontana: It does but I'm actually interested in destroying the
distinction because to me the division is very artificial. Everything
that exists is natural. So called ‘nature’ and so called ‘urban’
environments are all products of the natural mind.

Ball-Lechgar: You speak like a philosopher!
Fontana: Well, | was a Philosophy Major.

Ball-Lechgar: You plan to ‘twin’ ‘Desert Soundings’ with ‘White
Sound: An Urban Seascape’ which was recorded on Chesil Beach
in the UK?

Fontana: The reason for that is because the sound of the desert
is like the sea. The idea of the desert sounding like the sea and
the sea starting to sound like the desert is very interesting to me.

Ball-Lechgar: Your work is seated within a Western cultural
vernacular. How does your work resonate in non-Western
cultures? Is there, in fact, any difference?

Fontana: Take, for example, the environment of Kyoto |
experienced — a landscape of gardens and mountains. This visual
idea of collapsing the distance seems very interesting. Later, | did a
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project in Sydney in 1988 called ‘Acoustic Visions’ which explored
hearing as far as you could see with the Sydney landscape.

In 1994, | worked on the Arc de Triomphe project. There were
two aspects to the work. One was the lifecycle of the sea from
Normandy, which was played through the inner walkways.
On top of the Arc de Triomphe, there is an observation terrace.
I put another work up there - transmitting sounds that were
the acoustic views of Paris. The Ministry of Culture and the
Municipality of Paris gave me permission to place microphones
anywhere in the city. So | took maximum advantage of that
opportunity. One of the most unusual places where | installed a
microphone was above the ‘Mona Lisa’. You have to remember
that this project was back in 1994, so | had to transmit the
sounds through a telephone line. This was located behind the
painting in a security box, along with all the security devices
for the work. Just the experience of walking through the
deserted galleries of the Louvre when it was closed to the public
was unforgettable.

Ball-Lechgar: How do you acquire such freedom to explore?

Fontana: I've done things in a lot of places. It's partly because of
my history and credibility.

Ball-Lechgar: Let’'s talk about ‘Desert Sounding’. Before you
came to Abu Dhabi, you already knew you wanted to work with
the desert, didn’t you?

Fontana: I'd done a lot of research. | thought that there was
something very essential - primal - about the fact that the desert
has this hidden voice, and that it goes back to the beginning
of time.

Sound sculptures of real-time projects that transmit live sounds
are very interesting to me. | had initially wanted to place the work
in a public place in Abu Dhabi but it seems like the wrong moment
to do that. Maybe sometime in the future | could do a live work and
transmit to a public place. There’s a real spiritual dimension to the
sound. | believe it can transcend barriers. To me, the sound of the
sand has something of the soul of this place.

Ball-Lechgar: After a work is born, is there life after its initial
presentation?

Fontana: Look at it this way, a composer writes a score. It’s like a
formula based on a set of relationships and it can be recreated at
any time. | did these projects with recordings that were created at
the time but they can come back to life at any time to a large degree.
Ultimately, the original concepts of some of my live installations
can be done at any time, just as a musical score can be performed.
But it has not happened yet. Maybe | have to be dead.

Ball-Lechgar: Let’s talk about a gallery versus a public space. Do
you prefer to present in galleries as with the Abu Dhabi Festival
commission or do you always yearn for a public space?

Fontana: Each has its own qualities. A gallery offers someone an
intense, immersive experience within its walls. While in a public
space (I have a certain fascination with iconic architecture), what
is really interesting is to use sound as a way to deconstruct the
perception of an architectural situation.

Ball-Lechgar: You said that with ‘Desert Soundings’, you knew
you wanted to go to the desert. How do you know when you have
found a place you can work with?

Fontana: For example, | was invited to do a project at the
Finnieston Crane in Glasgow, Scotland. | love large structures,
and | fell in love with it immediately. | ended up transmitting the
live image from a revolving camera at the base of the crane to
the roof entrance of the Glasgow Gallery of Modern Art.

Ball-Lechgar: In recent years, you have begun to bring a visual
experience to your work.

Fontana: I've been working in an official capacity as an artist
since 1968 — that’s 45 years now. | began with sound sculptures
with no visual element, except for the physical context of the
artworks. For a long time, | thought that all the sounds | worked
with deriving from environments — whether so called ‘natural’ or
‘urban’ - came from real situations. All of them were therefore
suggestive of something visual. The sounds created their own
inner visions.

| started adding video because a lot of the recordings required
pretty elaborate set-ups. Often | would place recording equipment
- microphones and sensors - in multiple places. Once I'd done all
this, | would often stay and do nothing but listen and wait. So to
occupy myself, | started bringing along a video camera to gaze with
me and often to record a diary. It seemed like a natural extension
to my work. That's when | started calling my works ‘Acoustical
Visions’. It also comes out of my interest in exploring the idea of
hearing as far as you can see.

Ball-Lechgar: Overthose 45 years, how has sound art developed?
Do you see yourself as part of a specific creative community today?

Fontana: A community has certainly formed, particularly due to
the progress in technology. It's become much easier to do this, so
yes, there are a lot of people who call themselves ‘sound artists’.

| think what separates me from a lot of people is the scale in
which | work, and also the use of live sound and now live video
sometimes. The element of real time is very important to me
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because the moment in which you are working and listening will
never happen again. Every moment is important. If we say that the
moment is not important — that the moment is just noise, or simply
not interesting — somehow, you are suggesting that the universe
is incomplete.

Ball-Lechgar: And one is throwing away one’s existence with it.
Fontana: Exactly

Ball-Lechgar: Would you go beyond sound and sight and explore
any other sensory elements in your work?

Fontana: Touch will probably be the next one, | think; just because
sound and diversion are very tactile.

Ball-Lechgar: Can you explain the ‘Sonic Memory’ that can be
heard in much of work?

Fontana: Take the work | did at the Kolumba art museum in
Cologne, Germany. That was a very unusual project, which
focused on sonic memory. There you had this bombed-out ruin
of a church that had unearthed a Roman site. When the flimsy,
wooden structure used to protect it (which had been inhabited
by a large population of pigeons) was finally taken down and
replaced with a museum, | was asked to document the presence
of the pigeons’ sound and bring them back to the museum.
With the temple bells in Kyoto, the desert of Abu Dhabi and
even Chesil Beach in the UK, you are dealing with acoustic
phenomena. It's the fact that you are dealing with a sense of
timelessness and therefore a sense of acoustic memory — dealing
with something like that is immeasurable.

Ball-Lechgar: The association to sound can carry a strong
historical significance. Do you see your role beyond that of an
artist — as an historian or an archivist, perhaps?

Fontana: | think if | did, | wouldn’t admit it!

Ball-Lechgar: Do you care what your audience thinks?

Fontana: The important thing is that they feel something. They
are free to feel what they want, of course. | am not going to tell
them what to feel. But I'm not going to create an artwork that

manipulates them. | think the experience is ultimately allowing
them to discover something about themselves.

Previous Pages: Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque, Abu Dhabi.



Discussions begin regarding an
exhibition of past works and a site-
specific sound sculpture.

August 2013

Bill Fontana makes his first visit to Abu
Dhabi and makes test recordings in
the deserts of The Eastern Region.

Eight past works are selected for the
exhibition, ‘Acoustical Visions’.

Mentorship begins with selected
students from Zayed University and
New York University Abu Dhabi.

October 2013

Process begins with Abu Dhabi
Municipality for permission to record at
Sheikh Zayed Bridge.

December 2013

After lengthy deliberations, a supplier
for the project's audio and visual
equipment is appointed.

February 2014

September 2013

Confirmation of project: retrospective
of selected works and Abu Dhabi
Festival Commission. Bill is already
thinking about doing a project with the
sand dunes.
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November 2013

Bill Fontana speaks at the Abu Dhabi
Festival 2014 Press Conference.
Meetings with potential suppliers of
audio-visual equipment.

January 2014

Bill Fontana makes his second visit to
Abu Dhabi.

Spends two days recording in the
desert (one with students).

Sound engineer Scott George joins
project.

Gains access to Sheikh Zayed Bridge
and spends one day recording.

Bill Fontana delivers lecture to more
than 100 people at New York University
Abu Dhabi.

Exhibition design finalised.

Further interviews with the press.
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March 2014

‘Acoustical Visions & Desert Soundings’
exhibition opens on 21 March by
HE Sheikh Nahayan Mabarak Al
Nahyan, Abu Dhabi Festival Patron
and UAE Minister of Culture, Youth &
Community Development
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& PARALLEL
SOUNDINGS

The journey behind Bill Fontana’s Abu Dhabi
Festival Commissions
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October, 2013. Bill Fontana surveys the desert landscapes
near Al Khatim located in the Eastern Region of Abu Dhabi.
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Bill Fontana’s photographic studies of Abu Dhabi’s Eastern
Region. Throughout the United Arab Emirates, the sand differs
in colour and composition, depending on its source.
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October, 2013. The urban metropolis of Abu Dhabi stands in

stark contrast to the natural sand dunes further inland.
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Facing Page: October, 2013. Bill Fontana at the UAE Pavilion
on Saadiyat Island, future home of the cultural district of
Abu Dhabi. Above: Surveying the gallery space at Emirates
Palace — the venue for ‘Bill Fontana: Acoustical Visions &
Desert Soundings’.
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Facing Page: October, 2013. Sounds of the city —

Bill Fontana tours the Abu Dhabi Fish Market.

Above: Meeting potential suppliers of the audio and visual
equipment for ‘Desert Soundings’.
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October, 2013. Young Apprentices Introductory Session, New
York University Abu Dhabi. Students from various universities

across the capital learn about Bill Fontana’s artistic practice
as the first part of the mentorship programme.
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Designed by Zaha Hadid, the striking 842 metre-long, 64 metre-
high Sheikh Zayed Bridge is said to be the most complex
bridge ever built. Overleaf: The Emirates Palace, Abu Dhabi.
The location of the Abu Dhabi Festival press conference.

© Emirates Palace Abu Dhabi
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November, 2013. Abu Dhabi Festival 2014 Press Conference.
For the panel, Bill Fontana joins Ali Lejlic, Counsellor for
Press and Cultural Affairs at the US Embassy in Abu Dhabi;
and Kamal Kassar, Founder of the Foundation for Arab Music
Archiving and Research (AMAR).
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Facing Page: November, 2013. H.E. Hoda Al Khamis-Kanoo,
Abu Dhabi Festival Founder, speaks to the packed

press conference.
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Left to Right: November, 2013. Festival press conference
panellists: Ali Lejlic, Counsellor for Press and Cultural Affairs
at the US Embassy in Abu Dhabi; Kamal Kassar, Founder

of the Foundation for Arab Music Archiving and Research
(AMAR); H.E. Hoda Al Khamis-Kanoo, Abu Dhabi Festival
Founder; Bill Fontana, Artist; and Shakhbout Al Kaabi, winner
of the 2013 Abu Dhabi Festival Visual Arts Award.
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January, 2014. A desert excursion saw Bill Fontana joined
by London-based sound engineer Scott George and Desert
Soundings Young Apprentice, Manuel Nivia.
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January, 2014. The team prepares their equipment for the first
recording session.
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January, 2014. Desert Soundings Young Apprentices Fatima

Abdullah Al Sharifi and Manuel Nivia listen to the dunes for the
first time.
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January, 2014. New York University Abu Dhabi plays host to
the Abu Dhabi Festival Lecture by Bill Fontana.
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January, 2014. The attentive audience, consisting of students,
faculty and general public, were eager to learn more about
Fontana’s life and work.
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January, 2014. Preparing to make the first recordings of
Sheikh Zayed Bridge.
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January, 2014. Sound engineer Scott George and Bill

Fontana place accelerometers and other sensors throughout
the bridge structure.
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ABU DHABI
FESTIVAL 2014
BILL FONTANA'S
YOUNG
APPRENTICES

A dedicated group of students
accompanied Bill Fontana throughout the
creation of ‘Desert Soundings’, seeking
guidance and inspiration for their own
artistic creations
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Box of Culture

“Art is without doubt an essential element in every country; it is
a part of the community and people’s identity. In this work, we
shed light on the way art is comprehended differently, performed
differently and thought of differently everywhere. Inspired by our
meetings and discussions with Bill Fontana, we decided to create
a sound installation that seeks to draw attention to the array of
cultures present today in the Arabian Gulf by recording the voices
of people of different nationalities and backgrounds, all answering
the question, ‘What is art and how is it performed in your culture?’

A key object in the installation is a chest known in Emirati culture
as a ‘mandoos’, which represents us as a society and merges
our own culture with all the nationalities we have in the Gulf. This
wooden chest is often found in homes and has a variety of uses
such as storing prayer mats, precious belongings, and lastly as a
traditional family gift box opened by a girl on the day she is proposed
to. Presented with its lid open, the chest has speakers resting on
a velvet board that play the recordings of the people’s responses
to the question posed. Underneath the board is the device used
to play the sound. A small space on the side of the box is used to
carry stones that are painted with the flags of various countries.”

Fatima Abdullah Al Sharifiand Houreya Naser Al Kalbani are Zayed
University students of graphic and interior design respectively.

Above: Fatima Abdullah Al Sharifi & Houreya Naser Al Kalbani,
Zayed University. Sound sculpture installation. 2014. Mandoos,
stones, audio equipment, wooden pedestal.
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HarmonizEveryday
Abu Dhabi

“HarmonizEveryday Abu Dhabi is a short series of compositions
recorded and produced by composer and producer Manuel Nivia.
Nivia captures everyday sounds from around the city of Abu Dhabi,
such as cars, buses, air conditioning units, birds, footsteps and
places them within musical compositions where these sounds take
on a rhythmic, melodic and harmonic role. In these recordings,
Nivia connects the electronic music with everyday sounds in order
to intersect the two different worlds; the natural gritty everyday
life sound and the digitally produced midi-studio sound. Through
these recordings he hopes to shed light on how everyday sounds
can be used in creating music. It is important to recognise how a
sound can be used to convey a feeling or cause a reaction. Within
the world of music, sound and silence are the building blocks, so
it is up to musicians or composers to master the creation of those
sounds and organise them. It is within this new order that we can
find new meaning.”

Manuel Nivia is a music student at New York University Abu Dhabi.
He is an aspiring music producer and composer interested in the
world of sound.

Above: Manuel Nivia’s ‘HarmonizEveryday’ intersects music and
urban sounds to create a work reflective of the modern spirit of the
UAE capital. © Sophie James / Shutterstock
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The Gulf Capital-Abu Dhabi
Festival Visual Arts Award 2014

Launched in 2013, this highly competitive award seeks to nurture
talent and creativity among emerging Emirati artists and Emirati
visual arts undergraduates studying in universities across the
UAE. Each year, applicants are invited to submit an artwork
inspired by the main artists of the Abu Dhabi Festival exhibition.
The inaugural winner in 2013 was New York University Abu
Dhabi (NYUAD) undergraduate Shakhbout Al Kaabi. With the
guidance of his mentor NYUAD Professor of Visual Arts Tarek Al
Ghoussein, he created ‘An Overthrown Throne’ a deeply topical
photographic work inspired by Driss Ouadahi’'s ‘No Return’ a
triptych featured in the 2013 Festival exhibition, 25 Years of
Arab Creativity: The Contemporary Arab Art Scene’. On receiving
his award, Shakhbout said, “I encourage everyone to take the
initiative and apply for this award, so that we may all contribute to
advancing the visual arts of our beloved nation!”

In January Abu Dhabi Festival Visual Arts Award 2014 applicants
were invited to attend a public lecture by Bill Fontana. From there,
they proceeded to develop proposals containing detailed budgets,
timelines and production plans for their intended artworks.

After extensive deliberation, the selection committee chose Moza
Obaid Khamees Al Suwaidi, a Fashion Design undergraduate from
the Higher Colleges of Technology - Sharjah Women’s College.
‘The Power of The Palm’ was presented alongside ‘Acoustical
Visions & Desert Soundings’ at the Abu Dhabi Festival 2014.
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‘The Power of the Palm’
By Moza Obaid Khamees Al Suwaidi

“With approximately 40 million across the country, the palm tree
is the most important plant in the UAE and central to our cultural
heritage. Throughout my childhood, the tall palms were a font of
inspiration. Enduring the most extreme conditions, they were an
endless source of food, material, shelter and shade. Like a wise
old man who listens to the problems of his villagers, who gives and
asks nothing in return, the palm is a symbol of generosity, patience
and care. To express its importance and to capture its voice, |
chose to record the sound of palm trees on a farm in the Sharjah
district of Al Thaid, far from the urban environment. The viewer
is invited to listen while seeing a clear acrylic box containing a
handcrafted burqga made of palm.”
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Outer tension cable
Breakout Box
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