Chapter 13
Sound and Space: Notes on the Work of Max Neuhaus
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I. Introduction
Max Neuhaus (1939-2009) first made himself known as a percussionist of genius. In the musical avant-garde of the 1960s, percussion played a key role. At the age of 23, Neuhaus played the inaugural performance of Karlheinz Stockhausen's monumental Zyklus in New York, for which thirteen percussion instruments are arranged in a circle around a single performer. Neuhaus was able to read and interpret the most outlandish scores invented by John Cage, Morton Feldman and many others; Feldman even composed a piece dedicated to Neuhaus. The key to Neuhaus’ retreat from the concert hall is to be found in a photograph from 1963 of him with John Cage and Edgar Varese in the latter's house on Sullivan Street in Manhattan, rehearsing for a concert at Judson Hall. 

If Cage acquired his musical education with Arnold Schoenberg, it was Varese, with his ideas about silence and the sounds of the city that animated Cage’s most radical departure. Neuhaus recorded his solo album, an early example of electronic music, for Columbia Masterworks in 1968. That very same year, at 28 years old, Neuhaus decided to stop performing. The inclusion of street sounds in compositions by Cage and Varese did not go far enough for him. He would go on to conceive of his own way of making electronic sound in relation to everyday sound environments as a determined step away from the specialized audience of the concert hall.

From the start, Neuhaus works – all use sound as their medium – have been categorized as part of the plastic arts even though they are both invisible and immaterial. An artist like him, who works only with sound and does not make any visual changes to a given context, should perhaps be considered a sound sculptor. The past few decades have seen a remarkable redefinition of the plastic arts. To call them ‘plastic’ is probably better than ‘visual’, but that too is a concession, particularly in the field of sculpture. Josef Beuys called himself a social sculptor; others, too, consider themselves sculptors but are remote from the traditional tools of hammer and chisel or the direct molding of clay. Sculpture must deal with the definition of space or, definition of particular spaces. Indeed, sculpture can be extremely plastic in the way Beuys was involved in transformations of society and consciousness.

Neuhaus, however, operated on another door of perception: the ear. The ear and the eye perceive the world in completely different terms. The eye is geared for space and the ear – for time; each looks to the other to confirm its perception of reality. The ear’s perception of space is largely unconscious, yet no less powerful for it, but on the contrary. The example we can use is the feeling of disorientation people experience when entering an anechoic chamber, which allows only the sound of the nervous system and the heart. In such a room there are no outside sounds and every sound made is absorbed immediately. Missing only the dimension of sound, the feeling in this space is one of severe confusion. The space seen is believable, while the one perceived by the ear is not. 

Neuhaus made work in a number of different forms, or vectors, as he termed it. Being sensitive to the language used to speak of his sound installations, he used eight designations to describe the somewhat divergent directions he pursued over four decades: place, moment, performance, networks, walks, passage, sensation and invention. The majority of his sound works fall into one of the first two categories, place or moment. The sound of the place works can be described as continuums, or textures of sound that are unbroken. In the moment pieces (also known as time pieces) sound builds almost imperceptibly and then suddenly disappears such that the mark of silence is what defines the work. Neuhaus considered these two areas contrasting yet complementary. He writes, “Each one generates in the perceiver the opposite of what it is: the moment pieces generate an instant of being in one’s own place; place pieces generate a period of being in one’s own time” (Neuhaus 1994a, 101).

While built out of sound, the ideas that went into his work have nothing to do with music. In fact, musicians have the hardest time understanding his works. They often wait for the music to begin and it never does. As Carter Ratcliff observes, Neuhaus’ sounds sacrifice temporal concerns for spatial ones, whereas musical sound works to the contrary (Ratcliff 1983, 24). In contrast to the temporal experience of music, Neuhaus’ work presents sound as material used to engage our perception of the space around us. Music as an art form exists mainly in time, while his works have no time and it is in this sense that they construct a place. Built within the existing sounds of a given site, his installations form a carefully shaped universe of everyday life and invented order. He changes what the ear perceives as space, and this also changes it as a whole. This chapter will concentrate on Neuhaus place works. Each of its sections will be devoted to a particular work or type of work. Discussed in a chronological order, the works will be used to explore an aspect of his oeuvre as a whole. 

 

II. "Times Square" (New York City,1977-92; 2002-present) 

Perhaps the archetype of his place works, Neuhaus’ Times Square is both unexpected and magical. First installed in the late 1970s and then dismantled when Neuhaus moved to Europe in the early 1990s, Times Square was re-installed permanently in 2002 under the auspices of the Dia Art Foundation. The piece can be heard at Times Square on the north end of one of the pedestrian islands, a narrow spit of concrete to which few people pay attention unless they are buying theater tickets. Unmarked and accessible all day, tens of thousands of people cross the path of Neuhaus’ aural intervention each day, knowingly or unknowingly. The piece’s mechanical infrastructure is nestled within the subway ventilation chamber, such that the work arises as a sound from the steel grate in the sidewalk (see Figure 1). It is a Shakespearean product, says Arthur Danto, the kind of work that Shakespeare wrote about in The Tempest when Prospero summoned voices out of air and saw invisible sounds (Danto 1994, 51). Indeed, the shape belongs to Prospero’s domain yet, as it comes from underground, it possesses a Caliban-like aspect as well.
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[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE]
Figure 1. Max Neuhaus, Drawing #4, Aural topography, Times Square 1984, Silk-screen on paper 61 X 73 cm credit line
The particularities of the underground architecture of the ventilation vault for that busy transit hub are as much a factor in defining the contours of the sound, as is the ambient noise above ground. The continual fluctuation and variation in the sound formed by Neuhaus play with the natural flux of that intense urban setting. For this reason, it is quite possible, at some moments even probably, to cross paths with the piece without taking notice. Its sonority, a harmonic sound texture resembling the after-ring of large bells, is unlikely in its context and can easily be dismissed as an unusual mechanical sound from below ground.

The historical context of Neuhaus’ practice is found not only in the legacy of the mid-century musical avant-garde but also in a widespread cultural push toward liberation from institutional authorities of all kinds. One of the revelations that led him out of his activities as a solo performer was the possibility of working outside the cultural context where an encounter with an aesthetic experience is not expected. It is possible to deal with a broad spectrum of people not initiated into cultural rituals, but not by simplifying or trying to find a lowest common denominator. Neuhaus believed aesthetic experience to be natural to the human being. He wanted to make work that allows for an engagement outside of the framework of art and without the preconceptions that go along with that, enabling people to think about it in their own terms and to find it when ready. With Times Square, as with several of his works, many people find it, but many do not. For those who acknowledge it, the island is transformed into a different space, separate, but including its surroundings. Some are prepared to sit next to it for a period of time even though the work is not something one would listen to or follow like music. Still, people go back to it for spiritual reassurance, as one would do with music but not with natural noise. Neuhaus loved this tension.

His sounds were never built outside a space and then planted there. The work would grow from observing the context and what happens with sound there. Many of his works would take on physical shapes. At Times Square, it was the already existing triangular grate– ten meters by three meters– and the possibility of using it to build a block of sound that one could walk through, that was fascinating for Neuhaus. There is an analogy here with the minimalist sculptor, Carl Andre, would characteristically place a square metal plate, or groups of plates, on the floor like tiles. From his point of view, he could see a great column of space rising up from the plates. He made the base for that column of space. With this knowledge, one can feel as if one were walking through the column by stepping across it. Yet, no one really perceives an artwork until one is ready to. Marketing it does not change the number of people who actually perceive it. The aesthetic experience is unique to the individual. Times Square possesses spatial contours such that one could walk through it, but it is more tangible than traversing a column by Carl Andre.

 

III. "Untitled" (Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 1979-89) 

Neuhaus’ project in Chicago, Untitled, was a very dynamic piece found in a stairwell of the Museum of Contemporary Art. He was commissioned to do the piece at a time when the Museum was constructing an addition. Needless to say, they were surprised when Neuhaus opted to create a work for the staircase and not for one of the exhibition spaces (see Figure 2). The piece evoked the feeling of wading through a stream. That is to say, as one climbed up or down the stairs, one went either with the current or against it. It had the structure of a waterfall, like something found at Tivoli with its elaborate fountains. Its intense verticality was supported by a pillar of thirty speakers, meaning thirty channels of sound, which extended forty-six feet high and were carefully hidden behind a corner panel. As a result, the experience of it was very different from Times Square, which was, perhaps inappropriately so, Platonic: geometrical and architectural. The installation in Chicago, however, was like a piece of landscape architecture, with a topography of its own. 
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[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE]
Max Neuhaus, Untitled, Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 1979-89 @ credit line
 

Many times the sound that Neuhaus crafted was almost plausible in its given space: sound that fits, but then again, does not. It is precisely the point at which one no longer accepts its plausibility and notices the difference that one can move into the work. The piece in Chicago consisted partly of low rumbling sounds that resembled a building’s HVAC system, like a cascade of loud moving air. There was something kinesthetic about it, disorienting; the sensations were not totally aural. This indicates that the experience of sound is more complex than the inner calculations of locating noise or encountering a sound as one did in Times Square. The entire body and even one’s sense of stability were engaged in this piece. If there had been a plaque that read, “Untitled, Max Neuhaus, 1979,” people would have looked for it, but not many are prepared to confront something in a museum of art, even contemporary art, with that degree of invisibility. The absence of a label made it more successful in this case. In a specific cultural setting the work is more effective as something found. Seeing a label in a museum, one expects to see something to go with it. 

Neuhaus’ form of sculpture is totally contingent upon an electronic technology that did not exist fully when Neuhaus started. In part, he had to invent what he needed as he went along. Even though the technical possibilities have advanced incredibly, he still had to adapt it to what he was doing. This is what allowed him to move sound beyond an event. Electronics are the first means we have to shape sound freely, and also the first means to make infinite sound: sound without a beginning or an end. Neuhaus’ work reminds us that the culture of sound, that is, the cultivation of a highly differentiated sense of phonic dimensions, is still in its infancy. But, this is not because we lack the capacity for it. On the contrary, phonic sophistication is essential for understanding spoken language and even for speaking itself. While man has been able to shape the visual world for millennia, it is only in the last century that we have been able to capture sound with a recording and only with the arrival of digital sound technology that we have acquired the means truly to shape what we hear.

When building a sound texture, Neuhaus worked with what he called ‘sound character’, meaning the nature of sound itself. It is a part of both the literal and the codified communication of sound. There is an innate sense of ‘sound character’ inherent in spoken language: how a word is said, its inflection. Superimposed on our verbal language, it tells the listener how to interpret the meaning of words. People speak by shaping the contours of tone or emphasis and by adjusting the sound of different parts of words, the rise and fall of pitch, volume and timbre. The response to these nuances is highly refined. Part of this language is also used in music as a dimension called sound color. In music, it was introduced with the development of orchestration, the idea that there is musical meaning in the nature of sound itself, not just in constructions of harmony and melody. 

The example Neuhaus used to illustrate this point is in the progression of modern music from Wagner to Varese. With Wagner, one can play and identify a piece even if it is played only on the piano, without a full orchestra and therefore, without the full sound character, as it was written. With Varese, on the other hand, because there is often no harmony or melody, without the sound character, one does not have the work at all (Neuhaus 1997). Neuhaus was often asked what a given work of his sounds like. This seemed superficial to him, akin to asking a painter what elements of his abstract painting look like.

 

IV. "A Bell for Saint Caecilian" (The Church of Saint Caecilian, Cologne, Germany, 1989-91)
In some cases Neuhaus did use sound literally. A Bell for Saint Caecilian in Cologne was in the park next to the Church of St. Caecilian, which now houses a museum of medieval art. The façade of the church has an arched entrance that had been filled in with cement blocks, a material symbol of the church’s shifted purpose. Neuhaus’ installation pointed to this fact as well by creating a sound that makes one aware precisely of the absence of a church bell, by creating its opposite. Walking through the park in front of the church’s façade, one would hear a sound that had the connotation of a bell when it was first heard. That was the teaser, the entrance of the work. Although the sound seemed to start with a ‘ding’, when it began to fade away there was another, more complex structure that grew even louder at some points. It was never the same; each stroke died away differently. Inserting a likely sound into a given setting prompts even the most discerning listener to question the full spectrum of what is ordinarily taken for granted. The bell seemed to emanate from the façade itself yet, moving closer, what was heard changed. At a certain point in front of the bricked-up doorway, there came the realization that it was not a bell at all, nor was its origin the Church. In fact, the sound was projected from the roofs of the neighboring Kunstverein and the Kunsthalle, which share the Church’s small green square. 

While the work in Chicago had sounds that could have been construed as an air conditioner, the trick was playing the game of plausibility, making the sound almost believable. On the other hand, the sound of the Times Square piece could only be justified as a machine sound because of its context. In Cologne, the contradiction was subtler. The concept and circumstance brought a literal bell sound to the work, yet there was no bell to be seen. The ear knew this was not right. This, the unconsciousness of sound perception, provided Neuhaus a certain advantage as an artist, for this was how he was able to place sound into new perceptual frameworks. 

A Bell for Saint Caecilian went on continuously, twenty-four hours a day, so that one could never walk in the park without hearing it. Or, one could walk through the park every day and hear it but never be curious enough to listen. What does characterize the difference between a sound that is encountered at its source and a sound that is understood materially? For example, what exactly is the difference between hearing the sound of footsteps inside the Pantheon and hearing the trickling of water in the rock sculpture by Noguchi at the Metropolitan Museum of Art? Of course, the sound of footsteps depends on who is walking whereas the water on rocks would sound the same even if no one were there to hear it.In the case of Neuhaus’ installations, the limits of logic put the viewer in a state of questioning: the sound is not machine-like, but it could only be a machine. This tension is a technique Neuhaus used to bring the observer to an altered perception of place.

Did Neuhaus want people to figure out what was the nature and source of the sound? Or, did he want to push people to accept the unknown? “I am concerned with the catalyst, the initiator; their individual pathways are very private, their own,” said Neuhaus in a conversation. Walking across a creaky wooden floor is an architectural experience of reality. One might be surprised that it creaks, but it can also be illuminating inasmuch as it demonstrates something about the way the floor is constructed, its age or the quality of the material. Artists working visually do this as well. There is a famous piece by the British sculptor Rachel Whiteread in London for which she filled a building with concrete before it was torn down. After the building was demolished, the inner space, now as solid concrete, was revealed. One could not enter it of course, but the space was visible. Could what Whiteread did with space be done with sound? Could sound space be duplicated to have the same boundaries, or even sharp angles? If a building is demolished, can an acoustical replica be created? “Technically it’s possible, though it’s hard to walk on the third floor when the stairway is immaterial,” was Neuhaus’ reaction in a conversation with Yehuda E Safran and Doris von Drathen at Columbia University GSAPP (Oct. 2006). 

 

V. "Three to One" (AOK Building, Kassel, Germany, 1992-present) 

Three to One was originally commissioned for Documenta IX in 1992, curated by Jan Hoet,and was inaugurated as a permanent work in 1993. The work gets its name from the three large glass-walled rooms connected by a spiral staircase that constitute the physical space of the piece. Each room forms a distinct acoustic layer, unified by the open stairwell of this 1950s-era building (see Figure 3). Neuhaus’ work plays with the upward movement suggested by the twisting of the stairs, as the sound of each floor builds on the others. He likened the process of making this piece to a game of three-dimensional chess, a complex puzzle geared to creating these three discrete sounds that also overlap in places. 
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[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE]
Figure 3. Max Neuhaus, Three to One, AOK Building, Kassel, Germany, 1992-present

@ Credit line
 

The AOK building is located next to a rather busy intersection, at the corner of the main square in Kassel, Friedrichsplatz and overlooking the Aue Park. This is significant, as the outside sounds of stop-and-go traffic become part of the work inside. Indeed, this sound installation could be perceived to obtain its character from the glass and steel cage, in which the stair case is incased. The inside relate to outside not unlike the different level at which we engaged as we are moving vertically up and down the staircase, with our ears always slightly out of synchronization with our body. Neuhaus says:
“The sound isn't the work. Is this such a strange idea for an artist to work with a medium where the medium isn't the work? I use sound as a means to transform a perception of a place. The analogy would be to say that the only thing that a painting was was the paint; therefore we could take the paint off the canvas and put it in a box and we would still have the painting. To take the sound of a work of mine and put it in another place makes no sense. I'm using sound to build a place.” (Neuhaus, Fondation pour l’Architecture, 1997) 

For that reason, Neuhaus always refused to record any of his sound installation, or, alternatively, to install any readymade sound into a given place. Neuhaus entered a new installation site without a preconception of what the work’s sound would be. Creating a work for Neuhaus meant building a new place, not simply an interpretation of that place. Once he had established how he would attach sound to the space perceptually, the next thing he did in his studio while the technical or mechanical infrastructure was being installed, was to build the palette of sound that would become the work. He used the word ‘palette’ to describe the process of gradually mixing and forming sound in a particular space. It would take days, sometimes weeks to gel. When one builds a space with sound, it is by definition site-specific. It is made out of that place. With sound there is no way around it, just as one cannot carve stone without the stone. Neuhaus did not mind the fact that his work could not travel or be exhibited in a conventional fashion. To begin with, he was not sure that an exhibition is the ideal place to encounter art of any medium. He was quite content that it was not possible to make a retrospective with all his works placed one next to another. Nor was it important to him that everyone has access to his installations. 

 

V. Invention and Conclusion
From the early 1970s, Neuhaus was equally fascinated by sound in general, sound in the environment, not just as an artist. He sought to contribute sound that could change everyday issues and would, in his words, “have authority without being authoritarian” (Neuhaus 1993, 9). In the early 1980’s he decided to take on the problem of redesigning the sound of emergency-vehicle sirens, a project for which he found it difficult to find support. He did, however, manage to get the New York Police Department to lend him a few squad cars for experimenting. Apparently, as Neuhaus knew well, unlike the human ability to locate the source of short, abrupt sounds, our internal mechanism for locating the source of continuous sound is virtually null. He spent twelve years on and off, absorbed in this practical problem. He also made public statements about the concept of noise pollution, trying to make it less simplistic. Calvin Tomkins noted that Neuhaus’ dedication to the siren project exposed him as an “old-fashioned utopian” (Tomkins 1994, 16). Perhaps, though, we could say the exact opposite. While his attempts at more applied transformations were tinted with a particular brand of idealism, true utopia is that which has no place. After all, Neuhaus saw his greatest contribution as creating place.   

Neuhaus actually disdained all manner of contemporary nostalgia relating to the myth that only natural sounds are good ones. One could say that there is nothing natural about the sound in Neuhaus’s work. An exception, though never realized, was a concept he had to design what he called an ‘aural garden’, based on the simple principle of generating sound from the movement of air solely by plants and trees. The logic was beautiful and elegant. The sound of a single pine needle falling to the ground is hardly audible, yet the sound of a million pine needles could produce an entire landscape of sound. (See, Domus 876)

Indeed, irony was never lost on Neuhaus. He saw the sound barriers along highways as a perfect example of our cultural confusion about sound. “At a certain distance, it is impossible to hear the difference between the sound of a super highway and the sound of a waterfall. Yet we spend millions to build acoustic barriers against the one and millions to build a house close enough to hear the other” (Neuhaus 1994b). Neuhaus believed deeply that the dimension of sound had been lost somewhere along the way. 

The prospect of collaborating with an architect in creating a work to be integrated into the structure of a building itself was one that excited Neuhaus to the end. This would have opened up possibilities and eliminated impracticalities or even impossibilities that he encountered whilst working with completed buildings, as he always did. Of course, we would all like to see architects thinking more about the natural sounds that their environments produce, such as echo or absorption. Neuhaus did not think that what he does, however, is a way in which the architect should intervene. After all, one does not need any particular training to know that a given room has a rather obnoxious sound character. Even if he did not know much about the process architects go through in making space these days, he was certain that at the time the Greek amphitheaters were built, for instance, there was something else going on in the mind than simply what the work was going to look like. Just as the physical form of a space has an influence on the way people act in it, its aural form also changes the way people feel and act. If we think of the acoustics of church architecture, we see that at one time there was a holistic approach that involved eye and ear in building spaces that is no longer present. He was once asked if when building a sound, he was trying to make a listener feel a certain emotion? “No”, replied Neuhaus. “Your question is the same as asking the painter, ‘By using a certain shade of red do you intend a certain kind of reaction?’ That’s not how artists work.”

Human reaction to sound is as complex as it is to the visual realm. The main difficulty in speaking about Neuhaus’s work is that it does not lend itself to any comparison. It wants to be sui generis. It is its own genre. He often dodged this issue by using analogies with painting, but his work is not like painting. In the end we fall back, and return to the work in the sense that it has managed to exist in a space entirely of its own.

 

What more could an artist wish for? To be incomparable, after all, is a commendable desire.
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