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BIG ORCHESTRA 
JUNE 19 – SEPTEMBER 8, 2019 
 
 

WALL PANELS OF THE EXHIBITION 
 
The exhibition BIG ORCHESTRA sees itself as an experiment – an experiment with sound, an 

experiment with the exhibited works of art and an experiment with the exhibition as such. As with 

any exhibition, there are works of art on show. In this case though they provide an acoustic 

quality in addition to their visual characteristics. Through collaboration with ambitious and 

professional musicians, the sculptures become instruments that are made to resound within the 

exhibition rooms. On mobile platforms, the works of art ultimately achieve ever-new 

constellations, and thereby also visually determine the respective interactions of the various 

instruments. The identity, or rather, identities of the exhibition and the exhibited works is thus 

challenged and resolved in a simple way. 

 

The concept of this exhibition is inspired by the expanded notion of art and music of Fluxus. 

Fluxus – the avant-garde movement of the 1960s – was a form of action-based art that viewed 

itself as an alternative to elitist high art. In Fluxus, happenings were frequently called “concerts” 

since acoustic, choreographic, and musical forms of expression were combined in a collage-like 

process with their structures ultimately resembling musical compositions. At the first Fluxus 

festival in Wiesbaden in 1962 for instance, which was organized by one of the co-founders of 

Fluxus, George Maciunas, Piano Activities, a work by Philip Corner was at the center of the 

action. The score of this piece demanded nothing more than a slow dismantling of a concert 

grand piano over several days. Fluxus was furthermore informed by musical concepts of John 

Cage who, with numerous works of “New Music”, was one of the world's most influential 

composers and avant-garde artists of the twentieth century. Cage made the remark that 

“everything we do is music”. BIG ORCHESTRA builds on this idea of a combination of sculpture, 

music and concert.  

 

The works in BIG ORCHESTRA lead a double life between art and music; they are sculpture or 

installation and, at the same time, a musical instrument. Speaking of “polyphony” in relation to 

these works here would be not merely metaphorical: as hybrid objects, they actually represent 

their position not just spatially, but also acoustically.  

 

As in any orchestra, it is not just about polyphony, but also about playing together. The positions 

are linked by common themes of contemporary art. Making music as a communicative and social 

interaction that picks up where other forms of language may fail does indeed manifest itself as a 

motif in many of the works: Everyday objects are appropriated for music making, new forms of 

establishing contacts are tried out and translation processes are played through. Making music 

together – especially in form of improvisation – may lead to a rapprochement of one's own and 

collective points of view. It is therefore not surprising that quite a number of pieces combine 

musical play on the works with a negotiation of cultural identity, gender normative roles and 

socio-political conflicts. Their audibility, in addition to being visually perceived, allows for an even 

more emphatic presence. Even the objects themselves have been ascribed a voice: they become 
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actors, tell their stories or perform random choreographies, each according to their own particular 

logic.  

 

BIG ORCHESTRA demonstrates how artists are able to examine and reevaluate the traditional 

concept of a separation of instrument, score and performance. They oftentimes focus on the 

performative aspect of music-making, experimenting with different notions regarding play and 

reception of the works of art. Beyond hearing, our visual sense and the sense of touch are 

activated as well. At times the shape of the instrument develops from a formal, then again from a 

functional approach. Improvisation and chance are paramount; scores, if at all existent, are 

conceptually so closely connected with the instrument and the performance that the boundaries 

between them become obscured. 

 

The key moment of the exhibition lies in the activation of the artistic works. Musicians from the 

field of experimental music will present the exhibited instruments in sessions and performances 

lasting several days. A special cooperation with Frankfurt University of Music and Performing Arts 

temporarily transforms the Kunsthalle into a university. Composer Orm Finnendahl will ultimately 

produce “Music for Exhibitions” from all the sounds of the exhibition. 

 
 
Doug Aitken 

A fascination for the interaction of sound, space, and movement resonates through the entire 

oeuvre of the American multimedia artist Doug Aitken. It lies at the heart of his multichannel film 

installations, which he has been developing since 1997, as well as of many of his sculptures and 

performances. The viewers are rarely exposed to static juxtapositions, but rather often find 

themselves in multisensory, polyphonic, and rhythmic situations. 

The sound sculpture Onyx Music Table, taking the form of a table, follows the aforementioned 

aspects in primarily performative dimensions. In place of a conventional tabletop, there is a 

geometrically arranged mosaic of onyx alabaster panels that, played with mallets, is reminiscent 

of a lithophone. Without any preset score and instructions, playing on the sculpture opens up new 

possibilities in terms of performance and composition, something that Aitken already tested in 

2005 with his wooden table k-n-o-c-k-o-u-t, inspired by African slit drums, from the same Sonic 

Table series. 

The guiding idea of understanding sound sculptures as an open platform for musical 

experimentation sees players turn into responsible coproducers of the (musical) artwork. Anyone 

who plays along will inevitably become part of the work, according to Aitken’s credo, linked to 

broad reflection on the role of the artist, the art, and the viewer. The collective improvisation, the 

simultaneous display of different proficiencies, and the acoustic creative process determine our 

perception, allowing any meaning of the work to arise from its use. 

With this expansion of the sculpture to become the location and communal place for musical 

interaction, which had been discussed and tested already during the 1960s, the artist at the same 

time distances himself from the dogma of an inviolable and auratically charged art. Following the 

gesture of playable art, Aitken hopes for greater possibilities for analogue personal interactions. 

The fact that a table talk started at the Onyx Music Table can be musically complemented, 

replaced, or underscored once again highlights the communicative potential of his sound 

sculpture. (Maria Sitte) 
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Nevin Aladağ 

The installation Music Room, Brussels by Nevin Aladağ has adopted the idea and form of the 

historic music room. Furniture and household items are arranged within the museum space; they 

have all been transformed into classical musical instruments. There is a variety of furnishings 

such as umbrella stands and coat racks, arm-chairs and the lids of a pan—and the way they have 

been given strings and drumheads at times appears almost logical. The music rooms of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were a prominent part of upper- middle-class private homes 

and palatial residences and played an important role in the social and political changes of that 

era. These interiors were usually richly appointed with elaborately decorated musical instruments. 

So this was the look of such places where art, beyond the prestigious concert halls, reached new 

social levels and provided space for new ideas. 

Nevin Aladağ’s installation embraces this and transforms the past into a political potentiality: that 

of a free community, founded on difference and association, individuality and harmony. Even 

though it initially appears quite melancholy, the installation promises a possibility of improvisation 

through chance encounters of people who find themselves in an experiential resonant space. 

Furthermore, the installation allows for a particular encounter between thing and person, where 

objects are equipped with the possibility of sound, as if it were their own voice, and thus turn into 

bodies that evince resistance in a rather poetic way. In earlier works, the artist often involved 

people, as in her performance Raise The Roof, which first took place in 2007 on a rooftop in 

Berlin. Seven dancers moved to various songs played through personal headphones, thus 

making the sound inaudible to the audience. Their stiletto heels created imprints on copper 

plates, which were later exhibited as sculptures. The objects in the Music Room are quiet as well, 

yet they gently indicate a position. They are both a trace and a message. (Viktoria Draganova) 

 

Allora & Calzadilla 

A dark gray stone seemingly floats within the space. Its rough, unprocessed surface appears to 

be mineral-based and glimmers slightly. Unlike a presentation such as in a natural history 

museum, the artists chose to suspend it in the space, hanging from transparent thread. This 

allows the viewers to move around the rock and examine it from all angles. Stones are fascinating 

as traces of a world without us. By assigning them to inanimate nature, we emphasize this 

difference to a life of becoming and passing away, one that has an agenda and can write history. 

In the specifications, the artist duo Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla reveals the geological 

history of this stone. It is a sample of the Acasta Gneiss in northwestern Canada. Parts of this 

rock date back over four billion years, making it one of the oldest known rocks on Earth. 

Elaborate scientific technologies permit a determination of the age of this stone. In this 

knowledge, we look at it with different eyes, but we actually lack the narratives for a lifespan of 

this magnitude. A chasm of the unimaginable opens up, which cannot be bridged with geological 

histories and mineralogical vocabulary. 

During the exhibition, Lifespan presents an alternative, intimate, and ephemeral approximation to 

the ancient rock. Three vocalists interpret a score written specifically for this stone by the 

renowned American composer David Lang, whose innovative works challenge traditional notions 

of musical virtuosity. They stand in a circle around the small object. One of the performers starts 

blowing softly and the others begin to do the same. The breaths of air unbalance the stone; it 

begins to swing back and forth. The huffing and puffing increases, complemented by whispers 
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and hissing noises, followed by a whistle. It is their human breath that now blows like the wind 

and exposes the stone to atmospheric influences, this time, however, man-made. The music 

produced here and now by the human body tries to momentarily circumvent any speechlessness. 

The airy touch corresponds to an affective, physical way of understanding— not to measure time, 

but rather to quantify distance. (Clara Wörsdörfer) 

 

Carlos Amorales 

Life in the Folds, in the supposedly insignificant space between the pages telling the stories. The 

idea of directing the gaze toward what might arise in these folds is what Carlos Amorales refers to 

in Life in the Folds, harking back to the title of a 1949 publication by Henri Michaux: La vie dans 

les plis. 

Created in 2017 for the Mexican Pavilion at the 57th Venice Biennale, Life in the Folds consists of 

a multitude of small black shapes spread across the space in many different ways. Displayed on 

white tables are the Fallen Poems, three-dimensional objects that look like characters when 

viewed from above, like letters of a foreign alphabet used to write stories. And in works on paper 

Displayed on the walls. In both cases, the black shapes with their clear edges resemble folded 

paper, like abstract origami figures. These shapes also function as notes, combined on staves as 

musical scores. And indeed, the forms also correspond directly to music. The objects on the 

tables are in fact variations of ocarinas, small ceramic flutes that are played by musicians at 

certain times during the exhibition. Each flute produces a specific sound, depending on its shape, 

resonator, and the number of holes. 

Amorales’s objects can be combined, both graphically and acoustically, in such a way that they 

communicate through the interaction of the individual parts. Amorales uses his specially 

developed canon of forms and sound, for instance, in The Cursed Village, a film that was part of 

the installation in Venice in 2017. In a kind of animated paper cut to the sound of the ocarinas, he 

tells the story of a migrant family being lynched after arriving in a small village. 

Starting from the idea of a form that emerges from the folding of paper, itself part of an entire 

system that unfolds visually and acoustically, Amorales develops another kind of language 

altogether. Articulated in writing or music, this language is impossible to decipher using common 

methods or traditional sign systems or staves. It requires a different kind of attention—to a “life in 

the folds,” to creases and kinks that allow for innumerable variations of shapes to be generated 

from a sheet of paper. They reveal a previously unknown alphabet, a new world of sound, and, 

ultimately, another idea of communication and understanding. (Natalie Storelli) 

 

Tarek Atoui 

Tarek Atoui’s ideas for composing and performing music are based on an expanded 

understanding of sound, and the possibilities of perceiving it. The artist always carries out 

extensive research, mostly based on new methods of collaboration and production. The 

instruments shown in the exhibition, for instance, are part of WITHIN, a project which Atoui has 

been developing since 2012. The design of the group of works Iteration on Drums was devised 

together with designer Thierry Madiot, and it was further developed by Tarek Atoui in projects in 

Bergen and Montreuil, together with the participants. Previously, during a stay in the United Arab 

Emirates, the artist had met teachers and students from the Al Amal School for Deaf Students. 



 

   
 

 

 

SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT, WALL PANELS OF THE EXHIBITION “BIG ORCHESTRA”,  
JUNE 18, 2019, PAGE 5 OF 13 

He began to examine how a deaf person might experience sound, but also how a hearing person 

perceives and plays on instruments created through mediation with the deaf. In the course of this 

research, the artist noted how much we have embraced the concept of a “phonocentric” 

perception of sound. Thus, if deaf people are involved in music production, then technologies that 

amplify or modify the sounds are generally used, rather than considering alternative ways of 

producing sound. 

Atoui, in turn, focuses on our tactile and visual perception. The instruments presented here are 

intended to appeal not only to the hearing but also to the deaf: they are designed so that the deaf 

and the hearing can both understand the sound and themselves play the instruments. The sound 

is generated not just in the ear; it can also be sensed by touch and is visible to the eyes, as the 

objects wobble, expand, blink, and swing. Promoting a visual understanding of music is by no 

means a social project, just as deafness is not a disease. Nevertheless, it creates a unique social 

space: over the course of the long-term project, different people and groups—from students to 

sound therapists to well-known composers and performers—have been involved, both during 

research and during the performances and presentations of the results. Above all, this in equal 

measure exploring, continuous, communal space renders plausible the relationship between the 

sound, the instruments, and the bodies—of both the performers and the audience. (Viktoria 

Draganova) 

 

Cevdet Erek 

What does the ocean sound like? Is it possible to imitate the gentle sound of rolling waves? Why 

do we have a longing for the sea? SSS (Shore Scene Soundtrack) is a toolkit and manual inviting 

us to imitate the sound of the ocean surf. What do you need for this? Cevdet Erek says: just the 

palms of your hands, a rug, and the power of imagination.  

A purple rug is laid out on a display. Following Erek’s instructions, you are meant to slightly lean 

across the table, spread your arms, and touch it with both palms. If you now move your hands 

across the surface in a circular motion and with varying pressure, you will begin to create an 

acoustic noise. The carpet begins to tickle under the palms of your hands and you might think 

that the resulting sound patterns resemble the rhythm of ocean waves. An acoustic memory is 

recalled. It is the murmur of the sea. 

Yet, SSS (Shore Scene Soundtrack) is not just an instrument. Erek has also published a book 

titled SSS – How to Imitate the Sound of the Shore Using Two Hands and a Carpet. It is on 

display in the exhibition and may be consulted. The structure of the book follows that of a 

scientific study, field report, or manual. “It has some thoughts and ideas to prepare the person for 

the performance,” says Erek, “and then instructions on how to do the piece, photographs on how 

to touch, schemes and diagrams on how to move your hands.”1 A structural implementation 

process is also indicated: warm-up exercises, the beginning, options for variations, and 

information on the end can be found in the book. The visitors turn into coproducers of the artwork. 

It is their presence, their involvement, and their imagination that completes the work. 

We are generally not meant to touch art, particularly when shown in exhibitions. Erek aims at 

transcending this boundary. “It is not a performance stage for myself but for the viewer to touch 

it.”2 He thus challenges a passive, museum-like code of conduct and has created a work that only 

exists as long as viewers are ready to immerse themselves in its instruction guidelines, for it is 

they who activate Erek’s artwork and create individual variations. Hence, SSS (Shore Scene 
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Soundtrack) also touches us physically, and may evoke our personal memories of the sea. 

(Vivien Trommer) 

1 Interview with Cevdet Erek, November 16, 2012, https://vimeo.com/53667299 (accessed April 5, 2019). 
2 Ibid. 
 

Orm Finnendahl 

Orm Finnendahl’s sound installation, produced especially for BIG ORCHESTRA, is based 

exclusively on recordings of sounds and noises generated by the sculptures on display. During 

the course of the exhibition these recordings, actually made in run up to the exhibition, are 

combined, collaged and superimposed in ever-new ways with the help of a computer program. 

This process is controlled by a central computer. The sounds are played back via loudspeakers 

distributed throughout the entire exhibition area. Depending on the density of the layers, different 

acoustic situations arise, ranging from isolated sound events in individual loudspeakers to dense 

sound landscapes involving all of the loudspeakers. This allows the visitors to create imaginary 

connections between the acoustic experience and the objects within the exhibition. 

At the same time, the transformation of the sounds creates conflicting priorities between 

immediately understandable acoustic images of the sounds produced by the sculptures, and 

more abstract sound structures. These appear to be rather more obstinate in character and thus, 

as acoustic counterparts, enter into a dialogue with the visual poetry of the objects. This dialogue 

is intensified by pauses of varying duration, which in the meantime may cause the acoustic 

phenomena to disappear entirely in favor of the visual experience, only to be perceived all the 

more acutely when they resume thereafter. 

Orm Finnendahl sees this as ‘work in progress’: The processes applied to assemble the sounds 

stem from various models, some of which are rooted in biology and other natural sciences. In an 

ongoing transformation process, the music develops independently throughout the duration of the 

exhibition. The development is continuously observed by the composer in order to potentially 

readjust the parameters on which the processes are based. 

Orm Finnendahl's interest in electronic media and the ensuing attempt of a continuous 

redefinition of his personal self-conception led to compositions that incorporate technological aids 

such as computers, audiotapes and live electronics. Finnendahl is professor for composition, from 

2004 initially at Musikhochschule Freiburg, and since 2013 at Frankfurt University of Music and 

Performing Arts. 

 

Guillermo Galindo 

Guillermo Galindo’s Angel exterminador, a large wooden structure with a metal object suspended 

from it, at first appears more reminiscent of a gallows, an invariably lethal instrument, rather than 

a musical instrument. 

And yet Angel exterminador can be activated with the help of a mallet, impacting the metal. The 

sculptural object in all its materiality becomes a medium for flowing, ephemeral, and ultimately 

immaterial sound. There is also a certain dichotomy in the title of the work, Angel exterminador, 

Exterminating Angel—an angel that destroys, eradicating life rather than preserving it. The 

suspended metal object may be reminiscent of wings, though not so much angelic in their 

appearance and rather strangely deformed. 
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It is a found object, hence the deformations. The wood and the chain used to suspend the piece 

of metal are also such remnants. Waste left behind by civilization at the US–Mexico border 

region, along this recently much-debated borderline. Angel exterminador is just one of a series of 

instruments consisting of found objects from the area that Galindo devised for the series Border 

Cantos, which he created together with photographer Richard Misrach. 

Galindo, a trained composer, recombines these objects and materials, each with their own 

inscriptions. He works out the characteristics of the various materials and, moreover, gets to the 

bottom of their stories, the objects’ certain peculiarities, even their “souls.” All this resonates when 

he plays his instruments, when he activates them tonally, but also spiritually. Ultimately, he does 

not prescribe the sound as the maker, but allows the instruments and their components, as he 

says, to talk in their “own voice.”1 Thus, a piece of border fencing, with its original purpose as a 

barrier, can be reactivated in an almost poetic reversal to produce sound that is universal, and 

Audible even beyond fences and walls. (Natalie Storelli) 

1 See Jennifer Billock, “This is what happens to what is left behind at the US-Mexico border,” New York Post, 
March 30, 2017, https://nypost.com/2017/03/30/all-the-things-they-left-behind-at-the-border-wall-becomeart/ 
(accessed February 27, 2019). 
 

Hans van Koolwijk 

Hans van Koolwijk is a tinkerer, a bricoleur: passionate about his cause, inventive and witty, yet 

meticulous and patient. For more than thirty years, the sound artist has been devising sculptures, 

installations, and instruments to explore new ways of producing and perceiving sound. His range 

of works extends from small, transportable objects made of simple materials to expansive 

installations coupled with motors and electronics. 

Like bricolage, Hans van Koolwijk’s way of working involves problem-solving, experimentation, 

and play: goals and interests are determined in advance, but any detours and coincidences may 

prove just as valuable as the final result. In his designs, van Koolwijk is primarily guided by 

sound, which informs the form and function of the objects. The unusual instruments of the project 

KlangMøbil also follow this approach. The artist conceived them together with an international 

team of musicians from Ensemble Interface and the composers Beat Gysin, Sergey Khismatov, 

and Amir Shpilman, who experimented with forms of sound production during workshops. The 

resulting instruments always combine several possibilities for use: 

Drum'nRide already reveals its mobility in the name. The musician actually sits on the instrument 

and can then be pushed along by a partner while playing the drum. The Beam-Cello is also 

installed on wheels. In addition to the meter-long strings, which are stretched along a horizontal 

bar, the spokes of the wheel can also be played. The two semicircular polystyrene dishes of the 

Hanging String are possible percussive elements, but also serve as resonators for the string from 

which they are suspended from the ceiling. Once the object begins to oscillate, the string will 

strike a plectrum attached at a height of several meters. And the Trumpets, funnels with 

elongated hoses, are also made to create sound, but equally for listening: one opening at the 

mouth, the other at the ear. 

The integration of mobility and flexibility in the design of the instruments implies recognition of 

music-making as a performance, which may vary according to space and situation. The objects in 

KlangMøbil may be used by musicians, for instance, to explore different acoustic situations and 

include them in their performances. At the same time, each new positioning changes the sound 
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for the listener: all of a sudden we place ourselves in relation to the instruments and become 

aware of our own location in space. (Johanna Laub) 

 

Constantin Luser 

At a height of 13.27 meters, the Brachiosaurus stands as the world’s largest mounted dinosaur 

skeleton in Berlin’s Natural History Museum, its head almost bumping against the glass ceiling. 

The Allosaurus and the Kentrosaurus keep it company. Their grayish bones are lit by spotlights 

so that they shimmer almost golden. The skeletons are fixed as if frozen in a moment of 

movement: cumbersome yet elegant. These creatures from a different time inevitably spring to 

mind when looking at Constantin Luser’s Vibrosaurus. Instead of a skull, however, there are two 

tubes, and thirty bugles protrude from the long spine. Blowing into the twenty-eight 

mouthpieces— there are seven on each leg—creates an improvised concerto for wind 

instruments, a spontaneous polyphony. The dull, heavy, sometimes strong, bright tones cause 

the dinosaur to vibrate. 

In the beginning there is always a drawing. In sketchbooks, the trained industrial designer collects 

ideas, which he then translates into three-dimensional objects. This results, for instance, in 

floating wire forms, compositions of delicate lines drawn in the air, where abstract waves and 

loops combine with concrete physical forms. Luser’s sculptures and objects are to be understood 

as spatial drawings. And the filigree brass skeleton of the Vibrosaurus indeed has that clear, 

abstracted, graphic quality. The sketch is not only spatially tangible here, but also extended by a 

sound component, which in turn creates its very own space, a soundscape. 

Musical instruments become building blocks for sculptural constructions in Luser’s work; they 

refer to real forms or imagine new ones: strings and amplifiers, supported by a steel construction, 

are turned into a bare fir tree; stacked organ pipes create the Spanischer Reiter (Spanish rider), a 

variation on a centuries-old defensive barrier construction. At the Bandoneon Intensivstation, the 

keys of eight circularly arranged concertinas can be operated simultaneously. A Rotationsquintett 

with tuba, trombone, and trumpet finds space in a moving children’s carousel. Luser’s sculptures 

gladly break with the usual performance situation of music, characterized by a hierarchical order 

of composer, performer, and audience, as well as by their spatial arrangement. It is indeed not 

just in the moment of their activation, that is, their actual playing, that these groups of 

instruments—or rather group instruments— show their inherent possibility of concerted play. 

(Marie Sophie Beckmann) 

 

Christian Marclay 

There are a few more notes on the sleeve that need to be played. Hence, the arm is lifted up and 

the fabric smoothed out so the pianist can read the notes. There are compositions on boxer 

shorts, tutus, sweatshirts, leggings, and ties as well. A guitarist plays what is presented to her on 

a stocking. Ever new garments are taken from coat hangers, put on and off, so that after a few 

minutes they pile up on the floor as small textile mountains. This is how it looks when Christian 

Marclay’s Prêt-à-Porter is performed. How it sounds is an altogether different matter. 

Marclay makes music but does not consider himself a musician, let alone a composer. He is a 

visual artist whose practice is dedicated to the relationship between sound and image. In 
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photographs, collages, videos, and sculptures, Marclay explores the rituals and forms of 

representation related to making, collecting, listening, and seeing music. 

His scores, like that of Prêt-à-Porter, function as loose frameworks for musical improvisations, as 

texts that in theory are open to a variety of interpretations. The difference is manifested in the 

repetition. Depending on the lineup, every realization is radically different from the previous one, 

since everything that can be heard and seen during the performance, including facial expressions 

and gestures of the performers, any spontaneous reactions, any glitches, form part of the 

resulting work. The communication between the performers, their collaboration, is a vital 

component. Musical improvisation always implies the potential of a social experience. 

Christian Marclay’s artistic roots are in turntablism. The use of a mixing console as a musical 

instrument goes back to the 1930s, for instance in experimental compositions by John Cage. 

Turntablism flourished with the hip-hop and DJ culture of the 1970s, when Marclay, too, began 

live manipulations of records. Sampling and mixing strategies have since been determining his 

visual work as well. Found and existing materials, readymades in other words, are manipulated, 

(re)used, placed in new contexts. Gestures that refer to Marcel Duchamp just as to the aesthetics 

of punk. “Rip It Up and Start Again”1—because it will always look and sound different than before. 

(Marie Sophie Beckmann) 

1 “Rip It Up and Start Again” is the title of a song by the British post-punk band Orange Juice. 

 

Caroline Mesquita 

Welded metal sheets are displayed in a seemingly chaotic way within the space. Is this an old 

kitchen unit or a futuristic piano? Both impressions are deceptive. The object welded from sheet 

steel is a peculiar percussion instrument and carries the indicative title Drums. The fact that it is a 

drum is revealed at the latest by the two sticks that protrude like antennae from the metal object, 

as if wanting to carefully make contact with the surrounding space. 

“I started my practice with an interest in space,” says the artist Caroline Mesquita, “really trying to 

understand how I could produce a work for a particular space and time.”1 Thus, Drums will be 

activated in a performance at the Schirn. On the vibrating surface of the object, a musician 

produces clanking noises and dull sounds. The improvised sound score uses the open hollow 

spaces as resonators to create a technoid sound that then moves around the object in the form of 

extended sound waves. Mesquita’s work exists beyond its boundaries; it no longer ends at its 

sharp-edged corners, but rather reverberates as an immaterial acoustic quality in the extended 

space. 

Drums thus transcends any modern subject-object dialectic: the thing itself becomes the actor, 

creating a soundscape and thereby developing an unforeseen acoustic life of its own. This also 

explains Mesquita’s choice of the industrial material. “I work with metal,” she says, “because it 

also has character and it responds to me immediately when I am working with it.”2 The metal 

sheets are light and flexible, allowing Mesquita to produce the sculptures herself. “ Metal has 

a lot of its own properties and qualities, and oxidizes very differently depending on what sort of 

chemicals you are using and where the metal and chemicals come from.”3 It is precisely this 

resistive quality and subjectivity of the material that Mesquita tries to extract, and which is now 

there for the viewer to experience in front of and with the object. 

What you see is not actually Mesquita’s work in all its dimensions. Rather, the metal object is a 

starting point for an acoustic-sensual art experience, which also includes space as a resonator 
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during the performance. Nothing less than the object-like character of threedimensional objects is 

up for debate in Mesquita’s works. (Vivien Trommer) 

1 Alena Sokhan, “Space // An Interview with Caroline Mesquita,” Berlin Art Link, September 15, 2015, http:// 
www.berlinartlink.com/2015/09/15/space-an-interview-with-caroline-mesquita (accessed April 5, 2019). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
 

Rie Nakajima 

Rie Nakajima creates kinetic sculptures from misappropriated objects of everyday use and 

arranges their sounds and noises in improvised performances that transform viewing into 

listening. She newly developed Floor for the exhibition BIG ORCHESTRA. Presented on a low 

pedestal when at rest, it looks like a collection of peculiar, small-scale objects. Their original 

purpose is still obvious in some of them, while others seem like audacious prototypes straight 

from the arts and crafts corner. Some are equipped with wind-up mechanisms or wired to tiny 

electric motors. Each of these objects—selected, transformed, and newly created by Nakajima—

has the potential for sound and movement. Taken together, a small orchestra awaits; one, 

however, where the somewhat idiosyncratic instruments won’t be mastered by a virtuoso 

musician, but rather play themselves. 

Nakajima’s presence remains extremely reserved during the concert. She kneels carefully 

between the objects placed around the space and activates them one after the other, rearranges 

their constellations, overseeing their movements and making sure that none gets away. Each of 

the motorized or wound-up objects runs for a certain amount of time—and hops, rolls, rattles, or 

swings and cuts its own path. This diversity, combined with the temporary nature of the 

construction, does not at all appear machine-like. There is a certain comic element to how the 

little creatures struggle between predestination and relationality. The cooperation of the artist with 

her drumming, beating, vibrating, rattling herd and the exhibition space results in a spectrum of 

simple to complex sounds and rhythms, but it does not escalate into a deafening noise. 

Nakajima watches over the moving arrangement while, at the same time, the miniature players 

demand her constant readiness to react. Floor is a scattered sculpture and a collection of sounds. 

The experimental spirit of this work reveals itself in a dedication to an open outcome, to the 

transitory effects resulting from the process of action, and the gesture of serious play. As 

Nakajima explains in an interview: “You make sound and until it’s sounding you don’t know its 

sound, of course you can predict but that’s something else, once it’s produced it’s the past.”1 

(Clara Wörsdörfer) 

1 “Rie Nakajima & David Toop in conversation,” London, 2013, transcript published at: http://www.noshowspace. 
com/sites/default/files/exhibition-publication-pdf/Nakajima%20Toop%20In%20Conversation.pdf 
(accessed March 21, 2019), p. 11. 
 

Carsten Nicolai 

Four Technics SL-1210 turntables are installed side by side on a metal table. Positioned behind 

is an illuminated shelf with three compartments displaying colorful vinyl records. They are 

exhibited—frontal, circular, and in their overall beauty—as an analogue classic. But these are not 

ordinary records that you would buy in a record store. These records are transparent. They shine 
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in monochrome colors, in neon green, violet, and cadmium red, and they have two rotation holes 

instead of one. Each of these vinyl records stores sounds, with their grooves, frequencies, and 

rhythms each assigned to one color. They were produced by Carsten Nicolai under the 

pseudonym alva noto. With bausatz noto ∞ (color version), he has now compiled an archive of 

electronic sounds. 

But unlike rigid archives, bausatz noto ∞ (color version) is not just a display—it’s also an 

instrument. The records and turntables can be used. Headphones invite viewers to try 

themselves as DJs, and listen to the sound loops of their four chosen vinyl records merging 

together into one track. The result is not, as one might initially suspect, a monotonous melody. On 

the contrary, since the four records may all be played at speeds of either 33 or 45 rpm, the sound 

textures overlap in ever-new patterns. The double rotation hole allows for greater variations, as 

the needle now moves on the record in an alternative circular system. It is the motifs of variation, 

of change, of moving away from the ordinary that distinguish Nicolai’s use of music as a visual 

artist. 

Nicolai does not produce pleasing melodies. He is in fact known for extracting a musical beauty 

from what we generally call noise, enabling us to expand our listening habits. How does noise 

turn into interpretable signals? What is the physics of sound? Does sound have its own mediality? 

In the face of these questions, Nicolai works less with the sound of natural noises than with 

synthetic frequencies by using, for instance, software that can produce audio test tones. Any 

sound produced in this way is irritating. Yet Nicolai once again focuses on the effect of the 

uncontrollable. Thus, bausatz noto ∞ (color version) has neither beginning nor end. Rather, the 

turntables are set to run continuously for the duration of the show, creating a single unpredictable 

track. (Vivien Trommer) 

 

Pedro Reyes 

Illegal handguns, pistols, and machine guns confiscated by Mexican authorities have been 

recycled and reworked into wind, percussion, and string instruments for the artist Pedro Reyes’s 

series Disarm. Covered in obvious traces of use, the objets trouves form a heterogeneous 

collection of fragments of weapons, revived by their new musical purpose: hollowed-out barrels 

serve as the metal bars of a glockenspiel, while parts of an assault rifle form the body of a bass 

guitar. Depending on the condition and scale of the metal parts, a broad musical alphabet can be 

played. 

Important precursors to these works, with their material- related fusion, are found in art 

movements of the 1950s and 1960s. The hybrid sculptures are reminiscent of manipulated 

musical instruments by John Cage, who placed various screws and rubber pieces between the 

strings of a piano, and of Nam June Paik’s Klavier Integral (1958–1963), a piano with added 

lamps and decorative items. Reyes continues the extended concept of sculpture as an 

interactive, audiovisual object of action, yet with a primarily sociocritical approach. 

The examination of the omnipresence and aestheticization of weapons is a core part of his artistic 

work. The explicit representation of the weapons of war aims not only to highlight current conflicts 

and the omnipresent arms trade in Mexico, but also to sensitize viewers to their original purpose 

as killing tools. The sculptures draw attention to the contradictions of modern life and 

demonstrate how gun violence—as an instrument of power, for law and order, or in the 

entertainment industry—is an integral part of our everyday lives. The term “instrument of power” 

reveals an ironic ambiguity in this context. 
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His works, which draw on a multitude of references, simultaneously pursue the goal of 

transforming destructive aspects into productive ones. Against this background, the series can be 

seen as a continuation of the project Palas por Pistolas (2008); the artist worked with Mexican 

authorities to produce 1,527 spades from melted-down weapons, and then used them to have 

1,527 new trees planted. The desire to encourage collective action in the face of political, social, 

and economic grievances in his home country—and, as it were, to promote the demilitarization of 

civic communities—is the driving force in Reyes’s artistic practice. (Maria Sitte) 

 

Naama Tsabar 

Minimalist and formal in terms of composition, Naama Tsabar’s artwork from her series Work On 

Felt is presented as monochrome rectangular felt mats. The edges of the mats are connected 

diagonally with a tightly stretched steel string, raised off the wall or floor by the tension, arching 

elegantly into the space. The seemingly industrial production, the clarity of the colors and shapes, 

and not least the title—“variations” from a series—are clear references to Minimal Art from the 

1960s. Despite their severity and rigor, the works beckon us to touch them and to experience 

them—not just visually, but also physically. The piano string challenges us to elicit a sound, and 

the felt wants to be touched by our hands. Electronic amplification renders audible subtle 

vibrations that occur on the mat and the string. Once this invisible boundary between the work 

and the viewer has been broken down, the severity and rigor turn into something sensual and 

dynamic. 

Felt is actually a material that we associate not with sound, but rather with its sound-absorbing 

properties—as in Joseph Beuys’s felt-lined room Plight (1985), where the audience was exposed 

to unnaturally dull acoustics. The use of felt and the formal proximity to Minimal Art are also 

reminiscent of Robert Morris’s felt works from the early 1970s: felt loops suspended off the wall, 

with the intertwined strips cascading toward the floor. Both Morris and Tsabar share an interest in 

materials, but also in the processual: while in Morris’s work this becomes apparent in the form 

itself, which varies depending on the installation, in Tsabar’s work it may be found in the 

permanent state of poise between artwork and instrument, where function and reception of the 

work constantly alternate. 

The clichés of female- and male-connoted art are brought into flux in the same way: sensitivity 

and formal rigor complement one another. Tsabar, whose works often pick up on and twist the 

unspoken role attributions of the music and art scene, programmatically collaborates with 

musicians who identify as female in her Work On Felt performances. This positioning is 

particularly poignant in the face of allusions to mainly male-dominated Minimal Art, which is faced 

here with the visibility and audibility of women. (Johanna Laub) 

 

David Zink Yi 

Trapezoid and cruciform, four meters in length, or two meters high—the sculptures in David Zink 

Yi’s work Being the Measure are certainly not handy percussion instruments. Their varying 

shapes, sizes, and colors not only have a strong visual presence; they are also an invitation to 

musicians to playfully explore their sound from different angles and ends—alone or together with 

others, standing next to them or sitting on them. It is not only their shape, but also different 

material thicknesses that offer a wide spectrum of percussive sounds. 
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The sculptures are rooted in David Zink Yi’s keen interest in Afro-Cuban music. Local musicians 

introduced him to this music, and he has now been working with them since 2002 and founded 

the band De Adentro y Afuera. The origin of Afro-Cuban music lies in the culture of West African 

peoples such as the Yoruba, who brought their religious rites with them when they were trafficked 

to Cuba. Playing on consecrated drums such as the Batá was an important part of ritual 

ceremonies. Afro-Cuban music developed from these ritualistic rhythms, in combination with 

other impulses such as jazz, into a complex musical form. The music is characterized by 

polyrhythms and syncopation (temporary displacement of the accent), where different rhythmic 

figures alternate between the musicians and are then recombined. David Zink Yi’s sculptures 

seem to pick up on this modular and combinatorial characteristic. 

At the same time, Being the Measure also touches upon questions on the nature and change of 

cultural identity that Zink Yi frequently examines in his work. Music has hence become an 

important reference point for him. On the one hand, it reflects the colliding and merging of various 

historical and social influences. On the other hand, making music provides moments—especially 

in joint improvisations—where the individual dissolves within the group, only for the group to then 

converge into a new organism. 

Angie Keefer’s text for Being the Measure picks up on this abstract layer; recited quite 

rhythmically during performances, it complements the musical performance on the sculptures. 

Time and again, her lines remind us of the processes of adaptation that run through both music 

and identity: the sending and receiving of impulses, their appropriation and transformation in a 

collective performance, the displacement of (beat) patterns, and the integration of the 

displacement itself: “Every aberration / an opportunity / for a new pattern / of connectivity.” And at 

the same time: “Every aberration, / a pattern, / physically modified / …”1 (Johanna Laub) 

1 Angie Keefer, text for Being the Measure, 2016. 


