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Abstract  
 

 

This thesis is a practice-led quest to expand aurality in white cube gallery 

spaces. Using video art installation practice, feminist phenomenology and 

spatial theory, it explores the soundscape of whitened contemporary 

exhibition spaces and questions how women-produced sounding video 

artworks, the experiencing bodies and background noise affect the 

production of the gallery in perceptual and socio-political terms. This project 

proposes that the archetypal white cube, as a product of modernism, has 

served as an architectural and institutional construct since the start of the 

twentieth century. Built on ocularcentric, patriarchal and capitalist ideology, 

it has continued to condition our way of displaying and experiencing art. The 

white cube has primarily accommodated rational, individualised and 

decontextualised white heteronormative middle-class male subjects, whilst 

quieting and excluding stereotypically Ȭirrationalȭ, Ȭsubjectiveȭ ÁÎÄ Ȭfeminisedȭ 

bodies and their sound from the gallery walls. The white cube, in this sense, 

has operated as a site of policed silencing and gendered control.  

 

This thesis makes an intervention into the field of contemporary art and 

museum studies by proposing the need to readdress the legacy of the white 

cubeȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÏÕÓ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ by bringing video art, sound and 

gender studies into the white cube debate through theory and practice. This 

project introduces a methodology of sonic feminism: the acts of speaking the 

mother tongue and listening to all-sound when exhibiting and experiencing 

video art inside the gallery walls. Whilst reflecting on my video art projects, I 

propose that once we allow our bodies to engage in the totality of sound and 

speak in a language that aims to offer rather than claim when being with art, 

we might begin to ÄÉÓÍÁÎÔÌÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÁÔÉÏ-temporal 

limitations . We might then discover a more expanded white cube ɀ an 

aesthetic site that exceeds gender binaries, empowers social connectedness 

and offers a whole-bodied engagement with art, a white cube that is home for 

all-bodies rather than some.   
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Introduction  
 

 

0.1. Prologue 
 

 
Ȭ9ÏÕÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÎÏÉÓÙ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÎÅÒÖÉÎÇȟ ÉÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ 

ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȢ -ÁÙÂÅ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ×ÏÒË ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÓÏÕÎÄȩȭ 4ÈÉÓ ÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓ 

request arrived from a curator at Surrey Gallery just moments before one of 

my audiovisual installations ɀ 13.1.91 was due to be opened to the public in 

the spring of 2016. He implied that the artwork would satisfy the gallery 

ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅÌÙ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÉÅÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄȢ Ȭ4ÈÅ 

ÎÏÉÓÅ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËȭȟ ÈÅ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÅÄȟ Ȭ×ÉÌÌ ÄÉÓÔÒÁÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȭȢ  

 

Ȭ.Ïȟ 13.1.91 ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÓÏÕÎÄȭȟ ) ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÄ ɀ ȬÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÁÇÅ 

ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢ )Æ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÐÉÅÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÏÎ ÓÏÕÎÄȭȢ 

13.1.91 ɀ a multi-channel audiovisual installation, revisits the images and 

sounds of a particular political protest, which took place in January 1991 in 

the USSR, now independent Lithuania. It transports the voices and noises of 

the archive into the gallery with the mission to amplify the collective political 

body that sought to resist the Soviet oppression. Using both images and 

sound, 13.1.91 invites the exhibition visitors to listen and to tune towards the 

ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÏÒȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÇÒÉÅÖÁÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÓȢ )Ô ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÉÓÈ ÔÏ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ 

them further. 13.1.91, thus, is all about sound. 

 

The gallery room in which 13.1.91 tried to speak out, however, was eerily 

empty. It was surrounded by austere and angular interior design, 

reverberant acoustics and a sense of discipline and order. Like any 

emblematic modernism-inspired white cube gallery space,1 Surrey Gallery 

ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÏÃÕÌÁÒÃÅÎÔÒÉÃȟ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÙÅ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ 

 
1 ȬA place free of context, where time and social space are thought to be excluded from the experience of 
artworks. It is only through the apparent neutrality of appearing outside of daily life and politics that the 
works within the white cube can appear to be self-contained ɀ only by being freed from historical time 
can they attain their aura of timelessnessȭ ɉSheikh 2009). 
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sounded ears or sounding bodies. If anything, my body,2 when placed in the 

ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬɍȣɎ ÓÕÐÅÒÆÌÕÏÕÓȟ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÒÕÓÉÏÎȭ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȟ 

1986, 15). By bringing the sound of the artwork into the gallery, I also 

brought my female artist body, and because of it, I embodied the position of 

an intruder.  

 

Whilst critiquing the auditory elements of my artwork, the curator at Surrey 

Gallery spoke at me with a rational and authoritative tone, the language of 

ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ×ÒÉÔÅÒ 5ÒÓÕÌÁ ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÏÎÇÕÅȭ 

(Le Guin 1989, 147) ɀ the universal language of patriarchy. This language, Le 

Guin tells us, aims to split, divide and exclude. For the curator, my sound was 

perceived as outside of the bounds of the father tongue. It was an intrusion. 

It was not rational or objective enough and therefore could not be trusted. 

!ÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ 3ÏÐÈÏÃÌÅÓȟ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 

kosmos ÆÏÒ ×ÏÍÅÎȭ ɉÑÕÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ #ÁÒÓÏÎ ρωωυȟ ρςχɊȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ Á ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÓ 

scholar Anne Carson, our voice3 must be controlled as it makes men feel 

uncomfortable (Carson 1995, 119). We say things that should not be said. If 

×Å ÂÒÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÆÏÒ Á ÍÁÎȭÓ ÅÙÅ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 

ÔÈÁÎ Á ×ÏÍÁÎȭÓ ÅÁÒ ÏÒ ÈÅÒ ÓÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÂÏÄÙȟ ×Å ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ 

governance. If we refuse to be ordered, we are undisciplined and out-of-

control. And because of it, we have to be administered.  

 

Yet, we persist. When installing 13.1.91 at Surrey Gallery, I refused to be 

quietened. Whilst my artwork revived the sound of a silenced political 

history, the sound of my bodily presence in the gallery space became a form 

of dissent against the institution in which the historical un-silencing was 

taking place. By refusing to remove the sound of my artwork, I became what 

Sara Ahmed calls a wilful subject (Ahmed 2014, 2017)4 ɀ a subject that 

 
2 My sounding body refers to the sounds of my material body, the sound of my body as a creator as well 
as the sound of my artwork.   
3 "Ù Ȭ×Åȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÕÒȭ ) ÍÅÁÎ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ȬÏÔÈÅÒÅÄȭ ÂÙ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÁ×ÓȢ )Î 
Ȭ4ÈÅ 'ÅÎÄÅÒ ÏÆ 3ÏÕÎÄȭ (1995)ȟ ×ÒÉÔÅÒ !ÎÎÅ #ÁÒÓÏÎ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÈÏ× ÏÕÒ ÖÏÉÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ȬÄÅÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÉÎ 
the masculine ideal of self-control. Women, catamÉÔÅÓȟ ÅÕÎÕÃÈÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÎÄÒÏÇÙÎÅÓ ÆÁÌÌ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȭ 
(Carson 1995, 199).  
4 Ȭ7Å ÒÅÃÌÁÉÍ ×ÉÌÆÕÌÎÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÆÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÕÐȠ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÒÅÆÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÆÏÒÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÎÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 
performed and narrated as the spread of light to the dark corners of earth; to persevere embodies that 
ÒÅÆÕÓÁÌȢ 7Å ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÅÍÂÏÄÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÆÕÓÁÌȭ ɉ!ÈÍÅÄ ς017, 80). 
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actively disrupts the flow of the prescribed (patriarchal) order. Ahmed 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓȡ Ȭ7Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ willful to keep going, to keep coming 

up. Willfulness is thus required in ordinary places: where we live; where we 

×ÏÒËȢ 7ÉÌÌÆÕÌÎÅÓÓ ÔÏÏ ÉÓ ÈÏÍÅ×ÏÒËȭ (Ahmed 2017, 83). 13.1.91, I realised, was 

my homework.  

 

The artwork, in the end, retained its images and sound. Even when deemed 

ȬÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÕÎÅȭ ɉ!ÈÍÅÄ ςπρχȟ τπɊȟ ÉÔ lugged itself against the father tongue 

prescribed by Surrey Gallery and its curator. Through sweat and effort, it 

ÒÅÆÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÏÃÕÌÁÒÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÏÒÄÅÒȟ ÕÎÓÅÔÔÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

walls and turned the space into our shared and communal home, rather his 

place or his home. This form of wilfulness, I propose, was an act of sonic 

feminism. 

 

0.2. A Case for Sonic Feminism 
 
 
In this project I turn to  sonic feminism ɀ a practice-led conceptual 

methodology embedded in my personal video art practice, aural thinking and 

feminist phenomenology. I use this approach to question how sound can 

subvert the production of space inside institutional art gallery spaces and 

museums. -Ù ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÏÎÉÃ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÍ ÁÒÒÉÖÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

video practice as well as composers and feminist thinkers Pauline Oliveros, 

Hildegard Westerkamp and Ursula Le Guin who conceptualise sound, bodies 

and listening in expanded, embodying and social terms. For Oliveros and Le 

Guin, sound is a form of offering. It is an act of generosity. Oliveros once said 

ÔÏ ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇȟ ×Å ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ȬÏffer your experience 

ÁÓ ÔÒÕÔÈȭ ɉ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ρωψωȟ ρυπɊȢ !ÆÔÅÒ×ÁÒÄÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄ not talk objectively at one 

another, they did not demand or claim from one another. Instead, both 

Oliveros and Le Guin listened and spoke with  each other. Through speaking 

and listening together, they were able to offer and share their experiences as 

unique and truth. 5ÒÓÕÌÁ ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ 

ÔÏÎÇÕÅȭ ɀ a language that aims to connect rather than divide, a language that 
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ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÕÓ ÔÏ ȬÓÐÅÁË ÓÕÂÖÅÒÓÉÖÅÌÙȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÃÌÁÉÍ (Le Guin 1989, 

160).  

 

Oliveros proposes that ÉÆ ×Å ÁÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÔÕÎÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÓÏÎÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȭ (Oliveros 2010, 22), listening to everything that can be 

perceived bodily without strictures and restrictions, we might be able to form 

a more ecological and socially inclusive interconnection with our sounding 

world. In order to offer, however, we must listen globally, not focally 

(Oliveros 2005, 15), and be open to all sound. For Westerkamp, every place 

waits to be listened to and it is our task to tune our ears and bodies towards 

what is sounding (ibid.). The composer suggests that by actively participating 

in our lived sounding environments ɀ ȬÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓȭ ɉ7ÅÓÔÅÒËÁÍÐ ςππφɊ ɀ 

we can build more embodied and social bonds with what surrounds us. 

Listening, thus, should not be bracketed or reduced as it may stop us from 

ÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÂÏÎÄÓȡ Ȭ,ÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÆÏÒÃÅÄȢ 1ÕÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅȡ ÔÒÕÅ 

receptive listening comes from an inner place of non-threat, support, and 

ÓÁÆÅÔÙȭ ɉ7ÅÓÔÅÒËÁÍÐ ςπρυɊȢ 0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ 

should be an open-ended and unrestricted practice.  

 

Historically, video has served as a powerful instrument for opposing the 

limitations of the soundscape inside the gallery space. Since the 1960s, 

women video artists used the sound of video as a way of confronting the 

boundaries and walls of the patriarchal world (Elwes 2005).5 Video art, after 

all, rejects sensory divisions. Its mission is to unite and to connect. As argued 

by Spielmann (2010) and Rogers (2013), video grants audiovisuality ɀ a 

synchronicity between image and sound, consequently refusing disciplinary 

and sensorial frames. Video, one of the first technologies to offer a unification 

of senses, allowed early women video artists to offer their experiences and 

subjectivities as truth. Joan Jonas, for example, used sounding television 

ÍÏÎÉÔÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÅÒÒÏÇÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ 

and voice in society. In Ȭ/ÒÇÁÎÉÃ (ÏÎÅÙȭÓ 6ÉÓÕÁÌ 4ÅÌÅÐÁÔÈÙȭ (1972), the artist 

 
5 #ÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÅ %Ì×ÅÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÉÎ Leuzzi, Laura, Elaine Shemilt and Stephen Partridge 
(2019). %76!ȡ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 6ÉÄÅÏ !ÒÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ϋτÓ ÁÎÄ ότÓ. London: John Libbey. 
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combined performance and video to explore female archetypes and social 

rituals through bodily self-examination recorded on camera. Video artist 

(Ï×ÁÒÄÅÎÁ 0ÉÎÄÅÌÌ ÉÎ Ȭ&ÒÅÅȟ 7ÈÉÔÅ ÁÎÄ φυȭ (1980) turned to voice as a way of 

amplifying her personal grievances and traumas of growing up in racially 

segregated communities. Avant-garde artist Charlotte Moorman, on the other 

hand, used her body and video as a form of instrument and a playful method 

to perform sound in gallery spaces. These artists, whose work I explore more 

in depth in the following chapter, demonstrate how the audiovisual signal has 

allowed female video artists to call for the much-needed expansion of the 

gallery institution in terms of gender and race. Through images and sound, 

they made their voices as well as their bodies heard.  

 

7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ÉÎ 

this project I acknowledge the importance of their work. I build on the early 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÁÎd use the sound of my video artworks  as a tool 

for questioning the ideological limitations of contemporary gallery spaces. I 

propose that when spoken using the mother tongue, as experienced during 

the 13.1.91 exhibition at Surrey Gallery, video has the capacity to unsettle 

patriarchal spaces and their norms.  

 

Sonic feminism, as practiced in this project, calls for an audiovisual or whole-

bodied thinking. Using video art practice and auditory embodiment, it 

questions how all-sound can help our bodies to operate and navigate through 

ideologically driven spaces in more open and uninhibited terms. 13.1.91, for 

example, resisted the splitting the senses and instead invited a whole-bodied 

participation. The mission of the artwork was to connect images and sounds 

of a political protest against the USSR regime with the audiovisuality of the 

gallery space, this way confronting the ocularcentric and, to an extent, 

patriarchal nature of the gallery. By refusing sensorial divisions and binaries, 

it allowed the gallery visitors to explore the exhibition room as an 

audiovisual, potentially a whole-bodied and a socially interconnected site, 

rather than purely ocularcentric or individualised.  
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My approach to sonic feminism rejects the idea that bodies can operate as 

universal. Instead, in line with Sara Ahmed, Anne Carson, Ursula Le Guin and 

Iris Marion Young, I propose that our position in the world is inhibited (I. M. 

Young 2005) and orientated (Ahmed 2006b). Our sound, as a result, also 

becomes conditioned (Carson 1995). Whilst departing from the early 

phenomenologists, including Husserl (1983, 1975), Merleau-Ponty (2014) 

and Don Ihde (2007), who admit our bodies and our bodily experience of the 

world as global or a-gendered, in this project I conceptualise bodies as socio-

ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÁÍÅÄȢ /ÕÒ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ #ÁÒÓÏÎȭÓ 

thinking, is also bound to social and historical limitations (1995). When I 

entered Surrey Gallery to install 13.1.91, for example, I embodied the 

exhibition space as a gendered subject whose intentionality was inhibited. I 

was asked to remove my sound and follow the orders prescribed by the 

curator who spoke at me using the father tongue.  

 

Upon reflection, I resisted ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÁÕÔÈÏritative voice and performed as 

a sonic feminist: a practitioner and a thinker who thought with and through 

sound, spoke the mother tongue, listened to her body and embodied what 

Oliveros calls the globality of sound ɀ all-sound. I used my embodied 

experience of the space to confront the galleryȭÓ ÏÃÕÌÁÒÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ 

governance, this way unleashing the socio-political and embodying potential 

of the exhibition space ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȢ  

 

Through sonic feminist acts, I discovered that a different kind of white 

exhibition space might be possible. 13.1.91, when exhibited and sounding 

within the architectures of Surrey Gallery, offered a space that is embodying, 

a relationship and co-connecting and temporally active, rather than 

individualising, disembodying and timeless. 13.1.91, to the discomfort of the 

ears of men, was boisterous and wilful, opposing the splitting of senses. It 

became a conceptual and creative intervention against gendering and 

conditioning in contemporary gallery spaces and museums today.   
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0.2. Why the White Cube? 
 

 

My encounter with the curator at Surrey Gallery indicates that the 

soundscape of institutional art galleries today dedicated to modern and 

contemporary art is not as open or generous as we are led to believe. Whilst 

supposedly diversifying in its operations, representation as well as 

audiences, whitewashed exhibition rooms, whether they are privately run or 

publicly funded, can still be experienced as austere, patriarchal and ocular-

led.6 4Ï ÕÓÅ !ÈÍÅÄȭÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÅÔÙÐÁÌ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ 

ÎÏÔ Á ÈÏÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÍÅȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ȬÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÍÁËÅ 

too much sound, as the 13.1.91 exhibition at Surrey Gallery reveals, you might 

be asked to quieten your artwork. If you refuse, you might be asked to leave. 

 

The white cube is a very particular gallery construction ɀ an ideologically 

architectural aesthetic and an institutional mechanism that has conditioned 

our way of being with7 art since modernism. Since the appearance of empty 

bleached gallery rooms at Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York in 

1929, white exhibition spaces have been called patriarchal, ocular-led, 

autonomous, rational, autonomous, eternal, disembodying, elitist, racist, 

capitalist and universal (e.g. Elkins and Montgomery 2013, Filipovic 2014, 

Grunenberg 1994, Krauss 1990, O'Doherty 1986), implying that institutional 

art spaces have operated as sites of perceptual, socio-political and economic 

limitations.  

 

According to Simon Sheikh (2009) and Elena Filipovic (2014), contemporary 

art spaces can still be experienced as containers for timelessness, autonomy 

and disembodiment, as arenas in which ocular-ÌÅÄ ȬÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÙ ÆÅÔÉÓÈÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ 

 
6 Whilst there have been a number of women-led conceptual initiatives to subvert the limitations of 
gallery institutions in terms of gender and race, including the AWC movement and Guerrilla Girls, the 
patriarchal and capitalist white cube, as I will discuss in chapter one, the white cube ideology continues 
to exist successfully. Specifically, I will provide case studies of MoMA and White Cube Bermondsey and 
will discuss how these institutions, both as private and public, continue to frame our experience of art 
ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÉÄÅology.  
7 The white cube has consistently conditioned the being of art and the being of the spectator as separate 
entities. I will instead speak of being with art, drawing on Jean-Luc Nancy's insight that being is never 
isolated, but instead that existence is always co-existence (Nancy 2000).  
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ÅÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÖÁÌÕÅɉÓɊȭ ÉÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÁÄÖÏÃÁted (Sheikh, 2009). Indeed, whether it is an 

exhibition room at MoMA in New York, White Cube Bermondsey ɀ a private 

commercial gallery in London, Museum of Modern Art in Barcelona or 

documenta biennial in Germany, these spaces continue to share something in 

common ɀ their commitment to the modernist aesthetic. These institutions, 

including other privately run or publicly funded galleries and museums 

across the West, are surrounded by bleached white walls, square or 

rectangular box-type rooms, unaccommodating reverberant acoustics and, 

as witnessed at Surrey Gallery, amplified ocularcentrism as well as 

patriarchal control. Such architectural and institutional arrangements, this 

project proposes, are not purely functional, but also ideological, and they 

have continued to shape and, to an extent, inhibit how some of us are 

expected display and experience art. 

 

Whilst contemporary white exhibition rooms are becoming more boisterous 

and accommodating,8 the reality, as experienced and embodied at Surrey 

Gallery, is different. This particular gallery aesthetic still has the capacity to 

isolate, limit and reduce some voices and bodies, including the bodies of 

women. When Á ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒ ÅÎÔÅÒÓ Á ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅ Ȭdesigned according to the 

angular, not to say perpendicular logic dispensed and required by the eyeȭ 

(Connor 2011, 129), they are presented with a set of Euclidean rules: not to 

talk, make noise, sit on the floor or touch the artworks. Some may only be 

permitted to look in silence. The white cube does not allow distractions, 

interruptions or any form of disturbance, including sound. In the 13.1.91 

exhibition, her sound, if anything, had to be regulated if not silenced.  

 

As a female artist working with sound in archetypal white cube settings, I 

have time and time again been met with gendered silencing and institutional 

walls, which have been difficult to cross. I have then struggled to dismantle 

 
8 Consider the curatorial programming at 4ÁÔÅ -ÏÄÅÒÎȭÓ 4ÕÒÂÉÎÅ (ÁÌÌȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȢ %ÌÉÁÓÓÏÎȭÓ The 
Weather Project ɉςππσɊȟ #ÁÒÓÔÅÎ (ÏÌÌÅÒȭÓ Test Site ɉςππφɊ ÁÎÄ 4ÁÃÉÔÁ $ÅÁÎȭÓ Film (2011) offered an 
aesthetic experience that exceeds the white cube tradition . Most of the commissioned works, however, 
were created by men rather than womenȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÔÏ ÎÏ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÁÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ 
ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÒÏÏÍȟ ÔÈÕÓȟ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅ ÒÅÓÉÄÕÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔ ÁÒÔ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ 
patriarchal and ocularcentric ideology.  
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them. I have had to negotiate. I have had to abandon my own unique way of 

being with art and allow myself to be directed and orientated. I have 

repeatedly learnt that my bodily presence, including my mobility and 

movements, voice as well as the noises I make or hear, are admitted as 

problematic or unwanted. At times, if I talk or cough, I am considered to be a 

distraction. If I make too much noise through and about the video artworks I 

exhibit, including 13.1.91, I am declared out-of-control. My embodied 

experience of being with art in white cube exhibition spaces has led me to 

repeatedly adopt a position of ɀ to ÕÓÅ 3ÁÒÁ !ÈÍÅÄȭÓ ÔÅÒÍ ɀ an affect alien 

(Ahmed 2017, 57): as someone who is affected, but in an unsound way, as 

someone who is out of tune (Ahmed 2017, 40).   

 

Having embodied the ideological limitations of contemporary art institutions 

and their gendered soundscapes, in this project I call for a 

reconceptualisation of the production of space inside the white cube from the 

position of sound and gender. Using theory and practice, I confront the white 

ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌȟ ÏÃÕÌÁÒ-led, timeless and decontextualised ideology that is 

still experienced by some bodies. To articulate this challenge, I turn to sonic 

feminism and consider how the gendered embodiment of sound in 

institutional art gallery spaces affects the bodies of self-identifying women 

and what can be done to change the inhibitory power conditioned by white 

exhibition walls. Here, I propose that unless we explore this issue by 

combining theory and practice: by way of historiographic survey, bringing 

sounding artistic practice and sonic interventions into contemporary white 

cubes, the legacy of this ideologically driven project will continue to prevail.  

 

The mission of this thesis, thus, ÉÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

socio-political potential beyond the eye and beyond the father tongue. To do 

that, I situate my sound inside the white cube as a form of dissent and ask: 

what happens if those who operate outside the father tongue refuse to be 

quietened, and instead, speak up and noisily resist? Can our sound, as 

produced and experienced by self-identifying women, subvert the gendered 

production of space in the white cube? By situating the acts of sonic feminism 



 10 

ɀ video art and a phenomenology of all-sound ɀ inside white exhibition 

ÓÐÁÃÅÓȟ ×Å ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÓÕÂÖÅÒÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ 

ocularcentric and rational regime and offer the gallery as a site for whole-

bodied and social forms of engagement. Refusing binaries and divisions may 

ÁÌÓÏ ÁÌÌÏ× ÕÓ ÔÏ ÓÕÂÖÅÒÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÔÉÍÅÌÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÏÎÔÅØÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ 

character and experience the gallery as environmental and as social.  

 

While paying respect to the histories of women artists and thinkers working 

with video and sound as well as their successful expansion of the gallery in 

terms or gender, this project proposes doing sonic feminism as a theoretical 

and creative practice, through which the gendered embodiment of sound in 

gallery spaces (and social spaces more broadly) can be reconsidered on a 

more permanent basis, this way forming an original contribution to 

knowledge. As an interdisciplinary way of thinking ÁÎÄ ȬÄÏÉÎÇȭȟ ÓÏÎÉÃ 

feminism aims to contribute towards the disciplinary fields of sound studies, 

gender studies, contemporary art and museum debates. My broader hope is 

that this inquiry will allow us to consider how sonic feminism, as a wilful 

methodology and a form of thinking, can also be utilised to question the 

gendered embodiment of social spaces in broader cultural and socio-political 

terms beyond the white cube.  

 

0.7. Towards an Aurally Expanded White Cube 
 

 

Chapter one addresses the origins of the white cube. It asks: what is the white 

cube project, when did it emerge and how did it transform our way of being 

with  art? The chapter traces the historiography of the white cube in relation 

to modernism and offers Á ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȢ 

I demonstrate how different practice-led ventures and movements, including 

ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ×ÏÒËÅÒÓ ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ 

art, turned to sound to subvert the limitations of the autonomous exhibition 

display. These sounding practices, I will discuss in the thesis, have 

contributed towards the mobilisation of the white cube perceptually as well 
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as socio-politically, leading me to call for a further practice-led intervention 

using sound and video.      

 

Chapter two builds upon the white cube critique and proposes that 

modernist gallery spaces are always audiovisual. Sound in the white cube, 

however, remains undertheorised. The chapter, therefore, calls for an 

expansion of aural thinking and considers the white cube from a position of 

sound and aurality. It provides a critical overview of theories and practices 

that address sound in relation to space, art, embodiment and feminism and 

relates them to the question of the gallery. In sound studies, as the chapter 

demonstrates, the concept of sound remains bound to the contexts of sound 

art, music or soundscape studies. Apart from a few publications that deal 

with sound in screen-based art settings (Rogers 2013, Hegarty 2014, Kelly 

2011), the question of aurality in visual art spaces, specifically its experiential 

and socio-political potential, remains underexplored. In this chapter I 

address these gaps and call for a further expansion of the disciplines.  

 

Chapter three dwells into my conceptual and methodological approach to 

this research project. It presents a case for doing sonic feminism. Here, I enter 

the debate as a female artist working with sound as well as a female body 

experiencing sound and propose that in order to critically re-evaluate the 

×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙȟ ×Å ÍÕÓÔ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÍÂÏÄÙ sound, and do sonic 

feminism using theory and practice. In this chapter I consider the methods of 

video art practice and listening to all-sound and demonstrate how they help 

us to rethink the ideology of the white cube.  

 

Chapters four and five confront the idea of disembodiment and a rational 

ocular-led subjectivity when being with art. In Chapter four, I guide the reader 

through the conceptual and practical development of 13.1.91 and present a 

case for exploring the issue of bodies in the white cube using sound. Chapter 

five forms a critical analysis of the artwork using the method of listening to 

all-sound. By tuning my body towards the sound of the artwork, the gallery 

architectures as well as other bodies, I demonstrate how the exhibition room 
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can become an embodying ground in which intersubjective relations 

between human and non-human agents can emerge. With all-sound listened 

to and accounted for, the gendered nature of the gallery space I propose, 

collapses ɀ the aesthetic site becomes home to all and whole bodies rather 

than some or just the eye.  

 

Chapter six and seven call for a spatio-temporal expansion of the gallery 

through the dimension of all-sound. It proposes that listening to all-sound 

can connect the gallery to further temporalities and spatialities, transforming 

the space into an active social ground. In chapter six, I reflect on my 

installat ion project Airport  (2015) and a sounding art exhibition Sound/Place 

(2015), which I co-curated and participated in. The aim of these two chapters 

is to demonstrate that the white cube is an ongoing event co-connected with 

a multiplicity of outside worlds that change and transform over time. 

Drawing on sociologists Doreen Massey (2005) and Henri Lefebvre (1992, 

2004), I propose that due to the relentless activity of all-sound, the gallery is 

ÕÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÒÅÔÁÉÎ ÉÔÓ ȬÄÅÁÄȭ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÁÓ a spatio-

temporally expanded social ground. 

 

In the conclusion of my thesis, I form a synthesis, in which I propose that with 

all-sound uncovered and accounted for bodily, the white cube performs as 

aurally embodying ɀ a site where bodies are empowered to form 

environmental relations with other bodies in time. Whilst reflecting on the 

ÃÁÓÅ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȟ ) ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÅÐÓȟ ÅÖÁÌÕÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

discuss the intended outcomes of the study. The reflections on the case 

studies suggest that all-sound should ɀ as constructed by all bodies rather 

than some ɀ leak into and seep beyond the architectures of the white cube 

space, enhancing and extending our potential experience of contemporary 

art beyond white exhibition walls.  

  



 13 

1. 

The White Cube Project  
 

 

1.1. Introduction  
 

 

Like the church or temple of the past, 
the museum plays a unique 
ideological role. By means of its 
objects and all that surrounds them, 
the museum transforms ideology in 
the abstract into living belief.  

(Duncan and Wallach 1978, 28) 
 

 

The enquiry into the aurality of contemporary art gallery spaces begins with 

an evaluation of the proposed research question ɀ the ideology of the white 

cube. 4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÉÎ "ÒÉÁÎ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȭÓ 

collection of essays Inside the White Cube (1986), where he used the notion 

ÏÆ ×ÈÉÔÅ ȬÃÕÂÅÎÅÓÓȭ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔ ÁÒÔ galleries and 

museumsȢ (Å ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ Á Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅȟ ÉÄÅÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅȟ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÁÎÙ 

ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȟ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÅÔÙÐÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÅ ÏÆ ςπÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÁÒÔȭ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒty 

1986, 24). The white cube could be described as a rather empty and vacant, 

interior -wise, gallery exhibition setting surrounded by white walls, with little 

to no furnishing, hard flooring and reverberant acoustics. This universal way 

of presenting and experiencing artworks can be discovered in private and 

public modern and contemporary art galleries and museums across the West 

and beyond: from Tate Modern in London, Guggenheim in Bilbao, MMOMA in 

Moscow to Museum of Contemporary Art in Tokyo.  

 

White cube exhibition spaces present a rather ascetic minimal interior 

aesthetic, through which, any exterior distractions, including histories or 

details of the outside world, including sound, become extracted. /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ 

proposes that since modernism, art galler ies and museums have adopted a 
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timeless and decontextualised ideology, in which rational forms of ocular-led 

participation have been ÇÒÁÎÔÅÄ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ρωψφɊȢ .ÉËÏÌÅÔÔ %ÒěÓÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ Á 

summary of what the white cube gallery aesthetic is: 

 

White cube is an emblematic gallery and exhibition space, as well an ideological 

field surrounding, of western modernism. The white cube is to ensure the 

presupposed ideal environment for the presentation of artworks: white, 

undecorated walls, hidden sources of artificial light, polished wooden floor or 

homogenous carpet; a clean and discreet environment to reinforce the 

abstraction of space and the decontextualization traditionally present in 

ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȢ )Î ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÅÓÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÒÔȱ ÖÉÓÉÂÌÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ 

ensure a kind of timelessness and sacrality to infiltrate the encounter with the 

isolated works of art, they are detached from the outside reality, their historical, 

economic, and social context (%ÒěÓÓ n.d.). 

  

%ÒěÓÓȭ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ Ôhe white cube implies that white exhibition aesthetic, 

whether it is a commercial gallery or a public modern art music, operates 

according to a shared set of values: ocularcentrism, rationalism and 

autonomy.  

 

In order to understand what the white cube is, how it emerged and how it 

operates today, I will consider the proposed research issue 

historiographically and explore why white exhibition walls emerged and how 

they have become the dominant form of exhibition display. I will trace the 

entrance of the white cube to modernism and the crisis of subjectivity and 

will consider how this ideological project re-affirmed patriarchal and 

capitalist values. I will turn to the case studies of a non-profit organisation 

MoMA in New York and a private limited company White Cube Bermondsey in 

London to demonstrate how the ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ 

expansion of the arts beyond white walls and bleached gallery spaces, 

continues to dominate the Western exhibition culture in the silent referential 

way.  

 

Whilst navigating through the histories of the white cube, this chapter will 

propose that sound, despite its silencing and exclusion, has played a political 
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and social role in expanding the ideology of the white cube. Here, I will 

consider how sound, as mediated through artist-led movements and 

practices, has continued to reform and expand white cube institutions since 

modernism. From noisy political interventions organised by Artist Workers 

#ÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÅÁÒÌÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔȟ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÁÒÔ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ 

galleries, including major art galleries and museums such as MoMA in New 

York or White Cube Bermondsey in London, have had to rethink their 

governance and their way of treating its subjects and objects, even if 

temporarily.   

 

More recent temporary sound and audiovisual art exhibitions inside white 

exhibition spaces such as Sonic Boom at Hayward Gallery in London (2000), 

Her Noise at South London Gallery (2005), Soundings at MoMA (2013), 

Sounds Like Her at Nottingham Art Exchange (2017-2018), also showcase 

that different forms of exhibition display and experience are possible. The 

conceptual attempts, undertaken by artists, curators and sometimes by 

institutions themselves, evidence that sound can serve as a form of 

amplification and resistance against the ideological limitations of the white 

cube. However, as the case studies of MoMA and White Cube Bermondsey in 

will discuss, these, in many cases, are short lived. Despite the resistance and 

abandonment of the white cube aesthetic, the ocularcentric, 

decontextualised, timeless and patriarchal white cube exhibition aesthetic 

still remains the common sense. It continues to serve as the unquestionable 

truth , consequently framing the majority of contemporary art exhibition 

display and experience. 

 

"ÒÉÁÎ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȟ ÉÎ Ȭ)ÎÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ 7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅȡ 4ÈÅ )ÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÁÌÌÅÒÙ 3ÐÁÃÅȭ 

(1986) presented a fierce analysis of modernist museums and galleries, 

ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÁÕÓÔÅÒÅ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȢ In his 

ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȟ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ÄÒÅ× ÏÎ -ÁÒxist theories of ideology to 

ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȭ%ÖÅÒÙ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÅÓ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ 

desired ends, but ignoring the grubbier aspects of our nature, or disguising 

ÔÈÅÍȟ ÉÓ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÂÁÓÉÃ ÁÔÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎȭ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ρωψφȟ ψψɊȢ In other 
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words, with the introduction of white walls in gallery spaces, the galleries 

adopted a very particular ideology. As the case studies of this chapter will 

demonstrate, modernism inspired galleries have repeatedly applied material 

instruments of power to impose its governance over its bodies in intricate 

and subtle ways ɀ they have conditioned, orientated and inhibited certain 

bodies, specifically the bodies of women and ethnic minorities. In this sense, 

the white cube has never been just about the physical space in which 

ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÁÒÅ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÅÄȢ 7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄÌÙ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÏÎ ȬÎÏÎ-ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȭ ÇÒÏÕÎÄÓ 

(Grunenberg 1999, 34),9 this particular Western construct has functioned as 

hyper-ideological since the start, presenting us with rules and conditions 

under which we would be expected to operate.  

 

This chapter sets out to demonstrate that the white cube gallery aesthetic 

was built on the foundations of capitalist logic and patriarchal structures. 

Since the initiation of the modern gallery space, white exhibition rooms have 

served as bureaucratic sites for promoting rationalism and objective forms 

of knowledge, trading artworks as commodities for economic exchange. 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ !ÄÏÒÎÏȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ÉÓ Á ȬÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒ ɍȣɎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÒÃÈÉÃÁÌ 

production of commodities in fully develÏÐÅÄ ÂÏÕÒÇÅÏÉÓ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭ (Adorno 

1983, 177)Ȣ 7ÁÌÔÅÒ "ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆ 

art in the museum approximates them to commodities, which ɀ where they 

offer themselves in masses to passer-by ɀ rouse the idea that he also must 

ÈÁÖÅ Á ÓÈÁÒÅȭ ɉ1ÕÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωτȟ ςπρ). The white cube, as a 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȟ ÏÆÆÅÒÓ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔȢ )Î #ÈÒÉÓÔÏÐÈ 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇȭÓ 

ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ÉÔ ÅØÐÌÏÉÔÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÅÓÓÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȭ 

(Grunenberg 1999, 34).  

 

The archetypal white cube gallery spaces have continuously called for 

rationalist and objective forms of exhibition display, presenting themselves 

as patriarchal grounds for aesthetic experience. According to Grunenberg, 

modern art spaces have actively sought to break away from the so-called 

 
9 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÎÄed to provide a neutral environment for the 
contemplation of art ɀ without any distraction from decoration, neighbouring works of art, or indeed 
ÁÎÙ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȭ ɉρωωτȟ στɊȢ  
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Ȭfeminineȭ features which were present in nineteenth century museum 

spaces: ȬÔhe so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÅÄ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ 

ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÅÃÁÄÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÓÁÎÉÔÙȟ ÓÅÎÓÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅ ÆÒÉÖÏÌÉÔÙ ɍȣɎȭ 

(Grunenberg 1994, 205). This view implies that sensuality and feminine 

levity that had been previously felt was be excluded from the modernist 

gallery frame. In this sense, the white cube gallery aesthetic enclosed its 

architectures and called for a very specialised gallery visitor: a primarily 

white, middle class man led by individualism and a silent rational mind 

rather than a whole-body sensory engagement. 

 

Traditionally, the everyday sound in gallery spaces are supressed. The gallery 

visitor is not permitted to talk, make noise or touch the artworks. Social 

ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔ ȬÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

white gallery space, including the gallery staff ɀ invigilators, security guards 

and the management, also tend to be eerily silent. The exhibition rooms 

usually accommodate little to no sound, unless sound is granted by artworks. 

The overall architectural setting of white exhibition rooms, then, presents 

itself as primarily austere and disciplined ɀ as if these sites were constructed 

primarily for the eye, as if someone permitted them to operate as controlling 

surveillance grounds, restraining and isolating bodies, removing voices, 

commodifying art objects, abandoning histories and eliminating external 

worlds.  

  

In this chapter I demonstrate how this particular Western construction for 

displaying and experiencing art has supported ocular-led forms of 

participation , repeatedly refusing to accommodate sensorial or active bodies 

ɀ bodies that would listen, feel vibrations or potentially embody artworks, 

for example. Any senses beyond vision, including hearing and listening, 

would be deemed distractions and as a result quietened by modern art 

spaces. The consequence of such a regime has resulted in certain subjects, 

specifically those stereotypically associated with subjectivity and 

embodiment, including Ȭfeminisedȭ bodies, being restrained, conditioned or 

at times literally excluded frÏÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÐÅÃÔÒÕÍȢ 4ÈÅ 
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gallery visitor, identified as he, once in the gallery space, would be expected 

to leave his body outside and instead enter with their disembodied eye 

switched on. Once in the gallery space, he would be allowed to look and 

explore the rooms in a solitary manner.  

 

The white cube, however, has not always been white or a cube. Before the 

appearance of white exhibition halls, galleries and museums operated as 

hustling and boisterous grounds, in which noises and rhythms, whether 

through social interaction, cacophonous interior design and furnishing as 

well as bodies sharing the space, would manifest (Maak, Klonk, Demand 

2011). With the entrance of new modern art spaces during the first half of the 

twentieth century , for example MoMA (est. 2019), Whitney Musum (est. 1931) 

and Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum (est. 1939) in New York, ICA (est. 1947) 

in London and The Busch-Reisinger Museum in Harvard (1903), the sounds, 

colours and soft furnishing were abolished and replaced by an empty 

bleached cube. After WWII, however, the gallery interiors have started to 

shift and expand, moving away from white gallery rooms towards alternative 

venues and sites, as acknowledged by Charlotte Klonk (2009) and Ressa 

Greenberg (1996). According to Greenberg, the insurgence of Ȭalternativeȭ 

gallery settingsȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ȬÓÉÔÅ-ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃȭ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÌÁÃË ÂÏØÅÓȟ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÁÎÄ 

artist -ÒÕÎ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ÈÁÓ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ȬÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȟ ÃÌÁÓÓ 

and race and the position - geogrÁÐÈÉÃȟ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÉÃȟ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȭ (Greenberg 

1996, 350). The exceptions to the white cube include a cooperative run space 

FOOD (1971-1973) in New York, The Kitchen, set up by video artists Woody 

and Steina Vasulka in 1971 in New York, The Living Art Museum (est. 1978), 

an artist-run museum in Reykjavik, as well as Transmission Gallery, 

established in 1983 in Glasgow. Whilst the work of these non-institutional 

spaces has been crucial, as they have addressed some of the social, economic 

and political issues that had been previously suppressed or ignored in the 

white cube frame, most of these projects have had to simply flee and set up 

initiatives outside of their governance.  
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Whilst major contemporary art institutions, including Tate Modern, have 

started to adopt more inclusive interior techniques, avoiding the classic 

Ȭwhitenessȭ that is often associated with elitism and white patriarchy through 

ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ȬÔÕÒÂÉÎÅ ÈÁÌÌȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÔÁÎËÓȭ ÓÐÁces, yet, some contemporary visual 

art institutions, as the case study of White Cube Bermondsey will reveal, still 

follow the same modernist regime, consequently shaping the art market and 

culture. If anything, as pointed out by Filipovic, the white cube condition is 

only becoming bigger than ever before and is expanding globally:  

 

Fast forward, virtually everywhere, sometime here and now. Like 

modernity, the white cube is a tremendously successful Western export. 

)ÔÓ ÐÕÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÎÅÕÔÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ Á ÕÂÉÑÕÉÔÏÕÓ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄ ɍȣɎ 

for artworks in museums, but also for galleries and art fairs that 

transform commercial environs into what look more and more like mini 

museal spaces (2014, 46). 

 

)Î &ÉÌÉÐÏÖÉÃȭÓ ÒÅÃËÏÎÉÎÇȟ ÔÈÅ ÅØÏÄÕÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÓÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÅÄ 

environments have not necessarily resolved the problem that has been 

systematic at its core since the introduction of the white cube, as almost a 

century later, the same laws are still present and can be felt when being with 

art in many ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓȢ !Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ 3ÉÍÏÎ 3ÈÅÉËÈȡ Ȭ7ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ 

is [still] conceived as a place free of context, where time and social space are 

thought to be excluded from the experience of artworks. It is only through 

the apparent neutrality of appearing outside of daily life and politics that the 

works within the white cube can appear to be self-ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄȭ ɉςππωɊȢ 

3ÈÅÉËÈȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ despite the critique, the white cube ideology 

still operates inside art institutions and it continues to dictate how we 

connect to art.  
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1.2. The Entrance of the White Cube 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1, Exhibition view, We Like Modern Art, MoMa, Dec 27, 1940 - Jan 12, 1941, photo: The Museum of Modern Art 
Archive, New York 

 

The history of the prescribed archetypal ideal white exhibition container 

could be traced back to the beginnings of the twentieth century, specifically 

the entrance of abstract art as well as the initiation of modern art institutions 

such as the Museum of Modern Art in New York, USA. The existent 

historiographic accounts reveal how the shift in the artistic tradition 

presented the need for a transformation in terms of museum display. 

According to Charlotte +ÌÏÎËȡ ȬBefore and after the First World War, there 

was a desire to show pieces of art against a background with the greatest 

possible contrast to the dominating colours of the paintings. ɍȣɎ 4ÈÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

1920s discussions in which white received connotations of infinite space 

ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅȟ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÁÍÏÎÇ #ÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÖÉÓÔ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÓȭ 

($ÅÍÁÎÄȟ +ÌÏÎË ÁÎÄ -ÁÁË ςπρρɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ Á ȬÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÅÄȭ 

environment for exhibiting and experiencing art was called for ɀ spaces that 
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ÃÏÕÌÄ ÏÆÆÅÒ ȬÁ ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ immediate, concentrated viewing experience than 

ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȭ (Grunenberg 1999, 28).  

 

Modern art museums began to operate as a very particular institutional 

apparatus, structured with a capitalist and patriarchal ethos in mind, 

introducing a set of strategies that would dictate the display and the 

experience of art. White exhibition rooms and with that, their institutions, 

according to Graham and Yasin, became elitist and fetishistic ɀ spaces of class 

ÁÎÄ ÐÒÉÖÉÌÅÇÅȡ Ȭdeeply inscribed with division, hierarchy, elitism, 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓ ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱȭ (Graham and 

Yasin 2008, 159). Ȭ7ÈÉÔÅȭȟ ȬÖÉÓÉÂÌÅȭȟ ȬÕÎÄÅÃÏÒÁÔÅÄȭȟ ȬÐÏÌÉÓÈÅÄȭȟ ȬÈÏÍÏÇÅÎÅÏÕÓȭ 

ÁÎÄ ȬÉÄÅÁÌȭȟ ÁÓ %ÒěÓÓ points out (n.d.), suggest that white cubes have carried a 

level of uncomfortable sterility and discipline since the start.  

 

Modern art museums and galleries have followed a specific ideological path: 

they have used visually-led techniques to attract the disembodied rational 

eye, consequently presenting themselves as primarily ocularcentric 

spectacles, removing anything that would exceed the eye from its 

experiential spectrum, including the tactile and sounding body. Graham and 

Yasin argue that by controlling its experiencing subjects, modern art spaces 

served ÁÓ ȬɍȣɎ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÏÎÉÁÌ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ 

functions of collection, object-ÏÒÄÅÒÉÎÇȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÏÎȭ (Graham and Yasin 

2008, 164). White exhibition rooms, in that sense, became both 

representational and objectifying, turning any bodies that would enter their 

architectures into objects for an eye-led contemplation. Even today, once a 

gallery visitor enters a room surrounded by four white walls, a certain way 

of being with art, as demanded by the surrounding ascetic landscape, can still 

emerge. In a classic archetypal white cube scenario, the participant  is 

authorised to move slowly in isolation and gaze at the neatly presented 

artworks  in a disembodied ocular-led manner.  

 

By imposing isolation and individualism, the classic modern art museum has 

been able to create a fantasy of an Ȭidealȭ aesthetic arena (white, 
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uninterrupted and unquestioned), in which rational participation could take 

place. In a way, an archetypal white cube could be compared to a religious 

sanctuary, overpowering, immobilising and controlling the viewer. As Brian 

/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȡ ȬÁ ɍÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔɎ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ is constructed along laws as 

rigorous as those for building a ÍÅÄÉÅÖÁÌ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȭ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ρωψφ, 14). He 

continues:  

 

The ideal gallery subtracts from the artwork all clues that interfere with 

ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÒÔȣȢ 4ÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÍÕÓÔ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÅ ÉÎȟ ÓÏ ×ÉÎÄÏ×Ó 

are usually sealed off. Walls are painted white. The ceiling becomes the 

source of light. The wooden floor is polished so that you click along 

clinically, or carpeted so that you pad soundlessly, resting the feet while 

the eyes have [sicɎ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÌÌȭ ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ρωψφ, 14).  

 

Duncan and Wallach also ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȭ-ÕÓÅÕÍÓȟ ÁÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÃÅÒÅÍÏÎÉÁÌ 

monuments, belong to the same architectural class as temples, churches, 

shrines, and certain kinds of palaces. Although all architecture has an 

ideological aspect, only ceremonial monuments are dedicated exclusively to 

ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙȭ ɉDuncan and Wallach 1978, 28). These sites insist you perform and 

act in a certain way. The white cube, specifically, asks its participants to bring 

their eyes and leave their bodies outside. The bodies of the gallery visitors as 

a result become an odd piece of furniture (/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȟ 1986, 15).  

 

#ÈÁÒÌÏÔÔÅ +ÌÏÎËȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÃÁÌÌÓ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȭÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅ Á 

ÆÁÂÌÅȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÔÈÉÓ 7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅȟ Á ÍÙÔÈ ÔÈÁÔ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ ÈÉÍÓÅÌÆ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ 

has since dominated our understanding of modern art museums. A closer 

look at the history of museum displays shows that although there had indeed 

been many experiments with white walls in museums since the 1920s, a 

uniformly hermetic room with four walls and a stable function and meaning 

never existedȭ (Klonk 2016, 67). She continues to suggest that museums 

transform according to social change and alter their  meaning accordingly. 

2ÏÂÅÒÔÁ 3ÍÉÔÈ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó +ÌÏÎËȭÓ ÓÕÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ private and public 

galleries today are more fluid than we might think. She argues that due to 
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ȬÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÃÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅÓȟ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÆÌÕÉÄ 

ÆÏÒÍÓȟ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎȭ ɉ3ÍÉÔÈ 2006).  

 

The critique of the ideology of the white cube, ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȭÓ myth, 

remains present. According to Niklas Maak, when inside ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȡ ȬÏÕÒ 

experience of visiting museums and galleries is traditionally characterised by 

the quasi-religious atmosphere: nothing is to be touched, one is rather quiet 

and reverent, nobodÙ ÌÁÕÇÈÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÅÅÒÉÌÙ ÓÔÉÌÌȟ ÎÏÂÏÄÙ ÉÓ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÁÌË ÌÏÕÄÌÙȭ 

(Demand, Klonk and Maak 2011). Such techniques of control, as performed 

by the white cube architectural setup, have allowed the space to reinforce its 

dominance over artworks and its experiencing subjects; an exercise that has 

authenticated the ideological power of the institution.  

 

This, Klonk proposes, has not always been the case: ȬÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

eighteenth century, when museums turned into widely accessible public 

spaces, they were apparently used not only to cultivate relations with objects, 

ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȭ ɉDemand, Klonk and Maak 2011). In other words, 

before the entrance of the so-called white cube, museums and galleries 

served as primarily social sites, in which more spontaneous bodily 

encounters would occur. Whilst the museums of the pre-white cube era were 

still problematic in terms of gender and class, the spaces for experiencing 

artworks did allow more bodily interaction and social mobility, consequently 

producing different sets of experiential architectures when being with art.  

 

From an architectural perspective, the eighteenth-century art spaces were 

filled with softer furnishings, more comfortable seating and more Ȭchaoticȭ 

exhibition display, this way welcoming distractions and consequently 

bringing the outside life and its temporalities into the museum architecture: 

human chatter and clatter or bodies moving in space, for example.  

 



 24 

 
 
 

Figure 2, Martini, Pietro Antonio, Exposition au Salon du Louvre en 1787, 1787. Wildenstein Institute, Paris 

 

 
Figure 3, J. J Grandville, An Exhibition Gallery, Illustration for the book Un autre monde, Paris, 1844 
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+ÌÏÎË ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȡ Ȭ7Å ËÎÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 'ÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÉÎ ,ÏÎÄÏÎ 

shortly after it opened in 1838 in Trafalgar Square to have picnics or teach 

their children how to walk. It was simply a public space in the midst of the 

ÃÉÔÙ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒË ÏÎ ÒÁÉÎÙ ÄÁÙÓȭ ɉDemand, Klonk and Maak 

2011). +ÌÏÎËȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ pre-modern museums did not serve 

austere and disciplined environments as such, even if it operated according 

to elitist and patriarchal principles. In other words, the spaces for collecting 

and experiencing art before modernism did not eliminate all of the senses 

beyond the eye or present themselves as a primarily ocularcentric site. Thus, 

we must further ask, what led the change? Why did modernist art spaces 

introduce sensory and social disciplining? And more importantly, why the 

eye and not the ear or the rest of the body? In order to address these 

questions accordingly, I situate the ideology of the white cube project in the 

context of modernism and the Ȭmodernȭ subject and question how the 

Ȭmodern way of thinkingȭ has impacted the initiation of the modern art 

institution.  

 

1.3. Tracing the Entrance of the White Cube  
 
 

The white cube ideology emanated in line with the crisis of subjectivity 

during the modernist era. !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ *ÏÌÁ £ËÕÌÊȟ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȡ ȬÁÓ Á 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÉÎÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÒÁÐÔÕÒÅȟ ɍȣɎ ×ÁÓ 

ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÉÎ ÃÒÉÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ɍȣɎȟ ÏÒ ÃÒÉÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȭ ɉ£ËÕÌÊ 

2003, 147). The emergence of new technologies as well as the manifestation 

of industrial capitalism during the nineteenth century led to a reorganisation 

of knowledge, communication and subjectivity. In his discussion of the role 

of politics in modernism, Frank +ÅÒÍÏÄÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ Ȭ!Ô ÓÕÃÈ ÔÉÍÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á 

notable urgency in the proclamation of a break with the immediate past, a 

ÓÔÉÍÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȟ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÃÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .Å×ȭ ɉ+ÅÒÍÏÄÅ 

2014, 2). As a result, modernist thinkers and makers called for an Ȭupdatedȭ , 

or New approach to obtaining knowledge ɀ a form of knowledge that was led 

by rationalism, objectivity and individualisation, consequently re-imbuing 

the power of the patriarchal social order.  
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"Ù ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ô×ÅÎÔÉÅÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌȭ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ 

associated with fluidity, decadence and soft forms of knowledge production, 

as exercised by the previous cultural and scientific practices during 

Romanticism, would be deemed as no longer adequate. Habermas has 

demonstrated how ([1985] 2015) modernity  served as an embodiment of 

Enlightenment and the Enlightened thought, with rationality and visuality 

praised as unquestionable and as truth, whilst subjectivity and bodily 

encounters, stereotypically associated with the feminine, would be 

marginalised. A feminist response to this precise historical shift denotes how 

the crisis in representation as well as the loss of the subject during modernity 

ÉÓ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅȢ !ÌÉÃÅ *ÁÒÄÉÎÅȭÓ Gynesis (1986) for 

example, demonstrates how the female subject was placed in an oppositional 

duality with the man, deemed as outside of reason, as the Other. To quote a 

ÆÁÍÏÕÓ ÐÁÓÓÁÇÅ ÂÙ 3ÉÍÏÎÅ ÄÅ "ÅÁÕÖÏÉÒȡ Ȭ(Å ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÂÊÅÃÔȟ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ !ÂÓÏÌÕÔÅ 

ɀ ÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ /ÔÈÅÒȭ (Beauvoir 1997, 26), non-subject, non-person, non-entity. 

Rita Felski ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȬȬ-ÏÄÅÒÎÉÔÙȭ ɍȣɎ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÓ ɍȣɎ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÕÃÈ ÓÏÃÉÏ-

economic processes as industrialization, urban expansion, and the increasing 

division of labor associated with the development of capitalism, but also the 

epistemic shift towards a secularized worldview exemplified in the 

ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌÉÚÁÂÌÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÆÒÅÅÄÏÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȭ 

(Felski 1989, 47). This view implies that whilst the logic of modernity offered 

Á ȬÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÓÅÌÆ-ÅÍÁÎÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȭ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊȟ ÉÔ ÓÉÍÕÌÔÁÎÅÏÕÓÌÙ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÓ ÕÎÄÅÓÉÒÁÂÌÅ, an, as a result, not 

equal. This view implies that modernism, served as ȬÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÔÅÒÒÏÒÉÓÔÉÃ 

ÁÎÄ ÏÐÐÒÅÓÓÉÖÅȭ ɉ&ÅÌÓËÉ ρωψωȟ τψɊȢ  

 

In the context of the arts, modernity offered a new conceptual and critical 

thinking Ȭspaceȭ across the West granting the idea of Ȭsubjectiveȭ freedom and 

progressive radicalism, empowering primarily white male subjects to return 

to their egos, to self-reflect and to question their individual unique 

existence.10 Whilst on one hand modernism promoted a liberation of 

 
10 !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ !ÎÔÈÏÎÙ 'ÉÄÄÅÎÓȟ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÓÅÌÆ-identit y becomes a reflexive organised 
ÅÎÄÅÁÖÏÕÒȢ ɍȣɎ )Î ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÔÁËÅÓ ÏÎ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ 
tradition loses its hold, and the more daily life is reconstituted in terms of the dialectical interplay of 
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individual subjectivity, on the other hand, this cultural phenomenon 

coincided with the rise of patriarchal and capitalist logic, placing its now 

presupposed ȬÆÒÅÅȭ subjects under a new social regime ɀ a system that would 

condition and commodify the modern space and time.  

 

The first modern art gallery spaces, including MoMA in New York, adopted 

these patriarchal and capitalist attributes. The first white exhibition rooms 

accommodated the needs of heteronormative middle-class white men rather 

than women. For example, the gallery rooms would remove any architectural 

ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÉÔÙȭȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÓÏÆÔ ÆÕÒÎÉÓÈÉÎÇÓ 

or colour, with artworks hung at the eye level for the rational pleasure of the 

eyes of men. In the case of MoMA, for example, art wouÌÄ ÂÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÓÅÌÆ-

ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÓ ÏÆ ÆÒÅÅÄÏÍ ÉÎ Á ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

7ÈÉÔÎÅÙ "Ȣ "ÉÒËÅÔÔȟ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÅÒÁ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ 

emulated by museums and businesses alike (Birkett 2012, 75).  

 

The early modern art ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÓÓÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÓ 

×ÉÔÈ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȭÓ visual or ocular-led culture. Jonathan Crary proposes that 

modernity was founded on capital-led spectacles. He contends that whilst the 

modernist way of thinking sought to assert and ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȭ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÔÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÐÕÒÅÌÙ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ ȬÔÈÅ 

necessity of making subject see, but rather on strategies in which individuals 

are isolated, separated, and inhabit time ÁÓ ÄÉÓÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÅÄȭ ɉCrary 2001, 3). 

In other words, #ÒÁÒÙȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ modernity served as a broader 

ideological apparatus reinforcing a particular capitalist ocular-led system 

ÕÎÄÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅȢ )Î 2ÏÓÁÌÉÎÄ +ÒÁÕÓÓȭ ×ÏÒÄÓȡ ȬÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔ 

ÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÓÏÎȭ 

accommodating the needs of men (Krauss 1994, 22). This statement implies 

that modernism and the modern way of seeing was not an unembodied 

construction; it was not detached from the effects of power. By asserting that 

ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ Ȭ×ÁÎÔÓȭȟ +ÒÁÕÓÓ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙȭ ×ÅÒÅ 

 
the local and the global, the more individuals are forced to negotiate lifestyle choices amongst a 
ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓȭ (Giddens 2013, 5). In other words, modern subjects are allowed to take control of 
their own being and reflexively organise their lives.  
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ÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÇÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÁÎÔÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÏÒÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÒÅÁÓÏÎȢ The 

modern era, through politics, art and culture, thus, served as a powerful 

institutional apparatus, reinforcing itself through spectacles and visual 

attractions aimed at the consumerist and commodified masculinised eye 

rather than sensing bodies.  

 

It was the objectively controlled and the rational patriarchal mind, rather 

than a sensing ȬÍÁÔÅÒÎÁÌȭȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÙÓÔÉÃÁÌȭ ɉ&ÅÌÓËÉ ρωψωȟ στɊ ÏÒ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÅÄ body 

that became incorporated into the new capitalist system. The rest of the body 

would be deemed a servant, a labouring tool utili sed for production; a 

machine operating under the governance and the dominance of the spectacle. 

In Tim ArÍÓÔÒÏÎÇȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÉÍÁÌ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÏÕÓ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȭ 

(Armstrong 1998, 2), directed and led by capitalism. Thus, with the new 

ȬÍÏÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÉÒÃÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ (Crary 1992, 14), ÁÎ ȬÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒ-ÃÏÎÓÕÍÅÒȭ ÏÒ the sensorially 

repressed modern subjects would evolve according to the logic of capital 

whilst other bodies, including the socially deemed Ȭfeminineȭ bodies, would 

be used as tools of labour instead.    

 

The socio-political shifts of modernity began to resonate within the early 

avant-garde of the twentieth century. Composers, visual artists and 

performers, primarily men, became energised by the forces of 

industrialisation , technological advancements and the reawakening of the 

self. They started to challenge and critique the traditions of Romanticism, this 

way expanding their artistic practice towards more technologically driven 

experimental domains. An Italian futurist painter and experimental music 

composer Luigi Russolo, for example, demanded for an inclusion of noises in 

music. He wrote a manifesto in which he argued that the past was nothing 

but silence (Russolo 1967, 4). He began to build noise making instruments ɀ 

Intonarumoriȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏȡ Ȭconquer the infinite variety of noise-sounds 
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(Russolo 1967, 6).11 Experimental music composer Arnold Schoenberg, on 

the other hand, chose to abandon classical Western harmonies instead 

moved towards free atonality. A French composer Edgard Varèse called for a 

ÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÁÒÇÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ 

of melody oÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ ÍÅÌÏÄÉÅÓȭ ɉVarèse and Wen-Chung 1966, 11). In 

visual arts, a Russian born artist Wassily Kandinsky began to experiment 

×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÉÍÁÇÅÓȟ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÉÎÎÅÒ ÓÏÕÎÄȭ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÁÇÅȡ Ȭ#ÏÌÏÕÒ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙÂÏÁÒd [...] The artist is the hand 

×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÌÁÙÓ ɍȢȢȢɎ ÔÏ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÖÉÂÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÌȭ ɉDüchting, Kandinsky 2000, 

17). Artists Oskar Fischinger and Alexander László created Farblichtmusik 

performances, which explored the relationship between moving images, 

sounds and light. Inspired by Ȭmodernȭ ideas and ideals, including 

ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ-driven 

thinking, the new avant-garde art movements, including Futurism, Bauhaus, 

Dada and Russian Constructivism, advocated more radical, progressive and 

future-oriented artistic expression, consicously removing themselves from 

the aesthetic limitations of the past. Such a conceptual reawakening of the 

self in the arts meant that any sentimentalism, nostalgia or glorification of the 

past ɀ a form of past that would be associated with femininity and sensuality 

of Romanticism, would be hidden or deemed unwanted.  

 

The technology-determined cultural transformation advocated a renewed 

form of rationality that would serve the objective mind and with that, the 

socially prescribed Ȭmasculineȭ subjects. Others, including those deemed 

Ȭsubjectiveȭ, would be consequently removed from rationally driven 

explorations in the early avant-garde artistic experimentations. It is 

important to acknowledge, however, that women, even when working within 

the peripheries and outside the avant-ÇÁÒÄÅȭÓ father tongue, formed 

experimentations outside of the technologically-determined conceptual 

realm. Artists, including Mary Ellen Bute, Pauline Oliveros, Daphne Oram, Lis 

 
11 The Futurist Manifesto, initially written in 1913, initiated an avant-garde movement that was 
primarily led by men who followed patriarchal and authoritative voice. Their mission was to be radical 
and be violent, this way re-establishing their power in terms of leading the future. By removing 
themselves from the past, they would also remove any feminine traits that were carried throughout 
Romanticism. The idea was to glorify violence and war, this way retaining their patriarchal power.  
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Rhodes, Joan Jonas or Alison Knowles, to name a very few, have continuously 

pushed the disciplinary boundaries of art since modernism, experimenting 

with images, sounds, silence, transforming non-musical objects into 

instruments, drawing sound on film and questioning the potential of 

soundscape. Some artists have used sound and images as a way of challenging 

the gendered silencing, whilst others pushed sound into more expanded 

conceptual and critical domains. The technologies that emerged during 

modernism enabled women artists to amplify their  presence as creators and 

thinkers. Technology, in a way, was also used form of ammunition against 

bodily inhibition, the endemic sexism and the ongoing institutional exclusion, 

which I explore further in this chapter. 

 

The avant-ÇÁÒÄÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÒÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÏÎÅȭÓ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ 

being with art. The classic museums, for example the Louvre in Paris and  The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, were now considered as limiting 

and regressive, thus, more modern and future-oriented gallery rooms that 

could accommodate the newly emerging visual forms of art, including cubism 

and abstract art, were called for instead.12 The new modern art museums of 

the early twentieth century, including MoMA and Whitney Museum in New 

York, aspired to redefine themselves as progressive and forward-looking 

grounds, offering uncomplicated and bare interior design, presenting 

themselves as three-dimensional blank canvases situated outside a 

particular time or spaceȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ #ÙÒÕÓ -ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈȡ Ȭ-ÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ 

achieved by displaying artworks on plain white walls. This policy had 

stemmed from an impetus to create neutral spaces for art display. Small 

ÒÏÏÍÓ ÄÅÖÏÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ 

 
12 In the context of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, for example, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., the co-founder and 
ÆÉÒÓÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÏÆ -Ï-!ȟ ×ÒÏÔÅȡ Ȭ&ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÄÏÚÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓ .Å× 9ÏÒËȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ɀ Metropolitan ɀ has 
ÂÅÅÎ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÄÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ȰÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔÓȱ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ 
(Quoted in Manasseh 2009, 59). #ÙÒÕÓ -ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȡ Ȭ"Ù ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ρωςπÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÌÉÆÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ 
of various new movements in art, which had required a new approach to cataloguing and classification, 
would result in serious ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ -ÅÔÒÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎȭÓ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓȟ ÉÒÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ 
attempts to supplement a historic collection with contemporary artworks from the Modernist period. 
The Metropolitan had, overall, strongly reflected the classical outlook inherent in museums such as the 
,ÏÕÖÒÅȭ ɉ-ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ ςππωȟ υωɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃÁÌ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓȟ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȟ ÆÁÉÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 
ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÉÍÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÁÂÌÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ Ô×ÅÎÔÉÅÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȭ ɉ-ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ 
2009, 64).  
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environment would be designed to create an intimate experience for visitors, 

who would be encouraged to respond to the artworks in a personal way 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÃÏÎÆÕÓÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÈÅÌÄȭ ɉ-ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ 

2009, 65).13  

 

The drive for clarity, simplicity and disembodied forms of engagement 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔ ÁÒÔ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ Äesign.14 

Such spaces became sanctuaries in which the eye would lead, and white 

masculinised bodies would follow. The white exhibition rooms galleries 

enclosed their architectures, by way of their design, to those external 

influences conceptually as well as physically, transforming their grounds into 

Ȭidealȭ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÓÁÎÃÔÕÁÒÉÅÓȢ !Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇȡ Ȭ4ÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÌÍȟ ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ 

spaces ɍȣɎ provide relief from the bustling metropolis outside and, more 

ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȭ 

(Grunenberg 1999, 34). The white cube frame - an aesthetic vacuum, instead, 

created its own authority -governed experiential economy system.  

 

1.4. From Museum of Modern Art to White Cube: A 
Question of Ideology 

 
 
In order to grasp how the ideology of the white cube project manifested itself 

through practice, and more specifically, how it has shaped exhibition display 

and our ways of being with art since modernism until today, in this section I 

consider the histories and operations of two major art institutions: Museum 

of Modern Art, which opened in 1929 in New York and is often regarded as 

the first white cube institution and White Cube Bermondsey, a private art 

gallery which was set up in 2011. Here, I form an analysis of the two Ȭclassicȭ 

 
13 In her discussion of MoMA, Manasseh arguesȡ Ȭ-Ï-!ȭÓ ÄÉÓÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÅÌÉÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÉÎÅÔÅÅÎÔÈ-
ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÉÔÓ Ȱ7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅȱ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇÓ 
at eye level (or just below it), compelling visitors to stand in a fixed position in order to examine 
individual artworks as unique specimens (rather than as wallpaper). This method would contrast 
uncompromisingly with the method employed by traditional nineteenth-century museums, which 
displayed their paintings by filling the wall space from top to bottom with pictures. This created a mosaic 
ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ×ÁÌÌȢ ɍȣɎ "Ù ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ 
-Ï-!ȭÓ ÓÐÁÒÓÅ ÅØÔÅÒÉÏÒ ÁÎÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ȰÃÌÉÎÉÃÁÌȱ ÉÎÔÅÒÉÏÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ Ôo suspend the 
ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÄÅÃÏÎÔÅØÔÕÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȭ ɉ-ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ ςππωȟ φφɊȢ  
14 ȬÓÐÁÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ×ÈÉÔÅ ×ÁÌÌÓ ÁÎÄ Á ÐÏÌÉÓÈÅÄ ×ÏÏÄ ÆÌÏÏÒ ÏÒ ÓÏÆÔ ÇÒÅÙ ÃÁÒÐÅÔȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ ςφɊȢ 
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white cube art spaces with the hope to uncover how this spatial ideological 

construction has evolved, whether it is still present in publicly or privately 

art institutions,  and where it sits in relation to contemporary art culture 

today.  

  

1.4.1. The Inauguration of The White Cube: Museum of Modern 
Art 

 

Museum of Modern Art serves as one of the more pertinent examples of the 

modernist white cube aesthetic and, as a result, its ideology. MoMA could be 

ȬÃÒÅÄÉÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄȭ 

(Grunenberg 1999, 26). Founded in 1929, unlike its predecessors, the 

museum offered a different and at that time rather radical approach to 

exhibition design. Gallery rooms were no longer surrounded with intricate 

furnishing or multi -layered interior. Instead, each space was presented as 

predominantly empty, consisting of little to no furnishing, with paintings 

neatly hung against white walls. This mode of exhibition display has allowed 

the museum to promote the idea that art experience did not necessarily have 

to be social and could be experienced more self-reflectively in isolation.  
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Figure 4, Exhibition view, Robert Irwin, MoMa, Oct 24, 1970 - Feb 16, 1971, photo: MoMa Archive, New York 

 

MoMA adopted modernist ideals and applied rational and self-reflective 

minimalist design to its architectures as well as its operational structure. In 

a way, the museum used modernist aesthetics as a source of inspiration for 

ÓÈÁÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȢ According to Manasseh:  

 

-Ï-!ȭÓ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÅÔ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÏ ÍÏÄÉÆÙ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ -ÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ ÉÎ 

parallel with the culture, politics and economics of America. Through its 

advanced marketing, publicity strategies, and relations with various corporate 

ÓÐÏÎÓÏÒÓ ɍȣɎȟ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÒËÅÔ %ÕÒÏÐÅÁÎ ÁÎÄ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ -ÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ 

as commodity. As both a privately-Ï×ÎÅÄ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȟ 

-Ï-!ȭÓ ÐÌÁÎÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÏ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ as a permanent museum of modern art, 

×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ Ȱȣ Á ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ 

works of arÔȱȢ (Manasseh 2009, 62-63) 

 

Grunenberg further argues that MoMAȭÓ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ȬÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ 

effective manifestation of its modernist principles and internationalist 

outlook. The building represented a radical departure from the temple-like 

museum architecture that dominated the United States until after World War 
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2: no ceremonial staircase but access at street level; no grandiose columns 

ÂÕÔ Á ÆÌÁÔȟ ÃÌÅÁÎ ÆÁÃÁÄÅ ÓÅÔ ÆÌÕÓÈ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÒÅÅÔ ÆÒÏÎÔȭ ɉGrunenberg 1999, 33-

34). MoMAȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ, in this sense, was clear: to remove itself from the 

romanticised ideas around art and its ceremonial celebration. Whilst 

initiating  a space organised and run with a set of laws and conditions, 

however, the museum became a unique container ɀ a solitary religious 

ground promoting modernist ideas and universalising our now Ȭmodernisedȭ 

way of being with art. 

 

MoMA, in line with modernity,  implemented bare interior design as a way of 

materialising the sense of timelessness, autonomy and aesthetic idealism. 

The institution introduced white walls, little seating, no talking and a no 

ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȠ ÉÔ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ Á ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȭ 

involvement in the surrounding exhibition spaces would be directed. When 

reflecting on MoMAȭs architecture in 1939, art critic Henry McBride 

ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄȡ Ȭ!ÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓȟ ×Å ÓÈÁÌÌ ÂÅ ÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÎÄ 

up, look quickly and pass on. There are some chairs and settees, but the 

machine-like neatness of ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÍÓ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÖÉÔÅ ÒÅÐÏÓÅȭ (McBride 1997, 

371). -Ï-!ȭs machine-like interior design generated a self-reflective and 

disciplining quasi-neutralised setting, which would advocate for aesthetic, 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÙ ÁÌÉÅÎÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ×ÈÉÔÅ ×ÁÌÌÓ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ 

context from which the so-called interrupted, direct and, as envisaged by the 

institution, ideal eye-led aesthetic contemplation, would emerge.  

 

4ÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÓÅÄ ÏÃÕÌÁÒÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ this 

level of presupposed idealism, allowing vision to function as the primary 

sense and control the rest of the body. A gallery visitor would not be expected 

to listen or bodily participate in the works presented. Instead, she would be 

ÔÏÌÄ ÔÏ ÖÉÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅȢ !Ó +ÌÏÎË ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÉÎÇ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÁÔ ÁÎ ÅÁÒÌÙ 

stage with the design of reverential entrance halls and exhibition rooms. 

They were sumptuously decorated but weren't intended to distract from 

ÖÉÅ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔȭ ɉDemand, Klonk and Maak 2011). This was evident in -Ï-!ȭÓ 

case. In order to remove any potential distractions, the museum, through 
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architecture, reinforced visually-led aesthetic observation as a technique of 

control that would allow the institution to discipline how the participants 

would engage with exhibited artworks.  

 

Whilst built on ocularcentrism and rationalist ideals, MoMA also functioned 

as a socio-politically problematic institution. To begin with, the museum was 

introduced as a primarily capitalist venture with the intention to turn art into 

Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔȢ 3ÅÔ ÕÐ ÂÙ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÆÒÏÍ Ȭ!ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÌÉÔÅȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ σςɊȟ MoMA followed a very particular 

capitalist business model. It became a cultural emporium for collecting and 

trading what the founders considered to be high class art. Even though 

MoMAȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ȬÁ ÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ 

ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ σςɊȟ ÓÉÍÕÌÔÁÎÅously, this institution used a 

set of capitalist codes ɀ from applying particular marketing strategies to 

investing into collection acquisitions ɀ as ways of establishing itself as a 

ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÏÄÓ ɉÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓɊ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÒȡ Ȭ.ÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÓ -/-! ÉÔÓÅÌÆ 

run with all the efficiency of a business competing in the capitalist economy, 

but the political activities of its trustees sometimes had a direct impact on the 

ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ σςɊ. -ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÉÔÓ 

multifarious activities and attempts to monopolise modern and 

contemporary art, would be enabled through, and stimulated by, an 

efficiently run business, which gradually would create enormous wealth for 

many of its founderÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓȭ ɉ-ÁÎÁÓÓÅÈ 2009, 61). MoMA, thus, ran as 

a business corporation, this way becoming what Allan Wallach calls: ȬÁ 

ÕÂÉÑÕÉÔÏÕÓ ÓÙÍÂÏÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÔÙȭ ɉ7ÁÌÌÁÃÈ ρωωψȟ χωɊȢ  

 

Managed and run by private investors, MoMA aligned itself perfectly with the 

capitalist frame.15 The museum was located in a shopping district at the heart 

of Manhattan. It branded itself as an accessible venue with the works of art 

 
15 Businessmen and philanthropists, including Anson Conger Goodyear (the president of the Great 
Southern Lumber Company), Paul J. Sachs and Frank Crowninshield became the first trustees of the 
museum. The first appointed director was Alfred Hamilton Barr Jr. !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇȡ Ȭ,ÉËÅ 
many other museums in the United States, MOMA was founded by wealthy private benefactors and its 
ÔÒÕÓÔÅÅÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÃÒÕÉÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ïÌÉÔÅȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÅÒÁÌÌ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 
the museum and, especially through the appointment of leading staff members, exert influence on its 
ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÐÏÌÉÃÙȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ σςɊȢ 
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ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÃÌÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÁÂÌÅ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȟ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ȬÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ Á 

departmenÔ ÓÔÏÒÅȭ ɉ'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇ ρωωωȟ στɊȢ 'ÒÕÎÅÎÂÅÒÇȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ 

that MoMA became a niche supermarket for trading and experiencing art. 

Indeed, whilst strolling through the shopping district, anyone could choose 

to escape the boisterous New York streets, enter the architectural solitude 

ÁÎÄ ȬÂÕÙȭ Á ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÓ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȢ In this sense, 

by offering the experience of art as a form of commodity, the museum 

imposed its own trading system, presenting itself as a business and a service 

provider, acquiring art, offering entertainment and selling cultural 

experience.  

 

In order to maintain its Ȭshop-likeȭ status, MoMA developed a number of 

strategies that would direct and manage their visitors. Once in the white 

ÃÕÂÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ ÇÏÅÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÃÃÏÒÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ 

trade structure: they would purchase admission tickets, follow guides and 

curated routes when exploring the exhibition rooms. By submitting 

themselves to the guidelines, as authorised by the museum, the visitors 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÇÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ capitalist regime. 

With the entrance of MoMA, experiencing art collectively was no longer an 

option, as the visitors were expected to explore the space in an isolated 

confinement and, consequently, in silence. This form of experience was 

offered with the price of the ticket.  

 

Since its opening in 1929, MoMA conformed to the patriarchal social order. 

Whilst there were a few women associated with the opening of the museum, 

including patron Miss Lillie P. Bliss, trustee Josephine Boardman Crane and 

the first film curator Iris Barry appointed in 1935, most of the trustees, 

patrons and directors were men, including the first appointed director Alfred 

H. Barr, Jr. as well as trustees A. Conger Goodyear, Paul Sachs and Frank 

Crowninfield.16 This meant that the museum placed primarily not women or 

ethnic minorities but white men at the top of the institutional chain to lead 

 
16 ! ÆÕÌÌ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ -Ï-!ȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅȡ 
https://www.moma.org/about/who -we-are/moma-history  
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and direct. According to Grunenberg, MoMA ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅÄ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ȬÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÍÁÌÅ ÓÐÈÅÒÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÎÁÂÌÅÄ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÉÎ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÔÏ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍ ÉÔ ȬÉÎÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÁÃÃÅÐÔÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÏut 

ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÏÒÄÅÒȭ ɉGrunenberg 1994, 205), which in this case, was 

informed by patriarchal power structures. The writer further suggests that 

-Ï-! ȬÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÁÒÉÁÎ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ 

ÆÏÒÍÁÌÉÓÔ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃÓȭ ɉibid.). The operational structure of the museum 

suggests that the institution conformed and to an extent extended the already 

deeply ingrained patriarchal regime that had been visible and felt in art and 

culture for centuries. By offering autonomy and prescribed social order, it 

reiterated the gender inequality that was becoming increasingly visible in art 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȢ "ÒÉÁÎ /ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÉÎÇ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȟ draws 

our attention towards the question of the modernist gallery visitor:  

 

Who is this Spectator, also called the Viewer, sometimes called the 

Observer, occasionally the Perceiver? It has no face, is mostly a back. It 

stoops and peers, is slightly clumsy. Its attitude is inquiring, its 

puzzlement discreet. He - )ȭÍ ÓÕÒÅ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÍÁÌÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÆÅÍale - arrived 

with modernism, with disappearance of perspective. He seems born out 

of picture, and, like some perceptual Adam, is drawn back repeatedly to 

contemplate (/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ 1986, 39). 

 

/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÌÌÅÒy spaces 

structured aesthetic experience as primarily masculine. Women and those 

who identify themselves as such would instead be expected to adopt the 

stereotypical masculine qualities and perform according to a prescribed 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȡ Ȭ)Î ÔÈÁÔ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ encounter, the ideal viewer (white, middle-

class) is also constructed ɀɀ well behaved, solemn, disembodied, and able to 

ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÕÎÉÎÔÅÒÒÕÐÔÅÄ ÇÁÚÅȭ 

(Filipovic 2014, 45). This ideology-led strategy meant that men could remain 

in power and the social order would not be disrupted.  

 

The ideological traces of the first white cube gallery ɀ MoMA, including its 

capitalist and patriarchal properties, have been adopted and continue to be 
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used by gallery spaces and museums today across the globe. The universal 

white cube, as the next case study will  reveal, has now become the 

international standard that continues to dictate how galleries are built, set up 

and organised.  

1.4.2. The White Cube Project Today: White Cube Bermondsey 

 
 
White Cube Bermondsey, a private art gallery located in south London, 

endorsed the MoMA model and implemented its ideological foundations into 

ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȢ The White Cube art enterprise was initially set up in 

the early 1990s in West London by art dealer Jay Jopling. Whilst approaching 

the initiative as a business, Jopling built a global art empire, successfully 

branching out into Hong Kong and Sao Paulo in 2012. White Cube Bermondsey 

ɀ *ÏÐÌÉÎÇȭÓ ÌÁÔÅÓÔ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 5+ȟ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÉÔÓ ÄÏÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÉÎ 

2011. Built on the physical grounds of an old industrial warehouse, the 

gallery offers a 5,400 square metre space for art exhibitions and commerce. 

As noted by The Guardian reporter Charlotte Higgins, the space was set up to 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÁÒÔ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÉÎ "ÒÉÔÁÉÎȡ ÔÈÅ 4ÁÔÅ -ÏÄÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

for-ÐÒÏÆÉÔ ÁÒÔ ×ÏÒÌÄȭ (Higgins 2011). The vision of White Cube Bermondsey 

was clear: to provide an exclusive and an in-demand space, with its primary 

ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÅÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ ×ÏÒËÓ 

for profit ɀ in the art gallery and on the White CubÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ. From 

an economic perspective, the gallery was opened with the incentive to make 

profitable returns. The 7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅȭÓ director of exhibitions, Tim Marlow, has 

spoken openly about the project and its potential brewing success: Ȭ,ÏÎÄÏÎ 

is a city where artists always want to be shown, to have representation. It is 

the equal of New York in terms of the art market. And we're not scrabbling 

around for shows. It's still going to be a struggle for our artists to have major 

exhibitions ÁÔ 7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÎÃÅ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÙÅÁÒÓȭ ɉQuoted in 

Higgins 2011). As a high in demand space, White Cube Bermondsey initiated 

an effective business strategy that would serve both the business and the 

artists. Through exhibition, acquisition and trade of artworks it would bring 

lucrative profit returns for the gallery and simultaneously bring fame and 
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acknowledgment for the artists associated with the White Cube label. In this 

sense, the project was solely built with a capitalist and neoliberal vision ɀ to 

create a successful brand that would trade art and artists as commodities.   

 

White Cube Bermondsey extends the ideology of the white cube project. 

Rather than practising sensorial and social inclusivity, connectedness and 

diversity, it instead operates outside the lived space and time, only 

connecting itself to the outside world through economic transactions. I 

propose that the gallery is neoliberal at its core: built as an entrepreneurial 

venture, it offers a so-called Ȭfreeȭ space for young artists to showcase their 

work,17 presenting itself as an active space for experimentation, offering 

creative vibrancy and Ȭup-to-datenessȭ. Ideologically, however, White Cube 

Bermondsey only reiterates the same social and political limitations that were 

already visible in the early governance of MoMA. Decontextualised from its 

neighbourhood historically and spatially, the gallery offers a rather 

controlled structure, under which artists, artworks and those who enter the 

gallery space to experience art continue to function. It disguises itself under 

the shield of creative and cultural progressiveness, however, the ideals of the 

gallery are still  embedded in social inequality. White Cube Bermondsey has 

actively contributed towards gentrification of lower-class neighbourhoods 

(including Hoxton and Bermondsey) transforming areas into so called 

Ȭcultural sitesȭ,18 it has used aggressive capitalist techniques to eliminate its 

potential competitors in the field,19 it has continued to offer a primarily visual 

and rational interior design aesthetic, consequently presenting itself as an 

ocularcentric and disembodying ground, reducing any senses beyond vision, 

it has a-historicised the buildings it chose to occupy, it is managed and 

administered by an upper-ÃÌÁÓÓ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÍÁÎȣ )Æ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇȟ White Cube 

 
17 White Cube, for example, have exhibited and now represent a number of YBA (Young British Artists), 
including Damien Hirst, Marc Quinn and others.  
18 %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ #ÕÒÒÉÄ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωωπÓȟ ȬÎÏÔ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÈÉÔÅ #ÕÂÅ 'ÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÏÎ 
Hoxton Square, which showcased many of the YBAs, has become one of the most influential art galleries 
in the world. Again, neighborhood residents and the world alike witnessed the same evolution from 
lower-class neighborhood to cultural new media Mecca with designer jean boutiques and fancy coffee 
ÓÈÏÐÓȭ ɉ#ÕÒÒÉÄ ςπρπȟ ςυψɊȢ  
19 In 2011, White Cube shut down a project dedicated to critical experimentation for using a version of 
ÔÈÅ Ȭ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭ ÄÏÍÁÉÎ ɉ×ÈÉÔÅÃÕȢÂÅɊȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈȟ Á ÌÁ× ÓÕÉÔ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÌÅÄȢ &ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ 
information: http://pooool.info/i -trolled -jay-jopling-into-paying-the-kingdom-of-belgium-1620-eur-
in-chump-change-and-all-i-got-was-this-lousy-legal-correspondence-from-his-high-profile -law-firm/  
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Bermondsey only epitomises the white cube project and endorses its ideology 

and, consequently, its limitations. The lived space and time of the outside 

world, when in the architectures of White Cube Bermondsey, becomes 

secondary, whilst further socio-political contexts, ones that do not involve 

the White Cube enterprise, become suspended. In that sense, White Cube 

Bermondsey, whilst expanding successfully across the globe, continues to 

operate as a highly ideological and as a result problematic institution. 

 

As a gallery visitor, I have personally experienced the limitations of the White 

Cube Bermondsey gallery space. I recall walking around artist Christian 

-ÁÒÃÌÁÙȭÓ ɉÂȢ ρωυυɊ ÓÏÌÏ ÓÈÏ× ÁÔ ÔÈÅ White Cube Bermondsey gallery space in 

2015. The moment I entered the exhibition site I was immediately confronted 

with the blinding Ȭwhitenessȭ and the Ȭcubenessȭ of the exhibition rooms. 

Artworks came second. This made me question what I was actually 

experiencing ɀ was it the gallery architectures or artworks that inhabited it? 

#ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ -ÁÒÃÌÁÙȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

sonic and audiovisual forms, I expected the space to be booming with action 

and sound. Yet, as soon as I entered the space, I became disorientated. The 

ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭÓ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÓÃÏÒÅÓȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ×ÅÒÅ ÎÅÁÔÌÙ 

presented on white walls, moving images also felt like paintings, with little to 

no sound emitting from the projector speakers. A darkened dedicated room 

to sound, in which a multi-channel audiovisual installation Sounds (2015) 

was displayed was silent, and, to an extent, silenced. It is interesting to think 

ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ȬÄÅÄÉÃÁÔÅÄȭ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅÓȟ ÁÓ 

if a separation between the two (auditory and visual) has to be made and that 

both cannot coexist together. In the main white windowless exhibition room, 

wine and pint glasses were scattered along the space. The white walls, 

however, took precedence over the art objects themselves. Visuality in that 

particular room was the primary mode of experience. There was no room for 

sound. 
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Figure 5, Exhibition view, Christian Marclay, 9 x 9 x 9, South Galleries and North Galleries, White Cube Bermondsey, 

2015 

 

The streets of Bermondsey were filled with noise, but once inside the doors 

of White Cube Bermondsey, the noise disappeared and visitors were 

transported into what felt  like an anechoic container, where listening or 

making sound was just not granted. I also felt as if the time and space of the 

external world were abandoned, whilst my body (including the sounds of my 

heartbeat, the crackling of my bones or even my inner voice) evaporated as 

soon as I entered the gallery doors. The overarching visual dominance of the 

interior design forced me to walk and look, rather than allowing my body to 

explore, listen or potentially feel the artworks. I caught myself in the moment 

of disembodiment. Whilst sounds, from noise to voices to on-screen 

soundtrack, were emitting in the space, it was clear that these intrusions 

were not welcome, and I had to keep my sound as quiet as possible. I was not 

allowed to use my voice or body to interact with art or other bodies in space. 

I became subsumed by the whiteness of the rooms, not the artworks. 
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Figure 6, Exhibition view, Christian Marclay, 9 x 9 x 9, South Galleries and North Galleries, White Cube Bermondsey, 

2015 

 

The experience of being in White Cube Bermondsey made me reflect on 

2ÏÓÁÌÉÎÄ +ÒÁÕÓÓȭ ÅÓÓÁÙ ÏÎ The Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum 

(1990), in which she argues that the experience of a modern museum space, 

which, in most cases is overwhelming, comes first. Krauss writes: Ȭwe are 

having this experience, then, not in front of what could be called the art, but 

in the midst of an oddly emptied yet grandiloquent space of which the 

museum itself-as a building-ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÏÂÊÅÃÔȭ ɉKrauss 1990, 4). Beatriz 

Colomina further suggÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȭ 

(Colomina 2017, 117). Thus, in a Ȭclassicȭ (white, uninhabited) art space 

environment, it is the visual white walls and empty rooms that continue to 

operate as the main points of attention, made ready for cultural and 

consumer-led participation.  

 

-Ù ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ -ÁÒÃÌÁÙȭÓ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ White Cube Bermondsey 

ÅÃÈÏÅÓ +ÒÁÕÓÓȭ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ 

room, I was swallowed by the space first, including the shop which was 
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imposingly placed by the entrance, and only then I was able to experience the 

artworks authorised by the walls; primarily through seeing, rather than with 

my whole body. The visually-led regime of White Cube Bermondsey, at least 

so it seemed, directed and conditioned my presence ɀ I was only subjected to 

the world created by the gallery; no other contexts or temporalities beyond 

ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÓÅÅÍÅÄ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔȢ  

 

Both, MoMA and White Cube Bermondsey, have been including sound into 

their recent exhibition curation. In 2013, MoMA organised their  first major 

exhibition of sounding artworks ɀ Soundings: A Contemporary Score, 

presenting artworks  by sixteen contemporary artists. Curated by Barbara 

London, this project sought to connect a variety of disciplinary angles, 

including performance, architecture, visual arts and music, and questioned 

how these disciplines would interact with one another, and potentially sound 

out in a museum setting. $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ȬÂÒÉÎÇ ÓÏÕÎÄ ×ÏÒËÓ ÂÙ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ 

ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ -ÕÓÅÕÍȭ ɉ,ÏÎÄÏÎ ςπρσȟ ωɊȟ one could argue that the exhibition failed 

to escape or subvert ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÏÕÓȟ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌÉÓÔ 

ideology. If anything, it was subsumed by it. Considering the exhibition 

included the artworks of sixteen artists, only five of them were women. In 

ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÌÌÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓȟ ÉÎ 

line with the spatial ideology of the white cube, were presented as objects 

outside a particular time or space, some of which were perceived as 

autonomous sculptural objects, whilst others were hung against white walls 

ready for rational ocular-led contemplation; for example, 4ÒÉÓÔÁÎ 0ÅÒÉÃÈȭÓ 

Microtonal Wall (2011). 20  

 

Christian -ÁÒÃÌÁÙȭÓ ÓÏÌÏ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ White Cube Bermondsey (2015), could 

also be considered a gallery space full of sound ɀ the white exhibition rooms 

contained images and sounds emitting from audiovisual artworks, sound 

 
20 The artwork resembles a minimalist painting. Hung against white walls, the first experience of 

Microtonal Wall is rather disembodying. A rectangular painting-type two-dimensional object is 

perceived by the eyes first. Whilst the artwork aims to deconstruct electronic music, and ósensorial, 

in the physical experience it offersô (London 2013,12), in reality, because of the white cubeness of 

the exhibition space, it loses its ability to embody its participants, and instead, is first experienced 

as painting. The artwork becomes subsumed by the rational whiteness of the space.  
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performances, records and scores. The space, however, was perceived as 

patriarchal and inhibiting. Even though aurality was present and leaking to 

and from the different rooms, the ocular-led architecture of the space 

somewhat silenced the potential of sound and quietened my body when 

experiencing the artworks. Making noise, or moving noisily, was not an 

option. Instead, the observation of sounding artworks had to be performed 

in silence.  

 

There have been a number of curatorial projects, led by self-identifying  

women, that have sought to subvert the patriarchal space inside the white 

cube through practice. Her Noise21 at South London Gallery (2005), a project 

ÁÎÄ Á ÇÒÏÕÐ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÃÕÒÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ,ÉÎÁ $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ÁÎÄ !ÎÎÅ Hilde Neset, is 

an example worth noting . The exhibition featured newly commissioned 

sound-based installations created by five female artists. The exhibition, 

however, as the co-ÃÕÒÁÔÏÒ $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȭ×ÁÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ 

articulated as a feminist projÅÃÔȭ ɉ$ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ςπρφȟ 88), suggesting that it was 

the silence behind the feminist voice of Her Noise that allowed the exhibition 

to surface. It was the open-ended, or what the co-ÃÕÒÁÔÏÒ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÏÎ-

ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÁÌȭ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÁÔÉÏÎ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ the active avoidance of the 

ÔÅÒÍ ȬÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÍȭ that allowed the curators and the artists to inhabit a 

mainstream gallery space surrounded by white walls and uncomfortable 

reverberant acoustics. $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé reflectsȡ ȬWe avoided outspoken and direct 

engagement with feminist politics out of fear of the outward association with 

second wave feminism and a dismissal by the artworld. The London artworld 

did not appear to us at all interested in what we had to offer, unless we 

dressed it up as something morÅ ÐÁÌÁÔÁÂÌÅȢ ɍȣɎ 7Å ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ×Å 

had a voice but the only way forward that we saw was to silence the explicit 

ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭ ɉ$ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ςπρφȟ 93). At that time, they 

believed that it was important to do feminism rather than just talk about it. 

 
21 $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȬHer Noise began in 2001 as a multidisciplinary, multi-output project to gather 
information and research about women working in experimental music and sound. The terms 
ȰÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÍÕÓÉÃȟȱ ȰÓÏÕÎÄȟȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȱ ×ÅÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ïutset 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȭ ɉςπ16, 88). 
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However, by just doing, and by not contextualising or voicing their issues or 

problematizing the institutional art context in which the doing was taking 

place, ÔÈÅÙ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÉÎÓÅÒÔÅÄȟ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉéȡ ȬÔ×Ï ȰÏÔÈÅÒÓȱ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ 

history canon: the unpopular medium of sound and the previously 

ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ ÇÅÎÄÅÒȭ ɉ$ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ςπρφȟ 95). Thus, whilst the 

approach to the exhibition was one of silent sonic feminism, one could argue 

that by quieting their feminist attitude and their wilfulness, the exhibition 

became absorbed by the institutions  ideological walls. In other words, due to 

the fear of alienating the exhibition from the wider public, they instead chose 

silence: Ȭit was important to us that this project should happen in what we 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÁÉÎÓÔÒÅÁÍ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÒÔȟȱ ËÎÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ×Å 

were trying to claim for the project could not be claimed were we to be 

ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÍȭ ɉ$ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉé ςπρφȟ 93). Her Noise 

could be considered as an attempt to do sonic feminism and a demonstration 

of why it is still difficult to claim spaces that historically have been spaces of 

exclusion to some bodies. In a way, what this teaches us is that the only way 

to enter mainstream gallery spaces is to enter quietly and make little to no 

noise about the reasons for entering them, or, in other words, by 

depoliticising your body and voice.  

 

These examples demonstrate that the white cube spatial ideology continues 

to haunt art institutions and art visitors, limiting our communication with art . 

Thus, it is important to address, challenge and re-ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȭ 

ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ 

visually-ÌÅÄ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÐÁtial and temporal 

isolation as well as the patriarchal regime it functions under. If 

ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÎÅÉÔÙȟ ÉÎ 4ÅÒÒÙ 3ÍÉÔÈȭÓ ÔÅÒÍÓ (2012), is structured around 

cotemporal relations, offering multiplicity of relations and simultaneous 

collectivity , then it is important to consider alternative conceptual and 

methodological tools that could help us to connect the white cube to the 

outside world politically, socially and corporeally and allow its walls to open 

up.  
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Over the last few decades leading contemporary art institutions across the 

West, including Tate Modern in London, Pompidou in France as well as MoMA 

in New York, have addressed the ongoing failings and the effects of the white 

cube phenomenon, offering more diversity awareness raising initiatives, 

utili sing off-site exhibition settings, running community and education 

projects, implementing more socially engaged art participation techniques as 

well as less exclusive interior design strategies. Yet, as the White Cube 

Bermondsey case study reveals, the ideology of the modernist project is far 

from gone, thus, it needs to be tackled further.  

 

In this project, I propose that we can reconsider the limitations of the white 

cube through sound, specifically, through the methods of sounding art 

practice and aural thinking. In the next section of this chapter I consider the 

aural dimension of the archetypal white cube space as a way of exploring how 

sound contributes towards the experience and operation of contemporary 

gallery spaces. Whilst proposing that white cubes, even when silencing and 

ȬÓÉÌÅÎÃÅÄȭȟ have been sounding since the start, here, I question how sound, in 

its technological, socio-political and corporeal capacity, has challenged the 

white cube ideology and continued to subvert its condition since the 

initiation of institutional sites such as MoMA. My aim is to demonstrate that 

with the art practice of the twentieth century slowly expanding in its velocity, 

whether it is through technologically mediated art or political interventions, 

white cubes are becoming increasingly sounding, and with that, more social 

than ever before. Yet, the silencing is somewhat still felt by some of us. Thus, 

what happens if we actively sound out and listen to the gallery? Can our 

experience of these institutions transform? Whilst leaving the Christian 

-ÁÒÃÌÁÙȭÓ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÔ White Cube, for example, I posed the following 

question: what if I performed sonic feminism? What if I had entered the space 

with the mindset of openness, ready to listen and retain my whole-body, 

rather than be subsumed by the eye, would I have been able to break that 

sensorial and social discomfort I was feeling? I propose that it is only by re-

entering the gallery through practice, specifically, by tuning our conceptual, 

critical and corporeal bodies towards aurality that we can begin to 
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experience what an audiovisual and not a solely visual white cube might feel 

like. I begin by considering this methodological proposition 

historiographically.  

 

1.5. The Histories and Practices of Un-silencing the 
White Cube  

 
 
Sound has been utilised in modern art gallery settings by artists working with 

media technologies including film, photography and auditory devices since 

the initiation of the first white cube at the start of the twentieth century. Even 

when disregarded or covered under the art ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÃÏÁÔÉÎÇȟ 

I propose that there have been persistent attempts to reawaken aural 

ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÔ ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓȭ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÙȟ ÔÉÍÅÌÅÓÓÎÅÓÓ 

and its gendered disciplining.  

 

The initial efforts could be traced back to the first World Art Fairs and 

international exhibitions. The early avant-garde used radical exhibition 

techniques to push their political ideas and bring external worlds into 

temporary exhibition rooms. With international art pavili ons, each 

participating country would bring their political, social and technological 

contexts, transforming white blank art spaces into spatially and temporally 

co-connected sites. These spaces did not aim to represent timelessness or 

cultural detachment. )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȭ 

progress and cultural achievements. In this sense, international exhibitions 

offered something quite different ɀ Á ÓÐÁÃÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ȬÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȟ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȟ 

ÁÎÄ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÇÅÎÄÁÓȭ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔȟ ÃÏÁÌÅsce and potentially clash (Mary 

Anne Staniszewski 1999, xxiii). The white cube ideological context in these 

instances would become secondary, as exhibition visitors would not be 

focusing on white walls or silenced atmosphere as such, but instead actively 

engage and participate in the space more whole-bodily. Herbert Bayer, an 

Austrian artist who created exhibition design for the Exposition de la Socete 

des Artistes Decorateurs Grand Palais international exhibition in Paris in 1930, 

introduced the concept of ȬÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȭ ɀ a diagram that sought to create a 
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more expanded gallery visitor-artwork experience. Staniszewski writes: 

ȬȰ"ÁÙÅÒȭÓ ɍȣɎ ÉÎstallation methods were all intended to reject idealist 

aesthetics and cultural autonomy and to treat an exhibition as a historically 

bond experience whose meaning is shaped by its receptionȭ (Staniszewski 

1999, 27), this way connecting the experiencer to the projected experiential 

space.  

 

The Soviet art pavilions of the 1920s and 1930s, on the other hand, utilised 

sound not only as a tool for presenting technological advancements but also 

ÁÓ Á ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÅÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ-propagandistic messages, whether 

it was the promotion of thÅ ÕÎÉÏÎȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÒÅÓÔÉÇÅ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ 

socialism (Staniszewski 1999). The soviets would bring technologically 

mediated art including installations, films, sounds and photographic images 

into a single experiential space, consequently creating rather cacophonous 

and vibrant settings. El Lissitzky, one of the most renown masters of the 

Soviet avant-garde and architecture, was commissioned to design a number 

of soviet pavilions in Europe, including Raum für konstruktive Kunst (Room 

for Constructivist Art) at the International Art Exhibition in Dresden (1926), 

Soviet Pavilion at the International Pressa Exhibition in Cologne (1928) as 

well as The Soviet Room at Film und Foto Exhibition in Stuttgart (1929). A 

follower of the Stalinist regime, Lissitzky used technology, including 

photography, film and sound to immerse the participating exhibition visitors 

as a way of activating their political thinking. LissitzkyȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ 

transport the participants into a noisy revolutionary setting, showcasing the 

power, the energy and the strength of the socialist ideology. The objective of 

the Soviet Pavilion ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÅÓÓÁ %ØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ȬÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ 

advancements in the press sector of the socialist state [...]. Also included was 

the presentation of such themes as the industrialisation and electrification of 

the country; the living conditions of the proletariat; trade unions; agriculture; 

ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍȭ (Pohlmann 1999, 55). Even 

though the pavilion mostly consisted of photographic montages rather than 

sounding artworks, the installation content, techniques as well as presented 

context, increased the velocity of the acoustic architectures of the space 
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through mobilized participation and the revolutionary noise that was 

echoing in the propagandistic atmosphere of the room. The imposing large-

scale photographic murals of revolutionary crowds, images of Lenin 

delivering speeches as well as photographs of protesting children formed a 

noisy setting, mobilized and as a result emancipated the participating 

subjects beyond the eye. These pavilions were not about the individualisation 

of the participant, but an active process of co-connecting groups into a social 

unit ɀ the core political vision of the socialist ideology.  

 

Sound also entered gallery spaces through the voices of resistance. MoMA, for 

example, has repeatedly faced noisy political upsurges against the 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȢ 4Ï×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ 

with the museum began to critique and actively intervene with the 

institution's structural operation and governance. The first artist-led union ɀ 

!ÒÔÉÓÔ 7ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ #ÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ (AWC) began to issue a number of demands 

directed at MoMA, calling for a structural reform and a Ȭdemocratisationȭ of 

the museum.22 Greeted by silence from MoMA, AWC took active action against 

the museum and began a series of protests inside the exhibition rooms, 

ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÇÁÒÄÅÎȟ ÌÏÂÂÙ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÒÏÏÍÓȢ23  

 

!7#ȭÓ ÁÎÔÉ-institutional and anti-war protests, held within MoMAȭÓ ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅÓȟ 

introduced a yet unfamiliar dimension of sound inside white cube spaces ɀ 

an amplified soundscape of the protesting crowd. This to an extent 

transgressed the rigid boundaries of the white cube ideological structure. 

Even if momentarily, it turned the ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ autonomous site into a 

sounding social ground, where collective voices interconnected and 

unsettled the stagnant architecture of the institution. As Julia Bryan-Wilson 

ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ !7#ȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÅØtended beyond its short life span, as it 

 
22 Julia Bryan-7ÉÌÓÏÎ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ ɀ including planks about greater racial and gender diversity 
within museums ɀ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ control over their work in the 
ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÒÁÐÉÄÌÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÓÔ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓȭ (Bryan-Wilson 2011, 18).  
23 On March 22nd, 1969, for example, more than twenty artists gathered at MoMA handing out free fake 
admission passes designed by Joseph Kosuth ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ Ȭ!ÒÔ 7ÏÒËÅÒÓȭȟ ÈÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÕÓÅÕÍ 
×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ !7#ȭÓ ȬÆÒÅÅ ÁÄÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÁÌÌȭ ÒÅÑÕÅÓÔȢ /ÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÏÕÔ-loud 
readings of the group demands, flyer distributions on site as well as anti-war protests in front of 
paintings.  
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brought together a disparate group of artists to rethink the role of the 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÉÎ Á ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÒÉÓÉÓȭ (Bryan-Wilson 

2011, 26).  

 

The entrance of video, as practiced by self-identifying  artists during the 

1960s and 1970s, contributed towards the expansion of the aural 

architectures of the gallery space. The performances, sonic and audiovisual 

artworks of Alison Knowles, Joan Jonas, Charlotte Moorman, Steina Vasulka, 

Howardena Pindel, Lis Rhodes, VALIE EXPORT, Carolee Schneemann, Yoko 

Ono, Guerrilla Girls, Dara Birnbaum, Martha Rosler, once situated inside the 

gallery architectures, ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÕÎÓÅÔÔÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÏÃÕÌÁÒ-

led and patriarchal administration. The synchronous recording of image and 

sound meant that women artists would now be able to record both moving 

image and sound and play it back in gallery spaces in simultaneity. According 

ÔÏ 2ÏÓÁÌÉÎÄ +ÒÁÕÓÓȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÉÎÓÔÁÎÔ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȭ ÏÆ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÁÒÔ 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ Á ÔÏÏÌ ÆÏÒ ÄÉÓÍÁÎÔÌÉÎÇ ȬÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍȭÓ ÍÅÄÉÕÍ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÉÔÙȭ ÁÎÄ 

ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ +ÒÁÕÓÓ ÃÁÌÌÓ Á ȬÐÏÓÔ-ÍÅÄÉÕÍȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

experiencing art (Krauss 2000, 31). Video, however, not only reawakened 

and mobilised participants as such, but it also incorporated the sound of 

those who in the history of art had been previously quietened or excluded ɀ 

the voices and bodies of women. In other words, with the audiovisual signal 

granted by video technology, the voices of self-identifying women entered 

the primarily  male-run gallery spaces. Their sound was used as a political 

ÔÏÏÌ ÔÏ ÕÎÄÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÔÓ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȢ  

When creating avant-garde video works during the 1960s and 1970s, Joan 

Jonas utilised audiovisual technology as an attempt to escape bodily inhibition 

and disrupt male governed spaces. The soundtracks in Disturbances (1974) 

and Vertical Roll (1972), for example, served as forms of noisy interruption 

through which the artist is confronting the representation of female identities, 

their fragmentation and manipulation. Through sound, Joan Jonas exposed her 

struggle to reclaim her whole body and with that, her identity. I rÅÁÄ *ÏÎÁÓȭ 

early works as active acts, as statements against the patriarchal authority, 
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against the processes of gendered dislocation and against institutionalisation 

that continues to repress certain bodies just because they are deemed, for one 

reason or another, wrong bodies.  

A British artist Lis Rhodes, on the other hand, used film as a way of 

transporting sound into physical exhibition environments. Celluloid film, for 

Lis Rhodes, ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÕÄÉÔÏÒÙ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÅØÐÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÅÒÓȭ 

perception when experiencing sounding installations in physical gallery 

settings. The artist would transform film stock into scores, which she would 

compose using hand-drawn sound, inscribed directly onto celluloid film, a 

method called optical sound, this way expanding the potential of the visual 

medium and obstructing its representational nature. When thinking with and 

through sound, Rhodes believed that by interfering with the heightened 

visuality of film and challenging its limitations, specifically, by inscribing 

sound into an image, sound would become visible and felt in the experiential 

space. 2ÈÏÄÅÓȭ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËȟ Light Music (1975), for example, demonstrates how 

sound can be experienced beyond the screen frame. The artist positioned two 

film projectors in the opposite parts of a darkened exhibition room, with each 

projector facing each other. Both audiovisual machines would emit black and 

white minimal graphic shapes composed using the optical sound technique, 

allowing sound and sound-induced light to fill the architectures of the space. 

Sound, when in operation, would travel from one wall to another, interfering 

with the visual objects and the experiencing subjects in time, this way 

extending itself into the experiential space and transforming the exhibition 

room into a pulsating sounding sculpture. 

 

Rhodes used this technique as a way of subverting the ideological position of 

the cinematic apparatus ɀ the industrial and the mental machinery that would 

ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔȭÓ ×ÁÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÉÎÇ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÔȢ &ÏÒ Rhodes, the 

process of sonifying the visual medium has always played a political function. 

As a feminist working in a primarily male dominant field, Rhodes confronted 

the ingrained issues of gender and spectatorship within the arts and film 

tradition. She argued that art, the way it has been practised and understood, 



 52 

ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ȬÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌȭ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÆÕÌÌ ÏÆ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÌÌÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

ÈÁÓ ÌÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÆÌÅØÉÂÌÅ ÃÈÁÉÎȭ ɉ2ÈÏÄÅÓ ρωχωȟ ρςπɊȢ !Ó Á ÃÒÅÁÔÏÒȟ ÓÈÅ ÒÅÆÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ 

limit her conceptual visions when imagining sound or making sound visible, 

even with the knowledge that she would actively obstruct the ingrained 

cinematic order and contest the conventions of musical composition. As a 

feminist, she used her tactile and embodied experiences of seeing sound as a 

way of offering her experiences as truth and extending our perception of 

sound.  

The creative and political work of a performance artist and cellist Charlotte 

-ÏÏÒÍÁÎȭÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÉÎ 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓ ÁÎÄ ρωχπÓȢ -ÏÏÒÍÁÎȭÓ 

work, inspired by the Fluxus movement, focused on the questions of body, 

sexuality and play. Whilst her practice emerged alongside the second-wave 

feminist ideology and creative practice, according to Joan Rothfuss, Moorman 

×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ȬÁÎ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÐÒÏÔÏÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÆÉÇÕÒÅȭ ɉ2ÏÔÈÆÕÓÓ 2014, 4). The 

×ÒÉÔÅÒ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓȡ ȬɍȣɎ -ÏÏÒÍÁÎ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÈÅÒÓÅÌÆ ÏÒ ÈÅÒ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ 

feminist. Coquetry was second nature to her, and some of her feminist peers 

feel that she allowed herself to be used by the male artists with whom she 

ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÅÄȭ ɉibid.). Her long-term collaborator Nam Jun Paik called the artist 

his instrument,24 whilst the founder of Fluxus Jurgis Maéiınas placed 

-ÏÏÒÍÁÎ ÏÎ Á Ȱ&ÌÕØ-ÂÌÁÃËÌÉÓÔȱ ÆÏÒ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÉÎÇ naked.  

7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÎÏÔ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔȟ ) ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ -ÏÏÒÍÁÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ ÓÏÎÉÃ 

feminist acts. Even when side-lined or physically refused entrance from the 

gallery,25 the artist pushed the boundaries of the arts institution. In 1963, she 

founded the Annual Avant Garde Festival of New York running performances, 

concerts and exhibitions in parks and various non-gallery venues, including 

 
24 -ÏÏÒÍÁÎ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄȡ Ȭ0ÁÉË ÔÈÉÎËÓ ÏÆ ÍÅ ÁÓ Á ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÈÉÓȟ ÁÎÄ )ȭÍ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÏÎÏÕÒÅÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÔÈÉÎÇȭ 
(Quoted in Rogers 2013, 174). Holly Rogers, however, continues to point out that elsewhere, Moorman 
presents herself as a more equal part of the collaboration (Rogers 2013). 
25 *ÕÒÇÉÓ -ÁÃÉÕÎÁÓ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ȬÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÙ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔȟ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȟ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÔ ÈÁÌÌ ÏÒ 
individual that ever included her in any program or show, past and futureȭȢ For more, read: Harry RuhÅǲ, 
Fluxus, the Most Radical and Experimental Art Movement of the Sixties ɉ!ÍÓÔÅÒÄÁÍȡ Ȱ!ȟȱ ρωχωɊȢ  
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the Staten Island Ferry. When performing inside gallery spaces, the artist 

retained her wilfulness and her tenacious character. For example, the Opera 

Sextronique (1967) and TV Bra for Living Sculpture (1969) performances, 

developed in collaboration with Nam June Paik, consisted of Moorman either 

appearing topless whilst playing cello and tv monitors or playing instruments 

whilst performing a striptease. The artist was consequently arrested and 

convicted of indecent exposure (Rogers 2013, 174).  

For Moorman, video was an important form of self-expression. It enabled her 

to blur the power dynamics and the boundaries between the art and music 

institution, the artist and the audience. When premiering Concerto for TV Cello, 

for example, at the Galeria Bonino (1971), the artist used TVs as an extension 

of the cello: Ȭ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÅÌÌÏ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ) ÍÁËÅ 46 #ÅÌÌÏ ÓÏÕÎÄÓȭȟ 

the artist wrote (quoted in Rogers 2013, 175). According to Rogers, this 

ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ȬÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÇÕÌÆ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȟ 

activating the neutral concert space by making it primary material for the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÒÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȭ ɉ2ÏÇÅÒÓ 2013, 175). In other words, the sound mediated by 

-ÏÏÒÍÁÎȭÓ video performance mobilised and activated the gallery space.  

/ÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȭ ÖÉÄÅÏ practiceȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 3ÔÅÉÎÁ 6ÁÓÕÌËÁȭÓ Violin Power (1970-

1978), Dara BirnbaumȭÓ Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (1978-

1979), demonstrate how the auditory element of video could be used as a 

political tool ɀ a form of protest as well as a potential liberation from the 

confinements of the institutional arts container. Birnbaum used the 

technology of video to address the gendered boundaries of representation in 

popular culture, whilst Vasulka questioned the predefined assumptions about 

seeing and hearing. For Vasulka, video also served as an auditory instrument, 

enabling the artist to transform images into sounding objects, consequently 

subverting the sensory hierarchal orderȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅȭÓ 

ocularcentric order.   

Video, in this sense, contributed towards the political mobili sation of women, 

allowing artists to use the now economically accessible technology to speak 

ÏÕÔ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÌÉÆÅȢ !Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ #ÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÅ %Ì×ÅÓȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ 
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hidden experiences that women had suppressed now entered the public 

realm of art and these stories were offered, not as monuments of individual 

artistic egos, but in the hope that other women would be inspired to add their 

Ï×Î ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ Á×ÁËÅÎÉÎÇȭ (Elwes 2005, 

40). Guerrilla girls ɀ an anonymous group of female artists, is a lived example 

of this precise political unrest. The members of the Guerrilla girls have been 

running exhibitions, performances and interventions and performances in 

New York since 1985. The Night the Palladium Apologized (1985, Palladium), 

Guerrilla Girls Review the Whitney (1987, Clocktower) exhibitions used 

different forms of artistic media, including video, to confront gender and 

racial inequality in the arts.26 

 

The work of the 1960s-1970s video artists and female-led artist groups 

demonstrates how the audiovisuality of video inspired women to resist 

isolation and individualisation and instead offered activism and collectivity. 

%Ì×ÅÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÓȡ Ȭ×ÏÍÅÎ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÇÉÎ ÔÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÖÉÄÅÏ ×ÉÔÈ 

facticity to develop political caÍÐÁÉÇÎÓȭ ɉibid.). In that sense, the new political 

ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙȟ ÁÓ ÉÎÄÕÃÅÄ ÂÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇÓȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÒÅÓÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

ÖÏÉÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ ÉÎÔÉÍÁÔÅ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓȟ ȬÏÆÔÅÎ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ËÉÔÃÈÅÎȭÓȟ 

to exchange stories of their lives and re-ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔ ÔÈÅÍȭ ɉ%Ì×ÅÓ ςππυȟ σωɊȟ 

×ÉÔÈ ÖÉÄÅÏȟ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÙÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÉÎ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ 

rooms, making it increasingly difficult for those in power to quieten or 

remove them.   

 

This project acknowledges the importance of the 1960s-ρωχπÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

video art in conceptual and political terms and situates my own practice as 

well as my thinking in relation to their practice. My art, in this sense, serves 

ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ -ÏÏÒÍÁÎȭÓ ÕÎÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ×ÈÅÎ 

ÄÅÁÌÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÒÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÏÒ ,ÉÓ 2ÈÏÄÅÓȭ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

 
26 The group has been criticised since its inception for racialised tokenism and whitewashing, with some 
artists of ÃÏÌÏÕÒ ÁÂÁÎÄÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȢ Ȭ!ÌÍÁ 4ÈÏÍÁÓȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÈÅÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÓ ȬÂÅÉÎÇ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ 
×ÉÎÄÏ× ÄÒÅÓÓÉÎÇȭ ɉ1ÕÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ -Ã#ÁÒÔÎÅÙ ςπρψȟ ρστɊȢ For more, read: McCartney, Nicola. 2018. Death of 
the Artist: Art World Dissidents and Their Alternative Identities. Bloomsbury Publishing. 
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relationship between the image and sound. These histories, in this sense, 

contributes towards what I call sonic feminism. My project, however, is not 

solely embedded in feminist sound or video art as such. Instead, it uses my 

artworks as points of conceptual departure ɀ a form of laboratory ɀ through 

which the embodiment of sound when exhibiting and experiencing sounding 

artworks in contemporary gallery settings is investigated in theoretical 

terms. When doing sonic feminism in the context of the contemporary white 

cube, thus, I turn to both ɀ sounding video practice as well as theories around 

embodiment and feminist phenomenology, to understand how sound is able 

to subvert the production of space inside the white cube.   

 

The histories and practices ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ demonstrates that sounding 

artworks, when exhibited in the gallery, have the potential to liberate the 

experiencing bodies from their disciplinary boundaries, allowing bodies to be 

guided by aurality in a more chaotic and turbulent manner, consequently 

reducing the power of the ocularcentric governance and re-introducing space 

as a potential social and lively ground, rather than a site of control or 

confinement. The historical examples, in line with my own sounding art and 

feminist phenomenology practice, confront the conception that the white 

cube, as an architecture as well as an institution, can operate as exclusively 

visual, ocularcentric or fixed. Whether it is through political echoes, 

technology or feminist experimentations, it adopts noises and rhythms from 

the outside lived world into the architectures of the white exhibition room, 

consequently existing as a form of temporal flux, not a static or 

decontextualised entity.   

 

1.6. Uncovering the Sound of the Gallery 
 
 
In this chapter I turned to the history of the white cube gallery in order to 

grasp how the ideology of this particular exhibition aesthetic emerged and 

infiltrated our way of being with art in institutional art gallery spaces today. 

I have discovered that since the emergence of the white exhibition spaces 

during modernism, the white cube, as an ideological construct, has 
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transformed exhibition spaces into sites led by the ocularcentric, rational, 

and as identified, patriarchal, eye. My aim here, however, has been to 

demonstrate that the white cube, even when presumed as a purely visual 

construct, has always carried a level of sound. Exhibition rooms, like any 

space, have always operated as audiovisual compounds. The aural dimension 

of the gallery, as revealed in this chapter, has only been increasing in its 

velocity as artworks, bodies and spaces have continued to expand in their 

aurality. $ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔÓ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ȬÎÏÎ-

ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌȭ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÈÉÔÅ exhibition settings, the potential of sound, 

however, in socio-political and perceptual terms, continues to be diminished 

by contemporary art institutions. This historiographic survey has allowed me 

to discover that in order to address the issue of the white cube in 

contemporary terms accordingly, we must turn to sonic feminism. We must 

apply practice-led approaches, specifically, sounding artistic practice and 

experiential methods, in order to reconsider the gendered, ocularcentric and 

autonomous limitations of the white cube as felt and experienced today.  

 

This chapter, therefore, sought to present an urgency in addressing the white 

cube project and its problematic legacy in relation to contemporary art 

museums and galleries methodologically. It demonstrated that even though 

the ideological limitations of the project have been critically addressed in the 

field of visual cultures and contemporary art debates ɉ/ȭ$ÏÈÅÒÔÙ 1986, 

Filipovic 2014), the institutional apparatus of the white cube continues to 

affect the governance and operation of gallery and museum spaces today. 

Institutions such as MoMA in New York, Tate Modern and White Cube in 

London, Museum of Contemporary Art in Tokyo and well as numerous others, 

still follow the same white cube aesthetic, offering white walls, artificial 

lighting and little to no furnishing.  

 

White Cube Bermondsey only evidences how contemporary art institutions 

still follow the modernism-inspired logic, creating spaces for the eye rather 

than other senses, accommodating certain bodies whilst isolating others, this 

way diminishing our sensorial and socio-political potential when being with 
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art. After all, the name of the gallery ɀ White Cube ɀ says a lot. The institution 

evidently prides itself for following the modernist ideology and continues to 

ÂÕÉÌÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅȟ 

despite the art practice diversifying, despite technology advancing and 

becoming louder, despite spaces increasing in velocity through consumerism 

and bodies entering it, despite alternative spaces opening up and confronting 

the institutionalism of the white cube project, the white cube, as an 

ideological construct and an architectural structure, as it stands now, still 

remains a problem. It continues to be Ȭthe standarÄȭ dictating our way of 

displaying and experiencing art. By excluding the spatio-temporality of the 

outside world, by quieting certain bodies as well as their historical, gendered 

positions, White Cube Bermondsey, for example, still promotes its 

architectures as Ȭidealȭ ɀ a universal patriarchal self-governing ground, one 

that does not need to account for or connect to anything that operates beyond 

its walls, both in abstract and material terms. Instead, it maintains its own 

world, and with that, its own authoritative system. 4ÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÉÓ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÓÅÎÓÅȭȢ Thus, it is our task as women thinkers and practitioners to 

confront it.  

 

The next chapter actively turns towards aurality and considers how sound ɀ 

as a form of thinking and practice ɀ can be brought into the white cube 

debate. It connects the proposed research problem ɀ the ideology of the 

white cube ɀ with the fields of art practice, sound studies, spatial theory, aural 

embodiment and gender studies. Whilst navigating through the different 

fields, it aims to offer a more interdisciplinary route for exploring the 

proposed issue. It considers sound and aurality as potential theoretical and 

creative instruments for reconsidering the institution, including its spatial 

and temporal structure as well as its gendered regime. In other words, when 

building a case against the ideology of the white cube using sound, this thesis 

does not aim to reiterate the pre-existent critiques of the issue that already 

exist in the field of contemporary art and visual cultures, but to find a way of 

thinking and theorising institutional art spaces in more constructive 

interdisciplinary terms , specifically, by combining theory and practice. I 
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propose that if we think and act with and through expanded notions of sound 

and aurality when being in ocular-led settings, we might be able to reconsider 

ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ȬÏÐÅÎ ÕÐȭ ÉÔÓ ×ÁÌÌÓ 

towards more expanded sensorial, social and political domains. 
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2. 

 Aural Thinking  
 

 

2.1. Introduction 
 

 

Why should we turn towards aurality when addressing the ideological 

limitations of the white cube? To follow Oliveros thinking, aurality allows us 

to consider concepts as reciprocal and co-connecting. It forms relations 

between the sounding and sounded, the ear and hearing as well as the oral 

and speaking. Aurality, thus, is about connectedness between the speaker 

and the listener, between the world sounding and the world sounded, 

between the world lived and the world experienced. Because of its reciprocal 

nature, I turn towards aural thinking as a way of subverting the presupposed 

divisions promoted by the white cube project and the discourses attached to 

it. For example, thinking with and through sound can help us to reconsider 

the question of bodies in gallery spaces, specifically, how we connect with 

sounding art beyond the eye. It also allows us to explore how sound 

contributes towards the production of the gallery, specifically, its spatio-

temporal and social structure. Aural thinking, thus, enables us to question the 

gallery beyond the white cube ideology and in more expanded terms.  

 

Our understanding of how aurality in white cube gallery settings shapes us 

has so far been minimal. Whilst sound has been discussed in different cultural 

and socio-political contexts, when it comes to the issue of sound in 

contemporary art institutions, the theoretical input remains limited. In the 

field of sound studies, many debates so far have been tied to sound art 

practices and soundscape studies, leaving little room for addressing the 

potential of all-sound: the sound of technology, voice, noise, bodies and the 

outside world when being with art in gallery settings and museums. The 

question of gender and gendered forms of aural embodiment in visually-led 
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art exhibition sites is also yet to be addressed by existing scholarship. When 

it comes to the field of visual cultures, the question of aurality also remains 

under-developed.  

 

This chapter demonstrates the impossibility of experiencing sounding art in 

white cube exhibition settings without sound. It  presents the importance of 

considering how the sound of the artwork, the experiencing bodies as well as 

the museum/gallery space affects our overall aesthetic experience as well as 

the production of the gallery apparatus as a whole using theory and practice. 

The contemporary white cube, as proposed already, carries its own unique 

soundscape, thus, it is our task to consider its aural dimension by 

experiencing sound and accounting for its perceptual and socio-political 

effects when being with art. 

 

When thinking aurally, this thesis actively avoids disciplinary bracketing and 

refuses to frame the gallery as purely visual and instead considers it as an 

inherently audiovisual and, consequently, a multisensorially experienced 

construction. In other words, here I propose that to think aurally is to think 

in interdisciplinary terms. It means to connect different fields and allow them 

to communicate and intersect. Following this approach, in this chapter I will 

explore how aurality has been theorised alongside the discussions of space, 

technology, art and experience. Whilst navigating through the theoretical 

fields of sound studies, feminist theory, social geography and embodiment, I 

will identify limitations and gaps in the aforementioned disciplines in order 

to provide a structure for creating a productive conceptual territory from 

which the issue of displaying and experiencing sound in contemporary 

gallery spaces can be initiated. Because of the interdisciplinary nature of the 

subject matter proposed, I will steer my discussions towards the Ȭsoundingȭ 

dimension of the fields. In other words, I will deliberately divert from the 

visuocentric discussions and instead I explore sound in the context of aural 

architecture, sounding spaces, technologically mediated sounding art as well 

as the embodiment of sound.  
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The aim here is to consider how sound, as a mode of thinking and practice, 

can be utilised theoretically and methodologically when confronting the 

ocularcentrism, patriarchy and the timeless autonomy of the white cube. 

Arriving to the issue using aural thinking, I will consider the following: 

 

1) No visual art can exist outside sound, whilst no sounding art can be 

excluded from visuality. Every artwork carries a unique soundscape 

and landscape. Sound and vision, therefore, cannot and should not be 

split or separated.  

2) With the inception of video ɀ the first audiovisual technology into the 

so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÖÉÓÕÁÌȭ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȟ aurality in gallery spaces becomes 

amplified.  

3) 4ÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ ÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄȟ 

autonomous and timeless character. )Ô ÅØÐÁÎÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ 

perceptual and spatio-temporal potential.  

4) The gallery space is full of sound or what I call all-sound: the sound of 

bodies, artworks, technology, the gallery space and the outside world, 

which, when being with ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÒÏÏÍÓȟ 

ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁÌ ÒÅÇÉÍÅȢ  

 
 

2.1.1. What is Aural Thinking? 
 

 
Aural thinking, or what Bernd Herzogenrath calls sonic thinking, is a method 

ÆÏÒ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÁÎÄ 

art, theory and practiceȭ ÃÁÎ ÃÏÁÌÅÓÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ȬÃÏÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅȭȭ 

(Herzogenrath 2017, 10). For him, sonic thinking is a form of becoming, 

which materialises through being with and by means of sound and connecting 

sound with other forms of thinking in time (Herzogenrath 2017, 8). Aural 

thinking is not a closed or pre-determined mode of thinking; instead, it is 

open-ended and expansive. It transforms according to the lived social and 

political shifts in the world, which change and re-form over time. In that 

sense, aural thinking is temporally and spatially active ɀ it is a metamorphic 

form of thinking.  
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My theorisation of aural thinking in the context of this project arrives from a 

ÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ×Ȣ )Ô ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÅ ×ÈÁÔ ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ 

ÔÏÎÇÕÅȭ ɉ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ρωψωȟ 147-160) ɀ from predetermined, claimed or 

unquestionable truth or the all-knowing Ȭwisdomȭ, but instead, it arrives from 

the experiences of being with  and by means of sound in the lived world. Aural 

thinking, therefore, is conceptualised as a lived and an embodied form of 

thinking. It does not seek sensory exclusivity; it does not operate outside of 

the visual forms of thinking. In a way, it could be argued that aural thinking 

is actually an audiovisual and multisensory form of thinking as it does aim to 

separate the thinker from the visual world but instead it connects her with it  

through sound. Whether a thinker is vocalising her ideas through speech, 

communicating her sonic thoughts through music or art, immersing her body 

in an environment or writing a note ɀ she uses her body to perform as an 

aural thinker; she is immersed bodily in thinking with and through sound 

whilst still being connected with other senses, including vision.  

 

By turning towards aural thinking when approaching the issue of the white 

cube project, I propose that thinking with and through sound can expand our 

paths to developing new knowledge beyond the limitations of the rational 

and ocularcentric modes of thinking. Aural thinking is social and relational, it 

does not aim to divide or determine. Aurality travels and connects itself with 

visuality, consequently expanding our ability to experience and translate our 

encounters into new knowledge. By challenging the unquestionable truth, 

aural thinking enables us to offer our experience as truth as lived and as 

connected together (Le Guin, 1989, 151). 

 

Aural thinking, however, as a mode of enquiry, is yet to establish its Ȭplaceȭ 

within the field of arts and humanities. Whilst thinking through sound has 

provided the very much-ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ȬÓÏÎÉÃ ÔÕÒÎȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÒÁÌ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ 

forms of thinking, as Jim Drobnick argues, is yet to be established in the 

academy (Drobnick 2004, 10).27 Drobnick, however, is positive about the 

 
27 7ÈÉÌÓÔ $ÒÏÂÎÉÃËȭÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÓÏÎÉÃ ÔÕÒÎȭ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÏÖÅÒ Á ÄÅÃÁÄÅ ÁÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÌÙ 
field in sound studies has become expanded, I argue that there is scope for the field to grow further.  



 63 

turn. He argues that by shifting away from visuocentric forms of thinking, 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÕÓÅÄ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÓÉÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȟ a medium for 

ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ Á ÍÏÄÅÌ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ (ibid.). In other words, 

×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃȭ ɉibid.), the discussions around 

contemporary cultural and political issues have become more 

interdisciplinary.  

 

The critical and conceptual inquiry into sound has become an undeniable 

force in recent decades.28 *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎ 3ÔÅÒÎÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÓȡ ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÅ× ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ 

of almost every imaginable sound medium, a pile of new periodisations of 

electronic music and sound art, several excellent reconsiderations of hearing 

and deafness, and yet another pile of books that turn to sound to understand 

ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÉÎ ÎÅ× ×ÁÙÓȭ (Sterne 2012, 11). This, of course, provides 

a new productive avenue for alternative forms of knowledge production, 

outweighing the limitations of commonplace logocentric and ocularcentric 

epistemologies. Whilst I recognise the importance of the field and its 

contribution to political, philosophical and social science debates so far, I 

simultaneously suggest that aural thinking, in its socially open and relational 

form, is still in its embryonic stage and needs to be considered with more 

attention and care in the context of the visual cultures, philosophy and 

gender studies, amongst other fields.  

 

There are a number of reasons why I call for a further expansion of the 

aforementioned fields. When it comes to the question of aurality and gender 

and the gendered experience of sound in galleries and museums, for example, 

critical discussions remain eerily absent. A few recent publications have 

addressed the issue of sound in gallery settings (Hegarty 2014, Kelly 2011, 

2017, Rogers 2013), however, these accounts have consistently neglected the 

gendered aspects of inhabiting such institutions. Whilst the experience of 

sounding visual art, including video art and moving image art has been 

 
28 Numerous recent publications have considered aurality through historiographic (Halliday 2013, Kahn 
1999, Schwartz 2011, Sterne 2003, E. Thompson 2004), political (Attali 1985, Gilbert and Pearson 1999, 
Goodman 2012, Lacey 2013, Siisiäinen 2015), and philosophical (Bonnet 2016, Cox 2011, Kane 2014, 
Nancy and Wills 2007, M. Thompson and Biddle 2013) positions. A review of the field is beyond the scope 
of this project; however, it is important to note the proliferation of the field in interdisciplinary terms.  
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addressed from a position of spectatorship and bodily participation in visual 

cultures (Trodd 2011, Mondloch 2011), once again, the aural dimension of 

ÏÎÅȭÓ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÎ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÙÅÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈÌÙ 

explored.  

 

The academic field of architecture is in a similar position. Apart from a few 

publications challenging the notions of bodies, sound and space, in which 

bodies are primarily  theorised in universalist terms (Blesser and Salter 2009, 

Grueneisen 2003, Fowler 2017, Leitner 1998) these publications have relied 

on the acoustics and psychoacoustics, music, soundscape and sonic arts 

debates rather than the issues of gendered experience. 2ÏÂ 3ÔÏÎÅȭÓ Audition: 

Architecture and Aurality (2015) serves as an exception in that it expands 

considerations of architecture and sound by shifting the analysis towards 

more interdisciplinary domains. Through his readings of film, music and 

social spaces, he presents sound as a spatial agent capable of shaping our 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȢ 3ÔÏÎÅȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÄÏÅÓ 

not consider the issues of exhibiting and experiencing sound in museum and 

gallery architectures; how certain aural architectures potentially limit or 

ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÁÒÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÕÎÒÅÓÏÌÖÅÄȢ  

 

My project is a quest to address this particular academic gap. Using sound as 

a point of methodological and theoretical departure, I ask how sounding art 

ɀ specifically sounding video art ɀ exhibited and experienced in the white 

cube, affects the experience of museum and gallery architectures. I will 

specifically address video art created by self-identifying women and examine 

the broader socio-political operations of the white cube including gendered 

relations. In order to situate my inquiry accordingly in the field, I continue by 

forming a critical review of aural thinking in the context of debates around 

space, sounding art and aural phenomenology.  
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2.2. Sounding Spaces 

2.2.1. The Histories of Experiencing Sounding Spaces 
 

 

Sound and space have always been interconnected. According to architect 

#ÏÌÉÎ 2ÉÐÌÅÙȡ Ȭ.Ï ÓÏÕÎÄ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÓÐÁÃÅȠ ÎÏ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÓ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÔÒÕÌÙ ÓÉÌÅÎÔȢ 

Sound and space mutually reinforce one another in our perceptiÏÎȭ ɉ2ÉÐÌÅÙ 

2007, 2). This proposition implies that architectural dwellings, whether 

through acoustics or bodily presence, influence our consciousness. The 

existing studies in archaeoacoustics29 so far have demonstrated that the 

perceptual potential of sound was already considered in ancient 

ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÔÉÍÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÉÓÅÌÅÓÓȢ 

ɍȣɎȭȟ $ÅÂÅÒÔÏÌÉÓȟ -ÉÚÄÒÁË ÁÎÄ 3ÁÖÏÌÁÉÎÅÎ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅ ɉςπρσɊȢ The writers 

suggest that echoes and resonances played a crucial role in the architectural 

ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÓÉÔÅÓȢ !ÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓȭ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ä×ÅÌÌÉÎÇȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÒÉÔÕÁÌÓȟ ÍÕÓÉÃȟ 

ÏÒ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅÓȭ ɉiÂÉÄȢɊȢ $ÅÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓȭ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ 

character, each space would be adapted to serve a specific purpose as a way 

ÏÆ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇȢ )Î ÔÈÅ 

context of ancient sites, as Debertolis, Mizdrak and Savolainen propose, 

ÓÏÕÎÄ ×ÏÕÌÄ ȬÈÁÖÅ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÄÙȭ ɉibid.). Their argument 

implies that sound has been utilisÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÔÏÏÌ ÆÏÒ ÈÅÉÇÈÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅÓ 

since the beginnings of architecture.  

 

 
29 Archaeoacoustics, or acoustic archaeology, is still a relatively new field. It exists as an innovative 
methodological tool for learning about the history of prehistoric and ancient sites. It acts as a much-
ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȬÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÁÅÏÌÏÇÙȭȟ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ 
architectural terms. In Rafael Suarez, Alicia Alonso and Juan J. Sendra account, it informs us how spaces 
of the past were experienced and utilised. Archaeoacoustics differs from most other scholarly research 
into sound and architecture as it offers something new and experimental approaches to studying 
sound: it utilises acoustic measurements to investigate archaeological sites, consequently extending 
our understanding of history through sound (Scarre and Lawson 2006). However, as Annie Goh (2017) 
argues, the field has limitations. It considers the histories of sound through the perspective of a white 
ÍÁÌÅ ÂÏÄÙȟ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ×ÈÉÔÅ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÅÁÒȟ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÁÌÌy 
considering the intricacies of intersectionality, for example. 
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Outside archaeoacoustics, most scholars investigating the history of sound in 

relation to space have primarily relied on the debates around music, often 

ÎÏÔ ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÉÔÅÓȭ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ 

ÂÏÄÉÅÓȢ $ÅÂÏÒÁÈ (Ï×ÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÕÒÁ -ÏÒÅÔÔÉȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÎÔÏ 6ÅÎÅÔÉÁÎ 

churches (2009), however, demonstrates an alternative route for studying 

the phenomenon of sound in relation to architecture. Using acoustic 

estimations, the authors demonstrate how the spatial character of sound is 

able to influence certain musical as well as social conventions. By providing 

a quantitative study into the acoustics of specific historical sites, the writers 

have extended the music/architecture debate and considered how bodies 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃÓȢ (Ï×ÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ -ÏÒÅÔÔÉȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ 

ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ȬÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÉÔÓ ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȭ (Howard and Moretti 2009, 

196), however, their research remains tied to a specific historical period, 

specifically Renaissance, and does not consider contemporary architectural 

sites. Whilst such experiential approaches to investigating the history of 

sound and space are useful as they provide an insight into how spaces could 

have sounded, I propose that further alternative methodologies for 

discussing sound and space in more contemporary contexts are required. 

Specifically, in this project I am interested in exploring how white cube 

architectural design ɀ white walls, no furnishing, hard flooring, 

technologically mediated sounding artworks and reverberant acoustics ɀ 

frames and conditions the bodies of women through aural architecture.  

 

There is a whole academic field dedicated to spatial acoustics and 

architecture (Thompson 2004, Erlmann 2010, Long 2014, Maekawa and Lord 

2011). When questioning the timeless, autonomous and the patriarchal 

nature of Ȭvisualȭ white cube gallery settings, however, I move away from the 

traditional approaches to studying architectural acoustics. Whilst 

acknowledging that the studies into acoustic design have been valuable, for 

the purpose of this project I instead develop a qualitative account of lived 

bodily experiences of contemporary institutional exhibition spaces from a 

gendered position. In other words, I turn towards feminist writings and form 

a critical account of a gendered embodiment of sound in the context of the 
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white cube. I am specifically interested in how institutional art spaces are 

embodied from the position of those who have socio-historically been 

conditioned and framed as Ȭfeminineȭ bodies ɀ as irrational, too subjective 

and untrustworthy (Carson 1995). In this project, I primarily focus on the 

×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÇÅnder within the man/woman 

domain. I acknowledge, however, that the intersectional complexities of 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÎÖÏÌÕÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÅÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ 

gender regime. In ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÅÓÃÁÐÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ historically inscribed 

divide, however, it is important to begin by critiquing  how the white cube has 

continued to conceive gender and condition its power dimensions. Thus, 

when considering bodies, I will begin by turn ing towards the bodies of self-

identifying women. By accounting for our sonic experience, I will aim  to form 

a better grasp of how spaces constitute our experience of sound and how our 

gendered bodies, when sounding and sounded, contribute towards 

expansion of the architectures of white cube spaces in relation to socially 

prescribed gendered categories. 4ÈÅ ÈÏÐÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÅÓÃÁÐÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ 

prescribed gender binary and explore the potential of expanded aural 

experience as potentially  post-gendered. 

 

2.2.2. Aural Architecture 
 

 

How does sound and space reinforce each other? In Spaces Speak, Are you 

Listening? Experiencing Aural Architecture (2009), Barry Blesser and Linda-

Ruth Salter propose that our experience of architecture is not purely visual, 

but also auditory. We rely on our ears and eyes to navigate through spaces. 

In other words, we navigate audiovisually rather than just purely visually. 

4ÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÅÓ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ȬÅØÃÌÕÓÉÖÅÌÙ ɍȣɎ 

visual asÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȭ ɉBlesser and Salter 2009, 1). As soon as we enter 

an architectural dwelling, as the writers suggest, we are in what they call 

ÁÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȡ ȬThe composite of numerous surfaces, objects, and 

geometries in a complicated environment creates an aural architecture. As 

we hear how sounds from multiple sources interact with the various spatial 

elements, we assign an identifiable personality to the aural architecture, in 
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much the same way we interpret an echo as the aural personality of Á ×ÁÌÌȭ 

(Blesser and Salter ςππωȟ ςɊȢ )Î "ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÌÔÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÁÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ 

ÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÑÕÁÌ ÔÏ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȡ ȬÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭ 

(Blesser and Salter 2009, 3). Whilst arguing for an audiovisual unison in 

aesthetic and social terms, they simultaneously note that both aurality and 

vision can also produce conflicting responses, which are yet to be negotiated 

and disentangled (ibid.). By questioning how we hear and listen to spaces, 

rather how we view them, Blesser and Salter successfully challenge the 

visually orientated conception of architecture and extend the field of aural 

perception into a new domain. The concept of aural architecture is useful for 

addressing the ocularcentric nature of the white cube project. By tuning our 

ears as well as the rest of our bodies towards the visual gallery space, we 

might be able to expand our perceptual awareness and our ability to embody 

the space through sound and vision rather than just the eye.   

 

"ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÌÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ sound and space contributes to the field of 

sound studies, perception and architecture. As the writers note themselves: 

Ȭ×Å ËÎÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÉÎÇ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÙ ÄÅÔÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ 

ÂÕÔ ÌÅÓÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÁÕÒÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅȭ ɉBlesser and Salter 2009, 

10). The authors, however, consider perception in universal terms, 

consequently bypassing the issue of gendered spaces and gendered listening. 

7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÁÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÓÏÃÉÁÌ 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ȬÄÅÔermine the experiential consequences of 

ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÓȭ ɉBlesser and Salter 2009, 3), their reading of Ȭsocialityȭ 

remains limited. They fail to account for the social inequalities and the power 

structures that determine how certain bodies engage with aural spaces. As 

already argued in chapter one, white cube exhibition spaces since modernism 

have presented themselves as gendered. They have prioritised and 

accommodated some bodies, mostly the bodies of white men (including the 

sound of men), whilst excluding and limiting the bodies of women. Therefore, 

although Blesser and Salter introduce a phenomenological structure for 

defining aural spatial awareness, including sensation, perception and affect, 
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a more thorough feminist critique of experiencing acoustic architecture 

needs to be introduced.   

 

"ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÁÎÄ 3ÁÌÔÅÒȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÄ ÁÓ Á 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ -ÁÒÓÈÁÌÌ -Ã,ÕÈÁÎȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ -Ã,ÕÈÁÎ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ 

×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȬÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÓÐÁÃÅȭ (McLuhan and McLuhan 1988) as a way of 

ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÓÔȭÓ ÏÂÓÅÓÓÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 

invention of the technology of print, modern culture has been directed to 

think in more linear and forward-ÆÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÅÒÍÓȢ 6ÉÓÕÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅȟ ÉÎ -Ã,ÕÈÁÎȭÓ 

ÖÉÅ×ȡ Ȭis an infinite container, linear and continuous, homogeneous and 

ÕÎÉÆÏÒÍȭ ɉMcLuhan 1988, 32), whilst acoustic space, on the other hand, is 

fluid and omnidirectional (ibid.). For McLuhan, acoustic space is lawless and 

disobedient. It is anarchical because it does not conform to the laws assigned 

by the eye: Ȭ!ÕÄÉÔÏÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÎÏ ÆÁÖÏÕÒÅÄ ÆÏÃÕÓȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÓÐÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÆÉØÅÄ 

boundaries, space made by the thing itself, not space containing the thing. It 

is not a pictorial space, boxed in, but dynamic, always in flux, creates its own 

ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎÓȢ ɍȣɎȭ (Quoted in Genosko 2005, 66ɀ67). By comparing acoustic 

spaces to forms of disorder, however, the theorist aligns the acoustic to pre-

culture, whilst the visual to culture. As argued by Seth Kim-#ÏÈÅÎȟ -Ã,ÕÈÁÎȭÓ 

acoustic space signiÆÉÅÓ ÁÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÉÍÉÔÉÖÉÓÍȡ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÅ-in-the-raw 

inhabited by non-ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭ (Kim-Cohen 2009, 93), placing sound as a 

second-ÃÌÁÓÓ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎȡ Ȭ!Ì×ÁÙÓ ÉÎ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÈÁÄÏ×ȟ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÍÕÓÔ ÓÈÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

ÈÅÁÒÄȭ ɉibid.).  

 

By creating a divide between visual and acoustic space, McLuhan presents us 

with a dualist and a determinist argument. In his view, acoustic and visual 

space cannot exist in unison and instead are in a permanent conflict with one 

another, a suggestion that also echoes in sound ecologist R. MuÒÒÁÙ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ 

writing:  

 

Auditory space is very different from visual space ɀ we are always at the 

edge of visual space, looking into it with the eye. But we are always at the 

centre of auditory space, listening out with the ear. Thus, visual 
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awareness is not the same as aural awareness. Visual awareness is 

ÕÎÉÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄȠ ÁÕÒÁÌ Á×ÁÒÅÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÏÍÎÉÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄȭ 

(Quoted in Genosko 2005, 72).  

 

This divide, however, is not as separated as both McLuhan and Schafer 

portray. As Blesser and SaltÅÒȭÓ ÍÁÉÎ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 

perceived both visually and aurally ɀ they are audiovisual and thus, 

multisensory. Even though McLuhan believed that a removal from visual 

space and a return towards auditory space was necessary, it is important to 

question whether diminishing and removing all of the social and cultural 

information that has been accumulated since the establishment of visual 

space, whether it is visual, audible or tactile, is even possible.  

 

In this project, I argue that this division of the sensory, as advocated by 

McLuhan and Schafer only contributes towards a withholding of aurality as a 

secondary element in relation to the audiovisual complex. It obstructs 

multisensory experiences to be entirely enacted and perceived, thus not 

permitting a whole-body experience to emerge. Whilst I agree that a call for 

more expanded forms of listening to environments is necessary, I believe that 

the visual attributes of spaces, whether in their social, perceptual or political 

contexts, should not be disregarded ɀ they also contribute towards our 

ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÁÒÔȢ 7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎ ÍÉÎÄȟ ) ÅÃÈÏ *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎ 3ÔÅÒÎÅȭÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÎÄ 

ÒÅÆÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÆÏÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ȬÁÕÄÉÏÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÌÉÔÁÎÙȭ (Sterne 2003, 18).30  

 

I propose that when learning about our understanding of spaces in social or 

embodied terms, we have to think beyond the mono-sensory. In line with the 

science fiction writer Ursula Le Guin, who explored the potential of listening 

and speaking in more holistic terms in her Bryn Mawr Commencement 

Address in 1986, in this project I reject the dualisms that have been 

ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÅÎ ×ÈÏ ÓÐÅÁË Ȭ×ÉÔÈ ÆÏÒËÅÄ 

 
30 3ÔÅÒÎÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÁÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ 
clichéd attributes, a configuration I call the audiovisual litanyȭȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇ Ás omnidirectional 
whilst visuality directional, hearing immersing its listeners whilst visuality offers us perspective 
(Sterne 2012, 9). 
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ÔÏÎÇÕÅȭ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÄÉÃÈÏÔÏÍÉÅÓȭ ɉ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ρωψωȟ 149). When thinking aurally, 

thus, I aim to think openly. I refuse to split and divide concepts and ideas into 

Ȭsubject/object, self/other, mind/body, dominant/submissive, 

ÁÃÔÉÖÅȾÐÁÓÓÉÖÅȟ -ÁÎȾ.ÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÍÁÎȾ×ÏÍÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÏ ÏÎȭ ɉ,Å 'ÕÉÎ ρωψωȟ 149). 

When considering sound in the context of the white cube project, I turn to 

aural thinking as a way of confronting these dichotomies and any essentialist 

approaches to the issue around bodies, sound and space.  

 

In chapter one I demonstrated how modern and contemporary art spaces 

continue to follow a particular ideology, one that has been embedded in 

ocularcentrism, white patriarchy and rational forms of exhibition display. 

Arriving from my embodied experience of installing and experiencing 13.1.91 

at Surrey Gallery, I offered my subjective experience as truth ɀ as an act of 

sonic feminism ɀ and discovered that the soundscape of the white exhibition 

spaces divides, splits, excludes, removes and silences. In other words, it 

genders.  

 

According to -ÁÕÒÁ 2ÅÉÌÌÙȭÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÏÎ Artnews in 2015, gender 

inequality, whilst more difficult to pin down or detect, is still present in the 

arts sector (2015). In the context of MoMAȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ 2ÅÉÌÌÙ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ ȬÉÎ 

2004, when the museum opened its new building, with a reinstallation of the 

permanent collection spanning the years 1880 to 1970, of the 410 works on 

display in the fourth- and fifth-ÆÌÏÏÒ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓȟ ÏÎÌÙ ρφ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ 

4 percent. Even fewer works were by artists of color. At my most recent 

ÃÏÕÎÔȟ ÉÎ !ÐÒÉÌ ςπρυȟ χ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÎ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÙ ×ÅÒÅ ÂÙ ×ÏÍÅÎȭ 

(2015). This report evidences that the voices of those speak with the forked 

tongue are still  louder than others. And whilst a number of positive 

initiatives, including MoMAȭÓ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ ɉ-70Ɋȟ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÅÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ 

over the course of the last decades ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÁÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ 

ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÉÓÔ ÃÁÎÏÎȭ ɉ2ÅÉÌÌÙ ςπρυɊȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÉÎÇ 

in the context of public contemporary art institutions as well as private art 

galleries is evidently still an issue.   
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When addressing the ideology of the white cube from a position of sound and 

gender, I propose a more environmental route embedded in sonic feminist 

thinking and practice. I acknowledge that the white cube ideology places its 

ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ ȬÆÅÍÉÎÉÎÅȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÍÁÓÃÕÌÉÎÅȭ ÆÒÁÍÅÓȟ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÓÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ 

accommodating the latter. In this project, however, my mission is to subvert 

this patriarchal binary. In other words, whilst arguing against the 

androcentric split, here I turn to sonic feminism and present the need to 

move beyond the historical categorisations of gender and the gendered 

power dimensions assigned by the history of modern art spaces and consider 

how sound can potentially dismantle gender norms, so that a more open way 

of being with art can manifest. 

 

2.2.3. Sounding Gallery Space 
 
 

The question of sound in gallery spaces, as the existing literature shows, 

remains underdeveloped. Most of the debates so far have focused on Ȭsound 

artȭ spaces and practices (Connor 2003, Kahn 1999, LaBelle 2015, Leitner 

1999, ,ÉÃÈÔ ÁÎÄ /ȭ2ÏÕÒËÅ ςππχ) and soundscape debates (Schafer 1977, 

Schafer 1993, E. Thompson 2004, Westerkamp 2006), not necessarily 

considering the experience of sound in the so-called visual art contexts or 

environmental sound inside gallery architectures. In this project I shift away 

from the discussions that limit themselves to sound art and consider aurality 

in contemporary gallery spaces in more expanded terms. I propose that it is 

ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÔ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÐÒÅÁÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÁËÓȟ ÌÉËÅ ÏÄÏÕÒȭ ɉ#ÏÎÎÏÒ ςπρ1, 129) 

but also video apparatus, noises, voices and the technological hum ɀ all of the 

sounding elements that enter gallery spaces. In other words, it is the 

ȬÓÏÎÏÓÐÈÅÒÅȭ ɉ/ÌÉÖÅÒÏÓ ςπρπɊȟ ÁÓ /ÌÉÖÅÒÏÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÒÇÕÅȟ ÏÒ all-sound that 

leaks and spreads like odour rather than just sound art. I consider how all-

sound, and by that, I mean everything that is sonically perceivable to our ears 

and bodies, affects the production of the exhibition space and the art 

institution more broadly.  
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#ÁÌÅÂ +ÅÌÌÙȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÉÎÔÏ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÏÕÎÄ ɉςπρρ, 2017), for example, 

acknowledges that sound has played an integral role in shaping 

contemporary art and contemporary gallery architectures as a whole. He 

bridges the field of visual culture and sound studies by suggesting that gallery 

spaces are filled with all kinds of sound, from sounding artworks to 

restaurant chatter and clatter. His approach to the issue, however, is limiting 

because the writer primarily presents cases of how galleries sound from 

perspective of male artists (and the male ear) working with sound.31 He fails 

to recognise that historically galleries and consequently gallery sound has 

been gendered and gendering, primarily organised by men serving other 

ÍÅÎȢ "Ù ÐÌÁÃÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÏÎ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÏÎÉÃ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȟ +ÅÌÌÙ fails to address 

the issues around gender representation, gender inequality and gendered 

experience that has been present in modern gallery spaces.  

 

Whilst the writer demonstrates that sound has always already been there 

when experiencing art, I suggest that this argument is too restrained and 

needs to be politicised further. In this project, I bring larger feminist debates 

that exceed the limited readings of politics of representation in gallery 

settings. My aim is to examine how gender structures the experience of space, 

which is entwined with but not reducible to, questions of gender 

representation. We need to understand how institutional gender inequality, 

as advocated by the modernist white cube project, has shaped (and continues 

to shape) the overall production of contemporary gallery soundscapes. More 

importantly, however, we need to find a practical way of subverting the white 

ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÉÎÇ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓȢ Thus, when forming my critique of the white 

cube, I proceed by acknowledging the soundscape of white exhibition rooms 

as gendered and propose an all-sound practice-led intervention with  a 

feminist mission in mind.  

 

 
31 Caleb Kelly primarily discusses the works of Robert Irwin, James Turrell, Michael Asher, Bruce 
Naumann, La Monte Young, Alvin Lucier and other male practitioners in the field. It is important to note, 
however, that women artists, including Pauline Oliveros, Daphne Oram, Hildegard Westerkamp, Annea 
Lockwood, Maryanne Amacher, Lis Rhodes, Mary Ellen Bute, Alison Knowles, or Judy Dunaway, to name 
a very few, have also pushed the auditory boundaries in the gallery. 4ÈÅÓÅȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÒÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÎÇ ÉÎ +ÅÌÌÙȭÓ 
texts.  



 74 

2.2.4. The Production of (Sonic) Space 
 
 

The production of space has been an ongoing debate in the fields of social 

geography, philosophy and feminist research. The term, initially posed by a 

French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre, questions how spaces are 

structured, arguing that spaces are always experienced as lived and social, 

thus, they are not immobile, but temporally active constructs. In other words, 

for Lefebvre, lived space does not exist outside of lived time, whilst lived time 

does not operate outside of lived space. He writÅÓȡ Ȭ4ÈÅÙ ÌÉÖÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȠ 

they are in time. Yet all anyone sees is movements. In nature, time is 

apprehended within space ɀ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÅÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÓÐÁÃÅȭ (Lefebvre 1992, 95). 

Feminist geographer Doreen Massey, in her account of gendered spaces, 

points out that philosophy has been paying too much attention to time, 

consequently dismissing the social, political and experiential potential of 

space. In social sciences, she argues, the concepts of space and time have been 

disconnected (Massey 2005). Space has served as a residue of time, as static 

ÁÎÄ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȡ Ȭit is without time, it is without dynamism, 

ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ÆÌÁÔȟ ÉÎÅÒÔ ÇÉÖÅÎȭ ɉMassey 2013). For Massey, as for Lefebvre, 

however, space is inherently social and is never outside of time ɀ both are 

interconnected and contingent upon one another.  

 

In this project, I propose that sound, as a temporal and spatial entity, 

contributes towards the production of space. Even though sound has often 

been theorised in the context of temporality, existing theoretical accounts of 

sounding spaces and aural architectures reveal that it is reductive to classify 

sound as purely temporal or outside of space. If anything, sound is contingent 

and simultaneously informs both, space and time, together. Sound 

contributes towards the formation of architectures, places and spaces. 

Specifically, sound affects how spaces appear to us and are experienced by 

ÕÓȢ 4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ) ÆÏÌÌÏ× ,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅ ÁÎÄ -ÁÓÓÅÙȭÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 

social space and explore how sound shapes the spatio-temporal contours of 

white exhibition rooms. 
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2.2.5. Soundscape 
 
 

As discussed in chapter one, galleries, like any other spaces, carry unique 

soundscapes, but what do I mean by the term soundscape? The concept of 

soundscape was initially introduced by Murray Schafer at the start of the 

1970s. &ÏÒ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÉÓ ÁÎÙ ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÓÔÕÄÙȢ 7Å ÍÁÙ 

speak of a musical composition as a soundscape, or a radio program as a 

soundscape or an acoustic environment as a soundscape. We can isolate an 

acoustic environment as a field of study just as we can study the 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ Á ÇÉÖÅÎ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȭ (Schafer 1993, 7). Soundscape, as 

LaBelle further argues, is both method and a practice of listening to 

ȬÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÓ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÁÔ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÉÍÅÓȭ ɉ,ÁÂÅÌÌÅ ςπρυȟ 

ρωωɊȢ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭs reading of the soundscape requires further critical unpacking. 

In The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World 

(1993), Schafer proposes that our planet has always been sounding, whether 

it was with voices of the sea, snow, or wind, surrounded by harmonic tones, 

cacophonies, noises and rituals. The writer aligns soundscape to nature ɀ as 

something that is heard and experienced in what he refers to as 

Ȭuncontaminatedȭ environments. By connecting soundscapes with nature and 

the so-called natural, the ecologist calls for an ontology of sound.32  

 

The appearance of technology, as Schafer tries to argue, has disturbed and 

interrupted our sounding environments. For Schafer, the urbanisation of 

sound, led by technological mediation, resulted in a deterioration of 

ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓȟ ÄÅÇÒÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȬÕÎÄÉÓÔÕÒÂÅÄȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÕÎÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÄȭ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȢ 

Schafer divides between natural and cultural sounds, distinguishing the 

ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÓ ȬÈÉ-ÆÉȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÁÓ ȬÌÏ-ÆÉȭȢ 

Such a framing suggests that with technology entering soundscapes, sound 

abandons its natural disposition and becomes an element of culture, which 

 
32 3ÏÕÎÄ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒ "ÒÉÁÎ +ÁÎÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȭ3ÏÍÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȟ ÂÙ ÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
ontology of sound and to the materialɀÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÅ ȬÂÅÎÅÁÔÈ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 
ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ ÒÅÊÅÃÔ ÁÕÄÉÔÏÒÙ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȭ (Kane 2015, 2). He implies that the ontological turn is 
ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÁÓ ÉÔ ȬÎÅÇÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÖÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÕÄÉÔÏÒÙ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÐÅÒÉÌȭ 
(ibid.). 
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Schafer dismisses. The urban contamination of sirens, alarms, machinery, 

and other sonic artefacts, for him, are seen as secondary and, to his view, 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬÁ ÎÁÒÃÏÔÉÃ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÉÎȭ ɉ3ÃÈÁÆÅÒ ρωχχȟ χτɊ ÉÎÆÕÓÉÎÇ Ȭschizophoniaȭ:  

 

Schizophonia refers to the split between an original sound and its electro-

ÁÃÏÕÓÔÉÃ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȣ/ÒÉÇÉÎÁÌÌÙ ÁÌÌ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

originals. They occurred at one time and in one place only. Sounds were 

ÔÈÅÎ ÉÎÄÉÓÓÏÌÕÂÌÙ ÔÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÔÈÅÍȣ ɍ7ÉÔÈ 

sound production technologies], we have split the sound from the maker 

of the sound (Schafer 2007, 33 [1973] ). 

 

3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ ÓÏÕÎÄÓcape ÓÐÌÉÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÅÒȭÓ ÂÏÄÙȢ )Î ÈÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇÓȟ ÈÅ ÉÎÖÉÔÅÓ ÍÅÎ 

to abandon cultural sounds and return to nature. He argues that in order to 

rediscover Ȭoriginal soundȭ, we must bracket it  and remove ourselves from 

ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÆÏÒÍȢ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ÁÓ *ÏÎÁÔÈÁÎ 

Sterne argues, implies sonic essentialism (Sterne 2003, 342). It presents us 

with a determinist binary, aligning men with nature, splitting subjects from 

objects, nature from culture and minds from bodies. 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ 

soundscape serves as an opposition to my reading of aural thinking. Rather 

than opening our way of being with sound in sounding environments, instead, 

it limits and restrains our ears and the rest of our bodies. If soundscape, as 

0ÁÕÌ 2ÏÄÁ×ÁÙ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȟ ÉÓ ȬɍȣɎ Á ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ÉÔ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ 

consists of many sounds coming from different directions and of differing 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓȣ ɍȣɎȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÆÏÌÄ ÉÎ ÃÏmplex symphonies or 

ÃÁÃÏÐÈÏÎÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄȭ (Rodaway 1994, 86), then it is naive for Schafer to 

suggest that we can remove ourselves from a particular sound and bracket 

ourselves from all-sound. In line with Rodaway, we should read and 

experience environments as compositions created by environments we 

inhabit in their totality. Thus, isolating and bracketing sound from its 

soundscape, as Schafer encourages us to do, becomes a restrictive and 

consequently damaging exercise. As media theorist Frances Dyson argues, 

our ears have already been muddied, thus, it is unproductive to try and 

eliminate the sonic knowledge and sonic capital that has been accumulated 

since the emergence of machinery and technologies (Dyson 2009, 80).  
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Composer and writer Hildegard Westerkamp, one of the founders of the 

7ÏÒÌÄ 3ÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ÓÈÉÆÔÓ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÓÍ ÁÎÄ 

offers a more open and a socially conscious reading of the concept, which I 

find more useful when considering the soundscape of the white cube. Whilst 

drawing on her personal subject-led experiences of the surrounding sonic 

world, she envisages soundscape as a method for forming embodied and 

social bonds between bodies and environments. In other words, she refuses 

ÔÏ ÓÐÌÉÔ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÙ ÁÖÏÉÄÉÎÇ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ essentialist approach to theorising 

soundscape. Westerkamp conceptualises soundscapes, whether naturally or 

technologically constructed, as vital to our ability to participate in the world.  

 

The composer and ecologist, when thinking through and with sound ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ȬÁ 

strong emphasis on human experienceȭ (Duhautpas and Solomos 2014, 6). In 

her writings about sound, Westerkamp argues that listening should not be 

ÆÏÒÃÅÄȟ ÂÒÁÃËÅÔÅÄ ÏÒ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÅÄȡ ȬÑÕÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅȡ ÔÒÕÅ ÒÅÃÅÐÔÉÖÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ 

comes from an inner place of non-threat, support, and safety (Westerkamp, 

2015). Rather than aspiring to return to the pre-supposed natural Ȭhi-fiȭ ideal, 

which is often associated with patriarchal power, the composer believes it is 

important to acknowledge sound in its potential inclusivity and social 

relationality, whether it is mediated through nature or technology.  

 

Pauline Oliveros, a feminist sonic experimentalist and writer, extended the 

idea of listening to the world even further. The artist believed that by 

engaging with all-sound, we, as a social body, can become more inclusive and 

interconnected. For Oliveros, listening and sound-making are inherently 

political and social acts. She argued that opening our ears and our bodies to 

everything that is sounding can offer a more expanded connection between 

bodies and the audible world ɀ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ȬÈÅÉÇÈÔÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÁnd 

consciousness of sound in as many dimensions of awareness and attentional 

ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃÓ ÁÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȭ (Oliveros 2005, xxiii). On a socio-political 

level, Oliveros explains, consciously engaging in listening to the world also 

facilitates compassion and Á ÍÏÒÅ ÏÐÅÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȡ Ȭ.Å× 

fields of thought can be opened, and the individual may be expanded and find 
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opportunity to connect in new ways to communities of interest. Practice 

ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÐÅÎÎÅÓÓȭ ɉ/ÌÉÖÅÒÏÓ ςππυȟ ØØÖɊȢ 5ÎÌÉËÅ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȟ /Ìiveros believed 

that if we do not open our ears to the whole of sounding world, we become 

what she calls focal listeners, which restricts our ability to participate in the 

social lived world. 

 

When considering the sound of contemporary institutional galleries and 

museums, I echo Oliveros, Westerkamp and Dyson and suggest that it is 

ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÉÓÃÏÎÎÅÃÔ ÏÒ ȬÓÐÌÉÔȭ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÂÒÁÃËÅÔÅÄ ÎÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ 

and listening. What we experience in architectural dwellings is always a 

mixture of elements, some are natural, some are technologically constructed. 

Thus, our ears are always exposed to all-ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ȬÈÉ-ÆÉȭ ÏÒ 

ȬÌÏ-ÆÉȭ ÓÏÕÎÄȢ 7Åȟ ÁÓ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÅØÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

political  conditions that define and shape our ability to listen, which we are 

not able to abandon when experiencing sound. Whilst subjected to a setting 

ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÃÁÃÏÐÈÏÎÏÕÓȟ ÂÏÔÈ ȬÈÉ-ÆÉȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÏ-ÆÉȭ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ 

bracketing our experience to what we coÎÓÉÄÅÒ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌȭ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ 

unattainable. In this project ) ÓÈÉÆÔ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÌÌ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÐÌÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

sound and instead propose a more expanded conception of the term. I 

suggest that by enabling our bodies to engage in all-sound, we can begin to 

break down institutional walls. All-sound, then, becomes a tool for 

encouraging all bodies (and not just male bodies) to form a whole-bodied 

connection with the soundscape of the white cube beyond their respective 

gender brackets.  
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2.2.6. Gendered Soundscapes 
 

 

If soundscape is a social construct, then it is important to consider that it does 

not exist outside the structures of political power but is integral to them. In 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÅÒÓȭ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÃÉÄÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÏÒ 

cannot be listened to. We, as listeners, are subjected to the dynamics of 

oppression and control. Our listening bodies are dependent on the external 

material forces that inform and condition our way of engaging with our visual 

and sonic environments. Spaces, as Doreen Massey argues, are utterly 

political, and the different practices of space have political implications 

(Massey 2005, 13). If space is always political and soundscape is an integral 

part of any space, then we should consider soundscapes as political social 

constructs. 

 

Whilst soundscape has been considered in political terms by academic 

ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ,ÁÃÅÙȭÓ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÓ 

ɉ,ÁÃÅÙ ςπρσɊȟ "ÉÊÓÔÅÒÖÅÌÄȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅÓ 

(Bijsterveld 2014)ȟ 'ÏÏÄÁÌÅȭÓ ÒÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ (Goodale 2011) 

ÁÎÄ "ÉÒÄÓÁÌÌȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÁÓ Á ÂÉÏÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÏÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

context of Nazi Germany (Birdsall 2012), when it comes to the question of 

gendered soundscapes, the existing academic research remains sparse. 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÎÅ %ÈÒÉÃËȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÉÖÅÎ 

within the fields of history to the ways sound may be gendered and gender 

ÓÏÕÎÄȭ ɉ%ÈÒÉÃË ςπρυɊȢ 7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ Ôo 

gender has altered the very questions historians ask of the past and the way 

×Å ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȭ ɉibid.), when it 

comes to the question of gendered sound, the discussion needs to be 

extended further. 

 

4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȭȟ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÂÙ (ÅÌÍÉ *ßÒÖÉÌÕÏÍÁȟ 

Pirkko Moisala and Anni Vilkko, questions how gendered hierarchies are 

established and governed from a position of sound (Järviluoma, Moisala, and 

Vilkko 2003, 84ɀ106). They argue that gender can be reinforced and 
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conditioned not only visually but also aurally. The writers propose gendered 

soundscape as a method for confronting issues around gender inequality 

ɉςππσȟ ρχɊȢ %ÈÒÉÃËȭÓ ɉςπρρȟ 2015) research offers a historical evaluation of 

sounding landscapes and explores how soundscapes have been gendered in 

the context of radio technology and the female voice. She implies that with 

the arrival of auditory technology, specifically radio, representations and 

contestations of gender have changed not only in the visual realm but also 

through soundscape. 3ÈÅ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȭwhile much of the discourse 

about gender, voice, and speech persisted into the age of mechanical 

reproduction, the mass communication and mass consumption of the 

twentÉÅÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÁÌÔÅÒÅÄ ÇÅÎÄÅÒÅÄ ÓÏÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅ ÉÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ×ÁÙÓȭ (Ehrick 

2011, 74), which she continues to discuss throughout her book (2015).  

 

%ÈÒÉÃËȭÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÓ Á ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÈÅÒ 

project does not escape historical debates. In other words, the writer does 

not consider how the social spaces we inhabit today are gendered through 

the dimension of sound. My thesis, whilst drawing on historiographic 

accounts of the white cube project, is more interested in what the soundscape 

of institutional museums and gallery spaces operates today and how it affects 

gendered bodies. It aims to understand how the gallery continues to place 

subjects in gendered frameworks through its soundscape and how listening 

and experiencing all-sound bodily can be utilisÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȭÓ 

gendering ideological regime.   

 

Feminist classics scholar Anne Carson also draws on the issue of sound and 

gender in her essay The Gender of Sound (1995). Carson demonstrates that 

sound has been traceably gendered at least since ancient Greece. Specifically, 

ÓÈÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ×ÏÍÁÎȭÓ ÖÏÉÃÅÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÅÄ ÈÉÇÈ ÐÉÔÃÈ ÈÁÓ 

been ȬÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÅÖÉÌ ÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȭ ɉCarson 1995, 119), thus, it would be 

removed from the civil spaces operated by men. According to the writer, 

ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔÓȟ ȬÈÉÇÈ ÖÏÃÁÌ ÐÉÔÃÈ ÇÏÅÓ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÁÌËÁÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ 

characterise a person who is deviant from or deficient in the masculine ideal 

of self-control. Women, catamites, eunuchs and androgynes fall into this 
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categorÙȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÁÄ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÅ ÍÅÎ ÕÎÃÏÍÆÏÒÔÁÂÌÅȭ 

(Carson ρωωυȟ ρρωɊȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȬÐÕÔÔÉÎÇ Á ÄÏÏÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÅÍÁÌÅ 

mouth has been an important project of patriarchal culture from antiquity to 

ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ ÄÁÙȭ ɉCarson 1995, 120-121). Her analysis, however, remains tied 

to the question of female voice and does not necessarily account for 

environmental sound or bodily sound, as created by those with Ȭwrongȭ 

ÖÏÉÃÅÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÓÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ #ÁÒÓÏÎȭÓ arguments as points of 

departure when thinking about gender inequality through the dimension of 

sound, it is important to think more broadly, and consider all-sound in order 

to form a more detailed understanding of how lived social spaces shape 

gender. 

 

When addressing the issue of gender and sound in relation to the white cube 

project, I intend to pay attention to both the ideological soundscape of the 

modernist white cube project, as advocated since its initiation during 

modernism, as well as the soundscape of contemporary institutional white 

exhibition spacesȟ ÁÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ȬÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÅÄȭ ÂÏÄÉÅÓȢ By doing so, I hope 

to problematise the concept of soundscape from a gendered position and to 

build a more grounded understanding of what steps we can take to offer an 

alternative and a more inclusive aural space when being with sounding art in 

institutional art spaces today. 

 

2.2.7. Rhythmic Spaces 
 
 

Could we consider white cube spaces as full of rhythmic activity? Henri 

Lefebvre conceptualises the notion of social space as a product of rhythmic 

ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÍÅÒÇÅ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓȭ ÂÏÄÉÅÓȢ &ÏÒ 

Lefebvre, space is not a static entity, but a temporal construct that shifts and 

transforms in time. In The Production of Space (1992), the writer  discusses 

how concepts and ideas that emerge in time do not exist outside of space, but 

are integral to a production and experience of our lived social environments. 

He asks, for example: Ȭ7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÙ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ Á ÓÐÁÃÅ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÒÅÆÅÒÓȟ 

a space which it describes, whose vocabulary and kinks it makes use of, and 
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×ÈÏÓÅ ÃÏÄÅ ÉÔ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÓȩȭ ɉ,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅ ρωωςȟ ττɊȢ )Î ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȟ ÁÓ ,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓȟ 

nothing. Ideology and power, he continues, are the foundations of any lived 

and embodied spatial production. This leads the philosopher to suggest that 

ÓÐÁÃÅ ÉÓ Á ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔ ÏÆ ȬÌÉÖÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ 

through rhythms. In other words, social space is not a fixed object but an 

ongoing set of relations between objects and products, in which social 

systems operate and instruct how we inhabit and experience spaces. 

 

To understand how spaces are produced, Lefebvre turns to the concept of 

rhythm ɀ ȬÁ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ Á ÎÅ× ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȭ (Lefebvre, Moore, and Elden 

2004, 3), which he uses as a methodological and conceptual route to 

exploring the practical consequences of embodying lived social 

environments. In Rhythmanalysis (2004), Lefebvre uses the analysis of 

rhythms to challenge the representational and linear readings of time and 

space. The writer suggests that every space has a rhythm, whilst every 

rhythm is attached to space (Lefebvre 2004, 15). Lefebvre further suggests 

that every living subject possesses rhythm: repetitions, pulsations, 

circulations, assimilations, durations. Whilst some rhythms are discordant, 

others are linear or run in simultaneity with other rhythms. In his 

publication, Lefebvre creates an important argument. For Lefebvre, the 

rhythmic structure of our bodies and the outside world is not linear, but 

instead, a multitude ɀ a plurality of spaces and events. It emerges, operates 

and dissolves as many rhythms, which then travel in all directions. Thus, as 

lived beings, we do not adapt a single rhythm, but many rhythms: 

polyrhythms, eurhythms and isorhythms, which emerge in us bodily, and are 

heard, witnessed, felt and experienced (Lefebvre 2004). For Lefebvre, 

rhythms keep us connected with the world ɀ they enable us to form 

embodied relationships between our bodies and our lived spaces. Being 

rhythmical and being subjected to rhythms, to paraphrase Lefebvre, is at the 

heart of social lived space.   

 

,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅȭÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÒÈÙÔÈÍÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÕÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÒÏÕÔÅ ÆÏÒ 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÍÉÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ 
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specifically, its presupposed autonomous and timeless nature. As discussed 

in chapter one, institutional white gallery exhibition rooms tend to position 

themselves as special sites for aesthetic contemplation that operate outside 

a lived social world or time, thus, outside of rhythms. Surrounded by white 

walls and no furnishing, these spaces symbolically remove themselves from 

ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÏÒ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÁÔÔÁÃÈÍÅÎÔÓȢ ,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅȭÓ study of rhythms, 

however, allows us to suggest that white exhibition spaces are unable to 

operate outside of time or space, but, through rhythms, they are always 

temporally active and in connection with the rest of the world. In other 

words, it  suggests that the white cube ideology cannot exist independently of 

social space-time. InÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÁÓ ÁÎÙ ÉÄÅÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ȬÁ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á 

ÔÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ Á ÓÐÁÃÅȟ Á ÌÏÃÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÏÒ ÉÆ ÏÎÅ ×ÉÓÈÅÓȟ Á ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÓÐÁÃÅȭ 

(Lefebvre ρωωςȟ ςσπɊȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ 

decontextualised and atemporal nature in the context of contemporary art 

ÍÕÓÅÕÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȟ ) ÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ,ÅÆÅÂÖÒÅȭÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÏÆ ÒÈÙÔÈÍ ÔÏ 

question how our bodily rhythms, the rhythms of sounding artworks as well 

as the rhythms produced by the space ÁÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙȭÓ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÅȡ 

its surfaces, walls, objects as well as its institutional operation. 

 

2.3. Sounding Art 
 
 
In this section of the chapter I explore the idea of art as always sounding. I 

propose that art has always carried a soundscape. Whether it is the sound of 

wind or air accompanying Palaeolithic cupules and carved rocks, 

reverberating acoustics of cave art, sounding rituals and pagan sculptures, 

frescos echoing in churches or the Ȭringing silenceȭ of the early modern 

paintings, sound, whether in the form of a residue, harmony or voice has not 

ÃÅÁÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÔȢ !Ó $ÏÕÇÌÁÓ +ÁÈÎ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȡ Ȭ.ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔs is entirely 

ÍÕÔÅȟ ÍÁÎÙ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÓÏÕÎÄÆÕÌ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅȭ (Kahn 

1999, 2). The writer argues that with the invention of sound recording 

technologies at the end of the nineteenth century, art has only continued to 

increase in velocity. This project is interested in exploring how the sound of 

technologically mediated art, specifically video art, has affected gallery 
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architectures and our ways of being with exhibited art. It deliberately shifts 

away from the art forms that have been institutionally labelled as sounding, 

such as music or Ȭsound artȭ and instead explores the expanded forms of 

sounding visual art.  

 

The project challenges the disciplinary boundaries and institutional frames 

that tend to separate visual from aural. Even if institutionally labelled as 

visual, video art, I argue, is a form of sounding art, which has challenged the 

×ÈÉÔÅ ÃÕÂÅȭÓ ÐÁÔÒÉÁÒÃÈÁl, timeless and autonomous structure. My aim here to 

ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÓÅ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔȭÓ ÓÏÎÉÃ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÉÔÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ 

contemporary art institutions. Whilst surveying the existing discussions 

around sound technology, gender and video art practices, this section of the 

project situates video art in the realm of feminist sounding art practices and 

as practices that have transgressed the white cube ideological limitations.  

   

2.3.1. Sound in Technologically Mediated Art: A Feminist Critique 
 
 
The potentiaÌ ÏÆ ÁÕÒÁÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÁÒÔ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÄ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÉÇ ÂÁÎÇȭ ÏÆ 

sound studies. Theorists, including Daniels and Naumann (2010), Delehanty 

( 2013), Kahn (1999), Sterne (2003), Kelly (2011, 2017), Rogers (2013), and 

Halliday (2013), have demonstrated that with the advancement of sound 

ÒÅÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ÁÕÒÁÌÉÔÙ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÎÁÌÌÙ ȬÁÃÃÅÐÔÅÄȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÔÓȢ 

!Ó ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÂÙ ÍÁÎÙȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ %ÄÉÓÏÎȭÓ ÐÈÏÎÏÇÒÁÐÈ ÉÎ ρψχχ ÔÈÁÔ 

accelerated this precise shift. Kahn explains thaÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ ȬÓÏÕÎÄ 

saturates the art of this century [the twentieth century], and its importance 

ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÉÆ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÐÁÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÕÔÅ ÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙȭ ɉKahn 

1999, 2). The ability to record, store and reproduce auditory signals has 

enabled the once mute visual art practices to expand and Ȭsound outȭ as a 

result. In addition, phonography has not only pushed new forms of auditory 

experimentation, but it has also extended visual art forms, such as cinema 

and moving image art (Chion 1994, Hegarty 2014, Daniels and Naumann 

2010, Rogers 2013). 
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Douglas Kahn and Suzanne Delehanty were among the first scholars to 

consider aurality in the context of twentieth century visual art, specifically 

the avant-garde practices. In her essay Soundings (2013), Delehanty 

ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓȡ ȬÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ ÓÏÕÎÄÓ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÒÅÖÅÒÂÅÒÁÔÅ 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÃÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÉÍÅÌÅÓÓ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÓÔÉÃ ÁÒÔÓȭ ɉDelehanty 2013, 

21). She admits this transformation as essentially conceptual ɀ artists, no 

longer satisfied with the world of illusion and the inaccessible ideal as offered 

by previous forms of art such as Romanticism and Symbolism, instead began 

to form a space for revolutionary ideas, which sought to break away from 

ingrained conventionalism.  

 

For Delehanty, sound enters and permeates art in relatively abstract and 

metaphysical terms. Placing importance on conceptual conditions and 

transformations of late modernism, she explains the shift towards auditory 

expansion in plastic art through metaphors. The writer describes sound as 

ȬÇÁÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÕÓ ÂÙ ÏÕÒ ÓËÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÎÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ȬÂÏÔÈ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÈÅÁÒÄȭ ɉ$ÅÌÅÈÁÎÔÙ ςπρσȟ ςρɊȟ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÏÒ 

of art as well as our experience of art through its imminent abstraction. Yet, 

the author acknowledges the importance of the Ȭmachineȭ only in passing. She 

ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓȡ ȬWith the Industrial Revolution and the birth of the machine in the 

nineteenth century, new technologies appeared to extend, and even replace, 

the natural materials that painters and sculptors had previously used to 

ÓÈÁÐÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȭ ɉ$ÅÌÅÈÁÎÔÙ ςπρσȟ ςφɊȢ Whilst Delehanty admits that 

ÓÏÕÎÄ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÙ ÉÎÄÕÃÅÄ ȬÁ ÎÅ× ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇȭ ɉ$ÅÌÅÈÁÎÔÙ ςπρσȟ σφɊ ÉÎ ÁÒÔȟ ÔÈÉÓ 

proposition, especially in relation to the question of temporality and 

abstraction, remains ambiguous and consequently underexplored.  

 

Kahn provides a more detailed technological analysis of sound in the context 

of the early avant-garde practices. In his publication Noise, Water, Meat: A 

History of Sound in the Arts (1999), he explicitly states that it was the entrance 

of phonography that Ȭsonifiedȭ ÁÒÔȡ ȬɍȣɎ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÏÎÏÇÒÁÐÈ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ Á ÎÅ× 

day in aurality through its ability to return virtually any sound back again and 

ÁÇÁÉÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÉÕÍ ɍȣɎȭ ɉ+ÁÈÎ ρ999, 5). The scholar suggests that the 
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auditory recording device enabled an inclusion of all sound. The auditory 

recording device, as Kahn notes, went beyond music and voice ɀ it included 

noise, utterances as well anything and everything audible that is Ȭunwantedȭ: 

ȬÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÐÈÏÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÅÁÒ ÖÏÉÃÅÓ ɀ ÉÔ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇ ɍȣɎ 

ɉ+ÁÈÎ ρωωωȟ ωɊȢ (Å ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÂÙ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȡ Ȭ-ÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ ÔÈÕÓ ÅÎÔÁÉÌÅÄ 

more sounds and produced a greater emphasis on listening to things, to 

different things, and to more ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÎÄ ÏÎ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȭ ɉ+ÁÈÎ ρωωωȟ 

9), which to a lot of the artists working with sound became a point of interest. 

Sound, as recorded via the auditory apparatus, brought out the yet unheard 

into the open.  

 

Whilst both Delehanty and Kahn provide a much needed historiographical 

and critical evaluation of sound in the arts of the twentieth century, 

introducing the idea of auditory temporality and the expansion of sound in 

art, their analysis primarily remains within the late modernist auditory 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ )ÔÁÌÉÁÎ &ÕÔÕÒÉÓÍȟ 0ÉÅÒÒÅ 3ÃÈÁÅÆÆÅÒȭÓ 

ÁÃÏÕÓÍÁÔÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ #ÁÇÅȭÓ ÍÕÓÉÃÁÌÉsation of silence. In addition to that, 

their research does not consider sound in the context of broader sound 

technology, visual art and gender debates, which I propose, requires further 

attention in the scholarship.  

 

When it comes to the question of sounding art practices, technology and 

gender, most of the writers so far, apart from a few exceptions, including Tara 

2ÏÄÇÅÒȭÓ Pink Noises: Women on Electronic Music and Sound (2010), Irene 

.ÏÙȭÓ Emergency Noises: Sound Art and Gender (2017) ÁÎÄ (ÏÌÌÙ )ÎÇÌÅÔÏÎȭÓ 

PhD project Composing Paradoxes: Feminist Process in Sound Arts and 

Experimental Music (2015), continue to fail to expose our problematic 

relationship with sound technology from a position of gender. According to 

Rodgers:  

 

It is thus necessary to lay out a broad critique of gender issues across 

multiple histories that electronic music [and sounding art practice more 

broadly] inherits, including affiliations with militarism in the evolution of 
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audio technologies, a logic of reproduction that operates in audio 

ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ɍȣɎȢ 4ÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ 

electronic music histories by delimiting who and what counts in such 

ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÎÏÉÓÅȭ ɉ2ÏÄÇÅÒÓ ςπρπȟ φɊȢ  

 

As the existing books and compendia on sounding art practices demonstrate, 

most of the technology-led artistic experimentations throughout the 

twentieth century have been undertaken (or at least written about and 

ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄɊ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÍÅÎ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ×ÏÍÅÎȢ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÔribution towards 

sounding art explorations remains under-researched. We often hear how 

ÓÏÕÎÄ ÐÅÒÍÅÁÔÅÄ $ÕÃÈÁÍÐȭÓ ÎÏÎ-ÒÅÔÉÎÁÌ ÁÒÔ ÓÃÕÌÐÔÕÒÅÓȟ +ÁÎÄÉÎÓËÙȭÓ ÎÏÎ-

ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ /ÓËÁÒ &ÉÓÃÈÉÎÇÅÒȭÓ /ÐÔÉÃÁÌ 3ÏÕÎÄ 

experiments, for example. When it comes to auditory experimentations in 

experimental music, we are often told that it was composer John Cage who 

rejected the idea of silence, Edgar Varèse who extended sound into space or 

Bernhard Leitner who explored our bodily relationship to sound.  

 

We do not, however, often hear about women practitioners, such as Mary 

Ellen Bute, Lis Rhodes, Maryanne Amacher, Joan Jonas, to name a very few 

(this list would be an endless one), who have also questioned silence and 

auditory spaces in gallery settings. This gap does not dissipate once we enter 

ÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÓȟ ÁÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÔ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÈÅ 

field. It is important to point out, however, that women practitioners working 

with sound have started to address this precise gap.33 Tara Rodgers, for 

example, established Pinknoises.com ÉÎ ςπππ ȬÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎ 

ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÏÎÉÃ ÍÕÓÉÃȭ ɉ2ÏÄÇÅÒÓ ςπρπȟ σɊȢ  To return to Her Noise, a project 

initiated by ,ÉÎÁ $ĿÕÖÅÒÏÖÉç ÁÎÄ !ÎÎÅ (ÉÌÄÅ .ÅÓÅÔ ÉÎ ςππρ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÃÕÒÁÔÅÄ 

by Holly Ingleton, in collaboration with Cathy Lane and Irene Revell, presents 

ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ÄÅÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÁÒÃÈÉÖÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ 

 
33 The question of sound and gender in recent years has been explored by a number of artists and 
academic-led groups, including ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅȟ 7ÏÍÅÎȭÓ !ÕÄÉÏ -ÉÓÓÉÏÎȟ 7)37/3 and Sonic Cyberfeminisms. 
When it comes to the scholarly field of sound studies, however, the question of women artists working 
with sound in gallery spaces is yet to be addressed. 
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contribution to sound. When discussing the project in a 2012 interview, 

Cathy Lane points out:  

 

) ÄÏ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÎ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÔÓȢ )ȭÍ ÎÏÔ 

entirely sure why this is but I suspect that it is largely because sound arts 

could still be said to be an emergent discipline so up until very recently it 

has been largely concerned with trying to trace its lineage and mark out 

its territory or set its boundaries very broadly (Lane 2012). 

 

This pressing and yet concealed gap needs to be addressed and accounted for 

further. Thus, whilst considering the issue of sounding art in its 

technologised forms in institutional gallery exhibition settings, my aim here 

is to shift away from the disciplinary and gendered divisions that are still 

ingrained in the fields of sound and visual art. I reject the technological 

fetishism that has too often pervaded discussions of sound technology. 

Instead, I turn towards the practices of women who, even when silenced or 

excluded from the field, have continued to explore art through auditory and 

audiovisual technologies as a way of subverting the gendered limitations of 

art institutions. As explored in chapter one, video art, as an inherently 

technologically sounding art form, has refused these divisions and allowed 

women to transgress the walls of the white cube. 

 

2.3.2. Video Art 
 
 

The entrance of video, the first technology to offer the simultaneous capture 

of image and sound, offered instantaneity. Kaizen explainÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÍÁÇÉÃȭ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ 

ÖÉÄÅÏȡ ȬÔÏ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙ ÓÅÅ Á ÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÙÎÃÈÒÏÎÉÓÅÄ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÍÏÎÉÔÏÒȟ ÒÅÃÏÒÄ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÐÌÁÙ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÒÉÇÈÔ Á×ÁÙ - this 

×ÁÓ ÖÉÄÅÏȭÓ Ȭ/È ×Ï×ȭ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄȭ (Kaizen 2008, 259). As 

showcased by Spielmann (2010), Krauss (2000), Elwes (2015), Rees (2011) 

Rogers (2013), Mondloch (2011), Trodd (2011) and Hayden (2016), the 

invention of video extended the potential of audiovisual art practice, 

specifically, how time-based art would be constructed, executed, exhibited 

and experienced. Artists, empowered by the new technology, began to 
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ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÕÍȭÓ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃÉÔÙ ɉÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ *ÏÓÅÐÈ "ÅÕÙÓ ÁÎÄ  -ÁÒÔÈÁ 

Rosler), questioned the power of media and the mainstream television (Dara 

Birnbaum, George Barber), articulated socio-political issues (Valie Export, 

Vito Acconci, Richard Serra), undertook technology-driven experimentations 

(Nam June Paik, Steina and Woody Vasulka) and formed feminist critiques of 

society and bodies (Joan Jonas, Carole Schneemann, Chantal Akerman). 

 

According to Yvonne Spielmann, video technology offered something unique 

that was not available before:  

 

What differentiates video from other media technologies lies in the 

expression of electronic processing, for example, in closed-circuit video 

feedback, delayed time processing, and other electromagnetic 

manipulations of the electronic flow of the video sigÎÁÌȢ ɍȣɎ 4ÈÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

process the electronic signal and the interchangeability of the audio and 

video signals manifest the transformative qualities of video (Spielmann 

2006, 56). 

 

From a technological perspective, video introduced a form of uninterrupted 

audiovisuality, which not only enabled a new spatial and temporal unity 

between image and sound, but also between the medium and the subject 

experiencing it. Whilst television and film granted a very specific subject-

technological object relation tying the subject to a seat and the screen, video 

offered a less dictated exchange. In this sense, video surpassed the prescribed 

conditions of previous screen-based technologies. According to Spielmann, 

video apparatus, unlike film or television, offered malleability  (Spielmann 

2006, 58). It was up to the user to decide upon the life of the recorded 

audiovisual material. Now, videos could be altered, re-written, played 

backwards and paused.   

 

As discussed in chapter one, video was one of the first Ȭvisual artȭ technologies 

to amplify the voices of women artists. Women artists who chose video as a 

medium of artistic expression began to question the gender bias of societal 

structures and norms. They used video as a way of communicating the issues 
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of inequality and representation (Elwes 2005, Hayden 2016). Video 

apparatus for women video artists became a political tool, which inspired 

feminist activism. Hayden, however, argues that by aligning Ȭfeministȭ with 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ video ÁÒÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÒÅÍÏÖÅÓ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÖÉÄÅÏ 

from the main historical video art narrative, which, according to the writer, 

ÏÎÌÙ ȬÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÆÏÒÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÅØ-biased structure prevalent in (too) much art history 

and art criticism, but that this also, simultaneously, determines two different 

×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭ (Hayden 2016, 151). It categorises and places 

their contributions as other. 7ÈÉÌÓÔ ) ÐÁÒÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÁÇÒÅÅ ×ÉÔÈ (ÁÙÄÅÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ 

and suggest that not all women video artists are feminists and not all 

feminists are women, I also argue that it is important to acknowledge that by 

bringing their sound into galleries and museums, female video artists, as a 

creative and a social body, introduced a sonic dimension that had previously 

been hidden behind the patriarchal art structures. This historical shift, as 

inspired by video technology, has consequently unsettled the social and 

political operation of art institutions.  

 

Catherine Elwes, for example, notes that the proliferation of video enabled 

women to speak politically and about politics. Women artists gravitated 

ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ȬÂÅÃÁuse of their confrontational nature and their ability to 

ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒ ÁÎ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅȭ ɉ%Ì×ÅÓ ςππυȟ 41). And so, it 

ÈÁÐÐÅÎÅÄȟ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓȟ ×ÏÍÅÎ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ 

convey, almost instantly, the various doctrines of femÉÎÉÓÍȭ ɉibid.). The 

directedness of the conversation was amplified by the instantaneity of the 

recording and the playback of images and sound. Thus, it was both the visual 

and auditory aspects of the new apparatus that enabled the expanded form 

of exchange. 7ÈÉÌÓÔ %Ì×ÅÓ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ȬÍÅÓÓÁÇÅÓȭȟ 

ȬÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÁ ÎÅ× ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȭ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

medium, the writer fails to account for the technological dimension that 

enabled this language to emerge and travel beyond the screen ɀ the 

dimension of sound. Through video, sound also contributed towards the 

subversion of the production of the gallery space, specifically, its gendered 

soÕÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÎÅ× ÒÈÙÔÈÍÓȟ 
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new pitches and new noise that had been hidden or covered before the 

entrance of the medium. WÈÉÌÓÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȬÎÏÉÓÅÓȭ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÅÍÅÄ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ 

the bounds of the father tongue and at times literally  excluded from the 

physical architectures of the gallery,34 the new messages, mediated through 

×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÓÉÇÎÁÌȟ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌÌÙ ÕÎÓÅÔÔÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ 

fixed patriarchal architectures of the gallery space, as discussed in chapter 

one. Sound enabled the un-silencing and amplified the different narratives 

and stories that had previously been ignored by art institutions. The ongoing 

silencing and un-ÓÉÌÅÎÃÉÎÇ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÎside the white cube, however, 

calls for further critical attention. Having reviewed the literature on video art 

practice and exhibition, it becomes evident that the affective and socio-

political potential of the sound of video art in the context of gendered 

soundscape of the gallery architectures is yet to be accounted for. 

 

Video not only provided women creators with new avenues for expression 

ÂÕÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓȭ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÅÄ 

sounding artworks in gallery spaces. Catherine Elwes, for example, admits 

video art as the ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÒÕÌÙ ȬÓÐÁÔÉÁÌȭ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÅØÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ 

of immersion and subject mobilisation (Elwes 2015, 235). In the context of 

experiencing video in gallery spaces, for example, the gallery visitors also 

became Ȭunchainedȭ. They were no longer tied to a particular seat or fixed by 

the screen.35 With video objects scattered across the exhibition space, the 

participants were able to explore the screens from different angles of the 

room. This form of technologically-led transformation has allowed for 

 
34 Charlotte Moorman ×ÁÓ ÁÒÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ .ÁÍ *ÕÎÅ 0ÁÉËȭÓ Opera Sextronique (1967) performance, for 
example, and charged with indecent exposure.  
35 Such aesthetic participation opposes existing apparatus theories, which imply that subjects, once 
subjected to screens become absorbed and controlled by it. Video mobilised the experiencing subject, 
allowing the participants to connect with the screen in ÍÏÒÅ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÁÎÄ ȬÅÑÕÁÌȭ ÔÅÒÍÓȢ ! ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
cinema experience offers a very specific audiovisual experience: feature films usually have prescribed 
temporal narratives and forms of seating, which the cinema spaces accommodate. The subject mostly 
sits in front of the projection in an immobile position with her eyes fixed for an assigned period of time. 
Rather than connecting to the reality of the audiovisual images perceived, or experiencing her own 
bodily reality, cinema offers a form of perceptual escapism. In that sense, the cinematic screen, in all of 
its assigned symbolism, produces a sense of spatial and temporal saturation, which absorbs and 
ÍÏÎÏÐÏÌÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÒȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅȢ This creates a sense of disembodiment. Yet, video art 
spaces tr ansform the aesthetic experience. 2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÆÉØÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 
allocated seats, video enables gallery visitors to freely explore the light and sound of the artworks from 
multiple spatial points.  
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alternative forms of participant-ÁÐÐÁÒÁÔÕÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅȡ Ȭ)Î 

contrast to [previous systems] of perspective construction, video appears in 

modular presentations wherever the machines can be plugged together, so 

there is no systematic relationship between the placement of the apparatus 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÕÍȭÓ ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÌ-ÓÐÁÔÉÁÌ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÒȭ 

(Spielmann 2006, 58). 3ÐÉÅÌÍÁÎÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ× ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Öideo became an Ȭopenȭ 

medium, offering new forms of temporal and spatial connections between 

the subject and the art object.  

 

4ÈÉÓ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÅÃÈÏÅÓ ÉÎ +ÁÔÅ -ÏÎÄÌÏÃÈ ɉςπρρɊ ÁÎÄ 4ÁÍÁÒÁ 4ÒÏÄÄȭÓ ɉςπρρɊ 

propositions. When discussing expanded screen-based practices, both 

Mondloch and Trodd note the subjective effects on the spectatorship. They 

propose that the experience of screen-based practices in gallery spaces 

initiates a sense of three-dimensionality. Angela Dalle Vacche (2012) also 

considers the possibilities of active experience when viewing digital screen-

based artworks, introducing the question of subjectivity in the 

technologically mediated museum settings. Whilst these positions account 

ÆÏÒ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÄÉÌÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ 

once agaiÎ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÁÂÓÅÎÔȢ #ÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÖÉÄÅÏ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ȬÖÉÓÕÁÌȭ 

technology to bring sound into white cube exhibition settings, the aurality of 

screen-based installation practices, including its spatial potential, I propose, 

needs further attention.   

 

2.3.3. Sound in Video Art 
 
 

White cube exhibition spaces have not been designed to accommodate sound. 

The white rigid walls and little to no furnishing design has meant that the 

reverberation levels perceived in space are usually very long ɀ unwanted 

sound is either treated or removed, otherwise, it is deemed cacophonous and 

disorderly. These spaces, after all, as discussed in chapter one, have been 

constructed as ocularcentric sites ɀ designed to serve the eye rather than the 

ear or the rest of the body. Once video art ɀ the first sounding visual art form 

entered the gallery, dealing with acoustics became an ongoing issue for art 



 93 

institutions. The soundtracks of the artworks as well as the technological 

operation of the video apparatus would reverberate endlessly in harsh 

acoustic architectures of exhibition rooms making it difficult and at times 

almost impossible to hear what the artwork is communicating. This has led 

to galleries either building Ȭspecialȭ rooms with appropriate acoustics, 

introducing headphones or walls, separating sounding artworks from silent 

artworks or just ignoring the problem. There have been times that I have 

personally witnessed the sound of exhibited video artworks emitting directly 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÄÉÇÉÔÁÌ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ 

of the artwork would be so quiet, muddled or reverberant that it would be 

impossible to understand the auditory content of the artworks. Thus, whilst 

video art continues to speak, the gallery continues to fail to accommodate its 

voice.  

 

The issue of sound in video art has been addressed in a few publications. 

Holly Rogers (2013) and Paul Hegarty (2014) explore video art from the 

perspective of sound, both arguing for video as a form of expanded sonic 

practice. In Sounding the Gallery: Video and the Rise of Art-Music (2013), 

Rogers describes the 1960s-1970s avant-garde visual arts as crucial, as it 

finally integrated sound into gallery spaces. Rogers proposes that it was the 

musicality of video that enabled the expansion of sound in visual art 

ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇÓȡ Ȭ×ÈÅÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÃ 

ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÖÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬφπÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÃÈÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 

simultaneity of video encouraged expansive and interactive situations and 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÄ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÅÔÈÏÄÓ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÓÉÃ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȭ ɉ2ÏÇÅÒÓ 

2013, 2). Rogers presents us with the idea that video apparatus became a 

form of a musical instrument, one that was explored and experimented with 

by artists and musicians of the decade. The scholar turns to artists such as 

Nam June Paik, Bill Viola, Tony Conrad and the Vasulkas and argues that these 

artists utili sed video and created composer-led video spatial compositions 

this way incorporating sound as an equal element of the audiovisual medium.  
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Here, an argument could be made that video practice enabled a democratic 

unity between image and sound in technological and conceptual terms. 

3ÔÅÉÎÁ 6ÁÓÕÌËÁȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÕÍȭÓ ÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔ equal 

ÁÕÄÉÏÖÉÓÕÁÌÉÔÙȡ ȬÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÃÁÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÁÕÄÉÏ ÔÒÁÃËȟ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ 

ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÉÇÎÏÒÅ ÉÔ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÔȭ ɉ1ÕÏÔÅÄ ÉÎ (ÅÇÁÒÔÙ ςπρτȟ ρρτɊȢ (ÏÌÌÙ 2ÏÇÅÒÓ 

ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

a technological lineage that was aural rather than visual in nature, [...]. 

Produced via a continual scanning process, the video image is in fact not an 

ÉÍÁÇÅ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȡ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ÍÏÖÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÌÉÇÈÔ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÆÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÅÁÍ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÏÎÓȭ 

(Rogers 2013, 19-20). According to video artist "ÉÌÌ 6ÉÏÌÁȡ Ȭa video camera is 

closer to a microphone in operation than it is to a film camera; video images 

are recorded on magnetic tape in a tape recorder. Thus, we find that video is 

ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ÉÎ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÔÏ ÓÏÕÎÄȟ ÏÒ ÍÕÓÉÃȭ (Quoted in Mèredieu 2005, 60). 

These considerations of video technology as a sounding instrument allows us 

to theorise video art beyond visuality. With the video camera now acting as a 

form of microphone, a true audiovisual synergy, as Rogers claims, is able to 

form (Rogers 2013, 2). 

 

Paul Hegarty introduces video art as a variation of sounding art. In Rumour 

and Radiation: Sound in Video Art (2014), Hegarty proposes that video art not 

ÏÎÌÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ȬÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÕÓÉÎÇȟ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÔȭȟ ÂÕÔ ÅØÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÂÏÔÈ 

visual and sound aÒÔ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÂÙ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÍÅÄÉÁÒÙȭ ɀ a form of medium 

that could no longer be bracketed or defined (Hegarty 2014, 2). Hegarty here 

ÒÅÖÉÓÉÔÓ $ÉÃË (ÉÇÇÉÎÓȭÓ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÍÅÄÉÁ36 ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÉÓ ȬÁ ÎÅ× 

ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÐÁÒÅÎÔȭ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÆÒÏÍ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÂÕÄÄÅÄȢ 

More accurately, it is not even a medium, but something that exists or 

ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÄÉÆÆÕÓÅÌÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÅÄÉÁ ÆÏÒÍÓȭ ɉ(ÅÇÁÒÔÙ ςπρτȟ σɊ ɀ something that 

falls in-between media. Hegarty continues to suggest that video art is not an 

ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÍÅÄÉÕÍ ÂÕÔ ÉÓ ȬÉÎÈÅÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÓÏÍÅ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÕÌÔÉÍÅÄÉÁ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÒ 

ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȭ (Hegarty 2014, 3). In other words, it is a tool or a technique, which 

 
36 4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÍÅÄÉÁȭ ×ÁÓ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÂÙ &ÌÕØÕÓ ÁÒÔÉÓÔ $ÉÃË (ÉÇÇÉÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωφπÓ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ 
ÉÎÔÅÒÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÁÒÙ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅȢ (Å ÁÒÇÕÅÓȡ Ȭ-ÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅst work being produced 
ÔÏÄÁÙ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÆÁÌÌ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÅÄÉÁȭ (Higgins 2001, 49).  
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enables a relationality between different media and forms. By using video art 

as an Ȭintermediaȭ, the scholar demonstrates that disciplinary bracketing of 

audiovisual art in both conceptual and technological terms is unattainable. 

Hegarty further argues that through an increasing and continuously 

advancing technological application of sound in art (from video art to 

ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÒÔɊȟ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÎÏ× ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÔÉÍÅÓ ȬÂÏÔÈ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ 

entangled yet separate; it is elsewhere and infiltrating here, and most of all, 

ÉÔ ÉÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÖÅÒÙ×ÈÅÒÅȭȟ ÍÅÄÉÁÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÉÍÁÇÅÓȟ ÓÕÂÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ 

(Hegarty 2014, 13). In that sense, it has permeated screen-based installation 

art and can no longer be avoided.  

 

Whilst Rogers, Hegarty, the Vasulkas and Viola propose that there is 

something inherently sounding about video art, whether in technological or 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÓ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÄÅÏȭÓ ÓÏÎÉÃ 

dimension beyond the apparatus or the art object. Their conceptualisations 

primarily  centre around the relationship between artists and video art 

objects, video as music and video art exhibition. In doing so, they do not 

ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÓÏÕÎÄȭÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍ ÁÒÔ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ 

as well as the experiencing bodies entering them, specifically, when it comes 

to the question of gender. The aural dimension of video art inevitably leaks 

and exceeds the video screen when exhibited in acoustically awkward gallery 

spaces, consequently expanding the spatio-temporality of the artwork, the 

subject experiencing it and the space in which the artworks and the 

experiencing subjects are present. Most of the existing discussions that 

ÅØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÂÏÕÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ×ÏÒËÓȭ Ȭon-

screenȭ sound and fail to account for all-sound: noise, voice, bodily motility 

and background sounds that become amplified because of video. 

 

In order to fully grasp what the potential of sound in video exhibition 

environments is, it is also important to consider who the listeners are and 

how the sonic dimension of video and the surrounding space affects their 

experience of art and the overall gallery space. Therefore, my task here is to 

consider sound beyond its on-ÓÃÒÅÅÎ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÕÍȭÓ 
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leaky nature beyond the apparatus. Whilst evaluating the soundscape of 

video art in white cube galleries, I question who the inhabitants are and how 

the overall soundscape of the gallery affects the experience of being with 

ÓÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔȟ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ×ÏÍÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÄÅÏ ÁÒÔȟ ÉÎ 

contemporary gallery settings.  

2.3.4. Sound in Contemporary Art 
 
 
Where does sound sit in relation to contemporary art practices today? Caleb 

+ÅÌÌÙ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÏÕÎÄ ÉÓ ÎÏ× ÁÎ Éntegral aspect of art, from installation 

to screen-based, performance-based and participatory practices, yet its 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÔÏÏ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÉÇÎÏÒÅÄȭ ɉ+ÅÌÌÙ ςπρρȟ ρσɊȢ %ÌÓÅ×ÈÅÒÅ +ÅÌÌÙ ÁÌÓÏ ×ÒÉÔÅÓȡ 

ȬÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ Á ÆÌÕÒÒÙ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉon around art that 

ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÓÏÕÎÄȢ ɍȣɎ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÐÒÏÆÕÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÏÏËÓȟ ÃÁÔÁÌÏÇÕÅÓȟ 

essays, and journals dedicated to sound. Sound has become the must have 

media of this part of the century. Yet the art world has been very slow to come 

to terms wiÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÓÏÕÎÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÎÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÇÁÌÌÅÒÙ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȭ 

(Kelly 2012, 10)Ȣ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒȡ ȬÃÒÉÔÉÃÓ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÁÒÔ ÂÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄ 

often have trouble describing sound; their lexicon does not include an 

ongoing dialogue with audio conceptÓȭ ɉ+ÅÌÌÙ ςπρρȟ ρσɊȟ ÉÍÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

language around sound is still in the process of being shaped. Galleries and 

museums across the West have been adopting more and more sound-based 

works, organising dedicated retrospectives and group shows, including Sonic 

Boom (2000) and Infinite mix (2016), at Hayward Gallery, London, Sonic 

Process at Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris (2002), Soundings at MoMA, New 

York (2013), to name a few. Yet, the theories around sound in contemporary 

visual art continue to remain sparse.  

 

Considering the vastness of conceptual experimentation with sonic and 

ÁÕÄÉÏÖÉÓÕÁÌ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÔÏÄÁÙȟ .ÁÕÍÁÎÎ ÁÎÄ $ÁÎÉÅÌÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔȡ ȬÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ 

contexts of visual art, music, theatre, and film are as separate today as they 

ÈÁÖÅ ÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÅÎȭ (Daniels and Naumann 2011, 6). In other words, the 

disciplines remain, to an extent, closed, which means that the institutions are 






























































































































































































































































