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SONIC ARCHITECTONIC is a mixed media exhibit exploring the architecture of sound in art. Some of the selected artists work 
directly with noise, frequency and what one hears or feels through sound waves. Others work above or below the threshold of 
hearing, wielding images that suggest sound. Still others anticipate one’s relationship to sound, addressing expectations and 
cognitive reflexes.

This interest in the relationship of sound to the physical world (including mystical and spiritual qualities) spans across time 
from Pythagoras (c. 570  – c. 495 BC), the mathematician, philosopher and mystic of the “Music of the Spheres,” to the influence 
Theosophist Helena Blavatsky’s 1888 The Secret Doctrine had on visual artists of her time. Vibration, geometry and color, as well 
as the desire to make the invisible visible, continues with Annie Besant and Charles W. Leadbeater.  Their publication Thought-

Forms (1905) contains illustrations of emotional states (i.e. radiating affection) and documents the specific shape and color as 
it would appear in an individual’s aura. It also includes a discussion of Ernst Chladni’s scientific investigations in which a glass 
plate covered with sand produced unique geometric patterns when a violin bow was rubbed against it causing the plate to 
vibrate. Sixten Ringbom, who contributed an essay in The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985 (Abbeville Press, New York, 
1986), wrote that Wassily Kandinsky, the late Russian painter and art theorist (1866-1944) translated his model of Theosophy 
as, “Finer emotion consists of vibration, vibration shapes the work of art, the work vibrates, and the soul of the beholder is 
set into vibration.” Kandinsky also suggested in his The Art of Spiritual Harmony (London 1914, Constable) that certain tones of 
yellow sound like, “an ever louder trumpet blast or a fanfare elevated to a high pitch.” The relationship of sound and the visual 
world includes the phenomena of synesthesia, where a person experiences sound as a color or taste or vice versa. In addition, 
individuals have created sophisticated coded systems linking color and sound, such as Alexander Scriabin’s 1915 color, light and 
music performance of Prometheus: Poem of Fire in New York City; Oskar Fischinger’s 1936 Allegretto, a film of visual animations 
reacting to Ralph Rainger’s music; or Walt Disney’s 1940 Fantasia. 

In contemporary art, sound is another medium to aesthetically explore, either as a separate tool or intertwined with other 
mediums. Sound can shape or deconstruct a space. It can be an original composition or a found tone appropriated from music, 
film, theater, television or advertising. While some historical precedents are outlined in Lucy Lippard’s seminal Six Years: The 

Dematerialization of the Art Object 1966-1972 (Praeger, New York, 1973), many artists working today, such as Christian Marclay 
(American, b. 1955) and Trisha Donnelly (American, b. 1974), infuse their own open, hybrid forms and multimedia explorations. 
Marclay, a visual artist, experimental musician and composer known for his distorted and surreal musical objects and 
installations, made a stunning sound and film montage Video Quartet. Donnelly, a finalist for the prestigious 2012 Hugo Boss 
Prize, exemplifies the potential, mixing sound with video, photographs, performance, drawings, text and installation. 
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For this exhibition, musician/artist Jill Auckenthaler (Brooklyn, NY) will exhibit the two-part what my schedule sounds like, 2006, 
a watercolor and graphite work on paper and, separately, headphones for listening to a piece of music (made in collaboration 
with Sarah Phillips.) The visual and audio notation of the works evolved from Auckenthaler’s daily activities including work, 
studio and sleep. She states, “In this piece I extracted seven categories of activity from my digital schedule and notated them in 
watercolor into an instrumental score for an atonal sound piece. The transcription corresponds the number of hours in a day to 
the number of half notes in the treble and bass clef scales, and the 7/8 time signature to the number of days in a week.” Visual 
or audio, the shape and patterns of daily rhythms intertwine and translate new views of a progressive narrative. 

Brad Tucker (Austin, TX) has created the interactive Bagdad Bass Club, “A sound and object installation that combines videotaped 
music performance, customized audio equipment, handmade plastic records, small TV’s and quasi-sculptural/spatial intervention 
in the service of ambient music composition of thumping and intermittent bass sounds.” Tucker continues, “Paper letters B, A, 
G, D, A and D are dropped onto a variety of spinning discs and videotaped. Musicians watch the TVs and sight-read the spinning 
notes as musical scores. The responses are recorded and made into handmade plastic records that can be played by viewers on 
customized record players. VHS tapes of the performances can also be played on small televisions. The resulting overlapping 
sounds make a musical backdrop for Bagdad Bass Club.” 
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Local Dallas artists Stephen Lapthisophon and Frank Dufour, in separate 
works, will also direct sound into the gallery to inhabit, transform and 
change as it moves through the architectural space of the gallery. Stephen 
Lapthisophon, striving for “a collision of expectations,” has mounted 
speakers at both ends of the gallery above the doors for his Songs for a 
New Century. In this audio work, states Lapthisophon, Karl Marx’s Theses 
On Feuerbach (1845) is sung in English in the style of German Lieder, with 
a “lyrical and wistful tone.”  He continues, “One voice sings from theses 10 
and 11, ‘The standpoint of the old materialism is civil society; the standpoint of 
the new is human society or social humanity. Philosophers have hitherto only 
interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it,’ as if it were 
a more melodious subject than class struggle, as if the words themselves 
were trying to address change in the world. I enjoy the incongruity, the 
displacement of what you expect; the gentle voice over the doorway, the 
out of time format of lieder, juxtaposed with the clarity and need for people 
to understand it, to hear it.”

Frank Dufour has worked in collaboration with Nancy Rebal and David 
Searcy to present the installation Wave-Mechanical Aspects of Forgiveness. 
The origin of the work, writes the artists, involves panels Stations One, Two 
and Three (2007-2009), “An interactive public artwork that is placed around 
the world at the points of greatest cultural strain and injury to receive 
the spoken will to forgive, to gather it into a broader and more powerful 
possibility.” When the sound engineer merges the sounds, a collective 
voice is created, “a vast and oceanic intention...a sound not heard before.” 
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Traveling with the play Truth in 
Translation, which addresses 
the trauma experienced by the 
translators at the apartheid 
hearings in South Africa, Stations 
has appeared in the United 
States, Rwanda and Northern 
Ireland. Invited graffiti smears 
and fades like the audio sounds 
of forgiveness. Dufour explains 
the installation arrangement of 
Stations in the UT Dallas Visual 
Arts Gallery, “Each panel contains 
a microphone sending sound to 
the system in the room where it is 
processed. People will say words 
of forgiveness to the panel [placed in the main gallery] and will be able 
to hear how they contribute to the global soundscape of forgiveness in 
the room [the private and quiet Alcove Gallery.]” 

Invited artists Diane Fitch, Eugene White, Leslie Wilkes, Paul Slocum, 
John Pomara, Robert Ortega, Derrick Buisch and Elizabeth Mead 
broaden the sound dialog in various visual ways using painting, 
drawing, sculpture and computer programs. Diane Fitch, living and 
working in Ohio and Vermont, paints a figure playing a guitar (or a 
trumpet) next to his brother playing video games (or drawing) inside 
the exquisite, maze-like architectural interiors of her home. She 
writes, “I want to capture them in the act of being themselves, doing 
something that reveals the person. I never, however, paint portraits 
that focus solely on the person. I am interested in the figure in a space, 
in how the figure occupies the space, how he or she echoes other visual rhythms, or creates a contrast to the geometry of the 
interior.” This visual rhythm, added to the kinesthetic empathy or anticipated motion of a trumpet to one’s mouth or a guitar 
being strummed, opens the fascinating contradictions of painting: the illusion of depth on a flat surface and a sound or action 
presented in a static medium. 

Musician/artist Eugene White makes small paintings of, for example, a 70’s Mustang or old Chevy truck as remembered from 
everyday Wisconsin street scenes or from various travels. Whether he portrays a sexy Camaro or, as he says, an “old wreck,” 
the paintings somehow elicit the engine revving and status symbol of the cars as echoed by the American culture. It has been 
suggested by futurist writers that the super quiet electric hybrid cars may include options for sound making, dipping into the 
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tantalizing musical riffs of White’s nostalgic models, not only for safety concerns, 
but for personalization, like individual color choices.

While Kandinsky is not around to analyze the large abstract painting by Leslie 
Wilkes (Marfa, TX) one might cajole an inner synesthesia to hear its colors and 
shapes. One may wonder why some visual works of art lend themselves to be 
heard. Perhaps in Wilkes’ work it is the progressive layers of the geometric 
design as it unfolds and expands. Color, shape and scale may suggest pitch, 
tone, frequency, and the point of origin. Similar progressive patterns and layers 
appear in Paul Slocum’s piece, but he works with a very different medium 
and luminosity. Slocum, a New York based artist, programmer and composer 
created the iPhone/iPad/iPod Touch app Magic Carpet. He writes, “The app plays 
interactive, generative music compositions with visuals composed of spinning 
images of quilts and rugs. When an image of a rug is spun on an iPhone screen 
that’s updated sixty times per second, you see the equivalent of spinning rug 
lit by a strobe light. This spinning/strobing effect results in pulsating, radial 
graphic transformation of the rug and quilt designs that can be tuned and 
animated in synchronization with the app’s generative music synthesizer.” It is 
enigmatic, meditative and hypnotic light, pattern and sound. 

John Pomara (Dallas, TX) enjoys building clever titles for his paintings, such 
as 96-tears no. 3 included in the exhibition. 96 Tears is a recording by Question 
Mark and the Mysterians from 1966. The song features a Farfisa keyboard organ 
playing a deceptively simple repeating staccato, a stylized hook chugging along 
with a roundabout feel, sounding like a blend of early New Wave synthesizers 
and a trippy mechanical player piano. A music connoisseur, no doubt Pomara 
has affection for the history of 96 Tears and its cultural references. The series 
is also a heart-felt response to his friend and colleague, Scott Barber, who died 
prematurely.  For some, the familiar song wages a subversive pep as it echoes 
in the memory. When viewing the series in person, however, something else 
takes over, a visual experience that goes much deeper into the psyche.  As in 
the melody of the song’s hook, Pomara’s pixels are repeated with progressive 
spacing, moving one’s eye down and bringing it back up again.  The abstract 
painting portrays a sense of falling, where time, speed and motion appear and 
disappear behind frames of a film. Mechanical and digital tensions hover along 
with a seductive handling of paint. Pomara, using different widths and tensions, 
scrapes and pulls oil enamel paint over his aluminum panels with inventive yet 
simple levers and stencils, building layers, scraping layers and working with 
glitches, “stutters” or mistakes that are sometimes invited into the process. 
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Robert Ortega (Brooklyn, NY), interested in patterns, visualizing sound and, “How to graphically relate light wavelength to audio 
frequency,” will show new ink drawings. Some ink drawings are scanned into a computer, digitally drawn on top of, ink jet 
printed, then drawn on again. He states, “Some of it is pattern making…some are shapes…how sounds work through a system 
or a medium…plans and sections of this, architectural renderings of this…3D lines moving away from you and moving towards 
you…lines are thicker and thinner to describe space, loudness and quietness.” He mentions that architecture school gave him a 
whole new set of drawing tools, both literally (computer aided devices) and figuratively. He explains, “A thicker line describing a 
concrete wall has more amplitude and significance compared to a quiet, dotted line of drywall.”

Derrick Buisch (Madison, WI) presents Parts, a multiplicity of small paintings that have been exhibited in various flexible 
groupings over the past five years in both Wisconsin and Germany, now assembled for the Gallery’s 11’ x 12’ wall. He writes, 
“These pieces reference sound and architecture. Structure and language is clearly evoked by typographical and numerical forms. 
The letter O and the numeral 0 have both been of interest to me. Variations of this letter/number are incorporated in Parts.  Over 
the past several years I have been cultivating a group of abstract forms. The act of repainting certain drawn gestures allows for 
the original accidental/random quality of the lines to be synthesized into a set of marks that is meant to feel inevitable, stamped, 
carved, repeated and deeply familiar. I am interested in visual fragments (parts) arranged to create a larger whole. In looking at 
(reading) the work, there exists the potential for perplexity, confusion, mystery, disorder and asymmetrical visual harmony. Most 
importantly the desire is to provoke mental play.”

The final component of this exhibition’s discussion is Elizabeth Mead’s large color drawing and copper piece installation, which 
distill her response to nature as provided by her Virginia woodland canoe trips. The abstracted depiction of light, floating and 
reflection, quantified by her palette, signifies associations with nature’s quiet and calm.  It recalls the meditation in Henry David 
Thoreau’s Walden Pond, 1854, “I look down into the quiet parlor of the fishes, pervaded by a softened light as through a window 
of ground glass, with its bright sanded floor the same as in summer; there a perennial waveless serenity reigns as in the amber 
twilight sky, corresponding to the cool and even temperament of the inhabitants. Heaven is under our feet as well as over our 
heads.” Sounds heavenly, too.



Visual Arts Building, January 27 - February 18, 2012
Lecture by Brad Tucker: Fri., Jan. 27 at 10 a.m. in AS 1.116     Opening Reception: Fri., Jan. 27, 6:30 p.m. - 8:30 p.m.

The University of Texas at Dallas, Visual Arts Building 800 W. Campbell Rd., Richardson, TX 75080-3021
Visual Arts Building hours: Monday – Friday: 9 a.m. – 10 p.m. ;  Saturday: 9 a.m. – 6 p.m. ;  Sunday: Closed
Pardon our progress: Due to on-going campus construction, patrons should access the Visual Arts Building via Synergy Park Blvd. and Rutford Ave.
Visit utdallas.edu/maps. For assistance call 972-883-2982 or Texas Relay Operator 1-800 RELAYTX. UT Dallas is an equal opportunity/affirmative action university.

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS
cover, bottom: Derrick Buisch, Parts, 2012, oil paint, enamel, spray paint on canvas, wood panel and MDF, variable size, (detail)
above: Elizabeth Mead, Untitled (Algae), 2010, oil stick, pastel on paper, 42” x 90” and Algae, 2010, copper, reflection, variable size
pg 3, top: Jill Auckenthaler, what my schedule sounds like, parts 1-5, 2006, watercolor and graphite on paper, 25” x 18”
pg 3, bottom: Brad Tucker, work in progress for Bagdad Bass Club, 2012, pigmented and cast plastic and foam, felt, painted wood,!various  

fabrics, and wood, record player parts and speakers,!TV sets!with VCRs and videos, variable dimensions
pg 4, left: Frank Dufour, David Searcy, Nancy Rebal, Stations One after Ireland, Panel 1 of 7 (detail), UT Dallas installation, 2012
pg 4, right: Stephen Lapthisophon, rehearsal for Songs for a New Century, 2012, speakers, mp3 format, sound installation
pg 5, top: Diane Fitch,!Hollister Drawing, Porter Playing Guitar, 2007, oil on canvas, 22” x 40”
pg 5, middle: Eugene White, Ford Mustang, Chicago, IL, 2009, acrylic on canvas, 16” x 24” 
pg 6, top: Leslie Wilkes, untitled 11.01, 2011, oil on canvas, 72” x 72”
pg 6, bottom: John Pomara, 96-tears no. 3, 2006, oil enamel on aluminum, 72” x 48” 
pg 7, left: Paul Slocum, Magic Carpet, 2011, iPhone/iPad/iPod Touch app (detail)
pg 7, right: Robert Ortega, Frequency Patterns 04, 2011, ink on paper, 24” x 30”

SONIC ARCHITECTONIC is organized and curated by artist and UT Dallas Visual Arts faculty member, Lorraine Tady. She wishes to thank the 
artists, Greg Metz, Michelle Long and Barry Whistler Gallery for their assistance with the work and correspondence associated with writing 
this essay and producing this show. 


