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by Wellcome Trust

The Organ of Corti is an acoustic device that, in the words of its creators, explores “the potential of

recycling unwanted sounds from our environment into new music. It challenges expectations of what

might constitute a piece of music, by adding nothing to the existing environment but rather, offering

new ways of listening to what is already there”. Frances Crow, one of the creators of the project,

explains how it came about and how it will evolve thanks to award success.

On 16 September, our idea, The Organ of Corti, won the 2010 PRS Foundation New Music Award.

The award gives David Prior and myself £50,000 to develop the proposal into a full project

premiering at the City of London Festival in July 2011.

The piece was a direct development of a Wellcome Trust funded research project that we developed

in partnership with Sustrans, called Tranquillity is a State of Mind: Listening Aids for a Listening

Impaired Society. There, we brought together a team comprising an audiologist, a computational

neuroscientist and two acousticians to look at the relationship between sound, the environment,

health and wellbeing.

Through discussions with the audiologist and the computational neuroscientist, we became intrigued

by the phenomenon of  ‘tonotopic mapping’. This is the process by which sound is physically
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mapped according to its spectral content across the length of the basilar membrane, and continues

up to the primary auditory cortex. This idea of the mapping of sound into physical space is an

important theme for The Organ of Corti, where our acoustic intervention sculpts the incoming sound

so that the listener can construct an unfolding musical experience as they move past it.

The Organ of Corti is based on the acoustic principles of sonic crystals, where a structure made up

of a periodic array of cylinders attenuates or enhances frequency bands by redirecting the path of

sound waves, radically altering their behavior. As part of the Tranquillity project, we built a prototype

sonic crystal, which became the instigator for The Organ of Corti.

We’re fascinated by the interface between art and science and we hope that The Organ of Corti will

be a playful manifestation of the cutting edge science and technology on which it is based, while

also asking questions about our relationship with sound and music.

Frances Crow, Liminal

The Organ of Corti will debut at the City of London Festival in July 2011, followed by a tour around

the country to sites including the M6, Tebay Gorge, the A419 in the Cotswold Water Park and Diglis

Weir, Worcester.

For further information about the Tranquillity is a State of Mind project and The Organ of Corti at

http://www.liminal.org.uk

Tranquility is a State of Mind was funded by an Arts Award from the Wellcome Trust.

No comments yet

Leave a Reply

Top Posts

Taking research to heart

Does it matter where your genes come

from?

General Paralysis of the Insane: the ‘darkest

Africa’ of psychopathology

Archive

Select Month

Categories

Select Category

Tags

Art Big Picture Bioethics Brain
Cancer Education Ethics Film fMRI

Genetics Genomics HIV iGEM

Imperial College London Life at the Trust

Major Overseas Programmes
Malaria Mental health MRI Nature

Neuroscience Obesity Packed Lunch

Prof Mike Stratton Psychiatry Public
Engagement Royal College of Art Science
communication Science education Science

Museum Science writing Stem cells

Synthetic biology TB Tuberculosis UCL
University College London University of
Cambridge University of Edinburgh

University of Oxford Wellcome Collection

Wellcome Trust Wellcome Trust Arts

Award Wellcome Trust
Sanger Institute Wellcome

Trust Science Writing Prize

Authors

Share

Like

http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2010/10/11/guest-post-the-organ-of-corti/#
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2010/10/11/guest-post-the-organ-of-corti/?like=1&_wpnonce=b18befa4bd
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/category/series/guest-posts/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/category/funding/public-engagement/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/category/science-art/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2010/10/07/wellcome-trust-book-prize-2010-the-shortlist/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2010/10/12/life-after-sats/
http://www.colf.org/
http://www.liminal.org.uk/
http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/Funding/Public-engagement/Funding-schemes/Arts-Awards/index.htm
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2011/09/27/taking-research-to-heart/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2011/09/23/does-it-matter-where-your-genes-come-from/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2011/09/21/general-paralysis-of-the-insane-the-%e2%80%98darkest-africa%e2%80%99-of-psychopathology/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/art/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/big-picture/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/bioethics/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/brain/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/cancer/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/education/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/ethics/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/film/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/fmri/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/genetics/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/genomics/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/hiv/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/igem/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/imperial-college-london/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/life-at-the-trust/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/major-overseas-programmes/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/malaria/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/mental-health/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/mri/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/nature/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/neuroscience/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/obesity/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/packed-lunch/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/prof-mike-stratton/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/psychiatry/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/public-engagement/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/royal-college-of-art/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/science-communication-2/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/science-education/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/science-museum/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/science-writing/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/stem-cells/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/synthetic-biology/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/tb/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/tuberculosis/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/ucl/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/university-college-london/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/university-of-cambridge/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/university-of-edinburgh/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/university-of-oxford/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/wellcome-collection/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/wellcome-trust/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/wellcome-trust-arts-award/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/wellcome-trust-sanger-institute/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/tag/wellcome-trust-science-writing-prize/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/author/mlooi/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/author/chrissieg/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/author/marthawellcome/
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/author/barryjgibb/


28/09/2011 12:02The Wire: Adventures in Modern Music: Article

Page 1 of 1http://www.thewire.co.uk/articles/6772/

News

Wire Events

UK Festivals

International Festivals

Special Events

On Stage

Club Spaces

Out There Calendar
September 2011

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

29 30 31 1 2 3 4

5 6 7 8 9 10 11

12 13 14 15 16 17 18

19 20 21 22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29 30 1 2

 

  

Customise the Out There Calendar.

Show the following event types: 

 All events

 Wire Events

 Special Events

 International Festivals

 On Stage

 Club Spaces

 UK Festivals

 Wire Events Extras

Update Out There Calendar

Mailing Lists

Your email  

  The Conduit

  The Wire Weekly

 Subscribe  Unsubscribe

Submit?

Organ Of Corti
News

Links: liminal.org.uk

Liminal's Organ Of Corti, which won PRS For Music Foundation's New Music Award,

will be open to the public outside St Paul's Cathedral, London, 1–7 July. The four

metre high sonic crystal recycles the environmental sound it's placed in, so everyday

sonic matter is highlighted. The sculpture, named after the hearing organ in the

inner ear, is large enough for the audience to move about inside it. This movement

helps the participants to compose the found sounds and experience them in a

different context from their usual source. Frances Crow, one half of Liminal, says

they wanted to create an environment where the audience could "listen to

themselves listen."

Organ Of Corti will later be placed in different locations in the Lake District, the

Cotswalds and the Diglis Weir in Worcester, with accompanying artist talks and

sound walks.
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A man walks through "Organ of Corti", a
sound sculpture created by Liminal, outside
St Paul's Cathedral in London July 1, 2011.
The four metre tall installation absorbs
surrounding noise from the city... more
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Amazing sound sculpture 'Organ of Corti'
installed in London

A sculpture called the Organ of Corti

(http://www.prsformusicfoundation.com/newmusicaward/organofcorti.htm),

which recycles ambient sounds (http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2010-

09/20/organ-of-corti) to create music, has been installed in London.

The four-metre-high structure was created by sound consultancy Liminal, and

consists of a number of vertical cylinders sized and spaced to act on differing

frequencies. They take advantage of the principles of sonic crystals

(http://physicsworld.com/cws/article/news/2787), which absorb different parts

of sound, modulating it from one side to the other.

You can see it in action in Carter Lane Gardens, next to St. Paul's Cathedral,

between 1 and 7 July, and it'll appear in three more UK locations

(http://maps.google.co.uk/maps/ms?hl=en&ie=UTF8&view=map&ctz=-

60&msa=0&msid=212894143343541044149.0004a55977a4321e6e1a8&ll=52.981427,-

1.354009&spn=3.638458,9.876709&t=h&z=7) during the summer -- Tebay

Gorge by the M6 motorway in the Lake District, Cotswold Water Park by the

A419 in Wiltshire and next to the Diglis Weir in Worcester. At each, you'll get

a different experience, thanks to the differing sonic landscape at each

location. 

Frances Crow, one half of Liminal, told Wired.co.uk: "Organ of Corti proposes

a radical departure from traditional conceptions of what constitutes music, by

mediating our experience of sound in the landscape simply by offering us a

(http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;232546085;34413036;y)

(http://ad.uk.doubleclick.net/click;h=v8/3b3c/0/0/%2a/v;222662591;0-0;0;34725393;3454-
728/90;35666318/35684159/1;;~sscs=%3fhttp://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/style) 
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frame through which to listen to it. It reminds us that the phenomenon we

are hearing is of course always changing, always new, and suggests a way of

reconsidering the act of listening itself."

You can see what the Organ of Corti looks like in the gallery below.
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Martin Ballantine Jul 5th 2011

How very lovely and clever.   

Jonas Jensen Jul 5th 2011

I went there yesterday. I, as many others, didn't know wtf it was. But thanks to this article i know
what it is now...   
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Drone noise weekend with Jamie Reid and the Organ of
Corti
Posted by IMR on 06 July 2011

LAST WEEKEND I managed to record two drone-emitting sound sculptures: the
Unity Stone at Jamie Reid’s The Ragged Kingdom at the Isis Gallery off City Road,
and liminal’s Organ of Corti by St Paul’s Cathedral.

The Organ of Corti was the subject of a presentation at a recent day-long event
held at the Sonic Art Research Unit.  But no one was letting on exactly what it
sounded like.

The Organ is a sonic crystal , that is, an upright array of cylinders which has a
scattering effect on sound waves passing through it:

This is a 3D view of it, and in real life it’s big enough for people to step up and
walk through the short passageway among the columns:

Yes yes, but what’s it sound like? While I was waiting to go up and record, I
watched a few tourists clamber onto the Organ’s platform and look around inside.
All seemed to treat it as a visual rather than an auditory experience, gurning and
waving at their friends through the optically-distorting perspex. Right enough the
effect is quite subtle, as you can hear:

What’s interesting is how the droning sound isn’t the product of resonance or
vibration (as I understand it). A visual equivalent would be something like a
sculpture that could alter the colour spectrum of light rays passing close by it.

About a mile to the north in the Isis Gallery on Wenlock Road in Hoxton, formerly
a laundry depot, was Jamie Reid’s The Ragged Kingdom show, billed as a ‘Peace
Camp in our midst’.
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Listening to yourself listening: the
Organ of Corti (photo: Chris
Kennedy)

Martin Cullingford (/podium/Martin%20Cullingford) 10:06am GMT 8th July 2011

Listening to yourself listening through the Organ of
Corti
New Music Award-winner unveiled in City of London

When you listen, really listen, what do you hear? The likes of
John Cage have of course already encouraged us to focus on the
aural experience of the sounds around us, and it's a challenge –
or perhaps rather an invitation – laid down by the latest winner
of the PRS for Music Foundation New Music Award-winner, the
Organ of Corti.

First, what is it? Well, it's a three metre square of 90 four metre
high acrylic pipes, through which you walk, listening as you go. It
was initially sited to one side of the beautifully-restored St Paul's
Cathedral in the heart of the City of London, before heading on
tour to a lay-by in the Lake District, a lake in the Cotswolds, and
a weir in Worcester. 

The cylinders together form a sonic crystal, and when sound
waves reach the cylinders, the frequencies are accentuated and
attenuated. That is, what you hear is sometimes filtered,
sometimes enhanced, usually altered. As its developers Frances Crow and David Prior, who
together form Liminal, put it, it's “an experimental instrument that recycles noise from the
environment. It does not make any sound of its own, but rather it attempts to draw our
attention to the sounds already present by framing them in a new way.” It challenges us to
“listen to ourselves listen”. Prior neatly compared it to the work of artist James Turrell, whose
work delineates a certain area of sky, focussing our attention on it, “framing serendipity”.
Acousticians, meanwhile, are looking at this sort of technology for more functional purposes –
noise barriers for roads for example.

I walked through sonic crystal on arrival, and, feeling harried somewhat by the queue behind,
didn't really notice what I was meant to hear. I tried again later when it was (slightly) less
busy, with a little more opportunity to linger and listen. Which you need to do: it's quite subtle,
but I imagine the sense of focus is part of the point. You hear different elements of the traffic
noise, those elements changing as you move through. I'd recommend choosing an unhurried
quiet hour though.

Leaving London, where it was hosted by the City of London Festival, the Organ of Corti now
moves to (from July 9) a lay-by on the A685 overlooking the M6, at Tebay Gorge, Cumbria,
where there's a greater juxtaposition between beauty and sonic noise – between the Lake
district and the road. And then it moves to beside a waterfall, just as noisy but, observes Prior,
it's interesting that similar sorts of noise – the sea, or a road from a distance – are viewed
positively or negatively based largely on their origins. But that's another project perhaps –
maybe for another round of the ever-intriguing PRS New Music Awards.

Martin Cullingford (/podium/Martin%20Cullingford)

Martin Cullingford is editor of Gramophone online - brought up in Britten country on the Suffolk coast,
when not practising the guitar he can often be found enjoying Evensong.
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Organ of Corti, National Cycle
Network - route 45

Date uploaded: August 3, 2011

Organ of Corti, National Cycle Network - route 45

Gloucestershire, Cotswold Water Park, Lake 6, Gateway Centre:
Monday 15th – Wednesday 17th August 

Worcester, River Severn, Diglis Weir: Friday 19th – Sunday 21st

August

Conceived and made by Liminal an architect/musician partnership
Organ of Corti is a four metre high, visually transparent sonic crystal
that takes sounds from the environment in which it is placed and
recycles them, without adding any noise of its own. Winner of the PRS
for music Foundation’s New Music Award 2010, this experimental
instrument makes us reconsider the sounds that surround us.

For more information about the project visit:   www.organofcorti.co.uk

http://www.flickr.com/photos/liminal_sound/ 

For more information contact katy.hallett@sustrans.org.uk or call 0117
9150221

Visit Sustrans website: www.sustrans.org.uk/sustrans-near-
you/events/the-organ-of-corti-winner-of-the-new-music-award-
worcestershire  

Supported by: PRS Foundation New Music Award, Sustrans Connect2,
Arts Council England, Cotswold Water Park, Worcester Music Festival,
Worcester City Council, Worcestershire County Council, Severn Trent
Water, University College Falmouth

 

Visit www.organofcorti.co.uk

Organ of Corti - Tebay Gorge,
overlooking M6, 9 -11 July 2011.
Image Liminal

© Public Art Online 2008
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Life less ordinary: eccentric activities
Crochet graffiti, risqué cake-making, guerilla gardening, gin-
themed meals, singing sculptures … esoteric activities have never
been so popular. Here's how to join in

guardian.co.uk, Friday 12 August 2011 22.45 BST

Cake fiend … a slice of random baking from Emma Thomas at Cakey Perry. Photograph: Martin Godwin for the

Guardian

Subversive cakes

On the basis that everyone likes cake, or at least that no one hates it, Miss Cakehead –

the alter ego of London-based creative Emma Thomas

(cakeheadlovesevil.wordpress.com) – is redefining the sweet experience. While she

can't actually bake herself, her idiosyncratic ideas are taking the cake-makers she

collaborates with to places they'd probably never thought they would go.

After devising last year's Eat Your Heart Out – the world's first over-18s cake shop – as

well as a Morning-After dessert table at the Kerrang! Awards, complete with edible

cigarette butts and spilt wine, and a gory Silent Hill cake installation referencing Alice

Cooper's lyrics "I used to be such a sweet, sweet thing/Till they got hold of me", July

saw Miss Cakehead organising Cakey Perry (cakeyperry.wordpress.com).

Set in Prangsta, a cult dress-up destination shop in Lewisham, London, and styled on

the Katy Perry California Gurls video shot by Matthew Cullen, this three-day pop-up

high tea was inspired (or rather clearly uninspired) by the ubiquitous and – to Miss

Cakehead's mind – thoroughly boring "creative" high teas available in London. Her

own version involved a whirlwind of chintzy crockery, paper doilies and red gingham

plastic tablecloths, with gummy-bear wreaths, love heart-decorated sunglasses and

more cake than you can imagine: cake pops from Molly Bakes (mollybakes.co.uk),

painted gingerbread figures from Nevie-Pie Cakes (neviepiecakes.com), Hansel-and-

Gretel-in-the-woods-style houses made of jelly babies and Liquorice Allsorts …

"Complete randomness" is the general appeal: "People ask me why we do this, but I

don't want to think up a big, long reason. We just thought it would be fun," says Miss

http://www.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/cake
http://cakeheadlovesevil.wordpress.com/
http://cakeyperry.wordpress.com/
http://www.mollybakes.co.uk/index.php?page=cake-pops-and-truffles
http://www.neviepiecakes.com/cookies.php
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Yes, this movement is alive and blooming … Recent achievements include a fabulous

field of marigolds, poppies, cornflowers and sunflowers over what would otherwise

have been a dreary roundabout in Chiswick, west London, and mass sunflower-seed

sowing all over the capital in May. There's also a lavender harvest planned for 20

August at 3pm – check for updates at guerrillagardening.org. There's also a "#mint

revolution" on Friday 19 August in Manchester and Friday 26 August in Liverpool. "I'm

creating pop-up mint gardens," says organiser Richard Reynolds. "People can come

and help out, and then take free mint seeds that they can plant at home." The gardens

will feature planters made out of recycled wheelbarrows and barrels, and events are

supported by Havana Club rum – seed packets contain the recipe for a mojito, so you

can whip up a cocktail with your homegrown mint.

Singing sculptures

Bristol-based installation artist Luke Jerram launched London's 30th Lift festival last

month with his hot-air balloon Sky Orchestra. Now his new project, Aeolus

(lukejerram.com/aeolus), has just opened to the public in Lyme Park, Cheshire. This

acoustic pavilion made up of myriad stainless steel tubes – like a giant Aeolian harp –

has been designed to resonate and sing with the shifting patterns of the wind. After 21

August, the installation will go on tour, visiting MediaCityUK in Salford Quays and the

Eden Project in Cornwall.

Artist collective Liminal's Organ of Corti (organofcorti.co.uk) is another listening

wonder set to tour Britain in the coming months. Winner of last year's PRS for Music

Foundation's New Music award, the piece stands four metres high and its transparent

acrylic pipes filter the incoming ambient sounds of wherever it's installed into a

beautiful, subtle hum. It will be in the Cotswold Water Park until 17 August, before

moving to the banks of the river Severn for Worcester Music Festival.

Early 2012 will see Flow, a floating version of a water organ (flowmill.org), installed on

the river Tyne. It's a collaboration between the Owl Project, a Manchester artists'

group, and musician and producer Ed Carter – check the website for updates, events

and the grand launch date.

Dale Berning, with additional entries by Katie Antoniou, Jennifer Cox and

Beatrix Zwart

http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.guardian.co.uk/travel/2011/aug/12/modern-craft-knitting-gardening-cakes%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-guardian_js%26adU%3Dwww.GreatRail.com%26adT%3DGreat%2BRail%2BJourneys%25E2%2584%25A2%26gl%3DGB%26hideleadgen%3D1&usg=AFQjCNF8-gEZaoh-Kd9HCQFuLP4swwhFLg
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BnRAoR41HTuG3IMOZ0AWBx7T6Cpm11ZQC4YDHnh6x3OapUQAQARgBIIW76A84AFD1zc_4______8BYLvmwIPQCqABy4mL_QOyARJ3d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWvIAQHaAVJodHRwOi8vd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVrL3RyYXZlbC8yMDExL2F1Zy8xMi9tb2Rlcm4tY3JhZnQta25pdHRpbmctZ2FyZGVuaW5nLWNha2VzmAKOAqkCx1eW-sZPuz7IAqHO5hKoAwHoA4sH6AONAugDR-gDlgP1AwAAAAT1AyAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0hmzybosG3fYclYTm0HsG6gC6s_A&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.GreatRail.com
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BnRAoR41HTuG3IMOZ0AWBx7T6Cpm11ZQC4YDHnh6x3OapUQAQARgBIIW76A84AFD1zc_4______8BYLvmwIPQCqABy4mL_QOyARJ3d3cuZ3VhcmRpYW4uY28udWvIAQHaAVJodHRwOi8vd3d3Lmd1YXJkaWFuLmNvLnVrL3RyYXZlbC8yMDExL2F1Zy8xMi9tb2Rlcm4tY3JhZnQta25pdHRpbmctZ2FyZGVuaW5nLWNha2VzmAKOAqkCx1eW-sZPuz7IAqHO5hKoAwHoA4sH6AONAugDR-gDlgP1AwAAAAT1AyAAAAA&num=1&sig=AOD64_0hmzybosG3fYclYTm0HsG6gC6s_A&client=ca-guardian_js&adurl=http://www.GreatRail.com
http://www.guerrillagardening.org/
http://www.lukejerram.com/aeolus
http://www.liminal.org.uk/organ-of-corti/
http://www.flowmill.org/


28/09/2011 12:21BBC News - Organ of Corti is part of Worcester Music Festival

Page 1 of 2http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hereford-worcester-14588883

HEREFORD & WORCESTER
19 August 2011 Last updated at 15:13

Organ of Corti is part of Worcester Music
Festival

An instrument that makes music by recycling the sounds around it has been put on
a river bank in Worcester.

The Organ of Corti will be on the river bank for three days as part of the Worcester Music
Festival 2011.

It uses sonic crystals, an enlarged version of the tiny hairs in the human ear, to compose a
unique piece of music at each site it is placed.

Worcester is the final destination of a tour for the organ that started outside St Paul's
Cathedral in London.

It was originally designed to explore the relationship between sound and health as part of
a project involving the charity Sustrans and the Wellcome Trust.

Katy Hallett, director of Sustrans' art programme, said: "We're most excited about having it
along parts of the National Cycle Network where it can enhance people's experience of
walking and cycling, and make their journeys even more memorable."

The organ has been placed alongside a foot and cycle route near the new Diglis Bridge,

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
http://www.worcestermusicfestival.co.uk/
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which was opened by Sustrans, Worcestershire County Council and Worcester City
Council in July last year.

BBC © 2011 The BBC is not responsible for the content
of external sites. Read more.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/help/web/links/
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As part of the Worcester Music Festival I was lucky enough to visit Organ of Corti last weekend, a project by Liminal. I

also attended the “Meet The Artists” event on the previous day.

I became aware of this project some time ago and was chuffed, to say the least, when I realised it would be visiting

Worcester. It transpires that Diglis weir was actually the place initially chosen to sight it. A real bonus for me as it gets a

little tedious when so much intriguing stuff of this nature requires an all-day round trip (at best) to witness it. The weir

is only a bike ride away.

The presentation on the Friday night gave a really fascinating insight into the project. Rather than me trying to go into

much detail about what was covered, check out the Organ of Corti page for an overview. Based on what we heard and

saw, in terms of the science, images of the piece and the enthusiasm of the artists, I was keen to experience the piece

myself.

Before I come back to that though, David Prior of Liminal mentioned a project by one of his former students, which I

had to mention, as it’s a real gem. He took four drummers, each playing snare drums, and spaced them along a path into

the distance. He then conducted them with a semaphore flag from next to where the audience stood. Each player hit
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their drum simultaneously but given the (carefully measured) space between them and the time it took for the sound of

each drum to reach the audience, a recognisable rhythm was created. The players then walked to the next designated

spot. As they did so, the rhythm got jumbled. On reaching the next spot another recognisable rhythm was formed. The

players ultimately ended up by the crowd, still playing in unison. Great idea that! Anyway, I digress…

On the Saturday I visited the piece by the weir. It is a stunningly beautiful object. I read the description and instructions

and tried my best to get myself into listening mode. If anything I generally listen to stuff too closely. For example, I’ll get

distracted from a fascinating interview by a squeaky shoe. I gathered myself, listened deeply and entered. The first thing

that struck me was a shift in where I perceived the sound to be coming from. All of a sudden it seemed to have shifted to

emanate from the piece itself, directly in front of where I stood. This was something I hadn’t expected.

I passed from right to left listening to the distinction between different parts of the “sonic crystal”. I could definitely

distinguish changes in the frequencies of sound I was hearing. The weir was chosen as the site due to the wide frequency

range it produces, in an effort to highlight the effect.
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If you enjoyed this article, please consider sharing it!    

POST  COMMENTPOST  COMMENT

I did some sound recordings to try to illustrate what it sounded like. The first is from outside the Organ of Corti, the

second from just inside, and the third is a “fly-through”. They were all somewhat compromised by a mixture of me

forgetting my wind sock, not having whatever the audio equivalent of a steady cam is and by people talking and making

sounds…but I think it illustrates the effect to some degree.

Note: these are quite noisy!

I must admit I was left wondering how different it would’ve been if I’d walked behind / into something else. The

animation we saw on the Friday evening suggested that the specific form of the piece was vital to the effect. I can’t say

that my ear is well trained enough to be confident of this. I understand this version of the piece is due to be used as a

research tool for a period now. I’d be fascinated to hear what comes of this.

It’s great to see such projects in Worcester. I hope this piece and pieces like it are given a permanent home here. Only

the other day, on seeing a photograph of the Worcester skyline including the new Worcester University Library & History

Centre, I remarked that it’s stuff like this which makes for a truly international city. The same applies to the quality of

the art that resides in the city. More please!

Tagged with: Diglis Weir • Liminal • Organ of Corti • PRS Foundation • Sound art • Sustrans • Worcester • Worcester Music Festival
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How do cities sound? What is the
relationship between what we hear
and urban space? These were some 
of the questions Sound and Music’s
Ways of Hearing project aimed to
investigate. Gian Luca Amadei reports 

Sound enhances the way we perceive
and understand space. In the city it
does this by connecting the realm of
public space to the private and
intimate space of our minds. Sound
gives any space, interior or exterior,
its identity and is an important
navigation and orientation tool. 

Yet actually identifying a 
space aurally is difficult, especially
in busy cityscapes where incessant 
noise erases and blurs the traces 
of other sounds. This, however, was
the first task the participants of
contemporary music and art
promoter Sound and Music’s Ways of

scale, Sound and Music invited Arup
and Blueprint to be project partners
for Ways of Hearing. It also
established a substantial network of
local partners including Opera North
and Lumen in Leeds, Musarc in
London, and Arnolfini and the
Architecture Centre in Bristol. 

After the initial two-day
workshops, which were run by 
a core group of practitioners brought
in by Sound and Music to support
each city group, participants had 
a week to finalise and submit their
research proposals. They then 
had a further eight weeks to work 
on their projects. 

Although the workshops were
designed for experimentation 
and work-in-progress research, 
some projects reached completion
during the process, while others
continue to develop.

Over the following pages we
take a look at five specific research
projects from the Ways of Hearing,
which illustrate the wide spectrum
of theoretical enquiry and practical
creative research engendered.

PRODUCE

Hearing project were asked to carry
out. This was the inaugural
workshop that kick-started a
national programme of sound
exploration and research. 

In all, 36 sound artists,
acousticians, designers, policy-
makers and researchers took part,
grouped in three distinct research
city hubs: Bristol, London and
Leeds.  As well as bringing together
these professionals to explore the
relationship between sound and
built environment, Ways of Hearing
aims to help individual practices
with a specific interest to develop 
new design approaches, processes
and innovations in sound. 

The Ways of Hearing project 
can be defined as an experimental
platform aiming to provoke new
research and creative ideas
combined with sound technologies.
It also focuses on the cross-
disciplinary intersection between
sound, architecture and the arts.  

As part of broadening the
spectrum of sound exploration and
creative investigation on a national

Above: An image
from one of David
Gunn’s Open Cities
performances,
which involve
increasingly
manipulating live
images and sounds
from the place of
the perfomance
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FRANCES CROW 
LIMINAL – ORGAN 
OF CORTI
Developed by Frances Crow and 
David Prior, principals at sound and
architecture practice Liminal, the
Organ of Corti is an experimental
instrument that recycles noise from
the urban environment.

It is named after the spiral
structure within the inner ear’s
cochlea that contains hair cells
stimulated by sound vibrations.
Liminal’s Organ of Corti uses the
acoustic technology of sonic crystals
to accentuate and attenuate different
frequencies within the broad range 
of sound frequencies present in
surrounding noise.

‘The Organ of Corti does not make
any sound of its own,’ explains Crow,
‘but rather it attempts to draw our
attention to the sounds already
present by framing them in a new
way.’ By recycling surplus noises from
the environment, Crow and Prior hope
to challenge our expectations of 
what might constitute a piece of
music by adding nothing to the
existing soundscape, but instead
offering new ways of listening to
what is already there. 

Although Liminal had already
begin its work on the Organ of Corti,
it was further developed as part of
the Ways of Hearing project and
started officially touring the country
in July of this year. The first
prototype was displayed next to 
St Paul’s Cathedral. Since then, it has
travelled to the Cotsworld Water Park
and in September to Poltimore House
in Exeter. 
liminal.org.uk

DAVID GUNN 
INCIDENTAL – 
OPEN CITIES PROJECT 

For Ways of Hearing David Gunn,
founder of cross-disciplinary practice
Incidental, developed his on-going
Open Cities project. This began as 
a two-hander, Gunn plus a musician. 

‘I am interested in developing 
a way of hearing that does not settle
on either the idea of musical
performance or pure sound, 
but actually includes both at once,’
explains Gunn. 

His Open Cities project involves
him actively intervening in sounds
and videos by changing them as they
happen live. As an example, during 
a concert, a microphone is placed
directly outside of the venue,
gathering ambient noise. A video
camera is also located outside the
venue, pointing in same direction as
the microphone. The show is then
created entirely from these live feeds
without the use of prerecorded
material. This means Gunn is able to
capture and distort the sound and
visual qualities of each site in a way
that is specific to that place.

During his performances,
audiences begin by listening to the
raw, live feeds, and during the show
the sounds and visuals become ever-
more heavily transformed by Gunn.

This process is made possible by
software programs which Gunn has
personally designed and built over
the past year as part of the Ways of
Hearing research project.
theincidental.com CO
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PAUL BAVISTER 
UNCOORDINATED 
CONCERT HALL

Paul Bavister is the project architect
on the arts development of
performance, rehearsal and teaching
spaces for the Royal Welsh College of
Music and Drama in Cardiff. 

Bavister’s research project in
conjunction with Ways of Hearing
involved him in acoustically testing 
sites in East London, by popping
balloons. The various locations were
chosen for their potential to be
acoustically interesting as improptu
‘concert halls’.  Bavister also worked
with Arup Acoustics on this.

‘Cities have similar physical
similarities – surfaces, balconies,
windows and other architectural
ephemera – in common with concert
halls, but they are uncoordinated,
and not focused on the experience of
the listener,’ says Bavister.

During the project interesting
sites were probed and analysed to
find out their potential for different
types of performance. 

Bavister goes on to explain that
concert halls are designed to bounce
sound off surfaces in such a way that
all the reflections will arrive at the
ear of the listener in a correct order:
starting with the energy released by
the performer and followed by
subsequent reflections. This is
achieved by way of acoustic
modelling involving ratios of surfaces
to volume. This is a coordinated
response to achieve the desired
acoustic. Sometimes however, the
surfaces of the city, by random
happenstance, fits these
predetermined ratios, and for 
a fleeting moment produce a
harmonious aesthetic for a listener,
in effect, like a ‘random’ concert hall.
bfls-london.com PA
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YVONNE BUCHHEIM 
SONG ARCHIVE PROJECT

The role of the audience and the
performer, and their interaction and
relationship in the context of a
performance, formed the core of
Yvonne Buchheim research.

For Buchheim this became an
opportunity to further expand
research for her ongoing Song Archive
Project. An artist and senior lecturer
at the University of the West of
England in Bristol, Buchheim began
the Buchheim Song Archive Project in
2003. Its purpose is to examine
contemporary song culture in the
context of the visual arts. Buchheim’s
archive now includes more than 900
songs. It involves people performing
a song of their choice in front of a
video camera, and she has persuaded
people from as far apart as Wales and
Iran to participate. This collection of
recordings then becomes a resource
for art works ranging from site-
specific video/sound installations to
events and collaborative projects, in
museum spaces, galleries and the
public realm. One event for Ways 
of Hearing was Stagefright
performance at Chapter Arts Centre 
in Cardiff which involved the 
song archive, photographs and
relaxation techniques.
song-archive.org

JOHN DREVER
SANITARY TONES

John Drever is the senior lecturer in
composition and head of the Unit 
for Sound Practice Research at
Goldsmiths in London. For Ways of
Hearing Drever continued to
developed his Sanitary Ambience
project – a study of the auditory
qualities of public toilets.

As part of the project, Drever has
been making sound recordings of
toilet mechanisms and background
noises in loos, and analysing the
spectrum of these recordings. He
then took his research and created 
a surround-sound composition
specifically based on an
environmental noise assessment of
hand dryers. While investigating the
dryers and their reverberant and
resonant casings, Drever found that
they produce some very loud,
continuous high-frequency tones, way
above the highest notes of orchestral
instruments, for instance. These are
also sound pressure levels that
children find intolerable.

‘What prompted me to this 
field of research was as a father,
subjecting my young kids, who have
sensitive hearing, to the auditory
bombardment of the new generation
of ecological hand dryers,’ he says.

And it was not just his children;
further research revealed that there
were whole tranches of society being
afected by these dryers, including
those who suffer with hyperacusis
(over sensitivity to certain frequency
ranges of sound), blind people and
hearing-aid users.
gold.ac.ukPH
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