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Preface

Sound And The City was a multifaceted sound
art project conceived by the British Council
and realised across China between 2005-06.
Working in tandem with the Beijing-based artist
and critic Yan Jun, we invited seven key British
sound artists to make work around the civic
sound environments that they found in the four
cities in which the British Council China has
offices ~ Shanghai, Chongqing, Guangzhou and,
naturally, the Chinese capital itself. Critics from
both China and Great Britain also contributed in
the form of essays which are contained in this
book.

Sound And The City culminated in a series of
installations, lectures and concerts in four very
different Chinese cities, but in its largest sense,
it also encompassed the commissioning of new
work from artists chosen for their deep interest
in the relationship between music and ambient
sound. The project also sent out an invitation
for people living in the four cities to submit
descriptions of their favourite sounds of their
cities. In Guangzhou, residents also submitted
audio-recordings. Prizes were awarded for the
best entries.

Among all the art forms, sound is the most
fragile. Unlike painting or sculpture, it leaves

no fixed image behind it. Audio-recordings are
only partial ‘records’ of the events themselves,
too easily detached from their original form
and context. All the participants of Sound And
The City - artists and competition entrants alike
- realise this. In the latter category, many of the
favourite sounds are ambient ones, less and less
frequently heard as Chinese society changes at
its current ferocious pace.

This book does not attempt the logical
impossibility of creating an accurate record of
the Sound And The City project, but, rather aims
to take notice of the issues and sounds raised
by the project.
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British Council

Founded in 1934, British Council is the UK's
international cultural relations organisation.
We have offices in 223 towns and cities in

109 countries worldwide. Our work includes
teaching English; running information centres;
promoting British education and training;
working closely with governments and

NGOs on reform and good governance; and
demonstrating the innovation, creativity and
excellence of British science and arts. Our
aim is to update perceptions of the UK, create
international partnerships and forge long-term
cultural links.

In China we operate as the Cultural and
Education Section of the British Embassy in
Beijing, and the Cultural and Education Section
of the British Consulate-General in Shanghai,
Guangzhou and Chongging.

Visit our website for more information:

www.britishcouncil.org (woridwide)
www.britishcouncil.org.cn (China)
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Sound And The City:

Experimenting with sound

FE, — PSR ZARIME X

China has been going through enormous
cultural shifts ever since the beginning of the
20th century, trying to break free from a legacy
of five thousand years of unbroken cuitural
tradition. We are still witnessing the struggles of
these cultural changes now, and possibly even
the birth pangs of a new culture emerging from
the debris of a century of perpetual revolution.

When China found itself helpless to repel
invading foreign powers in the 19th century, it
was a rude awakening for a country that still
believed itself to be literally at the centre of the
universe. The humiliation of being ransacked
and held to ransom by foreign countries brought
about a chain of unsuccessful revolutions that
tried desperately to earn back China's dignity.
But it was Mao Zedong, leading his Communist
forces to victory in 1949, who finally gave the
country a new and united identity.

Whilst politicians and warlords generally saw
modernisation as a process of learning new
technology and political ideology, China’s
intellectuals saw the root of China’s problems
lying in its traditional culture, since cuiture was
the system by which all thought was generated.
New thinking could only have been possible

by changing the parameters of its synthesis.
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Nobody believed this more than Mao, who after
taking power instigated a series of movements
calculated to change fundamentally the way
people thought. The final and most devastating
episode of this programme of change was the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution which
lasted from 1966 to 1976, when universities
and schools were closed, intellectuals and
artists were sent to the countryside or driven to
suicide, and anything representing traditional
Chinese cuiture had to be destroyed (although
luckily most of it wasn't). The entire value
system of Chinese culture, held sacred for
thousands of years, was turned utterly inside-
out. After five thousand years, China’s culture
had been brought to a state of deep uncertainty.

Mao’s death in 1976 was an opportunity to
reappraise the successes and failures of nearly
30 years of Communist revolution and to bring
about vital reforms needed to bring China
back into the international community. New
freedoms brought about by these reforms
created an explosion of artistic creativity in the
1980s that tried to make up for decades of lost
time in just a few years. A new generation of
artists absorbed the 20th-century art history
in one breath and combined their pent up
creative energy with their political, cultural, and
emotional backgrounds to create explosive
statements in literature, poetry, music, art,
theatre and film. But after this initial period of
excitement died down, fundamental questions
still needed to be addressed regarding what
contemporary Chinese culture meant after all
that had happened. China is still in the throes of
this struggle to find a cultural identity for itself
that makes sense in the 21st century.

Although none of this has anything to do with
sound art, it does give some indication of the
cultural context in which this project was taking
place. After all, the artists taking part were
asked to create work that responded to the
specific context of the city they were invited to.
This leads naturally to questions regarding the
responsive nature of the commissioned work.
The context in question is not some neutral art
space or concert hall in their native land, but
an entirely alien cultural landscape with vast
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complexities only tentatively grasped by even
the deepest thinkers in China itself. And on top
of all that, the musicians were asked to create
work that could communicate with a general
public by placing their work in open urban
settings. How could the musicians conceptualise
a sense of place, identity, and society if they
had only a few days in which to absorb all this
information?

This is the essence of the experimental nature
of the Sound And The City project. Asking
musicians to approach a problem in a setting
where none of them could afford to feel
comfortable could possibly force a change

of habit or pattern. From this point of view, it
was also important to take them outside of
the global home-from-home of the concert
hall or exhibition space, and throw them
unceremoniously into the total unfamiliarity of
the Chinese city.

It could have been paralysing for the musicians
to be thinking of all that complexity during their
creative process, and so it was possibly a good
thing for them not to have spent too much time
in China. It was better for them to be thrown into
the excitement of a completely new experience
and be asked to create something before they
could even find their bearings. | always envy
new visitors to China, since invariably after a few
days they form clear feelings and opinions about
their fresh experiences. That fresh and intense
curiosity often has a power of observation

to pick up on things that local residents take

for granted as their every day surroundings.
These small observations can be insightful and
refreshing, and can conjure up new ideas.

But after all that, what did it actually mean

to place British musicians in Chinese urban
environments to create contemporary
interventions for audiences who mostly have
never had any contact with experimental art or
music? The beauty of experimental projects is
the unexpected nature of the results. Although
it's almost impossible to gauge just how many
people got exactly what experience from

the sound projects themselves, the ideas
contained within those projects caught the
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public’s imagination. The media reaction went
beyond anyone’s expectations, with newspapers,
glossy magazines, radio, and television stations
practically clambering for coverage of an
experimental sound art project. Why?

This brings us back to the question about
China’s current cultural climate, which can

be characterised as being quite corporeal. If
China in the 1980s can be described as being
idealistic, then the current situation has become
rather pragmatic. Wealth and pleasure have
become keystones to the economy, and the
catering and leisure industries have grown
exponentially. it has been a slow process, but
people have been replacing idealism with
pragmatism and physical pleasure is replacing
thought. The change of government policy from
politics to economics during the 1990s was

far more subtle than people could realise. The
ability for people to make money and instantly
change their lives was so much more powerful
than the seemingly empty rhetoric of idealism.
After all, people just want to enjoy themselves
without the burden of tiresome preachers.

As a result, the body has certainly replaced

the mind as the centre of attention for the time
being. However, while this can describe society
in general terms, society as a whole can never
be as monotonous or single minded as that. The
lack of official support for contemporary culture
has contributed greatly to this situation and
created a gaping hole in contemporary society
that needs to be filled somehow. Not everyone
is satisfied with dinner and karaoke, and not
everyone will be happy with being fed a diet of
soap operas and Hollywood blockbusters. That
is why there are DVD shops in Beijing with a
waiting list for Werner Herzog'’s latest film and
box sets of Theo Angelopoulos’ work. Evidently
there are lots of people hungry to devour a
more serious cultural diet, but they cannot

Jjust go out and see an amazing new exhibition
in the weekend, or listen to an exciting new
concert after work, because the contemporary
exhibitions and concerts are simply not on
offer. So when a project like Sound And The City
comes along, with new ideas and approaches
people have never heard of before, it's no
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wonder that it generates a strong reaction.

This need for a more varied cultural climate will
increase demand for quality culture. Museums
and art centres will eventually spring up, as well
as cultural philanthropists backing new theatre
and dance companies. Cinemas will relax their
import licences, and copyright laws will protect
new musicians. When this happens, listings
magazines will have larger sections for ‘Arts and
Cuiture’ than for ‘Dining Out’, and China will have
the true cuitural renaissance it deserves.

In the case of Sound And The City, it wasn’t

the number of people that experienced the
installations and various other projects that
mattered most, nor was it the media attention
for its own sake; it was the amount of interest
generated in the ideas contained in the projects
that was potentially most interesting. The
appreciation for these ideas shows that contrary
to many people’s expectations, Chinese
audiences do enjoy the conceptual nature of
sophisticated contemporary culture, but only
lack the opportunity to experience more of it.

TIARKKBEENR. AAXTXEEEHME
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Colin Chinnery is a former arts manager, British Council in Beijing. He is currently chief curator/deputy director

at the Ullens Center for the Arts in Beijing.
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Towards a sounder London

EEEFET

What are cities for, what do they sound like?
Cities have more roles than we can count, of
course, but we might say exchanging, making,
living, and expressing identity are central. The
keynote sound of the modern city is, however,
the roar of road traffic. While many other

more subtle sounds can often still be heard,
this often requires an active listening to which
city-dwellers have become unaccustomed. With
little of immediate meaning or value in many
everyday experiences of sound, most tend to
switch off and tune out, except when it presses
in on us so much that we call it noise.

Have we always lived our lives largely in such

a ‘learnt unlistening’? In a state of nature,

on standby for fight or flight responses, our
ever-open auditory channel was essential to
very survival. Around us, competing creatures
spread their calls across the sound-frequency
spectrum and through time, weaving in and out
of changing layers of sound from wind, water
and vegetation. Have we evolved to prefer such
broadband mixes of sounds, untangling many
layers of meaning from complexity? Humanity's
new megamachine, however, hums differently,
usually, in cities, more tonally.

Industrialised societies have typically evolved a
vein of city management dealing with ‘unwanted
sound’ — noise from sources such as transport,
industry, and late-night bars which can disrupt
conversation, increase stress or disturb
concentration, rest or sleep. Some researchers
have become concerned that continued
exposure to higher levels of environmental
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