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/ Introduction to Open Sound 2012

The hidden, the repressed, the lost, the invisible, 
and the inaudible are explored in Surrey Art Gallery’s 
exhibition Open Sound 2012: On Air - Making The 
Inaudible Audible. Audio-based works will be presented 
at intervals during the year, each artwork giving 
expression to voiceless and sometimes intangible 
things. The artists (in order of appearance) are Kristen 
Roos and Alex Grünenfelder. This multi-phased project 
is organized by guest curator Ross Birdwise. The second 
project, Alex Grünenfleder’s Audio Migration 2012 is 
a multi-channel sound installation that investigates 
sound as a site of action, participation and agency—a 
territory of interactions between human, animal and 
non-living actors. 

/ Human Animal: On Alex Grunenfelder’s Audio Migration
   By Ross Birdwise

Aesthetics is for artists what ornithology is for birds.
 Barnett Newman

Nature and culture. Human and animal. How do they 
differ? How are they similar? Are they permanently 
separated or are they continuous in some way? Alex 
Grunenfelder’s acoustic ecology-inspired sound 
installation Audio Migration (2012) invites the listener 
to explore these questions. Installed in the courtyard 
of the Surrey Arts Centre, a liminal space that is 
at once inside and outside, natural and unnatural, 
Grunenfelder’s sound piece takes the form of a four 
channel audio installation (9 mins, 47 secs) that focuses 
on the songs and calls of birds and human vocal noises, 
including whistling and speech. 

Audio Migration is ordered into three movements. 
The first movement begins with the sounds of bird 
species you would currently find around the actual 
Arts Centre site, with the hope of drawing wild birds 
in. As it progresses, the bird calls are gradually 
replaced by the sounds of human vocalists* imitating 
birds (a professional whistler/multi-instrumentalist, 
an experimental vocalist, and a performance artist), 
as well as composite sounds created from mixtures of 
human and bird sources. Furthermore, sometimes the 
vocalists deliberately create sounds that fall between 
human and bird, the sounds of one thing becoming 
the other thing, the sound of the transition. For 
Grunenfelder, the first movement represents a blurring 
of the boundaries between human and animal. 

The second movement is the most conventionally 
musical. It creates a fictional duet between human 
voices (often imitating birds or using bird sound as 
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inspiration) and bird sounds recorded at various 
times and locations. In this movement the line 
between human and animal is more distinct and 
the relationship between them frequently seems 
harmonious and intertwined.

The third movement is the most sonically ugly, 
fragmented, and abstract. It uses a very cut-
up, ‘glitchy’ style of audio editing. Sounds 
abruptly start and stop, often before they can 
complete what they are doing. The feeling is one 
of awkwardness, disorder and collision. Fragmented 
bits of foreign languages, birdcalls, human gibberish, 
involuntary vocal noises (coughs, grunts, etc.), 
electronic alarm noises, and other sounds destabilize 
and surprise the listener. At times the alarm noises 
function as calls, like the bird calls in earlier 
movements, which hail the listener. An alarm sound not 
only addresses the listener but also conveys a call 
to action. It could mean “get up and go to work” or 
“a car, possibly yours, is being stolen”. These sounds 
are action oriented and situate the listener as a 
subject (at once active and passive) in a network of 
social and technological power relationships, much 
as certain birdcalls serve as warnings for other 
birds, such as drawing attention to the presence 
of a predator in the complex matrix of the “natural 
world”. The disorder of the third movement is meant 
to convey strange encounters between members 
of different species and technologies – a kind of 
disorder that is possible when different entities 
have deeply entangled, possibly antagonistic or 
uneven relationships to one another. This movement 
attempts to portray each sound as a unique voice 
in a swarm-like, collective conversation. Sounds call 
and respond, blend and interrupt one another in a 
constant, multi-faceted back and forth movement of 
intense communication.

With Audio Migration, Grunenfelder has created 
a work that engages with notions of acoustic 
ecology, that is, the relationships, mediated through 
sound, between different living entities in an 
environment. He treats the different entities and 
their relationships in varying ways, suggesting that 
in some ways the line between human and animal, and 
natural and unnatural, might not be as clear as we 
once thought it was, that there are possibilities 
for both harmonious and antagonistic or absurd 
relationships between different entities, and 
that even a non-living entity, such as a car alarm 
or an alarm clock, has something to say, a way of 
acting on and in the world, even if it is non-living. 
Grunenfelder also suggests, especially in the third 
movement, that our relationships with other things, 
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including other humans, birds and technology, 
are in no way linear or predictable. He posits 
chaos, complexity and non-linear forms of 
causality and action instead of simple, clear and 
unchanging forms of interaction. For me, this 
implies an expanded notion of what ecology is.

*Whistling by Tess Kitchen; vocal performances 
include Junko Ogawa and Ross Birdwise; additional 
vocals from dobroide (www.freesound.org/people/
dobroide/)

/ About the Artist

Alex Grünenfelder pursues a creative practice 
that combines the project development 
methods of the graphic design industry with 
the critical discourse and dialogical goals of 
the liberal arts. His academic history includes 
studies at McGill University and the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design. He has been working 
in the field of graphic design since 2000 with a 
focus on the arts, environmental and not-for-
profit sectors. He is a co-founder and director 
of the Vancouver Design Nerds Society, an 
organization that facilitates discussion and 
collaboration between designers, artists and 
the public. His artwork explores the power of 
media to shape the perception of environments.

/ About Open Sound

On Air - Making The Inaudible Audible is part 
of the Surrey Art Gallery’s Open Sound 
program. Open Sound is an exhibition program 
developed in 2008 to support the production 
and presentation of audio art forms as part 
of contemporary art practice. 

Open Sound seeks to feature the leading 
edge of audio art, and has included site 
specific installation, radio experiments, 
ecological practices, and other investigations 
into the limits of sound today.
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