


SIGNAL AND
NOISE

Within the amorphous field of sound art, Florian Hecler’s
compositions stand out as much for their conceptual rigor
as for their aural inventiveness.

by William S. Smith

FLORIAN HECKER’S SOUND installations can

appear deceptively austere. Visitors to the recent exhibi-
tion “Soundings: A Contemporary Scorc” at New York's
Muscuin of Modern Art (through Nov. 3) encountered the
German artist’'s Affordance (2013), whose visible compo-
nents were three small but powerful speakers hanging from
the ceiling near the muscum’s Bauhaus staircase. But if

the piece was visually spare, it brimmed over with baroque
sonic flourishes. Hecker’s compositions fecl precise and
highly structured even as they threaten to devolve into
guttural synthetic noise or ecstatic digital screeching. The
immediate experience of Affordance can be overwhelm-

ing (and at times physically uncomfortable), vet even the
untrained ear can grasp the presence of an underlying
structure. There is an unshakable sense when listening to
Hecker’s work that every electronic beep could be foot-
noted, and that every moment of sound has becn calibrated
by the artist to invoke some musical tradition, scientific
study in psvchoacoustics, nightelub subculture or precedent
in Conceptual art.

It is appropriate, then, that the chimera has become a

central concept informing scveral of Hecker’s recent projects.

A mythical creature composed of three entirely different
species, the chimera denotes hybridity, paradox and, of
:ourse, something monstrous. Chimerization (2012), which

Hecker initiallv presented at Documenta 13 in Kassel, Ger-
many, is a collaboration with the Iranian philosopher Reza
Negarestani, who composed a libretto titled *The Snake, The
Goat and the Ladder: A Board Game for Plaving Chimera.”
The libretto has a recurring tripartite structure. Negarestani's
rhythmical words, which the philosopher characterizes as

“a topological hvmn to the abyss,” were recorded in Eng-
lish, German and Farsi by three different speakers of each
language, creating a total of nine renditions.

Whilc hints of that initial scheme persist in the final
work, the “board game” has been claborately reshuffled.
Hecker recorded the vocals under pristine conditions in a
soundproof, echoless anechoic chamber at MI'T, where he
was a visiting artist. Yet after being processed, filtered and
chopped up with custom digital tools, the voices sound as
it they were recorded by a restless HAM radio operator
picking up scattered Jong-range broadcasts from Germany
and Iran. Low pulsing sounds and piercing tones interrupt
the vocals; some of these clectronic warbles are familiar
from science fiction movies, while others could have origi-
nated on another planet entirely.

For Hecker, who holds degrees in computational
linguistics and psycholinguistics, the chimera is also a
technical description of the digital sound that he produces.
Writing in Chimerizations, a 2013 book published by
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Hecker's (2D~

A Script for Synthesis
will premicre on

Nov. 9 at the
Guggenheim
Museum, New York,
as part of Perfornma 13.
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