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JACOB KIRKEGAARD: A WORLD EXPERIENCED THROUGH SOUND, VIBRATION, AND ENERGY | Tsubaki Reiko (Associate Curator, Mori Art Museum)

In the world of Jacob Kirkegaard, sound is vibration or frequency —
a kind of energy. It is this interpretation that rests behind his artistic
practice, which focuses on the auditory from a perspective at once
scientific and aesthetic. The range of different artistic techniques he
employs in his work, from installation through to composition and
performance, can be constructed as the attempt to forge a link
between visual phenomena and the kind of scenery that is born out
of the auditory.

Sound artists working today employ a plethora of different
techniques. Carsten Nicolai and Ryoji Ikeda, in their performance as
artistic duo cyclo., use computer programs to convert electronically-
produced sounds into stunning graphics that are projected simultane-
ously. They have also created numerous works that explore the
physicality of sound and light. Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller,
in their audio walks, whereby visitors listen to a story as they walk
along, transform those locations into a kind of stage. Susan Philipsz
uses speakers installed in buildings and public spaces to play songs
or pieces of music drawing upon the area’s local history or
distinguishing characteristics, transforming everyday places into
out-of-the-ordinary spaces that rouse communal memories and a
shared sense of history.

In interpreting the sonic as the physical, and stressing the
importance of the history and memories attached to a place, Kirkeg-
aard has many points of similarity with his fellow sound artists.
However, while his work draws upon historical and geopolitical
context, Kirkegaard’s ultimate goal is for his audience to listen to and
truly experience the sounds and the vibrations of a particular place.
With a varied tool kit including recording devices, accelerometers,
hydrophones, and handcrafted electromagnetic receivers, he has
devoted himself to making audible the kinds of sounds humans
cannot usually perceive, from such a diverse range of locations such
as the inner ear and the vibrations inside rooms and buildings, to
nuclear power plants, the abandoned Chernobyl site, glaciers, and the
Aurora Borealis.

For his piece LABYRINTHITIS (2007), Kirkegaard sent sounds of
two different frequencies into his inner ear, recording the resulting
vibrations of the membranous labyrinth, and allowing his visitors to
listen to the sounds that the ear produces in response. In THE
VISITOR (2012), the artist made a layered recording of the sounds
inside the Rothko chapel — surrounded by Mark Rothko’s paintings
— amplifying the energy in the room through the medium of sound.
For BANDERA (meaning flag in Spanish) (2010), created within a
geopolitical context, Kirkegaard focused on the numerous flags
erected in front of the U.S. Interests Section building in Havana by the

Cuban government, in order to obscure the electronic billboards
screening pro-western propaganda found there. By attaching
microphones to these flagpoles, the artist transformed the vibrations
of the poles into a work of sound art. THROUGH THE WALL (2013-), a
work in progress, features sounds recorded on both sides of the wall
separating what the State of Israel defines as Israeli and Palestinian
territories. A/ON (2006), signifying ’‘eternity’ in Ancient Greek,
exploring the relationship between civilization and nature, or with
environmental issues, consists of video footage and layered sound
recordings made in four separate locations within Chernobyl’s Zone
of Exclusion. With KO/ROH/ (2012), meaning wormwood in Estonian
just as Chernobyl refers to wormwood in Ukranian, the artist rendered
the edited version of sounds recorded at an active Finnish nuclear
power plant as a symphonic installation to be played inside the Art
Museum of Estonia. Some of Kirkegaard’s works, such as SABULA-
T/ION (2010), TORST (2013), and /SFALD (2013), feature direct audio
recordings of natural phenomena. SABULATION combines video and
audio recordings of the Singing Sands in the Oman deserts. In the
site-specific installation TORST, the artist used speakers installed
within a drained swimming pool to play sounds recorded above and
below the surface of an active Icelandic geyser. /SFALD uses a range
of different speakers to combine the high pitched noises of melting
ice off the Greenland ice fjords with the deep booms of the calving
glaciers recorded underwater, creating a truly high-impact piece that
immerses the audience. By inviting people to listen in this intimate
way to the sounds created by glaciers melting as a result of global
warming, /SFALD also addresses important environmental issues.
Others of Kirkegaard’s works are even more astronomically focused,
with works such as SPHERE (2007) and CELESTIAL ROAD (2010) using
electromagnetic receivers to transform the electromagnetic
oscillations given out from the Aurora Borealis and the sun into
sound.

The new work for this exhibition is STIGMA (2014), a combination
of video and sound recordings made and remade in four different
natural habitats in Fukushima. The shape of the long, narrow video
screen used, around 5 meters tall, was inspired by the hanging-scroll
landscape paintings from the Japanese tradition. Nuclear activity has
become a part of human civilization, with over 2000 nuclear tests
having taken place around the world since 1945, and nuclear power
plants existing currently in around 30 nations across the world. In
AION and KO/ROH/, Kirkegaard used this issue of nuclear radiation as
a way of exploring the relationship between civilization and nature. The
latest work, ST/IGMA, is an extension of the contemplation in this vein.

The work’s title, STIGMA, originates from the artist’s feeling

upon visiting Fukushima where areas of natural beauty had been
somehow branded or issued with a certain stigma by being marked
out as radioactive territory. Modern civilization has engendered the
belief among humans that we are able to control nature. At the same
time, there is another view that has persisted since ancient times that
nature is a truly spectacular force, beyond human reckoning, which
nothing can transcend. Mankind tends to draw upon this traditional
view of nature only when it is convenient to do so. However, when we
think of Fukushima today, we conclude that the nature there is
menaced by civilization — that is to say, by man-made radioactive
contamination. On the other hand, considering that nature itself is
indeed totally indifferent to civilization — the activity of human
beings — we should conclude that it is, rather, human beings who
are menaced by this stigmatized nature.

STIGMA employs the technique of layered recording that the
artist also used in A/ON and THE VISITOR. The origins of this technique
stem back to the piece /'m Sitting in a Room (1969), a seminal work by
one of the pioneers of sound art, Alvin Lucier. In this piece, Lucier
recorded himself speaking, and then played the recording back into
the room while recording this amalgam again and replaying it. This
process is repeated until one cannot make out the boundaries between
the words, and the recording becomes pure sound.

In STIGMA, the artist took field recordings that he had made in
particular locations in Fukushima, playing them back at the same
location and recording the resulting sound. This process was repeated
a total of ten times in each of the four selected locations. As the sound
layers grew denser, each location slowly unfolded its own unique
drone of various resonant frequencies. He then combined the
resulting tracks with unedited recordings of the natural sounds of the
four locations. The edited sounds, which at first are so quiet that they
can barely be heard, gradually grow into the resonant tones, before
finally disappearing again. They seem much like energy waves, which
invite us into a space of contemplation.

Taking sounds recorded in a wide variety of places and circum-
stances as their raw material, Kirkegaard’s works explore the expres-
sive potential of sonic energy. These kinds of works invite their
audience to transcend the preconceptions attached to thinking and
hearing, and to discover for themselves resemblances and points of
commonality from within these situations. Surprise at being able to do
so is accompanied by the renewed perception that everything in the
world is a form of energy. By grasping such a wealth of different
phenomena through the sonic lens, Kirkegaard illustrates to us the
possibilities of perceiving our world from an altogether different
perspective.

Translation: Fontaine Limited
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Born 1975 in Denmark. Based in Berlin, Kirkegaard is a graduate of
the Academy of Media Arts in Cologne, Germany. His major solo
exhibitions include: “Labyrinthitis,” CosmoCaixa, Barcelona (2013),
“Phantom Bell,” Espacio de Arte Contemporaneo, Montevideo,
Uruguay (2011) and “Hotel Marienbad 008: Jacob Kirkegaard:
House of Mare,” Kunst-Werke Institute for Contemporary Art,
Berlin (2010). He has also participated in a number of group
exhibitions including “ARCTIC,” Louisiana Museum of Modern Art,
Humlebaek, Denmark (2013-2014), “Soundings: A Contemporary
Score,” The Museum of Modern Art, New York (2013), “Silence,”
Menil Collection, Texas (2012) and University of California,
Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive, California (2013),
“Aichi Triennale 2010,” Nagoya (2010).
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