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1. Prelude: Echo

The ancient Roman poet Ovid (as translated by 
British poet Ted Hughes) described the mythological 
fallen nymph Echo as:

Echo who cannot be silent
When another speaks. Echo who cannot
Speak at all
Unless another has spoken.
Echo, who always answers back. 

Echo was struck dumb by the goddess Juno, the wife 
of Jupiter. Juno had become frustrated with the 
sound of Echo’s constant chatter – it disrupted Ju-
no’s attempts to catch her husband in extramarital 
dalliances with other nymphs. Juno cursed Echo to 
never again be able to speak her own words; rather, 
Echo could only repeat the last few words spoken 
before her. Doomed to exist as an incomplete  
reflection of the sonic world around her, Echo 
eventually lost her physical form as a result of being 
romantically rejected by the boy Narcissus, who  
was only able to love himself. They were both self-
reflections, destined to remain unfulfilled. 

Are we to take this story at face value, and accept 
that echoes are merely meaningless fragments of 
reflected reality? Or are they transmuted through 
their repetition into something else, something 
overgrown by other layers of sounds, something 
equally noble and fragile?

2. If These Vessels Could Talk

There is a long-held belief that ancient pottery,  
spun on a potter’s wheel like an LP record, might 
somehow be embedded with ancient sound record-
ings: the sounds of their own making, long before 
recording technology even existed. 

In 1969, the engineer R.G. Woodbridge claimed to 
have heard the sound of a clay pot’s own creation by 
listening to the pot with headphones and a phono-
graph needle. While this particular technique has 
been debunked since then, the possibility of ancient 
clay recordings sets the mind reeling with the  
possibility of hearing the ancient world.

We may not be able to listen to clay, but we can 
listen to paper. As you’ve seen in Gallery 4, page 
25, educed audio is sound extracted from pictures, 
such as those produced by a pre-phonograph device 
called the phonautograph. It is the images made by 
the phonautograph, patented in Paris in 1857, that 
have allowed us to hear the first ever recording of a 
human voice, a visual recording made twenty years 
before Edison’s phonograph.

If we can make ancient pictures speak again, it 
becomes all the more tantalising to ponder doing 
the same for ceramics, or other objects. Think of the 
possibilities. What would a trip to a museum be like 
if it was filled with objects that emanated sound?

3. The Walk-Through Heart

When I was a child, my father took my brother 
and I to visit a museum in Chicago. Coming from a 
working class background, he didn’t take us to the 
Art Institute or the Museum of Contemporary Art 
or even the Field Museum of Natural History; he 
took us somewhere practical: the Museum of Science 
and Industry. 

This was a museum that blue-collar parents could 
feel safe in, a place where children could learn about 
electricity and coal mining and biology, and get 
inspired to become doctors. Sadly, it failed, and I 
became an artist.

What was the crucible that caused this? I like to 
think it was the museum’s walk-through heart – a 
giant sculpture of a human heart, large enough for 
both children and adults to walk around inside. 

I looked up at that gigantic heart and felt my own 
thumping inside my chest. I stepped inside, and 
found that all I could concentrate on was the sound, 
booming out of speakers built into this anatomical 
monstrosity: the ominous, repetitive buh-boom, 
buh-boom, buh-boom of an amplified recording of a 
human heartbeat.

4. Objects Objecting Through Time 
and Space

In 1977, around the same time I walked through 
a gigantic human heart, I went to the cinema with 
my father and brother, and we saw a movie named 
Star Wars. I was seven years old, the film’s target 
demographic. But it was a television documentary 
that aired shortly after I saw the film that really 
resonated with me – specifically, the segment of the 
programme which revealed how the film’s sound 
designer, Ben Burtt, collected field recordings in 
order to make sound effects for the film: by tapping 
on an ordinary wire, he made the sound of a laser.

To my seven year old mind, this was better than 
magic: it was an instruction book for how to 
make magic. When I was a kid, everyone on the 
playground wanted to be Han Solo or Darth Vader.  
I wanted to be Ben Burtt.

In 1961, the sculptor Robert Morris invited the 
composer John Cage over to his apartment to show 
him a sculpture he’d recently completed. Box With 
the Sound of Its Own Making is a small, cubic wooden 
box, nine and 3/4 inches in size, that contains a tape 
player and a speaker playing an audio recording of 
Morris constructing the box. Cage allegedly sat and 
listened to the entire three hour recording. 

As sound theorist Seth Kim-Cohen has written in 
his book In the Blink of an Ear, for those three hours, 
Cage became the living embodiment of a process 
that philosopher Edmund Husserl described as 
phenomenological adumbration – witnessing an object 
from multiple perspectives simultaneously, but still 
understanding it to be only one object. 

 
  

If you’ve studied any modern art history, you 
might recognise this idea as sounding a bit like the 
analytical Cubism practiced by Picasso and Braque in 
the early 20th century. 

But unlike those Cubist paintings, Cage’s perspective 
was moving not just through space, but also through 
time: he was perceiving the box not only as a finished 
sculpture but also as a sculpture in the midst of its 
own creation. 

Morris’ sculpture objected to a static view of its  
own essence, across boundaries of space and time. 
By talking about itself, it became its own echo. 
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Wikimedia Commons.

‘Box With the Sound of Its Own Making’ by Robert Morris, 
1961. On display at Fondazione Prada, Venice, 2015. Photo 
by author.
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5. Museums in Crisis (or, Virtual 
Reality versus the Rosetta Stone)

What’s the biggest threat to museums today?
If you ask a museum professional, many would 
probably say the iPhone. Museologists often (i.e., 
constantly) refer to museums as being in a state 
of crisis. This crisis is usually described as one 
of connection with their audiences, a crisis of 
relevance. And in the early twenty-first century, 
museums certainly seem justified in their paranoia 
about being overtaken by home technology, 
specifically mobile technology.

Museums see people everywhere abandoning real 
life experiences, retreating into an online world 
of selfies and memes. And if you can’t beat them, 
you might as well join them – so museums have 
installed technology all over the place: touch screens 
and dialogue tables and wifi and apps galore. Crisis 
averted, right?

Except, museums aren’t actually in that much of a 
crisis, at least not a crisis of attendance figures. In 
2015, just three museums in the city of London – 
the V&A, the Natural History Museum, and the Sci-
ence Museum – saw more visitors between the three 
of them than the entire city of Venice.

I recently attended a ‘Virtual Reality Weekend’ at 
the British Museum. All the technology on view  
at the Samsung Digital Discovery Centre there 
displayed variations on the same VR presentation, 
of a 4,000 year-old Bronze Age roundhouse dwelling. 
Visitors were carefully watched over by attendants 
wearing Samsung t-shirts. 

The Digital Discovery Centre was set up to handle 
long queues of visitors; however, I didn’t have to 
wait longer than about five minutes to get in. When 
I left the VR area, I walked over to the museum’s 
Ancient Egyptian gallery across the Great Hall. 
There was a queue snaking out the gallery doorway 
and spreading out into the Hall – a throng of people 

desperate to get a glimpse of the Rosetta Stone, a 
hunk of rock in a glass vitrine. 

Maybe museums don’t need to become an echo of 
the technology their visitors use at home after all.

6. Overtones, Resonance, & Repetition: 
Polyphonic Echoes of Exhibition Design

The practice of overtone singing – one person singing 
two notes at once – is thought to have originally 
developed in ancient Mongolia. Overtone singing 
produces two simultaneous notes from a single  
audio source. These notes resonate against each 
other, causing vibrations and tones that neither note 
on their own produces. By being heard together, 
something new, something previously unheard,  
is produced.

Architecture creates audible resonances. Consider 
the phenomenon of the polyphonic echo, which 
occurs when a sound bounces around an architec-
tural structure multiple times. In 1870, acoustician 
Rudolph Radeau documented a heptaphonic echo, a 
seven-layered echo of a human voice.

Museum curators place objects next to each other 
inside exhibitions on purpose. These juxtapositions 
resonate off of each other, echo each other, create 
new conceptual overtones. Something new,  
something previously unseen or previously  
unknown, becomes apparent by placing these  
objects alongside each other. These resonances  
are the echoes that museums would love their  
visitors to carry home with them, to hear again  
in their memory after they leave the museum.

7. The Exhibition Catalogue As  
Printed Echo

When a museum exhibition ends, all we’re left with 
are memories. Well, that and a catalogue.

Museum exhibitions are collaborative projects, 
culminations of the work of many people with a 
variety of skills. These people work to bring together 
art or artefacts to tell a story, to answer questions, 
to ask new ones, and to invite viewers to participate 
in that process by examining the results and 
providing their own feedback. 

There’s a very important contradiction embedded 
within the notion of the museum exhibition: these 
are temporary presentations by institutions inter-
ested in permanence. Even displays of a ‘permanent 
collection’ get refreshed from time to time.

Museum exhibitions are also compromises, due to 
budgetary and temporal constraints. Exhibitions are 
human endeavours, and as such inevitably fall victim 
to human error. I think this is what gives them their 
charm: a misspelled object label, a wobbly vitrine, a 
touchscreen that constantly needs to be rebooted – 
all evidence of the tension between the temporary 
and the permanent. 

When possible, museums publish catalogues of their 
exhibitions. Some catalogues are lavish, full-colour 
affairs with professional photography; others are 
brief, low-budget pamphlets handed out for free. 

More often than not, the only physical remains of an 
exhibition after it’s closed tend to be the catalogue. 
But a catalogue is two-dimensional, linear, and lacks 
the other sensory elements that are crucial to the 
experience of an exhibition: the juxtaposition of 
physical objects in space, the temperature and smell 
of the room, the sound of footsteps and voices react-
ing to the objects on display, the videos or audio 
accompanying the silent objects inside vitrines. 

Exhibition catalogues are not the exhibitions 
themselves, neither could they replace them; 
catalogues are echoes of the exhibition they 
represent, tastefully printed ruins of the work that 
went into the curation of a particular gathering of 
objects in a particular time and place. A catalogue is 
a method of recording, but like all recordings, it’s no 
substitute for the original.

8. Is Enlightenment Authentic?

A recording is never authentic. It can only ever be 
a facsimile – it’s not the original event, it is a new 
event unto itself. A recording is a piece of mediated 
history, a technological representation of the barrier 
between reality and memory.
 
Museums are also mediated history. Ever since  
museums began during the Enlightenment, they 
have been categorising nature and culture via the 
objects they collect and display. The way we look at 
the world has been profoundly influenced by these 
categorisations that were carried out in the 18th 
and 19th centuries. These methods of cataloguing 
the world were far from perfect. They grew out of 
the social and political climate of the time: out of 
imperialist expansion, institutionalised racism, and 
deep-seated gender biases. 

It’s tempting to look back on the way museums 
categorised the world during the Enlightenment 
with a romanticised view of that complicated 
period of history, particularly when walking 
through something as visually impressive as the 
Enlightenment Gallery at the British Museum 
in London, which attempts to recreate the visual 
sensibility of the earliest museums. We usually don’t 
get to see physical objects laid out like a Google 
Images search. It’s refreshingly warm compared 
to the sterile aesthetic of a modernist white cube 
gallery. Cabinets of curiosity feel warm and inviting 
in the post-digital age. 

But as you walk through the Enlightenment Gallery, 
it becomes clear that there are important objects 
missing there, and there are important voices  
missing there. Categorising culture leads to as  
many omissions as it does inclusions. It’s also easy 
to dismiss the work of the Enlightenment because 
of these difficulties. One thing is certain: if we are 
to ever truly hear enlightenment, we need contem-
porary museums to tell many more peoples’ stories 
than they do now.
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Top: Rosetta Stone on display in the British Museum, 2016. 
Photo by author. Above: Heptaphonic Echo, figure from 
Wonders of Acoustics or the Phenomenon of Sound, 1870, 
by Rudolph Radeau. Opposite page: The Enlightenment 
Gallery, British Musueum, 2016. Photo by author. 
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9. Echoes and Ruins

‘I hear the ruin of all space, shattered glass  
and toppling masonry, and time one livid final flame. 
What’s left us then?’  

 – James Joyce, Ulysses, 1922

‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past.’ 
 
 – William Faulkner, Requiem For a Nun, 1951 

In the year 1407, in the city of Lisbon, the Convent 
of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, or Carmo Convent, 
was opened for its first liturgy. Situated on a steep 
slope, the initial attempt at constructing the build-
ing in 1389 failed when the building’s foundation 
gave way. A second attempt also failed. The third 
time was the charm, after a group of Portugal’s  
finest architects were hired to find a solution.  
Carmo served as a convent, monastery, and place  
of worship for several centuries.

In the year 1755, on the morning 
of 1 November, there was a  
massive earthquake which  
decimated the entire city of  
Lisbon. Up to 100,000 people  
were killed in a day. The quake  
set the city aflame. The coast  
was battered by tsunami, over-
whelming the city’s mighty 
sailing ships. It’s estimated that 
85% of Lisbon’s architecture was 
destroyed. Carmo’s church was 
utterly lost, the convent badly 
damaged. 

Enlightenment-era philosophers debated the mean-
ing and purpose of the catastrophe that ruined one 
of Europe’s greatest cities. The long-term study of 
the effects of the quake gave birth to modern-day 
seismology. Lisbon’s government decided to leave 
Carmo Convent in ruins, as a living memorial to the 
horror of nature’s power.

In the year 1863, the ruins of Carmo Convent were 
donated to the Association of Portuguese Archaeolo-
gists, who made the ruined church their main office, 
and turned the remains of the convent building into 
a museum. This new museum became Portugal’s 
attempt at opening a so-called ‘universal museum’ 
like the British Museum in London and the Louvre 
in Paris, an institution dedicated to collecting and 
categorising the material culture of the entire world. 
Items for the Carmo Archaeological Museum would 
be both bought and plundered, much like the  
collections in the British Museum and the Louvre.

In the year 2016, in the afternoon of 26 January,  
in the city of Lisbon, I stopped by Carmo Convent on 
my way to meet a friend for dinner. All I knew about 
it was that Carmo Convent was a ruined church, and 
it had a museum in it. Since I make audio recordings 
inside museums, I was keen to record there. 

The ruins of Carmo Convent are spectacularly 
beautiful. I hesitate to try to use my own meagre 
words to describe their fragile beauty, or ponder 
their effectiveness as a memorial. The quiet inside 
the open-air church was absolutely gorgeous. There 
were few other visitors at the time, and the faint 
sound of traffic was almost unnoticeable beneath the 
foreground sounds of birds singing. I unpacked my 
digital recorder and began making a field recording. 
For over a minute, I listened to the beginning of a 
gorgeous audio portrait of the solitude of tragedy 
frozen in time.

And then some guy showed up to cut the grass 
with an electric hedge trimmer.

In an instant, my Romantic musings were torn to 
shreds by the buzzing of that trimmer. There was  
no way I was going to be able to make a decent 
recording of silence there before I had to leave for 
dinner. My pretentious reverie, like Carmo Convent, 
was in ruins.

This is, of course, what is known on the Internet 
as a First World Problem. Compare my crappy field 
recording incident with the destruction of ancient 
cultural sites – not to mention the obscene amount 
of human rights abuses – currently being under-
taken by religious extremists in Syria as of this 
writing, and it tends to put things in perspective. 
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Top: Carmo Convent, engraving, 1745. Above: Lisbon in flames during the 
earthquake of 1755, copper engraving, 1755. Images courtesy Wikimedia Commons. Top: Carmo Convent, 2016. Above: Some guy with an 

electric hedge trimmer, Carmo Convent, 2016. Photographs  
by author.
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In the summer of 2016, the 1,800 year-old  
Triumphal Arch of the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra 
was resurrected through the magic of digital archae-
ology and 3D printing. It was displayed in Trafalgar 
Square after being destroyed in October of 2015 
by the loosely-organised band of Middle Eastern 
religious extremists known as Daesh, or ISIS. They 
destroy or sell off the antiquities they find conve-
niently religiously offensive, to not only inspire fear 
but also to fund their operations. 

The resurrected Arch was a fascinating paradox 
– a brand new ruin. Like all good echoes, this new 
Triumphal Arch was substantially different from its 
original: it was about two-thirds the size, and made 
of a different material. 

When I visited the Arch installation there was a 
sizeable crowd there, with people posing for photos 
under it, taking selfies with it, knocking on it,  
talking about it. Some people of Middle Eastern  
descent smiled proudly, obviously thrilled to see  
a bit of their home culture displayed in this most 
British of town squares, a scant few weeks before 
the semi-miraculous election of the city’s first  
Muslim mayor. 

The Triumphal Arch’s imperfect, 3D printed echo 
resonated strongly against the stoic fortitude of the 
hand-carved and chiselled Nelson’s Column, creating 
new architectural and cultural relationships via their 
newfound proximity. 

10. Epilogue: An Incantation

I began this essay by wondering whether sound 
might be embedded within ancient pottery. I know 
it’s impossible, but I can’t help but fantasise about 
this relationship between recorded sound and clay. 
Let’s say for the sake of argument that someone 
came up with a way to educe audio from ancient clay 
pots and bowls. What should we listen to?

A good candidate for this imaginary process might 
be this ancient Parthian period incantation bowl in 
the collection at the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology 
at the University of Michigan (right). Created in the 
third century CE in what is now Iraq, bowls such 
as these were inscribed with what appears to be a 
prayer in some kind of obscure ancient dialect.

That would be great, except that these are 
inscriptions of pure gibberish, intended to make 
the priests who used these bowls appear to be the 
keepers of some secret mystic tongue. They are 
symbols that empowered a fraud. 

These bowls were, however, chanted over during 
rituals – what if these chants could somehow be 
educed from these bowls? What other ancient 
ceremonial sounds might be etched into their 
surfaces? 

Or maybe we shouldn’t even waste our time  
thinking about listening to impossible sounds,  
and instead concentrate on the possible. 

I think the Natural History Museum in London 
ought to let us listen to the echo of the ocean inside 
the seashells collected by Charles Darwin that they 
have on display. 

What do you think? What objects do you wish you 
could listen to? What echoes would you curate into 
your own exhibition?
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Above: 3D printed reconstruction of the Triumphal Arch of Palmyra on display in 
Trafalgar Square, 2016. Facing page, top: Incantation Bowl, Parthian Period, 3rd 
Century CE, Iraq, on display at the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, 2012. Facing 
page, bottom: Shells collected by Darwin during his travels, on display at the Natural 
History Museum, London, 2015. Photographs by author.
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