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Erasing the visible — Jaffa Lam’s Sound Tree
Dr Cédric Maridet



Jaffa Lam's Sound Tree is made from an eight meter-
long bronze pipe planted in the middle of the interior
courtyard of the Hong Kong Architecture Centre. Both
branches stemming from the trunk of the sculpture
disappear into the first and second floors of the
buildings forming a narrow courtyard. The splayed
shape at the end of both branches of the tree is used to
colleet the sounds from the direct surroundings as they
circulate inside the pipes. Visitors are invited to place
their ears at the point of the opening set approximately
one meter and fifty centimetres above the ground on
the hollow trunk of the tree.

This tree is not acoustic like a musical instrument; it
cannot be played. However, it is a medium between
the resonant surroundings and the visitor who
becomes a listener. The sound is filtered and altered
by the material and its structure. When considering
the sculpture as a whole, it somehow reminds me of
the hybrid shape of the first ear-cornets. Thus, Lam’s
project takes roots in well-known traditional hearing
or auscultation devices that accentuate a specific
attention to sound and advocates a listening-in from an
expert’s point of view. I am specifically referring to the
telegraph, or the stethoscope in the medical field, which
before the invention of modern screening devices,
played a significant role in the understanding and
knowledge of the human body, as stated by Tom Rice.
The only body present here is a resonant body forged
by the main air column that dubs the sounds arising
from the upper floors of the buildings and transforms
them through the sculpture’s hollow tube-shaped form.

This art piece is very unique in the development of
Lam’s art because it clearly stands apart from her
former works. I am referring to motion (1999), murmur
(2000) or even discrepant motions (2001), which
represent a series of objects whose exploration is both
tactile and acoustic. This piece is also very different
from the sculptural form that can be found in some of
her former works, such as the series of sculptures To
someone wants to hide, To someone wants to fly, To



someone wants to cry , To someone wants to run (2003).
In these sculptures, the work of the matter inhabits
the space and can be grasped by the eye alone. Here,
Lam uses a classical material, bronze, commonly used
in sculpture, which often, through a specific rhetorical
connection, designates the sculpture itself (one may
mention a bronze by such or such artist). However, it
seems to me that Lam offers less a sculpture than a
distinctive physical and relational stance towards the

surroundings.

Where normally the viewer keeps his distance in order
to gain a point of view for assessing and grasping
the formal and spatial relationship determined by the
sculpture offered to the eye (his attitude comes closer
to the concept of “engaging” with the world developed
by Merleau-Ponty’, here, the visual work steps aside
and gives way to the audible. Here lies the paradox
of Sound Tree: as a sculpture, it can be seen as an
extension of the buildings as it is incorporated in the
disarray of the external pipe work; however, it can
no longer be experienced by the eye when the ear is
placed against it. Consequently, the suggested position
of the ear does not permit the simultaneous vision of
the sculpture and grasp of the sound. The acousmatic
situation, that is, the detachment between the sound
and its source, is established because it is impossible to
see the cause of the sounds stemming from the floors
of the buildings and surroundings and reinforced by
the device displayed in this work. :

This acousmatic situation sets in place the same
implications defined in the writings by Chion and
Schaeffer: sounds perceived without the relaying of
other perceptual senses, such as eyesight, allow for
decontextualisation as they are dissociated from the
source. Consequently the dissociation between sound
and source allows one to (re)discover the sounds for
themselves, thus extending towards the perception of
Pierre Schaeffer's acoustic object through the practice
of écoute réduite’, or reduced listening. Similarly,
the situation set up by the Sound Tree emphasizes




a specific listening stance and invites the visitors to

prick up their ears.

This expression indicates a particular attention given
to sound, and notably, a specific position of the ear’s
auricle: the ear stands upright and scans the acoustic
space in order to better comprehend its content.
“This is an intensification and a concern, a curiosity
or a worry,” wrote Jean Luc Nancy’. Thus, this work
provides me with an attentive and intense listening
attitude, a suspension, where the hearing transcends
the other senses. Here lies the whole paradox of Lam’s
work: the focus on the hearing through a visual device.
Then one may wonder what sounds the Sound Tree
provides to the ears?

Lam clearly emphasizes the issue of the origin of
sounds through the significance of the site for the
device she created —purposefully, a cluster of old
buildings on borrowed times waiting for a major
urban redevelopment operation. Lam underlines the
acquaintance of the area, as a well-known but taken-for-
granted neighbourhood with its acoustic environment,
which rarely draws any specific attention. The
sculpture’s structure illustrates this relationship between
the visitor and the surrounding and its inhabitants. I
feel that the work goes beyond the frame determined
by the acoustic ecology developed by Schafer” and
focuses on the connections between the sounds and
their real or imaginary causes. It does emphasize a
specific sensitivity of the listener towards the acoustic
environment. However, the sounds are mixed up, filtered
and even altered, due to the shape of the sculpture.
Besides, because of the acousmatic listening situation,
multiple listening purposes are permitted.

Heterogeneous listening purposes are at the centre of a
theoretical context of acoulogie, determined as the field
of study of the acoustic experience. Through a reflexive
attitude about my listening activity, as articulated in
phenomenology, I am able to identify the diverse types
of my experiments and analyse the various listening



intents that connect a listening consciousness with
acoustic objects. Schaeffer emphasizes the tautology
in the French expression “intention d’entendre” (or
hearing intention): based on its etymology (“intendere”),
the French word “entendre” conveys the same notion
of “drawing attention towards”, as in the definition
of intention. He adds that the juxtaposition of both
synonyms shows the automation of the listening
phenomenon®. Each object I listen to is targeted and
discovered on the basis of various purposes that
may vary depending on my practice, my skills and
my attention. The object is determined by my own.
perceptive experience of sound, as a result of an
interaction between a physical event and my purpose.
Thus, several possibilities arise: I am listening to causes,
references, clues in the context of a cultural and natural
common listening exercise. As opposed to an ordinary
listening exercise, the Schaeffer approach performs a
movement towards abstraction, setting aside the causal
relationship and the context in order to focus on the
sound itself. The stop-action on the sound carried out
by Lam’s sculpture allows such decontextualization
of the sound. In my multiple intents, my listening
fluctuates between the recognition or non-recognition
of the source, the relationship with a specific context
or a decontextualized perception. My listening may
also be defined through the level of fiction that may
be committed in these sounds. It is the possibility of
exploring these multiple listening intentions that is at
stake, I think, in Lam’s Sound Tree.

translated by Celine Cruickshanks
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