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We inhabit a world full of voices. Our lives play out to a 
soundtrack of whispers, screams, commands, laughter and 
songs. A cry announces our first entry into the world, and the 
voice emerging from inside us acts as an indicator of physical and 
emotional health. The result of a sophisticated synchronisation 
between our respiratory and digestive systems, voices can also 
arise from other sources, such as spiritual guides, the 
subconscious or machines that mimic speech. Elusive, 
immaterial, yet infinitely textured, our voices can fill large 
spaces or be lost completely.

This is a Voice traces the material quality of the voice by looking 
inside vocal tracts, restless minds and speech devices in order to 
understand its complex psychological and physiological origins. 
While dominant theories have traditionally focused on linguistics, 
here the spotlight is cast on the meaning and emotions conveyed 
through prosody — the patterns of rhythm, stress and intonation. 
Non-verbal forms of communication are emphasised, revealing 
the power of the voice before and beyond words.

The exhibition begins with the embodied voice, its evolutionary 
and social origins, and ends within the contemporary realm of 
disembodied voices where machines talk back to us, sometimes 
with uncanny feeling. Along the way it explores how the unique 
grain of our voice locates us socially, geographically and 
psychologically and how the voice can be dramatically altered 
with treatment and training. The exhibition draws on varied 
experimental forms of singing and animal mimicry, including live 
vocalisations, and culminates with an invitation to donate your own 
voice to the works by Lawrence English and Matthew Herbert.

4
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Designed as an acoustic journey, the exhibition brings together 
a wide range of works by contemporary artists and vocalists, 
punctuated by historical artefacts, manuscripts, and medical and 
anthropological research. This is a Voice is an attempt to find the 
shapes taken by this mysterious and flexible creature.
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INTRODUCTION

YUKULTJI NAPANGATI 

b about 1971, lives and works in Kiwirrkura, WA, and 
Kintore, NT  
Language group: Pintupi, NT 

Untitled, 2010
Synthetic polymer paint on linen

Yukultji Napangati’s undulating paintings are like a 
sound wave in the landscape, articulating her 
relationship to country. Using sinuous lines to describe 
sand hills, water sites and the underground yunala 
tubers (bush bananas) of her country, the painting 
also expresses the notion of walking across the land 
and the ceremonial context of Tjukurrpa (ancestral 
creation beings). Song and design are tightly 
interconnected in Aboriginal lore, with songlines 
mapping the country, commemorating the creative 
actions of Tjukurrpa Ancestors as revealed by the 
marks they left behind on present-day landscapes. 

Courtesy of Hassall Collection. © Yukultji Napangati licensed by 
Aboriginal Artists Agency Ltd

WORKSHOP OF KARL BENDER 

Nef (ship-shaped table centrepiece), about 1880
Enamelled silver with coloured glass settings

In mythology, sirens and mermaids, like those which 
decorate this nef, were believed to use their enchanting 
music and voices to lure sailors to shipwreck 
themselves on rocky shores. Once heard, the siren’s 
song was almost impossible to resist, but the siren 
would die when those who heard her song escaped.

Bequest of C R Thornett, 1972. MAAS Collection 
Photo: Ryan Hernandez, MAAS
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LENNOX BROWNE AND EMIL BEHNKE 

Voice, Song, and Speech: A Practical Guide for 
Singers and Speakers from the Combined View 
of Vocal Surgeon and Voice Trainer, 1891

This interdisciplinary study of sound production 
combines the science of physiology with the art 
of vocal production. Vocal surgeon Lennox Browne 
focused on how the abuse of the vocal cords leads 
to vocal failure and even diseases of the throat, while 
voice trainer Emil Behnke considered how singers and 
speakers can cultivate their voices through exercise.

Wellcome Library, London

HENRI CHOPIN 

I’ve Never Seen L’Hymne International, 1975 
Typewriter on paper, collage 

Avant-garde artist, poet and musician Henri Chopin 
produced typewriter-poems and sound performances 
focusing on all possible manipulations of the human 
voice. Experimenting with primitive human sounds, 
Chopin aimed to demonstrate ‘the sensory superiority 
of sound as opposed to normal speech, and free man 
from the straightjacket of words and letters’. 

© The Estate of Henri Chopin, courtesy of Richard Saulton Gallery
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INTRODUCTION

DOWN BROTHERS

Laryngoscope, 1890
Wire, ebonite, mirrors, glass, wood, shagreen,  
red velvet

This instrument is designed to inspect the larynx. 
Spanish singer and music educator Manuel Patricio 
Rodríguez García invented the first laryngoscope in 
1854. He is a revolutionary figure in the history of the 
study of the voice and was probably the first person 
to have observed his own vocal cords during speech 
production. García’s design was adapted and 
extensively used in a medical setting.

Gift of E L Carthew, 1988. MAAS Collection

ANNA BARHAM

b 1974, lives and works in London, UK

Liquid Consonant, 2012
HD video, 1 min loop

This video presents a digitally animated head ‘speaking’ 
sounds. As the head rotates, the sensually modelled 
lips give way to a cold synthetic cavity where tongue 
and teeth form Greek words containing the rolled ‘r’ 
sound of the letter ‘rho’ prominent in Greek language 
describing motion, such as current, flow and whirling. 
Blocks of sound issue in place of words, questioning 
the possibility of a correspondence between sounds 
made by the fleshy apparatus of the mouth and their 
meaning. 

Courtesy of the artist and Arcade, London
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LILLE MADDEN 

b 1995, lives and works in Sydney, NSW 
Language group: Gadigal and Bundjalung, NSW; Arrernte, NT;  
and Kalkadoon, QLD

ŋalariŋi (Ours, Belonging to Us), 2017
Six-channel audio installation, 5:04 min

This contemporary sound work created by Gadigal woman Lille 
Madden, in collaboration with Kamilaroi/Wiradjuri artist Jonathan 
Jones, is an example of the important work being done to reclaim 
Indigenous languages in Australia. Visitors can hear Madden singing  
in the Sydney language as it was shared by a young Aboriginal 
woman named Patygerang and documented by Lieutenant William 
Dawes from 1790 to 1791.

Developed in consultation with Gadigal Elder Charles Madden; sound design by  
Luke Mynott, Sonar Sound.

Courtesy of Lille Madden and Jonathan Jones
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‘Voice is the Original Instrument’ looks at prosody and rhythm  
to examine a theory suggested by several disciplines, from 
anthropology to musicology: that the flexible human voice 
originally evolved for singing and social bonding rather than  
for information exchange. 

As early hominin groups (the direct ancestors of modern humans) 
became larger and physical grooming was no longer an efficient 
form of bonding, the voice kept individuals emotionally connected 
by creating alliances and group dynamics. An increased range 
and diversity of vocalisations were made possible by bipedalism 
(walking upright on two legs) and the reformulations of the 
larynx, while changes in facial anatomy enhanced the capacity 
for emotional expression. Early humans would perform ‘vocal 
mobbing’ by chorusing and synchronising their voices in order to 
appear larger in number to predators. Over the past half a million 
years, and from the beginning of our own species, Homo sapiens, 
modern language developed in tandem with these singing 
practices and dramatic mimicry of animal sounds for different 
purposes, including ritualistic ceremonies.

In Marcus Coates’s film installation, a series of individuals 
uncannily imitates the natural dawn chorus. Elsewhere, the 
examples of ‘babytalk’ — speech directed specifically to infants 

— highlight how infants demonstrate an almost universal interest 
in and sensitivity to rhythms, tempos and melodies of speech 
before they understand the words.

ICE VOICE VOICE VOI

S IS IS IS IS IS IS
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IGINAL ORIGINAL ORI
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VOICE IS THE ORIGINAL INSTRUMENT

THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY 

Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature, 1863 
Frontispiece 

Bipedalism is directly associated with the range  
and quality of sounds that humans can produce.  
The upright position allows for the respiratory 
adjustments necessary to achieve sophisticated 
breath control, which enables us to emphasise 
particular units of sound and control pitch and 
intonation. 

Wellcome Library, London

Larynx model, 1850–94
Papier-mâché, plaster, paint

This model of a larynx, commonly called the voice box, 
was used to teach human anatomy at the Sydney 
Technical College. The model can be opened to reveal 
the vocal folds, also known as vocal cords, which are 
responsible for sound production and for manipulating 
the pitch and volume of the voice. 

Gift of Sydney Technical College, 1894. MAAS Collection

Tongue model, 1850–94
Wood, paint

The human tongue is used to articulate words or to 
form other sounds in speech and song. The position 
and shape of the tongue in the mouth determine the 
sounds that are made. Anatomical models, such as 
this partly dissected human tongue, mandible and 
teeth, were used to reveal unseen parts of human 
anatomy.

Gift of Sydney Technical College, 1894. MAAS Collection
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HERMANN FRIEDRICH KILIAN

Obstetrics Atlas in 48 Panels and Explanatory Texts 
1835–44

This lithograph shows the developmental stages of a 
human embryo to a full-term foetus. This ‘semiotic’ stage 
of development — as philosopher and psychoanalyst 
Julia Kristeva framed it — is ‘an emotional field, tied to the 
instincts, that dwells in the fissures and prosody of the 
voice, rather than in the denotative meanings of words’.

Wellcome Library, London

DIDIER ANZIEU

The Skin Ego, 1989

Psychoanalysts have argued that the interplay between 
the mother’s and the infant’s voice is significant in the 
development of the ego. The maternal voice has been seen 
as an acoustic container that surrounds and treasures 
the child. Psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu suggested that this 
‘envelope of sounds’ contains the emerging ego of the 
infant like a skin, becoming a replacement for the womb.

Wellcome Library, London

DR MARINA KALASHNIKOVA 

The Faces of Babytalk and Babytalk is International 
2017
Digital prints, voice recordings

Babytalk, also known as infant-directed speech, is a 
universal method of communicating with infants 
characterised by vocal and visual features. These 
unconscious features from the speaker include higher 
pitch and exaggerated rhythm, intonation and facial 
expressions. Infants actively prefer to listen to babytalk. 
This preference is believed to emerge from the type of 
speech an infant hears while still in their mother’s 
womb, allowing them to recognise their mother’s voice 
and to start tuning in to the language they will be 
learning even before they come into this world. 

MARCS BabyLab, MARCS Institute, Western Sydney University 



14

ZHOU RONGQI

Owl, 1630
Reproduction 

In the meticulous gongbi style, this painting depicts 
an owl whose call was said to sound like the voice of 
an elderly person. Its fl esh was used by the ancients 
to treat ague, dizziness and epilepsy. 

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for 
Traditional Chinese Medicine). Photo: Wellcome Library, London

Tibetan musical score, possibly 1700s
Paper

These three leaves from a Tibetan musical score were 
used in a Buddhist monastic ritual, with notation for 
voice, drums, trumpets, horns and cymbals. The top 
section, which indicates the voice notation, depicts 
a continuous fl ow of sound. 

Wellcome Library, London

Three men and two boys singing from a book, 1500s 
Woodcut 

Wellcome Library, London

GERARD YIRAWALA

Language group: Kunwinjku, NT

Didgeridoo from Maningrida, Arnhem Land, 1997
Wood, ochre

The didgeridoo is an instrument originally used by 
the Indigenous people of Arnhem Land for many 
thousands of years. Historically played in the context 
of ceremonial life, these instruments connect the 
past, present and future and are integral to spiritual, 
cultural and social practice. Songs are believed to 

VOICE IS THE ORIGINAL INSTRUMENT
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originate with ancestral creation beings, which were 
created as part of the country and reside in the land. 
Song is one of the main ways Aboriginal Australians 
express, share and preserve their identity and culture.

Purchased 1997. MAAS Collection

AGATHA GOTHE-SNAPE 

b 1980, lives and works in Sydney, NSW

Rhetorical Chorus Flash Cards, 2015–16
PowerPoint documentation for Rhetorical Chorus 
performance, 7 min

Cheironomia is a form of teaching melodies with the 
help of visual hand signals, used in antiquity and the 
Byzantine Empire to conduct vocal chanting. Using this 
historical reference, Agatha Gothe-Snape documented 
the hand gestures of the influential conceptual artist 
Lawrence Weiner, transforming them into a 
cheironomia score for the choir that sings in her 
Rhetorical Chorus performances. The choir will 
perform under the direction of legendary New York 
vocalist and composer Joan La Barbara, whose work 
is also included in This is a Voice. 

Rhetorical Chorus was developed for presentation in 
Sydney during a three-week residency at MAAS by the 
artist and her creative team. It will be presented in 
partnership with Performance Space as part of the 
Live Works series. 

Courtesy of the artist and the Commercial Gallery, Sydney
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JOAN LA BARBARA 

b 1947, lives and works in New York, USA

Circular Song, 1975 
Graphic score 

‘Circular Song’, 1976
Sound work

Inspired by circular breathing techniques, this piece 
consists of singer Joan La Barbara’s vocalisation of 
the inhale as well as the exhale in a series of repeating 
patterns. ‘Circular Song’ is included in the compilation 
album Voice is the Original Instrument, a collection 
of La Barbara’s signifi cant works from the 1970s, 
including études and experiments, explorations 
of extended vocal techniques, layered multi-track 
compositions and performances using live electronics. 

Courtesy of the artist. Circular Song score © 1975 Joan La Barbara 

VOICE IS THE ORIGINAL INSTRUMENT
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MARCUS COATES

b 1968, lives and works in London, UK

Dawn Chorus, 2007
Multi-screen film installation

Dawn Chorus presents 19 individuals using their voices to re-create 
birdsong in everyday locations. Together they form a composition 
that accurately simulates the sounds and timings of a birdsong dawn 
chorus recorded in Northumberland, England.

Artist Marcus Coates worked with birdsong expert and wildlife 
sound recordist Geoff Sample and scientist Peter McGregor, who 
specialises in birdsong and animal behaviour. After recording the 
dawn chorus with multiple microphones, the individual birdsongs 
were slowed down to last approximately 16 times as long, which 
enabled the participants to imitate them while being filmed. The 
films were then speeded back up to reach the true pitch of the 
birds, uncannily evoking similarities between bird and human  
vocal abilities and behaviour.

Arts Council Collection, Southbank Centre, London © the artist. Commissioned and 
produced by Picture This and BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art. Supported by  
an Arts Award from the Wellcome Trust.
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The various shades of intonation and rhythm of the voice can 
significantly contribute to its meaning, while reflecting different 
characteristics of the speaker. The melody of our voice is 
accompanied by gesture and expression, adding variation for 
emphasis and contrast. In the absence of a voice, manual 
communication and body language convey meaning, as opposed 
to acoustically conveyed sound patterns. 

Physiological manifestations such as screaming or coughing 
create breaks in speech but also condition our comprehension 
and experience of the voice, while appearing to connect the 
human voice to an animal nature. Laughing is both a physiological 
reaction and a highly cultural product. Meanwhile, singing brings 
the voice dynamically to the foreground, the voice becoming the 
carrier of what cannot be expressed with words. 

‘Melodic Contours’ emphasises manifestations of the voice before 
and beyond words through a combination of performative works. 
Emma Smith’s language school invites visitors to learn and enact 
a non-linguistic language grounded in rhythm. Kusum Normoyle 
conveys extremes of vocalisation through screaming. Her 
performances attempt to communicate by pushing the 
boundaries between environment, voice and body but without 
words. Mikhail Karikis’s work traces the facial expressions of  
an artist who is trying to speak but unable to open or close his 
mouth. In Danica Dakić’s film a young deaf girl learns to refine 
the ‘elocution’ of her gestures.
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MELODIC CONTOURS

EMMA SMITH

b 1981, lives and works in Cambridge, UK

5Hz (Language School), 2015–17
Audio installation, 13 min

5Hz’s vocal practice starts on the hour and at 15, 30, 45 minutes 
past the hour

5Hz is a collaborative project to imagine an evolution of the voice 
for social bonding, based on biomedical and psychological research 
into vocal rhythm. The project created a language in response to 
the findings of a series of public workshops on language evolution 
as well as psychological and electroencephalographic (EEG) brain-
scanning experiments to observe neurological and emotive responses 
to a range of vocal signals. The resulting language is based on the 
sounds found to be most effective in forming social connections 
between subjects.

The language school presented in This is a Voice offers a space where 
visitors can listen to an audio guide to learn the 5Hz language, and 
continue using it within and beyond the exhibition.

Created in collaboration with Dr Laurence White (Plymouth University), following 
research with Dr Nina Kazanina and Dr Emma Hornby (University of Bristol). 
Produced by Arnolfini with the University of Bristol and Plymouth University. 
Supported by an Arts Award from the Wellcome Trust.
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MIKHAIL KARIKIS

b 1975, lives and works in London, UK

Promise Me, 2012
Two-channel video, 2 min

Sculpting Voice, 2010
Digital prints (photography by Thierry Bal)

Mikhail Karikis’s work explores the material and 
plastic properties of breath and the voice, as well  
as investigates the physical extremes of vocal 
production. Depicting Karikis’s vocalisations at 
various moments, the images range from subtle 
facial motions to disfiguring gestures that reveal  
the plasticity and transforming ability of the face,  
the technicality and effort that shaping the voice  
into various sounds demands, and its fragility.

Courtesy of the artist

KUSUM NORMOYLE 

b 1984, lives and works in Sydney, NSW 

Accord with Air: Tjentiste, 2017 
HD video, 2:30 min

The performative scream attends to a complex voice; 
it is the voice at its extreme. Making use of the voice 
beyond the structure of language, the scream 
distinctly communicates fear, pain and desperation. 
Kusum Normoyle’s use of the scream considers its 
material force and energetic operation through the 
body. This video shows Normoyle performing at the 
Tjentiste monument in Bosnia–Herzegovina. Facets of 
the monument are digitally altered to coordinate with 
peak sound, suggesting a relationship between voice 
and environment.

First developed in 2011, this edition of Accord with Air: Tjentiste 
was commissioned by the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences

Courtesy of the artist 
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MELODIC CONTOURS

Understanding Speech by Lip-Reading Alone, 1978
Video, 45 sec

In this experiment, two men are separated by heavy 
glass windows that block any sound. The voice we 
hear belongs to the man who is trying to repeat 
phrases that the other has just read from a book. 
Their task requires the accurate repetition of every 
word before they can move on, highlighting the 
difficulty of understanding speech on the basis  
of lip-reading alone.

Courtesy of Professor Stuart Rosen at UCL Speech, Hearing and 
Phonetic Sciences

Aiding Lip-Reading with a Complementary but 
Unintelligible Signal, 1978
Video, 59 sec

Now the man we can hear is also hearing the melody 
of the other man’s voice. Although this sound is itself 
unintelligible, it clearly helps lip-reading. One reason 
is because voice melody is generated by the vocal 
folds in the throat, which is complementary to what  
is seen on the lips.

Courtesy of Professor Stuart Rosen at UCL Speech, Hearing and 
Phonetic Sciences

WILLIAM DARTON

Hands Showing the Sign Language Alphabet, about 
1825
Coloured etching

Fingerspelling is an element of British Sign Language 
using spatial design and movement for the letters. 
The other elements of sign language include combined 
fingersigning and simultaneous speech. Sign language 
was used in British schools for deaf children from the 
mid 1700s and, like all language, has evolved through 
use over time. 

Wellcome Library, London
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FILIP BARTKOWIAK AND LUCY McGINLEY

Auslan development and signing chart, 2017
Digital print

Australian Sign Language, commonly referred to as 
Auslan, evolved from British and Irish teachers of 
the deaf who migrated to Australia and established 
schools in 1860. This chart depicts fi ngerspelling 
currently used to sign proper nouns, common nouns 
and technical terms. Although similar to British Sign 
Language, changes in positioning and emphasis are 
noticeable between these two examples. 

Source illustrations: Hein Nouwens / Shutterstock
Produced in consultation with the Deaf Society of NSW

Transcript of Helen Keller’s talk to the American 
Association to promote the teaching of speech to 
the deaf
The New York Medical Times, September 1986

Wellcome Library, London

HELEN KELLER

The Story of My Life, 1903

Helen Keller was an American author and lecturer. 
Born in 1880, she lost her sight and hearing at the 
age of 19 months after an undefi ned illness. In 1886 
her family employed Anne Sullivan to take care of her 
education. Sullivan used a method named Tadoma, 
which involves learning to speak by touching the 
teacher’s cheek and feeling vocal vibrations. Keller 
lectured throughout her life and wrote numerous 
books and articles. She was a radical socialist and 
supported a number of political causes. 

Wellcome Library, London

HELEN KELLER AND ANNE SULLIVAN, 1928

Newsreel footage

University of South Carolina Newsreel Library. Subtitled fi les from 
the National Association of the Deaf
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MELODIC CONTOURS

P SIMONAU, AFTER CHARLES LE BRUN (1619–90)

A Woman Laughing, 1822
Lithograph

Text reads: ‘Laughter, which is produced by joy mix’d 
with surprise, makes the eye-brows rise towards the 
middle of the eye and bend down towards the sides of 
the nose; the eyes are almost shut and sometimes 
appear wet, or shed tears, which make no alteration 
in the face; the mouth have open, shews the teeth; 
the corners of the mouth drawn back, cause a wrinkle 
in the cheeks, which appears so swell’d as to hide the 
eyes in some measure; the nostrils are open, and all 
the face is of a red colour.’

Wellcome Library, London

DANICA DAKIĆ

b 1962, lives and works in Sarajevo, Bosnia–
Herzegovina, and Düsseldorf, Germany

Emily, 2012
Single-channel video projection, 4:27 min

Danica Dakić explores the corporeal and political 
aspects of language and identity in this video, where 
image and sound encounter each other and form a 
strange alliance. A young deaf girl has a singing 
lesson, while the off-screen and commanding voice 
of her teacher alternates praise with instructions to 
refine the ‘elocution’ of her hand movements, facial 
expressions and gaze intensity.

Realised in Liverpool in collaboration with the Liverpool Signing 
Choir and photographer Egbert Trogemann. 

Courtesy of the artist 
Video stills: 2010 © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn
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MEREDITH MONK

b 1942, lives and works in New York, USA

Dolmen Music, 1981
Video, 2 min

A pioneer in extended vocal technique and 
interdisciplinary performance, Meredith Monk 
explores the voice as an instrument — as an eloquent 
language in itself — expanding the boundaries of 
musical composition, creating landscapes of sound 
that unearth feelings and memories for which there 
are no words.

Meredith Monk and Vocal Ensemble Dolmen Music  
Photo: Johan Elbers 
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Standard voice production relies on a power source (breath),  
a vibratory source (vocal folds or cords) and resonators (throat, 
mouth cavity and nasal passages). These provide the richness 
and tone that make the voice musical and give it individual 
character. The articulators (the tongue, soft palate and lips) 
modify the sound and produce recognisable words. In addition 
to all this, the action of generating the voice animates the entire 
body, including head, hands and arms, a process requiring 
substantial physical effort.

‘Strains of the Voice’ considers the flexibility of our voices and 
how we can manipulate, enhance or dramatically alter them with 
training and exercises. It also examines the vulnerability of the 
voice, how it can be lost or damaged due to trauma or disease. 
In Sam Belinfante’s film, a vocalist prepares her voice before a 
performance, revealing how different physical techniques affect 
her sound. The video of Bukhchuluun Ganburged performing 
Mongolian throat singing demonstrates one of the world’s oldest 
forms of singing. Throat singing uses a circular breathing and 
produces two or more notes simultaneously through an intricate 
vocalisation technique. A selection of early drawings, medical 
models and casts reveals the complexity of our vocal apparatus.



STRAINS OF THE VOICE
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SAM BELINFANTE

b 1983, lives and works in London, UK

Focus, 2012
16 mm film transferred to HD video, 13 min

Working in collaboration with vocalist Elaine Mitchener, 
Sam Belinfante has created a film that enacts exercise 
as both a device to practise and test techniques as 
well as a repetitive activity that requires great physical 
effort. While filming, Belinfante explored the limits 
and idiosyncrasies of his camera in a series of 
choreographed moves. At the same time, Mitchener 
mirrored these movements, engaging in an intensive 
workout routine that has dramatic effects on her own 
(vocal) instrument.

Courtesy of the artist 

IMOGEN STIDWORTHY

b 1963, lives and works in Liverpool, UK

Alex, 2001–02 
Video, 10 min 

With Jacob Lieberman and Alex F 

Imogen Stidworthy works with the voice as sculptural 
material to reflect on our relationship with social and 
linguistic space. This video is based on observations 
made over several months of the treatment of Alex,  
a man with a psychosomatic voice disorder — 
hypertension of the larynx, which contracts his vocal 
cords permanently into an unvoiced primal scream. 
The treatment involves a penetrating form of manual 
therapy that triggers in Alex strong emotional 
responses accompanied by vivid mental images. 

Courtesy of the artist, Matt’s Gallery, London, and Gallery Akinci, 
Amsterdam
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IMOGEN STIDWORTHY

b 1963, lives and works in Liverpool, UK

Castrato, 2012–16
HD video, three-channel sound, 7:43 min

For this installation, the artist worked with three voices at the top 
of the vocal range to simulate the castrato voice.

The ‘angelic’, idealised sound of the castrato voice was produced 
by a combination of training and castration — long since made 
illegal — which prevented a boy’s larynx from developing normally 
through puberty so he would retain the pure vocal tone of a child. 
In Stidworthy’s installation, this ‘lost voice’ is the starting point to 
investigate the interdependence and divergence between voices 
and bodies.

Singers: Nick Clapton, Loré Lixenberg, Oscar Richardson.  
Post-production: (sound) Nye Parry, Stefan Kazassoglou; (video) Martin Wallace.

Courtesy of the artist, Matt’s Gallery, London, and Gallery Akinci, Amsterdam 
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NEIL THAPEN

Pink Trombone, 2017
Online voice synthesiser

Pink Trombone is a disembodied mouth users can 
manipulate to see how sounds are formed. The sounds 
produced are controlled by re-forming and adjusting 
the shape and movements of the vocal tract. 

Neil Thapen, a mathematics researcher and game 
developer, became interested in the physical processes 
of speech production when his daughter was learning 
how to speak.  

Courtesy of Neil Thapen 

Shape of an Oral Cavity of a Male Adult Uttering the 
Japanese Vowel /A/, 1999 
Light-curing resin

These objects reveal three-dimensional data relating 
to the inner surface of the air passage from throat to 
mouth. They are constructed from a series of cross-
sectional images captured by a magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) scanner.

NTT Communication Science Laboratories

JOHN WILKINS

An Essay Towards a Real Character and a 
Philosophical Language, 1668

Natural philosopher John Wilkins aimed to establish  
a set of sounds for the pronunciation of a universal, 
artificial language. Viewed as a model of phonetic 
space, Wilkins’s chart incorporates both vowels and 
consonants, and shows a detailed appreciation of 
articulatory structures and processes. 

Wellcome Library, London
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WILLIAM ARTHUR AIKIN 

The Voice: An Introduction to Practical Phonology 
1951 

William Arthur Aikin’s study of phonology, the science 
of vocal sound, combines the physical laws of the 
production of sound with the physiological laws of 
the function and action of the human vocal organs. 
Aikin’s intention is to show how phonology is based 
on the sounding properties of organs, and how such 
knowledge can be used in vocal teaching.

Wellcome Library, London

GEORGE OSCAR RUSSELL

Speech and Voice, 1931

This book focuses on the ways singers produce sound, 
and includes X-rays of English, French, German, Italian, 
Spanish, soprano, tenor and baritone subjects. George 
Oscar Russell also taught speech to the deaf by showing 
how the physiological requirements and positions of 
the tongue, teeth and lips are responsible for particular 
vocal sounds. 

Wellcome Library, London

HENRY HARPER HULBERT 

Voice Training in Speech and Song: An Account of 
the Structure and Use of the Vocal Organs and the 
Means of Securing Distinct Articulation, 1910 

Introduction reads: ‘The human vocal instrument is  
a delicate mechanism and will not admit of anything 
approaching strain. In the development of its muscles 
tension and rigidity must be avoided; flexibility must 
be the aim. This is also the case in the healthy 
development of any muscle.’ 

Wellcome Library, London
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ÉDOUARD FORNIÉ 

Physiology of the Voice and the Word, 1866 

Anatomical illustrations of the larynx from different 
perspectives. 

Wellcome Library, London

THOMAS GODART

Papilloma Spring from the Neighbourhood of the Left 
Vocal Cord, 1883

Head and Neck of a Man, Showing a Fistulous Opening 
which Exposes the Epiglottis, Resulting from a Throat 
Cut, 1883

Respiratory Passages from a Case of Croup, 1862

Watercolour on paper

These beautifully detailed watercolours depicting vocal 
pathologies were created by Thomas Godart when he 
was employed as Medical Artist to the medical school 
at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London.

St Bartholomew’s Hospital Archives

PIERRE-YVES BORGEAUD WITH STIMMHORN 

Overtone Singing with X-ray (Extract from Inland) 
2002
Performed by Christian Zehnder 

Video, 39 sec

2002 © SRF licensed by Telepool GmbH Zurich
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DR I•SMAIL KOÇAK 

Normal vocal folds examined by high-speed digital 
camera, 2011
Video, 1 min

This video shows the workings of the vocal folds of a 
45-year-old male through teh use of high-speed 
laryngoscopy. The slow motion captures the 110 
vibrations that occur every second to pronounce the 
sound of the ‘a’ vowel.

Courtesy of Dr I•smail Koçak

BUKHCHULUUN (BUKHU) GANBURGED 

b 1985, lives and works in Sydney, NSW, and 
Ulannbaatar, Mongolia

Khöömei (Mongolian throat singing) 
HD video, 2 min 

Overtone singing is believed to have originated in 
Mongolia and is considered to be one of the world’s 
oldest forms of music. An overtone singer can produce 
multiple notes simultaneously through a specialised 
vocalisation technique using the throat’s resonant 
characteristics. By precise movements of the lips, 
tongue, jaw, soft palate and larynx, throat singers 
produce unique harmonies with only their bodies. 
Khöömei singing mimics sounds from the natural world 
and is used to tell grand tales and sagas of nomadic 
life on the Steppes in south-eastern Europe and Siberia. 

Courtesy of the artist, produced by the Museum of Applied Arts 
and Sciences, Sydney
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GREGORY WHITEHEAD 

Lives and works in The Berkshires, USA

If a Voice Like, Then What?, 2:48 min 

Addio Radio!, 1:30 min 

The Problem with Bodies, 1:13 min 

Selected voice cut-ups from the albums Disorder 
Speech, 1984–85, and Writing on Air, 1988. 
Produced with quarter-inch analog tape and hand-cut 
razor splices. 

Gregory Whitehead is an audio and radio artist with a 
focus on how analog and digital recording technologies 
change our perception of voice, consciousness and 
subjectivity. In these short razor cut-ups, he dissects 
what we mean by an ‘authentic’ or ‘healthy’ voice, 
and playfully explores the acrobatic convolutions of 
his recorded double. Whether speaking in person or 
through technology, we confront the same basic 
question: how do we communicate? 

Courtesy of the artist

Phra Malai manuscript, about 1850

This fi nely illustrated manuscript, written in black ink 
on khoi paper (from the khoi tree common in Thailand), 
narrates the legend of Phra Malai, a Buddhist monk of 
the Theravada tradition, who is said to have attained 
supernatural powers through his accumulated merit 
and meditation. On the left panel, one monk has a 
cheroot in his mouth, possibly a device to smoke or 
inhale some voice-enhancing medicine, while the two 
monks depicted on the right panel are holding their 
throats — a reference to vocal fatigue from long 
periods of chanting or recitation.

Wellcome Library, London
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H HOLBROOK CURTIS

Voice Building and Tone Placing: Showing a New 
Method of Relieving Injured Vocal Cords by Tone 
Exercises, 1896

Introduction reads: ‘For several years many of our 
most renowned singers have been convinced of the 
efficacy of our method of tone exercises in overcoming 
serious affections of the vocal cords, and we trust 
that a perusal of this work will amply repay every 
laryngologist who will take the time and trouble to 
verify our assertions. We have included some of the 
simplest exercises for the restitution of cords injured 
by improper vocal method, which may be employed 
by the teacher as well as the physician.’ 

Wellcome Library, London

J MILLHOFF & CO LTD, LONDON

Packet of De Reszke Minors cigarettes, 1920–50
Paper, metal, tobacco

Named after Polish opera singer Jean de Reszke 
(1850–1925), this brand of cigarette is believed to 
have been produced by J Millhoff, a Russian cigarette 
maker living in London. Millhoff supposedly created a 
special blend of tobacco that would not damage the 
singer’s voice, and in return he was allowed to sell 
the blend as De Reszke cigarettes.

Bonnington’s Irish Moss, 1890–1910
Metal

The manufacturer of Bonnington’s Irish Moss made 
many bold but vague claims unsupported by scientific 
evidence. Bonnington’s Irish Moss professed to treat all 
complaints of the throat and lungs, supposedly working 
immediately to heal, strengthen and increase the power 
and flexibility of a person’s voice. 

Gift of Anne Schofield, 1985. MAAS Collection 



STRAINS OF THE VOICE

36

Diagnosis and Treatment of Throat Conditions 
(Zhengzhi Tuzhu Houke)
Edition engraved 1797 (2nd year of the Jiaqing reign 
period of the Qing dynasty, Ding Si year)

Reproduction

This woodcut illustration shows a hoarse voice.

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for 
Traditional Chinese Medicine). Photo: Wellcome Library, London

GU SHICHENG 

Woodcut from The Great Compendium of the 
Medicine of Sores (Yangyi Daquan)
Edition published 1901 (27th year of the Guangxu 
reign period of the Qing dynasty) 

Reproduction

The original 17th-century Chinese medical text shows 
the location and characteristics of goitres, which are 
enlargements of the thyroid region, including local 
swellings and tumours that may cause a change in 
the character of the voice, especially in individuals 
who use their voices extensively.

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for 
Traditional Chinese Medicine). Photo: Wellcome Library, London

ZHAO PUQUAN

Woodcut illustrating ‘Obstructive Throat Wind’ from 
The Guide to Therapies for Throat Conditions (Zhi 
Hou Zhizhang), 1860 (10th year of the Xianfeng reign 
period of the Qing dynasty)

Reproduction

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for 
Traditional Chinese Medicine). Photo: Wellcome Library, London
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ZHANG ZON GLIANG

Woodcut from The Collected Secrets of Laryngology 
(Yanhou Miji), 1862 (1st year of the Tongzhi reign 
period of the Qing dynasty)

Reproduction

This book illustrates the condition known as 
‘obstructive throat wind with internal swelling’, which 
is described as being caused by external factors 
such as hot wind, fire flourishing in the lungs and 
stomach, and a proliferation of Yin and Yang, which 
cannot be integrated together. There are no external 
signs, but the internal symptoms include difficulty in 
speaking and eating, alongside wheezing and 
shortness of breath. 

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for 
Traditional Chinese Medicine). Photo: Wellcome Library, London

Phantom larynx, 1870–1916
Wood, metal, velvet

This curious model, which was used to teach students 
about the different diseases affecting the larynx, 
attempted to replicate the doctor’s view over a patient 
while being examined. The case is marked with the 
name of the owner, Sir Thomas Brunton Lauder, a 
distinguished British physician and pharmacologist 
who bequeathed a large collection of medical and 
surgical instruments to the Wellcome Collection.

On loan from the Wellcome Trust to the Science Museum Group

Electronic larynx, about 1975
Metal, plastic, nickel, cadmium

Electronic larynxes make speech possible for people 
who have lost their larynx. When the device is held 
against the throat, it produces vibrations that allow the 
user to form words and sounds. Although the resulting 
voice sounds robotic, it restores the power of voice and 
allows for relatively fast and natural communication.

Gift of Paxton-Barrand Hearing Aids Pty Limited, 1987.  
MAAS Collection
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VEDEN DENTAL LABORATORIES

Artificial larynx prototype, 2015
Plastic, metal, electronics

This is a prototype from research into the first 
non-invasive bionic larynx. Still in development,  
this bionic larynx returns the power of speech to 
people who have had their voice boxes surgically 
removed, often because of cancer. This prototype 
generates sound electronically, replicating the 
movement of the vocal folds using computer 
modelling. The sound then comes from the  
patient’s own mouth.

MARCS Institute, Western Sydney University

Human larynx and tongue specimen, about 1920
Human tissue

This preserved specimen shows the anatomy of the 
larynx and tongue, the organs responsible for sound 
production and articulation that ultimately make 
speech possible. The donor of this larynx died of 
leprosy, which in some forms may affect the larynx 
and cause drastic changes in the tone and quality  
of the voice.

The Ainsworth Interactive Collection of Medical Pathology, 
Discipline of Pathology, the University of Sydney
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DENOYER-GEPPERT COMPANY

Head, neck, throat and skin anatomy chart,  
about 1945–63
Canvas, wood, cotton, metal

During the early to mid-20th century in western 
society, interest in anatomy and the human body 
increased significantly. This wall chart, illustrating 
the anatomical detail of the head, neck, throat and 
skin, was used to teach human anatomy to school 
groups at the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences. 
The chart shows the muscles, cartilage, nerves and 
ligaments in the neck and throat, including the larynx, 
which contribute to vocal production. 

MAAS Collection
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Nothing defines us as intimately as our voice. An extension of 
our identity, it provides cues about social and geographical 
background and reveals aspects of our subconscious. The 
politics of voice perception and identification are complex. 
Certain accents can be used to single out individuals, while 
pitch and volume closely relate to gender stereotypes. Unlike 
our other attributes — such as facial features — the voice is not 
merely given to us, it is the result of our own production and it 
can be manipulated. This flexibility makes objective analysis all 
the more evasive. 

‘Voice and Identity’ questions how the more uncontrollable 
features of our voice can become a paradigm for analysing, 
classifying and sometimes regulating individuals and collectives, 
in terms of social class and nationality, gender and the law. The 
audio recordings from the Sydney Speaks Project over the past 
40 years seek to document and explore Australian English as it 
is spoken in Sydney, Australia’s largest and most ethnically and 
linguistically diverse city. Katarina Zdjelar’s film observes a 
language coach and his student, a migrant worker, learning  
to remove his accent. The documentary by Chris Chapman 
interrogates the vocal changes associated with gender transition.
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VOICE AND IDENTITY

KATARINA ZDJELAR

b 1979, lives and works in Rotterdam,  
The Netherlands

The Perfect Sound, 2009
Video, 14:30 min 

The camera observes a language coach and his 
student in a so-called Accent Removal Training session 
in Birmingham, UK, a city known for its strong accent. 
The grey-haired man chants monosyllables, over and 
over, while a young man mimics him simultaneously. 
The sound they produce is primal and humane, 
highlighting the traces of the class system.

Courtesy of the artist and SpazioA, Pistoia

SONY 

BM-76 transcribing machine, about 2004
Plastic, metal

In 1991 NSW Police started tape-recording interviews 
with suspects in police stations. Four years later, 
during a reform of the law of evidence, electronic 
audiovisual recording became a legal prerequisite  
for the admission of a confession as evidence in 
court. This was initially intended to address concerns 
about alleged ‘verballing’, the practice of fabricating 
confessions or admissions during interviews. Far 
from a perfect solution, this relatively new type of 
evidence presents new challenges in how recordings 
of the voice are analysed and interpreted.

Courtesy of NSW Police Force
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DR PHIL ROSE

Disputed utterances, 2009
Digital print

We all hear familiar voices and identify their owners 
every day. This leads to the assumption that people 
have a ‘common knowledge’ when it comes to 
figuring out what has been said or indeed who said it. 
This is problematic in terms of the law as it turns out 
most people are very unreliable ear witnesses when  
it comes to recognising voices unfamiliar to them. 
Forensic linguists study the science of speech and 
analyse it using many methods. These symbols are 
part of an auditory phonetic analysis of a small 
selection of possible words said by David Bain during 
his emergency call to report finding his family 
murdered. 

Courtesy of Dr Phil Rose 
Newspaper image: The New Zealand Herald, 12 June 2009, p A5

Disputed utterance from David Bain's emergency 
phone call, 1994
Audio recording

This is a section of the emergency phone call made 
by David Bain to report finding his family murdered. 
It was alleged this recording contains a sentence 
amounting to an admission of guilt. 

Two independent analyses of the data found strong 
evidence in support of the hypothesis that the disputed 
utterance begins with Bain saying, ‘I can’t’, not ‘I shot’.

What do you hear in the recording?

Public domain 
Illustration: Lucy Charlotte
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VOICE AND IDENTITY

GEORGINA HEYDON

Analysis of police interview transcript (extract), 2005
Digital print

Prosody is the study of the rhythm, pattern and 
sound of speech and how these features contribute 
to meaning. The interpretation of what is being said 
is heavily influenced by how it is said and the way it 
is said. This transcription captures more than just 
the words. It details conversational structures like 
overlapping speech, rising and falling intonations, 
silences and other prosodic features, giving a more 
complete picture. Deliberate silences are part of the 
voice but can be perceived as uncooperative even 
though the justice system grants us a ‘right to 
silence’.

Centre for Global Research, RMIT University

PETER LADEFOGED

A Course in Phonetics, 1975

Spectrograms give a visual representation of speech 
that helps phoneticians analyse vowels and consonants. 
Back in the 1960s, engineers started using the term 
‘voiceprint’ instead of spectrogram. This gives the 
misleading impression that spectrograms can identify 
people like fingerprints do. Courts started to admit 
voiceprints as forensic evidence, even though 
phonetics experts explained this is not valid. In fact, 
there are currently no known features that enable 
‘matching’ or ‘identifying’ people purely by their voice. 
A person is unique — their voice is not. 

Courtesy of Helen Fraser, rethinkspeech.com.au 
MAAS Research Library
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CHRIS CHAPMAN

Lives and works in London, UK

Voice and Identity, 2016
Video, 5 min

Creative Consultants: Polly Thomas and Alex Bulmer

This film features two individuals who have gone 
through gender transition and speech and language 
therapist Dr Jen Read, who researches the vocal 
changes and subsequent psychosocial impacts 
associated with this process.

Wellcome Collection, London

PROFESSOR CATHERINE TRAVIS AND  
CALE JOHNSTONE  

Sydney Speaks Project, 2014–21
Australian English Interactive

The Sydney Speaks Project explores Australian English 
as it is spoken in Sydney, a city with high social, 
linguistic and cultural diversity. This interactive work 
features recordings of Sydneysiders from the 1970s to 
the present, and challenges assumptions made about 
people based on how they speak. The project tackles 
questions highly relevant in Australia today, including: 
what kinds of voice variation exist, how multiple 
social factors work together in shaping language use, 
how different ways of speaking are perceived and 
evaluated, and how those evaluations can vary across 
social groups.

Co-produced by MAAS and Catherine Travis, Cale Johnstone 
and James Grama (ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics 
of Language, Australian National University), with support from 
Barbara Horvath (University of Sydney) and Associate Professor 
Caroline Jones (MARCS Institute, Western Sydney University).

ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language, ANU 
Photo: Marinco Kojdanovski, MAAS
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The word ‘acousmatic’ derives from the Greek term akousmatikoi, 
used to refer to the students of philosopher and mathematician 
Pythagoras who would listen in silence as he delivered his lecture 
from behind a screen. Mainly used in music and cinema, when 
the origin of sound remains unseen (such as the off-screen 
voice in film), this experience is expanded in ‘Unlocated Voices’ 
to expose how this separation of the voice from its source may 
induce anxiety and wonder: from the workings of our inner 
voices or the voice of the Divine to the commanding voice of 
authority and discipline.

The phenomenon of hearing a voice that others cannot hear  
can be extremely challenging. Recent research has revealed  
this experience takes many different forms — which may in turn 
reflect different cognitive and neural processes. Culture too has 
a significant impact on our understanding of the experience; 
some philosophers, writers and believers regard voice-hearing 
as a rare talent and special gift.

The invention of modern devices for augmenting or reproducing 
the voice, such as the phonograph or the microphone, has 
shifted our individual and collective experience of the voice, 
which can now emanate from an increasing number of sources. 
As technology evolved, inventors have also sought to humanise 
these disembodied and inexpressive voices.
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UNLOCATED VOICES

SONIA LEBER 

b 1959, lives and works in Melbourne, Vic

DAVID CHESWORTH

b 1958, lives and works in Melbourne, Vic 

This is Before We Disappear from View, 2014/2016/2017
Eight-channel audio installation, metal, 22:30 min

The acousmatic voice is a voice whose source cannot be located; 
while it can generate curiosity, it is ultimately unsettling. In this 
installation, a single robotic voice is heard from a large metallic 
speaker in measured, staccato bursts. Synthesised and genderless, 
it delivers instructions, admonishments and encouragements. The 
installation is the artists’ response to Australia’s mandatory detention 
of asylum seekers; it holds up a mirror to the philosophies of 
discipline and control, incorporating texts from Michel Foucault, 
Franz Kafka, Charles Dickens and Karl Marx.

First developed for 19th Biennale of Sydney; commissioner, Juliana Engberg;  
with support from the Australia Council.

Courtesy of the artists 
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EMILY KAME KNGWARREYE

About 1910–96, lived and worked in Alhalkere,  
Utopia Station, NT 
Language group: Anmatyerre, NT

Untitled (Alhalkere), 1992
Synthetic polymer on polyester 

Emily Kame Kngwarreye is recognised as one of 
Australia’s most accomplished and significant artists. 
Informed by thousands of years of Aboriginal tradition, 
her paintings possess a pulsating energy and rhythm 
that resonate with the ancestral journeys, which are 
carried by song. All of her work is about Alhalkere — 
her country and the stories of her Tjukurrpa 
(ancestral creation beings). This painting conveys 
information about stories and songs given to 
Kngwarreye as a senior woman by the Ancestors  
and embodies the songs she sang as she painted.

Private collection, courtesy of Utopia Art Sydney

JULIAN OF NORWICH

Sixteen Revelations of Divine Love, 1625 

During a period of extreme illness in 1373, anchoress 
Dame Julian of Norwich experienced intense visions 
that became the basis of her Revelations (about 
1393), the first book in the English language known 
to have been written by a woman. Julian’s work 
belongs within a long tradition of devotional writing 
rooted in individual affective or mystical experience. 
Her ‘showings’ are physically compelling and multi-
sensory, and she recounts too her direct experience 
of the Divine voice.

British Library, Stowe MS 42
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UNLOCATED VOICES

VIRGINIA WOOLF 

A Sketch of the Past, 19 June – 15 November 1940

English novelist Virginia Woolf had an ambivalent 
relationship with voice-hearing. She depicted the 
experience in novels such as Mrs Dalloway, and 
described literary inspiration as involving an act of 
communication from elsewhere, as though another 
entity was speaking through her. Woolf herself heard 
voices, the origins of which she traced to experiences 
of trauma. They caused her considerable distress and 
are cited in her suicide note. In this autobiographical 
essay she refers to ‘those horrible voices’ that 
accompanied one of her early breakdowns. 

British Library, Add 61973 © The Estate of Virginia Woolf

TED KOTCHEFF

The Human Voice, 1966
Video, 90 min

Based on Jean Cocteau’s one-character play and 
starring Ingrid Bergman, this film presents a woman 
pleading with her ex-lover over the phone in a 
conversation constantly interrupted by a bad 
connection. The voice on the other end of the line, 
however, remains inaudible throughout, leaving the 
woman to appear as if she is conversing with herself.

Archbuild/Associated Rediffusion

SAMUEL BECKETT

Not I, 1973 
Video of performance at the Royal Court Theatre, 
London, 12:02 min

Samuel Beckett was fascinated by the multiple, 
ambiguous and intimate voices of consciousness,  
and in much of his work inner speech plays an 
important role. Not I takes place in a pitch-black 
space illuminated only by a single beam of light fixed  
on actress Billie Whitelaw’s mouth. The disembodied 
mouth tells its tale ‘at the speed of thought’ while it 
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appears to be listening and responding to some inner 
voice unheard by the audience.

BBC Motion Gallery / Getty Images

EUGENE BANN AND MICHIEL RAUWS

Sara, the artificial intelligence (AI) psychologist, 
2014–17

The chatbot will see you now

Meet Sara, part of the latest evolution in chatbot 
counselling technology. A chatbot is a computer 
program that has a conversation with you. In the 
1960s computer scientist Joseph Weizenbaum 
created Eliza, a chatbot that replied to statements 
with questions using a limited set of rules based on 
keywords. Sara remembers and builds on all her prior 
chats when considering what to say next. Sara uses  
a combination of psychological techniques that helps 
people feel better. ‘Talk to Sara’ is available for you  
to chat to anytime on Facebook. 

X2AI

EUGENE BANN AND MICHIEL RAUWS

Karim, the AI providing psychological support to 
those in need, 2014–17
Video, 4 min

Sara’s Arabic-speaking little brother, Karim, is helping 
Syrian refugees through the trauma of civil war and 
displacement. Adapted specifically for use in the 
Middle East, Karim isn’t as direct when asking people 
about their problems. Users know they are speaking 
to a computer, and report it actually makes them 
more comfortable about opening up and discussing 
their fears. Karim is there for some of the world’s 
most disenfranchised people whenever they need to 
talk. The healing power of an attentive ear and kind 
word is not limited to the realm of humans. 

X2AI
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UNLOCATED VOICES

HOMER DUDLEY

The Voder (Bell Labs), 1939
Video, 54 sec

The Voder was the first device that could generate 
continuous human speech electronically. The machine’s 
possible sound combinations are so varied that it can 
imitate the inflections, overtones and shading of 
human diction. By altering the pitch, it can change 
from a man’s voice to a woman’s or a child’s, mimic 
animal sounds, locomotive whistles and even the 
noise of an aeroplane engine.

AP Archive

J OTTMAN

Advertising poster for the Edison phonograph, 1906
Paper

The phonograph was invented by Thomas Edison in 
1877 as a method for recording and playing back the 
human voice. This was the beginning of technology 
inhabiting the realm of the voice. They are no longer 
crude talking machines; we now carry technology that 
speaks to us everywhere we go. 

MAAS Collection

ÉDOUARD-LÉON SCOTT DE MARTINVILLE

Phonautogram, 1860
Reproduction

This phonautogram contains the folksong ‘Au Clair  
de la Lune’ (By the Light of the Moon) — the earliest 
clear recording of the human voice yet recovered. 
The sound was released by First Sounds in 2008 and 
is available at firstsounds.org/sounds/scott.php

Facsimile on loan from the Académie des Sciences — Institut de 
France
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AMALGAMATED WIRELESS AUSTRALASIA LTD

Microphone, about 1930
White marble, chrome metal, wire mesh, leather 

This microphone was used at the opening of the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge in 1932. On that day this 
microphone was set up to broadcast the voices of  
all the speakers to the live audience and every radio 
station, as well as being used to make recordings for 
films and gramophones. Fewer than 300 of these 
microphones were made. 

Gift of Telstra Corporation Limited, 2007. MAAS Collection

MILTON KENT

Photograph, about 1920

This photograph shows a man sitting at an office 
desk surrounded by modern technological devices. 
The evolution of recording and playback devices was 
growing into an important industry in the 1920s, 
resulting in a major shift in our experiences of the 
voice. The office worker/manager is speaking into a 
cylinder dictaphone, an early innovation in dictation 
machines by Bell Laboratories, which allowed for 
more reliable recording and playback of the voice. 

Gift of Mr Donald J Harkness, 1994. MAAS Collection

Advertising sign for EMI/HMV, about 1960
Waxed paper

HMV stands for His Master’s Voice, the title of the 
original painting by Francis Barraud depicted in  
this print. It shows Nipper, the dog of Barraud’s dead 
brother, attentively listening to a cylinder phonograph 
playing the phantom voice of his former owner. For 
advertising purposes, the device changed to a wind-up 
gramophone, and then just a silhouette, which was 
used as the logo for British record company EMI/His 
Master’s Voice, and later for music retail store HMV. 

Gift of David Sheedy, 1991. MAAS Collection
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JOSEPH FABER

Euphonia, 1845
Barnum's talking machine

Faber’s ‘marvelous talking machine’ was hailed as  
the ‘scientific sensation of the age’. It contained a 
vibrating ivory reed, of variable pitch, forming its 
vocal cords; an oral cavity, whose size and shape 
could be rapidly changed by pressing keys on a 
keyboard; a rubber tongue and lips to make 
consonants; a little windmill turning in its throat, 
rolling the letter ‘r’; and a tube attached to its nose 
when it speaks French.

Courtesy of the Meserve-Kunhardt Foundation  
Photo: Mathew Brady

Ventriloquist dummy head, 1950–70
Papier-mâché, cloth, wood, wire, hair, rubber 

Ventriloquism refers to the voice produced from one 
person and then ‘thrown’ to appear to come from 
another source. Talking heads, or dummies, have 
been used in ventriloquism since the 19th century, 
although there is evidence that talking heads were 
used prior to this to tell prophecies or as spirit 
voices. Ventriloquism is a more recent incarnation  
of the disembodied voice. 

Gift of the National Trust of Australia, NSW, 1999. MAAS Collection
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ASTA GRÖTING 

b 1961, lives and works in Berlin, Germany

The Inner Voice (You Are Good), 16 Years, 1999–2015
Single-channel video, 9:52 min

Asta Gröting’s ongoing project, The Inner Voice, 
consists of a series of performances and fi lms 
treating the question of the unconscious and the 
forbidden aspects of the human psyche. Using a 
dummy she sculpted in 1992, Gröting has engaged 
internationally known ventriloquists and authors 
to develop performances in their native languages, 
holding discussions with a ventriloquist dummy 
about central questions of human life such as 
friendship, love, self-knowledge, self-confi dence, 
ageing, sickness and death, creating insightful, 
yet comic, and at times absurd situations. 

This video captures Native American ventriloquist Big 
Mountain performing Gröting’s script The Inner Voice 
(You Are Good), fi rst in 1999 and again in 2015.

Courtesy of the artist and carlier | gebauer, Berlin

ERIK BÜNGER

I Hereby Command You to Give Voice to These Letters 
Silently or Out Loud, 2011
Wall text

Erik Bünger’s work revolves around the human voice 
and its contradictory relationship with the body, 
language, music and technology. Addressing the 
voice as the very thing that allows something other 
or radically inhuman to enter and take control of the 
human body, this wall text seems to awaken an 
imposing inner speech in the reader, while its mental 
articulation might simultaneously involve slight 
muscular movements in the larynx.

Courtesy of the artist

I I 

HEREBY HEREBY HEREBY HEREBY HEREBY HEREBY HEREBY 

COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND 

YOU YOU YOU YOU 

TO TO TO 

GIVE GIVE GIVE GIVE GIVE 

VOICE VOICE VOICE VOICE VOICE VOICE 

TO TO TO 

THESE THESE THESE THESE THESE THESE THESE 

LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS LETTERS 

SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY SILENTLY 

OR OR OR 

OUT OUT OUT OUT 

LOUDLOUDLOUDLOUDLOUD
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CHRISTIAN THOMPSON  

b 1978, lives and works in London, UK  
Language group: Bidjara, QLD

Refuge, 2014
Video, 4:19 min 

Christian Thompson’s art practice engages with ideas 
of identity, cultural hybridity and history. In Refuge 
Thompson performs a song in Bidjara, the language 
of his Ancestors, which is now classified as extinct. 
Composed in collaboration with British musician 
James Young, this work is an expression of indigeneity 
and contemporary experience. Refuge considers the 
vital role of the voice in language and oral tradition, 
which sustains culture and creates collective identity, 
and the deep ruptures that are caused when this link 
is broken. 

Courtesy of the artist and Michael Reid Sydney
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MATTHEW HERBERT

b 1972, lives and works in London, UK

Chorus, 2016 

Prolific and accomplished British electronic musician Matthew Herbert 
is renowned for manipulating everyday sounds and bodily experiences 
to produce electronic music. Chorus asks visitors to follow a set of 
instructions and sing a single note within a professional recording 
booth. The visitors’ voices are then automatically added to a chorus 
of voices, including performers and staff from the Royal Opera House, 
London, forming an ever-expanding sound installation that is also 
online. Use the interactive tools to explore the voices and add your 
own at wellcomecollection.org/chorus

Commissioned by Wellcome Collection and Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Design 
by Studio Plus Three. Sound by Bowers and Wilkins. Audio consultant: Peter Cobbin, 
Director of Engineering, Abbey Road Studios. System design and implementation: 
Sam Britton for Coda Cola and Matthew Yee-King for Museifi.

Image: Studio Plus Three
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LAWRENCE ENGLISH 

b 1976, Australia, lives and works in Brisbane, QLD

A People’s Choir, 2017
Powder-coated aluminium, custom speaker array, multi-channel 
sound

Created with the assistance of the students and staff of St Clair High 
School, Western Sydney, and International Grammar School, Ultimo.

This sound sculpture invites everyone to contribute to the creation of 
the work by joining together to record their aspirations and desires 
for the future. Their dream or desire is then uploaded into the 
sound sculpture and collected together with thousands of other 
voices to create a powerful virtual public assembly in the sound 
‘chandelier’ suspended from the Museum ceiling. The voices 
lingering in the air remind us we are not alone in our desire to 
imagine and realise an optimistic future.

Image: Studio Plus Three
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Utterance, 2017
Multi-channel sound, 14 historical gramophone horns from the 
MAAS collection, additional gramophone horn props

In 1877 Thomas Edison created the phonograph, which relied on 
horns, as did the next-generation gramophones, to amplify voices 
and sounds that were recorded and reproducible for the first time. 
This invention opened up the way voice could exist beyond its 
initial moment of utterance. This sound work by Lawrence English, 
incorporating historical gramophone horns from the MAAS collection, 
asks us to consider how discourses affect us and what it means when 
voices are not listened to or are not permitted to speak, especially in 
complex political times such as those we currently face. 

A People’s Choir and Utterance commissioned by the Museum of Applied Arts and 
Sciences, Sydney

Photo: Emma Bjorndahl, MAAS



For full performance programs, visit 
maas.museum/this-is-a-voice

KUSUM NORMOYLE

Seeking Structural Isolation: Diffuse 
Powerhouse Museum

Thursday 10 August, 7.30 pm

MAASive Lates, free

Kusum Normoyle is known for her high- 
energy vocal performances and physical 
approach to amplification and volume. 
To mark the launch of This is a Voice, this 
newly commissioned work features her 
distinct style of vocalisation dispersed 
through an array of speakers embedded 
in the Museum’s cavernous architecture.

ANNA BARHAM

A Sentence Can be Ours and Ours 
Reading group
Powerhouse Museum

Saturday 12 August, 11.00 am–12 noon 
and 2.00–3.00 pm

Free with Museum entry

Join a circle of readers where a range  
of texts is processed through the 
participants’ readings as well as speech-
recognition software. Slipping from 
version to version, syntax and meaning 
ebb and flow in the unpunctuated blocks 
of text that the computer outputs.

Presented with support from British Council

SUPER CRITICAL MASS

24-Hour Choir
Sydney Observatory

Saturday 2 September, 1.00 pm –  
Sunday 3 September, 1.00 pm

Free

Join our diverse ‘citizens choir’ to sustain 
the human voice across an entire day and 
night. No training needed, stay as long as 
you like in this beautiful outdoor setting 
overlooking Sydney Harbour. 24-Hour 
Choir is a new work especially composed 
for This is a Voice by artists and 
composers Julian Day and Luke Jaaniste.

AGATHA GOTHE-SNAPE

Rhetorical Chorus (LW)
Performance Space LiveWorks Festival  
Carriageworks 

19–22 October

For tickets and further information, 
please visit performancespace.com.au

In Rhetorical Chorus artist Agatha 
Gothe-Snape explores the role of the 
physical body in transmitting and 
receiving knowledge. Featuring Joan La 
Barbara, this work is inspired by a chance 
encounter with legendary New York 
conceptual artist Lawrence Weiner.  
This choral performance composed in 
collaboration with Megan Alice Clune 
utilises the ancient tradition of 
cheironomia, a musical system notated 
by hand gestures. 

Presented in partnership with Performance Space 
and Carriageworks
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JOAN LA BARBARA

Extended Vocal Techniques in 
Contemporary Music, Art and Film
Powerhouse Museum

Monday 16 October, 6.00 pm

Throughout her groundbreaking career 
as a composer and performer, Joan La 
Barbara has worked with some of the 
most notable names in contemporary 
music. Hear Joan speak about her work, 
perform and demonstrate her pioneering 
vocal explorations.

JOAN LA BARBARA

Voice is the Original Instrument
Sydney Conservatorium of Music, 
Recital Hall East

Tuesday 17 October, 7.00 pm

Free

An iconic figure in the field of 
contemporary classical music,  
Joan La Barbara performs her work 
encompassing the early experimental 
étude ‘Circular Song’ through current 
music, utilising her signature extended 
vocal techniques and sonic atmospheres, 
her multi-layered textural soundscapes.

Presented in partnership with the Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music

Powerhouse Museum

Weekends, public holidays and school 
holidays, 11.00–11.30 am

Free with Museum entry

Stop by and listen to the Voicings series, 
which brings live vocalisations to the 
exhibition This is a Voice. This regular 
series offers an intimate, behind-the-
scenes glimpse into the mechanics of 
voice production and vocal exercises. 

The performances are produced in collaboration 
with Sophie Harrington and David Greenhalgh

This is a Voice: The Book

This book is a practical toolkit for 99 
step-by-step vocal exercises devised by 
renowned vocal coaches to help speakers 
and singers of all abilities transform the 
quality of their voice. By following these 
simple techniques, anyone can gain more 
control over their voice — whether to 
project confidence and be more 
persuasive at work, or just to sing in 
tune. Featuring a foreword by musician 
and broadcaster Cerys Matthews and an 
introduction from Professor Steven 
Connor of the University of Cambridge, 
the book is available from the MAAS Store 
at the Powerhouse Museum and online 
at maas.museum. 

VOICINGS SERIES
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EXHIBITION PARTNER

MARCS Institute for Brain, Behaviour and 
Development, Western Sydney University

PROGRAM PARTNERS

Performance Space 
Sydney Conservatorium of Music,  
University of Sydney

The Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences 
would like to thank all the artists, museums, 
galleries and individuals who have 
generously lent and contributed to the 
exhibition. Special thanks to our project 
partner the Wellcome Collection, London; 
Touring Exhibitions Manager, Rachel Sturgis; 
the students and staff of St Clair High School, 
Western Sydney, and International Grammar 
School, Ultimo; Professor Katherine Biber, 
Faculty of Law, University of Technology 
Sydney; and the MAAS This is a Voice 
project team. 

PRESENTED BY THE  
MAAS CENTRE FOR STEAM

This guide accompanies the exhibition  
This is a Voice at the Powerhouse Museum, 
11 August 2017 – 28 January 2018  
© Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences 2017

MUSEUM OF APPLIED ARTS  
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SYDNEY PRESENTATION

Lead Curator: Katie Dyer

Curator: Tilly Boleyn

Project Coordinator: Helen Johnson

Exhibition Design: Studio Plus Three

Graphic Design: Lucy McGinley and  
Daniel Ormella

Editor: Jo Lyons

Program Producer: Sophie Harrington

WELLCOME COLLECTION  
LONDON PRESENTATION 

Curator: Bárbara Rodríguez Muñoz 

Exhibition Design: Plaid

Graphic Design: Europa

PHOTO CREDITS 

MAAS objects: Felix Warmuth unless 
otherwise stated

Wellcome Library loans and Library of 
Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China 
Academy for Traditional Chinese Medicine) 
reproductions: Wellcome Images
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SUPPORTED BY THE BRITISH COUNCIL

This is a Voice is a Wellcome Collection 
exhibition produced in collaboration 
with the Museum of Applied Arts and 
Sciences
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