
A Time to Hear for Here is a five 

storey high circadian mobile in sound, 

conceived and orchestrated by aural 

architect John Oswald, that can in 

an unpredictable interval transform 

from a whisper in Mecca to a storm 

in Moncton.  Distributed over dozens 

of loudspeakers and throughout 

each unique day are thousands of 

never ending combinations of sonic 

signifiers and musical moments in six-

dimensional time/space.
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for A Time to 

Hear for Here 
is monumental, 

but there is  a 
natural, human 

scale to its 
content.

  
—John Oswald
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Qui ?
When one first hears that John Oswald is creating a sound installation that contains a Motet, a cognitive 
disonance automatically occurs. The memory juxtaposition of first, Oswald’s notoriety stemming from his 
work in his autodidactic medium of Plunderphonics, and then parallel to this, the memory of Janet Cardiff’s 
highly recognized work “40 Part Motet” completed in 2001, could lead one very quickly to an assumption that 
Oswald’s piece is either a trope or a spurious act of Plunder. 

Perhaps it is a cultural phenomenon in our country that we create as a collective, giving each other courage and 
materials, through an open dialogue and a necessary community connection, derived from the landscape and 
the experience of winter. The white blanket, the lack of fresh food , did this lead us to share and encourage each 
other’s creative spirits and plant seeds in each others minds?

When one pursues this question in this case, the answer is affirming and surprising. A lineage can be traced in 
the artistic process of John Oswald that makes the choice of Josquin des Prez’ Motet a natural choice within the 
story of his artistic practice and it points to the time and place where Oswald’s work intersected with Cardiff’s; 
in the beautiful creative sanctuary this country provides for artists to develop from the mountainous landscape 
of Banff to the world forum and humanity’s historical galleries. —Anne Bourne

What follows is, as Oswald recalls:

A Selective Lineage of Multi-Speaker Sound Installations

—mid 70’s: John Cage collaborator David Tudor visited Toronto to present his environmental work Rainforest, 
which involved spatially distributing objects which had been made into loudspeakers. Marvin Green assists in 
the creation of the Toronto version of the work.

—1976 Marvin Green and John Oswald began working on their project Pitch: 
sound distributed in perfectly dark environments.

—ca.1982 Marvin Green was contracted by artist Mick Tebb to make sound for a sculptural simulation of New 
Orleans’ Bourbon Street he was commissioned to make for the West Edmonton Mall. Life-size mannequins 
of musicians were fabricated with loudspeakers installed in their instruments; for example in the bell of the 
trombone, or behind the tympanum of the banjo. Although in the final piece there was no separation achieved 
between individual tracks, a multi-track recording of Dixieland Jazz, was projected through each individual 
instrument and its respective installed loudspeaker.  (Some of the musicians are purported to look like Marvin 
Green).

—ca.1984 John Oswald described Marvin’s scheme to Christopher Butterfield and he suggests that an ideal 
piece of music to spatialize in this fashion would be Thomas Tallis’ 16th century composition Spem in Alium, a 
40-part vocal motet, with an individual loudspeaker for each of the voices.

—1991 Oswald was in residence at the Banff Centre creating a soundtrack for a Belgium TV production, assisted by 
sound engineer and Banff Centre audio intern Phil Strong. Strong wass concurrently assisting other artists, as well as 
pursuing and demonstrating a personal research project consisting of a 24-speaker installation in which each speaker 
reproduces a track from the Centre’s 24-track tape deck. Observing the multi-speaker array Oswald recalled Butterfield’s 
suggestion that the perfect musical source for a spatially-distributed multi-track recording was the Tallis Motet. While 
at Banff Oswald and Cardiff never met. Neither Strong nor Cardiff remember specifically discussing the multi-speaker 
installation.



—2001 Oswald (with Strong) creates an elaborate installation to compliment a series of multi-screen videos 
in a collaboration with Bruce Mau Design. The project is titled Stress. Cardiff creates her Forty Part Motet, 
distributing the Tallis composition through 40 loudspeakers in a circle.

—2006 Oswald is creating a sound environment he is creating for the Royal Ontario Museum’s new 
architextural expansion. He desides to revisit the theme of spatially distributed acoustic individuals in an 
evolving circadian sound cycle. As the number of voices fits with the number of loudspeakers planned by 
the architects, he chooses as his point of departure a 15th century 24 part motet by Josquin des Prez, to be 
transliterated into 24 languages.

—2007:  Avril Lavigne records the chorus to her new single Girlfriend in eight languages. In addition to 
English,she sings in French, Portuguese, German, Italian, Spanish, Japanese and Mandarin.

all the incidents mentioned involve Canadians.
      •
Also interesting from the  historical perspective of Plunder, is the discussion that Thomase Tallis’ composition 
sounds so similar to another 40-part motet from the same time, Ecce Beatem Lucem by Alessandro Striggio, 
that, with scant evidence, it is assumed by most people that the more famous Spem in Alium is a knock-off 
of the Striggio work. It is also possible that the reverse is the case. In either case the Tallis version is a more 
dramatic work, and if it was written in imitation, it is a case of the work being better by the borrower.
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a time to hear for here
 

“Our task is to paint this contemporary Sistine Chapel with a fresco of sound, applying the layers of aural chiarascuro on site.” 

               
—John Oswald 

 

  Visitors to the new Crystal wing of the Royal Ontario Museum travel from gallery to gallery by crisscrossing bridges on 

four levels. The chasm-shaped space they traverse is the Spirit House. 

 There are no visible exhibits here. Instead, the Spirit House is filled, at various moments of the day, with sounds, placed there 

by acoustic architect and composer John Oswald. 

 He calls this A Time To Hear for Here.

 The sounds are familiar ones: signals and events from our worldwide environment, combined with human voices; everything 

from a whisper to a thunderstorm, a hummingbird to a choir.

 These sounds are all scheduled by a central computer. Some are random and can transpire, as in life, anytime and anywhere, 

through one or more of the three dozen loudspeakers situated throughout this central crevice in the museum. Other sounds happen 

according to a global clock, occurring at a particular hour, or else shifting along from day to day, as scheduled times of sunrises and 

sunsets on the other side of the world progress and regress through the year. 

 As often as not the room is silent, except for half a dozen windows of sound which can only be heard when one is standing in 

one of several particular sonic spots. The continuous beams heard through these invisible windows issue multilingual greetings and 

aural indications of the global birth and death rates of human beings. And a gong sounds throughout the Spirit House on the occasion 

of the loss to the planet of another species to extinction.

 One can set one’s watch to the hourly signals in A Time to Hear for Here: these soundmarkers are transmitted from different 

time zones in Canada and around the World. So at 10.30AM one hears the distant noon gun of St.John’s Newfoundland, in the East, 

and at 15.00 (3PM) the first four notes of the Canadian national anthem sound from the noon horn in Vancouver, on the West Coast.

 Historical time also becomes part of the six-dimensional spatial-temporal structure of the composition. Acoustic events which 

are no longer part of the world’s soundscape return to the Spirit House. Hear the groan of an old diaphone fog horn, or perhaps the 

fragile twitter of an increasingly rare avian species.

 Then there are the many sound events that happen by random chance — no one knows what comes next: hear a loon and a 

whale sing a duet, or a Chinese folk melody accompanied by a plaintive CN train whistle. Some of these chance juxtapositions will 

only happen once in a blue moon.

 Not everyone chooses to subscribe to a 24/7 culture, where anything is accessible anytime. A Time to Hear for Here celebrates 

occasional events as preferable to having everything always available on demand. So a visitor to the ROM may wish to personally 

schedule a visit to the Spirit House at 17.17 (5.17PM) when Qui occurs — a once-a-day choral concert of Renaissance polyphony 

translated into two dozen simultaneous but distinct languages. For listeners who can’t be there for this virtual vocal ensemble, they 

might catch rehearsals by some of the singers at other times. Or one might chance to hear a whistled snippet of a familiar melody from 

long ago or far away... 


