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“aroundsound,” Michael Barton
Miller's silent installation, con-
sists of an intensely detailed,
obsessive series of objects that
create a topography of noise.

His use of sound as image rather
than presence is unique. Although
artists have long been interested
in representing sound, most have
used it either romantically in
attempts to create a synaesthesia
of sound and form or as a means
of establishing atmosphere.

Miller's intention is to represent
a very particular kind of sound,
one he calls “aroundsound.” This
refers to the noise that permeates
the urban environment, unwanted
sounds that enter uninvited into
one's home, including the muffled
sounds of neighbors leaking
between stud wall and sheetrock,
shouts from the street, car horns,
squealing brakes, pumped-up car
radios, jet planes passing overhead,
and midnight barking. Although
these sounds often stay at a
threshold level just below aware-
ness, such ambient noise defines
interior space and erodes the con-
ventional boundaries of walls and
ceilings. These noises are neither
music nor communication; their
most salient characteristic is ran-
dom formlessness.

The impetus to deal with ambient
sound came about a year ago as a
by-product of the birth of Miller's
daughter. New parents develop a
very acute kind of hearing pitched
to distinguish baby sounds from
all others; infant cries, murmurs,
and babblings led Miller to con-
struct a relationship between
sound, space, and silence. The
project began as a memory archive
of strange sounds that had filtered
into various studios and apart-
ments Miller occupied over the
years. After making elaborate
drawings that traced the topogra-
phy and movement of these
sounds, he decided to concen-
trate on their physicality and oth-
erness by blurring the distinctions
between noise and signal, dis-
tance and intimacy. The resulting
waork recasts the way certain
sounds occupy space; the material
forming these objects, foamcore,
neatly reconfigures the weight-
lessness of sound. Conceptually,
the work is based on a reposition-
ing of sound’s temporal fragmen-
tation from the realm of frequency,
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nvisibility, and free-fall to a tan-
gible three-dimensional space,
where it is subject to light, dark-
ness, and the forces of gravity.
Miller creates wiggling, shifting
shapes and contours, in hundreds
of sandwiched layers of white
foamcore, reminiscent of the qua-
vering two-dimensional patterns
and lines created by oscilloscopes,
echocardiograms, and voice prints.
Rather than basing his forms on
patterns found in these electroni-
cally derived sound equivalents,
he generates them from his own

unscientific impressions and
responses. The aural doesn't pro-
duce visually intelligible signals.
tach listener forms a personal
terrain of sound within the con-
fines of the imagination. Miller
has drawn from what is known
of the navigational apparatus

of bats, creating his forms in
response to the way spaces muf-
fle, echo, expand, and distort
sound. In contrast to machine-pro-
duced images, Miller's sculptures
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fully embody the volumetric pres-
ence of sound, as well as its
sneaky and ineradicable presence
in our lives.

Miller's body of work is strangely
anti-theoretical; it marks a turn
toward representation rather than
presence—an attempt to model
mental events. His work resem-
bles no one else’s; it is a demon-
stration of genuine eccentricity
and originality. These two charac-
teristics give his work an aura of
authority—despite its unusual
subject matter, no element seems

contrived, clichéd, stylish, or
merely novel. This visual singu-
larity results from Miller's ability
to make work that is intelligent
and strongly conceptual yet also
beautiful and visually complex.
aroundsound #2 (elpasoyodel)

is paradigmatic. Rorschach-like,
it encourages a range of visual
associations from the open beak
of a baby bird to a distorted ear
on a stalk. The quavering stem
that lifts this sound-funnel from

the wall into the room perfectly
resembles the sound of yodeling.
All of the work has an oddly figu-
rative, distinctly biomorphic
aspect; sections of each individ-
ual sculpture could be identified
in terms of body parts such as
head, neck, and feet. The unworldly
blue-whiteness of the foamcore
projects a quasi-scientific atmos-
phere, as if the viewer had
stepped into @ museum room
full of skeletons.

Although this work could be
perceived as a series of quasi-

scientific experiments, its impact
opens the observer to a crucial,
often ignored, element of life. This
characteristic links Miller's work
to John Cage's experiments with
sound and silence. His sculpture
speaks of a range of elements:
mystery, landscape, biomorphic
reality, things beyond human
control. Amorphous, process-ori-
ented, unpredictable—in short,
about nature—it is strongly remi-
niscent of the Buddhist notion
that form is emptiness, emptiness
form.

An interesting tension arises in
Miller's process, which involves
an ostentatious acceptance of
uncertainty and indefiniteness,
yet takes pride in limited control.
This combination of location and
imaginative free-fall involves a
recognition of the relativity of the
self in relation to one's environ-
ment, as well as the limitations

of habit systems, of the tininess,
silliness, and arbitrariness of the
senses. His work neither univer-
salizes nor proposes a model of
thought so much as it creates an
opportunity to marvel at the range
of imagination.

—Kathleen Whitney

Below left: Michael Barton
Miller, aroundsound #2 (elpa-
soyodel), 2000. Foamcore,
wood, and steel, 41 x 19 x 35.5
in. Below: View of Miller’s
exhibition at the Post Gallery.
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