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HIS HANDS SWAY back and forth as if he is conducting 
an invisible orchestra. They rarely touch his instru-
ments, which spill across the limestone floor in a tangle 
of wires and electronic panels; activated by motion sen-
sors, their ethereal sounds echo through the hall. Tarek 
Atoui is mesmerizing to watch, unusually so for an art-
ist who began his career as a DJ almost three decades ago, 
and as the sun finally sets behind the vaulted clerestory 
windows of Luxembourg’s Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-
Duc Jean—a cathedral-like space designed by I. M. Pei—
his performance crescendoes to a rumbling climax. 

Stranger than Atoui’s movements, however, are the 
wired-up resonators and amplifying devices for his 
ongoing work Waters’ Witness, 2020–, which he acti-
vated at mudam on October 8, 2022. Piles of steel I 
beams, hunks of unpolished marble, and pieces of 
found wood conceal speakers or link up to them exter-
nally. Beneath a glass dome, a lever drags a sharp rock 
across another rock in steady circles, like a Stone Age 
turntable. Drops of water fall from a beaker into a shal-
low pool. Most of these materials were sourced from the 
ports of cities around the world, including Beirut, where 
Atoui was born and raised. Audio samples recorded at 
noisy docksides were channeled through each material 
in order to elicit their unique vibrational frequencies. 
The resulting soundscape is hauntingly indistinct, like a 
concerto submerged in amniotic fluid—an effect height-
ened by the fact that our own bodies are composed 
mostly of water. If the harbor is the heart of economic 
activity, Waters’ Witness is the sound of its pulse. 

Twenty years ago, Atoui had just completed his studies 
in electronic music at the French National Conservatory 
in Reims when he began playing what he describes as 
“tribal, almost hardcore, angry techno” at countryside 
raves in Brittany. As any raver can tell you, techno is felt 
as much as heard. Good bass will shake you to the bone. 
When you listen to techno at 180 beats per minute—the 
speed at which Atoui was playing most of his music—
the heart quickens, causing blood to rush through the 
body in sublime agitation. He sensed there was a physi-
cality to techno, even if he didn’t fully understand its 
implications at the time. 

In 2005, Atoui returned to Beirut to record his first 
album. The city, then in the throes of Lebanon’s war 
with Israel, reverberated with bombs. When he wasn’t 
in the studio, he found himself in the streets recording 
the destruction with a handheld video camera. He had 
no real plans for the footage, but that mattered little to 

theremin. It allowed his movements to become more 
fluid, liberating him from the muscle memory of his 
imprisonment. “After this arrest, I was looking to build 
something that really allowed for physical expression, 
and the midi controller I developed was a way to claim 
back this movement, release my energy and frustration,” 
Atoui told me recently on the phone from the United 
Arab Emirates, where he was attending the opening of 
Sharjah Biennial 15. 

It was in Sharjah that he first put his invention to the 
test, in a 2009 piece he called Un-drum/strategies of 
surviving noise. While preparing for the performance, 
Atoui began working with the Al Amal School for  
the Deaf to develop instruments—including deeply 
grooved wooden boxes that amplify the sounds of 
struck coils and metal bars that look like tuning forks—
for those who are hard of hearing. These objects typi-
cally act as resonating chambers, their frequencies 
readily perceptible through touch. “It was meant to 
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HIGHER FREQUENCIES
Evan Moffitt on Tarek Atoui

View of “Tarek Atoui: Waters’ Witness,” 2022–23, MUDAM Luxembourg. Photo: Eike Walkenhorst. 

the Hezbollah agents who arrested him one afternoon on 
suspicion of espionage. Tied up, blindfolded, tortured, 
and locked in a dark cell, Atoui wondered if he would 
hear the news that he was going to die. 

When he was released two days later, he had gone 
partially deaf in his left ear. But if a sound wasn’t fully 
audible, he could still pick up its vibrations. Atoui 
became aware of his body’s capacity to act as an acous-
tic resonator. Back at his decks, he found the small, 
deft movements of DJing insufficiently physical to 
express what he was feeling. While a guest director at 
Amsterdam’s Studio for Electro-Instrumental Music, 
he developed the midi controller he later used in Waters’ 
Witness, which can be played without touch, like a 

Every architectural space has its own unique frequency, and Atoui tweaks his 
installations to better pluck it from the air.
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festivals—enables music to gradually change over time. 
Every architectural space has its own unique fre-

quency, and Atoui tweaks his installations to better 
pluck it from the air. Rendering it equally audible to 
audiences of different hearing abilities is a considerable 
challenge, however, and means that he must often 
amplify his performances through counterintuitive 
means. “Sometimes the best acoustic situation is the 
worst in terms of performance, or visibility, or accessi-
bility,” he notes. For Organ Within, 2019, an event that 
unfolded in the rotunda of New York’s Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum, Atoui countered the echo in the 
Frank Lloyd Wright edifice by placing his speakers at 
the very top of its coiled structure. His sets are always 
brightly illuminated, allowing deaf audiences to see how 
he creates the sounds they feel. 

In recent years, Atoui has been studying historical 
instruments and, in some cases, reverse-engineering 
them. For the 2014 Berlin Biennale, he recorded musi-
cians playing folk instruments that hadn’t been touched 
in decades inside Museen Dahlem, and in The Reverse 
Collection, 2016, presented at London’s Tate Modern, 
he asked instrument makers to blind-build what they 
thought had made the sounds he captured for the 
Biennale. Atoui was less interested in the production of 
accurate re-creations than in giving physical expression 
to different ears. His constructed archive testifies to the 

fact that music is just as variable as the bodies that 
perceive it. 

Days before we spoke, Atoui was in the Atlas Moun-
tains of North Africa playing drums with a Berber tribe. 
He has been investigating different forms of percussion 
in preparation for a project on Korean drumming that 
will open at the Gwangju Biennale on April 7. All the 
instruments that will be used for the event—woodwinds, 
strings, brass—are capable of percussion, and because 
drums vibrate at lower frequencies, they’re singularly 
perceptible to deaf listeners. The project has taken him 
back to his days as a DJ: “I got these huge drums that 
are super bassy and almost play hard techno, even 
though they’re seventy years old!” 

Atoui’s exploration of traditional instruments is an 
extension of his efforts to bridge differences of culture, 
age, and ability by amplifying them. Each drum, each 
body, each space has a particular sound that, when felt 
deep within the body, links us by our most fundamental 
senses. “What I strive for is to give value to things by 
listening to them,” he says. “And, by listening to them, 
better understanding the value of an object, the impor-
tance of a phenomenon, the reality of a place.” Listen 
not just with your ears but with your whole body, and 
you’ll hear past the noise. n

EVAN MOFFITT IS A WRITER, CRITIC, AND INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALIST BASED 
IN NEW YORK. (SEE CONTRIBUTORS.)

break this psychological barrier that some deaf people 
have that ‘music is not our thing,’” he says. “The act of 
listening is much broader and wider than just channeling 
sound through the ear. If we start to pay attention to 
other ways of listening, a whole horizon of building 
instruments, of working together, of occupying space, 
becomes possible.” 

Collaboration has since become a central part of 
Atoui’s practice. He often activates his acoustic instal-
lations in live, improvisatory duets with musicians 
such as Robert Aiki Aubrey Lowe, Pauline Oliveros, and 
C. Spencer Yeh. Each collaborator brings a different 
intuitive understanding of how sound might travel 
through an instrument they’ve never played before. 
Atoui records each performance, sampling them in 
future sets, creating an iterative composition that builds 
and swells as it lives on in the world. His method con-
nects Atoui to Minimalist composers such as Steve 
Reich, while also allowing him to conceive his music 
more physically. “On a compositional level, I started to 
work with subtractive methods, triggering a lot of dense 
sounds and then taking things out, like a mass of noise 
I was sculpting and carving,” he says, describing a con-
ceptual process literalized by his motion-sensor midi 
controller. This is one reason Atoui prefers to work in 
arts institutions, where the longer duration of exhibi-
tions—in contrast to one-off concerts or performance 

Clockwise, from top left: Tarek Atoui, Dahlem Sessions, 2013–. Performance view, Museen Dahlem—Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, May 2014. From the Eighth  Berlin Biennale. Photo: Anders Sune Berg. Tarek Atoui, Organ Within, 2019. 
Performance view, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, June 27, 2019. Photo: Enid B. Alvarez. Tarek Atoui, The Reverse Collection, 2016. Performance view, Tate Modern, London, September 16, 2016. Photo: Thierry Bal.
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It’s no overstatement that  
Tarek Atoui’s work is literal 
music to the art world’s ears. 
Sitting somewhere between 
art display, performance, 
and sound lab, Atoui’s solo 
exhibition “Cycles in 11,” 
curated by Sharjah Art 
Foundation director Hoor  
Al Qasimi, occupied the 
heritage house of Bait Al  
Serkal, and unfurled more  
than a decade of collaboration 
with the Foundation and its 
wider community. 

Atoui’s relationship with 
the Emirate is longstanding. 
It started in 2008, when the 
electroacoustic composer was 
invited to participate in the 
inaugural March Meeting, 
which set the stage for his art-
world debut. What followed 
was a decade of exploring 
different modalities of listening, 
composition, and performance, 
and the ensemble of custom 
instruments on view at Atoui’s 
show stand as testimonials that 
challenge the constraints of 
what it means to be a musician 
today, taking performances 
outside of the concert hall and 

into other realms. Conceived 
and built in several steps with 
musicians, composers, and 
artists, “Cycles in 11” was also a 
starting point for a regional and 
international residency program 
that extends into 2022.

One of Atoui’s long-term 
projects is I/E (2014– ), in which 
steel rails are affixed with sound 
capsules that play recordings 
of different seaports around 
the world. From Singapore to 
Porto and Beirut, raw audio is 
captured from the unfrequented 
depths of the ocean, the inner 
mysteries of oil tanks, and the 
hullabaloo of fish markets, 
using recording devices inserted 
into metal, stone, and wood 
vessels. The Sharjah iteration, 
in collaboration with French 
musician Eric La Casa, echoes 
a vague archeology of sound 
excavated from the Zayed and 
Khalifa seaports as well as the 
mangroves of Abu Dhabi, and 
laid out in the open space of the 
Foundation’s Art Square. With 
this growing library of sounds  
of the unknown, Atoui attempts 
to archive the sonic identities  
of spaces. 

The sound recordings show 
up again in The Wave (2019), 
mixing the organic with the 
synthetic. The resonances of 
cow bone on volcanic stones 
from central France, percussive 
cymbals and gongs, and an 
electronic harmonica left 
aural imprints in space. In this 
composition, a large wooden 
platform peeking between the 
flora and open-air architecture 
forms the base for some nine 
instruments from previous 
projects. Serving as reeds, 
seven acrylic tubes rolled up 
telescopically, resembling 
horns of variable length, 
protrude from the platform as 

sound emanates from six small 
buzzer speakers, washed over by 
a fan blowing compressed air  
in a biome that expands modes 
of listening beyond the aural. 

Likewise, The Ground 
(2020), a collaboration with 
Guangzhou’s Vitamin Creative 
Space and Mirrored Gardens, 
activates visual, haptic, and 
aural modes of comprehending 
sound. Composed of a room 
resembling a DJ setup, the 
installation spans over five years 
of research into the ecology 
and agricultural processes 
of the Pearl River Delta. The 
custom acoustic and electronic 
instruments on view are a result 
of craftsmen and electronic 
engineers interpreting the 
musings Atoui recorded in a 
notebook: “Like the cycles of 
soil that recovers from fertilizer, 
The Ground has no beginning 
and no end . . . Its pulses and 
rhythms are the traditional 
brick walls of the Mirrored 
Gardens . . . Its instruments are 
the swamps, the stones, and the 
wood of this place . . .”

What is evident is that Atoui 
is less interested in music-
making and composition 
than he is in looking at sound 
as an elemental force of 
nature, vibrating particulate 
swirls traveling away from 
the source and crashing into 
other particles. He gives form 
to the hidden frequencies 
and acoustic properties of 
the everyday, forming a sonic 
and visual orchestra that 
reverberates in the landscape.

RUBA AL-SWEEL

Tarek Atoui 
Cycles in 11

Sharjah Art Foundation

Installation view of TAREK ATOUI's  
The Wave, 2019, composition for  
The Disharmonica, The Duofluctus, 
Horns of Putin, The Lithophone,  
The Lymaçon, The Piezothing, The 
Rotator, Sub-Ink and The Spin 
Collector; sounds from I/E Elefsis, 
I/E Abu Dhabi and I/E Singapore; 
wood; acrylic tubes; speakers; fan, 
dimensions variable, at "Cycles in 11," 
at Sharjah Art Foundation, 2020–21. 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie  
Chantal Crousel, Paris.
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It’s no overstatement that  
Tarek Atoui’s work is literal 
music to the art world’s ears. 
Sitting somewhere between 
art display, performance, 
and sound lab, Atoui’s solo 
exhibition “Cycles in 11,” 
curated by Sharjah Art 
Foundation director Hoor  
Al Qasimi, occupied the 
heritage house of Bait Al  
Serkal, and unfurled more  
than a decade of collaboration 
with the Foundation and its 
wider community. 

Atoui’s relationship with 
the Emirate is longstanding. 
It started in 2008, when the 
electroacoustic composer was 
invited to participate in the 
inaugural March Meeting, 
which set the stage for his art-
world debut. What followed 
was a decade of exploring 
different modalities of listening, 
composition, and performance, 
and the ensemble of custom 
instruments on view at Atoui’s 
show stand as testimonials that 
challenge the constraints of 
what it means to be a musician 
today, taking performances 
outside of the concert hall and 

into other realms. Conceived 
and built in several steps with 
musicians, composers, and 
artists, “Cycles in 11” was also a 
starting point for a regional and 
international residency program 
that extends into 2022.

One of Atoui’s long-term 
projects is I/E (2014– ), in which 
steel rails are affixed with sound 
capsules that play recordings 
of different seaports around 
the world. From Singapore to 
Porto and Beirut, raw audio is 
captured from the unfrequented 
depths of the ocean, the inner 
mysteries of oil tanks, and the 
hullabaloo of fish markets, 
using recording devices inserted 
into metal, stone, and wood 
vessels. The Sharjah iteration, 
in collaboration with French 
musician Eric La Casa, echoes 
a vague archeology of sound 
excavated from the Zayed and 
Khalifa seaports as well as the 
mangroves of Abu Dhabi, and 
laid out in the open space of the 
Foundation’s Art Square. With 
this growing library of sounds  
of the unknown, Atoui attempts 
to archive the sonic identities  
of spaces. 

The sound recordings show 
up again in The Wave (2019), 
mixing the organic with the 
synthetic. The resonances of 
cow bone on volcanic stones 
from central France, percussive 
cymbals and gongs, and an 
electronic harmonica left 
aural imprints in space. In this 
composition, a large wooden 
platform peeking between the 
flora and open-air architecture 
forms the base for some nine 
instruments from previous 
projects. Serving as reeds, 
seven acrylic tubes rolled up 
telescopically, resembling 
horns of variable length, 
protrude from the platform as 

sound emanates from six small 
buzzer speakers, washed over by 
a fan blowing compressed air  
in a biome that expands modes 
of listening beyond the aural. 

Likewise, The Ground 
(2020), a collaboration with 
Guangzhou’s Vitamin Creative 
Space and Mirrored Gardens, 
activates visual, haptic, and 
aural modes of comprehending 
sound. Composed of a room 
resembling a DJ setup, the 
installation spans over five years 
of research into the ecology 
and agricultural processes 
of the Pearl River Delta. The 
custom acoustic and electronic 
instruments on view are a result 
of craftsmen and electronic 
engineers interpreting the 
musings Atoui recorded in a 
notebook: “Like the cycles of 
soil that recovers from fertilizer, 
The Ground has no beginning 
and no end . . . Its pulses and 
rhythms are the traditional 
brick walls of the Mirrored 
Gardens . . . Its instruments are 
the swamps, the stones, and the 
wood of this place . . .”

What is evident is that Atoui 
is less interested in music-
making and composition 
than he is in looking at sound 
as an elemental force of 
nature, vibrating particulate 
swirls traveling away from 
the source and crashing into 
other particles. He gives form 
to the hidden frequencies 
and acoustic properties of 
the everyday, forming a sonic 
and visual orchestra that 
reverberates in the landscape.

RUBA AL-SWEEL

Tarek Atoui 
Cycles in 11

Sharjah Art Foundation

Installation view of TAREK ATOUI's  
The Wave, 2019, composition for  
The Disharmonica, The Duofluctus, 
Horns of Putin, The Lithophone,  
The Lymaçon, The Piezothing, The 
Rotator, Sub-Ink and The Spin 
Collector; sounds from I/E Elefsis, 
I/E Abu Dhabi and I/E Singapore; 
wood; acrylic tubes; speakers; fan, 
dimensions variable, at "Cycles in 11," 
at Sharjah Art Foundation, 2020–21. 
Courtesy the artist and Galerie  
Chantal Crousel, Paris.
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Born in Beirut in 1980, Tarek Atoui studied 
electronic music in Paris. His lateral approach 
to the subject includes the creation of new 
instruments and collaborations that can involve 
both experts in diverse fields and broad public 
participation. These often take the form of 
long-term projects such as WITHIN, which 
investigates sound and music in relation to the 
deaf and the hard of hearing; I/E, an exploration 
of coastal cities through sound recording; and 
The Reverse Collection, instruments created by 
professional instrument-makers based solely 
on the sounds of musical exhibits from the 
collection of the Ethnological Museum at the 
Dahlem Centre in Berlin. 

Robert Barry: You’ve said that when you’re 
working in a particular place you don’t like to 
prepare too much, because your expectations 
always come up against reality. Is that true of 
your approach to the project here in Yorkshire?
Tarek Atoui: Definitely! At the moment there  
is very intense preparation, building pieces bit  
by bit, but then the final structure is something  
I don’t want to have overly planned. The way  
I work, when I enter a space and place a musical 
instrument or loudspeakers, is to work with  
the properties of the space. The moment of 
installation is a moment of composing, not  
just of setting things up technically. What  
I tend to do is put everything in the middle  
of the space, then start turning things on one  
by one and seeing how they ‘dialogue’ with  

the space and also between themselves. Then  
the form and the composition of the space takes 
place from listening.

RB: Beyond the fact that you will be working 
once again with musical instruments and in 
collaboration with large groups of participants, 
what was the initial idea behind this project? 
TA: This is the first time I’m going to reflect  
on my practice. Over the past seven years I’ve 
 shifted from doing a lot of things on my own  
to collaborating with a lot of people, whether 
they are musicians from different backgrounds, 
instrument-makers or researchers. This led  
to major projects that stood over several years,  
such as The Reverse Collection, which started at 
the Ethnological Museum in Berlin [which holds 
more than 9,500 string, wind and percussion 
musical instruments from all over the world], 
and led to the creation of a new ensemble of 
instruments. Then there’s WITHIN, the project 
that I’m still doing on sound and deafness, and 
I/E, that’s about harbours and field recordings. 

Each of these is still ongoing in its own way, 
but bringing them together here is the start of  
a series of exhibitions that I call a ‘synthesis’ 
exhibition. For this, not just the instruments,  
but also the compositional principles – the ideas 
of collaborating, of improvising, of working with 
space, as well as the objects themselves – come 
together and are assembled again in different 
ways and according to different imaginaries.  
So in the context here, different audiences will  
be able to meet – from professional musicians  
to amateurs, from the hearing to the totally deaf, 
from young to old, from student to professional. 
All these aspects are getting combined and 
approached in the same way.

RB: So what you call a synthesis is not the same 
as a retrospective?
TA: No, not at all. Coming from the field of sound 
practices, it’s really a synthesis in the sense of  
a synthesiser, where the oscillators and the sine 
waves [different sound-generating modules] are 
these projects, and the synthesiser is the sum of 
all these components.

RB: Can you tell me more about your project 
WITHIN, and how your ideas about the deaf 
experience of sound have developed over the 
course of this project?
TA: This started with an encounter with a school 
for the deaf in the United Arab Emirates. It was 
an experiment that I wanted to conduct. As I was 
coming from electronic music and working with 

low frequencies, I was quite interested in 
knowing how deaf people relate to this, because 
they sense vibration much better than us.  
So, I went with subwoofers [loudspeakers 
designed for low frequencies] and electronic 
tools that I had created, and spent time working 
with a school in Sharjah. I took on this task of 
saying, ‘How can all the parameters of music-
making be revisited from a deaf and hard-of-
hearing perspective?’ First it was an enquiry into  
sound, into listening and into modes of sound 
perception, then those enquiries evolved into 
mutated ideas of making instruments that can  
be heard and played by deaf and hearing people. 

RB: Can you point to anything specific that  
you have learnt about the deaf experience of 
sound over the course of this project?
TA: It’s the richness of listening that was opened 
to me. Listening was not just with the ears, as  
we would think, but it was also listening with the 
fingers, with the bones, with the eyes, listening to 
the body and to gestures. All these became modes 
of listening. If you consider that the reception 
mode in a performance situation is happening 
through all these channels, it invites you to 
remap a lot of the relationships inside that space. 

You become more subtle about how to use 
vibration, and how to create compositions that 
articulate the visual, the gestural, the sonic  
and the vibrational in one complex discourse, 
and also to create situations where you are  
aware from the beginning that you’re not trying 

to create a level ground for everybody to get  
the same experience. You are, rather, creating  
a ground that is fertile, and then people can  
sculpt their own experience in it. 

I often start my introductions at concerts 
saying, ‘Nobody will hear the same thing, and 
there is no need to worry that you’re not getting 
everything.’ On the contrary, people are invited  
to walk or to change positions in the space, to  
sit near certain sound sources, or sometimes to 
take balloons and listen through the vibration  
of balloon membranes.

Also, the way you work with light inside the 
concert space is very different. If you are trying  
to focus on movement and gesture, then you  
end up lighting the space and not creating dark 
atmospheres. When it comes to equalising 
instruments, you wouldn’t necessarily augment 
the low-end spectrum, but rather try to add  
what is missing for deaf people. So, all these 
things together, if we bring them to one 
observation, it’s really that all senses are 
connected and interdependent. ‘Handicap’ 
becomes an expertise, actually.

RB: How did you became interested in sound?
TA: Through literature, I would say. I didn’t  
come from a musical family. But I was reading  
a lot when I was a kid, and from literature it was 
theatre, and from theatre, I came to music. 
Electronic music is something I really discovered 
when I arrived in France, when I could start to 
buy records and mix them together and do 

Facing page: I/E, 
performance at the 
Serralves Foundation,  
Porto, Portugal, 2018;  
top: The Reverse Sessions, 
performance at 
kurimanzutto, Mexico  
City, 2014 (a precursor  
to The Reverse Collection); 
above: I/E, performance  
at Durub Al Tawaya, 
Warehouse421,  
Abu Dhabi, 2017
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RB: Beyond the fact that you will be working 
once again with musical instruments and in 
collaboration with large groups of participants, 
what was the initial idea behind this project? 
TA: This is the first time I’m going to reflect  
on my practice. Over the past seven years I’ve 
 shifted from doing a lot of things on my own  
to collaborating with a lot of people, whether 
they are musicians from different backgrounds, 
instrument-makers or researchers. This led  
to major projects that stood over several years,  
such as The Reverse Collection, which started at 
the Ethnological Museum in Berlin [which holds 
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musical instruments from all over the world], 
and led to the creation of a new ensemble of 
instruments. Then there’s WITHIN, the project 
that I’m still doing on sound and deafness, and 
I/E, that’s about harbours and field recordings. 

Each of these is still ongoing in its own way, 
but bringing them together here is the start of  
a series of exhibitions that I call a ‘synthesis’ 
exhibition. For this, not just the instruments,  
but also the compositional principles – the ideas 
of collaborating, of improvising, of working with 
space, as well as the objects themselves – come 
together and are assembled again in different 
ways and according to different imaginaries.  
So in the context here, different audiences will  
be able to meet – from professional musicians  
to amateurs, from the hearing to the totally deaf, 
from young to old, from student to professional. 
All these aspects are getting combined and 
approached in the same way.

RB: So what you call a synthesis is not the same 
as a retrospective?
TA: No, not at all. Coming from the field of sound 
practices, it’s really a synthesis in the sense of  
a synthesiser, where the oscillators and the sine 
waves [different sound-generating modules] are 
these projects, and the synthesiser is the sum of 
all these components.

RB: Can you tell me more about your project 
WITHIN, and how your ideas about the deaf 
experience of sound have developed over the 
course of this project?
TA: This started with an encounter with a school 
for the deaf in the United Arab Emirates. It was 
an experiment that I wanted to conduct. As I was 
coming from electronic music and working with 

low frequencies, I was quite interested in 
knowing how deaf people relate to this, because 
they sense vibration much better than us.  
So, I went with subwoofers [loudspeakers 
designed for low frequencies] and electronic 
tools that I had created, and spent time working 
with a school in Sharjah. I took on this task of 
saying, ‘How can all the parameters of music-
making be revisited from a deaf and hard-of-
hearing perspective?’ First it was an enquiry into  
sound, into listening and into modes of sound 
perception, then those enquiries evolved into 
mutated ideas of making instruments that can  
be heard and played by deaf and hearing people. 

RB: Can you point to anything specific that  
you have learnt about the deaf experience of 
sound over the course of this project?
TA: It’s the richness of listening that was opened 
to me. Listening was not just with the ears, as  
we would think, but it was also listening with the 
fingers, with the bones, with the eyes, listening to 
the body and to gestures. All these became modes 
of listening. If you consider that the reception 
mode in a performance situation is happening 
through all these channels, it invites you to 
remap a lot of the relationships inside that space. 

You become more subtle about how to use 
vibration, and how to create compositions that 
articulate the visual, the gestural, the sonic  
and the vibrational in one complex discourse, 
and also to create situations where you are  
aware from the beginning that you’re not trying 

to create a level ground for everybody to get  
the same experience. You are, rather, creating  
a ground that is fertile, and then people can  
sculpt their own experience in it. 

I often start my introductions at concerts 
saying, ‘Nobody will hear the same thing, and 
there is no need to worry that you’re not getting 
everything.’ On the contrary, people are invited  
to walk or to change positions in the space, to  
sit near certain sound sources, or sometimes to 
take balloons and listen through the vibration  
of balloon membranes.

Also, the way you work with light inside the 
concert space is very different. If you are trying  
to focus on movement and gesture, then you  
end up lighting the space and not creating dark 
atmospheres. When it comes to equalising 
instruments, you wouldn’t necessarily augment 
the low-end spectrum, but rather try to add  
what is missing for deaf people. So, all these 
things together, if we bring them to one 
observation, it’s really that all senses are 
connected and interdependent. ‘Handicap’ 
becomes an expertise, actually.

RB: How did you became interested in sound?
TA: Through literature, I would say. I didn’t  
come from a musical family. But I was reading  
a lot when I was a kid, and from literature it was 
theatre, and from theatre, I came to music. 
Electronic music is something I really discovered 
when I arrived in France, when I could start to 
buy records and mix them together and do 
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experiments with them. Then at some point  
I entered the class of electroacoustic music – not 
really knowing what electroacoustic music was! 
It was just the possibility for me to keep on doing 
experiments with turntables.

RB: Do you think your approach is still 
influenced by this sense of the theatrical?
TA: Yes, maybe – at least the sensation of being 
on stage. Something I did in my early works  
was to bring back the body into the equation  
of making electroacoustic music.

RB: You’re quite known for your very physical 
performances on stage. Is that a way of 
emphasising this role of the body?
TA: It’s just a way of letting it free, of letting the 
body loose, and having it become part of the act 
of improvisation. And that’s why I built these 
electronic interfaces that employed big surfaces 
and wide movements.

RB: You worked for a while as the co-artistic 
director of the STEIM [Studio for Electro-
Instrumental Music] in Amsterdam. 
TA: It was the director [the late] Michel Waisvisz 
who was the true reason why I got into this 
institution. The work of Waisvisz is super-
important to me still today. He was thinking 
precisely about these issues of the body and 
improvisation. He had built these glove systems 
[The Hands (1984-), a wearable system of gestural 
control for electronic music], a very dynamic  

way to play samples and to do collage in real  
time with digital controllers in the shape of gloves. 
Also, he conducted research work on ‘sufficient’ 
electronic instruments that are not powered by 
electricity or which take electricity from the Sun  
or from the body. 

Waisvisz was mobilising all these ideas on the 
one hand for professionals, putting them at the 
service of musicians and composers who were all 
residents at STEIM, and also working with young 
audiences, bringing these technologies inside 
schools and cultural centres.

RB: Your work remains, on one level, essentially 
music. What for you is the difference between  
art and music?
TA: On a conceptual level I don’t think there’s  
a difference. Both are as rich as one another,  
but unfortunately today we miss their 
complementarity. We’ve lost the interconnection 
of contemporary practices between and beyond 
mediums. Contemporary practices in sound, 
image, sculpture, cinema, if they all have a place 
within one institution, that would be the 
contemporary art institution. 

For me, it’s a difference that is much more 
practical, but it opens up to important things.  
To give you some examples: the music world  
today – unfortunately – doesn’t allow a composer 
to work with duration, if you want to make a piece 
that lasts six months, that unfolds in a space over 
time. The music world doesn’t work with this logic. 
It works more with shorter intervals. There are 

also situations for dealing with reception and 
performance that the music world does not offer 
– for example, where people could encounter 
something by chance. So the art world is offering 
material, spatial frameworks that are very 
interesting to explore for musicians today, that 
are at the core of the contemporary discourse.

RB: One project that has marshalled a lot of 
different institutions, The Reverse Collection,  
is interesting in the way that it turns the colonial 
gaze back on itself. What are your thoughts on 
the sometimes vexed issue of appropriation in 
music and art?
TA: The Reverse Collection unfolded from these 
ideas of appropriation and decolonisation.  
But I didn’t want to tackle them frontally.  
More interesting, for me, was the work of 
ethnomusicology and what researchers were 
doing inside this institution [the Ethnological 
Museum at the Dahlem Centre, Berlin], than 
what brought these instruments to the 
institution. When you come to the collection  
of a museum of instruments, you immediately 
realise that the instruments are not played any 
more. They are preserved and they are treated 
– sometimes chemically, sometimes physically. 
Then the instrument is at rest, ad vitam [forever]. 

I asked the conservators of the museum, 
‘What’s the purpose of this instrument, besides 
being exhibited as a sculpture?’ They say, ‘It’s 
material for research. Ethnomusicologists can 
come and measure it and make a replica, but you 

Both are valid, and this has been the dynamic 
ongoing thread, instruments coming from 
engineering and physics, and instruments 
coming from creative ideas and necessities. 
Techniques and technologies transform,  
but it is still the same primitive need.

RB: A lot of your work seems to approach sounds 
from beneath in different ways. In I/E, you’re 
taking sounds from underground or underwater, 
elsewhere you’re looking at sounds below the 
threshold of human hearing. Even The Reverse 
Collection suggests a kind of ethnomusicology 
from below. How should we understand this 
sense of ‘beneathness’?
TA: It’s more the idea of covering a spectrum,  
an attempt at thinking what’s outside the 
margins or outside our bandwidth, or outside 
our reach as human beings – and sometimes  
also outside our speed as moving bodies or 
computing entities. That’s the crucial thing:  
this sensibility to what we might be missing.

zz Tarek Atoui’s work can be seen as part of 
‘Yorkshire Sculpture International 2019’, 22 June 
to 29 September, at the Henry Moore Institute, 
Leeds Art Gallery, the Hepworth Wakefield, 
Yorkshire Sculpture Park, and outdoor locations 
across Leeds and Wakefield. yorkshire-sculpture.
org, free to all 

Robert Barry is a writer and composer, and visual 
arts editor at The Quietus. 

‘Listening is not just  
with the ears; it is with  
the fingers, the bones, 
the eyes, listening to the  
body and to gestures’

Top and above: WITHIN, 
performance at Bergen 
Assembly, Bergen, 2016; 
facing page: WITHIN, 
performance at Le 
Printemps de Septembre,
Toulouse, 2018

don’t play it.’ That’s where the idea came of 
saying, ‘Why not try and make replicas out of the 
sound and not the model?’ Then we entered this 
long debate with the museum. ‘Is it possible to 
play these instruments one more time, and in 
what conditions and how?’ Of course the first 
answer you get is ‘No’. Then negotiation starts.

The idea was not to propose something  
in conflict with the traditional methods of 
ethnomusicologists or to put them in question. 
It’s just taking another parallel. This is one way  
to make a replica. What is another way?

RB: There are instruments that are 40,000 years 
old, such as a flute made out of an animal bone. 
When you approach creating new instruments, 
how much do you feel you’re still part of this 
40,000-year tradition?
TA: I think the practice is really still the same.  
It brings us to the question of who’s doing what 
for whom? Is the musical piece coming from the 
existence of the instrument, or is the instrument 
coming from a musical idea or a composition? 
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or from the body. 

Waisvisz was mobilising all these ideas on the 
one hand for professionals, putting them at the 
service of musicians and composers who were all 
residents at STEIM, and also working with young 
audiences, bringing these technologies inside 
schools and cultural centres.

RB: Your work remains, on one level, essentially 
music. What for you is the difference between  
art and music?
TA: On a conceptual level I don’t think there’s  
a difference. Both are as rich as one another,  
but unfortunately today we miss their 
complementarity. We’ve lost the interconnection 
of contemporary practices between and beyond 
mediums. Contemporary practices in sound, 
image, sculpture, cinema, if they all have a place 
within one institution, that would be the 
contemporary art institution. 

For me, it’s a difference that is much more 
practical, but it opens up to important things.  
To give you some examples: the music world  
today – unfortunately – doesn’t allow a composer 
to work with duration, if you want to make a piece 
that lasts six months, that unfolds in a space over 
time. The music world doesn’t work with this logic. 
It works more with shorter intervals. There are 

also situations for dealing with reception and 
performance that the music world does not offer 
– for example, where people could encounter 
something by chance. So the art world is offering 
material, spatial frameworks that are very 
interesting to explore for musicians today, that 
are at the core of the contemporary discourse.

RB: One project that has marshalled a lot of 
different institutions, The Reverse Collection,  
is interesting in the way that it turns the colonial 
gaze back on itself. What are your thoughts on 
the sometimes vexed issue of appropriation in 
music and art?
TA: The Reverse Collection unfolded from these 
ideas of appropriation and decolonisation.  
But I didn’t want to tackle them frontally.  
More interesting, for me, was the work of 
ethnomusicology and what researchers were 
doing inside this institution [the Ethnological 
Museum at the Dahlem Centre, Berlin], than 
what brought these instruments to the 
institution. When you come to the collection  
of a museum of instruments, you immediately 
realise that the instruments are not played any 
more. They are preserved and they are treated 
– sometimes chemically, sometimes physically. 
Then the instrument is at rest, ad vitam [forever]. 

I asked the conservators of the museum, 
‘What’s the purpose of this instrument, besides 
being exhibited as a sculpture?’ They say, ‘It’s 
material for research. Ethnomusicologists can 
come and measure it and make a replica, but you 

Both are valid, and this has been the dynamic 
ongoing thread, instruments coming from 
engineering and physics, and instruments 
coming from creative ideas and necessities. 
Techniques and technologies transform,  
but it is still the same primitive need.

RB: A lot of your work seems to approach sounds 
from beneath in different ways. In I/E, you’re 
taking sounds from underground or underwater, 
elsewhere you’re looking at sounds below the 
threshold of human hearing. Even The Reverse 
Collection suggests a kind of ethnomusicology 
from below. How should we understand this 
sense of ‘beneathness’?
TA: It’s more the idea of covering a spectrum,  
an attempt at thinking what’s outside the 
margins or outside our bandwidth, or outside 
our reach as human beings – and sometimes  
also outside our speed as moving bodies or 
computing entities. That’s the crucial thing:  
this sensibility to what we might be missing.

zz Tarek Atoui’s work can be seen as part of 
‘Yorkshire Sculpture International 2019’, 22 June 
to 29 September, at the Henry Moore Institute, 
Leeds Art Gallery, the Hepworth Wakefield, 
Yorkshire Sculpture Park, and outdoor locations 
across Leeds and Wakefield. yorkshire-sculpture.
org, free to all 

Robert Barry is a writer and composer, and visual 
arts editor at The Quietus. 

‘Listening is not just  
with the ears; it is with  
the fingers, the bones, 
the eyes, listening to the  
body and to gestures’

Top and above: WITHIN, 
performance at Bergen 
Assembly, Bergen, 2016; 
facing page: WITHIN, 
performance at Le 
Printemps de Septembre,
Toulouse, 2018

don’t play it.’ That’s where the idea came of 
saying, ‘Why not try and make replicas out of the 
sound and not the model?’ Then we entered this 
long debate with the museum. ‘Is it possible to 
play these instruments one more time, and in 
what conditions and how?’ Of course the first 
answer you get is ‘No’. Then negotiation starts.

The idea was not to propose something  
in conflict with the traditional methods of 
ethnomusicologists or to put them in question. 
It’s just taking another parallel. This is one way  
to make a replica. What is another way?

RB: There are instruments that are 40,000 years 
old, such as a flute made out of an animal bone. 
When you approach creating new instruments, 
how much do you feel you’re still part of this 
40,000-year tradition?
TA: I think the practice is really still the same.  
It brings us to the question of who’s doing what 
for whom? Is the musical piece coming from the 
existence of the instrument, or is the instrument 
coming from a musical idea or a composition? 



¬π

Marcus Yee
Tarek Atoui’s “The Ground: From the Land to the Sea”
ArtAsiaPacific, May 18, 2018.
https://urls.fr/acPmRR



¬π

Marcus Yee
Tarek Atoui’s “The Ground: From the Land to the Sea”
ArtAsiaPacific, May 18, 2018.
https://urls.fr/acPmRR



¬π

Marcus Yee
Tarek Atoui’s “The Ground: From the Land to the Sea”
ArtAsiaPacific, May 18, 2018.
https://urls.fr/acPmRR



¬π

Tom Jeffreys
Tarek Atoui, Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris, France
Frieze, N°187, May, 2017, p.212-213.



¬π

Tarek Atoui
Monopol, June, 2012, p.58.



¬π

Isabella E. Hughes
Desert Beat: Tarek Atoui
ArtAsiaPacific, N°80, September—October, 2012, p.64-65.

Isabella E.Hughes. “Tarek Atoui. Desert Beat”, Art Asia Pacific, Issue 80, 
September - October 2012, p.64-65.

G
al

er
ie

C
ha

nt
al

 C
ro

us
el



¬π

Isabella E. Hughes
Desert Beat: Tarek Atoui
ArtAsiaPacific, N°80, September—October, 2012, p.64-65.

Isabella E.Hughes. “Tarek Atoui. Desert Beat”, Art Asia Pacific, Issue 80, 
September - October 2012, p.64-65.

G
al

er
ie

C
ha

nt
al

 C
ro

us
el



¬π

Nana Asfour
Tarek Atoui: Visiting Tarab
The New Yorker, November 4, 2011.
https://urls.fr/ksCRR4



¬π

Nana Asfour
Tarek Atoui: Visiting Tarab
The New Yorker, November 4, 2011.
https://urls.fr/ksCRR4




