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An interview with Peter Lenaerts by Marnix Rummens

Sometimes inaudible, at other times
extremely loud. Sound artist Peter
Lenaerts has created sound scores for
countless performances. The outer limit
oftheaudible he found in the Australian
desert. We can relive this experience in

specificend productin mind, but these

" experimentsalways turn out to be the

makes connections between materials,
colours and shapes to evoke a new
view on a specific theme, | work with
tonalities, rhythm and acoustics. | am

as interested in

the experimental documentary QUIES. [IfusicH

Foritis only in extreme silence that we
are able to hear ourselves listen. A con-
versation about the elements of our
auditory experience.

You are described as composer, mu-
sician, sound designer and sound
artist. Did you always have this broad
interest in sound?

I did. As a teenager | of course played
in rock bands, but ever since the first
projects | created with friends while
studying, I have always taken on this
versatile role of maker, researcher,
and musician. Nowadays | mostly de-
scribe myself as a composer. For what
| do does come down to composing
with sound and music. The term sound
artist fits too: like a visual artist who
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Did this interest bring you into con-
tact with performance?

Through film | met contemporary
dancers like Salva Sanchis, David
Hernandez and Mette Ingvartsen and
was immediately fascinated by perfor-
mance. | found what happened there
exciting and relevant. The fleeting and
ephemeral character of performance
appealed to me. This fed to several
collaborations in film, dance, and per-
formance installations. I really like to
work collectively. But also apart from
these collaborations I constantly cre-
ate music or sound. That is probably
the only influence left from university,
this notion of research. | am constant-
ly working on things, often without a

basis for new projects. These more in-
tuitive lines often lead the furthest.

Did QUIES come about in the same
way?

= Yes, exactly. QUIES came about in a
From day one | was

overwhelmed by that continent’s com-
pletely different sound world. It is a
country filled with auditory extremes.
In_Sydney you are part of a raging
dynamic amidst skyscrapers and all
kinds of traffic. At the same time you
are just 20 minutes away from the
ocean, where you can experience a
roughness of nature we no longer
know in Europe. | wanted to go deeper
into these contrasts so | decided to
drive into the desert, towards Broken
Hill,about 1500 km west of Sydney. The
arid, searing, and endless plain with its
exceptional quietness was a different

extreme | had never heard something.

Plikexthatibeforel It was astonishing: a

natural environment where there is
no sound whatsoever. When | was of-
fered a residency in Critical Path, a
small workspace in Sydney, | decided
to go back to the desert, but this time
completely on my own and for a lon-
ger period of time.

What does this kind of experience do
to you?

You are confronted with yourself in
these places. Silence is often seen
as something soothing, but it is also

frightening. It feels unnatural, especially
for modern man. We constantly pro-

duce sound. Ithedesertthereision

It is 40
degrees,day indayout.Thereisnoone
to talk to. You are hundreds of kilome-
tres away from the nearest village or
gas station. There is nothing romantic
or idyllic about such an environment.
After three days | was suffering from
desert madness. You realise that the
quietness you hear means that there
is really nobody or nothing out there.
And for a needy creature like man this
confrontation feels dangerous. But it
also teaches you a lot about yourself.

Why were you, as a sound artist, in-
trigued by this kind of silence?

It’s the paradox that intrigued me, be-
cause absolute silence does not exist.
And even if it would exist, you would
not be able to record it. And even if
you were able to record it, how would
you replay it? | went to places where
you couldn’t hear a single sound. It
was like being in a vacuum. At the
same time something strange hap-
pens within this silence. As if there
are different layers and you discover a
new sound that was always there, but
you just never heard before. You also

start hearing yourself: the streaming of
your blood, the sound of your stomach,
a far, low drone or a very high sizzling
sound. And then you experience how
much silence depends on your own
frame of reference. It is by looking
for these extreme situations that you
learn how to listen.

Your research is more about listening
thanitis about silence?

Exactly. Looking for silence was never
the goal. For me it is more about the
sound of the world around me, and
the experiences it evokes. About de-
veloping awareness for it. We live in a
world that is dominated by the visual.
We are barely conscious of our own
auditory perception. For me it is not
about the sound of nature, but about
the experience you can have in these
circumstances. That is why | always
chose to carry the microphone myself,
on my head or in my hand, rather than
leaving behind small microphones in
the landscape. And that is what turns
it into performance. You don’t just
push your own boundaries, but you
also have to behave in a certain way
when making these recordings.

Is there a big difference between

experiencing silence and recording it?

Absolutely. In that sense, QUIES is
mostly an absurd battle between man,
technology and nature. There you are
in a hot, seemingly infinite environ-
ment where you try to capture silence,
while the wind constantly produces
noise in the microphone. Even the
most sophisticated technology can-
not filter it out. Our ears are much
better equipped. It seems absurd
that the medium with which you ex-
perience the world also determines it
significantly. We are incredibly good

at focusing, listening selectively, and
making abstractions.*

- inthe forces that guide oursensesand .
purmediag the fact that we can shift

the frames of perception, but also that
we are totally unaware of it. That is
what I look for in the performances |
work on.

Do you also use silence in your per-
formances to make the functioning of
our senses tangible?

On some level, yes. jpoftenaworkwithyy
what | call, [visible sounds: sounds

youdon’thearuntil they disappear. For
Knockout, a performance by Rebecca
September, | cut out all the silent parts
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of an old film noir movie and pieced
these together into a warm, analogue
noise that was already playing very
softly when the audience entered
the theatre. They accepted it as part
of the space. When this sound disap-
pears halfway through the piece, you
experience this as a devastating and
dramatic silence. The acoustics of the
space change completely, as if your
ears are reset. At that moment you
feel very intensively how your ears
function, because the unconscious se-
lection or framing suddenly becomes
conscious. You realise how intelligent,
but also how subjective human per-
ception can be.

The way we perceive things deter-
mines sound significantly.

Indeed. In The Artificial Nature Project,
Mette Ingvartsen’s new performance,
I-am doing something very similar
with synthetic sounds. The sound is
dependent on the position of the spec-
tator, because the sound source is set

UE in different Elaces. You can hear

myourshead: It makes you aware of the

fact that as a spectator you are also
somehow a musician. And in Welcome

to the Jungle, the new performance
installation by Andros Zins-Browne,
the sound becomes inaudible and the
different senses get mixed up. These
inaudible frequencies make a laby-
rinth of mirrored walls tremble like a
big speaker. You get visually lost and
physically disoriented. In this instal-
lation you don’t really hear the sound,
but you see it. Even inaudible sounds
can really determine our experience,
in both a visual and haptic way. In that
sense, every separation of the senses
is always artificial.

How did you get to work with the re-
cordings for QUIES?

QUIES will have a number of different
outcomes. | released the first record-
ings from the desert as an album, Stills
and postcards from the centre. Ezra
Eeman made an experimental docu-
mentary about my quest in the desert.
It starts from the visual vastness of
the landscape and then focuses on
the absurd impossibility of recording
silence. Ezra and me are also inves-
tigating how we can use the all the
recorded material in different ways,
forexampleinaperformative orinstal-
lation context. This provides us with

lots of other possibilities, because we
can determine the length and focus
of the experience much more than in
a film screening, where people can
walk in and out. I'm interested in the
CD format mainly as a curiosity. | do
not expect people to listen to it in its
entirety, just like that is not the case
with the work of for example Morton
Feldman either. I do find it powerful
in a utopian way. The sound of these
recordings evokes a vastness that trig-
gers your imagination, and appeals
to your inner experience. Listening to
something that is barely audible can
evoke a huge space.

Does this flirting with the limit of si-
lence have a permanent effect on your
experience?

Yes, absolutely. | look and listen dif-
ferently because of this experience.
My focus is more directed. | can shut
things out more easily. There’s a new
threshold that has broadened my ex-
perience. | tend to spare my ears now
because

F It completely broadens your
understanding of the impact of sound
on our senses. And it’s that | hope to
passon tothe audience, the notion that
every attempt at capturing reality is bi-
ased and that no zero degree is ever
final or objective. Every experience of
reality is subjective, and dependanton
your measuring tools. And of course
you also need this exchange with an
audience in order to grow and evolve.

Interview done on Friday the 16% of November

2012 On the occasion of the presentation of QUIES
at Working Title Platform #o5

PHOTOCREDITS: © EZRA EEMAN
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