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Multi-disciplinary artist Samson Young (born 1979, Hong Kong) works in sound, performance, video, and 
installation. He graduated with a Ph.D. in Music Composition from Princeton University in 2013. In 2017, he 
represented Hong Kong at the 57th Venice Biennale. Other solo projects include the De Appel, Amsterdam; 
Kunsthalle Düsseldorf; Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh; SMART Museum, Chicago; Centre for Contempo-
rary Chinese Art in Manchester; M+ Pavilion, Hong Kong; Mori Art Museum, Tokyo; Ryosoku-in at Kenninji 
Temple, Kyoto; and Monash University Museum of Art, Melbourne, among others. Selected group exhibi-
tions include Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; Gropius Bau, Berlin; Performa 19, New York; 
Biennale of Sydney; Shanghai Biennale; National Museum of Art, Osaka; National Museum of Modern and 
Contemporary Art, Seoul; Ars Electronica, Linz; and documenta 14: documenta radio, among others. In 
2020, he was awarded the inaugural Uli Sigg Prize. His works are in the collections of Solomon R. Guggen-
heim Museum, New York; M+ Museum, Hong Kong; Mori Art Museum, Japan; and Kadist.
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Selected Works矀鹡⛼⿁



In Altar music (liturgy for an indecisive believer), the system begins by downloading a news headline of 
the day from the reputable indepedent media Hong Kong Free Press. An artificial intelligence algorithm 
(known as GPT-neo, which is an open-source version of Open AI project’s GPT-3 engine) then takes the 
headline as a �prompt,’ to generate a continuous stream of counter-factual news stories. The texts of 
these counter-factual news in turn become the basis for the sound output, which breaks the texts down 
by word-type, and with each word-type a di!erent generative sound pattern is triggered. Elsewhere, a 
generative animation highlights discrete words from the news story as they come in, while dissolving the 
whole. 

Other elements that complete the installation include �interpassive’ rituals (the prayer wheel that �prays 
in our place’, the machine that �chants in our place’, and the photocopier that �reads in our place’), and 
the recurring visual motif of three interlocking eyeballs, all facing inward: the iris that looks at itself looking.
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Altar Music (liturgy for an indecisive believer)

2022
Sound installation (generative audio, pastel on 3d-printed PLA, LED matrix, repurposed mic stand, speaker, 
cables, computer with custom-software, dimensions and duration variable, set of 24); video (generative 
animation, duration variable; computer with custom-software); three-channels video (duration 6:41, 
7:43 and 9:44); digital print on carpet (3.6 x 2.7 m); digital print on vinyl on windows (dimensions variable); 
3d-printed PLA (1.45 x 0.48 x 0.89 m; 0.21 x 0.18 x 0.26 m, set of 2); repurposed printed material (Chad 
Hansen, Tao Te Ching: the Art of Harmony, 5.88 x 3.18 x 24.77 cm); repurposed silk flowers (dimensions 
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Reasonable Music is an interactive environment consisting of (text as) sound and (text 
as) image. The components within this environment are derived from the processing 
of the Daoist text Daodejing. Insights from computational analysis on the text’s formal 
features are filtered through human intuition to generate a network of sonic and visual 
objects.

A ‘filtered’ version of the Daodejing - consisted only of nouns and verbs that also function 
as nouns - is deployed as training data for an AI algorithm (Tensorflow). The trained-
AI, which functions as a quasi-reasonable automatic-writing machine, continuously 
generates new ‘teachings.’ These sometimes random, sometimes almost-insightful 
‘teachings’ are further abstracted into live visuals, sounds, and 3d shapes.

As formal features progress further and further along a chain of events away from their 
origins, they are transformed, distorted, and take on new features.
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Reasonable Music (Abilify)

2021
7-channel sound installation (3D printed PLA plastic on repurposed mic stands, speakers, LED matrix), 

3D printed PLA plastic with embedded electronics, two-channel video (channel 1: 18’24”; channel 2: 
interactive, duration variable), vinyl and custom software�髬鷻绮ꮠ遫糌%�䣒ⷆ纻□ꁃ亥ꄆ⯆뜵⩡겨䶺凡䬴绮㉻-&%�ꢛ%�䣒ⷆ纻□ꁃ艃㿋⪌䌋꧆㯹錄⤕ꦁ 갓鷻ꍖ⥾갓鷻�⮈熯갓鷻�◬◎䌋䧐箛侈ꝴ⺎闭랫腜そ撵⹗㲋⯆鬂♭

Commissioned by Art Jameel in collaboration with the Kochi-Muziris Biennale and Burger Collection鞵眧撨諠轱╈䑐�熭㜷�牻蓕ꄅ事ꦁ䇗㷤⹗#VSHFS䷅調⪦⺱㡨鋖⛼⿁
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In this composition, the artist experiments with the idea of a music that is time-/place-/
and people-specific. The specific conditions for this composition are as follows: 
composed for an ensemble of military veterans from Taiwan, (_____ some other qualities 
to be determined through exchanges), at a former air force base, to be performed at the 
beginning of the nautical twilight. The composition may not be performed again outside 
of these specific conditions.

This composition is the first in a new series performance by the artist that explores 
notions of freedom and agency, and is accompanied by an essay titled Graphic scores, 
imagination, freedom, agency, and the limits of _____ (One exercise in meaning making 
with thinking-forms).
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Music for specific places, times, and people꡿㏑꡿侈꡿㲋氳☕氳ꮠ嗞
2020

Video with stereo sound (composition for brass ensemble, 35 mins), graphical scores 
(color pencil and soft pastel on plywood, color pencil on acrylic, digital print on fabric), 

repurposed found objects, soft pastel on 3D printed PLAꦁ绮鷻ꍖ⥾ꉙ畚嗞⺭㜱傪侈ꝏ�⮈ꖉ㎬⥾鋘閊䎷荈ꈋ璜⽰鬂䓪睗䎷璜亥腜⺭冎䎷荈ꈋ璜亥┮懺丨㰅ⷆ⯇亥笞擻ꄆ邯杯䡗擻鬂䓪睗䎷璜亥%�䣒ⷆ纻□ꁃ
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Sonata for Smoke (2020, revised 2021) was created in response to Samson Young’s 
residency at the Ryosoku-In in Kenninji Temple, Kyoto. This residency took place 
in several phases, between the fall of 2019, and the spring of 2020. The video is a 
choreography of visuals and sounds. It has no narrative, but has a general sense 
of direction from interior / theatrical space to exterior / natural space. Events and 
reflections during this time made their way into the work as visual and sonic forms. A new 
and final scene was added to the video in the spring of 2021.
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Sonata for Smoke拇ꨥ㜱둜傪
2020, revised 2021

	䇗⛼亥䇗⟣䷊

Video with stereo sound, 15 minutes 49 seconds, 

pastel on repurposed printed matter, pastel on acrylic, pastel on air-dry clayꦁ绮鷻ꍖ⥾侈ꝏ15⮈49熯
�睗輔璜筑亥ꄆ邯ⷆ⯇⿁
�睗輔璜筑亥┮懺
�睗輔璜筑亥겨▯睴㎻
Watch video�鈶洇䏆撵

PW: EMGSY123

https://vimeo.com/513758686
https://vimeo.com/513758686
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Production still ⱉ拨
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The resolute urgency of now: a few some-what connected thoughts
by Samson Young

1. A couple of months ago my husband and I traveled to Sarnath in India, where Buddha was said to have 
given his first sermon. What I still carry with me from that trip was the image of a sign that says DON’T STICK 
GOLDEN FOIL ON THE MONUMENTS. Out of acts of devotion, pilgrims from all over the world plastered 
golden foils on the brick walls of the Sarnath excavation site. The freshness of the glittery gold colour that 
mixes stunningly with an age-charcoaled, sun-weathered orange suggested that the devotees continue to 
do so, ignoring the wishes of the archaeologists. 

Devotion generate beautiful things – sights, sounds, actions, monuments – things that make us feel 
extraordinarily alive. That I know for a fact. But there is also the sign – the voice – that says no, enough 
already. Aside from exerting the wishes of certain individuals who wield power over us, these words are also 
about how both actions and monuments are, ultimately, of the world. I have been reflecting upon that sign 
ever since. 

2. When we experience something above a certain threshold of intensity, it could reveal itself as – or it could 
shape-shift into – pure forms. Even language does that. In fact, that might be the only way out of language, 
and by extension, out our own heads and our cultural conditioning. Picture the TV speech of your least-
favorite politician, imagine the speech dissolving into percussive gestures, clusters of tones and wild pitch-
oscillations. Imagine harder. This doesn’t render the said person more bearable, really, but it does make it 
easier to empathize with the fact that there is another consciousness behind these posturing that is as real 
as your own, but di!erent.

3. For one entire sticky summer, Smashing Pumpkin’s Tonight Tonight was on heavy rotation on my home-
stereo. I hated every other song on that double CD actually, partly because I couldn’t understand a word 
that came out of Billy Corgan’s mouth. My English is better now – still, with the way he casually slurred-over 
words at the nasal range, Corgan clearly didn’t care to sing for non-native speakers of English; though in 
Tonight Tonight, the musical arrangement had such a cathartic intensity that it managed to lift the refrain out 
of language and into pure forms, into a sort of mantra for self-love that is consisted only of a light, cautionary 
downward-stroke (TO-), and a long exhale (NIGHT) that di!uses skyward like an aspiration. I think I am only 
able to fully understand now, after all these years, how “the resolute urgency of now” is inextricably, but 
paradoxically, tied to a devotion that makes it so that “the impossible is possible.”

4. Another sticky summer, another piece of music that was on loop, though less voluntarily: Beethoven’s 
Piano Sonata no. 15 (Pastorale). For a few months I labored over it for a college class, and it remains my 
favorite Beethoven sonata. I love how in the first movement, at a structural climax that really should have 
been developed to its logical conclusion, Beethoven just drops it as though he’s had enough, and the entire 
formal construction just collapses under its own weight. It’s not Beethoven at his most graceful, but it struck 
me being “truer” to the nature of things than his water-tight late sonatas. Though, now I wonder whether I 
was over analysing it, whether it just wasn’t time yet for me to appreciate the purity of the late sonatas.

5. The works within these walls are not necessarily about Sarnath, Zen, Smashing Pumpkin, or Beethoven’s 
imperfect forms, but it was made possible through the synthesis of these strands, which have collectively 
decided that they will barge into my head, and barge back into my head, at this very specific moment in my 
life, which, I accept fully, and have done my best to give form to. Making form is to make do and to make sense 
out of chaos. I’ve always done that, and it’s the only thing that I know, but I am starting to warm to the idea that 
there is a di!erent formal truth that awaits exploration. Half way through the residency I wrote to Yeung Yang, 
a dear curator-art critic friend who of mine whom I have always held in high esteem but not always able to 
understand, and told her: “thank you, it just wasn’t time yet.”



6. A selection of (sometimes peculiar) notes, drawn from the journal I kept during my residency at the temple, 
and then back in the studio while working on the exhibition:

16 Jan, 2020.
“The criticism of Bauhaus’ utopia of form rests not on the form itself, but the way it’s been moved around.”

17 Jan, 2020. 
“When we sleep and are not conscious of ourselves, we are on the same level as the trees.” 
“All things know.”

18 Jan, 2020. 
“You can’t keep the world out.” 
“Iris Murdock: we live in a fantasy world. The great task in life is to find reality. But given the state of the world, 
is it wise?”

19 Jan, 2020. 
“The cruelty of radiance is that it annihilates.”

20 Jan, 2020. 
“Some people made it to the end. I will do it all over again.” 
“But Buddha won’t do this to himself.”

21 Jan, 2020. 
“Sonata: short choreographed compositions.” 
“You can’t see shadow on a lit surface.”

22 Jan, 2020. 
“MAKE A BETTER LINE. Think about the line for yourself. The birds are truer than the trees, but birds su!er 
more. So what is the problem? Let the birds take the truth. It’s OKAY. The human standpoint is not wrong but 
there are other viewpoints. No one creates and there is no annihilation. Thank you, Cat!”

23 Jan, 2020. 
“The Christian faith: try to do the best we can but know that it’s never going to be good enough. Zen: give up, 
and accept that it might fall either way, but trust that it will fall up, not down.” 
“I am these things. I am these experiences. It’s OKAY.”

24 Jan, 2020. 
“You don’t need to press so hard sometimes.” [Note: that morning, while making a clay impression of an old 
wooden door in the garden, I broke a small piece of it, which was very upsetting.] 
“IT’S NOT EASY BEING A TREE.”

25 Jan, 2020. 
“All are silver waves scraping the infinite sky.”

27 Jan, 2020.
“Ask the naïve questions, not the di"cult ones.”

10 Feb, 2020. 
[Note: back in the studio, back to asking some di"cult questions.] “Sonata form: the truth in Beethoven’s 
music is its suspension. For the real matter is not consumed in its purpose, but its realization. Showing the 
synthesis vs. being the synthesis. The essence. Yes, but what of the journey? But you can suggest the 
journey. Being on its own vs being with each other – that’s the ultimate cultural di!erence! Conflict and 
resolution that preserves the essence of each.”

12 Feb, 2020. 
“Beethoven’s middle period sonata is the best we could hope for.”

-

16 Jan, 2020. 
“Distant ceremony. I am not sure what it is. I hope they are OKAY with me observing.”
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Curated by RoseLee Goldberg, Director and Chief Curator, Performa and Kathy Noble, 
Senior Curator and Manager of Curatorial A!airs, Performa with special thanks to 
Meredith Johnson, Governors Island, Jonathan Belson, National Parks Service and 
the Park Rangers of Castle Williams. ‘The Immortals’ is supported by Hong Kong Arts 
Development Council, Spring Workshop, and the Performa Commissioning Fund. Co-
produced by Trust for Governors Island, and the Center for Heritage Arts and Textile.

- Text by Samson Young
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Samson Young has created a contemporary interpretation of the popular Chinese folkloric myth of The Eight 
Immortals—a centuries old legend that has numerous iterations in Chinese mythology and culture, ranging 
from opera to children’s cartoons. This popular fairy tale tells the story of eight deities, each with their own 
special power represented by a magical tool, as they cross the ocean from an island in the Bohai Sea to 
attend the birthday banquet of a higher deity, the Queen Mother. Guitar quartet DITHER, Cantonese opera 
singer Eliza Li, and jazz vocalist Michael Schiefel — played the Eight Immortals, performing music and lyrics 
composed and written by Young, accompanied by the other characters played by animations projected 
onto the castle walls. The cranes—giant locomotives to power them across the sea—were slowly rotated 
through the space during the performance to create a mechanical ballet, whilst also forming a moving sound 
system to fracture the music’s journey through the castle’s architecture.

These characters, who are revered by Taoists and considered signs of prosperity and longevity, have 
appeared in di!erent guises in Chinese art and popular culture since the Yuan dynasty in the thirteenth 
century. Historically, wealthy families would hire Cantonese opera troupes to perform this during birthday 
celebrations, a tradition that continues today in Hong Kong, where Young was born and still lives. Young 
equates the opera troupe performing at birthdays with the idea of “the artist for hire”—whereby the artist is 
an entity who exists to provide a cultural product as entertainment for the enlightened.

Young’s Eight Immortals comments on the schizophrenic role of the artist in society today, positioning them 
as people who see and hear things that others may not see nor hear, as individuals whose role is to fracture 
and disrupt the systems of power. Each of Young’s Immortal is an artist, a psychic, and an outcast, a speaker 
of truth to power, a deity riding a giant, magical animal enabling them to move freely through the air, elevating 
them to great heights, o!ering a metaphor for the great distance between artist and audience, then lowering 
to the ground to meet the audience on their own terms. Their movement may be out of the Immortals’ 
control, but their art, the lyrics and the music, can be weaponized to fight the system—emphasizing that in 
order to find freedom, one has to utilize aspects of system against itself. For Young, The Eight Immortals is 
an allegory that o!ers a latent critique of the institutions and systems of contemporary artistic and cultural 
production in Capitalist society.

- Text by Performa
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The Utopia Trilogy’s third video, ‘Houses of Tomorrow’, is set in two model homes 
constructed at the 1933 Chicago world’s fair to advertise the modern American dream, 
centered on the home ‘as the primary engine for consumerism.’ The newest consumer 
appliances, foods, and building construction were highlighted in the Armco-Ferro House, 
which Young shows restored to its original early 1930s splendor. The second model home, 
architect George Fred Keck’s House of Tomorrow — a machine à habiter (machine for living) 
— once demonstrated an e"ciency that ‘entirely upset the conventional ideas of a home.’ 
In Young’s reimagining of modern domestic life, Keck’s structure is vacant and stripped 
to the studs — laying bare the physical deterioration of this particular vision of the future.

‘Houses of Tomorrow’ revisits a specifically American vein of progressive thinking, 
its degeneration, and how it has been exported around the world. As the music video 
follows a lone performer singing Did You Ever See a Dream Walking? — a Bing Crosby 
hit in 1933 — international forces persistently interject into a conventional vision 
of American domesticity, including a creeping Chinese Nationalist (Kuomintang) 
soldier. In 1933, the Nationalist (Kuomintang) government in China was under attack 
by both the insurgent Communist party and Japanese forces (then occupying 
Manchuria). While political disarray and social upheaval foreclosed the possibility 
that the Chinese government might organize a pavilion for Chicago, China was 
nonetheless represented by a privately sponsored Chinese-style courtyard pavilion, 
a reconstructed Buddhist shrine, and a display on the railroad in Japanese Manchuria. 
Translated into Chinese as wanguo bolanhui (蛓㎜ⶥ鈮働, ten thousand nations’ 
exhibitions), world’s fairs represented coerced multinational engagement and 
constituted an aspect of the country’s modernization. Set within this literal ‘political 
theater,’ the third music video draws out not only these stately international relations 
but also the essentialist theories of race, culture, class, and hygiene that informed them. 
Animated within Houses of Tomorrow are busts sculpted by Malvina Ho!man for the 
Races of Mankind exhibition at the Field Museum in Chicago, which opened during 
the fair. Eventually, Young burns it all down, setting the houses ablaze in the video.”

- Text written by Orianna Cacchione for the catalogue accompanying Samson Young’s 
solo exhibtion “Silver Moon Or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me” at SMART 
Museum, Chicago, U.S.A., 18.09.19 - 29.12.19.

Utopia Trilogy #3: Houses of Tomorrow (feat. Michael Schiefel)懃䣛黆└鼨傪╯└Houses of Tomorrow�	榺Michael Schiefel庌⭴

2019

4K video with 8-channel sound, 22 min 23 sec
8绮鷻4Kꍖ⥾
�22⮈23熯

  Watch Houses of Tomorrow
PW: EMGSY123
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Installation view in the exhibition ‘Samson Young: Silver Moon or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me?’, 
Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago, 2019ր咈㳄魟Silver Moon or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me?ց㷤鈮杯㕙Smart紈轱귈莖ⱶ⿬㛻㱄2019䇗
Image courtesy: Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago and the artist㎬撵榺莖ⱶ⿬㛻㱄Smart紈轱귈䬠❠
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‘Da Da Company’ (2019) juxtaposes utopian notions from both sides of the Pacific, 
placing Won Alexander Cumyow — an acolyte of Kang Youwei born in 1861 in British 
Columbia, present-day Canada — in a consumerist disaster scenario set to a soundtrack 
that reconfigures the beloved Rodgers and Hammerstein show tune ‘My Favorite 
Things’ (1959). The Chinese-Canadian is entranced in an 1980s-era mall as he frantically 
attempts to secure the return of the emperor to Peking. Young stages nostalgic longing 
as a retrotopian impulse in ‘Da Da Company’, where the future exists as a restoration of 
‘a vaguely remembered past,’ to borrow a phrase from theorist Zygmunt Bauman. Won’s 
reconstructionist tendencies are allegorized in Young’s animation of a construction 
worker futilely pushing against falling water in the soon-flooded mall, where dynastic 
antiques and trash alike float by as the debris of overconsumption; meanwhile, the mood 
of nostalgic reverie persists, enhanced by interspersed clips of arcade games, the 1988 
Chinese television documentary ‘Heshang’ (River Elegy), and the 1994 Taiwanese movie 
‘Eat Drink Man Woman’.

- Text written by Orianna Cacchione for the catalogue accompanying Samson Young’s 
solo exhibtion “Silver Moon Or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me” at SMART 
Museum, Chicago, U.S.A., 18.09.19 - 29.12.19.
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Utopia Trilogy #2: Da Da Company懃䣛黆└鼨傪╯◅㛻㛻⪞⺚
2019

4K video with stereo sound, 11 min 56 sec, repurposed commercial display (plywood), interactive light systemꦁ绮鷻4Kꍖ⥾�	11⮈55熯
り榫ꢷ⮛�	腜⺭冎
◎Ⳃ䌋掸⩞硎礶
Featuring Michael Schiefel榺Michael Schiefel庌⭴

  Watch Da Da Company 
PW: EMGSY123
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Samson Young’s 2018 solo exhibition at Edouard Malingue Gallery (Shanghai) entitled 
‘The highway is like a lion’s mouth’ follows from the English translation of a slogan that 
is familiar to Hong Kongers. Originating in a 1990s government-sponsored jingle, it 
educated children about the dangers of jaywalking.

At the core of this exhibition was an animated music video titled ‘The highway is like a 
lion’s mouth’. The animation is the artist’s take on a road safety educational jingle, a genre 
of music that has evolved independently in many parts of the world, which serves as a 
prime example of how governments use mass media and advertising campaigns to 
regulate existing social norms or instigate new ones. ‘The highway is like a lion’s mouth’ is 
the first part of a trilogy of animated music videos, the entirety of which was presented in 
a solo exhibition in 2019 at the SMART Museum in Chicago.

- Text written by Edouard Malingue Gallery for Samson Young’s solo exhibtion “The 
highway is like a lion’s mouth” at Edouard Malingue Gallery, Shanghai, China from 06.11.18 
- 23.12.18.
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Utopia Trilogy #1: The highway is like a lion’s mouth懃䣛黆└鼨傪╯┉껊饟㞞诺⹾
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4k video, single channel with sound, 10 min 53 secㄲ갓4Kꍖ⥾
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  Watch The highway is like a lion’s mouth 

PW: EMGSY123

  Watch Exhibition Documentation 鈶洇釲갓咈㇚魟鐸ր껊饟㞞诺⹾ց�
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Installation view of ‘The highway is like a lion’s mouth’, Edouard Malingue Gallery, Shanghai, 2018ր껊饟㞞诺⹾ց㷤鈮杯㕙
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”Adopting artist Paul Carter’s understanding of echoic mimicry for cases of cross-
cultural encounter, the artist examines the concept with a case study of the genealogy 
of the ubiquitous Chinese folk song Mo Li Hua (Jasmine Flower). The version we now 
understand to be synonymous with Chinese culture most closely resembles the version 
transcribed by English statesman John Barrow while on the first British embassy to 
China. Barrow’s tune and accompanying travelogue exploded in popularity across 
Europe, and eventually made it back to its ‘native’ land, before being reabsorbed into 
Chinese identity. With other cases of such encounters, including Kenny G’s influence on 
Hong Kong pop music, and centuries-unchanged Japanese Togaku now used as one 
of few extant sources of Tang dynasty court music, the artist considers what it means to 
hear with the ears of an Other and questions notions of cultural purity and authenticity 
at large. 

In the first video channel, a horse delivers a lecture on the genealogy of Mo Li Hua. 
The second channel documents a musical performance of an original composition by 
the artist. Titled Horse Togaku, the composition combines the sound of a harpsichord, 
human voices, horse bells, electronics, and souvenir musical instruments that are meant 
for touristic consumption. The unusual instrumentation is subsumed under a harmonic 
structure that models that of Togaku, and juxtaposed with lyrics from Barrow’s version 
of Mo Li Hua.

- Text written by Orianna Cacchione for the catalogue accompanying Samson Young’s 
solo exhibtion “Silver Moon Or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me” at SMART 
Museum, Chicago, U.S.A., 18.09.19 - 29.12.19.

The World Falls Apart Into Facts
2019

2 channels-video with 2-channel sound
(duration: 6 min 17 sec & 25min 34sec)ꦁ갓ꍖ⥾
�ꦁ绮鷻�	ꝏ䈲⮈⮯憡6⮈17熯
�25⮈34熯


  Watch The World Falls Apart Into Facts (Channel 1)
 Watch The World Falls Apart Into Facts (Channel 2)
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SAMSON YOUNG
Silver Moon or Golden Star, Which Will You Buy of Me?

Published on the occasion of the exhibition ‘Samson Young: Silver moon or golden star, which will you buy 
of me?’, organised by the Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, presented 18 September - 29 
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”The music coming from those speakers—intermittent, changeable bursts of complex 
sound—was composed by Young using some of the most unusual instruments imaginable. 
Indeed, these instruments only “exist” in Young’s imagination and in the digital realm: he 
created them using software developed by NESS (Next Generation Sound Synthesis), a 
research project at the University of Edinburgh. By feeding his chosen parameters into 
the algorithm they created, Young was able to find out what sounds would be made by 
brass instruments that defy the laws of physics: a 20-foot trumpet, for instance, and a 
bugle that operates when blown into with breath at 300ºC.”

- Text Excerpted from Guggenheim’s website

Version 2 of ‘Possible Music’ was commissioned by the Talbot Rice Gallery at the 
University of Edinburgh.
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”The work, … fills a room, and incorporates drawings, ambiguous, trumpet-like forms 
jutting from the brightly hued walls, and multiple speakers on the floor, each one sprouting 
fake flowers.

The music coming from those speakers—intermittent, changeable bursts of complex 
sound—was composed by Young using some of the most unusual instruments imaginable. 
Indeed, these instruments only “exist” in Young’s imagination and in the digital realm: he 
created them using software developed by NESS (Next Generation Sound Synthesis), a 
research project at the University of Edinburgh. By feeding his chosen parameters into 
the algorithm they created, Young was able to find out what sounds would be made by 
brass instruments that defy the laws of physics: a 20-foot trumpet, for instance, and a 
bugle that operates when blown into with breath at 300ºC.”

- Text excerpted from Guggenheim’s website

Version 1.5 of Possible Music was commissioned by the 2019 Wuzhen Contemporary 
Art Exhibition.
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”The work, ‘Possible Music #1 (feat. NESS & Shane Aspegren)’, fills a room, and 
incorporates drawings, ambiguous, trumpet-like forms jutting from the brightly 
hued walls, and multiple speakers on the floor, each one sprouting fake flowers.

The music coming from those speakers—intermittent, changeable bursts of complex 
sound—was composed by Young using some of the most unusual instruments 
imaginable. Indeed, these instruments only “exist” in Young’s imagination and in the 
digital realm: he created them using software developed by NESS (Next Generation 
Sound Synthesis), a research project at the University of Edinburgh. By feeding his 
chosen parameters into the algorithm they created, Young was able to find out what 
sounds would be made by brass instruments that defy the laws of physics: a 20-foot 
trumpet, for instance, and a bugle that operates when blown into with breath at 300ºC.”

- Text by Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum

- This work was presented in the group exhibition, ‘One Hand Clapping’ at Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum, New York, U.S.A. from 04.05.2018 - 21.10.2018.
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Possible Music #1 (feat. NESS & Shane Aspegren)
Possible Music #1�	艃NESS溿狔㵸磞⹗Shane Aspegren⺭⛼


2018
3D-printed acrylic sculpture with soft pastel, four 3D-printed nylon sculptures with soft pastel and 
colored pencil, 3D-printed rose gold, two framed watercolour and soft pastel on paper, costume 
with wool thread, artificial flowers, lamé, polyester, and silk flag, feathers with dye, felt-tip pen on 
drumhead, video with sound, 62 min 20 sec, silent video, 40 sec, 11-channel sound installation
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”Young has produced a new video and 12-channel sound installation, as part of his 
ongoing series ‘Muted Situations’, 2014–ongoing. The series foregrounds the masked 
or unobserved moments that take place in our everyday experience. By consciously 
‘muting’ the sonic foreground, the less-commonly noticed layers are revealed. Young 
has written a series of short instructional texts describing hypothetical situations, a 
few of which he has already staged, to draw attention to unnoticed sounds. Numbered 
from one to twenty-two, this expanding set of scenarios range from ‘Muted Dance 
Party’, ‘Muted Non-Violent Protest’ to ‘Muted Taoist Funeral Ritual of Hell-breaking’.

In the latest iteration of the ongoing project, ‘Muted Situation #22: Muted Tchaikovsky’s 
5th’, 2018, Young invites the Flora Sinfonie Orchester in Cologne to perform Tchaikovsky’s 
5th Symphony in its entirety. The orchestra, however, has been asked to ‘mute’ the 
musical notes, suppressing the pitched foreground layer of the composition, and 
bringing forth the sounds produced by physical actions in a performance – the musicians’ 
focused breath, the turning of pages, or the clicking noises of the instruments’ keys.

On the process of muting, Young writes: ‘... muting is not the same as doing nothing. 
Rather, the act of muting is an intensely focused re-imagination and re-construction 
of the auditory. It involves the conscious suppression of dominant voices, as a way to 
uncover the unheard and the marginalised, or to make apparent certain assumptions 
about hearing and sounding.’ The process has the e!ect of disrupting the viewer’s 
expectations; when the piercing shriek of a violin fails to come forth, it feels anticlimactic, 
ridiculous even. Young’s situational experiments reveal what is suppressed, 
enabling us to become aware of another layer of reality underneath the noise.”

- Text by the Biennale of Sydney

- This work was presented in the 21st Biennale of Sydney (2018), ‘SUPERPOSITION: 
Equilibrium & Engagement’ from 16.03.18 - 11.06.18.

Muted Situations #22: Muted Tchaikovsky’s 5th寖ꮠ敻媲╯◅ⶇ◅寖ꮠ剁⺎㜂事㓹瑮◑谝◬ꮷ傪
2018

12-channel sound installation with 12 powder-coated speakers; video (with sound, 45 min)
12绮鷻绮ꮠ遫糌
�⹗12⠕䅸睗儕㖕㷻氳䬴绮㉻ꍖ⥾�	僘绮
�45⮈ꖉ


Performed by the Flora Sinfonie Orchester, conducted by Thomas Jung榺Flora◬ꮷ嗞㎯庌㜱
�Thomas Jung䧘䭙
  Watch Muted Situations #22

PW: EMGSY123

https://edouardmalingue.com/video/muted-situation-22-muted-tchaikovskys-5th-samson-young-2018/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/muted-situation-22-muted-tchaikovskys-5th-samson-young-2018/
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꟯亥寖ꮠ咈㇚魟㴵鷻ր寖ꮠ┘♏辑扝绮寖ꮠ▉┘璢亥榘띷齉┘⢢注⹚寖ꮠ氳车憡佭㵴缅鈫냖䈲꥙╈氳ꄆ于啶䘶㱚僘䙬㏑䤱⯆걦釒氳绮ꮠ♓㎬氪杯黁◚儔逈缅⮽氳⽰逈麕稫ⴭ氳绮ꮠ⹒䡝佭憡▽♒刈◚꟯亥ւ⥞缅փ⽰ւ氪绮փ氳膵鐁榺塞杯䎬ց鵞牊寖ꮠ䳪⛼耈䵑▶鈶縖⸊儗氳僿僸樧㵸䬠柍婯僘氪⭴僿䏩╈哗狫鵂ⱱ氳㶅ꊯ嗞绮侈丞⠕㕙俍⯞걦䐂ⶇ⮈诺꯽賁㶾榘舘蔟锡咈㇚魟氳䗰㗟㴨꿨䭗炑▽逈㙪䤱氳◄擻✳䡘⠟鈫㴖⮽꤬調亥㉾ꮠ╯┖氳⺁┉㷻杯㴨
��閰舅䖅㶼ꦁ䇗㷤䬠❠乄㰅
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Installation View㷤鈮杯㕙
“SUPERPOSITION: Equilibrium & Engagement” at Biennale of Sydney, 2018
Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo 䶕䏆: Brett East



Installation View㷤鈮杯㕙
“SUPERPOSITION: Equilibrium & Engagement” at Biennale of Sydney, 2018
Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo 䶕䏆� Brett East



Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄�
Photo 䶕䏆� Heike Fischer 
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”Muted Situations are proposals for sonic situations to be heard anew, achieved 
through a re-prioritisation of di!erent sound layers. Certain layers – in most cases the 
sonic foreground of such situations – are consciously muted or suppressed, and as a 
result the less-commonly-noticed layers are revealed. Instructions on how to stage 
these situations range from specific directives, to more open approaches that require 
negotiation with the participants. 

Mute is not silence. Muting is not the same as doing nothing. Rather, the act of muting is 
an intensely focused re-imagination and re-construction of the auditory. It involves the 
conscious suppression of dominant voices, as a way to uncover the unheard and the 
marginalised, or to make apparent certain assumptions about hearing and sounding. 

‘Muted Situation #5: Muted Chorus’ - ‘Stage a performance of the entirety of a choral 
composition without projecting the musical notes. This must be done without a 
diminution of the energy that is normally exerted in the performance of the composition 
in question. Ensemble-ship, phrasing, engagement of the bodies and all other factors 
pertaining to the performative intent of the work must be preserved as far as possible, but 
the sung musical notes are not to be heard. Suppress the consciously sound-producing 
constituent of the performance. As a result other sounds will be revealed, including but 
not limited to inhale of the singers, the sound that their bodies produce, and the rattling 
of the music scores.’”

- Text by Samson Young

րվ寖ꮠ敻媲տ硎⮛銷ⱁ鵡鷪ꄆ糌攒㲋䗰㗟╈┘⺱绮ꮠ㷻氳⨤⩝埡䈌✿阁缅浑ꄆ于缅⮽鵞◚绮ꮠ敻媲樧╈刈◚攒㲋氳绮ꮠ㷻䏢䏢佭㛻㛡丨敻媲╈氳⯦俍绮ꮠ逈僘䙬㏑峎䍐䡝䤱⯆䐍縡䥑꨾⭴⺁┉◚뉲憡☕䢦缅釤氳绮ꮠ㷻盇ⱁ鵞硎⮛敻媲氳䳪⛼䧘⶟╈僘氳佭鎌碸냉氳攒㲋䧘炑◰僘氳佭ꧏ釒艃⹉艃縖⶜り氳催ⱶꝧ䷒䓪氳谊杼亡嫏
寖ꮠ┘♏辑扝绮寖ꮠ▉┘璢亥榘띷齉┘⢢注⹚寖ꮠ氳车憡佭㵴缅鈫냖䈲꥙╈氳ꄆ于啶䘶㱚僘䙬㏑䤱⯆걦釒氳绮ꮠ♓㎬氪杯黁◚儔逈缅⮽氳⽰逈麕稫ⴭ氳绮ꮠ⹒䡝佭憡▽♒刈◚꟯亥ւ⥞缅փ⽰ւ氪绮փ氳膵鐁榺塞杯䎬

վ寖ꮠ敻媲╯◑寖ꮠ⺭そ㎯տՋւ㏇┘そ⭴♴⛰ꮠ瑟氳䗰媲┖㱮䡗┉㕙㱮丞氳⺭そ庌⭴㱮䡗鵞㕙辑庌鷪╈䑒ꯄ奨┘峎䍐塜䅻庌そ鎊嗞傪侈杼䟕氪䭙⭴氳矀ⱱ⺭㜱嗞⺀䥸⮈骰냉Ⳃ⛼♓⹗艃辑庌䙬㎬僘꟯氳䢦僘⪭☾㍕碜䑒ꯄ況⺎耈㏑⟋槴⛙┘耈缅⮽⺭そ㎯そ⭴♴⛰ꮠ瑟釒䤱㙪辑庌╈♴⛰僘䙬閂氳氪绮䡗⮈榺塞䐂♓㷤杯┉◚⪭☾绮ꮠⴎ䦮⛙┘꡿亥庌㜱縖⽛氳绮ꮠ罊냉氳Ⳃꪙ♓⹗╵隮氳緿건绮փց
��咈㇚魟

Muted Situation #5: Muted Chorus寖ꮠ敻媲╯◑寖ꮠ⺭そ㎯
2016

Instruction score, single channel video with sound, 9 min 7 sec䧘炑嗞閊
�ㄲ갓僘绮ꍖ⥾
�9⮈熯
Performed by Hong Kong Voices榺꺝⽰绮庌⭴

  Watch Muted Situation #5 
PW: EMGSY123

https://edouardmalingue.com/video/muted-situations-5-muted-chorus-for-kunsthalle-by-samson-young/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/muted-situations-5-muted-chorus-for-kunsthalle-by-samson-young/


Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄 



”Muted Situations’ are proposals for sonic situations to be heard anew, achieved 
through a re-prioritisation of di!erent sound layers. Certain layers – in most cases the 
sonic foreground of such situations – are consciously muted or suppressed, and as a 
result the less-commonly-noticed layers are revealed. Instructions on how to stage 
these situations range from specific directives, to more open approaches that require 
negotiation with the participants. 

Mute is not silence. Muting is not the same as doing nothing. Rather, the act of muting is 
an intensely focused re-imagination and re-construction of the auditory. It involves the 
conscious suppression of dominant voices, as a way to uncover the unheard and the 
marginalised, or to make apparent certain assumptions about hearing and sounding.

MUTED SITUATION #2: MUTED LION DANCE - ‘Stage a Lion Dance involving four or 
more dancers, without the accompanying percussive music. That is to say, to dance in 
silence. This must be done without a diminution of the energy that is normally exerted 
in a Lion Dance. The choreography, the costume, the scattering of lettuce and all other 
factors pertaining to the performative intent of the work should remain intact for as far 
as possible. As a result other sounds will be revealed, including not limited to the intense 
breathing of the performers, the verbal communication and cues between the Lions 
Dancers, sounds of the lion’s head rattling, and the stomping of the feet.’”

- Text by Samson Young

րվ寖ꮠ敻媲տ硎⮛銷ⱁ鵡鷪ꄆ糌攒㲋䗰㗟╈┘⺱绮ꮠ㷻氳⨤⩝埡䈌✿阁缅浑ꄆ于缅⮽鵞◚绮ꮠ敻媲樧╈刈◚攒㲋氳绮ꮠ㷻䏢䏢佭㛻㛡丨敻媲╈氳⯦俍绮ꮠ逈僘䙬㏑峎䍐䡝䤱⯆䐍縡䥑꨾⭴⺁┉◚뉲憡☕䢦缅釤氳绮ꮠ㷻盇ⱁ鵞硎⮛敻媲氳䳪⛼䧘⶟╈僘氳佭鎌碸냉氳攒㲋䧘炑◰僘氳佭ꧏ釒艃⹉艃縖⶜り氳催ⱶꝧ䷒䓪氳谊杼亡嫏
寖ꮠ┘♏辑扝绮寖ꮠ▉┘璢亥榘띷齉┘⢢注⹚寖ꮠ氳车憡佭㵴缅鈫냖䈲꥙╈氳ꄆ于啶䘶㱚僘䙬㏑䤱⯆걦釒氳绮ꮠ♓㎬氪杯黁◚儔逈缅⮽氳⽰逈麕稫ⴭ氳绮ꮠ⹒䡝佭憡▽♒刈◚꟯亥ւ⥞缅փ⽰ւ氪绮փ氳膵鐁榺塞杯䎬

վ寖ꮠ敻媲╯◅寖ꮠ艸晕տՋւ┕庌┉㕙婯僘䣒䳦嗞⛂㜱氳舘㵽㍌⛤艸縖⹉艃氳艸晕辑庌▉㶩佭鐁㏇婢랹╈艸㱮䡗鵞㕙辑庌鷪╈䑒ꯄ奨┘峎䍐塜䅻艸晕侈杼䟕氪䭙⭴氳矀ⱱ䑒ꯄ況⺎耈㏑⟋䧐稶艸僜遫万蛾氳榟蘧♓⹗艃⛼⿁氳辑庌䙬㎬僘꟯氳䢦僘⪭☾㍕碜氳㱮丞䓪稶艸僜遫䫑ꪃ♓⹗艃辑庌䙬㎬僘꟯氳䢦僘⪭☾㍕碜䑒ꯄ況⺎耈㏑㱮丞⟋槴榺塞䐂♓㷤杯┉◚⪭☾绮ꮠⴎ䦮⛙┘꡿亥艸晕縖ⱉ憶氳⽛绮艸晕縖╯ꝴ氳銨鏥◬孳⽰䬠炑晕꯽氳⾦⾦绮♓⹗胶氳ꄆ馐绮փց
��咈㇚魟

Muted Situation #2: Muted Lion Dance寖ꮠ敻媲╯◅寖ꮠ艸晕
2014

Instructions for a performance, single channel video with sound, 7 min 21 sec辑庌䧘炑
�ㄲ갓僘绮ꍖ⥾
�7⮈21熯
  Watch Muted Situation #2: Muted Lion Dance

https://vimeo.com/106912850
https://vimeo.com/106912850


Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



”Muted Situations are proposals for sonic situations to be heard anew, achieved 
through a re-prioritisation of di!erent sound layers. Certain layers – in most cases the 
sonic foreground of such situations – are consciously muted or suppressed, and as a 
result the less-commonly-noticed layers are revealed. Instructions on how to stage 
these situations range from specific directives, to more open approaches that require 
negotiation with the participants. 

Mute is not silence. Muting is not the same as doing nothing. Rather, the act of muting is 
an intensely focused re-imagination and re-construction of the auditory. It involves the 
conscious suppression of dominant voices, as a way to uncover the unheard and the 
marginalised, or to make apparent certain assumptions about hearing and sounding.

MUTED SITUATION #2: MUTED STRING QUARTET - ‘Stage a performance of the 
entirety of a string quartet of the classical period composed by a European male 
composer without projecting the musical notes. This must be done without a diminution 
of the energy that is normally exerted in the performance of the composition in question. 
Ensemble-ship, phrasing, engagement of the bodies and all other factors pertaining 
to the performative intent of the work must be preserved as far as possible, but the 
bowed musical notes are not to be heard. Suppress the consciously sound-producing 
constituent of the performance. As a result other sounds will be revealed, including but 
not limited to the breathing of the musicians, the sound that their bodies produce, the 
sounds and pitches that their left hands produce when pressing on and sliding up and 
down the finger board.’”

- Text by Samson Young

րվ寖ꮠ敻媲տ硎⮛銷ⱁ鵡鷪ꄆ糌攒㲋䗰㗟╈┘⺱绮ꮠ㷻氳⨤⩝埡䈌✿阁缅浑ꄆ于缅⮽鵞◚绮ꮠ敻媲樧╈刈◚攒㲋氳绮ꮠ㷻䏢䏢佭㛻㛡丨敻媲╈氳⯦俍绮ꮠ逈僘䙬㏑峎䍐䡝䤱⯆䐍縡䥑꨾⭴⺁┉◚뉲憡☕䢦缅釤氳绮ꮠ㷻盇ⱁ鵞硎⮛敻媲氳䳪⛼䧘⶟╈僘氳佭鎌碸냉氳攒㲋䧘炑◰僘氳佭ꧏ釒艃⹉艃縖⶜り氳催ⱶꝧ䷒䓪氳谊杼亡嫏
寖ꮠ┘♏辑扝绮寖ꮠ▉┘璢亥榘띷齉┘⢢注⹚寖ꮠ氳车憡佭㵴缅鈫냖䈲꥙╈氳ꄆ于啶䘶㱚僘䙬㏑䤱⯆걦釒氳绮ꮠ♓㎬氪杯黁◚儔逈缅⮽氳⽰逈麕稫ⴭ氳绮ꮠ⹒䡝佭憡▽♒刈◚꟯亥ւ⥞缅փ⽰ւ氪绮փ氳膵鐁榺塞杯䎬
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��咈㇚魟

Muted Situation #1: Muted String Quartet寖ꮠ敻媲╯┉寖ꮠ䌹嗞㍌ꄆ㜱
2014

Instruction score, single channel video with sound, 17 min 10 sec䧘炑嗞閊
�ㄲ갓僘绮ꍖ⥾
�17⮈10熯
Performed by the Romer Quartet榺糶傻㍌ꄆ㜱辑庌

  Watch Muted Situation: #1 Muted String Quartet

https://vimeo.com/106914174
https://vimeo.com/106914174


Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



Image courtesy the artist㎬撵舛销諠轱㳄
Photo�䶕䏆: Dennis Man Wing Leung



”A while ago I came across a story about a group of unemployed musicians from 
Cape Town who called themselves the Plaster Cast. They had released a charity 
single in response to Band Aid’s iconic ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas’. Titled ‘Yes We 
Do’, Plaster Cast’s single was produced by singer-songwriter Boomtown Gundane. 
Proceeds from its sale were ‘donated to British schools to fund instruction in 
discipline, literacy, and contraception’. I sought to get in touch with this Boomtown 
Gundane, only to find out later that he does not exist: the story was a piece of fake 
news, originally published by the Onion-esque, now-defunct, satirical news website 
Hayibo, and had subsequently been re-posted as fact on several websites and blogs. 

In ‘Palazzo Gundane (homage to the myth-maker who fell to earth)’ I pay tribute to the 
fictional musician, and imagine the world he inhabits.”

- Text by Samson Young.

- This work was presented in the Hong Kong Pavilion of the 57th Venice Biennale, ‘Songs 
for Disaster Relief’ from 13.05.2017 - 26.11.2017.
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Palazzo Gundane (homage to the myth-maker who fell to earth)
2017

Silk-screen print on vinyl cover, felt tip pen on vinyl records, 3D-printed nylon, vitrine of found 
objects, movable curtain system, neon, video, animation and 10-channel sound installation礸私ⷆ⯇亥랫腜そ撵㵟ꪫ妗㶅璜筑亥랫腜そ撵┕
�3D䣒ⷆ㶼륕
�杯䡗擻⹗朔桕ꢷ⮛圴
�⺎燯Ⳃ氳猬皧硎礶
�ꧼ豌掸
�釲갓
�Ⳃ樔⹗10绮鷻绮ꮠ遫糌

Featuring Michael Schiefel榺Michael Schiefel庌⭴
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”The Kwan Sing Choir is a recreational ensemble under the ‘Workers’ Club’ at the Hong 
Kong Federation of Trade Unions (HKFTU). HKFTU is ‘a pro-labour and pro-Beijing 
group founded in 1948 in Hong Kong. It is the largest labour group in Hong Kong with 
over 390,000 members in 189 a"liates and 62 associated trade unions. It currently 
commands five seats in the Legislative Council of Hong Kong and 29 District Councillors’ 
(excerpted from Wikipedia).

I extended an invitation across the aisle, and the Kwan Sing Choir graciously accepted 
the invitation to experiment. I am very happy, and very grateful, that the members of the 
ensemble had taken the plunge with me in realizing this work.”

- Text by Samson Young.

- This work was presented in the Hong Kong Pavilion of the 57th Venice Biennale, ‘Songs 
for Disaster Relief’ from 13.05.2017 - 26.11.2017.
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We Are the World, as performed by the Hong Kong 
Federation of Trade Unions Choir (Muted Situation #21)

2017
Video, 5 minutes 26 seconds, and 8-channel sound installationꍖ⥾
�5⮈26熯
�绮鷻绮ꮠ遫糌

Performed by the Kwan Sing Choir榺紮绮⺭そ㎯庌⭴
  Watch We Are the World

PW: EMGSY123

https://edouardmalingue.com/video/we-are-the-world-by-samson-young/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/we-are-the-world-by-samson-young/
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Sound Control
Samson Young’s multidisciplinary work confronts the ways in which sound can both
transcend borders and enforce them

by Peter Meanwell

*This article was published on Frieze: https://frieze.com/article/sound-control
Date of publication: 15 February 2017. 

In a dim corner of the Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, next to the gentlemen’s toilets, I’m listening intently with one 
of the gallery attendants, who is convinced that there are hidden speakers somewhere. In these pockets 
of uncurated institutional space, birdsong keeps trilling, with no indication as to where it’s coming from. For 
Samson Young, the artist whose exhibition ‘A Dark Theme Keeps Me Here, I’ll Make a Broken Music’ opened 
here in December 2016, birdsong is but one weapon in a compositional arsenal that deploys sounds and 
objects within a dense web of historical reference to tell myriad stories.

Often, these stories relate to borders – between things, people, places – and the profusion of perspectives 
they engender. For an artist who is purposefully multi-disciplinary – Young has a PhD, and is still active, in 
classical composition – he also has a fascination with the simple binary of borderlines. His work plays 
across political and aesthetic divisions, teasing our understanding of what lies on each side and pulling 
apart conventions. ‘Stop telling me to stop dichotomizing the East and the West,’ he writes in his text-cum-
manifesto ‘Lest I Forget Who I Am To’. ‘I am not done yet. Stop delegitimizing my site of resistance’ [1].

The geopolitics of borders haunt the colonial histories of Young’s native Hong Kong, which he will represent 
at this year’s Venice Biennale. In the project Pastoral Music (But It Is Entirely Hollow) (2014 ongoing), Young 
sings Cantonese nursery rhymes along the Gin Drinkers Line (old British military defences that failed to 
secure the island against the Japanese during World War II), his haunting, faltering voice resonant in the 
concrete bunkers. Dripping with a melancholy that conjures not only the specific failure of this military 
operation but a more global shrug of resignation at the immutability of colonization, the voice possesses a 
knowing quality that perhaps speaks to the island’s ongoing struggle for self-determination.

For his 2016 multimedia walk, So You Are Old By the Time You Reach the Island, participants revisited the sites 
of Hong Kong’s 2014 umbrella movement protests in the Admiralty district. Listening through headphones, 
they partook in an ambulatory, fictionalized spy narrative recalling both Hong Kong’s cold war espionage 
days and the more recent political upheavals. Young appeared at the climax of the piece, standing on a high 
walkway above the audience, singing a slow love song to each participant over their mobile phones.

Depictions of the military and the oppression of peoples play lightly through Young’s work, criss-crossed 
by multiple, interlocking narratives. In Canon (2016), again positioned at a distance from the audience, a 
performer wearing a 1979 Hong Kong colonial police uniform plays along to a tape of prerecorded birdsong 
with a bird whistle. The sound is projected through a long-range acoustic device (or LRAD) – a non-lethal 
sonic weapon used, variously, to scare pigeons on private estates and disperse protestors engaged in 
acts of civil disobedience; the calls are those of birds in distress. The spectacle is at once authoritarian and 
performative, insinuating parallel infrastructures of violence and entertainment. The

audience is surrounded by the paraphernalia of the 1979 Vietnamese refugee crisis, when a cargo vessel 
carrying 2,700 refugees arrived on Hong Kong’s shores and its passengers were refused entry. We sit on 
a custom-made bench bearing the name of the ship, Skyluck. A tiny fountain pumps condensed milk into 
a replica water basin – symbols of the subsistence aid the refugees were granted while they waited on 
board for more than four months – and a murmuring Vietnamese voice is heard faintly from behind a door. 
In Nocturne (2015), a performer dressed in generic military fatigues sits intently watching a small monitor 
showing aerial bombardment footage, collated from sources including the Gulf Wars and Daesh bombings. 
Equipped with the tools of the Foley artist, the performer accurately re-creates the cracks of explosions and 
whooshes of missile launches on a battery of percussion equipment and DIY sound e!ects, all broadcast 
through a localized FM transmitter. At Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, this work sat on a floor of sand — another 
military reference, spilling over from Stanley (2014), a piece evoking Hong Kong’s famous tourist beach, and 
site of a military internment camp. In time, the volume of di!erent histories in Young’s work blurs the specific 
nuance of any singular conflict or struggle, creating a schmear of abstracted violence, but one denatured 
and emasculated through the artist’s sonic and visual translations.

While his work transcends the categorization of sound art, Young pays acute attention to the detail and 
timbre of sounds both individually and in concert. As the bombs drop on their anonymous targets in Nocturne, 
the audience is encouraged to encounter the work by wandering through the space with an FM radio, the 
compression and distortion of the signal turning the Foley sounds into a dislocated, uncanny sonic depiction 
of war. The birdsong of Canon, while emanating from a hyperdirectional speaker, bounce and ricochet o! 
the walls of the gallery and insinuate themselves into odd corners of the building. (The attendant’s search 
was fruitless: there were no extra speakers.)

In a series of earlier works, ‘Muted Situations’ (2014), Young purposefully mutes a string quartet and a choir, 
drawing attention to the physicality and human awkwardness of the performers. Turning the volume up 
on the lip smacks, page turns and shu$es is perhaps an attempt to address a flawed ideal of transnational 
music, which would supersede musical archetypes. When a Hong Kong string quartet performs, in near-
silence, the music of Joseph Haydn, where and when is our cultural focus?

In the realm of classical music, Young finds another boundary to confront. A globalized industry that 
fetishizes the output of 300 years of Western art music is riddled with contradictions in the context of 
somewhere such as Hong Kong. In his series ‘To Fanon’ (2016–ongoing), the artist has vandalized his own 
early scores, partially overlaying them with images of birds, military figures, drawings and collage, as well as 
the pasted covers of books by Jean Baudrillard and Paul Virilio. As with much of Young’s work, these appear 
as a stratification of his thought processes, like geological time revealing itself in a desert mesa.

The anti-colonialist Frantz Fanon, to whom these pieces are addressed, noted in 1959: ‘It is the colonialists 
who become the defenders of the native style’ [2]. And it is in Young’s quiet-yet-determined addressing of the 
cultural identity politics of sound art that Fanon resonates most strongly. Young’s exhibition ‘Orchestrations’ 
– presented by Para Site at Connecting Spaces, Hong Kong, in 2016 – dealt with the contradictions of the 
oriental composer, of the self-orientalizing of his peers and of the power structures inherent in musical 
forms. In ‘Lest I Forget Who I Am To’, Young writes: ‘Debunking the “East meets West” binary involves not 
only a destabilization of the essentialized concept of the East but, also, an equally rigorous interrogation 
of the essentialized concept of the West. We must begin by confronting the very language with which we 
describe the auditory and the act of composition’ [3]. At times, it seems he is railing against a musical system 
wherein the inherent infrastructures mimic autocratic regimes: the classical composer is all-powerful and 
orchestral hierarchies are basically feudal. However, Young’s work shows a fondness for both the tradition 
and the practice. There may be an element of institutional critique to his work, but Young is also exploring his 
own identity as a composer: an identity that the founders of the tradition he practises never imagined.



Alongside his composition and installations, Young has notably produced a prolific stream of works on 
paper, transcribing sound. Recalling in form both the colourful textured graphic scores of Anthony Braxton 
and the draughtsmanship of Cornelius Cardew, in function they are more akin to the sound drawings of 
Trisha Donnelly or Max Neuhaus. These are not scores to be read or maps to re-create a sonic journey; 
they are documents that evoke the auditory through the visual. If Young’s representations of military action 
in Pastoral Music equate standard musical notation with war strategies, ‘Landschaft’ (Landscape, 2015–
ongoing) – his series of transcriptions of environmental soundscapes from Kenya to Poland – communicates 
through a pictorial language that is unsteady, with symbols shifting from one work to the next. A vibrant 
watercolour splash, a neatly annotated bass clef, a striated line for a trundling suitcase: instantly attractive, 
these diagrams successfully transmute intangible audio into visual commodity, while appearing to erode 
the tyranny of the composer through a process of ‘automatic writing’, democratically revealing the hidden 
sound worlds within.

To write of Young’s work, then, is to wrestle with this extant tension between his dual artist-composer persona 
– two worlds alienated from each other through education and economy. (He is currently composing a piece 
for the Hong Kong Sinfonietta while preparing his Venice Biennale show.) Even as his gallery production 
veers away from concrete references to the tools of a composer’s art (the accretion of scores and notation), 
we sense that his work is composed with an ear for the contrapuntal nature of how pieces relate to each 
other. At Kunsthalle Düsseldorf, the interplay of birdsong, aerial bombardment Foley, muted string quartet, 
sung lullaby and the nearby cathedral bells reveals a precise calculation.

The French composer Olivier Messiaen once wrote: ‘I give birdsongs to those who dwell in cities and have 
never heard them, make rhythms for those who know only military marches or jazz, and paint colours for 
those who see none’ [4]. For Young, the birds that hide in dim gallery corners, occupy his musical scores 
and emanate from military hardware are more than just signifiers of freedom: they are transgressive beasts, 
circling above borders, calling to us to look up as we, too, step across lines.

[1] Samson Young, ‘Lest I Forget Who I Am To’, undated (http://bit.ly/2jbEozj).
[2] Frantz Fanon, ‘Wretched of the Earth’, speech to the Congress of Black African Writers, 1959.
[3] Samson Young, ‘Lest I Forget Who I Am To’, op. cit.
[4] Independent, 9 December 1988.



”Inspired by mythic tales of 17th-century Chinese travellers making their way to Europe on 
foot, this multilayered piece asks: how are journeys remembered and retold? What of the 
aching feet that carry the bodies, the bumpy ride, the incidental mountains? How do stories 
lend meanings to places left behind?

‘One of Two Stories, or Both (Field Bagatelles)’ began with an MIF first: a five-part radio 
series, performed by a cast of actors, artists and musicians. Broadcast live from Low Four in 
Old Granada Studios, this tapestry of sound, oral histories, songs and poetry could be heard 
throughout Manchester on Unity Radio 92.8 FM and online at Unityradio.fm.

Following the radio series, a multichannel sound and visual installation at the Centre for 
Chinese Contemporary Art brought another intriguing perspective to these stories, while 
also marking the 20th anniversary of the UK’s handover of Hong Kong to China.”

- Text from Manchester International Festival (MIF).

- This work was presented at the Centre for Chinese Contemporary Art (CFCCA), 
Manchester, U.K. as part of Manchester International Festival (MIF) from 07.07.2017 - 
29.10.2017.

- Commissioned by Manchester International Festival, Centre for Chinese Contemporary 
Art, Edouard Malingue Gallery, University of Salford Art Collection, and West Kowloon 
Cultural District. Supported by Hong Kong Economic and Trade O"ce, London as part of 
its programme of events commemorating the 20th Anniversary of the establishment of the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region.
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One of Two Stories, Or Both (Field Bagatelles)
2017

Installation: Video on designated TV unit, 40 mins 16 seconds, 8-channel sound installation, photographic 
c-print on paper, digital collage c-print on paper, carpet, movable curtain system, 3 custom stools, 1 vintage 
leather armchair, acoustic ba$e with window, music score stand, music scores, wind machine, leather saddle, 
custom foley table, cereal box, duct taped cereal box, audio cable, plastic flower bouquet, compressed air, 
mini xylophone, tam tam mallet, Victorian lamp, melodica tubes, printed radio scripts, 5 Thomas the Tank 
Engine wooden train whistles, rotary dial phone, 2 coconut shell halves, portable record player, thunder drum, 
ocean drum; radio composition: for 6 voice actors, 3 foley artists, ensemble (viola, clarinet doubling bass 
clarinet, trumpet doubling bugle, double bass, percussion doubling piano); in 5 movements, 2 hours 30 mins
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”When I have fears that I may cease to be, what would you give in exchange for your soul 
is a multimedia walk. The narrative of the walk is presented through site-specific films, 
music playlists, photographs and a collection of research materials. Based loosely on 
Graham Greene’s Ministry of Fear, the fictional world of the walk unfolds in a series of 
surveillance reports on Lok, owner of a bookstore that specializes in tales of personal 
confession, and appropriates the physical structure, processes, and people that make 
the fair possible. Lok is convinced that he is being pursued by foreign agents, and had 
pre-emptively commissioned a private investigator to document and research into his 
imminent disappearance.”

- Text excerpted from Frieze Projects’ website.

վWhen I have fears that I may cease to be, what would you give in exchange for your 
soulտ佭┉埡㛡㨧냉万塠㱚䫑榫▽㕙㏑攒㲋氳꧆䏆ꮠ嗞䲮䷒⮛辑拨撵⽰┉硎⮛溿狔免乣♓铻鳯꟯亥嗞Lok氳䷚◄䷚◄㓹亥葐㎜㵸鐁㳄◴⮵٬劲ꦾⷥ㡂٬劲冷氳㵸鐁վ䔦䓐⪐ꞎտ㏇┉硎⮛꟯亥嗞Lok氳泃釲㕕⼔㷤ꝧ嗞佭┉ꝴ傴䈙氳縐ꟈ鎊傴䈙㵬嫱亥僘꟯⠕☕⼔氫氳䷚◄塞埡塠车氳谓啶┪槡䄇榫▽ⶥ鈮働╈擻杼磶啶鶡艃⽰☕⿦╚☕⪞嗞㔌⟔☾塜㏇逈㛛㎜攒䄄鴓䩔┾䯠⩝㡨鋖┉⺲熗㳄⣑䫔✿鋘ꍖ溿狔ⷊ㵫氪榟㏇☾骰┕氳㜊騥◄♭
��乄㰅疒鹡亥Frieze Projects私珇

When I have fears that I may cease to be, 
what would you give in exchange for your soul

2016
Multimedia walk with site-specific films, music playlists, photographs, and live performance㛡㨧냉万塠
�ꡭ䅸㕙㏑攒㲋䏆撵ꮠ嗞䲮䷒⮛辑拨撵⹗杯㕙辑庌
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”The Long Range Acoustic Device (LRAD) is a sound cannon or ‘non-lethal’ sonic 
weapon that is capable of broadcasting sounds at an extreme loudness over a long 
distance. The LRAD is frequently deployed by law enforcement around the world to 
neutralize protesters and for crowd control. When used at maximum volume, LRAD is 
capable of inducing permanent hearing impairment. LRAD is also used to repel birds on 
private properties. This is achieved by broadcasting distressed-bird calls. 

‘Canon’ is comprised of a sound installation and live performance, which is experienced 
at two di!erent locations. At the ‘broadcasting’ location, with an LRAD unit the artist 
performs the calls of birds, in response to a background track that is consisted of 
recordings of actual bird calls.”

- Text by Samson Young.

րꝏꦗ䬴绮遫糌LRAD佭┉牊ꮠ嫧憋ւꪞ舛⽝փ绮嫧塡㉻耈鵡鷪鸞ꦗ氪⭴哗냖ꮠꄈ氳绮㋹┪槡⺨㏑氳㓵嫏縖䅻䅻✳榫LRAD✿㵴䤻炑㣜縖⽰䫞⯆☕紮LRAD㏇ꮠꄈ㛻┖✳榫侈⺎鵳䡗姧╦䓪缅ⱱ䮇⥏LRAD▉耈鵂鷪䊸䲮鷖ꤠ氳둊⺈绮✿꿄鵅熗☕⛩㱟氳둊걊
վCanonտ榺绮ꮠ遫糌⽰杯㕙辑庌磞䡗鈶浑⺎♓㏇⪔⠕┘⺱㏑럅냉꿨鵞♭⛼⿁㏇�ր䊸䲮ց氳鼨⮈諠轱㳄✳榫-3"%遫糌嘘♻둊걊⺈绮♓㍑䟕洡㴨둊⺈绮ꍖꮠ䢦磞䡗氳羝俍ꮠ髬ց
��咈㇚魟

Canon
2016

Drawing (charcoal, ink, pastel, pencil, stamp and watercolor on paper), sound performance (for one 
performer with audio interface, laptop. Long Range Acoustic Device (LRAD), microphone), installation 
(3D printed water basin, custom-designed bench, sound track, stamped text on wall, wired fencing)筑樔	碋儗憉璜姢睗輔璜ꈋ璜ⷆ珖⹗姢䎷
绮ꮠ辑庌	┉⺲辑庌縖✳榫ꮠ갓䫚⹾璜鋘儗꧆胖ꝏꦗ䬴绮遫糌	LARD
뜵⩡겨
遫糌	3D䣒ⷆ姢沙銬邯ꝏ⭩ꮠ髬㘾ꪫ衏ⷆ乄㰅僘稘㎠垩
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”’So You Are Old by the Time You Reach the Island’ is a time- and site-specific journey 
that weaves together institutional histories of place with fictions and personal narratives. 
Reference point for this journey is the lost golden bell that once adorned the Rodney 
Block of the (now demolished) Victoria Barracks in Admiralty. This bell gave the Admiralty 
district its Chinese name. On the afternoon of Thursday, March 24 from 1:15pm to 7:30pm, 
over the course of six hours, small groups of people will depart the Convention Center on 
the walk. Each participant will receive a portable media player and headphones along 
with a bag holding various small objects, maps and instructions necessary to complete 
the journey.”

- Text excerpted from BMW Art Journey’s website.

վSo You Are Old by the Time You Reach the Islandտ佭┉埡㵫樧㏑냉⯆塽⺒艃谓啶䷚◄⽰⠕☕䷶◄◬笞亥┉氳侈狞攒㲋亹鵞埡亹氳⹉拨럅佭傾祺亥ꄌꖉ禵㛡⮵◟⪬䢤杯䄖䥸ꢝ遫굟蜸嗞煱嗻氳鹨㜊ꄌꖉ鵞⠕ꄌꖉ䡗憡▽鵞┉ⶆ氳╈乄⺲牒㏇
3僖24仼佔僿㍌┖ⶎ럅15⮈舘侪┕럅30⮈⹉艃縖㵫䐍働㷤╈䑐⭴氪鶡车⪠㵸侈氳塠鵏夷⠕⹉艃縖㵫䷅⮽┉⠕ꤚ骰氳㨧냉䲮䷒㉻艃繱嚂♓⹗┉⠕遫僘⺨牊㵸擻♭㏑㎬⽰注꟯䧘䌖氳近㯹✿㱮䡗佭埡亹
��乄㰅鹡亥ր㵏껊諠轱╯亹ց㲇私

So You Are Old By the Time You Reach the Island
2016

Multimedia walk with site-specific films, radio broadcasts, and live performance㛡㨧냉万塠
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BOOMING
by Hans Ulrich Obrist

*This interview was published in Mousse Magazine (issue no. 55).
Date of publication: October - November 2016. 

Samson Young is a sound artist and composer from Hong Kong whose interests range from the politics 
behind classical Western music writing systems and the collective unit represented by orchestras, to 
the possible relations between sounds and warfare (sound as a weapon, or explosions as vehicles of 
overwhelming information), to the recording, notation, and sketching of bells as artifacts that define limits 
and can unite or separate communities and individuals.

HANS ULRICH OBRIST: Your training is in music. What caused you to move to media and 
visual arts?

SAMSON YOUNG: It was an organic process. It began when I met several new media artists as friends. 
After my undergraduate years in Sydney, I came back to Hong Kong to earn some money and complete 
my master’s degree before I went to the United States for my doctorate. I encountered this new media art 
organization in Hong Kong called Videotage. I would not have branched out without them. I had a friend, 
Christopher Lau, who at the time he was working as a technical director at Videotage. He’s actually a 
programmer by training, and studied math, and he was making all of these weird things. The two of us, and a 
poet named Ron Lam, formed an artist collective called Emergency Lab.

HUO: Is Ron Lam still writing poetry?

SY: No, she’s a travelogue writer now, based in Kyoto. And Chris doesn’t make video art any more. But 
I absorbed what they both did, and it’s become part of my practice. When we worked together, we would 
begin a collaboration with me making the music. Then later on, we would switch roles. Maybe Ron would 
start making the music, and Chris would start doing the text.

HUO: As Etel Adnan says: identity shifts, identity is a choice. Did Emergency Lab have a manifesto?

SY: Not really. It was very casual. That was the reason for the name, actually, because we were always doing 
things at the last minute. After I moved to the United States, given the geographical separation it became 
easier for me to do things myself rather than collaborating with people overseas.

HUO: Is that why you started making videos?

SY: Yes, I figured that if I wanted to have a video as a backdrop to my music, I should learn to do it myself. I 
didn’t think much then about whether it would look professional or not.

HUO: Can you give me an example?

SY: I did a very conceptual cello piece with me playing ping pong in a Teletubby costume, with a cellist 
onstage with a music stand.

HUO: I’d love to see that.

SY: It’s kind of ridiculous! I’ll let you see it, but I’ll never do it again! There I am in the background in my 
Teletubby costume, drinking tea. It’s really weird. There was a time when I had more humor in my work. It was 
also crazy because it was in the context of Princeton’s graduate music department, and the professors were 
like, “What’s going on?!” The next day it was on the front page of the student paper, with the big head of my 
Teletubby costume.
I branched out from there. I accumulated knowledge that way: learn how to do video for one piece; learn how 
to make electronics and circuits for the next piece; learn how to edit it together with collages of text for the 
next piece. Along the way, after having undertaken many little experiments, I ended up with a palette of skills 
that is wider than a typical composer’s. Now that I have all these abilities at my disposal, I always think, well, 
what can I do with them?

HUO: So that’s the technology and media part. What about the drawn scores?

SY: Those came from a much earlier moment. As a composer these days, in your training, you generally 
use the computer to make scores. But in my first year as an undergraduate at the University of Sydney, one 
professor made us hand-write all our compositions. She thought it was important. I really enjoyed that, so I 
continue to do it.

HUO: You know my Instagram. I believe in the saving of handwriting, because it’s something that’s about to 
disappear. There’s a kind of extinction of handwriting.

SY: Precisely. Comparing music made before computer-generated scores with music made after, I perceive 
a shift in the way the composer works. This is a wild theory, and I don’t know if anyone else has tried to 
articulate this, but I do think that American minimalist music, like Steve Reich and Philip Glass, has been very 
much facilitated by the fact that we can now write music in the computer. It’s easy to take one passage and 
then repeat it, and make it longer, with a simple copy and paste, copy and paste. Whereas if you’re handwriting 
the score, you can physically feel the stamina required to write out the same passage over, say, twenty bars.

HUO: It’s repetition and di!erence.

SY: I take a lot of pleasure in the drawing of a score. I care about how it looks visually. I remember my friends 
at school commenting on that, saying, you’re spending more time on making the score look beautiful than 
you are on thinking about the music. But I didn’t understand why that would be a criticism. I want my scores 
to look beautiful. So I think my drawing practice comes from that. I think of it as drawing musical notation, 
drawing scores.



HUO: Let’s talk about the explosion sound project, Pastoral Music.

SY: In that I’m investigating the sounds of explosions. I’m very interested in sounds that are condensed, 
and an explosion is super condensed. An explosion is one split second, but in the moment, there’s so much 
information. It’s an information overload, like a camera’s flash. I’m fascinated by sounds like that because 
I think they defy logic. First of all, you can’t hear everything in the moment; you miss information. Your ear 
drops information in order to process the moment. Second, it has to do with technology. We were never 
able to hear these really condensed sounds in their entirety until two pieces of technology came about: 
recording technology and sound analysis software. Before that, when you heard an explosion, after it was 
gone, the information was lost. It’s only now, with these technologies, that we can go back to a sound and 
listen to it again and again and analyze it. If you look at the spectrogram of an explosion sound, it becomes 
obvious how many things you are not hearing. So what winds up happening is that in that split second, 
your mind “fills in the gap” to imagine the totality of this information overload. So the image of a sound in the 
spectrogram reminds us that hearing is a condition that we aspire to; we aspire to hear as much as possible, 
but our bodies won’t do it. So for me, sound analysis software created this historic moment, not unlike that 
moment when astronauts first left the Earth and took a picture of our planet from space. That image of the 
Earth from outer-space, in which the “world” we live in is presented to us as a small circle surrounded by vast 
spans of nothingness, forever changed our understanding of size and scale.?The spectrogram changed 
our relationship to hearing in the same way—the boundaries and limits of auditory perception have been 
redrawn. Explosion sounds and bell sounds are similar in that they are both dense, condensed, overloaded.

HUO: How do you formalize them?

SY: I feed them through sound analysis software, and I look at the resulting spectrogram. That informs me 
about what pitches, what qualities, I’m not hearing. I then proceed to make a graphical transcription of the 
sound. There’s always certain sonic qualities such as pitch material that I try to be more literal about in my 
transcriptions. For such qualities, I rely more on traditional musical notation. But traditional notation has a 
habit of disregarding certain sonic features, and is terribly ine!ective when it comes to describing qualities 
that has more to do with energy than information. So for things like how the condensed sounds unlock, how 
it develops and reverberates through space—for those I need to rely on visual metaphors. I suppose my 
approach is methodological but not scientific. There is of course already a long tradition of representation of 
sound and music in visual art: Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee… People always talk about the musicality in the 
visual. When you look at a Kandinsky, he’s obviously very successful in coming up with general descriptions 
of what the music is. But when you respond to a full musical composition—like a jazz composition or a 
symphony—and represent that information on a canvas, two things happen: first, you end up responding 
to the idea of a musical composition, and second, you invariably end up with general accounts of what the 
music is. Those are interesting and fun, but what I’m interested in are shorter moments, because by zooming 
into these short energies I reveal to you what I am hearing, and while the audience might or might not agree 
with my take on things, we can at least agree that there is much more in that sound to what we can perceive 
on the surface. This dialogue is not about verification, or who has better ears, but more about giving you 
access to the fact that I can try to but I will fail at communicating with you. I can’t make you hear a sound 
as yellow, but I encourage you to become aware of that fact that I am experiencing this peculiar thing that 
is called hearing in colors, which you might also know, but there is no way to synchronize that experience 
and probably there is no need to. It is enough that you recognize that something in me is similar to what is 
also in you. To take a step back, to root everything in music: composers have always been interested in the 
representation of sound, and notation has evolved as technology develops.

 Take for instance a composer like Olivier Messiaen, who went out into the field and tried to make accurate 
descriptions of bird songs. If he’d had the technology we have now, I think he would have tried to notate the 
bird sounds very di!erently. He would try to be extremely detailed about the spectral qualities.

HUO: He would use computers?

SY: He would definitely use computers.

HUO: So would John Cage.

SY: I think so. Composers and musicians are always at the forefront of responding to technology. If you look 
at the development of the modern piano, it has adopted technological advances every step along the way: 
from the wooden frame, to the mechanics that allow you to create a soft sound and a loud sound. Then 
comes industrialization and a metal frame, which amplified the piano, made it louder. Then the electronic 
keyboard. You would never hear a composer say, “I’m writing this piece of music just because I want to 
show o! this new Korg synthesizer,” but they are always the first to respond to shifts in technology. Musical 
instruments are technology.

HUO: You describe that there is this overload in the explosions. I was once in Korea, at a monastery, and they 
ring these bells early in the morning, at 5 a.m. It was complete sensory overload.

SY: I love sensory overload because in those moments you can’t process it all, so you kind of give up. You 
suspend logic, and are then relying on your sensory apparatus. What makes this wonderful is that it’s like a 
game; you can’t fully comprehend all that you’re hearing, but you can totally imagine somebody hearing the 
same thing, and you know what that thing is.?It becomes a perfect way to imagine another consciousness. 
Iris Murdoch’s writing often talks about the importance of being able to imagine others’ consciousness. To 
imagine you’re hearing the same thing as somebody else, that you can’t fully process, is a wonderful way to 
know that there’s this other consciousness at the opposite end of the table. We are hearing the same sound, 
but I know we’re not really hearing the same thing, but I can acknowledge that, and can imagine what you’re 
experiencing. Remember the handwriting sample I did for you: “My dear friend, what is on your mind?” I think 
this becomes a great way to ask that question. “My friend, what is on your mind?” I can’t know. We’re hearing 
di!erent things, and that’s OK. That’s why information overloads are good. They are not about verification.

HUO: In the BMW project you did research globally, with many bells—collecting bells, in a sense.

SY: Fieldwork is important as a way to figure things out through going around to many places.

HUO: Learning from bells. Like Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour’s book Learning 
from Las Vegas.

SY: For me field work is a way to think through issues, to arrive at a nuanced position on certain topics, but this 
is mostly done to satisfy an internal need, rather than to sway anybody’s opinion. So my work is not political in 
that sense, but of course a nuanced position on things a!ects how I vote, how I consume, who I admire, who 
I support, how I run my nonprofit.



HUO: You have a nonprofit?

SY: Yes, it’s called Contemporary Musiking (CMHK). It’s an Arts Council-funded organization, running for 
about three years now. We support emerging sound artists in Hong Kong, and we have an overseas exchange 
program. We do social engagement projects as well. An example of how I process issues through field work 
is the Liquid Borders project, in which I visited the restricted zones between Hong Kong and China, walking 
along the entire border between the two regions and archived the vibration of the border fences. A point of 
departure for the project is the complicated relationship between Hong Kong and China, the di!erences in 
values and ideologies between the two regions, but also a deep conservatism and the fear of the unknown 
that fuse discrimination of new immigrants. The border is important psychologically for the people of Hong 
Kong, it’s our “last frontier” and people fear losing it. But if it’s so important to us then where is it? What does it 
look like? What does it sound like? Is it fragile or robust? What does it keep away and what gets through? So 
the task that I’d designed for myself—to archive the fences between Hong Kong and China in its entirety—is 
really just an excuse for me to walk along the border and see/hear it for what it is.

HUO: What would be the endpoint of the bell project? You mentioned once that the bell sounds will all come 
together in a musical work, and you want an orchestra to become an extension of the reverberation of the 
bells, and you’ll do a multichannel sound piece with your recordings. Is that all still going to happen?

SY: All of those things are still in the plan. I am planning to write an orchestral composition. I’m talking with the 
Hong Kong Sinfonietta, and we’re going to try and program it for 2018. I’m going to make a bunch of drawings 
of just the bell sounds that will be similar to the explosion sound project, in that they focus on shorter 
moments. I’m probably going to show them in Düsseldorf at the end of this year. What I like about the process 
is that I’ve done all this research, and all of these di!erent works will happen only when the moment is right. 
It’s kind of like the bell and its reverberations: the moment happened, and then it might resonate, and I might 
make another work about it five or ten years later. The bell recording trip was such an important educational 
process, it has changed the way I think about certain things. It’s going to reverberate throughout di!erent 
facets of my practice.

HUO: I saw your excellent Pastoral Music exhibition at Team Gallery in New York last year. There you created 
a situation of a gallery show with scores, and an installation in the middle. Sometimes you would be there, live 
in the space performing, but when I was there, you were away and the exhibition still worked—you could be 
present or absent.

SY: That show was the explosion research project that came before the bells. It started with explosions 
and expanded into looking at how sound has always been used in warfare, and the reverse: how people 
remember and experience warfare through its sounds. I read a great book about how veterans who fought 
in the Gulf War remember it through hearing. They give these intricate descriptions. Of course, in the book 
they’re in the form of text, but they vividly describe how to decipher where a bomb is dropping: in your 
neighborhood, or somewhere far away, to determine if you need to run or not. And as you know, historically 
sound has been used as a weapon, as psychological warfare and a way to intimidate the enemy. My projects 
are always very messy. If you remember the drawings on the walls at Team Gallery one was called SDIHK, 
those were military strategies but described with musical notation. SDIHK stands for Strategic Defense 
Initiative of Hong Kong. I was thinking about the Ghost Army of World War II, a tactical deception unit. The 
Americans had sound engineers and musicians making these fake radio broadcasts, and playing back 
sounds of explosions into the battlefield as decoys. So they were essentially musicians as soldiers. At first 
my project was about sound and war, but it eventually became about what musicians and people working 
with sound could do in times of conflict. If there is a war in Hong Kong what is something that I could do?

HUO: What can art do?

SY: Yes. Of course there’s things you can already imagine, such as propaganda, trying to sway opinion. But if 
you look at history, artists have had other roles to play as well.

HUO: More and more people live in cities. Rem Koolhaas says that we should not focus only on the city, but 
also on the countryside. Is Pastoral Music intended to bring us away from the city, into a more rural or serene 
context?

SY: Since the Industrial Revolution, people have romanticized nature. Today places of conflict have become 
our new sites to romanticize. Remember how the CNN and cable news channels reported the shock and 
awe campaign during the Gulf War for instance, we experienced images and sounds of bombs dropping 
for hours on end.There are also hundreds of home-made night bombing and warzone videos on YouTube, 
and they get hundreds of thousands of hits. This is obviously hugely problematic, but there’s no denying that 
some people find these images incredibly seductive—they look and sound like gentle and distinct fireworks, 
which is very di!erent from the overly dramatized depiction of war that we are so used in the cinema. But 
when suicide bombs hit a major city in the West it is such a big rupture because people never imagined being 
so close to the scenes of action.

HUO: That’s what you meant by “pastoral”?

SY: Yes.

HUO: You’ve made these great books of scores that are connected to your installations: to the bells, and 
the explosions, and other pieces. They are also autonomous artworks. You use drawing, mapping, stamps, 
watercolor, charcoal. Can you tell me about them?

SY: I started doing them because I needed something to keep me occupied while waiting for the bells. The 
bells don’t ring for you; you have to wait for them. I don’t draw landscapes, but I guess these sound sketches 
are the equivalent of a kind of landscape art for somebody who works with sound, drawing what I’m hearing 
rather than what I’m seeing, in the field. So it’s both a diary, and also a way to prevent boredom while I am 
waiting for a sound to happen. I became fascinated with the process and that in turn encouraged me to stay 
longer in one place. For example, at Rouen Cathedral in France, at each hour the bells are slightly di!erent. I 
stayed there for a long time, and produced many di!erent drawings throughout the day.

HUO: And you continue to do them.

SY: Yes. I’m actually going on a container ship residency, and will do seascape sound drawings all the time I’m 
on board. And what I’m drawing will always be di!erent. It’s kind of like long-exposure photography.

HUO: Do the war drawings continue also?

SY: The war drawings will continue. I like using notation to describe things. Actually I’ve realized that a lot of 
what I do is transcription, as opposed to composition, and I think this is an important distinction. Composers 
generally use notation as a tool to produce an end point, to bring about a musical performance. Whereas I’m 
using notation to reverse back from an end point, from an already-existing sound back to its representation. 
I’m always transcribing. I haven’t entirely figured this out yet, but I think it’s important. I’m on to something.



”The auditory coverage of bells defines territories, separating one community from 
another along cultural, religious, or ideological fault lines. Bells also connect individuals. 
When great care is taken in the tuning of bells, the purity of tone and fullness of volume 
become sources of collective pride. The abduction of bells on the other hand – often 
involving violent conflicts – aroused fierce animosities, and individual’s sense of belonging 
is greatly disturbed by such events (Alain Corbin, 1998). 

‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ takes the titles of Hemingway’s novel & Donne’s poem quite 
literally and asks: who needs bells? For whom are bells cast, sounded, and preserved in 
perpetuity? Much like the travelling landscape artist, I transcribe, notate, and record the 
sounds of these large sonorous objects in a variety of auditory conditions. The 60-day 
journey that spans five continents generated an archive of bell recordings, a series of bell 
sound sketches / drawings, objects, and a composition.”

- Text by Samson Young.
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For Whom the Bell Tollsꖉ憡鐎둜
2015

Bell recording archive and travelogue ꖉ绮ꍖꮠ䈼艃鷝鋘
Mandalay, Myanmar 稿槁傻䐼Ⲿ

London, Part I ⡑下瑮┉鼨⮈
London, Part II ⡑下瑮◅鼨⮈

Nuremberg, Germany & Bydgoszcz, Poland (on the trail of a Nazi-confiscated bell)䐼㎜硷⡑㔷⽰嫧训奄䐂⿬☜�	逈硱瞲婯䷅氳ꖉ╯馹饊)

Rouen Cathedral, France�嫏㎜눚伣㛻䷹㔆
Cantal, France (into the world of Alain Corbin) 嫏㎜㏽㖎撨�(鶡⪌Alain Corbin氳┪槡)

Licata, Sicily (“A Bell for Adano”) 重重ꄅ㼗⮵⶯㖎	րꡦ鷾钱╯ꖉց)

St. Petersburg (the Great Peacock Clock) 纳䏘䐂㔷�	㛻㯿ꥋꖉ)

Fez, Morocco 䰷嬸⿬ꪞ事
Mombasa, Kenya 罦㶼◟蟒䄘詫

Darlington Point, NSW Australia 徧㛻⮵◟于⶟㣜撨㚖䃹鷾ꩯꯕ鉈
LA & Clemson University, USA 紈㎜嬸允瀒⽰⩡蚓㡂叝㛻㱄

Vienna & Innsbruck, Austria 㝡㏑⮵禵▉硱⽰㍕事䄭눚⩡

https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/myanmar-mandalay
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-london1
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-london2
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-rouen-cathedral-france
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-cantal
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-licata
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-st
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-fez
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-mombasa-kenya
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-darlington-point-australia
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-la-clemson-usa
https://soundcloud.com/samsonyoung/sets/for-whom-the-bell-tolls-austria
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”’Nocturne’ (2015) is a sound performance, conceived around and in reaction to a series 
of night bombing videos that the artist has collected on youtube, which are edited into 
a video that is stripped away of all sounds. These footages originate from a variety of 
sources including news reports, archival footages, and video captured and uploaded 
by amateurs. Throughout the performance, the performer watches this silent video on 
a monitor, and attempts to accurately restore its soundtrack of explosions, gunshots 
and debris, by playing a live foley set using a series of regular household objects. The 
audience can choose to engage with the performance directly in front of the set, or at a 
distance through channeled sound via the dedicated handheld radio.”

- Text by Samson Young
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Nocturne㛥傪
2015

Sound performance (for one performer with airsoft pistol, audio interface, 
bass drum, compressed air, contact microphone, cooking paper, corn 
flakes, electric shavers, electrical sound toys, FM transmitter, glass bottle, 
laptop, mixer, ocean drum, rice, handheld radio, shotgun microphone, 
soil, tea leaves, thunder sheet, thunder tube, tupperware, wind chime)绮ꮠ辑庌	┉⺲辑庌縖✳榫姇啼
ꮠ갓䫚⹾
⛧ꮠ렺
㙪立狞姇
䫚銕뜵⩡겨
戌괮碋
曑眧撵
꧆Ⳃ⯚ꯄ⭾
꧆Ⳃ绮ꮠ曻
FM氪㵥㉻
朔桕楀
璜鋘儗꧆胖
岞ꮠ㉻
宿嬤렺
㛻眧
䣆䧐䷅ꮠ嚂
啼㑔뜵⩡겨
嫬㎻
蓟蜘
ꦾ둜㉻
ꦾ绮璹
攒氬䘟
겨ꇃ)

  Watch Nocturne

https://vimeo.com/146790656
https://vimeo.com/146790656
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”In this work the artist creates a fictional production of J. S. Bach’s Co!ee Cantata. The 
production is set in the Rio Del Oro Valley in the Valencia County of New Mexico, on a 
piece of land that the artist owns.

In 1732 Bach composed Scheigt stille, plaudert nicht, otherwise known as the Co!ee 
Cantata. In Scheigt stille, plaudert nicht the soprano sings melodious praises of co!ee, 
while her father forbids her from enjoying the ca!einated beverage. What underpins 
this strange composition is the conception at the time that co!ee is an ‘evil drink’: the 
Prussian king condemned co!ee drinking as disgusting, and urged his subjects to 
consume alcohol instead. The protagonist of this fictional production - Michael Kar Fai 
Young - owns and manages a caravan café (‘Old Reliable Co!ee’) on this land. Daily at 
sunset, Michael turns his café into a jazz club and performs to an non-existent audience.

And about this piece of land: during the heyday of Hong Kong’s economic miracle, the 
city’s nouveau riche invested in land properties in various locations around the globe. 
One of the stranger of these locations was the Rio Del Oro Valley. At the time, these Hong 
Kong investors were led to believe that NASA was soon to establish new facilities in the 
area, which would eventually lead to an increase in land value. The artist’s father invested 
in a piece of land in Rio Del Oro in the 1980s under the artist’s name. The promised NASA-
induced boom never occurred, and these lands are now worth next to nothing.”

- Text by Samson Young
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Co!ee Cantata (Institute of Fictional Ethnomusicology)
2015

Video (6 mins 7 secs) , c-prints on aluminium, neon sign, vitrine 
of objects, 3-D printed PLA, costume, framed legal document ꍖ⥾�	6⮈熯

�ꋍꪫ䎷荈䣒ⷆ
�ꧼ豌掸
�朔桕圴⹗ꢷ⮛⿁
�

3D䣒ⷆ纻□ꁃ
�䢊僜
�䅸遫邓氳嫏䏱乄♭
Featuring Michael Schiefel榺Michael Schiefel庌⭴
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”’The Anatomy of a String Quartet’ is a study of the potentials of media  as tools for 
augmenting, extending and reconfiguring the musician’s body. It also questions how the 
process of mediation, and the perception of such processes, could alter the definition 
of ‘liveness’ in electronic music. The Anatomy of a String Quartet, at its core, is an audio-
visual performance with/through a ‘prosthetically amplified’ string quartet. Each member 
of the quartet is monitored by a multitude of sensing apparatus, from eye tracking glasses 
to brainwave sensors. The bio-sensory data generated by the quartet in-performance 
become materials for the laptop musician’s audio-visual improvisation - these data are 
translated into parameters for a set of physically-modelled virtual instruments. The piece 
unfolds in five ‘situations.’ Each situation is a reconfiguration of the relationship between 
the quartet on the one hand, and the laptop musician on the other.”

- Text by Samson Young
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The Anatomy of a String Quartet
2014

Composition for amplified string quartet, laptop, sensor instruments (eye tracking glasses, brainwave sensor, 
motion sensor), wireless camera, and video; in five movements, 63 mins
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”Hong Kong and Mainland China are physically separated a great wall of wired fencing 
and bodies of water. South to the border are restricted zones known as the Frontier 
Closed Area. Entry into the Frontier Closed Area without an o"cial permit is strictly 
forbidden. In October 2005, the then chief executive Donald Tsang announced a 
proposal to drastically reduce the Frontier Closed Area. In February 2012, 740 hectares 
of land were initially opened up. 

I visited the restricted zones along the Hong Kong-China border over a period of two 
years. I set out to collect the sounds that form the audio divide separating Hong Kong 
and the Mainland, assembling a body of recordings that are comprised mainly of 
vibrating fence wires captured by contact microphones, and running water from the 
Shenzhen River gathered by hydrophones. I re-arranged these recordings into sound 
compositions, and then transcribed these compositions into graphical notations.”

- Text by Samson Young
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2019ր䄹⩡晤2019ցM+㷤◼重▆륕諠轱⪞㎧꺝րIt’s Urgent
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艃꿤꣊㓹ꄌ働傻隵嬀㎜ր飃ꮠ嗞٬樟绮꿄Ⳃց⺐⴯樧♏諠轱귈⺐⴯⺐想ր侈ꝴꝧ㡐▽懃꒰樧♏諠轱㷤2019ց懃꒰╈㎜ր氬擻傪ցPara Site諠轱狞ꝴ꺝ր╈㎜熗鏥ց䟕榫諠轱ⶥ擻귈禵▉硱㝡㏑⮵
2018┕宿ꦁ䇗㷤ր熆塠Ջꪫ⺸塽⺒湟泴䓪氳諠轱ց┕宿╈㎜րㄡ㈌ց┕宿伴紈轱귈┕宿╈㎜ր놭�2561ց傻隵嬀㎜ր⪦⺱氳㏑㎬꥙��Orte des Gemeinscha!ensցKunstraum Kreuzberg / Betanken分冷䐼㎁�꯽㸔㼊ցBacklit Gallery钱┊庤葐㎜ր车縖塠⪌儔湳ց㎜环㎜꤂紈轱귈㛻ꡉ仼儗րㄲ䣆䦁䪭ց䢦糶ꝛ·R·⹿劯宿㡂紈轱귈硷硝紈㎜րꪫ㵴轿䳦ց譖冽諠轱樔䉺ꡦ㡂事攒╘蕕训ր㛅佔諠轱╈䑐䷅調㷤ց宿⶟└◟╈㎜瑮�21�㷋䖅㶼ꦁ䇗㷤䖅㶼徧孚
2017
documenta 14꥖⪯䄹臞⶯㖢撨䐼㎜ր⩞٬⺭⛼榫�樧♏◟孚⺱䑪閲갭㷤ց⺐⴯樧♏諠轱귈⺐⴯
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