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body in motion and space, and to address its different sensory modes at once,
forcefully. Whether on film or in three dimensions, Lye's multi-sensory work
was intended to pluck a fundamental sensory chord, creating a synaesthetic
jolt that might awaken a new consciousness of the body and its role in the
formation of one's individual identity. The artist went so far as to claim that
the resonance of his work Blade 1959-1976 (p. 2) had its own “genetic music”,
saying, "It gives forth such sound so extremely such ... the very such of it stic

inside my balancing ear to the sounds of the bones in my body resonating back
and forth to my skull to all the skulls of my sires and dames from boney (not
bonny that's haggis) Ireland.”® The musicality of Blade, with its percussive,

even convulsive hammering was such that Lye considered adding four or more

moving strikers alongside the illating steel band. To his work Storm king

1964 (p. 6), an inverted version of Blade, Lye added steel appendages, creating

overtones as well as secondary visual harmonics

If Lye's dream was to compose motion with the same precision as a musical
composer, a half-century later Tony Nicholls has contrived, in a way, to give
music back its motion. Affixing painstakingly hand-crafted mechanisms
to speaker cones, Nicholls transfers their vibrations to such materials as
polystyrene, piano wire and string. Sharing Ly ascination with oscillation and
standing waves, Nicholls' works extend, and perhaps reverse their relationship
between sound and motion. While Lye's works create sound as an effect of
their movement, Nicholls" sculptures can be understood to create movement
as an effect of their sound.

Although Nicholls, like many people growing up in New Plymouth, would have
seen the occasional work by Len Lye, their relationship cannot be reduced
to such a passive concept as “influence”. Like contemporary artists (
Nicolai and Stephen Vitiello, who also work with speakers and audiovis
convergence, Nicholls’ approach to the sculptural comes through the auditory.
Indeed, two of his first "sculptural” works were guitars hand-made from
wood he salvaged from old dressers, boats and various other cast offs. Before
incorporating speakers into sculptural works, Nicholls used them to vibrate

sheets of wood and polystyrene covered with glitter or sand. As these materials
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arranged themselves into startling geometric patterns at certain frequencies
(a phenomenon originally discovered by Ernst Chladni in 1789), Nicholls fixed
them with clear paint. From these traces of a self-organising system, the
artist soon shifted the "tense’ of his work, and let the patterns created by the

vibration of raw materials emerge in front of the spectator.

If Nicholls’ work begins in some sense with sound, it is perhaps a twist
of irony that the s frequencies he employs are often so low as to be
inaudible. With works like In phase 2006 and Two phase 2006 (p.14), it is the
unheard sounds that manifest themselves visually. Using computer software
to generate sound frequencies allows Nicholls a high level of compositional
control. However, Nicholls often avoids such control with the use of monotones
and structured chance. In phase, for example, echoes minimalist composer
Steve Reich’s use of musical phases, where a single motif is played at two
different tempos to create a repeated shift between order and chaos. With left
and right speakers set at slightly different, monotone frequencies, In phase's
upper and lower polystyrene reeds shift slowly in and out of sync. The ability
to visually comprehend the work seems to ebb and flow along with the order
and dissolution inherent in its compositional structure. Structured chance
appears in Nicholls’ work partly in the form of a recording. The soundtrack
(the artist's preferred term for the audio element of his work’) of several
sculptures, such as Rotary (p.14), is layered with staccato chirps. This sound,

which is often employed to activate polystyrene strips using a speaker, is a

recording of polystyrene cubes bouncing on a speaker moving at 19Hz. Playing
between the monotone frequency and the relatively undetermined sounds, it
is appropriate that for this self-referential loop Nicholls chose a frequency at the
very threshold of human auditory perception.

illating between order and chaos, audible and inaudible, Nicholls
demonstrates a fascination with the play of presence and absence. That the
amplifiers and speakers are often hidden from view inside the (somewhat
‘minimalist’) bases is only the most prosaic expression of the play of visibility
in his work. Nicholls himself describes them with reference to Heidegger's

use of the Pre-Socratic term aletheia, or unconcealment. For Heideager it
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Len Lye

Blade 1959 - 1976

Len Lye Foundation modified version
Steel and cork hammer on Formica and
wood base, with motor

Len Lye Foundation C

Brewster Art Gallery

Grass 1961

Len Lye Foundation modified mechanism

Stain eel on wood base with mof

Len Lye Foundat

Brewster Art Gallery

Tony Nicholls

Rotary 2005
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Towers 2006

Computer-generated and

audio equiprment, strin

Wire one 2005

Computer-generated and

ded sound,

recorded

audio equipment, piano wire

Courtesy the artist

Two phase 2006

und, audi

tyrene

In phase 2006

Computer-generated anc
audio equipment and po

the artist

Above: Ton

Below: T

recorded sound,










