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History in the Present Progressive
Sonic Imposture at The Pedicord Apts. 

Jane Blocker

Hearing a recorded sound is a way of listening into the past. You hear the sounds and events that occurred 
at the time of the recording, but experience presents those sounds and events as taking place during the time 
of listening.

— Casey O’Callaghan (2007:159)

The voice became a little more unmoored from the body, and people’s ears could take them into the past [...].

— Jonathan Sterne (2003:1)

I am interested in three scenes of history as they are performed in the presence of tape-
recorded sound. We might think, at first, of the official researcher, bent on finding something 
from the past, on an errand to the archive where he listens purposefully to a recording and for 
something particular that the recording holds in reserve. Let’s say he has gone to the Library 
of Congress (this is the example philosopher Casey O’Callaghan uses) to “fetch a recording 
of an old FDR speech” and looks down at nothing in particular on the library table as he lis-
tens to “a reproduction of FDR’s voice over headphones in a dark archive” (2007:142). This 
is a solitary endeavor in which the historian, isolated by his headphones, listens intently to an 
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important historical figure, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a great man speaking about events of 
great magnitude. 

In addition to this paradigmatic example, I also have in mind poor Krapp the memoirist in 
his shabby room with his threadbare waistcoat, the table laden with an archive of reel-to-reel 
tapes, cocking his head, turning his ear to the little speaker, and listening to his own past, his 
own younger voice (Beckett [1958] 1984:53–63). While his is a lonely pursuit, and while it takes 
place in a library of sorts, and while he might be said to perform a kind of “listening for” that 
is similar to the historian’s practice, Krapp’s efforts do not carry the weight of the historian’s 
work. They do not bear the institutional sanction of the Library of Congress nor do they take 
place with the kind of precision afforded by the headphones. Krapp’s efforts are too personal. 
He is too desperate. Unlike the technologically enhanced listener, he is nearly deaf.

Finally, there is the visitor to The Pedicord Apts. (1982–83), who leans against one of the six 
doors that line the art installation’s dilapidated hallway to listen in on recorded sounds play-
ing distortedly on the other side. 
She copies Krapp’s posture, tilt-
ing her head, perhaps resting it 
on the smooth surface of one of 
the raised fir panels, and hears 
a tape of a TV game show, a 
dog barking, or a couple fight-
ing. The sounds of enthusiasm, 
ferocity, or discord make the 
doors tremble like eardrums that 
convey sonic oscillations into 
the dimly lit corridor. Of the 
three, this scene is perhaps the 
least recognizably “historical” as 
it seems simply to be an experi-
ence offered to the visitor in the 
present; the fact that the sounds 
were recorded over 30 years ago 
is ostensibly of ancillary impor-
tance. But it is precisely in these 
terms that I want to think about 
this work as perhaps the truest 
of these three historical scenes. After all, what is the historian if not an eavesdropper? What is 
history if not a confrontation with and attempt to make meaning from fragments, to make sense 
of noise? 

Figure 1. (facing page) Six doors line the dilapidated hallway, inviting eavesdroppers to listen in on sounds 
playing behind them. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz, The Pedicord Apts., 1982–83, detail. 
(Courtesy of the Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota)
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Figure 2. Visitors stand before old, crooked doors that tremble like 
eardrums. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz,  
The Pedicord Apts., 1982–83, detail. (Photo by Jane Blocker, 
courtesy of the Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota) 
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In all of these scenes, the listener pauses and harks, waiting for the past to replay in the pres-
ent, for sound as material artifact to be held gently in the ear’s cupped hand.

But what is it exactly that the ear holds? Jonathan Sterne, in his history of sound technolo-
gies, describes such sonic material as a trace. “History is nothing but exteriorities,” he remarks. 
“We make our past out of the artifacts, documents, memories, and other traces left behind. We 
can listen to recorded traces of past history, but we cannot presume to know exactly what it 
was like to hear at a particular time or place in the past” (2003:19). Although we can play back 
Roosevelt’s first inaugural address, Sterne suggests, we cannot ever know what it was like to 
stand at the US Capitol on that day in March 1933 and listen to his voice through the large 
microphone into which he spoke. Nor can we know what it was like to hear his voice broadcast 
through the radio, as millions of Americans did at the time. Sterne’s point is not that we cannot 
re-create the scene — the sound technologies, the large crowd, the stone portico — but that we 
cannot recreate the economic, social, technological, and institutional context in which that voice 
was produced, reproduced, and heard. By the same token, I would add, we no more under-
stand exactly what it is like to hear in the present than we can presume to hear in the past.1 In 
both cases, experience comes in fragments and traces, and understanding is neither immediate 
nor assured.

Jane Bennett might liken the notion of the sonic trace to that of trash — inert material cast 
off from human actions, which we either ignore or assume we can put to our own use. From 
this anthropocentric view of history, we fashion our own past from inert objects — most com-
monly documents and artifacts (2010:vii–viii).2 But what is the nature of the sonic trace, and 
how does it (or can it, in fact) act or exhibit forms of agency with regard to history? Can we, 
for example, take the tapes of FDR for FDR, or do these sounds produce a temporal falsehood 
wherein something that exists in the present poses, like a confidence man, as being from the 
past?3 Is recorded sound something that exists in the past, but that plays at being present? If 
sound is a thing, and things are, from a new materialist perspective, quasi-agents, then can there 
be mendacious things?4 Do sounds simply happen or do they participate in theatre? 

To answer these questions, we must set to one side, for a moment, not only the particulari-
ties of the media on which the recordings were made, but also the intentions and agency of the 
speakers whose voices we hear. Obviously Krapp and the game show host and FDR have all 
posed or performed for the microphone, but it is not their actions that are of primary concern 
here. With the development of recording technology, the voices of these men are separated, 
as Sterne suggests, from their bodies. We might think of it this way: whenever the tone arm 

 1. In this, Sterne relies too readily on there being a clear distinction between history and the contemporary, a dis-
tinction the validity of which I have questioned elsewhere (see Blocker 2015). 

 2. What remains ineffable from Sterne’s perspective is not these traces but human experience, what it was like for 
humans to hear at another point in time. 

 3. Rebecca Schneider has examined a question symmetrically related to this by studying the relation between the 
still photograph and the earlier presumed to be “live” action it documents. She also studies how a present live 
action can preserve, document, and re-perform a previous live act (Schneider 2011). With sound, we are inter-
ested in a slightly different temporal conundrum — how a present live action created by a machine (sound being 
produced by a tape player), or by sound itself, relates to an earlier sonic act.

 4. Such a thing would require a consciousness and intention that even the most hardcore new materialists are reluc-
tant to ascribe to matter. Jane Bennett calls such actors “quasi agents” and ascribes to them tendencies, pow-
ers with the capacity to animate, to produce effects, but stops short of according them will or desire (2010:viii). 
Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, in the introduction to their anthology on new materialism, explain that mat-
ter is “active, self-creative, [and] productive,” but they do not consider it to be capable of posing. The best they 
can do is to say that it is “unpredictable” (2010:5). Steven Shaviro and other advocates of panpsychism argue that 
everything has a mind, and that thought is present everywhere, but even in this most expansive view of material 
vibrancy, scholars tend not to ascribe deception to things (see Shaviro 2014; Skrbina 2005).
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 5. I should note that while I am captivated by Voegelin’s study of sound, and especially her interpretation of sound 
artworks, I am not fully convinced by what seems at times to be a rather reductive characterization of the visual 
as sound’s enemy.

moves back to the outer groove on the record, the tape is rewound and played again, the CD is 
restarted; the sound they generate transforms itself into something audible, perceptible to the 
human ear as “voice.” I argue that recorded sound, by virtue of its complex temporality (having 
been captured in the past, referring to the past, and yet only existing, being produced, and being 
heard in the present), poses. That is, it assembles itself to be heard in the present progressive. 
Such sound acts something like the sitter who, by virtue of being photographed, “transforms 
[him]self in advance into an image,” takes on studied attitudes, and performs a variety of roles 
(Barthes 1981:10). Just as the sitter poses to be seen, sound poses to be heard.

To say that recorded sound “poses” is not to say that it lies exactly, or that it is impoverished 
in relation to the “original” sounds it captures. As Sterne argues, “Without the technology of 
reproduction, the copies do not exist, but, then, neither do the originals” (2003:219). He asserts 
that LPs or tapes don’t reproduce some pure original, in relation to which the recording can be 
judged to be faithful or not, but rather that sound, which is produced to be recorded, is already 
a copy of what a particular kind of event (a speech, a concert, an aria) should sound like. In the 
case of the FDR recordings, for example, the president prepared his oration to be recorded and 
broadcast. When delivering those speeches before a crowd and into the microphone, he mod-
ulated the volume and resonance of his voice, delivered the words in a particular rhythmic 
cadence, punched up the consonants and lingered over the vowels (“The only thing we have to 
fe-ah is [pause] fe-ah itself!”). The recording is, as Sterne suggests, a studio art (235). 

While important for my argument, this claim runs the danger of placing too much empha-
sis on Roosevelt’s intentions, his skills as an orator, and not enough on the sounds themselves 
as they oscillate through the headphones that the researcher is now wearing. Of those sounds, 
we might say that they both are and are not FDR. As O’Callaghan points out, when we hear 
such recordings we don’t say “I am listening to a machine that sounds like FDR,” but rather, 
“I hear FDR,” or “I am hearing one of FDR’s speeches” (2007:141, 148). Therefore, recorded 
sound, because it has no existence except for at that moment when it is heard, to the degree that 
we can ascribe it agency, moves the past into the present progressive. It poses. With Barthes in 
mind, we might say that it lets drift over its face the expression of something happening now 
(1981:11). It adopts the studied attitudes of the contemporary. 

The convincingness of sound’s portrayal can be measured in philosophers’ repeated charac-
terization of its ontological presentness. Salomé Voegelin, for example, in her materialist study 
(which attempts to model a proper form of listening), erects a categorical distinction between 
the past of the visual and the present of the sonic: 

What I see is always already gone, it engraves itself into my retina as a picture of its past. 
The visual object is the permanence of melancholia and history. Sound by contrast is the 
permanence of production that uses the permanence of the monument and discards it 
by gliding over its form to produce its own formless shape. Like the alphabet the visual 
invites and enables intellectual reflection of an over-there and of another-time, remote 
from its own production [...]. Sound on the other hand is its immediate sensibility: unor-
dered and purposeless, always now. (2010:169)5 

History, for Voegelin, is that which is permanently dead and gone, frozen in its form, melan-
cholic. Sound is formless matter. Becoming. We cannot experience recorded sound unless it is 
produced in the present, unlike a photograph, for example. To the extent that he can be said 
to hear, Krapp is speaking and listening (present progressive) simultaneously. The dog’s shrill 
bark is resounding through the air, triggered and heard all at once by the visitor to the Pedicord. 
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FDR’s voice is oscillating as though for the first time from the headphones connected to the tape 
or CD player. Thus recorded sound bears a peculiar relationship with the past. Seemingly more 
real than photographs or other artifacts, “sounds and events that occurred at the time of the 
recording” are presented as though “taking place during the time of listening.” 

Sound thus takes on the vitality, the vigor of the here-and-now rather than the there-and-
then. That immediacy pushes O’Callaghan to describe it as an event rather than a thing — or, 
more precisely, as a very particular kind of thing (2007:59–61). “Sounds,” he writes, “are hap-
penings that take place in one’s environment [...]. Sounds, like explosions and concerts, occur, 
take place, and last” (57). Voegelin, echoing Heidegger’s materialism, remarks similarly: “The 
Thing as sound is a verb, the thing is what ‘things’ in its contingent production. To thing, it is 
to do a thing rather than be a Thing” (2010:19). Thus, from a materialist standpoint, recorded 
sound bears a peculiar relation to the past: it is an artifact of another time, about which we 
might say, borrowing from Rebecca Schneider, that it acts again for the first time (2005:41). On 
the spectrum between “dull matter (it, things) and vibrant life (us, beings),” sound’s now-ness, 
its thinging, places it in the vicinity of living beings. Unlike “edibles, commodities, storms, [and] 
metals,” perhaps it does not require such urgent rescue from inanimation by the new material-
ist. It seems already to be characterized by what Bennett describes as “vitality,” or “the capacity 
of things [...] not only to impede or block the will and designs of humans but also to act as quasi 
agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (2010:viii).

Scholars tend to argue that, by virtue of its being, its thinging, and its taking place, sound 
inherently speaks a kind of truth. O’Callaghan advances this notion by explaining that sound 
(even recorded sound), has a special connection to the real in a way that other artifacts such as 
photographs or videotapes do not. Although the experience of an event, a voice, is mediated by 
audiotape, he remarks, it “does not preclude a kind of genuine awareness” (2007:144; emphasis 
added). With reference to the scene of hearing Roosevelt’s recorded speeches, he claims, “there 
is a sense in which you hear not only the sound of the loudspeaker or headphones, but also 
the original sound that was recorded or transmitted. Sound reproduction technology grounds 
a form of perceptual access to the sound of FDR’s voice. FDR himself thereby is perceptually 
available to audition” (144; emphasis added). 

Describing sound perception as “close up and real,” Voegelin remarks in a similar vein that 
“this generative perception is not an error, it is not irrational and solipsistic; it is not fallacy nor 
is it falsifying but generates the truth as an experiential truth for me” (2010:176, 177). Although 
of course the content of a recording can be considered false or erroneous (Krapp might lie 
about his experiences or perceptions, Roosevelt might conceal the truth about the economy, 
the couple arguing at the Pedicord might not actually be arguing), from Voegelin’s perspective, 
the raw sonic material by which it is constituted cannot. Even a “bad” recording (an LP with 
scratches, an audiotape that spins too fast and turns a male voice into that of a Munchkin, a tape 
that cuts out or is inaudible) is true to its imperfect self in the moment of its being heard. 

If, however, as I argue, recorded sound poses, it is incumbent upon us to call into question 
its innocence; to disturb or cast doubt upon the truth or realness that scholars ascribe to it. I am 
made nervous by such characterizations not only because they seem to derive from false binaries 
(in Voegelin’s case: visual/sonic, objective/subjective, totality/incompleteness, staid comprehen-
sion/rich experience), but also because they underestimate sonic materiality even as they advo-
cate on its behalf. If we are to take material agency seriously, we have to entertain the notion 
that it has the capacity to prevaricate, a word that means not just to lie, but also to walk crook-
edly, to straddle a line. Without that quality, such philosophies tend toward an impoverished 
understanding of the contemporary (that sonic now-ness) as at odds with or entirely divorced 
from history. 

To think about recorded sound as posing (as straddling a temporal division between then 
and now) has interesting implications for history. First, it means that the archival materials 
upon which the historian relies are not inanimate or passive objects (for the new materialist, 
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there may be no such thing) that simply contain or convey information, like little wooden boats 
laden with cargo that sail from the past into the waiting hands of the present. Rather, historical 
artifacts may be said to have a certain “vibrancy,” to use Bennett’s term; that is, a capacity for 
self-organization and an ability to produce effects, or catalyze events (2010:18–19). In this case, 
sonic material actively shapes our conception of how the present is related to the past and 
thereby affects the histories we tell about it. Second, the historical past is not simply an origin 
to be uncovered, but is in fact very often produced to be past, that is, as a simulation of pastness. 
Third, as a consequence of this, original and reproduction, actual and fake, have a more com-
plex relation than we might expect and require a more careful articulation than the historian  
has traditionally granted. Where sound is concerned, such categorical distinctions signal mutu-
ally constitutive operations. 

The three scenes that draw my audition — the scholar who studies a sound archive, the 
memoirist who listens to himself on tape, the museum visitor-cum-historian who eavesdrops 
on recorded goings-on behind closed doors — offer a means to understand how sound as mate-
rial plays at both artifact and artifice. Sound poses very carefully in Beckett’s play, for example, 
as both contemporary interlocutor and historical remnant. Krapp, an elderly man who listens 
and talks exasperatedly to his younger self speaking on a series of audiotapes recorded periodi-
cally over the course of his adult life, is the very picture of time’s passing. Beckett describes him 
as a “wearish old man” with a “white face. Purple nose. Disordered grey hair. Unshaven. Very 
near-sighted (but unspectacled). Hard of hearing” ([1958] 1984:55). His shabby appearance 
announces his occupation as archivist of his own past, while his body’s decline lends urgency to 
the task of conserving the historical record. 

Krapp reads a ledger in which the number of each tape and the number of each box where it 
is housed are carefully recorded. He eventually locates the particular entry he seeks: 

Ah! [He peers at ledger, reads entry at foot of page.] Mother at rest at last.... Hm.... The  
black ball.... [He raises his head, stares blankly front. Puzzled.] Black ball? ... [He peers again at 
ledger, reads.] The dark nurse.... [He raises his head, broods, peers again at ledger, reads.] Slight 
improvement in bowel condition.... Hm.... Memorable...what? [He peers closer.] Equinox, 
memorable equinox. [He raises his head, stares blankly front. Puzzled.] Memorable equinox? 
([1958] 1984:56–57)

Positioning the corresponding tape on the spindles of the reel-to-reel deck, he rewinds and 
advances until he finds the moments he’s looking for. The younger Krapp narrates the event of 
his mother’s death. He describes sitting on a bench in a park outside her hospital, looking up 
and seeing the shade lowered in the window of her room, and knowing that she is gone. A dog 
runs up to him and presents him with a ball: 

I was there when — [KRAPP switches off, broods, switches on again.] — the blind went down, 
one of those dirty brown roller affairs, throwing a ball for a little white dog as chance 
would have it. I happened to look up and there it was. All over and done with, at last. I 
sat on for a few moments with the ball in my hand and the dog yelping and pawing at 
me. [Pause.] Moments. Her moments, my moments [Pause.] The dog’s moments. [Pause.] 
In the end I held it out to him and he took it in his mouth, gently, gently. A small, old, 
black, hard, solid rubber ball. [Pause.] I shall feel it, in my hand, until my dying day. 
([1958] 1984:60)

But of course the older Krapp looks puzzled at reading the notation about the ball. He listens 
intently, as though hearing about it for the first time, to his younger self describe this scene, and 
in fact cannot remember this material artifact, this guarantor of memory, at all. Ironically, that 
which is reliably tangibly material (the black, solid rubber ball) fails to secure the past of which 
it was a part. Rather, that past lives again in the seeming immateriality of recorded sound. The 
hard ball, once hefted in his palm, smooth to his fingertips, turns out to have slipped from the 
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hand of his memory; it fails to keep real and present the difficult experience of his mother’s 
death. Instead of collecting such objects, Krapp catalogs and boxes, inventories and stores the 
sound of his own voice. The tapes are so real seeming, so contemporary, as to allow him to con-
verse with and berate his younger self for his own past arrogance and naïveté. He never doubts 
that he is hearing himself — as he was. The elder Krapp engages directly with his younger self, as 
though the sound of his voice brought him fully into the reality of the present. 

Although he curses him and rudely, impatiently cuts him off by stopping and starting the 
tape player, he also recognizes the fakery at work in that sound, sees through young Krapp’s 
performance, which, in Sterne’s words, “is for the medium itself” (2003:226). In the new 
recording that the elder Krapp makes toward the end of the play (his “last tape”), he comments 
with dismay, “Just been listening to that stupid bastard I took myself for thirty years ago, hard 
to believe I was ever as bad as that” (Beckett [1958] 1984:62). In essence, he accuses young 
Krapp of being gullibly taken in by the pompous tones of his own voice, and confusing his 
actual self with the bastard who is only a trace, “an artifact of the process of reproduction” 
(Sterne 2003:219).

This is a vertiginous self-reflexive gesture in which Beckett calls attention to the audience’s 
own credulity: its willingness to suspend disbelief and accept the actor for the character, a will-
ingness that the tape recording’s presumed archival reality helps to foster. Beckett thus troubles 
Krapp’s archival project, questioning the real that the tape pretends to manifest and preserve. 
Krapp’s (and perhaps Beckett’s) awareness of the imposture of recorded sound is revealed most 
fully where noise creates a sonic disturbance. He repeats and luxuriates in the word “spool” 
until it dissolves into noise, untethered from meaning. Reporting to the hand-held microphone 
the notable events of the day, he says, “Reveled in the word spool. [With relish.] Spooool! 
Happiest moment of the past half million” (Beckett [1958] 1984:62). This noise takes place live, 
in the play’s present, but is also simultaneously being recorded (being spooled), made into the 
historical, preservable past. A little further on, Beckett inserts more noise. Krapp, in a moment 
of nostalgic reverie, sings a hymn from his childhood: “Now the day is over, / Night is drawing 
nigh-igh, / Shadows — [coughing, then almost inaudible] — of the evening / Steal across the sky” 
(62). The cough is a noise (although of course a scripted one) that disrupts his performance of 
the song, disturbs the confident pose that sound adopts for the recording (a pose made possible 
by the notes Krapp has prepared and from which he begins to speak). 

Greg Hainge offers an important distinction between sound and noise that is useful for us 
here. Sound, he suggests, for it to be recognized as such, must, in the scene of hearing, be per-
ceived to be organized, must bear content or signification. We isolate it (perhaps through 
headphones), recognize it as music, as a siren, as a public disturbance, and this includes even, 
as in the case of Luigi Russolo’s intonarumori, sounds that are organized to be disorganized 
(2013:49).6 Noise, by contrast, is order inverted. Echoing the rhetoric of new materialism, 
which suggests that humans misunderstand matter as inanimate and thus subject it to their 
 prejudice and power, Hainge writes:

Noise, then, is that which unmoors the world from the illusory fixity to which we tie 
it down in an attempt to keep it in place, to separate its elements out from each other 
and elevate ourselves above the “natural world,” subjecting it to our will and mastery as 
though we were somehow separated from nature. (2013:68)

In terms of recorded noise, we might think of that separation between the listener and what 
he is hearing as a “proper” historical distance, the temporal lag between now and then, which 

 6. Hainge’s argument is similar to the one that Douglas Kahn makes to refute the commonly held and repeated 
claim that composer John Cage’s work is dedicated to noise. “When he hears music everywhere, other phenom-
ena go unheard. When he celebrates noise, he also promulgates noise abatement. When he speaks of silence, he 
also speaks of silencing” (Kahn 1999:163).
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 7. For Jean Luc Nancy, the attempt to bring order to noise constitutes a privileging of understanding over listen-
ing. “Hasn’t philosophy superimposed upon listening, beforehand and of necessity, or else substituted for listen-
ing, something else that might be more on the order of understanding? Isn’t the philosopher someone who always 
hears and who hears everything, but who cannot listen, or who, more precisely, neutralizes listening within him-
self, so that he can philosophize?” (Nancy 2007:1).

 8. Brian Massumi, in his essay “Floating the Social: An Electronic Art of Noise,” makes a similar argument: “This 
zone of indistinction [noise] is not the negation of language but rather the field of its emergence — not its 
unstructured opposite, but the event of its coming into being” (2012:45).

 9. “The reason why we should attend to noise — no matter how hard it might be to recognize — is because [...] it is 
not external to being, something that can be sublimated, but is the very condition of possibility for all matter in 
an expressive state” (Hainge 2013:123).

allows the historian to master sonic fragments and bring them into order.7 But separation is, 
both from the point of view of temporality and of the ontology of recorded sound, something 
of an illusion. To draw a line between the then and now of recorded sound is nearly impossible. 
Despite the tidy image of the scholar who listens to FDR in isolation, his headphones block-
ing out all extraneous noise and preventing what he is hearing from becoming a disturbance to 
those around him, the sound of the past engulfs us in its performance of the present, and we 
rarely hear it so clearly. It is much more often riddled with noise.

We might say that noise threatens to expose sound’s posing. As I’ve already suggested, 
sound, like the sitter before the camera, organizes itself to be heard, presents itself as some-
thing meaningful (even if that meaning is meaninglessness). Noise, on the other hand, is, 
according to Hainge, an erratic acoustic vibration, one that is disagreeable, unbidden, an unin-
tentional byproduct, that which exceeds the sonic, electronic, linguistic, or indeed, visual signal 
being sent (2013:8–10). Noise is, in Hainge’s terms, the total, relational, and resistant byproduct 
of expression. Noise is only noise to the degree that it collapses meaning while also being the 
ground upon which meaning emerges. It resists expression, disorients and unfixes. “Noise strad-
dles both the actual and the virtual,” he explains, “the realms of concept and matter, multiplic-
ity and singularity; it is the byproduct of an event taking place in the becomings situated across 
these poles, the very precondition for expressivity that is born only as an unintended yet inexo-
rable consequence of expression itself” (2013:23).8 Sound, by contrast, is, for Hainge, that which 
poses as intelligible content, that which expresses (and therefore bears intention), and that 
which finds form. Noise is thus the condition of possibility for sound’s (im)posture.9 

To be clear, while Beckett’s play engages with or mobilizes noise as a topic (the actor is told 
he must cough into the microphone), it does not, in fact, produce much noise except perhaps 
in the momentary playing out of the word “spooool.” That word loses its significance as noun, 
and takes on an onomatopoetic force, the noise of something that clatters and rolls across a 
hard floor.

Like Krapp, the visitor to The Pedicord Apts. (1982–83) is more than simply a listener. She 
also takes up the position of the historian, a figure that Brian Massumi refers to in another 
context as a “third party,” someone who listens in on events or conversations from the past. 
An official eavesdropper, she tries to understand and report on a series of prior communica-
tions. “Every message ever produced,” Massumi writes, “subsides in the potential for reported 
speech — the potential to be taken up again and re-actualized in a third party report of what 
was said” (2012:48). Indeed this is the greatest challenge of the artwork for the listener — to 
understand what one hears and report on it faithfully. The sonic experience at the Pedicord is 
very difficult to describe; the different recordings resist transcription. One stands in the dismal 
musty hallway, perhaps all alone or sometimes with others — a group of school children run-
ning from door to door and trying to trip all the recordings at once, a couple who listen at dif-
ferent doors and call to each other to identify what they’re hearing (“Oh, it’s a game show!”). 
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10. I have not directly witnessed this phenomenon, but Theresa Downing, a former curatorial assistant at the 
Weisman Art Museum, reports that it was common for staff members to hear people knocking on the doors. 

Some visitors knock loudly on the doors, presumably expecting someone to answer.10 Footsteps 
on the museum’s hardwood floor outside of the installation resound like drumbeats in this quiet 
enclave. Even under the best of conditions (when everything is quiet in the gallery or when one 
listens with headphones to the museum registrar’s copies of the tapes), the sounds are hard to 
hear, blurry, full of noise. 

In Apartment A, a television set is blaring. You hear a game show host, a man, ask four con-
testants to guess the cost of a new sewing machine on display before them. They guess in 
turn: “$251,” “$400,” “$500,” “$350.” The host declares loudly that the actual price is “six hun-
dred and ninety-nine dollars!” He calls the woman who guessed $500, the closest bid, to join 
him onstage. She screams with enthusiasm. The announcer declares that behind door number 
one is a vacation package to Honolulu, Hawaii; behind door number two is a touring car; and 
behind door number three is a mini speedboat. He explains that this is a prize package worth 
$7,295. You hear the female contestant answer as she is shown a series of three items and is 
asked to guess their value. Does the Hoover vacuum cleaner cost $80 or $125? “125,” she says 
quickly. The cans of house paint, are they $12 or $32? “32,” she answers. The spice rack full of 
McCormick and Schilling spices? Is it $50 or $68? “50,” she responds with breathless anticipa-
tion. She wins the touring car and the trip to Hawaii. The host announces: “We’ll be back with 
game number two after this message.” (I think of Massumi...“every message ever produced.”) 

There is a pause and you hear the host once again ask the same four contestants to guess 
the cost of the same sewing machine. The same guesses. The same prize package. The listener 
is caught in the infinite loop of recorded sound. The first time you hear this segment of the 
game show, it feels as though you are simply experiencing something that is happening now, as 
though there was an actual television playing live in the next room. When the sequence begins 
again, the listener is made aware of prevarication; you are straddling the present and the past, 
the contemporary and history.

Figure 3. Both real interior and theatrical stage set, The Pedicord Apts. straddles material actuality and 
make believe. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz, The Pedicord Apts., 1982–83, detail. 
(Courtesy of the Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota)
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11. The recordings for each of the apartment doors average between five and six minutes in length.

12. For an interesting discussion of this concept, see Steve Goodman’s Sonic Warfare: Sound, Affect, and the Ecology 
of Fear (2010). He uses the term somewhat differently than I mean it here. For him, déjà entendu is “a symp-
tom of the condition of schizophonia,” which is brought about by corporate sonic branding (such as commercial 
jingles or sound effects) that seeks to trigger affective memory in the consumer. He writes, “Anticipative brand-
ing culture, for example, sets out to distribute memory implants, which provide you with the sense of the already 
enjoyed — already sensed — to encourage repetition of consumption, a repetition of memory that you have not 
had” (153). I use the term simply to refer to an uncanny feeling produced by the installation when the listener 
realizes that the sounds are recorded and repeating in an infinite loop.

In Apartment A, the game show host invites the contestant to pick one of three doors behind 
which is a fabulous prize. Pick the right door, win the best prize. He stands as surrogate for the 
artists Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz who invite the participants in their instal-
lation to choose from among six doors arrayed in two rows of three along a dimly lit narrow 
hallway. Edward Kienholz, well known for having created shabby, melancholy tableaux such 
as The Beanery (1965) and The Wait (1964–65), began collaborating with his fifth wife in 1972. 
Together they created numerous works that, like the Pedicord, act as stage sets and invite the 
participation of audiences. Unlike the game show contestants, however, no prizes await the vis-
itors to the Pedicord — just tape-recorded sounds played in infinite loops.11 The solid wooden 
doors are a lure, though, like the prizes — a stolid blankness behind which something is hidden, 
something private that beckons discovery. At first, hearing the recordings as if they were only 
taking place in the present, the work’s audience joins in a game of sonic voyeurism, listening in 
on private conversations and personal experiences (there’s a party in apartment C, a woman cry-
ing in apartment D, and that couple fighting in E). 

But soon, when the attentive listener hears the pause in the tape (a kind of noise or distur-
bance in the recording) and recognizes the same sounds and conversations repeating, the same 
sequence of prizes and contestants, she comes to recognize that the sound is posing. She is 
aware of a temporal dislocation, a déjà entendu in which the sound of events that took place in 
the “pasts” is being produced, is re-sounding in the present.12 By “pasts” I mean both the past 
when the show was originally broadcast and recorded, around 1981, and the more immedi-
ate past when the tape played through for the first time — or at least the first time for this lis-
tener — approximately six minutes prior. The sonic is not, however, the only material that poses 
at the Pedicord, as we shall see. 

The Pedicord Apts., which Kienholz (the name refers collectively to both artists) created as 
part of their Spokane Series in the early 1980s, was fabricated from historical traces salvaged 
from the Pedicord Hotel in Spokane, Washington, just prior to its demolition. A victim of the 
economic recession of the 1970s and urban blight, the once opulent structure built in 1895 and 
named for Thomas J. Pedicord, had long since become a dilapidated residential hotel with a 
handful of transient tenants. Ed Kienholz describes the experience of gathering materials for 
the Spokane Series as yet another form of choosing the proper door to open:

The first room we entered was terrific, it had almost everything we would need except 
the bed had a big dried bloodstain about three feet in diameter in the middle of it. 
Someone had either been stabbed to death or had hemorrhaged there. We quietly closed 
the door and tried room number two. 

The trace of the body exsanguinated on the bed is like a scream from the past that resounds so 
forcefully in the present that the collectors must back warily out of the room and seek refuge 
in another.

It was pretty much like the first room (sans blood), and we took everything. We pried off 
the baseboards (giving the cockroaches ample time to escape), unscrewed the mirror and 
electrical wiring channels, unhooked the ceiling fixtures, filled apple boxes with small 
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leftover debris, and in the basement we found at least 200 rolls of new, unused, old pat-
terned wallpaper. (Kienholz 1984:15)

The nearly abandoned hotel is a real life funhouse where historical traces have been hoarded 
and abandoned, and where visitors are haunted by the sad (or possibly violent) lives of its for-
mer guests and tenants. Transported and reassembled in the artists’ installation, these traces, 
dripping with ectoplasmic resin, linger eerily and become sonically reanimated.

In Apt. B you can hear, from behind the door, the sound of a dog barking (or perhaps it’s two 
dogs...it’s hard to tell). It barks deeply. Not the high-pitched yap one would hear from a small 
breed. It growls in low tones, menacingly. It barks loudly, more ferociously. You hear footsteps. 
Is someone coming to the door, or is it the dog pacing as you strain to hear? It barks again in 
the same way as before. The closed door marks the boundary of a territory, and your presence 
on the other side of it — your ear pressed against the varnished wood, your hand resting on the 
knob — sets off the dog, or rather, it sets off the tape recording of the dog. When you approach 
the apartment door, lean against it, you break a beam of light projected across the door from 
one jamb to the other, and the sound starts to play. The tape player and the dog are territorial 
animals that we might think of as securing the door that separates us from the past, a time that 
permits no entry. The sounds they emit are in direct relation to you and your movements. They 
both stand guard.

The noise of a party emanates from the other side of the door marked C. You hear peo-
ple talking and laughing, a toddler crying. You catch a phrase or word here or there, but most 
of what goes on is just indiscernible noise. The hostess, bidding farewell to a guest, says, “Take 
care.” The host says, “Thank you so much for coming.” A woman just arrived asks, “Are they all 
downstairs?” Another woman, presumably talking to a child, gestures, “This is Uncle John.” A 
man, another uncle, adds by way of clarification, “Your mommy’s brother, and my brother.” Yet 
another man engaged in conversation segues, “Like I said...”

You can’t hear it at first, or make out what you’re hearing from the door across the hall. 
It is the sound of a young woman crying. She moans, chokes, and then sniffs. She wails, “AH 
AH AH.” She sobs breathlessly, “HUH HUH HUH HUH HUH. HUH HUH HUH HUH 
HUH.” It almost sounds like laughter or a dog whining to be let out. She breathes and sniffs 
some more. Things grow quiet for a moment and then her tears overwhelm her again. Here 
the replay isn’t as noticeable as it is with the game show in Apartment A. It’s hard to hear if the 
woman is simply crying more and differently, or the same and again.

Voices. A man and a woman, the sound of silverware clinking and dishes being set on a table. 
The man in Apartment E asks, “Do you know if Jeanie is coming?” “Yes,” the woman answers. 
“What time? What time is she coming?” The man’s voice is louder, more impatient. He says, 
“So we just sit here, Friday night, fingers in our butts, minds in neutral, and wait, or do you, 
or do you have to work Friday night and I get to sit here and wait? Which?” He berates her, 
“Wash the goddamn dish! That’s dirty. I’m not eating off that sonofabitch!” He commands her 
to “wash the goddamn dish!” You hear her say dismissively, “Dan, knock it off.” “What’s wrong 
with you?” he demands to know, “Have you been taking your goddamn medicine?” “Aren’t 
you going to wash the goddamn plate? Jesus Christ!” Much of the conversation is inaudible. 
Something about the exorbitant cost of a coffee grinder and an ice crusher. He yells, “Jesus 
Christ, Melanie!” but you’re not sure why. You hear him say “Goddamn crazy ass pieces of art!” 
but you have no idea what he’s referring to or how art might figure into this argument. As with 
the other tapes, this recording swings back around to where it started. Continuing to harangue 
the woman about the dishes, the man asks, “But what was all over it? What did I wash off?” “I 
dunno,” the woman answers with a verbal shrug. His final question becomes the first and sets 
off the argument again: “Somethin’ off a black porter’s fingernails or what?”

Someone next door is watching a television. The Dallas Cowboys and New Orleans Saints 
are playing football. Tom Landry, head coach of the Cowboys, tells a story about one of his 
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players. It seems that the player told him, “I’d really like to do something for my mother today. 
It’s her birthday.” Landry chuckles and says, “That was her present, that long punt return.” 
You hear referees’ whistles, the sound of a crowd. There is a voice-over announcement: “This 
telecast is presented by authority of the National Football League. It is intended for the pri-
vate use of our audience. And any rebroadcast or other use of this telecast, without the 
express written consent of the Dallas Cowboys and the National Football League, is prohib-
ited.” “Shotgun!” “Stopped near the 50.” “Far sideline...with a fair catch at about the 10.” The 
announcer describes a conversation with Landry about the running backs’ positions on the line. 
“Second and goal at the 5.” “Third and goal from the 4.” “Touchdown!” You hear the crowd 
roar, the band plays in celebratory fashion. “That’s Pearson’s second touchdown catch of the 
year.” “With 3:21 remaining in the opening quarter, the Cowboys lead it 7 nothing.” There 
is a cut; we jump ahead in time. We hear the announcer say: “Frank Gifford along with Dick 
Vermeil, we’ve got a minute 47 left to play in the opening period. Dallas leading 7 nothing, and 
the Cowboys threatening again with a first down at the Saints’ 27.” The Cowboys’ quarterback 
gets sacked, and the color commentator describes the replay. We hear Tom Landry begin his 
story again about the long punt return as a birthday gift. If the listener at the Pedicord moves 
clockwise from door to door (from A to F), the experience of the piece concludes with a jarring 
temporal dislocation, a jump from “3:21” to “a minute 47” and then back again to the begin-
ning. Critic and journalist Lawrence Weschler remarks that, at the Pedicord, time “gets all 
bollixed” (1984:104).

Both real interior and theatrical stage set, The Pedicord Apts. straddles material actuality and 
make believe, noise and sound, past and present. There are real, solid clear-grain fir doors and 
moldings, brass doorknobs, a 
double-hung window, French 
doors with glass knobs, mir-
rors, and cheap wood paneling. 
The set is decorated with work-
ing lamps covered in yellowed 
threadbare shades, dingy wallpa-
per, a plastic plant on a real plant 
stand, battered wood tables cov-
ered in rings and water stains, a 
heavy wood chair of unknown 
vintage, a bricked up fireplace 
with wood mantel, a tall ashtray, 
and coarse low-pile carpeting 
in an indeterminate, dolorous 
brown. Weschler draws atten-
tion to the startling reality pro-
duced by the mirror that one 
encounters upon exiting the 
installation: “Just as you’re leav-
ing, back up the hall on the far 
wall of the lobby, there’s a mir-
ror, and inside the mirror, there’s 
you. It pegs you flat: you feel strangely implicated, a bit clammy, prurient, something of a voy-
eur” (1984:104). Not only does the mirror expose you as an eavesdropper (the sonic equiva-
lent of a Peeping Tom), it startles because of the temporal friction it produces. It is as though 
you find yourself suddenly transported to another time, as inhabiting the past rather than merely 
observing it, historically, from an objective distance in the present. Because “we see ourselves 
reflected,” curator Rosetta Brooks writes, “We have literally become inhabitants of this seedy 
apartment block” (1996:188).

Figure 4. At the end of the hall, a plastic plant sits atop a battered wood table 
covered in rings and water stains. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz, 
The Pedicord Apts., 1982–83, detail. (Courtesy of the Weisman Art Museum, 
University of Minnesota)
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13. “To build that kind of perspective in the real required that each door be cut apart, the stiles trimmed accordingly, 
the top slanted, each raised panel recarved, and then all laboriously reassembled and stained” (Kienholz 1984:16).

14. “I don’t remember who it was who was crying. But I’m sure we talked about who could do it. Again, that one, 
it wasn’t probably that long. How long can someone cry? In the case of the argument and the crying, the cas-
sette players were sent home with individual people and done in their own environment and then brought back” 
(Kienholz 2014).

In addition to these seemingly real, heavy material artifacts, there is also outright  fakery, 
prevarication that transports the viewer/listener back into her own present. The installation is 
designed with forced perspective so that as you walk down the hallway the walls taper, the ceil-
ing imperceptibly drops, and the corridor narrows; as in a funhouse mirror, the participant 
grows unexpectedly larger. The doors were all taken apart and rebuilt at angles to conform 
to the raked ceiling.13 From behind each door real sounds emanate, sounds made by real peo-
ple and a real dog, but they are audio cassette recordings that only turn on or off with the par-
ticipant’s approach or departure. The volume does not modulate relative to the distance of the 
sound’s source from the door. The tapes are tinny and crudely edited. 

Although the artists sought a kind of sonic verité, some of what was recorded had to have 
been staged. Reddin Kienholz reports that the couple loaned out tape recorders to friends and 
asked them to make recordings of ordinary domestic scenes, but no longer remembers who 
the participants were or precisely how the tapes were made.14 One starts to wonder about how 
exactly they would have gotten a tape recording of a couple fighting or of a woman crying. It 
seems unlikely that someone would have thought, “I feel like crying, I guess I’ll press ‘record’ 
on the cassette player,” or “I’m so angry with you, but let’s stop fighting for a moment and 
get the tape recorder!” While the sounds reverberating from behind some of the doors seem 

authentic — the game show, the 
dog barking, the small party dur-
ing which it is clear that a tape 
recorder was simply left run-
ning on a table or kitchen coun-
ter, and the football game — the 
fight and the tears seem to be 
less the traces of actual events 
surveilled by a recording device 
and more a bit of radio play.

Even if we take them to be 
real sounds (that is, real traces 
of actual events), which Ed 
Kienholz describes as “typi-
cal noises one might hear in 
any apartment house hall[way]” 
(1984:16), the artists made 
no effort to hide the mecha-
nism by which they are tripped 
(Dollhausen 2014). Indeed, 
in a conversation between Ed 
Kienholz and his friend and fel-

low artist Jack Dollhausen, whom he asked to help with the electronic configuration of the 
work, the question was raised as to whether the holes in the doorjambs should be hidden so as 
to conceal the sensors. Should the illusion be complete, a kind of simulacral Disneyland experi-
ence? Pulling back from such a fantastic realism, Kienholz intentionally directs the participant’s 
attention to the element of recorded, that is, past sound (Dollhausen 2014). “The sounds have 

Figure 5. Holes in the doorjambs that house motion sensors remain 
unhidden. Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz, The 
Pedicord Apts., 1982–83, detail. (Photo by Jane Blocker, courtesy 
of the Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota)
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15. Rob Silberman’s analysis is more subtle. He calls attention to the work’s “poignant realism and savage 
expressionism” (1986:143).

16. Weschler writes: “Kienholz has displayed an astonishing empathy for the solitude of others, and in particular 
that of fairly lowlife outcasts.” He also refers to Kienholz’s characters as “losers” (1984:104). Pejic remarks that 
the work reveals the “damaged human condition” and describes the sound recordings as conveying solitude and 
unhappiness (1990:149).

17. One notable exception to that tendency is Pejic’s article, which examines works of art that dramatize 
human absence.

the tinniness of the tape recorder,” curator and critic Bojana Pejic writes. “No attempt is made 
to make them seem authentic [...]” (1990:149). Again, their fakery, the revelation of their past-
ness ironically returns the participant to the now.

But as with the temporal dissonance that gets played out in Krapp’s dimly lit room (a room 
that we might well imagine is somewhere at the Pedicord), the distinction between there-and-
then and here-and-now is bollixed. Krapp knows he is not actually talking to his former self, 
yet he grows angry and scornful, lashes out at that ghost as though it were real. Similarly, in the 
Kienholz installation, despite the obvious staging, despite the awareness that it is all just play, 
the actual tends to linger alongside the fake, so much so that no one who has ever written about 
the piece has been able to avoid discussing its somber realities and pathetic social commentary. 
It is as though the past wants something from the present and won’t go away until it gets it.

Critical interpretations of the work emphasize its reality and pathos, interpretations that, I 
argue, are the product of sonic agency and imposture as much as of the sounds’ or the scene’s 
purported content. For, despite Kienholz’s efforts to create a funhouse, and despite their inten-
tional revelation of the apparatus by which the tapes are tripped, viewers are transported into 
the realm of what seems to be direct experience and empirical observation by the now-ness 
of hearing the recordings play. Rather than think of the past as locked beyond reach behind 
the door and the present as eavesdropping in the hallway, I want to draw attention to the door 
itself, that vibrating mechanism (Sterne might call it “tympanic”) through which both past and 
present pass and make time noisy.

As we have already seen, critics and historians describe the intense reality effect of the piece 
(according to Brooks, we “literally become inhabitants”), despite its obvious status as stage set. 
That effect focuses the participant’s attention on the dire economic conditions encoded in 
every dark plank of wood, flickering bulb, or fragment of filthy wallpaper. Weschler, for exam-
ple, remarks that, “Kienholz manages the trick of transmuting his own empathy for his down-
trodden subjects onto the viewer” (1984:100). Routinely described as seedy and derelict, the 
Pedicord apartments are cast as the last refuge of losers and lowlife outcasts (as though there 
were actual tenants living behind all the sealed doors; as though by knocking we might summon 
them to answer).15 Brooks, writing in Kienholz’s retrospective catalog, explains, “Residents here 
are the lonely, the alienated, the disaffected, the disenchanted. The rooming house has become 
a cellblock to house the anonymous, faceless majority” (1996:188).16 Thus the relatively small 
literature published on this installation is rife with discussions of the work’s social commentary 
on urbanization, disaffection, isolation, and poverty.17 

Obviously these discussions are inspired to some extent by Ed Kienholz’s repeated engage-
ment with politically charged subject matter (e.g., abortion, the Vietnam War, the treat-
ment of mental illness, racism, and religious intolerance) in works that are, as Roberta Smith 
describes them, “savage indictments of American life” (1994:N22). But the common concern 
for the installation’s literalness and social realism is not simply the result of the artists’ agency 
or intentions. Rather, as I have attempted to demonstrate, it is an effect of sound. If the aura 
of realism finds validation in the installation’s visual appearance, the credibility of the visual is, 
in turn, enhanced by the mise-en-scène created by the taped televisions, dog, party, woman’s 
voice, and the couple’s argument. All of these sounds, ironically, reinforce the credibility of the 
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work’s visual appearance. It is not just the content of the tapes, though, that enhances what 
the work appears to represent and the authentic posture it attempts to adopt, but the complex 
temporality endemic to sound as thing, as ontologically present, as a material agent. It is sound’s 
imposture that creates the conditions of possibility for the histories that humans narrate in the 
present progressive. As Reddin Kienholz reminds us, “If you take away the sound, then you take 
away the piece” (2014).
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