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This project examines the early sound works Michael Brewster produced during the 

beginning and mid-1970s in Los Angeles, California. Using sound to create an immersive 

environment was central to Brewster’s methods, and, as such, he has often been assigned 

the label of a “sound artist” by scholars such as Brandon LaBelle. My text refutes this 

position. Brewster did not think of himself as a sound artist. Instead, he conceived of 

himself as a sculptor working in the medium of sound. Through a close examination of 

previously unseen archival material, this project constructs a new history of Brewster’s 

methods that include how he conceived of his sculptures as being both part of and apart 

from their environment. Rethinking the category of sculpture, Brewster was part of the 

well-documented deconstruction of this institutionalized genre and the subsequent 

extension of sculpture’s definition that occurred throughout this period of art history. 

Brewster’s contribution to this expanded pluralism is his rejection of sound as an 
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ephemeral material and, instead, his development of it as stationary and tactile form. In 

constructing this history, I move Brewster’s oeuvre from an isolated position within the 

category of sound art to a more diverse area that locates it between the aural and the 

visual realms.  
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Introduction 

You can’t make sound become hard and solid; but you can make it seem to stand still, as 
if hovering in place, so that you can walk around inside its acoustic structures... Standing 
still, sound is a dimensional substance you can move through without hitting your head 
on anything. It's a real good material for sculpture. Sound has properties beyond its 
considerable powers of evocation that are actual spatial physical things we can feel and 
locate with our ears, sometimes with our bodies. Sound has physical size, actual 
dimensions in feet or meters, as well as density, vibrancy, rhythms and textures...Like a 
solid it has volumes, edges, planes, fullnesses, flatnessses, roundnesses, and hollows.1 
  

In one of his most concise statements regarding his practice, Michael Brewster 

reveals his radical approach to sculpture. While Brewster mentions traditional 

conventions of the category, such as material, dimension, and space, it is their formation 

by a non-visual substance that defines the core of his aesthetics. The transparent medium 

of sound is being called upon to create things that have historically been constructed by 

visual materials. Nor is Brewster thinking of sculpture in terms of singular self-contained 

objects. Describing it as a thing one can “move through without hitting your head” 

conflates ideas of experience, environment, and form into a hybrid and exploded entity.2 

No longer does one passively engage a work from the self-assured position of a spectator. 

Instead, one immerses themself within the sculpture, taking the time and space to 

navigate through them and “engage the work.”3 

 
1 Michael Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” in Site of Sound: Of Architecture and The Ear, ed. Brandon 
Labelle and Steve Roden (Los Angeles: Errant Bodies Press, 1999), 101. 
 
2 Brewster, 101. 
 
3 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 87. 
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Developing his ideas in Southern California in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

Brewster was part of a larger cluster of artists described by Donna Conwell and Glenn 

Phillips that were motivated to disrupt the “traditional associations between specific 

media and their typical implementations” to discover “new territory for aesthetic and 

conceptual investigations.”4 As these investigations evolved, artists “moved to engage 

more directly with the world at large as an arena for perception and meaning, the concept 

of sculpture became a common ground.”5 Affiliated with Brewster in this roster are 

figures including Chris Burden, James Turrell, Robert Irwin, Michael Asher, Judy 

Gerowitz, Newton Harrison, Mowry Baden, Bruce Nauman, Wolfgang Steorchle, 

Barbara T. Smith, Nancy Buchanan, Bas Jan Ader, Tom Eatherton, and Lloyd Hamrol. 

Their subversions were pluralist and diffuse, and Conwell and Phillips explain 

this era as presenting a challenge to anyone who wishes “to construct a linear narrative of 

this period. […] Ideas were in the air, operating across a distributed field of simultaneous 

activity and investigation. Southern California’s many contributions to the development 

of global conceptualism––postminimalism, video art, performance art, conceptual art, 

and feminist art—can be traced within the overlapping trajectories of those international 

movements.”6 However, regardless of this heterogeneous taxonomy, they posit that this 

 
4 Donna Conwell and Glenn Phillips, “Duration Piece: Rethinking Sculpture in Los Angeles,” in Pacific 
Standard Time: Lost Angeles Art 1945-1980 (Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute and the J. Paul 
Getty Museum, 2011), 190. 
 
5 Conwell and Phillips, 190. 
 
6 Donna Conwell and Glenn Phillips, “Duration Piece: Rethinking Sculpture in Los Angeles,” in Pacific 
Standard Time: Los Angeles Art 1945-1980 (Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute and the J. Paul 
Getty Museum, n.d.), 191. 
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collective found its path “through Southern California’s great regional development of 

the late 1960s: Light and Space Art.”7 As an aesthetic “lurking in the background” of 

these artists’ outputs, Light and Space would appear to establish a nexus point for this 

era.8 Yet, I contend, this nexus point is as intangible as the works it claims as its 

exemplars.  

Nothing appears in a vacuum, and while many of the Southern California artists 

who emerged during the late 1960’s “moved beyond producing objects at all, focusing 

instead on architectural interventions of spatial modifications designed to induce 

powerful perceptual effects in the viewer,” they participated in a much broader 

conglomeration than just what was regionally bound.9 Peter Clothier argues that much of 

these works’ legacy is traceable back to projects by artists such as Yves Klein and his 

investigations into the void, or Michael Heizer, Robert Smithson, and Walter de Maria’s 

seminal Earthworks.10 Further, Richard Serra simultaneously explored film, repetition, 

and architectural interventions with works such as Hand Catching Lead, and his various 

process-based sculptures fabricated from molten lead. Then there are the questions of the 

body and perception posed by Robert Morris through his early sculptures such as Untitled 

(Box for Standing), Passageway, and Untitled (L Beams). While this list is far from 

 
7 Conwell and Phillips, 191. 
 
8 Conwell and Phillips, 191. 
 
9 Conwell and Phillips, 200. 
 
10 See Peter Clothier’s essay “Listen, from Different Points of View: The Acoustic Sculpture of Michael 
Brewster,” in Michel Brewster, See Hear Now: A Sonic Drawing and Five Acoustic Sculptures. 
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exhaustive, it undercuts some of the isolationist idealism that the Light and Space 

movement claims in its literature.  

It is in this heterogeneous matrix between the West and East Coasts that Brewster 

developed his practice. Brewster arrived in Southern California during this period, in 

1964, to attend Pomona College in Claremont. At the time, Los Angles enveloped itself 

in a rising gallery scene centered around object-based practices, most notably marketed 

by Walter Hopps and Edward Kienholz at the Ferus Gallery.11 While this gallery scene 

would continue for five more years, according to Michael Fallon, “by the dawn of the 

1970s, L.A.’s bright moment in the national cultural and artistic limelight had come to a 

near-complete end.”12 Owed to the collapse of the local art market due to a financial 

recession, the near closing of The Pasadena Museum of California, the demise of the 

Ferus Gallery, and Artforum’s move from Los Angeles to New York, the Los Angeles art 

scene appeared to be on the precipice of total disintegration.13 However, Fallon explains, 

 
11 The 1960’s in Los Angeles saw the rise of the Ferus Gallery. This collective of artists including Ed 
Ruscha, Billy Al Bengston, Larry Bell, Ed Moses, Craig Kauffman, Robert Irwin, John Altoon, and 
Kenneth Price made significant artistic advances in breaking away from the legacy of the East Coast and 
defining what would become the iconic Southern California aesthetic. Pieces such as Ed Ruscha’s cleanly 
sardonic publications rethought minimalism through advertising. Larry Bell, Robert Irwin, and Craig 
Kauffman were finding a middle area between static sculptural forms and atmospheric effects of light and 
color. And, Kenneth Price, Billy Al Bengston, and Ed Moses were all rethinking their chosen mediums by 
giving their work a decidedly modern slant. Thoroughly contextualized in Hunter Drohojowska-Philp’s 
book Rebels in Paradise, the author credits this group as legitimizing Los Angeles as a hub of artistic 
practice that rivaled the hegemony of New York. 
 
12 Michael Fallon, Creating the Future: Art and Los Angeles in the 1970s (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 
2014), 6. 
 
13 In Creating The Future: Art and Lost Angeles in the 1970s Michael Fallon also credits events such as the 
Watts Riots, the Sunset Strip Riots, the Manson family murders, the assignation of Bobby Kennedy, the 
closing of Pacific Ocean Park and being left to deteriorate alongside the mass student protests at Berkeley, 
the formation of street gangs in East Los Angeles and Compton, and the corruption of Sam Yorty’s 
administration as all precursors to the city’s decline.  
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instead of being this decline being detrimental, many of the newly transplanted artists 

transformed it into an opportunity for creative freedom. For people such as John 

Baldessari, “in a time of reduced attention on local art, and a dampened local art market, 

this hardly mattered—everyone was struggling. In fact, ironically enough, all of these 

artists’ seeming ambivalence toward the uncertain Los Angeles art market of the early 

1970s would eventually become a distinct career advantage.”14 

This cavalier attitude towards the market was influential for Brewster and his 

milieu as he pursued his education at Pomona College, Claremont Graduate School, and 

his early works created at F Space in Santa Ana, California. In an interview with the art 

critic David Pagel, he recounts how neither he, nor his peers, paid much heed to the 

financial troubles of the struggling gallery system. Instead of creating commodifiable 

objects, these artists saw an opportunity to develop non-commodifiable experiences. 

Furthermore, while they pursued this agenda often through installations and performance 

practices that could be highly disparate from each other, they had solidified around the 

core idea of using the body as a site for artistic interventions. 

 However, the purpose of this text is not to flesh out the overall ethos or collective 

ideology of these artists. Instead, it focuses on the singular trajectory of Michael 

Brewster, and to help solidify his place within this canon. It cannot go unannounced that 

there is a lack of scholarship or historical documentation dedicated to Brewster’s early 

works generated during this period. Accounts that do touch on his output during the early 

1970s are all journalistic reviews appearing in newspapers and art magazines––some of 

 
14 Fallon, Creating The Future: Art and Los Angeles in the 1970s, 76. 
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which are out of print. Further, while the critical analysis of Brewster’s oeuvre has 

generated accurate, although limited, research from theorists and historians including 

Brandon LaBelle, Barry Schwabsky, Irene Tsatos, and Peter Clothier, their scholarship 

focuses exclusively on Brewster’s later period after he had developed his method and 

aesthetics to their zenith. Nonetheless, without a careful study of his formative practice, 

how can their narrations be conclusive? 

This project addresses such oversight. By utilizing unpublished archival material 

from the artist’s papers as well as firsthand accounts from figures such as Mowry Baden, 

Paul Waszink, Phyllis Lutjeans, Bruce Dunlap, Barbara T. Smith, and Hal Glicksman, 

this text forensically reconstructs Brewster’s formative years beginning in 1969 and 

concludes with his first professional group exhibition in 1975 at the Newport Harbor Art 

Museum, Newport California. My research considers the formation of Brewster’s large 

immersive pieces, which he named “acoustic sculptures,” as well as the more intimate 

works that he labeled “sonic drawings.” Through a detailed narration of the various 

apparatuses he employed, including his creative use of architecture, engineering, amateur 

electronics, and self-designed methods of documentation, this text constructs an 

unwritten history of the artist.15  

In the argument that follows, I construct this history to prove how Brewster 

contributed to the interventions into sculpture that transpired during this era through his 

 
15 Although Brewster never mentions this directly, there is a correlation between his use of small-scale 
technology and a larger counterculture that developed in the late 1960s along the West Coast. This group is 
studied in Fred Turner’s book From Counterculture to Cyberculture. Labeling this group as the “New 
Communalists,” Turner explores how they employed simple electronics to create experiences of a shared 
humanity. He argues their agenda was in response to the civil unrest that dominated the mainstream.  
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novel use of sound. Unlike the other artists he affiliates with, who in their own ways 

revealed the malleability of the historically bounded category of sculpture, Brewster 

exposed a territory of sculpture that exists between the concrete and the ephemeral. 

Working within this area, he concretized sound, demonstrating its physical presence by 

challenging its’ assumed immateriality. Often directly working in response to a specific 

architectural enclosure, his works wrestle to the mat an evaporative substance and subject 

the viewer to a highly rigid encounter with it and its tactile structures. Brewster 

accomplished this through a careful program consisting of the modification of the space 

as well as the construction of the sonic apparatus and its material. He called these 

creations “a quasi-object/quasi-landscape.”16 This process, in turn, created a work that 

requires the particular act of moving around the room and “listening from different points 

of view.”17 In this way, his art perpetuate the expanded field of sculpture Rosalind Krauss 

describes in her essay by the same name through their existing between what Krauss 

labels “axiomatic structures” and the diffuse grouping of works known popularly as 

“sound art.”18 As I demonstrate, Brewster’s oeuvre utilizes the logic of Sculpture in the 

Expanded Field by manifesting at the intersection of these two adjacent fields by 

problematizing their juxtapositions. The pivot in Krauss’s essay as she inverts the 

mechanism of pure negation in the Klein group dovetails with Brewster’s practice. As she 

 
16 Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” 103. 
 
17 Michael Brewster, Standing Wave Intro Narration, Digital, accessed May 2, 2020, 
http://www.michaelbrewsterart.com/narrated-tours.html. 
 
18 Rosalind E. Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1986), 287. 
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explains, the expanded field is generated by placing oppositions into relationships with 

each other. This logic is the foundation of Brewster’s method. 

To make this argument, I begin by considering the following quote from 

Brewster.19  

My means is sound, especially its effects; but my issues are sculptural, not 
musical. Sculpture, in its most expanded sense, is the mode of experience that I 
find truest. I like to think about what an expanded sculptural experience could be: 
a full bodied bunch of sensation around being here, in the realm of the actual, the 
physical, in this multi-dimensional world. I’m trying to expand the sculptural 
experience by addressing, if not celebrating, our own existence as spatial, physical 
entities inhabiting all our dimensions. Sculpture should be a category of 
experience, not just a category of physical objects for us to stand back and 
behold.20  

 

Leveraging the concept of experience as a way to expand sculpture from a static object to 

a form designed to encourage someone to celebrate their ontological being through an 

awareness of their existence as multi-dimensional is a lofty goal. Moreover, it is a goal 

whose relationship to phenomenology cannot go unnoticed.21 However, my focus is on 

Brewster’s manipulation of sound and space to orchestrate that experience.  

This passage reveals Brewster’s underlying logic of juxtapositions. He states that 

while his “means is sound,” his “issues are sculptural.”22 Thus we can begin to form 

 
19 It is exigent that Brewster all but names the aforementioned Krauss essay in this quote. In his interview 
with Jill Thayer, he cites the importance of the essay, stating that the term “expanded field” resonated with 
ideas and the essay was validating to his overall process as it challenged the hegemony of the static object 
and demonstrated how to question what real experience was.   
 
20 Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” 102. 
 
21Brewster learned of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophies in graduate school, and although this is a signficant 
area to research, it will not be addressed in a later text.  
  
22 Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” 102. 
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another system of oppositions beyond, or adjacent to, the ones already noted. Here, we 

juxtapose sound and sculpture, with Brewster’s works suspended between them. We 

could also place his pieces into various relationships with more specific categories of 

sound art, including music, noise, and spoken poetry, with each area generating another 

set of examples of how Brewster’s works expand the field of sound art and sculpture by 

mining the space between them. Thus, there are two fields in play. The first between the 

axiomatic structures and sound art, and the second between the broader categories of 

sculpture and sound. My following analysis traces the emergence of these fields, 

considering how Brewster thought about the site, the scale, the sound, and the 

documentation of his early works. Each element played a role in leading up to the works 

scholars such as LaBelle theorizes about in his output.  

 However, my position challenges the claim that Brewster is a sound artist in the 

limited category, as put forth by theorists such as LaBelle. While one could think of 

Brewster’s works in conjunction with the sonic compositions of La Monte Young 

predicated on elements such as duration and repetition or the musique concrète works of 

Pierre Schaefer due to their abstractions of sound or their reliance on current technology, 

Brewster’s work did not utilize the idea of sound in and of itself, nor did he think of 

works as the product of a score––no matter how open to interpretation the score could be.  

Further, in the contemporary art historical lexicon, I also contend that Brewster’s 

pieces are mislabeled as sound installations. Often site-specific, or at least requiring the 

gallery space to be modified beyond the average parameters for presenting traditional 

sculptural or flat works, his works depend on a complex sequence of events initiated by 
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the experiencer. Brandon LaBelle defines sound installation as the bringing “into 

conversation, two elements, namely, sound and space. For sound installation is premised 

on the notion of using sound as a medium; and housed within an overall installation 

practice, sound gets played out, or positioned, in relation to a spatial situation.”23 

However, Brewster disregarded the term “installation” when describing his works. In He 

did not associate with the category at all.  

Instead, he time and again reiterates this juxtaposition between sound and 

sculpture. For example, in his essay for his work Touch and Go (1984), he echoes his 

previous position claiming, “[s]ound, as the agent of hearing, is equally consonant with 

sculpture in material terms. Both are known to be physical, actual, three-dimensional 

things which exist in the round and in the present simultaneously.”24  Or, as he explains, 

“[s]ound, as the agent of hearing, is equally consonant with sculpture in material terms.”25 

Finally, defining himself, he claims, “I consider myself a sculptor since I am actively 

preoccupied with spatial activity and behavior.”26 His fidelity to this genre is as 

entrenched as his loyalty to sound. So, what is Brewster’s sound sculpture? How does he 

play between the visible and the invisible? How does he impose rigidity on an 

experience? How does the make sound concrete?       

 
23 Brandon Labelle, Site Specific Sound (Berlin: Errant Bodies Press, 2004), 7. 
 
24 Michael Brewster, “Touch and Go” (California State University, 1985). 
 
25 Michael Brewster, “Michael Brewster,” in Sound: An Exhibition of Sound Sculpture, Instrument 
Building, and Acoustically Tuned Spaces (Los Angeles: Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art, 1979), 
24. 
 
26 Brewster, 24. 
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Chapter 1 approaches these questions by considering Brewster’s acoustic 

sculptures. This analysis begins with a history of the early rooms these works used before 

chronicling of the evolution of speakers each piece employed. Lastly, the chapter 

evaluates Brewster’s unique practice in documentation and transcribing the ephemeral 

sound wave into visual form. Each section of the chapter presents detailed accounts of 

how Brewster mined the area between sound and sculpture as he developed a specific set 

of parameters that became requirements for these pieces’ fruition. Subsequently, 

Brewster acoustic sculptures are the result of a labor-intensive process that controls 

everything from the construction of the gallery walls to how one is required to engage 

with the finished piece. Chapter 2 narrates Brewster’s progression from the realm of the 

visual to the audible, tracking his shift from large outdoor installations to intimate interior 

ones as it demonstrates his growing concern with immersion and the potential of the site. 

A crucial part of this chapter discloses Brewster’s capacity to transform unanticipated 

events into new works and his use of D.I.Y. electronics and his designs. Both chapters 

use previously unresearched archival texts and images in an attempt to write this early 

history in Brewster’s career.  
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Chapter 1: Fixing Frequencies 

F Space-more than a warehouse 

It is a little-known fact that Michael Brewster was a member of F Space, and that 

he invented the method that generated his most notable body of work there. 

Overshadowed by artists such as Nancy Buchanan, Chris Burden, and Barbara T. Smith 

and their legendary performances such as Hair Transplant, Shoot, and Field Piece, 

Brewster’s works from this period were minimally documented at the time, and today 

they are largely forgotten. However, F Space proved fertile territory for Brewster. 

Whether it was the collective ideals of his fellow cohort members, the physical freedoms 

of the space that permitted him to hone his amateur electronics and knowledge of sound, 

or its cheap architecture, the warehouse established a template for Brewster that he 

replicated throughout his career. In the argument that follows, I evaluate F Space’s 

impact on the first five years of Brewster oeuvre, threading out aspects of the space into 

his other projects.   

Sound as Sculpture 

 At 7:45 in the evening on November 19th, 1971, Chris Burden was shot through 

his left arm inside a small industrial workspace in Santa Ana, California. An audacious 

performance described as “the quintessential dramatization of the collision between the 
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creative and the violent forces of art making,” Shoot became known to the public through 

a small number of photographs and an eight-second black and white film.27  

These photographs and film are divisible into two groups: a canonical set and a 

lesser circulated collection. The canonical set consists of the performance, and the less 

circulated selection of photos chronicles the leadup to the moment the trigger is pulled as 

well as its subsequent, and unpredicted, aftermath. Also included as part of the overall 

documentation is a twenty-five-minute audio recording. This tape begins in the initial 

stages of the performance’s setup and ends well after Burden has left for the hospital with 

Barbara T. Smith and either Nancy Buchanan or Jan Wedman discussing the various 

polaroids taken of the performance.28 

The canonical pictures and the short film that record the moment of gunshot 

establish the two principal figures of the performance. Chris Burden appears facing the 

cameras with his back to a wall, and the rifleman, now identified as Bruce Dunlap, meets 

his gaze while shouldering the .22 long rifle from about fifteen feet away.29 We view this 

scene from Dunlap’s left side or over his right shoulder, giving us a clear view of Burden, 

his reactions, and the surrounding space. The other, far less published, collection of 

photographs is much more candid, though no less dramatic. It contains images beginning 

 
27 Peggy Phelan, “Violence and Rupture: Misfires of the Ephemeral,” in Live Art in LA: Performance in 
Southern California, 1970-1983 (New York: Routledge, 2012), 27. 
 
28 This audio is currently stored in the Getty Center in Los Angeles, California as part of Barbara T. 
Smith’s archives. 
  
29 Bruce Dunlap’s identity was one of the long-standing mysteries surrounding Shoot. It was not until the 
New York Times released a short documentary directed by Eric Kutner in 2015 that his participation as the 
rifleman was known publicly.  



 14 

with Burden standing on a chair arranging a small video camera while his wife Barbara 

absently pics at her fingernail, a small audience of only four or five people who grin 

nervously, and either Burden’s arm the moment after the bullet passed through it or when 

the wound is stabilized in a tourniquet. As the only records of one of the boldest art 

performances, these documents have generated extensive scholarship on performance 

practices, the art of the 1970s, and Southern California aesthetics of the 1970s. However, 

these previous investigations have failed to consider one pertinent detail. 

 Visible in the canonical set of photographs, along the far back wall, nearly 

parallel with Burden’s right elbow, is a small gray circle (fig. 1). This shape is in the 

center of the wall, and its circumference only slightly larger than Burden’s head. 

However, because the circle is only a few shades darker than the wall it sits on, and our 

attention focuses on the right side of the photograph where the action is occurring, it is 

easily overlooked. Moreover, if noticed, it could understandably be ignored, as no 

explanation for it has been produced. This circle also appears in the photographs taken 

from over Dunlap’s right shoulder. Parallel with his elbow, it is nearly cropped out along 

the left side of the image, and the stark contrast almost washes the circle out entirely. 

Although this detail appears as perhaps no more than an unobtrusive scuff mark, it is a 

work of art. It is the eight-inch circular speaker of Michael Brewster’s initial “acoustic 

sculpture” Fixed Frequency (fig. 2).  

Brewster retrospectively coined the phrase “acoustic sculpture” in the mid-1970s 

to disassociate his artworks with projects with music. He stressed, “I didn’t want it [his 
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work] to be called a sound piece per se, [...] because it isn’t very musical.”30 For 

Brewster, sound transforms into music when it possesses acoustic variations. He made 

this distinction early in his practice in response to an audible wobble he discerned when 

listening to audio tape recordings. While explaining his reliance on live sounds in his 

early work, he states, “[t]he reason I couldn’t use recordings is/was this thing that doesn’t 

exist anymore in a day of hard drive recordings, just called ‘wow’ and ‘flutter.’ And it 

happened with all musical tape recorders.”31 For Brewster, this unwanted wobble gave 

the sound “a musical quality because now it was being modulated.”32    

Instead, the term acoustic sculpture aims to describe his immersive sonic 

environments generated by creating a field of standing sound waves through the use of 

sustained sounds and “the resonant frequencies of the site.”33 Although these works 

progressed towards more melodious incarnations later in his career, in their infancy, 

Brewster’s acoustic sculptures were single tones amplified with the understanding that 

“each room has its own set of resonant frequencies.”34 These early pieces employ these 

frequencies. Using a single speaker, Brewster would fill a space with a drone that reacted 

 
30 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
74. 
 
31 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
110. 
 
32 Thayer and Brewster, 111. 
 
33 Michael Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” in Site of Sound: Of Architecture and The Ear, ed. Brandon 
Labelle and Steve Roden (Los Angeles: Errant Bodies Press, 1999), 104. 
 
34 Alvin Lucier, “Careful Listening Is More Important Than Making Sounds Happen,” in Sounds, ed. Caleb 
Kelly (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), 113. 



 16 

to the room’s architecture in a manner that produced a sound field of standing waves. 

Therefore, the sound and space remained “in a kind of feedback loop, one supporting and 

amplifying the other. In doing so, architecture operates to literally aid in the construction 

of the sculptural work, multiplying the volumetric presence of its features.”35 As Brewster 

explains, “I cater to its [the site’s] resonances. Mostly I search for sounds that fit, the 

ones that make the best standing waves in the place where I’m doing the work. Playing 

into the echo produces a sound field that seems to emanate from all around us.”36 

Grounded in the physical properties of their specific locations, Brewster thought of these 

sound fields in sculptural terms.  

[sound is] a real good material for sculpture. Sound has properties beyond its 
considerable powers of evocation that are actual spatial physical things we can 
feel and locate with our ears, sometimes with our bodies. Sound has physical size, 
actual dimensions in feet or meters, as well as density, vibrancy, rhythms and 
textures...Like a solid it has volumes, edges, planes, fullnesses, flatnessses, 
roundnesses, and hollows.37  

 
To experience the acoustic sculptures, the gallery visitor must take action. They 

must physically move through the room, often at a slow rate, in order to be able to 

discern the areas where the sound field changes. Because standing waves produce audible 

fluctuations in volume, moving through the room gives the auditor the experience of 

moving in and out of pockets of sound, much like moving through areas of varying 

temperatures. In one of his most concise statements regarding his practice, Brewster 

 
35 Brandon Labelle, Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art (New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), 169. 
 
36 Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” 104. 
 
37 Brewster, 101. 
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elucidates this phenomenon: “[s]ound has properties beyond its considerable powers of 

evocation that are actual spatial physical things we can feel and locate with our ears, 

sometimes with our bodies.[...] Walking through it in its resonant state provides an 

experience similar to perusing a landscape but from inside, with all of your body.”38 

Brewster continues:  

My means is sound, especially its effects; but my issues are sculptural, not 
musical. Sculptural, in its most expanded sense, is the mode of experience I find 
truest. I like to think about what an expanded sculptural experience could be: a 
full bodied bunch of sensation AROUND being here, in the realm of the actual, 
the physical, in this multi-dimensional world. I’m trying to expand the sculptural 
experience by addressing, if not celebrating, our own existence as spatial, physical 
entities inhabiting all our dimensions. Sculpture should be a category of 
Experience, not just a category of physical objects for us to stand back and 
behold.39   
 
In the 1970s, considering sound and its relationship to its location as a medium 

for a piece of sculpture was novel, and it exemplifies the creative radicalization of art 

employed by his fellow F Space cohort of whom Brewster was a member from June of 

1971 until its final exhibition in July of 1972.40 According to Nancy Buchanan, the F 

 
38 Michael Brewster, “Where, Here or There?,” in Site of Sound: Of Architecture and The Ear, ed. Brandon 
Labelle and Steve Roden (Los Angeles: Errant Bodies Press, 1999), 101. 
 
39 Brewster, 102. 
 
40 For more on the origin, formation, and history of F-Space, see the following texts: Moira Roth’s article, 
“Toward a History of California Performance: Part Two.”Context, Attitude, Community: The Early Years of 
the UCI Art Department, From Minimalism to Performance Art: Chris Burden, 1967-1971, by Matthew 
Teti, Live Art in LA: Performance in Southern California, 1970-1983, Chris Burden: Extreme Measures, 
Collaboration Labs: Southern California Artists and the Artist Space Movement, and A Few Snapshots 
from F Space Gallery, 1514 E. Edinger, Santa Ana by Nancy Buchanan.  

In his oral history, Brewster remembers his experience at F-Space as one of co-ownership and 
community, recounting it as being 1,000 square feet with ten artists, each contributing 10 dollars a month, 
equalling 100 dollars a month for rent. Every 10th week, each artist had a one-person exhibition, and 
people would even make the commute from Los Angeles to attend the openings.  

Brewster participated in many of these, including being the camera operator documenting Chris 
Burden’s 220 and assisting Barbara T. Smith with the camera during her Nude Frieze installation and 
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Space collective coalesced around the idea “that the total environment in which an 

artwork was presented was integral to its viewing [...] Discussions of observing one’s 

own body in an anechoic chamber reinforced a focus on how one pays attention.”41 

Referencing John Cage’s self-authored moment of revelation along with Robert Irwin 

and James Turrell’s experiments in an anechoic chamber during The Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art’s Art and Technology initiative, Buchanan underscores a shift that 

occurred in art during the 1970s that expanded its definition to include non-object based 

practices that afforded the viewer “the ability to have an experience.”42 For the artists at F 

Space, Barbara T. Smith explains that this experiential turn was collectively arrived at 

and focused toward the body, stating “we’re all in touch with the same information, and 

so, [...] you’re all coming to, in your own way, the same conclusion: doing something 

with your body.”43 This migration to the corporal manifested in two primary forms, one 

 
installing a video piece. (Brewster is credited as the camera person on the index page of Chris Burden’s 
self-published, limited edition binder that chronicles his work between 1971 and 1971, and Barbara Smith 
confirmed Brewster’s role in an interview with the author.) In an unpublished section of an interview with 
David Pagel, Pagel compares this cooperative with Brewster’s experience at Pomona when he asks, “so, 
you just made the community again?” Brewster responds, [we] just made the community again there. You 
know, and included other people. It didn’t include any of the professors at Pomona any more. It was Chris 
and me and a bunch of other[s].” In an interview with the H.C. Arnold, Robert Wilhite, who affiliated with 
the collective, recalls, the motivation of the collective was to create a community.  

 
41 Nancy Buchanan, “A Few Snapshots from F Space Gallery, 1514 E. Edinger, Santa Ana,” in In the 
Canyon, Revise the Canon (Belgium: Shelter Press, 2015), 52. 
 
42 Janet Blake, “Nancy Buchanan,” in Best Kept Secret: UCI and The Development of Contemporary Art in 
Southern California, 1964-1971 (Laguna Art Museum, 2012), 46. 
 
43 Kelly Loudenberg, Chris Burden (Museum of Contemporary Art, 2015), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1px9ZCKfXuM. 
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being vanguard performances and the other being immersive environments. Brewster’s 

work contributed to the latter.  

Building against silence   

In Irene Tsatsos’s essay “Picturing the Sound,” she claims that “Brewster has 

claimed the room itself (or, rather, the dimensions of the room) as a critical component of 

his work.”44 This action manifests in the various studios and installations Brewster 

fabricated during his lifetime. In order to perfect the sound field to his exact desires, it 

became necessary for Brewster to design the space where the gallery visitor encountered 

it. Although later in his life, he built his final studio to a series of parameters that were 

tailored to his exact needs, at the outset of his career at F Space, he did not have such an 

opportunity.45  

Nonetheless, I contend this was not detrimental but the opposite. The F Space 

warehouse, where Brewster created his first acoustic sculpture, became the physical and 

material template for his ideal space. This section evaluates an early selection of these 

architecture enclosures carpentered by Brewster to understand just what his act of 

claiming the room involved and the impact that F Space had on it. Beginning in August 

of 1971, Brewster began a series of investigations into how sound interacted with its 

environment that compelled him to think about the hollow sheetrock walls and high 

ceiling of F Space as being something more than just the backdrop for his pieces. 

 
44 Irene Tsatsos, “Picturing the Sound,” in Michael Brewster: See Hear Now (Los Angeles: Los Angeles 
Contemporary Exhibitions, 2002), 8. 
 
45 For more on Brewster’s final sound studio, see Brandon LaBelle’s interview in Michael Brewster: See 
Hear Now, 2002. 
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Working through the first five years of his career, numerous similarities between the 

architecture of the work bay in Santa Ana and Brewster’s early built rooms are notable 

and attest to the F Space’s importance to his career. When discussing his various rooms 

he constructed over his career, Brewster explains that “when people try to design 

Auditoria, they try to do the exactly the opposite of my room. No parallel surfaces, no 

hard walls. You know, I’m courting this odd thing, this sow’s ear that I am trying to make 

a silk purse out of it, and in many cases I’ve succeeded.”46 For Brewster, F Space is the 

first sow ear he transformed. 

The first work Brewster installed at F space in August of 1971 was not an 

acoustic sculpture, but a continuation of his earlier audio works he began at Pomona 

College in Claremont, California, in 1970.47 However, unlike the Montgomery Art 

Gallery at Pomona, the cavernous warehouse in Santa Ana produced a considerably more 

sustained echo, illustrating that “space is part of the timbre of sounds.”48 Intrigued by F 

Space’s architectural resonance, Brewster discussed the situation with his brother Mark.49 

This conversation catalyzed the incarnation of the acoustic sculptures. As Brewster 

recalls,  

The echo was sort of weird and I discovered...my brother actually told me, my 
veterinarian brother, he said, “Well...Standing waves, that’s what’s really 

 
46 Thayer and Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, 55. 
 
47 These works are addressed later in this chapter and are the central focus of chapter 2. 
 
48 Jonathan Sterne, “Space within Space: Artificial Reverb and the Detachable Echo,” Grey Room, Grey 
Room, 60, no. Summer 2015 (2015): 113. 
 
49 Mark Brewster spent the summer with Michael Brewster during the summer of 1971. During this time, 
the two began construction on Brewster’s first studio in Venice, California.  
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affecting you.” So we went out and he explained standing waves to me, and we 
went out [...] I got a really huge clunky tone generator for 12 dollars and another 
huge, clunky amplifier for 10 dollars. We took them home, we had to change 
some of the tubes. They were tube machines if you could believe that. And I did 
my first piece at Space F with those and I was just turned on … this was more 
sculptural.50 

   
Evaluating this echo, Brewster realized it created a place of sonic immersion. While the 

sound appeared from its source, the echo appeared from opposite its source, resonating 

off of the various surfaces in the industrial bay. As the two soundwaves met in space, this 

produced the aforementioned standing wave phenomenon that provoked Brewster’s 

interest with the larger architectural space and opened the door for his considerations into 

constructing sonic-axiomatic structures. The fledgling piece he mentions is titled Fixed 

Frequency, and it consisted of an 8-inch speaker mounted into the back wall of F Space 

aimed directly at the warehouse’s entryway. The speaker connected to the 

aforementioned audio equipment that, when powered on, pulsed a continuous single tone 

of 110 decibels into the gallery, flooding the space with its drone. Wanting to create an 

audio-immersive soundscape, Brewster redesigned the piece eleven months later with a 

more sophisticated speaker assembly. Subsequently, Fixed Frequency is Brewster’s only 

acoustic sculpture to be refabricated. Between its original and second iterations, Brewster 

initiated a series of investigations into the sculptural quality of sound and the reverberant 

qualities of architectural enclosures that culminated in the sophistication of the acoustic 

 
50 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
108. 
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sculptures at the Sounds exhibition produced by the Newport Harbor Museum of art in 

1975.          

The resonance Brewster and his brother discussed in Santa Ana during the 

summer of 1971 is an overlooked yet critical characteristic of F Space and a quality that 

appeared in Burden’s performances as well. Throughout the 25-minute audio recording of 

Shoot, it is prominent as the voices of Barabra T. Smith, Chris and Barbara Burden, Jan 

Wedeman, Bruce Dunlap, and Alfred Lutjeans discuss at length the set-up and 

subsequent aftermath of the performance.51 Lutjeans’ voice, previously unidentified, is 

conspicuous, particularly owed to its deep, loud, and resonant timbre.52 Throughout the 

recording, the soundscape appears from their voices, the acute moment of silence before 

the gun fires, the abrupt, sharp, rifle crack, and the rushed discussions in the aftermath. 

Echoes sustain each sonic passage, and as voices move within the range of the 

microphone, often overlapping and distorting each other, these echoes convey the 

canvernousness of the space. While only a short segment of this audio, centered on the 

moment when the 22. rifle discharges, is popularized-assumedly because it accompanies 

the 8-second film, these attributes are still discernible.53 Burden appears to have realized 

how the highly resonant space distorts the sound on the video because he instructs the 

 
51 This list was composed by listening to various other audio recordings of these people and comparing 
their voices to the ones on the audio while cross-referencing the list with the collection of photos of Shoot 
and identifying the people shown. 
  
52 Phyllis Lutjeans, H.C. Arnold interviews Phyllis Lutjeans, February 7, 2020. 
 
53 Chris Burden, Shoot, 1971, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwh-XMFMp8U. 
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viewer on what to listen for while also providing closed captions of the dialogue at 

crucial moments.    

 Recorded distortions such as these are in part produced by their environment, and 

the architecture of the F Space is no exception. F Space was one in a series of 

alphabetically named light industrial workspaces in The Saddleback Industrial Park 

located at 1519 E. Edinger in Santa Ana, California. Akin to other industrial parks built 

during this period, Saddleback “was cheaply constructed from prefabricated material and 

featured rows of workshops that had roll-up garage doors, organized around a central, 

drive-in courtyard.”54 Although not directly connected, this type of architecture had 

become standardized by the 1960s and 1970s as part of a shift in popular construction 

that occurred as “architects were pushed for changes to interior spaces that had the (likely 

unintended) side-effects of making them ever more reverberant. Eliminating doors, 

barriers, treatments, and impedances to air flow would also eliminate impedances to 

sound flow.”55 According to Jonathan Sterne, these omissions for the sake of improved 

airflow were the bi-product of heating technologies that emerged in the nineteenth 

century. Citing Robert Bruegmann, Sterne quotes, “to conserve heat, architects became 

more aware of the value of [...] hollow brick and cavity wall construction,” while also 

recommending the omission of curtains and ornate moldings that would dampen 

 
54 Matthew Teti, “From Minimalism to Performance Art: Chris Burden, 1967–1971” (Columbia University 
Libraries, 2018), 190–91, https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/D8TF1DT2. 
 
55 Jonathan Sterne, “Space within Space: Artificial Reverb and the Detachable Echo,” Grey Room, Grey 
Room, 60, no. Summer 2015 (2015): 115. 
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airflow.56 Their idea was that by opening interior spaces up, air could circulate easier, and 

subsequently, modern heating technologies could work more efficiently.    

According to a diagram made by Brewster documenting Fixed Frequency’s 

installation, F Space was 16 feet by 19.5 feet by 47 feet (ht x wt x lgth), walled by ⅝ 

inch drywall, and painted white. These walls were supported by 2-inch x 4-inch stud 

frames spaced 16 inches apart that also supported the drywall of the adjoining workspace. 

Because the structure lacked any internal insulation, its construction created hollow 

cavities between the two panels of the sheetrock. The floor was concrete, and the open 

ceiling was built from 2-inch x 6-inch wooden joists and a 1-inch plywood roof sealed by 

tar and paper (fig. 3.). With its hollow double walls, and absence of any sound reducing 

material such as noise-reducing tile or carpet, the acoustic characteristic of F Space sound 

was highly reflective and overly “live.” Two former members of F Space Barbara T. 

Smith and Bruce Dunlap confirm this, describing the overall acoustics as possessing 

“volume and echo. It was pretty cavernous.”57 Further, F Space’s rectangular dimensions 

and tall ceiling, conducive for more pronounced reverberation and echo, allowed for 

sonic fields of standing waves to develop.58 Brewster explains these phenomena as: 

A sound is made to “stand” whenever the progress of a continuing sound 
coincides in space, “in-step” with an identical waveform that is moving through it 
in the opposite direction. In such a coincidence the values of both waves at any 
place are of equal value: but in opposite states, the side going up in pressure 

 
56 Sterne, “Space within Space: Artificial Reverb and the Detachable Echo,” 115. 
 
57 Bruce Dunlap, H.C. Arnold interviews Bruce Dunlap, interview by H.C. Arnold, 2020. 
 
58 For more on how the shape and architecture of a room affect its acoustics, see Soundspace, Architecture 
for Sound and Vision by Peter Grueneisen.  
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neutralizing the side going down, which causes the pressure fronts of the 
opposing waves to seem stopped in space…In the acoustic sculptures the sound is 
reflected back upon itself by the walls of the room.59 
 
Brewster began to consider the walls of the room almost immediately, in 

December of that year, with his second acoustic sculpture Standing Wave. 

Architecturally, it contains the first evidence that he was considering the wall opposite of 

the speaker as an element in the work’s design. Seen in an unpublished installation 

photograph is an 8-foot tall by 12-foot wide white wall that covers most of the metal roll-

up door and front door of F Space. Brewster lists this build as a “door-closer” (fig. 4).60 

This structural addition created a surface parallel to the speaker cone and subsequently 

encouraged the standing wave phenomena to occur as the tone would be reflected directly 

back into itself. However, Brewster alternated in his use of this supplemental wall. In the 

second version of Fixed Frequency for The New Art in Orange County exhibition in 

1972, he removed it and opened the metal rolling door to include the exterior of the 

gallery (fig. 5). This act created a secondary area of standing waves outside the room, and 

it marks Brewster’s first use of outside space for his acoustic sculptures. 

Congruent with Brewster’s participation in F Space during 1971, he began the 

five-year construction on his first studio in Venice, California. Renting out a derelict 

store at 11 Navy Street with Lewis Baltz within walking distance of the remains of the 

defunct Pacific Ocean Park, Brewster began the construction of a sound chamber that 

 
59 Michael Brewster, “Touch and Go” (California State University, 1985). 
 
60 Michael Brewster, “October 1987 - Descriptions (Unpublished),” 1987, Los Angeles, CA, Michael 
Brewster Trust. 
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closely replicated the dimensions and architecture of F Space. According to Brewster’s 

brother Mark, who assisted in the building, the space was around 60 feet deep by 20 feet 

wide by 25 feet tall. During the build, Brewster shifted the entire interior east sidewall 

over several feet to create the desired width of the main sound studio (fig. 6). Further, 

Brewster took extensive care in facing the sound chamber so that it resonated according 

to his desires. Brewster’s friend and fellow F Space cohort member Paul Waszink also 

assisted in the construction of this studio confirmed this, explaining, “[t]he acoustic 

treatments for the walls and the ceiling were a major undertaking for Michael—lots of 

research into products and assemblies methodology. His concerns and interests melded 

acoustic qualities he wanted in order to further his work with concerns for tenants above, 

and neighbors.”61 Waszink underscores a pivotal similarity to F Space’s architecture, 

noting Brewster’s requirement that the walls of the Navy street studio be hollow: “I do 

recall that a central premise was the necessity for creating air gaps between layers of 

sheetrock – so, at a minimum you’d have two separately-framed partition elements, floor-

to-ceiling, each then having a layer or multiple layers of drywall facing out.”62 

Waszink’s recollections of the studio’s dimensions are similar to those of Mark 

Brewster, with the space being around 40 to 50 feet long by 25 feet wide, yet the ceiling 

being no more than 12 to 14 feet tall. These discrepancies attest to the various 

modifications Brewster made throughout the building period. Mark Brewster assisted 

 
61 Waszink, Paul, Questions excerpted from correspondence of 14 Feb 2020 RE: Michael Brewster, 
between H.C. Arnold, Ph.D. and P.H. Easzink, Email, March 3, 2020. 
 
62 Waszink, Paul. 
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Michael only during the summer of 1971, while Waszink witnessed the evolution of the 

space from 1971 to 1975. In a technical drawing for Brewster’s work Near Distance 

(1979), similar in style and information for the one drafted for Fixed Frequency, 

Brewster records the overall length of the room at 43 feet 5 inches with the entrance 

covering 8 feet 9 inches and the sound chamber being 34 feet 6 inches. The overall width 

of the sound chamber is 16 feet 4 inches, and the ceiling is 12 feet 6 inches from the floor 

to the acoustic tile, but 14 feet in total (fig. 7).  

Further, listed on the drawing is evidence of the research Waszink recalls in 

Brewster’s practice. According to the materials specified, while the original exterior west 

wall was composed of a 15-inch thick brick and 1-inch plaster, the two interior walls 

Brewster designed were constructed out of ½ inch drywall, ½ inch soundboard, 2-inch x 

4-inch framing, a cavity space of 2 inches, another layer of ½ inch soundboard, ½ inch 

drywall, another 2-inch x 4-inch framing, and finally ½ inch drywall. The entrance to the 

sound chamber possessed large storefront windows and was left untreated, much like the 

large metal garage door at F Space (fig. 8). As Waszink recollects, the windows were 

“kept original—no acoustic laminated glass, etc. — and therefore “a leaker” 

acoustically.”63   

Thus, Brewster’s first studio had two out of four walls designed to his acoustic 

specifications. Further, although he was using salvaged building materials to fabricate 

this internal architecture–again, capitalizing on the limited resources at his disposal, the 

 
63 Waszink, Paul. 
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result was another long, rectilinear room with flat, drywall faced hollow cavity white 

walls, a concrete floor, high ceilings, and a sonically porous entry, all in striking 

similarity to F Space. Also, just as he did with Fixed Frequency, Brewster oriented his 

sound equipment along the far wall, facing the entry. Mark explains that Brewster 

designed the space and the location of his sound equipment to have the maximum amount 

of reflection in order to have total control over the wave patterns. 

In September of 1975, the Newport Harbor Art Museum invited Brewster to 

participate in its Sounds exhibition. This invitation gave Brewster the opportunity to 

develop his sound chamber further. Unlike his previous shows at F Space that required 

him to match a drone to the existing architecture of the gallery, the Newport Harbor Art 

Museum allowed Brewster to construct a sound chamber to his design.64 Brewster again 

opted to build a long, rectangular room with high ceilings, hollow walls, and an entrance 

oriented opposite of the speaker to house his acoustic sculpture Inside a Long Wave (fig. 

9). Betty Turnbull notes in her catalog essay that Brewster’s requirements for his 

chamber were extensive and detailed “right down to the hinges on the door.”65 This type 

of obsession still aimed at replicating F Space’s template. Even as complications in 

construction arose due to the museum’s limited budget and Brewster’s initial cost 

estimates forced him to alter his initial design, he, as before, converted these problems 

into an opportunity for creative expansions. As he had done with Fixed Frequency and 

 
64 These other three artists were Carl Cheng, Michael McMillen, and Eric Orr. 
 
65 Betty Turnbull, “Sounds,” in Sounds: 4 Lainoc Sound/Environments by 4 (Newport Beach: Newport 
Harbor Art Museum, 1975). 
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Standing Wave, he considered how the gallery viewer would access his room, and what 

role additional spaces could provide to their overall experience.  

These modifications appear through a series of correspondences between 

Brewster and Phyllis Lutjeans, who was working as the museum’s Curatorial Associate at 

the time. In a letter dated October 30, 1975, Lutjeans states that the budget for the 

exhibition was 4000.00 in total. This price included “everything from inception to 

conclusion, including announcement, installation, material, etc.”66 However, the ambition 

of the four artists surpassed this financial ceiling rather quickly. In another letter dated 

November 7th, sent to Gregg Erickson, who was working as the master carpenter for the 

exhibition, Lutjeans strongly urged him to get in contact with the participating artists due 

to what she foresaw of the overall difficulty of the exhibition. As the letter states,  

I think it is imperative you get in touch with the four artists who are included in 
the sound show. They met with me yesterday; two of them presented the enclosed 
plans; one other will send us plans, and Eric Orr will need to be talked to. I do 
feel, however, that the installation is going to be quite complex and the sooner 
you can meet with each one of them or all of them simultaneously would be 
terrific. You really are the only person who would be able to figure out exactly 
what we will need. And if we need much lumber, we’d better start ordering it 
now.67 

  
No more than three days later, on November 10th, Lutjeans sent a follow-up letter to 

Brewster and Orr, directly citing their projects as going precariously close to over budget. 

The main issue causing this was the rental of special oil derrick sound barrier blankets 

and a 2000 square foot roll of ¾ lb 3-inch Microlite insulation. While Microlite insulation 

 
66 Phyllis Lutjeans to Michael Brewster, “Newport Harbor Art Museum, ‘Sounds’ Show.,” October 30, 
1975, Estate of Michael Brewster. 
 
67 Phyllis Lutjeans to Gregg Erickson, “Newport Harbor Art Museum, ‘Sounds’ Show.,” November 7, 
1975, Estate of Michael Brewster. 
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is a common material found in construction, there is a certain ingenuity in the Orr and 

Brewster’s use of a piece of oil drilling equipment in their installations. However, this is 

the first, and last time, this building material appears in Brewster’s archive. 68 

Seven days later, on November 17th, Brewster responded to Lutjean’s concerns 

by sending a letter to both her and Erickson, indicating his cautious flexibility to these 

financial woes with an enclosed modified plan and materials list. According to Brewster, 

he altered his initial designs “severely, eliminating many sound-proofing elements in 

order to reduce costs to a minimum.”69 He goes on to express his concern that with these 

changes, there may not be sufficient noise reduction.  

Although the original material list Brewster sent to Lutjeans has not been located, 

the adjusted one, included in his letter on November 17th, is contained in his archive. 

Comparing this list to the final one printed in the catalog reveals further changes to his 

design. In the list from November 7th, Brewster requests two solid core doors, six pairs 

of 3-inch butt hinges, two sets of doorknobs and latches (not brass), thirty-seven sheets of 

½ inch by 4 feet by 12 feet drywall, sixty-four 2-inch by 4-inch by 14-feet studs, thirteen 

2-inch by 6-inch by 14-feet plates and studs, seven oil derrick sound barrier blankets 10 

feet by 20 feet, four 5 gallon buckets of joint compound, two 300 foot rolls of perfa-tape, 

ten 250 foot rolls of gaffers tape, ten tubes of caulking, thirteen pieces of 8-foot durabead, 

 
68 According to the letter, these pads cost 40.00 per pad, per month which totaled 520.00 for both artists. 
Further, the Microlite priced at 418.45 which totaled just these two components of Brewster’s and Orr’s 
installations at 938.45. Combined with the labor and other installation costs, Lutjeans gauged this was not 
doable.  
 
69 Michael Brewster to Phyllis Lutjeans, “Newport Harbor Art Museum, ‘Sounds’ Show.,” November 17, 
1975, Michael Brewster Trust. 
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and a 40-foot roll of neoprene sponge gasket. The material record, published in the 

exhibition catalog, alters this inventory significantly. It includes one audio signal 

generator, one amplifier, one 15-inch JBL speaker cone in a bass-reflex enclosure, and 

one door closer. Further, it adds two 7 ½ watt lights, reduces the number of butt hinges 

from 6 to 3, and doorknobs and latches from 2 to 1. It also modifies the number of solid 

core doors from 2 to 1. Omitted from the entirety of these records is the Microlite 

insulation. However, this material does appear in Orr’s material list published in the 

catalog, although reduced to an amount of 1800 square feet.   

The installation of Inside a Long Wave occurred between November the 17th and 

December the 8th, 1975, and assumedly it was exhausting. According to an unpublished 

note Brewster wrote to himself, “it is all going very well but its speed and suddenness is 

overwhelming.”70 While this rapidity was taxing, Brewster’s final installation contained a 

series of architectural advances from what he built before that demonstrated how he was 

beginning to complicate the role of the gallery space as a pertinent aspect of the overall 

work. Consider that while the total square footage of Brewster’s space was 16 feet by 48 

feet, he used 3 feet 1 inch of its length to create an antechamber, thus reducing this 

dimension of the sound chamber by around 6 inches when taking into account the space 

the additional all occupied (fig. 10). The antechamber is an important addition he would 

replicate again in later exhibitions.71 Beyond constructing a waiting area, it created a 

 
70 Michael Brewster, “Personal Note Regarding ‘Sounds’ Exhibition.,” n.d., Michael Brewster Trust. 
 
71 In several subsequent installations, Brewster incorporated antechambers such as his large retrospective at 
LACE. Their purpose was to limit the number of people in the sound room at a time. Mark Brewster recalls 
that Brewster was particular about this because the number of people in the space would affect the overall 
sound waves, and if too many people were present, greatly diminish the standing wave phenomenon.  
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sonic passage between the work and public space outside. Therefore, the antechamber 

furthered Brewster’s agenda to isolate and control the sound by keeping it apart from the 

background noise of the gallery as well as calling attention to its autonomy through its 

isolation.    

Further, the wall construction for Sounds was particular. As illustrated in several 

of Brewster’s installation diagrams, the seven oil derrick sound barrier blankets occupy 

the same location as the soundboard contained within his Venice studio walls (fig. 11). In 

this plan, Brewster’s construction threads the blankets between the studs and through the 

hollow space of the wall, thus forming an internal sound barrier while also maintaining a 

cavity and thus retains the resonating space he adopted from previous structures. Further 

revealed in these schematics is the omission of the soundboard in another smaller 

drawing (fig. 12). Brewster had placed soundboards between the outer drywall and the 

sound blankets. Assumedly, this was a material that put his original design over cost as it 

is absent on subsequent diagrams, although the specific price for this material is 

unknown. The wall is both a resonating body and a sound-dampening one. The sound 

will echo within the cavity between the drywall and the sound blanket. However, the 

sound blanket also keeps the sound from leaking outside the wall, and it restricts other 

sounds from leaking in. Overall, the total construction for the space was as much a part of 

the piece as the sound it contained. Here, Brewster’s acoustic sculpture is at once both 

sound and architecture.   
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 Despite these logistical problems, Sounds was well-reviewed and marked 

Brewster’s first significant notice by the local and national press. The Daily Pilot, an 

affiliated newspaper of the Los Angeles Times, allotted the exhibition a half-page of 

print, and Brewster a quarter of this space. Calling him a “sound purist,” the author 

Hilary Kaye describes Brewster’s installation as having white walls, a barren gray floor, 

and containing only a white speaker box at the far end of the room.72 However, while “the 

dimly-lit room is empty visually,” it “is filled with low and high frequency sounds.”73 

Kaye clarifies that Brewster does not wish his work to be experienced in the traditional 

sense, meaning he does not want us to stand back and behold the work. Instead, he opts to 

think of the gallery visitor as a user. This user “enters Brewster’s gallery and moves 

about, he encounters constant sound — consisting of loud and soft areas of the room 

caused by variations in the frequency. ‘I’m trying to get the user to experience the room 

with his ears, not his eyes’ says Brewster [...] Instead of working with an object in space, 

such as an actual piece of sculpture, Brewster says he’s working with space without an 

object.”74  

The art critic Melinda Wortz also notes how the room shapes the user’s 

experience in her ARTnews review. After first reporting that “[a]ll spaces [for the 

exhibition] are enclosed, nearly soundproof, and are meant to be experienced alone or 

 
72 Hilary Kaye, “Art Appeals to the Ear,” The Daily Pilot, December 12, 1975, Estate of Michael Brewster. 
 
73 Kaye. 
 
74 Kaye. 
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with one or two others, so that distractions are minimized,” Wortz stressed that 

Brewster’s “austere white room, illuminated by two bare light bulbs” was a space that 

was manipulated “in a sculptural manner through sound.”75 Such manipulation stands on 

the attention he gave to designing the sound chamber. Wortz describes her sensorial 

impression of the work along phenomenological lines: “I had a strong sensation of my 

body as part of the space-time continuum. Feeling sound pass through me, I seemed not 

separate from the space surrounding me, but of the same substance [...] I felt the space at 

once as quiet and empty, moving and alive.”76 As will be discussed later in this text, such 

sensorial awareness was essential to Brewster’s work. What has been considered thus far 

is the environment that allowed for it. 

Beyond the material used in the construction of Brewster’s sound chamber or how 

the press reacted to Inside a Long Wave, Brewster's attention to the building’s detail and 

his desire to control the entire environment is also relevant. It is telling that for 

Brewster’s first opportunity to build an ideal sound room, more or less from scratch, he 

specified his designs in meticulous detail that contain structural similarities to F Space. 

Understanding Brewster’s pieces from this vantage encourage a new perspective on his 

working method. He was using the highly uncontrollable material of sound, asking 

gallery visitors to become immersed within its volumes, while also rigorously shaping 

how that experience occurs. This balance between the experiential and the analytic runs 

 
75 Melinda Wortz, “Gargantuan Intrusion and Electronic Maj-Jongg,” ARTnews, February 1976. 
 
76 Wortz. 
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throughout his career. In this way he is complicating the theory behind Alvin Lucier’s 

realization that “every room has its own melody hiding there until it is made audible,” 

because Brewster is no longer only teasing out the concealed melody, but instead, making 

the room maximally conducive for the specific phenomena he is after.77 Subsequently, for 

Brewster, it is “left to sound to articulate the properties of the space itself.”78    

Amplifications  

 In most of the photographic documentation of Brewster’s acoustic sculptures from 

the 1970s, we see a large, freestanding, speaker cabinet, sitting on the ground, positioned 

along the far wall of a gallery space (fig. 13). Brewster built this speaker in 1971 and 

reused it until 1977, when he fabricated a new one for his exhibition A Nice Place to 

Probe at California State University, Bakersfield. Although this particular speaker no 

longer exists, it is emblematic of Brewster’s early acoustic sculptures. However, it was 

not his initial design. Brewster arrived at this cabinet through a period of self-learning 

about speaker construction and audio equipment. While he kept no notes on this process, 

his growing sophistication manifests in a careful analysis of unpublished installation 

photographs and correspondences beginning at F Space in the fall of 1971. Subsequently, 

the freedom of F Space’s exhibition schedule, along with its relaxed rules, created an 

environment conducive for these sonic explorations. Discernable in this archival material 

from this period is a developing capacity to control the quality of sound to provide the 

gallery visitor with richer and more complex soundscapes while at the same time 

 
77 Alan Licht, Sound Art: Beyond Music, Between Categories (New York: Rizzoli, 2007), 47. 
 
78 Licht, 47. 
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balancing this resonance with the physical necessities of the speaker cabinet. Again, in 

this detailed focus on sound and perfecting his capabilities to control its physical 

properties, Brewster perpetuates the expansion of sculpture and sound by exposing the 

two areas to each other along border created by the acoustic sculptures.  

In a quote from 1973, as Chris Burden describes the overall ethos of F Space, he 

seems to allude to the pieces Brewster produced there, “It was sort of like neutral 

territory. It was pretty loose [...] You could do anything you wanted to: cut holes in the 

ceiling, chop holes in the wall.”79  

Brewster chopped a hole in the wall in 1971 when he installed the speaker for 

Fixed Frequency since he wanted to keep the gallery space “as clean, white, and 

uncluttered” as possible.80 Because Brewster’s acoustic sculptures utilize standing waves, 

they require other audio equipment than just a speaker. In particular, to produce its 

immersive sound field, the initial version of Fixed Frequency made use of a secondhand 

tone generator and an amplifier that Brewster purchased from the State Education 

Surplus.81 Brewster described these machines as “huge” and “clunky,” (the average size 

of a tone generator in 1971 was close to a foot or over in one dimension, and the average 

size of an amplifier was comparable) and because he wanted a gallery visitor to focus on 

 
79 Matthew Teti, “From Minimalism to Performance Art: Chris Burden, 1967–1971” (Columbia University 
Libraries, 2018), https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/D8TF1DT2. 
 
80 Dunlap, H.C. Arnold interviews Bruce Dunlap. 
 
81 Tone generators are electronic devices that produce live sound frequencies, and amplifiers are necessary 
for increasing these frequencies to an audible state. Both are standard equipment for audio production and 
easily acquired from secondhand stores or electronic catalogs such as Heathkit or Radio Shack. 
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the sound they produced and not the machines themselves, he needed to place them out of 

sight while running their wiring through the wall of the gallery to the speaker.82 

Subsequently, the space these machines required necessitated their location be in another 

part of F Space. Brewster’s reveals his solution to this problem in the large schematic 

diagram documenting the second version of Fixed Frequency from 1972 (see fig. 3).  

In the drawing, Brewster illustrates the location of the sound equipment in an 

alcove next to the bathroom door that hidden behind a movable wall.83 This location was 

also confirmed by Barbara T. Smith and Bruce Dunlap, although neither remembers what 

type of equipment Brewster employed. Due to the absence of any wiring schematics for 

the first version of Fixed Frequency and, based on this work’s later re-design as well as 

the aforementioned firsthand accounts, I posit that the speaker wires for both versions of 

the piece followed the similar paths and that the sound equipment sat in the same location 

for both versions. However, there is a crucial difference in the type of equipment used for 

each piece. 

In the diagram for the second version of Fixed Frequency, Brewster lists an 

oscilloscope, an amplifier, and an audio signal oscillator, instead of only a tone generator 

and an amplifier. While a tone generator is a more generic term for an audio signal 

oscillator, the inclusion of an oscilloscope indicates an evolving sophistication of 

 
82 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
108. 
 
83 The discrepancy in the equipment used between the Panza diagram and the list from 1987 is due to a 
Brewster simplifying his terminology. A “sine wave generator” is created by using an oscilloscope and an 
audio signal oscillator. 
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Brewster’s technical means and capacity to author the sound to his specific wants. 

Oscilloscopes graphically display an audio or an electronic signal on a two-dimensional 

plot graph. By representing the waveform, it can be analyzed and perfected to the 

operator’s desires. For Brewster, this instrument allowed him to fabricate sound waves at 

specific lengths and better tailor them to their environments. As also indicated in the 

diagram, the wavelengths of Fixed Frequency are 4 feet, 49 inches. However, Brewster 

appears to have conflated the oscilloscope and the audio signal generator of the second 

version of Fixed Frequency and the tone generator of the first version into the generic 

term: sine wave generator. 

The phrase sine wave generator appears in an unpublished list of works Brewster 

compiled in October of 1987 for the Italian art collector Giuseppe Panza di Biumo who 

contacted Brewster with interest in purchasing a selection of his pieces. Eventually, 

Panza bought eight acoustic sculptures, and the two maintained a longstanding friendship 

until Panza’s died in 2010. Each entry of the list specifies the following data: effect, type, 

character, sound, site, passage, light, accessories, equipment, and comments. While the 

first three headings describe the subjective impacts of the piece, the remaining six 

headings describe its perceptible infrastructures. Fixed Frequency’s entry is as follows, 

Fixed Frequency 
An Acoustic Sculpture 
71: 9.18-20, Space F, Santa Ana, California 
Effect: Fluid field, responded to viewer’s presence by shifting locations of loud 
areas 
Type: continuous single tone 
Character: medium wavelength, fluid field adjusted to viewers presence 
Sound: one tone, continuous, single-source opposite entry 
Site: indoor, rectangular, 50’l x 20’w x 16’h, with box-shaped partition for “rest 
room” occupying back right corner; concrete floor, drywall surfaces, plywood and 
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tar-paper roof; large roll-up loading door, and a single “pedestrian” door in front 
wall, no windows 
Passage: Cul-de-sac, entry and exit through “pedestrian” door  
Light: artificial, incandescent, low level, two 7.5 watt overhead sources 
Accessories: none 
Equipment: one sine wave generator, an amplifier, one 8” loudspeaker mounted in 
the wall 
Comments: major piece, the first acoustic sculpture, easy to duplicate84           

 Changing the terminology of his equipment from oscilloscopes and audio signal 

oscillators to categorizing all of these devices as a sine wave generator underscores the 

importance Brewster was giving to the waveform his pieces utilize. Sine waves are the 

most fundamental sound waves. and they are defined as a single sustained tone without 

any harmonics. By filling an architectural volume with them through the use of a speaker 

and amplifier, Brewster could successfully produce the standing wave phenomena that 

the acoustic sculptures rely on due to the initial waveform being universal across the 

space. However, “[s]ince speakers also exist in physical space, the reproduced sound 

exists in the physical space in which they are held, as well as the reproduction system 

itself.”85 Thus, the speaker and amplifier would also impact the volume and size of the 

wave. 

The 1987 list discloses a critical evolution in the speaker Brewster incorporated 

into the initial pieces. For the first version of Fixed Frequency, he indicates the use of an 

8-inch loudspeaker mounted in the wall. Several unpublished installation images confirm 

this construction along with the documentation of Chris Burden’s Shoot. Pictured in these 

 
84 Brewster, “October 1987 - Descriptions (Unpublished).” 
 
85 Sterne, “Space within Space: Artificial Reverb and the Detachable Echo,” 116. 
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photographs is a vacant F Space with only the circular speaker visible along the back 

wall. Brewster’s brother confirmed this speaker as being part of Brewster’s initial tone 

generator (fig. 14). Although there is no specific documentation of where Brewster 

purchased this particular speaker, or what brand it was, according to Waszink, he 

regularly ordered materials from both Radio Shack and Heathkit catalogs. As these 

companies sold various assortments of audio equipment, I assume Brewster’s hardware 

came from either. The average cost of an 8-inch Jensen brand speaker sold by Heathkit in 

1971 was around eleven US dollars and well within Brewster’s price range. However, 

this single speaker proved to be insufficient for his desires, and he increased its size to 15 

inches. 

The 15-inch speaker makes its debut in Standing Wave. Unlike Fixed Frequency, 

this work encapsulated the larger speaker in a mounting enclosure encased in the wall 

(fig. 15). These modifications, along with the door-closer noted above, produced a very 

different quality of sound. In the list from 1987, Brewster describes the work as having 

the effect of a “stationary ‘dense, heavy field,” and the character of being a “very 

stationary, steady, powerful field.”86 This description notes an essential difference from 

Fixed Frequency’s cataloged description and how the hardware used and its installation 

could alter the entire ethos of the work. Instead of producing a fluid field that responds to 

the gallery visitor’s movement through the space, Standing Wave was much more 

stagnant. 

 
86 Brewster, “October 1987 - Descriptions (Unpublished),” 12. 



 41 

However, Brewster’s account of the piece in the 1987 list does not entirely 

correspond with the installation photographs. Brewster calls this wall mount a “bass-

reflex enclosure,” although it does not contain the passive port that this type of speaker 

construction utilizes. Bass reflex enclosure speakers incorporate both the speaker cone 

and an open air port that allows the sound within the speaker cabinet to increase the 

quality of the tone in the lower frequencies. These two elements create a much richer 

sound that would be more conducive for creating standing waves in a larger space. 

Usually, the port is visible along the front of the cabinet as a smaller, secondary circle to 

the speaker cone. Although Brewster was developing a growing interest in the lower 

frequencies during this period, no port is visible in the photographs of Standing Wave. 

Instead, the port first appears in the pictures of the second version of Fixed Frequency 

(fig. 16). 

This photograph was one of a series of pictures Brewster took documenting the 

second installation for the 1972 The New Art In Orange County art exhibition. While the 

one noted earlier in this text was eventually printed in the exhibition catalog, Brewster 

also used this particular photograph as evidence of the piece in his portfolio. The 

photograph takes the same angle as the previous image, and the iconic larger speaker 

cabinet is visible along the back wall of F Space. Positioned below the 15-inch speaker 

cone is another black circle. According to the diagram of this installation, this is a 15-

inch passive port. For this second version of Fixed Frequency, both the speaker and the 

passive port are housed in a free-standing, bass reflex enclosure that was built by 

Brewster. Why Brewster decided to abandon installing his sound equipment directly into 
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the wall was in part due to the sound creating unwanted structural vibrations. According 

to the sound engineer Alex Schetter, “If a 15” driver [speaker cone] was attached directly 

to a wood stud and sheetrock wall, it would definitely move the whole thing essentially 

turning the whole wall into a speaker. And, for Brewster’s early pieces, if the tone was 

strong enough, you may have heard some rattling in the wall (harmonic or inharmonic). 

Especially if the speaker wasn’t floated or structurally isolated somehow, which I assume 

it wasn’t.”87 Confronting a vibrating wall while trying to focus on patterns of standing 

waves would be distracting for the gallery visitor and would undoubtedly detract from the 

sonic experience Brewster wanted them to encounter.         

Fixed Frequency’s re-design is also cataloged in the selection of artworks 

Brewster sent to Panza, titled Fixed Frequency II, 2nd state, with the last part written in 

pencil. Subsequently, this 1987 list contains the only known descriptions of both versions 

and provides thorough and distinct specifics about each work. Fixed Frequency II, 2nd 

state entry reads, 

Fixed Frequency II 2nd state 
72: 7.15-16 An acoustic sculpture 
Newport Harbor Art Museum at Space F, Santa Ana, California, “New Art in 
Orange County” 
Effect: Fluid field maintained its divisions inside and outside the space 
Type: continuous single tone 
Character: field adjusted to viewers presence, radiated into outside space, spilling 
out into the environment through the open loading door 
Sound: Single-source opposite entry, one tone, continuous 
Site: indoor-outdoor, inside rectangular, 50’l x 20’w x 14’h, with box-shaped 
partition for “rest room” occupying back right corner; concrete floor, drywall 
surfaces, plywood and tar-paper roof; large roll-up loading door, and a single 
“pedestrian” door in front wall, no windows 

 
87 Alex Schetter, H.C. Arnold interviews Alex Schetter, interview by H.C. Arnold, March 23, 2020. 
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Passage: Cul de sac, entry through loading door, kept open 24 hours 
Light: daylight through open doorway or incandescent, low level, two 7.5 watt 
overhead sources 
Accessories: none 
Equipment: one sine wave generator, amplifier, one 15” loudspeaker in bass-
reflex enclosure 
Comments: major piece, easy to duplicate88 
 

Confirmed by this list is the evolution of the speaker from the wall-mounted 8-inch 

speaker to the free-standing 15-inch speaker housed in the bass reflex enclosure. Here, 

the work’s description accurately corresponds to the various installation photographs and 

the diagram. As for the bass reflex enclosure, according to the latter, it was 4 feet tall by 

2 feet 4 inches wide, with the center of the speaker cone standing at 3 feet from the 

ground. This positions the speaker cone at the same height as the 8-inch speaker used in 

the initial version of Fixed Frequency as well as the same height as the 15-inch speaker 

used in Standing Wave. Subsequently, the identical position of all three speakers indicates 

the use of the same hole in the wall and wire passage back to the alcove. Brewster 

replicated this same scheme for his next several works.  

 This same bass reflex speaker assembly appears again in Inside a Long Wave and 

A Slow Walking Wave (see fig. 9) and (fig. 17). As with Fixed Frequency, the cabinet sits 

directly on the floor, abutting the wall opposite the main entrance to the gallery space. 

Also, similar to Fixed Frequency, these later two works relied on housing the sound 

equipment out of sight. As before, this necessitated cutting holes in the wall and running 

speaker wires to secluded areas in the gallery. For A Slow Walking Wave installed at 

Brewster’s Venice studio, the wires traveled parallel to the back wall of the studio and 

 
88 Brewster. 
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connected to an audio equipment cabinet Brewster built on the internal adjacent east wall 

he had moved over several feet during his rebuild. For Inside a Long Wave, the wires 

appear to have run to the gallery’s storage space that was directly behind Brewster's 

sound chamber. Lastly, as all three works seem to use the same bass reflex assembly, I 

posit that JBL manufactured the 15-inch speaker cone. Brewster notes JBL as the speaker 

brand in his catalog entry for the Inside a Long Wave.  

Considering this speaker cabinet was reused for several years, it arguably met his 

standards in a manner that balanced the quality of the sound and the visual distraction of 

its apparatus. Brewster faced a challenge owed to the physical limitations of the 

technology available to him at this time. Speakers require room to resonate, and he could 

not merely rely on smaller ones to create the standing waves at the volume or size he 

required. Thus, the speaker had to be physically present in the gallery. As for the quality 

of the sound this speaker cabinet produced, Hal Glicksman recounts its capacity when he 

saw the second installation of Fixed Frequency at F Space in 1972. Contained in his 

description is an account of the volume of the piece as well as how the interior and 

exterior spaces contributed to shaping the sound. The result was in part due to the speaker 

assembly’s evolution from a single 8-inch wall-mounted enclosure to the 4-foot tall bass 

reflex enclosure that could generate more resonant drones. 

I remember the sound was almost painfully loud. The interference patterns were 
very distinct and it was possible to find a quiet spot inside the space where the 
sound waves canceled each other out. After observing the cancellation effect, 
most of the audience went outside in front of the gallery where it was quiet 
enough to talk. The sound got louder and softer every few feet as you moved 
farther from the entrance. I walked across a large parking lot and observed that 
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the loud and soft interference pattern was spread farther apart. Finally the sound 
became barely perceivable but still with the pattern of loud and soft.89 

 
In this passage, Glicksman discloses the capability of the final speaker. With the 

inclusion of the passive port, it possessed a large enough resonating chamber to produce 

Fixed Frequency’s sonic architecture- an architecture Glicksman heard by physically 

engaging with it.  

Capturing the Ephemeral 

 A challenge Brewster faced throughout his career was how to document his 

works. As Catherine B. Chester notes, “when the sound is gone, the sculpture 

‘dissolves.’”90 This fact leaves many of the installation photographs of his artistic output 

as scenes of vacant rooms, sometimes dimly lit, with the occasional blurred figure 

moving across them. For Brewster, it became apparent early in his career that 

photographs alone could not accurately record the acoustic sculptures, and that it was 

necessary to make audio recordings of them as well. F Space provided an arena to turn 

such documentation into acts of learning about standing waves to solidify how to 

construct his works. Because Brewster had access to the space whenever he wished, he 

took some time to learn about how standing waves formed and how to fabricate them. 

These experiments began in the time after he installed the first version of Fixed 

Frequency in September of 1971, and they yielded a six-hour audio recording and 

extensive drawing that up until 2020 have been in his archive, unseen and unheard. These 

 
89 Hal Glicksman, H.C. Arnold interviews Hal Glicksman, January 13, 2020. 
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artifacts are the result of his process of documenting the fluid media of sound into a 

stationary and regimented grid he could use for research into the physics of sound and 

how to control its temporality.    

 Several hours after Chris Burden performed Shoot, Brewster entered F Space 

alone and turned on a reel to reel tape machine. On the audio he recorded that night, we 

hear him initially saying, “mapping, two-hundred-forty-five cycles per second, hundred 

and ten decibels at source, on a weighted scale C, Space F gallery, Saturday, November 

20th, 1971, twelve o'clock AM, all readings right to left at six-inch intervals, all obtained 

facing speaker unless otherwise indicated, beginning row 1, line B prime.”91 Following 

this explanation, the sound of Fixed Frequency fills the room, and shortly after, 

Brewster’s voice continues, speaking over its drone: “row 1, B prime, 85, 83, 78, 76, 78, 

77, 78.”92 This list of numbers continues, each one increasing or decreasing by no more 

than 5 or 6 integers until Brewster reaches the end of the row, indicated by him 

announcing, “end row 1.”93 After a pause, and what sounds like something being moved 

across a bare floor, Brewster resumes, “begin row 2,” and again narrates another 

sequence of varying numbers.94 Careful listening to the intervals between his voice 

reveals the occasional beep of an electronic device as well as the repeated noise of 
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something being picked up and set down on a hard floor. This pattern continues for 1 

hour and 8 minutes before Brewster pauses and utters, “oh no.” Then after another, and 

longer, delay, during which time there is the sound of a car approaching and a door 

opening and closing, someone, presumedly Chris Burden, is heard asking, “do you have 

the shell?” Michael responds, “no, I didn’t touch the floor.” Following this dialogue, the 

audio ends momentarily.95 

When the tape resumes, Brewster is again calling out the sequence of numbers; 

however, there are noticeable differences in his speed and the interim noises. In the prior 

audio, Brewster states the numbers at a significantly slower and more intentional pace, 

pausing briefly before calling each one out. In the latter audio, he narrates the sequences 

much more rapidly and often stops to make corrections. As for the noises audible 

between this narration, instead of something being lifted and set back down, there is the 

discernable sound of rolling caster wheels. This sound hints at an alteration in the 

apparatus Brewster was moving. However, this change to the device Brewster is moving 

did not occur following the night of November the 20th. Instead, it was from before that 

night. 

After ending a sequence, Brewster announces reaching the termination of row 18, 

which is an anomaly. This declaration indicates the apparent omission of five rows from 

 
95 This dialogue is assumed to be between Brewster and Burden. According to the recorded audio, Burden 
returned to F Space several hours after Shoot and was attempting to retrieve the shell casing from the bullet 
he was shot with. In an interview with the author, Bruce Dunlap also confirmed that the whereabouts of the 
shell was a point of question following Shoot and that it makes sense Burden would have returned to F 
Space searching for it.  
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the last row specified before the interruptive conversation about the gun shell. Further, 

after the completion of three more consecutive rows, concluding at row 21, the reel again 

turns off. After a brief pause, it resumes with Brewster stating, “mapping, Fixed 

Frequency, November 2nd, 9:15 P.M.”96 He then continues, cataloging a sequence of 

numbers as before, and as prior, he moves swiftly, rolling something along with him. 

Clearly, Brewster is not time traveling, but instead re-using the same audio reel over 

several weeks in order to collect data. In fact, this audio is part of a self-learning program 

Brewster conducted between October 29th and November the 11th that involved his 

initial studies of standing waves within the enclosed architecture of F Space.  

The data from this audio reel transforms into a large drawing that charts these 

spoken numbers, the date they were recorded, their row numbers, as well as the audiotape 

count (fig. 18). Each row is specified vertically along the drawing’s edge, starting at its 

top with 0 and ending at its bottom at row 93. Parallel to these numbers is the audiotape 

count indicating the amount of tape passed over the machine heads.97 Next to these 

figures is the occasional indication of the date and time. The first time noted is 12:45, 

adjacent to row 6, and the first date recorded is October 29th, adjacent to row 21. Further, 

each row is organized by alphabetical columns specified at the top of the diagram reading 

left to right beginning with the letter A and ending with B1. These coordinates appear 

throughout the recorded audio at various moments as Brewster changes his orientation to 

 
96 Brewster, Recording at Space F, ’71 w/ Tone & Sound Level #’s. 
 
97 The audiotape count is not a measurement of time and is often unique to the machine. 
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the speaker. For example, in the first hour of the recording, after he concludes the first 

pass of row 3, he adds, “back to speaker, row 3, line E,” before reading another, and 

briefer set of numbers.98 Lastly, and most significantly, the diagram contains the image of 

a small speaker at the top. Faintly drawn, it is encased in the wall like the 8-inch circular 

speaker incorporated in the first version of Fixed Frequency. Subsequently, as opposed to 

a straight analytic presentation of data, this drawing visually renders the environment in 

which the data was collected. Visualized by these numbers is the long rectangular 

dimension of F Space, including the bathroom alcove along the back right side of the 

room.  

The information imparted by these numbers are SPL (sound pressure level) meter 

readings of Fixed Frequency dictated live from the meter into a microphone. Brewster 

makes this apparent from the outset of the audio by explaining he is using a C weighting 

system. SPL meters, or as they are sometimes commonly referred to as decibel meters, 

visualize the sound pressure of a sound relative to another reference pressure in a 

logarithmic numeric scale often by way of a digital screen, or in this instance, a moving 

needle. This reference pressure is usually the threshold of the human ear. For example, 60 

DB is within the comfortable proximity of normal speech, while 60 to 100 DB delimits 

the range of traffic at close proximity. C weighting is a standard SPL meter setting that is 

shifted towards measuring the impact that lower tones have on hearing. It is also 

predominantly used for tracking peaks in a sustained sound.  

 
98 Brewster, Recording at Space F, ’71 w/ Tone & Sound Level #’s. 
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When recording SPL values, the meter must be kept completely level and at the 

same height for accuracy. Typically, the meter is also kept stationary. However, Brewster 

required a mobile device, and ingeniously constructed an apparatus that accommodated 

his needs. In a series of unpublished photographs taken in early November of 1971, he 

appears, wrapped in a coat and hat, inside a chilly F Space, standing at wooden tripod 

(fig. 19). Hunched forward, he reads the SPL measurements into a small microphone as 

its cable trails behind him, leading back to the secluded alcove. This picture shows him in 

the act of “mapping”--organizing the fluid medium of sound into a stationary and 

regimented grid. Close attention to this set of images further reveals they were taken at 

some moment before the eventful evening of November 19th and the early hours of 

November 20th as caster wheels appear at the bottom of the tripod’s legs. Brewster 

continued to redesign this mobile recording device over the next several years and 

considered its full impact in a letter to the gallerist Ronald Feldman from November 10, 

1975. Describing his 40-month studio building project, he outlines the ambitious aim of 

the SPL mobile meter device, 

Ahead of my building agenda, is the development and fabrication of some 
acoustic measuring apparatus which will ultimately permit me to accurately plot 
the fields on a three dimensional grid. The plots will be used to learn more about 
the behavior of the fields. Once through with these plots, or schematic drawings, I 
shall consider them documents, recording both the particular field piece and the 
progress of my investigations.99    
 

In another, undated, sketch, Brewster gives this tripod the name: “meter periscope” and 

equips this DIY device with a rotatable mic head and a collapsing neck that would allow 

 
99 Michael Brewster to Ronald Feldman, November 10, 1975. 
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for its overall height adjustment (fig. 20). By creating a reusable device such as this, 

Brewster is attempting to omit a variable in documenting his works. Although the tones 

and their locations may change over time, the position of the SPL meter would remain the 

same. This type of uniformity would allow him to focus on the sound and its effects 

while worrying less about whether or not its documentation is accurate. By recording all 

his acoustic sculptures in the same way, Brewster was free to compare them based on the 

quality of their effect. Brewster never wholly followed through with his plans, either due 

to a lack of interest, investors, or the sheer difficulty of plotting sound in three 

dimensions. Albeit, there are several later graphs from the 1980s and 1990s that indicate 

he never abandoned the idea altogether.         

 What can we make then of this early diagram of F Space and its generative audio 

tape? I contend it is Fixed Frequency’s sonic blueprint. The graph’s numbers correspond 

to Fixed Frequency’s fluctuations in volume. Brewster indicates increases and decreases 

in their value at points when the piece’s tone is often noticeably louder or quieter in the 

recording. Recording the numerical value from the decibel meter while also audibly 

capturing the rise and fall of the drone is a self-reflexive act. The audio describes its 

procedures and outlines its aims while it, in turn, becomes the product of its reflective 

gesture once its activity occurs. Further, this correlation between the written number 

sequence and the work’s sound creates a spatial and temporal territorialization. 

Cataloging the variance of Fixed Frequency’s volume active within the particular 

architecture of F Space, this chart visualizes and documents a temporal event: Brewster 

moving through the sound field. According to Bruce Dunlap, Brewster’s approach to F 
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Space was more akin to a laboratory than a gallery, and he treated the large space as a 

place of exploration and research. Regarding the image of Brewster perched over his 

meter, Dunlap adds, “that was a classical Michael pose, always taking readings with his 

little devices. He was pretty serious about it.”100  

This act of taking readings has a twofold impact on Brewster’s artwork. First, it 

educated him about nodal points in standing waves. These are the areas where the two 

juxtaposed waves meet and cancel each other’s volumes. In the large drawing, there are 

several areas where Brewster has circled these points, indicated by lower numbers, in 

particular between rows 22 and 30. Second, in order to gather this data, Brewster needed 

to move throughout the space, slowly and meticulously. This act of discovery became the 

act he required of his audience. Thus, when encountering Brewster’s acoustic sculptures, 

things which are sonic-axiomatic structures, he asks us to take the same position he did, 

and traverse the space in a manner that was as attentive as his. 

 

 

 

  

 
100 Dunlap, H.C. Arnold interviews Bruce Dunlap. 
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Chapter 2: Flashes in the desert to clicks in the walls 

Like most things in Los Angeles, it began with a car. 

 Brewster was fond of recounting his adoption of sound as a medium for sculpture 

in the following anecdotal story from when he lived in Pomona in 1970. 

I’m sitting at my dinner table and I hear a car go by. I knew it was a Volkswagen 
because they have a characteristic sound. Moreover, I knew whose Volkswagen it 
was because it was missing a tooth in third gear, and it just happened to shift in 
front of my house. So I knew it was Chris [Burden] and that he was on his way to 
see [his future wife] Barbara because she lived in Upland. And I could tell he was 
frustrated by the way he was shifting. All of this I knew with my back to the 
street—without seeing anything...I frontalized nothing. I had a complete picture of 
what was happening, underlying motives and all, based on what I heard. It hit me 
like a ton of bricks: Sound! Better Sculpture!101  

 
Whether or not this pivotal moment of creative inspiration brought on by Chris Burden’s 

ramshackle Volkswagen is, in fact, true, the tale discloses a critical issue in Brewster’s 

approach to his practice that he developed throughout his career. In particular, his 

denouncement of vision in favor of sound. This embrace of sound is a solution to what he 

calls a “frontalization” that emerged from a series of disappointments that plagued his 

fledgling installations, called “Configurations.” These works consisted of 25 small, 

blinking-light units Brewster termed “Flashers” that he designed and built during his final 

year at Pomona College from 1969 to 1970. These units were the first step Brewster took 

towards creating larger immersive pieces for the viewer, and it was this desire to immerse 

the viewer that motivated his transition into making sound art. Thus, narrated below is 

Brewster’s development of his early ideas on immersion and the works that carry these 

 
101 David Pagel, “Michael Brewster Interviewed by David Pagel,” in It Happened at Pomona: Art at the 
Edge of Los Angeles 1969-1973 (Pomona College Museum of Art, 2011), 270. 
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ideas and create the foundation of his acoustic sculptures and sonic drawings. Significant 

to this development is Brewster’s continued ability to turn initial disappointments into 

successes. Each project leads to the next through his overcoming of the former’s inherent 

obstacles and problems. Brewster’s lifelong goal was to place the viewer in the middle of 

the art. These early works disclose that desire and provide a history of how it came to 

fruition.   

D.I.Y Electronics circa 1969 

Brewster’s penchant for electrical design emerged in a series of futurist styled 

sculptures he constructed at Pomona College in Claremont, California, between 1967 to 

1969. These works, titled Spirals, were composed of plastic discs, fitted together by a rod 

running through the discs’ diameters. The final sculpture in the series, Fifth Spiral, was 

twenty-five and five-eights inches long with a ten-inch diameter and was motorized. 

When its motor was on, each disc rotated separately at two RPMs (fig. 21). While only 

one of these pieces survives, Brewster’s abandonment of them was motivated by a desire 

to get outside the space of the gallery and to create an environment for the viewer. To 

accomplish this, Brewster translated his motor building capacity into building his Flasher 

units.  

A Flasher is a 4 and ⅛ inch tall by 1 and ½ wide stainless steel cylinder capped 

by an acrylic lens. The small metal cans contain a bulb, a reflector, a 6-volt battery, a 

switch contact, and a regulating circuit generating one charge per second which produces 

a single flash of the bulb (fig. 22). Brewster conceived of the Flashers after stealing a 

flashing street barricade light on his way home from college one night in 1969. In an 
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unpublished section of an interview with David Pagel, Brewster recalls how, after taking 

the light, he deconstructed its hardware using a hammer to shatter its plastic casing, and 

then derived his designs from it. The original material list he compiled names nineteen 

parts, including an array of specifics such as the type of batteries to be used, the threading 

count on the lens fastener, and the bulb types, all of which Brewster purchased from local 

electronic and hardware stores throughout the greater Los Angeles area.102 Archival 

documents reveal a comprehensive conceptualization for the lens that involved four 

variations (fig. 23). Like the entirety of the circuitry contained in the Flasher’s chassis, 

Brewster engineered and fabricated this component of the work entirely himself, spinning 

the clear plastic resin on a lathe. However, it was the timing circuit that proved to be the 

most critical aspect of the object. 

The circuit was similar to the type found in the street barricade. The initial Flasher 

component list identifies its part number: 1850 and its distributor: a private engineering 

firm in Burbank, California, named Michael Research Company. In a letter exchange 

beginning on March 25th, 1969, with Charles Craddock, the engineering manager at the 

company, Brewster sought out his assistance in the overall electrical engineering of the 

Flashers. The letter indicates Brewster had already designed the cup and was researching 

if the 1850 model circuit would fit inside it. He also explains he is looking to 

manufacture twenty-five of these units. Craddock’s response letter, dated two days later 

on March 27th, indicates the inclusion of a fibre chassis that would sit within Brewster’s 

 
102 This list is as follows: Alvin Metals, Atlantic Steel Western, Hobby Shop, Andrew’s Hardware, Fiber 
Resin, Paragon Plastics, Michael Research, Weatherfords, TG&Y, Safeway, C&E Lumberm, and Epoxilite 
Corp.  
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container, as well as a short price list for Brewster’s custom design. Brewster’s reply, 

sent on March 31, enclosed the initial payment for the chassis of 65.62 and a series of 

questions regarding bulb candlepower, citing the original bulb suggested by Michael 

Research Co. as being insufficiently bright. Michael Research Co addresses these 

concerns in a memorandum attached to the final invoice for the twenty-five circuits dated 

April 4th, 1969. The 1850 circuit was designed for lower amp bulbs and, if, as Brewster 

indicated on March 31, these lacked sufficient lumens, then the entire circuit and chassis 

would require a total redesign at a higher cost. Although this was an initial setback, 

Brewster did not pursue this issue and opted to retrieve his circuits upon their completion 

after April 9th. This circuit was the heartbeat of the Flasher and essential for creating the 

work’s effect. The circuit generated one flash of the bulb per roughly every one second. 

When a Flasher is activated, this circuit causes the bulb to strobe continuously until either 

the battery runs down or the switch contact is turned off. However, this device was not 

designed to be seen as an isolated light, but instead, as one in a larger cluster of lights.     

When setting two of the Flasher units side by side, their luminances interact in a 

way similar to two street barricade lights. Because their timer circuits are wired within 10 

percent accuracy of each other, their flash cycles continually fall in and out of sync. For 

Brewster, this “deviation factor is one of the most important elements of the work. If it 

were not present, the activity within the configurations would be very different. With 

identical frequencies there would be no change in the iteration perceivable between any 

number of units.”103 When the number of units multiplied from two to twenty-five, 

 
103 Michael Brewster, “Progress Report,” December 1969, 2. 
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Brewster's light works suddenly transformed into a field of flashing lights appearing and 

disappearing in de-synchronized intervals. David Pagel described them as “fireflies.”104 

These “fireflies” went through a series of tests initiated on August 29th, 1969, to 

August 30th, 1969, between the hours of 10:30 PM to 1:45 AM on Brewster’s living 

room floor at 624 E. 6th Street in Claremont, California. According to his log, for this 

first trial, the twenty-five Flasher units were arranged in a grid and spaced seven inches 

apart. He further experimented with placing pieces of colored plastic on top of several of 

them, creating variations in their colors (fig. 24). However, he discards this in the 

subsequent tests. According to his notes, as they cycled, several of their lights were 

defective and required repair, and Brewster diagnosed their switches as the cause of this 

defect.  

Further, this trial revealed an electrical impedance as several of the units would 

dim and sometimes shut off completely. Brewster conducted a second test the following 

night on August the 30th that again went to the early hours of August the 31st between 

the hours of 10:05 PM to 12:30 AM. This time he arranged the twenty-five units in a 

square, ten inches apart. According to his log, Brewster again had issues with the 

electrical impedance when, after five minutes, three of the units began to dim. However, 

he notes that ten minutes later, the first of the three units returned slowly, and the second 

one returned five minutes after that. It also appears that Brewster was already considering 

an overall re-design of the units. Sketched at the bottom of the page for this test is a 

 
 
104 David Pagel and Michael Brewster, David Pagel interviews Michael Brewster, 2010 (Unpublished 
sections), 2010, 23, Estate of Michael Brewster. 
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support rod for a “model two.” According to a note written alongside the sketch, 

Brewster explored the idea of raising the units off the ground, to address how to equate 

these devices with the body: “Question: what are the respective desirabilities of the 

various heights-eye level, chest level, waist level, crotch, knee, ankle (ground level)?”105 

Thus, while Brewster was continuing to hone his sophistication with his soldering iron 

and amateur electronic designs, early dedication to using the human body as a reference 

point against which to measure the phenomenological impacts of his sculptures would 

define his work.   

In the late 1960s, such interests were in no way unique to Brewster. Instead, it is 

with total certainty the result of the larger creative zeitgeist that enwrapped the artworld 

and acutely took hold at Pomona College between 1968 to 1970 because of the 

progressive pedagogy of Mowry Baden and the creative curation of Hal Glicksman. 

While in New York, this shift toward the body is associated with minimalist sculptures 

like Robert Morris and Richard Serra, Brewster’s models were more localized.    

Baden and Glicksman at Pomona 

While initiatives such as the Getty’s Pacific Standard Time: Los Angeles Art 

1945-1980 and its subsequent exhibition catalog for It Happened at Pomona, Art at the 

Edge of Los Angeles 1969-1973 (2012) have begun evaluating Mowry Baden’s role and 

his pivotal influence on a select group of artists who emerged from Pomona College in 

the early 1970s, his impact is still largely neglected by historians. This omission is 

problematic because it was Baden’s exploration of art’s capacity to function as a 

 
105 Michael Brewster, “Log August 30-10:05 PM-12:30 AM,” 1969, Michael Brewster Trust. 
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sensorial medium that inspired much of what became the Los Angeles performance art 

scene of the 1970s.106 It was Baden’s philosophy that “sculptural objects could become 

tools for creating specific types of experience” that prompted Brewster to reevaluate the 

very essence of his aesthetics by rethinking what both the subject and the object could 

entail.107 According to Brewster’s 2010 account, after this period of reflection, he came to 

realize that “audience engagement is very important to me. That was what attracted me to 

Mowry’s ideas—the practicality of his work. You had to put it on, to wear it. You had to 

do something with it. You had to physicalize your interaction with it.”108 As noted above, 

before Baden arrived at Pomona College in April of 1968, Brewster was fabricating 

Constructivists styled objects under the tutelage of David Gray that were highly 

 
106 Before his arrival at Pomona College in April of 1968, Baden participated in the “literalist” assault on 
sculpture as described by Michael Fried in his seminal essay Art and Objecthood. His challenge to the 
assumed hegemony of the autonomous work of art appears in his piece Augur from 1967. This work 
consisted of him boring his way through a 2.44-meter tall block of urethane foam by hand. Afterward, the 
cavity in the foam was cast in fibered polyester and exhibited. Working from inside the material, Baden 
generated his own space through his act that was primary to the final product. As stated by Thomas Crow, 
Augur transformed Baden “into a living art object.” Subsequent artworks from this period extend this 
transformation to the gallery visitors by requiring them to activate the work wherein the critical aspect was 
“the physical sensation it produced” on them. For example, with his various pieces incorporating seat belts 
including Seat Belt with Block, Seat Belt with Bar, and Seat Belt, Three Points, the participant buckles a 
long belt around their waist that is connected to the floor. By walking in a circle and leaning outward from 
the center, the participant pulls against the restriction of the belt. The resulting tension between the 
dynamic centrifugal and centripetal forces subjects the pedestrian’s body to a strain generated by their 
motions. However, the intensity of this force is subjective and distinct to each participant. In the video 
documentation of these pieces on Baden’s website, various visitors react differently to the belts. One 
woman is seen walking slowly using Seat Belt with Bar while behind her, a child cautiously shuffles his 
feet using Seat Belt with Block. This variation in experience while using the same mundane object 
demonstrates the significance of the work lies in the individual participant’s action more than the belt itself 
and is tailored to each individual. 
 
107 Donna Conwell and Glenn Phillips, “Duration Piece: Rethinking Sculpture in Los Angeles,” in Pacific 
Standard Time: Los Angeles Art 1945-1980 (Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute and the J. Paul 
Getty Museum, n.d.), 220. 
 
108 Pagel, 271. 
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derivative of the cubic structures that artists such as Larry Bell were producing. However, 

once Baden arrived, the pedagogy of the art program rapidly embraced a cross-

disciplinary methodology that involved reading psychology books, philosophy books, 

religious texts, and works of literature such as Ulysses.109  

Baden’s art department became a breeding ground for exploration and 

competitive camaraderie. Alongside his classmates, including Chris Burden, Judy Fiskin, 

Peter Shelton, and Hap Tivey, Brewster recounts it as a place of “comradery and 

competition in the sense of buddies trying to one-up each other.”110 As he clarifies, 

It wasn’t really one up. I would make a work of art and I would call you up and 
I’d say, “Jill, you going to come over here, I want to blow your mind.” And you’d 
come over and go, “Holy f — man, that’s really cool.” And then you’d go home 
and you would think, “Man, I'm going to top that. I want to blow his mind.” And 
so, you’d work your ass off and then pretty soon, in a darker night, you’d call me 
up and say, “Okay f—, come over and look at this one… It was fun, We never 
thought about selling the work.111 

 
This model, Brewster explains, was mimicked from watching the faculty. Baden was 

considered an influential and challenging colleague and teacher who was also skilled at 

 
109 Baden’s full pedagogical reading list is as follows: Ajanta, Ellora and Aurangabad Caves, American 
Sculpture of the Sixties, Assemblage, Environments And Happenings ?, Embodiments of Mind, Ficciones, 
Franzen Erhard Walther Objekte Benutzen, Happy Days, Human Spatial Organization, Hitler's Daughter, 
Le Petomane, Man's Rage for Chaos.Morse Peckham, Memories Dreams Reflections, Phenomenology of 
Perception, Sensory Motor Learning, Terminal Iron Works?, The Art And Architecture of India, The Art of 
the Real, The Collection of the Museum of Modern Art, The Essential Writings Of Merlieu-Ponty, The 
Making of the English Landscape, The Narrow Road to the Deep North, The Neuropsychology of Spatially 
Oriented Behavior, The Three Pillars of Zen, The Wisdom of Laotze, Theory and Design in the First 
Machine Age, Three Novels by Samuel Beckett; Molloy, Malone.., Ulysses, Waiting for Godot, Zen Mind, 
Beginner's Mind 
 
110 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
30. 
 
111 Jill Thayer and Michael Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, August 20, 2011, 
30–31. 
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diplomacy, often negotiating the differences between Pomona’s administration and the 

creatives of his department. He worked closely with students and peers and retained 

contact with many of them long after he had left the school.112   

One of Baden’s closest allies in the department was Hal Glicksman, whom Baden 

hired to run the gallery and teach art history classes in 1969. While Glicksman’s stellar 

but short time at Pomona is well documented-including the iconic work by Michael 

Asher, it was his approach to curating that appears to have impacted Brewster.113 Instead 

of asking artists to install an exhibition of their work in two days, Glicksman decided to 

transform the gallery from a static arena to an area of research. In what became known as 

an artist residency program, Glicksman invited artists to use the gallery space for 

whatever they envisioned over the six weeks of their exhibition. Subsequently, artists 

seized this opportunity to create large, immersive installations. As for the gallery itself, 

turning the gallery into a residency program for visiting artists allowed them to consider 

the site in ways that were more integral to the work than just being a container for the 

exhibition. Subsequently, site-specificity came to the forefront in the majority of the 

exhibitions Glicksman curated, all of which Brewster would have seen. As Brewster’s 

Flasher works and his sound pieces demonstrate, the site was as much a determining 

factor of the piece as the apparatus that Brewster designed. 

 
112  Brewster would later collaborate with Baden at ArtPark, and the two retained a friendship until 
Brewster’s passing in 2016. 
 
113 For more on Glicksman curatorial work at Pomona, see It Happened at Pomona: Art at the Edge of Los 
Angeles 1969-1973 
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This student body was composed of both undergraduate and graduate students 

from the affiliated Claremont Graduate School M.F.A. program, which Brewster 

attended. The close connection between the two schools was the result of the Master’s 

program lacking facilities. Thus, Pomona became the default venue. As Mary Goodwin 

recounts, “Pomona despite being a small, undergraduate liber arts college, suddenly 

became a mini-art school-university because the grads and the undergrads were mixed 

together, in intimate, close proximity. Inspiration was the outcome.”114 With a faculty 

now composed of Hap Tivey, James Turrell, Gus Blaisdell, Lewis Baltz, Guy Williams, 

and Mowry Baden, such a result was inevitable. 

A Site-Specific Experience 

 Brewster’s engagement with Baden’s and Glicksman’s ideas materialized as he 

brought his Flasher’s out of their initial trails on the living room floor and into the public 

sphere. In a small note included in his designs for these works, he states that “the 

sculpture is the activity” and not the object.115 This activity “appears” to be the twofold 

moment of the lights flashing and viewers witnessing them, and it solidified on a soccer 

field located adjacent to Mills and 6th street in Claremont, CA.116 Wanting to create an 

 
114 Rebecca McGrew, “Opening Things Up: Why and How It Happened at Pomona,” in It Happened at 
Pomona: Art at the Edge of Los Angeles 1969-1973 (Pomona College Museum of Art, 2011), 18. 
 
115 Michael Brewster, “Personal Note Regarding the Form and Function of the Flasher,” n.d., Michael 
Brewster Trust. 
 
116 Chris Burden also used this soccer field in 1969 for the installation of two untitled works, often referred 
to as “tunnels” or “corridors,” These works were temporary interactive environmental sculptures whose 
goal was to extend Minimalism’s challenge to the “privacy of psychological space” by subjecting 
participants’ physicality to the external forces of a public space. The tunnel piece consisted of two arched 
bars set one-hundred feet apart and connected by a translucent plastic canopy. One arch was significantly 
higher than the other thus dramatically slanting the vaulted cover from the sculpture’s entrance to its exit. 
This slant forced the pedestrians to eventually crawl as they progressed through the interior of the 
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event more so than an object, Brewster was considering how the viewer could physically 

engage the Flashers in order to make the experience removed from the traditionalism of 

the gallery. Arranging the Flashers across the grass at night, Brewster began exploring 

more complex and extensive arrangements. While he first replicated the grid pattern he 

utilized on his floor, in the field, he expanded the pattern’s scale by spacing each unit 35 

feet apart. This first trial, he named Configuration 001, occurred on the night of October 

2nd, 1969, between 7:05-11:05 PM. In an unpublished diagram, Brewster plots their 

overall arrangement, indicates their orientation to the cardinal directions, and records the 

weather was overcast, with the sunset at 6:36 PM (fig. 25). Brewster made one of these 

diagrams for each of his early Configurations. They are unique illustrations because they 

simultaneously document the arrangement of the units and pertinent geographic 

information. Such information indicates Brewster’s growing interest in teasing out the 

sites’ capability for the overall work. 

For the next trial, also occurring on the soccer field, Brewster tightened the 

cluster, spacing each Flasher only 20 feet apart. Again, he ran this test for a four-hour 

duration between 6:45 PM to 10:45 PM. A diagram, similar to the one created for the first 

arrangement, indicates the Flasher’s positioned in a clearing of trees opening onto the 

 
sculpture. The corridor was constructed using ten metal polls that supported 8 large pieces of black plastic. 
Suspended from a cable running from the top of one pole to the next and staked into the ground along their 
base, these plastic sheets formed a two-hundred foot, open-ceilinged, hallway. Burden initially considered 
the corridor a disaster owing to the prevailing winds from nearby Mt. Baldy that caused the sheets to 
become concave. However, he realized that they also reacted to the participant’s movements. As he 
explains, “there was this phenomenon: if you ran through it, the air around your body would open it out in 
front of you and close it behind you, like running into a black hole. Nothing ever touched you.” This 
anomaly reminded the participants that their physiology altered their environment just as the latter could 
subject them to its own will.  
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east side of the field. For the remainder of October, Brewster continued to rearrange his 

Flashers there, varying their spacing and pattern until, on October the 30th, with 

Configuration 005, he arrived at an organization that suited his needs. According to 

Brewster, these compositions served the purpose of emphasizing “certain qualities of the 

activity. Configuration 001, for instance dealt preimarily [sic] with the rapidly changing 

interaction patterns throughout the whole configuration,” while the use of the grid put the 

focus “on the generalized activity occurring at all points within the configuration.”117 

However, “[c]onfiguration 005, on the other hand, emphasized the periodic element of 

the activity since it employed five separate groups of five units. Since each group 

consisted of a relatively small number of units, the incidence of convergence was 

increased”(fig. 26). Nevertheless, for all of Brewster’s obsession with how he was 

placing his devices in the field, the location was problematic due to the invading ambient 

light from the surrounding city that made their flashing intervals challenging to see. 

As was hypothesized by Craddock, the 1850 circuit could not carry enough 

amperes to sustain the lumens Brewster desired. Because of this constraint, Brewster had 

been exploring the nearby Mojave desert, Vail Lake, Railroad Canyon, Lake Henshaw, 

and Lake Matthews, searching for sites that would best serve his aesthetic interests. He 

explains this period of trials as being grounded in a consideration of the site and the 

location of the viewer to afford the viewer a more dynamic view of the Flashers. 

The first desert site, which was utilized by configuration 006, was selected in May 
of 1969, three months before the prototype units were completed. The necessity of 
non-urban sites was confirmed during the work with the five initial 
configurations, all of which were done in an urban environment. Configurations 

 
117 Brewster, 5. 
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001 and 002 were performed in order to determine whether or not there was an 
actual optimal scale for the configurations. They were identical except in size and 
they determined that the optimal scale is dependent on the size of the site, since 
this is what influences the viewer’s distance from the piece. Although 
configuration 003 and 004 utilized a rectangular grid system in order to focus on 
the linear sequential activity, they were perceptually very much like the two 
previous configurations. This emphasized the necessity of a site which offered an 
elevated platform from which the configuration could be viewed, because, at 
ground level perspective nullified the distances between the rows of units.118     
 

Elevating the viewer above the units would reveal their pattern and the variations of their 

flashes in a manner that suited Brewster’s wants by complicating the viewer’s perception 

of their rates of convergence. The outdoor context also impacted this visual factor. He 

further explains that “the unsatisfactory quality of urban ambient lighting further 

confirmed the need for non-urban sites.”119 He elucidates,   

The configurations require a marked change in ambient light for their articulation. 
This change from light to dark is minimized in an urban situation [...] All the 
configurations have been activated at or near sunset, a time of great change in 
ambient light. These changes have a marked effect of the perception of the 
activity. In daylight the activity is muted, whereas in total darkness it is very 
strong. Darker ambients also tend to accelerate the activity because the eye 
requires a longer time to recover from the stronger contrasts. This results in what 
appears to be a shorter period between flashes, or an apparently accelerated 
activity.120   
 

Disclosed within this narration about the eye’s response to lightness and darkness is 

Brewster’s growing concern with the phenomenology of vision and how the viewer’s 

actions impacted the reception of the work. He wanted to get the viewer to a vantage 

 
118 Brewster, 5–6. 
 
119 Brewster, 6. 
 
120 Brewster, 6. 
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point from where they could behold the total arrangement instead of the lights being 

subsumed into linear perspective. This situation required asking the viewer to physically 

alter their location, not just in relocating out the desert, but also, by climbing up onto a 

hill. While the potential of the site becomes a forefronted issue here, also developing here 

are the initial steps Brewster made towards getting the viewer to become more active 

while experiencing his pieces. Brewster considered Configuration 006 the culmination of 

these initial installations of the flashers. 

On Wednesday, November the 29th, 1969, seventeen people made the 157.35-

mile commute from Claremont, California, to a small rock formation near Little Cowhole 

Mountain, overlooking Soda Dry Lake in the Mojave Desert. Prior to their journey, the 

participants received a typed itinerary with driving directions to the site, noting the 

configuration would happen over four hours between 4:30 PM to 8:30 PM (fig. 27). 

Brewster had spread the twenty-five Flashers sixty feet apart, covering a ninety-thousand 

square foot area of the dried lakebed. As noted in the work’s diagram, each group was 

arranged in a quincunx pattern composing a larger single quincunx (fig. 28).121 Brewster 

conceived of this pattern in Configuration 005. As before, the piece needed to contend 

with an invasion from another light source. In the desert, this light was not the constant 

glow of industry, but the rise of the moon. However, unlike the streetlights of Claremont, 

Brewster turned the light to his benefit and made this interference critical to 

Configuration 006.  

 
121 A quincunx pattern is the common pattern representing 5 on a six-sided die.  
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 Configuration 006 took place from sunset through moonrise. The experience 

relied on the manipulation of visual perception by the change in light over time. For the 

initial eighty minutes of diminishing sunlight, the flashing units would gradually appear 

as the viewer’s eyes began to adjust to the change in contrast. During the eighty minutes 

of peek darkness, the lights were highly visible and seemed to flash at more rapid 

intervals than before. Brewster notes this perception was purely due to the viewer’s eyes 

completely adjusting to the absolute darkness. Then, as the moon reached its zenith, and 

its ambient light flooded the lakebed, the Flashers again appeared to slow down and 

eventually diminish completely (fig. 29). Brewster describes the evening, “there were all 

sorts of refreshments and intoxicants and stuff. It was a party in the desert. And 

remember, this is back when we were having love-ins. Everything was actual experience. 

It was all about actual experience.”122  

Baden, who was in attendance, confirmed such a rendezvous: 

I was able to reach the site; a very remote dry lake bed in the desert. Other 
viewers had already arrived. It was late afternoon. The desert air was already 
chilly. People had taken up positions elevated above the site. Food and drink was 
passed around.  We waited. Gradually the encroaching darkness allowed us to see 
a pattern composed of many flashing lights deployed on the flat valley floor. 
Throughout the night Michael's lights shone in different patterns and as dawn 
approached they were eclipsed by increasing daylight that filled the valley, acting 
as a giant switch that finally turned all of the lights off. Some people were 
stirring, some sitting up in the sleeping bags they'd brought with them.123 

 

 
122 David Pagel, “Michael Brewster Interviewed by David Pagel,” in It Happened at Pomona: Art at the 
Edge of Los Angeles 1969-1973 (Pomona College Museum of Art, 2011), 270. 
 
123 Mowry Baden, H.C. Arnold interviews Mowry Baden, interview by H.C. Arnold, January 15, 2020. 
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While Baden’s memory of the event reads as a confusion of moonlight and daybreak, it is 

entirely possible the events surrounding the installation transpired all night. There is no 

indication that because the Configuration had ended that the audience began the long 

drive home. Thus, while both Brewster and Baden evoke the image of a hippie gathering, 

they also disclose how Brewster manifested and developed Baden’s pedagogy within his 

aesthetic. With Baden’s sculptures, art is transformed from a static object into an 

apparatus “for the experience” in the same manner as Brewster’s Flashers become an 

impetus for a rendezvous in the Mojave Desert.124 However, this experience was 

insufficient in Brewster’s eyes. 

 Recalling Brewster’s story about the Volkswagen, I want to return to the issue of 

frontalization and how it compelled Brewster to take up sound as his primary medium. 

While the Flashing units were active in the lakebed, they had the appearance of 

accelerating or decreasing in speed according to the amount of ambient light and the 

contrast this light produced. At the point of total darkness, after the sun had fallen beyond 

the western horizon and before the moon emerged in the east, the lights appeared to 

flicker at their highest speed. However, this was the speed they always cycled at because 

the timing circuit did not regulate this factor, only the duration and interval of their 

lumens. This phenomenon was completely visual, and it required the viewers to remain 

stationary and observe the lights from a distant vantage point. However, according to 

Brewster, it was during this period that the viewers left their places scattered across the 

 
124 Pagel, 269. 
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cliff and descended into the light field. Suddenly, they were immersed in the lights and 

yet, as Brewster realized, cheating themselves of the experience the flashers offered 

because, “now, everything behind you [the viewer] was behind you, You couldn’t see it. 

So you’d have to remove yourself from the situation to fully appreciate it.”125  

For Brewster, frontalization was a problematic issue of stasis. It assumes a static 

object and a static viewer, who come into contact with each other at a specific distance. 

For Configuration 006, that distance was great enough that one took in the entirety of the 

lights simultaneously. Yet, Brewster was already undercutting the stasis of the object in 

so far as the lights moved-by way of the alternating illuminations. The unanticipated 

descent of the viewers exposed, and clarified, this critique in Brewster’s mind. The 

viewer’s interruption expanded its scope also to incl a rebuke of the static position of the 

viewer. Once the viewer entered the light field, there was no assumed authoritative 

position to view the work. These viewers were decentered, scattered throughout the lights 

with individual and perpetually changing viewpoints.126  

However, as this assessment evolved, it produced a paradox of inclusion. As the 

viewers moved closer to the piece, they experienced less of it. Brewster wanted to retain 

the entirety of the experience vision allowed for from a distance while also requiring the 

erasure of that space. To overcome this problem, it became necessary for him to jettison 

 
125 Pagel and Brewster, David Pagel interviews Michael Brewster, 2010 (Unpublished sections), 25. 
 
126 It cannot be ignored that Michael Heizer completed Double Negative this same year. Following well 
established arguments about that piece, I contend that at the moment of the viewers’ immersion into the 
light field, the work offered the same phenomenological situation as Heizer’s piece. One cannot occupy the 
center. They can only visually see it from afar.  
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vision all together as well as the immediacy it offered. Instead, what he took from the 

flashers was the idea of sequence and duration, and he transformed these concepts into a 

medium that one could walk through, absent a privileged vantage point. Instead of 

beholding from afar, his work became about a physical navigation of space that was, like 

the flashing lights, temporal and sequential. As he clarifies,  

The reason I went from making flashing fields to sound fields was because 
flashing fields exposed a truth that I did not want and that was, when you enter 
the field, when you get closer to the situation, you actually experience less of it. 
Why? You can’t see behind you. So as you enter the field, all the stuff that was 
happening behind you in that half of the field was not available to you anymore. 
The frontality of vision presented to me a form of dis-inclusion. [...] So, I wanted 
to make a piece or a series of pieces where immersion into the field, where 
belonging, if you want to stretch the point, really revealed more.127       

 

Clickers     

Despite Brewster’s self-styled epiphanic moment sitting at his dinner table, he 

was considering sound as a means of sculpture since June 26th, 1969. In a follow-up 

correspondence to Charles Craddock, while Brewster was still figuring out the logistics 

of the 1850 circuit concerning its flash frequency, current draw, and max load, he 

explains how he is contemplating designing another unit that would utilize both sound 

and light. According to this letter, Brewster envisioned these elements metered at 

identical rates, thus ensuring their simultaneous appearances. Although Craddock returns 

Brewster’s inquiries with an explanation that Michael Research Company has 

 
127 Thayer and Brewster, In Their Own Words: Oral Histories of CGU Art, 82. 
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manufactured small tone generators with 1-inch speakers, Brewster does not pursue this 

line of creativity yet. However, he does not abandon it entirely.  

In his draft notes for his Progress Report submitted in December of 1969 for his 

Master of Fine Arts degree, he ruminates on sound’s potential role in the 

configurations.128 His initial idea indicates the manufacturing of one configuration 

composed of all the same sound or one configuration made up of all different sounds. 

Further, he juxtaposes sound and sight, indicating that “sound has only a temporal, 

contrasted to spatial sequences) [sic] only if you can disregard distortions due to the 

distance to or from the source, proximity to the source will nullify these distortions, 

rendering the sound free of spatial commotions.”129 Although Brewster appears to be 

critical of sound’s capacity for his aesthetics at this juncture by forcing a distance 

between the work and the viewer he wants to overcome, these distortions will become the 

building block of his immersive acoustic sculptures only two years later.  

Before Brewster turned on his first tone generator in F Space and flooded the 

space with standing waves, he designed his “Clickers.” Brewster would later call this 

body of work his “sonic drawings,” and the sounding apparatus devised by Brewster has 

gone through only a minimal redesign since its inception.130 A Clicker is composed of a 

 
128 This Progress Report was an academic assignment for Claremont Graduate School. The document 
served as an expanded artist statement that was graded as served as a qualifying exam.  
   
129 Michael Brewster, “Draft Notes,” 1969, Michael Brewster Trust. 
 
130 Brewster would redesign the Clickers several times over his career. Later permutations added a battery 
box made out of plastic that connects to the relay box via wires as well as an accessible magnet positioned 
over the movable relay that allows someone to turn the Clicker on by removing it and off by replacing it 
due to the magnet holding the relay open.   
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metal chassis box roughly 3 inches by 3 inches by 3 inches that contains a transistor timer 

board, designed and soldered by Brewster, and a sounding mechanism constructed out of 

an open relay switch (fig. 30). This relay switch was first purchased on February 26th, 

1970, by Brewster from a local electronic store in Pomona, California, named R.V. 

Weatherford CO. However, because Brewster’s designs called for the fabrication of 

multiple devices, and because he could not afford to purchase each relay switch 

individually, Brewster contacted the manufacturer, Potter and Brumfield, through 

Pomona’s purchasing agent, and requested 50 custom design KA-3803 relays.131 What 

made these relays different from the ones sold at R.V. Weatherford was their omission of 

the physical switch. Brewster had no interest in this part of their design and, instead, only 

wanted the relay magnets. When the magnets charge and the Clicker is activated, they 

produce an audible click as the movable contact touches the stationary contact in the 

relay. This sonic interval is the acoustic material of the Clickers.  

Often grouped in sets of four or more, Clickers are designed to be installed inside 

a wall with their open side facing outward and covered to look like the wall (fig. 31). This 

type of installation was Brewster’s initial conception, and throughout their various 

permutations, they maintain this same installation. However, the Clicker’s timing circuits 

are not synced with each. This misalignment creates the effect of an empty room with 

sounds emanating from unseen sources at random intervals that, at certain periods, come 

together in unison before moving apart again. Moreover, while other artists created 

 
131 This number can be disputed. While Brewster claims to have ordered 50 KA-3808 relays in an interview 
with David Pagel, the actual shipping invoice indicates a total of 46 being shipped.  
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similar installations, such as Bruce Nauman’s Sound Breaking Wall, the Clickers do not 

transmit pre-recorded anthropogenic sounds such as breathing or laughing but instead 

produce only the audible mechanical click of the relays touching each other. Therefore, 

these devices are safely within the realm of what Alan Licht defines as sound sculpture, 

which is a “sculpture that is made with an inherent sound-producing facility in mind or a 

machine made for the same purpose.”132 Subsequently, the Clickers are discrete objects 

that create an immersive sonic landscape through their alternating periods of noise and 

silence.    

These small machines comprised Brewster’s Master of Fine Arts exhibition at 

Claremont Graduate School in May of 1970, where he embedded thirty of the devices in 

the walls of the Montgomery Art Gallery in diagonal patterns before disguising them 

behind model airplane paper and paint. Brewster called this exhibition Configuration 

010, Audio Activity, and it marks his debut as a sound artist. In an unpublished section of 

a 2010 interview with the Los Angeles Times art critic David Pagel, Brewster relates how 

the Clickers produced an unanticipated echo in the gallery due to their number and 

timing. As their timing came into sync, Brewster explains, “there was density in 

aggregation...they’d go chhhhh… and then, because they were grouping at that point, 

there’d be this period of silence and then they’d disperse again, and go back and forth.”  

In addition to Brewster’s recollection of the echo and vacant walls, Mowry Baden 

and Hal Glicksman recall the exhibition in similar ways. Mowry Baden confirms 

Brewster’s description with his experience as follows, 

 
132 Alan Licht, Sound Art: Beyond Music, Between Categories (New York: Rizzoli, 2007), 199. 
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In those days, the gallery was proportioned ideally for Michael's project. There 
were no windows. The floor was concrete. It was an echoey space, but not 
annoyingly so. There was just enough reverb in it to sustain one click for a half 
second or so. The clickers were hidden in the walls. He cut a cavity in the wall for 
each clicker, then inserted the clicker, turned it on and covered the cavity with 
model airplane paper. He then rolled a coat of gallery paint over the concealed 
clicker. The timing was irregular, caused largely by the inherent fatigue of each 
clicker and Michael was playing irregularities against one another. Inevitably 
each clicker consumed all of the energy on board and went silent. Walking into 
the gallery, the effect was very powerful. I felt the clicking sounds surround me in 
gentle waves. I was immersed in an atmosphere consisting of tiny acoustic 
particles. Each day I went to the Montgomery gallery to be delicately pummelled 
by Michael's clickers. Until they went, one by one, silent. I missed them. Others 
missed them. I think Michael missed them too but he was on to other things.133 

 
Hal Glickman described the Clicker’s effect as an audible “stochastic”— a random, 

though loosely predictable—phenomenon.134 Furthermore, in a 1977 catalog essay for his 

exhibition Los Angeles in the Seventies, he drew comparisons to several prominent 

minimalist artists. He states that the Clickers have “formal qualities which relate to the 

work of Carl Andre, Don Judd and Robert Morris in its placement of elements within a 

space to define the space and bring perceptibility and clarity to it.”135 Glicksman defends 

these comparisons, arguing that the clicks organize their space of perception through 

being nearly palatable.      

A recently digitized tape reel Brewster recorded in 1970 captures the installation's 

effect. The audio begins with Brewster saying, “Number 10, Audio Activity, Pomona 

 
133 Baden, H.C. Arnold interviews Mowry Baden. 
 
134 Hal Glicksman, H.C. Arnold interviews Hal Glicksman, January 13, 2020. 
 
135 Hal Glicksman, “An Interview with Hal Glicksman,” in Los Angeles in the Seventies, ed. Marge 
Goldwater (Fort Worth: The Fort Worth Art Museum, 1977), 6. 
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College Art Gallery, May 29th through June 7, 1970, 30 units in a 27 by 41 by 12-foot 

room, recorded June 5, 1970.”136 After this explanation, we hear the audible cascade of 

the active Clickers, sounding in clusters with several outliers between each wave. The 

echo Brewster mentions above is also perceptible, and its volume corresponds to the 

number of audible clicks. The sonic landscape that emerges is one composed of the loose 

staccato of the devices intertwined by the minor, reverberant, interval. As to their 

stochastic nature, even though their timing circuits are not in alignment with each other, 

they are similar enough to cause the cascade to occur roughly every four seconds, with 

the outliers following a repetitious pattern as well. Thus, the work is not as random as one 

might expect. Underlying the variance of the timing circuits is a repeatable sonic gesture 

that creates a loose rhythm.  

Rhythm is durational and is the sonic manifestation of the demarcation of time. 

Thus, unlike Brewster’s acoustic sculptures that attempt to enwrap the gallery visitor in a 

near suspension of temporality through the reverberant drone of the single tone, Clickers 

auralize the acute moment and its passing. However, because of their echo, they do blur 

the stark division between one moment and the next while still retaining that space. In 

this way, the sound theorist Christoph Cox would perhaps discuss them in relationship to 

Henri Bergson. In his essay on Max Neuhaus, Cox summarizes Bergson’s philosophies of 

time as a contrast between two varying experiences of it. The first being that time is 

composed of discrete entities, sequentially arriving one after the next in succession. 

Bergson’s second idea of time is that it is durational, functioning as a qualitative process 

 
136 Michael Brewster, Number 10, Audio Activity, Tape, 1970, Michael Brewster Trust. 



 76 

in which past, present, and future permeate the other. The Clickers address both. Starting 

as discrete objects producing sequential and distinct sounds situates them in the register 

of the Bergson’s former ideas. At the same time, their echo and their duration (both from 

one to the other and in their repetition) address Bergson’s ideas on duration.                    

In the selection of completed exhibition photos Brewster took, there is very little 

to note. A finished installation shot reveals a blank wall in a dimly lit gallery space (fig. 

32). However, the installation photos document the diagonal pattern of holes Brewster cut 

into the gallery walls into which he inserted his Clickers (fig. 33). These holes appear to 

be roughly four feet apart from each other so that the sounding devices were installed at 

the knee, head, and extended arm levels. Further, Brewster utilized every wall for the 

piece. A small diagram of the gallery space documents the Clicker’s placement, 

indicating a total of six units embedded in a 27ft long wall and nine units placed in the 

41ft long wall (fig. 34). Brewster did not install any in the ceiling or the floor. 

Subsequently, upon entry into the gallery, one would be confronted by four walls 

appearing to produce audible clicks. This audio effect does not translate into these 

photographs, unfortunately. However, Brewster recounts that during the installation, after 

he initially embedded the works and painted over them, he had to repaint the entire 

gallery because the paint he used to conceal his devices and the original color of the 

gallery was off by a few shades. As he and several of his classmates, including Chris 

Burden, were painting, someone who knew Burden came into the galley and was seduced 
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by the work’s illusion. According to Brewster, this person turned to Chris and asked, 

“this is so cool, man! Where did you get this paint that clicks?”137   

This paint “clicked” for around five days until the batteries finally died. Then, 

after the exhibition’s conclusion, Brewster recalls how he needed to de-install quickly, 

and instead of adequately patching the walls, he resorted to inserting blocks of styrofoam 

into the cavities and quickly painting over them. He was the last exhibition of the year, 

and it would not be until later that fall when Helene Winer took over at Pomona’s gallery 

that Brewster’s handiwork was discovered. According to Brewster, this was a point of 

introduction between the two after he returned to teach there in 1971. As Brewster 

explains, as they met, Helene approached him and said, “so, you’re the one. I tried to put 

a nail in the wall the other day, and this big block of Styrofoam pushed through.”138 They 

both laughed about it in good spirits.  

Rethinking the gallery as site-specific 

Between the de-install of Configuration 010, Audio Activity, and his return to 

Southern California in 1971, Brewster spent the 1970 to 1971 academic year in Peoria, 

Illinois, at Bradley University teaching non-traditional sculpture. Although this was a 

challenging year for him (Brewster recalls in various interviews the problems he faced 

with other instructors and the administration), he also radically reconfigured his Clickers 

pieces. Most notably, he reduced the number of devices employed in a single work. This 

decrease occurs in Brewster’s next installation, Configuration 011, Audio Activity, where 

 
137 Pagel and Brewster, David Pagel interviews Michael Brewster, 2010 (Unpublished sections), 30. 
 
138 Pagel and Brewster, 33. 
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he omitted 26 devices, reducing their overall count from 30 to 4. He also ceased 

embedding them into the center of the walls and, instead, installed them in the four 

corners of the room (fig. 35). Brewster’s purpose in doing this was to reduce, if not 

altogether remove, the echo Configuration 010, Audio Activity created at Pomona.  

Brewster was attempting to translate the visual phenomena of his Flashers into an 

audible encounter. Still remembering the sequential spatiality of Configuration 060 in the 

Mojave Desert, he sought to transform that moment when the viewers descended into the 

field as the foundation of his aesthetics. This meant first, presenting the work in an 

audible format encounterable in the 360 degrees of immersion that hearing allows for 

while also keeping each interval of the piece distinct to retain its placement in the overall 

immersion. Brewster summarizes this transition as follows, 

With the flashers, there were always [a] plane. Stationary in the desert [...] With 
the clickers, they became un-planar. They were volumetric. But the first piece had 
too many clickers in it. [...] My objective had been the same with the flashers, that 
you would stand there and go, “A,B,C,D…”and you’d be drawn literally the way 
the light moved your eye attention.139 

 
Brewster retained the visual terminology when describing this audible phenomenon. The 

idea of calling these piece drawings originates from the concept that, as the critic Lynn 

Gamwell explains, “the work is a drawing in the sense that one experiences the clicks as 

a pattern of points in the surrounding space, and one has the illusion of links between the 

points that happen at close intervals.”140 Alternatively, as Melinda Wortz elucidates, 

 
139 Pagel and Brewster, 37. 
 
140 Lynn Gamwell, “Review of ‘Inside, Outside, Down’ and ‘Soliloquies.,’” Artweek, December 10, 1977, 
4. 
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“somehow the mind connects, in a directional manner, the spaces between the intervals of 

sounds.”141 Much like an implied line appears between two points, Brewster demonstrates 

how it occurs sonically as well. The audio documentation of Configuration 011, Audio 

Activity is far less clustered than Configuration 010, Audio Activity, and seems to indicate 

a foregrounding of these descriptions.  

Akin to the audio for Configuration 010, Audio Activity, Configuration 011, 

Audio Activity’s documentation begins with the same didactical information including its 

title, date, and location. It also specifies the Duryea gallery’s dimensions at 21 feet by 16 

feet by 9 feet. As for the sounds of the Clickers, there is no cascade as before. Instead, 

there are audible, although gentle, punctuations of the devices. Further, due to their 

limited number, one can detect their spatial relationship to the microphone as some sound 

louder than others. In addition to the perceptible sonic data, the recording also discloses 

that Brewster set the timing intervals of each Clicker to 2 seconds and that the devices are 

reading at 50 DBA while the captured ambient sounds read at 60 DBA. While this 

information is of little analytical use, in that Brewster does not indicate where he is 

positioning the microphone of the sound meter in relation to the Clickers, it is the first 

documentation we have of him recording sound measurements. This information implies 

Brewster is still considering the role of the site in the final piece. However, unlike his 

earlier concerns of geography, here, he is evaluating the inherent acoustic qualities the 

space possesses as a factor in the piece and its relationship to the amount of sound he can 

introduce into its volume.   

 
141 Melinda Wortz, “Michael Brewster, Installations,” LAICA Journal, February 1978. 
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For his next work at Bradley University, he utilized an even smaller room that 

measured 8 feet by 8 feet by 10 feet. For this work, now known as Number 012, A 

Clicker Drawing (though previously named Number 12, Audio Activity), Brewster 

reduced the number of devices to three but varied their sounding intervals. Instead of all 

of them calibrated to sound at the same time, two sounded every three seconds while one 

sounded every one second. Again, Brewster made a short audio recording, explaining this 

information, and again including the ambient sound measuring at 50 DBA and each 

device recording at 48 DBA. In a schematic figure, Brewster also records that each 

Clicker was installed 6 feet from the ground, placing them above the average of eye level  

and ear level. These types of variations indicate Brewster is thinking more about the 

volume and capacity of each room he uses. This investment in the site’s potential, which 

begins to emerge here, continues after he returns to California in the spring of 1971.  

 In the summer of 1971, Brewster, and his then-wife Kathy, returned to Southern 

California, and, at the encouragement of Chris Burden, he joined the F Space cohort. For 

his debut, Brewster created #13 in August. According to the mailer card, the exhibition 

went for only three days between the 28th to the 30th. Further, Brewster did not diagram 

this exhibition or make any audio documentation as he had before. There is nothing in his 

archive that indicates the number of Clickers used, their location in space, or their 

duration other than a loose sketch of F Space’s floor plan covered in multiple long 

division calculations. Thankfully, both Bruce Dunlap and Barbara T. Smith saw the 

exhibition. What their shared memory reveals confirms what I posit was beginning to 
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occur in Illinois. Brewster was exploring the space and teasing out what possibilities it 

possessed in relation to his works. 

 Dunlap recounts that before the opening, Brewster spent a considerable amount of 

time in the gallery experimenting with different locations where to hide his Clickers. 

Also, according to Dunlap, Brewster was using no more than 6 of these devices in total. 

The picture he paints of Brewster during this time is that of an artist who was “a little 

formal, maybe even a little standoffish,” who was almost continually taking sound 

readings and using the large warehouse site as a place for exploration.142 Unlike the other 

F Space cohort members, Brewster was concerned with leaving no visible trace of his 

presence. Nor was he interested in drawing much attention to himself at all. Instead, he 

appeared to approach the situation from that of a research artist and seems to have 

thought of F Space as less of a formal gallery and more as an open residency akin to what 

he witnessed at Pomona.  

Barbara T. Smith also echoes Dunlap’s recollections, though with a slightly 

warmer memory of Brewster. According to her, Chris Burden suggested to the F Space 

Cohort to allow Brewster to join after his return to Southern California. Brewster would 

be able to contribute to the space’s collective rent while also produce promising works of 

art. Smith realized that Burden held Brewster in high regard and was happy to see him 

join. In an interview, she described him as a “great guy” who was actively involved in the 

various exhibitions and events F Space produced.143 To her recollection, he may have 

 
142 Bruce Dunlap, H.C. Arnold interviews Bruce Dunlap, interview by H.C. Arnold, 2020. 
143 Barbara T. Smith, H.C. Arnold interviews Barbara T. Smith, interview by H.C. Arnold, 2020. 
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been the video camera operator that documented her Nude Frieze piece. He does appear 

on the video at one point, and his voice is heard toward the end, instructing Smith in how 

to operate the camera after she began to use it herself. As for #13, like Dunlap, Smith 

remembers Brewster leaving the gallery vacant with only the faint sounds of the Clickers 

present. She recalls that in the vast warehouse, the clicks were inaudible at points and that 

one was required to “be standing right in front of them” to hear them.144 

Perhaps due to this difficulty in perception, or possibly due to the echo that 

Brewster claimed plagued the Clickers from the outset, he moved ahead into his acoustic 

sculptures that were more suited to larger gallery spaces. The Clickers continued in 

subsequent installations after #13, and except for the re-fabrication of Configuration 010, 

Audio Activity in 2012 for the It Happened at Pomona Part 3: Pacific Standard Time 

exhibition, they were always configured limited groupings. As for the original 25 Flasher 

units, Brewster’s first wife’s family purchased them, and their current location is 

unknown. However, Brewster redesigned the Flashers in a larger number with the 

capacity to float in water. This second-generation, known as the Floating Flashers, were 

last exhibited in Gumusluk Bay, Turkey, in 1994, and Brewster sold several in sets of 5. 

As both bodies of work are forerunners to his acoustic sculptures, they are typically seen 

as merely auxiliary excursions. However, my hope has been to concretize their history so 

that better one can begin to reevaluate them in more complicated terms than has been 

attempted prior. 

  

 
144 Smith. 
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Conclusion: an exit to sculpture 

When the Sounds show closed in January of 1976, Brewster’s career continued to 

evolve at a rapid rate. Before the end of the decade, he exhibited a total of twenty-eight 

more times in national and international venues–with a total of twelve in 1979 alone. 

These locations included P.S.1 in New York, Venice, Italy, Groningen, Holland, and 

Vienna, Austria, and the shows contained new acoustic sculptures, sonic drawings, and 

several site-specific Flasher works. Further, these pieces revealed Brewster’s capability to 

work in outdoor locations, such as a pedestrian tunnel in San Francisco, California, and 

the introduction of a second tone into the architecture of the acoustic sculptures, thus 

creating more complex and dynamic waveforms.  

Brewster maintained this intensive output into the 1980s when he incorporated 

viewer-activation switches into his pieces, thus relying on someone else to call the work 

into being. After this final addition, his method of presentation stagnated. Although he 

continued to produce pieces, how they manifested, and what they asked of the spectator 

remained the same. One was asked to enter the gallery, activate the work, explore its 

axiomatic-sonic structure for its duration, paying attention to their place within its field, 

and then leave the gallery once it was over. Just as Brewster had claimed sound as his 

primary medium by the early 1970s, by the mid-1980s, he solidified what its employment 

entailed. This decision created an inherent redundancy in Brewster’s practice that allowed 

him the space to explore more complex arrangements of tones with some works being 
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outright melodic.145 Subsequently, he continued to the end of his career in 2015 to probe 

the depts of his chosen medium and entrench his output in a rigid fidelity to sound that 

was, by its very nature, a testimony to legacy and impact of medium specificity. 

One can ponder this choice. Why, in the wake of the diversification of the art 

world that characterizes the 1970s, would Brewster maintain a dedication to a mode of 

artistic output that was, by the mid-1980s, outdated? That decade witnessed a trenchant 

return to object making, with the object now required to be a spectacle in its own right.146 

What did sound, and a fidelity to it, give Brewster that was not locatable elsewhere? I 

contend it offered a place of inclusion through isolation and shared authorship. 

In each of Brewster’s works, sound is used to a space that is isolated from the 

outside world. Society is, in effect, shut out. These spaces are often dark, and one is 

typically alone in them, or with only a very few other people. For the duration of the 

work, they are asked to take a meditative position founded on the perception of both the 

self and the environment. In this way, Brewster’s works bridge a space between body and 

site. Although this comes at the cost of side-stepping social issues. Pieces such as Inside 

a Long Wave stands in contrast to the more overly socially oriented work of the 1970s 

and 1980s. However, I do not think his pieces ignore these social issues. Through 

creating an environment that includes anyone who enters into it by its nature that simply 

asks one to be aware of their perceptions, Brewster’s works create territories that erase 

 
145 This body of work is well documented on the artist’s website, with the most emblematic pieces being 
from his 2002 exhibition See Hear Now. 
 
146 I am referring to works by artists such as Jeff Koons, Damien Hurst,  
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these various social issues from the outset. Subsequently, his pieces operate on the 

assumed participation that everyone who passes into them, can rise to the perceptual 

awareness he requests. While this may be an overly idealistic demand, it is nonetheless an 

inclusive one.  

The use of the activation switches appears in response to Brewster extending that 

inclusion further. One such well-documented example of this practice is An Exit to 

Sculpture. Proposed to Julie Lazar at MOCA on June 19th, 1985, for the upcoming New 

Music America Event in the coming fall, An Exit to Sculpture used an emergency exit at 

the back of the Temporary Contemporary. This passage, divided in half by a short set of 

steps, was a thirty-two foot long, two-room, split-level tunnel, closed at both ends by 

alarm doors. Needing to direct the participant, but not overtly script their encounter with 

the piece, Exit to Sculpture employed a participant-activated sign to deliver a set text 

instructions. According to the descriptions of the piece, when someone entered the 

tunnel, they would be coaxed down the stairs to the sign by way of a spot lamp aimed 

directly at it. After pressing the handle down to initiate the sculpture, the text, which had 

read “bear down to activate,” would change to: “wander away, sculpture completes itself 

in three minutes, go out the way you came in.”  

Although several of these instructions are fairly specific, the ambiguity of the 

phrase “wander away” hints at comparisons with other text pieces within the history of 

art.147 Renouncing a clear program, the “wander away” hands over considerable agency 

and authorship to the participant. The direction is not addressing a specific person, but 

 
147 One such example would the Fluxus movement and the event score.  
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anyone who enters the space, and as the sculpture has a set time limit, they may reactivate 

the sculpture if they wish when it has completed its cycle. As Brewster explains in his 

letter to Julie Lazar, the viewers may repeat the switch or leave the space, exiting back 

into the museum.  

An Exit to Sculpture shares its authorship with the participant by requiring them to 

bear down on the handle, turn the sculpture on, and then move through the tunnel space. 

The participant is the one in charge of the final manifestation of the event. Further, as the 

text is vague, one can wander here and there, up and down the tunnel as they are inclined. 

While the sound may coax certain movements throughout the space, there is no specific 

progression Brewster requires the participant to make. Brewster sees the participant and 

piece in the following way. “In these pieces, the user behave sculpturally, probing the 

field as a moving viewer, walking through instead of around volumes, apprehending 

physical conditions and spatial percepts as unique as thick or thin, active or inactive 

space—as well as more normative conditions of sculpture: open/closed, large/small, 

inside/outside. All in empty space.”148  

Here again is Brewster’s sculptural logic founded on the juxtaposition of 

opposites, and it is a further confirmation of his fidelity to expanding the field of 

sculpture that he began in Pomona in the late 1960s. The activation sign adds to this list 

artist/beholder, and it deconstructs the strict division between the two. One is now 

responsible for their place within the sonic-axiomatic structure as well as their role in its 

formation. They are between beholder and artist, taking on the position of a collaborator. 

 
148 Michael Brewster, “Pick of the Week,” L.A. Weekly, December 29, 1985, Vol 8, No 1 edition. 
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In this way, Brewster leaves the work to them. He creates an isolated space, quieted from 

the noises beyond its walls, and leaves it to us to find our place within it. 
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Figures 
 
Fig 1:  Chris Burden, Shoot, 1971 
© 2020 Chris Burden / licensed by The Chris Burden Estate and Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Close up of 8-inch speaker of Fixed Frequency installed in F Space, 1971, © 
2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 3: Michael Brewster, Fixed Frequency, An Acoustic Sculpture, September 18-20, 
1971, As Built: SpaceF, Santa Ana, California, December 1987, Ink on Paper, December 
1987, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust  

 
 
Figure 4: “door-closer” installed in F Space for Standing Wave, F Space, 1971, © 2020 
Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 5: Michael Brewster, Fixed Frequency, Version 2, open door. F Space, 1972, © 
2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
Figure 6: Moving the wall in Brewster’s first sound studio at 11 Navy Street in Venice, 
CA, 1971-1975, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 7: Michael Brewster, Near Distance, An Acoustic Sculpture July 14-August 31, 
1979, As Built: 11 Navy Street, Venice CA. Ink on Paper, January 1988, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
Figure 8: Large windows at the front of the 11 Navy Street Sound Studio, Venice, CA, © 
2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust. 
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Figure 9: Michael Brewster, Inside a Long Wave, Installation view of speaker, Sounds 
Show, Newport Harbor Art Museum, CA, 1975. © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by 
Michael Brewster Trust  

 
 
Figure 10: Michael Brewster, Newport Harbor Art Museum Sounds Exhibition gallery 
layout, 1975, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust. 
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Figure 11: Michael Brewster, Wall design for Inside a Long Wave, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
Figure 12: Michael Brewster, Wall design for Inside a Long Wave with sound board 
included, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 



 94 

 
Figure 13: Image of the final bass-reflex speaker cabinet Brewster built in 1971, installed 
at 11 Navy Street, Venice, CA, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster 
Trust 

 
 
Figure 14: Michael Brewster, Fixed Frequency first install 1971 at F Space, © 2020 
Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust. 
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Figure 15: Michael Brewster, Standing Wave, 1971, F Space, © 2020 Michael Brewster / 
licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
Figure 16: Michael Brewster, Fixed Frequency second version, 1972, F Space, © 2020 
Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 17: Michael Brewster, A Slow Walking Wave, installation shot, 1975, 11 Navy 
Street, Venice, CA, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 18: Michael Brewster, “Mapping,” audio reel diagram measuring SPL levels in F 
Space. 1971, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 19: Brewster recording SPL levels in F Space with Fixed Frequency first version 
speaker visible along back wall, 1971, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael 
Brewster Trust 

 
 
Figure 20: Michael Brewster, Apparatus for SPL reading, 1970-1971, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 



 99 

Figure 21: Michael Brewster, Fifth Spiral, 1969, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by 
Michael Brewster Trust  

 
 
Figure 22. Michael Brewster, Flasher Diagram, 1969, © 2020 Michael Brewster / 
licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 23. Michael Brewster, Flasher lens design, 1969, © 2020 Michael Brewster / 
licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 24. Michael Brewster, Flasher test 1, 1969, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed 
by Michael Brewster Trust. 

 
 

Figure 25. Michael Brewster, Diagram of Configuration 001, 1969, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust  
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Figure 26. Michael Brewster, Diagram of Configuration 005, 1969, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 103 

Figure 27. Michael Brewster, itinerary for Configuration 006, 1969, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust  
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Figure 28. Michael Brewster, Diagram of Configuration 006, 1969, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 

Figure 29. Michael Brewster, Configuration 006 installation at Soda Dry Lake in 
CA,1969, © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 30. Michael Brewster, Original Clicker chassis, absent batteries, 1970, © 2020 
Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust   

 
 

Figure 31. Michael Brewster, Clicker installation for "Configuration 010", Audio Activity 
at Montgomery Art Gallery in Claremont, CA, 1970. © 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed 
by Michael Brewster Trust  
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Figure 32. Michael Brewster, "Configuration 010", Audio Activity, 1970. finished 
installation at Montgomery Art Gallery in Claremont, CA 1970, © 2020 Michael 
Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
 
Figure 33. Michael Brewster, "Configuration 010", Audio Activity, installation in 
progress at Montgomery Art Gallery in Claremont, CA 1970, © 2020 Michael Brewster / 
licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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Figure 34. Michael Brewster, "Configuration 010", Audio Activity, gallery layout, 1970. 
© 2020 Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 

 
 
 

Figure 35. Michael Brewster, Configuration 011, Audio Activity layout, 1970, © 2020 
Michael Brewster / licensed by Michael Brewster Trust 
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