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Abstract.	“Signal	to	Noise”	is	a	sound	installation	using	radio	transmissions	and	mobile	radio	receivers	as	an	interface	for	
audience-based	performance.	Carrying	radio	receivers,	the	audience	moves	through	the	space	created	by	two	
overlapping	radio	transmissions	that	broadcast	on	the	same	frequency,	creating	a	volatile	acoustic	space	of	radio	
interference	that	changes	with	each	motion	of	every	participant.	The	result	is	an	embodied	and	interactive	creation	of	a	
soundscape	which	is	shaped	by	the	unpredictability	of	interference	and	noise	in	analog	radio.	The	installation	deals	with	
the	battleground	of	ideological	discourses,	broadcasting	archived	radio	programs	of	the	Cold	War	era.	Listeners	move	
through	the	space	in	which	transmissions	from	the	East	and	West	jam	and	disrupt	each	other	and	with	every	motion	
enact	an	ever-changing	soundscape.	The	resulting	choreography	technologically	reenacts	the	“fight	over	hearts	and	
minds”	at	the	border	between	East	and	West,	recalling	the	technological	and	ideological	mechanisms	used	during	the	
Cold	War,	where	Western	propaganda	radio	was	jammed	by	Eastern	authorities.	
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Description	of	the	Work	
“Signal	to	Noise”	is	a	sound	installation	using	FM	radio	transmissions	and	mobile	radio	receivers	as	a	lo-fi	live	interface	
for	audience-based	performance.	Carrying	radio	receivers,	the	audience	moves	through	the	space	created	by	two	
overlapping	radio	transmissions	that	broadcast	on	the	same	frequency	resulting	in	a	volatile	acoustic	space	of	radio	
interference	that	changes	with	each	motion	of	every	participant.	The	outcome	is	an	embodied	and	interactive	creation	
of	a	collective	non-musical	soundscape	which	is	shaped	by	the	unpredictability	of	interference	and	noise	in	analog	radio.	
Using	radio	transmissions	as	a	medium	of	interaction,	the	installation	exhibits	highly	sensitive	and	lag-free	interactivity,	
facilitating	a	spontaneous	choreography	of	the	audience.	As	a	live	interface,	the	installation	demonstrates	the	“post-
digital”	use	of	seemingly	outdated	technologies	in	combination	with	digital	devices	to	achieve	a	responsive	environment	
that	does	not	presuppose	advance	gesture	recognition	or	tracking	technologies	but	instead	engages	the	human	body	in	
a	system	whose	reactivity	results	from	analog	devices	alone,	and	their	uncontrollable	yet	fascinating	interaction.	

Thematically,	“Signal	to	Noise”	deals	with	the	concreteness	of	ideological	discourses	and	the	imaginary	of	the	“Other”	by	
technologically	reenacting	the	interference	strategies	used	during	the	Cold	War	period.	The	volatile	acoustic	space	
spanned	by	the	two	radio	transmitters	becomes	a	space	in	which	two	concurring	voices	compete.	These	two	voices	
consist	of	archived	material	of	the	Cold	War	era	from	(Western)	Radio	Free	Europe	and	(Socialist)	Radio	Romania.	
Carrying	mobile	radios,	listeners	move	through	the	space	in	which	both	transmissions	jam	and	disrupt	each	other.	It	is	
only	when	they	will	come	across	the	middle	line	formed	by	the	two	transmissions,	that	listeners	will	break	the	neutral	
point	and	it	will	become	possible	to	hear	fragments	from	of	one	of	the	two	broadcasts.	It	is	like	being	cached	between	
two	Logos	(or	two	ideological	positions),	where	beyond	words,	the	ideological	and	media	wars	embody	beings.		



 

The	resulting	choreography	re-enacts	the	“fight	over	hearts	and	minds”1	between	East	and	West	and	recalls	the	
technological	and	ideological	mechanisms	used	during	the	Cold	War	–	when	CIA-funded	Radio	Free	Europe	was	meant	to	
counter	Socialist	ideology	and	in	turn	was	jammed	by	eastern	authorities.	The	radio	space	in	that	era	was	considered	an	
“invisible	battleground”	of	broadcasting,	jamming	and	complex	technological	counter-jamming	strategies.	Radio	Free	
Europe	is	considered	unique	in	the	annals	of	international	broadcasting	because	of	acting	as	surrogate	domestic	
broadcaster	for	the	nations	under	Communism.	It	also	relied	on	local	official	media	and	informal	news	in	order	to	
broadcast	what	was	considered	“objective”	information.	By	doing	so,	it	also	gave	shape	to	an	inaccessible	public,	
instantiated	as	the	“East”.	

By	using	lo-fi	and	DIY-methods,	the	project	also	recalls	the	bricolage	strategies	used	to	circumvent	state	propaganda	that	
are	reflected	in	today’s	technologies	for	activism.	Far	from	being	historical	and	contextual	dated,	the	fluidity	of	radio	(or	
“Hertzian”)	space	continues	to	be	relevant	today,	in	the	age	of	wireless	communication	and	coded	information.	

“Signal	to	Noise”	is	part	of	the	project	“Repertories	of	(in)discreetness”	–	an	art	research	project	that	has	its	starting	
point	in	the	archives	of	Radio	Free	Europe	from	the	Open	Society	Archives	in	Budapest,	considered	one	of	the	most	
important	archives	of	the	Cold	War	period.	The	project	questions	the	act	and	mechanisms	of	archiving	the	“Other”,	with	
a	focus	on	the	European	East.	It	discusses	the	ways	in	which	information	is	collected	and	transferred,	the	ways	in	which	
the	East	has	gained	an	epistemic	body	through	refraction,	as	well	as	the	ways	in	which	this	body	is	reiterated	today.	
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1	“fight	over	hearts	and	minds”.	Expression	used	by	the	American	propaganda	during	WWII. 
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Figure	1.	“Signal	to	Noise”	installation	view,	Opekta	Ateliers,	Cologne,	April	2014.	

Figure	2.	“Signal	to	Noise”	installation	view,	Tranzit	Bucharest,	March	2015.	Photo:	Istvan	Laszlo.	


