
THEATRA SONORUM
THE MEDICAL CHEST FOR THE MUSICAL TOOLS OF THE ARCHITECT

We may in general assume sound to be 
a blow which passes through the ears, 
and is transmitted by means of the air, the 
brains and the blood, to the soul; and  that 
hearing is the vibration of this blow, which 
begins in the head and ends in the region 
of the liver. The sound which moves swiftly 
is acute, and the sound which moves slowly 
is grave; and which is regular is equable and 
smooth, and the reverse is harsh, a great 
body of sound is loud, and a small body of 
sound the reverse.                           Plato, 
Timeaus

idea of Thaumazein1 in the Greek 
sense. The theatrical condition 
appears as a mixture of amazement 
and amusement. Wonder and 
Thaumaturgy come together through 
miraculous operations.  

 

The Character, the Performer

The junction of three disciplines forms 
the character created to operate the 
instrument/chest and its tools: a medical 
doctor, a percussionist and an architect. 
The instrumentality of each one of these 
disciplines creates a ʻplayʼ, both in 

1 From the Greek Thauma: Miracle, 
wonder Thaumazein is the origin of the 
experience of knowing the world by means 
of profound observation, the beginning of 
Theoria outside of the context of practical 
application.

the theatrical sense and also as in a 
role game. The performer is dressed 
up as a doctor and as a mason.  He 
wears dark glasses, a manifestation of 
a self- imposed blindness that allows 
him to be more acute and sensible to 
the acoustic phenomena. 

The Event

The Medical Chest is to be carried 
close to the thorax of the performer 
while he travels around the city.  Step 
by step it will be opened to expose 
each one of the compartments to the 
hum of the environment.  When totally 
opened, the Medical Chest shows 
its internal anatomy of ʻinhabitableʼ 
stylized organs.

Using some of the hearing devices, one 
is able to orient oneself in the place and 
define a final site for the

 beginning of the act; after which the 
event of playing can flow unrestricted. 
The ̒ flesh  ̓of the buildings, the anatomy 
of the medical chest and oneʼs own 
skin opens the space for the choreo-
graphy of the sonorous paths found in 
the place. 

As a device that is involved in a ritual 
of awakening and unveiling, the Chest 
involves ̒ shamanicʼ operations outside 
of calculated diagnoses in a scientific 
system. The outcome of the event is 
given by the experience itself and 
the possibility of positing oneʼs self 
in an architectural context by means 
of sound and sympathetic concord, a 
curative outburst in the contemporary 
urban scene.  Katarsis is discovered 
by dwelling within the       spaces of 
sound.



In the project Theatra Sonorum, sound 
is treated as a shared substance that 
unveils characteristics of the place 
where the human body and the body 
of architecture meet in a theatrical 
experience.

The Ruelle des Fortifications, an 
alleyway that stands where the 
defensive fortification divided the 
old and the new Montreal until the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, 
was selected as the site for the 
development of strategies relating 
music and architecture.

The first stage of the project included 
a mapping made of collected sounds 
from the site.  The product of this stage 
is an acoustic composition giving 
testimony to the traces and sonorous 
paths found in the place and a ̒ graphic 
score  ̓describing the way sounds relate 
in a temporal dimension. For the 
second stage, an object was contrived 
which is called The Medical Chest for  
the  Musical 

Tools of the Architect. Herein three 
disciplines converge: medicine, music 
and architecture.  

In the project, the idea of sound and 
health in medicine and architecture 
is shared and mediated by the 
instrumentality of musical tools.  This 
allows attentive listening to the signs 
and manifestations of the embodied 
anatomy of architecture in a process of 
profound auscultation and awakening 
of its apparently silent matter. 

The Chest

The Chest is a compendium of 
instruments that acts as a facilitator 
for the spellings of the performer of 
the sound acts. The theatrical condition 
implied by the use of the instrument in 
situ confers the option of a temporal 
and spatial reading of a place by 
means of the trails left by sound in the 
artificial enclosures created by human 
culture.

The experience is based on the 
encounter between the human body, 
with its ability to extend the perceptual 
apparatus that is inwardly active, 
and the building, which provides the 
housing for the sonorous events.

The building, in the context of a 
biological metaphor, acts as a living 
organism, which breathes and 
moans. A being is hidden under the 
inert compound of stone and steel, 
and moves by means of a mechanism 
that has its basis in applied technology. 
Breathing and moving brings forward 
an idea about checking the vitality of 
buildings via a process that includes

the gathering of sounds from ventilation 
systems, water pipes, manholes and 
orifices that act as a threshold, a 
liminal zone of exchange with the 
exterior, which behaves as skin and 
membrane.  

The Chest functions as a mediator 
between the human body and the aural 
qualities of the architectural or urban 
space in which the object is placed. Its 
dialectic lies in the limits between being 
either contextual or portable. In the 
former case, breaking with the tradition 
of self-contained instruments, it extends 
to the environs as an expandable 
artifact involving elements in its proximity. In the latter case, it becomes 

a portable device that is carried by the 
flaneur-performer around the city. 

This condition gives the artifact a dual 
connotation. As medical chest, it works 
as the container of the tools used by 
the performer of the diagnosis of 
space and matter. It works as a scale 
representation of the aural qualities 
of a new architectural locus, which 
is sympathetically created inside 
the handcrafted container by means 
of the acoustic response of the 
ʻanatomical architecture  ̓of the portable 
enclosure.  

The musical connotation is given by the 
sound that is produced when the Chest 
is exposed to certain kinds of sound 
ranges, especially low frequencies 
that cause the artifact to resonate by 
sympathetic vibration.  Sounds are 
produced as well when it is played as a 
string, wind or percussion instrument.

Sympathy is one of the possibilities 
to find balances between dissimilar 
bodies, between flesh and stone. 
The chest becomes the receptacle of 
the air, which moves in a mysterious 
way, of the neuma that travels and 
has the miraculous skill of touching 
objects from a distance.1 This 
condition relates the project with the 

 
1“Why do some things, such as wooden 
boxes, make a sound and move suddenly, 
without anything perceptible to move them? 
[…] the movement becomes perceptible 
as the result of this action which is 
imperceptible.” Aristotle, Problemata  
English translation by W.S. Hett. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge Mass 1970, 
Book XI. #28


