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“The Murder of Crows”

A large group of black speakers are
placed in the vast bright hall that was, in the
past, the train station to Hamburg. Towards
the center of the hall, the speakers exist
more densely and the chairs are put in a
circle, making the configuration look like a
book reading club or a small ensemble or-
chestra. An antique horn speaker sits on
the table in the middle as if a conductor of
an orchestra, the speakers on the chairs
acting as the rest of the ensemble. The au-
dience of the event is pulled by the sounds
and, one by one, situate themselves in
front of the composition. The combination
of the dynamic sounds hitting the
audience’s body directly and the subtle
murmurs touching their ears creates the
feeling of experiencing a live theater pro-
duction or an orchestra performance
rather than a sound installation.

The piece “The Murder of Crows” at
Hamburger Bahnhof, the contemporary
museum in Berlin, is a new sound installa-
tion by a Canadian artist team Janet Cardiff
& George Bures Miller. It is their biggest
sound installation to date, employing 98
speakers as well as other equipment. They
have been exploring the physicality and the
sculptural aspect of sound through their
past work and have dealt with the themes
such as memory, love, and loss through
their narrations in the work.

In this piece, Cardiff & Miller draw inspira-
tion from the famous etching piece “The
Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters”
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by a Spanish artist Francisco de Goya. Like
Goya's etching, the work talks about fear
and madness on an individual level, as well
as many horrible terrors and nightmarish yet
real events in the 20th century. The title of
the piece is the terminology used to de-
scribe a flock of crows, and is associative of
a crow funeral, the event in which a flock of
crows mourns the death of one of its mem-
bers. It implies the animal and human
instinct of being able to lament, and/or the
incapability of lament that has caused the
repeated terrors in history.

This ambitious and grand piece lasts over
30 minutes, and it is constructed from three
major parts. It includes three dream seg-
ments narrated by Cardiff herself, the enact-
ment of which is facilitated by various
sounds such as birds flying and crying,
people’s walking steps, the sounds of
crushing waves, military marches, and the
opera singing. The piece ends with the
calming lullaby also sang by the artist. One
phrase in the lullaby “Dreams will come”
stays in the minds of the audience, giving a
subtle hope about our society and future.

The piece is aesthetically minimal and
pleasing, and it holds a perfect psychologi-
cal distance between the viewers and itself.
It is a highly articulate and complete piece
considering all the aspects of the work.
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