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Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches 
for the 125th anniversary of Kurfürstendamm 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 

The process of Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches was conceived, performed, 
recorded and edited in Berlin between April and July 2011, for the 125th anniversary 
of Kurfürstendamm. It is a compositional process resulting in an interactive sound 
installation at the listener’s own space. 

 
The audio material consists of a performance by percussionists recording with 

binaural microphones and playing on an open-air hollow metal sculpture, whose inner 
sounds are recorded with a contact microphone. The sound file is to be played-back 
by the listener using earphones and loudspeakers with a 2 second delay between them 
and in a sounding environment recalling that of the performance site. 

 
The sculpture explored in Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches, Obelisk by Heinz 

Mack, is located at Henriettenplatz in Kurfürstendamm. It was built to commemorate 
the 750th anniversary of Berlin in 1987 and it is related to the columns on the southern 
side of Henriettenplatz and the Leucht-Obelisk at Europa-center, both also designed 
by Heinz Mack. 

 
The resulting sound installation superimposes several layers of mirroring 

interactions between street-sounds, performers playing on the sculpture, sounds from 
the hollow obelisk and electro-acoustic equipment, allowing the listener to experience 
the performance from different perspectives at the same time and to participate in its 
final sounding result by interacting with the play-back set up. 

 
The piece is (secretly) dedicated to the memory of Jorge Luís Borges on the 

25th anniversary of his death. 
 
 
The Process 
 
 

The starting point for the work on Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches was the 125 
Jahre Kurfürstendamm project for the seminar Experimentelle Klanggestaltung with 
Sam Auinger and Daniel Scheffler, during the first semester of the Master of Arts 
Sound Studies - Akustische Kommunikation at the Universität der Künste Berlin, 
April-July 2011. 

 
After a group exploration of Ku’damm’s acoustic, psychoacoustic, historic, 

topographic, architectonic, economic and social structures and dynamics, we gathered 
into smaller groups to carry out more detailed explorations of different parts of 
Ku’damm. 
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My group was assigned the section between Rathenauplatz and 
Adenauerplatz. We started off from Halenseestraße exploring the very beginning (or 
ending) of Ku’damm, and the Beton Cadillacs sculpture by Wolf Vostell immediately 
caught our attention. The car seemed to point in the direction of Ku’damm, though 
nothing gave the impression of being anywhere near the active and luxurious street, it 
seemed residential though overfed with traffic at the same time. 

 
This apparently suburban area was nonetheless part of Ku’damm, at least 

nominally, and we soon realized that it was the S-bahn railways that somehow 
isolated this part of the street. The bridge over the railways created the effect of a 
gate, an invisible one, not having any houses on each side, there were no standing 
waves and it created the feeling of an open empty space on both sides. 

 
Accross the bridge, Henriettenplatz marked the beginning of Ku’damm in all 

its aspects and there was the Obelisk by Heinz Mack as a landmark. The exploration 
of the street suddenly became more concentrated on sculptures and the characteristic 
glass-showcases of Ku’damm, trying to listen to their sounds by putting our ears 
against them and making them sound in different ways. 

 
Through this exploration, in which many of the participants of Ku’damm 

Steel-life Sketches were already present, I remembered an idea I had a year before, 
after an exploration of a different space, of using metal sculptures as percussion 
instruments. This had to be nonetheless combined with electro-acoustic media for 
being played-back both on the radio and by listeners at home. The work Mikrophonie 
I by Karlheinz Stockhausen came to mind, a piece which explores sounds from a 
Tam-Tam with electro-acoustic media. 

 
A first attempt to record samples for the piece was carried out by playing with 

percussion mallets on the metal sculptures between Joachimstalerplatz to 
Henriettenplatz using contact, close directional and binaural microphones. It was soon 
obvious that contact microphone recordings isolated the sound of the sculpture from 
the sounding environments and close directional microphones gave no spatial 
information about it. 

 
After exploring all the metal sculptures on Kurfürstendamm from 

Joachimstalerplatz to Henriettenplatz, the choice was narrowed down four, which 
were chosen for their sound and playable qualities. The recording equipment was also 
reduced to binaural and contact microphones, in order to give a rendering of both the 
spatial qualities of the surroundings and the sound from inside the metal sculptures. 

 
The work on several spaced out sculptures with different performers and 

equipment proved impractical for the current project, and, finally, Obelisk by Heinz 
Mack, being the first and most impressing sculpture explored, was chosen as the 
starting point for the piece. In this sense Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches is the beginning 
of a series of works dealing with open-air metal sculptures in relation to their aural 
and spatial location. 

 
As was mentioned in the introduction, Obelisk was built to commemorate the 

750th anniversary of Berlin in 1987 and is related to the Leucht-Obelisk at Europa-
center, also designed by Heinz Mack. This correspondence between anniversaries and 
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monuments gave rise to a series of mirroring relations, which are to be found 
throughout the process of the piece. 

 
The first step was to create relations between the sounds of the street and those 

of the sculpture. The performers were to play on the sculpture with percussion 
instruments (rubber-ball mallets, jazz brushes, etc) acting as transforming imitators of 
sound, as selective and musically conditioned phonographs. This imitation gave rise 
to associations between the sounds of the street and those on the surface of the 
sculpture, recorded by their binaural microphones. The sculpture would respond by 
transforming the sound in its own way. By changing the instruments (yarn mallets and 
others), they began to dissociate from the sound of the street, but could be imitated 
among the performers themselves creating a texture superimposed on the soundscape 
of the site, which was nonetheless rhythmically related. 

 
The interaction of imitations and transformations on different levels of the 

performance and recording process required an equally multilevel interactive 
reproduction set up. This was provided by an idea I stumbled on by trying to listen to 
a live-broadcast program both on a radio and live-streaming on my computer in 
different rooms. The lag or delay between live-broadcast signal and live-streaming is 
approximately 2 seconds, creating a canon between both signals, which, depending on 
the sounds, can create a new texture by balancing both the broadcast signal and its 
delay. This lag was taken into account when creating the performance textures for 
Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches. 

 
The last step was to choose how these signals in delay were to be heard by the 

listener. Several ideas came to mind in order to reproduce the situation of the 
performers facing the sculpture, the main one being to play the inner sounds of the 
sculpture on loudspeakers at an arms length from the listener and to listen to the 
binaural recordings on earphones or open headphones (to be able to simultaneously 
hear the loudspeakers). This proved impractical because it dissociated both sounds 
again. One of the main ideas of the project was to associate sounds from the 
surroundings and the sculpture. Finally, the choice was made to have a single audio 
file, balancing out the sounds from the binaural and contact microphones and playing 
this file in 2 seconds delay adding yet another enveloping soundscape, that of the 
listener him/herself, by asking them to open doors or windows on to the street (when 
possible). 

 
This last set up decision gives rise to 3 superimposing layers of information 

which, when well balanced, fuses all layers together into a sound-installation which 
recreates the performance space as a whole; creating interactions between the sounds 
of the listener’s own street and those of Henriettenplatz at the moment of the 
performance, which, in delay, create a new texture of imitative percussion sounds. 

 
The interaction instructions give the last word to the listener to feel free within 

this multilayered space to approach the sounds of the performance from different 
perspectives and to act as the performers themselves, going closer or further away 
from the sculpture and its sounds. 
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The Sculptures 
 
 

The sculptures explored for Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches are all to be found in 
different places along Kurfürstendamm, between Henriettenplatz and Joachimstaler 
Platz. They were chosen for their location on the main axis of the street and because 
of their sound and playable qualities. 

 
 
Obelisk (1987) Heinz Mack 
Kurfürstendamm, at Henriettenplatz 
Bronze, H 18 m 
 
 
Versus (1993) Karl Menzen 
Kurfürstendamm 132a 
Stainless steel, 400 x 140 x 340 cm 
 
 
Auge der Nemesis (1979/80) Bernhard Heiliger 
Kurfürstendamm, at Lehniner Platz 
Steel, 4 x 4 x 2 m 
 
 
Pendelobelisk (2003) Karl Schlamminger 
Kurfürstendamm, at Joachimstaler Platz 
Bronce, H 27 m 

 
 

Performance and Recording 
 
Performers and Equipment 
 
 

-4 Performers (percussion and recording) 
 
-3 pairs of binaural microphones each connected to an independent portable 
audio recorder. 

 
 -1 contact microphone connected to an independent portable audio recorder. 

 
-Rubber-ball mallets (small-large) 
-Yarn mallets (soft-medium-hard) 
-Bass-drum mallets (medium-large-double) 
-Jazz brushes (with and without rubber rings) 
-Hot rods 
-Felt mallets 
-Drumsticks 
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Set up for Recording 
 

1) 3 performers put on pairs of binaural microphones (checking left-right, in-
out sides) and connecting them to their portable recorders, making sure the 
cables and the recorders were fixed and would not move, fall or create 
undesired noises during the performance (cables inside t-shirts and 
recorders in front- or back-pockets of pants). 

2) Throughout the recording of the pieces (in the different sketches) the 
percussionists were instructed to move their heads (closer and away, left or 
right) in order to balance the sounds of traffic and those coming from the 
sculptures with the binaural microphones. 

 
3) The performer with the contact microphone checked constantly that the 

sounds did not distort the signal. 
 

4) All the recorders were set to 96000khz and 32 bit. 
 

5) Short and loud sync-signals were played in order to synchronize all the 
sound files for the montage and editing. 

 
 

Performance 
 

The performance was divided into several sketches using different instruments 
for imitating the sounds from the street by the performers, the moments were 
articulated by intuitive time-windows and predominant sounds coming from the 
street. 

 
Each of the 4 performers stood on each side of the obelisk, facing the 

sculpture and playing on their corresponding side, either at the base, on the lights or 
the side of the sculpture. 

 
Further information about the sketches will be provided in the next updates of 

this paper. 
 
 
Montage, Editing and Mixing 
 

The montage of the piece reproduces a selection of the different moments 
carried out during the performance and in the same order of the performance process. 
It alternates these moments with a sample of the sound of the sculpture at a “silent” 
moment recorded with the contact microphone. 

 
Editing was done by different speeds and balancing of fades, as well as a filter 

for removing hissing from the live recording. 
 
Mixing was carried out by carefully adjusting the balance of all three binaural 

recordings between them and with the contact microphone recording differently for 
each sample. The overall volume was chosen for the play-back set up on different 
audio equipment. 
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Installation and Reproduction 
 
Equipment and Set ups 
 
 

Equipment: 
 

-Earphones or open headphones 
-2 loudspeakers 
-Radio receiver (only for live-broadcast) 
-Computer with Internet connection 
-Other audio equipment when necessary 

 
 
Spatial set up: 

 
-If possible, open doors and/or windows to set the installation in a 
quasi open-air (preferably street-noisy) sounding environment. 
 
-Position yourself between both speakers and at an arms length from 
each one, creating an angle between your arms of around 60º or 90º. 
 
-Balance the volumes of earphones and loudspeakers in order for both 
to be audible and surrounding (balancing them to the sounds of your 
street). 
 
 

Equipment set ups: 
 
 1) Live-broadcasting: 
 

-Connect the earphones to your radio receiver and tune in to the 
broadcast of the piece. 
 
-Connect the loudspeakers to the computer and play the live-streaming 
version of the piece on the webpage. 

 
 
 2) Mp3 download 
 
  -Download the mp3 file. 

 
-Play the file on two different players (hardware or software) starting 
with the earphones (on mp3 player or computer) and 2 seconds later 
with the loudspeakers (on computer or other audio equipment). 
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Interactions: 
 
 

-Cover Left or Right ear with hand (briefly) to isolate the sounds 
coming from the earphone from those of the loudspeakers (and street). 
 
-Remove Left or Right earphones (briefly) to explore different set ups. 
 
-Exchange Left and Right earphones in stereophonic or spatial 
passages for cross-stereo delay effects (middle and ending). 
 
-Move your head (briefly) closer to the loudspeakers to balance sounds 
coming from earphones and loudspeakers. 
 
-Cover Left or Right loudspeakers with hand (briefly) to mute the 
sound coming from them and to feel their vibration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participants in the process: 
 
Bayani, Kyan (Performance-Recording, Editing-Mixing)  
Ladic, Ksenija (Editing-Mixing) 
Lutz, Martin (Performance-Recording) 
Rodenberg, Conrad (Test Performance-Recording) 
Santander, Gabriel (Compositional Process, Performance-Recording, Editing-Mixing) 
Thomas, Marcus (Performance-Recording) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Observation 
 

This postscriptum was written taking into account the process carried out for 
the performance and recording of Ku’damm Steel-life Sketches for the seminar 
Experimentelle Klanggestaltung with Sam Auinger and Daniel Scheffler during the 
first semester of the Master of Arts Sound Studies - Akustische Kommunikation at the 
Universität der Künste Berlin, April-July 2011. 


