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Janet Cardiff sculpts words into private dramas and public rituals, using performances that are 

intensely logophillic, but refuses to call herself a writer. Sometimes this comes intimately, in the 

ear buds of Discmen or Ipods, telling one how, where to walk, and for which purposes to walk. 

Sometimes it comes by pounding tables that respond by cleverly placed electronics, or standing 

in the midst of 40 speakers, as they separate and combine, electronically, the 40 parts of the 

Elizabethan composer Thomas Tallis’ Motet Spem in Alium. 

Like how she fractures the language of Tallis in both volume, and speed, her precedents move in 

intensity and effect. Hearing her praise Vito Acconici takes the shock out of his Seedbed 

performance, and replaces it with a respect for his silence, his desperation and his sadness. Her 

respect for Linda Montana reminds us of how language is really about rituals and 

communication, where the words used are not written or found, but come from daily living (daily 

living in strange circumstances sometimes, this was a woman who spent all of her public life for 

an entire year tied to another person) Finally, her naming of Marina Abromovitch connects to an 

abject destruction of one’s body.  The strange thing is that each of these people cares deeply 

about shocking, isolating, or violating their audiences. Caridff is gentle and almost sweet 

compared to these folks, her use of words is a conversation, and intercessed with technology, 

with half completed discourses, and abstracted performances. Though she refuses to play into 

taxonomies, there is a poet somewhere there. Even if that poet stubbornly thinks that a writer is 

words on the page, or that words cannot feature three dimensions.  The theses confronted in this 

interview center around questions of writing’s relation to performance. Her use of technology 

renews this age-old debate. I am reminded of something that the singer and songwriter Stephin 

Merritt wrote. He said that there was nothing new in dance music recently, because what was 

always new about it was being on the forefront of electronic instruments and there was nothing 

new there recently. Cardiff’s new use of words is on the forefront of linguistic usage, for the same 

reason that Merritt’s musical pioneers have failed the avant-garde, because she is on the 

bleeding edge of new ways of working. 

 

AE. How do you write, what are the structures of your writing? Do you consider yourself a 

writer? Does working with taxonomy and genre matter to you? You a visual artist who uses 

words, are those words poetry, drama, epistolary, something new? 

 

JC. I don’t consider myself a writer. I JUST write down MY thoughts or things that 

I’ve read or heard and collage them together. The second step is to speak them aloud 

because literary sentences don’t work in an aural way. The last in the process is to 

then take the words for a walk. Writing is like a 3-Dimensional process for me. The 

words and sentences have to work with a physical space, resonate with that space. 



One thing works on the page but it’s a different thing when they are juxtaposed with a 

physical environment. 

AE. Do you connect yourself to other performance traditions, either the traditions of 

performance art, or performance poets? How do you feel about Laurie Anderson, Hedwig Gorski, 

Vito Acconci, Yoko Ono, and John Cage? Are there others I am missing? 

JC. Long questions. So I will break them up. The connection I feel to performance 

people is the connection that especially a lot of the ’70s artists have to the audience. 

It’s a very direct connection, an intimate one. Linda Montano was an inspiration in 

her attempts to investigate intimacy and new formats. Vito Acconci’s voice is the 

greatest. It is almost a physical object that becomes separate from the person. This is 

important to me as well. Marina Abromovitch’s ability to make an audience very 

uncomfortable and very aware of their own bodies has always been inspiring. I don’t 

relate to a lot of object art. Paintings are nice to look at and to contemplate but I think 

my investigations are much more aligned to artists that somehow involve the 

audience emotionally and in a physical way. 

AE. The American National Endowment of the Arts splits performative practice into visual arts 

and literature; do you find this a useful distinction? 

JC. I have always been a hybrid artist, connecting with literature and theatre 

sometimes more than the traditional arts so divisions don’t make sense with me. The 

division to me is much more about art that is interested in transporting or involving 

the audience and art that isn’t.  

AE. How do you construct the differences between pieces like The Forty Part Motet which speak 

outwards, and the walks you did in Forrest Walk, The Missing Voice (Case Study B) or Words in 

Water, which speak inwards? 

JC. Listeners/ viewers have told me that they feel very intimately connected to the 

voices in ‘The Forty Part Motet’ in much the same way as the walks. Also my interest 

in the virtuality of the voice, or the ghostly presence is very similar in all the works; 

the installations and the walks. In all of them the listeners are very directed in how 

they move but in the Motet it is a piece that is much more related to sculptural sound. 

Forty speakers of 24bit audio hitting your body cannot be ignored. The walks are also 

physical sculptures through time and space but they evolve in a narrative way. So I 

would have to say that the narrative/ filmic content is really the main difference 

between the walks and the Motet. 

AE. Can you talk more about the intercession of technology in your work? Do you think that it 

provides critical distance, is it convenient way of getting information out, is it about how people 

popularly receive information, is it a way of isolating authorial voice, or is there something I’m 

missing? 

JC. I like to use technology that is easy to understand and access. The background 

tech may be very complicated and high but the presentation to the audience should 

be something that they are very comfortable with… consumer tech. Discmans, ipods, 

speakers. I like that the technology is so popular it is almost invisible so that people 



can become intimate with it. At the same time the recorded voice is removed and has 

a sense of past that a real voice doesn’t, so it can actually get closer to the audience 

through that removal. They feel safe being intimate with a removed voice. 

AE. Can you speak explicitly about the technical ways of handling speech, things like setting up 

speakers in To Touch? 

JC. The Forty Part Motet has 8 choirs of 5 voices each set up in an oval so that the 

structure of the composition is very apparent. You can almost see the movement of 

the music in the room around you. That was a very deliberate choice. In To Touch the 

speakers needed to also be spread out around the room because the sound had to be 

perceived to be coming from all around the listener in a sculptural way. It uses 16 

tracks of surround sound but the speakers are hidden in the darkness. Immersion in 

the sound is very important for installations as well as sound being able to define 

space. 

AE. What is the difference in sound quality between an Ipod and a Walkman when it comes to 

the viewer’s interactions with the language being used? 

JC. I’ve started to use Ipods now as they are cheap enough as well as they have better 

amplifiers than Discmans. The government made rulings that forced the Discman 

companies to decrease the volume of their amplifiers. Because I use subtle sound as 

well as loud sound, a real range, it made it impossible for me to use them in the last 

few years.  

AE. In the same capability, how did you feel about listening to The Forty Part Motet in the 

Salisbury Cathedral, the Rideau Chapel, or Battersea Power Station? 

JC. It’s a different piece in each setting because of the context of course but also the 

acoustics vary and in some areas are much better than other spaces. The Rideau 

Chapel is of course a religious context, which makes it a different piece than at the 

MOMA where it was a very sparse space. But the sound quality of the Chapel was 

better because of all of the wood. I’ve found that listeners either prefer one or the 

other. It’s all personal taste. 

AE. You have had much success in the art world, with presence in prominent museums, gallery 

representation, presence in biennales, and prize winning. Do you think that the institutional 

structures of “fine art”, on a private and governmental level, are easier to enter into then the 

institutional structures of poetry or other avant-garde linguistic practices? If you positioned 

yourself as a writer, how do you imagine your career would change? 

JC. I’m not a writer so I would never position myself as that. I’m actually a very bad 

writer if you are just reading the material So I think I would fail at that. It’s like 

Hitchcock said… don’t make a movie with a good book, because it’s already found its 

format. I write only thoughts that definitely aren’t literature in that they don’t 

function in the format of literature. It’s very difficult to make it as an artist as well. 

30,000 MFA graduates come out every year in the states alone. Perhaps 100 of these 

can live off their art and perhaps 3 make it internationally. So no I don’t think it’s 

easier in the structures of the art world. It’s just that poetry has a much more private 



audience because reading is a private activity. 

AE. There was one question that was not answered, and I am not sure if it was an oversight, or 

something more deliberate. If it was deliberate, then that’s cool, I can cut it from the interview 

and I didn’t mean to offend. If it was an oversight, could you answer it? 

Here is the question: 

How do you determine which found texts to use, and can you describe, annotate the practice of 

extending/distending these found texts in your work? 

JC.Yeah. I deliberately ignored it. Didn’t know what you were referring to. 

AE. I was not as clear as I should have been. Lets see if I can make this clearer, when you said: “ I 

write down thoughts and ideas that I’ve read or heard and collage them together” how do you 

decide which ideas and thoughts to use, where do you find them, do you read on subject or work 

more randomly, is it a cohesive ritualized research process, with bibliographies or something 

more free-floating… when you find the works that you want to use, how do you use them — what 

is the process of conjoining, of putting together (or pulling apart) the texts you have found into 

something else, something that is your own. I guess I am asking about the aesthetics of text… 

does that make more sense? 

JC. I will use an example of a collage I did for a street in London for the piece The 

Missing Voice. I researched the history of the street and found out about people who 

had lived there, what had happened. et cetera. One person was a man who played his 

violin every day to put in the hours while he waited for his wife to come back. She had 

left him but would come back occasionally. I used this source material to write a short 

description of his situation and I recorded a violinist to play in the background at this 

point. I also read about bombs from the IRA that had gone off in the area. This 

coincided with the brick lane bombing that happened 10 minutes after I had walked 

past where the bomb went off. So I created a scene that had people running and 

screaming, SFX (Sound Effects) like the siren from the blitz, a helicopter passing, 

machine gun fire, and bombs going off. At the end of this I used a quote from Daniel 

Defoe writings describing the plague in the area. I like to use sound mixed with 

historical quotes mixed with my writings from research sources and fictional scenes 

to create the effect of many different time periods, mixing the recent past with history 

and the present. 

AE. I’m from Edmonton (Canada) myself. How did you break away from the dominant 

modernist aesthetic of Alberta? Does the prairie landscape function in your interior headspace at 

all, living in Berlin or New York or Toronto? 
JC. I’m not from Alberta. I lived there for ten years. Plus the three we lived in Edmonton 
WAS for school and I couldn’t wait to get out because of that uptight atmosphere. My 
most influential landscape is the rural Canadian. A sense of privacy and walking is 
important to me. I don’t really relate to prairies though. I like hills. In Lethbridge the 
coulees were my refuge to the rest of the place. 


