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We inhabit a world full of voices. Our lives play out to a 
soundtrack of whispers, screams, commands, laughter and 
songs. A cry announces our first entry into the world, and 
the voice emerging from inside us acts as an indicator of 
physical and emotional health. The result of a sophisticated 
synchronisation between our respiratory and digestive systems, 
voices can also arise from other sources, such as spiritual 
guides, the subconscious, or machines that mimic speech. 
Elusive, immaterial, yet infinitely textured, our voices can fill 
large spaces or be lost completely.

THIS IS A VOICE traces the material quality of the voice 
by looking inside vocal tracts, restless minds and speech 
devices, in order to understand its complex psychological 
and physiological origins. While dominant theories have 
traditionally focused on linguistics, here the spotlight is cast 
on the meaning and emotions conveyed through prosody – the 
patterns of rhythm, stress and intonation. Non-verbal forms 
of communication are emphasised, revealing the power of the 
voice before and beyond words.

The exhibition begins with the embodied voice, its evolutionary 
and social origins, and ends within the contemporary realm 
of disembodied voices, where machines talk back to us, 
sometimes with uncanny feeling. Along the way it explores how 
the unique grain of our voice locates us socially, geographically 
and psychologically and how the voice can be dramatically 
altered with treatment and training. The show draws on varied 
experimental forms of singing and animal mimicry, including live 
vocalisations, and culminates with an invitation to donate your 
own voice to an ever-increasing chorus. 



Designed as an acoustic journey, or series of soundings, 
the exhibition brings together a wide range of works by 
contemporary artists and vocalists, punctuated by paintings, 
manuscripts, medical illustrations and anthropological research. 
Philosopher Mladen Dolar writes: ‘The voice is elusive, always 
changing, becoming, elapsing, with unclear contours’. THIS 
IS A VOICE is an attempt to find the shapes taken by this 
mysterious and flexible creature. 

Bárbara Rodríguez Muñoz
Curator, Wellcome Collection



VOICINGS

3 MAY – 17 JULY, TUESDAY TO SUNDAY, 12.OO – 12.2O

FREE | DROP IN

We have invited an artist a week to programme or perform live 

vocalisations in the gallery space, offering an intimate, behind-

the-scenes glimpse into the mechanics of voice production and 

vocal exercises. 

WEEKLY SCHEDULE (subject to change) 

03 – 08 May  MARCUS COATES

10 – 15 May DAVID TOOP 

17 – 22 May  PHIL MINTON

24 – 29 May  JAMES PLATT (Jette Parker Young Artist, Royal Opera House)

31 May – 05 June  SAM BELINFANTE

07 – 12 June JAMES WILKES

14 – 19 June To be announced 

21 – 26 June ELAINE MITCHENER and DAM VAN HUYNH

28 June – 03 July EMMA SMITH 

05 – 10 July EMMA SMITH 

12 – 17 July MIKHAIL KARIKIS

Please check wellcomecollection.org/thisisavoice for more 

information. You can also go to wellcomecollection.org/busytimes 

for details on visiting at busy times.



Sam Belinfante, Focus, 2012. Courtesy of the artist and Southard Reid, London



VASE IN THE FORM OF A SIREN

MIDDLE TO LATE CORINTHIAN PERIOD, c.575 BCE 

YELLOW WHITE CLAY

Museumslandschaft Hessen Kassel, Antikensammlung

LENNOX BROWNE AND EMIL BEHNKE 

VOICE, SONG, AND SPEECH: A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR SINGERS 

AND SPEAKERS FROM THE COMBINED VIEW OF VOCAL SURGEON AND 

VOICE TRAINER, 1891

Wellcome Library

HENRI CHOPIN

I’VE NEVER SEEN L’HYMNE INTERNATIONAL, 1975 

TYPEWRITER ON PAPER AND COLLAGE

Avant-garde artist, poet and musician Henri Chopin produced 

typewriter-poems and sound performances focusing on all 

possible manipulations of the human voice. Experimenting with 

primitive human sounds, Chopin aimed to demonstrate ‘the sensory 

superiority of sound as opposed to normal speech, and free man 

from the straightjacket of words and letters’.

© The Estate of Henri Chopin, courtesy of Richard Saulton Gallery 

JOHANN NEPOMUK CZERMAK

CZERMAK TYPE LARYNGOSCOPE, 1855 – 65

Austro-German physiologist Johann Nepomuk Czermak adapted 

this device from an 1854 invention by Spanish singer and music 

educator Manuel Patricio Rodríguez García. This revolutionary  

figure in the history of vocal pedagogy is said to be the first man  

in history to have observed his own vocal cords during phonation 

(the production of speech sounds), which he did to verify his 

theories on the timbres of the voice and vocal registers.

On loan from the Science Museum, London

CASE 1



ENRICO DAVID

UNTITLED, 2010

GOUACHE AND INK ON PAPER

Courtesy of the artist and Michael Werner Gallery, New York and London 

ANNA BARHAM

LIQUID CONSONANT, 2012

HD VIDEO, 1 MIN LOOP

The video presents a digitally animated head ‘speaking’ sounds.  

As it rotates the sensually modelled lips give way to a cold synthetic 

cavity where tongue and teeth form Greek words containing 

the rolled ‘r’ sound of the letter ‘rho’ prominent in Greek words 

describing motion, such as current, flow and whirling. Blocks  

of sound issue in place of words, questioning the possibility of a 

correspondence between sounds made by the fleshy apparatus of  

the mouth and their meaning. 

Courtesy of the artist and Arcade, London
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VOICE IS THE ORIGINAL INSTRUMENT looks at prosody  
and rhythm in traditional polyphonic singing, animal mimicry 
and infant-directed speech to examine a theory suggested  
by several disciplines, from anthropology to musicology: that 
the flexible human voice originally evolved for the purpose of 
song and social bonding rather than for information exchange. 

As early hominin groups became larger and physical grooming 
was no longer an efficient form of bonding, the voice kept 
individuals emotionally connected by creating alliances 
and group dynamics. An increased range and diversity of 
vocalisations were made possible by bipedalism (walking 
upright on two legs) and the reformulations of the larynx, while 
changes in facial anatomy enhanced the capacity for emotional 
expression. Early humans would perform ‘vocal mobbing’ by 
chorusing and synchronising their voices in order to appear 
larger in number to predators. This effect was especially 
important during the hours of darkness, and most of all for 
women and children. Over the past half-million years, and 
from the beginning of our own species, Homo sapiens, modern 
language developed in tandem with these singing practices 
and dramatic mimicry of animal sounds for different purposes, 
including ritualistic ceremonies. 

In MARCUS COATES’s film installation, a series of individuals 
uncannily imitate the natural dawn chorus. Also performed  
in the early hours of the day, the Bayaka community’s 
polyphonic Yeyi song combines whistling, interlocking voices 
and forest sounds. Meanwhile, the selection of lullabies 
highlights how infants demonstrate interest in and sensitivity 
to rhythms, tempos and melodies of speech before they 
understand the words.
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JOAN LA BARBARA

CIRCULAR SONG, 1974

SOUND WORK AND GRAPHIC SCORE 

Inspired by circular breathing techniques, this piece consists of the 

singer’s vocalisation of the inhale as well as the exhale in a series 

of repeating patterns. Circular Song is included in the compilation 

album Voice is the Original Instrument, a collection of La Barbara’s 

seminal works from the 1970s, including études and experiments, 

explorations of extended vocal techniques, layered multi-track 

compositions, and performances using live electronics. 

Courtesy of the artist, Circular Song score © 1975 Joan La Barbara

CASE 2

THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY

EVIDENCE AS TO MAN’S PLACE IN NATURE, 1863 

FRONTISPIECE

Bipedalism is directly associated with the range and quality of 

sounds that humans can produce. The upright position allows for 

the respiratory adjustments necessary to achieve sophisticated 

breath control, which enables us to emphasise particular units of 

sound and control pitch and intonation. 

Wellcome Library

LOUIS THOMAS JÉRÔME AUZOUX

LARYNX MODEL, 1894

Using his secret papier-mâché process, Dr Auzoux developed 

anatomical models such as this larynx, which was used to teach the 

physical principles of the vocal cords’ operations. 

Museum Boerhaave, Leiden, The Netherlands, inv. No. V9996

THREE MEN AND TWO BOYS SINGING FROM A BOOK, 16th-c  

WOODCUT 

Wellcome Library

TIBETAN MUSICAL SCORE, POSSIBLY 18th-c

Three leaves from a Tibetan musical score used in a Buddhist 

monastic ritual, with notation for voice, drums, trumpets, horns 

and cymbals. The top section, which indicates the voice notation, 

depicts a continuous flow of sound. 

Wellcome Library



CASE 3

VOICE DISGUISER (IMBORIVUNGU), COLLECTED BY ROGER 

MEADEN DOWNES IN TARABA STATE, NIGERIA, BEFORE 1931

This voice disguiser is of a type used in secret ancestral rituals 

among the Tiv people of Nigeria to simulate the voices of spirits. 

When a clan elder spoke into the hole in the bone, the membrane 

across the aperture vibrated, producing an eerie sound. 

Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford (1931.69.6)

DEER CALL, HOKKAIDO, JAPAN, COLLECTED BY B H CHAMBERLAIN 

FROM AINU PEOPLE IN JAPAN, BEFORE 1892 

A voice disguiser used as a hunter’s deer call. An Ainu hunter would 

blow into the mouthpiece, causing the membrane across the flat 

surface to vibrate, mimicking the voice of a doe in order to attract 

the bucks. 

Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford (1892.56.32)

B M BLACKWOOD AND HENRY BALFOUR

RITUAL AND SECULAR USES OF VIBRATING MEMBRANES AS VOICE 

DISGUISERS 

JOURNAL OF THE ROYAL ANTHROPOLOGICAL INSTITUTE OF GREAT 

BRITAIN AND IRELAND, VOL. 78, 1948

Text reads: ‘These “spirits”, which probably had a human origin, i.e. 

ancestor’s, can re-visit the scene of their earthy life at night in the 

form of animals, birds or snakes to convey messages or omens’

Trustees of the British Museum, London, UK

LOUIS SARNO

SOUND AND PHOTOGRAPHIC ARCHIVE (1985 – PRESENT)

SOUND: BAYAKA COMMUNITY SINGING YEYI AT DAWN, 1993

Since 1985, Louis Sarno has been living alongside a Bayaka 

community in the rainforests of the Central African Republic, gathering 

an unprecedented collection of over 1,000 hours of sound recordings 

that document the full range of music making and soundscapes of  

a single community of hunter-gatherers. Whether singing for hunting 

or spiritual purposes, their complex polyphonic choral singing is an 

extraordinarily physical experience in which every individual voice is 

FOLLOWERS OF SRI CHAITANYA IN A PROCESSION WITH FLAGS, 

DRUMS, DANCING AND SINGING, c.1840 – c.80

TRANSFER LITHOGRAPH WITH WATERCOLOUR

Wellcome Library



MARCUS COATES

DAWN CHORUS, 2007

MULTI-SCREEN FILM INSTALLATION

Dawn Chorus presents 19 individuals using their own voices  

to recreate birdsong in everyday locations. Together, they form  

a composition that accurately simulates the sounds and timings  

of a birdsong dawn chorus recorded in Northumberland, England.

Artist Marcus Coates worked with birdsong expert and wildlife 

sound recordist Geoff Sample and scientist Peter McGregor, who 

specialises in birdsong and animal behaviour. After recording the 

dawn chorus with multiple microphones, the individual birdsongs 

were slowed down to last approximately 16 times as long, which 

enabled the participants to imitate them, while being filmed. The 

ZHOU RONGQI

OWL, 1630 

REPRODUCTION 

In the meticulous gongbi style, this painting depicts an owl whose 

call was said to sound like the voice of an old person. Its flesh was 

used by the ancients to treat ague, dizziness and epilepsy. 

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for Traditional Chinese 

Medicine)

attuned both to the collective and to the forest acoustic environment. 

Notable for its very high-pitched kind of falsetto and the interlocking 

of numerous voices – mainly among women – Bayaka singing can be 

understood as an echo of the wide range of voice manipulations that 

were involved in the development of human language.

Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford
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DIDIER ANZIEU

THE SKIN EGO, 1898

Wellcome Library

CHWI CHWI CHWI, UGANDA

RECORDED BY KLAUS WACHSMANN, 1950

1.31 MIN

SAMETRI CHAKMA SINGS OLLI GEET, INDIA

RECORDED BY ROLF KILLIUS, 2007

2.57 MIN 

Lullabies around the world are based on similar phonetic and 

prosodic patterns that relate to the sing-song and exaggerated 

vocal style adopted by parents in most cultures, known as infant-

directed speech or Motherese. The acoustic properties of these 

musical forms of communication facilitate the emotional bonding 

process and language development. 

Digital access versions of original archival recordings held in the collections of the 

British Library. Supplied and used with permission from The British Library and 

copyright holders.

HERMANN FRIEDRICH KILIAN

OBSTETRICS ATLAS IN 48 PANELS AND EXPLANATORY TEXTS, 

1835 – 44

LITHOGRAPH

Wellcome Library

Psychoanalysts have argued that the interplay created between the mother’s and 

the infant’s voice is significant in the development of the ego. The maternal voice 

has been seen as an acoustic container that surrounds and treasures the child. 

Psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu suggested that this ‘envelope of sounds’ contains the 

emerging ego of the infant like a skin, becoming a replacement for the womb. This 

‘semiotic’ stage of development – as philosopher and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva 

framed it – is ‘an emotional field, tied to the instincts, that dwells in the 

fissures and prosody of the voice, rather than in the denotative meanings of words’.

films were then speeded back up to reach the true pitch of the 

birds, uncannily evoking similarities between bird and human vocal 

abilities and behaviour.

Arts Council Collection, Southbank Centre, London, © the artist. Commissioned and 

produced by Picture This and BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art. Supported by 

an Arts Award from the Wellcome Trust.
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The various shades of intonation and rhythm of the voice 
can significantly contribute to its meaning, while reflecting 
different characteristics of the speaker. The melody of our voice 
is accompanied by gesture and expression, adding variation 
for emphasis and contrast. In the absence of a voice, manual 
communication and body language convey meaning, as opposed 
to acoustically conveyed sound patterns. 

Physiological manifestations such as screaming or coughing 
create breaks in speech but also condition our comprehension 
and experience of the voice, while appearing to connect the 
human voice to an animal nature. Laughing is both a physiological 
reaction and a highly cultural product. Meanwhile, singing brings 
the voice dynamically to the foreground, the voice becoming the 
carrier of what can not be expressed with words. 

MELODIC CONTOURS emphasises manifestations of the voice 
before and beyond words through a combination of performative 
works. EMMA SMITH’s language school invites visitors to  
learn and enact a non-linguistic language grounded in rhythm. 
MEREDITH MONK similarly conveys the emotive impact of 
communication in a performance in which vocalists create  
a story through singing, but without uttering intelligible words. 
MIKHAIL KARIKIS’s work traces the facial expressions of an 
artist who is trying to speak but unable to open or close his 
mouth. In DANICA DAKIĆ’s film a young deaf girl learns to refine 
the ‘elocution’ of her gestures.



MIKHAIL KARIKIS

PROMISE ME, 2012

TWO-CHANNEL VIDEO, 2 MIN

SCULPTING VOICE, 2010

DIGITAL PRINTS (PHOTOGRAPHY BY THIERRY BAL)

Karikis’s work explores the material and plastic properties of breath 

and the voice, as well as investigating the physical extremes of vocal 

production. Depicting Karikis’s vocalisations at various moments, 

the images range from subtle facial motions to disfiguring gestures 

that reveal the plasticity and transforming ability of the face, the 

technicality and effort that shaping the voice into various sounds 

demands, as well as its fragility. 

Courtesy of the artist

EMMA SMITH

5HZ (LANGUAGE SCHOOL), 2015 – 16

SOUND, 13 MIN

5HZ’S VOCAL PRACTICE STARTS ON THE HOUR AND AT 15, 30, 45 

MINUTES PAST THE HOUR

5Hz is a collaborative project to imagine an evolution of the 

voice for the purpose of social bonding, based on biomedical 

and psychological research into vocal rhythm. The project has 

created a language in response to the findings of a series of public 

workshops on language evolution as well as psychological and 

electroencephalographic (EEG) brain-scanning experiments to 

observe neurological and emotive responses to a range of vocal 

signals. The resulting language is based on the sounds found to be 

most effective in forming social connections between subjects.



MEREDITH MONK

DOLMEN MUSIC, 1981 

VIDEO, 2 MIN 

A pioneer in extended vocal technique and interdisciplinary 

performance, Monk’s exploration of the voice as an instrument – as 

an eloquent language in itself – expands the boundaries of musical 

composition, creating landscapes of sound that unearth feelings 

and memories for which there are no words. 

Meredith Monk and Vocal Ensemble Dolmen Music. Photo: Johan Elbers.

JOCHEN GERZ

TO SHOUT UNTIL EXHAUSTION, 1972

VIDEO, 19.30 MIN 

Filmed directly off the monitor, this legendary first videotape 

by Gerz shows the recordings of a performance in the open 

countryside where the artist, standing 60 metres away from the 

camera, keeps shouting ‘Hallo’ until he goes hoarse and breaks off 

the performance.

Courtesy of Inter Media Art Institute (IMAI), Düsseldorf. Jochen Gerz, To Cry Until 

Exhaustion (1972), video still. Photo © Jochen Gerz and IMAI, 2015.

P SIMONAU, AFTER CHARLES LE BRUN (1619 – 1690)

A WOMAN LAUGHING, 1822

LITHOGRAPH

Text reads: ‘Laughter, which is produced by joy mix’d with surprise, 

makes the eye-brows rise towards the middle of the eye and bend 

down towards the sides of the nose; the eyes are almost shut and 

sometimes appear wet, or shed tears, which make no alteration in 

the face; the mouth have open, shews the teeth; the corners of the 

mouth drawn back, cause a wrinkle in the cheeks, which appears so 

swell’d as to hide the eyes in some measure; the nostrils are open, 

and all the face is of a red colour.’

Wellcome Library

The language school presented in THIS IS A VOICE offers a space 

for standing and sitting, where visitors can listen to an audio guide 

to learn the 5Hz language, and continue using it within and beyond 

the exhibition.

Created in collaboration with Dr Laurence White (Plymouth University), following 

research with Dr Nina Kazanina and Dr Emma Hornby (University of Bristol). 

Produced by Arnolfini with the University of Bristol and Plymouth University. 

Supported by an Arts Award from the Wellcome Trust.



Helen Keller was an American author and lecturer who was born in 1880 and lost 

her sight and hearing at the age of 19 months after an undefined illness. In 1886 

her family employed Anne Sullivan to take care of her education. The method that 

Sullivan used, named Tadoma, involves learning to speak by touching the teacher’s 

cheek and feeling vocal vibrations. Keller became the first deafblind person to 

receive a Bachelor of Arts degree. She lectured throughout her life, and wrote 

numerous books and articles, as well as being a radical socialist and supporting  

a number of political causes. Sullivan died in 1936, having spent 50 years as 

Keller’s companion.

DANICA DAKIĆ

EMILY, 2012

SINGLE-CHANNEL VIDEO PROJECTION, 4.27 MIN 

Dakić explores the corporeal and political aspects of language and 

identity in this video, in which image and sound encounter each 

other in a strange alliance. It shows a young deaf girl during a 

singing lesson, while the off-screen and commanding voice of her 

teacher alternates praise with instructions to refine the ‘elocution’ 

of her hand movements, facial expressions and gaze intensity. 

Realised in Liverpool in collaboration with the Liverpool Signing Choir and the 

photographer Egbert Trogemann. Courtesy of the artist. Video stills 2010 © VG 

Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

UNDERSTANDING SPEECH BY LIP-READING ALONE, 1978

VIDEO 

In this experiment, two men are separated by heavy glass windows 

that block any sound. The voice we hear belongs to the man who  

is trying to repeat phrases that the other has just read from a book. 

Their task requires the accurate repetition of every word before 

they can move on, highlighting the difficulty of understanding 

speech on the basis of lip-reading alone. 

Courtesy of Professor Stuart Rosen at UCL Speech, Hearing and Phonetic Sciences

AIDING LIP-READING WITH A COMPLEMENTARY BUT 

UNINTELLIGIBLE SIGNAL, 1978

VIDEO

Now the man we can hear is also hearing the melody of the other 

man’s voice. Although this sound is itself unintelligible, it clearly 

helps lip-reading. One of the reasons this occurs is because voice 

melody is generated by the vocal folds in the throat, which is 

complementary to what is seen on the lips. 

Courtesy of Professor Stuart Rosen at UCL Speech, Hearing and Phonetic Sciences

CASE 5



HANDS SHOWING THE SIGN LANGUAGE ALPHABET

c.1825

COLOURED ETCHING

Wellcome Library

TRANSCRIPT OF HELEN KELLER’S TALK TO THE AMERICAN  

ASSO CIATION TO PROMOTE THE TEACHING OF SPEECH TO THE DEAF

THE NEW YORK MEDICAL TIMES, SEPTEMBER 1986

Wellcome Library 

HELEN KELLER

THE STORY OF MY LIFE, 1903 

Caption reads: ‘The vibrations of the piano’. 

Wellcome Library 

HELEN KELLER AND ANNE SULLIVAN, 1928

NEWSREEL FOOTAGE 

University of South Carolina Newsreel Library. Subtitled files from the National 

Association of the Deaf

ERIK BÜNGER

I HEREBY COMMAND YOU TO GIVE VOICE TO THESE LETTERS 

SILENTLY OR OUT LOUD, 2011

WALL TEXT 

Erik Bünger’s work revolves around the human voice and its 

contradictory relationship with the body, language, music and 

technology. Addressing the voice as the very thing that allows 

something other, radically inhuman, to enter and take control 

of the human body, this wall text seems to awaken an imposing 

inner speech in the reader, while its mental articulation might 

simultaneously involve slight muscular movements in the larynx.

Courtesy of the artist
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Standard voice production relies on a power source (breath), a 
vibratory source (vocal folds or cords), and resonators (throat, 
mouth cavity and nasal passages). These provide the richness 
and tone that make the voice musical and give it its individual 
character. The articulators (the tongue, soft palate and lips) 
modify the sound and produce recognisable words. In addition 
to all this, the action of generating the voice animates the entire 
body, including head, hands and arms, a process requiring 
substantial physical effort.

STRAINS OF THE VOICE considers the flexibility of our voices 
and how we can manipulate, enhance or dramatically alter them 
with training and exercises. It also examines the vulnerability 
of the voice, how it can be lost or damaged due to trauma or 
disease. In SAM BELINFANTE’s film a vocalist prepares her 
voice before a performance, revealing how different physical 
techniques affect her sound. IMOGEN STIDWORTHY’s installation 
layers three vocal types – treble, soprano and countertenor – to 
engineer the sound of a voice that no longer exists. A selection 
of early drawings, X-rays and casts illustrating the workings of 
the vocal tract expose the malleability as well as the inherent 
fragility of our vocal apparatus.



SAM BELINFANTE

FOCUS, 2012

16 MM FILM TRANSFERRED TO HD VIDEO, 13 MIN

Working in collaboration with vocalist Elaine Mitchener, Belinfante’s 

film enacts exercise as both a device to practise and test techniques 

as well as a repetitive activity that requires great physical effort. 

While filming, Belinfante explored the limits and idiosyncrasies  

of his camera in a series of choreographed moves. At the same  

time, Mitchener paralleled these movements, engaging in an 

intensive workout routine that has dramatic effects on her own 

(vocal) instrument.

Courtesy of the artist and Southard Reid, London

IMOGEN STIDWORTHY

CASTRATO, 2012 – 16

HD VIDEO, 3-CHANNEL SOUND

For this installation, the artist worked with three voices at the top 

of the vocal range: a young male treble, a female soprano and a 

countertenor. These are the three vocal types used to simulate the 

castrato voice through the seamless technical procedure of digital 

merging, pioneered by the experimental sound laboratory IRCAM,  

in Paris, for the film Farinelli.

The ‘angelic’, idealised sound of the castrato voice was produced 

by a combination of training and castration – long since made 

illegal – which prevented a boy’s larynx from developing through the 

normal physiological events of puberty, so he would retain the pure 

vocal tone of a child. In Stidworthy’s installation, this ‘lost voice’ is 



CASE 6

SHAPE OF AN ORAL CAVITY OF A MALE ADULT UTTERING THE 

JAPANESE VOWEL /A/, 1999 

LIGHT-CURING RESIN

These objects reveal three-dimensional data relating to the 

inner surface of the air passage from throat to mouth. They are 

constructed from a series of cross-sectional images captured by a 

magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanner.

NTT Communication Science Laboratories

‘One day, I just had a revelation that the voice could be an instrument, that it could 

move like my hand moves, that it could be like the spine, that it could jump, that it 

could turn, that it could fall … that within it were all these feelings that we don’t 

have words for.’ — Meredith Monk 

JOHN WILKINS

AN ESSAY TOWARDS A REAL CHARACTER AND A PHILOSOPHICAL 

LANGUAGE, 1668

Natural philosopher John Wilkins aimed to establish a set of sounds 

for the pronunciation of a universal, artificial language. Viewed as a 

model of phonetic space, Wilkins’s chart incorporates both vowels 

and consonants, and shows a detailed appreciation of articulatory 

structures and processes. 

Wellcome Library

GEORGE OSCAR RUSSELL

SPEECH AND VOICE, 1931

With X-rays of English, French, German, Italian, Spanish, soprano, 

tenor and baritone subjects. 

Wellcome Library

the starting-point for an investigation into the interdependence and 

divergence between voices and bodies.

Courtesy of the artist, Matt’s Gallery, London, and Gallery Akinci, Amsterdam

Singers: Nick Clapton, Loré Lixenberg, Oscar Richardson. Post-production –  

Sound: Nye Parry, Stefan Kazassoglou, Video: Martin Wallace.



PIERRE-YVES BORGEAUD WITH STIMMHORN

OVERTONE SINGING WITH X-RAY (EXTRACT FROM INLAND), 2002

PERFORMED BY CHRISTIAN ZEHNDER

2002 © SRF licensed by Telepool GmbH Zurich

HENRY HARPER HULBERT

VOICE TRAINING IN SPEECH AND SONG: AN ACCOUNT OF THE 

STRUCTURE AND USE OF THE VOCAL ORGANS AND THE MEANS OF 

SECURING DISTINCT ARTICULATION, 1910 

Introduction reads: ‘The human vocal instrument is a delicate 

mechanism and will not admit of anything approaching strain. In the 

development of its muscles tension and rigidity must be avoided; 

flexibility must be the aim. This is also the case in the healthy 

development of any muscle’. 

Wellcome Library

ANNA-MARIA HEFELE

OVERTONE SINGING, 2012

VIDEO, 5 MIN

Overtone singing is believed to have originated in Mongolia, but it 

is prevalent among monks in Tuva (a part of Siberia populated by 

Mongols), Tibet, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, some parts of 

northern Europe, and South Africa. Hefele’s singing has its origins 

in Tuvan throat singing, in particular a style known as Sygyt, which 

literally means ‘whistling’. The sound is characterised by piercing, 

flute-like harmonics that sound similar to whistling. Like many other 

types of throat singing, Sygyt was inspired by sounds of nature, 

such as bird calls, trickling water and breezes.

Courtesy of the artist

ÉDOUARD FORNIÉ

PHYSIOLOGY OF THE VOICE AND THE WORD, 1866

Illustration of the larynxes of a man (aged 42), a woman (aged 30) 

and a child (aged 10).

Wellcome Library

WILLIAM ARTHUR AIKIN

THE VOICE: AN INTRODUCTION TO PRACTICAL PHONOLOGY, 1951

Wellcome Library



ENRICO DAVID

UNTITLED, 2010

ACRYLIC ON CANVAS 

Enrico David’s practice is concerned with possible representations 

of the human body, often fragmented. The figures depicted in the 

two paintings in this exhibition meditate on the limits of language 

and the inability to speak.

Courtesy of the artist and Michael Werner Gallery, New York and London

IMOGEN STIDWORTHY

ALEX, 2001–02

VIDEO, 10 MIN

WITH JACOB LIEBERMAN AND ALEX F

Imogen Stidworthy works with the voice as sculptural material to 

reflect on our relationship with social and linguistic space. This 

video is based on observations made over several months of the 

treatment of Alex, a man with a psychosomatic voice disorder. His 

condition is hypertension of the larynx, which contracts his vocal 

cords permanently into the position of an unvoiced primal scream. 

The treatment involves a penetrating form of manual therapy which, 

in Alex, triggers strong emotional responses accompanied by vivid 

mental images, which he describes in the video. 

Courtesy of the artist, Matt’s Gallery London and Gallery Akinci Amsterdam

GREGORY WHITEHEAD

Selected voice cut-ups from the albums Disorder Speech, 1984 – 85, 

and Writing On Air 1988. Produced with ¼" analogue tape and hand-

cut razor splices.

IF A VOICE LIKE, THEN WHAT?, 2.48 MIN

ADDIO RADIO!, 1.30 MIN

THE PROBLEM WITH BODIES, 1.13 MIN

Gregory Whitehead is an audio and radio artist with a focus on how 

analogue and digital recording technologies change our perception 

of voice, consciousness and subjectivity. In these short razor cut-

ups, he dissects what we mean by an ‘authentic’ or ‘healthy’ voice, 

and playfully explores the acrobatic convolutions of his recorded 

double. Whether speaking in person or through technology, we 

confront the same basic question: how do we communicate?

Courtesy of the artist 



DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF THROAT CONDITIONS (ZHENGZHI 

TUZHU HOUKE)

EDITION ENGRAVED 1797 (2nd YEAR OF THE JIAQING REIGN 

PERIOD OF THE QING DYNASTY, DING SI YEAR), REPRODUCTION

This woodcut illustration shows a hoarse voice.

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for Traditional Chinese 

Medicine)

THOMAS GODART

RESPIRATORY PASSAGES FROM A CASE OF CROUP, 1862 

HEAD AND NECK OF A MAN, SHOWING A FISTULOUS OPENING WHICH 

EXPOSES THE EPIGLOTTIS, RESULTING FROM A THROAT CUT, 1883

PAPILLOMA SPRING FROM THE NEIGHBOURHOOD OF THE LEFT 

VOCAL CORD, 1883

These beautifully detailed watercolours depicting vocal pathologies 

were created by Thomas Godart during the time he was employed as 

Medical Artist to the medical school at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.

St Bartholomew’s Hospital Archives

‘Everything that is said about the exercise of the voice – by coaches, experts, 

trainers and voice professionals of all kinds – implies that it should be easy and 

relaxed, an effortless effect of the breath. But there is no voice without strain; 

without the constraining of sound in general by the particular habits and accidents 

that, taken collectively, constitute a voice, and the constraining of the body to 

produce voice.’ — Steven Connor



GU SHICHENG 

WOODCUT FROM THE GREAT COMPENDIUM OF THE MEDICINE OF 

SORES (YANGYI DAQUAN)

EDITION PUBLISHED 1901 (27th YEAR OF THE GUANGXU REIGN 

PERIOD OF THE QING DYNASTY), REPRODUCTION

This originally 17th-century Chinese medical text shows the location 

and characteristics of goitres, which are enlargements of the 

thyroid region including local swellings and tumours that may cause 

a change in the character of the voice, especially in individuals who 

use their voices extensively.

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for Traditional Chinese 

Medicine)

ZHAO PUQUAN

WOODCUT ILLUSTRATING ‘OBSTRUCTIVE THROAT WIND’ FROM 

THE GUIDE TO THERAPIES FOR THROAT CONDITIONS (ZHI HOU 

ZHIZHANG), 1860 (10th YEAR OF THE XIANFENG REIGN PERIOD OF 

THE QING DYNASTY), REPRODUCTION

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for Traditional Chinese 

Medicine)

ZHANG ZON GLIANG

WOODCUT FROM THE COLLECTED SECRETS OF LARYNGOLOGY 

(YANHOU MIJI), 1862 (1st YEAR OF THE TONGZHI REIGN PERIOD 

OF THE QING DYNASTY), REPRODUCTION

The book illustrates the condition known as ‘obstructive throat 

wind with internal swelling’, which is described as being caused 

by external factors such as hot wind, fire flourishing in the lungs 

and stomach, and a proliferation of Yin and Yang, which cannot be 

integrated together. There are no external signs, but the internal 

symptoms include difficulty in speaking and eating, alongside 

wheezing and shortness of breath. 

Library of Zhongguo zhongyi yanjiu yuan (China Academy for Traditional Chinese 

Medicine)

THROAT: A LARYNX AND TRACHEA SHOWING CHANGES CONSISTENT 

WITH TUBERCULOSIS, 1785

This preserved throat illustrates the tragic life of Marianne Harland, 

a young woman known for her musical talents and the beauty of 

her vocal range, who lost her voice as a result of tuberculosis – and 

soon after, her life. This specimen is all that remains of Harland’s 

famed voice, now encased in a state of permanent silence. 

Hunterian Museum at The Royal College of Surgeons



J MILLHOFF & CO. LTD, LONDON 

PACKET OF DE RESZKE MINORS CIGARETTES, 1920 – 50

Named after Jean de Reszke (1850 – 1925), a famous Polish opera 

singer, and advertised as ‘the Aristocrat of Cigarettes’, this brand 

is believed to have been produced by J Millhoff, a Russian cigarette 

maker living in London. Millhoff created a special blend of tobacco 

which reputedly would not damage the famous singer’s voice, and  

in return he was allowed to sell the blend as De Reszke cigarettes. 

On loan from the Science Museum, London

DR CARTER MOFFATT 

AMMONIAPHONE, ‘FOR VOICE CULTIVATION BY CHEMICAL MEANS’, 

1871 – 1900

Manufactured by the Medical Battery Company, London, this rare 

and elegant device was marketed for the improvement of vocal tone 

and power, particularly for vocalists, public speakers and clergymen. 

Users were meant to inhale the aroma, which was supposed to 

resemble Italian air. 

On loan from the Science Museum, London

H HOLBROOK CURTIS

VOICE BUILDING AND TONE PLACING: SHOWING A NEW METHOD OF 

RELIEVING INJURED VOCAL CORDS BY TONE EXERCISES, 1896

Introduction reads: ‘For several years many of our most renowned 

singers have been convinced of the efficacy of our method of tone 

exercises in overcoming serious affections of the vocal cords, 

and we trust that a perusal of this work will amply repay every 

laryngologist who will take the time and trouble to verify our 

assertions. We have included some of the simplest exercises for the 

restitution of cords injured by improper vocal method, which may 

be employed by the teacher as well as the physician.’ 

Wellcome Library

PHRA MALAI MANUSCRIPT, c.1850

This finely illustrated manuscript, written in black ink on khoi paper, 

narrates the legend of Phra Malai, a Buddhist monk of the Theravada 

tradition, who is said to have attained supernatural powers through 

his accumulated merit and meditation. On the left panel, one monk 

has a cheroot in his mouth, possibly a device to smoke or inhale 

some voice-enhancing medicine, while the two monks depicted 

on the right panel are holding their throats – a reference to vocal 

fatigue from long periods of chanting or recitation.

Wellcome Library



PHANTOM LARYNX, EUROPE, 1870 – 1916

This curious model, which was used to teach students about the 

different diseases affecting the larynx, attempted to replicate  

the doctor’s view over a patient while being examined. The case is 

marked with the name of the owner, Sir Thomas Brunton Lauder, a 

distinguished British physician and pharmacologist who bequeathed 

a large collection of medical and surgical instruments to the 

Wellcome collection.

On loan from the Science Museum, London
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Nothing defines us as intimately as our voice. An extension  
of our identity, it provides cues about social and geographical 
background and reveals aspects of our subconscious.  
The politics of voice perception and identification are complex. 
Certain accents can be used to single out individuals, while 
pitch and volume closely relate to gender stereotypes. Unlike 
our other attributes – such as facial features – the voice is  
not merely given to us, it is the result of our own production 
and it can be manipulated. This flexibility makes objective 
analysis all the more evasive. 

The medical term ‘egophony’ refers to an increased resonance 
of voice sounds heard through a stethoscope, often indicating  
a lung condition. It is diagnosed by asking the patient to say the 
letter ‘E’ while listening with the stethoscope to each lung field. 
When egophony is present, the sound is transmitted as an ‘A’ 
with a nasal quality, like the bleating of a goat. 

Used here as a metaphor for voice analysis and identification, 
EGOPHONY interrogates how the more uncontrollable features 
of our voice can become a paradigm for analysing, classifying 
and sometimes regulating individuals and collectives, in terms 
of social class and nationality, gender and the law. The display 
case curated with artist LAWRENCE ABU HAMDAN looks at  
voice analysis technology. KATARINA ZDJELAR’s film observes 
a language coach and his student, a migrant worker, learning  
to remove his accent. Voice and Identity, a documentary by 
CHRIS CHAPMAN, interrogates the vocal changes associated  
with gender transition.



CASE 7

RENÉ-THÉOPHILE-HYACINTHE LAENNEC

STETHOSCOPE, 1815 – 25

Laennec invented the stethoscope in 1816 while examining a female 

patient. In order to avoid placing his ear directly onto her chest,  

he rolled up a sheet of paper into a tube and placed one end over 

her lungs. The tube magnified the sound she articulated, providing 

him important information about the presence and location of a  

lung abnormality. Laennec called the practice of listening to the 

inside of the body ‘auscultation’.

On loan from the Science Museum, London

Throughout history scientists have looked for innovative methods to extract 

the truth from a voice. From French physician René Laennec’s early stethoscope, 

designed to assess the voice for clues about respiratory abnormalities, to 

voice-fingerprints and modern lie-detector software, this eclectic combination 

of material, curated in collaboration with artist Lawrence Abu Hamdan, offers 

an unexpected look at the modern history of voice analysis. With an audio guide 

in three parts by Abu Hamdan, this display puts voice analysis itself under the 

stethoscope, using examples from recent and more distant history as well as 

envisaging a near future in which technology can recover and identify intelligible 

speech from the vibrations of a crisp bag.

Audio guide in 3 parts by Lawrence Abu Hamdan, 3 min each

CHRIS CHAPMAN

VOICE AND IDENTITY, 2016

CREATIVE CONSULTANTS: POLLY THOMAS AND ALEX BULMER

This film features two individuals who have gone through gender 

transition and speech and language therapist Dr Jen Read, who 

researches the vocal changes and subsequent psychosocial impacts 

associated with this process.

Wellcome Collection 



RENÉ-THÉOPHILE-HYACINTHE LAENNEC

A TREATISE ON THE DISEASES OF THE CHEST AND ON MEDIATE 

AUSCULTATION, 1838

Text reads: ‘Simple aegophony consists in a peculiar sound of the 

voice which accompanies or follows the articulation of words; it 

seems as if a kind of silvery voice, of a sharper and shriller tone 

than that of the patient, was vibrating, on the surface of the lungs, 

sounding more like the echo of the voice than the voice itself.’

Wellcome Library

RENÉ-THÉOPHILE-HYACINTHE LAENNEC 

OF MEDIATE AUSCULTATION, OR THE TREATY OF DIAGNOSIS OF 

LUNG AND HEART DISEASES BASED PRINCIPALLY ON THIS NEW 

METHOD OF EXPLORATION, 1819

Wellcome Library

A BEDSIDE DEMONSTRATION OF THE COLLECTIVE STETHOSCOPE

HOSPITAL AND HEALTH REVIEW, 1921

REPRODUCTION

Wellcome Library

PORTRAIT OF DEREK BENTLEY, 10 NOVEMBER 1952, CROYDON, 

SOUTH LONDON

In 1952, teenagers Derek Bentley and Chris Craig were charged  

with murder after wounding one policeman and killing a second. 

Bentley was sentenced to death based mainly on linguistic evidence: 

the police officers stated that Bentley had said ‘Let him have 

it, Chris’ immediately before Craig had fired the first shot. The 

prosecution maintained that those words proved that Bentley had 

encouraged his friend to shoot the policeman, but the defence 

lawyer argued that the same words could have been spoken 

with a different stress to mean ‘Give him the gun, Chris’. Both 

were convicted, and Bentley was hanged – but he was granted a 

posthumous pardon in 1993. 

Keystone, Getty Images

ESSEX POLICE INTRODUCES TAPING OF INTERVIEWS

THE LAW NEWSPAPER, ESSEX, APRIL 1986

REPRODUCTION

The Police and Criminal Evidence Act from 1984 introduced the 

Codes of Practice for tape-recording interviews with suspects 

in police stations. Prior to this, there was no requirement for 

tape-recording and no code for interrogation. After this law 



LAWRENCE ABU HAMDAM

A PACKET OF CRISPS 

FROM THE PROJECT A CONVENTION OF TINY MOVEMENTS, 2014

When your voice is propelled from your mouth, it travels through 

the air and makes contact with the objects in your vicinity, causing 

tiny vibrations on their surfaces. At the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, a group of pioneering computer scientists have shown 

that, by using high-speed video of an object, they can extract those 

minute vibrations and partially recover the sound that produced 

them. This allows them the capacity to turn everyday objects – a 

potted plant, a box of tissues, and even this bag of crisps – into  

a listening device.

Courtesy of the artist

LAWRENCE ABU HAMDAN

AN UNSPEAKABLE ACT, 2012

PHOTO SERIES

This is a portrait series of Mohamad, the central voice of Abu 

Hamdan’s audio documentary The Freedom of Speech Itself. 

Mohamad is an undocumented asylum seeker from Palestine living 

in the UK. He now faces deportation because the authorities claim 

that he mispronounced three words in a highly unscientific ‘accent 

test’ they had subjected him to in order to verify his origins. These 

portraits capture Mohamad, now living in a state of limbo and unable 

to get a job, as he de-installs Abu Hamdan’s exhibition, using white 

paint to erase the voice-fingerprints that form Abu Hamdan’s work. 

Courtesy of the artist

LAYERED VOICE ANALYSIS (LVA 6.50)

OFFLINE MODE, 2015

This short voice analysis from a video testimonial using LVA 

technology demonstrates the analytic capabilities of modern 

computerised voice analysis for the detection of emotional states 

and investigation of truth. 

Nemesysco Ltd

was introduced a huge voice archive rapidly accumulated, and 

linguists began to be consulted to analyse the regional accents and 

psychological conditions of these voices.

Courtesy of Essex Police Museum, Chelmsford



KATARINA ZDJELAR

THE PERFECT SOUND, 2009

VIDEO, 14.30 MIN 

The camera observes a language coach and his student in a so-

called Accent Removal Training session in Birmingham, a city known 

for its strong accent. The grey-haired man chants monosyllables, 

over and over, while a young man mimics him simultaneously. The 

sound they produce is primal and humane, highlighting the traces of 

the class system.

Courtesy of the artist and SpazioA, Pistoia

IMOGEN STIDWORTHY

TOPOGRAPHY OF A VOICE, 2008 – 09

OFFSET AND COPPERPLATE PRINTS 

Continuing Stidworthy’s investigation into the relationship between 

voice, geography and identity, this series is an attempt to describe 

a regional accent through various forms of transcription and 

translation. Stidworthy asked 30 women in Liverpool to repeat  

the Scouse phrase ‘Get here’; among them were long-term residents, 

immigrants from Somalia and actresses learning to pronounce an 

authentic Scouse accent. Their words were transformed by a voice 

analysis program into ‘waterfall plots’, which, in the prints, come to 

resemble fantastic landscapes. The artist has combined the diagrams, 

which chart decibels, wavelength and duration, with transcriptions 

of the words in International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), an analysis of 

the Scouse accent by a voice and dialect coach, and comments by the 

speakers themselves about what their accent means to them.

Courtesy of the artist, Matt’s Gallery London and Gallery AkinciI Amsterdam



  LOCATE
             I

UNLOCATED

            OI

     AT
UN
           VOICES



The word ‘acousmatic’ derives from the Greek ‘akousmatikoi’, 
a term used to refer to the pupils of the philosopher and 
mathematician Pythagoras, who would listen in silence as  
he delivered his lecture from behind a screen. Mainly used in 
music and cinema when the origin of sound remains unseen 
(such as the off-screen voice in film), this experience is 
expanded in UNLOCATED VOICES to expose how this separation 
of the voice from its source may induce anxiety and wonder: 
from the commanding pronouncements of God and Homer’s 
hypnotic sirens (whose singing lured sailors to their deaths),  
to the ventriloquist’s lifeless dummy.

Meanwhile, the phenomenon of hearing a voice that others 
cannot hear can be extremely challenging. Recent research has 
revealed that this experience takes many different forms – which 
may in turn reflect different cognitive and neural processes. 
Culture too has a significant impact on our understanding of the 
experience; some philosophers, writers and believers regard 
voice-hearing as a rare talent and special gift.

The invention of modern devices for augmenting or reproducing 
the voice, such as the phonograph or the microphone, resulted 
in a shift in our individual and collective experiences of the voice, 
which could unexpectedly emanate from an increasing number 
of sources. As technology has evolved, inventors have also 
sought to humanise these disembodied and inexpressive voices. 



CHRIS CHAPMAN

THE AVATAR THERAPY FOR DISTRESSING VOICES, 2016

Avatar therapy is a novel treatment created by Professor Julian 

Leff and developed in collaboration between University College 

London and King’s College London. After discussing their 

distressing voice experiences with a therapist, the voice-hearer 

creates an avatar that embodies the voice by choosing a digital 

face and a synthetic voice. The therapist then sits in a separate 

room and talks through the animated avatar in the disguised and 

filtered voice. The therapy offers the person the opportunity to 

stand up to their voice and develop a sense of power and control 

over these experiences.

Wellcome Collection

CASE 8

JULIAN OF NORWICH

SIXTEEN REVELATIONS OF DIVINE LOVE, 1625 

During a period of extreme illness in 1373, Dame Julian 

experienced a series of intense visions that became the basis  

of her Revelations (c.1393), the first book in the English language 

known to have been written by a woman. Julian’s work belongs 

within a long tradition of devotional writing rooted in individual 

affective or mystical experience, particularly appealing to women 

who often had little access to Latin learning; the Revelations 

earned her a timeless reputation as a spiritual authority. Her 

‘showings’ are physically compelling and multi-sensory, and she 

recounts too her direct experience of the divine voice.

British Library, Stowe MS 42

In the Middle Ages, phenomena such as voice-hearing were often understood as 

spiritual experiences, moments of communication with divine or demonic beings. 

Almost 600 years ago, Margery Kempe visited the anchoress Julian of Norwich, to 

tell her about the ‘grace that God had put into her soul’, including ‘many wonderful 

revelations’. The encounter lasted several days, confirming Kempe’s belief that 

her experiences were given by God. As Margery’s words suggest, it was not uncommon, 

particularly in hagiographies (biographies of saints), to find such experiences 

ascribed to demonic causes. The phenomenological richness of these very different 

experiences, described in multisensory terms (including visions, smells and 

tactile elements), speaks across the centuries in offering constructive and non-

pathological ways in which voice-hearing can be understood.



THE MANUSCRIPT OF THE BOOK OF MARGERY KEMPE, c.1450

Margery Kempe was a Norfolk housewife, mother of 14, pilgrim, 

dissenter and visionary, whose book (dictated to a scribe) is 

considered by some to be the first autobiography in English. It tells 

the story of her spiritual journey over a 25-year period, describing 

her quest to establish spiritual authority as a result of her visionary 

experiences and conversations with God. This book is particularly 

concerned with the many ways in which Kempe perceives the Divine, 

both spiritually and physically, including compulsive weeping and 

hearing heavenly music and laughter, and, especially, the voice of 

the Lord speaking to her.

British Library, Add MS 61823

OSBERN OF CANTERBURY

VITA S. DUNSTANI IN A PASSIONALE (LIVE OF ST DUNSTAN), 

c.1123

PRODUCED AT THE BENEDICTINE CATHEDRAL PRIORY OF CHRIST 

CHURCH, CANTERBURY

This illuminated initial depicts a story in which Dunstan dispelled  

a demon looking to distract him from prayer. Identifying the demon  

as the source of his unsettling thoughts, Dunstan pinched the demon’s 

nose with a pair of burning tongs. The image evokes ways of managing 

intrusive thoughts through the manipulation of visual imagery.

British Library, Harley MS 315

VIRGINIA WOOLF 

A SKETCH OF THE PAST, 19 JUNE – 15 NOVEMBER 1940

The English novelist Virginia Woolf had an ambivalent relationship 

with voice-hearing. She depicted the experience in novels such as 

Mrs Dalloway, and she described literary inspiration as involving 

an act of communication from elsewhere, as though another entity 

were speaking through her. Woolf herself heard voices, the origins 

of which she traced to experiences of trauma. Her voices caused 

her considerable distress, and they are cited in her suicide note.  

In this autobiographical essay she refers to ‘those horrible voices’ 

that accompanied one of her early breakdowns. 

British Library, Add 61973

© The Estate of Virginia Woolf

JOHN WILLIAM WATERHOUSE

NYMPHS FINDING THE HEAD OF ORPHEUS, 1905 

OIL ON CANVAS

Orpheus was the greatest musician and poet of Greek myth, 

whose songs could charm wild beasts and coax rocks and trees 

into movement. He was also one of the Argonauts, and his music 

prevented the Argo’s crew from being lured to destruction by the 



sirens. After he was beheaded by the Maenads, his disembodied 

head floated down the river, still singing, resting on the isle  

of Lesbos. In the Pre-Raphaelite style, Waterhouse captures the 

moment when the Nymphs find Orpheus’s head, which they bury, 

and place his lyre in the heavens as a constellation.

Tim Rice Collection

THE WIZARD OF OZ, METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER, 1930 

EXCERPT: 1 MIN

In an iconic example of vocal disembodiment, the Wizard of Oz is 

exposed as an elderly circus magician, while his commanding voice 

battles to keep its authority by shouting ‘Pay no attention to that 

man behind the curtain.’ 

Licenced by Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc.

ASTA GRÖTING 

THE INNER VOICE / 16 YEARS, 1999 / 2015

VIDEO, 9.52 MIN

PART OF THE INNER VOICE, 1992 – PRESENT

Gröting’s ongoing project, The Inner Voice, consists of a series  

of performances and films treating the question of the unconscious 

and the forbidden aspects of the human psyche. Using the same 

dummy she sculpted in 1992, she has engaged internationally 

known ventriloquists, as well as authors like Tim Etchells and 

Deborah Levy, to develop performances in their native languages. 

In these, they hold discussions with a ventriloquist dummy around 

central questions of human life – such as friendship, love, self-

confidence, sickness and death – creating insightful and at times 

absurd situations. 

Following on from Gröting’s long-term collaboration with Native 

American ventriloquist Big Mountain, this video captures Big 

Mountain performing Gröting’s script The Inner Voice / You Are Good, 

first in 1999 and again in 2015.

Courtesy of the artist and carlier | gebauer, Berlin

ASTA GRÖTING

CONVENTION / CES POUPÉES QUI DISENT OUI 1, 2000

Every year, all ventriloquists taking part in the Las Vegas 

Ventriloquist Convention gather for the official annual group 

photograph taken at the Harrah’s Hotel and Casino.

Courtesy of the artist and carlier | gebauer, Berlin



BOTTLE IN THE FORM OF A SIREN

MILETUS, c.550 BCE

The Syndics of the Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge

© The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge

SAMUEL BECKETT

NOT I, 1973 

PERFORMANCE AT THE ROYAL COURT THEATRE, LONDON 

Samuel Beckett was fascinated by the multiple, ambiguous and 

intimate voices of consciousness, and in much of his work inner 

speech plays an important role. Not I takes place in a pitch-black 

space illuminated only by a single beam of light fixed on the 

actress’s mouth. In this production, Billie Whitelaw’s mouth delivers 

a babbling stream of consciousness: a disembodied mouth telling 

its tale ‘at the speed of thought’, while it appears to be listening 

and responding to some inner voice unheard by the audience.

BBC Motion Gallery / Getty Images

EVERYDAY OBJECTS BELONGING TO A VOICE HEARER /  

EVERYDAY OBJECTS BELONGING TO A NON VOICE HEARER, 2016

This artwork was created by eight young people who hear voices  

in collaboration with artist Hannah Hull, who worked together over 

six day-long workshops. Together they explored the experience  

of voice-hearing and some of the stereotypes associated with it.  

You can find out more about this artwork – and the process 

of creating it – in the Studio windows on level 1 and online at 

wellcomecollection.org/thisisavoice.

A partnership between Wellcome Collection’s Youth Programme and Voice Collective, 

part of Mind in Camden, a London-wide service that supports young people who 

hear voices, see visions or have other unusual sensory perceptions.

JOSEPH FABER

EUPHONIA, 1845

REPRODUCTION 

Faber’s ‘marvelous talking machine’ was hailed as the ‘scientific 

sensation of the age’. It contained a vibrating ivory reed, of variable 

pitch, forming its vocal chords; an oral cavity, whose size and shape 

could be rapidly changed by pressing keys on a keyboard; a rubber 

tongue and lips to make consonants; a little windmill turning in its 

throat, rolling the letter R; and a tube attached to its nose when it 

speaks French.

Courtesy of the Meserve-Kunhardt Foundation. Photograph by Mathew Brady.



HOMER DUDLEY

THE VODER (BELL LABS), 1939

The Voder was the first device that could generate continuous human 

speech electronically. The machine’s possible sound combinations 

are so varied that it can imitate the inflections, overtones and 

shading of human diction. By altering the pitch, it can change 

from a man’s voice to a woman’s or a child’s, mimic animal sounds, 

locomotive whistles and even the noise of an aeroplane engine.

AP Archive 

ÉDOUARD-LÉON SCOTT DE MARTINVILLE

PHONAUTOGRAM, 1860

This phonautogram contains the folksong Au Clair de la Lune –  

the earliest clear recording of the human voice yet recovered.  

The sound was released by First Sounds in 2008 and is available  

at: www.firstsounds.org/sounds/scott.php

Facsimile on loan from the Académie des Sciences – Institut de France

TED KOTCHEFF

THE HUMAN VOICE, 1966

VIDEO, 90 MIN

Based on Jean Cocteau’s one-character play and starring Ingrid 

Bergman, this film presents a woman pleading with her ex-lover 

over the phone in a conversation constantly interrupted by a bad 

connection. The voice on the other end of the line, however, remains 

inaudible throughout, leaving the woman to appear as if she is 

conversing with herself.

Archbuild / Associated Rediffusion

ERIK BÜNGER

THE ALLENS, 2004

VIDEO, LOOPED

This video shows a clip from a Woody Allen film while a computer 

program continuously changes the dubbing, revealing Allen’s 

JOHN HOLLINGSHEAD

MY LIFETIME, 1895

When Faber’s Euphonia was displayed in 1846 at London’s Egyptian 

Hall, Theatre Manager John Hollingshead described its speech as 

a ‘hoarse sepulchral voice that came from the mouth of the figure, 

as if from the depths of a tomb. It wanted little imagination to make 

the very few visitors believe that the figure contained an imprisoned 

human – or half human – being, bound to speak slowly when 

tormented by the unseen power outside’.

British Library



AMALGAMATED WIRELESS AUSTRALASIA LTD

MICROPHONE, WHITE MARBLE BLOCK AND CHROME METAL, WITH WIRE 

MESH GRILL AND A LEATHER STRAP HANDLE, AUSTRALIA, c.1925 

In the late 1930s Amalgamated Wireless Australasia Ltd manufactured 

perhaps 200 or 300 of these microphones, which were the highest-

quality devices available at the time. 

Lent by the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences (MAAS), Sydney. Gift of Phil Geeves, 1978.

STEVEN COTTINGHAM 

CONVERSATIONS WITH ELIZA, 2011

VIDEO, 14.33 MIN

Eliza is a computer program that emulates a Rogerian psychotherapist 

(person-centered talk therapy) restructuring answers into questions and 

thus stimulating lines of conversation. Cottingham sat down with Eliza’s 

synthetic voice to discuss the fear of becoming an inadequate artist.

Courtesy of the artist

FRANCIS BARRAUD

HIS MASTER’S VOICE, 1919 

HMV stands for His Master’s Voice, the title of this original painting 

by Francis Barraud depicting his deceased brother’s dog, Nipper, 

attentively listening to a cylinder phonograph playing the phantom 

voice of his former owner. For advertising purposes, the device was 

changed to a wind-up gramophone, and eventually used simply as  

a silhouette, becoming the iconic brand for the company. 

Painting courtesy of the EMI Group Archive Trust. Image courtesy of the EMI Group 

Archive Trust. © HMV is a recognised trademark hmv.com.

LAURIE ANDERSON

O SUPERMAN (FOR MASSENET), 1981

O Superman is part of a larger work, entitled United States, by  

the experimental performance artist, composer and musician Laurie 

Anderson. In this half-sung, half-spoken, almost minimalist piece 

the lyrics address issues of technology and communication, quoting 

at various points answering-machine messages. Loosely structured 

around a phone conversation between the narrator and a mysterious 

voice, Anderson’s words are spoken through a vocoder (which can 

make a human voice sound synthetic) while the repeated spoken 

syllable ‘Ha’ is created by looping with an Eventide Harmonizer. 

Courtesy of the artist 

different vocal incarnations. Being very much defined by his voice 

and New York accent, with each overdubbed version Allen’s iconic 

face appears to evolve.

Courtesy of the artist



MATTHEW HERBERT

CHORUS, 2016 

Prolific and accomplished British electronic musician Matthew 

Herbert is renowned for manipulating everyday sounds and bodily 

experiences to produce electronic music. Chorus asks visitors to 

sing a single note within a professional recording booth following a 

set of instructions. The visitors’ voices are then automatically added 

to a chorus of voices, including performers and staff from the Royal 

Opera House, forming an ever-expanding sound installation that 

plays in the exhibition space and at the Royal Opera House’s Stage 

Door in Covent Garden. 

Commissioned by Wellcome Collection and Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. 

Design by Sarah Hopper. Sound by Bowers and Wilkins. Audio consultant: 

Peter Cobbin, Director of Engineering, Abbey Road Studios. System design and 

implementation: Sam Britton for Coda Cola and Matthew Yee-King for Museifi. 

Construction: Factory Settings.

Chorus is also online: use the interactive tools to explore the voices 

and add your own at wellcomecollection.org/chorus



THE QUIET VOLUME 

TIM ETCHELLS AND ANT HAMPTON

The Quiet Volume is a whispered, self-generated and ‘automatic’ 

performance for two visitors at a time, exploiting the particular 

tension common to any library: a combination of silence and 

concentration within which different people’s experiences of  

reading and listening unfold. 

You are invited to participate in pairs, sitting side by side in the 

Wellcome Library. Taking cues from both written and whispered 

sources, you will find yourselves burrowing an unlikely path through 

a pile of books. 

Voices English version: Ant Hampton, Seth Etchells, Jenny Naden. Artistic 

production: Katja Timmerberg. Binaural recordings: TiTo Toblerone. Commissioned 

and produced by Ciudades Paralelas.

Find out more at wellcomecollection.org/thisisavoice

Image © Lorena Fernandez

WELLCOME LIBRARY

19 – 30 JULY

TUESDAY TO SATURDAY

1-HOUR SESSIONS, STARTING 

FROM 11.00 – 16.00 

(11.00 – 14.45 ON SATURDAY)

FREE | BOOK ON THE DAY



EVENTS 

WHAT DOES YOUR VOICE SAY ABOUT YOU?

THURSDAY 12 MAY, 19.00 – 20.30

FREE | BOOK FROM 29 APRIL

Voices are unique. As soon as we open our mouths 

to speak we reveal a lot about ourselves – our 

biology, status, geography and state of mind. Join 

us for a discussion on the relationship between  

the voice and identity.

VOCAL MEANINGS 

FRIDAY 3 JUNE, 19.00 – 20.30

FREE | BOOK FROM 27 MAY

Theories about the voice have traditionally focused 

on language and meaning, but why did the voice 

itself evolve? Has the purpose of the voice and how 

we use it in different situations changed over time? 

Join a sociologist, an evolutionary anthropologist, 

and a voice coach in conversation. 

WHISPERINGS WITHIN 

THURSDAY 30 JUNE, 19.00 – 20.30

FREE | BOOK FROM 27 MAY

Join psychologist Charles Fernyhough and other 

experts to hear about the history and science of 

how we talk to ourselves. Inspired by Fernyhough’s 

book, The Voices Within, this discussion will take 

a wide-ranging look at the voices in all our heads, 

examining how we think and what it means for our 

lives and sense of self.

THE DISEMBODIED VOICE

THURSDAY 14 JULY, 19.00 – 20.30

FREE | BOOK FROM 24 JUNE

We experience voices that are seemingly without 

bodies every day – from train announcements  

to mobile phones. Come and explore what makes  

the human voice human with a performance artist, 

an expert on prosthetic voices for people with 

speech disorders, and the author of a book on 

ventriloquism.

These events are produced in collaboration with  

Liz Winder.

THIS IS A VOICE: THE BOOK

A practical toolkit of 99 step-by-step vocal 

exercises devised by renowned vocal coaches 

to help speakers and singers of all abilities 

transform the quality of their voice. By following 

these simple techniques, anyone can gain more 

control over their voice – whether to project 

confidence and be more persuasive at work, or 

just to sing in tune. Featuring a foreword by Cerys 

Matthews and an introduction from Professor 

Steven Connor, the book will be available from 

Wellcome Shop and on blackwell.co.uk.



FURTHER READING 

MLADEN DOLAR

A VOICE AND NOTHING MORE

MIT Press, 2006

STEVEN CONNOR

DUMBSTRUCK: A CULTURAL HISTORY OF 

VENTRILOQUISM

Oxford University Press, 2000

DORA GARCIA

MAD MARGINAL CAHIER #4: I SEE WORDS, I HEAR 

VOICES

Sternberg Press, 2015

ANNE KARF

THE HUMAN VOICE

Bloomsbury Publishing, 2006
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THERAPEUTIC VOICEWORK
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THE SINGING NEANDERTHALS

Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2005

MICHEL CHION

THE VOICE IN CINEMA

Columbia University Press, 1893
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SOCIAL ORIGINS OF LANGUAGE

Oxford University Press, 2014
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