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Opposite: Frank H. Ogawa Plaza, Oakland, 2013

Overleaf: Downtown Oakland (production photograph for  
Occasional Music), 2013. Commissioned by the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art, courtesy the artist and Altman Siegel,  
San Francisco

Zarouhie Abdalian formulates conceptually acute, minimal installations that subtly 
disrupt everyday perception. These critical yet nearly invisible interventions frequently 
expose underlying tensions, addressing visitor dynamics through formal shifts in sight 
or sound and transforming the physical and psychological experience of a given space. 
For Occasional Music (2013), Abdalian activates downtown Oakland with a network 
of five brass bells installed on rooftops radiating from the center of Frank H. Ogawa 
Plaza. 1 The bells, equal in size and tone, ring for a set duration of several minutes once 
a day at various times. Programmed to accelerate and decelerate at random intervals, 
they sound different every time, interrupting people during their workdays and days 
off or as they take shelter from the surrounding streets. 
 Born and raised in New Orleans, Abdalian began as a printmaker and painter, 
creating figurative work about people and communities. After Hurricane Katrina, she 
moved to Philadelphia, where she created her first site-specific installation, Parallax 
(2008). Permanently installed in the Philadelphia Cathedral, this ethereal projection 
uses light and a filter to form an abstracted aerial image of the surrounding neighbor-
hood on the church floor. With this piece, the artist developed a way of working that 
she continues to use today: she engages with a site’s specific characteristics, including 
readily available everyday materials, to address broader issues related to a location’s 
history and the ways that people engage with space. 
 For Having Been Held Under the Sway (2011), commissioned for Untitled  
(12th Istanbul Biennial), 2011, the artist hung a plumb bob, a weight used to measure 
vertical true, in a room in which transducers emitted infrasonic sound waves from the 
walls, causing the space to fill with a low hum and to shake. These vibrations com-
promised the plum bob’s ability to measure and led some people to press their bodies 
against the walls. Reflecting on this piece, Abdalian, an Armenian American whose 
family was murdered and displaced by the Ottoman Turks during the 1915 Genocide, 
said, “I set out to create a work that embodied the ruptures and veneers of [Istanbul’s] 
history—that is, I meant to make a work that would be at once undeniably present and 
yet obscured. There is no single truth I highlight, but there is a strong relationship to 
history, which in my experience, is lived in and complicated by the present.” 2  

 Abdalian posed a similar metaphor of tension and disruption in Flutter (2010), 
at Pro Arts Gallery in downtown Oakland. As the city awaited the verdict in the trial of 
Johannes Mehserle, a white BART police officer charged with fatally shooting Oscar 

1. This site became known 
as Frank H. Ogawa Plaza in 
1998. Ogawa was the first 
Japanese American member 
of Oakland’s City Council, 
serving on it from 1966 
to 1994.

Grant, an unarmed African American man, Abdalian researched the area surrounding 
the gallery. She noticed the charged windows around Oakland City Hall, either boarded 
up or covered with images of Grant, and decided to focus on these reflective surfaces. 
She installed stretched Mylar panels behind display windows and used transducers to 
vibrate the film twenty-four hours a day. Inside the gallery, she posted a text about  
flutter and its effect on structure, explaining that it can lead to “disorderly outbursts.” 3 
Through nuanced visual effects, the installation poetically addressed Oakland’s  
structural instability. 
 Bells, centuries-old instruments often associated with churches or city centers, 
were once the main form of audible communication in a community. They were used to 
call people together for religious or secular events, to commemorate moments, to warn 
of danger, or to keep time. The artist first noticed Oakland’s relative lack of bells after 
researching the acoustics of her hometown, New Orleans, which has been regulated by 
bells for centuries. She considered implementing a project near her Oakland studio or 
home, but she noticed during Occupy Oakland that the plaza in front of City Hall was 
architecturally structured to hold community gatherings in its underused amphitheater. 
 In response to these features and to the site’s social history, Abdalian selected 
this space to realize Occasional Music. The work’s title explores the nuanced meaning of 
the word occasional; it implies that the artist has programmed the bells to play from time 
to time or for an occasion or event. Specific and purposeful, such music plays only on a 
chosen day and is meant to evoke a particular response. Abdalian’s bells, however, play 
at randomly predetermined times, as though lacking a prescribed reason or purpose. The 
artist chose to use ship bells for their clear, bright tone and because they are “utilitarian, 
sound-producing devices.” 4 The bells produce layers of sound in varying densities. “One 
bell’s tone may modulate over the period of a single crescendo/decrescendo,” Abdalian 
explains. The natural and built environments also ensure that the ringing fluctuates; it 
drifts through weather patterns and over and around buildings, competing with nature 
and the city. Since the bells cannot be seen by those who hear them, their sound has no 
visual anchor, an absence accentuated by the empty bell tower atop the Beaux Arts  
building housing the city’s government. 
 By inserting such instruments into this urban landscape, Abdalian activates a 
site that has been a focal point of civic activity since it was acquired by the city in 1858. 
It has been a place for celebration, including an over-the-top 1953 holiday pageant called 
“Christmas on the Moon.” It has been a center for relief and information, as it was after 
the 1906 earthquake and in the 1940s, when it was used by World War II servicemen and 
veterans. And it has been a gathering point for protest: in addition to those held after the 
death of Oscar Grant, it functioned this way after the 1963 Birmingham church bomb-
ing, during Occupy Oakland, and after the July 2013 verdict in the George Zimmerman 
trial. 5 One of the most significant features, the large coast live oak, symbolizes the city 
and commemorates Oakland-born writer Jack London, who gave impassioned speeches 
there. 6 Programmed to shift and change with each day, Occasional Music articulates this 
space, adding to its layered textures, if only momentarily. —Jenny Gheith

  

2. Zarouhie Abdalian,  
interview by Lora Baydar,  
Agos, October 22, 2011. 

4. Zarouhie Abdalian,  
e-mail message to author,  
July 8, 2013. 

5. Several days of protests 
were held in response to the 
not-guilty verdict delivered 
on July 13, 2013, for George 
Zimmerman in the high-profile 
Trayvon Martin murder trial  
in Florida.

3. The term flutter has  
several definitions that relate  
to movement; it is also used  
to describe sound distortion 
while recording.   

6. When the tree was dedicated 
on January 16, 1917, it was the 
only memorial in California to 
Jack London. 
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Having Been Held Under the Sway, 2011. Site-specific sculpture for 
Untitled (12th Istanbul Biennial), 2011. Tactile transducers, infrasonic 
test tones, plumb bob; dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist

Away Setting, 2012. Site-specific installation at the MacMillan Building 
as part of 9th Shanghai Bienniale: Reactivation. Timers, lights, inacces-
sible split-level rooms; more than one thousand possible instances over 
three months, dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist
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instead focuses the viewer’s attention on the ongoing 
processes of the work, which can be understood as a 
system exemplifying certain behavioral patterns. 
 TZ: How does this installation resonate with 
the ideas you are now investigating in the site- 
responsive sculptures at the Berkeley Art Museum? 2

 ZA: In each of the sculptures in the MATRIX 
exhibition, a crucial element is withheld by way of its 
being announced as art. Some part of the piece is there 
but not articulated; it’s obscured or subtracted by its 
exhibitive apparatus. In As a demonstration (2013), the 
ringing of the alarm bell (however visible its actuation) 
is inaudible due to the clear vacuum chamber it’s in. 
Each envelope as before (2013) is a foil to As a demonstra-
tion. The sound makers inside its opaque black con-
tainer articulate its interior space and its coextensive 
exterior. Ad libitum (If I Had a Hammer) (2013), located 
on the gallery wall, is unactivated and mute, although 
its materials (bone saddles and instrument wire) are 
used to make sound. The space of the work—the wall 
surface—is discrete, while the tune it could sing (“If I 
Had a Hammer”) has lyrics that describe an expansive 
space: “If I had a bell/ I’d ring it in the morning/ I’d 
ring it in the evening/ All over this land.” 3 
 The works in both shows use simple but 
randomly derived rhythmic structures, and each 
designates distinct interior and exterior spaces. For 
Occasional Music, the space extends over the range  
of audibility as it is constrained by the geography of 
the city center. 
  TZ: Many people will likely experience the 
piece before knowing its status as a public artwork. 
I wonder if some listeners will initially interpret the 
sounding of the unseen bells as an auditory announce-
ment, since they will be installed close to various 
city authorities. 
 ZA: The bells are situated for their proxim-
ity to the public plaza, which has a broad history of 
use. Their specific locations, however, are relatively 
unremarkable. I didn’t want to choose buildings whose 
architecture announced their specific authority, so I 
avoided places where one might commonly find bells—
like a city hall, church, courthouse, or clock tower. 
 Bells are traditionally used to announce a 
shift change, as an alarm or call to service, or to desig-
nate the periodization of time. The event of this work 
is the ringing of the bells, not an event prompted by 
that ringing. I expect that the perceptions of the bells 
will be as varied as the listeners, the “hailed.” The peals 
may simply recede into the background noise of some 

listeners’ field of hearing. Ultimately, I’m interested in 
how the recognition of this signal is determined by the 
listener’s position within the concrete, historical space 
of downtown Oakland.
 TZ: The SFMOMA exhibition overlaps with 
the anniversary of the Occupy Oakland encampment  
in Frank H. Ogawa Plaza in fall 2011. This charged 
space was recently amplified again with the outrage 
and protests over the July 2013 Zimmerman verdict. 

What was your experience with this area prior to the 
commission? How does Occasional Music allude to the 
plaza’s history as a site for raising awareness while 
taking into account its broader role? 
 ZA: I moved to Oakland in June 2010 and 
later that month made a site-specific artwork for the 
windows of Pro Arts Gallery, located near the plaza. 4 
I was impressed by the relative quiet of the downtown 
area but more so by the activity at or around the plaza, 
particularly gatherings showing support for Oscar 
Grant’s family in advance of the verdict in the trial of 
Johannes Mehserle. I was later moved by the way this 
public space was used in the early days of Occupy—
as Oscar Grant Plaza—for meetings and discussions, 
shared meals, and rallies. The site feels now as it  
did then, like a place of potential: a place for activism  
but more generally for congregation, community, 
and connection. 
 Whether a viewer relates this work to Occupy 
will depend on her own relationship to the movement 
and to the plaza. This installation is not activism, and 
this artwork is not a protest. After all, I’m just putting 
bells in a downtown area, which is a pretty common-
place thing to do. 

1. Examples of Abdalian’s work featuring random elements include Away Setting (2012), 
composed of more than one thousand instances of timed light combinations executed over 
three months inside the MacMillan building in Shanghai; Run Time (2010), consisting of an 
archive of images drawn randomly from a video and sampled through a random search; and 
Shock Response Spectra (2009), a video of 267 digital photographs displayed in random 
order at a randomly determined frame rate.

2. Zarouhie Abdalian / MATRIX 249 was on view at the UC Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific 
Film Archive from August 2 to September 29, 2013.

3. Written by Pete Seeger and Lee Hays in 1949, the folk song “If I Had a Hammer (The 
Hammer Song)” became an anthem for the American Civil Rights movement.

4. Abdalian created Flutter (2010) for Bay Area Currents 2010 (July 20–September 3, 
2010) at Pro Arts Gallery. The site-specific work consisted of a window installation facing  
a pedestrian walkway and a vinyl wall text within the gallery space.

Tanya Zimbardo: You’ve made works on building 
facades or on windows facing the street before. Did 
you study passersby’s behavior patterns in relation to 
those places? 
 Zarouhie Abdalian: An important part of 
developing a work is observing how people relate to the 
site as it is, before I install anything. I want a work to 
effect a shift in the way a viewer experiences a site or 
relates to other spectators there. 
 TZ: As part of your SFMOMA commission 
research, you met with Jeff Davis, university carillonist 
at the University of California, Berkeley. What did  
you discuss?
 ZA: I was interested in how Professor Davis 
experiences the space of his instrument and how he 
thinks of the carillon functioning in the life of the 

campus—how he takes his audience into account. We 
spoke about historic ringing structures, techniques of 
bell ringing, and various bells’ acoustic properties. 
 TZ: Some of your past works have featured an 
element of randomization. 1 How are you programming 
the bells in Occasional Music (2013)?
 ZA: The times of the events are randomly 
predetermined. Rather than precompose a score, I 
set up several ranges within which a program will 
operate: each bell accelerates and decelerates between 
randomly determined rates. 
 Doing things randomly has been a way to 
keep parts of the works outside my purview. I didn’t 
want to place undue meaning on the specific times of 
day when the bells ring. This method shifts the focus 
away from specific times and composed forms and 

In conversation with 
ZArouhIe AbdAlIAn

Flutter, 2010. Site-specific installation for Bay Area Currents 2010 at  
Pro Arts Gallery, Oakland. Mylar, tactile transducers, infrasonic sine 
sweeps, wall text; dimensions variable. Courtesy the artist
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