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  Cross Platform
Sound in other media

At home in his light-streaked loft in Salem, 
Massachusetts, as sailing boats bob disconsolately in 
the harbour in the distance, Aldo Tambellini speaks in 
measured tones about a body of work given to chaos 
and destruction, and physical and philosophical 
rupture. Hanging on the walls around him are 
paintings fixed to spirals and spherical shapes, each 
one rendered in an intense shade of black. In the 
centre of the room is a slide projector with a carousel 
loaded with images waiting to be shipped to London’s 
Tate Modern.

This month, a retrospective of Tambellini’s work, 
which in New York in the 1960s took on radical 
new forms, will be hosted by the Tate in the fuel 
storage tanks adjoining the main museum that have 
been newly repurposed into spaces for live art 
and perfomance. Assembled by Tambellini with the 
assitance of Anna Salamone, his devoted archivist 
and manager, Aldo Tambellini: Retracing Black looks 
to resurrect some of the epochal sights, sounds 
and states of mind from the heroic era of intermedia 
art, with a programme of films and videos projected 
against a wall of noise. Tambellini’s art – pitched 
somewhere between installation and performance 
– works at a visceral register, fated to engage 
whatever present it happens to occupy.

“When I went to New York [in the early 1960s], 
there was an idea that if you’re a painter, you do 
painting; if you’re a sculptor, you do sculpture; if 
you’re a film maker, you make films,” he says of his 
stint in the city, which he called home until 1976, 
when he moved to Boston. “The idea of integrating 
art all together was not around at the time. That 
changed.”

New York’s post-war multimedia revolution 
happened in part under Tambellini’s watch. His early 
films and videos would be screened at what he refers 
to as “electromedia” events, which were of a piece 

with the first psychedelic happenings. His impact on 
the city’s art scene was further underlined by his 
programming work at the Gate theatre, a space in 
the East Village devoted solely to underground film 
and performance. Kenneth Anger’s Scorpio Rising 
once ran there for more than a month, and the theatre 
hosted seminal work by Jack Smith, Stan Brakhage, 
Maya Deren, the Kuchar brothers, Yayoi Kusama, 
Takehisa Kosugi and Nam June Paik among others. 

Tambellini seldom figures in art histories of the 
period, but his significance has begun to assert itself 
as our perspective on the era expands. At the centre 
of his legacy is his Black film series from 1965–69, 
a series of shorts comprising strips of painted film 
and sounds generated from sources ranging from 
recordings of a heartbeat to manhandled oscillator 
squeals. He started working with video when it 
was still a burgeoning form, integrating it into live 
performance events featuring musicians, dancers and 
poets. Two of his performance pieces, Black Zero and 
Moondial, will be restaged at the Tate.

New York in the 1960s was a time when new 
forms of mass media were ripe for investigation and 
interrogation. Tambellini worked on an experimental 
TV broadcast titled The Medium Is The Medium. After 
one screening of his films he was appropached by a 
female audience member. “She came up to me said, ‘It 
was great! One of my friends is almost blind and he 
would love it.’ So I thought to myself, I’m making films 
for the blind!”

Today, Tambellini attributes much of his 
preoccupation with flickering light and streaks of 
black and white to unshakable memories of war. He 
was born in the US in 1930, but spent most of his 
childhood years in Lucca, Italy, a site of much aerial 
bombardment during the Second World War. “I was 
bombed at the age of 13 and a half, and my whole 
neighbourhood was destroyed,” he says. “You could 
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see the aeroplanes and smoke against the sky. When 
the American aeroplanes would pass by [soldiers on 
the ground] started shooting guns at them with big 
searchlights. The whole sky was illuminated. It made 
a big impression on me, the night sky. The element of 
destruction plays an important role in my art.”

Tambellini also factored his exposure to warfare 
into his striking approach to sound. The early 
experimental films anthologised on Cathodic Works 
1966–1976, a recent DVD compiled by Von Archives, 
are soundtracked with loops of feedback or, in the 
case of Black TV, a 1968 split screen piece, a sonic 
collage culled from layers of news broadcasts and 
otherworldly hiss.

“I never thought of myself as a musician,” he 
says. “I knew too many musicians and didn’t want to 
pretend. I just thought of it all as sound.”

Tambellini appears to have been conducting a 
lifelong study of the colour (or non-colour) black, 

which plays at least a notional role in pretty much all 
his work. This partly relates to his engagement with 
the US civil rights movement, and his participation 
in New York in the 60s and 70s in politically charged 
performances involving poets and jazz musicians 
such as Ishmael Reed, Archie Shepp, Bill Dixon 
and Cecil McBee. But it also has a more mystical 
dimension. In a 1967 interview Tambellini stated: 
“Black gets rid of the historical definition. Black 
is a state of being blind and more aware. Black 
is a oneness with birth. Black is within totality, 
the oneness of all. Black is the expansion of 
consciousness in all directions.”

These days, black still streaks across the paintings 
on his walls and crops up when he talks of work 
old and new. Much of his current creative energy 
goes into his poetry, which he writes at home and 
sometimes delivers at readings around Boston. 
Otherwise he has been spending time tending his 

extensive archive, along with working on new ways to 
present his oeuvre in a manner faithful to its origins. 

“It will be very interesting to be in the Tate Tanks,” 
he says, flashing back six decades or so to one of the 
jobs he took after leaving Italy and returning to the 
US. He landed up in Syracuse, New York, where he 
found work painting industrial oil tanks in a section 
of town called Oil City. “One day, my feet started 
sliding and I couldn’t stop,” he says. “I said goodbye 
to myself because I thought I was going to die. I was 
sliding down, sliding down, sliding down, and then, 
right at the edge, I stopped where a spot of paint 
had dried. Later I got a camera and took photographs 
there. I have those pictures still. Now, so many years 
later, I’ll be inside the same kind of tank, showing my 
work.”  Aldo Tambellini: Retracing Black takes place 
at London’s Tate Modern, 9–14 October. The Cathodic 
Works 1966–1976 DVD is released by Von Archives. 
aldotambellini.com
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