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Concrete Antenna was a sound 
installation in the Edinburgh Sculpture 
Workshop tower, exploring the past, 
present and (potential) future of the 
Workshop’s site. Created by 
Simon Kirby, Tommy Perman and  
Rob St. John, the installation 
opened in March 2015 and ran 
until the end of June 2016.

In the work, sound gathered from audio 
archives and new field recordings 
rose, fell, broke apart and spliced back 
together along multiple speakers up 
the 28 metre tall triangular concrete 
tower, evoking the site’s various histories 
as a blacksmith’s workshop, a railway 
siding close to the Newhaven docks 
and now a thriving creative workshop 
beside a wildlife-rich cycle route.

Using a range of unusual 
production techniques derived 
from the tower itself, the 
recordings – foghorns, train 
whistles, gas work demolitions, 
oral histories, birdsong, undersea 
cables, construction work, wind 
in fishing boat sails, and many 
more – were slowly reshaped in 
the piece, coalescing from their 
original form into something 
new, musical and celebratory.

The installation responded in 
subtle ways to the state of the 
tide at Granton, the prevailing 
weather conditions, and the 
movement of visitors in the tower, 
creating a unique experience 
for every listener. In doing so, 

the tower became 
a concrete antenna, 
picking up impressions 
of the imagined sonic 
memory of the site, which 
blurred with the natural 
soundscape trickling 
in through a gap at the 
top of the building.

As such, whilst the 
installation ran 
continuously for over a 
year, it never sounded 
quite the same: with each 
visit – however long or 
short – yielding a new 
listening experience as 
the sounds of the site 
were constantly remade.

concreteantenna.org edinburghsculpture.orgrandomspectacular.co.uk

Introduction





composed in ways that leave only 
slight hints and subtle resonances. 
Space for the listener to move 
through, where new associations 
and meanings might emerge. 
Site-specific but often non-
specific. The familiar unfamiliar.

At the time of writing, Concrete 
Antenna has been running 
continuously at the Edinburgh 
Sculpture Workshop for over a 
year. Over this time, its sound 
archive has been sculpted by 
changes in the tide at Newhaven, 

Antenna, speaker, periscope, trig point. 
Wind tunnel, sound funnel, bell tower, echo 
chamber. Something different every time. 
A tower smoothed and set for topping 
out. A resonant space for sounding out.

Concrete is aggregate, formed by the 
sifting and setting of deep time deposits. 
Granular particles worn, crushed and 
reassembled. The Concrete Antenna 
traces spaces reflected and refracted 
through granulated sound. Sonically tied 
to the local landscape and its various 
lifeworlds through field and archive 
recordings, but abstracted and (re)

the prevailing weather, 
and visitor movements 
around the tower. A 
recorded landscape 
welling up from speakers 
ascending the tower and 
muddling with birdsong, 
car engines, sculptors’ 
chisel strikes and factory 
sirens. The sound of the 
city seeping in through an 
open, skyward ‘ear to the 
air’ (along with the wind 
and rain). An auditory 
topography of chance.

Score Tae The Toor  |  Rob St. John



eye for reassembling 
forms from the urban 
landscape: shifting scales 
with subtle possibility.

In this way, this new 
collection of words and 
sounds is in keeping 
with the approach 
we’ve taken from the 
start: to set the starting 
points, but to allow the 
influence of people 
and place to trace new 
lines on the map.

Score Tae the Toor is a phrase we first 
heard used by a Firth of Forth dreg 
fisherman in a 1960s recording in the 
Tobar an Dualchais sound archive of 
Scottish oral history. It describes how 
tall buildings on the Edinburgh skyline 
– church spires, gas towers, tower 
blocks – were used to triangulate 
their location over fishing grounds. 

For this collection, we asked a set of 
writers and musicians to create new 
work using the tower as a navigation 
post: new scores through old sounds. 
The musicians were given access to 

the installation sound archives, 
the digital ‘instruments’ we 
created using the architectural 
dimensions and sonic 
characteristics of the tower, and 
our own compositions. We asked 
the writers to visit the tower, but 
not necessarily to write about it. 
Instead, they were given an open 
brief to explore the personal 
associations, interpretations and 
memories that the installation 
prompted. And tying everything 
together, Tommy’s visual art 
shows his attentive, creative 











kind, in which buildings of 
wildly varying functions 
and scales slug it out. Its 
heterogeneity is positively 
Texan: you could, at 
certain moments, be in 
Houston. To be certain, it 
is the complete opposite 
of what we understand 
to be Edinburgh.

Newhaven’s very 
incomprehensibility has 
lately brought artists 
to it, for it’s one of few 
parts of  Edinburgh 
that hasn’t been 
entirely pre-thought. 

The sound installation Concrete Antenna 
occupies a site in Newhaven, one of 
the most singular and peculiar parts of 
Edinburgh. Along with the adjacent area 
of Leith, Newhaven was a separate burgh 
before its incorporation into Edinburgh in 
1920, and like Leith, it maintains a sense 
of separateness from the parent city. 
But its separateness owes nothing to its 
material condition, which is astonishingly 
fragmented, and by most objective 
architectural standards a disaster.

You can approach Newhaven in various 
ways. Most commonly perhaps you meet 
it on the waterfront where at the eastern 
edge (insofar as there is an edge) it 
merges imperceptibly into Leith.  

To the west, Newhaven becomes 
Granton in a long struggle with 
light industry, where retail sheds 
and lockups meet some shoddy 
new development. The heart of 
the place is the ancient harbour 
to which Concrete Antenna 
obliquely refers, and around 
here, a few metres away from 
the traffic, there is a sense of 
what the place might once have 
been, a fishing port with a market 
square and church (the latter is 
now an indoor climbing centre). 
Half close your eyes and you can 
still just see that old coherence. 
Open them fully and you’re in an 
architectural firefight of the worst 

Concrete Antenna  |  Richard J. Williams



It retains the unselfconsciousness of 
the industrial city. A landscape of bits, 
unlike the now manicured New Town, 
it’s all there still to be (re)made. In the 
middle of this fragmentation is one of 
Edinburgh’s most remarkable pieces of 
modern architecture sites, the Edinburgh 
Sculpture Workshop (ESW). Designed by 
the locally based architects Sutherland 
Hussey Harris, it was built in two phases 
between 2012 and 2015. It occupies a 
hollow between, on the one hand, the 
tough 1880s working class tenements of 
Hawthornvale, and on the other, a nest of 
suburban houses built a century later and 
seemingly lifted from Liverpool’s Brookside 
Close. Through the middle of the hollow 
runs an old rail line, disused since 1956 

and now thickly wooded; it’s 
a popular cycling route.
The ESW is unlike anything else 
in the city. It is nothing short of a 
utopian space, built with a rare 
generosity for a contemporary 
building. ‘Utopian’ is a strong 
word but justified here because 
its reference points are most 
strongly Californian mid-century 
modernism: I am thinking of the 
work of the émigré Austrians 
Rudolf Schindler and Richard 
Neutra in pre-war Los Angeles,  
the Case Study House programme 
of the 50s and 60s, Louis Kahn’s 
1965 Salk Institute at La Jolla, and 
William Pereira’s 1969 campus for 

the University of California 
at Santa Barbara, 
especially its central 
monument, the Storke 
Tower. There are many 
more examples. What 
Californian modernism 
did was remarkable in 
imagining the future. In 
each case, it posited a 
landscape unconnected 
with anything that had 
gone before, in which 
elemental concerns 
of light and space, 
nature and bodily 
health would come to 
the fore. It produced 



next door could not be 
greater. It’s south facing 
too, so the whole complex 
gathers the light and 
reflects it back at you. 

The most utopian feature 
of phase two is however 
the tower at the southern 
edge of the development, 
adjoining the cycle track. 
28 metres tall, triangular 
in plan, and open at the 
top, it serves no purpose 
whatsoever except as 
a marker. Given the 

building, but it makes a statement 
about the nature of the space and 
its relationship to the surrounding 
natural environment (the old 
rail line is rich in birdsong in the 
summer months; there’s no better 
place to listen to it). Phase two, built 
from 2014 went further, building 
a set of open-air studios around 
a courtyard, with an associated 
café and exhibition space. Unlike 
any other art space in the city, it 
assumes the free play of light and 
air and a life lived out of doors. 
The contrast with the fortified 
and enclosed tenement houses 

blindingly white buildings – but unlike 
the work of contemporary Europeans, 
the Californians somehow avoided the 
clinical. Their work remains somehow 
human: it’s warmer, friendlier, and more 
tactile than anything produced in Europe. 

The ESW puts me in mind of this 
Californian work for various reasons. It is, 
most unusually for an Edinburgh building, 
one that encourages you to be out of 
doors. Phase one has some of this – a 
simple brick faced shed, it has a balcony 
running the full width of the south elevation, 
a luxury but a brilliant one. There’s no 
practical reason for it in such a functional 



them, releasing the visitor 
from the everyday and 
transforming Newhaven 
briefly into an oneiric 
space. Newhaven’s 
problems are prosaic 
and material ones of 
property and money and 
the loss of industry. ESW, 
and Concrete Antenna 
provide a temporary 
release. Here, in the 
dreamlike space of the 
tower, as myriad sounds 
wash over you, another 
world is possible.   

well-known difficulties of passing anything 
modern through Edinburgh’s planning 
process, as well as the tendency for arts 
organisations to operate on the most 
stretched budgets, it is remarkable that 
this piece of sculpture got built at all. In 
silhouette it recalls Pereira’s Storke Tower 
for UCSB, a modern reiteration of the 
Renaissance campanile. If anything, it 
more strongly recalls Luis Barragán and 
Matthias Goeritz’s Satellite City Towers, 
built in 1957 on the north western edge of 
Mexico City, five monumental, sculptural 
towers which are well known in image to 
all architecture students, if rarely visited by 
those outside Mexico. Built simply to mark 

the entrance to the city, they are 
purposeless but utterly compelling.

Those buildings are like fragments 
of utopia, putting you in mind, if 
only briefly of another, better world. 
So it is with the ESW, which seems, 
like them to have come from 
another world. And that is perhaps 
the best way to understand the 
project of Concrete Antenna, 
itself located in the tower. 
Receiving information from 
Newhaven’s surroundings and the 
random movements of visitors, it 
makes something dreamlike of 







Those buildings aren’t 
there any more.

They demolished the 
ice rink to put up a 
school. They razed the 
swimming pool to the 
ground. Or rather, they 
hauled it down, brick by 
brick, and I watched it 
vanish over days and 
months –fascinated, 
disempowered and 
haunted. Walls became 
space, loss. Ghosts.

The swimming pool’s a 
gap-site now, but every 
time I pass it by, I will 
the building back into 
existence. I reconstruct 

My granddad was a builder and, perhaps 
because of that, I’ve always felt a certain 
sense of propriety over concrete things.

He built the swimming pool in Stirling, 
my dad helped him, and I knew that 
for as long as I knew anything. It 
was always there, with its walls and 
its water, and it was always ours: a 
source of belonging, ownership, pride, 
on account of the hands that put it 
together. Hands that came home in 
the afternoon, that were scrubbed in 
Fairy Liquid and sugar, that spooned up 
tripe and stewed us apples, picked us 
bluebells, burled us by the open fire.

In 1980, he built the ice rink. 
I remember it going up, brick by 
brick: the building site, the wet 
cement, in which I was encouraged to 

leave a trace – my tiny hand-print, 
set in stone – and when it was 
finished, one day after nursery, 
I was the first person to walk 
on the ice. I knew that building 
inside out, I recognised its every 
angle and sigh, and it made 
me feel like I was part of the 
landscape. Like I was connected. 
It made me feel strong.

These recreational landmarks 
became monuments to my 
grandfather long after he’d gone; 
long after it became apparent 
that concrete things were far 
more permanent than lungs.

Than life.

I thought.

Building Memories  |  Nicola Meighan



songs from the city / 
songs from the sea are 
endlessly compelling – its 
sonic collage of bygone 
blacksmiths, railways, 
gas works, church bells, 
foghorns and fork-lift 
trucks is glorious (and 
ever-evolving) – but what 
strikes most is the tower’s 
warm and strangely 
human allure. It’s organic 
and industrial, abstract 
and solid, receptive and 
transmissive, made of 
memory and concrete. 
Those old friends. 
They feel like home.

Continued overleaf

it in my mind; repopulate it with the 
bodies and water and noises that left 
a trace, however ephemeral. Close 
your eyes and they’re all still there – the 
echoing voices, the wakes, the walls.

Memory, that gap-site says, can be 
more robust and abiding than concrete. 
It can withstand the wrecking ball.

* * *

Imagine there was a concrete 
tower built out of memory.

Imagine an installation whose 
foundations were ideas, research and 
recall; a sky-high repository for our 
collective and personal myths and 
narratives; a physical conduit that 
assembled infinite histories, places 

and sounds, from the ground 
right up, and down again.

Imagine that.

* * *

I guess I was pretty much 
predisposed to fall for Concrete 
Antenna’s charms. Look at it, 
standing there, pulling us in, 
making the skyline all its own. It’s 
a landscape, landmark, canvas, 
environment, instrument, muse 
and central protagonist – the 
fourth collaborator alongside 
its co-creators Tommy Perman, 
Simon Kirby and Rob St. John.

Its physical signposts, urban 
history / cartography, and 



built. When they knocked 
it down, they preserved 
a mural that covered 
the front wall of the 
building, because, they 
explained, that element 
held significant value; it 
was, they said, art. The 
rest was just concrete, 
and so it is gone. But 
buildings (and the 
ghosts they leave) do not 
require a demonstrable 
purpose, to remind us 
what they mean to us; 
why they mean so much; 
what they stand for. 

Its voices, rhythms, tales and 
sounds speak volumes about 
what is there, and what is not, 
and what has gone before.

Have you heard the 
tower sing? It sings.

Have you heard its 
stories? It tells stories.

It told me this one, I suppose.

* * *

They kept one section of the 
swimming pool my granddad 

Perman, Kirby and St. John created the 
installation largely from brief recollections 
of the space over a six-month period 
in 2014/2015, following a five-minute 
tour of the building site while the 
tower was still under construction. 

It’s a monument to imagination – 
theirs, and also ours: what’s at the 
top of the tower? Whatever you like. 
There’s a window up there, but we’ll 
never see out of it. What is the building, 
anyway? It is not an ice rink. It is not a 
swimming pool. There is barely room 
to stand. It has no obvious function. 

It does not seem concerned by this. 









The ebb of sound

Rewinds into a future past

Whilst the wind stumbles over my ears

Bricks made of wood

With a reassuring hum…mm

I startle Starlings

An abandoned totem holds

A drip in the dark daytime

The air flows

Strange geometries

Of twisting, turning, yet still

As your eyes ascend

This conduit of dreams

Compression and release

To transcend its materiality

Through deep history of buried cultures

This perception of place

To ebb…To flow

Ebb / Flow  |  Jake Bee
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ears. Often, and around 
the world, tall sounding 
structures are used 
to order the activities 
that occur in the space 
around them. Drum 
towers in Jin-Dynasty 
China, beating out time to 
establish a nightly curfew 
in Zhongdu; church bells in 
nineteenth-century rural 
France, ringing a sacral 
temporality into everyday 
life, creating communal 
space and shared 

Listening experiences can refigure space. 
The first time I went inside the Concrete 
Antenna, I entered with other people but 
soon felt alone. The structure has a weird 
zoning effect: a space at once cordoned 
off from the local soundscape, but at the 
same time distilling and intensifying that 
same auditory world. I used to live just 
around the corner, and would wander 
round Newhaven, thinking about the 
sounds that existed then, and the sounds 
that preceded those ones. Streets and 
market squares and a harbour. Now, as I 
listened inside the antenna, a lot of things 
came rushing in through that opening at 

its top. My own memories mixed 
with those presented to me; sound 
funnelled in, transduced and 
dropping onto my head; of both 
life as it was being lived outside in 
that moment and a history told 
through a nest of loudspeakers, 
modulating. It’s a strange thing 
standing inside a sounding object.

More common, I guess, is the 
phenomenon of tall structures 
projecting sound outwards. Height 
is a tried and true way of covering 
more ground and reaching more 

Towers as Power, Antennas as Archive  |  Tom Western



both urban skylines and 
soundscapes, despite 
having a history of several 
centuries in Germany; in 
Switzerland, meanwhile, 
the Swiss people used 
a public referendum 
to ban the building of 
minarets in 2009.2) Time 
and space, rhythm and 
tempo, sound and silence: 
what we hear and don’t 
hear in our cities can be 
a condensed power, an 
ordering of urban life. 

sensory experience; the adhān or call to 
prayer sounding from mosque minarets, 
buzzing with the distorted rhythms of 
religious duty; songs broadcast from Hindu 
temples in Kerala, South India, where 
loudspeakers are mounted on specially 
constructed towers that reach higher 
than any other part of the temple, where 
greatness is signified by loudness, and the 
power of the loudspeaker announces that 
of the god.1 Towers are always about the 
space around them, and it follows that the 
sounds broadcast from them are, too. 
Which is why the sounds that resonate 
from these structures so frequently bleed 

into contestations over urban 
space and identity. Projected 
sounds make assumptions 
about the social life that exists 
nearby. This can result in the kind 
of thinking that renders certain 
sounds ‘inappropriate’ in certain 
environments. And this, in turn, 
speaks to broader issues of 
politics and power. (For instance, 
ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman 
documents the debates taking 
place in German cities, where 
mosques are deemed by some 
to threaten the ‘Germanness’ of 



Or, perhaps even more 
relevant here, a piece 
from 1967 by American 
percussionist and 
composer Max Neuhaus, 
titled Drive-In Music, 
which consisted of a 
series of transmitters 
mounted on antennas 
spread along a roadside 
in Buffalo, New York. 
When driving through, 
your car radio would 
begin singing clusters of 
sine waves, triggered by 

But Concrete Antenna draws sound 
inwards rather than blowing it out. It 
is disorderly, filled with chatter and 
fragmentation. It is a receptor, like those 
sound mirrors that haunt the south coast 
of England—pre-radar reminders of the 
imbrication of audio technology and 
military history. So this antenna is less 
about power than about offering an 
immersive listening experience, and thus 
it sits within a history of sound installation 
art that has sought to reimagine the 
relationships between sound, space, 
listening, and hearing. Take Edgard 
Varèse’s piece, Poème Électronique, 

for example. Premiered at the 
1958 Brussels World Fair, this 
eight-minute work was the 
audio component of a larger 
multimedia exhibit conceived 
by Le Corbusier for the Philips 
Corporation. Varèse’s music was 
diffused to an estimated three to 
four hundred loudspeakers, strung 
up inside the Philips Pavilion, which 
was shaped like a stomach. It 
was written with express focus 
on the spatial projection of 
sound. The composer called 
it a ‘ journey into space’.3



Concrete Antenna plays 
out as a comment on 
the North Edinburgh 
soundscape, maybe 
even an assertion of 
what it should sound like. 
A mediated experience, 
a form of knowledge, 
a pop-up archive, an 
orchestration of space. 
Concrete Antenna is all 
of these things and more, 
but the best thing about 
this project is that it simply 
encourages us to listen.

your movement through the space, with 
the sounds changing according to time of 
day and weather conditions.4 Concrete 
Antenna probably belongs in this lineage.

From another footing, the antenna is not 
just an installation, but also an archive. Its 
creators, a trio of sound-sweeps, made 
use of various archives – both public and 
personal – in giving voice to this skyward 
slab.5 And it can be heard in the same 
way as more conventional archives have 
been recently heard. That is, not as neutral 
or objective entities in society, but full of 
deliberate choices, bringing history into 

being. ‘Not passive storehouses 
of old stuff, but active sites’. This 
line of thought reflects a shift from 
considering archives as ethically 
benign historical shelters, wherein 
an archive’s holdings are generated 
by the accidents of history, to an 
understanding of how archives 
are involved in producing the 
culture they then aim to preserve. 

Archiving, in other words, is a 
creative act. As Arjun Appadurai 
says, ‘the archive is an aspiration 
rather than a recollection’. 



sounds from buildings and walls 
using a ‘sonovac’. These sounds 
are then taken to the ‘stockade’ 
at the fringes of the city. For 
a good analysis of this story 
see Matthew Gandy, ‘Strange 
Accumulations: Soundscapes of 
Late Modernity in J.G. Ballard’s 
“The Sound-Sweep”’ in The 
Acoustic City, ed. Matthew 
Gandy and B.J. Nilsen (Berlin: 
Jovis Verlag, 2014), 33-39.

6  Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook, 
‘Archives, Records, and Power: 
The Making of Modern Memory’, 
Archival Science 2 (2002), 1.

7  Arjun Appadurai, ‘Archive and 
Aspiration’ in Information is Alive: 
Art and Theory on Archiving 
and Retrieving Data, ed. Joke 
Brouwer (Rotterdam: V2 
Publishing, 2003), 16.

1 These examples are taken from the following 
sources: Robert Nelson and Margaret Olin, 
Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003); 
Alain Corbin, Village Bells: Sound and Meaning in the 
Nineteenth-Century French Countryside (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998); Charles Hirschkind, 
The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette-Sermons and 
Islamic Counterpublics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2006); Ernst Karel, ‘Kerala Sound 
Electricals’ (PhD thesis, University of Chicago, 2003).

2 Philip Bohlman, ‘Music Inside Out: Sounding Public 
Religion in a Post-Secular Europe’, in Music, Sound 
and Space: Transformations of Public and Private 
Experience, ed. Georgina Born (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 205–223.

3 Edgard Varèse, quoted in Gascia Ouzounian, 
‘Sound Installation Art: From Spatial Poetics to Politics, 
Aesthetics to Ethics’ in Music, Sound and Space, ed. 
Georgina Born, 73–89. Ouzounian also quotes a 
review of Poème Électronique that resonates with the 
experience of being inside the Concrete Antenna: 

‘one no longer hears the sounds, one finds 
oneself literally in the heart of the sound 
source. One does not listen to the sounds, 
one lives it’—Ouzounian, ‘Sound Installation 
Art’, 75.

4  Ouzounian, ‘Sound Installation Art’, 81. 
More information on this piece can be 
found at  
max-neuhaus.info/soundworks/vectors/
passage/modusoperandi/. No accidents 
were reported, although Neuhaus was 
taken into custody several times.

5  The word ‘sound-sweep’ refers to a short 
story by J.G. Ballard of the same name, 
published in 1960 in the British science 
fiction journal Science Fantasy. The story 
takes place in a fictional future city, where 
sound doesn’t fade away but gathers in the 
walls of buildings, as though the whole city 
were a recording device. Sound-sweeps 
are employed by the Metropolitan Sonic 
Disposal Service to clean embedded 









evolved into the place 
– or non-place – where 
long-term memories 
are stored, as electrical 
pulses moving through 
and between neurons, 
patterned, pulsing, like 
a massive biological 
computer reaching 
from horizon to horizon, 
and as far as space. A 
cloud of digital data.

Standing inside the tower, 
time becomes fluid; 
memories are leached 
down from the data cloud, 
drop by drop, particle by 
particle, sound by sound. 
Traces of the past warp 
and mingle with the 

Typically, the blue morning has been 
interrupted. But Edinburgh’s neither 
gloomy nor dim. Fragments of white 
wisp are gathering, accumulating into a 
cerebral hemisphere that floats, laden 
with meaning. I was taught that clouds like 
these are formed from droplets of water; 
on rising higher into the atmosphere they 
condense onto microscopic particles – 
dust and sea salt – to form silent billows, for 
which we have devised dazzling names 
– cumulus, lenticular and fractus. But, 
beyond the scientific mind, there are other 
origin stories such as the Norse myth, 
which tells us of clouds created from the 
remains of the giant, Ymir, as tufts of brain 
matter flung into the sky by the angry 
gods. When the heaped masses of cumuli 
ascend it’s as though his brain is still visible.

Here in Newhaven, watching white 

cartoon thoughts drift fair-
weather particles across the 
sky, I remember the days when 
haar rolls in from the sea, and the 
opaque mass is low enough to 
envelop the tops of buildings. On 
those days Concrete Antenna 
appears as a periscope reaching 
up into the aether. Or, to follow 
the Viking way of it, the tower 
extends into the big brain, the grey 
regions of consciousness. This 
complex sky organ is composed 
from a nervous tissue that is barely 
material, nevertheless, it has taken 
on the symbolic function of a 
brain, becoming a coordinating 
centre that processes a stream 
of sensory data. This ‘cloud’ gives 
us a new awareness of ourselves 
and our environment; it has 

Memory Cloud  |  Hanna Tuulikki



enter through the eyes 
are imprinted as images, 
in the same way that a 
signet ring was used to 
stamp an impression 
into wax. The analogy of 
such a viscous, yet solid 
material is satisfying. I 
try to imagine what my 
perceptions of Concrete 
Antenna might look 
like on a wax tablet, if I 
could file them away to 
replay on another day. 
And then I think of the 
vinyl LP. From the cloud 
to the ‘ear’, impressions 
of the digital ether have 
been made tangible: an 
analogue object has been 
imprinted with memories. 

sounds of the present – a distant foghorn 
calls out over the tap, tap, tap of someone 
working a hammer or forge nearby; 
crystalline water droplets meander 
beneath the punctuating crackle and 
belched screech of a steam engine; a 
melody reminiscent of a distorted Victorian 
street organ is peppered with the beeping 
of a supermarket till; the air whistles and 
whirrs. There are no images, yet, emerging 
from the cloud, visuals imprint themselves 
and emerge in my consciousness, like a 
film sequence that has faded. Collaged 
together randomly, this unpredictable 
assemblage is inherently musical: the 
sounds processed into a concordant 
hiss and fizz, with soft hues that are 
washed through with synthetic tones. It is 
commonplace to talk of the way music 
evokes memory and emotion, and here 
in the tower I feel wistful, for the amniotic 

dream world drifts in and out of 
consciousness. It blends memories 
as if by the means of electronic 
retrieval, creating a non-linear 
journey that conjures a nostalgic 
sense of this locale as it once 
was. This atmosphere prompts 
me to wonder what will be here, 
in Newhaven, in two hundred, or 
three hundred years’ time. Will 
this concrete antenna still be 
standing, listening in to the drifting 
memory cloud, and what will the 
sky itself be like – grey, sulphurous, 
or clear? I will never know.

In Theaetetus, Plato proposed 
that, in terms of the functioning 
of the brain, memory might be 
analogous to a wax tablet onto 
which the external stimuli that 







old suburban railway line 
that once connected 
Newhaven to Leith and 
Edinburgh. Compare old 
and new maps and you 
see that a thick brown 
track of iron road has 
turned green, outlining a 
wildlife corridor through a 
designated conservation 
area. Herons, ducks, 
dippers and kingfishers 
inhabit the Water 
of Leith; bluebells, 
cowslips, dandelions 
and wildflowers of all 
kinds spread along the 
verges of walkways 
and cycle paths. 

A voice invites me into the tower. ‘Far away 
from the shore…’ A fragment of a sentence 
seems to open a conversation then 
pauses in mid air. Where it leads after that 
depends on time and tide and my own 
responses. On a chilly spring afternoon 
it’s an oddly invigorating experience, 
sometimes cheering, sometimes gut-
stirringly sad. Please come with me 
for a strange ride through past and 
present on the real and imagined 
waterfront of Edinburgh. Perhaps we 
will also catch glimpses of the future.   

‘Once a village outside Edinburgh,’ 
says a disembodied voice.  I am inside 
the tower, a tall thin exclamation mark 
of brick, which signals the arrival of 
Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop (ESW) in 

the landscape of Newhaven, once 
a fishing village thriving on the 
teeming populations of oysters, 
herring and cod in the Firth of 
Forth.  Industrial history hangs 
heavy over the local environment, 
the promise of regeneration 
yet to be properly fulfilled. Loch 
Fyne restaurant now occupies 
the Victorian fish market – few 
shellfish are found in the Forth 
where 19th century oyster wars 
waged. Manufacturing has come 
and gone too. ESW itself sits on 
the site of former clay pits and 
potteries. But colours on the 
landscape show new life evolving. 
To get here today I followed the 
cycle path along the route of the 
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public. A hiss of tyres 
from a passing van on 
the road above blends 
with a creaking friction 
of wood and steel. A real 
seagull on a chimney 
pot outside laughs back 
at a recorded version. 
Hearing underwater 
cable drones I find myself 
thinking of this morning’s 
news story about Inky the 
Octopus who escaped 
down the drain of a 
New Zealand aquarium 
and out into the Pacific 
Ocean. A regular tapping 
and chiselling of stone 
cleverly interweaves 

This afternoon the sun is shining but the 
triangular tower is cold and empty.  I can’t 
help but look up – no one could resist 
the shaft of light. There’s a rectangle of 
bright blue sky in the opening at the top 
but the dominant shape is a triangle; a 
pleasing isosceles of daylight illuminates 
the narrow space whatever the weather.  
Visually, this is a feast of clean lines, sharp 
angles, smooth surfaces, neat edges. 
Yet something much less clear-cut is 
happening in the mind’s eye. The sounds 
of Concrete Antenna mix and mingle, 
tease and tangle locally found and 
manipulated sounds, pulling us towards 
the sea, grinding back into town along the 
old rail tracks which disappeared long 
ago. The sound loop varies according 
to whether the tide is coming in or 

going out and my movement 
determines exactly what plays. 
Foghorns moan, church bells 
toll, fireworks crackle and pop, 
hammers tap a seductive jig. And 
birds sing. So convincingly you 
are never sure if these are real 
blackbirds or skilfully recorded 
trills. Last night, preparing for 
this visit, I had to remove my 
headphones to check; could 
blackbirds be singing at 10pm?

Lines blur. Standing in the tower, I 
find it isn’t long before there is no 
clear distinction between outside 
and inside, past and present, 
actual and imagined, individual 
and collective, or private and 



surrounding environment, 
they also welcome 
people into a newly public 
space. We can wander in 
off the street or through 
the gate open to the cycle 
path. A café persuades 
us to stay. Children 
play outside between 
tables on sunny days. 
‘This is where I grew 
up…’ a voice interrupts 
my train of thought, 
pulling me back into 
the tower. Tantalising 
snippets of conversation 
provide jigsaw pieces of 
a puzzle of life that no 
longer exists. A mournful 
sound from a new loop 
of Church Bells seems 

through a percussive piece – ah, no, that’s 
an actual sound coming in through the 
open doorway, a sculptor in a nearby 
workshop is using hand tools in real life.  
A tinkling sound punctuates a pause in a 
foghorn drone – that’s a high-vis cyclist 
speeding past the tower and ringing a 
warning to pedestrians on the way.

This mix of real and recorded sound 
seems utterly natural. But it occurs to me 
that the aural overlapping symbolises 
something that is happening in our 
experience of space in the outside world. 
Places are what we make them. The 
architecture of the tower makes its own 
bold statement of intent. As the planning 
application approved by Edinburgh City 
Council declared,  ‘The proposed tower 
will act as a gateway and be visible from 
the street as well as from a distance on the 

cycle path. It marks the building as 
a public space within the city in a 
similar way that church spires or 
bell towers have done in the past.’ 

We tend to think that public space 
is threatened, dominated by 
commercial use, neglected by 
under-funded local authorities, 
constantly threatened by property 
development. But a Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation report, The 
Social Value of Public Spaces, 
invites us to think again about ‘self-
organising spaces’, which may 
include high streets, shopping 
precincts and street markets as 
well as community centres, parks 
and playgrounds.  The sounds 
of Concrete Antenna not only 
evoke the past and present of the 



miraculous revival of 
life in a neighbourhood, 
devastated by 
deindustrialisation, 
battling against so 
many odds someone 
in the audience asks 
him how he finds the 
energy to keep going. 
‘The night-time can 
be challenging,’ he 
admits, ‘but daylight 
shows me that we are 
making progress.’

‘The success of a 
particular public space, 
says the JRF report,  ‘is 
not solely in the hands 
of the architect, urban 
designer or town planner; 

to evoke a requiem for the past, and yet 
there are counter-rhythms suggesting 
new possibilities. As luck has it, my visit to 
the tower is sandwiched between two 
neighbouring community events – one 
in a refurbished Newhaven church, the 
other in a renovated industrial building in 
Granton – where there are extraordinary 
signs of people reclaiming space, 
creating visions of hope for the future.  

In the Newhaven meeting, exploring 
potential for new community projects, 
there’s enthusiastic talk of Edinburgh 
Playing Out – a new group successfully 
engaging local people to take part 
in ‘play street’ experiments so that at 
least every now and then children can 
play safely outside as their parents 
(or maybe grandparents) used to.  In 
Granton there are plans to expand 

projects turning overgrown, 
rubbish-strewn back-greens into 
welcoming communal spaces 
for growing fruit, vegetables, 
flowers and social activities.  
And more ambitious plans for 
transforming brownfield sites into 
green spaces full of birds, bees, 
butterflies and people too. Could 
the smartly refurbished former 
car factory offices become a 
hub for artists and artisans? 

Some proposals will be more 
achievable than others – 
streetwise community activists 
are under no illusions that change 
comes easy, quick or cheap.  Last 
night I heard a pioneer from a 
community regeneration scheme 
in Glasgow describing an almost 



across the beach. It 
feels both mournful and 
irrepressibly cheerful 
at the same time. 

‘Thank you for listening, I 
hope you…’ a child’s voice 
offers a final fragment 
of unfinished sentence. 
It seems a good time 
to leave. Looking back 
from the cycle path, I 
see that the tower does 
indeed look like an 
oversized speaker. But it 
can be seen and heard 
many ways. Antenna, 
transmitter, beacon. 

it relies also on people adopting, using 
and managing the space – people make 
places, more than places make people.’

Months or, more often, years of 
determined work may lie ahead: 
campaigning and persuading, fundraising 
and digging, battling and bridge-building. 
But the will is there. The space is there 
too. Look at Granton and Newhaven 
on Google Earth and you see many 
green and brown squares, triangles and 
lozenges of edgeland and wasteland. Not 
all of it can or should be built on. And there 
is real hope in the step-by-step success of 
community enterprises like Crops in Pots, a 
local environmental programme founded 
by a young mother and supported by 

an increasing number of young 
families which has created an 
urban croft from a piece of waste 
ground on the edge of Leith Links. 

It’s getting colder in the tower. The 
tide is now at its lowest, according 
to the timetable accompanying 
the Concrete Antenna album. 
I’ve been standing here for thirty 
minutes and my fingers are 
beginning to protest yet Church 
Bells ring out again and my toes 
start involuntarily tapping. Just one 
more tune? Through Fog Signals, 
a haunting, almost fairground 
melody, there is the sound of 
waves washing and receding 









suitably quaint looking 
pub sits in Fishmarket 
Square — a place made 
incongruous by its lack 
of a fish and chip shop. 
On a small hill sits Great 
Michael Rise, a Basil 
Spence designed haven 
of 1950s Scandinavian 
inspired modernism — the 
estate’s first occupants 
will show you where the 
fisherwomen once laid 
out their nets to dry and 
tell you that the correct 
title for a Newhavener 
is a Bow-Tow. At its 
foot a gigantic ASDA 

To better understand why Concrete 
Antenna is such a clever site-specific 
artwork, it’s helpful to know a little about 
Newhaven and in particular its peculiar 
relationship with scale. I lived in Newhaven 
for a number of years. I’m no longer 
certain for how long as the borders retain 
some mystery (my first flat in Leith and my 
second in Trinity are both embraced by 
the Edinburgh Ward map of Newhaven). In 
any case, when you are there, Newhaven 
is a small place. A conservation area of 
around 5,000 inhabitants, it began life 
as a fishing village and elements of its 
‘villageness’ remain. A small harbour with 
dainty fishing and hobby boats bob in 
the water alongside a pier hosting two 
quite cavernous chain restaurants. On the 

opposite side of its harbour is the 
largest enclosed deep-water port 
in Scotland where it’s not unusual 
to see international cruise liners or 
hear the horns of ships coming in 
to port with names like Harkland 
Atlantis,  or Amadeus Gold.

Traditional architecture in the form 
of petite fisherman’s cottages 
and various iterations of small 
tenements line Newhaven’s 
cobbled main street and Annfield. 
Two hundred metres away the 
multi-storey apartment blocks of 
Platinum Point rise up sketching 
out an improbable urban skyline 
and framing Fife to the north. A 
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triangular tower. 

I entered on a bright but 
hazy, freezing spring 
day and listened as the 
sounds of the installation 
interacted with the 
everyday life of the site. 
Two workmen converse 
loudly with one another 
two hundred metres 
away, their scrambled 
sentences tumble 
around the plaza. I’d 
forgotten how the chill 
from the sea air makes 
Newhaven colder. A dog 
barks nearby and a voice 

superstore sits on reclaimed land — 
right next to it the monolithic white 
concrete Chancelot Mill silently sifts 
flour, seemingly without workers.

Newhaven has successfully 
accommodated a variety of competing 
architectures and urbanisms, and this 
is especially true of what may be one 
of its most ambitious additions; the 
Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop. The 
building, designed by Sutherland Hussey 
Harris, sits quietly in a channel between 
Hawthornvale and a cycle path converted 
from the old railway line. Its central plaza 
area can be viewed from above and on 
the late summer’s evening that launched 
the Concrete Antenna recordings I noted 

aloud how the scene seemed like 
a little piece of Berlin in Edinburgh. 
The combination of the audience 
(artists, musicians, academics) 
and the understated and beautiful 
materials of brick and concrete 
on a large scale felt very modern.

For Concrete Antenna the 
relationships between sound, 
landscape, architecture, 
place, space and memory are 
sampled, reconfigured then 
transmitted inside a tall concrete 
tower in Newhaven. The artists 
have arranged a vertical row 
of speakers along the inside 
of a smooth, pale concrete 



musicians links perfectly 
with the original artwork. 
These remixes evoke 
Newhaven’s dual states 
of languor and industry 
in the same playful way 
as the original Concrete 
Antenna recordings. Each 
of the new works invites 
speculation and breathes 
new life into the originals. 
Significantly, they bring 
a sense of history and 
modernity together 
in a composition that 
reflects the distinguishing 
characteristics of 
Newhaven in ways 
that words and 
images cannot.

above my head announces ‘Number 14’. 
Then, I listen carefully to…what sounds like 
camera shutters, wind vanes, foghorns. 
Birdsong seems to be outside of the 
tower and inside the recordings. I close 
my eyes and the sound of ghosts screeds 
off into the distance, maybe across the 
sea’s surface. A dog on the cycle path 
howls good-naturedly and I wait. I’m 
enjoying creating my own scenarios.

A plinking keyboard drips and drops in 
Score Tae The Toor and loops me back 
to the underground reservoir known as 
cisterns under the grass of Søndermarken 
Park in Copenhagen. A ball bounces along 
and away and a man’s voice, a harbour 
masters voice — I am sure — describes ‘The 
Firth of Forth’. I can hear the chatter of the 
checkouts at Asda now! A boy warns, ‘You 

have to be careful on Cramond 
Isle’ and then the motorised sound 
of a boat tails off. A young girl 
announces, ‘In Edinburgh…’ then 
a delicate harp like instrument 
is plucked alongside rushing 
water. Now music and water and 
seagulls transform into a rushing 
train and the sound of an aircraft 
falls away into static. Flutes echo 
a fairground and a voice reminds 
a child, ‘careful at the traffic light’. 
Ship horns hum and become a 
bow pulled along the string of 
cello. A BBC accented speaker 
becomes an alarming mechanical 
scrape, or maybe an artist pulling 
on the huge metal gate leading 
into the sculpture workshop
The new recordings by a range of 









sound changes. It is 
modified by wind and 
temperature gradients 
and humidity in the air, 
as well as reverberation 
caused by multiple 
reflections between 
ground and buildings. 

When we listen to these 
recordings of fireworks 
over Newhaven, what 
we hear carries with 
it an imprint of the 
geography of Edinburgh, 
its hills, streets and 
buildings, as well as the 
neighbouring sea.

Much of the sonic palette for Harbour 
Fireworks, the final track in this collection, 
is derived from recordings of firework 
displays in the area. We tend to assume 
that fireworks are designed purely for their 
visual impact. However, for their creators, 
the sound they make is equally important. 

We can think of them as highly effective, 
single-use percussion instruments. 
Whereas drums make sound by creating 
pressure waves through the movement 
of a diaphragm, an explosion is a much 
more direct and effective source of 
noise. (The loudest sound in history was 
created by Krakatoa exploding in 1883. 
The percussion created was recorded 
on barometers around the world as 

it circled the earth four times 
before fading away. It even briefly 
shifted global sea levels as the 
atmosphere rang like a bell.) 

The sounds of fireworks are 
divided into four types: retorts 
and crackles created by staged 
explosions; hums created by 
fireworks spinning as they 
burn; and whistles created 
by rapid on/off pulsing of 
the burning fuel resonating 
with the surrounding air. 

Whatever the type, as the 
distance from a firework 
increases, its characteristic 

Harbour Fireworks  |  Simon Kirby
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