
“THE BLUE COLLAR ARTIST: SOUNDS FROM THE INDUSTRIAL ERA” 

 

 

Some supposed “ sound archaeologists” have carried out research (always from 

the imaginary of each discoverer or interpreter) into the – still resonating — 

sounds of the blue collar artist. Playing the imagined soundtracks of their own 

artistic-vital practice, which has allowed us to hear the echo of those very same 

technical-social transformations issuing from the Industrial Era. This introspective 

work has brought to the fore contradictions and, at the same time, transforming 

utopias, in which artists had to don and even design themselves –as Tatlin or 

Rodchenko did in their day- their own suits in order to be able to intervene when 

things are happening, be it on the battlefield, in production processes or in the 

media. 

 

 

The artist puts on an army uniform: Italian Futurism 

 

Captained by Marinetti, in their determination to glorify war (“the beautiful ideas 

which kill”), during the Great War, the Futurists enrolled as volunteers in the 

Battalion of Cyclist Volunteers (Bataglione Brenta). Some of them died at the 

front, like the sculptor Boccioni and the architect Sant’Elia. The painter and 

musician Luigi Russolo, a volunteer in the same battalion, published in 1916, at 

the height of the war, his book “The Art of Noise”, in which one of the chapters 

(“noises of war”) studies from the trenches, in the various combats against the 

Austrian forces, the “infinite variety of war noises, from the very near to distant 

ones” as if he were a poet capturing the new lyricism emerged from the sonorities 

of the military machinery: 



“In the modern, mechanical and metallic war, the visual element is almost 

non-existent. On the contrary, the sense, meaning and the expression of 

sounds are infinite (…). 

 Marvellous and tragic symphony of war sounds! 

 This is where the most strange and powerful noises can be found! 

A man coming from a noisy modern city, familiar with all the street noises, 

those of the railway stations, and of all types of factories, will still find 

things to surprise him here at the front, will still come across noises which 

he will experience with an unthinkable new emotion. 

When still outside his radio of action, artillery only announces itself with a 

distant noise similar to thunder. 

However, as it gets closer, the noise appears defined in the explosions still 

maintaining the fullness of the thunder tone, and the shots of our artillery 

may be distinguished from those of the enemy’s artillery. However, only 

when entering its radio of action does the artillery reveal the epic 

impressive symphony of its noises”. (1) 

 

One year later he was seriously ill in the battlefield and spent several months in 

hospital. In the following years, his disagreements with Fascism excluded him 

from the activities of the Futurists, something which led him to spend long periods 

outside Italy, in cities such as London, Paris or Tarragona. 

 

----- CD track no. 1: “The Noises of War” (1916) by Luigi Russolo. 

 

 

The artist puts on blue overalls: Russian Cubo-Futurism. 

 



The poet Vladimir Mayakovsky –leader of the Russian Futurist movement- in a 

full acceptance of the Bolshevik revolution defended it as “our revolution”, 

reciting his poetry in factories and even in street advertising (“the streets are our 

paintbrushes, the public squares our palettes”). (2) The sculptor Rodchenko 

designed his own working overalls, conceived and created the furniture for a 

workers’ club; Tatlin did the same, and he made his own work clothes by 

considering himself more of an engineer than a sculptor, designing everything 

from babies bottles to flying machines, even if they didn’t manage to fly like 

Leonardo da Vinci’s. Theoreticians such as Tarabukin or Arvatov postulated the 

death of art and the disappearance of artists, simply because all workers will be 

creators (or, what is the same, artists). 

 

In this environment, an artist such as Dziga Vertov (a futurist pseudonym which 

could be translated as “spinning top” or an ever-spinning wheel), before 

discovering cinema, studied music and medicine at Moscow’s Psychoneurological 

Institute. In that period, he created his “Laboratory of Hearing” (1916-17) where, 

with a rudimentary model 1910 Pathephone (acquired in Saint Petersburg) he 

registered and set-up noises in waterfalls and sawmills: 

“(…) during his teenage years, this became a passion for putting together 

stenograms, phonograms. In an interest for the documentary transcription of 

sound. In experiments transcribing, through words and characters, the sound of a 

waterfall, of a sawmill, etc. In my ‘laboratory of hearing’ he created documentary 

compositions and musical-literary verbal montages”. (3) 

 

“(…) And hence, one day in the spring of 1918, I returned from the station. I still 

felt in my ears the breathing, the noises of the receding train… Somebody 

swearing… A kiss… Somebody screaming…Laughter, whistling, voices, sound of 



bells in the station, the breathing of a train … Murmurs, calls, goodbyes…while I 

walk, I think: we have to find a machine which does not describes, but inscribes, 

takes photographs of these sounds”. (4) 

 

----- CD tracks nos. 2 and 3: “Laboratory of Hearing” (1916-18) by Dziga 

Vertov. 

 

In Vertov’s ambition to “explore life”, the latest technical inventions and means 

coming from the industrial revolution were conceived by him with the main 

intention of “discovering and revealing the truth” and of placing a revolutionary 

weapon in the hands of the workers. All of this led him to create the Kino-eye 

(“what the eye cannot see”) and the Radio-Pravda (or “radio-truth”) and Radio-

ear (“I hear”). Through the radio, he attempted to establish an auditory 

communication among the whole of the world’s proletariat, through the recording 

of sounds of workplaces themselves, and of life captured without much 

preparation (a kind of ‘factory of facts’), for their later broadcasting in a network 

of radio stations thus making possible the mutual “listening” and 

“understanding” of all the workers regardless their cultural origins. All these 

ideas were expressed in his manifesto “Radio-Pravda” (1925): 

 

“We defend agitation by the facts, not only concerning sight, but also and 

in the same measure concerning hearing. 

How could we establish an auditory relationship in the whole frontline of 

the world’s proletariat? 

As happens with sight, where our cinema-observers have captured visible 

living phenomena with cameras, we should begin to talk about the 

recording of auditory facts. 



We already have a recording apparatus: the gramophone. There are, 

however, other more perfected ones, able to record every whisper, every 

murmur, the noise of a waterfall, the discourse of a speaker, etc. 

Once organised and set-up, the presentation of that sound recording may 

be easily broadcasted in the form of Radiopravda. It is therefore possible 

to establish, in all the radio stations, a proportion of radio-dramas, radio-

concerts and -news ‘directly taken from the life of the peoples from 

different countries. 

Something which acquires a fundamental importance for the radio is the 

‘radio-journal’, without paper nor distances (Lenin), rather than the 

broadcasting of Carmen, Rigoletto, romances, etc., with which our radio-

broadcasting began. 

We must protect our radio, before it is too late, from the obstruction of 

‘artistic broadcasting’ (we must compare them with the influence of 

artistic cinema). 

Against ‘artistic cinema’, we oppose Kino-Pravda and Kino-eye; against 

‘artistic broadcasting’, we oppose Radio-Pravda and Radio-ear. 

Technology advances in large strides. A system to broadcast images 

through radio has already been discovered. On the other hand, there is 

already a way to record sound facts with film reel. 

In the foreseeable future, men will be able to broadcast for the whole 

world, simultaneously visible and sound facts recorded by a radio-camera. 

We have the duty to get ready to put these inventions of the capitalist 

world to the service of its own destruction. 

And it will not be through opera or theatre representations that we will get 

ready. We will be intensely ready to offer proletarians from all countries 



with the possibility of seeing and hearing the whole of the world in an 

organised manner. Of being mutually seen, heard and understood”. (5) 

 

Dziga Vertov was not heard at his time and was not able to put these ideas into 

practice, a set of ideas in defence of a technological future which is a reality 

today. However, rather than hearing each other, the workers of the present 

listened to piped music or to the top of the pops, seeing TV (the “radio-eye” 

defended by Vertov) at their homes only to forget. 

 

----- CD track no. 6: “Radio-Pravda” and “Radio-ear”  (1925) by Dziga Vertov. 

 

 

As part of that desire to remind the proletariat of their true role, their power to 

decide their own history, the composer Arseni Avraamov (1890-1943) conceived 

a monumental proletarian musical work for whose creation he used sounds 

directly taken from machines and factories. The composer organised several 

monumental concerts which he called “Symphony of Factory Sirens”, inspired by 

the nocturnal spectacles of Petrograd (May 1918) and texts imagined by Gastef 

and Mayakovsky. He could eventually take those concerts to a number of Soviet 

cities taking the occasion granted by the anniversaries of the October Revolution: 

Nizhny Novgorov (1919), Rostov (1921), Baku (1922) and finally Moscow 

(1923). The most impressive and elaborate of the concerts was held on 7 

November 1922 in the harbour of Baku (Azerbaijan). For it, Avraamov enjoyed 

the collaboration of a huge cast of choirs of thousands of individuals, which he 

combined with the foghorns of the entire Caspian flotilla, two batteries of artillery 

guns, a number of full infantry regiments, hydroplanes, the whistles of twenty-five 

steam locomotives, and all the factory sirens of the port city of Baku. To all that, 



we must add his invention of a number of portable machines, which he called 

“Steam Whistle Machines” consisting of the setting-up of an ensemble of sirens 

(from 20 to 25), which were musically tuned to play the music of The 

International. Avraamov conducted the symphony from a tower built for that 

purpose and where the baton was replaced by signalling flags which he directed 

simultaneously to the oil flotilla, the trains at the station, the shipyards, the 

transport vehicles and the masses of workers’ choirs. The instructions for the 

performance were published by the newspapers of Baku one day before its 

execution, and were the following: 

 

On the Fifth Anniversary of the October Revolution 

Instructions for the “Symphony of Factory Sirens” 

 

“On the morning of the Fifth Anniversary, on 7
th
 November, all the ships from 

Gocasp, Voenflot, and Uzbekcasp, including all small boats and vessels, will 

gather near the dock of the railway station at 7:00 a.m. All boats will receive 

written instructions from a group of musicians. After that, they will proceed to 

occupy the place assigned to them near the customs dock. The destroyer 

Dostoyny, with the steam whistling machine and the small boats, will be anchored 

further up, in front of the tower. 

At 9:00 a.m., the whole flotilla will be in position. All the mobile machines, local 

trains and battleships, and repaired steam machines will arrive at the same time. 

The cadets from the courses of the Fourth Regiment, the students from the Azgo 

Conservatory, and all the professional musicians will be on the dock no later than 

8:30 a.m. 



At 10:00 a.m., the troops, the artillery, the machine guns, and the rest of vehicles 

will also take positions following the orders received. Airplanes and hydroplanes 

shall also be ready. 

No later than 10:30, those in charge of making the signals will take their positions 

at the regional and railway terminals. 

The midday cannon has been cancelled. 

-The squad in charge of the fireworks will give the signal to the following vehicles 

for their approach to the centre with the minimum possible noise: Zykh, Bely 

Gorod, Bibi, Abot and Babylon. 

-The fifth shot will give the signal to the first and second district of the Black 

Quarter. 

-The tenth shot, to the sirens of the commercial offices, of Azneft, and of the docks. 

-The fifteenth shot, the districts, planes taking-off. The bells. 

-The eighteenth shot, the sirens of the square and the steam machines located 

there. Simultaneously, the first company of the Military Academy will move from 

the square to the docks playing the march “Varashavanka”. 

-All the sirens sound and end at the twenty-fifth cannon shot. 

-Pause. 

-The triple chord of the sirens will be accompanied by a “Hurrah” from the 

docks. 

-The steam whistling machine will give the final sign. 

-“The International” (four times). In the middle, a wind orchestra plays “La 

Marseillese” in combination with a choir of automobiles. 

-The whole square joins singing in the second repetition. 

-At the end of the fourth verse, the cadets and the infantry return to the square 

where they are greeted with a “Hurrah”. 



-At the end, a festive and universal choir with all the sirens and alarm signals 

plays for three minutes accompanied by the bells. 

-The signal for the end  is given by the steam whistling machine. 

-Ceremonial march. Artillery, fleet, vehicles and machine guns receive their 

signals directly from the conductor on the tower. The red and white flag, is used 

for the batteries; the blue and yellow, for the sirens; a four-coloured red flag for 

machine guns, and a red flag for the individual interventions of boats, trains, and 

the automobile choir. At a signal of the battery, “The International” is repeated 

twice throughout the final procession. The fire of the engines will have to be 

stoked for as long as the signals are maintained. 

 

All the above instructions are directed to the high level ranks and for their 

irrevocable execution under the responsibility of its authorities: military, Azneft, 

Gocasp, and related educational institutions. All participants must have with them 

their respective instructions during the celebrations”. 

 

The master of TSOK is M. Chagin. 

The organiser of the “Symphony of Factory Sirens” is Mr. 

Avraamov. (6) 

 

 

----- CD track no. 4: “Symphony of Factory Sirens” (Baku, 1922) by Arseni 

Avraamov. 

 

This monumental concert was due to last several hours and its preparation had 

taken several months. Avraamov did not want spectators, but intended the active 

participation of everybody in the development of the work through their 



exclamations and singing, everybody united in a same revolutionary will. 

Avraamov reflected on this capacity of music, and the influence of the sounds 

defining our environment, on its importance and on the role it had to fulfil with 

the arrival of the October Revolution, an aspect which helps us to understand the 

ultimate meaning of his composition “Symphony of Factory Sirens”: 

 

“Music has, among all the arts, the highest power of social organisation. The 

most ancient myths prove that mankind is fully aware of that power. Orpheus 

tamed wild beasts with his lyre. Joshua knocked-down the walls of Jericho with a 

trumpet. Amphiom’s flute charmed the stones to build the celebrated seven-gated 

wall of Thebes. Pythagoras heard the music of the spheres in the structures of the 

cosmos and in the movements of celestial bodies. Both in mythology and history, 

music and community singing were the common features of the social life of 

mankind, and, in the religious and secular rituals, their most festive moments. 

Collective work, from farming to the military, is unconceivable without songs and 

music. One may even think that the high degree of organisation in factory work 

under capitalism could have ended up by creating a respectable form of musical 

source. However, we had to arrive to the October Revolution to relive the concept 

of the Symphony of Factory Sirens. The Capitalist system gives rise to anarchic 

tendencies. The fear of seeing workers marching in unity prevents their music 

from being developed in freedom. Every morning, the chaotic industrial roar 

gagged the people. 

 

But then the revolution arrived. Suddenly, in the evening –in an unforgettable 

evening- the Red Petersburg was filled with the many thousands of sounds of 

sirens, whistles and alarms. And in response, thousands of army lorries crossed 

the city loaded with soldiers shooting their guns at the air. The Red Guard met in 



a rush with the avant-garde of Kornilov. At that extraordinary moment, the happy 

chaos should had to be redirected by a single power able to replace the song of 

the alarms by the victorious anthem of ‘The International’. The Great October 

Revolution! And, once again, sirens and cannon work in the whole of Russia 

without a single voice unifying their organisation”. (7) 

 

After the successful experience of the “Symphony of Factory Sirens” in Baku, 

Avraamov was asked by the Moscow Proletkult to repeat the event on the 

occasion of the Sixth Anniversary of the October Revolution (23 October 1923). 

To carry it out, he relied on the help of the Union of Metal Workers, the factory 

committees of Transriver district, the Union of Young Communists, the 

Commissariat of Railway Transports, the professional musicians from the 

Moscow Conservatory, and the RVSR (the Republic Revolutionary Armed 

Forces). The performance included new songs and marches such as “The March 

of the Young Guard” and “The Workers’ Funerary March”. However, Avraamov 

found more difficulties there to execute his “Symphony of Factory Sirens” than in 

the open space of Baku’s harbour, and the results were far from being the desired 

ones: the long distances between the various elements of sound did not succeed in 

achieving the intended acoustic unity, and therefore the majority of the attendants 

were unable to distinguish the sirens version of “The International”. That was the 

last time in which the experience was carried out, as happened with so many 

artistic experiments in the later Stalinist period. A year later, in 1924, Lenin died. 

 

----- CD track no. 5: “Symphony of Factory Sirens”  (Moscow, 1923) by Arseni 

Avraamov. Fragment of “The Workers’ Funeral March”. 

 

 



The artist with a reporter’s microphone: from “Ramonism” to Spanish 

Ultraism. 

 

Ramón Gómez de la Serna was the first reporter of the Spanish radio, and at the 

same time the introducer of the artistic avant-gardes in Spain, for he translated the 

first Futurist manifesto of Marinetti for the journal Prometeo, a few months after 

its publication in Le Figaro. He used to go out on the streets with his radio 

microphone to speak with working people: sellers of lottery tickets, of honey, 

chauffeurs, and all sorts of peddlers in the Puerta del Sol, where he gathered 

popular wisdom and turned it into “universal” through the radio waves. His 

microphone was also a vehicle for the silenced and forgotten, as in the case of 

those new lampposts installed at the Puerta del Sol which he declared open as if 

they were a public monument: 

 

“This lamppost to which I dedicate my apology will throw its light on national 

issues, being anti-obscurantist par excellence (…). I declare this lamppost 

officially opened, a lamppost which has been in use for only ten days, a great 

lamppost for the same reasons we call a man a great man”. (8) 

 

When he finished his monumental radio-broadcast discourse, the people in the 

square clapped and he reverentially bowed in front of the lamppost. 

Like “a priest of the goddess Radio”, Ramón had a microphone connected with 

the headquarters of Unión Radio, where he broadcasted –in solitude and silence- 

his “Daily Report” with what finally ended up as his home: a visit, the fleeting 

impressions of a letter he had received, what could be seen from the balcony, what 

he had just witnessed or what had just happened. He regarded himself as a 



“chronicler on duty” and also to be in possession of a “private microphone in 

universal functions”. (9) 

He had installed at home his “Greguerías Workshop”, some of his greguerías [a 

literary invention which he described as “humour plus metaphor”. The word was 

accepted by the dictionary of the Academy] were dedicated to the radio itself, like 

one he called “Greguería de las Ondas”: 

“Very often, at times when broadcasting is not possible, I leave my device open to 

find out how it electronically breathes air, how its nervous system simmers and 

seethes”. 

 

----- CD track no. 7: “Greguería de las Ondas” (1925) by Ramón Gómez de la 

Serna. 

 

In parallel, one of the few examples of the autochthonous movement of the 

historical avant-garde appeared at that time in the Spanish context itself. We are 

referring to Ultraism (1918-1925), which rather than offering a new and personal 

contribution synthesised those of all the movements of European avant-garde 

(and, by extension, twenty years later the emergence of Postism had a similar 

meaning, compiling what was left from that very same avant-garde). The 

movement was mainly made up by poets and novelists, like Cansinos-Assens (its 

founder), Guillermo de Torre, Xavier Bóveda, Adriano del Valle…, and 

occasionally Luis Buñuel (filmmaker and poet) and Jorge Luis Borges. They were 

their own reporters, creating a number of journals to popularise their poems and 

poetic slogans, such as those published at the magazine Ultra: 

 

-“Ultra has no director. It is ruled by an anonymous executive committee”. 

-“Ultraism is the train that always passes. One have to get on and off in motion”. 



-“It is a fan which has gone mad in a rarefied atmosphere”. 

- It is “the teaching of everything which must not be said” 

-“Notice for the blind: We’ll take you to the sunny side” 

-“Notice for the deaf: We’ll teach you to hear without words” (10) 

 

There was no such as thing as ultraist music in parallel to the literary expression, 

but we can find some isolated examples in the Uruguayan composer Carmen 

Barradas (1888-1963), who frequented ultraist soirees in Madrid, organising 

recitals and composing some piano pieces in clear reference to the sounds 

resulting from industrial processes: “Fabricación” (1922) [Manufacturing], 

“Taller mecánico” [Mechanic Workshop] and “Aserradero” [Saw Mill] (1928). 

The musical score of the first of them was illustrated by her brother, Rafael 

Barradas, a regular graphic collaborator in ultraist journals. In these works, 

Carmen Barradas reflected the legacy of what futurist music proclaimed, 

becoming the sound reporter of the beat of industrial fluxes, as if a new working 

music announced the worker composing a new musical piece with his machine, as 

if it were an industrial product. 

 

-----CD tracks nos. 8 and 9: “Fabricación” (1922) by Carmen Barradas. 

 

 

Finally, with the post-industrial era of late capitalism, artists step out of the blue 

collar to adapt themselves to the new times of Neo-Liberalism, designing for 

themselves other work wear, in this case white collar in order to be able to 

intervene in the very happening of the new times: an underground rep (Warhol), a 

Messiah-Shaman in waistcoat (Beuys), a Stock and Museum Broker (Jeff Koons), 

a Street and Armchair Graffiti Maker (Keith Haring), self-employed with invoices 



(working with art galleries), artist-gallerist (alternative to galleries), civil servant 

(so he can do what he wants on bank holidays), failed and clever hacker (to be an 

activist in the net), gender (to talk about the other one), citizen (to create a 

participative art)…, or just wearing one’s misunderstood clothes (to create a 

confessional art). 

 

LABORATORIO DE CREACIONES INTERMEDIA (L.C.I.) 
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