
 ‘S
o, what do you want to know?” 
asks David Byrne, beaming 
beneath a straw fedora, as erudite 
and affable as ever, even with 

a couple busted ribs. “What’s not appar-
ent?” He’s gesturing to an ornate antique 
organ, the only adornment to this cavern-
ous 9,000-square-foot hall in the Battery 
Maritime Building in Lower Manhattan. 
A bewildering farm of tubes and wires 
runs out from the back and snakes along 
to the walls, the towering columns, and 
the pipes looming overhead, as if the 
instrument itself were on life support. 
Not much, at first blush, is apparent. 

David would like it if you came and 
had a go at the organ. Or, more accurately, 
the venue itself. Playing the Building, his 
partnership with arts gurus Creative Time, 
is basically an interactive experimental-
music station, a chance for you (and/or 
your kids) to pretend you’re a member of 
Einstüerzende Neubauten for a couple 
minutes. Each key on the organ connects 
to a tube, which connects to some facet of 
the building, which dutiful whirls or clanks 
or whistles or saws at your command. The 
tones are generally arranged low to high on 
the keyboard, though you can’t exactly play 
“Stormy Weather” on it; it’d be more satis-

fying, perhaps, to rattle off a 
few full-keyboard slides, Bugs Bunny/Jerry 
Lee Lewis–style, though so far, everyone 
seems too polite (or too fearful of busting 
the thing) to do this. Probably just as well. 
Your choice, though. Spray-painted in 
yellow onto the cement floor at the foot of 
the organ is a simple request: “Please play.”

Holding court and testing errant keys a 
few days before the exhibit’s grand opening 
this past Saturday—it’s now open to the 
public Friday through Sunday, from 
noon to 6 p.m., until mid-August—David 
stresses that he’s not a musician here, 
but a facilitator. It’s his gift to the masses: 
“It’s nice that they can come in and play 
the thing,” he says. “It’s not a piece of 
music that you download or you buy, 
something like that. It’s something that 
you actually have to sit and do.” Further-
more: “You can see how it works. It’s not 
like a piece of software where the actual 
workings of it, unless you’re a real techie, 
are completely hidden to you. It’s pretty 
easy to see which ones are blowing air.”

The ex–Talking Heads frontman—who, 
after a couple decades of fantastically 
strange projects (deadpan PowerPoint 
presentations, a McSweeney’s-approved 
faux Bible treatise entitled The New Sins, 

that musical about Imelda Marcos, etc.), 
finally feels like he’s shed the Rock-Star-
Makes-Art tag and can stand on his own as 
a conceptual artiste—first mounted Playing 
the Building at an old factory in Sweden a 
couple years back. He remembers fondly 
the empowerment it engendered among 
folks there: “They didn’t feel inhibited 
about playing the thing. They didn’t feel 
like they were amateurs and only profes-

sionals can play it. They didn’t feel like 
it requires a composer or a musician 
to play, because obviously it’s not like a 
regular instrument. So that, I think, helped 
loosen people up—and kids and adults 
and whatever, they all felt they could have 
a few minutes fooling around on it.”

But the piece has added resonance  in 
New York City, first of all from the  real-
estate angle, stemming the tide  (albeit 

briefly) of all our weird, old,  eccentric 
buildings slowly succumbing to Starbucks 
franchises and McCondos. This will be the 
public’s first trip to the Battery Maritime 
Building’s second floor in  decades, and 
care was taken to preserve  the atmosphere: 
Short of the obvious,  rudimentary cleanli-
ness/safety issues, Byrne chose to leave 
the raw, industrial, bluntly intimidating 
space largely alone. (Which may explain 
why you have to sign a waiver to get up 
there.) “The EDC [Economic Develop-
ment Corporation] . . . their motivation is 
to get some developer in, which I think 
is eventually gonna happen here,” Byrne 
says. “Somebody’s gonna do something 
in here that’s more commercial than this. 
But in the meantime, they like having this 
kinda stuff in, because it draws attention to 
the space, gets it in the news a little bit.” 

What’s also NYC-specific is the “music” 
itself, specifically its strong resemblance 
to the ambient, everyday street noise we 
either take for granted or push out entirely 
via noise-cancelling iPod headphones: 
The organ can sound remarkably like traf-
fic, like construction, like an old building 
wheezing as you walk by. (The sort of thing, 
coincidentally, you’re probably more at-
tuned to if you’re on a bicycle. Byrne is an 
avid cyclist, which is how, unfortunately, he 
got those busted ribs—he recently wiped 
out on West 14th Street, upon which two 
cops appeared and immediately wanted to 
know if a) he’d been drinking and b) he was 
David Byrne. Yes to both questions.) Playing 
the Building gives you the chance to rehear 
the city’s true heartbeat and control it.

Stopping by Saturday afternoon for 
the grand opening, there’s a line of 20 
to 25 people patiently waiting to do just 
that—intriguingly, many choose to attack 
the organ as part of a duet, though you can’t 
exactly play “Heart and Soul” on it either. 
Very small children seem more impressed 
with the noise they can make slapping their 
hands on the keys than the bells and/or 
whistles themselves; slightly older kids 
tend to prefer staring at the guts of the 
thing, the intricate wiring and pressure 
gauges visible within. Some people stroll 
around tracing the vines to the noisemakers 
they lead to; others just lie on the concrete 
floor, close their eyes, and soak it all in.

Perhaps the simplest statement being 
made here is that You, Too, Can Be a Musi-
cian, a salient point when the monolithic 
music industry that helped boost Talking 
Heads to prominence is in free-fall, but a 
young, unknown musician has more weap-
ons and potential outlets than ever. This is 
not David’s only dalliance with this idea: On 
his excellent blog/journal at DavidByrne.
com, he recently discussed his attempt to 
design a carpet of 100 guitar pedals that 
everyone would have to walk on to enter 
a benefit for the Kitchen. While this was 
an even more physical, visceral method of 
impromptu music-making, he hadn’t antici-
pated a few problems—women in high heels, 
for example: “Well, we had problems with 
the building manager on that piece, so I had 
to pull it out,” he tells me. “But I’ll try it again 
somewhere else.” It’d be nice if he had an 
infinite amount of time, and a never-ending 
glut of available and charismatic places to do 
that. But in reality, he might want to hurry.   

He’s just keeping 
your seat warm.

 ‘It’s not a piece of music that 
you download or you buy, 
something like that. 
It’s something that you 
actually have to sit and do.’

Chad Griffith

MusicDown in FrontDown in Front
By Rob Harvilla

More Songs Played by Buildings
David Byrne’s latest fantastical creation helps you turn ambient street noise into artDavid Byrne’s latest fantastical creation helps you turn ambient street noise into art



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


