
 
 
 

 
1. Team 

 
YOUR KEY CONTACTS: Laura Mitchison, oral history artist from On the Record, Marie-France Kittler, 
deputy arts manager from Guy’s & St Thomas’ Hospital. 
 

2. Background 
 
To mark Florence Nightingale’s 200th birthday, we’ll begin recording new oral history conversations 
with the nurses and midwives who followed in her footsteps in autumn 2020. Small groups of nurses, 
as well as one-to-one interviews will be captured. We’ll create a sound artwork composed of 
Nightingale nurses’ recordings, with original music inspired by their work. Sound Observations will 
culminate in an installation for Central Hall (late 2020 / early 2021) located near St Thomas’ Hospital. 
Central Hall is being freshly redesigned as an exhibition space this year.  
 
The title of this programme riffs on Florence Nightingale’s notes on “the sound observer” and her 
particular attunement to sonic details: 
 

• "the rattle of keys" 
• "the fidget of silk 

• "the creaking of shoes and of stays" 

• "the noiseless drapery" 
• "the slow, lingering, shuffling foot" 

• "the nurse who whispers" 

• "the still small voice." 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Installation - Half-Domed Arch Form 
 
Simultaneously open & enclosed architectural form is welcoming. Minimal structure reflects the light 
and purity of the Nightingale principles. The main material under consideration is cast plaster, but this 
is to be confirmed by hospital stakeholders. This half-domed arch is to be used for silent reflection and 
conversation as well as listening to the sound art piece/s. 
 

https://www.lauramitchison.info/copy-of-workshops


 

 
 
 

4. Audience Experience 
 
The surface of the half-domed arch is an interface for a play of subtle light and sound. 
Once you step inside, illuminated words or projected words (triggered by motion / proximity sensor) 
signal the beginning of the experience.  
 
The arch is sonically cocooned from the rest of Central Hall through choice of materials and active 
noise-cancelling technology. Silence is palpable as soon as you get close. 
 
User interaction is minimal: LISTEN and RECORD.  It’s too early in the programme to determine how 
we’d like audience members to interact. However, the team wish to avoid screens and we wish the 
experience to be elective. 
 
• LISTEN 
 
An array of speakers shapes the sound into an immersive experience. You feel enveloped by nurses, 
eavesdropping on conversations unfolding around your ears.  



The speakers are positioned at (seated) head height. They are either concealed within or behind the 
inner surface of the arch or artfully placed so they look beautiful. Laura Mitchison wishes to avoid 
overhead speakers. 
 
Each speaker within the array corresponds to a different voice or a different element within the 
composition. Sometimes group conversations between nurses are played fairly raw and untreated. At 
other times, we’ll use contrapuntal radio techniques, layering monologues from one-to-one 
interviews on top of each other to create a sonic environment situated in the space between 
conversation and music. We may use beamforming1 technology to achieve this.  
 
Musical interludes punctuate the voice, with sub-woofers positioned beneath the seat for a tactile 
experience of sound. As a composition pathway, we are considering ‘musique concrete’ – utilising real 
sounds of the wards and real sounds of the body as a starting point for musical instruments. (Nursing 
is a sound-rich profession- gallop of the heart, crackles in the throat, percussion of the chest, steel on 
stainless steel).  
 
Audio is at a low Decibel level so as not to disturb other visitors to Central Hall, but audible and 
intimate to people sitting very close to the speakers. 
 

• RECORD 
 
Audience members can record a response on the theme of nursing experiences. 
 
 

 
5. Location and Practicalities 

 
• Central Hall is a mixed-use public space near the entrance to St Thomas’ Hospital.  
• It is open daily from 8am to 6pm, and not invigilated.  

• Equipment must be robust and hard to steal. 
• People from the local area and beyond often come to use the piano or attend concerts.  

• Headphones and shared devices are to be avoided for infection control reasons.  

• Materials chosen should be easy to clean. 
• Central Hall is currently open but not in its finished state. See plans for the redesign below. 
 
 
 

 
1 Beamforming relies on different speakers responding to the same input signal in different ways—
for example, by slightly delaying the signal, playing it at different volumes, or using cancellation 
effects.  



 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

6. Your Services 
 



We need your help with all technical aspects of the experience (section 3). In particular: 
 
• To specify all required hardware, software and electrical equipment including speakers, 
lighting, sensors, computer processor, wiring taking into consideration lighting plans for the rest of 
the space (see pictures above). LED lighting and equipment could be potentially concealed in the edge 
trim of the half-domed arch. See sketch below. 

 
• To advise on proposed materials for the half-domed arch. 
• To work with the team on aesthetically pleasing user interaction. 
• To programme and design the sound and light experience in response to a more detailed 
briefing from the team once the recording phase is well on the way to completion. 
• To provide a simple speaker set up, if required, for the December 2020 performance and the 
April 2021 performances. 
• To mix and master the multi-channel audio installation. 
 
 
 

7. Schedule for Sound Observations 
 
 
• JULY 2020: Sound designer/engineer liaise with exhibition team and fabricators regarding 
proposed materials for the domed arch. Ensure that the sound, electrical and lighting requirements 
are understood and taken into consideration.  
 
• AUGUST 2020: Specify equipment and software possibilities for consideration. Design for the 
half-domed is signed off.  
 
• SEPTEMBER – OCTOBER 2020 : Oral history recordings and music composition begins, 
assuming it is appropriate to meet in person. Physical structure is built by the chosen fabricator 
incorporating electronic equipment/hardware. 
 
• OCTOBER 2020: Prototype and programme the experience.  
 
• NOVEMBER 2020:  Design the user interaction. Add the first conversations and music to the 
half-domed arch.  
 

• DECEMBER 2020: Party and showcase of work in progress.  
 



• JANUARY - MARCH 2021: – recording and sound design continues, with the final sound art 
work pieces added in March 2021, finetuning the programme as we go.  
 
• APRIL 2021:  Launch of sound installation in Central Hall with another small performance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Budget 
 
We’re accepting tenders in the region of £4,000-6,000 to include your time and the equipment. This 
does not include the fabrication costs of the half-domed arch or the audio recording and curation. 
Please specify if you’re applying as a partnership e.g. sound designer with a sound engineer. 
 
In your tender please include the following info: 
• Your approach to sourcing audio equipment and any computer software and hardware 
required. 
• Your experience of programming and designing bespoke audio installations, for semi-
permanent exhibitions. 

• How you’ll work with the multi-disciplinary team to ensure that the audio requirements are 
balanced with other design considerations. 
• Your costing.  

• Maintenance plan. This installation needs to last for around 2 years. 
 
 
 
 


