
ALYCE SANTORO: SONIC FABRIC STATEMENT 
 
Many years ago, I learned about the colorful flags often hung 
at auspicious sites by Tibetan Buddhists. Tibetan prayer flags are 
made of colorful squares of cotton fabric, and are imprinted 
with the images of "mantras", or sacred sounds. The prayer flags 
are intended to be hung in outdoor locations where the breeze 
blowing through the them can "activate" the sounds, sending 
them out into and around the world on the wind. When I 
learned about the flags, I was reminded of a childhood 
experience -- I grew up racing small sailboats, and oftentimes 
we'd use small strands of cassette tape tied to the rigging as a 
wind indicator, or "tell-tail". Cassette tape is used for this 
purpose because it is very sensitive to the wind, it is durable, 
and dries quickly.  
 
As a kid, I used to imagine that if the wind hit the tell-tail just the 
right way, the sound of whatever had been recorded onto the 
tape could be heard. When I learned about the prayer flags, I 
remembered the wind indicators made of tape and thought 
that it would be wonderful to marry the two concepts, to 
create a fabric that had actual sonic potential woven into it. I 
set about collecting tapes of music and sounds that had 
influenced me throughout my life...the Beatles, Beethoven, the 
sound of ocean surf, my high-school punk band. At first I knitted 
with the tape, but the result was very loose and flimsy.  
 
Finally a friend who is a weaver offered to try using the tape in 
a loom at the Rhode Island School of Design. The result 
astounded both of us. We never expected such a beautiful, 
durable, versatile material. I'd intended to make a string of my 
own kind of special flags from the original samples, but before I 
could even begin working on the project, the material had 
been accepted into a show at Felissimo Design House in New 
York, and they encouraged me to construct a garment. I made 
my first "shaman-superhero dress", which I learned at some 
point along the way, was actually audible...the fabric retains its 



magnetic properties through the weaving process, and can be 
"listened to" by running a tape head over its surface. I’ve also 
made a custom version of the fabric in the form of a dress for 
Jon Fishman, formerly the drummer for the band Phish, using a 
collage of his favorite music. The sonic dress was worn and 
played on stage during a Phish concert in Las Vegas in 2003. 
 
Since then Sonic Fabric has appeared in many shows, some of 
which relate to technology and fashion, neither of which are 
my specialties. I am a very low-tech conceptual and sound 
artist interested in using found and recycled materials in my 
work. That interior, industrial, and fashion designers have taken 
such a strong interest in Sonic Fabric has come as a great 
surprise to me. It took a long time before I was able to learn 
how to produce it on a large scale and offer it to designers. 
Finally, Sonic Fabric is available through Designtex, a large 
textile distributor. It will be included in their "Guggenheim line", 
which will be launched this fall. 
 
I have metamorphosed into a conceptual and sound artist 
from a background in marine biology and scientific illustration. I 
have long been interested in making art about the magic and 
mystery of science, exploring the place where the two 
intersect. 


