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Review by Grace Storey 

This is the first show at Lisson Gallery by Californian artist Channa Horwitz and presents works from 
her seminal Sonkinotography series of permutational drawings, created from 1968 until her death in 
2013, and evidenced the artist’s pursuit of freedom through the imposition of a fixed set of rules. In a 
note displayed inside a vitrine containing archival material bisecting the exhibition, Horwitz explains, 
‘as an artist, I experience freedom through limitation and structure. It would appear that limitation 
and structure are dichotomies to freedom, but through experience, I have found them to be 
synonymous and the basics of freedom.’ 



Horwitz’s work was under-recognised during her lifetime, despite the parallels between her system-
based approach and the conceptual practice of artists including Sol Le Witt, and also the generative 
technique of creating text employed by the Oulipo Group, whose members included Italo Calvino 
and Georges Perec. In 1968, Horwitz subimtted a proposal entitled Suspension of Vertical Beams 
Moving in Space, comprising eight moving beams suspended by magnetism, and lit at varying 
intensities, as part of LACMA’s ‘Art and Technology Program’ (1966 - 1971), which paired artists and 
engineers in order to realise collaborative projects. While her submission was unsuccessful—the 
resultant project included work by only 67 male artists, including Claes Oldenberg, Richard Serra 
and Andy Warhol—Horwitz’s proposed kinetic sculpture, in its attempt to describe the movement of 
the beams graphically with the system of eight, formed the basis of the Sonakinotography series. 

Sonakinotography, meaning ‘sound’ (sona), ‘motion’ (kineto) and notation (graphy) was a system 
devised by Horwitz in order to explore, through two dimensions, the possibility of a fourth (time), 
through the implementation of a rigorous system of numbers, symbols and colours. She writes, ‘I 
had a knowledge of classical visual compositions and I could compose two of three dimensionally, 
as in painting or sculpture, but I had no ability to compose in the fourth dimension, time. I could not 
conceive of how a choreographer or a musical composer could compose time… I devised a system 
that would allow me to see time visually. I felt I could use a graph as the basis for the visual 
description of time. I gave the graph a value: each square became one beat or pulse in time. I chose 
to use eight entities that I named instruments. With eight instruments, each having a duration in time 
equal to its number, I proceeded to create compositions.’ 

In 1969, Horwitz’s early compositions were dismissed by a critic of the Los Angeles Times as ‘Pretty 
Notations by Valley Housewife.’ Her meticulously executed drawings are visually seductive; their 
diagrammatic appearance is evocative of sequential structures: film strips, textile patterns and sheet 
music. Yet beyond their aesthetic, the works also function as scores, with a latent capacity that can 
be activated through music, dance, poetry or performance. 

At Lisson Gallery, this potential is referenced through a video showreel at the entrance to the 
exhibition, featuring documentation of Haroon Mirza’s light and sound installation A Chamber for 
Horowitz: Sonakinotgraphy Transcriptions in Surround Sound at Museum Tinguely in 2015, and 
Poem Opera: The Divided Person, eight variations on Sonakinatography, Composition III, performed 
in the context of Horwitz’s 2016 retrospective at Raven Row, London. While these presentations 
have much greater resonance when experienced first-hand, they are testament to the ways in which 
Horwitz’s structured compositions can be endlessly re-interpreted across both discipline and 
dimension. 
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Installation view of Channa Horwitz at Lisson Gallery, New York. © Estate of Channa Horwitz; Courtesy Lisson 
Gallery. Photo by George Darrell. 

The Lisson Gallery has mounted a stunning, historically important, museum quality 
first New York solo exhibition of the work of Channa Horwitz, an artist who died in 
2013 at the age of eighty. New Yorkers have seen far too little of her work, which was 
shown in the 2014 Whitney Biennial, and recently in Thinking Machines: Art and 
Design in the Computer Age, 1959-1989 at The Museum of Modern Art. In 2016 MoMA 
purchased a series of her drawings, and showed them as part of a series called “Inbox.” 
High Line Art in 2012 staged a performance of her Poem/Opera, The Divided Person, 
which can be seen on the video monitor inside the door along with two videos of 
collaborative choreographic works by Ellen Davis and the composers Maria Moraru and 
Sarah Engles. 



Horwitz’s Art and Technology Proposal: Beams and Intensity of Lights 1968, for the 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s Art and Technology exhibition is a work of 
historical significance. The rules and systems of eight that she developed for this 
proposal became the foundation for her numerous bodies of work, 
including Sonakinatography. This jewel in the crown is hung first at Lisson, along with 
a second study. Her sculpture proposal using magnetism to suspend eight moving light 
beams of different intensities in the air was radical but never fabricated, and as the only 
woman she was relegated to the catalog—the only artist left off of the cover of 
exclusively male artists. Few artists at the time, with exceptions like Fluxus artist Alice 
Hutchins, had explored magnetism. Horwitz took a two-dimensional drawing into other 
dimensions by incorporating field dynamics, movement, and light. Horwitz’s stroke of 
genius was far superior to many of the works by brand-name male artists in the Art and 
Technology exhibition, for whom the technology read like a gimmick. The exhibition’s 
all-male cast and the fact that her proposal was not allowed to be built and was 
relegated to the catalog proved to be a black eye for the curator Maurice 
Tuchman. LACMA’s blatant sexism set off the first wave of feminist furor with women 
showing up at the museum protesting in Tuchman masks. 

 

Channa Horwitz, Sonakinatography Compostition # 9 0 To the Top diminished, 2011, Casein on mylar 20 × 13 3/4 
inches. © Estate of Channa Horwitz. Courtesy Lisson Gallery 

 



In the Los Angeles art scene dominated by the men of the Ferus Gallery, women did not 
fare well. It is heartening to see the work of two neglected genius level artists, Channa 
Horwitz and Clare Falkenstein, finally getting its due. After the furor in 1968, Horwitz 
worked in relative obscurity much of her career, until she was rediscovered in her early 
seventies, with exhibitions mainly in Los Angeles and Europe. Often her work has been 
shown along with and compared to the work of Hanne Darboven. New Yorkers saw 
Darboven’s Kulturgeschichte 1880–1983 at DIA in Chelsea. For this critic, however 
astonishing Darboven’s output is, when it resorts to scribbles and glued on postal cards, 
it can seem desperate in a compulsivity that often ends in banality. Horwitz’s work may 
have benefited from her isolation and time away from the art world. Her work retained 
a purity of essence and intent, like the manuscripts copied by monks in monastic 
seclusion. She included mistakes to show viewers that her works were not computer-
generated, which is why her inclusion in MoMA’s Thinking Machines: Art and Design 
in the Computer Age, 1959-1989 seems misplaced. 

When June Wayne showed Horwitz a drawing by Baroque polymath Jesuit Athanasius 
Kircher, she was astonished to find his steganographycombinations of the nine 
universal symbols, from the seventeenth century was an almost exact duplicate of her 
musical Canon #6. She liked Kircher’s drawing from Ars Magna Sciendi, with its points 
ending in animals better than hers, she said, with her customary humor and modesty. 
Kircher also worked with magnetism, and his hydraulic organ and his cryptography 
from Musurgia universalis tap into a realm Horwitz also inhabited. Her work also takes 
the viewer into the sphere of fantastical musical notations by the likes of German 
composer Roland Kayn (1933-2011). Looking at her Sonakinatography drawings we 
see a multifaceted mind at work—artist, mathematician, musician, and solitary 
visionary. Sonakinatography was Horwitz’s visual philosophy, her playful exploration 
of creating a system to capture the fourth dimension two-dimensionally. The artist 
describes Sonakinatography best in her own words: 

I had knowledge of classical visual compositions and I could compose two 
dimensionally, as in painting and drawing. I could compose three dimensionally, as in 
sculpture, but I had no ability to compose in the fourth dimension, time. I could not 
conceive of how a choreographer or a musical composer could compose time. Because 
of this inability and a need to compose, I devised a system that would allow me to see 
time visually. 



Horwitz’s solo exhibitions at Raven Row, London, UK (2016); Kunst-Werke Institute 
for Contemporary art, Berlin, Germany (2015); Brandenburgischer Kunstverein, and 
Potsdam, Germany (2009) have long captivated audiences and critics in Europe. New 
York viewers are finally able to see the early works from a significant body of work by 
an extraordinary artist. 

 

	
	

Channa Horwitz, Sonakinatography “Colors and Number Book”, 2009, Ink and colored pencil, 14 pages, Framed: 
22.9 × 27.9 cm each, Framed: 9 × 11 inches each. © Channa Horwitz; Courtesy Lisson Gallery 
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Lisson Gallery will exhibit a selection of works from Channa Horwitz’ 
“Sonakinatography” at its New York venue. 

A selection of works from Channa Horwitz’ “Sonakinatography” will be on view at 
the gallery. This is the first exhibition of the artist’s work since the gallery’s recent 
announcement of its New York representation of the estate. 



“Sonakinatography” (Sound, Motion, Notation) is one of the artist’s earliest bodies 
of work out of which a deepening inquiry grew. The exhibit is Horwitz’ visual 
philosophy and playful means of exploring and expressing the fourth dimension 
two-dimensionally. The artist is confident in her ability to compose for two and 
three dimensions. She set out to understand how choreographers and musical 
composers expressed time. She uses motion in the form of eight energies (1/8 inch 
squares) that move in a circularly sequential, numbered, logical manner. 

Channa Horwitz (born 1932 in Los Angeles) she lived and worked there her entire 
life. She studied graphic design in the early 1950s at Art Center College of Design 
and Fine Art at Cal State, Northridge, in the early 1960s. In 1972, she received a 
BFA from the California Institute of the Arts in Valencia, California. There she 
studied with more well-known colleagues John Baldessari and Allan Kaprow, 
participating in some of Kaprow’s notorious “Happenings” and creating her own. 
Dismissed from working with industry because she was a woman, her sculpture 
was never fabricated. LACMA did publish her proposal in the catalogue, but she 
was the only artist not on the cover.  

The exhibition will be on view from January 19 through February 24, 2018, at 
Lisson Gallery, 138 10th Avenue, New York. 
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