
devices that are typically wall mounted in corners to 
dampen low frequency sounds. Here, the bass traps 
rest on a low white platform, emphasizing their status 
as art. Oriented in different directions, the traps’ 
striking three-dimensional presence is underscored, 
encouraging viewers to consider how the perception 
of these objects changes dramatically as one moves 
through the gallery. By painting selected planes of the 
wood with vivid yellow or resonant navy blue, Jones 
draws attention to color’s almost tangible physical 
presence, as well as its visual effects. Significantly, 
Jones considers both the acoustic paintings and bass 
traps to be discrete objects that are not dependent 
upon the presence of a sound work. Activated by an 
audio component, however, these ostensibly silent 
artworks offer a much more complex phenomenological 
experience, as the effects of both the traps and the 
panels make us conscious of the physicality of 
sound. At the same time, the audio itself heightens 
our awareness of the passage of time.

Audible before entering the gallery is 
the installation’s sound component, 
which is sourced from African-American 
experimental music of the past forty 
years, including instrumental works 
composed by Alvin Singleton, Wendell 
Logan, Olly Wilson, Alice Coltrane, 
Rahsaan Roland Kirk, and the Art 
Ensemble of Chicago. This piece signals 
a shift for the artist, whose previous 
sound works incorporated more popular 
jazz recordings by such artists as Billie 
Holiday and Miles Davis; here, she 
mines often overlooked and less 
mainstream branches of music history, 
which reflect the direction of her own 
recent musical explorations. Jones  
recomposes these historical recordings 
through micro-sampling, a digital editing 
technique that extracts individual notes 
and short phrases, and then recombines 
them using looping, tempo changes, 
and repetition, as well as the addition 
of silent expanses. Characterized by a 
preponderance of high tones, the 
resulting audio collage recalls abstrac-
tion’s attempt to transcend the material 
world, an idea that can be traced from 
the early twentieth century onward in 
both visual art and music. Silent lapses, 
meanwhile, can be understood as 
markers of uninterrogated gaps in 
cultural history, specifically the lack 
of recognition of an African-American 
avant-garde. 

Above: Bold, Double, Barline (variation #1), 2013. Acoustic absorber 
panels and acrylic paint on canvas.

Right: Bass Traps with False Tones, 2013. Refurbished acoustic bass 
absorbers (wood, fiberglass, mineral wool filling, acrylic paint, and fabric).

Interspersed along the back wall of the 
gallery are Jones’s Acoustic Paintings, 
which the artist composed from com-
mercial acoustic panels commonly used 
to minimize echoes and reverberations. 
Inspired by the graphic forms of musical 
notations, the restrained palette and
clean forms also evoke the principles 
of Minimalism. Jones, however, accen-
tuates selected surfaces, including the 
spaces between component panels, with 
bright yellow paint, complicating the 
otherwise unmodulated fabric panels, 
much like the “zips” in American artist 
Barnett Newman’s color field paintings. 
The colored edges, moreover, reflect onto 
the adjacent gallery wall to form a yellow 
halo that not only blurs the boundary 
dividing object and context, but also 
suggests transcendence in visual terms. 
Installed as a series, these works do not 
appear uniform as one might expect; 
instead, their differences are highlighted 
and thus together they create a visual 
cadence.² Importantly, Jones’s paintings 
also perform an active role in shaping the 
the sound in the gallery, thereby introducing 
a new  function for painting. The final 
precise spacing between the panels is 
ultimately guided by both their acoustic 
and visual effects, with neither taking 
precedence over the other.

Operating in a similar vein are a pair of 
prefabricated wood and fabric bass traps, 

² Jones’s installation calls to mind Barnett Newman’s fifteen-part Stations of 
the Cross on view across the Mall at the National Gallery, which curator Mark 
Godfrey describes in terms of “the unfolding of difference through repetition.” 
Godfrey also notes how the similarities “asked more of the viewer’s memory.”  
Mark Godfrey, “Barnett Newman’s Stations and the Memory of the Holocaust,” 
October 108 (Spring 2004): 35–50.

It is not surprising that Jackson Pollock, an artist best 
known for his improvisational and performative painting 
style, was drawn to jazz, a fundamentally American music 
form whose groundbreaking experimentation was well-
established internationally by mid-century. While Pollock’s 
interest in jazz was well known to his wife, Lee Krasner, the 
two avant-garde movements of painting and music more often 
than not are considered separately, despite their concurrent 
engagements with abstraction. The unexplored confluences 
between abstract visual artists and African-American 
composers and musicians are among the subjects explored 
by Jennie C. Jones (American, b. Cincinnati, Ohio, 1968; 
lives and works in Brooklyn, New York). Trained as a visual 
artist, Jones several years ago began to immerse herself in 
the history of jazz, which her family had listened to during 
her childhood. Gradually, she focused her attention on what 
she calls the “physical residue of music,” such as cassette 
tapes, cables, and other music-related materials. These 
commonplace items become the means through which 
Jones gives visual expression to sound and, what’s more, 
articulates what might be present in the unspoken gaps 
of conventional histories of American post-war abstraction.

Higher Resonance reflects the extension of Jones’s artistic 
practice to immersive installations. Commenting on the 
Hirshhorn’s iconic round structure, the project features a 
listening area shaped by a wall that mirrors the distinctive 
curve of the gallery. The curved wall, if considered within the 
syntax of musical notation, can be read as a phrase mark, 
which denotes a relationship between a sequence of notes. 
Jones’s installation similarly gathers together not only 
various artistic and historical referents, but also an array 
of media, including painting, sculpture, works on paper, 
and sound, to explore in new ways their affinities with 
one another.

He [Jackson Pollock] 
would get into grooves 
of listening to his jazz 

records—not just for
days—day and night, 

day and night for three 
days running, until 

you thought you would 
climb the roof! The 

house would shake. 
Jazz? He thought 

it was the only 
other really creative 

thing happening 
in this country.

— Lee Krasner, artist and wife 
of Abstract Expressionist 
painter Jackson Pollock ¹ 
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¹ B. H. Friedman, Jackson Pollock: 
Energy Made Visible (New York:

McGraw-Hill, 1972), 88.



Static Reverberation/String Arrangement #3, 2012. Screenprint. 

³ For a detailed description and analysis of all the prints Jones created during her residency 
at the Lower East Side Printshop, see Roberta Waddell,  Editions ’12 (New York: Lower East 
Side Printshop, Inc., 2012), 10–11. 

The final element of the installation is Static Reverberation/
String Arrangements #1–3, a series of prints Jones created 
during a residency at the Lower East Side Printshop. After 
scanning round-wound, double ball strings typically used 
on an upright acoustic bass, she cut the scans into 
individual strips and rearranged them to create the final 
silkscreen compositions, which were printed with transparent 
silver inks.³ These elegant, austere pieces give visual form to 
vibration—the source of sound—thereby serving as a lynchpin 
for the entire installation despite their understated quality. 

Jennie C. Jones typifies contemporary artists who no longer 
doubt abstract art’s capacity to engage social, political, and 
historical concerns. In Higher Resonance, she brings together 
modern abstract art and avant-garde music, employing 
conceptual strategies to pose questions and reframe existing 
narratives demarcating the American avant-garde. Through 
the most subtle of means, Jones encourages us to re-examine 
what is missing from the legacy of modernism, and she asks 
us to reconsider the formal, metaphorical, and historical 
possibilities—even the promise—of absence.

Evelyn Hankins, Associate Curator

Jennie C. Jones Higher Resonance 

DIRECTIONS

Related Programs 

MEET THE ArTIST: JENNIE C. JONES wITH JASON MOrAN

Thursday, May 23 | 7 pm, Ring Auditorium
The artist discusses her work and the connection between avant-
garde musical and visual practices with Jason Moran, artistic advisor 
for jazz at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts.

FRIDAy GALLERy TALKS

Fridays at 12:30 pm | Meet at the Information Desk
June 7  Hirshhorn Associate Curator Evelyn Hankins
June 14  WPFW 89.3 FM jazz host Rusty Hassan
September 13 Library of Congress Curator of Recorded 
Sound Matthew Barton

Visit hirshhorn.si.edu for full schedule.

Soft Gray Tone with Reverberation #1–3, 2013. Acoustic 
absorber panels and acrylic paint on canvas.

Front cover:
Soft Gray Tone with Reverberation #2 (detail), 2013. 
Acoustic absorber panels and acrylic paint on canvas. 

Front cover and inside photos: Cathy Carver
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