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volume of sounds on the streets rose, more and more people turned to the
Walkman to escape into their own personally curated sonic world.
Throughout this exhibit, we watch as the boombox evolves from the impetus for
gang warfare, through hipster art rock performance tool, fashion accessory, and
expression of ‘true love.’ But we also observe how portable sound also played a
role in gender dynamics. Men are seen controlling sound systems for the most
part; it is their voices and their desires that are being amplified, while women
are left to coyly stop enjoying their own personal sound worlds the second they
notice a man walk in the room.

The subtitle for this exhibition is ‘Power, Race, Gender, Love,’ four words that
are particularly appropriate when tracing the representations of portable
These object-based sound systems also stand for power, freedom, hope, and
sound technology on screen during the years between 1979 and 2000.
escape. The sounds played by these gadgets are felt viscerally, whether harsh
guitar noise through headphones in the middle of the night or an opera played
Late-20th Century racial tensions in the United States were rampant on the
over a public address system; whether a white teacher demonstrates power
Hollywood screen, and the new portable audio technologies of the 1970s and
over a black student by silencing his boombox, or Batman uses a Compact Disc
1980s did little to dissuade these tensions.
to scuttle the political machinations of the Penguin, or a young hacker tape
records his way out of government oppression, these sound reproducing devices
The politics of sonic territorialism push racial tensions to their limits, as the
help the audience feel conflict and oppression, nostalgia and alienation, ‘right’
boombox (initially referred to by the white population in the United States
and ‘wrong’. One wonders how the 3- or 4-D cinema of the years to come will
as the ‘ghetto blaster’) allowed racial minorities to quite literally amplify
represent the angst or the joy of Spotify streaming to the audiences of the future.
their voices within the public sphere. Popular music was no longer merely
an argument catalyst between generations; now it was also the source of
conflict between races out in the streets, as the boombox brought the sounds
					John Kannenberg
of Black, Latin, and Asian youth out from the clubs and into the streets at all
					Exhibition Curator & Director
times of the day. It’s no surprise that the Walkman, the ultimate in personal
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sound systems at the time, also became a cultural phenomenon: as the

THE WARRIORS 1979

DO THE RIGHT THING 1989

DIRECTOR: WALTER HILL
The first appearance of a boombox in cinema history.
After an important figure on the New York gang scene is
assasinated, a message is relayed via radio (and boombox)
that one particular gang is responsible.

DIRECTOR: SPIKE LEE
Radio Raheem (Bill Nunn) heads to a convenience store
when his boombox’s batteries die–leading to racial tensions
between him and the Asian proprietors of the shop.

FAME 1980

SAY ANYTHING 1989

DIRECTOR: ALAN PARKER
Racial tensions come to the fore when LeRoy Johnson (Gene
Anthony Ray) listens to his boombox during homeroom. His
teacher refers to it as a ‘ghetto blaster’ and takes issue with
his speech patterns, an American cultural issue of the time.

DIRECTOR: CAMERON CROWE
A decade on from The Warriors, the portable sound device
formerly known as the ‘ghetto blaster’ becomes a metaphor
for white suburban true love. But how would this sonic
territorialism be received in the post–#MeToo era?

FLASHDANCE 1983

PRETTY WOMAN 1990

DIRECTOR: ADRIAN LYNE
Blue collar aspiring dancer Alex Owens (Jennifer Beals)
encounters a group of breakdancers on the streets of
Pittsburgh. Her appropriation of breakdancing later becomes
an asset during her audition at a prestigious dance academy.

DIRECTOR: GARRY MARSHALL
Julia Roberts sings along to Prince’s ‘Kiss’ using a Sports
Walkman, while Richard Gere is able to neither hear the
original recording nor see through her bubble bath, in a
moment of male cinematic listening and gazing.

WARGAMES 1983

BATMAN RETURNS 1992

DIRECTOR: JOHN BADHAM
Trapped in a medical ward by the United States government,
high school hacker David Lightman (Matthew Broderick)
uses incredible luck–and his knowledge of portable sound
devices–to improvise an escape.

DIRECTOR: TIM BURTON
Batman (Michael Keaton) thwarts the political ambitions of
the Penguin (Danny DeVito) by using the Batcave’s Bat-CD
Player to DJ-scratch a compact disc recording of Cobblepot
badmouthing Gotham City.

STOP MAKING SENSE 1984

THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION 1994

DIRECTOR: JONATHAN DEMME
Talking Heads frontman David Byrne begins this groundbreaking concert film by ‘playing a tape’ with an unamplified
boombox; in five years, boomboxes shifted from the domain
of urban gang wars to art school music geeks.

DIRECTOR: FRANK DARABONT
Double murder convict Andy Dufresne (Tim Robbins) risks
solitary confinement in order to give the prison a taste of
hope by playing an LP of The Marriage of Figaro over a public
address system. Red (Morgan Freeman) approves.

DESPERATELY SEEKING SUSAN 1985

STRANGE DAYS 1995

DIRECTOR: SUSAN SEIDELMAN
By 1985, the boombox had become acceptable not only
to white middle classes, it had also become a fashion
statement. Here, Madonna makes sure not to leave her one
night stand without her (silent) cherry red model.

DIRECTOR: KATHRYN BIGELOW
In a dystopian future, the quickly fizzled MiniDisc recording
format is referred to as ‘tapes’ which contain memories that
are dealt like drugs by ex-cop Lenny Nero (Ralph Fiennes),
who doesn’t just push mind drugs – he’s also a user.

BACK TO THE FUTURE 1985

THE BIG LEBOWSKI 1998

DIRECTOR: ROBERT ZEMECKIS
Another portable sound icon of the ’80s, the Sony Walkman,
becomes useful as a display of futuristic sonic power when
Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox) needs to confront his father
issues in order to move the plot forward.

DIRECTOR: THE COHEN BROTHERS
A moment of contentment as The Dude (Jeff Bridges) lies
down on his rug and listens to a field recording of a bowling
tournament via his Walkman before being punched in the
face by one of Maude Lebowski’s henchmen.

STAR TREK IV: THE VOYAGE HOME 1986

FIGHT CLUB 1999

DIRECTOR: LEONARD NIMOY
Having travelled back in time from the 23rd Century to 1986,
Kirk and Spock take a San Francisco bus and face off against
a caucasian youth with a mohawk and a loud boombox (playing a song written & sung by the actor playing the punk).

DIRECTOR: DAVID FINCHER
Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt) wears a Walkman while working as
a waiter in a posh restaurant – a touch of absurdity that
offers a clue to his true identity. No longer is the Walkman a
status symbol, it is instead a metaphor for disconnection.

THE LIVING DAYLIGHTS 1987

HIGH FIDELITY 2000

DIRECTOR: JOHN GLEN
The boombox as establishment assault weapon: James Bond
(Timothy Dalton) watches the demonstration of a deadly
experimental ‘ghetto blaster’ being developed by Q Branch.

DIRECTOR: STEPHEN FREARS
John Cusack’s second-most notable portable sound moment
in film, here his character attempts to equate the
obsessive-compulsive act of mixtaping (on a 74-minute
cassette, no less) with true love.

BATMAN 1989
DIRECTOR: TIM BURTON
The Joker (Jack Nicholson, in whiteface) asks his priestly
henchman Lawrence to play Prince’s ‘Party Man’ on a
boombox while ransacking a Gotham museum.

THE WARRIORS (©1979) FAME (©1980) FLASHDANCE (©1983) WARGAMES (©1983) STOP MAKING SENSE (©1984) DESPERATELY SEEKING SUSAN
(©1985) BACK TO THE FUTURE (©1985)STAR TREK IV: THE VOYAGE HOME (©1986) THE LIVING DAYLIGHTS (©1987) BATMAN (©1989) DO THE RIGHT
THING (©1989) SAY ANYTHING (©1989) PRETTY WOMAN (©1990) BATMAN RETURNS (©1992) THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION (©1994) STRANGE DAYS
(©1995) THE BIG LEBOWSKI (©1998) FIGHT CLUB (©1999) HIGH FIDELITY (©2000)
THIS COMPILATION & CATALOGUE HAVE BEEN PRODUCED FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES. NO ASSERTION OF OWNERSHIP IS INTENDED.

