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Abstract

The Vienna based record label Mego is known for establishing an uncompromising,
radically experimental electronic music in the 1990s. This thesis considers the work of
various different artists on the label, examining in particular their approaches to
technology. The artists discussed appear to share an approach that I describe as pragmatic
or experimental, which I contrast with idealist or rational approaches. In the latter, music
appears to be understood within the framework of a simplistic mode! of communication,
where technology is seen as a medium that should be transparent, allowing the music to
pass unaffected. In the pragmatic approach however, I claim that technology is not seen not
as a medium for the communication of ideas, but rather as a source of ideas. Implications
follow for the ontology of the music. In the simplistic model of communication, physical
sound can be considered merely a representation of something more abstract: musical form
conceived by the composer. But if music is materially constructed and based on
experimentation with the technology at hand, then the sound should not be considered a
representation; there is no preconceived idea for it to be a representation of. This concept,

which I refer to as 'literalism', is explored in a number of musical examples, and I link it to

a definition of noise.
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Introduction

This thesis will focus on the Vienna-based label Mego, and associated artists. Mego, in the
latter half of the 1990s, provided a focal point for a new kind of experimental electronic
music influenced in various ways by techno, as well as by academic electronic music
music, but ultimately resulting in a form of music alien to both traditions. The music of
Mego remains largely undocumented in academia, and the gap left by a lack of attention
towards it is significant. Cursory attempts have been made to fill this gap, often focussing
primarily on the notion of 'glitch’, and discussing the incorporation of technological failure
into aesthetics. However I will argue that this is insufficient, and that this music has
consequences more radical and fundamental in aesthetics.

The aim of the thesis is therefore twofold: to document the history of Mego, and to
discuss the ways in which we can describe, analyze or otherwise understand this music. It
is interesting to note that this roughly corresponds to Guido Adler's original stated aims of
musicology; the historical and the systemic subdivisions (Mugglestone & Adler 1981).
Adler's method, briefly, consisted of the identification and documentation of historical
categories of music (the first subdivision), followed by the analysis of each category and its
underlying trends (the second subdivision). The identification of a category is simplified in
this case, as we are using a record label as the focal point, and operating on the assumption
that there is something shared between all of the music on the label. The validity of this
assumption can then be assessed based on the results of the second subdivision: the
investigation of these supposed shared attributes.

Adler viewed the history of music as a series of epochs or categories, each of which
requires its own methods of analysis. There is no suggestion of a universal framework for
the understanding of music, or a universal aesthetic. He stated that the 'student of tonal art
and tonal science is presented with a complex system of musical maxims which have been
extracted from particular tonal products ... for a time tonal production is muzzled and
curbed by these rules and measures, until it again paves for itself a pathway; and once more
the demands on the science alter' (Mugglestone & Adler 1981, italics mine). The theory

developed by a musicologist is in response to ‘particular tonal products'’, based on analyses

1 *Tonal' does not have to be taken to exclude 'atonality' or noise—atonality is a misnomer, even according to
Schoenberg: 'The word “atonal” could only signify something entirely inconsistent with the nature of tone ...
to call any relation of tones atonal is just as farfetched as it would be to designate a relation of colors
aspectral or acomplementary. There is no such antithesis.' (Schoenberg 1983), similarly, noise can be
considered tonal in its broadest sense, or technically as a summation of inharmonic tones.
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of particular pieces of music; it is not free of context or universal. Adler also highlights the
way in which theory tends to lag behind practice, with theory in turn stifling practice by
solidifying and naturalizing one particular form of music.

Each chapter in the thesis focuses on a particular work, and examines it in an
attempt to understand what, if anything, draws together the potential category represented
by Mego. Initial research carried out by interviewing and observing relevant artists (New
Aesthetics in Computer Music 2011) suggested that this might be found not in stylistic or
formal aspects, or even an overarching 'aesthetic', but potentially in a general approach to
the process of musical production. I am primarily interested in exploring the role of
technology in this process. The thesis therefore becomes something like a contemporary
organological study in parts. I conclude that the music in question is in fact notable for an
emphasis of the technological, material aspect of its production. This leads to a discussion
of the philosophical implications of such an approach; if the music is determined materially
rather being a reflection of a predetermined idea, this tells us something about the aesthetic
—the fundamental ontological-aesthetic question; 'what is the music (or art or literature
etc.)?'

By this I do not mean defining the word music; delimiting what does and does not
qualify as music. It is more to do with discussing what #ype of thing we are dealing with
when listening to music (or looking at an artwork, or reading etc.). For instance, when we
think of a book, the thing of importance is not taken to be the physical object itself. If we
destroy the object, the 'book’ still exists—if there are many copies then the content still
exists. For philosophers of aesthetics such as Nelson Goodman this leads to the idea that a
book has 'notional' form: ‘

Goodman drew an important distinction between what he called

notional and non-notional works of art. In a novel, for example, he

argued that any sequence of letters that corresponds with the

original text is a genuine instance of the work. One might say that

the essence of the novel is not the book object at all. It is in the

‘notional object’ that we access through the book. He drew a

distinction between execution, e.g. the writing of a novel and its

implementation as a book. (Edmonds 2007)
One can say the same of music. When written as a score, the music is not the paper that the
score is written on, it is notional; even a recording of music can be reproduced in various

ways and on various formats. The music is not generally taken to be the material medium



itself, the music is only notional. Goodman takes this position, advocating, like many
analytic philosophers, the concept of a 'work'. If the existence of such an abstraction is
taken as given, the task for the philosopher is to define the nature of a work. A musical
work, for example, cannot be the actual sound produced, since the same work can be
played numerous times, perhaps even on different instruments while still being considered
the same work. The musical work therefore (what is often taken to be 'The Music' itself) is
taken to be an abstract entity. Importantly however for Goodman, the musical work is
purely a linguistic construct. He defends a nominalist view, in which the work has no
existence outside of language, only individual instances of the work actually exist.
(Goodman 1976)

Lydia Goehr compares this nominalist view to the more extreme Platonist position,
in which the work is considered to be a thing that exists in its own right, apart from any
instances or performances of it (Goehr 1994). But she ultimately considers all analytic
approaches (identified as nominalist, Platonist, Aristotolean and idealist) to share an
unjustified elevation of the abstract 'work concept'. The approach to artistic production that
these ontologies engender is central to this thesis. They will be drawn in contrast to an
approach in which we cannot consider the 'work' as an abstract entity set apart from its
material realization as Goodman does in his distinction between execution and
implementation. I identify a musical practice that suggests the music is materially
constituted (manifest as a recording or a live performance), rather than being ideal (a
‘work’).

To debate the nature of a musical work already assumes the existence of such a
thing, or that such a thing indeed has a nature. The question being asked is already idealist,
irrespective of any answer. As Goehr explains, this is even the case if the question is
concealed as one concerning language and commonsense: 'when we talk of a musical
work, to what are we referring? Attempts to articulate an answer to this always seem to
have been found wanting, yet surely we already know the answer since we often talk about
'musical works' without the least bit of confusion caused.

I have already used the word 'work' to describe the music on Mego, and will
continue to do so, purely for convenience. However the ‘works' I refer to are not the same
kind of works described by analytic philosophers, or found in the Western canon. Due to
the centrality of timbral aspects, they can exist only as audio, and cannbt be reduced to any
higher level abstraction such as a score. In Goodman's terms we are concerned with 'non-

notional works'; they are not abstract entities. This means that the kind of issues dealt with



by musical ontologists (e.g. to what extent can different performances be said to be
instances of the same work, what counts as a work and what does not, etc.) become largely
irrelevant.

Despite this, it is the contention of this thesis that ontological discussions are still of
interest in issues of aesthetics, even if the conclusion amounts to the rejection of a general
ontology. We could instead, as Goehr does (and as is suggested by Adler), take a more
historical approach to musical ontology. "What is a musical work?' is a very different
question to 'what is this specific musical work?' We are then, via ontology, examining the
aesthetics of particular musics—what music is considered to 'be’ will fundamentally affect
the way it is both created and appreciated.

To summarize, in the discussion of how we should understand this music, I focus
on the creative process, which reveals the importance of technology as a determining
factor. This in turn leads to a discussion of the ontological (and aesthetic) implications. The
remainder of this chapter therefore introduces the relevant themes of technology and
ontology. There is then a brief overview of the history of Mego and discussion of how it

sits in a wider context, before I consider specific musical examples in the chapters that

follow.

Technology

Music or sound art (I am uninterested in the distinction) as with any artistic production, is
in essence a kind of making, of techne. Despite this, music has traditionally been
considered one of the liberal arts, separated from mechanical craft based practices. I will
try to avoid this distinction and attempt to show that, far from existing in an ideal
mathematical realm, music can in fact be better understood as a craft, a product of material
processes. As such, the relationship with téchnology in the production and reception of ‘
music is of primary importance. Music is fundamentally a technological phenomenon;
literally the combination of téchng and logia, the application of a body of knowledge in the
production of something physical (etymology of course proves nothing, but in this case
highlights a certain narrow conception of technology and hopefully broadens its scope).
Especially if we take this broad definition, technology has always been integral to
music. More than merely facilitating work, the technological, material, nature of music has
been a determining factor in its development. For example in Western art music the
development of notation enabled repeatable performances. But in addition to this enabling

function, its limitations began to define the content to some extent: restricting music to a
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twelve note scale affording adherence to a key, eventually leading to equal temperament
and so on; contextually it separates the concepts of composer and performer; and more
fundamentally it reinforces the view of music as a series of discrete events ordered in time.
Likewise, recent technologies such as the the MIDI standard further reinforce the event
based nature of music.

So what we choose to do is determined by technology, not just what we are able to
do. Stated this way it appears obvious, but the view that technology merely enables work
appears to be widespread. We could call this the ‘any sound you can imagine' approach, in
which a composer has a musical 'idea’ and wishes to use technology to communicate it. In
this view, if the technology is seen to be determining the music, it is considered bad
practice (see Fell 2010 for further discussion). This could be thought of as a rationalist
approach, and it does not take account of the fact that ideas are based on experience. In the
case of composition this might be the knowledge of what the technology being used is
capable of doing. Even (or especially) in pioneering work, for instance the invention of a
new synthesis technique, the compositional process is one of empirical experimentation
with what is physically possible, not the rational formation of a musical idea followed by
its realization. The process is primarily a technical one, the music is not divorced from its
material basis.

So the influence of technology on music is nothing new. But although it may
always be the case that the material means of musical production fundamentally affect the
result, some music, and music criticism, appear to have been conceptualized as if this was
not the case. I will return to numerous examples of this throughout the thesis.

In order to discuss the technological aspect of music, I will draw on some existing
philosophy of technology, in particular developing a pragmatic position based mainly on
Dewey's work. He uses the concept of technological inquiry’ as a fundamental description
of the way in which we act in the world. It places practical activity at the centre of thought,
demonstrated for example by his attitude towards ancient Greek philosophy and science (as
summarized by Hickman): o

The problem was that the social status of Greek artisans was

inferior to that of scientists and 'thinkers'; and their methods could
not, therefore, for reasons that were purely and unfortunately social
... be used as part of scientific inquiry. So the Greeks pursued a
version of science in which instrumentation was no more than

peripheral ... Greek scientists and philosophers failed to do what
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their artisans, businessmen, and practical people knew what had to

be done to solve problems: they failed fo test their conclusions by |

means of overt actions. In short they had not so much science as

'the idea’ of science: their science was not technological. (Hickman

1990, italics mine) , ,
I will later discuss various examples of musics that are not technological, that privilege
rationalist thought over embodied practice, or transcendence over material concerns, All -
activity should be seen as technological according to Dewey, including abstract thought:

While there may be good grounds elsewhere for distinguishing

extra-organic tools from those that are interorganic—a hammer

from a 'therefore' for example—such a distinction is not appropriate

to Dewey's technologized theory of inquiry. Controlled thinking is

technological insofar as it utilizes tools and instruments: some of

those tools are conceptual; some, physical; some, the hardware that

extends our limbs and senses. For the purposes of Dewey's theory

of inquiry, tools of all types come into play. (Hickman‘ 1990) | ;
I therefore attempt to give an account of music as a fundamentally technological activity, in -
which the physical tools used in musical production are given as much weight as
conceptual and theoretical tools. | '

Heidegger's conception of technology is also discussed ‘(Heidegger 1993),
particularly in relation to Rutsky's ‘high techne' (Rutsky 1999), in chapter twd. Heidegger
defines a 'nontechnological' essence of technology—technology as noninstrumental, i.e.
not primarily defined by its functional use as a means to an end. He describes this 'techne’
as unsecuring the instrumental order of the world, and therefore revealing its béing. o
Modern technology though, he claims, fixes the world in place, enfrémes it in instrumental ‘ ‘
terms, Rutsky takes as his subject the idea of a postmodern technology—with a 'high tech' - |
aesthetic—and explores this concept in relatlon to Heidegger's techne. ' s

This consideration of technology and aesthetics leads to He:degger s thoughts on
the relationship between techne and poesis. Art (like technology) is described by Heidegger
as revealing being, pointing towards the aforementioned aesthetic and ontological -
consequence of a technological approach; a 'non-notional' artform. I develop a thedry of -
'literal' music, in which the sound is not a carrier of meaning or a medium of

communication; it does not attempt to signify ahything above and beyond its own being. s
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Communication ,
Throughout the thesis when I use the term communication, it should be taken unless
otherwise stated to refer to the linear model of communication, usually attributed to
Shannon (Shannon et al. 1969). 1t is sometimes referred to as the Sender-Message-
Channel-Receiver model, i.e. there is an identifiable message (information) being
transmitted from a sender to a receiver. The channel, according to Shannon, is 'merely the
medium used to transmit the signal from transmitter to receiver'.

Communication theory has of course become a complex field of study with many
competing theories, going beyond the Sender—Messagé-Channel-Receiver model. My
interest here however, is in the way in which certain understandings of music appear to

retain the linear model.

Idealism and Ontology ’
This model of communication is linked to what we might call idealism. Idealism here is
meant in its broadest possible sense, as philosophies in which abstract entities are in any
way considered to have their own existence (in the analytic tradition idealism has generally
come to refer only to philosophies in which abstracta exist in thought, oppoSed to
creationism in which they have independent existence). We will repeatedly return to this
concept of idealism, so it should be defined in some detail before cohtinuing. In its most
extreme form, it would be an approach in which the music itself is seen as something
abstract (the 'work') 'behind' or 'contained within' the physical sound, and is therefore
universal and set apart from the contingency of the material world. The genesis of such .
music must be some kind of immaculate conception in the composer's mind, developed
through pure imagination and the 'inner ear', which is then communicated kwith technology
as a mediating entity. If the technology interferes in any way, imparting its character, this is
seen as a weakness of the technology or its application. The resulting phys1cal sound isa
shadow of the arrangement of the ideal forms it represents, - : o
The split between idealist and what can loosely be termed materialistbalyﬁp’roééhgs to
music is ancient. Aristoxinus argued for empiricism in music (Barnes 2004), claiming that
a scale should be judged by the ear and not by mathematical ratios, disdaining the -
possibility of music's transcendence beyond the sensible world. This was in reaction to
Plato's advocacy of Pythagorean theory, which holds music as a rational exercise, revealmg
truths underlying all things and reflecting a umversal harmony. This is the heng,ht of

idealism; Plato claimed that all of reality is a reflection of ideal forms, and in music saw ,
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the potential to transcend the sensible world through pure mathematical reason (Hamilton
2007).

Plato's idealism, and idealism in general, arises from the question of universals. The
Socratic method attempted to find general definitions—for concepts such as 'justice’ or
'goodness'. This involves first collecting instances of, for example, ‘just' acts. Socrates
claimed that most people stop at this point satisfied that they have defined the term, but the
next step is crucial, constituting perhaps the invention of inductive argument: the common
‘essence’ between the acts must be found. This method makes the assumption that a
universal, abstract thing like 'justice’ actually exists. It may well be the case that there are
only individual acts, with no unifying essence behind them. But Plato maintained that
universals must have their own existence in order for us to understand the world. For
instance, a 'good' pie and a 'good' book share almost no qualities superficially, so to
understand what they have in common, we must have knowledge of such a thing as 'Good'.
Hence the need for a realm of ideal forms, of which the world we perceive is merely a
reflection. Note that the term idealism in the context of Plato does not imply existence in
the mind, as the English word 'idea’ might suggest. It comes rather from the Greek idea
meaning pattern or form. For Plato these ideai are the only things that truly exist, so even
mind is subordinate to the ideal realm. (Guthrie 1968)

If this kind of philosophy sounds spiritual, that's because it is—Plato believed in a
soul or spirit that comes from and returns to the ideal reaim on birth and death, a concept
modified from Pythagoreanism. We 'remember' universal concepts from the ideal realm |
when we see material approximations of them. Pythagoreanism was essentially a religion,
steeped in mysticism. In a break from the materialism that prévious natural philosophers
had begun to move towards, it is based around an explicit belief in the immortality of the
soul and its transmigration.

Spiritualism aside, it appears to be through music that the Pythagoreans came to
their most important metaphysical conclusions. Someone (possibly Hippasus (Barnes
2004)) discovered that the most pleasing intervals to the ear were ratios between whole
numbers, Specifically, these were the numbers 1, 2, 3 and 4, which sum to 10, described in
Pythagorean theory as the perfect number. 2:1 is an octave, 3:2 is a fifth,and 4:3 is a
fourth. The revelation here, was that something like the tuning of a lyre is not based on trial
and error, which previously must have seemed to be the only option. It is in fact based on
an inherent order, it has an existence beyond the human experience of it. Music itself is

therefore not arbitrary, but based on absolute and eternal laws,
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At this point in Greek thought, it has been argued by scholars that abstract concepts
were not yet understood as separate from their material basis, i.e. the belief was that,
fundamentally, things are numbers. The number is not conceptually divorced from the
thing counted. For instance, 1 is a point, 2 is a line, 3 is a surface, 4 is a volume (Guthrie
1968).

The world is therefore conceived as principally pure form. For Pythagoreans,
'numbers are causes of substances and of their being' (Aristotle, in Barnes 2004). They
believed that the discoveries they made regarding music reflected the order of the entire
universe. Since harmonies depend on number, so too must everything else in nature. This is
the 'music of the spheres', as championed by Plato, the complimentary and harmonic
movement of all things around each other. So at this point, music is certainly not regarded
as something material, but is used as a term to indicate mathematical patterns which were
seen, not as abstracted from the world, but as the world itself. This is the first recorded
idealist philosophy: the world is form, what we perceive as material is simply a reflection
(as Plato would later describe it) of this idealized mathematical reality, or 'kosmos' (order,
beauty).

As seductive as this theory is, we need to examine its consequences. The
Pythagoreans concluded that music is the imposition of order onto chaos, more specifically
the introduction of an ordered and mathematical limit on chaotic unlimited material
(aperion). The range of possible tones is infinite, but when restricted to certain numbers it
creates beauty. And so it is with the world. This is referred to by Philolaus as 'harmonizing';
the coming into being of things from the aperion is their harmonization, i.e. their
subordination to limits (Guthrie 1968). Ethical and aesthetic conclusions follow that fimits
are inherently good, and the unlimited is bad. Everything is defined in terms of universal
absolutes—what is intelligible and determinate is preferred over the vague and shapeless.
Such black and white approaches to ethics and aesthetics, based on opposites, led
Pythagoras (according to Aristotle) to split the world fundamentally into opposite
principles: good, light, unity, male, limits; and bad, darkness, plurality, female, the
unlimited. Thus we begin to see what I would argue is the patriarchal impulse behind
idealism, a fear of ambiguity and a desire to understand and dominate the world.

Schiller, in his 'Aesthetic Letters' (Schiller 2004, part I1I) provides an
Apollonian/Dionysian type of framework for understanding this impulse. He called it the
formal instinct (formtrieb), and very clearly links the desire to abstract to the desire for

order. Pure form constitutes a kind of escapism in which we can retreat from the chaos and



15
relativism of the real world into a world of eternal order and certainty He contrasts this
with the sensuous instinct (sinnestrieb) which is the desire for physrcal experlence, rooted
in the real world. Schiller here is not talking about ontology It should be clear that form
and matter are not at all separable, we cannot have one without the other, except m thought
This is the crux of naive idealism. A fundamental duallsm is formed by ratronalrsm the.
potential for abstract thought appears to split the world rrreconcrlably into the emplrrcal on
one hand, and knowledge arrived at through pure reason on the other. Both eprstemologrcal ;
and ontological idealism can be associated with an elevation of the latter. |

Parmenides' philosophy is the archetyplcal example of an exercise in pure reason
(Guthrie 1968); he argued ultimately that difference and change are 1mpossrble Thrs was a
remarkable feat of abstract thought, consisting of rational argument wrthout apparent
reference to external facts. He said that all thrngs that exist have the fact that they exist m
common, so what differentiates them" This must be something other than existence, whrch
clearly does not exist, so all of existence must be a single mass of undrfferentrated
substance. There can be no such thing as a void for thmgs to move around in, because a
void by definition is the absence of existence—it does not exrst erewrse, for change to
occur, something must become somethmg else, somethmg it is not. The commg into bemg

of something that does not exist is impossible, since somethmg that does not exist' is a

contradiction. So the world as we perceive it does not exist—it must be merely an rllusron L

(one of the most convmcmg counter arguments agamst Parmemdes uses hrs own demal of L

, the non-exrstent how can somethmg that does not exist even produce an 1llusron‘7)

- Running completely contrary to common sense, thlS is the perfect example of what : A~ .

happens when abstractions are thought to be real' or are grven prrmacy over emprrrcal

evidence. Nietzsche descrrbes Parmenides thmkmg, Wl‘llCh is considered to have been very 3 :

influential on Plato, as fundamentally flawed in 1ts relﬁcauon of such fearsome | Lo
- abstractions as the ‘existent’ and non-exrstent“' o R B f e
The logrcal truth of the parr of opposrtes bernf, and nonbemg s
. completely empty, if the object of which it is a reﬂcctron cannot be
~ given, ie., the sense perception ﬁom which thzs anntheus was o
 abstracted. Without such derrvatron from a perceptron, it is no more
than playmg with 1deas, which in fact yrelds no knowledg,e :
- Words are but symbols for the relattons of thrngs to one another and i
o tous; nowhere do they touch upon absolute truth (N retzsche 1996 i

*talics mme)
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We end up with a Parmenidean type of philosophy when we fail to recognize abstractlons :

as abstractions, i.e. as abstracted from experience. Without this recognition, meamng in ~

language tends to be seen as absolute—an abstract concept is tal\en to be real snmply |

because there exists a word to represent it. Since thtgenstem, phllosophy has tended to

describe meaning as something along the lines of a soclal linguistic product' lnstead |

Sentences about the world, even if they appear to be irrefutably 'true’, do not hold any truth

value outside of language As Rorty says, ‘truth cannot be out there-—cannot exrst

independently of the human mmd-—because sentences cannot so extst or be out there The |

world is out there, but descriptions of the world are not’ (Rorty 1989) For Parmenldes

though, 'thinking' and 'being' (or the 'truth’ about being) were the same thing, Wthh _

involved a subordination of the senses, using the capacity for abstractron to splrt thought

and experience in two, 'encouraging man to indulge in that wholly erroneous distinction -

between “spirit” and “body” whlch, especially since Plato, lies upon philosophy like a

curse ... This is a conclusion which rests on the assumption that we have an organ of

knowledge which reaches into the essence of things and is 'independent of exper‘ie‘nCe'.l. B |

(Nietzsche 1996). o - N - ' R

~ For Nietzsche, in contrast to this elevatron of logrc and reason, materralrsm is very

different. Thales' prototypal materraltsm was the result of a less rational thought process: .

'what drove him to it was a metaphysrcal convrctnon which had 1ts ongm in mystlc . ,

intuition' (Nretzsche 1996). Nletzsche shows a clear preference for this kind ofi lntumon in L

philosophy over what he sees as a fundamentally ﬂawed rehance on logic and reason—- -

concepts are derived from reality, reality should not be seen as a reﬂectlon of concepts ' S
The materialism of Thales and others from the milesian school leads onto the

atomism of later phllosophers such as Democritus and Eplcurus, in whlch there is an =

attempt to have material causes account for everything (lnght sound even the soul are sard .

to be atoms in various combmattons) Democrrtus questtoned the rehabtltty of the senses .

(light atoms could be subject to 1nterference before they reach the eye efc. ) leadmg toa |

“doubting of any kind of stable reallty He sand that thmgs are 'by conventton sweet and by B
conventlon bitter, by convention hot, by convention cold, by conventron colour, in reallty, ' :
atoms and the empty' (Barnes 2004). That these qualntles come merely from the temporary
arrangement of atoms and their contact with the senses means they are relauve to the ', T
perceiver and do not exist as absolutes Nothmg can be sald in absolute terms to be red

~only that someone mrght percewe it that way. ln relation to the problcm of untversals

then, thlS posrtron is nommahst———unlversals such as red' or c1rcle or 'beauty do not exrst
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they are simply words to denote rough correspondence to a perceived quality in particular
instances. Later, Plato's position, in a similar vein to Pythagoreanism, held the ultimate .
nature of reality to be abstract, precisely to get around this relativism, Umversals in this
case are real?; something can be, for example, inherently beautiful. )

But before this return to idealism, the sophists began teaching a‘kind of relkativ’ism“
in line with Democritus. If universals like sweet or bitter do not exist exceptas arbitrary k
conventions, then it follows that Justlce and injustice, good and bad rtg,ht and wrong donot
exist in nature either. Gorglas aping the usual title for a book on physncs at the ttme—— On :
nature or the existent'—wrote 'On nature or the non-existent', The nnpllcatton_ is that there
is no such thmg as nature, no fundamental truths o k, o

This resulted in essentially a very pragmatic phllosophy If truth is relatlve then all
opinions are equally 'true', If a particular person tastes sugar as bitter rather than sweet,
then for them it is true that sugar is bitter. And in matters of ethtcs, if someone thinks it is’
okay to murder then that is true for them. However, Protagoras argued that some truths can ‘_ |
be said to be 'better than others in some sense, they are preferable for practical reasons. |

Often this comes down to popular consent as with the socnal contract——lt may not bea

fundamental truth that murder is bad, but enough people agree that it is for it to be practlcal .

to turn it into law. What becomes important is rhetortc——persuadm{, others of your own o

‘truths', Given this, it might sometimes be prudent to act as if there are absolute truths, even

if we know they are not absolute As Democrttus sand although there lS no such thmg as a

good man', 'one should either be or imitate a good man' (Barnes 2004). Stmllarly in -

aesthetic Judgement we say one thing is better than another even though we know thts

means nothing in absolute terms.

_Alot of the themes discuss in this thesns with reference to musnc later were already o

well establlshed before Socrates/Plato. Importantly it seems that the matertahsm of thc

- natural phtlosophers led into the relativist pragmatlsm of the sophtsts However, after

Plato, idealism (often in the form of theology) seems to dommate westem thought untll the_

reappearance of matertahsm in the 19" century, and pragmatnsm, phenomenology etc in. o

the 20“‘ century, , , e S e e ‘ ,
In aesthettcs we could sum up the questnon of ldeahsm by askmg to talk about
'beautiful’ things, do we need a class-concept of 'beautlful' that has its own exwtence

separate to the things themselves? Guthrne pomts out that most people these days would

2 _This position is confusmgly labeled reahsm—~referrmg to the idea that umversals are real Realtsm tends
- to be used these days to refer to the reality of an 'external’ world, i.e. as opposed to idealism, Materialism .
- is a type of realism in this latter sense, but is ironically congruent with a nominalist view of universals,
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say no in answer to this, and yet we still use everyday language as if the answer was yes
(Guthrie 1968). For instance we talk about diseases as if they are absolute categories, yet

no two cases of a disease are the same. There are only individual patients with symptoms
that are always unique. The categorization does not have ontological consequences, itis
generally understood by doctors to be merely a tool. Likewise in music, we can use

notation, mathematical representation, algorithmic description etc. whilst remaining aware
that these abstracta are only tools i in a process that is essentially materral However, the
evidence suggests that there remains a lot of 1mphc1t idealism in musrcal practlce and :
theory, as I will show in the rest of the thesns——-relﬁcatlon of the score, the subordmatlon of :
sound to gestural 'content!, technology used merely asa medrum for commumcatron, and

SO on.

Romanticism »

This latent idealism can on the one hand readily manifest itself in a classical way, i

something like the music of the spheres; the ideal forms indicated by the music are based - '

around notions of universal harmony and mathematical perfectlon This crops up in certam :
“aspects of computer music, particularly in algorlthmlc composrtlon, which is consrdered in |

chapter 5. However, since | am defining the music represented by Me{,o negatlvely—-— 7 _

explaining what it defines itself in opposmon to-—perhaps of greater relevance is what we '

mlght call romantic rdcahsm the expressnon of 'the self’ through music. ;

Romanticism as a movement, it is usually argued was not umﬁed by any pamcular i |
style (e.g. Honour 1979). However there are a clear set of values and approach to art that . R
we can identify in the romantic perlod umversal rules of form, the rejectlon of the cold' :

formalism of classrcxsm in favour of instinct and emotron and the expressron of the self as e

absolutely primary. Music is partlcularly susceptible to these ideas: accordmg to Blayney

Brown, 'because they sprang entrrely from wuhm, musnc and poetry were the supreme
romantic arts' (Brown 2001)

The romantic arts are varrously descrlbed as dealmg wrth umversal themes of death

nothmgness, 'the sacred’ 'fantasres of mﬁmty (Brown 2001) F rledrrch Schlegel clalmed

'[the sacred] can never be seized because the mere rmposmon of form deforms it (Berlm

- »200]) So despite a refocussing of concem to the specntrc and mdrvrdual—-—the self-~w1th

Schlegel's romanticism there is still an innate interest in somethmg that cannot cxrst
‘materially; somethmg ideal. Honour also describes the pomt ofa romantre artwork as bemg

a (necessarlly) madcquate expressron of somethmg fundamentally mexpressrble Thrs’f- e
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inexpressible 'something' that can only be gestured towards (l.e. Schlegel’s 'the sacred'),
never fully grasped, is identified by Honour as the idea of the spirit or soul of the artist
(Honour 1979). This focus on the artwork as window to the soul of the artrst gives rise to
the concept of the artistic genius, who occuptes a privileged posntton For Butler,
'romanticism inflates the role of the artist' and results in 'a heightened interest in the -
personality of the artrst’ (Butler 1981). |
Rejecting formalism and concentratmg instead on the individual gwes the artist free
rein; expressed in maxims at the height of the romantic perlod such as 'the artist's only law - |
is his feelings' or 'trust your own genius' (Caspar David Friedrich and Washington Allston
respectively, quoted in Honour 1979). The free rein of the imagination was, according o
Brown, 'preferable to current reality... escapism lay at the heart of the romantic instinct'
(Brown 2001). So perhaps despite appearances to the contrary, romanti‘ci’sm actually - X
represents a'similar escapism to the aforementioned form ‘drive:. Expression defined as
escapism like this is not concerned with materiality other than as a signifier of more -
abstract concepts. | ‘ R ' |
As Brown argues, there is a certain nostalgta for fatth in romanticism; fatth inagod
is replaced by faith in the 'emotional selt‘ ‘There is an elevatton of the human, a spmtual
humanism—the soul (with which music has some special relatnonshlp) the sacred
transcendence and so on. The expression of what it is to be human, the human condltlon
and its communication to others is often taken to be central in much arttstrc practice, . .-
~ particularly music. There are exceptions, in both theory and practtce———notably serralrsm,’ % ke
“other kinds of formalism and the avant—garde in general——-—but there appears to be a R
tendency to lapse back into themes of expressnon o
Musique concréte for example seems ostensnbly concerned wnh the results of
7 experimentation and interaction with concrete sound matertals however it bears a S
 resemblance to later spectromorphological thmkmg in the electroacoustrc tradttton. s "‘7:' "
revealmg the notattonal centricity that was always 1mpltc1t in attempts to drscover musncal'
content in concrete sound (Schaeffer 'to dlSCOVCI' the mstmctrve paths that lead from the

purely “sonorous” to the purely ¢ musncal” . to putin front of us the sonorous and lts

musical “possibility (Schaeffer 1966 p. 81)) Accordmg to Smalley, o e b

spectromorphologtcal 1deas can help perceivers to focus on the 1maglnatron and craf't of

the composer' (Smalley 1997). This can be 1nterpreted to suggest that the ploper way to
listen to music is to appreciate the vrrtuosrty of the person behmd it More speclﬁcally we :

detect the humamty behmd [sounds] by deducmg gestural actxvrty
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The romantic period is useful to reference as epitomizing certain ideas, but the
notion of romanticism relevant to this thesis is not simply that of a historical period rather
it is a useful term tying the above characteristics together and very broadly deﬂnlng an
approach to art. As Honour argues, ‘romantic’ tendencnes can be shown to exist since
antiquity, and they of course exist no less today than in the romantic period. Rock musxc
for instance often embodies a very clear continuation of the tradition of music as an o
expressive medium, with corresponding focus on the personality of the artist, ‘notions of
artistic genius and so on. ‘[Romanticism's] concepts of authenticity,’ integrity and inner
truth remain relevant, They are fundamental to our concept, not only of art, but also
ourselves' (Brown 2001). | | E .

Richard Coyne describes a romanticism specmcally relevant to the dtgttal age, _" '-»‘
which he calls 'technoromanticism'—IT narratives that ‘attempt to transcend the matertal
realm'; 'narratives that develop the claims that we can transcend the constraints of the -~
embodied world toward unity through the power of information technology' (Coyne 2001). o |
We will see an example of an approach like this in chapter two. Coynevis critical of the -
romanttcnsm in this approach to technology, clalmmg that it is easy to show how
" romanticism encourages inflated expectations, diminishes tangible concerns wnth
| equnpmcnt and embodiment, promotes the heroism of the dngltal entrepreneur, and dresses
conservatlve thmkmg in the guise of radicalism' (Coyne 2001) ‘

These issues have also been identified previously in new musrcology, generally m
relation to emancipatory issues, such as McClary s assertlon that musxc |s “too 1mportant a o
cultural force to be shrouded by mystified notions of‘ Romantic transcendence (Brett et al "é-.'
2006), and against ldeahsm there is the idea that music exlstmg as notatlon encourages
'reification: the score comes 1o be seen as 'the musrc or perhaps the musnc inan 1deal form
- (Middleton 1990). Much of this musicology however does not move beyond dtscussnon of
the tradmonal western canon or the occasional mclusron of popular musnc, often .
contradlctortly analyzed notattonally : : : :

 T'will use the word 'idealist’ to refer to artworks in Wthh the materlal form of the
~ work is seen only asa ponnter, to somethmg 1mmatertal in classncrsm thts is tdeal form and
universal harmony, and in romanticism the soul, the sacred the mf' nlte etc. These are-

fundamentally wks_oﬂrepr_e_smtat&n AW, Sehlegel in deﬁmnb romantlelsm stated
-clearly that '[beauty] is a symbolical representatton of the infinite' (Bonds 1997). Abrams

- mirror and lamp metaphors, for classrcxsm and romantncnsm respectrvely, neatly

encapsulate the representatwe nature of each both kmds of artfom1 exrst to mdtcate L E
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something else beyond themselves, by reflection on the one hand or illumination on the
~ other (Abrams 1971). Art as a reflection of reality, or art as an 1llum1nat|on of reahty, both
options retain the idea that 'reality' is the object of interest, and that art is somehow
separate to this reality. Dewey provrdes an effective metaphor to dispel thrs 1dea: ‘

Mountain peaks do not float unsupported; they do not even just rest b

upon the earth. They are the earth in one of its manifest operations. |

It is the business of those who are concerned with the theory of the

earth, geographers and geologists, to make this fact evndent inits -

various implications. The theorist who would deal philosophically - :

with fine art has a like task to accomplish. (Dewey 2009) | _
The representative conception of art is also manifest in the notion of 'content' Sontag's
Against Interpretation is of great relevance here. She saw art in the west as persistently
emphasizing content over material form; begmmng with the idea of art as mimesis thh
Plato, which in essence continues in the more recent idea of art as expressron

Even in modern tnmes, when most artists and critics have dnscarded

the theory of art as representation of an outer reahty in favor of the

- theory of art as subjective expression, the main feature of the ‘
- mimetic theory persists. Whether we conceive of the work of art on
the model of a picture (art as a picture of reality) or on the model of
~ a statement (art as the statement of the artist), content still comes , :
 first. The content may have changed It may now be less ﬁguratlve, 5 gl
less lucndly reahstxc But it is still assumed that a work ofartisits -

content. Or, as it’s usually put today, that a work of art by def' nmon ,._

"says somethmg (What X i is saying is , . . . 'What X is trymg to say
' 'What X saidis... etc etc. ) (Sontag 2001)

‘ Aesthetlcs that problematlze representatlon , : o
- So can there be an artform that is neither mimetic nor expressnve” Issues to do wnlh »
representation are of prunary importance to aesthetlcs—-—what is the nature of the artwork" e

Is it a depiction? Does it rely on metaphor? lf artistic practnce IS at all reﬂectnve. it secms

attempts to either avoxd representatron or 'play’ wrth representatronal processes ln order to _' o
- make them more apparent. There are a number of hlstorncal prccedents in tlns area gwrng

us an eclectlc range of examples from other drscrplmes that 1t wrll be beneﬁcml to draw on. /,
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This is partly a case of cherry-picking and borrowing aspects of theory which have no :
equivalent in musicology, in order to avoid starting from scratch. But it also has the effect
of illuminating the concept to a greater degree, hrghhghtrng the varrous issues at stake by
contemplating them from a number of different v1ewpomts '
The most obvious precedent is what has been referred to as 'hteralrsm in the plastrc
arts, which found its fullest articulation in American minimalism in the 6OS and 70s. This .
was a move away from depiction (including the depiction of abstractlons ic.a reactron to
abstract expressnomsm), to create pieces that are percelved as objects themselves rather
than as a window into something else. Joanna Demers has recently argued for the link . .
between literalism and contemporary sound art and experimental electronic muéic (Demers y e
2010). The idea is to avoid the view of art or music as a container of meanmg Demers |
claims that conceptuahsatlons of sound as blank, meamngless objects are deservnng of _
continued study, especially smce so much of the scholarshlp devoted to electronic and ’7 |
electroacoustrc music theorises the communicative abilities of music and sound’ (Demers :
2009). She references (Emmerson 2007), (Smalley 1996) and (Wrshart ]986) as examples - " :
of the latter. ENR
Other relevant precedents are found m writing on archltecture \(‘truth to materlalsl; e
machine aesthetics, brutalism), film (particularly Structuralist/materialist ﬁlm), and some
| aspects of literary theory. The history of Marxist aesthetics is of partlcular mterest berng
| characterized by debates centered around the mtersectlon of ontology, aesthetlcs and Sy
'polrtrcs—-—trylng to deterrnme what a materialist aesthetic mrght be (or 1ndeed if materrahst .
aesthetic is actually a contradiction in terms (see for example Eagleton 1990). To clarnf y, o 5
“materialism in the widest sense is an ontology that asserts the exrstence of a real world e
‘external’ to mind or phenomena, or more specrﬁcally assertmg that the matenal world is f Sk
the only thing that exists—ideas are just a result of material 1nteractrons, and crucrally
represent an abstraction from the matertal world therefore sharmg its contmg,ency and
arbitrariness. Althusser descnbes it thus: 'For us, the 'real' is not a theoretncal slogan, the
real is the real obJect that exists mdependently of its knowledge——but whrch can only be
“defi ned by its knowled;,e (Althusser 1969). - ‘

This is not so dlfferent from a Kantran posmon Kant understood llume as statmg @

that ' no objects can be represented through pure concepts of understandmg, ap'trt from the,i:'

conditions of sensrbrhty (Kant 1855) Kant, rather than takmg this as an argument for

empmcrsm as Hume intended it, focused on the latter part of the statement the apparent 5

pre-requnsxte of an understandmg of the condmons of sensrblhty, leadmg lnm to conclude o
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that a priori knowledge is not only possible but of fundamental importance. Knowledge, in
the Aristotolian tradition, is split into analytic judgement (essentially tautologous, e.g‘. 'blue
is blue') and synthetic judgement (determining complex facts, e.g. 'the sky is bluel). The"
latter seems clearly a posteriori, it relies on observatlon; a priori knowledge"was thought |
exclusively to belong to analytic judgement. But Kant extended the realm of apriori’ S
thought to include synthetic judgement, for instance holding the whole of pure
mathematics as an a priori truth, claiming that'5 + 7 = 12! is both a priori and synthetlc
The concept of a priori knowledge is clearly ideal—as an object of pure -
contemplation it exists prior to sense data and mdependently of ’ the 'external’ (or -
'noumenal’) object world. As such Kant ultimately asserts that the noumenal world is |
unknowable. The phenomenal world that is knowable is only appearance, representatlon——-
it does not give access to 'things i in themselves : R )
'Transcendental idealism' is the term Kant applres to thrs posrtron the objects of
transcendental knowledge (a priori knowledge, pure reason regardmg the condmons of
experience) are not real but merely ldeal Space, time and causatron cannot be shown to |
exist mdependently of thought. He claimed, however, that transcendental ldcahsm was ‘
_necessary for an 'empirical realism'. The ObjﬁCtS of emprrlcal knowledge do exrst and it is -
the understanding made possible by pure reason that allows us to make such a clalm. |
Causation and substance are basic categorles of the understandmg, 1deal and |
transcendental, Thus the unknowabrhty of thrngs in themselves' does not prevent the
attribution of a cause to the appearance in sense data of a representatton via a prlorr
synthetic judgement. B ' |
For a materialist however, thereisno a przorz atall, the understandrng of what Kant: : '.f
thought of as fundamental categories of the understandmg are emplrlcall)’ dcrwed hke i i
anything else (a type of derivation that does not require rational concepts on Wl‘llCl‘l to bunld s
because it is precrsely not a ratronal process) The drstmctron is thus ep|Stemologlcal as
well as ontologlcal but thrs is unavordably lmked with aesthetrc, ethlcal and pohttcal

issues.

ln 20“‘ century pragmatrsm, the reJectron of metaphysrcs isa general theme

Materialism, although basically consisting of a speculanve metaphysncal statemcnt results A
in a similar position: the statement is that there is only the physrcal the metaphysrcal is

itself physrcal This leads toa reJectuon of absolutes, in ontology and consequently in ethlcs

and aesthetlcs etc The aforementroned escapism of 1deahst or romantlc approaches to art is

“often seen in Marxrst aesthetrcs as a dtstractton from materral reallty a means of
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suppressing political thought and activity. The conclusions are very pragmatlc, in the '
tradition of Marxist materialist philosophy there is a strong emphasrs on'a phllosophy of
‘praxis' (Gramsci 1998), beginning perhaps with the famous 11* thesis on Feuerbach:
'Philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the ponnt is to change it' -
(Engels & Marx 2009). This point in the context of Feuerbach’s materialism‘ is that a .
metaphysical/spiritual unity or teleology provides comfort but ultnmately downp\ays
agency and promotes fatalism. But in its absence, pragmatlsm actmg in the world and i

increasing material well- bemg, becomes primary. It also demonstrates the 1dea that theory
is not prior to or even separate from practice, but is itself a type of practice. Phllosophy and _
art are not separate from the world (they should not be thought of as faithful‘\ and truthful v,
 reflections of the world) but as themselves part of the world. This is very‘much vin line with .
the arguments of pragmatlsts later such as Dewey v ‘ ,k , »

The tradmonal theory in both its emplrlcrst and ratlonahstrc forms

amounts to holding that all propositions are purely declaratory or

enunciative of what antecedently exists or subsists, and that this |

declarative office is complete and final in itself. The posttion here

taken holds, on the contrary, that declarative propositions oare oo ‘

intermediary means or instruments .., of effecting the eontrolted v

transformation of subject—matter . All controlled i inquiry and all

institution of grounded assertnon necessarily contains a practtcal

factor; an activity of doing and makmg which reshapes antecedent

existential material. (Dewey 2007) - ’ N
As an example in Marxist aesthetics, although Lukacs realism saw art and literature as g
essentially mimetic, as a pragmatic political xmperattve he understood thexr functton as thet i

faithful reflection of material reahty——socnal structures and class relatlons As such he

attacked expressromsm for its failure to do this; precxsely on the grounds of its tdeahsnc
character, its aim to represent the nature of 'bourgors SUbJCCtIVlty But snmlarly, the ST v
1deahsm of his own aesthetic is manifest | m the concept of mrmesns, his behef in the V. .
: possrbrhty of faithfully and obJectwely representmg the nature of soclcty Adorno, e

Marcuse, and various others favoured a more dralectlc approach than thlS but one of the

most interesting approaches in the hlstory of Marxnst aesthetlcs 1s the matcrlahsm ofthe i
London Film-Makers' Co-op. eyt - : - -- Sk
_ Unhke Lukécs' reahsm, materlahst film (as theortzed and Pl‘aCtlced by P eter Gldal

| Malcolm LeGrice, Lis Rhodes and others) in general attempted to problemau'e
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representation. It seems a logical progression: the aim is initially to faithfully represent |
reality, but this is followed by the recognition that representatlon is itself reahty Materlahst
film generally aimed to make the viewer aware of the representatronal apparatus 1ncludmg,

“conceptual apparatus—the language of cinema, its rdeologrcal basisand soon. The -
techniques for achieving this are varied but tend to mvolve a dlsruptlon of conventronal
forms that are taken to be natural in cinema. The ldea of anything taken as natural is-
anathema to a materialist approach smce everythlng 1S constructed no nature pre-exnstent
.. meanings can be recognized as arbitrary' (Gidal 1989) Arbitrariness is repeatedly
emphasnzed. We ultimately see again a reaction agamst the artform as a medium for the
communication of predetermined and naturalized meaning; rejecting notions of ‘
identification, narrative and anything that can be described as illusionistic. Illusionism is
seen to be the primary form of dominant cinema by theorists like Gidal o _ | |
Georgina Born describes a similar situation in music. Seeing music as a more-or— o
less arbltrary sign, she describes the way in which meamng in music proceeds via - |
metaphor: ' ‘ S
It is at the level of connotatlon that music is partlcularly sub_pect to
extramusical meaning through its extraordmary evocative power
The signifieds that music connotes are of many kinds: wsual
sensual, emotional, and mtellectual—-—such as theornes, domams of
~ knowledge. All are metaphors .. metaphors may be motrvated
~ distorted, yet naturalized or organized mto a pseudocoherence for
purposes of irrefutability. (Born 1995)
~This emphasnzes the ldeologlcal quahty of music; S
The essentlal pomt however, is that the relatton of these S
extramusrcal connotations to music as signifier is cultural and - e
hnstorlcal Yet they are experienced as 'immanent in' the music by a N
process of prOJectron of the connotations onto the musical sound
object. It is this proccss of projection that achieves the naturahzmg

effect—the connotations appear natural and umversal whcn they are '

conventlonal—-—and that makes xt apt to descrtbe them as ldeology
"(Boml995) T e

Certain musical practlces appear to operate prlmarlly on thls level on the level of the e

constructron of meamng, the artrst wrshes to commumcate extramusrcal 1deas, and

mampulates musncal matcrrals to gwe the nght connotatlons A practlce centcred around 1{ o
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the linear communication of meaning therefore almost by definition must work with-
existing connotations, further entrenching them, and further naturalizing dominant ‘
ideological structures (for example the self-expressron of rock or other gestural musrcs
could quite easily be linked to individualism in politics). ’
However a practice can perhaps work closer to the level of musical material priorto

signification. The attitude discussed previously in relation to technology, in which it is seen
in a means-ends manner generally as an inconvenient but necessary tmperfect medlum can.
be applied to semiology in general (or as Dewey mlght have it: semtology is -
technological). Coyne explams this in relatton to Derrida: '

One of Derrida's major themes is his identifi cation of the tendency

within conventlonal language theories to subordinate the srg,mﬁer N

(word or language event) to the signifi ed (the meamng or the entrty

referred to). The signifier exists to give access to the signified and ;,

is subordinate to the concept or meaning it communicates. Within-

this regime of thinking, the task of interpretation is always to get

back to what is meant in any language situation. The words are -

obviously important but sometimes get in the way ... Derrida ,‘ = ', y

argues for a reversal of this priority. (Coyne 1995) o
This brings us to a recurring theme in the thesis: there are two possrble ways we could

~ describe the effect ofa musrcal practrce that attempts a reversal hke thrs and prlormzes the 1

srgmﬁer

1. Itis less prescriptive in its connotations, lt therefore opens up a space for new L

connotations to be formed.
Or more radically: -

2.1t strrves toward the ideal of the ' empty signifier'. The focus is shlfted to the

signifier itself, its materralrty, in the absence of anythlng srgmﬁed

These two possrbrlmes wrll be explored throughout the course of the thesxs

Sontag describes how critics generally see thetr task as mterprettve, cssennally a.

 task of translatron—-—takmg the content of the artwork and re-presentmg its meaning in the e

form of wrrtmg But if a recurring conclusron here is that the mustc exemphﬁed by Mego

“isnot concerned wnth commumcatmg meanmg, thls presents a problem for the crttrc-——- j .

there is nothmg to mterpret
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It is always the case that interpretation of this type indicates a
dissatisfaction (conscious or unconscious) with the work, a wish to -
replace it by something else ... What would criticism ylook like that -

would serve the work of art, not usurp its place? What is needed, |

first, is more attention to form in art ... The best criticism, and itis _

uncommon, is of this sort that dissolves considerations of content

into those of form. (Sontag 2001) | _
I therefore primarily consider the ways in which the technological approach creates music
that affords apprehension on the level of material form, rather than discussing any notion b
of content. - : - d _ ’ R
| Interpretation, based on the highly dubious theory that a work of art - |
is composed of items of content, violates art. It makes art intoan .
article for use, for arrangement into a mental scheme of categories “

.. Our task is not to find the maximum amount of content in a_

work of art, much less to squeeze more content out of the work than v
| is already there. Our task is to cut back content SO that we can see |
~the thing at all. (Sontag 2001)

Mego | | .
~ Towards the end of 1994, Ramon Bauer, Peter Meininger, And1 Pleper and Peter Rehberg e

- formed Mego, driven largely by a general drssatlsfactxon with the current status quo in_

Austrian music. Rehberg describes Vienna as a ‘cultural wasteland' at that tlme, w1th the v
music scene dominated by imitations of Anglo-Amerlcan pop/rock However they d rd have
~ an interest in techno, which was seen as more european centric and its model of |

- dissemination as 1ndepcndent from the mamstram of popular musrc Techno was heavnly

influential on the formation of Mego: Bauer and Pleper were prevrously mvolved in the e
_ running of the techno label Mainframe, and Rehberg cites the second wave of Detrort
techno—Underground Resnstance m partlcular—-—as an influence. Desprte thts techno was

‘ ultlmately, for them, not fulfilling its experlmental or challcngmg potenual Rehbcrg

therefore describes the basic concept of Mego as takmg the model of techno but applymg xt

- to music wnth a more expernmental approach [l] _ , o
Rehberg was DJing at the time in the 'chill out' room at the U4 club in Vienna, next

: door to Bauer and Pneper s studio. In May 1994 they played what could be consndered the

f' rst Mego performance. By runnmg cables through the wall Bauer and PleCT were
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playing on one side using studio equipment, and Rehberg on the othcr using CD decks and
outboard effects, loops and so on; extendmg the DJ format' [1] In the same year the word
'Mego' was first mentioned as a label name (‘chosen because it did not mean anythmg [2]),
and Rehberg, Bauer and Pieper started to make recordings by puttmg mlcrophones m
various different fridges, Wthll would later become the sole source of sounds for the
Fridge Trax 12' (MEGO 001). o

Frzdge Trax was released in May 1995, along wrth Die Mondlandung (MEGO 002) .;
and UFO Beobachtungen 93-95 (MEGO 003) by Bauer and Preper (General Magic) and
Alex Miller (Elin/Stiitzpunkt Wren 12) respectively. By this pomt Peter Meininger had -
left the project despite, accordmg to Rehberg, belng predommantly responsrble for the
genesis of the label. ' ' |
* There is an overt techno influence in Die Mondlandung to some extent, and UFO ,
Beobachtungen 93-95 more so, with its minimal arrangement of 4/4 kick drum and hi‘hat ’
patterns over pulsing bass parts. Fridge Trax however (recently re-iss‘ued as FLAC |
download) consists predominantly of drones, and slowly)repeating’ fragments of ) o
recordings; it is’more representative of the kind of work Mego would later become known e '
for. | IR - | i i : .
Thedistribution for these records was handled by a German techno distributor B
- called Neuton who, according to Rehberg, 'tried to sell them with descriptions like _
- “pumping, driving tracks™ [1], the inappropriateness of which (m the case of F rldge Trax L
and Die Mondlandung at least) highlights the departure from techno that Mego LR
represented, at the same time as an initial rellance on the mfrastructure and audrence
created by it, | | | , N o
| The same was true of other comparable labels at the tlme Tomml Grdnlund s Sahko v;V
label was founded a year earlier, releasing Mika Vainio's Kvanm and Rontgen EPs in 1993

and his fi rst full length album Metri in 1994. Although Sahko would go on to expenment

with less rhythmic material in later releases Metri owed somethmg to techno genre z i
conventlons making it less ofa break from techno and more like an ol‘fshoot begmnmg i i
‘ ywhat journalists dubbed minimal techno Also by thls time Autechre had released ' i ' :
Incunabula, Amber and Antr EP; Oval's Systemlsch was released on Mille Plateaux' and so
‘on. Mego was formed in the context of various contemporary precedents for = e v
experimentation m commercnal electromc musrc Accordmg> to Rehberg such contemporary i

- influences were combined in Mego wrth various mterests m mdustrlal musrc, post—punk

and synth pop, ultlmately resultmg in an aesthetuc more eclectrc than these other labcls ;
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There was also a conviction that it could be taken to more of an extreme—the Artiﬁcial |
Intelligence series on Warp for instance was for Rehberg 'hyped as being experimental
music, but was just another form of techno ... it was a good idea, but wasn't enough, it
could really be experlmental' [l] In addition Rehberg states that the concept was to move k |
away from the paradigm of techno records w1th a white label and no cover, tomore . |
unusual packaging with interesting artwork (by desngners like like Tina Frank). It was -
intended to be a cross-media commg together of artlsts, graphlc desig gners, programmers.
By word of mouth alone, various like- mmded artists in Vlenna had contacted Mego
before any records were released. Christian Fennesz approached them in April 1995, and
* Farmers Manual sent a demo at around the same time, resulting inF ennesz' seminal }hcavy '
guitar processing in the Instrument 12' (MEGO 004) and eventually the first Farmers »
Manual album No Backup (MEGO 008). Additionally, the mternet and emall at this tnne
began to enable the creation of a larger network of people workmg in s:mllar dlrectlons, ‘
acting as a catalyst for non-institutional experimental computer music globally. Bauer and '
Pleper, at the same time as running Mego, ran a web des1gn company wnh Tlna Frank | _
called URL. This helped with dtstrnbutlon since Mego was very qunckly able to set upits - | N
internet mall order shop MDOS, in 1996. ERE -
1996 also saw the release of Rehberg s ﬁrst solo album (as Pita) Seven Tons for
Free (MEGO 009) which, along with No Backup, began to define the sound that S
charactenzes much of the Mego catalogue Rehberg sees the 1nfluence of Russell llaswell .
as lmportant from this point. Although Haswell's first Live Salvage album wasn't released i i
- until 2001, he was present in Vxenna much of the time from the i mcepnon of Mego, ; »
~ socializing and playing in the same venues. Through hlm there was an 1nﬂuence from 7
.Japanese noise music; explicitly manifest in the Masimi Akita (Merzbow) / Haswell
collaboration Ich Schnitt Mich In Den Finger (MEGO 022). - A
In 1997 and 1998, the debut albums of General Magic (Frantzl MEGO OlO), e
Fennesz (Hotel Paral lel, MEGO 016), and Florian Hecker (IT 150161975, MEGO 014) -_’ S l,‘

’ followed by a number of Mego tours began to result m mternatlonal medna recognttlon

The ere magazine devoted an issue to the Vlenna electromea scene in August 199’7 cmng v ‘;
the 1995 Phonotaktik festtval as the event mltlally drawmg attentlon to labels lxke Mego

and clalmmg that the most producttve perlod for the scene had already passed

There was a tendency in these days of burg,eonmg 1nternatlonal recognltlon for ff

Mego artists to find themselves playmg in unusual venues, creatmg a confrontanonal

- atmosphere (as mtght be expected in the receptlon of any formal mnovatlon) For mstance -
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a performance at a typography conference in San Francisco in 1998 called FUSE was
described in one review as 'an unbeara‘bly loud and hardly structured techno show ... with
pointlessly shrill high frequencies way above pain level. Most held their ears shut many
left the audience. Apparently adolescent technical overkill (Muller-Lance l998) These
situations, according to Rehberg, were not lntentlonally sought out (they were mostly
because of bad booking agents' [1]), but at the same time they were not avoided, and were .’
generally seen as a positive thing by the artists involved. - | :
Most Mego artists were originally using typleal techno hardware in the productlon -
of their music—samplers, drum machines, sequencers and so on. The move to laptop o
production and performance that they would later become known for, was initially made
for entirely pragmatic reasons. To play an increasing number of international shows, ‘
carrying numerous large pieces of equipment became impractical. The release of the G3 = :
PowerBook in 1997 was roughly the point at which it became possible (and affordable) to o
do the same kind of audio processing on something a fraction of the size and weight. Asa S
side-effect of this development, there was a fundamental change in the kind of sound being“
created. 'v : : L o k‘ | : v; :
’ Supercollider became the software enVironment of choice, with the occasionalvuse
- of institutionally developed programs such as Steim's LiSa. Andy Pieper (previously a - |
programmer), began creating software in Supercollider, that started to be adopted by other
Mego artists. This led to a kind of communal iterative patch development Pleper SO
experimenting with various rdeas and Rehberg and Bauer suggestmg ehanges or new

features. Farmers Manual (Mathias Gmachl, Stefan Posert, Oswald Berthold and Gert

- Brantner) were also programmers, and used the algonthmnc possrblhtles of the computer in s

- Explorers_We (OR 1998, SQUISH 4) and the majorxty of the lwe performances on then‘
Recent Live Archive (MEGO 777). s

1999 and 2000 saw further mtemauonal recogmtron, wrth tours m Japan and

- Australia wrdemng the audnence Rehberg claims that Australia remams the blggest market : o

for the label to date [ There was also further critical acclalm, wnh Rehberg and Fennesz : :

winning a Prlx Ars Electronica distinction in dlgrtal musics, for Seven Tons For Free and

Hotel Paral lel respectlvely Thls success was compllmented by the release of The Mag:c i
- Sound Of Fenn O'Berg (MEGO 031), a collaboration between Rehbelg, Fennesz and Ji tm e

O'Rourke presenting a fragmented collection of hve recordmgs in whlch an eclectlc bank

4 of soundﬁles (mcludmg a recogmzable John Barry theme from a James Bond fi m) are '

dnstorted and proeessed The seeond Pita album Get ()ut (MFGO 029) 1s often constdered a o
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benchmark in the 'laptop' genre, evidenced by descriptions suchas'a milestone in early :
laptop music' (Sohns 2008) or 'the first major musical laptop statement’ (Keenan 2008) It -
follows a similar compositional process to the Fenn ' Berg album; a hlghlrght bemg elevenL -
minutes of looping a reversed Ennio Morricone sample, distorted in varrous ways ' | |

Also released around this time, but occupymg a very different sonic terrrtory, was G
Principio (MEGO 18) by Roc Jiménez de Cisneros and Mrguel Ferré as Evol. It consrsts of -
high pitched short envelope sounds from a drum machine, arranged and edited mto k
complex but sparse patterns using a minidisk editing statron This release was the result of ,
a meeting between Rehberg and Jiménez de Cisneros at the Barcelona Sonar Festivalin
1996. Jiménez de Cisneros cites exposure to the work of other Mego artrsts-——Rehberg and B
Farmers Manual in particular ('somehow extreme and accessible at the same tlme [3])-——as N
the main influence that led to an involvement in computer musrc from previous interestin
metal and hardcore. In particular, he considers Seven Tons for Free as a major 1nﬂuence g
and turning point, referring to this emerging scene as 'post-techno', According to J imenez :
de Cisneros the experimental computer music of the mid to late 90s would not have been
possible without techno, in the sense that it prepared an audience (and artrsts) for electromc‘ =
~ sounds presented in anti-expressive machme-lrke ways [3]. Techno has often been |
described as the antithesis of a traditional human centrlc, emotional or expressrve music,
'Detroit Techno refutes the past ... it prefers tomorrow's technology to yesterday s heroes I
Techno is a post-soul sound ... For the young black underground in Detrort emotlon S | o
' ‘crumbles at the feet of technology (Cosgrove 1988) For more on this aspect of techno see : j{ ', .'
(Pope 2011) or (Reynolds 1998). - _ [T L
 Despite the vague post-techno focus, throughout the hrstory of Mego there has

been an attempt to avoid restricting the label to one style the arm is to make the label
uncategorrsable There is an mﬂuence here from labels such as Mute and Factory. and an_
obsession for Rehberg in followmg release serres and catalogue numbers For rnstance
STUMM 4 on Mute was 'the Black Album' by Boyd Rlce (NON), whrch was followed by | ,‘ 5
Depeche Mode's Speak & Spell as STUMM 5. The hugely eclectrc nature of thls serres was

a point of fascination for Rehberg Interestmgly, the mﬂuence from these labels provxdes

another link wrth techno accordrng to Cosgrove strange as 1t may seem, the techno scene

looked to Europe, to Heaven 17, Depeche Mode and the lluman Leugue for its msprrauon t o
(Cosgrove 1988). - ’ : B AR

In 1999 the sublabel fals. ch was founded to be run by Oswald Berthold (of Farmers

~ Manual), and Florran Hecker Fals.ch was one of the l‘ rst onlme only labels a netlabel' e
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The catalogue consists of MP3 downloads only, there were no physical releases other than -
the retrospective Fals.ch and Fals.ch 02 mini-CD compilations '
Consistently the blggest selling release in the Mego catalogue [1] Fennesz s
* Endless Summer (MEGO 035), was released in 2001. This was followed by a Jim
O'Rourke solo album, I'm Happy, And I'm Singing, And A 1 2,3, 4(MEGO 050);the .
eventual release of Haswell's Live Salvage 1997-2000 (MEGO 012); Kevin Drumm's Sheer
Helllsh Mlasma (MEGO 053) whrch became very mfluenttal on a burgeomng electromc :
noise scene in the US; as well as (amongst others) releases by CoH (Ivan Pavlov), Sluta
Leta (a 'Swedish' pseudonym for Ramon Bauer and Andi Pieper), Tujiko Norrko, and a
collaboratron between Hecker and Yasunao Tone ' |
This productive period was threatened by various factors Some major dlstrlbuters

for the label went out of business, due to a general drop in sales usually linked to the rise of
MP3 downloads. Bauer left the company, and in 2005 Mego and MDos ceased to ex_ist. But -
in 2006 Rehberg restructured the organization to run with no office and no staff instead
outsourcing when necessary. He rebranded the label as Editions Mego, the concept was to
reissue items from the back catalogue as well as contmumg to release new materral

- This music could be placed in the context of drscourses in Western art music, but
this could be misleading, since the music, though perhaps sharmg some superﬁcral ' E
similarities, appears to have almost no roots in such a dlscourse Most of its practltloners o " L o
seem to have no mterest in thrs drscourse, and their musrcal rnﬂuences come from entlrely » '7;' <
different traditions. Where comparrsons between the two krnds of music have been made :
(usually simply because the comparrson 1s 1nterestmg) I have tried to mamtam the sense
that this is a comparison between two categorrcally dtfferent Kinds of mustc, the : f:f_ A
comparlson is for the purposes of shedding light on certam aspects of the music by =
deﬁmng it negatrvely lt should not imply that there is much ofa relattonshrp of mfluence 5
~ between the two. : S R )
| - There are some exceptions to this: artists such as Russell llaswell show a strong
interest in the academrc tradition of computer musnc, but, as wrll be explamed in more ;

detall later, this is not so much a contmuatron of that theory and practlce, but rather a qurte

unique 'curatorial’ practnce that takes this hrstory as just one of many objects of fascmatron e
In a different way, Jiménez de Cisneros has a knowledge and mterest in the 2()‘h century

avant-garde, but the parallels between thrs and hrs own work only became apparent ta hrrn f’i_

- does not represent a continuation of that praetlce Srmllarly, Peter Rehberg says of the e
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institutional tradition: 'when I was a teenager we didn't have access to any’of the academic
music—things like Stockhausen and Pierre Schaeffer. We hadn't heard of that we dldnt
know what it was ... but [ probably would have been interested' [4]

In contrast to institutional musics, Mego sustains itself commercrally,
unsubsidized. Rehberg is critical of publicly funded music, claiming: 'if you put a record
out you should have enough confidence in it that money will come back in' [1]. .

In relation to notions of postmodemlsm it is interesting to note that this music does :
ot merely 'borrow from' or 'reference’ popular culture, it s itself situated wzthm popular v
culture, if we take popular culture to be those aspects of culture that are commodified and
regulated by the market. But note that the term popular culture is perhaps misleading in an
age of such diffuse cultural dissemination, If a music sustains itself commercially, this does
not necessarily mean it is 'popular' music. The scene in question appears to consist of a
small but committed audience, organized internationally (in a way that was not possible

before the internet).

Chapter Summaries P ‘ :

In the following chapters I will ground the discussion in speciﬁe musical examples that

demonstrate the theory mtroduced above. Each chapter focusses on one or a few parttcular o

works, using them to connect with different themes e , |
Chapter 2 mtroduces the re]atlonshtp between technology and aesthetrcs, by

comparmg two drfferent approaches, as found in Ryo_)l lkeda s +/- on the one hand and

Pita's Seven Tons For Free on the other ] explore the theory of maehme aesthetres and

high-tech aesthetics, specrﬁcally in relation to notrons of matenahsm and llterahsm

3 Donald Judd's essay Specific Objects and Mrchael Frted‘s Art and Objecthood are —_

dlscussed in order to explain this concept of hterahsm .ludd and Fried's wrltmgD constttutes ?y Er

an exchange provrdmg perhaps the clearest expressxon of a spht between matertaltst and

idealist approaches to art. It provrdes a useful startmg pomt for the theory that erl be : :
developed I also link thts to Heldegger ] thought reg,ardms art . SR i , : i
In Chapter 31 compare llaswell & Heeker $ Blackest L'ver Black made usrng

Xenakis' UPIC machme, to Xenakls own music made wrth the UPlC Therr approaches are <

- contrasted, and | begm to use Dewey's ph]losophy to descrlbe a pragmatlc approaeh to
technology, which is exemplified in Blackest Ever Black an approaeh that j is experlmental
in contrast to one in whrch technology is seen as a medlum t'or channelmg an abstract

musical rdea
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Chapter 4 takes a piece of software as its focusé-Andy Pieper's 'apPatch'
SuperCollider patch, used in a number of early Mego releases. The idea of a transparent
medium is discussed, using the 'dlgltal audio workstation' concept as an example In
contrast, the limitations and inherent affordances of the apPatch software are hlghlnghted
and shown in relation to examples of music made using it, thus exammmg the extent to K
whrch the technology is implicated in the music. | argue that usnng the arbltrary
contmgency of technologlcal affordances acts as a means of gettmg away from makmz,
decisions based on existing ideas of musncahty

Chapter 5 is based around Roc erenez de Clsneros Evol prOJect usmg varlous '

examples of Evol releases, which tend to have a large element of algonthmlc composmon R

I review the existing llterature on algorithmic composmon in relation to the theory
developed so far, and compare this to the Evol approach. | emphasrze the potential for
algorithmic techniques to take the music to places that would remain otherwise -
undiscovered, i.e. getting away from exnstmg notlons of musrcallty Algorithmic -

~ composition can be thought of in this way—as one partlcular method of using
technological affordances to determine the music. ‘ ,

- Chapter 6 also touches on algorithmic composition, thrs time in relation to Farmers
Manual, specifically the album Explorers_We. It returns to the notion of materialist S
aesthetics, via ideas to do with 'glitch', comparing this to the"splice' in materlalist film. 1 "_ :
develop a theory of noise music, drawing on theory from the previouschapters, in which : .

noise is defined as something that does not contain meaning (and is therefore 'literal'),

Finally, chapter 7 looks to some more recent Editions Mego releases: Renlrndl by s :
Oneohtrix Point Never, and 4 New Way To Pay Old Debts by Bill Orcutt Both appear to be ,

- in some way backwards lookmg, to have some specual focus on the past, supported by

claims to this effect in their critical reception. I explore these clauns and come to the -

conclusion that although superf‘ crally quite dlfferent to the rest of the Mego catalogue, they-‘ o

“in fact share similar approaches in the creative process and resultmg noise’ aesthetnc T
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Digital technology and the high tech aesthetic:

Seven Tons For Free and +/-

Rehberg's first solo album Seven Tons For F ree (Mego 009, 1996) Wes released some
months before Ryoji Ikeda's +/- (Touch TO:30, 1996). Both are often cited retrospectlvely
as seminal works or archetypes in the followmg hrghly actlve perrod in computer music,
especially in marketing copy:

Seven Tons for Free was qurckly realised to be an expertmental v

electronic classic and paved the way for the whole glitchy rnmlmal .

scene we would see erupt from labels such as Mille Plateaux, - |

Raster Noton and 12k, (Boomkat 2007) |
And: e e | ,
‘ when it was first released, +/- came ¢ like a bolt out of the whrte
Ryoji lkeda has progressively refined and enhanced the dlstmctrve
sonic fields and microsounds that have strongly influenced post-
digital composition’. (Touch 2001) : , '_ =
As well as being contextually similar, these albums superﬁcrally share a lot acsthetlcally,, 50
they focus on experimentation with digital technology, they have a similar palette of
sounds (very short pops and clrcks, drones) and both result from what appears to be a y' e G
reJecnon of exrstmg musrcal vocabularres However a more dctarled compartson of these .

two albums will highlight the drfferences between them and reveal thc drstmctrveness of S

the aesthetic that was being establrshed by Mcgo at this trme : R
By 1996, Sahko was already well estabhshed with the Mrka Vamro EPs Kvanttl e
and Rontgen released in 1993, and the album Metri in 1994, Thrs, along with Wolfgang S
Voigt's work as Studlo 1 in 1995, eprtomlze a mmrmal tcchno sound comparable to Seven B
Tons For Free and +/-. One suggestion that the materral from +/- was not mtended to be ’“. :
iplayed in clubs, drstancmg it from any techno scene, is that it recerved no release on vmyl |
Accordmgly it has very little of what might be called 'danceahle content, Thts WdS not lost o 5}
on journalists at the time: [+/-] opens with three tracks of thtcry machme rhythm droppmg, | ,
any pretence of danceability in favour of a more drsruptlve aesthetlc (Dugurd 1997) | R
o  Likewise, Seven Tons For Free opens ‘with six minutes of metronomrcally repcatmg‘ :

clicks at 896 beats per minute mterspcrsed with lower frequency pops, lrke a mutrldtron of S

3 'Post-drgrtal’ is a term coined by Kim Cascone to descrlbe a musrc that cmbraces 'fatlures of drgltal
technology (Cascone 2000)
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the standard techno hi hats and kick pattern,taken to extremes of tempo and timbre and:
divorced from a coherent rhythmic relationship. Thus despite demonstrating a relationship
to techno, both albums represent a significant shift away from any dance music function. - ,
Instead, there appears to be an interest in the extremes made possrble by dlgltal technology,
single-sample impulses, near-instantaneous envelopes, the precise manipulation of
waveforms, and extremes such as the +/- title track, consisting only of a sine wave at
16kHz (generally taken to bethe upper limit of human hearing for theaverage adult).

The digital technology which facilitated the exploration of such extremes became .
widely available to artists who were not affiliated or associated with academic tnstntuttons
at around this time—home computers or laptops became affordable and powerful enough
to work with sound at the sample level, with possibilities for experimentation in digital -
synthesis. Algorithmic sequencing also became more of a possibility. Rehberg and Ikeda's -
work seems to demonstrate a desire to explore the limits of this newly available technology

(or at least a desire fo be seen to be doing this, as will be discussed below).

+/- ,

 The opening three tracks of +/-, Headphonics 0/0, 0/1 and 1/1 are built around a single sine
wave in what might conventionally be called rapid panning—from hard-left to hard-right

of the stereo audio field. It soon becomes clear that 'hard" is the only kind of panmng used

| throughout the work—a sound is placed in the left channel, the rlght channel both | _
channels or neither channel This strtctly speakmg is not panmng, it exhibits mstead an .

~ approach to spatial audio that lays bare the technology used in reproducmg the musnc

Panmng can be thought of as an illusory trick. By playmg the same sound from both

' speakers at the same tlme and adjusting thetr relative levels it can appear to come from

anywhere in the stereo ﬁeld—-—creatmg the tllusnon ofa panorama a sound world

occupymg the space between the speal\ers But contrary to the creatton of an tllusory :

unmterrupted screen of audio, if sounds are excluszvely placed in the left channel or rtght
channel only, then we percetve the two dlSCl‘ete separate sound sources that are actually

there (the speakers), rather thana stereo ﬁeld ]t thus appears that thc music lS not mtendcd '_1:, R

to represent somethmg above and beyond its own sound it snmply results from matertal
- processes that are foregrounded and illusion or representatton are avorded 0f course, the _' o
same techmque can function in dtfferent ways in dtfferent pteces it is not the case that

~panning is always an idealist techmque, compared toa matertaltst shunnmg of

spattahzatlon But in thns mstance, in combmatton wnth the structute and the sounds used lt



can be argued that it emphasizes the literal aspect of the piece (the sound making
equipment). ’ ' | ‘ iy
In what we could refer to as a 'digital aesthetic', one of the most fundamental

characteristics, implied by the term, is that things are either on or off binary, discrete,
rather than based on continuous change But this is of course also possible with analogue
technology, and we should therefore question whether this is actually an innate
characteristic of digital technology, or just something that is associated with itona e |
symbolic level. R ' R “ o

| - Ikeda's earlier work, although not released until after +/- as 1000 fragments (CCI
Recordings CCD23001, 1995), includes a track titled This Is A Recording featurmg‘the
words 'left' and 'right' spoken, placed in their respcctive channels followed by another EEE
voice stating 'this is a recording'. We could call this a proto-materialist approach, the idea
being that the work documents itself, that the production is revealed, laid bare. Peter Gidal “
takes issue with this approach in relation to materialist film: 'the point here is that not every
procedure should be “there” on film, exposed or explaincd as that is nierely another levvel *k
of documentation, “seeing what is 'really’ taking place”' (Gidal 1989) This kind of pseudo-
documentary' is ulumately more 1llusnomst than a work of strarghtforward representatron, -
because its representational nature is obscured by an apparent exposmon of its '
representational nature. In attemptmg adequate documentauon itis 1romcally more
effectively illusionistic than the normatlve use of basnc lllusromsuc tcchmques | o

The work-as- documentation line of thought was followed in materrahst film, and

apparently in the work of Ikeda, by the realization that the work does not need to be a
faithful representation of reality (in this case the reahty of its own producnon), because the ,' e =

- process of representation is itself already real and can be made the focus of attentlon So

- the proto-materialism of This Is A Recordmg is reﬁned in +/- where 1deas to do with -

| transparency (the work documentmg its own creatlon) are replaced wnh a more subtle
fidelity to the technology, allowmg traces of process to be foregrounded Where such

processes concern dlgrtal technology, we have a convemcnt deﬁnmon of a matcrlahst
'drgltal aesthetlc '

This ideaof a dlgrtal aesthetnc is in fact central to the rhetorlc surroundma such

releases as +/-, lkeda is often descrlbed in brographles and press releases as a ploneer (see .

_(Forma 2011), or (Ikeda 201 1)) with +/- cxted as the stamng pomt of hls pnoneermg

activities. Since then, he has contmued to mamtam an 1mpressnon of bemg on the cuumg

edge of dlgltal technology, pushmg itto its llmltS The 'Dataplex‘ CD (Raster—Noton R» -: -
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NO068, 2005) has a sticker on the front stating: 'This CD contains specific waveform data
that performs a data-read test for optical drives. The last track will cause some CD players
to experience playback errors'. And similarly on 'Test Pattern' (Raster-Noton R-N093,
2008): 'Caution! This CD contains specific waveform, impulse and burst data that perform
a response test for loudspeakers and headphones. High volume listening of the last track
may cause damage to equipment and eardrums'. The hyperbolic nature of these statements
beg the question: to what extent is the adoption of this digital experimentation merely
rhetorical, designed to sell records? We will see below that there are indeed aspects of +/-

that undermine my previous claim that it might represent a materialist approach.

Figure 1: Headphonics 0/0 detail (+/-. Ryoji lkeda)

A typical example of the mechanical rigidity of the sequencing in +/- is shown in figure 1
The piece proceeds with a 4/4 structure around which various elements are placed as if
with perfect quantization: a 1kHz sine wave alternately in the left and right channels on
each 1/32 measure, a 50Hz pulse lasting exactly a 1/4 measure on each down beat, and a
13kHz tone and clicks on 1/8 measures. In the precision of the realization of these rhythms,
the implication is that this is a technological music; quantization is something only a
machine can do with this accuracy. In listening the sound immediately brings to mind high-

tech machinery, in its inhuman precise repetition. Could we consider this a machine

aesthetic?

Machine Aesthetics

In retrospective writing surrounding the modernist machine aesthetic (Banham 1980), the
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starting point tends to be Louis Sullivan's phrase 'form follows function', implying notso
much that form is subservient to function, but that consideration of function results in the
best formal properties. Beauty derives from efficiently functional forms. Taking nature as
the archetype for beauty he uses various analogies to make his point—'the sweeping eagle -
in his flight or the open apple blossom, the toiling work horse, the blithe swan, the |
branching oak, the winding stream at its base, the drifting clouds, over all the coursing sun, o
form ever follows function, and this is the law' (Sullivan & Twombly 1988) -

This principle had various consequences for modern architecture. ’I‘he most notable e
aspect was a drive towards 'efficiency’ of form. Ornamentation was seen as the antithesis of .
good design, anathema to technologlcal modermty (see for example Adolf Loos Ornament
and crime (Loos 1998)). Hence we see, ulttmately in the International style large plaln -
elementary shapes combined in a way to suggest a minimization of decoratrve features,
emphasizing the basic form of their composition instead. This efficiency’ is also to do u/ith '
efficiency of production—functionalism extends to the consideration of form that isnot
only most functional in its use, but also most efficient to produce. Emphdsls begantobe
put on the materials and techniques used in production. o i

In Auguste Choisy's Hisfory of architecture, we find a clear exposition of the s
mantra 'truth to materials' in architecture, and the approach that Reyner Banham describes
as 'form as the loglcal consequence of technique' (Banham 1980). Choisy says for example
of iron in the Halles de Paris: 'we can see realized a whole body of forms that artse | " e
naturally from the material employed' And on modular proportlons he states 'we have '1- :
observed that they result, as an inevitable consequence, from the use of brxck' (Banham

1980). Even in gothtc architecture, Choisy sees the style not prtmarlly as an aesthetic < -

development but as a consequence of the development of buttresses, rtdged vaults and -
their exposed rib-work, and so on, He was interested in the ‘concept of the arclutect-as- :
~engineer, an archttect concerned with the material reality of constructton Accordmg to W ‘f
Banham, this was in contrast to the prevailing Beaux Arts concept: ’desrgn first, structure N G
afterwards'—the architect working in abstract forms that are to be realtzed later - |
This 'truth to materials' approach is appealmg and perhaps appltcable in all art i
forms (it is relevant to all types of makmg) We can also find it prlor to Cholsy in the . ;

: wntmg of John Ruskm——hts second 'lamp' of archrtecture (Ruskm 2009), where rt ls

generally taken to be an inspiration for the arts and crafts movement, Later, the Russran L

constructwrsts used the word faktura to descrrbe the ld(,a that an art object should ll‘t tts 3

v own materlahty, exhlbtt its means of productton, there should bc no atternpt to htde the
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properties of the materials that were used to make it (incidentally faktura has already been
linked to electronic music, see (Battier 2003)). The Bauhaus also took the idea and, like
the constructivists divorced it from the assocrated distrust of mdustrrahzatlon and
mechanical technology found in the English arts and crafts But desprte their interest i in
mass production and modern technology, the focus in the Bauhaus is still very much on
craftsmanship; the artist as someone whose skill is based in the reality of making, L
understanding the material and workmg wrth itina way that is suitable to its affordances
and limitations, The pomt at which modern technology is combined wrth the idea of a - ‘
fidelity to materials is where we begin to see the 'machine aesthetic’ emerge.

There is a subtle mutation of the motivation, from a desire to create functional (and
therefore beautiful) forms based on an understanding of the material employed, to a desire
~ to make a statement about functronal form. The unportant thmg is that objects look as e
though they are prioritizing functlon This is perhaps politically motrvated Inthe
Deutscher Werkbund, and later in the Bauhaus, we begin to see the rdea of aesthetrc '
standardrzatron as a virtue (Banham 1980). Forms that were efficient in a way that made
them suitable for mass productron (in architecture, but also particularly in furniture desrgn) iy
were seen as democratizing aesthetics, makmg aesthetic obJects avallable to everyone S
where previously they were the domain of an elrte 8

Regardless of its motivation, the elevation of eff’ iciency of 'functlon which ﬁnds its

apotheosis in engineering, means that what begms in the arguments of Ruskrn and then e

Sullivan as a romanticization of nature easily becomes a romantrcrzauon of tcchnology We s

- start to see this in Choisy's theory, and then realized i in the Bauhaus. There isa fascmatron e

with the look of technologrcal machine produced forms; it becomes an aesthetic : Sl

consideration. So although it appears that form is following function, the 1mpetus for a

technological aesthetic often actually results in a form less functronal For m‘;tance, i

Rletveld's chairs are an economy of form, stralght lmes wrthout decoratron, srmple

materials etc. The form appears to be entrrely functional, and yet itis somehow (arguably) : ';k: S

less comfortable to sit on than it should be—-—lts prrmary functron The machme aesthetrc e T

involves a much more complex relatronshlp between function and form, m whlch

technologrcal style is preferred over technologrcal functlonalrty

-~ Rather than brmgmg technology and aesthetrcs together then, the machme acsthetlc » i

separates them with a technologlcal look or feel abstracted away. from any actual

1nstrumentahty or function. Technology is understood ina ratronahst way as a means to an el

end, but since the focus now is on the technology, the means Sabstracted from 1ts end'




- t _dlgrtal technology sounds like (unaltered unmterpreted) but 1t's what we expect dlgxtal

B ~ this complexlty, and can only engage wnth rt at a hlgher level of abstractlon. Thls ts’a
| 7-"hallmark of the hrgh tech style—-a sleek mlmmahst exterror whrch acts as a sngmf” ier for a .

i) ;hugely complex mterror +/- is mmlmal on certam lcvels, but m srgmfymg thc flow of data

4

and therefore becomes an end in tself, becoming once again non-instrumental b’ringi‘ng

the non-ratronal back mto the equation, We have the paradox ofa non-mstrumcntal

mstrumentahty Thrs is what R. L. Rutsky calls the myth of functlonal form (Rutsky 1999)

it is a paradox. The apparent mcscapabrhty of thxs situation became clear in the spht

between productivism and constructwrsm m the 1920s. The productrvnsts found the only

solution to 1t was a retreat from art, to work instead in desrgn textlles, ceramrcs furmture, :
propaganda etc. The constructlvrsts, however, worked wnth the paradox in what rlghtly can . [

be called a machme aesthenc, embracmg the myth of functtonal form. e B

ngh Tech . s o t it ,

| Rutsky traces the development of the machme aesthetlc into the more extreme 'hrgh tech' :
aesthetic with the advent of electromc and especrally dlgltal technology In the hlgh tech

aesthetic, technology is fetxshrzed to such a degree that the reproductlon of i its style

becomes entrrely the pomt functlon is almost an aside. As the physrcal appearance of :
technology tends towards the mvrsnble, we're left only wrth lmages data But as we began
B to see in the machine aesthetrc, the mterest remams rooted in s:gmf‘ Gers of the technology, |

not the technology itself, We could say that Ikeda s work actually eprtomrzes this hlgh techi

aesthetlc rather than the materialist aesthetrc it ﬁrst appeared to, through a combmatron of .

the precxsely ordered nature of the sequencrng and the sound materlals chosen. It has a.

i glossy veneer and a feelmg of sclence fi ctron—-—~thls is, in realrty, not necessarlly what

- technology, or more spccrﬂcally, 'data to sound like. It is srmulacral a representatlon af
digital technology Drgrtal glitches can be 1ntentronally added (for example at the :

begmnmg of the track + ) to achreve this srgmﬁcauon of new-ness, m the same way that a

- film drrector mrght rntentronally add a certam kmd of gramyness to the tmage to srgmfy
» i,old-ness Moot N _' S
Threrry Chaput descrlbes the aesthetlc of the mlcrochlp as an aesthetrc of
‘ complexrty Its underlymg loglc has become too eomplex f‘or any one person to undcrstand

1 in its entrrety, grvmg xt a secret aesthetnc of 1ts own (Chaput 1988) We are left m awe 0

‘ 1 it evokes a sense of overwhelmmg complexrty, a technologrcal subhme What does the data

w 'represent‘7 The xmphcatron in its presentatlon rs that 1t doesnt matter: freed from its
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instrumental bonds it becomes the object of pure aesthetics instead. But of course the data -
is in fact composed only for the record itself. So it attempts to evoke something like 'the k
secret aesthetic' of the microchip, while in fact being a work of stra:ght-forward
composition. lt uses one set of technologles (sequencer or sampler or audio editor ete, ) to
make something that attempts to evoke a different set of, possnbly science fictional,
technologies (networks and ﬂownng data etc., as if they had a sound) o

This relates to another 20™ century precedcnt the futurlst fascmanon and k
fetishization of technology. Russolo's Art of Noises, as thh most futurist work appears to
be inspired by a _fasematlon with the modern city: 'we find far more enJoyment inthe
combination of the noises of trams, backfiring motors, carriages and bawling crowds than
in rehearsing, for example, the Erorca or the Pastoral', Ile states that 'although it is |
characteristic of noise to recall us brutally to real llfe, the art of noise must not llmlt 1tself :
~ to imitative reproduction’ (Russolo 1987). Yet despite thls, the programme for Russolo and ;
Marinetti's first concert consisted of pieces titled: Awakening of Capital, Meetmg of cars h
and aeroplanes Dining on the terrace of the Caszno and Skirmish in the oasis. All clearly o
pointed towards a narrative depiction involving signifiers of modernity. The 'intonarumori’ v
are used to mimic the sounds of the city, the sounds of war and s0 on. In this obsessnon ey
with the modern world developmg around them, there is a utopramsm and fatth in
technological progress. Yet rather than actually pamclpatmg in thls technoloycal progress ' |
and making use of modern technology for its own sake in music, they used 1t merely in a ‘

_ representational acsthetlc to depzct the idea of technologlcal progress. :

Following on from a tradmonal aesthetics concerned with wholeness and umty, the SN

~ first machine aesthetic was, according to Rutsky, an attempt to aesthettcwe socxety as a-
whole, using the 'aura’ of art. As already mentioned, polmcally, an mdustrral or mass el
produced stylc was associated with democratlzatton. The idea was to change soctety not :

- through the content of art, but by changmg the way it functrons. In the Bauhaus it was ; .
~ thought that retumlng to an emphasis on craf‘tsmanshnp would remove the boundarles e

~ between htgh and low art, which embody a elass division. But as dlSCUS‘ied as soon as thls f

becomes a machine aestherlc, content once agam beeomes the foeus-—1t is less lmportant 1f Ch e

~ an artifact does or does not achteve a partlcular functton, and more tmportant that 1t Iooks

- as though rt does. o , o \ ,
In a high tech aesthetnc, Rutsky states that we sec a return to an even more obvrous Ry

. emphasns on content. +/- is more a work about teehnology, than tt |s a work of teehnology

This statement rcqutres some _pusttf‘ cation, stnee clearly +/- in every aspeet of 1ts




L " 'trarlhlazmg A utopnan view of technology tends to conceal these cnrcumstances (cf
N technology is constructed As Rutsky puts it: 'the mathematrcal and formal aspects‘ £
~ enabling medrum enablmg the expressnon of pure form The technology mednates between

i T.Apparently at odds wrth the nnphcatlons ofa machme aesthetlc,
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production could not have been created wnthout dlgttal technologtes (mcludmg CD
pressing and so on). However, its content is composnttonal gestural and. smence-ﬁcttonal’ :
to such a degree that it functions ona representatlonal rather than material level, In the
process the modernist pohtlcs ofa machme aesthetlc are turned upsnde downwreplaced by e e
a technologrcal style which is associated Wltl‘l cxpenswe gadgets and exclusnvnty 1nstead
The 1nﬂuence of technology in aesthetlcs is an opportunlty to yleld to the i~

fragmentatlon and contingency of the materlal world but there remams a temptatlon to ,7 5

maintain an idealist aesthettc, partlcularly in music. As Ikeda himself concedes‘ 'the form,
'style and way of representation will be endlessly transformed by technologlcal trends : f .‘ o
but I am more interested in thmkmg about what wrll not change—-[ nanvely beheve that the e
, essentlals of musxc will never change'. This thmg that never changes, universal and

immutable behind the materlal of the music itself, is for lkeda 'the decpest aesthettcs = _7 o
- between math and art' (Bubank 2008) Rhetorlc steeped in tdeahsm tends to conceal or ey
| distract from the material and symboltc relatlons the work is actually engaged 1n tn thls f i &
 case what Rutsky refers to as the fetishization of late capltahst technologlcs - k‘ |
Commodlty fctnshlsm in Marx's terms involves the relﬁcanon of the values an f"'

5 object represents Values, instead of bemg seen as somethmg that people have in relatlon to,f'_‘.

an object, are seen as mherent in the object This means use-value is detached t"rom

exchange-value In the case of hrgh tech we can see this very clearly In hlgh tech desngn,

' somethmg auxrhary———-the style of technologlcal (functlonal) 1tems——-1s the obJect of
. fascination. Style is abstracted Certam values are assoclated wuh objects that have tlus
style they are exclusrve status symbols the domam of an ehte, a prtvdeged few on the
cuttmg edge'. Rutsky sees this as the avant-garde replaced by a corporate vanguardrsm

’ companng the 1dea ofa cuttmg edge or state of the art' wnth 1mper1al proneerlng or

S Coyne s ’technoromanttcnsm (Coyne 2001))

Through akind of mathemattcal 1deahsm in partxcular, a utoplan wew of -

_ science and technology are seen as reflecttng an eternal perfectxon and hax mony .

| Technology in 1ts abtlnty to allow the precrse ordermg of maternals rs approached as an

the sensnble world and an ld(,al world allowmg some kmd of transcendence. k'l l'llS spn 1tual
aspect is somethmg we also see in the modern arclutecture dlscussed prevrously e

}lerrnann Muthesrus




.- approach art as an engmeer, in Ikeda' s htgh tech aesthetrc, audto composttton xs approached

- controllable t‘orms (Rutsky 1999) annahsm in thrs sense 1s a strategy to assert control’ ;

(founder of the Werkbund) clarmed that 'far higher than the matertal is the splrttual far. :
higher than functton, material and techmque, stands Form' (quoted in Banham 1980)
“So there are various potenttally contradictory rhetorlcs at play, throughout thought

on machine aesthetics. The adoption of a machine aesthetic or a hlgh tech aesthetlc exhtbnts i

a fascination with technology, mmally 1mply1ng a materialist approach in whtch the

matertals and processes of productlon are the focus. l{owever this i 1s undermmed first by

the reahzatton that it is not so much a fasclnatlon w1th technology but a fascmatlon wnth

 the aesthetics of technology, and second by a confuswn in Wthh it is clatmed
technological advances are being used to get closer to pure abstract expressron ('what wnll “
not change' in music, or 'the spmtual' that is far htgher than 'the matertal') Perhaps thlS ¢
means the adoption of signifiers of technology is acctdental the 1ntentron is in fact to j; «"1 =
'tramcend material hmltatlons (to use technology to transcend technology') When o
technology is seen as an enabling medrum in thts way, the rdeal technology, the technology, ‘
we are striving for is m a manner of speakmg mvrsrble, in that xt should have no effect on - ’L A
the idea bemg commumcated through abstract form , ' e ¢ -
- If we look at +/- in light of Ikeda's comments on the umversalnty of mustc/math/art i

there seems to be an obsessron wrth purlty and unity; also partlcularly consplcuous m hts

‘recent work remmlscent of Speer S Cathedral of Light ('Spectra at Nuit Blanche ln Parts, _

~ 2008). This feeling of purity is perhaps 'the deepest aesthettcs between math and art' - : e
; approached via a certain type of mmtmahsm A very hmtted set of sounds and S
E composmonal strategres are taken, to create an mcredtbly unnﬁed work
| “The rrgorously ordered mmtmahsm in +/- could be seen as the result of o
approachmg composmon m a ratlonaltst way. lkeda reduces sound to the smallest possxble

‘ elements, followed by a strtct ordcrmg If the basrc tenet of the machme aesthettc was to -

- as somethmg like a programmer (thlS re-emphasrzes its srmulacral status—-—-—tt is constltuted '

! , by a representatzon of technology, szgmfymg function. It has nothmg much to do wnth |
B software engmeermg per se) Thts klnd of retl‘ catton of ratlonallsm m hlgh tcch can be

- thought of as, in Rutsky s words an extensnon of modetmty s tendency to tech ‘ologlze 0..7

”kmstrumentahze the world to abstract and reduce it mto ever more mmtmal more ;

L and brmg order from the arbttrary and chaotxc materlal world or ln thrs case from the
, | complex world of data whrch 1s otherwnse beyond understandmg . ’

The structure of the album shows a det‘ mte and rrt,orous 1mposmon of onder onto



respect to the sound matenals and structure of the album rt |s more accut ate to say that i
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sound materials exemphfymg an additive approach with the step by step addmon and
layering of new parts. This is what is generally understood by the term composrtton

, (drctronary definition; 'the act of combmmg parts to make a whole" ie. the arrangement of

different elements in relatron to each other)—a human imposition of form onto matertals ‘

'My job as an artist is to compose elements. Composrtton is the key So any elements
which are brushed up carefully, are the subJects to be composed 1 compose sounds I

compose vrsuals [ compose materrals (Eubank 2008)

Perhaps due to this emphasrs on composmon, desplte its technologrcal feel and =
mathematncal rhetoric, +/- actually depends heavrly on composntlonal clrchés largely from o T
pop/rock/blues or house/techno structures a multiple of 4 counts of a repettttve phrase, £ -

~ after which a bass part is introduced followed by various rhythmlc elements, formmg a L5
kind of counterpoint to the initial phrase and so on. Not only the macro arrangement of ‘ o
these sounds, but also the gestural nature of the phrasmg attests to thetr composedness—- :l L
like the bursts of white noise mrmlckmg hi hat patterns in headphonrcs 0/1, or the krck : ~ o

drum patterns in +., .To summarlze so far, -

, 1. on the surface '+/- appears tobea work explormg dtgltal technology, or 1s at least e i
the result ofa fetlshnsm and fascmatron wrth s1gmﬁers of that technology and -
specrﬁcally its 'soulless' nature But, e i ] L

2. the idealism of the mathematrcal rhetorrc supportmg the work begms to undermlne
| ’thIS pomtrng instead to an understandmg of technology as merely enablmg the ‘

L commumcatlon of an 1deal eternal umversal aesthette wholeness or umty ‘And

: moreover,

3. the composed and often gestural nature of the work reasserts a kmd of‘ patrrarchal
: ratronalrst control and dommatron of technology, of human wrll overthe

S o contmgency of the ob_)ect world

| Engagement wrth the technolog,y is paradoxrcally avolded dcsprte rts evocatlon of
: ytechnologrcal style. It is in fact used merely as a tool to do somethmg that is seen as non !
L tcchnologrcal—-—to access the unwersal essentlals of musrc, Wrth the approach to pannmg
(or lack of pannmg) mentroned at the start of this chapter, rt seems falr to say that thlS is-

i , t,yvery much a foregroundmg of an actual arbrtrary materxal aspect of the work but wrth

it employs deprctron or representatron a depletronor representatron of dtgrtal technology
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Although nothing much to do with the actual material of digital technology, it is a ‘
caricature of what we expect something digital to sound like. It is hard to say where such
expectations come from, but there is certainly a relationship to science fiction (compare the
style of The Matrix (2009) to Ikeda's recent work in the Datamdtics series (2006-120 ). - =
Hence the claim that it actually functions on a symbolic level, rather than the material level - -
suggested initially. . | S ‘
Buckminster Fuller attacked the mternatlonal style on the grounds that the plam o
facade often hides brickwork or other materials. So in attemptmg to remove ornate facades g
the resulting 'quasi-simplicity' is still decoration, merely a different kind of decoration. The. i
technological or functional style remains a facade,' rather than a stripplng of ornamentation o
it becomes itself ornamental; nothing has really changed. He also complained of the |
illusionism of 'hidden steel frames' supporting motif walls, In general; he cl_aimed there o
was a lack of engagement with technological progress in what we might call amachine
aesthetic: B : : i |
The Bauhaus and International used standard plumblng fixtures and
only ventured so far as to persuade the manufacturers to modify the - |
’ | surface of the valve h’andles andv.spigots, and the colour, size,and :
~ arrangements of the tiles. The International Bauhaus never‘yvent
back of the wall-surface to look at the plumhing v they nevcr ;

; enqurred into the overall problem of samtary fi ttmgs themselves

 In short they only looked at problems of modifi cations of the

- surface of end-products which end-products were mherently sub- 3

- functions of a technlcally obsolete world. (Banham 1980)
'+/-' uses the existing techmques and language of musxc but adopts a facade based on

- signifiers of dlgrtal technology ThlS will be contrasted in the next sectlon wnh an approach i ’l

-~ in music that does go behmd the wall- su1face to look at the plumbmg and engages m et S e
technological enquiry that does not take the fundamentals of musical productlon asa grven i

~ Rutsky contends that the modcrmst attempt to technologtze aesthettcs amounted to’

"a disavowal of the Spll’lt' or soul' of traditional aesthetncs—-—BenJamm s concept of the aura" L
of art (Benjamin 1968). Somethmg mherently 'lmng in art succumbs to the dead 8 ‘
' morgamc and mhuman realm of technology Modermsm can be seen on the onc hand as |

- this drive to remove the aura of art using technology, the 'technologlzatton of aesthettcs £

_(Benjamin 2008) or alternatnvely as an attempt to brmg the aura of art and aesthetrcs to

| technology, the aesthettcnzatton of technology My clalm is that the +/- hl gh tcch aesthetlc




- :are mterspersed wrth ~ Bozler, Fehler (translatmg as 'Error) and Seven Tons'
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embodies this worldvnew that, in attemptmg to brtng technology and acsthctrcs together X
somehow, ensures thetr separatton by defining each negatrvely in terms of the other the -
aesthetic realm, it is 1mphed is not reducrble to the matertal or mechamcal and lrkewnse
technology and science has no place for the spmtual or non-materral in thts vrew the two l
arbitrary, constructed categortes must mstead be forced together S " A
In seemg technology as somethmg 'other’, thlS represents a pervasrve awe/fear of
technology A machme brought to life through the Spll‘lt of art or through lts own |
, reproductlve loglc, i e somethmg matertal that has moved beyond human control and
domination, is mevrtably seen asa dystopran monstrosrty In a dtscussmn on algorrthmrc : 5
composrtlon, Nierhaus quotes Garry Kasparov regardmg hIS match agamst the lBM -
| ‘computer Deep Blue: 'to some extent, this match is a defense of the whole human race
Computers play such a huge role in socnety They are everywhere But there isa frontrer
that they must not cross. They must not cross mto the area of human creatwrty It would
- threaten the exrstence of human control in such areas as art, llterature and musrc (Ntcrhaus i l G
2008). There is a clear threat to the subject posed by an uncanny technologlcal other. It can : i
) only be suppressed through its mstrumental use as merely the means to an end rather than -

" extstmg as an endi m 1tself

For Rutsky, 'htgh techne contams the possrblltty of a fundamental ontologtcal shrft

- it moves beyond the utoptan/dystoptan posruonmg of technology and begms to replace the G

hardened Cartesran subJect with a more ﬂurd drssolvmg the boundartes of the self (m
accord w1th Harroway s cyborg manrfesto (Harroway 2000)) But in dorng 50 he drsmtsses
“the srmulacral nature of the aesthetlc and its elitist 1deologtcal underpmnmg As we can see
in it actually represents the continuation of some very traditional beltefs about our .

' k relatlonshtp to technology and 1ts utoptan/dystoplan nature. Namely, ltS elevatron to_a

~ romantrclzed exotic other (the 'technologtcal subltme') swrftly followed by its

subordmatton toa ratronahst techmque of control

Seven Tonv For Free

‘ Structurally, Seven Tonr F or Free alternates between two types of track I II and 111

Revzsed Most of the transmons between tracks are sudden, umplymg that they are
arbrtrarrly selected fragments of a contmuous output Partlcularly m the untttled
- preces, there is barely any development throughout each track and certamly no :

'narrattve trajectory leadmg to tensron or cltmax The opentng track i snnply repeats
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a pattern of roughly one second 57 times, with a quick fade from and to silence at the
beginning and end. As with all the untitled tracks its sound materials consist of high -
frequency clicks, very high frequency drones (inharmonic, akin to‘aliasing),and
lower frequency pops. ' L | -

" The pattern repeated in I is more complex, and varies slightly with each
repetition, in a manner that gives the sense of a generative process rather than
manually composed development. The pops this time comcrde with a change in the \
ahasmg sound, it disappears momentarlly (llke a compressor s1decha1n 'duckmg |
effect) then finds a new resonance before returnlng to its orlgmal_frequency. : ,
Likewise the clicks are affected by increased actiyity in the other 'parts'. The sounds 7
appear to be tightly integrated into a system, it is problematic to consider them =

separate elements merely composed by addition,

Literalism o

Donald J udd wrote about composition in artwork, being interested in preces that do not -
attempt to create meamng within the work, but are simply to do wnh the presence of the
work, He claimed that any work that is made by addmon, composed’ was conccrned w1th Y
this kind of prescribed meanmg The relationships between parts is where meanmg is’
created, in the sense of what he calls anthropomorphism: 'A beam thrusts; a piece of iron v |

follows a gesture; together they forma naturahstlc and anthropomorphlc tmage (Frled

2002). ThlS descrlptron is resonant with the sxtuatlon in some music theory. in electro— e

acoustic music for example, the concept of gesture 1s commonly referred to. As mentloned S

in the introduction, part of the motivation my research comes from the feehng that thisi is - i

an entirely inappropriate way to understand or talk about computer music like Seven Tons L o

For Free, a different way of thmkmg about music is requlred

~In opposmon to the creation of an anthropomorphlc tmage Judd focusscd on the e

literal aspect of pamtmg and sculpture, pomtmg out for example that the rectangle of a

painting is a shape itself. In various prevrous and contemporary pamtmg g he saw the -

beginning of an emphasrs of this shape. In the work of Pollock Rothko, Sttll Newman, g S

Reinhardt and Noland he says 'the elcments msnde the rectangle are broad and srmple and i __ f: L

correspond closely to the rectangle (Judd 2002) The plane of the shape xs also emphasrzed
with such broad elements two colors on the same surface almost always lle on dtfferent
depths This is working towards an art that i is hteral one that does not attempt to deplct

somethrng other than itself.




~ the literal,

e dcplcted at all focussmg on the physrcal materlal thmg 1tself Judd's plam cubmds are
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Avoiding composition focusses the work on the presence of the object itself and its fR
context, its effect on the people encountering it. Judd states that 'the big problem is that = k
anything that is not absolutely plain begins to have parts Vin some Way", (Fried 2002). So itis

' precisely because of this desire to avoid composition that the work ends up being mkinimal ¢ s

not a stripping down to reveal some kind of essence or purity. The pomt is not mmrmahsm o

as such, but minimalism is required for these other criteria Wthh are to do w1th hteralrsm, .

hence the aversion of most of these artlsts (udd, Morrrs, Stella) to the term mlmmahst GO T
' It was m M 1chael Frled's essay Art and Objecthood m 1967 that thls kmd of art was : L

kﬁrst described as 'literalist', as a criticism and response to Judd's and Robert Morrls wrltmg L

on therr own work (Frred 2002). The theory he formulated in order to do thrs provrdes a i

clear and comprehensive descnpnon of an antx-representatlonal approach to art in general

| Lrterahsm is actually a much more appropnate term than mrmmahsm to descrlbe what -

these artists were domg, the term specnﬁc objects (comed by Judd in 1965) suggests o

essentially the same idea. Fried describes a split between the 'lrteral' and the 'deplcted' br

Titeral shape and depicted shape, where the literal is the shape of what he calls the support o

the canvas a painting is pamted on and the paint 1tself and the depncted is whatever itsa

, plcture of But they cannot be separated thrs neatly because of course the deplcted always =
relies on or is always constltuted by the hteral the deplctxon wouldn t exist otherwrse And

in thlS way the literal has prlmacy Deplctlon relies on some klnd of 1llus10msm-—- " Finald
portraymg depth that does not exrst in the ﬂatness of the support for mstance The dcpxcted

s therefore crucrally not real not matenal 1t's an |llusron of somethmg beyond or wrthm :

To clanfy, this is not the same thmg as the dlfference between abstract and non-
' k"»’abstract approaches to art because an abstract palntmg can strll be conmdcred a deplctron, 1
it just happens to bea deprctron of somethmg abstract It can still have a sense of dcpth for
example, so rllusromsm remains mvolved If; a pamtmz_, 1s expressromst’ then rt most \
' ’certamly isa deprctxon of an abstract form whlch is thought to somehow express an 1dea

: ": or a feelmg And vrce versa, a reahst or somc other kmd of non—abstract pamtlng stlll has
5 hteral elements to it, like the way it is framed or the rel:ef of the palnt. 'Deplctlon as a
b . mode seems prtmltrve because 1t mvolves 1mphc1tly assertmg forms as bemg prtor to
£ substances (Morrrs 2002) e W 5 :
: - Artists described as 'hterahst' were stnvmg, towards an 1deal where nothlng is

- presented on a wall hke pamtmgs, but take the leap mto three d m1ensrons 50 that any
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perceived depth is actual depth, not an illusion of depth. Stella's various aluminium and B
copper stripe pieces put the properties of the material on show as central to the work,
Morris' steel sculptures are closer to (functionless) architecture than representatlonal
sculpture. These pieces may still have symbolic associations but they 'are ernphasizing the
literal over the depicted, and asserting its primacy, by not accepting depiction as the
underlymg impetus to make art, ‘ ' |
Judd's main concern was the idea of credlbthty, acknowledgmg hteral reahty rather /
than treating art as an escape or idealization, which is how the ‘high modernists' at the time
saw it—such as Fried and his precursor Clement Greenberg (Frted 2002) They resisted |
this movement away from abstract expressionism towards what Greenberg called non-art'
in a way that hlghhghts the fundamental philosophical split between materialism and -
idealism. Their position was that (true; modernist) art must suspend it's 'objecthQOd', such. o
that the object itself is not perceived, and instead provides a transcendent experience—the
literal becomes invisible and only the depicted is experienced. The 'condition of non-art” |
then, is one in which the literal object is perceived and fully present—the condition of any Sl
object other than 'art'. Emphasizing either the literal or the depicted are two -fundamentallyk .
different Ways of approaching aesthetics. Liter‘alism’ can be charakcterized asa mat}erlalistv‘;
approach, and depiction as being concerned with transcending the material world to a g
realm of ideai. | ‘ ' _ |
Judd's criticism of the idealism of deptctton leads toa solutton based on plamness
and lack of component parts. But this is not without its problems 't is not hard to see a

wider idealism governing much of this process of reduction’ (Harrison & Wood 2002). He - R

was trying to create a umty and wholeness in his specrﬂc objects. However m the hands of
Morris and others ... a materialism focused on the processmg of mute stul‘f turned v g
towards makmg a concern with processes of manlpulatton of materlals, rather than thelr

- constitution into some object’. A focus on process turned out to be a more eﬂ’ectlve

- techmque for the foregrounding of matertahty than contrlvrng the umty of an object

There is understandably a deeply entrenched ldea of musrc asa composed structure,f

structure as the composition and ordermg of dtfferent elements in trme, whlch can be o

 contrasted to the approach in Seven Tons For Free where structure appears to be a duratton o o

~in Wthh a mostly automated process is allowed to take its course As wnth llterahst art the 'k R

1mportant aspect of this is not the achtevement of some kmd of umty (or purtty or essence) i i

but srmply managmg to avond a composmonal approach and the repetrtlon of ex' tmg,

: accepted s1gn1f‘ iers, Musrc that isa result of thts approach almost by def' mtton, rehes on




st
famtlrarlty and cliché. , :
©Music that does not rely on ordering events in trme is, wrth unfortunate recourse 0 i i

~ metaphor based on the layout of a score or arrangement in a sequencer, sometlmes referred "

to as 'vertical' composrtron (Kramer 1988) However the tmpltcatron here is clearly that the‘ T

E piece is still composed, an arrangement of various elements, but i ina vertlcal domam
'(frequency, timbre) rather than in time. Composrtron of both the horlzontal and vertrcal
kind, can be avorded in computer music by focusmg on a process, makmg its experrence

- closer to Kramer s moment time', Algorlthmrc or repetltlve musrc 1s a way of avordmg,

human-centric rmposrtron of form (the 'human condrtlon and tts expressron as natural,
universal); analogous to the materrahst ﬁlm concept ofa machmed-stare replacmg the

usual cinematic gaze, for example placmg the camera not at the conventronal human

he1 ght

lmportantly thrs is not the same as attempts to remove the composer or the self :
from the work, or to remove human decision makmg or agency The composer (t‘or want of '?’ g
a better word) still makes all decrsrons regardmg chorces of process and sound materrals, L 4

what the end result will sound like, censorship of undesrrable output and S0 on The

~emphasis on process rather than composmon Just shifts the work away from 1deas to do o
~ with the expressron or commumcatron of pre-concetved 1deas or feelmgs thought tobe

absolute, to a more open, specific, and materral apprecratlon based in realrty of the sound

- reproduction mstead It creates an arbltrary technologlcal separatron such that the clccrston

" makrng involved is one step removed from the result potentrally takmg the musrc m a o

direction (away from the human centrtc) whrch would have remamed undlscovcred ifa:

more direct channelmg of the composer s will was possrble. s

, - Note that algorrthmnc techmques are not the only way to achreve thls. An un—edrted
= sound recordmg for instance works in the same way, wrth the recordlst fully in control of

-where and what to record but maktng the decrsron to avord composrtron (to re—xterate. the

arrangmg of dlfferent parts w1th1n the ptece) by presentm;_, the recordmg as a smgle enttty

' 'Of course, there are hkely to be dlft‘erent parts to the smgle recordmg, but agam, these are

| l not composed 1t is the multrple output ofa smgle process-—»-—the process of a sound

| ) krecordmg, presented as such-—-—presented as a sound recordmg, not a composmon created
from sound recordmgs. See for example Russell Haswell’s erd Tlracks' (Mego 099 2009)
Joanna Demers relates field recordmgs to hterahsm, clarmrng that the work of

. l'CCOt‘dlStS such as Toshtya Tsunoda and Francrsco Lépez is closer to the category of sound

= 'art than 1t 1s to musre (Demers 2009) Commentators on sound-art such as Alan Ltcht and
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Brandon LaBelle are concerned with defining sound art as a category, and in particular

determining what separates it from music (Ltcht 2007), (LaBelle 2006). Their conclusions -

are generally that sound art is site specifi ¢ in some sense and is therefore immersive, o

whereas music is narrative, the work is self-contained, and therefore not site specific. - ¢

Music can be thought of in precisely this way, as an abstract narrative structure_ 5

(narrative in a very broad sense of the word); and sound-art could be consrdered xts : |

antithesis, in that it does away with the communlcatrve aspect of sound asa means of '

presenting temporal structures. If we were to use these deﬁnmons, then the central pomt of ‘
this thesis would be that the music of Mego is not in fact music at all, and it quite -

specifically represents an attempt to retreat from the concept of music. But I do not :

consider this a useful distinction; works that do not fit this definition of music are still in

most cases considered m-usic There are plenty of other precedents for non- narrative :

- musics, for instance Simon Reynolds describes the dlfference between rock and rave: 'rave '
music represents a fundamental break with rock, or at least the dominant Enghsh Litand -
socialist realist paradigms of rock criticism, which focuses on songs and storytelling. ’
Where rock relates an expenence (autobrographlcal or 1magmary), rave constructs an -
experlence (Reynolds 1999). ' ORI R RN

" Itis in the absence of narratlve elements that works are left more open——-creatmg an i
expernence rather than relating an experlence In the absence of content, context is more
rmportant the material reality in which the work is srtuated Slte-speCIf' city in its broaclest :
sense can refer to this totally contextual and specrﬁc aspect ofa work opposed to the tdt.a ; ",‘ i
of a work as universal, contained for example ina recordmg or in a score. Demers draws :
on this to argue that certain types of field recording works, even when presented as a CD

release, are site-specific. It is a type of work 'whereby materials refuse to be encased wnthm_ o [
a frame and instead confront the observer as mtegral obJects (Demcrs 2009) :

- This happens when sounds manage to become autonomous ob|ects free of resrdual 5 ] R

associations', Although the sound in a field recordmg clearly has a direct physmal cause, NS
the idea in some cases 1s for the llstener to hear the sound as pure sound dlvorced from ltS
source. Demers evrdence that this is in fact what amsts such as Tsunoda and Lopez arc o

strlvmg for is convmcrng Tsunoda: : : , t ,
I do not mtend to recreate the atmosphere of a locatton, and l am

not 1nterested in recordrng, specral srtuatrons of hxstorrcal mcldcnts
.. Ido not record for the sake of maklng music or stmply

dlscovermg 1nterestmg acoustics. I am also not 1nterested 1n
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analysing these sounds scientifically. (Demers 2009) |
And Lépez: |

There can only be a documentary or communicative reason to kéep

the cause-object relationship in the work with soundscapes, never " -

an artistic/musical one. Actually, | am convinced that the more this

relationship is kept, the less musical the work will be (which‘ is

rooted in my belief that the idea of absolute music and that of objet -

 sonore are among the most relevant and revolutionary in the history '

of music). (Demers 2009) , ' ‘ ‘
Followmg L0pez comments, the temptanon at this point is to equate lrterallsm in musrc
with absolute music, completely free from symbolic association: 'an rdeal of 'pure’ music

mdependent of words, drama or representatlonal meanmg ob_lecttve structure wrthout

expressive content' (Grove & Sadie 1988); or the Schaefferian ldeal of reduced hstenmg, in

. which sound is perceived as entnrely abstract (abstracted from its source) (Schaeffer 1966)
Demers in fact argues for an affinity between literalism and reduced llstenmg However -
quite the opposite is true—in literalist art (and in music such as Seven Tons For Free) the
point, as Fried rightly claims, is precisely that the perceiver is not subjected to
transcendence into abstraction. Demers herself points out that mtmmalxst works Lk

assailed the boundaries separating the art work from the world around it contradlcted later -

by her statement that ‘objecthood [calls] on the observer to accept materlals uncrmcally, to 5n

reflect only on their role wnthm the art work rather than the world at large (Demers 2009) SR

This latter statement is applicable to reduced llstenmg, and isa famrhar crtttmsm ot‘ 1t but e

it does not extend to the concept of literalism.
~ Schaeffer's idea of acousmatic listening could be said to be the result of a.

fascination with radio and recording technology, when such technology was new and held ;;_ g

some mystery. The idea is that radlo or tape acts like the Pythagorean curtain, htdmg the

source of the sound. But it ultimately dlsregards the fact that the playback equrpment is .

itself now the source of the sound In general, when someone llstens toa radto or tape thcy . L f}

are quite aware that the radio or tape machine i IS the sound producmg entlty

Schaeffer was influenced by llusserl m dcscrrbmg objels sonores as the result of

obJect directed mtentronahty, hence he can claim contrary to the above that 'the sonorous e

obJect is not the magnetic tape' (Schaeffer 1966). He clauns that thls approxxmates a
'phenomenological reduction’ in that it allows the phenomena of obJects determmed

sub|cctlvely to be separated from their noumenal source. llowever thls is surcly a |
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misconception of phenomenology; the idea of phenomenological reduction is the -
bracketing out of noumenal concerns in philosophy. It does not imply that we can bracket
out certain phenomena such as memory, to leave a purely experientlal mode of listening :
(hearing a sound without associating it with its known, or imagined, source). Memory, and
therefore cultural associations and so on, are inextricable parts of phenoymenolo‘gical
experience. 'Reduced listening perpetuates the fallacy that there is one umversal lrstenmg

experience untouched by culture (Demers 2009) lt 1mphes that there isa base mode of

listening that we can reduce down to. , ;
Confirming these theoretlcal pomts the experlence of listening to Seven Tons For

Free is indeed quite different to the 'pure listening' that Schaeffer describes. Following his ,
statement that 'we seek to devote ourselves entirely and exclusively to listening, to diécover
the instinctive paths that lead from the purely “sonorous" to the purely “musical”l musique =
concréte indeed took this direction, utilizing forms amenable to Ob_]ect determmatlon and
therefore traditional composition—events can be ordered in time, phrased, they can
approximate gestures. The enjoyment of such music supposedly lies in the apprecnatlon of
abstract formal patterns. But the material in Seven Tons For Free is not generally arranged
such that it can be heard this way. Rather, I claim, it UtlllZCS a kind of boredom or anxrety

that makes the lnstener very aware of the materlahty of the sound, of its e\ustence asa
recording. | _ ' '

Fried's contentlon was that hterahsm falls because it shnt‘ts the expertence extemal
‘to the work, and doesn't provide the transcendent experrence he consxdered necessary for
art, According to his theory, art should suspend its objecthood-——~the perceptlon of the -
object itself rather than the thmg itis deplctmg Literalism of course does precrsely the
opposite and prOJects its obJecthood Alot of music is like the former in |ts suepensron of

obJecthood or materrahty, based on the 1dea that the essence of music is some kll‘ld of

' meamng or expressron behznd the musrc, or contamed wzthm it, The experlmental

- computer music that is the subject of this thesis has more in common with lrterahst art as

Fried describes it, because mmwﬁmmmm Music ol‘ten

described as 'glitch' or 'post-digital' is better explamed as an extensnon of this hterahsm

' The sounds and structures the technology suggests are put at the front of the work rather

- than using the technology to try to express somethmg rmmaterlal

Seven Tons For Free again - v 8 : ;
+ The fi nal untltled track III has a sparser, much slower pattem The lntrtcacres of the
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relationships between various elements of the system are more distinct. A click
coincides with distortion in the aliasing sound, and there follows some activity in the
lower frequencies corresponding to a drop in activity in a repeating high frequency
metronome, and a drone in the left channel distorting and almost disappearing
altogether before the next lower frequency pop. As in +/-, there is no conventional
panning here, but neither are the left and right channel treated as separate. They are
clearly related, each receiving output from different parts of the same process,

responding to the problem posed by stereo in an unconventional way.
Returning to the opening track /. figure 2 shows one iteration of the repeating

pattern. When compared to the track from +/- in figure I, it becomes apparent there are
rhythmic structures more resistant to reductive analysis. A metronomic high frequency
pulse repeats 15 times before the pattern begins again. A similar pulse repeats at a slower
rate, out of phase (labelled 'a"). The lower frequency pops (labelled 'b") occur twice in time
with the main pulses, and once out of time. At the points marked '/' the audio is

discontinuous and timings of certain elements are presumably interrupted. There is no

common measure between these events.

It is hard to find a human rationale behind the organization of the material, based on
gesture, compositional norms etc. +/- on the contrary has exactly this rationale. Rehberg's
work manages to make a break from it. partly through a willful disregard for traditional

musical theory. For example the music is not restricted to certain notes: 'l don't even know
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what the notes are' [4]. Instead of the traditional rattonale Seven Tons For Free drsplays an
approach to computer music in whtch there is an openness to thc ratronale of the o
technology. ’ k
Coming before the prolrferatron of laptops capable of DSP these tracks were made
using sounds from a test tone CD, loaded onto an Akai S1000 sampler (allowing looping,
truncating, sample merging, pitch shifting, filtering, envelopes and so on). Despite clearly
not fitting into what is usually meant by the term algorlthmlc composition—the selectlon ,
of various algorithms, and the mapping from their output to sound parameters and so on—-—-
“Seven Tons For Free does in fact appear to result from an approach in which the composer i
is once removed from decisions regarding the result, via systemlc, aleatory processes. .
Although the composer is strictly speakmg in control of such systems and processes, the ‘
imitation of existing music is ‘not the goal. It instead builds upon and follows what is -
suggested by the technology at hand. o ‘
Conventronal and familiar forms are thus avorded through unexpected results from L
processes suggestmg new ways to organize material. The sampler is used in a way that o
results in a mangled, distorted cut-up of the source sounds It is full of drscontmumes :
rapid splices that mark the character of digital sampled sound The crudeness of the SlOOO
far from being a hindrance, encourages this approach and the result holds more interest in " L
its foregrounding of materiality. - ‘, PR i~ | | S
The repetition shown above is unusual and seems arbltrary, mrually dnfﬁcult to "
listen to. It doesn't fit any time srgnature and loops at mcongruous pomts Although +/- o
signifies the machmc like more obvrously, the section here actually demonstrates a less
contrived and more machme-lrke repetition than the sectron shown from +/- further above s
It yrelds to the 'shocks’ of technology, the non—human and the non- umversal contmgency of N
- matter. lromcally thrs is exactly what machme aesthetrcs in general (lncludmg htgh tech) -
fail to do, through the insistence of representmg mstead of merely presentmg technology
4 exemplrfles thlS through 1ts composrtronal approach, composmg sounds to represent “ =
technology gt ‘ L e e e
In Rutsky s estnmatron the 'shocks of the modem crty that Benjamm tdenuf’led are S

most drrectly transferred to art through montage or collage (Rutsky 1999 p 27) For

instance of montage, Benjamin ertCS, 'the spectator s process of assocratlon m vrew of \

- these i 1mages is mdced mterrupted by therr constant sudden change. Thrs constrtutes the L

shock effect of the ﬁlm which, hke all shocks should be cushtoned by hetghtened

presence of mmd' (Benjamm 2008) ThlS is partlcularly explorted in matertahst f' lm where
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filmic techniques like the splice are intentionally used to create a 'heightened presence of
mind', which can be thought of as the alternative to ldentlﬁcatron and illusion,

Seven Tons For Free certamly has a montage/collage structure: fragmented preced
together arbrtrary sections of repeating patterns, agam, avondmg composmon in the
- traditional sense. The artist sets semi-autonomous processes in motion and makes aesthetlc
judgements in selecting and presenting audio output, not conrrollmg technology to make
music that sounds /ike technology but allowmg a partrcrpatron in technologlcal processes to _
become the primary mode of creatlon Thrs is an approach that avords a model based on .
domination or control. v e B

In this music there is no implication of functionality, no associated rhetoricto do
with, for example, sonifying 'data’. It may be a machtne aesthetic of sorts, but the myth of
functional form' (Rutsky 1999) is not propagated in any way. Another result of thrs
approach is the removal of any veiled mysticism or romance in relatlon to technology
Technology is perhaps beyond human control but is essentrally mert, neither drstrusted or
held in reverence. The utopran/dystopran binary posntromng of technology begms to seem

irrelevant in this context. k _ ‘
As drscussed previously, there isa hnk between drgrtal aesthetrcs and materrallst

ontology. The music goes some way to stepping outside of a representatronal aesthetrc 1f 1t : |

avords representmg concepts or unrversal form, by focussmg mstead on 1ts own condrtrons L

of productron It presents itself as non fi guratlve, science-fi ctlonal notions of what dlgttal .

technology sounds like are absent. It is precrsely because Seven Tons For F ree lS not -

superfi crally such a 'drgntal’ sound (srgmﬁer of drgrtal-ness), that it 1s in fact more farthful
toa drgrtal aesthetic and srde-steps the trapprngs ofa *high tech' aesthetlc Rather than "
adoptmg a machme aesthetic in the traditional sense, it rs closer to the Industrtal Records

maxim mdustrral music for mdustrlal pcople --a musrc of its trme, both techmcally and

culturally, that nonetheless manages to avoid srmphsttc reference to tndustrral‘ (or in the S

case of Seven Tons For Free, 'digital’) technologles and sounds. Rehberg in fact crtes
- Industrial as a major influence in his work and for Mego in general [4]

This is a music which becomes very difficult to descrrbe, smce it has no v1sual

' analogue allowmg source bondmg (because it does not evoke a t‘actory, or evoke

dataflow etc. ) The use of metaphors such as grams' 'dust' and s0 on, or resorttng to a

reifi catron of 'data as if data ttself makes a sound, 1s 1nadcquate. The mterpretatron of data T

“may result in sound but this sound could have any one of mﬁnrte charactenstlcs dcpendmgf*

on the mterpretatron The musrc ultrmately deprcts none of these thmgs, rt lS merely the
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sound of sound making equrpment engaged in varlous processes. lt is literal; forms are
avoided which might allow narrative or symbollc meaning to be inferred through metaphor '
The musical object is presented asa physrcal entlty itself, not as carrler or medrum for '

abstract content.

Techné

For Rutsky the high tech aesthetic represents a return to somethlng closer to Hudegger s
conception of techne (hence his phrase 'htgh-techne’) But what does lleldegger mean by
techne? He describes it in relation to poiesis—artistic produetlon, whlch he defi ines as a .
revealmg of 'being'; it is concemed with the 'truth’ of being (H‘erdegger 1993). Techne is |
traditionally defined in opposition to poiesis, as a kind of maklingthat is not artistic.
Heidegger comes to a dlfferent conclusron, however, that techne is the knowledge requtred
for pozeszs“ He considers the essence’ of technology, begmmng wrth the ldea that
technology is functional or instrumental, i i.e. a means to an end. l-le claims that although e
this is correct for instances of technoldgy, searching deeper, i'nstrumentality is more
fundamentally to do with causation-'—-changing the world, and'therefore revealing some
aspect of it that was prevnously concealed. It is, hke pozests, a revealmg or 'brmgtng—forth
of being. This essence of technology, although a corollary of its 1nstrumentahty, is not ttself %
instrumental. He therefore paradoxically proclalms a non-technologlcal essence of
: technology We should only superficially regard technology as a means to an end

~ While the pozetzc aspect of 1echne for lleldegger, unsecures the world (betng is -
revealed through constant productrve change), he goes on to clalm that modern technology L
based on science creates a type of revealmg that actually enframes the world and ﬂxes it
in place It secures the world in 1nstrumental terms. Rutsky s clalm is that hlgh tech

presents a return to an unsecurmg non-mstrumental techne, because lt outgrows e

mstrumentahty Functlon becomes secondary and it is almost autonomous in the S
, .reproductlon of its own style (m his taxonomy of phtlosoplnes of technology, Borgman Ll
refers to this type of position as 'substantive' (Borgmann 1987) it to some extcnt relﬁes
technology, treating it as an autonomous entrty somehow separated from human actwlty)

‘ But as we have seen, hrgh tech is laden wnh latent meamng As such 1t represents a ST

potennally dangerous process of enframmg it secures the world in terms of ehtrsm (hlgh

4~ As will be discussed in later chapters Dewey even more radtcally collapsed the anclent Gleek dlvrsnons R
_of types of knowledge; for him, everything was fechne. Theoretical knowledge is merely a special type of - =
practical knowledge, and practical knowledge is nothing if divorced from actual production. Furthermore =+
the artifacts produced by tec/ne are not hmned to tangrble obJects-—screntlf icor plulosophlcal mquu’y =
produces theorles, for example i LT e i
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tech products as status symbols), control (the subject mastermg and dommatmg the obJect e
world) and so on. In relatlon to +/- I descrlbed this as aresult of its rcpresentatlonal nature
standing symboltcally for cuttmg edge technology e », o ; ;
Heldegger famously summarlzes an antl-mlmctlc, anu-dcpnctlve approach to art by " ‘E
exempllfymg a Greek temple that portrays nothmg (lleldcggcr 1993) So brmgmg-forth v ‘
happens here not through mtcrpretatlon (mtendcd in a work of rcpresentatlon) but through L

a literal aesthetic, In Heldcggenan terms then, a work such as Seven Tons For Free

provides this brmgmg forth, a rcvcalmg of the 'truth' of 1ts bemg, as a result of techne—-—-an ;

engagement w1th the essence of technology
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Blackest Ever Black: The institutional and brute facts of UPIC

Russell Haswell and Florian Hecker, after a number of releases separately, mamly on Mego
—Ich Schnitt Mich In Den Finger (Mego 022 1997) IT ]S016I 975 (Mego 014 1998), -
Live Salvage (Mego 012, 2001), Sun Panddmonium (Mego 044 2003), PV Trecks (lleci |
2004)—began workmg together in 2004, on a pl’OjeCt based around Xenakis' UPIC

machine. They were able to secure a residency at CCMIX in Paris (thanks to an L
endorsement from Curtis Roads) where they recorded materral that has since been used for :
Blackest Ever Black (Warner Classics and Jazz, 2007), UPIC Warp Tracks (Warp

WAP239CD, 2008), and various live multrchannel dlffusmn sessions. , v

The point is often made that the avarlabllrty of certain kinds of technology enabled B

the scene represented by labels like Mego, technology that was prevrously only avarlable to 7
institutions and academics (Cox & Warner 2004 Cascone 2000) However this generally o .
refers to the potentially restrictive cost of computing power, and new (often commercial)} o i
software—sequencers, software syhtheslzers and so on, B[ackést Ever Black is interesting 5

in that it was the result of an opportumty to work spec1ﬁcally wrth the same technology A
“that was once consrdered the domam of 1nstltut10ns and academrcs (thls is rromc in the case 51 " S
of UPlC——rt was mtended as a pedagogncal tool, to democratrze musrc creatlon but never S
succeeded in this aim, only seven were ever burlt) As such it allows a falrly dlrect

comparrson between the way lt was used by xts creator, Xenakrs and the way 1t was used f S

by Haswell and Hecker thlrty years later '

Haswell and Hecker G G
A curatorial xmpulse is central to Haswellspractlce Pl‘OjeCtS lnke Or Some Computcr e

o Music have brought together fig gures that are lmportant m the development of el«.ctromc o

music, and placed them in a contemporary context Pieces by Trevor Wishart, Curtis Roads L
~and Stephen Travrs Pope sit alongsrde Aphex Twin, Kevm Drumm, Ji im O'Rourke, Farmers i .
Manual and General Magic. He was also, for example, mstrumental in organrzmg the 0

SUpportmg acts for Autechre s 200] tour, which mcluded Curtis Roads in Los Angeles, L S

g demonstratmg a similar approach to curation that he developed m the Dzsobey serles of
: experlmental club mghts These thmgs brmg together what could be seen as two separate
: worlds mstrtutronal or academlc electromc musnc and the commercnally sustalned
experrmental electromc musrc that bccame w:despread in the 19905 IS laswell's 1nterest here

- isin curatlon that he dcscrlbes as multr faceted' [5] curatlon that lool\s beyond the chorces s




6

that appear obvious, to draw parallels and contrasts between work that previously may not
even have been considered related in anyway This is}a major part of hls work' 0| realise |
that I spend a lot of time trying to make thmgs happen rather than necessarlly always -
fabricating pieces of work' (Haswell 2007) | R o 3 |
In his own practice, Haswell tends to use dlsparate pteces of equnpment sometimes h
new, but sometimes obscure or assumed to be outdated (for instance playlist edrtors, e '
analogue synth modules etc.), exploring their possibilities and limitations, as will be ':. ;
discussed below in relation to the UPIC. He has stressed the tmportance of his arttsttc
development in Coventry, with its legacy of conceptual art and carly computer art
particularly in the Art and Language movement (I loward 2009) His mterest m the htstory "
of electronic music and its tools and theory, can also be traced back to thts pertod where he
encountered technology such as the GRM tools (from Schaeffer's Groupe de Recherches B i
Musrcales) at the Mute records studto HIS background in plastlc and conceptual art is an
lmportant factor in his approach to computer music; he has stated a desrre of not wanttng
to be restricted by the categorlzatlon “music™ (t faswell 2007) The term computer -
musician is perhaps not appropriate, he could tnstead be thought of as an artist who takes , ’( L
computer music as his subject. - ' L
Since Blackest Ever Black, Hecker has released the album Acrd In The Sryle Of
David T udor (eM EGO 094 2009) the trtle of Wthh plays on brtngmg what are seen as

two separate worlds together, the westem art music tradltton exemphﬁed by David Tudor, o e

and the commercial expertmental electromc music that owes some mﬂuence to acid house '
and the associated underground rave scene of the late '80s and early '90s, Similar ly, the

release of Blackest Ever Black, whtch mlght be termed nonse musnc on Wamer Classncs

- and Jazz, represents two very dtfferent worlds colhdnng Thts also relterates the pomt that

an mtegral part of Haswell's practlce is in makmg thmgs happen'——dlssemmatmg the work &

in interesting ways, in an attempt to burld an audlence that extends beyond exrstmg

followers of this kind of work [5]
" Hecker's Acid In The Style Of David Tudor shares stmtlar sound matertal wrth hlS

Rotarmg Psychoacoustic Ti unmg Curves for Matthew thchle s 48 speaker seul pture The
Mornmg Lme (TBA2I, 2008). This ptece, accordmg to llecker S programme notes, .

includes 'an “1mproved” version of the Xenaktan techmque of dynamlc stochasttc

5 - Although, as Haswell says of 'noise' in general: 'T wouldn't even consrder it noise, it's the most beautll‘ul :
sound I've ever heard in my life' [6]. This seems to be an opmlon shared by other ‘noise' artists; Masami
Akita (Merzbow): ‘there is no difference between noise and music in my work, I have no idea what you
term “music” and “noise”, It's different depending on each person lf nonse means uncomfortable sound
then pop music is noise to me' (Keenan 2000) : L




- translated mto sound. The orchestra can only be seen as an 1mperfect but necessary
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synthesis', and also 'threshold equahsmg noise'—based on a techmque in psycho-acousttcs
(Moore et al. 2000). Adding to the eclecticism of mﬂuences, the spatlaltzatlon is - ’ v
determined by tracmg an ambisonic panmng trajectory over Heinrich Kliiver's ’form o
constants" —-—geometrlc patterns that occur durmg hallucmatlons (Klﬂver 1966) These o
forms certamly cannot be 'seen’ by llstentng to the spatlaltzatlon, yet their inclusion is vl - ;
clearly important to Hecker's practice. ' B | , o

This approach that dtsmters old or obscure techmques, technologtes or research, e
fundamentally seems to lnvolve a misuse or deviation from the tntended functton of the :
objects. Translatmg Kluvers form constants to traced spattal traJectortes of sounds devrates _ :‘
from their original purpose by translating between different media in a very contrtved way
(from static image to movement and duratlon) A similar kind of devlatron from lntcnded
function is seen in other kinds of technology in Haswell and Hecker's practrce, such as
taking psycho-acoustic research tools out of the context of psycho-acousttcs and mstead
emphasizing their aesthetic value I will argue that thlS is the result of an approach that : i
treats technology in a literal way, as what it physrcally is, rather than commg to it with
preconcepttons of its functton For example 'DAT feedbacks Just fi ndmg out that those
things happened and usmg them consequently as a source. It was about bastardtsmg stuff‘
[6]. The use of the UPIC in Blackest Ever Black is another case that supports this clalm, .
but for comparison we must first understand Xenakts mtentton for the UPIC and its use m b

- hisown composxtlonal practlce. :

uPIC and MycenaeAIpha - R . i e
~ Xenakis formed CEMAMu (Centre d Etudes de Mathemathue et Automathue Musncales) ', e

in 1972, with the aim of makmg it possnble for composers dtrectly to transplant screnttﬁc
~ thought and mathematrcs into music' (Varga 2003). The UPIC (Umte Polyagogtque i ‘
: Informattque du CEMAMu) completed tn l977 was created to realize this aim. It consrstsl‘-ii’l:‘fv’.,fa";

of an electromagnetlc drawmg table connected toa computer Users can draw onto the

table in various modes, creattng waveforms (pressure agamst ttme) or tra_pectorles for prtch

(frequency against time) and dynamics (amplttude agamst tlme) il
- Metastaseis was Xenakis' first major work that made the breakthrough of workmg i ] .

mamly with gllssandr After thts, the desire to create a machlne ltke the UPIC IS

‘understandable The score for Metastasets is the deptctton of ldeal forms ready to be

: medtum for tlus As mentloned above, Xenakts atm ls to dzrectly transplant mathematlcs
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into music (as quoted above, in Varga 2003).

According to Xenakis, the UPIC 'makes it possible to establish direct contact with
music, without any programmmg and notation’ (Varga 2003) The 1mphcatton is that
'music’ is something we do not ordinarily have dtrect contact with. It must be abstract or |
metaphysical; pure form. Xenakis in fact makes. explicit his conceptton of the 1mmatertahty » Ee
of music by stating that 'music is basically outside tlme and time only serves for it to
manifest itself' (Varga 2003) But if we accept that thts is what music is, then why does the
UPIC constitute direct contact? Surely the drawmg isa representatton of the abstract "
music, in the same way as the sound is. The drawing serves the samefunctlon as any other .-
notation, It is then translated to a differentmedium (sound) through a convoluted process - :

of mappings between various parameters. So despite Xenakis' desire to move away from -

the notation of the Western mustcal tradition, a notattonal centrrctty remains—it is merely a. g

different kind of notation. The score is still reified, in the sense that it is seen as the music, -
and sound merely as a way of maklng it physncal The isomorphy Xenakts sees between '
architecture and music also points towards thns belief; neither the archntecture or the sound
physrcally are the ObJCCt of contemplatlon, but the abstract forms that they share. It is |
reminiscent of the well known Schelhng quote archltecture is frozen mustc (and the
anonymous (possibly Zappa) rebuttal 'you can't dance to arch:tecture') v i

The first pxece Xenakis created exclusnvely on the UPIC system was Mycenae £
Alpha, for his Polytope de Mycenes in Greece. The score is a sertes of dense groupmgs of
frequencnes, that often slide together to a single frequency, resulttnb in an osc1llat|on from
various noise ttmbres to sustained notes and back agam ‘These transmons are somettmes o
~ sudden, but often gradual. Mycenae Alpha has strtkmg sxmtlarmes to Metasfareis m thrs

movement from stable single notes through ghssandl to chaottc dtssonance Xenalus here

| has composed on the UPIC in much the same way as he prevnously composed Merasmsezs S

on paper. The UPIC is therefore seen very much as an enabhng medrum, in much the same ‘

way as the orchestra before tt. but presumab]y thh less tmpcrfecttons, hence a 'dtrcct

channehng

v phllosophy, thought, behavnour, and the theory of the universe ought to pose themselves to
the composer (Lohner 1986) Pieces like Mycenae Alpha and Metasmsets communtcatc
‘such ideas at a very abstract level. The musxc isa representatton of abstract forms whtch
- commumcate onafi gurattve level, the concept of movement between chaos and order or--ff‘:

' contmunty and dtscontmutty, the movement between htgh level states as the tttle

Xenakts once claimed that' music is a domain where the most profound questtons of
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Metastaseis suggests. : ‘ ‘ |

This idea of musical activity as a channeling of abstract ideas finds its most -~
comprehensive and revealing descrlptlon in Dems Smalley ] spectromorphology Xenakis -
is not associated with this thrnkmg, but there are certamly srmllarmes, Smalley clarms that |
the music of Xenakis ‘can be approached spectromorphologlcally (Smalley 1997), and
others have seen works like Mycanae Alpha as fundamentally morphological in character =~
(Squibbs 1996). Smalley describes gesture as the fundamental means by which S
psychological experience is communicated in music, usmg the sense of touch oran ;
implement to apply energy to a sounding body'. Why then should the same theory be |
applied in music that does not rely ona human application of energy to soundmg bodres"
Smalley suggests that 'sound-making is hnked to more comprehenswe sensorimotor and
psychological experlence and in such sounds' we dctect the humanxty behind them by
deducing gestural activity'. There appears to be an anxrety assocrated with the k
mcomprehensrbrhty of music which does not provrde this reassuring hnk wnh other areas i ; '
of human experience (i.e. when one cannot detect the humamty behind the sounds o
(Smalley 1997)). Computer music is in fact partlcularly sunted to creatmg thns :

mcomprehensrbnhy, assertmg the materlal nature of musrc

Accordmg to Smalley, spectromorphologncal ideas can help percelvers to focus on : "
the i lmagmatlon and craft of the composer ThlS is predlcated ona model of musrc as f_gf ’;
transcendent communication of 'intrinsic meaning’ w1th some shared experrentral basrs 5
both msrde and behind the musrc Italso rmphes that we only properly appreerate the

| musrc 1f we apprecrate the vrrtuostty behlnd its productlon. e
_ The real purpose of spectromorphology is as an ard m hstemng, and Smalley

describes a process of abstraction in which a score or graphlcal analysts is produced by

, decrdmg what is perceptually pertment’ Analysus is in fact nccessarrly reducttve, but jt ts o

interesting to look at what the analyst chooses to reduce fo, and consrder what thrs tells us
about the music on whrch the analytlc techmque is bemg applled In the case of ‘ '
: spectromorphology, what Smalley is clarmmg is pctcetved ina practrcal scnse (what is :f ‘
“ pertinent) are the gestural 'human forms bemg notated thls is where the musuc is located k

in spectromorphologrcal theory. It begs the questlon. what s the pornt of all the other detall -

in the sound that is not pertment’ for analysns" Sound i lS understood only as a medtum forh 7

music, music bemg the more pure and abstract forms that the sound roughly corresponds RN

to. TS L i S
 Thisis campmmded by his skepticism of'technological listening’, which 'occurs
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when a listener 'perceives' the technology or technique behind the music rather than te
music itself, perhaps to such an extent that true musical meaning is blocked' (ltalics mlne)4 |
But Smalley concedes that musical meanmg must ultlmately rely on extrmsrc reference

Why then is 'it sounds like somethmg falling' preferable to 'it sounds like a filter sweep"’

The former is an lllusory layer of deplctlon obscuring the reality of sound productton 'The i

music itself' is actually nothing more than the result of technological processes, not
necessarily a channeling of narrative meaning. Contrary to this, Smalley explicitly states
that 'ideally the technology should be transparent' in line with acousmatic performance in

which 'the sources and causes of the sounds are invisible .. . [becoming] blurred even

further in a CD recording where everything becomes 1nv151blc (except presumably the CD i

player, amphf' er and loud speakers), leaving pure mtrmsnc symbolic meaning, L1kew13e
with the UPIC, to be a 'dlrect’ interface to 'the music 1tselt‘ it must bea 'transparent
medium. The lmpetus here is best summarlzed by Schaeffer's statement: what weare -
aiming at ... is the most general musical sntuatlon that exists' (Schaeffer 1966) :
The UPIC is descrlbed by Xenakis asa pedagogtcal tool (or more precrsely ‘
' polygoglcal' (Varga 2003)). It was an effort to break away from the elmsms of avant-‘garde
musrc at the time, provrdmg, mstead of complex theory and I’lgOl‘OUS systems a certam
kind of freedom and a more umversally understandable mterface ('everybody can
understand a line' (Lohner 1986)) By prov1dmg what was mtended to be a blank sonic
~ canvas, allowing a student of musnc to start from scratch wnhout preconceptlons of how to
compose, the UPIC would in theory induce a kind of auto-pedagogy, in which the student .
' dnscovers for hlS or herself what is musrcal “This utoplan mtentlon is commendable, and
would be the UPle strongest aspect ifi it weren't for a surprlsmgly fundamental ’
: mlsconceptlon of the nature of music. If the music is seen as an abstract entlty, extstmg
outside of time, it engenders prectsely this desxre for technology that can act as a mednum,

~ allowing direct access to the music; the composer can have a musncal tdea, and

B 1mmed1ately transcrtbe it. But this does not allow for the fact that the medtum constltutes a B

- material process, a material process that not only 'has an eﬁ‘ect on' (drstorts) the composers E

idea, but is actually the source of the idea 1tself In this case the UPIC encourages the

' composntton of music as a serles of hnes and trajectorles, gltssandr of varlous basrc

parameters, -

Phllosophles of technology o , i ey
' For some, technology is seen fundamentally as a means to an end l‘unct:onahty in f'tct




being almost Synonymous with technology In Borgmann S taxonomy of phllosophles of
technology, this view is referred to as mstrumentallst (Borgmann 1987). lt could be argued
that the approach typified by both Xenakrs and Smalley is 1nstrumentahst in thlS sense, An" . :
'end' is defined (for Xenakis the dlrect translatron ofa mathemattcal idea into sound and o
for Smalley the communication of intrinsic meanlng), and then some 'technology is
employed to achieve these goals. 'Technology' in this context refers to tools withawell - [
defined function. o - e s it i, ,‘
Dewey's understandmg of technology provrdcs an altemattve vrew of thrs process
Confusing matters, Dewey refers to his own posntlon as mstrumentalrst But as argued by
Hickman, it is far removed from Borgmann s deﬁnltlon of naive mstrumentahsm and i is. '
perhaps better labelled as a pragmatlsm (Hrckman 1990). Dewey sees technology not -
merely as a means to an end, but as an ongomg type of inquiry in whlch ends-m-vrew
appear from the matertal means Therefore, insofar as means and ends are separable at all

they are charactenzed by a constant mterplay For Dewey, means and ends are really part :

of an analytlcal exercrse that takes place after technologrcal productlon Thls analysrs, '

itself a kind of technology, then feeds into later mqurry, formrng new ends-m-vrew or.

projected ends. Ends-in-view are also referred to by Dewey as ideas in certam contexts, 1 e. L

an idea does not come from nowhere it is never a pure metaphysncal entrty wrthout

grounding in the world, but rather a technologlcal abstractlon from the world
Implncatrons follow from thrs regardmg the percelved value neutrahty of _

technology. If the ideas we have when usmg a technology in fact derlve fi 'am the )

v technology, then there is certalnly no such thing as a transparent medrum All technology

is, accordrng to Dewey, laden with values. This means that any use of technology wrll have e T

: polmcal or ethical implications. Certam technologres, for example democracy, are P

- obviously very explicit in therr values. A gun on the other hand, can be used equally

effectlvely by a fascist or a communist. But of course this is not to say that a gun does not th

also have values embedded in its functron, rt certamly affords a partrcular kmd of actlon in e

the world.

“butin its functronal properties. Searle calls such propemes observer relauve, they are not
intrinsic to the Ob_]CCt they are socrally, or using termmology he takes from Gertrude
" Anscombe, mstntutnonally, constructed (Searle 1996) Itis these extrmsnc propemcs that
 make a gun a gun, and not JUSt a mass of metal ina partlcular form Therefore rt only exrsts

~asa &un to an observer who understands tt as such——devotd of any observcrs, t zs merely a”

ltis 1mportant to note that such values are not mherent in the physrcal obJect rtself S
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mass of metal. However, Searle argues not for a universal (strong) constructlonlsm—-t e.
reality as far as it can ever be experrenced is entlrely socxally (or 1nst1tutlonally)
constructed—but for a weak constructromsm in Wthh constructed facts rely ultlmately on ’
‘brute’ facts ObJeCtIVC aSpects of reahty ' ’ o

It could not be the case, as some havermaintained, that all facts are

institutional facts, that there are no brute facts, because the structure ﬁ

of mstntutlonal facts reveals that they are loglcally dependent on -

brute facts. To suppose that all facts are 1nst1tutlonal would produce |

an infinite regress or cxrcularrty in the account of 1nst1tut10nal facts.

In order that some facts be mstltutlonal there must be other facts

that are brute. This i is the consequence of the loglcal structure of

mstrtutlonal facts. (Searle 1996) ’ Tl el
The functlons assrgned to objects in general belong to that category of thmgs that are s
mstrtutlonal constructs, but the brute facts of the world are still a determmmg factor, Searle k S
distinguishes between a number of dlfferent baS|c types of functlon assngnment The type )
we are interested in here are causal agentive functtons that is, functlons that are assrgned
, to an obJect that was dehberately mtended for such use (hence agentlve), Wthh is useful
specifically because of its physrcal propertles (there isa causal relatronshlp between
functnon and brute facts regardmg the Ob_]CCt) Such oby.cts are often referred to as | “
technical objects. The pomt is that we could not arbltrarnly deade that any object 1s a gun, 'j :
or conversely, use a gun asa car, S SR R o .

Regardless of thls, since functlon is constructed there exrsts the poss:blhty for an :

artist to fmd new ways to make an ObJCCt functlon, a dlfferent way of understandmg 1ts

brute facts. This is not as trivial as it first sounds; mstrtutnonal facts regardlng the functlon :

of techmcal obJects become very qurckly entrenched-——-a CD player is clearly for playmg
back CDs a drum machme is for makmg drum sounds—-—xt 1s the exceptnon rather than the

rule to experlment and fi nd new functions. Tl‘llS brmg,s to mtnd Yasunao Tone s concept of 8
paramedla , S - S e :
You have to dev1ate I call that kmd of art paramedla The
manufacturers always force on us to use a product therr way A
h medium always has some telas' however, people occasnonally fmd :
- ‘a way to deviate from the orngmal purpose of the medlum and
fo develop a totally new field. Photographrc technology had telos to

’make the i lmage sohd to mal\e shadow and llght sohd so the
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photograph was invented and it's constantly being refined in order
to be as accurate as possible. But, artists do not want to just imltate o
nature. When Man Ray invented solarization, it was a failure in the - .
view of photographlc technology, but of course artlstlcally it's much R
more interesting. Or, musique concrete. As soon as the tape
recorder was invented, people like Pierre Schaeffer found that hy
spltcmg tape and changmg its order he could get a drfferent sound
than what was originally recorded So, it's natural for artlsts to
deviate. (Marclay & Tone 1994) - =
A medrum or technology that is seen to have some telos, isusedina way that devrates
from this original function. Tone often achieves this by translatrng between dlfferent
media, from text to image to sound for example, to complrcate the process of D 'Z |
representatron to such a degree that the orlgmal purpose of transparent representatron or
communication is lost. In Musica Simulacra, he draws Chrnese characters from Man yésln? L
(the oldest survrvmg book of Japanese poetry) and also mtermlttently substttutes them for :
etymologically related photographs, deprctmg their pictographic orrgms These ' - |
photographs are then projected onto a screen with light sensors that control parameters ina e
synthesis algorrthm Any meanmg in the orlglnal text surely has no bearmg on the resultmg L
soundafterthlsprocess , B T B LRI LIRS N Ch i |
~ This deviation of medra technology amounts to anew way of seemg and usrng rt rt ‘:_ N
isnota case of breakmg the technology (Tone has expressed a drsagreement over the o ‘
categorrzatron of his musrc as ghtch' c.f. for example, (Sanglld 2004a) and (Prlor 2008))
He refers to it rnstead as a 'disavowal of representatron —in hrs practrce he is prrmarrly
interested in dlspellmg the view of technology as a representatronal medrum. Thrs is a
drsavowal of simple mtmetrc representatron ('artrsts do not want to JUSt unltate nature
| (Marclay & Tone 1994)) but also of almost any kind of eommunlcatlon through

representatlon in his artistic practlce ('what 1 have drsavowed is [that] the work works lrke

' language-as—srgns, means of communication’ (Davrs 2008)) ’ _ ; 4
“Ina resrdency condueted as part of the New Aesthettcs in Computer Musrc prOJeet £

~Tone developed a system for the drsruptron of MP3 files. lnterestrngly thlS revealed that

: not only was fi delrty to the orlgmal audio dlsrupted by 1ntroduc1ng errors, but in addmon

~ any kind of ﬁdelrty to the actual errors produced was also somewhat dlsrupted (Blake et al e

2010). A work farthfully representmg a process of error 1ntroductlon to a t‘ormat would snll

have been a work of representanon, perhaps eommumcatmg some conceptual aspect
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Against communication, he has stated: 'my whole prmclple is, I don't want to represent
myself in sound' (Friedman 1998). 7 '
The relationship between representation and repétition is import}ant for Tone in this =
context: : o A A U
A sign which would take place but 'once’ would not be a sign
When [ use words as srgns I must operate within a structure of
repetmon whose basic element can only be representatlve For me, .
that means the work is an event, an irreplaceable and rrreversrble o
empirical particular. So, disavowal of representation also entails - -
disavowal of repetition. My strong tendency to avoid repetitlon is
also rooted in this context. Even use of language can be disavowal -
of representation if the language in use is a material without R
signifi catlon That is the case [when] Chinese characters are
converted [to] pictorial xmages—-—decodmg the character is return to
a phenomenon from a sign. (Davis 2008) " P
Tone thus def' ines srgmﬁcatlon in opposition to phenomenon We are able to experlence p
somethmg ona phenomenal level when we do not experrence it as representatlon Rather
than percewmg what a thmg stands for symbohcally (i.e. what | it means), we see/hear the -
thmg itself. Brandon LaBelle draws srmllar conclusrons from Tone S work
As Tone proposes, the text is now no longer about dehvermg a
: message but about producing an addltlon, for 'when you play the .-
CD what you receive is not images as messages but sound whlch is #iy
~ simply an excess'. Thls excess functions to strlp away the orlgunal |
| referent (text) 50 as to arrive at pure noise, for there isno longer
any message . The play with pure noise for Tone is always m 4
relation to mformatron messages, codes, and meanmg—-—-m essence
~ to the hrerarchy of language that values message over matcrral
- commumcanon over noise, meamng over code Tone s ‘ o Y
drsmformmg projects harness noxse asa potentlal for other forms of
- commumcatxon, not of messages but of pure drive, not of content
but of form Recallmg Tone's mvolvemcnt wrth Group Ongaku m
- the late 19505 and 1960s, along with his surreahsuc leanmgs noise -
- may be paralleled with methods of collage Wl‘llch break - o'

conventlonal readmgs of i nmages words, and ObJCCtS Here,
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techniques of 'making strange' the familiar leads to rupturing the
seemingly natural world of signs. (LaBelle 2006)

An interesting reference point for discussing the importance of an approach like this is T
found in the work of the Russian formalists, Theorists like Shklovsky defined literature as
a process of continuous 'defamiliarization', making reality strange'by sub_verting the
dominant codes and conventions of the time (Bennett 2003). A u/ork of literature is
therefore primarily a formal innovation, 'content' follows technlque. As hew techniques
quickly become familiar, so for kfurther defamiliarization new forms are then needed to.
again overturn the previous ones. This leads to an ongoing negatron of the negatron type
of process. Tony Bennett, discussing Schlovsky, summarlzes this: 'at the risk of
simplifi cation, literature might be thus construed asa mode of drscourse that constantly .
maintains “No, the world is not like that” in relatlon to dommant forms of drscourses
which maintain that it is' (Bennett 2003) Dommant ('sub-llterary') forms are concerned
with 'recognizing'——the repetition of well understood dewces and srgml‘ iers, where
literature (as the formalists conceived it) is concerned with ’ seemg -—-becommg more | ‘
acutely aware of certain aspects of reality by showmg them in an unfamrhar way. More to i
the point, on a formal level, literary techmques themselves can be defamlharlzed thus
creating an awareness of modes of representatlon that have become naturalrzed We see'
the work ltself (as part of realrty), havmg been made strange, rather than merely seemg a 7_ .
strange depiction of reality. - C o i

Though the drstmctron between hrgh and low culture (hterature and sub hterature) -

may be questnonable, the similarities between this aspect of hterary formahsm and the

descrlptnon of Tone's work above are clear Defamrharlzatlon appears to be of fundamental | ? e -

importance not JUSt in lrterature but in artistic practnce rn general It could be seen as a

basnc artistic rmpetus~to mduce seemg the world ina dlfferent way to our ordmary

experrence of it. This can be done on the level of representatton, by deplcimg the world in’ W

anew way. But perhaps more radlcal is to do it lzterally, engagmg with the world ina new G

way, formal mnovatron, subvertmg the tools of representatnon For example in Tone s

Wounded CD CDs are prepared by makmg small holes in them, or strckmg small pxeces ol‘ o
tape on them, They are then played in speClﬁc models of CD player that have a partxcular R

kind of error correctron algorrthm, which alters the output drastlcally So the CD and CD
player are seen not as a devnces for the farthful playback of prevrously recordecl sound
materral but asa means of creatmg new sound matertal The aleatorlc process combmmg e

- error correction algorrthms wrth prepared CDs results ina reorgamzatron of the sound that
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is characteristic of the CD player itself (or more precisely, its error correction software), Of
course, since Tone first performed Wounded CD in 1985, the CD skipping sound has
become more commonly incorporated into electronic music (even if it is not actually the
result of a CD skipping, see for example Oval's Systemis'ch, or Before I Leave by F ennesi, v
or Djed by Tortoise) to the point where it is a 'known' technique and functrons on the level -
of recognition, losing to some extent its subversrve aspect. '

Despite the possrblhty to side- -step the 'institutional use of an obJect the
implication is not total freedom from the constramts of the technology, i 1 e.a transparency
of the medium. Quite the opposrte——the re-aSSIgnment of an object's function requnres a.
sophrstlcated understanding of its 'brute facts', its physwal properties, As shown in the »
majority of examples throughout this thesis, this normally requires an experimental
approach i in which the constraints of the technology are explored In accordance with’
Dewey s conception of 'ideas' as ends-i m-vrew, m Tone's work the ideas come from the o i
(brute, material) means, and moreover it constrtutes a response to those means that refuses
acquiescence to its mstltutlonally accepted function. ‘ -
In contrast, the institutionalized use of most medlums is to approach them as xf‘ they i
are rdeally transparent—as representatronal devrces as in dommant ﬁlm practlce, o
television, everyday use of communication technology and so on, and also as drscussed
earlier in relation to the UPIC. The UPIC makes a very specrﬁc kind of musrc (m its
‘ 1nstrtut|onal use rt has mherent values regardmg the nature of musnc) but is posrtroned asa f R

totalizing general music composrtlon system Thls perhaps contrrbuted to 1ts failure to 5

catch on as a pedagogical tool. -

Blackest Ever Black
Haswell & Hecker's use . of the UPIC in Blackest Ever Black however, does not appear to

share such contradrctrons They approached the UPIC as a found obJect, and expcnmentcd

with its innate physrcal characteristics and lrmrtatrons Nine hours of audro materlal was L

‘ generated in this process to be cvaluated and cduted later, rmmedrately suggestmg a very

drfferent method to the mtended 'drrect’ transcrnptlon of musrcal 1deas. S o

~ The experrmentauon conSrsted of processes such as tracmg plctures onto the UPIC's

kdrawnng surface Source materral for tracmg> mcluded erotrca the mushroom cloud of an- 5 o
atomic bomb photographs of the Madrid trann bombmg, of food (kebabs, French desserts), }" o
‘and close-ups of molecular structures, mcludmg the molecular structure of nrckel~ e .

' phosphorous developed by the Natlonal Physrcs Laboratory 0 be the blackest ever black
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material, from which the album takes its name. However the pictures themselves are ina
sense arbitrary, aesthetiejudgement takes precedence: 'there's picturesv we put in that

sounded shit, there's pictures we put in and went 'fuckmg great' ... if you did the

sonograms you would end up seeing that there's only a small prece [of the prcture] because

we've taken all that other blt away because we didn't actually llke what it sounded like. So - - o

you can't actually do a sonogram and see all the pictures that's not there. That‘s why in a
way it doesn't matter what the pictures are' [6]. More abstract techmques were also used
such as 'the Surrealrst techmque of real-time automatlc drawmg (Roads 2007) The
judgement on whether to keep or discard any grven materral is descrrbed as bemg based on
two crrterla a)' not havrng heard that before from other exrstmg UPIC materlal' and b)
simply 'that pleases my ear, I like the sound of that [6]. . ’ |
The entire album consists of two tracks of audio, spht to left and right channels , ‘_
with no panning, again treating the two channels of audlo offcred as literal. 'You chck on :
the arcs and then you can say this is left or rrght .. SO you consc1ously have to do that
we can throw the rrght channel around and we can throw the left channel around and so i f

even if they start going around together, followmg each other there S actually drfferent

things going on. But you can still listen to it in stereo, so it was trying to do somethmg that ' 'ffj

could exist in stereo but could also be taken away and used i ina different way [6]. There
was also no overdubbing. Workmg in this way reduces the temptatron of composerly
expressron the materral gathered cannot S0 easrly be built into narratlve structures S
The album is split i into four movements As Curtrs Roads descrrbes rn the sleeve L
notes: 'From the onset, the sound palette of the UPIC is singular, and Blackest Ever Black .
is a celebration of Xenakis' sonic universe. Movement 1 explores the melodrc and
harmonic eceentrlcrtres of the UPIC, where the ghssando is the rule, not the exeeptron
(Roads 2007) It begms with near srlence, low volume slrces of hxgh pltched glrssandl :
separated by gaps of a few seconds After 1:45 of this, the materlal is suddenly at a hlgher
volume and slices of output are longer, wrth tmmenscly varred types of sound lonr,
glrssandr convergmg and drvergmg in prtch sustamed tones, short punctuated lnharmomc

__tones, narrow-band noise, 1ntrlcately complex raprd patterns of modulatmg prtches

6 1 use the word narratwe in the broadest possrble sense; Byron Almén desertbes nar rauve traJectory as an
unfolding of relatlonshrps between 'musical agents ‘—themes and motives. Narrative is presentinan .- -
- abstract sense, even in entirely non-programmatic music; the balance of change and repetition, structures [:f
that build tension or lead to a climax, metaphorical and dramatic constructs. Musical narrative is often
seen as merely reflecting literary narrative, with its referential specificity removed. But Almén argues that ;
narratrvrty should not be restricted to its lrterary sense, rt jsan abstract conccpt that can be seen m most
music, (Almén 2008) e i v TR :
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rhythmic chattering impulses, low-frequency textural rumbling and harsh waveforms with
pronounced higher harmonics. Although the output ot the machine is characteristic and
singular (it is limited—most sounds are in practical terms impossible to make on it), it still
nonetheless offers (technically) infinite possibilities within its limited sound set. The range
of sounds is far greater in Blackest Ever Black than in pieces such as Mycenae Alpha, and it
presents these sounds in a fragmented structure. Sections often sound as ii they are

beginning to develop in a narrative manner, only to be cut short and interrupted by silence

or very different section injuxtaposition.

Figure 3:
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Movement 2 continues with a more deliberate contrasting of different behaviors and
sound materials. In particular, stable states are contrasted with apparently chaotic states.
Being the exposition of different sections of output from experimentation with the
machine, in listening this accordingly does not seem to function on a metaphorical level.

Mycenae Alpha contains the same kind of contrast but presented in a flowing, narrative
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manner, implying that it is a piece about the relationship between stability and chaos
(narrativity is inherently representational). The fragmented structure of Blackest Ever
Black could also of course be described as a narrative structure (a splice could be seenas a
gestural, compositional device like any other). However the experience of listening to it
confounds such a reading—the interruptions and incongruity of materials‘continually .
frustrate and undermine any attempt at narratwe identification, there can be no
comprehensron of an overall structure that has direction or is revealing themes and
patterns, The listener cannot find meaning within this noise and is therefore at every turn: -
jolted into awareness of the physicality of the sound rather than its semiotic content,

As if to undermine even the semblance of coherent structure in fragmentatlon 7
(consnstency in inconsistency), movement 3 features much slower, longer sections of Up]c = ‘; ‘_
output, with gradual development. A slowly shrftmg pattern of medium length tones
occasionally sliding in pitch build to a dense mass before falling apart Then a fluctuatmg
sine is punctuated by distorted noise bursts. The (by now famlhar) glissandi f0"0w, close
in frequency causing difference tones to appear. F inally rapid high freduenc’y patterns brnng :
the movement to a close. Movement 4 is a return to the strikingly contrasting sections of
movements | and 2, ending with aplateau of yery dentse chaotic material, it 'expounds a
joyful mayhem' as Roads puts it (Roads 2007) The abruptness of this matertal commg to -

an end is almost comical, feeling like a parody of climactic structure. S
: }laswell sums up the difference between Blackest Ever Black and UPIC Pleces by = -
Xenakis and others by pointing outa partlcular detall 'he s drawmg these thmgs and Wher o -
the lines kind of finish at the end of the page he's then going to start the next page atthe . el
same point ... and he's drawmg these things before; it's almost like he actually made the .- S

score before ... we just wanted to experiment more, we wanted to kind of ptlsh it [6] The 1 o

institutional use (in Searle s terms) isto contmue drawmg the score attemptmg to 1gnore Lo

page breaks. But recogmzmg page breaks asa fundamental charactensnc of the maclnne,

Haswell and Hecker treat each page as an entnrely separate entlty Another charactensuc
feature of the machme is the ablhty to copy and paste 1mages This makes the multxphed
offset patterns seen in ﬁg,ure 3, and was a techmque adopted by Haswell and Hecker to
create interesting combmatlons of tones at set harmomc mtervals (shtttmg in thc Y axls)

and delays (shlftmg in the X ax15), and also to snmply generate busner material. "Draw as '1

many lines as you can' and' can we draw three thousand lmes in the bc)x')' There were these e

_kind ofexpenments gomg on' [6l.. - 3 : TNy
Beﬁttmg the focus on process and technology, the album closes wnth an appendlx"
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a recording of the physicalmachine itself,‘ 'the sound of the UPIC synthesis hardware
processing a particularly dense page' (Roads 2007). Again, a deviation of function—the
sound of interest is supposed to be its audio output not its acoustic properties 'Once there
was the notion that we're in the StUle and we're using the UPIC, I had no fi xed or closed
ideas. I was prepared to try anything on it and do anythmg with it to try and create a sound
and then, when you hear it back, do we lrke it? [6]. Callmg this track an appendrx also )
suggests a desire to document Agam this is a kind of curation concerned with the hlstory
of computer music—preserving aspects of the UPIC while it still exists, It i is already bemg ‘
superseded by a software version which does not requnre the specrahst hardware and
therefore does not make this sound. T

The approach is experimental in a very literal sense of the word trymg a multrtude |
of different things, and simply keeping the results that sound mterestmg As in Tone's -
work, using the technology as a found object treats lt as 1tself (reducmg to its 'brute facts’) i o
and explores its pOSSlblllthS This avoids the unimaginative approach of worktng witha
pre-conceived 1dea of its function (its mstltutlonal' use). The UPIC eprtomrzes an attempt
to make a generalrzed music system In line with Xenakis' central lnterest m formahzatton, -
it formalizes music by parameterlzmg it and provrdmg a framework for its reallzatnon. ' S "

If it were possible to make a totally general music system, it would in theory be - ‘
more or less useless. It would allow the reproductlon of any exrstmg forms but 1tself could : o
offer nothing new One cannot work with pure form, 31mply because form 1S always v |
material, it is defi ned by the matertals and technology shapmg lt llaswell and Hecker °
show that UPIC is useful, but specifically because it is nof general. Its output is .

 characteristic and limited, most tracks made with the UPIC are clearly identifi able as bemg;;‘»} :‘? -

such. Limitations are productwe, not restrtctlve, as wrll be explored further in chapter 4.
- Due to the nature of the UPIC, the same kmd of sonic matertal is found in Blackest .
Ever Black as in pieces ! such as Mycenea Alpha They share snmxlar trajectory/gestural L
| information in some form. However this does not lmply somethlng lrke a e
SPectromorphologncal approach in Blackest Ever Black 1t lS dlft‘ cult to rmagme Haswell o
- and Hecker channelmg, a musical tdea in the process descrtbed-——what 1s thc musxcal ldea SR
when a picture of a kebab is traced? There is an tdca, perhaps, tn Dewey s sense of‘ thc .
word it is the 1dea of a process, mformed by a technologrcal mqutry based on a gtven set :
of materials. It is a process that is clearly sug,gested by the UPlC rts mterface bemg, a
drawmg table (evndenced in an mterestmg way by the fact that thls is thc approach a chﬂd
: tends to take when confronted with the UPIC as )\enakts descrtbeS' 'we re vxsnted regu] a”y:
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by schoolchildren of seven or eight years of age, accompanied by their teachers. They draw -

fish, houses, trees—and you can hear the result. (Varga 2003)). The idea is thus not

conceived prior to the technological inquiry, itis ares’pon“se to the means available. ‘
Haswell's background in the visual arts rather than in music is a contributing factor

to the approach in Blackest Ever Black. It provides a different way of looking‘ at musical o

production. Prior to their own residency, Haswell notes that contrary to chakts e

polygogical intention, 'everyone that was going to CCMIX was conservatory educated' For

Haswell 'that didn't matter, why shouldn't [ get to use it? ... [ could go and destroy thmgs o

[6].

Process v ‘ v | ”
The approach is something like Process art, in which }-jaswell has previously shown an_

interest in his practice; influenced by Richard Serra and Fischli/Weiss among others [6].
Serra's Splash Piece (1969) is archetypical of this kind of process based work, in which he
threw molten lead against the walls and floor of a gallery space. In Serra's words: 'the 3
evidence of the process can become part of the content.Not that it is the content, but it is
discernible for anyoné who wants to be involved with that aspect’ (Serra'ZQOZ). T",’Cés of
the process fundamentally constitute the work; this is more or less true by defi nition—-—what
is the finished work other than the result of the process of its creation? Process art ;
comprises various techmques for the emphasrs of these traces, however what they su,mf‘y

is not itself the pomt of the work———eschewmg the 1dea ofa plece documentmg 1ts OW"
creation, : : B - |
Works like Splash Pxece of course owe somethmg to actnon pamtmg, or.

superfi Cla”y perhaps even abstract expressuomsm But both the abstract‘ and
~'expressionism’ aspects of abstract expressromsm are absent The work is focussed on the ’
material used and on mdustrlal processes m later pleces sometnncs mvolvmg many .
different people "Trely upon the industrial sector to build my w01k upon structural and

civil engmeers, upon surveyors, laborers, transporters, riggers, constructlon workers “

etcetera. The potentlal for gestural expressnon is therefore reduced 'The fact that the L
technologlcal process rs revealed depcrsonahzes and demythologlzes the ldeahzatron of thci
sculptor s craft’ (Serra 2002). : el

-Similarly, overtly geometnc shapes are avordcd in this kind of work Robcrt Morrts :
, clalmed that in the 1960s it [was] not especrally surprtsmg that art drtvmg towards greater ;

concreteness and away from the 1llusory would fasten on the essentrally 1deal|st1c lmﬁgcry
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of the geometric' (Morris 2002). We sce this for example in De Stijl—a radical break from
figurative or mimetic art, which nonetheless remains representatronal ina neo-platomc
way. The idea is that there is an ultlmate reallty behind accidental appearance; Mondrian's |
paintings, in his own words, 'unfold to us a world of umversal beauty' (Banham 198()) :
Morris saw process art as a development that works towards the removal of tlns remammg o
idealism, where 'the method of working does not demand pre-thought lmages . pre- ¥
thought images are neither necessary or possnble Alongsnde this approach is chance
contingency, mdetermmacy———m short the entire area of process (Morrts 2002) ’
Haswell refers to his The Brutal Truth (2002, for Davnd Falconer's Frass exhxbmon o
at the UBS Bullion Vault in London) as a process based piece owmg somethmg to this
tradition. He placed live cockroaches on large sheets of paper and pannted them wnth tOp-
of-the-range Chanel nall varnish. They then lett tralls of their route and eventually
“suffocated as the varnish dried. The end result is a panel w1th dead cockroaches and
various trails of nail varnish, but this object is described by Haswell as a 'byproduct [6]
He also made a film of the process Both the film and the fi mshed panel are essentlally |
documents of an event. Much the same could be said of hlS Live Salvage releases on Mego,' > “ e
being entirely comprlsed of found recordings by others of ’his live performances;f F R
Haswell's live work has a similar focus on process, using the laptop as & means to : e
do this, with an intentional drsregard for overloading the CPU causing glitches and audio |
dropouts. The computer could ultlmately even detcrmme the length of perf’ormances, often el
he simply played until the laptop crashed. 'Stlence occurs when the computer breaks - o 5
(Haswell 2007), somenmes I did a reboot and then there would be the reboot sound | |
everybody would laugh' [6]. The technology therefore 1mparts its own specxﬁc and peCUl s
, character on the event in much the same way as dnscussed w1th the UPlC Thls perhaps :
) goes some way to explain the fascination i in Haswell's practlce W1th lcgacy technolo;,y

because it is often more peculrar in its characterlstlcs (itis less effectlvely 'trattspa,-em-) 1t i .

}Offers more scope for experlmentatlon Ina fundamental way then materlal process |s
allowed to pervade every aspect of the work TR e _' il

~ However for Haswell (perhaps in contrast to Morns) thls is not to say that the o
process is somehow more 1mportant’ than the end product It provndes aleatorlc elements :
| opening up the form of the fi mshed work to complete connngency In contrast to what we
could call a contrxved aleatory in music—random numbers and stochastlc techntques‘ lhe
i mtentnonal use of randomness in composmon (Xenaktan stochastrcnsm for example) :

| process art is based on the realrzanon that tl‘llS is unnecessary in the face of the absolut
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contingency of matter. To return again to Tone briefly, he has stated a dislike for the word
'randomness', and refers instead to 'indeterminacy’ in his work [7]. This rather enigmatic
polarization of what are usually taken to be synonyms is perhaps explained by the above
contrast. He is not interested in using high level, planned stochastlc techniques and yet he
does base his work around processes that introduce immensely complex lndetermmate

elements simply through the basic materiality of their operation,

Contingency } | | o
Contingency refers to the state of a given situation's dependence on other things; it carries
with it an implication of arbitrariness in such relationships, and as such is useful in
describing artistic processes which are not random in a probabilistic way (limited to certain |
outcomes), but embrace a more radical indeterminacy by allowing this arbitrariness to
participate in the work. , o ’ v '

The same distinction has been made in contemporary philosophy 'The ideologies “
of probability and of chance ... hallucinate a universe in which—--at least—the parameters
within which events may take place can be circumscribed. But an event, real contingency,
is precisely something that overflows this compartmentalization and management’

(MacKay etal. 2011). Contingency cannot be planned for or controlled 'it is an event that ’
| happens 10 us, that comes from outSide ln light of this development in materiallst L
philosophy, literalism in art is understood as the response to an increasmg awareness of
contingency : ‘ S
 [Figures of contingency] Signal the lmPOSSlblllty ofa certam
conception of the work of art; the work as a block of matter ordcred
and organized to present an autonomous intentional controlled ,
experience Artists were able at one time to maintain the illuSion of .
confining the audience s attentlon entnely wzthm the representative L
space of the work subsequently, they became, let us say, pamfully j e
aware of the contingent nature of the material supports of painting
and seulpture, thematized these traditional supports and exhibited to oo
us their limited lifespan Atthe dawn of contemporary art the '
"recognition that these formats were histor ical artifacts contingent

- factors, f'inally caused the work to explode beyond them, or rather, L

i to acknowledg,e its always already havmg been compliCit in With

- what fell outsrde of thcm The work opened up explicnly and
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radically to new materials. (MacKay etal. 2011)
Reza Negarestani's concept of 'complicity with contingency’ takes the theory one step
further. I have been arguing that an openness to materials and a focus on their affordances
is the way to engage with contmgency But Negarestam clarms that this i is precrsely what B
propagates a "restricted concept of matenahty ‘
‘What is common to those artists who embrace the contmgency of
the materials they work wrth‘?’ The link between such artists is their
comphcrty with contingent materials. It might be thought that -
'complicity’ is synonymous with an 'openness' ta contingent o
materials. But this is not the case. For if weconslderart asa ',: 1
material-drlven process of produ'ction these anonymous materlals
enjoy an autonomy of their own; and such autonomy contmuously
interferes with the artwork itself regardless of the decmons of the |
artist—that is, whether or not the artist determines to be open to
their influence. In other words, the contmgency of the artlst s
materials cannot be the strict subject of the artist's openness,
~ Contingent materials cannot be directly embraced. (Negarestanl
2011) | TR s
The concept of contmgency is to some extent renf‘ ed here, as an autonomous force that acts i
- on the artist as subject (it is an event that happens to us, that comes from outsrde’)
Negarzstam determines that the most effectrve way 1o be comphc:t wnth such a force rs m n
contrast to the af‘orementloned openness, to attempt a total ‘closure' of the artwork Smce o
contmgency has its way regardless of any openness towards rt itis at xts most effectnve and i ‘
noticeable when the artist attempts to close 1t off. The artrst in thls approach xs thus secretly,‘ o i
- in league with contrngency, 'complicit’ in its game EN '. EERE j L e
' Despite its apparent anthropocentrrclty (contmgency appears to be del‘tned as any

non-human agency) thrs theory is compellmg However 1f we consrder it in relatlon to Hean,

concrete examples of artistic practice it begms to make less sense lt could be sald that any _'1" "
work of art prior to the development of reﬂexrve movements in the 20"‘ century attempts a
closure in the way Negarlstam describes. Such works are clearly contlngent in the sense -
that anythmg is contmgent it is this way, but it could have been dnfferent’ (MacKay et al
2011). And yet they are not generally taken to be foregroundmg, therr materlahty through a
complicity with contmgency (although itis tnterestmg to consrder them in thts hg,ht) S

Ultnmately, 1t seems that a certarn kind of closure IS very possrble, and ts not m fact
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frustrated by contingency in most cases—?perhaps contingeney is not as strong a force as
suggested, its most interesting effects do require an openness towards them This can be
thought of as the artist participating in contmgent processes; the artist is not an entrty
removed from materlalrty who has materlaltty act upon them ' L

Since Blackest Ever Black, Hecker has contmued thrs lme of mqurry As a
collaboratxon with Robin Mackay, Elre Ayache and Quentm Menllassoux, Speculatlve :
Solution (¢tMEGO 118, 201 1) states in the supportlng literature that the music is constttuted 3
by 'truly “literalist” marks which have no reason to be as they are, and which could have -
been—and still could be, at every momenteotherw15e (MacKayZOl 1). As was already .
evident in Blackest Ever Black (inheriting the materialist aspects of I'IasWell's: practice), |
'with Speculative Solution Hecker proposes that the concepts of absolute contirngency and
hyperchaos offer a rigorous new alternative to the employment of chance and randomness oy
in avant-garde composrtton (Mego 2011). | ‘_ ‘ - - Iy g
‘Xenakis famously used stochastic techmques, but also noted the mdetermtnacy
| inherent in the movement of the hand (Varga 2003). Thisis a concessnon that although the
hand may be 'the organ of the body that is closest to the bram (Lohner 1986) rt cannot act
as a perfectly transparent medrum in the expression of an idea. The artist's own body i is
itself a mednum of contmgency Movements of the hand, even when unmtenttonal could be R
seen as expressive and gestural as bestowmg the work a human warmth’ (as opposed to . |
the 'cold" perfection of a machine). But this does not constrtute expressron, it just happcns

to be an aspect of the material process. The careful tracmg of prctures nn partrcular plays i S

any expressrve or communtcatlve aspect dOWl’l

Matcrralrty and Presence
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht's work in hterary theory 1s based around questromng the

dominance of a meta-physrcal‘ approach to aesthetrcs, by whtch is meant the mterpretatron B
- of meamng in analyzmg a text (Gumbrecht 2004) One of the startmg pomts for thrs is Fn
| Derrida's clarm that logo-centnsm begins with the denial of 'the extertorlty of the :
si gnifier ——-whatever is external to symboltc meaning (the actual materlal that makes up the'?l
- words on a page, the paper, the mk and so on) Gumbrecht’s 1nterest lS 1n how drfferent
media or dtfferent matenahtnes affect the meanmg that they carry, WhtCh avords the meta-

physrcal' view because 1t does not concerve of meanmg as somethlng separablc from

material form We can begm to see how this theory allows for the way m whtch technolog,y

is enttrely 1mphcated in art That technology is responsnble for a work of art or mustc
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ending up how it ends up may seem obvious, but the previous discussion of Xenakis, and
particularly spectromorphology, demonstrate the opposing viewpoint; a view of technology
as merely enabling, providing a smooth uninterrupted channel from the composer's
imagination to a musical result—the utopian dream of a technology capable of creating
'any sound you can imagine' (Theberge 1997).

This desire for a technology which does not interfere or is transparent, ultimately
battles or works against the technology. On the contrary, we are concerned here with music
or art in which the characteristics of the technology and materials used are at the forefront
of the work. The artist can allow this to happen, by acting in a kind of 'fidelity' to the
technology; understanding its brute facts and basing the creative process around working
with/against its limitations. Even if the process of creating the work is wrought and
difficult, the materiality of this process can remain the focus in this approach, not the
making-invisible of technological aspects to create a transcendent experience. This way of
thinking about technology begins with the understanding of music or art as material. There
is not a pre-existing idea in the artist's mind that needs to be communicated but the work is
something resulting from material conditions. The most important aspect in the
development of new aesthetics is therefore found in the relationship to technology.

Haswell has stated that his main aim is to create 'physical qualities' (Haswell 2007).
Referring to his live shows as 'temporary public sculpture', he attempts to create sound that
feels like 'a physical presence, like there was some fucking piece of steel in the room that
was going to drop on you' [6]. The influence here is Serra again—a rigger was crushed to
death by a steel plate during the installation of a Serra piece in 1971.

But what is meant by 'presence’ in this sense? And how does it relate to physicality?
Gumbrecht talks about the possibility of 'presence effects’ in opposition to 'meaning
effects’. Note that this could be confused with Derrida's 'metaphysics of presence' in
logocentrism—the search for a transcendental signified—but this is not the sense in which
Gumbrecht uses the word. Presence is precisely something that is not meaning; this
perhaps retains a certain kind of transcendentalism, but it is not a search for any kind of
signified, rather the absence of signification. |

It could be seen as an opportunity for the construction of new meaning, and it is
important that meaning is seen as a construction in order to do this. As with Searle's
construction of technological function, nothing is natural or inherent or pre-given. The
construction of meaning, however, is secondary to the experience itself according to

Gumbrecht. With reference to Heidegger, he describes the experience of a work of art as an
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unconcealment of being, which specifically 'is not something spiritual or something
conceptual. Being is not a meaning. Being belongs to the dimension of things' (Gumbrecht
2004).

The 'thingness' of something, its being, though, is no longer being once it is
perceived; it becomes interpreted meaning instead. Thus this experience is liminal, we can
only perceive being as a constant 'bringing forth' and 'withdrawing' from this threshold.
Crucially, this can only happen when we 'abandon any transcending imagination and
projection'. It is not to do with any interpretation of the world, but of being in the world.
This brings us again to Heidegger's Greek temple that 'portrays nothing' (Heidegger 1993);
its presence brings forth its materiality, and the materiality of the situation of the encounter.
This could be seen as the state that literalist art aspires to. Instead of a depicted expression
of universal meaning, experience is kept in the 'real' world, open and specific. Because,
'unlike the Platonic ideas, Being is not supposed to be something general or something
metahistorical 'below’ or 'behind' a world of surfaces' (Gumbrecht 2004).

The material recorded for Blackest Ever Black was also used later in UPIC Warp
Tracks (Warp 2008, WAP239CD). The sleeve notes by Dave Falconer describe the effect of
art as entrancement: 'thought hooked on a vibration'—excited matter. '[Art] is an involuting

of complication: a fixation on the material 'in-itself', letting matter 'be".
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apPatch and Get Down

In 1999-2000, Andy Pieper developed a series of modules for sequencing, synthesis and
processing in SuperCollider 2 (McCartney 1996), running on Mac OS9. A patch called
apPatch brings these modules together and allows dynamic routing between them. This
patch became the primary tool not only in Pieper's own work with Ramon Bauer as
General Magic and Sluta Leta, but also in Peter Rehberg's work at the time. Albums
involving its use include Rechenkonig by General Magic (MEGO 032, 2000), Showroom
Dummies by Rehberg and Tujiko Noriko as DACM (MEGO 056, 2002), Semi Peterson by
Sluta Leta (MEGO 073, 2003), and Pita's Get Down (MEGO 049, 2002) and Get Off
(Hipna H19, 2004). Rehberg also continued to use it occasionally in later works, including
his collaboration with Stephen O'Malley as KTL, for instance in the bass line of
Paratrooper (IV, eMEGO 089, 2008).

In interrogating the relationship between music and its means of production, this A
patch is of particular interest because we can observe the similarities between a small but
well defined set of works that were created in the same software environment. The creation
of the software environment itself is also of interest. Pieper and Rehberg describe the patch
as the result of an iterative development process, with continuous experimentation by users
leading to suggestions feeding back into modifications or the development of new modules
[1]. Pieper describes the impulse behind its development:

I wanted to answer the question of 'how does digital sound sound

like?' Most of the professional plugins at that time tried to simulate

old hardware while removing limits like number of oscillators,

ability to store settings, removing awkward sequence programming

etc., eventually ruining it. It was rare to find something that

sounded and felt genuinely 'digital'. [8]
The desire for something 'that sounded and felt genuinely “digital™ is perhaps a desire to
get away from the symbolic high tech aesthetic discussed in chapter 2. ’

Superficially the development of the patch appears to placé it at the intersection of
the two fundamentally different approaches to music discussed throughodt this thesis—it
has elements of an idealist approach ('l want to do X, so I will make or find technology that -
makes X possible'), and a materialist approach (I have this technology, what can I do with
it?"). By examining the music created with it, we wiil see how the form‘er is misleading, -

and that this description of the process as sitting between binary opposites can be replacéd



by an understanding of pragmatic philosophy,

apPatch

First the functionality of the patch should be analyzed in some detail. On its execution, a
window displays all of the available modules, and number boxes for the user to select how
many of each module they want to create (Figure 5). The modules are divided into three
types: a sequencer, Ifo and 'dust trigger' send triggers and control messages to various
parameters; an oscillator, sample player and so on generate sound; and effects modules
(shaper, comber and resonix) process sound. SuperCollidcr distinguishes between control
rate data and audio rate data, so the first type of module has a control rate output, the
second type has a control rate input and audio rate output, and the third type has audio rate
input and output. This allows easy routing between modules, by allowing any parameter in
a module in the second group to be linked to any module from the first group, and inputs to
the third group of modules to be any combination of outputs from the second group.

Figure 5: apPatch initialization

Figure 6 shows a typical configuration of modules, including:

» Sequencer: an 8-step sequencer outputting triggers and pitch/amplitude values, with
a variable portamento. The bottom row of numeric values sets the number of
triggers in that step, so a '3' would make three equally spaced triggers in the space
of one beat—in this way simple combinations of odd numbers lead to very
rhythmically complex patterns. In addition, the length of the overall sequence can
be set in the two number boxes above the steps such that, for example, only the first
five steps are looped. Changing this dynamically can again lead to very unusual
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rhythmic patterns. The speed is set in relation to a tempo that is global to all
sequencer modules (i.e. '1' means play at the global tempo, '0.5' meéns play at half
the global tempo). Patterns across multiple sequencers can be moved in or out of
phase with each other by changing these speeds. There are various options for
altering the pattern as a whole, such as shifting pitch values up or down, and
rotating, reversing or scrambling the sequence steps. Sequence steps can also be
played in a random order rather than linearly.

LFO: a basic low frequency oscillator with its frequency, as with the sequencer, set
in relation to the global tempo. This is one of a number of modules that uses the
wavetable editor in the top right of the window; selecting 'edit waveform' links the
displayed wavetable to the LFO, which can then be edited in a number of ways.
The wave can be directly drawn, or it can be generated by setting frequency domain
values for the phase and amplitude of each individual bin, It can also be filled with
white noise, shifted up or down for OHz offsets, and broken into segments by
inserting random short gaps of silence.

DustTrigger: the dust trigger is based on a SuperCollider 'unit generator' called
dust, that generates randomly spaced impulses, with a parameter controlling the
density of impulses. This module converts these impulses into triggers for the
TrigOsc and TrigSample modules.

TrigOsc: an oscillator with an envelope that can be triggered by one of the control
modules. The oscillator wave can be set using the wavetable editing functions, as
can the amplitude envelope, with the length of the envelope set by the length
parameter. It also has a simple filter. Pitch values and filter cutoff values can be
controlled by different control module outputs to the triggering; for example, a dust
trigger could randomly trigger notes, but with the pitch values set by a sequencer ‘
pattern.

TrigSample: much the same as TrigOsc, but with an audio file instead of the -
wavetable. The audio file is selected when the patch is first initialized and cannot
be changed dynamically. ; ’

Roessler: this is a chaotic algorithm noise generator, generally creating bass drones.
It is based on a Rdssler attractor (R8ssler 1976). This a‘gain is essentially an |
interface to an existing SuperCollider unit generator, called Rossler. It creates three

of these generators, and each has one parameter called chaosParam, which
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represents the variable ¢ in the Rssler attractor equations:

rate of change of x = -y -2z

rate of change of y = x + ay

rate of changeof z=b+z (x-¢)

The standard bifurcation analysis of the R&ssler attractor uses a and b set to 0.1,

and varies c. Low values of ¢ produce periodic behaviour, but it quickly becomes

chaotic as ¢ is increased. The choatic behavior is within a limited range though, so
the result is pitched, like narrow-band noise. Changing the value of ¢ changes the
perceived pitch of the sound. This is combined with pitch values from a control
module for each attractor, to create chaotic oscillations around a given pitch.

* Shaper: combines a delay, comb delay, granular pitch shifter, and waveshaper. The
waveshaping can be edited with the wavetable functions.

* Comber: also has a waveshaper, followed by a reverb and a
compressor/expander/limiter/gate (a SuperCollider unit generator called
‘compander’).

* Resonix: a waveshaper and delay again, this time combined with a large bank of
resonators creating very 'musical’ resonances. This is a result of note values for the
frequencies of the resonators hardcoded into the patch, at octaves, fourths and fifths
and so on.

Global functions include a single band EQ on the final audio output, and a random
parameter walk. The latter takes the radical action of sporadically picking random
parameters across all modules at a regularity determined by the 'task probability value', and
makes alterations within a range set by the 'random range' value, with very unpredictable
results.

The modules were introduced by Pieper based on his own experimentation in
SuperCollider, but also on requests from other artists: “‘we want a sequencer and
something that plays a file” ... very basic ideas' [1]. The reasons for decisions such as
making the sequencer 8-step, rather than 16 or 32 for example, were generally due to
technical limitations; too CPU intensive, taking too much of the screen and so on. These - -
limitations would turn out to be important. There are a also a lot of failed experiments
remaining available within the patch—'APMeierChord’, 'APDrums’—moduleé that didknot
end up being used on any releases (therefore not discussed in detail here). Thisis
compelling evidence of the experimental nature of the development process. When

development began, there was no overall design. Tellingly, the unused modules are the
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more complex modules that attempt to do more than the low level DSP that SuperCollider
immediately affords.

In the modules that were actually used in releases, the vast majority of the controls
are direct manifestations of the parameters available in SuperCollider unit generators,
giving a very 'raw' interface to the possibilities offered by the various DSP and sequencing
functions on offer. There is little distinction between the underlying system and the patch
interface; the interface does not for the most part abstract to provide higher level control. It
should also be noted that all control parameters are immediately visible on one screen. The
exception to this rule is the wavetable in the top right, for which a separate window can be
opened displaying an editable frequency domain representation of the waveform, with
sliders for each phase and amplitude bin. Other than this, after selecting the modules, an
entire piece is determined by a single screen of parameters. This may seem superficially
very limiting, but 1 will argue that such explicit limitations are necessary to create a space
for experimentation, as opposed to a goal driven teleological decision making process.

DAWSs

If it were possible to create an audio production system without limitations or particular
characteristics and affordances, as discussed in relation to the UP1C, this is what would be
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referred to as a 'transparent’ medium. In this theoretical situation there is no
experimentation to be done—empirical investigation is impossible without something to
investigate. We are left only with the possibility of a rationalist approach in which ideas are
not derived from sense data but exist a priori. Hence the link between a desire for
technological transparency and rationalist, idealist approaches to composition, which are
necessarily goal driven. However, this ideal system is nothing more than theoretical. If we
consider the infinite ways to create audio, it is impossible to imagine a system that covers
all possibilities equally without prejudice or favour. Certain systems, such as advanced
digital audio workstations, initially appear to be general, without favouring any particular
sounds or structures, but in fact represent a very specific way of thinking about music
(derived originally from the concept of a score—graphic represéntations of time moving
from left to right, and so on). This has of course become naturalized and is generally taken
to be universal—music is a series of events ordered on a timeline. The perceived generality
of a DAW is a result of this naturalization.

The apPatch interface in contrast cannot be seen as general or universal, it offers
unequivocally limited choices. The routing is very basic—it is not possible to route a signal
through more than one effect module in series; the inputs to effect modules are simply
represented by a series of checkboxes to select which sound generator module outputs
should be used. Similarly, the control inputs for sound generator modules are selected with
a dropdown box. The user is explicitly given a choice between two or three options for
each input. However, it is precisely this limitation that gives it a tendency to create
interesting results. For example, in two mouse clicks the possibility exists to switch the
routing for a generator module to the output of a sequencer, for setting either its pitch or
triggering, while the sequencer in question is simultaneously used for an entirely different
purpose, controlling a separate generator module. This kind of sharing of control modules
is in fact a necessity in many cases, since only two or three control modules are generally |
available due to limited screen space and processing power.

Experimenting with a different option in a routing dropdown box often results in
radical and unexpected changes to the sound and patterns produced. My claim is that in
instances like this it would not have otherwise occurred to the composer to link elements in
that way. Le. it is not something anyone would be likely to do in a DAW, even if it is
technically possible. A DAW has its own particular affordances, the fact that it would be
extremely unusual to set up this kind of triggering in Cubase (Steinberg 2011) or Logic
(Apple 2011) is sufficient to justify this statement—an affordance that is negative (it does
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not afford the re-use of sequenced triggers) is still an affordance, demonstrating that it has
certain characteristics and is in no way transparent. Pieper explains his intention in
developing the patch, and highlights the paradox of being limited by what appears to be an
open and unlimited DAW:

it's all about experiments and embracing limits. Thats one of the

first things learned when working with digital media, the 'anything

is possible' notion is a curse ... the patch never was meant to be

used as a DAW-like tool. DAWs (at least at that time) mimic the

classic multitrack studio production with non-linear editing thrown

in. I found that those lend you to endlessly tweak details, lose focus

and get drowned in a sea of possibilities. There was not much there

in terms of supporting the 'creative process' as well, the software

always got in the way. [7]

Rationalism and pragmatism

In the use of the apPatch, it does not seem to make sense to describe the process as goal
driven (and though latent this is also the case in the use of a DAW). In as much as goals do
exist in the process, they are not predetermined but arise from experimentation within the
limitations of the system. Again, we return to Dewey's 'ends-in-view'; goals as transient
tools in a process of empirical technological inquiry. The word empirical in this context
could be controversial, since Dewey's project was often couched explicitly in terms of
overcoming the traditional divide between empiricism and rationalism. But this is in
reference to epistemology—empiricism and rationalism as fundamentally opposed
descriptions of the way in which we discover truths about the world. Dewey's position, and
the position of subsequent pragmatists, is that truth is not something that exists objectively
in the world to be discovered. The truth of a statement or theory is better defined by its
usefulness in a specific situation. This is not inconsistent with a weaker empiricism in the
sense that it is used in this thesis: technological inquiry proceeds empirically, but this is not
to do with discovering truth. For instance, empirical data is surely the means by which
ends-in-view are formed. Webster Hood is one Dewey scholar who believes that a
philosophy of technology 'requires a more comprehensive empiricism than Dewey's
instrumentalism permits' (Hickman 1990). Hickman however claims that the empiricism
Hood describes is in fact already part of Dewey's method—as described above, inquiry

undeniably is in some aspect empirical.
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So the difference appears to be merely in the terminology; Dewey avoids the word
empiricism perhaps because of its baggage in the history of epistemology. But there is also
a desire to avoid the implications of a naive or total empiricism, which assumes experience
to provide something like ‘raw' sense-data—colours, shapes, sound as pure vibration etc.—
from which all knowledge can then be derived. For Dewey, and William James before him -
(James 1950), sense-data can never be 'raw’, because experience as it exists is due to
millions of years of biological development and a lifetime's exposure to thousands of years
of cultural development. This context cannot be disregarded. Sense-data is therefore
already infused with more complexity than the word 'raw' would imply, in order to be
sense-data. It only exists as something that can be called sense-data because it has been
interpreted by an organism, an organism that has evolved and developed to deal with input
to the senses in a particular way. The empirical basis for technological inquiry should be
considered in this way; the selection of ends-in-view is informed by biological makeup and
previous experience, including all of the music the composer has ever heard and so on.

The knowledge gained by this kind of empirical investigation is called 'honorific' or
'vital' by Dewey—it is not final or complete; it is not knowledge of objective truth. Inquiry
based on this kind of knowledge is fundamentally experimental. 'Experience in its vital
form is experimental, an effort to change the given; it is characterized by projection, by
reaching forward into the unknown' (Dewey et al. 2010). Ends-in-view are therefore also
referred to as projected-ends. As we will see later, this applies to the creation of the
apPatch software itself, and also to the process of using it to make music.

To re-iterate an earlier point, it is the fact that goals are formed in this way that
leads to the conclusion that technology can never be transparent. As Hickman describes:
'Dewey did not treat tools and instruments as value-neutral but rather as teeming with
values and potentialities that form the basis for intelligent selection of ends-in-view, or
things to be done' (Hickman 1990). Due to the impossibility of the ideal transparent
technological medium, a final goal driven approach can only be a fantasy. Nevertheless the
implied neutrality of DAW-like systems suggest that a composer should proceed as if they
are engaged in such a process. A question then arises: where do the ideas or goals 'come
from' that are to be communicated via the transparent medium? Received wisdom might
describe it as 'inspiration', pure creativity. But according to the arguments outlined abo‘ve,
the process is better described as one in which the ideas the composer has are in fact a
product of continuous technological inquiry, iterative feedback from empirical

investigation. If the composer is unaware of this, there is a danger that, while using a DAW
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for example, the technology is in fact surreptitiously determining many characteristics of
the music. In a system that purports to be general, these characteristics will be related to
the previously mentioned naturalizations. For instance a composer might begin arranging
events on a timeline, layering different elements and so on, without considering any
alternative approaches. So although the perceived process is one in which the composer is
free from constraints, the result is likely to be only the repetition of previous or existing
forms.

Coyne makes this point regarding information technology as a whole: '[information
technologies] promote the illusion of differentiaﬁon, choice, and freedom, thereby masking
their promotion of conformity. This is evident in the promotion of the computer as a
universal machine, able to do our bidding when instructed through the medium of
programming. At best the computer only calculates and so further instills the primacy of its
own logic and organization, while outwardly promoting a sense of control' (Coyne 1995).
This 'sense of control'~—domination and mastery—is important; the rationalist approach by
definition involves objects yielding to the will of the subject. Technology is seen as an
‘empty container, responding to the user. Bear in mind that we are still concerned with two
different stages of technological production here—first the design and implementation of a
software audio production environment, and second its use.

Coyne describes a pragmatic approach as one where the principal characteristic is
an understanding that technology fundamentally alters being. He draws on Heidegger for
this. Time is the essence of Heidegger's conception of being; in opposition to a Platonic
ontology in which something underlying reality is eternal, being, according to Heidegger is
historical and contingent. This distinction may appear inconsequential, but the alternative
is an understanding of historical difference (or difference in general) as ‘merely' cultural,
underlying difference is a universal kind of being. This is what Coyne calls the
conservative theme, it promotes the idea that human activity is only fucilitated by
technology, and activity is therefore goal driven. A given technology does not
fundamentally change circumstances, it only performs its task better or worse than another
technology. "It presupposes our ability to declare needs, wants, and intentions ... -
technological artifacts conserve the intentions and meanings of their originators. The
conservative view presumes that designers can control, and are in control of, what they
produce’, This can also involve 'the romantic conception of the designer as the creative
individual, battling against opposition, preserving his or her creativity' (Coyne 1995).

Itis clear to see how the understanding of being as eternal engenders idealism in a
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field such as music. The means by which the music is being made is the facilitation of an
activity which would have existed otherwise, the means can only vary in its effectiveness
at performing its function—conserving the intention of the composer. A concrete example
of this would be the aforementioned DAW-type software; various DAW systems exist
(Logic, Cubase, Sonar etc.) and arguments rage regarding the relative merits of each. But
these differences tend to be superficial, they all ultimately produce music in more-or-less
the same way, i.e. arranging either sound files or notes (MIDI) on a timeline. There appears
to be an underlying assumption that there exists an ideal piece of music production
software which all of these instances aim to embody, with varying degrees of success. The
user of such software must already know what they want to produce, and they are looking
for something that will allow them to produce it.

Alternatively, Coyne explains that 'for pragmatism, design is not so much
addressing needs as projecting expectations'. The choice of words shows a clear influence
from Dewey. Linking this to Heidegger (he states that 'Heidegger's being is thoroughly
pragmatic"), since being is historical and specific rather than eternal, projected expectations
depend on the technological context in which activity is taking place. For Coyne
technology is implicated in how we see ourselves, and therefore, in our being ... there is
no underlying truth to our being beyond our seeing ourselves to be under a multiplicity of
influences'. He claims, for instance, that 'the technologies of writing and print have
contributed to how we see ourselves as originators and authors of ideas, as beings with
minds capable of abstract thought—minds analogous to sheets of paper able to hold
symbols'. If this is the case, it therefore should not be surprising that computer technology
might fundamentally change our conception of what music is. Music is not a fixed concept,
it is a human activity (Dodd 2007).

Once the radical specificity of technology is recognized, a design process, or
technological inquiry in general, becomes the continual identification of new requirements
during the process, based on exploration and a reaction to the results of experimentation
with the possibilities of the material means. 'For pragmatism, design is a kind of “reflection
in action”—needs are commonly identified in retrospect or during the development of the
design rather than at the outset of the design process. Design is an exploration, but one that
is already in progress prior to any particular design situation' (Coyne 1995).

This brings us to another important conclusion of pragmatic philosophy: theory
does not come prior to practice. To a rationalist, engineering is applied science—theory is

demarcated as knowledge at a general level, which is then applied in more specific



94

situations; a hierarchical top-down approach where experts pass on knowledge to those
lower down the hierarchy. The functioning of a technological artifact is therefore already
determined before it is used. Coyne gives essentially a functionalist account of rationalism;
it 'affirms that the physical presence of a technology is subservient to what it contains or
accomplishes'. It does not allow for the idea of 'practice as participation’, of end-users
participating in technological inquiry. Means are subservient to ends’, and thus the context
in which the means occur is generally not taken into account.

However to a pragmatist, the distinction between theory and practice is usually
considered erroneous, theory is a type of practice. Furthermore, non-theoretical practice
generally comes first. Theory is a reflection on previous practice, as a working hypothesis
that acts as a tool aiding further practice. For Dewey, thought is a technology like any
other. In order for theory to underpin practice, there would need to be a theory on how to
apply theory to practice. But then there would need to be a theory on how to apply that
theory, and so on to infinity. In the tradition of hermeneutics, following pragmatism, theory
is replaced with phronesis—a less absolute, practical judgement.

This leaves us open to the idea that technology at all levels of inquiry cannot be
defined by its theoretical function, it is always situated in a context of human praxis. Coyne
uses the example of a car (Coyne 1995, p.30). It gets us from A to B, yet it clearly holds
more significance than this, it is a status symbol, it represents a certain kind of freedom,
and the act of driving itself is often considered pleasurable—the means of getting from A to
B are an end in their own right. The means/ends dichotomy is therefore, like
theory/practice, collapsed. Another example is the way in which digital technology is
developed as a means for dealing with the vast amounts of data we increasingly have to
deal with—it appears to be a means to an end in this sense—but digital technology itself is
implicated in creating this vast amount of data in the first place!

Coyne sees the recognition of these kind of ideas reflected in a (relatively) recent
'pragmatic turn' in IT design methods, where there is only lip service paid to theory.
Practice is generally made to fit theory in hindsight, for the purposes of appearing to have
followed 'proper’ methodology. Design methods should in fact follow this trend, he argues;
they should only be loose guides that allow sensitivity to context and the specificity of the

situation in which the technology will be used. This will inevitably involve an

7 Alku's IMBECIL project is an interesting exploration of means and ends in software design, in an artistic
context: a project for 'useless, obfuscated, surreal, pointless computing' (Alku 2002, see ’
http://personal.ilimit.es/perkele/evol/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/Imbecil). Including programs that delete
themselves, games that are impossible to play, 'user-non-friendly interfaces' and so on.
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intermingling of end-users and designers, or end-users as designers, and an openness to
continually shifting requirements,

In order to follow this approach, Coyne asks: 'has [a technology] been designed
with the presumption of cause and effect from designer to user, or has its design
appropriated the involvement of the community that uses it? Has the design been created
assuming the technologist knows best and that users should conform to some technological
model of behavior, or has it been tried and adapted within the arena of situated human
praxis?' In each of these questions, a DAW represents the former options (with small
exceptions—perhaps the tokenistic inclusion of feedback from users suggesting minor
modifications).

The apPatch in contrast is designed without distinction between user and designer,
through continuous and pragmatic experimentation to find the best results. The outcome is
a system which highlights the ability of technology to suggest radically new forms, rather

than seeing technology as closing off and limiting 'creativity' due to its opacity.

Get Down

We can see the result of this process in Pita's Get Down (MEGO 049, 2002). The album
opens with the track We don't need no music built around a low drone, making use of a
frequency at the liminal point where discrete perceivable events become continuous—a
rasping chain of microsounds. However each of these microsounds itself has pitch. Figure
7 shows a spectrogram of this sound. The frequency of occurrence of the sounds that are
almost perceivable as separate events is a peak right at the bottom end of the spectrum, but
various strands of evenly spaced harmonics, though low in amplitude, are also spread
throughout. The multiple nature of these harmonic patterns means that the result, though
vaguely pitched is also very noisy. The most pronounced harmonic series has a
fundamental at ~38Hz, and the next most pronounced has a fundamental at ~26Hz; they
are not themselves harmonically related. ‘

Research using the apPatch reveals that sounds like this are achievable using the
Roessler module. Figure 8 shows a Rossler attractor with typical parameters setting it in a
chaotic state. The sonification of the attractor in SuperCollider is in fact the values of all
axes summed together, with any resulting DC removed. The density of the lines shows how
the attractor tends to stay in one plane, with occasional leaps into the third dimension that
are often large in amplitude. With three such attractors added together, we can begin to sece

how this results in the periodic and pitched, yet also noisy material seen above. In
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experimentation to reproduce this sound, the very low frequency rasping comes from the
contribution of the axis that only occasionally sees sudden value changes.

Figure 7: Logarithmic scale frequency analysis of excerpt from
\\& dont need no music

Figure 8: Rossler attractor visualisation (generated with 3D Attractors
(Restrepo 2011)). Parameters are setto a=0.2, b=0.2 and ¢ =5.7.
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The interface for the roessler module provides controls that afford a kind of timbral
composition that results in sounds like this. The three chaos parameters (erroneously
labeled 'rand' in the interface) provide the means for an exploration, which, from research
(both observation and experimentation), was found to tend towards a search for the kind of
liminality discussed above. One explanation might be that such sounds are simply more
interesting to listen to; putting it in terms of information theory, both pure noise and pure
repetition can be shown to provide minimal entropy. l.e. huge recordings of constant white
noise on the one hand or a sinewave on the other could both be losslessly compressed to
almost nothing—they have very little information content. Something liminal between the
two, on the edge of chaotic behaviour, cannot be reduced in such a way. It has no
redundant 'information'. A

An alternative interpretation in the reverse engineering of this drone sound is that it
is the result of a trigosc oscillator being triggered very rapidly. A similar sound can be
achieved this way. High frequency switching (high frequency in event triggering terms)
between two or three pitches would also account for the spectrum in figure 7. Later in the
track, the drone is replaced by a bassline sequence that has a similar quality to the drone.
This could be a sudden alteration of the tempo slider in a sequencer module, from very
high, where rhythm becomes texture, to a more conventional tempo for a sequencer.

Whichever its source, after 35 seconds of the drone, an arpeggiated sequence
appears. The sound in contrast to the drone is very clean, a single oscillator with gentle
harmonics. This is most likely one or two TrigOsc oscillators with a waveform drawn into
the waveform window, and the filter reducing any harshness of the resulting harmonics.
Due to the repeating nature of the phrase, it is likely to be controlled by a sequencer
module. There is also portamento on the frequency changes of the sound. The sequence is
sporadic and fitful, it beats a regular time and repeats in a regular way, and yet manages to
avoid a kind of musicality that would allow a listener to easily count time to it. For
example, no preference or emphasis is given to notes that fall on 1/1 or 1/2 or 1/4
measures. |

Values for the parameters that determine the sequence are set as numbérs in a series
of anonymous looking text boxes, there is no higher-level graphical representation to give
an overall impression of the pattern being composed. This makes it difficult to approach in
a rational way since one cannot easily visualize a pattern and transcribe it. In addition, it
initializes with random values, and allows re-randomization, as well as various functions

for scrambling the existing pattern. These options make experimentation engaging. Such
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operations give absolutely no preference to patterns that adhere to traditional musical
norms, such as limiting to a key, or having any kind of tonal centre or preference in
rhythms for the down beat. During this experimentation, the composer, through the
formation of ends-in-view, may work towards patterns that have some resemblance to
musical norms, since the composer's history of listening is a part of the way in which
sense-data becomes experience and ends-in-view are formed. Yet at the same time the
composer can be open to shifts in those norms suggested by the technology. Such
deviations would not likely be found in the (theoretical) rational approach, since by
definition, they are something unexpected or unanticipated.

Despite the randomness and unknown elements, the situation is not one in which
the patch is 'out of control'. Rehberg states that he is in control of the software ('ninety
percent of the time' at least [1]). It is possible not to know the exact results of any given
action, but to have an intuitive feel for the type or scale of the response, learned from
previous experience. The fact that the patch contains indeterminate elements does not carry
the implication that this pushes the system as a whole beyond the user's control. Quite the
opposite appears to be true—they are the elements that form the basis for interaction. They
bring about a deeper, more productive type of control; interaction rather than merely
action, abandoning any top-down patriarchal type of control.

This deeper relationship formed with the technology is important. Rehberg has
continued to use the same software for a number of years, despite the technological
advances in computing that have occurred in that time. He has emphasized the importance
of mastering just a few tools, rather than immediately making use of the latest available
tools [1]. Learned through years of practice, his intuitive use of the apPatch software is in
many ways like the use of a traditional instrument (but in other ways very different as will
be discussed later).

The majority of the tracks on Get Down make use of almost all of the modules in
combination. For instance We don't need no music, as well as using the sequencer, trigosc
and roessler modules, also makes extensive use of the effects modules. All of the sound
material has a large amount of reverb throughout, from the comber module. Then towards
the end of the track, all of the material together becomes subject to extreme distortion and
sporadic gating, At this point we also begin to perceive the characteristic effect of the
resonators from the resonix module. The sounds become gated to such a degree that they
begin to approximate impulses, to which the resonators give a short pitched tail.

The second track, titled 43353, features noisy material séquenced into repeating,
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gradually shifting patterns. This could be the result of a technique often used by Rehberg,
in which material originally generated by the patch is recorded, and then used as source
material in the patch using the sample player. He explains that this feedback process often
happens multiple times, such that he builds a vast collection of sound files that have been
used and reprocessed so many times that their original source (for instance a roessler drone
or a trigosc sequence) is barely recognizable {1]. This refers not only to timbral processing;
any phrasing through sequencing or other kinds of triggering becomes material to be re-
sequenced, creating immensely complex patterns within patterns. Extreme pitch shifting
also allows rhythms to become pitches and vice-versa.

43353 begins with the random triggering of a slurred double pulse of granular-
sounding harsh timbres. Assuming this is a sample, each triggered sample is shifted to what
appears to be a random pitch, but is actually a repeating sequence of pitches. They appear
to be random since the sequence is long enough for its repetition to not become apparent
immediately, and the durations between them are sporadic. This type of pattern can be set
up in the patch using no randomness at all—the sequence of pitches can be set in the
sequencer, and altering the tempo parameter of the sequencer periodically, unrelated to the
sequencer's base tempo, will cause every iteration of the pattern to have very different
timings.

Time in the patch—or rather the various representations of time (represented by
tempos, durations between events and so on)—can be slowed down, sped up, interrupted,
scrambled and reversed. In contrast to a sequencer found in a DAW (inheriting from the
idea of a score) which depicts or prescribes the timings of events in a given duration as a
linear representation, the representation of events in time in the apPatch sequencer module
bears little resemblance to the sound results that tend to come out of it. Its primary purpose .
is therefore not to represent time at all, along very pragmétic lines, the representation of
time is seen not as fixed and immutable but as a technological tool for practical activity.
Because of the technological approach then, there is no possibility of 'the reification of the
score’ in this music—a confusion between representation and reality (Whitehead called this
'the fallacy of misplaced concreteness' (Whitehead 1997)).

Due to the unusual approach to determining timings and pitches, the impression is
one of events occurring 'accidentally'. Rather than merely being 'accidental’ though, this
preference for jarring rhythms and mostly atonal pitches could be linked to Rehberg's
stated 'dissatisfaction with the status quo' [1]. There is a generally oppositional stance in

Mego. There seems to be a desire in Rehberg's work to challenge listeners by distancing as
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far as possible not only from existing musical vocabularies, but also the basic expectation
that recognizable patterns will emerge.

At 1:.05 into track 4, Ourpen!, a repeating percussive rhythm becomes
instantaneously distorted with the addition feedback and other extreme effects, severely
changing the character of the sound. This happens suddenly at a point in the pattern that
bears no relation to its perceived beginning or any whole subdivision of a measure within
it. This is the manifestation of an innate characteristic of the routing in the patch—changes
to the routing of signals cause large sudden transformations like this, while changes to the
parameters within modules tend to be more gradual.

We can see similar structures in Rehberg's work prior to Get Down. In particular,
the untitled third track of Get Out (MEGO 029. 1999) consists of a looped sample from
Ennio Morricone's Come Maddalena from the soundtrack to the 1971 film Maddalena. The
loop is progressively subjected to a variety of different distortions. Coming before access
to software like Supercollider, this was done with various distortion pedals, which can be
turned on or off (or bypassed), giving the system a similar means of instantaneous routing
switching as above. The distortions are introduced suddenly, again, at points within the
loop that sound particularly ‘'unmusical’, l.e., in their timing they do not tie into the
phrasing of the sampled sound. Coming from a separate process external to the loop, they

are undisguised interventions on what has become a unified mass of material underneath.

Figure 9: Get QOut track 3. Changes in distortion are marked with vertical
lines. The distribution of harmonics is different at each change.
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When patterns emerge in Rehberg's work they always retain this arbitrary feel. For
instance, as 43353 progresses, the initial granular sounds become lost in a chaos of
overlapping rhythms, one of which features the LFO modulation of a filter pitch, moving
in and out of phase with other rhythmic and LFO-like elements. Importantly, this is without
the teleology that tends to be associated with phase based pieces in the model of Steve
Reich, for example. In such pieces the phase relationships are very much the point of the
work, creating a tension that usually leads to an in-phase resolution (Piano Phase, It's
gonna rain etc.). In 43353 the possibility for elements working in different timings is
simply allowed to affect the result in the same way as any other characteristic of the patch;
structures like this are reached through experimentation rather than the deliberate intention
to compose a phase based piece.

In general, the patch makes it difficult to form clear musical intentions for the
resulting sound, prior to creating that sound. This of course is paradoxical if we hold that
the formation of intent is fundamentally the way in which we act in the world. But the
patch very quickly forces one to abandon such models of action in favour of a playful
experimentation periodically directed by transient goals and projections that tend to be
fugitive. The attempt to realize them results in something very different, and the previous
goal is then discarded to follow a new projection suggested by the unexpected results.

This also has consequences for the structure of pieces made with the patch. Each
track in Get Down has some movement—from one set of materials to another, or an
alteration in parameters that change the distribution of events etc.—but lacks an overall
teleology, structural aspects that we might refer to as narrative. They do not tend to lead
anywhere, either to a climax or a deconstruction and exposition of materials. We do
sometimes glimpse moments where it feels as though this is beginning to happen though; a
change will often be from a simple configuration to a more complex configuration
(because this is the pattern that a session using apPatch takes, as routing complexity
gradually increases). For example track 6, Acid udon, begins with a looping melody that
builds gradually with various distortions and delays, only to be abruptly replaced at around
1:40, before it has found any kind of resolution, with a more heavily processed ambient
section, perhaps using the same basic material. The transition in this instance is not so
sudden that it is itself a gestural climax to the building section. It lasts about 10-20
seconds, attention is not drawn to it, leaving an unceremonious impression. This new
section is then cut to silence in an arbitrary manner roughly a minute later, and an

apparently completely unrelated section then lasts for the remaining one and a half
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minutes.

Simplifying, one way of seeing the structure is as a series of plateaus; system states
that have been found to have aesthetic value or interest. We sometimes move between these
states, but the structure of the work as whole has a kind of flatness, when one track (or one
state within a track) has run its course, it is turned off and the next is turned on. Movement
within these plateaus is transitory—i.e. when two states are related (state B is state A with
some parameter changes). The album is of course edited, so the 'turning off" and 'turning
on' is in reality an edit point in most cases. Track 8, facetiously titled Track 7, is
characterized by what sounds like slightly busier editing; introducing new behaviours fairly
rapidly, and sometimes overlapping different states. It is difficult to effect such a variety of
qualitative changes this rapidly using the patch in real-time.

The album in general manages to avoid referencing other kinds of music—it does
not borrow from, combine, or subvert existing genres, but perhaps can be seen as their
negation. This is partly a result of the aforementioned persistent contrariness regarding
notions of 'musicality’, since our understanding of musicality is situated in the context of
existing genres, In a clear exception to this rule, Get Down closes with a track called Fine
swex that evokes metal guitar sounds (prefiguring Rehberg's later work with Stephen
O'Malley as KTL). Rehberg has said of metal and rock music that he was always drawn to
certain formal aspects of it (I liked the volume of it'), and wanted to do something similar
but without the extra-musical aspects—the posturing and the decoration [1].

Bearing in mind the exception of Fine swex, the argument in this chapter is that Ger
Down is very much a result of the characteristic affordances and idiosyncrasies of the
apPatch software; using these technological aspects as a means of distancing from existing
music. Even in the Fine swex example, it is likely the case that experimentation began to
suggest the metal-esque sounds, and this combined with Rehberg's knowledge of metal
resulted in the formation of a goal to refine and work towards this type of sound. The point
is that the music therefore does not represent non-material ideai that exist prior to, or
separate to, technological inquiry; an inquiry in which both the material means of
production and the context of the encounter (previous inquiry) are integral.

Continuing to focus on the means of production, there are three main traits that
characterize the patch and therefore also characterize Get Down: the use of randomness,

the interconnectedness of signal routing, and anti-gestural control mechanisms:
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Randomness

Low-level randomness (the dust module, filling a wavetable with noise, and so on) isata
higher level perceptually predictable. It can be used in a directed way in composition,
because the composer knows more or less what the result will sound like. Stochastic or
aleatoric music is an example of this, the composer defines the overall structure of the
picce, but details are left to statistical probabilistic processes; randomness within composed
limits, as discussed previously with respect to Xenakis, and certain Cage pieces such as
Music of Changes. This is in fact the meaning of the word 'aleatory’ as Werner Meyer-
Eppler defined it: randomness within controlled limits (alea' is a latin root meaning 'dice’, a
die having a limited number of sides).

There are numerous examples in the use of the patch of invoking randomness
within limits, with a very complex relationship between indeterminacy and control, a
strange overlapping of the two: triggering from a dust module but taking pitch from a
sequencer module, to create a series of randomly triggered notes which nonetheless are
controlled by the composer, or routing a dust module to set the tempo of a sequencer, or
using the 'r' button on a sequencer module to move randomly around a defined sequence, or
arandom parameter walk starting from something carefully defined.

Progressing from strategies like this, the patch allows randomness to very quickly
become higher level. It is not so much a material to be composed, but a compositional
strategy itself, and can be used to move away from a composed sound. Also important are
strategies that do not make use of actual pseudo-random number generators, such as the
contingency of running the mouse pointer over phase and magnitude bins to create a
wavetable, or simply moving sliders whose function has become unclear due to immensely
complex signal routing. So the higher level randomness is often necessarily built on lower
level elements, which are either not random or pseudo-random, but it is also sometimes the
result of more radical contingency.

Cage distinguished between 'indeterminacy with respect to composition' and
'indeterminacy with respect to performance’ (Cage 1973), but in the case of this patch, the
two are indistinguishable—the patch is used in the same way for creating recorded works
in the studio, or playing live performances. As with Haswell and Hecker's use of the UPIC,
itisalsoa very different kind of indeterminacy to Cage's indeterminate works which are
arguably a precisely planned invocation of randomness. The indeterminacy, contingency, in
question here is much more informal, it often comes from clicking around the patch

interface without knowing in advance what the result will be. Another way of
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understanding this is as a Bayesian model of indeterminacy—probability not as a statistical
phenomenon, but a measure of knowledge regarding a situation. This gives a more holistic
model of the use of indeterminacy in music, taking into account any unknowns in the
approach taken.

The way one instinctively uses the patch evidences the way in which it encourages
an approach making effective use of this holistic view of indeterminacy. But also, perhaps
even more fundamentally, not just in the use of the patch but in the development of the
patch itself, this approach allowed the (arbitrary, contingent) affordances of the currently
available technology to determine the system and therefore the music. Most of the modules
are essentially wrappers for existing SuperCollider unit generators, which are themselves
in most cases the processes that most readily suggest themselves given the technology of

digital signal processing. The technological approach is axiomatic.

Interconnectedness of signal routing

Even in its default state, all of the outputs from generator modules are routed to all effects
modules. Parameters of effects modules can therefore be changed to affect one sound but
others are affected similarly. They can of course be disconnected, but they must go through
at least one effects module, there is no direct output, It is necessary in most cases for
signals to share effects modules—due to the limited CPU power and screen space, it is
unusual to have one or more effects modules for each output.

Likewise with regards to the control modules—the same sequencer or dust trigger
module usually controls a number of different things, linking elements of the piece in
surprising ways, connecting aspects that are thought of as being categorically different
things. For example the values from a complicated sequencer pattern could control the
chaos parameters of a Rossler drone, but at the same time also set the speed of playback in
a sample player loaded with rhythmic material.

So although it may appear initially that the patch affords composition by parts (a
sequencer playing an oscillator, then the introduction of a drone ... etc.) in reality the
interconnectedness of the signal routing means that very quickly one ends up with a
complex tightly interwoven system, in which each part affects most of the other parts. They
cannot therefore be considered separate parts in a process of composition, to be added or
taken away without fundamentally altering the entire system. The compositional process is
more like the definition of a limited system (within a limited system), followed by an

exploration of its different possible parameter states.
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In addition to the user defined routing, there is also the fact that each effects module
has a multitude of different processes combined into one unit, which cannot be individually
turned on and off. Why not have each of these processes as a smaller module, so that they
can be combined in any way the user desires? This would be much more flexible, but it
would be missing the point. Flexibility does not appear to be the goal in the design of the
software. The complexity of each effects module, not despite but because of its limitations,
encourages non-rational experimentation.

Adding to the complex interconnectedness is Rehberg's technique of re-using
material generated in the patch by loading it into the sample player and
triggering/processing it further. This feedback is potentjally infinitely recursive. It
introduces another level of interconnection between parts, for instance with a sequencer-

triggered pattern being re-triggered by a new sequencer.

Anti-gestural control

Nothing in the interface affords gestural control. The widgets are largely either fiddly
sliders or typed values. Even if they could be moved in a gestural way, the sound result of
changes to the types of parameters available is often very subtle and gradual on the one
hand, or too low-level on the other. Also, the complexity which is quickly reached in the
signal routing means that a parameter change has a very indirect and counter-intuitive

result on the sound. Furthermore a lot of the controls are discrete, stepped.

SuperCollider
All of the above could be said to result from acquiescence to the affordances of the
underlying SuperCollider framework.

* The indeterminacy results from either the use of SuperCollider unit generators that
comprise a simple interface to some kind of psuedo-randomness, or unknowns that
arise in the complexity of their combination.

The signal routing mechanism is a basic representation of the way in which
SuperCollider unit generators are linked, and the interconnectedness is due to
limited screen space (a result of using the default SuperCollider GUI library in a
straightforward way, without dynamic redrawing to hide/show different modules)
and CPU power (the processing capability of SuperCollider running on specific

hardware).

* The difficulty of gestural control is due to the use of the default GUI widgets. |
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The music then in some sense remains 'true’ to its means of production; it does not force
upon the technology ideas inherited from elsewhere—other musical traditions. However,
things are not quite so simple as this, there are important exceptions. The 8 step sequencer
bears a resemblance to the Roland TB-303, leaving a trace of the techno influence. Also we
can see vicarious influences, where a musical tradition has had an impact on related
technologies. For example there is no indication of the note name for pitches in the
sequencer (or a piano roll etc.), so traditional harmony clearly appears to be unimportant.
However it does use MIDI note numbers, which do of course translate to frequencies
determined by an equal tempered scale, usually mapped across a standard 88 note piano
keyboard.

A graphical keyboard or even just note names give a sense of symmetry and an
intuitive indication of how notes will harmonize (indicating the distance between octaves
at the very least). But MIDI note numbers lack this immediate symmetry—octaves are 12
numbers apart, but are shown as base 10 numbers. This has no bearing on harmony; two
notes ten numbers apart give an unusual interval (a minor 7th—e.g. C to Bb). Thisisa
good example of arbitrariness and strange contingency in the system—the decimal number
system, probably developed due to the fact that humans have ten fingers, is used to
represent something that has nothing to do with fingers and would be more 'naturally’
represented in base 12. Even a basic non-logarithmic representation of pitch, in Hz, would
give more of an intuitive understanding of harmony than this—double the number to
increase an octave and so on. So the choice to use MIDI note numbers is an interesting one.
It indicates an ambivalence towards harmony, pitch is almost seen as an arbitrary
parameter. This is not to say that pitch is unimportant, but that pitch values must be arrived
at empirically. A composer is unlikely to rationally compose a melody using a |
representation based on MIDI note values. This prompting of an experimental approach is
reinforced by the way in which a sequencer module defaults to random pitch values, giving

a starting point for experimentation.

Eidos

The experimental approach described is in opposition to an approach which is perhaps best
described by Heidegger, in discussion of 'the eidos' in Greek thought: ‘the potter forms a
vase out of clay. All forming of shaped products is effected by using an image, in the sense ‘
of a model, as a guide or standard. The thing is produced by looking to the anticipated look
of what is to be produced by shaping, forming. It is this anticipated look of the thing,



107

sighted beforehand, that the Greeks mean ontologically by eidos, idea' (Heidegger 1988).
The thing then produced is thus seen as a imperfect representation of the originary eidos.
The link with Platonic idealist thought is clear. Heidegger claims that this model of
artisanal production leads to the idea that a/l things have an eidos, an essence (God as
'super-artisan’ (Blattner 2006)). Dewey's concept of ends-in-view provides a different way
of thinking of artistic production, in which goal formation is an ongoing process, informed
by arbitrary material realities.

In terms of the approach to technology, the eidetic approach requires a theoretical
knowledge of the tools being used, whereas an experimental approach requires embodied
knowledge. This concept of embodied knowledge is perhaps the most striking similarity
between Dewey and Heidegger: they both elevate the kind of 'knowing' that is not
theoretical, is not of the kind that can be articulated. DJ Pierre and Earl Smith in Pump Up
The Volume: The History of House Music (Hindmarch 2001) describe their first encounter
with the Roland TB-303, that led ultimately to the invention of a new genre. Their
innovation was predicated precisely on their lack of theoretical knowledge regarding the
technology they were using. The acid house they pioneered was not imagined prior to the
process of experimentation:

He said 'l cant figure how how to work this thing, it's still doing this

weird sound, I don't know how to program it ... maybe you can

figure out how to program it because it ain't come with a book.' And

so instead of trying to program it I just started turning knobs ... and

he was like 'what are you doing? I said 'l don't know just turning

these knobs,' he said 'keep doing it!' I'm turning the knobs and we're .

just sat there for 30 or 40 minutes just turning knobs going 'I like

that, I like that...' (Hindmarch 2001) ‘
Similarly in the apPatch, the experimental use of the modules is more important than
having a technical understanding of them, even for Pieper, who developed the software and
therefore can't help but have a technical understanding: 'after a while you don't question the

inner workings of a module any more, you just live within the things it can do' [8].
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Evol and algorithmic composition

Evol is a music project started by Roc Jiménez de Cisneros and Anna Ramos beginning in
1996 with CD-R releases on their own Alku label which, despite appearing to exist in
commercial territory, is described by Jiménez de Cisneros as 'an exercise in masochistic
economics'; not non-profitable but 'anti-profitable’ (of course, this is somewhat
paradoxical). Releases are not only in unusual formats but are also produced in small runs,
with many copies given away for free. The first Evol performance was at the 1996
Barcelona Sonar festival. Peter Rehberg was present at this event, a meeting which led
eventually to the release of Principio on Mego in 1999.J iménez de Cisneros cites exposure
to the work of Rehberg and Farmers Manual as the main influence that led to his
involvement in computer music [3). ;
Evol releases, though often containing collaborative elements, continue to consist
mainly of work by Jiménez de Cisneros. He has gone on to release material on a variety of
different labels, for instance the Punani series ('l was playing lots of Jamaican dancehall
music at the time, the word kept coming to me and I thought ... that's a fantastic word for a
really long electro-acoustic series' [3]) spans five different labels—Mego, Falsch,
Scarcelight Recordings, Alku and Entr'acte. His work has become primarily focussed on
algorithmic composition, and as with most artists on these labels, he is operating largely
outside of an academic context, therefore exhibiting an approach to the use of algorithms in
music which remains fairly undocumented. His background and the origin of his
involvement in computer music is not the result of an exposure to academic discourse on
electronic music (although he does have a full awareness of this history, from recordings of
Ligetti, Stockhausen, Xenakis etc. in a Barcelona public library archive). It's more an auto-
didactic approach, and as such differs in some fundamental ways to the majority of
academically documented algorithmic composition. The purpose of this chapter is
primarily to discuss this approach to algorithmic composition taken by Jiménez de

Cisneros. However, for comparison, I will first give an overview of other approaches.

Algorithmic Composition

Surveying the related literature, the impression one gets is that the majority of activity in
this area is based on corpus analysis for the automation of composition. In their
'Introduction to Evolutionary Computing for Musicians', Husbands et al discuss whether

the evaluation of algorithmic composition systems should be based on musical theory or
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concrete examples of musical practice. They opt for the latter, claiming that the aim is for
an algorithmic composition system to produce 'something paralleling an end product that
significant composers actually produced' (Husbands et al. 2007). They proceed to focus on
sonata form, but emphasize its actual use by composers rather than any textbook theory.
But they still retain the principal assumption that the goal ultimately is to imitate existing
(human') composition.

Later in the same paper, it is stated, paraphrasing Cope, that 'throughout the history
of Western Art Music, composers have used algorithms as part of the creative process’.
This is reminiscent of Koenig's remark: 'l have composed algorithmically before I ever saw
a computer' (Laske 2011). If musical practice is fundamentally an algorithmic phenomenon
(a convincing claim), then what differentiates 'algorithmic composition’ of the kind being
discussed from any other kind of musical creation? In particular, why should it now be
evaluated based on its similarity to archaic composition? Algorithmic processes used in
said archaic composition were not themselves devised to imitate previous composition.
Consider the way in which algorithmic techniques such as the fugue evolve over time,
developed by composers, not by people wishing to imitate other composers. This is
something that does not escape the attention of Husbands et al: 'The problem arises with
Cope’s unstated but implied assumption that significant composers at all periods in the
development of Western art music did indeed adhere strictly to established musical forms
in their most original work'. So why then introduce this imitative, fundamentally
conservative change in approach?

A likely response to this question, is that the kind of corpus based approaches it
applies to should be thought of as more a type of musicology than composition: 'an attempt
to verify a musical analysis by resynthesis' (Nierhaus 2008). Encoding a musical form into
an algorithm would surely represent the ultimate mastery and understanding of it. This
indeed is the aim in approaches such as the evolutionary computing discussed by Husbands
et al. Hsil and Hsii adopt a similar approach, and provide an interesting description of it;
their aim is to utilize analyses of Bach pieces to build 'an alternative score, according to the
theory of music harmony', the end result of which 'will not be Bach's, but it could be
comparable in quality if it has been constructed on the basis of a correct understanding of
the mathematic structure of Bach's music' (K. J. Hsil & A. Hstl 1991).

The ultimate purpose of this type of practice tends to remain unclear, often with
vague notions that it might somehow have pedagogical value (‘designing computer

programs that will recognize and reason about human musical concepts enables the
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creation of applications for performance, education, and production that resonate with and
reinforce the basic nature of human musicianship' (Rowe 2004)). Regardless, its purpose is
clearly not to devise systems for the creation of 'new' music. However I will argue that the
impulse to imitate previous musics can also exist in algorithmic composition that is not
explicitly corpus based. Manifestations of this include attempts to discover techniques that
optimize 'pleasantness’ (Manaris et al. 2005), or ‘musical intelligibility' (Pecquet 1999);
searching for a universal encoding of music in an effort to completely understand it.

Going all the way back to Hiller and Isaacson's original work in computer music,
the four experiments of the llliac Suite provide some useful archetypes for approaches to
algorithmic composition. They begin with the idea that a computer can compose music as a
human does, apparently following basic musical rules. They state that ‘computer-produced
music which is 'meaningful' is conceivable to the extent to which the laws of musical
organization are codifiable’ (Hiller & Isaacson 1979). Note the term 'laws of musical
organization'; the assumption that such laws exist take the composition inevitably towards
imitation. If we do not take such 'laws’ to be universal, then they can only refer to the rules
and processes that previous musics have used in their composition. In the case of their first
experiment this includes first-species strict counterpoint.

Music is perhaps always built upon previous music, based on gradual shifts in
aesthetic judgement. But the point here is that a process involving aesthetic judgement is
different to the explicit (and rational rather than empirical) evaluation of algorithmically
generated new music based on its proximity to existing music. The latter has the effect of
closing off the work to any influence that the technology being used might have on the
result. The "technology being used' here could refer for example to the devised algorithms
themselves—perhaps deviating from their intended function, not performing their task of
imitating previous music efficiently—or even basic characteristics of the platform for the
automation of those algorithms, The aspects of the Jlliac Suite that present interesting
original composition are exactly the aspects in which it fails in some respect to imitate
‘normal’ or 'good' composition: the incessant, overtly stochastic barrage of notes in
experiments three and four, or the not-quite-right harmonization in the droning adagio of
experiment two. This represents a shift in Hiller and Isaacson's goals as they proceeded
through the experiments. By the time they get to experiments three and four, the interest
moves towards showing 'that computers might be used in highly unusual ways to produce
radically different species of music based upon fundamentally new techniques of musical
analysis' (Hiller & Isaacson 1979). |



111

Heinrich Taube sees algorithmic composition as opening up an explicit ‘metalevel
in composition; an opportunity to work at the level defining how the composition proceeds,
the rules that govern it, 'the composition of the composition' rather than merely doing the
composition itself (based on implicit rules that already exist). Crucially, in describing the
discovery of this possibility, he explains the importance of its opposition to an analytical
approach: 'the realization that this new (to me) level was essentially devoid of any
preconceived notions of “musical correctness” and so offered me an attractive alternative
to the symbols and glyphs of Common Practice music, which | increasingly felt were too
tied to historical tradition' (Taube 2004). »

He states that the main reason for being interested in computer composition is 'to
think about music and to write music differently than one would without using a computer’.
This is linked to the idea that composition is 'an essentially empirical activity, one in which
the composer experiments with ideas and rapidly tests them out as they develop from an
initial curiosity into their final compositional form ... changes in the metalevel can lead to
unintended or unanticipated consequences that trigger new compositional ideas or take the
compositional process in a totally new direction'. Computer composition like this may not
be categorically different to any other kind of composition, but when a quantitive
difference is large enough it becomes qualitative: 'metalevel compositions can explore
domains too complex or too large to imagine doing without a computer'.

The aim in many cases though, appears to be to suppress this, and retain the
humanity in composition (or more accurately—encode and automate the humanity in
composition), attempting to prevent the intrusion of the soulless material world, Itis to
Create a music that is as close as possible to what is taken to be existing aesthetics;
importantly, there is an implication here that the reason for doing this is that certain aspects
of such aesthetics might in fact be universal. As discussed elsewhere in this thesis, there is
a difference between romantic idealism and classical idealism; music is seen as an
expression of the self or of humanity, or as an expression of universal formal harmony (but
also often both at the same time).

Hiller and Isaacson discuss the ways in which aesthetics can be understood and
encoded. Regarding the classical, they point out that 'the earliest writers saw in music an
imitation of a fundamental divine harmony of universal significance’, claiming that
accordingly, music has often been classified as a form of mathematics (Hiller & Isaacson
1979). They go on to discuss the romantic: 'the still popular concept of music as a direct

emotional expression and an explicit and subjective communication from the composer is,
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in fact, largely a consequence of the rather extreme views developed during the period of
the nineteenth-century Romantic tradition'. When music is seen as emotional
communication like this, it must again be merely a portrayal. The point is that both the
classical and the romantic involve fundamentally seeing music as representation. Thus we
can begin to see how these issues in algorithmic encoding are related to the central issue of
the thesis. Formalization is based on the conception of music as imitation; a representation
of ideal form (abstract and therefore formalizable).

So by encoding and understanding specific aesthetics, the idea is that we get closer
to some underlying rules of aesthetics, based on universal formal beauty, or the universality
of the human condition and its expression. There is for instance the ongoing popularity of
investigations into 1/f distributions, usually referencing the corpus analysis done by Voss -
and Clarke (Voss & Clarke 1975). The idea is that both pitch fluctuation and amplitude
fluctuation spectra for all kinds of music (and speech) exhibita relationship where power is
inversely proportional to frequency. This is a pattern also found in countless examples in
nature (coastlines, heart beat patterns, electronic devices and so on). It is in fact a manifest
property of self-similarity—in the case of music this is self-similarity through time.

Keshner's description of 1/f noise is useful in understanding how it is linked to self-
similarity: he describes it as the result of what can be reduced to a simple state-based
system which 'condenses its past history into the present values of its state variables, one of
which represents an average over the most recent 1 unit of time, one for the last 10 time
units, 100 units, 1000, 10000, and so on. Each such state variable has an equal influence on
present behavior' (Keshner 1982). So we can see how a self-similar system inherently
produces 1/f spectra in a logarithmic manner. Given this relationship, the discovery that all
different kinds of music show a 1/f spectrum led Voss and Clarke to the conclusion that
music is essentially self-similar and therefore can be described by fractal geometry. Many
since them have continued this line of inquiry (for more examples see (Dodge & Jerse
1997y).

It is however the case that not only music, but more or less any phenomenon shows
aspects of self-similarity. It is hardly surprising that whatever processes determine structure
on one level will be similar in character to those determining structure at any other level.
Take for instance the erosion and deposition by waves, tides and currents that creates
particular types of coastline patterns on a scale of a few metres. Since the process is very
similar at a higher-level (again, erosion and deposition by waves, tides and currents) the

same kind of patterns will be seen on a scale in the order of hundreds of metres and so on.
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In the same way, self-similarity in time, in music for example, seems natural given that at
any level it is a phenomenon based on frequency; rhythm is subject to the same harmonic
relationships as pitch and so on.

1/f noise through time thus appears simply to describe the way 'things' in general
tend to change; a basic property of physical systems—very dependent on their most recent
state (causally, or at least related in some way) and exponentially less dependent on their
previous states as we look back in time, It produces a balance between repetition and
change: "The observations on music suggest that 1/f noise is a good choice for stochastic
composition. Compositions in which the frequency and duration of each note were
determined by 1/f noise sources sounded pleasing. Those generated by white noise sources
sounded too random, while those generated by 1/f 2 noise sounded too correlated’ (Voss &
Clarke 1975). This balance between repetition and change is linked to aesthetics perhaps
simply through its familiarity, being present in almost all physical processes.

But for some researchers the relationship is more profound, music is said to have
innate links with nature (Fitch et al. 1995). Musical structures seem to exist to give access
to a more fundamental or deeper essence. The music in this sense acts as a conduit from the
sensible world to an abstract realm of ideal form. This conceptual scheme is manifest in a
technical sense by placing emphasis on the connection or ‘mapping’ between the two,
between the mathematics and the material result. This is usually expressed as a desire to
find the 'correct' mapping from the output of a process to sound parameters (Doornbusch
2002). Without explicitly stating the fact, this approach belies a transcendent understanding
of the nature of music, with the composer as mediating entity between the physical and the
ideal. Algorithms used tend to be derived from natural processes—flocking/swarm
algorithms, cellular automata, L-Systems etc., the implication again being that there is
something 'underlying' the sensible world from which beauty derives, the sublime as
emergent complexity in nature. As Dominique Richard puts it: ‘fractal music, markovian
music, cellular automata, chaos and catastrophe theories fall under that same category of
musical formalisation which assumes a universal isomorphy between all natural
phenomena' (Richard 1996).

More generally the idea is that music is a manifestation of some form of
mathematical perfection. The importance attributed to the use of phenomena such as the
golden ratio in Chowning's Stria is another example (Meneghini 2007). A search for
universality therefore pervades a lot of algorithmic composition, through mathematical

abstraction even if corpus analysis is avoided.
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For Hsii and Hsil, self-similarity brings about a hierarchical understanding of the
nature of music. They perform a mathematical process of 'smoothing out' on Bach's
Invention no. 1 (BWV 772), first to halve the number of notes, then to quarter it, and so on
down to 1/64, which leaves only 3 notes: 'the foundation upon which the whole
composition is built’ (K. J. Hsl & A. Hsti 1991) (this is very reminiscent of the
Schenkerian concept of a background 'ursatz', fundamental structure). The lower level
aspects of the piece are then shown to be self-similar fractal elaborations on this
foundation. In this process there is the sense of a reductive search for essence. Hsil and Hsil
pose the question: at what point can a piece of music still be considered the work of the
composer when the number of notes in it is reduced in this way? Le. is the 3 note
fundamental structure of BWV 772 still Bach? This essentialist reductivism epitomizes a
view that Nierhaus, in outlining the historic development of algorithmic techniques, traces
back to early enlightenment rationalism: 'Proponents of the theory of rationalism ... base
their assumptions on postulates such as metaphysics (the world is logical and
constitutionally ordered) or epistemology (the world should be fathomed only by
rationality, independent from human experience). These theses favor the presumption of
the principal feasibility of all things'. He draws parallels between latter algorithmic
composition and fantasies of rationality like Liebniz's 'lingua universalis' ('an all-
embracing representation of knowledge'), Lullus' ‘Ars Magna', or the concept of a 'book of
books' found in various forms in Mallarmé, Lasswitz, Borges and others (N ierhaus 2008);
attempts to systematically encode knowledge.

More closely related, we could also identify systematic approaches such as
serialism as a precursor. Approaches like this according to Georgina Born are concerned
with displacing the aesthetic onto other discursive systems (Born 1995). She identifies in
institutions such as IRCAM a denial or avoidance of issues concerning aesthetics. Such
issues are replaced by an apparently scientific approach to music—-—sciehce is the study of
nature, these are attempts to understand and rationalize the 'nature' of music. Within this
there is always a ‘claimed or implied' universality, a 'standardization of music', Born claims
that this overdetermination of aesthetics is ideological, it allows IRCAM to 'formulate the
terms of its own legitimation'.

The standardization tendency is particularly present in Al-based approaches to
composition. Curtis Roads describes the systematic nature of Al composition: :

The germ idea of organizing musical compositions around a set of

systematic procedures contains within it the implication that these
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procedures could be made automatic. The inverse notion, gaining

ever more significance, is that these procedures and syntactic

structures can be recognized automatically. Indeed, one of the

fundamental notions of any Al application is that it can be

characterized as rule-structured. Certainly one of the major tasks of

composition is creating a rule system. (Roads 1980)
Born takes issue with this position: Roads later gives a brief admission that composition is
not just formalism ('clearly, creative composers do not simply execute a fixed set of
instructions"), but the implications of this admission in fact undermine the entire Al project,
and these implications are not pursued further.

Dreyfus' arguments concerning the fundamental flaws of Al research are relevant
here (Dreyfus 1979). This is somewhat beyond the scope of the thesis, but briefly, the
psychological assumption (that the mind operates according to formal rules) and the
epistemological assumption (that all knowledge can be formalized) are shown to have no
basis. This seems particularly relevant to situations involving the type of knowledge
involved in what we call aesthetics, which appears to be capricious, and specific to any
given situation. A representation of knowledge is just that—a representation. It involves an
abstraction away from context. Dreyfus however emphasizes the importance of context,
following Heidegger; i.e. we are in the world, the world is not an external thing
symbolically represented in the mind. More recent Al research has given credibility to
Dreyfus' arguments. Rule-based or goal-based approaches have generally been abandoned.
Roads' statement—'the fundamental notions of any Al application is that it can be
characterized as rule-structured'—is therefore antiquated, yet the impulse to rationalize and
formalize still appears to persist in much algorithmic composition.

Rule-based approaches tend to be based on analysis of extant music, or at least on
notions to do with the proximity of certain systems to 'inherent musicality". Born states that
in systems that 'derive from the nature' of music itself' there is 'the view that domains of
knowledge purportedly analogous to or derived from the analysis of music can become the
basis for new music' (italics mine).

Thus, in texts written from this perspective one finds a constant
elision or movement between computer-aided music analysis and
computer-aided composition, based on the assumption that refined
analysis can be used to generate compositional ideas. Or,

continuous with modernism in general, there is simply the
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assumption that the 'aesthetics’ of science will also translate into,

and provide, an aesthetics for music—the notion underlying ...

arbitrary conceptual foraging from science (genetic biology, fractal

geometry) as a basis for composition; (Born 1995)
Ultimately, approaches that naturalize or universalize music, for Born, represent 'an
attempt to provide an ahistorical, acultural and, paradoxically, nonaesthetic basis for
musical aesthetics’. The study carried out in IRCAM presents evidence of tension between
this rhetoric and the reality of the situation: composers, technicians and theoreticians
express skepticism about the idea that scientific knowledge (e.g. from research into
psychoacoustics) can be somehow translated into a systematic aesthetics; there is arbitrary
and forced relationship between theory and practice. ‘ '

Attempts to generalize music in this context become partit:ularly problematic when
applied to the design of new music technologies. According to Born's study there is always
an 'aesthetic bias' inherent in any given technology. In IRCAM such biases tend to be
swept under the carpet, again, evading aesthetics by maintaining a purely scientific
approach. ‘

'Displacing the aesthetic' onto formalized systems results in a circular reasoning, as
Nierhaus describes: 'an idea is elevated to an axiom on whose basis a model of -
composition of unchallengeable validity may be asserted. As soon as a 'primary principle'
of musical creation is formulated, the quality of musical structure becomes explainable due
to this principle; compositions meeting the highest quality criteria will virtually produce ‘
themselves through the application of rules that have once been accepted as valid'
(Nierhaus 2008). He refers to Shillinger's system (Schillinger 1977) or again, twelve-tone
technique (as practiced by Hauer in this case (Lichtenfield 2001)) as examples. The idea is
that a piece of music is considered successful if it conforms to the system that was used to
produce it (which it does, by definition). There is no reference to anything outside of the
system in determining aesthetic value. Di Scipio summarizes this issue succinctly: ‘purely
formalized procedures are not in themselves composition' (Di Scipio 1990).

Superficially in contrast to formalized methods, for algorithmic composition
practitioners such as Husbands et al., music is concerned vt/ith human expression and
creativity, hence the emphasis on 1mttatmg music created by actual composers and not
basing it solely on musicological theory They choose Sonata form as a basis for their study
because of 'its potential to encompass so many elements that mform the creatwe process— -

exploration, contrast, development transformation, motivic mutatlon etc (Husbands et al
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2007). It is again an attempt to encode creativity in what would essentially amount to an
artificial intelligence; trying to replace the composer with an algorithm. Bruce Jacob claims
that the aim of algorithmic composition is to work towards an Al where 'an algorithm
faithfully represents an artist's creative process' (Jacob 1996). The spectacular failures that
are the results of this type of investigation speak for themselves. It may not be the case that
they tried to model 'creativity' and have so far failed, but rather that such attempts can
never succeed, because they appear to be based on what appears to be a misconception of
the creative process.

If we take a Markov chain based approach as a typical example, it creates pastiche
in a very literal sense of the word: it can only output sequences of notes that are found
somewhere in the input. Even with a hidden Markov model, the unobservable state
transition probabilities must still be known and fixed, based on some kind of input.
Likewise, evolutionary techniques search for an optimum, but this optimal result must
already be given to the machine in some manner, in the form of an evaluation or fitness
function. So the corpus based approach attempts to automate creativity, and yet ironically
the rational top down aspect of the approach itself closes the possibility of any creative
potential in the automation, it can only re-create. There are important exceptions to this,
notably Hiller and Isaacson's use of Markov models in their experiment four, and similarly
in Xenakis' Analogique A. In these examples the input is neither directly from the corpus
nor derived from the corpus, even informally. The music therefore specifically makes use
of the characteristics of the algorithm itself rather than using it as a medium for the
automation of an idea external to it.

Attempts to formalize the evaluation of music in general tend to have the effect of
closing off creative potential, yet those writing on algorithmic composition often seem to
be convinced of the need for such a formalization. Simoni asks 'how do we decide if a
composition that uses algorithms has aesthetic merit? (Simoni 2003). One would have
thought the answer to this would simply be to listen to it. But for Simoni, 'to answer this
question, one must separate the process of composition from the produyct of composition,
e.8. the music'; i.e. which aspects of a composition should be considered ‘when
determining aesthetic merit'? Should the beauty of the algorithm itself be considered
(perhaps as per Knuth's criteria of simplicity, elegance etc. (Knuth 2011)), or just the
musical result regardless of its implementation? This appears to be an attempt to determine
how to do something that we already know how to do—we make aesthetic judgements all

the time without recourse to a formalized system.
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The immediacy of aesthetic judgement in fact implies that it is somehow
categorically opposed to formalization, Aesthetic judgement is surely not a rational
process; it seems clear that when a rationale is attributed to an aesthetics it is in hindsight
—the judgement has already occurred by this point. Knowledge regarding an artifact is
bound to change the perception of it, but this is an inextricable part of listening, we cannot
consciously choose on which aspects to base our aesthetic appreciation. In other words, no
satisfactory answer is found to questions regarding which aspect of a composition to base
judgement on, because it is misleading to 'separate the process of composition from the
product of composition' in the first place.

Another example of the formalization of aesthetics is found in Pearce and Wiggins'
technique for evaluating machine-generated music, a procedure similar to the Turing test.
In it, participants are asked to identify which in a group of pieces of music are machine
generated and which are human composed. Interestingly this technique very explicitly
involves 'a displacement of the aesthetic onto other discursive systems": they claim that one
of the benefits of the technique is that 'questions such as: “Is this music good?” are being
turned into statements such as “People cannot distinguish the machine composed music
from human composed music” which may be refuted through empirical experimentation’
(Pearce & Wiggins 2001). This of course, as they note, is only useful if the aim of the
system under examination is precisely to imitate ‘human' composition. There is however an
unstated further assumption: that music fundamentally is either composed by a machine or
by a human; see also papers that pose questions such as 'who or what is responsible for the
music produced' (Jacob 1996). Such questions only arise if we retain the assumption that
there is such a thing as machine-composition: surely a human created the machine in the
first place? And is this so different to human composition? Is it not generally understood
that all music is composed, at least to some degree, using rules, systems, algorithms,
representations, and so on? In short, is music not fundamentally a technological exercise,
always involving both human and technical artifact? The human composed/machine
composed distinction is perhaps more to do with context—if a computer scientist writes an
algorithm for making music it will probably be considered an exercise in machine-
composition, whereas when a professional composer uses an algorithm it is more likely to
be seen simply as a part of their practice, it remains in the domain of human-composition.

The creative process as described in this thesis so far, could be summed up asa
phenomenon of aesthetics in the context of technical investigation. Given this, the aim of

creating systems that imitate 'human' composition seems slightly absurd. If human
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composition necessarily involves goals determined by technical investigation, then the
technology we are creating to replace the composer would need to be open to results that
were unforeseen by the designer of the system. This problem is sometimes addressed by
those working with this kind of algorithmic composition by dividing a program into two '
separate parts: one to create material, and one to give aesthetic judgement ('listener’, ‘critic’
etc.). Genetic algorithms already work in this way, or for example Bruce Jacob's ‘composer’
and 'ear’ modules (Jacob 1996). This very clearly abstracts aesthetics from the rest of the
system. But it can only base its judgements on mathematical criteria, formalisms, that were
determined before the investigation began. The aesthetic cannot be abstracted from context
like this, since technical investigation appears to guide the aesthetic as much as the
aesthetic guides technical investigation. Therefore what is actually modeled in these
approaches bears little relation to 'human' composition. But the modeling process itself is
composition by a human; the composition was merely done at a different level—by the
algorithm designer, prior to the machine's excursion into 'the creative process',

Without somehow subverting the process, this type of approach contributes nothing
to original composition, but can it can yield anything of interest in musicology? If an '
algorithmic composition passes the ‘Turing' test then this really just tells us that the
algorithm manages to approximate an existing style of music, using perhaps a more
automated process than composers who were previously implicitly working with that -
algorithm (or at least a similar algorithm). To an idealist, discovering this successful
algorithm might represent a step closer to seeing the underlying essence of the music, the
metaphysical properties that make it ‘beautiful, or that reveal the workings of the creative
process and so on. Otherwise it is just an arbitrary representation of that specific style of '
music.

Two possible approaches to algorithmic composition are recognized by Nierhaus:
algorithmic composers create systems 'that are either applied for the generation of “style
imitations”—the generation of musical material according to a given notion of a musical -
style—or as a means of implementing compositional strategies for the creation of a new
piece of art, which may be called “genuine composition™ (Nierhaus 2008) Slm1|arly we
find the distinction 'empirical style modelling' and " active style synthesis' in Ames' survey

(Ames 1992). Style-nmntatlon appears to dominate the field, but this is perhaps due to the

fact that the literature represents mainly computer scientists, musncologlsts andsoon, - |

simply because they need to publish for their profession. Nierhaus claims that composers :

on the other hand publish writing less frequently. He also makes the point that the -
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separation between the two categories is not as clear as we might like it to be. Much of
what appears to be ‘genuine composition', as described earlier in fact bases itself on
techniques that are inherently geared towards style imitation, and therefore rely on some
kind of input that somehow represents or defines what is musical. Nonetheless there are
certainly examples of algorithmic composition which result in something strikingly
original,

One way of understanding this possibility is to see nonhuman intrusions as the
Jocus of the work, as aspects that might contribute to changes in a (contingent) aesthetics.
It is precisely this intrusion by the technology that marks what Nierhaus calls ‘genuine
composition'; i.e. something new has been introduced beyond the imitation of previous
musics. The new thing is a result of technological inquiry—the development of
compositional techniques, processes and so on, and their effect on the outcome, maybe
resulting in a shift in aesthetic sensibilities. This is perhaps the case in all 'genuine
composition', but in what is currently thought of as algorithmic composition we are
concerned specifically with computer automated algorithms having the potential to
introduce new sounds, forms and structures. ,

In 'genuine composition' there is no attempt to automate what the composer was
already doing; the composer remains, but algorithms are nonetheless used as part of the
compositional process. This is actually more in line with the description given by Cope and
others of the historic use of algorithms in music ('throughout the history of Western Art
Music, composers have used algorithms as part of the creative process' (Husbands et al.
2007)).

So it is not the case that all algorithmic composition represents an attempt to
'displace the aesthetic'. For instance, Bidlack, in discussion of the use of chaos in
composition, states that 'rather than viewing the output of chaotic systems as music in its
own right ... it is probably best to consider such output as raw material of a certain
inherent and potentially useful musicality. Clearly there will be as many ways to apply
chaos to musical decision as there are composers interested in doing so' (Bidlack 1992).
This position is close to the approach I want to describe below, yet it still retains the idea of
an 'inherent musicality'. In contrast, Jiménez de Cisneros quite unambiguously states: 'l do
not think there is anything inherently musical in algorithms' [9]. He claims that judgments
of aesthetic value cannot be reduced in this way, we cannot bracket out 'cultural |
background, context, personal interest, perception, etc.'. There cannot be anything

inherently musical in algorithms, simply because there is no such thing as inherent
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musicality.

Nierhaus describes an approach that is along these lines: 'here, the algorithms
formulated for the compositional concept do not have the validity of axioms—on the
contrary, the results of the generative process may need to be critically examined during
the creative process. So in this case, the algorithmic procedures become a compilation of
useful tools that are used deliberately for the generation of a composition. Here, a large
part of the creative work is not determined by algorithms—individual human intervention
and original ideas remain essential aspects of this approach' (Nierhaus 2008). But the
concept of 'original ideas' seems problematic, as if it is in opposition to mechanical
determination. Surely in such an approach that involves aesthetic judgement, the point of
working with algorithms is that they do determine the creative work; not in the sense that
they replace the composer but as part of the composer's practice they are implicated in, and
are a source of, creativity.

To conclude from this overview of algorithmic composition, we can identify a few

broad streams of activity:

1. Corpus approaches that look to automate a particular style, perhaps with the
implication that universal aspects of the nature of music will be revealed.

2. Experiments in Al, attempting to automate the creative process; the computer
apparently replaces the composer.

3. Mathematical idealism. The belief that there is a nature of music, inherent

musicality, found in algorithmic patterns such as fractals.

The first of these would fall under Nierhaus' 'style imitation', and the third perhaps under
'genuine composition', the second seems like it could be either. But the point is that all
three are interrelated. They overlap for instance when the creative process is modeled using
corpus analysis, or when particular styles are investigated in relation to the inherent
musicality of fractals, or when mathematical formalisms lead to experiments in the
automation of creativity (Xenakis: 'the automation of creative action is a natural
consequence of the attempt to formalize musical thought' (Varga 2003)) There is an idealist
tendency underlying all of these approaches.

However, a further type of algorithmic composition was identified which seems to
be categorically different: a pragmatic approach, where algorithms are simply a part of the

compositional process—in the way a brush stroke is used by a painter. This in fact comes



122

closer to describing the way in which algorithms have been used implicitly throughout the
history of music prior to the identification of a separate stream of activity called
'algorithmic composition', and does not relate to any of the approaches in the bullet points
above. It of course also applies to non-western music (an obvious example being the way
in which a raga is defined not as a fully notated score but as ascending and descending
sequences within a set number of pitches (Grove & Sadie 1988)).

The work of Jiménez de Cisneros as Evol provides us with the exemplary instance
of this alternative approach which we will examine in more detail in the remainder of this
chapter. This is a use of algorithms or formal systems that resists attempts to systematically
fix music in place; either a particular style of music (as in corpus-based approaches) or
music as a whole (cf. Xenakis 1992). The purpose of the algorithm here, in contrast, is not
to describe something that is thought to already exist, rather quite the opposite—to suggest
new forms that the composer would not otherwise have discovered, new ways of

organizing sound.

Principio
The release notes for the first Evol record Principio, on the Mego website at the time,
suggest a fundamental similarity in approach with other Mego artists: "'Why? No reason,
really. No concepts behind it'. The material, recorded in 1997, is the result of sound design
experimentation with a Yamaha RY30 drum machine in collaboration with Miguel Ferrg,
creating high pitched short envelope sounds, arranged and edited into complex patterns
using a Yamaha MD4 minidisk four-track editing station. This process led to an
experimental approach far from the paradigm of a predetermined score written into a
sequencer. The patterns and structure of the album appear to be determined by the
possibilities of the equipment and the results of experimentation, The interesting point here
is that this prefigures later algorithmic composition in Evol, highlighting the way in which
algorithms are perhaps employed as merely another means of introducing a process aspect.
The album consists of 18 untitled tracks, the first of which contains a single 10ms
sound with silence on either side. The sound (shown in figure 10) is a 12kHz tone in the
left channel, and 10kHz in the right, shaped by what appears to be a 4-stage amplitude
envelope. The RY-30 allows this kind of sound design through various voice editing
functions with parameters set using what is normally considered an unintuitive text
interface. Each voice consists of up to two waveforms layered, with separate parameters

for each waveform controlling level, panning, pitch (3600 cents), decay time, filter
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(highpass or lowpass with resonance and cutoff controls) and various envelope generator
options. This sound is typical of the sound materials found within more complex structures
later in the album.

Figure 10:  Principio track 1detail

The second track is the first of 3 silent tracks, demarcating different sections. Each track
within these sections has an entirely different 'behavior', resulting for example from the
MD4's manual editing capability, its looping, or its shuffle mode. Ihe album in total
therefore has a very fragmented structure (see figure 11). This is a recurring strategy
throughout the Evol project. Although obviously itself a global compositional structure, it
avoids compositional intervention in individual sections, putting automated behavior at the
forefront. It also avoids the sense of a global narrative working on the level of metaphor,
instead suggesting a clear sequential presentation of materials.

Figure 11:  Spectral analysis of Principio tracks 1-18

I'he section bookended by the silence in track 2 and an even longer silence in track 10 is
mostly a series of very short, sparse tracks featuring tonal clicks (as found in the first
track), low frequency rumbles, and low amplitude noise bursts, arranged in irregular
patterns. Also in this section are two repetitive tracks. Track 7 is a slow pattern of noise
bursts, and track 9 is a fast metronomic repetition of clicks and very high frequency tones.
The section after the two and a half minute silence of track 10 begins with the most
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traditionally 'musical' material on the album: a three second phrase made out of a number
of different percussive sounds, repeating for two and a half minutes. Elements of this
phrase are then occasionally used in the following tracks but in randomized, not periodic,
patterns. These are built from short minidisc tracks of sound material from the RY30, put
into shuffle mode on the MD4, resulting in sometimes rapid and sometimes sparse
stochastic patterns.

As we saw in previous chapters a focus on process has the effect of removing
traditionally compositional aspects. But this is not a precisely planned surrendering of
control to nondeterministic processes, rather an openness to the sounds and patterns arrived
at through intuitive interaction with the technology at hand. Such realtime interactions with
the drum machine and editing station tend to result in music centered on the characteristics -
and limitations of the technology itself. This also has an effect on listening; there is little to
draw us into an illusory sound world. It is difficult to fathom any communicative meaning
in the sound, through gesture, or evocation, or symbolic association, or even source
bonding ('it sounds like..."), other than perhaps a source bonding close to reality ('it sounds
like an automated drum machine'). We become instead acutely aware of the context of
listening, the fact that there is a CD player often outputting near-silence, the arbitrary _
nature of track marks, the frequency range of the equipment used to both limits on the
recording, and so on. ‘ e

Though superficially not an exercise in algorithmic composition, the approach
taken in Principio enabled Jiménez de Cisneros to experiment with forms and structures
suggesting algorithmic processes—in particular a tension between machinic repetition and
chaotic structures, which would later come to characterize his more overtly algorithmic ‘
music. Principio also shows the beginning of an attraction to creating autonomous systems.
'[Working with the MD4] was one of the first cues that made me turn to computers, as
quickly understood they were an ideal tool not only for editing, but to géneréte and
automate certain aspects of the composition's structure' [9].

The use of automation in artistic production is described by Ernest Edmonds as the
artist raising their 'level of concern': 'generative art, the use of computer technology and

computation as a principle has enabled us ... to lift the levels of concern, as it were, in

making work. You work at the level of these structures and the realization of it is dcalt with »

by these automatic systems that we've written ... we work at this higher level' (Fell &
Gilmore 2010). As Fell and Gilmore point out, 'it is not so much a case of the artist

relinquishing control but instead a refocusing of artistic concern according to the -



125

parameters and characteristics of the system ... in this context creativity is not curtailed by
the implementation of formal systems, on the contrary, it is enabled by them'.

For instance painting with a paintbrush puts the artist's concern at the level of a
brushstroke, above smaller applications of paint to the canvas. However it is important to
note that this is more than merely labour saving—the brush imparts its character on the
painting, in a way that would not have otherwise have happened, to the point where
brushstrokes themselves can become the focal point (for instance to varying degrees in
impressionism, pointillism, some abstract expressionism, etc.).

Automation in composition allows composers to raise their level of concern to that
of the algorithm (Taube's 'metalevel’), freeing them from the painstaking arrangement of
individual elements, instead leaving higher level decisions for the artist—the basic
properties of the composition, the kind of sound materials it will include and so on. But in
the process of doing this, the automated arrangement will almost certainly become quite
different to the manual arrangement that would have resulted otherwise. The automatic
properties of whatever technology is being used becomes implicated in the composition. In
Principio the patterns created by the shuffle mode of the MD4 could have been
conceivably arranged manually, but it is reasonable to assume that the result would have
been quite different if the automation was not available.

For Jiménez de Cisneros this work therefore led naturally into the use of a computer
as soon as possible, and experimentation with the algorithmic possibilities opened up
through programming in Pd, Max and SuperCollider, continuing a compositional process
that in the 'creative' response of the machine results in structures, patterns and sounds that

would not otherwise have been found.

Punani

Super Punani was released as an mp3 for download on Falsch in 2003, followed by -
Punani Shell on Scarcelight Recordings in 2004, The second Evol album on Mego, Magia -
Potagia, was released in 2005, continuing the Punani series with the half hour long track |
Punani Potagia. This series is fairly uniform in its selection of sound materials, with tracks
generally consisting of a rapid series of intricate structures built with the algorithmic ‘ '

modulation of raw oscillator tones, mostly sawtooth.
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Figure 12 Punani Potagia spectral detail (three seconds of audio)

Figure 12 is the spectral analysis of a typical extract. It shows how the harmonic content ol
the oscillators are arranged into various 'glissandi' patterns. 1his is normally achieved using
well known algorithms—fractal patterns, iterated chaotic equations, strange attractors and
so on—to control very basic low-level parameters such as Irequency and panning, in cither
Supercollider or Pd (Puckette 1996). It is precisely the directness and simplicity of this
approach that makes it fairly unique, avoiding high-level concepts such as mapping to note
values rather than the raw frequency.

The output of these very 'raw' systems is then edited, to take the most interesting
results and order them in very' quick succession. In figure 12 we can see the same kind ot
fragmented structure as in Principio; a series of very sharp cuts between different pieces ot
material. Each fragment is autonomous, but they are brought together in a collage through
aesthetic judgements made by the artist.

Jiménez de Cisneros refers to Robert May's investigation of dynamical non-linear
systems (May & McLean 2007) as a point of interest which led to his frequent use of
equations such as the logistic map in composition, being fascinated on an aesthetic level by
the seemingly arbitrary contrast between chaotic and oscillating states, and patterns within
islands of stability. In particular the possibilities for the infinite iteration ol these equations
and the fractal self-similar structures they describe are important. Algorithms that have
some physical or spatial analogue such as the Lorenz attractor also hold a lot ol interest tor
Jiménez de Cisneros.

fhis fascination with mathematical processes may be part of a larger aesthetization
(or fetishization) of mathematics in Evol and other Alku projects. Releases include titles
such as (341 +27+91)-(154)-( 100x3)+( 1) (Fals.ch 02, fb50. Falsch, 2002) and others that
are borrowed from papers on topology such as Each Absolute And Point OfAn Atriodic
Irreducible Continuum Is An End Point (ALKU 67, 2008), being something between
homage and parody. Although not merely ajoke, the evident humour here undermines the

formalism we might otherwise associate with a mathematical approach.
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Although Jiménez de Cisneros's approach is partly a result of an interest in
mathematics, this is not due to a desire for abstraction or universality. There is no sense of
the purity of the mathematics involved being held as axiomatic. The music is not seen in
some abstract way as a transparent or direct presentation of the algorithms and equations
used. An algorithm that holds some interest is either found or developed, and is sonified,
but the most crucial part of the process is in making aesthetic judgments. The censoring or
alteration of the mathematics involved, even if this destroys its purity or elegance, is in no
way seen as a problem. For Jiménez de Cisneros there is a fascination with these
autonomous systems in themselves, but ultimately the musical result holds precedence.
*‘What I want in the end is something that sounds appealing to me' [3]. For instance, in
using the logistic map, alterations are made to suppress the chaotic states so that they
remain but can be restrained, simply because they are less interesting than the non-chaotic
states. In Xenakis' work, despite a rhetoric of total formalization, he actually makes similar
concessions—'I realised that probabilities used wrongly could be boring, but if applied
properly they could be interesting ... it is important to break the rules and to change the
specifications wherever it seems appropriate in order not to be trapped by machine logic'
(Varga 2003), Xenakis was 'criticised for both his indiscriminate use of mathematical
functions in music (Griffiths 1975) and for sullying by intuition the purity of his algorithms
(Vriend 1981)' (Harley 2005).

So in Evol (and arguably for Xenakis), there is no intention to reveal an absolute or
innate beauty in the mathematical object itself. Jiménez de Cisneros has described his
contention with an audience member’s claim to be able to 'sce the fractal' in his music,
neatly summarizing and encapsulating the aesthetic implications of these issues. The
appreciation of this music is not reducible to the comprehension of abstract beauty in the
purity of mathematics: 'You don't have to know about fractals to listen to this' [3]. It's not a
conceptual approach, it concerns phenomenal experience; of the forms produced by
algorithmic techniques.

The difficulty in describing how algorithms are central yet not privileged in
Jiménez de Cisneros's approach comes from the fact that they cannot be considered a
separate entity to the music (‘'behind' the music). Algorithmic composition is often
discussed in terms of this algorithm/music distinction, with emphasis placed on the
'mapping layer' between the two. Jiménez de Cisneros has stated: 'I'm not working on these
algorithms to make something else, so they are part of the same system' [3]. In other

words, the mapping layer does not exist as part of the compositional process. Clearly, the
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system could be analyzed in such a way that a mapping is shown to exist—there must bea
point at which numbers resulting from an algorithmic process are assigned musical
parameters, but this would be an arbitrary distinction, just one of many possible ways to
split the system up.

The belief that music functions in this way—as a material realization of something
abstract, transcendent rather than immanent—has wider implications. Central to this belief
are ideas to do with subjectivity and creativity through expression. Expression in music is
often described as a mapping of gestures to musical parameters, and algorithms in
algorithmic composition have been assumed to take the role of gesture creation in this
scheme (Doornbusch 2002). The Evol approach, in contrast, is to create semi-autonomous
systems with some kind of aesthetic appeal or perceptual curiosity, which arbitrarily focus
on fractal or chaotic processes as generators of interesting material.

As might be expected, higher level aesthetic choices are influenced by this material.
Evol live sets have a sense of arbitrariness in suddenly switching from fast changing small
intricate structures to silence or stasis in a sustained monotone, that mirrors the behavior of
(for example) the logistic map—which may be used in the set for less macroscopic
structuring. 'I'm interested in the way fhese algorithms behave and the way they handle
change and cycles, and so I'm sure after listening to the result of these kind of patches for a
long, long time that incorporates in my aesthetic conception of how I structure thingson a
larger scale’ [3]. But this relationship could also be conceived in the opposite direction, i.e.
the algorithms are chosen because there already exists an aesthetic sensibility concerned
with these kind of properties.

This question in fact addresses crux of the issue: which comes first—the idea of
what constitutes something aesthetically 'good', or sense data, input that is then synthesized
to form a judgement; i.e. is theory prior to practice? In the context of a pragmatic
collapsing of the rational/empirical dichotomy we can see that the correspondence between
aesthetic sensibility and algorithmic patterns should not be seen in such simplistic terms.

What we can say is that Jiménez de Cisneros's method is interesting pre¢isely
because it does not appear to approach the algorithms being used with any pre-conceived -
notion of what they should sound like, aside from a kind of feedback in which properties
learned in previous similar experiments are pursued or avoided (as per Dcwey's'ends-in-
view). The judgement formed in decisions regarding what material to keep or discard and
s0 on, is often described simply as a matter of what holds interest. This is not the same as

the pursuit of a pre-conceived idea.
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The nature of the aesthetic judgment involved in Jiménez de Cisneros's approach is
based on a desire to create visceral ‘aesthetic experiences', music which is ‘beyond just
sound, and approaching something physical' [3]. As described, the focus is on the presence
of the music itself as a material entity rather than the music as an opening to something
more abstract.

In the search for 'interesting' sound, in addition to experimenting with processes
which satisfy criteria to do with autonomy and physicality, Jiménez de Cisneros has
commented on an attraction to 'aggressive sounds and structures'. It's important to note that
the aggressiveness here is purely aesthetic according to Jiménez de Cisneros. As with his
attraction to other genres normally associated with violence—death metal, black metal—he
emphasizes other ways of hearing this aggression, appreciating instead formal properties,
regardless of deeply entrenched extra-musical elements. Not outside of context but creating
a new context, the possibilities of humour in ‘aggressive' noise for example, or its potential
to be soothing,.

Most Evol releases include the instruction 'Play loud!!!" on the liner notes, and sheer
volume is important in creating this ‘aggressive' sound, also being connected to the effect
of suggesting something physical. But aggression‘ is also related to the interest in chaotic
structures—high level structural unpredictability as aggression in the same way that noise,
unpredictability at a Jower level, is easily associated with aggression. Jiménez de Cisneros
sees a necessity to experiment with determinate algorithms (controlled randomness' [3])
rather than simply using a series of pseudo-random numbers for this purpose, because pure
unpredictability, pure noise, is paradoxically predictable. There is a liminal tension in
chaotic (not random) processes arising in the play between repetition and unpredictable
change, stable states and chaos. '

This tension does not manifest itself in structure according to traditional musical
theory; i.e. dissonance to be followed by some kind of resolution, but in systemic
properties as something that arises from algdrithmic processes: 'it's something I try to find
and I try to shape the algorithms to make these patterns ... tiny structures like instances of
constant iteration of different functions' [3]. In describing his interest in algorithms such as
the logistic map, Jiménez de Cisneros links this idea of tension to the aggressive souhd he's
interested in. Figure 13 shows an example in which percussive sounds trigger at varying
intervals balanced at the threshold of chaotic behavior. There is some regularify to the
events, but it often lapses into a more sporadic pattern or a much faster stuttering, giving

the impression that the system could at any point fall into complete noise (no
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comprehendible pattern or repetition).

Figure 13:  Pus Pus Pus extract (from Magia Potcigia, Mego 2005)

Open/closed systems

Jiménez de Cisneros refers to the software he currently uses (Supercollider and Pd) as
open systems, in contrast to the closed systems he previously used (drum machines, editing
station etc.) Closed systems have (or appear to have) a well defined purpose such as the
creation of drum sounds or a bassline, as opposed to the impression of much greater
freedom in open systems and the ability to define custom constraints rather than work with
the constraints given by a manufacturer. The use of a closed system is often characterized
by an exploration of its limits and possible subversion of its intended use. In subverting the
intended use of some technology there is a sense of going against the grain, forcing it to do
something it isn't meant to do, but in reality it is often an intuitive, 'natural’ exploratory
interaction. Previously mentioned examples of this include Phuture's experimentation with
the TB-303 to create acid house, the use of CD skipping/error-correction by Yasunao Tore,
or Haswell and Ilecker's use of the UPIC.

Effective use of open systems relies in some cases on uncovering a closed aspect,
so that there is some distinctive material to respond to creatively, rather than being
confronted with a void in which the task is to create something from nothing. In the case of
SuperCollider in Evol, the open aspect—its ability to create ‘any sound you can imagine'
with elaborate GUIs etc.—is eschewed by Jimenez de Cisneros in favour of a more closed
programming of (more or less) autonomous simple algorithms as code blocks which can be
executed and then stopped, but nothing more, generally using default sawtooth oscillators.

This results in what Jiménez de Cisneros describes as an 'anti-climax structure' [3]
—in the execution of each code block there arc structures in time as a result of algorithmic
envelopes, but as a whole, meta-structurally or external to the algorithm, there is no
change. Each section of a set or album is static, a fragment or snapshot of a system,
separated by silence (the length of which is also determined in part by the way
Supercollider works, as more or less the time it takes to highlight and execute the next
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block of code).

Time
In earlier Evol work, the speed of iteration within each section gave a greater sense of
stasis on a macro-structural level, but later work focused in more detail on these micro-
structures by 'zooming-in' on them, i.e. slowing them down. The manipulation of time for
perception to work at different levels is important in Jiménez de Cisneros. He quotes
Dawkins in relation to this aspect of his work:

Our brains have evolved to help us survive within the orders of

magnitude of size and speed which our bodies operate at. Our

environment limits what we are capable of imagining. Middle

world, the range of sizes and speeds which we have evolved to feel

intuitively comfortable with, is a bit like the narrow range of the

electromagnetic spectrum that we see as light of various colours.

We're blind to all frequencies outside that unless we use

instruments to help us. Middle world is the narrow range of reality

which we judge to be normal as opposed to the queerness of the

very small, the very large and the very fast. (Dawkins 2005)
Jiménez de Cisneros:

In that sense my work is usually geared toward structures that

replicate this queerness ... either very fast, very cramped or very

hard to grasp in terms of boundaries (of sound events). In the end

it's all about structures that I find aesthetically appealing or

interesting, but at the same time somewhat puzzling because there

is something in them that makes them strange, even if they're also

familiar in other aspects. [9]
The relevant point here is that this zooming-in, slowing down the temporal interpretation
of the algorithms, has the effect of giving an illusion of structure or narrative within a
section. But there is still generally no change outside of the executing and stopping of code
blocks, a very explicit kind of 'moment-form' (Kramer 1978). A

For example in (341+25+91)-(154)-(100x3)+ (1)+(1)+(8), released in 2002, the ’

algorithmic behavior iterates at such a speed that there is only an overall sense of texture,
remaining constant throughout the track. However, listening tests after slowing it down in

an audio editor reveal much the same kind of larger macro-structures found in later work.
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Punani Xerrameca, released in 2009 uses algorithmic patterns that begin to imitate empty
vocal utterances, and the slowed (341+25+91)-(154)-(100x3)+(1)+(1)+(8) has very
similar characteristics. This demonstrates how Punani Xerrameca and similar pieces,
despite elaborate structures at the level of phrasing, in terms of their fundamental behavior
remain static throughout tracks or sections—as the sequential discreet execution of code
blocks. Each 'moment’ has a particular character defined by the algorithm in that code
block.

Rather than inferring meaning through narrative structures, an approach to time as
duration rather than movement is shown here. Continuity is disrupted by an overt splice,
constructing a fragmentation of experience—a disjointed series of musical objects are
presented. 'T was sick with the idea of flow and continuity [and] globalness; a long
structure that develops' [3]. This is a process in which a technology is suggesting ways to
approach composition. Clearly SuperCollider can be used in any number of ways but this is
an uncontrived approach, allowing the way in which code blocks are executed to determine

structure,

Performance

In line with the anti-climax structure of the music and a focus on technology, Jiménez de
Cisneros has stated that in performance he is 'in no way interested in interaction or
expression’ [3]. The generally condemned idea of a 'spacebar performance’ (to be discussed
further in chapter 6) is instead embraced. The performance could in fact be nothing more
than playback of a sound file—'some people have a moral problem playing sound files live
but I really don't understand that because for me it's all about how it sounds, so whether
play a patch or a sound file makes no difference’ [3]. When code or patches are executed |
'live’ in an Evol performance, it's for pragmatic reasons: triggering pieces in this way
requires less effort than pre-recording it, and the set can be easily altered from performance
to performance to make improvements, Experimentation does not often happen live—'Tm
not too concerned with the performance as a really creative act'—and when it does, it's not
important that the audience knows this [3].

So there is no interest in the performance as a theatrical act, or using it for
communicating skill or virtuosity to the audience. Nonetheless there is skill involved in an
Evol performance, in creating the right experience, subtle adjustment of EQ and other
parameters. According to Jiménez de Cisneros, the mood, space, and PA all affect decisions

regarding the sound. But a choice is made not to put this virtuosity or any personality in the
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foreground. 'The most important thing is how the piece sounds, I don't really care if
someone is performing in real-time or not' [3]. Unpredictable algorithms and processes are
avoided, so that intervention can be generally avoided during performance. But where
necessary, a 'boring' algorithm is stopped short, or other alterations are made if needed.
This kind of pragmatism is evident in all aspects of Jiménez de Cisneros's work, including
the length of performances: roughly 20 minutes, because much longer and the audience

begin to lose attention. The 3" CD is the best format in his opinion, for the same reason.

Algorithm/system/process

Sol LeWitt's comment, 'the idea becomes a machine that makes the art', is pertinent to
process and system music, and algorithmic composition (Collins 2008). But in the work of
Jiménez de Cisneros, an idea (the conception of a system) does not appear to precede the
making of a machine (implementing the system), since this 'idea’ is clearly a response to
the results of experimentation with algorithms and the means of implementing them; not a
pre-existing abstract entity but the result of a process. This leads us to a very different
understanding of the role of algorithms in composition, where 'the art' is not a reflection of
'the idea' enabled by 'the machine, and in which it becomes difficult even to draw such
distinctions. Jiménez de Cisneros's very direct approach to 'mapping' and 'sonification', and
the clear sequential presentation of different algorithmic systems encourage such a holistic
non-reductive understanding.

This is clearly an algorithmic music, and it does not contrive any of the material
into forms or structures according to existing musical ideas. However the approach also
suggests that there is no intended clear representation of the abstract form of any particular
algorithm, only the audio result of the entire system. This leads me to the conclusion that
algorithmic composition here functions as a technique for the problematization of
representation in the music. We are left with the physicality of algorithmic sound without
intrinsic meaning. Furthermore the algorithms are precisely the means by whicha
distancing from notions of intrinsic meaning is achieved. Yasunao Tone once described his
work in this way, summing up the central point here, claiming that the reason for his
engagement with systems and processes was 'to get to new places, places beyond his
imagination or intention' (Fell & Gilmore 2010).
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Farmers Manual and literal noise

Farmers Manual began making music together in 1995, comprising at the time of Mathias
Gmachl, Stefan Possert, Oswald Berthold, Gert Brantner and Nik Gaffney. As discussed in
relation to other artists operating at that time, some kind of affinity was felt with the techno
scene, they initially sent demos to techno labels. But according to Gmachl it quickly
became clear that this was not a good context for the work they were doing (Sjogren 1998).
They approached Mego in 1996 with a demo, feeling there was some common ground:
'They just worked in a similar way to ours. Nearly the same equipment and a related
approach. So we just met them and saw them and started talking and they said: why don't
you make a release on our label. We just did it' (Sjogren 1998). Rehberg describes this
encounter in the same way [1]. So the question is: what is this 'similar way' of working, or
'related approach'? The rest of the chapter will explore what this approach might be, and

look for similarities to the approaches described in previous chapters.

No Backup
The release of Farmers Manual's first album No Backup (Mego 008) happened later in
1996. Fairly typical techno equipment was used in its production, as evidenced in tracks
like Biomagic I with its central kick drum and bass line, the recognizable 808 kit in
Perimeter 87. Laptop computers and DSP software, the technology that would later come
to define the Mego aesthetic, was not readily available at this time. However we will see
that a similar approach to their later work in software can be observed in their use of
hardware in No Backup, an approach that focuses on experimentation with the technology
being used, experimenting in particular with autonomous processes. As seen previously in
relation to Evol, this tends to prefigure an interest in the possibility of setting up
autonomous processes in software. In the case of Farmers Manual this led to algorithmic
composition based on random triggering and processing of sound files. But prior to this,
when the technology consists of hardware drum machines, synthesizers, sequencers, and
effects units, these autonomous process have a very different character, and tend to be
focussed in particular on looping and repetition.

Despite the technological and contextual associations with techno, it should be
emphasized that the repetition in No Backup is of a very different kind. The eponymous
track Farmers Manual for instance, features a slow, meandering repetition, A complex,

short sequence on a synth with large amounts of portamento repeats through almost the
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entire track. But the sequence drifts, gradually changes. Notes are occasionally added or
removed, or their pitch altered, which due to the portamento also changes the perception of
the surrounding notes. Drum parts, mainly hi-hats, and a pad synth sound, also perform this
same-but-different, drifting repetition; particularly with occasional pitch shifts in the pad
sound. In addition to gradual changes in the looped sequences, there seem to be a number
of effects involved, with changes to parameters happening in a similar meandering fashion,
i.e. without teleology—the changes do not give the impression of leading anywhere. For
instance at around 2 minutes a filter resonance increases and its cutoff frgquency is
changed. The change is not fast enough to be considered gestural; and not slow enough to
build tension as if building to a climax.

The impression given is that, in contrast to a top down composed sequencing of the
entire piece, an autonomous system has been set up: a series of loops going through
various effects processors. Berthold confirms this impression: 'we were experimenting with
“degradation” of sound, up to the point where it provided an entirely different quality. This
was done through feedback loops with processing elements in between (filters and such) ..
this also raised issues of stability in generating processes / loops' [10]. The track seems to
be an arbitrary duration of the output of this system, with a walk through the parameters
available. :

Likewise, Biomagic I is a series of loops, with an occasional, disorienting pitch
shift in the bassline. These tracks have what we could refer to as an 'undirected’ sound®, )
Parameter changes are not used in an expressive way, they appear almost ‘accidental'. As
discussed in chapter 4, perhaps the best way to explain these 'accidental’ aspeéts is that they
militate against 'correct’ musicality—the events that we intuitively expeét to hear givenv ‘
preceding events. In listening, this undirected and acmdental structure has the effect of
confounding attempts to fathom narrative content. It seems to stand in polar opposmon 10
what we could call a 'composed' sound, events that sound as though they were arranged
with deliberate intention. In this sense of the word composed, the ‘composed" and the
'accidental' are in fact opposed by definition—an accxdent is something that is not intended.

Two possible interpretations of this undnrectedness and accndentalness seem

8 My use of the term 'undirected" here is related to, but more general than, Christophe Charles' use of it in
his work. For him it refers to music that 'doesn't intend to 'te!l’ anything to the listener, or to impose
him/her to listen to a particular ordered development'; 'the music is not based on any kind of story board
... The sounds appear independently from any global structure which should intentionally impose on
them an arbitrary hierarchy' (Charles 2000). Incidentally, to achieve this, Charles sometimes uses a

technique of numbering sound files and having this determine their composmon, a techmque a\so vsed in
. Explorers_We.
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possible. First, that these pieces are intentionally composed to sound undirected (a careful
structuring to sound unstructured), with intentional accidents (accidents that are not really
accidental). Or second that it actually is the result of a process that manages to avoid
certain aspects of traditional composition (by which I mean the manual organization of
sound materials in time). Evidence for the latter is given by Berthold: 'l was strongly
interested in fully automatic composition ... unwanted, unanticipated results, things you
Jjust wouldn't do as a human.' [10], and Possert: 'there is no basic concept at all we can
follow. It's just going there and start and see what's happening’ (Sjogren 1998).

This is of course not to say that there is no concept to the project at all, there is in
fact a deep conceptual rigour which we will see throughout the examples in this chapter. [
claim that the concept is manifest perhaps in the approach to technology. But the
implication is that the work is not conceptual — its purpose is not to convey a concept or
idea. It is merely sound resulting from a process of technological production, the result of
experimentation with materials; technology as material not as a medium. The affordances
of the looping system set up in hardware define not only the low level elements of the
music (the drum samples, the synth sounds and so on) but also the higher level structural
aspects—in built sequencers lead to the repetition and variation of short sequences, and
additional variation is provided by effects parameters. Berthold states that he was
interested in letting the technology

'do its own thing', within the confines of the various environments /

formalisms / systems. That is, you set up a system that can do

something (in terms of sound), but the entirety of the 'something' is

implicit. The actual realisation of these processes is left to the

machine ... But there was a lot of probing, experimentation,

reflection, new experimentation which left longer and shorter bits

and stretches of sounds which could then be assembled. The

experimentation was intimately tied to technology, a quest to get to

the guts of technology. [10] k S
As discussed previously, being open to the contingency of the technology introduces some
element of nondeterminism, i.e. elements determined by the machine not by the artist. It is
not so much that the machine is making decisions, but that there is an openness to results
arrived at through processes that are intentionally beyond direct control of the artist. As
such it preempts later Farmers Manual work in software, representing a raising of the level

of concern above manual composition.
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So as with the use of hardware in early Evol releases, this is akin to algorithmic
composition, but the algorithm, and mappings to parameters etc., are not designed in a
rational way. The rational approach will tend to impose notions of received musicality—
the designer of the algorithm and parameter mapping must encode what is and is not
musical. So mappings will be chosen to result in the kind of phrasing and rhythmic,
melodic or harmonic structures that already exist (if we hold that ideas arise in the process
of technical inquiry, not as inspiration out of the blue). In other words the result is not
much different to manual composition in this sense. The potential of autonomous
technology to create new sonic forms and expand ideas of what can be musical is held
back. The undirected approach exemplified by Farmers Manual however is another
example of a less rational and more intuitive process, relying on experimentation with
machines that have some autonomy.

Certain aesthetic choices are more or less constant throughout the work of Farmers
Manual—for instance a tendency towards a 'raw', 'underproduced’ sound, without cleaning
up traditionally undesirable artifacts, such as harsh resonances. Despite consistencies like
this, No Backup does sound different in many ways to later albums. But this is precisely
because the approach to technology in general remains the same—the sound is defined by
the technology, an exploration of the materials used in production. No Backup therefore has
structures and sound materials defined by hardware: drum machines, sequencers,
synthesizers, samplers and effects processors, whereas later pieces created with computers
tend instead to be characterized by more esoteric DSP techniques and algorithmically
triggered soundfile playback.

So my claim is that since something like No Backup is so dependent on the
technology used in its production, its sound is the result of experimentation, not the
directed building of a system or composition based on reaching musical goals conceived
prior to production. The latter is found in work in which the artist approaches materials and
technology with pre-conceived ideas of what will be produced—reproducing existing
genre forms and so on. The approach here in contrast appears to be used specifically to
create distance from existing musical conventions. Therefore we can start to see that what
links many of the artists associated with Mego is not so much a particular sound; it is an
attitude and an approach—an attitude oppositional to musical tradition and norms, and an
approach that appears to be there to avoid lapsing into such norms.

The focus on the biases and limitations of the technology means that when the

technology changes, so does the sound. The changing nature of technology (as well as the
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endless number of existing technologies to explore) therefore also enables the avoidance of
becoming entrenched in any particular sound. We see this in the move from hardware to
software with Mego artists in the late 90s (and also more recently in the shift of attention

back to older technologies—see chapter 7).

Fsck

The first Farmers Manual album to make use of computers is named after the unix
command for performing a file system check: Fick, released on their own Tray label
(TRAY 2, 1997). At this point it appears that the approach discussed above was not
translated into software effectively, this came in their third album Explorers_We, released
on Russell Haswell's Touch sub-label OR (SQUISH 4, 1998). Berthold describes the
difference: 'Fsck was really arranged. We just took soundfiles and put them where they are
now, and Explorers is not. Explorers is just defining a pool of soundfiles and letting a
program run across it' (Sjogren 1998).

The word 'arranged’ is key; what is meant by this? Clearly sound materials are
arranged in both albums; the very least we can say about any piece of music is that it is (to
paraphrase Varése) arranged sound. It seems obvious from the rest of Berthold's statement
that the difference lies in who (or what) does the arranging. Fsck was arranged manually,
'by hand'—this is the 'composed' approach discussed above. The alternative is to make use
of automation. Note that although this does seem to have the effect of removing
superficially "human' aspects (the kind of arrangements one would expect a human to make
based on musical tradition; compositional clichés—gestures, climaxes and so on), the
intention does not appear to be a Cagean removal of the self from the work. Possert makes
this point succinctly: 'If you push random, you push it because you want to' (Sjogren
1998). Instead we should return once again to the idca that automation raises the artist's
level of concern. At this metalevel, there is the sense of stepping outside of existing
musical theory or leared musicality, enabling instead the construction and exploration of
new musical theories or musicality. 7 |

Berthold's description of Fsck however, implies that it remains within the realm of
normal 'intuitive’ musical thinking. In contrast to Explorers_We,r it is structured as a series
of discrete tracks. Each track proceeds with the successive introduction of different parts,
rhythmically related and layered on top of each other. Consider a typical dictionary
definition of composition—the arrangement of different elements to form a whole. This

layering approach epitomizes the composed sound.



139

Figure 14 shows the end of 371 Adv3, in which there are only a few distinct sounds:
a high hat repeats regularly, while two high amplitude clicks and and two synthetic stab
sounds in the left channel and right channel separately, move in and out of phase with each
other. The way in which these sounds are taken out of the composition sequentially, leaving
only one of the clicks at the end, demonstrates the layering of different parts befitting a
sequencer/score compositional paradigm. Fsck as a whole does not get beyond this
paradigm, having an arranged or composed feel throughout. It has large dynamics, it is
often gestural and expressive at the level of phrasing, and narrative or evocative of mood at
astructural level, e.g. the tension of KloppOl.Proc (Mono) leading to the cathartic and
aggressive release of Loop Der.11.Proc. There is also occasional adherence to genre
conventions—in particular the drum and bass drum breaks in 368 Mix, 369 Finand | Out.

Itfh

—

Figure 14: 371 Adv3 waveform detail

So despite superficial similarities with ExplorersJVe, sharing similar sound materials,
Fsck embodies a very different aesthetic. The computer has been used as a medium for the
communication of meaning; sometimes quite expressively gestural content, and existing
generic ways of organizing sound etc. It does not use the computer as a source of meaning
itself, even though the digital nature of the sounds and sound processing suggest otherwise.
In other words, it is, as the album and track titles betray, closer to the high tech aesthetic
discussed in chapter 2, albeit a particularly 'D1Y" lofi high lech; a 'Unix aesthetic'.

Explorers_ We
4 he first three tracks of Explorers_We consist of something close to silence—room

ambience (with small events in the background) and the noise floor of a recording device.
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At some point in the fourth track, a synth or guitar sample begins to repeat at a very low
volume, before the ‘program’ appears to begin proper. The room ambience section, like the
rest of the album, is a continuous recording, split into separate tracks at the turn of each
minute exactly, regardless of what is happening in the audio at that point. The disparity
between track marks and their contents suggests it is an arbitrary convention. The sixty
tracks on the album are all untitled (although amusingly, on ripping the CD to MP3, the
Gracenote database gives the tracks titles from a generic sample CD; the three almost
identical tracks at the start, for instance, become Trail Blazer, Eurohouse and Trance
Atlantic).

The erroneous naming of the tracks is surprisingly fitting; Explorers_We is based
largely on appropriation, but is far removed from the (literally) generic nature of most
music production that makes use of sample CDs. It makes use of generic samples—
samples designed for the reproduction and imitation of existing genres, but the use of such
samples throughout the album subverts their intended use.

In track 27, for instance, we can hear something that sounds like it was originally a
drum loop sample. Instead of being used as a loop, it is triggered just once, and is
processed almost beyond recognition with various delays and distortions. At other points,
in particular in tracks 46 and 47, very short fragments of samples are triggered
rhythmically. The fragments are short enough such that again, their source is unclear, most
of them having barely discernible vocal qualities.

It should be noted that, as we have encountered repeatedly throughout the thesis,
there is a use of stereo that eschews basic panning techniques. Stereo recorded sounds,
particularly towards the start of the album, are played back as is. But from roughly track 8
onwards, we begin to get sounds placed either in one channel, or the other, or both ’
together. The two channels are often related in various ways but gencrally treated as
separate entities. For example in the triggering of events in tracks 10 to 13 the two
channels, though separate, have a rhythmic relationship.

In general there is an overwhelming barrage of sample sources and types of
processing throughout the album, put together in an apparently random fashion. 1t has a
fairly 'flat' structure; despite massive short term variation, a meta-process or a second order
process remains constant. The only movement at this second order level appears to be a
change from arhythmically layered fairly long sounds at the start, to the rhythmically
triggered shorter sounds towards the end. Regardless of whether it is controlled by a human

or not, we could refer to this change as a third order process, in turn governed by fourth
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order processes and so on to infinity. Gmach! describes this as a multi-layered instrument:
'you can have more levels in an instrument. There's always a basic level which is the way
the sounds are generated and structured, and then using and building this instrument you
start to think of a method to let the computer do what you do and you can make a second
level which uses the instrument you used yourself before' (Sjogren 1998). So we have an
instrument that chooses and controls instruments and so on recursively. This is the first
time we've encountered such an explicit description by an artist of this raising of the level
of concern. Furthermore it demonstrates how we should consider not just composition-
level and meta-composition-level, but a complex multitude of processes at potentially
infinite different levels, which the artist can engage with at any chosen point. Each step
moves more decisions from the composer to the machine.

However with the indeterminacy involved (pseudo-random numbers and so on) as
already noted, there is still an initial decision to invoke any such process. 'The question is
what is random. Random always has this part of uncontrolled taste with it' (Sjogren 1998).
It is seen by Berthold more as something like controlled randomness, of the kind required
in almost all stochastic algorithmic composition: 'to define a set of ten states and you can
randomly choose between ten predefined ways of things to work or so. That's the thing of
not being totally random' (Sjogren 1998). This is followed by a constant monitoring of
output, and alteration to create changes. So what we are listening to in a work like
Explorers_We is not simply a series of indiscriminate random processes, but an
engagement with technology that includes elements of pseudo-randomness as a
characteristic of the materials of production.

The process in Explorers_We is one approximating collage or montage in its use of
sampled material. The final track in particular switches to an 'instrument’ that appears to
select fragments of different soundfiles, one by one—a monophonic use of samples in
contrast to the layering that occurs in the rest of the album. Each selection lasts a fraction
of a second, and we're left with a only a vague impression of the types of sound sources
used: film dialogue, game shows, sports commentary and appropriated music. Figure 13
shows a spectrogram of this track, highlighting its fragmented structure.

Chris Cutler writing on the use of samples in music ('plunderphonics') observes that
'a recording may be considered as no more than the anonymous cartier of 8 'pbre’—which
is to say non-referential—sound” (Cutler 1994). But Cutler also posits the other extreme,

the idea that sound might 'consist of nothing but referentiality’. In a work of -

9 Again, the acousmatic, reduced listening (Schaeffer 1966).
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plunderphonics, with each sound divorced from its original context, he suggests that
something special happens in the reflexive nature of the experience—the fragmented
quality of the references brings to the fore signification itself; the apprehension of
reference as reference: 'the recording—for instance a sample—may be no more than a
fragment, a knowing self reference, a version, and may be usedto point at this very quality
in itself (italics mine). Referential sound in this context loses its original signification,
being apprehended instead as a sample, as recorded sound. The suspension of disbelief, the
illusory 'l am listening to a voice' isjolted more forcefully into 'l am listening to a
recording of a voice'. The two extremes of nothing-but-reference and non-reference
therefore slide into one another: ‘plundered sound carries, above all, the unique ability not
just to refer but to be\ it offers notjust a new means but a new meaning'.

Figure 15:  ExplorersJWe track 60 spectral detail

Unlike most work described as plunderphonics however, the focus in Explorers We
does not seem to be on the samples, but rather on their processing. The effect of the
extreme montage technique is perhaps better explained by drawing parallels with
materialist film, which often used the technique of extreme montage, rapid cutting between
an arbitrary selection of materials. In discussion of this kind of montage, Peter Gidal
describes the viewer's response to barrages of appropriated material: 'A montage of shots in
any film is a construction of duration and continuance in the face of the viewer's attempts
to grasp and arrest the seen, attempts at making definition and meaning. When the film at
hand refuses to fill those meanings with “truth” or “nature” or “the real,”" meanings are
unmade as quickly as made' (Gidal 1989). This is precisely the way in which track 60, or
Explorers We as collage/montage as a whole operates. There is a refusal to engage with the
meaning that might be taken to be inherent in certain sounds.

Much writing on the use of samples in music focusses on the idea of cultural
recycling, playing with well established signifiers; Paul Miller for instance describes it as
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'remixing' in 'the age of the infinite archive' (Miller 2008). But here the argument is that
samples become empty raw material. 'The instrument is stronger than the samples. The
instrument is the way that things are arranged or structured and it's more important to the
music that comes out of the PA than the samples themselves' (Sjogren 1998). Any meaning
that might come out of the process, from the very eclectic set of sound sources, is left to
chance. The arbitrariness of sample selection is evidenced by Gmachl's technique of
numbering soundfiles, to allow an instrument to select them at random. Methods like this

result in the incidental sound of Explorers_We, contrasted to the more deliberate Fsck.

Arbitrariness

The importance of arbitrariness cannot be underestimated here, as the obverse to
entrenched meaning. In Gidal's words, 'since everything is constructed, no “nature” pre-
existent, the production process of a film, and the production of its meanings, can be .
recognized as arbitrary ... the concept of “arbitrariness™ is based on the political demand
that nothing be seen as accepted or natural. This is not a denial of meanings but rather a
recognition of the imposition of ideologies' (Gidal 1989). He links this with the idea of the
‘empty signifier', an attempt to make identification in the work impossible. If there is
nothing in the work that is recognizable in terms of meaning content (the repetition of
signifiers naturalized in the dominant ideology), the viewers/listeners cannot position
themselves in relation to it—the goal is non-identity. However, 'the problem for
structural/materialist film is that the concepts of arbitrariness and non-identity can not be
simply applied; each work has its specificities. There is no overall aesthetic strategy which
assures certain results or effects' (Gidal 1989). In Explorers_We some level of arbitrariness
is achieved simply through the running of random processes over a bank of soundfiles.

It is important to note that arbitrariness, although the ideals it points towards might
be the empty signifier and non-identity, cannot move a work outside of ideology, or create
some ideal space free of meaning. All ideological constructions are in fact arbitrary, but the
recognition of this fact and the explicit use of arbitrariness in a work, prevents anything |
from being presented as if it were something other than arbitrary. To clarify this by way of
illustration, overtly gestural music (with examples too numerous to mention—romanticism,
rock music) tends to present the gesture as an expression of feeling or emotion, on the » |
assumption that it will be understood as such by the listener. The human condition and its
expression is presented as universal and natural. Indeterminate music however manages to-

sidestep this kind of imposition on the listener, leaving its reception more open; meaning
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can be constructed external to the work, rather than pre-determined and contained 'within'
it.
Again we happen upon concepts associated with Cage. This time his ideas do seem

appropriate to the situation and applicable to the work of Farmers Manual:

When I hear what we call music it seems to me that someone is

talking, and talking about his feelings or about his ideas of

relationships. But when I hear traffic, the sound of traffic ... for

instance, 1 don't have the feeling that anyone is talking, I have the

feeling that sound is acting, and I love the activity of sound ... I'm

completely satisfied with that. I don't need sound to talk to me ...

People expect listening to be more than listening, so sometimes

they speak of inner listening, or the meaning of sound. When I talk

about music it finally comes to peoples minds that I'm talking about

sound, that doesn't mean anything, that is not inner, that is just

outer. (Cage 1991)
So the move away from cultural meaning in samples, or meaning in sound in general, is the
way in which this music begins to establish itself as literal. It is concerned primarily with
material processes and phenomenological result, having the effect of not fixing any
meaning in place. Possert states clearly: 'l feel that there's a big misunderstanding between
the audience and us because they think that we're trying to communicate anything. It's just
the music and the visuals ... there's no general message' (Sjogren 1998). Gmachl describes
the situation similarly: “it often happened that people who listened to our music would
have difficulty recognising certain elements that they usually expect in music” (Gmachl
2002). It is a process and system based music, in which the process or system is not
generally revealed to the listener. Its goal is not to represent something beyond itself (either

narrative or systemic or documentary).

Failure

Farmers Manual, for Cascone (Cascone 2000), are one of many groups of artists
exemplifying the 'glitch’ aesthetic, an aesthetic of failure. However it seems that the
approach outlined above does not incorporate any aspect of failure, only deliberately
indeterminate systems, Once aware of this, the sound of Explorers_We does not signify the -
idea of errors. The cut-up vocal samples in tracks 42 to 59 for instance, might be described

as 'glitchy", but do not in fact sound like any error that might occur in digital sound



145

reproduction (CD skipping for instance). Furthermore it could be argued that even works
making use of techniques like CD skipping, such as Yasunao Tone's Wounded CD, still
constitute an exploration of technological processes, not an aestheticization of failure per
se. This is perhaps implied by Cascone in his recurrent use of scare quotes for the word
'failure'. As Hegarty puts it: 'failure is only “failure”—it is not a judgement about badness,
but one of a refusal of heroic success in the form of musical mastery or mastery of musical
forms' (Hegarty 2007). ;

Cascone also describes the tendency to incorporate digital 'failure’ into music as an
interest in what was previously considered background sound, beginning (predictably) with
Russolo's obsession with industrial noise, and continuing through Cage's 4'33', then
jumping to what he calls the 'post-digital' music around the turn of the millennium. But
taking Wounded CD as an exemplar of this approach manifest in digital technology, we can
see that the impulse to experiment with all facets of a new technology is there as soon as it
becomes available to artists (it was first performed in 1985, only 3 years after the first CD
player was commercially available). The same is also surely true for new technologie‘s and
materials in all art forms. This approach is nothing new, as Cascone in fact concedes. So
we could say that experimental digital’ music was always 'post-digital‘ in this sense, or put
more simply, it is music that is the result of experimentation with digital technology. »

The 'glitch’, the unwanted sound, or more generally, nonse, that comes out of such
experimentation, could be considered broadly any sound that is not in a very traditional
sense considered musical. For example an overt splicing together of two sounds will often
cause a click, as the waveforms spliced together are not crossfaded seamlessly. The shayrp
vertical lines in the spectrogram in figure 15 are an example. In fact, any kind of temporal -
incongruity can be considered noise in this sense—two sounds'put together that _in previous
vocabularies (musical, linguistic, acoustic) 'would not ordinarily follow. This will result
from the kind of indeterminate processes behind works like Explorers_We, that do not

follow the logic of human rationality or language

Noise R ‘ ,
Noise is always negatively defined according to }{egarty—fit is specifically whatever music
is not. It is 'a resistance, but also defined by what society resists', it can never be positively, :
definitively and timelessly located' (Hegarty 2007). The modernist attempt to broaden
musicality and incorporate all sounds in music (to varymg degrees—Satie, Russolo, .

Varése, Schaeffer, Cage) tends to the ideal that all sound is potentially musical, which -
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Hegarty calls neo-Pythagoreanism, 'i.e. the music of the spheres being out there, even if
presently inaudible to humans' (Hegarty 2007). However the reception of these works (e.g.
the famous 'riots' at the premier of Déserts or at the futurist concerts) suggests this often
acts as not so much a broadening of musicality, but an incorporation of what is considered
by the audience non-music, noise; a willful and provocative opposition to musical
tradition.
Haswell's compilation for his OR label OR MD Comp (OR Just 13, 2003) contains

a live recording of Farmers Manual playing in the Sheffield Showroom Cinema bar in
1998. The recording is notable for the contribution of two audience members who,
throughout the set, heckle the band for not playing the kind of music they expect to hear.
There are quiet, high pitched tones, with very sparse, sporadic, percussive sounds. Thé
percussive sounds are loud enough that the potential of the sound system is demonstrated.

A: Hit the beat, boy, hit the beat, boy. We need a beat, boy, we need

a beat, boy, we need a beat, boy ... Have you plugged in? Have you

 plugged in? ... Have you got a bass? You must have a bass.

B: Get a fucking bassline.

A: C'mon, bassline now, bassline now.

B: Who are you anyway?

A: You know you can do it, kick it off ... You've got 4 computers

there, ¢'mon where's the 'bam-ba-bam-ba-bam’
These taunts are met with no reply and a blank refusal to change anything, the sound
remains more or less the same throughout the recordmg

This oppositional attitude is seen in numerous examples in the hlstory of Mego.

Rehberg, at the same gig, put on what is sometimes referred to as a spacebar performance’,
i.e. the often maligned practice of pressing a single button and letting the computer play
(see for example Puckette 1991, for discussion of the perceived problem of performance in -
electronic music from the decoupling of control and output; or for the antithesis see d’
Escrivan 2006, who discusses the idea that this does not pose a problem for youhger
generations who have been exposed to electronic control their ‘entir’e life). In Rehberg's
approach there is no traditional performance element at all. In this case he was simply
starting a generative Supercollider patch. Once it was running he walked ‘obff stage lea‘ving
the computer, expressing a dislike for 'faking it' [1]—pretending to control some elem’e‘nt '
of the sound when it was unnecessary. This was simply the type of sof’tWare available to |

him at the time, he has pointed out that patches with interactive sliders and controls only
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came later [1]. This type of performance superficially has a precedent in the acousmatic
tradition, but the context is entirely different. It becomes very confrontational in concerts in
which the audience is expecting techno, or a rock band, or even jazz. The degree to which
it alienates audiences should not be underestimated. He describes similar gigs at which no
one clapped, they did not even realize the performance had finished [1].

Reactions range from dismissal to the more extreme. Haswell describes the kind of
audience reactions he has previously encountered: 'people have been on stage and pulled
my leads out, I've had people prod me with things, I've had people that push the laptop lid
down while I was playing and things like that just to stop me' [6]. Shocks based on
performance paradigms aside, this is the oppositional effect of what can broadly be referred
to as noise.

Torben Sangild gives three different ways of defining noise, reflecting the most
common uses of the word: acoustic, communicative and subjective. 'Acoustic noise' is
descriptive of the basic objective characteristics of sound—'sounds that are impure and
irregular'—i.e. sounds which at a very low-level do not follow a repeating pattern, resulting
in wide-band spectra. Atonality approaches this, begins to be considered noisy in this
sense, and as we add more atonal elements we get closer and closer to pure white noise.
Techniques for introducing noise therefore include the kind of processes that result in
resynthesis artifacts, or aliasing and so on, for introducing atonality. Wider-band noise
results from various distortion techniques, or from simply using noisy material as a sound
source. It is interesting to note that a sharp click of the kind described abové also has this
wide-band characteristic (taken to the extreme a theoretical perfect impulse contains every
frequency, if only for theoretically no length of time).

'‘Communicative noise', as per the standard Shannon and Weaver definition of noise
(Shannon et al. 1969), is 'that which distorts the signal on its way from transmitter to
recipient' (Sangild 1992). It is generally thought of as the elements in a sound that arise
from the imperfection of the medium. This is perhaps the mode! which forms the basis of
descriptions of 'glitch music' in writing such as Cascone's—there is a focus on the medium -
itself, made possible by its failure. Simon Reynolds describes something like this
understanding of noise, but in a slightly more general sense and with an anti-idealist
corollary:

If music is like a language, if it communicates some kind of
emotional or spiritual message, then noise is best defined as

interference, something which blocks transmission, jams the code,
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prevents sense being made. The subliminal message of most music

is that the universe is essentially benign, that if there is sadness or

tragedy, this is resolved at the level of some higher harmony. Noise

troubles this worldview. (Reynolds 1990)
Like Gidal, Reynolds sees non-identity as the goal here (although, unlike Gidal, his reasons
are individual rather than political):

[Noise] causes a blockage and destabilization of the codes by which

we make sense of the world ... [it] occurs when language breaks

down. Noise is a wordless state in which the very constitution of

our selves is in jeopardy. The pleasure of noise lies in the fact that

the obliteration of meaning and identity is ecstasy (literally, being

out-of-oneself). (Reynolds 1990) ,
A disruption of effective communication is one way of thinking about this, but it does not
account for a scenario where this kind of linear communication has no relevance—where it
is not attempted in the first place or even alluded to. In such a scenario, technology is not
mediating, and merely enabling/impeding communication to varying degrees, it is itself
fundamentally and directly implicated in whatever interaction is taking place. Figure 16
shows how a slight reformulation of Shannon and Weaver's model provides us with a basic
model of artistic production in relation to noise music. What this shows is not just an
emphasis of the noise (as might be ihferred from an aesthetic of failure), it is a fundamental
change in the way in which musical production is understood. It also neatly demonstrates
the importance this gives to technology; previously it was merely a necessary
inconvenience (or a desired inconvenience in an aesthetic of failure), but in the
reformulated model it is primary in determining the result (and is not in any sense of the
word 'failing’). Technology is central in creating meaning, not just communicating it. The
technology or algorithm can be considered a tool, but not a tool with any kind of
transparency, which merely enables the realization of an artist's vision. It is fully implicated
in the result.

Sangild's final definition is 'subjective noise', perhaps the most familiar conception
of noise—defined simply as unpleasant or unwanted sound. He makes an interesting point
regarding the contextual nature of judgements regarding this type of noisiness: 'the noise of
the roaring sea, for example, is not far from white radio noise, but nonetheless is not
considered unpleasant and irritating. We still seek meaning in nature and therefore the

roaring sea is a blissful sound, whereas radio noise (even if we were to hear it as
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indistinguishable from the sea) is normally considered a disturbance' (Sangild 1992). Ina
music that allows any sound, nothing is considered noise; it is tempting therefore to say
that this subjective definition becomes irrelevant, But Sangild warns against ignoring it:
'that would be a hasty dismissal of the important tension you get from infusing the

formerly negative' (Sangild 1992).

A Signal - A —pB

Via technological medium

A

Signal ('noise")

B
Technology

Figure 16:  Communication model and reformulation

It is easy to see how all three of these definitions are related—the patternless nature of
acoustically defined noise makes it the usual and most effective way in which
communication is impeded, and its role as impediment to meaning in a given context is
likely to make it unwanted subjectively. The important point is that when noise is
antagonistic to meaning, it ceases to operate on a symbolic level and presents the listener
instead with its materiality. This is the sense in which I will define noise for the purposes of
this thesis, as an alternative to the three definitions given above. It is close to the
communicative definition, but the point is that it has nothing to do with this simplistic type
of communication at all; it is not the element within a signal that distorts or impedes
communication, it is itself a signal (that happens to have no determinate meaning). To
distinguish, I will refer to this as literal noise. So, for example, when noise (acoustically
defined) is used for communication, when it has strong symbolic associations, this is not
literal noise. ,

In contrast to the acoustic definition of noise, Reynolds points out the importance of
high-level inconsistency in the noise, claiming for instance that hip-hop (due toits
collage/montage structure, as with Explorers_¥e) is more effectively noisy than a barrage
of acoustically noisy material that becomes predictable.

A tangent on literal noise and materialist ontology: if noise is meaningless
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vibration, then we could define 'material'—the point at which thought fails (Brassier, via
Zizek (Brassier 2010))—as noise. Everything is ultimately noise; there is no inherent
meaning in sound or any other kind of vibration. Meanings are culturally or ideologically
or evolutionarily, but ultimately contingently, assigned to certain patterns in the noise.
Throughout writing on aesthetics in the materialist tradition, as well as in Heidegger's
phenomenology, there is the recurring idea that works of art unmake these meanings, either
to make new meanings or to glimpse the 'noise'. But given this, Reynolds highlights a
fundamental paradox in theorizing noise:

To speak of noise, to give it attributes, to claim things for it, is

immediately to shackle it with meaning again, to make it part of

culture. If noise is where language ceases, then to describe it is to

imprison it again with adjectives. To confer the status of value upon

excess and extremism is to bring these things back within the pale

of decency. So the rhetoriticians of noise actually destroy the power

they strive to celebrate; they are the very start of the process by

which subversion is turned into contribution, which is absorbed as

a renewal for the system. (Reynolds 1990)
This is particularly reminiscent of Heidegger's revealing/concealing nature of being; the
very process of revealing causes concealment. There is here the implication that meaning is
somehow 'false'; what I'm calling noise is the 'true’ reality underlying normal ‘
phenomenological experience. This seems to contradict the notion that phenomenology
overcomes the subject/object dichotomy. Materialism recently, in the form of speculative
realism, attacks phenomenology on the grounds that despite claims to the contrary it
remains what Harman calls 'a philosophy of access', i.e. it is concerned with how a subject
accesses objects, a philosophy of the relationship between humans ('dasien’ etc.) and the
world (Harman 2007). The details of disagreements between these approaches to
philosophy do not directly concern us here, but what they seem to share is a conviction that
there is something undefinable at the base (or even non-base, non-ground) of reality, which
is concealed. As Brassier says for instance, his nihilist realism is 'the unavoidable corollary
of the realist conviction that there is a mind-independent reality, which despite the
presumptions of human narcissism, is indifferent to our existence and oblivious to the
'values' and 'meanings' which we would drape over it in order to make it more hbspitable' '
(Brassier 2010).

Returning to the discussion of noise, in a separate paper Sangild gives another
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taxonomy, this time regarding the use of noise in music (Sangild 2004b). He describes
expressionist, introvert and minimal noise. It is clear that Sangild here is interested in the
meaning of noise. What we are concerned with however is specifically noise as void of
meaning. Expressionist, introvert and minimal noise are each in opposition to literal noise.
Accordingly, the examples he gives do not function in the way I have described
Explorers_We. He describes noise in The Who, Hendrix, Sonic Youth and soon as a
'gesture of rush, rage, excitement, aggression, pain, fear, anger, emotional chaos and
ecstasy'; in My Bloody Valentine as 'drowsy', 'dreamlike’, 'melancholic’, 'sensual' and
'intimate’; in Merzbow as 'yiolently aggressive' at the same time as 'meditative', 'hypnotic'
and 'trance-like'; and finally in Oval as 'fragile’. None of these descriptions seem suitable
for Explorers_We.

Some commentators have, following Cascone's implications, focussed on the
aforementioned possibility of revealing the mediating technology, which was previously
(or ideally) hidden in its transparency (Bates 2004, Hainge 2007, Stuart 2011). But, to use
materialist film as an analogy again, this would embody Gidal's concept of 'pseudo-
documentary'—to reiterate: 'the point here is not that every procedure should be “there” on
 film, exposed or explained, as that is merely another level of documentation, “seeing what
is 'really’ taking place’l‘ (Gidal 1989). An exposure of the technology and productlon in this
way appears not to be the mtentlon in 'glitch’ music, partleularly since for the most part the
 finished product is presented as a CD presumably for playback on high fi dehty equrpment

~ Atthe very least from the stage of mastering to playback, the process is one of illusionistic

5 reproductlon (Christian Marclay's Record Without a Cover is a notable exceptron)

Clearly, a 'glitch' album such as Explorers_We, although Concerned almost sol ely .
with technologlcal processes, is not an exposmon of, or comment on its own format, Thls ‘
% would leadtoa blatant reintroduction of semiotic content—-—a certaln kind of semtotlc o |
content that in its documentary style pertains to a 'truth’, the representation of a somethmg
as if it were nota representatnon This would agam most lnkely result i in somethmg llke the L
hlgh-tech aesthetlc, prrmarlly a work about technology not of technology e

The Explorers We press release states that the '60 PQ start pomts [make] full use ot‘

B your dusty shuffle button This i is an effectlve use of the CD, subvertmg and playlng w1th : o

-  the pOSSlblllthS of the format rather than attemptmg to reveal' it by, for mstance, recordmg

the playback ofa damaged CD and reproducmg iton undamaged CDs. Both of these st }v ;
‘ approaches result in somethmg real of course, but the latter is about a drf‘f‘crent prcvnous

. real recorded and reproduced It therefore is a work of rllusromsm and ldealrsm, far from .
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its superficially materialist aim of a revelation of process. The futility of such an endeavor
is highlighted in this irony. But again, this is not the aim of Farmers Manual. As Possert
says: "There is no concept. There's nothing' (Sjogren 1998). What remains is literal noise:
'we are arrested, fascinated, by a convulsion of sound to which we are unable to assign a

meaning. We are mesmerized by the materiality of music' (Reynolds 1990).




o melancholy, conjurmg a mg,htclub of the near future as it mxght have been 1mag,med by,,
i »ksome straxght-to—VI 1S mowe from the early 1980s (Sherburne 20[0) 'a shape-shlt‘tmg,

e new-age hymnal whose gamelan-mspxred sequences and new—age, p:tch-shxi‘ted vocals :
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Returnal and A New Way To Pay Old Debfs:

Disinterment of technology and technique

This cha'pter’will look at more recent developments in Editions Mego, in particular two

albums: Returnal by Dan Lopatin as Oneohtrix Point Never (eMEGO 104, 2010) and A

New Way To ’Pay Old Debts by Bill Orcutt (¢tMEGO 119, 2011)—a CD reissue of the LP
“release on Orcutt's own Palilalia label (PAL-002, 2009). On the surface it seems that these
 two albums have very little in common, but the point of convergence and the focus of this
chapter' is the way inwhich they both give the impression of looking to the past in some
way. The evidence and possible reasons for this will be explored, followed by a discussion
ofa number of possible interpretations; Jameson's concept of the 'nostalgia mode’ will be
contrasted with the recent interest in what has become known as 'hauntology'. Both will
ultimately be reJected in favour of a third option that is more in line with the general thrust

of the descrlptlons of artistic practxce in the rest of the thesis.

The VHS Aesthetic |
’ Returnal (eternal returnmg——-—also suggested in the title of track 7, Ouroboms) looks
: prlmarﬂy to vmtage analog synthesm Lopatm mamly uses a Roland Juno-60 a polyphomc
analog synthesuzer produced in the early 1980s with a single (dlgltally contro[led)
oscnllator per voxce, low and hlgh pass analog 1" lters, a trlangle LFO and a dlSthtlve
, | chorus effect Importantly 1t also has a buxlt-xn arpeggndtor. The charactcrnstlc sound of the ; |
- Juno-60 is inevitably remimscent of 80s synthpop——-—tt was heavn\y used by bands hke The e
i iHuman League, Duran Duran, A-Ha etc Its arpeggnators and resonant textures are also ey
o synonymous . with hbrary mus:c of the tlme recalhng sclence documentar:es or obscu:e and .

o forgotten televnsxon programmes The pervasweness and anonyrnlty of hbrary musuc makes e

ot d)fﬁcult to pmpomt spectﬁc examples of the source of th:s but the cnucal reception to S o

5 ‘the album repeatedly hlghhghts thts aspect of the sound pamcularly the u’toptamsm

% assocnated with the pertod

It has been descnbed varuously as: a nostalgnc sound dtenched m retro-futurlst

i converge to fom‘t a retro futunst mamfesto (Tmy Mtx Tapes 2010), a repurposed VHS
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aesthetic' that nonetheless rather than '[focussing] exclusively on the past ... focuses on our
various unfulfilled visions of the future' (Blackwell 2010). Lopatin does not in fact use any
VHS technology (Powell 2010), this 'VHS aesthetic' therefore refers more to the
associations we have with the sound of synthesizers like the Juno-60 (and the forms that

result from their compositional affordances).

Sad News Frr)m Korea and the ontology of songs v
A New Way To Pay Old Debts (title taken from the lS‘h century Philip Massinger play) in
contrast, is described on its press release as an 'acoustic hardcore blues stormer', and
consists solely of unprocessed reeordmgs of Orcutt playing the guitar with occasronal
vocals. The title alludes to an mterestmg relationship between new and old, which we see
for example in the second track on the album: a version of Lightin' Hopkins' Sad News
- From Korea (1951), which rs»completely unrecognizable as the same song. Hopkins'

| standard 12- bar blues is replaced with a very loose riff that hangsona single high D# hit
arrhythmlcally for up to 15 seconds at a time before droppmg into rapid chaotic
strumming, repeated for the roughly 3 mmute duration of the track.

This creates an interesting problemattzatlon of the 1deahty implied by separating the

' ‘concept of a song from any specific instance or version of it. Most musical ontologlsts (m

the analytic tradition, for example see (Levinson 1980), (Davies 2005), (Dodd 2007),

| k(l(ama 2008)) would almost certamly claim that Orcutt's Sad News Fr om Korea is not the
- same song as Hopkms Sad News From Korea. Accordmg to Dodd's ontology for example, ne

 therei lS a type-token relatxonshtp between a musrcal work and any glven mstance of it, Thatj‘, ey :

s, the work is an abstract type and an mstance of it is is a concrete token (as wrth the

s mformatron can be left out or added whrle still retaining the essence of the prece, and smce ,_ i

o allows for occasnonal wrong notes and sO on. llowever the two versrons of Sad News From'

o oken Vlew ofmusrcal works. ] I

L ‘any musrcal ontology, smce wrthout it there can rn fact be no repeatabthty of a musrcal

; ~work at all i e. no two performances of a plece are actually the same prece because the T

relattonshrp between 'tree’ and a tree'). He therefore allows for shght vartatron between

tokens whlle they still count as the same type—»pleces can be ’thlcker or 'thmner te some j ihind

| 32 muswal works are nonn-types (they descrrbe how the world should be) he therel‘ore also

: ‘&'Korea stretch thrs beyond reason There is not Just sllght varnatron, there |s almost no “h

' f K correlatnon Ifwe want to say that they are the same song, then we have to drseard the type- -

But Dodd claims that the type—token understandmg lS a necessary prereqursrte for
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are not identical. He states that incoherence results if we discard it. But what becomes
incoherent is not the concept of a musical work as used in any specific situation, only the
concept of a generalized, all-encompassing universal theory of 'musical works'. When the
boundaries of a musical work become blurred, the question becomes moot; we could
describe the two versions of Sad News From Korea as the same song, or as different songs,
but what does this actually tell us? Is it a useful or interesting distinction? Note that both
options ultimately assume the existence of an abstract 'musical work', of which we are
debating the nature. Musical works for Dodd are ‘eternal, unstructured, unchanging,
modally inflexible, abstract entities' (Kania 2008), which are discovered, rather than
created. Flexibility is allowed only in the token, the actual physical sound, which is
explicitly described as being not 'the work itself'. Kania highlights some of the absurdities
that entail: _ |
Since musical works are simple sound-event types, there is no
intentional condition on producing an instance of a work. Thus,
since all possible sound-event types are eternal existents, whenever
there is a sound it is an instance of a musical work. If you think
that’s bad enough, let me turn the screw twice more. First, since
Dodd allows for thicker and thinner works, whenever a kitten
walks along the keys of a‘ piano, it does not merely instance one
work but an infinite number of works: the work that mandates .
“exactly those notes in that order; the work that mandates roughly
~ those notes, but allows for some variation; the work that mandates
any notes that fit this harmonic profile; and so on. There jsan
infinite number of such works, since thickness and thinness are
merely two ends ona continuum, Second, the kltten produces an
- : mstance of more works than this. Since works are norm-types on -
-Dodd’ 5 v1ew, the kxtten can get some notes wrong. "It instances not -
'only the work that mandates | Just these notes in this order, but also 7
all works that differ from this work by one note, two notes, three .. s o
notes, and so on. Thus for each of the infinite number of works the " | o
|  Kitten mstances, mentloned above, there isa further mﬁmty of SRR
works the kitten produces a passable, but :mperfect mstance of
Note also that plcked a kitten on a piano only for convemencel _~ :

Every sound event, and every part of every»sound_event, is an s o




o matter of some old fashtoned representat:on of hlstorleal content but mste'ld approached
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instance of an infinite number of works for just the same reasons.
(Kania 2008)
| Whatever the nature of Orcutt's conviction that he was performing Hopkins' Sad News
From Korea, it seems clear that it displays a disregard for any such ontological idealism.
The naming of the track in this way is almost arbitrary, other than acting perhaps as a
reference point. Lightnin' Hopkins influence is clear, not only in this track but throughout
 the album. There is the looseness in the playing, the disregard for tight timing and rigid
meaSures, and a recurrent use of riffs that hangona singlenote.yThese aspects, although
V taken to an extreme, are very much reminiscent of Hopkins' style. Other influences
explicitly mentioned by Orcutt include Fred McDowell and Muddy Waters (Masters &
Currin 2010). , |
. The style more generally recalls earlier Delta blues, and the very first recordings of
- blues music; one of the most sahent aspects of the album is the 'lo-fi' character of the
recordmgs lee the recordmgs of Robert Johnson—-—-smgle-sessxon takes recorded in a
hotel room (or a room next toa busy street in San Francisco in Orcutt's case, see hner
* notes)—aspects such as the room ambience are arguably as important to the aesthetic as the
guitar playmg or smglng . This aspect is again taken to something of an extreme in A New
Way To Pay Old Debts w:th, for example, no effort being made to hide a phone ringing in
the background of the openmg track Lip Rich, or a police siren that can be heard in Street
Peaches
TNostalgla and hauntology i | | SN |
o ‘The dlsmterment of older techmques and aesthetics is relevant to Jameson s concept of the i
- nostalgra mode. He uses the term to refer to the canmbahzatron of styles of the past note o
* that this is not to do wrth any psychologrcal feehng of nostalg,lam—as Jameson says, iy ‘, iR

nostalgta does not strlke one as an altogether satlsfactory word', He sees rn postmodem

o ,_,cultural productmn (film and archltecture in pamcular) a tendency towards htstortcal 7

- pastlche that 1romcally mrhtates agalnst any real hlstorlc:lty, 'the nostalg,ra ﬁlm was never a_

| "the past‘ throug,h styhstlc connotatlon conveymg pastness by the glossy qualrtles of thc
lmage, and 19305-ness or'l9505-ness by the attnbutes of fashlon (Jameson l990)i 3
Postmodern hlstory then is srmulacral Jameson s theory carnes a COI’lVlCthﬂ that

e postmodermsm amounts almost to a denlal of the past seemg hrstory only as an archrve of :

L \forms to be reapproprrated reapproprratlng perhaps m'order to distantiate from the past to .
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make it seem less real and to reassert an eternal political present. Given this, the nostalgia
mode for Jameson is an integral component of the logic of late capitalism. The constant
reiteration of signifiers of the past essentially reasserts the end of history (Fukuyama
1993). It also provides a wealth of interchangeable fashions and aesthetics for consumption
~ that can be endlessly recycled and presented as if they are new. Mark Fisher's conception
of hauntology is formulated in opposition to this: 'hauntology is the counterpart to this
nostalgia mode. The preoccupation with the past in hauntological music could easily be
construed as ‘nostalgic’. But it is the very foregrounding of telﬁporality that makes
hauntology differ from the typical products of the nostalgia mode, which bracket out
history altogether in order to present themselves as new' (Fisher 2008).

Hauntology is originally a Derrida neologism, a play on the word 'ontology’,
referring to the being of a spectre——paradoxlcally present in its absence. More specifically
he is referriog to the 'specire of Marx' (Derrida 2006); the ghost that continues to haunt
Europe even after the fall of the Berlin wall—post-end-of-history. The result of this
haunting according to Derrida is a looking to the past in aesthetics and ideology which
appears to be qulte different to the nostalgia mode, perhaps because it represents a genuine
nostalgia, a yearning for modernist utopianism. Reynolds describes this, quoting David
Toop, as a 'nostalgia for the future’ (Reynolds 2006a). Fisher explains how this has become
manifest in music recently, usmg the first Burial album (Hyperdub HDBCDOO1, 2006) as
an example:

If there is one act which makes a case for the supreme pertinence ‘of :

the concept of hauntology in relation to music today, it is Burial.

Precisely because Burial deals wnth nostalglc longmgs, his music

does not belong to the nostalgia mode What you hear in Burial's
twoLPsisa cravmg fora past which nevertheless appears -
: lrretrlevably lost, veiled behind a relentless drlzzle of cracklc ‘ T

o ‘ivBeyond the longmg for a partlcular moment ora pamcular muswal :

| genre is a longmg for the ceaseless forward motion of a culture

which once appeared capable of infinite renewal, but which is now

used up, involuted. The nostalgxa for modermsm res;sts the

- postmodern nostalgla mode, (Fnsher 2008)

The overall feeling is that of dyschronia; 'time is out of Jomt' (also from Derrlda s Spec tles i

- of Marx, orn;,mally a Hamlet quote). This is described i in partlcular through aspects such as g

surface noise'—the sound and dlStOl‘tlonS of the recordmg mc.dnum
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Dyschronia is not repressed in hauntology; it rises to the surface.
Or rather, it unsettles the very distinction between surface and
depth, between background and foreground. In sonic hauntology,
we hear that time is out of joint. The joins are audible - in the
crackles, the hiss ... What Little Axe, Burial, Ghost Box, The
Caretaker share with Tricky is that they foreground the surface
noise. There is no attempt to smooth away the textural discrepancy
between the crackly sample and the rest of the recording. This is
one reason why hauntology is not just some lazy, hazy term for the
ethereal. Hauntology isn't about hoky atmospherics or 'spookiness'
but a technological uncanny ... The surface noise of the sample
unsettles the illusion of presence in at least two ways: first,
temporally, by alerting us to the fact that what we are listening to is
a phonograpbic revenant, and second, ontologically, by introducing
the technical frame, the unheard material pre-condirion of the
recording, on the level of content. We're now so accustomed to this
violation of ontological hierarchy that it goes unnoticed. (Fisher -
2006) |
So is this theory of hauntology an appropriate way to understand.the albums considered
| ‘bere? Superficially both have remarkably similar characteristics to the kind of music
discussed in writing on 'sonic hauntology'. In 4 New Way To Pay Old Debts, there is the
surface noise that has already been mentioned; there s it§ uncanny resemblance to blues of
-~ the 1950s and earlier; there is even what could be heard as a yearnmg melancholy at some f ‘
pomts——-partlcularly Poor Black Math in whrch the distortion and surface nonse could -
~easily beread on a metaphorlcal level as srgmﬁers of the degredanon of memory, as tends R
to be the case with audio processing effects in hauntology based analyses -
Srmrlarly in Returnal, there is what is often mterpreted asa melanchollc nostalua -
for a lost future (see previous quotes from critics); the sound of '80s analog, synthesrs and
_its various assocnatrons (mamly in Stress Waves Remrnal and Where Does sze Go) the
| appearance on Quroboros of a clear layer of 'surface norse . and throughout thc album a

‘large amount of audio processmg——takmg recordmgs of the synthesnzers and tlme

‘v stretchmg, prtch shlftmg, and repeatedly 'sampling and resamplmg ona computer (Powell P

2010)—again apparently beﬁttmg the (slightly trite) memory metaphor Varlous samples 1}}: ¥ |

' from youtube are also used in thls process (certamly 'lo-fi but not necessarlly retro‘)




: V"of somethmg that prevnously took place The music (the thrng that 1s not the surfacc norse" :

. :'vi_vl/’—-—-lt is behmd the surface norse) is hidden or degraded to approxrmate half forgottcn o

e delrberate bunal of signal behrnd noise' (Frsher 2006) Once agam vve see the

159

Reynolds, in a later article, claims that actually 'the [hauntological] is surely an
undercurrent within all recorded music... the recording process being inherently eerie and
out vof joint' (Reynolds 2006b). All music refers to the past in some way, if not through
traces of the recording process, simply through the adoption of techniques and aesthetics
which are a development or a negation of previous techniques and aesthetics. It is perhaps
something of a red herring to understand these albums as being specifically concerned with
the past any rnore than other music, given that music will always be historically situated.

' At the other extreme, references to the past could be seen as only byproducts;
byproducts in a search for materials to explore, which just happen to be in the form of
" older technologies and :teehniques. The aspects that are being foregrounded in these works
are technological artifacts, some of which signify particular periods in history through |
assoc’iation, but thibs of course is arbitrary, it does not have to be the case. The prevalence of
these kinds of sounds (vintage synthesi’s, intentional surface noise) in recent music actually
mrght reduce their symbolrc eff icacy in this regard—-—because the assocratrons are
speclf' cally to do with hlstory, thelr repeated use in a contemporary context erodes such
associations, Their symbolic associations become less i important, and to some extent they
are re-assimilated into musical productlon simply as extra material to work with, for their
sonic qualities alone. lf there is a trend of lookrng backwards for material to work wrth in
electromc musrc, thrs is perhaps srmply due to the feehng that older tcchnology offers more
waertlle ground for expenmentatlon Lopatm descnbes his experimental approach fo the ,
k technology "My relatlve lack of know—how when it comes to analog synthesrs helps me
: because I don't approach gear wrth metaphors in mind. Lnke if] run this patch into that
o patch and modulate the shit out of the LFO, blah blah blah—I JUSt dont get lt I JUSt play
wrth stufr (Powell 2010)

3 Surface noise

N To return to the surface norse example, its ﬁguratrve use s1gml‘ es that tl‘us is merely a trace ¥ |

- memories and so on. 'In sonic hauntology, drsmterment goes alongsrde mtemment, the

2 communxcanon theory rnodel——-an 1deal musre medlated and 1mpeded by technologlcal

- noise. In a more general sense, Reynolds refers to a 'half-erased or never—qurte—attamed

" songform The ldeal form is mtentlonally dcgraded actmg as a srgmﬁer of rts rnat 'rlalrty
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It deals with temporality, contingency and so on, on a metaphorical level. This is
predicated either on the idea of a record as documentation or trace of a previous event, a
way of accessing some kind of 'presence’ (in the Derridean sense); or as an imperfect
medium for 'remembering' the ideal songform.
But what if we see the record not as a way of accessing something else, but as a
thing in itself? The ontology of the music shifts—the recorded sound is no longer a
degraded form of the ideal music, we instead take the music to be whatever sound the
record produces. The surface noise should be seen as a fundantental part of the music, not
something that the music hides behind. The term surface noise is sometimes used as a
synecdoche; not just to refer to noise on the surface of vinyl, but to any aspect of a
recording that is introduced by the recording process or medium itself. If we take this
definition to an extreme, it essentially points towards any influence of technology on the
sound—the ways in which the contingencies and charactenstlcs of an instrument are
implicated in a composrtlon for that instrument, technologies such as notation, and more
recently sequencers, DSP techniques and so on. The argument in this thesis, then, is that
music can be thought of as nothing but surface noise.
In 4 New Way To Pay Old Debts, the songs seem so shot through with contingency

~ that the concept of an idecal songform is not even suggested. For instance it might be

- tempting for a critic to descrlbe the Sad News From Korea cover as a ‘twisted’ or 'mangled'
version of the original, but the differences are so great that this would requnre quite a

~ stretch of the imagination. Throughout the album there is never the i tmpressmn ofan:
originary song behind the ‘twisted' or 'mangled' riffs. The approach is very much strarght
improvisation: 'it's based around a scale, and I'll have a general structure in mtnd and
'certam things I know I want to hit along the way, certain phrases or dynamlcs So I ll go -
into it with those few landmarks in mmd and navngate my way throug,h lt (Masters &
- Currm2010) ' - S o

The norse aspects (and artlfacts in the audio such as dlstortron) are not added post- G

o productlon, in a deliberate way after the fact for a specrt‘ ic semantrc effect. Any SUfface o
‘ norse is fundamental part of the process of recordmg Compare this to somethmg ] ike -
Selected Memories From The Haunted Ballroom by the Caretaker (1999, V/V mTest :

" Records, OFFALO02), taken by writers like Frshcr to be an archetype of somc hauntology ST

consnsts of recordings of swmg and ballroom musxc from the 1930s, proccssed in extreme 3

- ways such that the 'hidden’ nature of the music is hug,ely emphasrzed There isan - :

~ exaggerated amount of surface norse-—--vmyl crackle, hiss etc.—-—as well as othcr klnds of L |
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processing to degrade the audio that further indicate the idea that these are faded memories.
'It's a stranger’s past relocated within your own memories, a re-imagined history from an
alien past' (Fletcher 2008).

The approach taken in A New Way To Pay Old Debts, in contrast, is not based
around the simulacral—creating the 'image' of a recording, something that sounds like a
recording; it simply is a recording. The presence of surface noise in 4 New Way To Pay Old
Debts could be explained as the result of an approach that treats the recordings as
something closer to field recordings. To clarify, this is in contrast to studio recordings; the
way in which one would normally think of studio recordings is in the isolation of one or
more particular elements, instruments for instance. There is an ideality and reductionism
implied in the studio approach. The idea is to record the music, in what is thought perhaps
to be a contextless way, to get the perfect recording by reducing any effect from the
external world. The studio is the equivalent of the white space of an art gallery—a context
~ that is supposed to be neutral‘but in fact has a very peculiar character of its own.

. A field recording, however, makes use of the contingency in capturing all aspects of

a location's context (if the point were to capture a single element in the environment out of
its context then one would ideally take this element into some kind of studio, i.e. it would
 be a studio recording rather than a field recording). As di‘scussed in chapter 2, Demers
 argues that the field recordmg approach can be related to literalism; sounds as autonomous
objects free of resndual assocnatrons (Demers 2009). The idea in a field recording is not .
justto record music', i.e. an abstract hngurstlc construct, but to record contlngent sound
that does not necessarlly have a communicative aspect. Orcutt's recordmgs are mtennonal
recordmgs of an instrument, but the contextual and contmgent aspects of f' eld recordmg
are rntroduced ‘Orcutt's guitar is JUSt one of many clements in the rccordmgs, that are :
'presented as flat durations, slabs of recordmg, unedited except for the sudden sphcrng mto
different rccordmgs between tracks An interesting exceptron to this i is found in High
Waisted; at 2:46 into the track, the recordmg, at this point only room ambrcnce, is cut to ':' L
i srlence, then a wailing dlstorted mrcrophone feedback sound qulckly cuts in and plays for
“ the remaining 37 seconds of the track, This editing is very much like the approaches we
have encountered in prevnous chapters—-—a brutal foregroundmg of the edrtlng rtself of thc‘ .

| ‘splice',

Instruments

. ’_We could also compare the approach in Returnal and A New Way To Pay ()ld chls to
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Haswell and Hecker's approach to the UPIC discussed in chapter 3. Found technologies or
existing techniques are used as the material that constitutes the work. Furthermore the
found technologies are used in a 'raw' (deliberately naive?) way. This foregrounds the
contingency of the material means in all three cases. For instance, Orcutt describes how he
came to use his four-string guitar, and why it sounds the way it does:
1 strung the guitar back with four strings and just started to play
again ... this was the one that I got when I was in college. It had
always been around and | had played it on and off, and it was
broken a couple times. When I moved to San Francisco, the neck
was broken off. So I took it to some shop here and the guy said
what he woul‘d charge me to put it together'was more than the value
of the guitar. And I said, 'That's fine, I just want something to play.'
So after he put the neck back on he said, 'Don't tune it back up to
concert pitch because the neck's not going to be strong enough to
hold it.! He had tuned the low E string down to a C, and that's
whére [ left it. (Masters & Currin 2010)
Lopatin deséribes a similar history in his relationship with the Juno-60, having inherited it
from a young age and becoming accustomed to its peculiarities; 'that closeness and history
ylelds a lot of interesting results' (Powell 2010). So Lopatin's music can be said to be
largely a result of this relationship. However there remains the feelmg that Lopatm more
SO than Orcutt is to some extent playing with listeners associations w1th the past (if we
look at the prevnous Oneohtrix Point Never album, Riffs (2009, No Fun Productions, Nrp.
56), we can see a much more explicit nostalgic reference—-—the accompanymg videos of
super-8 v1dco footage and so on. See e.g. Laser To Laver) ‘
Desplte this, Lopatms practnce has been described by one commentator wnth the
phrase 'synth as synth' (Keenan 2009). This is an mterestmg concept to examine more -
closely. It implies a literalness—the synth-as-somethmg else would be deplct:ve,

representatlonal The most obvnous case of depiction would be to synthesnze acoustnc

 instruments. However this does not entirely capture the use of synthesns m Oneohtrlx Pomt'

Never. In an mtervnew, Lopatm compares his father's use of the Juno-60 to hns own:.
: Lopatm All his sounds emulated accordions and whatnot _ i
Interviewer: He didn't let the machme do what the machme does :
_ best—he didn't let it not be a real-world acoustlc mstmment

- Lopatin: I gue_ss not, but it's pretty far Qut 10 use an analog synth to
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strive towards emulation of 'the natural'. Enter the uncanny valley.

(Powell 2010)
Rifis in particular features synth sounds that have this uncanny resemblance to acoustic
instruments. See for example the flute-esque loop in Physical Memories, or the more reedy
sounding oboe lead on Betrayed In The Octagon. But it is the way in which these sounds
'fail' to properly imitate acoustic instruments that remains the focus—their uncanny-ness,
similar but not the same. In this aspect of the sound we are still therefore primarily
foregrounding the influence and character of the Juno-60. |

The 'synth as synth’ could refer not just to an opposition to synthesis of acoustic

instruments, but also in a more generalized sense to all Kinds of depiction; synth-as-synth
opposed to any use of the synth-as-medium—for expressivity, narrativity, etc. Returnal
could certainly afford listening on this level, however Lopatin's own description of his
work again undermines this: '[the Juno-60] is used for lead voices. She's the narrator, and
when she's not narrating, she's generating lots of environmental data, like the shape of the
landscape. But it's just data, and I need to sculpt it to actually turn it into the landscape'
(Powell 2010). So the synthesizer sounds are in fact not 'merely’ the sounds of a

synthesizer, but are descriptions of landscapes and narratives (for Lopatin at least).

Label curatlon ‘

To return to the question of what unites the music associated with Mego, so far we have

~ seen that this mlght be to do wnth what I have defined as noise musxc, an approach that .

avoids the imposition of mcanmg or the use of representation, The result is therefore -
omethmg like llterahsm Ifthis is the case, we can perhaps conclude that Orcutt 8 work is .

in lme with the exrstmg 'Mcgo aesthetic' to a greater degree than Oneohtrm Pomt Never.

~ Thisis perhaps counter—mtulttve because of the superﬁmal aspect of Ee"fc——()n COhtrlx 8 3

~ Point Never as drone based electronic music fits into the Mego catalogue qulte -

| mnocuously, whereas Orcutt playing acoustic blues seems to stick out as an anomaly

So there are two kmds of i mconsnstency here: a superf‘ cnal changc in genre wnh

- Orcutt, and a more fundamental change, towards a romanuc, narrative sound in Oneohtnx s

Point Never (which, it should be noted, does pcrhaps have at least one precedent in the

Mego back catalogue in the form of Fennesz). But on both counts this is actually in lme
| wnth Rehberg s approach asa curator, Hrs idea is to keep the fabel's vrtahty by avondmg
, predrctabrhty in the releases. There are shared sensibilities between the maJortty of amsts

' assocnated w1th Mego as we have seen, but excepnons to the rule are necessary for L g
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Rehberg. There is a desire to avoid a totalized overarching aesthetic:
I always wanted to do a label that was loud, not loud in terms of
sound, but like 'here we are', rocking the boat a bit. I still have that
approach. Lots of labels and groups get into a generic flow of

things and always do the same thing. I never was interested in that,

S0 that's why the catalogue is quite jagged, you can't pigeon hole

the label. [1]
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Conclusion

This thesis has been centered around splitting approaches to music into two general
categories, defined by their ontology. A representational or idealist approach (and
corresponding rationalism) was described in numerous contexts—in classical philosophy,
in romanticism, in the electro-acoustic tradition, in algorithmic composition literature, and
also in the design of software such as digital audio workstations. Of particular relevance is
the idealism found in the notion of a 'digital aesthetic'. Digital technology is seen as a
means of exploring 'the deepest aesthetics between math and art' (Tkeda in Eubank 2008);
this sums up precisely what Coyne means by 'technoromanticism’ (Coyne 2001).

I claimed that sound is seen as the means of representing a musical eidos in all of
these approaches. A listener is supposed to recover this eidos, and the model therefore is a
kind of communication, which can then be very roughly grouped into either the classical or
romantic; mimetic or expressive. As Hiller and Issacson put it: 'an imitation of a
fundamental divine harrnony of universal significance' on the one hand, or 'a direct
emotional expression and an explicit and subjective communication' on the other. The
music is communicating something about the world, or more commonly, humanity; |
infusing it with signifiers of hunianity—-—-love aggression, loneliness, joy, etc. If we take a

materrahst view, this can only be seen as the construction of varlous fi CthﬂS largely based

| on naturahzatrons—concepts that are partrcular to an ldeologrcal orrentatron but are taken ‘
to be umversal The fictions constructed by these notions feel real and mescapable, makmg ‘
them somewhat oppressive. ’ : o

ngulstlc representatlon, cultural 51gnn" fers and so on, represent in theu totallty
somethmg like Lacan's 'symbolic order', The symbolic order highlights the drt‘ference
‘between what he refers to as reality and the Real the world as we are ( mescapably) x5

mdoctrmated to interpret it, -and the chaotic, meanmgless ‘traumatic’ thmg at its base, _The

Real is beyond the symbohc order beyond reahty as we experrence 1t as 'that whrch resrsts o

s Nsymbohzatron absolutely (Lacan 1991). Accordmg to Lacan the Real i rs only occasronally N B

' ghmpsed asa gap or rupture in the symbohc order, where somethmg is unrecogmzable '
© and meaning cannot be grasped. o i e D ‘
For Marxists, the symbolic order might be understood as the doh’lioaot ideoloygical i
superstructure. Marx split society into its 'base’ and' superstructure He defined the base as:
the forces and relatxons of productnon, and the superstructure as mstrtutlons, culture, S e

religion and so on, elements that are largely superﬁcral but somet\mes mﬂuence the base
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Althusser reversed this priority, claiming that the superstructure is prior to the base, it is the
ideological underpinning that shapes and supports it (Althusser 2008). Ideologies are not
‘statements of political reality, they orient subjects' relations and therefore construct a
political reality (Ziiek 1989). Furthermore Althusser claimed that ideology is material; i.e.
itis precisety things like music, cultural products, that constitute it.
" The concept of naturalization is crucial to ideology; a necessary condition for the
proper functioning of an videology is that it is viewed as non-ideological. It should appear to
| _ be based on facts rather than values The purpose of a truly progresswe art has often been
seen as dtsruptmg such ideology. Frsher summarizes this: 'as theorlsts from Brecht through
| to Foucault and Badtou have maintained, emancipatory politics must always destroy the
appearance of a “natural order”, must reveal what is presented as necessary and inevitable
to be a mere contingency' (Fisher 2009). :
| Another similar (but less politically motivated) theory is found in Heidegger's
dnstmctlon bctween 'world' and 'earth’, 'World' is the web of signifi cance and relations in
kwhrch we exist, and 'earth’ is the unmtelhgxble outside of this. Worlds nonetheless are built
upon or emerge from earth. He claims that art, although it is an object of 'world', appeals to
'earth' in its materiality (Heidegger 1993). It provides a temporary rupture in the world. |
* Again we return to the idea of 'reveeling‘t truth for Heidegger is a product of this temporary
'kghmpsmg : s v L B |
e Romantlcxsm, as I have defined it, appears to be predtcated precrsely on eonservmg o
the current symbohc order (or mamtammg, s the dommant ldeo]ogy) The romantxc goal of
' expressmg human truths is achneved through emotton and tnstmct the elevatton of the

artist's subjectlwty But in order to communicate emotxonal content it must rely on the

repetntron of extstmg srgmﬁers of this or that emotlon. It proceeds by assocnatlon.

Rt Throughout the 19"‘ and 20" centuries any art form that embraced the romantlc notnon ef

il expressron was seen as the ep1tome of bourgeoxs tndwxduahsm For examp]e, Gt

:expressmnlsm (unsurprnsmgly-—the clue is m the name) was at the centre of much dcbute

Thts argument is based around a spec1f‘ ic pohtlcs but we can also say that -
,' romanucrsm IS conservatwe m a more general structural sense an approach focussed on ¢
\ /expressron epltomlzes the myth of creatmty, of the self as source of 1deas As Butler puts

t, thlS is the 1dea that works of art me made‘ semx-mtraculously, in the xmagmatlon, and ¢

- the creattve process restores a wholeness 1ost in common expertence (Butler 1981) Under

thxs mnsconcepuon, one is blmd to the exrstence of external mﬂuenee, and is hkely to
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simply express the prevalent ideas of the period, under the guise of radicality. It has been
argued that this is the case with the original romantic movement itself, that it was
ultimately a conservative or even reactionary movement, despite its revolutionary outward
appearance (Brown 2001, Honour 1979, Butler 1981). The unifying element in 18™/]9®
century romanticism, in as much as one can be identified at all, was not one of technique, it
was not stylistic or formal. It was rather to do with these notions—an elevation of the artist
expressing subjective but fundamental truths; the patriarchal structure of a genius
communicating his humanity to a grateful audience.

This is relevant beyond the romantic period. Rock music seems like the natural
descendeht of romantic ideas of authenticity and expression, But | have also discussed the
romanticism in approaches such as spectromorphology. In approaches like this the concept
of gesture is normally taken to be fundamental in communicating meaning. Middleton
prioritizes meaning, specifically meaning via gesture, in his analysis of popular music, but
also claims that this contributes to a general musicology (Middleton 1993). In the course of
this thesis [ repeatedly found that gesture was an inappropriate way to talk about the music,
at least not in the most common sense of the word—as changes in sound propetties that are
analogous to movements of the body. We therefore cannot consider the sound as merely a
medium for commumcatmg abstract gestural content,

This is a subtle distinction in the way we think of the abstract in music, Miranda,
for examplc, states that 'musical compositions carry abstract structures' (eranda 2001)
But abstractions, prec:sely because they are abstractions, are supervened on by the thmg
| they are abstracted from—the sound. The sound is prlmary, the abstracuon cannot exist
without it, in the same way that form cannot exist without matter, torm 1s matter (and T
matter is form). Musical compositions carry form only in the sense that any other physncal
entity carries form. There is no reason therefore to necewamly consnder the abstract as the
essence of music. Taube argues that the score is not the same thmg as the musnc, 1t isa
‘representatlon of the music .. . [it] can be thought of as const;tutmg a level of abstract:on
above the sonic waveform' (Taube 2004). The crux of this approach is in sccmg '
representatlons as representatlons

In order to develop this posmon, I drew from materlahst phﬂosophy (in Wthh as

- above, the abstract is seen as exactly thatwan abstractlon from matcrnal realtty) and from

 pragmatic phxlosophy (in whnch the exlstence or non-exxstence of abstracta i 15 s1mply not
considered an issue at all), 1 clalmed some level of compatlblhty between these

: phllosophles for as far as the purposes of thlS thesis go. In thc mus:cs I conszdercd the
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intention is not representation or the communication of ideas. In particular, notions of
expression tend to be avoided as far as possible. Without the anthropocentric focus on
subjectivity, it is less likely to reinforce the current dominant ideology via representation
and identification as described above.

In thinking of a music not based on communication, one thinks of the notion of
absolute music': 'an ideal of “pure” music independent of words, drama or representational
meaning ... understood as objective structure without expressive content' (Grove & Sadie
1988). But absolute music is of course a romantic concept, and the conclusion I reach in
this thesis does ironically begin to resemble the romanticism we began in opposition to; the
idea of re-unification with, or illumination of, an ineffable reality. It is not inconsistent with
notions of the sublime—glimpsing something beyond comprehension. There is a paradox
in either a materialist or anti-metaphysical philosophy that has something unexplainable at
its base that almost seems ideal: 'matter', or Heidegger's 'Being' (often capitalized in the
way that 'God' is capitalized, giving it a mystical overtone). ‘

The difference appears superficial but is actually fundamental. As discussed in the
introduction, Romanticism (according to Schlegel) is concerned with somehow expressing
'the infinite—a term that implies escapism via abstraction. The quest ultimately is for an
absolute mcta-physwal umty, by means of umversals such as beauty. Schlegel said that
’beauty is a symbolic representation of the infinite’ (Bonds 1997). Therein lies the
difference in approach—a literal aesthetic is not concemed with symbollcally representing
anything. It strives for apprehension of the 'thmg ltself‘—the ding an sich that for Kant is
’~ fundamentally unknowable, but for Ileldegger is mseparablc from phenomcnal experlence
(phenomenology is ontology) b

So absolute music represents perhaps that aspect of nineteenth century l'Omantlcism
that is concerned with expressmg 'the infinite', It is opposed to anythmg extra-muswal‘ and
yet it remains an entity that pomts beyond itself: L ‘ :

’ ~ To borrow an imagery central to Schlegel's plnlosophy, a work is
like an ancient fragment that has been torn from : an orlgmal form, g
but is still able to recapture in its brokenness the perfectlon of an
unknown totalnty that the Romantic 1magmatlon can reconstruct G
E A work as a fragment theref‘ore always gestures beyond xtself itis G
. never complete (Chua 1999) , : e : |
The music of Mego in contrast cannot be sald to pomt towards 'the perfectlon of an S

unknown totality". It is quite the oppostte of absolute; I have shown itto be specnl' ic and
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contingent. There is nothing underpinning it that is universal. The music of Mego attempts
to reveal only its physical existence. Of course, meaning can be found in the music, but it
was not 'put there' intentionally, hence the model is not one of linear communication or
representation.
| Absolute music, as with other examples encountered in previous chapters—
- Greenberg/F rled, acousmatic listening, spectromorphology, and so on—is concerned
primarily with transcending the material, to appreciate either the form that it embodies,
free of contingency and context, or some symbolic association with what is depicted, In
their foregroundmg of materlallty, musics such as that represented by Mego should not
E therefore be considered 'absolute' in any ‘way. The words that best descrlbe it are words that
are defined precisely in opposmon to concepts of absoluteness: specificity, arbitrariness,
contingency, impurity—it is very specific to its technological context, with arbitrary
compositional decisions based on the contingency of that situation, and the unity of a work
is often undermined by varlous aesthetlc mcons:stencws Furthermore even issues of
md1v1dual taste and aesthetlcs are certamly not bracketed out, this is all part of the context
in which the process of production is taking place.
Returning to Goodman's tcrmmology mentioned in the 1ntroductton this music is
S|mply a non-notlonal artform It is literal, The object of contemplatton is thc-—thmg-xtself ,
not a deptctlon or representatnon of abstract content/meamng Thcre is not considered to be k
aneed for the musnc to pomt to somethmg else beyond its own physical ex:stence But Just o
L because the musw does not predlcatc itself on commumcatmg somethmg clse, tlus does not |
o mean it exnsts in an absolute realm separated from meanmg, tdeology, and so on. Rather, “,’ o

"~ that its posxtton and functton in the world (m some sense its ! meanmg ) must be tound

 external to the work in the acsthetic or political 1mphcatxons of the concept of a non. sy

S notlonal artform For Chua, thlS is also the case, desplte its. claxms to the contrary. _wnth

o absolute mustc. absolute musnc cannot be conflned to the htstory of musnc as ifi 1t were :

e Purely musical, circling in its own autonomous Sphcre What 1tcla1ms to be is embedded m

i structures outsnde mustc(ology)' (Chua 1999) In Mego there is no 1mphed clalm to be

. statement that lS prlmartly oppos1t10nal--thc mus:c deﬁnes 1tself in opposntlon to

R autonomous in this manner. In line Wlth Chua's descrnptton, mcanmg is not embedded in

; the mus:c and yet a statement is certamly madc m the act of cxcatmg/dtstnbutm&, !t A

i mdlvnduahst expressxon or narratlve escaplsm (thns is how it becomes llteral nmse mustc,

o usmg the realm of matertal process and technologlcal cxperlntentatlon to avotd forms that

could bc takcn in thls way)
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The centrality of ontology to aesthetics has been demonstrated at length in
numerous examples. If sound is not seen as a communicative medium, carrying abstract
musical content, then structures and forms that imply it is (e.g. expressively gestural or
overtly narrative musics) will inevitably be viewed with distaste. And conversely, if a
listener understands music as being fundamentally concerned with communicating
something beyond itself, then they will tend to react with (sometimes extreme) distaste to
noise music. The understanding of what music in general 'is' affects the value judgements
~ in listening to and creating it.

Linguistic lnodcls of music (see for example Levinson 1991) require fundamentally
that music is intelligible. Noise music however is unintelligible, the mode of listening is
different. Herein lies the importance of noise; does it present the only escape from the
-, 'fictions' I described in romantic artistic production? Noise could be considcl'ed eitheran -
attempt to step outside of the symbolic order, making us aware of its existence, or perhaps’
an attempt to reconfigure it. So we return to the two possible theses mentioned in the
introduction:

1. Any meaning produced, although not the point of the work, is not detrimental to the
appreciation of the music. The point is that the meaning is not determined by the
composer, it isvleft open, and arises from a specific listening context. |

2. Mcanlng produccd is actually detrimental to appreciation of the music; since the
music is attempting to be an 'empty-signifier’, This is something like the absolute

~ music described above, but attempting apprehension of a specnﬁc and contmgcnt

= reahty rather than an abstract absolute one, RSN Y

~To put it in Lacanian terms: does noise offer new ways of seeing reahty, or of ghmpsmg
the Real? Dewey provides some support for the first of these options. }lc sees

technological inquiry specifically as the way in Wthh meanmg is pmduced ie. meamng is

contmually conetructcd in the process of propcrly experlmemal mqunry It is for him i in fact 5

“the only way in whxch mcamng is produced Compare this to the. conceptnon of technology
as a medium for the commumcanon of meaning, Likewise i in Marxist aesthctlcs, thcorlsts
like Gidal tend to see materialist artistic productnon as a means of undcrmmmg, |deologlcal

structures in order to open the possnblhty of new ldcologles the denml of semmﬂczty . 1s

, each time an 1dcolog1cal posmon rather than the representatnon of a pt lOl‘ essencc, truth, or il

) nature’ (Gidal 1989)

However somethmg closer into the second optlon is sug,gcsted by Heldeggcr, or, 1

should say, by my deliberately selective rcadmg of Heldcggcr Gumbrecht makes a s:mllar i
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readihg,‘vin which art is fundamentally about 'presence’, presenting something that is not to
be interpreted but experienced in a physical way, revealing being. Meaning is certainly
detrimental to this. Like Dewey though, for Heidegger, it is technics that is central:

techne ... reveals whatever does not bring itself forth and does not

yet lie here before us, whatever can look and turn out now one way

and now another ... Thus what is decisive in techne does not lie at

all ih making and manipulating nor in the using of means, but

rather in the aforementioned revealing. It is as revealing, and not as

manufacturmg, that techne is a bringing-forth. (Herdegg,er 1993)
| It tmtlally seems dtfﬁcult to reconcrle the two possibilities, they appear to be mutually
\ exclusive. But perhaps we should empltasrze the way in which being is revealed in the
process of a disruption and reconﬁguring of meanings, and vice-versa. For Heidegger
revealing/concealing is a constant process, in that being is always interpreted, but when it
is glimpsed, 'bringing-forth', it immediately withdraws, as the understanding of it becomes
anew interpretation itself. 'Reciprocally, an approach like Gidal's, in undermining existing
1deology, if nothrng clse makes the viewer very aware of the existence of ldeology, and
therefore aware of at least the potentnal of an outsrde—of ideology.

Perhaps we could say that there does not exist the possibility of garmng access to

r ; somethmg outsrde of symbohcally mediated reality, the symbohc order; the Real remains

‘ maccessrble. But through a lack of rdentlf' ication, replaced by an awareness and matenal
presence, the symbohc order is temporarnly dlsruptcd and one is made more acutely aware '
B of its exrstence The alternatwe |s to become further entrenched m 1t whlch requlres 1ts
continued eoncealment by bemg l'e-presented as natural and umversal The expenence of |
‘ 'presence is thus shn“ted extemal to the way tradrtronal aesthetrcs explams the experrence of

E art But there stlll remains a sense of the subhme, in the exnstcnce of somethmg bcyond

o _meaning that is unknowable or ungraspable Perhaps this does not 1mply some truth merely e

“ f the thmg—m—rtselt‘ 'noumena’, 'the Real’ 'prescnce s (It is temptmg to say that Macbeth

_beyond comprehensron waltmg to be revealed, but rather the laek of anythmg to reveal S

= (Borges 'thrs rmmmence of a revelatlon whrch docs not occur rs, perhaps, the aesthetxc
Sy phenomenon (Borges 2000)) : ‘ CHEALR et a ,' i
ThlS thmg that IS either rcvealed cannot bc revealed or m tact does not even extst :

| s refcrred to m varrous phrlosophlcs ( phrlosophlcs of access (} Iarman 2007)) as matertal'.f

- ~ has the last word on tlus realtty, hke nonse music, is ’full of sound and fury, .szgmjymg

N nothmg') F or Brassner and Z\iek it is srmply the pomt at Whlch thought fails (Brasswr
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2010). For Derrida, it should not even be considered a 'non-ground' (i.e. it is not even
'nothing’, as ‘nothing' is itself a kind of thing). He posits an infinite deferral with no
fundamental to which we can appeal. Deconstruction in fact offers a good model for the

artistic production described in this thesis: rather than appealing to final or absolute

- determined meaning in communicating ideas, it engages in the constant flux of
experimentation, 'play' (Caputo 1988). Or, as Gumbrecht puts it, rather than a new
worldview, 'resistance to a smooth integration into any metaphysical worldview'
(Gumbrecht 2004). -

Note that one thing this kind of work is not concerned with revealing (in most
instances) is the material processes used in production. This to reiterate, is best described
by Gidal, as 'pseudo-documentary', pertaining to a 'truth’ and is thus a representation. This
is sometimes the basic idea described by those writing on 'glitch', where the sounds are
taken to be failures of the technology (Cascone 2000). In contrast, the conclusion here is
that these sounds are not to do with notions of fidelity, but are a quite normal process of
what is sometimes referred to as extended technique, Glitches, surface noise and so on can
all be considered in this way, not as impediments to an original sound, but as original
sounds themselves. It is 'extended' because it moves beyond the traditional use of an
instrument, beyond its ‘institutional use. Such experimentation with materials once again
emphasizes embodied knowledge of material processes, making. It also highlights the lack

“of distinction between composition and performance, the exploration and use of
improvised extended technique is part of the compositional process. Extended technique :
and material processes do not provide a truth regarding production but, cen certainly be
used to subvert a conventlonally representational medium, thereby creatmg sometlung of -

 heightened materiality. ' | ‘
~ For fear of becoming lost in abstractnons, one final example wnll ground these

' concepts and hopefully demonstrate their relevance to musical practice. Thus far | have

“only dlscussed the algor:thmnc work of Evol but more recent work, culmmatmg in Ten

: Canisters of Pressurized Tetraﬂuoroethane Over Three Weeks (Alku 89 2009), is based

around experimentation with gas horns. ,

- The f' rst EVOL performance to involve the use of pressurlzed gas 5
= horns dates from late 1999 in Barcelona ] legendary Moog Club
Back then, the combmatlon of horns and computer generated
sounds was more a humorous prop (an extensnon of the compurer

music for hoohgans motto) than a dellberate aesthetlc statement
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But just a couple of years later, these mighty (= 120 dB!) sound

generators quickly became a regular ingredient in EVOL

performances, featuring entire acoustic sections where the horns

mimic textures, timbres and dynamics of the electronic parts of the

show. Sometimes, these acoustic interludes have involved up to

four horn operators, hiding among the audience in each corner of

the room. (Jiménez de Cisneros 2009)
Jiménez de Cisneros says that other than the 'computer music for hooligans' link, the initial
attraction to gas horns arose from the observation that their sound shares qualities with the
synthetic sounds he was already working with [3]. This tentative and indeterminate goal
was followed, and experimentation (in the form of actual performance practice in this case)
suggested greater and greater subtleties and techniques in the use of the airhorns. For
example, he found that firing two horns into each other produces amplitude modulation
(‘purely physical renditions of classical synthesis techniques' (Jiménez de Cisneros 2009)),
and the chaotic bubbling of the final pressurization as the canister is near to empty gives
very similar results to some of the algorithms he was using. By the time Ten Canisrers of
Pressurized Tetrafluoroethane Over Three Weeks was recorded, the focus had shifted
entirely to the airhorns; the record contains no electronic sounds (bvahlch I mean
synthesized sounds). It is recordings of airhorns only, with no processing oreven -
overdubbing. Jiménez de Cisneros refers to this as a continuatlon of the same practice, part
of the Evol computer music project, reconfiguring notlons of computer musnc A precedent ’

~was perhaps set in this respect by Goodiepal, whose computer music prOJect has
superficially very little to do with computers (or music for that mater, in some cases) (see’
for instance Goodlepal 2009). - ’ i
" S0 Jiménez de Cisneros followed an 'end-i m-vrew whrch mcrementally suggested
further goals, to the pomt where 1t became clear that the horns provndc enou&,h potentrally ER
mterestmg material to form an entire record by themselves Although aesthetlc preferences
(based partly on previous experlence in algorithmic musxc) were clcarly taken mto account, : ,' =
there remains the sense that the horns were approached 'from scratch -~the1r possrbxlxtles ,
being explored thhout much preconceptlon of the result The result therefore is qurte k ’:
xradlcally unlque in its matertals and structure e ha ’, ,‘ _ “ , h ‘\
~ The recordings are incredibly varied grven the llmlted palctte used yet almost the

entire record consxsts of sounds ata pnteh of around 440Hz, smce thls s generally the pltch_j- L

'chosen by gas horn manufacturers What varles are aspects such as the amplltudcs and
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panning, but most importantly, the harmonic makeup of the sound, and its timbral qualities
at various stages of canister depletion, or at different orientations and room positions. The
tones are not held for long enough for it to be suited to the term drone music, but it
certainly also has no melodic content in any traditional sense. It is presented as a series of
experiments, rather than using the horns as an expressive medium.

Derivation of meaning is therefore frustrated, and in listening one becomes
concerned with the sheer 'physicality' of the sound. Volume is, as always, important for
Jiménez de Cisneros (the sleeve notes stating in the usual way, 'play loud, at 45 RPM!!!").
When particular meanings are ascribed to the sound in the act of listening, it tends to be a
surprising reconfiguration of associations. For instance, in a similar vein to previous Evol
releases in the Punani series, the idea that loud sounds signify aggression is often
undermined, with one of the most common reactions being laughter.

To return to the issue of 'where is the art “located™?', when someone hums a tune it
is generally considered to be the same 'music’ as an official recording or performance of it
~ despite being very different, i.e. the music is not the same thing as the sound. Noise musie,
or more generally, music that is in some sense fundamentally timbral, is categorically
different. You cannot hum the tunes. Bemg timbral, it cannot be easily reduced to an
abstract hrgher level entity. ‘

With regard to a hummable tune, the abstract work entity does exist nominally,
~ since it is clearly useful to have such a concept in language Kania describes' this ontology
in classical music as 'the most defendable, albeit defeasible, view' (Kama 2005). He goes
on to define recorded tracks as bemg 'the work' in rock music, where tracks mantfest
vsongs In jazz, the situation is more complrcated he claims this is a tradntton without the .
concept of 'a work'-—performances are compared dlrectly wrthout reference to an endurmg
object'. If we requrre a nominal work concept in contemporary computer musrc, it mrght

have elements of both Kania's rock and j jazz ontology A work in this field can gencrally be

~ considered as ertheraperformance a recorded track, or an rnstallatmn lmportantly. all of AR

these exist without reference to an endurmg ObJCCt tracks do not mamfest songs' for
-example (even in the case of someone like Bill Orcutt as drscussed in chapter 7.

The concept ofa score in classrcal musrc means that a composer is workmg less

drrectly with the materials that ultrmately constrtute therr work m contrast to, for example, L i

| vthe way that a pamter works quite dlrectly wrth pamt Thrs may be one of the fundamental ¥

reasons for the often discussed 'reifi catton of the score’ situation, wherc the score ts seen as“, _fj SRR

| , 'the music' rtself However in practlces such as those dtscussed in this thesrs (and trmbral
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musics in general) the situation is moved back closer to the plastic arts. There is no 'score’
as such, so the process is usually more direct. The sound producing technologies, or
material processes in general, are not separated from the act of composition and are
therefore integral to the result. The situation is closer to a craft practice rather than an
eidetic rational exercise.

Christian Marclay has been quoted as saying: 'music is material. Recording
technology has turned music into an object' (Curiger 1997). This is true not just of
recording technologies, but also sound production technologies. The composer can work
with the material of sound rather than a more abstract score. As this quote highlights, it is
via the exploration of approaches to technology that we can realize the importance of
ontology. The influence of technology, or in a more general sense, process, is an effective
means by which existing vocabularies, and expressivity are avoided. The work is less able
to function by association, taking the focus away from ideas behind the sound, placing it
more on the sound itself. The unintelligibility of the result establishes it as literal, In
- Heidegger's words, it exists only to 'show something that has the character of a thing'

(Heldegger 1993). _
I attempted to define the above approach/aesthetic/ontology by comparmg a
number of pieces from the Mego catalogue to various alternative antitheses. I first drew a
comparison against music that engages with technology on a symbolic level, i.e. that
promotes a 'digital aesthetic'. I then compared it to a music that attempts total generality,
and in particular the approach to technology that this engenders (the desire for a value-
“neutral, transparent technology) Then a further examination of some of the tools used led
to the idea that non-value-neutrality and limitations are important in a pragmatic approach i
centered on experimentation, providing a basis for the formation of goals and end‘s-in-kview.
- Algorithmic composition was then identified as one particular way of introducing ‘
technological influence, to move beyondv the limitations of theimagination.'This’ is' in - .
.contrast with much writing on algorithmic composition that t’ocusses on reproducing“ St
» exrstmg musncal forms or algorithms as a means of accessmg the beauty of pure
- mathematical form. I then developed a definition of norse music, wrth 'literal norse as that .
Wthh is unmtelliglble, and militates against intrinsic meaning. rv ; l e e e
F inally, the approach was shown to also ex:st to some extent in recent Mego

| releases that superﬁcnally have more semanuc content Mirroring the musnc. there scems to : -,ﬁ

- be a 'noise’ approach in the curation of the label—a refusal to allow comprehensron of any i}v w

pattern A curatorlal approach of complete eclectrcxsm could be seen as analogous to wlnte :,
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noise—predictably unpredictable. So some consistency is required in order for the
inconsistencies to function as noise. This, problematically for a thesis, makes
generalizations difficult. The approach described is a vague connection between the artists

on Mego, but there are inevitably exceptions, necessarily, to achieve what Rehberg refers

to as a 'jagged' kind of curation [1].
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‘Notes
[1] Peter Rehberg in discussion with the New Aesthetics in Computer Music research
group between 12/07/09 and 25/07/09
[2] Peter Rehberg in email communication 2010

[3] Roc Jiménez de Cisneros in discussion with the New Aesthetics in Computer Music
research group between 17/11/08 and 01/12/08

[4] New Aesthetics in Computer Music Interview with Peter Rehberg, available at
http://www.music.york.ac.uk/mre/na-cm/index.php?n=Main.PeterRehberg

[5] Russell Haswell in email communication 2011

[6] Russell Haswell in discussion with the New Aesthetics in Computer Music research
group between 11/01/07 and 02/02/07

[7] Yasunao Tone in discussion with the New Aesthetics in Computer Music research group
between 01/03/09 and 14/03/09

[8] Andreas Pieper in email communication 2011
[9] Roc Jiménez de Cisneros in email communication 2010

[10] Oswald Berthold in email communication 2011
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