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 It is a pièce de résistance of its form, no matter how we choose to 
describe it: nerve-tingling computerized warning signals, unbearably 
intimate Janovian primal screaming and time-reversed moaning, indistinct 
grey ambience heard through solid walls, ecstatic electrical discharge, and 
the resurgence of Duncan’s shortwave radio…all of these combine to make 
the penultimate portrait of a world which seems indifferent to our 
elaborately constructed fictions and histories. The giant coronal mass 
ejections from the sun, humbling our best attempts to communicate with 
each other across the radio spectrum, provide just one example. 

Another key recording during this period was The Crackling, done in 
collaboration with Max Springer and using the linear particle accelerator at 
Stanford University as the original sound source. Although this particle 
accelerator’s size now pales in comparison to the mammoth (seventeen 
miles in circumference) Large Hadron Collider beneath the French-Swiss 
border, it is still claimed to be the world’s longest straight-line object: an 
amusing side note when considering the very ‘non-linear’ way in which 
Duncan’s art usually proceeds. Also interesting is the fundamental concept 
behind these gargantuan atom smashers: making larger and more complex 
structures in order to seek out the infinitesimally small, the particles which 
would reveal the very secret of the universe’s functioning. The purpose of 
these vast constructions -probing of dark matter and seeking the universe’s 
early origins- is neatly analogous to Duncan’s research with the human 
organism, seeing as it unashamedly seeks out the sources of our inter-
personal friction and neuroses, and our own internal ‘terra incognita’ or 
psychological and emotional ‘dark matter’.  

Any hope that Duncan’s work, while being based in Amsterdam, 
would be attenuated in a haze of legalized marijuana smoke and general 
laissez faire ideals was further dashed by installation pieces like Stress 
Chamber, first enacted in 1993 at the “Absolute Threshold Machine 
Festival” in Amsterdam (the first major Dutch exhibit of ‘machine art’.) 
Consisting of a metal shipping container large enough to accommodate 
humans inside, and with running motors mounted on three of the four 
container walls, participants in Stress Chamber were told to enter the 
darkened container completely naked, encountering intense sustained 
vibrations of a palpable character. Duncan’s catalog description of this 
piece informs us that each motor, equipped with an eccentric flywheel, 
would cause vibrations at the container’s resonant frequency - these 
fluctuations in vibration then created the sensation of sound as a kinetic 
object, another ‘body’ as it were- no longer just a ghostly presence whose 
place in the hierarchy of human senses was not as elevated or authentic as 
the sense of touch.  

And by this point in Duncan’s career, ‘touch’ is becoming the 
operative word for nearly all his exhibited and recorded works: and not 
merely because of his affiliations with a record label of that same name. 
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Sakaguchi’s description of Duncan as a ‘stimulation artist’ begins to really 
ring true during this time, as both the touching caused by surface / skin 
contact and the figurative meaning of ‘being touched’ - having one’s 
emotions stirred and beliefs interrogated - become recognizable as the 
sutures holding together this complex body of work. Of special interest is 
the fact that pieces like Stress Chamber, involving a solitary individual 
subjected to the elements, can arouse as diverse a set of physiological and 
emotional reactions as pieces involving a direct interface between two 
humans. The latter category would be best exemplified by Maze, another 
Amsterdam-based piece in which participants voluntarily went nude into 
a basement room, unaware of when they would be released (some flash 
photos of this exist as documentation, later projected with a shortwave 
soundtrack accompanying them.)  

When all of Duncan’s pieces to this point are surveyed and interpreted 
as a single ongoing project, several categories of ‘touched’ individuals 
emerge: the ‘touched from a distance’ voyeur (as in the John See series of 
films), the direct participant in a corporeal ritual or ordeal, and the artist 
himself (who is, after all, hoping to learn from these events, whether a 
satisfactory audience response is generated or not.) What all these myriad 
forms of contact achieve is to question whether one ‘touch’ is truly more 
‘real’ and valuable than the other: obviously one could respond to physical 
touch with blank indifference and yet be wildly stimulated by erotic 
simulacra, and vice versa. To his credit, Duncan does not interject himself 
into the audience’s assessment process by saying things must be otherwise, 
or that certain unguided reactions are contrary to his work’s ‘intent.’  

 
 

Love	  In	  All	  Forms:	  Scrutto	  di	  San	  Leonardo	  and	  Beyond	  
 
 

Around 1987 or so, I was very interested in the musical 
area dealing with noise (more or less ‘composed’, or at 
least somehow regulated) and what's commonly intended 
as ‘post-industrial’. It was right then that I met John 
Duncan's music for the first time, instantly remaining 
fascinated by that sound. It was clearly evident that his 
pieces communicated to my whole being through 
something much different than sheer ‘noise’. John's sonic 
propagations – even the harshest ones – must be placed in 
the context of that big vibe upon which life itself is based. 
There's an underlying harmony at work, an awareness of 
phenomena that no word can explain, but upon which we 
can rely for the betterment of our persona. About ten years 
later, I was writing for an Italian new music quarterly so I 
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contacted Mike Harding at Touch to see if Duncan was 
available for an interview. I thought of him as someone 
who didn't want to know about stupid things like 
explaining his art. Imagine my surprise when, fast-
forward less than a week, I received a very nice letter from 
John, who agreed, with an Italian address! The man whose 
work I admired so much, who I believed to be hidden in 
some remote arsehole of the world, lived instead near 
Udine, Italy. When in the interview I asked him why, the 
reply was ‘Love. In all forms’. That should say everything 
about the man. Needless to say, he's one of the nicest, 
humblest persons that I ever met.” 
 
     -Massimo Ricci46 
 

 
At least one form of love, shared between Duncan and the Italian 

multi-media artist Giuliana Stefani, prompted yet another relocation, from 
Amsterdam to the village of Scrutto di San Leonardo along the Italian / 
Slovenian border.  This is not too far (at least by this author’s hopelessly 
American interpretation of geographic distance) from where the 
flamboyant warrior-poet Gabriele D’annunzio once stormed the city Fiume 
(now Rijeka, in Croatia) and declared it an autonomous state.  

The pair of Stefani and Duncan shared a studio in the small hamlet for 
nearly a decade, a period over which collaborative efforts between the duo 
expanded to become, in Duncan’s own reckoning, “by far the most 
numerous and formative for my art.”)47 Though working with a host of 
other sound artists beginning in this period, and cementing his reputation 
as an innovator in this medium, Duncan does not assume full credit for 
this sequence of events: “through [Stefani], my work took on a repeatedly 
positive aspect for the first time…in a deeply intuitive way, she 
understood the search that drives my work and for a decade did an 
enormous amount to bring it out into the world, in ways I couldn't have 
imagined.”48 The duo engaged in a number of live audio performances, 
including two for Palace of Mind (one of which ended exactly as the 
rollover into the year 2000 occured.) Stefani also coordinated the digital 
releases of the All Questions label with Duncan, putting into place a label-
wide design aesthetic based on her evansecent and landscape-oriented 
photography.  

A stream of CD releases gradually appeared in which Duncan shared 
lead billing with Elliot Sharp, Asmus Tietchens, Francisco López, and 
Edvard Graham Lewis (of Wire.) Duncan’s aesthetic increasingly lent itself 
to collaborations with those who were not afraid to use drones, noise, 
barely perceptible sonic nuances and unorthodox location recordings or 
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experimental processes to activate all possible regions of the human 
sensorium. Although not directly connected with John Duncan, the 
ecologically focused Michael Prime again provides some insight into the 
efforts of this small but potent circle of sound researchers: 

 
In my music, I try to bring together sounds from a variety 
of environmental sources into a performance space- 
particularly sounds which would ordinarily not be 
audible. I also use live electronic processing to give these 
sounds new characters, and to enable them to interact in 
new ways. For instance, traffic sound may be filtered so 
that it resembles the sound of surf, while actual sea sounds 
may be transformed to conjure up images of an interstellar 
dust storm. Electronic processing allows microscopic and 
macroscopic sounds to interact on an equal basis.49 

 
Prime’s emphasis on microscopic and macroscopic - bypassing the 

more easily or readily perceptible aspects of our consensus reality - is 
something which animated much of the music being composed by Duncan 
and his colleagues during the late 1990s and the dawning of the 21st 
century. As such, the kinds of scientific instrumentation used to observe 
subatomic or cosmic processes were re-envisioned as devices for 
documenting these processes as a species of communication. Pieces like 
The Crackling, by virtue of their subject matter and source material, had 
already managed to tackle life at both the micro and macro level.  

Meanwhile, affiliates like Mike Harding’s Ash International record 
label, an offshoot of the slightly more “accessible” Touch, gradually 
became repositories of audio exploration into phenomena of the kind 
described by Prime. In the Ash International catalog, CD-length 
examinations of EVP [electronic voice phenomena, or the occurrence of 
unknown voices, attributed alternately to spirits or alien intelligence, 
breaking through radio signals] nestle alongside LPs of hypnotizing tones 
inspired by Anton Mesmer’s experiments in animal magnetism, intended 
to induce hypnagogic states. Duncan’s releases on other labels, such as the 
piece ”Change” contributed to the Mind of a Missile compilation on the 
Heel Stone label, succeed on their ability to amplify the sounds of an non-
sentient technology (in this case, a missile’s guidance system) which 
nonetheless had a distinct “voice” and limited communicative range. 
Ambiguity of technology and malleability of perception came to the fore in 
pieces like this, where the electronic tones produced were ironically quite 
gentle and languid - even something to be meditated upon - when 
considering the sounds originated from a device of lethal power.  

It is interesting to note that, despite working with such inhuman 
elements in his sound compositions, Duncan did not fully abandon the 
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corporeal as raw material, a fact which points to his career-long oscillation 
between themes and materials, and - more interestingly - his refusal to 
dispose of any particular affective technique once a higher degree of 
creative technology could be put into play. His 1998 piece Distraction, in 
which strips of acetate were smeared with the artist’s blood and set 
between glass sheets, shows this to be the case, in the most literal sense. 
The 1998 piece Specchietto per le Allodole [‘mirror for larks’] also involved 
Duncan’s blood smeared over a rotating cylinder (as seen with a small hole 
in a gallery wall), and the Plasma Missives series from 2009 onward takes 
inspiration from a Japanese Buddhist monk who copied the text of the 
sutras in his own blood.   

Duncan’s interactive installation works, meanwhile, required the 
audience themselves to submit to a higher-than-usual degree of physical 
intimacy and volunteered vulnerability within a public space. Duncan’s 
Voice Contact piece, enacted in several locations in Stockholm, Tokyo, and 
Canada from 1998-2000, was one such example of intensified corporeality: 
this was accomplished by requiring viewers of the piece to strip 
completely naked and then enter a darkened hotel suite, where a heavy 
audible drone caused further disorientation and a quiet, beckoning voice 
would be heard offering instructions to move forward (note the echoes of 
the earlier Maze piece.) More recently (March of 2008) the theme of 
orientation within the unfamiliar was utilized for The Gauntlet, in which 
visitors to the exhibition space were not required to be naked, but were 
supposed to navigate their way through the space using small penlights. 
The uncertainty and fragility of this journey into darkness is occasionally 
amplified by blaring anti-theft alarms triggered by infrared sensors, once 
again forcing an unmediated, immediate and honest reaction along the 
lines of Scare.  

The same can be said for his Keening Towers, an installation set up 
outside the Gothenburg Art Museum in 2003. Utilizing the recordings of 
Duncan conducting a children’s choir in Italy, which were then projected 
from 24-meter tall, galvanized steel towers lording over the museum’s 
entrance (making the piece a sort of ‘gauntlet’ to be run by museum 
patrons), the eerie piece is difficult to sever from the realm of emotional 
resonance; from nearly universal conceptions of purity and the sanctity of 
childhood. It should be noted that the recording of Keening Towers was one 
instance of Duncan taking on the new role of conductor- another from this 
period would be his concert appearance conducting the noise-friendly 
Zeitkratzer orchestra, an event for which the artist was veiled in darkness 
with the exception of his spotlit conductor’s hands.  

Duncan states that Keening Towers was done with the purpose of 
giving his personal ‘ghosts’ a voice, and indeed this points to a larger 
attraction to vocal phenomena - be they ‘merely’ expressive, or aimed at 
other communicative functions - as a whole. As Duncan says: 
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All of the traditional instruments have their basis in the 
human voice - either imitating the human voice or 
accompanying the human voice. The human voice is so 
complex, it can be manipulated by even the most 
sophisticated instruments that we have available to us 
right now - state of the art, whatever - and at the same 
time, it’s still possible to recognize the source as a human 
voice. That is fascinating- I really find that fascinating, and 
that’s why I’m working with the human voice so much 
now.50 

 
Perhaps the human voice gains this fascinating distinctiveness from its 

ability to produce nonlinear effects - owing to the construction of vocal 
folds from a tripartite material - whose properties cannot be duplicated by 
the vibrating strings on manmade instruments. While these same 
instruments would normally have an advantage, by virtue of having larger 
resonators compared with that of the human voice, the voice compensates 
by using an idiosyncratic energy feedback process: the vocal tract stores 
energy during one part of the vibration cycle, and feeds it back to its 
source at a more opportune time. The vocal tract can assume a variety of 
shapes as well, “mimicking” both a trumpet (minus its valves and coiling 
tube) and something like an inverted megaphone. Coupled with this 
physiological basis for its unique audial features, the power and versatility 
to be found in the small or invisible synchronizes perfectly with the themes 
infused in the rest of Duncan’s oeuvre.  

 
 

In	  Every	  Dream	  House…	  
 

 
When an artist survives long enough to accumulate an oeuvre, this 

siutation often demands that there will be an eventual effort by the artist to 
take account of past progress, and to synthesize all that has been learned 
into a single ‘unitary object’ or self-referential work. At first hearing, 
Duncan’s ongoing Dream House design project sounded as if it would fall 
under this category - Duncan had described it as follows:  

 
A 7-story building in the shape of a human brain, 
composed of interconnecting 6 x 4 x 4 meter modules or 
rooms, mounted together and held in suspension by cables 
extending from a central mast. Each room, such as RAGE 
ROOM, is designed to embody or evoke a particular state 
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of consciousness, set in an area of the building that 
corresponds to its known or suspected location in the 
brain.51 

 
However, Duncan is quick to note that this project is not intended as a 

“’John Duncan museum’…though the building would probably be large 
enough to include one.”52 The proposed modular nature of the design, in 
which “modules [make] it feasible to add many rooms, quickly leading to 
ones based entirely on fantasy” - with some fantastic exterior attractions 
including “a bungee jump, with an attendant who fixes a harness and 
blindfold on you on the way up to the maximum height, then pulls off the 
blindfold and gives you a kiss before pushing you out backwards,” and “a 
transparent tank full of breathable 'water', where the participant can 
drown without dying.”53 This modular nature of the Dream House also 
brings Duncan’s speculative design closer to radical arhcitectural works 
like Kisho Kurokawa’s Nakagin Capsule Tower, which were intended to 
inaugurate a kind of non-finalized urban landscape that would ‘grow’ and 
decompose in cycles perhaps closer to those followed by organic life. So, 
with Duncan’s cautions against “museum-ification” in mind, this project 
could be seen in the same way - not as the final statement on an 
accumulated body of work, but as a re-integration of these past concerns 
and fantasies into a new environment that has yet to unfold. 

Whether we find John Duncan’s cultural contributions enervating or 
invigorating, it is difficult to deny that they encapsulate the best aspects of 
modern autonomous artwork: they cut ‘middlemen’ and all other varieties 
of ‘middle ground’ out of the picture entirely, they steer clear of pedantry 
(the camouflaging of half-formed ideas with ornamentation) they 
champion immersion in the flux of the creative process rather than striving 
for a specific pre-determined result, and they value mutual exchanges of 
energy between artist and audience (yet do not always require an audience 
for the art to proceed in the first place.) The constant motif of purging the 
unnecessary, and reducing oneself to a compressed core of essential ideas 
and energy, is another key to both Duncan’s process and end product.   

The great paradox of an artist like John Duncan is this: the more he 
reveals himself, going well beyond the accepted boundaries of 
“confessional” artwork in the process, the more mysterious or enigmatic 
he seems to appear to the uninitiated. But this is not any fault of the artist 
himself: if he appears to be a suspect figure, it is a result of the prevailing 
warped perception of our common era, in which flagrant honesty (and not 
the faux-honesty of edited “reality” programming) courts suspicion, and 
ironic distancing is the preferred mode of “communication” for millions. 
There is no easy cure for a modern culture so heavily steeped in easy 
distraction, mixed signals or psychological double-binds, and simple self-
deception. For those who are ready to accept it, though, the “stimulation 
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art” of Duncan capably shows what is waiting beyond the heavy veil of 
distraction and deceit. 



 

 
Uncommon Sense(s):  
Synesthesia	  and	  Electronic	  Music	  

 
 

“…that any affinity at all is possible between a musical 
composition and a visual representation rests, as we have 
said, upon the fact that both are simply different 
expressions of the same inner nature of the world. “1 
 
    -Arthur Schopenhauer 

 
Convergence	  Mania	  

 
 
As any techno-cultural pundit will enthusiastically tell you, the 21st 

century is the century of “convergence”, in which communications 
technology is increasingly unveiling its own equivalents of the Swiss Army 
knife: pocket-sized, hand-held, wireless devices which function 
simultaneously as movie and music players, mobile phones, gaming 
engines, internet connectivity devices, still image and video cameras, 
musical instruments, calculators...who knows what other functions will be 
piled on top of these before this text sees the light of day. With so many 
functions now capable of being handled by so little equipment and energy 
expenditure, both utopian and dystopian visions of the future have flown 
off the shelves at a hitherto unprecedented rate. Prophesies abound that 
this synthesis of communicative modes and cross-pollination of 
technological functionality is a stepping stone towards realizing some kind 
of fully-integrated Übermensch; eventually our ability to communicate with 
and comprehend each other will accelerate to the point where humans 
morph into sophisticated telepaths. More grandiose yet, there will be some 
ultimate “awakening” along the lines of what Erik Davis describes in his 
dizzying techno-mythological primer TechGnosis:  

 
With matter and mind narrowing to a single point of what 
technology gurus call ‘convergence’, we will find 
ourselves sliding down a cosmic wormhole that [Pierre] 
Teilhard [de Chardin] dubbed the ‘Omega Point’. At that 
node of ultimate synthesis, the internal spark of 
consciousness that evolution has slowly baked into a 
roaring fire will finally consume the universe itself.2 
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In other words, the present convergence of technologies - 

communicative or otherwise - will be just one further step towards the 
exponentially more awe-inspiring cataclysm that Davis mentions above. 
On face value this vision is hardly utopian, sharing more in common with 
the grim eschatology of Norse myths like Ragnarok (in which the earth is 
consumed by fire and the stars are extinguished from the sky.) Still other 
prognosticators, like the unabashedly hallucinogen-fueled author Daniel 
Pinchbeck (his book 2012: The Return of Quetzlcoatl makes Davis’ writings 
look genteel and unambitious in comparison), welcome such a fate, as it 
can only bring about a Golden Age, a reversal of the Tao, or some other 
such species-wide epiphany that will have made surviving the Kali Yuga 
Dark Age of Ignorance worthwhile. Technological ‘convergence’ or 
‘singularity’ has become the plaything of starry-eyed eschatologists, whose 
hope for such may be somewhat more stylish within “alternative” circles 
than the more popular Christian eschatology. However, one gets the 
creping feeling that the yearning for salvation still remains among tech-
convergence afficionadoes. 

While technological synthesis is being put forward as the harbinger of 
unbelievable revelations to come, other forms of actually-existing synthesis 
have been somewhat ignored: fascinating fusions much closer to home 
than the apocalyptic mergers and comic book catastrophes suggested by 
overwhelmed “tech-Gnostics” and Silicon Valley shamans. Much has been 
said and printed about the ongoing fusion or dissolution of cultures, of 
gender, of technological functionality, and plenty more besides– but what 
about taking this obsession with convergence to a neural and perceptual 
level, and investigating the fusion of the senses themselves?  

Such cross-modal investigations have been with us since antiquity: in 
China of the Confucian era, cross-sensory speculation occurred when the 
five tones of the musical scale were seen as harmonizing with the classic 
Eastern elemental properties of water, fire, wood, metal, and earth. In 
ancient Greece, the sensus communis of Aristotlean thought - a sort of 
translating faculty that was deemed as separate from the individual senses 
themselves - was carried over into the Middle Ages, where Thomas 
Aquinas posited it as one of three 'chambers' in the brain (wherein the 
sensus communis constituted the foremost brain chamber, ratiocination 
occurred in the middle chamber, and memory was relegated to the 3rd and 
final chamber.) Aquinas' proposal then survived into the Renaissance, 
where da Vinci made the slight adjustment of making the sensus communis 
the central brain chamber.  

Later, within the intellectual climate of post-Enlightenment Europe, all 
of these efforts were resuscitated to some degree or another, with the 
involvement of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe being one of the great 
catalysts: as a major cultural producer and a theoretical physicist, Goethe's 



Uncommon	  Sense(s)|299	  

1810 publication of Zur Farbenlehre ['Theory of Colors'] threw down a 
gauntlet only the most intrepid intellectual adventurers would be able to 
pick up, and made a daunting implication that anyone dealing with this 
special subject should be a highly skillful polymath. Zur Farbenlehre, a 
challenge to concepts laid down in Sir Isaac Newton's Opticks from the 
previous century (another work that attempted to match sonic vibrations 
with wavelengths of light), arguably gave a modern legitimacy to cultural 
interpretations that followed. Though not even Goethe's studies led to a 
precise algorithm for the translation of sound into sight, the combined 
efforts mentioned above had a significant impact on cultural, and 
particularly sonic, life of the exploratory artist- in the process expanding 
the disciplinary boundaries that the artist inhabited.  

This fertile area of study is only beginning to take shape, as are the 
provisional alliances being formed between the handful of neurological 
researchers and multi-disciplinary artists that have found deeper meaning 
within it. 

 
 

The	  Frequency	  Painters	  
 
 
Among the many famous and / or outrageous proclamations by the 

artist Marcel Duchamp, one deserves special attention within this 
discussion: his encouragement for other prospective artists to “make a 
painting of frequency.” At the time, such a suggestion must have seemed 
like just another eccentric aphorism meant to further confound the 
guardians of the art establishment. In the present age, though, making a 
“painting of frequency” has never been easier: if we use the acoustical 
definition of frequency - the number of cycles per second (cps), now more 
commonly noted as hertz (Hz) - it would be simple to do this in a very 
literal sense. One would merely have to choose a frequency and paint a 
waveform, with the appropriate number of peaks and troughs, along a 
timeline: peaks and troughs massed more closely together for a higher 
frequency, and placed further apart for a lower one. However, painting a 
frequency, in the traditional sense of the word, has not been necessary 
since the advent of the oscilloscope: an electrical device that basically, on 
its display screen, makes a “painting” of a frequency every time it is 
operated. Its value as a tool that can provide visuals, however minimal, in 
a 1:1 ratio with a corresponding sound, is not lost on the group Pan Sonic. 
The Finnish duo have used oscilloscope readings in sound installations 
and concerts to further enhance the physical presence and precision of 
their rolling, faultlessly rhythmic sub-bass tides. Coming full circle, it was 
Duchamp himself who ended up following his own advice, during one of 
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his many chess matches (Duchamp actually preferred chess to art, calling it 
“much purer than art in its social position”.) In a now-legendary chess 
match with the composer John Cage, the chessboard was miked and 
attached to an oscilloscope which would ‘interpret’ the sounds of the chess 
pieces gently thumping on the field of play.   

Synesthesia is the neurological term used for fusing of the senses, in 
which one type of sensory information leads to involuntary responses 
from another sensory modality. Within modern culture, this still seems to 
be a bizarre and novel thing, since we are acclimated to distinct 
compartmentalization and occasional hierarchical ordering of the senses. 
Synesthesia, although it has often been a topic of consideration by the post-
Enlightenment scientific community, is still brushed aside by many as an 
unreliable pseudo-science, or as the whimsy of ‘loose cannon’ mystics who 
have the most tangential connections to the larger social universe. It is 
arguable that it has only gained any real traction in a peer-based research 
community only over the last quarter-century or so (papers looked over for 
material to supplement this chapter almost all dated from the past fifteen 
years.) If criticisms against researchers of synesthesia are harsh, though, 
then harsher still are the shots fired in the direction of actual people 
claiming to be synesthetes themselves. Many are assumed to be just 
attention-hungry, poetic eccentrics with an above-average skill for 
wordplay, or outcasts desperately trying to put a sexy gloss on their 
alienation by convincing the world at large that they possess a mutant 
sensory awareness. Still others are portrayed as the casualties of 
hallucinogen overkill, having fried their brains on dissociative drugs, now 
caught in a state where their senses have been permanently cross-wired.  

The latter group of people are still some of the most maligned in pop 
culture: the stereotype of the “way-out hippie” who can barely maintain an 
ambulatory state while “hearing colors, man” has proven to be comic gold in 
a ruthlessly pragmatic era divorced from the psychedelic daydreams of 
yore. Their spiritual forebears among the Romanticists and Symbolists did, 
it must be admitted, do much to forge the link between synesthesia and 
voluntarily 'altered states' of consciousness, what with Charles 
Baudelaire's legacy of quasi-synesthetic "correspondence art" probably 
informed by his hashish-induced trances in the Club des Haschishins.  

Of course, drug users would still be distinguishable from synesthetes 
even if they were in the quite impossible state of permanent ‘tripping’, 
since the sense impressions received by the former would have a much 
higher degree of variance than that of the latter: for true synesthetes, there 
is a striking and often life-long consistency among their responses in 
which, for example, the ringing of a telephone would not be perceptible as 
anything but "green." Neurologist and synesthesia expert Richard Cytowic 
notes that these connections are so deeply ingrained within synesthetes' 
percpetual faculties as the "logical" working of the world, that "to lose 
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[synesthesia] would be a catastrophe, an odious state akin to going blind 
or not being alive at all…synesthetes have a well-developed innate 
memory that is amplified by use of the parallel sense as a mnemonic 
device."3  

Curiously, not all drug users even experience synesthetic effects while 
‘tripping’, either, thanks to a wide variety of variables in brain chemistry 
(and equally important to note is that drugs such as LSD often do not 
induce synesthesia within those already diagnosed with the condition.)4 If 
synesthetes are not mistaken for psychedelic drug users, the belief still 
persists that the various means of communicating the synesthetic 
experience, (especially verbally) are no more than particularly apt 
metaphorical expressions. This is what we might call instead hyperesthesia, 
or an increased ability to receive a stimulus in a single sensory modality, 
which then 'spills over' into other sensory impressions after this fact- 
something rather different from the synchronous triggering of sensory 
modalities that is synesthesia. Sorting out these voluntary metaphorical 
expressions from involuntary experiences with synesthesia can be a difficult 
undertaking indeed.  

Having considered what synesthetes are not, some simple facts about 
the distribution of synesthetes among the general population is in order 
here. Statistically, the vast majority of synesthetes appear to be women, 
with multiple studies placing the occurrence of synesthesia at a ratio of 6 
females for every 1 male. This is particularly interesting in light of the 
synesthetes acknowledged by recent pop culture who are skewed more in 
the direction of maleness. The synesthete’s urge to creatively express their 
perceptive anomalies may also come from the predominance of 
synesthetes who are dominantly ‘right-brained’ (this in turn leads to a 
disproportionate amount of left-handed synesthetes.) It’s also interesting 
to note the hereditary nature of synesthesia, which affected the family of 
author and acknowledged synesthete Vladimir Nabokov (and of which he 
writes in both "Portrait of My Mother" [1949] and his autobiography Speak, 
Memory [1966]). This hereditary aspect of the condition, in fact, has been 
used as a defense by one of synesthesia’s leading legitimizers, Dr. 
Vilayanur S. Ramachandran. Responding to the common argument that 
many so-called ‘synesthetes’ are just adults who associate numbers and 
colors due to certain memory-enhancing games played during their 
childhood development, he dismisses the skeptics’ claim that 

 
“…synesthetes ‘played with numerical magnets’ when they were 
children. Five was red, six was blue, seven was purple, and 
it just stuck in their minds. This never made much sense to 
me. If there’s a relationship between playing with magnets 
and childhood memories and synesthesia, why don’t we 
all have synesthesia? Why does synesthesia only run in 
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certain families?”5 
 

Ramachandran is referring here to what is reported as the most 
common form of synesthesia: ‘grapheme-color’ synesthesia, a form which, 
when authentic cases of it are discovered, tends to be a congenital form of 
the condition passed down along the x-chromosome. In grapheme-color 
synesthesia, written or audible numbers, letters or other snatches of text 
are associated with a color that does not change from one instance to the 
next. A verifiable synesthete, although he or she might see a number 
written in black ink in front of them, may still ascribe a different color to 
that number in their mind’s eye: without the black-inked number 7 placed 
in front of them, they will invariably “see” that 7 as “yellow.” One 
prominent example of this grapheme-color coordination is, according to 
researcher Patrick Martin, “the almost universal agreement, amongst those 
who bear this ability, that ‘O’ has a brown texture and ‘I’ has a whitish 
hue.”6 There is a definite neural basis for this phenomenon, since the part 
of the brain’s temporal lobe dealing with number recognition –the fusiform 
gyrus- is situated right next to the part normally associated with 
processing color information.  

Having said all this, the type of synesthesia most often employed or 
simulated by electronic multi-media artists of the day -synthesis of sight 
and sound- is adventitious as opposed to inherited, raising the amount of 
skepticism that musicians may be true synesthetes rather than just creators 
of convincing yet scientifically ungrounded experiments in sensory flux. 
Obviously, in English a ‘tone’ can refer both to a grade of visible light and 
of sound, and in German the word for ‘timbre’ –klangfarbe- translates 
directly to ‘sound color.’ With the total number of practicing artists far 
outpacing the number of acknowledged synesthetes, the amount of art 
meant to evoke synesthetic experience is naturally far more common than 
art driven by the experience itself. Still, musicians as diversified in 
approach as jazz bandleader Duke Ellington and György Ligeti have 
confessed to some form of synesthetic experience. The latter stated that, for 
him,  

 
…major chords are red or pink, minor chords are 
somewhere between green and brown. I do not have 
perfect pitch, so when I say that C minor has a rusty red-
brown colour and D minor is brown this does not come 
from the pitch but from the letters C and D.7 

 
Ellington’s synesthetic confessions are more eyebrow-raising, 

however, considering the new variables he injects into the experience: the 
‘colors’ of sounds can change depending on the person they are associated 
with, and the image of these sounds is broadened to include not just color, 
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but texture: 
 

I hear a note by one of the fellows in the band and it’s one 
color. I hear the same note played by someone else and it’s 
a different color. When I hear sustained musical tones, I 
see just about the same colors that you do, but I see them 
in textures. If Harry Carney is playing, D is dark blue 
burlap. If Johnny Hodges is playing, G becomes light blue 
satin.8 

 
The Russian composer Aleksandr Scriabin was aligned with Helena 

Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society, also a considerable influence on the 
painter Wassily Kandinsky and his manifesto Über das Geistige in der Kunst 
['Concerning The Spiritual In Art'], notable for its claim that "the actual 
expression of color can be achieved simultaneously by several forms of 
art."9  A small but intriguing book from the Theosophist elite,Thought-
Forms, was essentially an esoteric manual for determining corresponding 
values of sound, color, and emotion.10 Scriabin - like Blavatsky, or any 
other Theosophist for that matter - was never proven to be a synesthete, 
but did develop one of the earliest ‘synesthesia simulators’ in his ‘light 
organ’, a feat for which he usually gets top billing among artists both 
genuinely synesthetic and ‘pseudo-synesthetic.’ As can be guessed by the 
frequent references within his work to divinity, ecstacy and all things 
Promethean, the composer was on a sacred quest to renew the world 
through art, and one way to do this was to merge audible and visual 
information. Blavatsky insisted, for one, that five “sacred colors” needed to 
be arranged in a specific way in order to properly conduct magical rituals.  

Scriabin’s theory of color was also influenced by Isaac Newton and his 
pioneering work Opticks (Newton assigned a different color to each 
interval in the musical circle of 5ths.) Scriabin then streamlined this theory 
by associating spiritual qualities to the tone-colors: blue and violet lent 
themselves better to spiritual flight, while reddish tones were more earthy 
or associated with the material realm. By this logic, one might instinctively 
expect a higher frequency to correspond to the a higher end of the 
spectrum of visual light, when mapped onto a keyboard. This is not the 
case with Scriabin’s system, where F-sharp is the “blue” note while the 
lower D-flat is violet. Many contemporaries were understandably skeptical 
of these associations, although Scriabin did have an ally in ‘colored sound’ 
convert Rimsky-Korsakov. It was he who attempted to convince the wary 
Sergei Rachmaninoff about his theory, using one scene in Rachmaninoff’s 
opera The Miserly Knight as an illustrative example that Rachmaninoff was 
unconsciously promoting a synesthetic compositional method. The scene 
involved the opening of some gold-filled treasure chests and was scored in 
D-major, the key that Scriabin associated with yellow or ‘gold.’  
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As much as epiphanies like this one gave Scriabin reason to boast, 
posthumous discoveries point to the fact that he built up his theory of 
color gradually, rather than having known these correspondences from 
early childhood development, as a bona fide synesthete would. In the 
Scriabin museum, there exist notebooks containing several different hand-
written versions of his correspondences between musical and visual tones- 
even without exact dates ascribed to them, it becomes obvious that the 
composer was gradually refining a system rather than always being 
possessed of a unique color-sound translation ability.  

 
 

In	  The	  Simulation	  Arcade:	  DIMI,	  UPIC,	  and	  Beyond	  	  
 
 
It is precisely the association of synesthetic research with Blavatsky's 

impassioned, yet not always defensible program of enlightenment that has 
led neurological researchers such as Richard Cytowic to fret over the 
accusations of their peers, i.e. that such research is "too weird…too New 
Age." Yet modern musicians and composers seem to have, for the most 
part, gotten beyond the ideological ‘Scriabin syndrome’- the belief that 
one’s highly subjective theory of light and sound has universal resonance. 
As per Peter Christopherson of Coil: 
 

The generation of patterns of light triggered by sound is a 
tricky business. Mechanically one is quite limited to 
interference patterns etc. Automatic devices such as the I-
tunes Visualizer do an amazing job given the limitations of 
the technology, but still tend to produce 'moving 
wallpaper' that lacks some element of humanity [...] 
Generally I know that the mind is able to assume or feel 
connections between all kinds of images and sounds, in all 
sorts of ways that are far more complex than the simple 
generation of pattern (interesting though that is), and it is 
these connections that I find more interesting at this point. 
For example the way the music of THBC [Threshold 
House Boys’ Choir] effects one’s perception of the images 
on the dvd [accompanying their Form Grows Rampant 
CD].11 

 
Others from the post-Industrial milieu, like text-sound performer and 

percussionist Z’ev, seem similarly unconcerned with making a ‘perfect’ 1:1 
correspondence between sound and any other sense, acknowledging that 
there will be a multitude of sensory reactions to any given sound stimuli, 
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and that a universal reaction will be very difficult to attain. Yet some still 
believe they can instill aspects of the synesthetic experience in an audience 
by means of sonic overload, or by the removal of sensory elements that 
would normally be present in a concert environment. The habit of 
performing in the dark - a practice increasingly common among electronic 
musicians, from Francisco López to Andrew Liles12- is one way to bring 
this about. Z’ev suggests that, in a situation where there is paradoxically 
much more sonic information than visual information, some kind of 
synesthesia can arise through entoptic phenomena (light being visualized 
without light actually penetrating the eye): 
 

After about 1985 […] I started to perform primarily in the 
dark , and in that context the music triggers a synesthetic 
experience. That is, it triggers the naturally occurring 
phosphene activity, like what will happen if you close 
your eyes right now… you will be seeing some sort of 
something there. When you are in the a place that is so dark 
that when you open your eyes there is no light, the 
phosphene activity is enhanced and begins to respond to 
the sound stimuli which is occurring as I play. People have 
a variety of experiences, ranging from abstract imagery to 
geometric imagery to cartoony type things to visuals 
which are as very representational, as if it were a dream.13 

 
One manifestation of the phosphene activity that Z’ev mentions is the 

habit of ‘seeing stars’: amorphous blotches of deep color appearing before 
the eyes when there has been some form of bodily impact - a blow to the 
head - or occasionally from an explosive bout of sneezing. Given the sheer 
volume and bodily impact that can be generated by Z’ev’s chthonic play 
with metallic percussion, this sort of thing is far from impossible. Francisco 
López also bears witness to this fact, suggesting complex eidetic imagery 
can result from a forced hyper-concentration upon audio output 
exclusively: 
 

I have extensive direct experience of this from audience 
feedback in my concerts with blindfolds for the audience, 
which I’ve been regularly carrying out since the mid-90s. 
The forceful and voluntary acceptance of the blindfolded 
listening (more emphatic than having a dark space, as 
most spaces in these situations are not really dark) 
dramatically promotes synesthetic “visions” in most 
people, from the abstract / emotional to the weirdly 
narrative (in the long list of imagined narratives I’ve heard 
things like “I felt like on a trip from hell to heaven”, 
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“flying inside gigantic moving machines”, “dinosaurs 
eating soup”, or “shreds of laminar light going through 
my body.”)14 
 

As maligned as the stereotypical “way-out hippie” of the 1960s may 
be, with his catalog of unrealized dreams, the sensual creatures of this era 
at least provided the enthusiastic atmosphere in which some impressive 
innovations could occur, among them some prototype sense-fusing 
machines. The Finnish composer Erkki Kurenniemi is one such character, 
who, surprisingly, considering the work he has accomplished, did not 
graduate from university, claiming that he “…found the theoretical 
physics of the time faulty and wrong.”15 Elaborating on this, he states that 
“perhaps my rebellion also involved the question whether the world is 
definite or indefinite, continuous or discrete. I made a somewhat loud exit 
in the early 1970s.”16 

Kurenniemi tapped into the ‘60s’ spiritually-inclined and sensual 
‘flower child’ zeitgeist with a variety of novel electronic devices, one of the 
most whimsical being the DIMI-S or “sexophon”, an instrument to be 
played by 2-4 players, whose tactile interactions with each other’s bodies 
would cause wild sonic fluctuations (with practice, functions like tempo 
and pitch can be tamed by careful users, but unbridled randomness may 
also be part of the fun.) A recent DVD overview of Kurenniemi’s work 
features footage of the composer teamed up with CM von Hausswolff and 
countrymen Pan Sonic, in a rare moment of physical humor, 
mischievously tagging each other on the forehead and clasping each 
other’s hands as the machine converts their movements into sound. It’s 
amusing to observe the DIMI-S’ electronic warbles uncannily 
corresponding to the musicians’ bodily interchanges: evasive little musical 
phrases with metallic timbres zip in and out of one’s perception like a ball 
being kicked through midair. Although these movement-sound syntheses 
could eventually be developed into a communicative system, the lure of 
pure play seems to be stronger. 

Other tools developed by Kurenniemi included the “andromatic 
sequencer”, the DICO [digitally-controlled oscillator], the DIMI-A 2-
channel digital synthesizer, and the DIMI-O video-controlled organ. The 
latter instrument was a keyboard with a 4-octave range and an attached 
video camera and video monitor. Images captured by the camera and 
visualized on the attached monitor could by ‘played’ once the image was 
stored into memory. A horizontally moving vertical bar, appearing on the 
monitor screen, represented a time axis during playback of pre-drawn 
images. In a promotional image for the DIMI-O, circuit designer Hannu 
Viitasalo is shown sitting in front of the keyboard and cheerfully ‘playing’ 
a frozen image of his own face. For machines built in the tail end of the 
1960s and the early 1970s, Kurenniemi’s devices appear amazingly 
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versatile in terms of their interfaces. Kurenniemi, no slouch when it came 
to tonal theory or computer science, also realized early on the ability of 3D 
computer graphics to represent musical notation: rather than merely 
porting the old system of staff-based sheet music over to the computer, 
Kurenniemi felt that “geometrical objects in the tonal space, like divisor 
lattices and cylinders…offer a natural way to classify musical chords and 
scales.”17 

Maybe it is the misfortune of Finland's non-central position in world 
culture (and  the difficulty of translating the Finnish language, with its 
complex streams of harmonic vowels and its baffling morphology) that 
keeps Kurenniemi’s work somewhat obscure while the synesthetic 
developments of a composer like Iannis Xenakis continue to gain traction 
and generate discussion in intellectual forums. Whatever the reason, it is a 
shame that Kurenniemi does not receive larger exposure, but at the same 
time it does not diminish the great value of Xenakis’ own discoveries. 
Principal among these is the development of the UPIC18 musical 
composition tool (completed in 1977), a freehand drawing interface for 
musical composition powered by 64 oscillators, and championed by, 
among others synthesis wizard Jean-Claude Risset. Having been trained as 
an architect in addition to his training in musical composition, Xenakis had 
always had a connection to using graphic representations as a starting 
point for a final work, although the composer warns that the genesis of the 
UPIC system was more a matter of "music itself", and the accessibility 
thereof. Xenakis had, since the composition of his work Metastasis in 1953-
1954, utilized graphic notation as a means of drawing out complex musical 
effects that could not be achieved with traditional stave notation. As he 
recalls,  

 
…when I wrote for orchestras, some of the things were too 
complicated to be specified in stave notation. So I had to 
introduce a graphic notation which, by the way, is also 
more universal. Everybody can understand a line, whereas 
you have to do specific studies in order to understand 
what the symbols of traditional writing in music mean.19 

 
UPIC’s functioning is not all that different from Kurenniemi’s DIMI-O 

equipment, or the waveform-shaping tool used in the seminal Fairlight 
CMI [Computer Music Instrument]: patterns are drawn with an 
electromagnetic stylus on a tabletop screen containing an x-axis (for a 
composition’s duration) and a y-axis (pitch.) Like Kurenniemi’s DIMI-O, a 
horizontal line moves across the screen containing the graphic score 
during playback. The UPIC system interprets this playback in real-time, 
allowing the composer / performer to make further manipulations and 
envelope changes to a score as the score’s information is being processed 
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by the computer. Yet it can still not be emphasized enough that Xenakis, 
despite his own academic pedigree, clearly intended the UPIC system not 
to be used exclusively by professional musicians: to advertise the fact, a 
charming picture exists of the seasoned composer smiling as three small 
children hover around the machine, one standing on tip-toes to reach its 
control panel. This realization would take some time, as the first "real-
time" operation of UPIC would only be achieved in 1987, and the only PC 
or commercial version made available in 1991. Yet like much in this book, 
the concept's survival into the 21st century has spawned some of its most 
interesting and meaningful output to date. 

During a residency at CCMIX Paris, the computer-savvy artists Russell 
Haswell & Florian Hecker used music composed on the UPIC device to 
initiate what they called ‘diffusion sessions,’ concerts in which massive 
volume, extended frequency range and the coordinated activity of 
sweeping light beams all came together in a sense-fusing spectacle. It was a 
demonstration of adventitious synesthesia on two levels, since it involved 
both converting graphics into sound on the UPIC machine, and then 
loosely syncing that sound output to the house lighting. Although fancy 
laser light shows have long been a mainstay of big-budget concerts, and a 
useful distraction from sub-par music, some observation of these diffusion 
sessions shows that the lighting is not behaving in a completely arbitrary 
manner. For example, as the UPIC tones glide from low rumble to keening 
highs, a column of blue light beams will rise from the floor to the ceiling, 
or fan-shaped swathes of green light will move with a dizzying speed that 
accompanies the complicated morphing of the UPIC sound signals. In 
many circumstances, the artists forego the typical stage setup and situate 
themselves in the center of a performance space for the diffusion sessions, 
letting the audience mill around them and try to find their bearings. 
Ironically, considering the colorful way in which these UPIC sessions 
proceed, a 2007 recording of Haswell and Hecker’s UPIC-based 
compositions is called Blackest Ever Black, inspired by a special laboratory-
engineered black paint that is used on optical devices to swallow up any 
light that strikes them. Also notable is the graphic information which the 
artists fed into the UPIC machine to be interpreted: photo documentation 
of the 2004 Madrid train bombings, nuclear test sites, and so on- the 
uncomfortable shudders of atonality and spastic violence on Blackest Ever 
Black are all that we, as listeners, have to go by, but they would seem to 
sync all too well with visual information of this kind.  

While artists such as Haswell & Hecker captivate audiences with their 
exhibitions of UPIC-based diffusion synthesis, others have been hard at 
work developing synesthetic software for home PC use. If nothing else, 
this progression grants Xeankis' wish, i.e. "I hope that this development 
will continue also with the help of manufacturers; their task is to forge 
ahead in implementation technology and to make it better, faster, and 
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cheaper!"20 Digital-age tools for producing synesthetic experience are 
indeed becoming more and more accessible, with many of them available 
as shareware or freeware programs (though determining whether or not 
these tools are "better" than their predecessors is a hopelessly subjective 
matter.) It can be argued that their proliferation owes itself to the long-
standing tendency of electro-acoustic composers to begin work on new 
pieces by graphic means rather than sonic ones: in a notable survey, the 
research team of Jean-Baptiste Thiebaut and Patrick G. T. Healey noted 
that, among these composers,  

 
the most commonly reported initial representation of a 
[musical] piece was a drawing (50%)...in most cases these 
concepts are rendered in a visual representation. In 
contrast to this, only 5 people in the sample develop the 
first stages of composition using specific sound 
parameters.21 

 
Given that Xenakis' UPIC machine was developed long before 

currently popular music software suites such as ProTools, its main 
strength lay in the creation of convincingly original timbres rather than in 
its use as an editing tool. Perhaps hoping to correct this, Adrien Lefevre 
and the La Kitchen studio began work in 2001 on the Iannix program, the 
output of which can be mapped to applications such as Max / MSP. The 
irony of focusing on such integrations was that the user interface of Iannix 
was nothing like the 'sketch tablet' of UPIC, instead offering the user a set 
of manipulable, pre-built objects as controllers. However, this has been far 
from the last word on synesthetically inspired composition software. With 
a notable increase in the number of tools capable of "transcoding", i.e. 
initializing the state in which "a given dataset or signal is simultaneously 
visualized or sonified,"22 the claims made in 2009 by a Contemporary Music 
Review research team (regarding the lack of "computer musicians'" interest 
in algorithmic synesthesia) are being increasingly refuted.23 

Although they are both dated by several years now, the Metasynth 
program, IRCAM's AudioSculpt, Hyperscore and the Coagula ‘light organ’ 
(a nod to Scriabin’s innovation of the same name) still have the potential to 
surprise those who are new to ideas of sensory fusion: both programs 
allow an user to have an audio engine interpret on-screen brushstrokes or 
color gradients, resulting in sounds that would be described as glassy and 
luminous at best, hollow and anemic at worst. Slow firing of laser beams, 
monochromatic bursts of white noise and muted, peripatetic warbling are 
recurring motifs. The results rarely, if ever, are recognizable to the 
conditioned ear as melodic or harmonic, but careful looping and editing of 
the results can add the desired level of musicality while still retaining the 
alien timbres unique to the software. Some of the light-sound 
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correspondences in a now-dated program like Metasynth are dead simple: 
a plain black patch signals an interlude of silence, while alternating strips 
of black and white color will create a crude rhythm using the 
aforementioned white noise bursts. The tempo increases or decreases 
depending on how far apart the bars of color are spaced. When it comes to 
interpreting more complex visual information, though, we are left 
wondering what things would really sound like if a more sophisticated 
method of interpretation existed. Surely the glassy and static-laden sound 
output coming from these programs is too limited in comparison to the 
variety of visual input that can be fed into the software.  

Then there is Argeiphontes’ Lyre, a synthesis program developed by 
the magical realist and romanticist Akira Rabelais- this freely 
downloadable toolkit comprises many of the functions normally contained 
in academically-based synthesis software, such as the randomizing and 
convolution of sound files, and it also visibly sets itself apart from the vast 
majority of software applications by employing a translucent, cloud-like 
graphic user interface. No documentation or ‘help’ file exists to tell you 
what controller corresponds to what function; one tool named “The 
Lobster Quadrille” (which overrides the computer’s buffering in order to 
make violently chopped and stuttering sound streams) can only be learned 
by regular practice since its control buttons are labeled with lines from a 
Lewis Carroll poem.  

While one manipulates the program’s various parameters, random 
phrases and clusters of symbols appear across the bottom of the Lyre’s 
screen, which in turn become the name of the user’s saved output file. The 
Lyre is a distinctive meld of soft-edged Surrealism and cold, hard coding. 
It is something that would best be appreciated by those who are as 
enthralled by automatic writing as they are by, say, Fibonacci chains and 
“floating point” arithmetic. It certainly points at one direction computer-
based art may be heading as interfaces become much more ‘organic’, 
‘squishy’ and ductile (Bruce Sterling refers to this trend as the rise of the 
“blobject.”) And, naturally, it contains a synesthetic audio-to-video 
converting function. The user selects a sound file and then manipulates the 
size, resolution and playback speed of the video output file, also choosing 
a background color and dominant foreground color (subject to some 
deviation) for the resulting visuals. What one gets varies from flickering 
and fading flames of to an approximation of the chaotic whorls and 
scribbles in Harry Smith’s hand-painted films. Like Metasynth or Coagula, 
the anticipation of the result is half the fun, and points to the ever-
expanding possibilities of using computers as improvisational tool. Like 
the above programs, though, the parameters to be manipulated do not 
really contain enough variables to make a perfect ‘translation’ of a sound, 
even though startling synchronicities do crop up from time to time. Just as 
Metasynth produces an increasingly predictable palette of sounds from an 
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infinite number of visuals, the reverse occurs with the visualizer in 
Argeiphontes’ Lyre.  

While the aforementioned software applications seem tailored towards 
use on home or studio computers, other interfaces have been developed 
with an eye towards the performance arena. Early developments such as 
Kuriennemi's DIMI-S seem almost quaint in comparison to the tools used 
by the Sensorband trio, which again brings the influence of Xenakis (as 
well as of legitimate synesthete Olivier Messiaen),24 into the picture 
(Sensorband member Zbigniew Karkowski studied under both 
individuals). Each individual in this group (Karkowski, Atau Tanaka and 
Edwin van der Heide) performs on a novel instrument functioning as a 
'bio-musical signal interface.' Karkowski's instrument, the 'strings' of 
which are infrared beams cutting through a scaffold enclosure or 'cage', 
produces percussive sounds that vary in accordance with his physical 
movements, e.g. the strength of his hand slashes or duration of a hand 
being placed directly in a beam's path.  

The Soundnet is a tool built along the same principles, meant to be 
played by all three members at once. Bert Bongers notes that its 
"technology aspect is modest compared to the physical aspect…the rope, 
the metal, and the humans climbing on it require intense physicality, and 
focus attention on the human side of the human-machine interaction, not 
on mechanistic aspects such as interrupts, mouse clicks, and screen 
redraws."25 This 11 x 11m net-like structure, strung together with 16mm-
thick shipping ropes that are fitted with movement sensors on their 
endpoints, appears like some sort of military training implement meant to 
develop recruits' climbing skills. The physical challenge that Bongers hints 
at above is a key to the unpredictability of its sonic output, and also to the 
need for its players to be completely reliant upon each other in order to 
pull off a passably musical performance (the digital sound samples 
triggered by the sensors are recordings of natural phenomena, which 
heightens the already strong feeling of "natural, organic elements…in 
direct confrontation with technology.")26 

For reasons that will have to remain speculative (but may have 
something to do with a high learning curve27 and production costs), 
nothing exactly like Sensorband's instrumental innovations has yet 
appeared on the consumer electronics market. This is unfortunate, since 
these tools answer a question about electronic music performance 
previously posed by Bob Ostertag: 
 

I think most musicians working with electronics are 
probably not very satisfied with the state of electronic 
music today, and the crucial missing element is the body. 
Many of us have been trying to solve this problem for 
years, but we have been notoriously unsuccessful at it. 
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How to get your body into art that is as technologically 
mediated as electronic music, or anything with so much 
technology between your physical body and the final 
outcome, is a thorny problem.28 

 
Despite the fact that we are always responding 'bodily' to sound, since 

it is a physical phenomenon that - especially when experience at high 
volumes and extreme frequencies - can cause noticeable metabolic effects 
like nausea, it seems that we still expect some proof of this via the 
exagerrated or dramatized movements of a sound performer.  Writing on 
Atau Tanaka's work with the BioMuse, Louise Provencher lauds his 
theatrical production of an "immersive situation" and the "seductive" 
nature of this performance, which is "not one of subjection… [it] opens up 
the possibility of a free play between control and relinquishment…it is the 
contrary of domesticated sound."29 So one obvious use for these types of 
performances is their reintroduction of a component of challenge, or even 
struggle, into an arena that audiences are increasingly perceiving as being 
automated and pre-programmed to minimize any form of uncertainty 
(even if said uncertainty could be an illuminating part of the total 
experience.) Karkowski himself has criticized the risk-free performances of 
Ryoji Ikeda and Carsten Nicolai (to be introduced in short order) for their 
habit of “just playing sound files” unmodified from what would appear on 
their commercially available CDs.30  

So while the performances of Sensorband arguably have more to do 
with dramatizing our proprioceptive awareness and environmental 
orientation than they have to do with synesthesia, both their work and that 
of 'live' displays of algorithmic synesthesia seem like attempts at 
addressing similar ontological concerns.   

 
 
On	  The	  Crest	  of	  a	  Wave	  
 

 
In reviewing a performance of Alvin Lucier's 1972 piece Queen of the 

South, Morag Josephine Grant uncovers an intriguing visual phenomenon, 
described as follows: 

 
[the piece] is written for a number of instruments 
connected via amplification to raised, responsive surfaces 
on which granulated material is strewn; the surfaces are 
arranged in such a way that they are excited by the sounds 
created by the performers (for example, through 
amplification placed directly underneath). In a 
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performance which took place in Berlin in 1999, each 
performer played a single, elongated tone. As they played, 
the vibrations created caused the material on the surfaces 
to move. As they continued to play, the material formed 
into wave patterns, slightly different for each instrument. 
Few pieces could better demonstrate that music, far from 
being the stuff of angels, is the stuff of the world, 
depending as much on physics as metaphysics for its 
existence. And Lucier's sonogram in the sand is perhaps 
the most blatant and yet effective demonstration possible 
of that form of signification which distinguishes 
experimental composition.31  

 
While this spectacle was, without a doubt, executed well by Lucier, its 

signature element of "sonograms in the sand" is not Lucier's own- proper 
credit for this aesthetic device belongs instead to one Dr. Hans Jenny. It is 
somewhat interesting to note that, despite the admirable efforts of software 
and hardware designers to create new means of simulating the synesthetic 
experience, one quite successful method was discovered over a half-
century ago by Jenny, without the aid of any computerized equipment. His 
particular school of synesthetic study would be called cymatics (from the 
Greek word for wave, “kyma”.) Jenny’s studies in wave phenomena, their 
kinetics, and their dynamics are sadly overlooked or unknown by most 
practitioners of electronic music -only two volumes of Jenny’s studies are 
currently in print- but the conclusions drawn by his research into 
phenomenology would be well worth looking at again, as we collectively 
lurch towards the discovery of more accurate and effective light and sound 
machines.  

Dr. Jenny’s method seems almost laughably simple compared to the 
complex algorithmic instructions necessary to realize some of the software 
already mentioned; a decidedly more "low-budget" form of scientific 
rigour. For his cymatic experiments, Jenny would place substances such as 
sand or viscous fluids on a metal plate, which was in turn attached to an 
oscillator controlled by a frequency generator. The plate would amplify the 
vibrations of the oscillator, and, as the tones produced by the frequency 
generator were raised or lowered, different patterns would appear in the 
previously stationary materials: almost without fail, higher frequencies 
would produce more intricate and elegant patterns in the vibrating piles of 
sand, gelatin, or whatever other material Jenny was using at the time. As 
was the case with Lucier's Queen of the South, these transformations depend 
"not only on the aural presence of sound waves but their physical impact 
on inanimate as well as animate bodies…the waves in the sand do not 
merely represent the sound waves but are actually caused by them."32 

The current publisher of Jenny’s cymatic studies admits to his awe 
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when seeing a small pool of glycerin reveal a “snake” while under the 
influence of sound waves and some strategic lighting. In these 
experiments, the tendency of the higher frequencies to ‘sculpt’ forms with 
spiritual connotations, such as complex mandalas or yantras, eerily 
approached Arthur Schopenhauer’s personal philosophy of frequency: 
namely, that higher tones corresponded to a striving toward superhuman 
greatness while the lower, almost inaudible tones corresponded to the 
inorganic: the planet’s lifeless and will-less forms and masses. It is 
interesting to note that Scriabin reached roughly the same conclusion with 
visible light, insisting that the colors we understand to be the highest on 
the electromagnetic spectrum also correspond with the “higher” qualities 
of man: violet was the color representing the transformation of matter into 
spirit, or the color of ‘will to creativity.’  

Schopenhauer quoted Aristotle on this matter as saying “how does it 
come about that rhythm and melodies, although only sounds, resemble 
states of the soul?” Answering this question, Schopenhauer wrote that “I 
recognize in the deepest tones of harmony, in the bass, the lowest grades of 
the will’s objectification,”33 and that “…in the high, singing, principal voice 
leading the whole and progressing with unrestrained freedom […] I 
recognize the highest grade of the will’s objectification, man’s conscious 
life and endeavour.”34 To Jenny’s line of thinking, density or heaviness, 
manifested in bass tones, represented physicality, while flights of thought 
and emotion were manifest in ‘lighter’, more evanescent, higher tones. The 
only key difference here is that Schopenhauer wrote explicitly of his era’s 
music – lavish symphonies and concertoes - while Jenny deals primarily 
with the simple, constant tones produced by standing waves. 

At any rate, Jenny’s own will was being crystallized by his cymatic 
experiments: his desire to display to others a ‘unitary phenomenon,’ a 
more holistic way of perceiving, bore more convincing results than his 
meager present-day fame lets on. His primary concern was with 
demonstrating nature as a “triadic phenomenon” of periodicity, shape and 
dynamics, not with simulating synesthetic experience- although the latter 
has seemingly come about as an unintended consequence of researching 
the former. Seeing that changes in the vibrational field were the 
fundamental cause of changes in natural phenomena, it was not difficult to 
at least try and detect some correlation between sound and visuals. Jenny 
was an enthusiastic polymath, both a musician who was “equally at ease 
improvising jazz as performing a piano sonata,”35 and who was also a 
“tireless observer of the natural world.”36 Thanks to such universally 
applicable enthusiasm, he has had a few prominent acolytes within the 
fields of music and sound art: if nothing else, Jenny’s work with standing 
waves was no small influence on Alvin Lucier’s highly influential Bird And 
Person Dyning installation.  

Younger proselytizers of Jenny-ism exist in the upper echelons of 21st 
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century art, as well. One artist with both feet firmly planted in the cymatic 
- or at least synesthetic - mode of creativity is the ambitious Carsten 
Nicolai (Rob Young affirms his forays into algorithmic synesthesia by 
noting a now-familiar theme: "in Nicolai's work neither music nor visual 
art are by-products of one another - the one calls the other into being.")37  
The artist's most “Jenny-centric” work is probably Milch from 2000- true to 
its title, the piece involves pools of milk being subjected to imperceptible 
audio frequencies from 10 to 150 Hz, causing the liquid to reconstitute 
itself into a number of different irregular patterns: concentric circles at the 
lowest frequencies and densely-packed masses of quivering goose bumps 
at the slightly higher ones (some of the visual results have since been used 
as the cover artwork for one of Nicolai’s CDs, For, recorded under his Alva 
Noto alias.) Cymatics are a motif that Nicolai has returned to time and 
time again in his work, including the 2001 piece Wellenwanne ['wave pool'] 
and the captivating phenomenological study Snow Noise. For the latter 
installation piece, gallery visitors approach a set of 3 glass cylinders 
aligned in a row and placed atop 3 identical white boxes containing 
cooling units. Almost instantaneously, snow crystals begin to form as 
random noise generators provide the soundtrack to this of transformation 
of matter. The congruence between the irregularities of the tiny crystals 
and the random attacks of audio “fuzz” is startling, even though we have 
been inundated with cultural references (white noise as “snow”, etc.) 
pointing at this relationship before, and often took this relationship for 
granted.  

In the East German town of Chemnitz in 1994, the trained landscaper 
Nicolai founded one of the more unique electronic music labels to date, in 
terms of a holistic or integrated approach to packaging and aural content: 
the Noton Arkhiv für Ton und Nichtton [archive for sound and ‘non-sound’], 
later consolidated as Raster / Noton in 1999 with partners Frank 
Bretschneider and Olaf Bender (also his partners in the electronic trio 
"Signal.") Nicolai’s abiding fascination with mathematics leaks into the 
design scheme of his releases: the characteristic static-proof bags and 
translucent clam-shell cases which house Raster / Noton CDs, overlaid 
with their unassuming and unobtrusive fonts, can seem at times like 
“crystallized mathematics,” as can the deftly mastered music contained 
within. Ear-hugging stereo headphones are practically a must to 
experience the scalpel-sharp sounds of skittering static, depth-charge 
thump and needling ultra high frequencies encoded onto Raster / Noton 
discs. The label’s name, coming as it does from the computer graphics term 
“raster imaging”, has its own synesthetic connotations to it. As Nicolai 
explains: 

 
We were graphic designers…so we had a lot to do with 
raster points, which we were working with on the screen 
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every day, so for us it was a nice idea because the music 
we did also completely on the computer. And because you 
can divide the rhythm into rasters, you have units and you 
can measure.38 

 
The Raster / Noton label attitude towards its roster of artists is, 

however, more flexible than the mathematical and digital façade would 
suggest- according to Ben Borthwick’s 2003 exposé on the label,“…like 
Mego, it’s an artist-run label without a fixed roster, rather, it has a 
fluctuating attendance around a core of artists who often release across a 
broad swath of likeminded labels.”39 Unlike Mego, however, the label's 
aforementioned design aesthetic demands that its contributing artists 
sacrifice some of their 'public image' in exchange for a more anonymous 
identity: at first sight, Raster / Noton's standardized packaging and textual 
communications seem to obliterate any traces of individual charisma. The 
great irony of this, though, is that the increased ratio of restraints to 
affordances - in both packaging and sonic content - leads to work of a more 
distinct "personality" than what many single artists or full label rosters are 
able to accomplish. The antiseptic, airtight products offered by Raster / 
Noton can be spotted by record store shoppers without them having to 
break a stride. Another paradox arises from the unshakable (and not 
always comfortable) intimacy that some of the individual sound works 
produce, in spite of their often binary towards signal / noise or 
imperceptibility / presence (these are not randomized "glitch" works.)  

Carsten Nicolai’s official press releases certainly paint him as being an 
emissary of synesthetic simulation: his curriculum vitae boasts that he is 
“part of an artist generation who works intensively in the transitional area 
between art and science,”40 with numerous critical appraisals echoing 
these precise words.41 Nicolai's C.V. adds the following:  
 

As a visual artist Nicolai seeks to overcome the separation 
of the sensual perceptions of man by making scientific 
phenomenons [sic] like sound and light frequencies 
perceivable for both eyes and ears. His installations have a 
minimalistic aesthetic that by its elegance and consistency 
is highly intriguing.42 

 
Nicolai’s host of professional accolades, among them a couple of 

‘Golden Nica’ awards from the Prix Ars Electronica festival, attest to his 
above-average skill in synchronizing sensory information, and then 
sculpting it into forms whose clarity and sense of purpose are not 
overwhelmed by their "cold" artificiality (he has occasionally been referred 
to as a “plastician,” a suitable designation given his liberal use of these 
synthetic materials as contextual framing devices.) Among his more 
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talked-about works are the 1998 installation, a row of four Technics 
turntables each adorned by a translucent sperm-white slab of vinyl 
containing a number of locked grooves. Bausatz Noto succeeded on 
multiple levels: as a merely visual artwork and as a participatory 
experience, in which anything from one to four patrons could enact a 
concert on the turntables, no two being exactly alike. The piece contains 
rhythm both in a musical sense, generated by the interlocking selected by 
the players, and an architectural rhythm as well, with its even spacing and 
forceful symmetry. It is the kind of piece that could would turn off fans of 
rococo eccentricity in an instant, but it can’t be that it isn't beautiful in a 
sense: by Le Corbusier’s definition (“when a thing responds to a need, it is 
beautiful”43), Bausatz Noto succeeds. If we understand the desire for 
restraint and clear definition to be a pressing need in a time of perplexing 
clutter and clatter, then the beauty of a work like Bausatz Noto follows.  

If Nicolai and the Raster / Noton crew are successful in their multi-
media ventures, perhaps it is because they place such a high value on 
phenomenology untainted by polemical grandstanding and prosaic 
proclamation of intent. One of Nicolai’s stated goals is, as hinted at above, 
to erase his “signature” from his creations- although the small number of 
people tilling this particular artistic field guarantees that certain pieces of 
his may still be recognized as “a Nicolai” for some time to come. Whatever 
the case, the graphics, sounds, and even the tactile nature of Raster / 
Noton releases do not lend themselves to moralizing or politicizing, as 
Nicolai himself confirms: 

 
Something that is really important for us, coming from the 
East, is that we do not inscribe political meaning into the 
label. Basically, while we were growing up, everything 
was inscribed with meaning. This is also where these 
minimalist ideas come from: to prevent it from delivering 
pre-existing information –in the worst case you would say 
propaganda- or delivering any kind of existing opinion 
about the thing and what it is.44 

 
Nicolai’s statement rings truer the further one dives into the Raster / 

Noton back catalog: upon listening to a baker’s dozen of the label’s 
releases, it is striking how rarely - if at all - human vocals are employed. A 
personal survey of this label’s work has shored up very little in the way of 
recorded verbiage; with the main exception being a brief monologue from 
the late John Balance on a track by Ivan Pavlov’s project CoH. One could 
easily say that this is just an extension of a trend already begun by earlier 
manifestations of electronic dance music, but even the most robotic forms 
of Techno rely, from time to time, on sampled vocal snippets or pat 
declarations to ‘inscribe meaning': bites of film dialogue permeate all 
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varieties of club-friendly music, their content ranging from simple 
territorial "shout-outs" or sung / spoken "watermarks", to mockery of the 
hysteria contained in vintage anti-drug documentaries, to amplification of 
low-budget kung-fu wisdom.  

For Carsten Nicolai and his cohorts, though, raw electricity is the 
lingua franca of modern cultural development, and not vocal utterance, no 
matter how articulate. Although Nicolai is far more involved with 
computers than Jenny ever was, both Jenny and Nicolai rely on electricity 
to reach their conclusions about the unitary nature of perceptible 
phenomena: Jenny worked largely with piezo-electric amplifiers in his 
experiments, while Nicolai uses a full complement of electric equipment – 
from the voltage-controlled oscillators and filters on vintage analog 
instruments, to the now-omnipresent silver Powerbooks and MacBooks. 
Nicolai’s use of electricity as an illuminator, in both the literal sense and a 
psycho-spiritual one, is evident in his appropriation of Thomas Edison’s 
middle name for his alias, Alva Noto. Under the Noto banner (minus the 
Alva), one of Nicolai’s most novel releases – and one most pertinent to 
synesthetic study - appeared under the name Telefunken in 2000. 

Telefunken, a humble little tool for developing image-sound 
correspondence, embodies many of the more engrossing aspects of 21st 
century digital art: namely, the chance for a non-artist to complete the 
work on their own, the possibility for the perceived results to differ 
depending on variable factors like the quality of one’s equipment (Nicolai 
personally recommends a Sony Black Trinitron TV for best results), and 
non-interference by the artist himself. The Telefunken CD is intended to be 
placed in a CD player which is hooked up to a television via its S-video 
and audio jacks; with the audible frequencies from the CD – sounding in a 
range from 50-8,000 Hz - determining the visual output on the television 
screen. Anyone who has experimented with video camera feedback by 
pointing it at its output monitor - creating undulating, vertiginous tunnels 
of white light and explosive bursts of white flak- will be intrigued by the 
results.  

Like said phenomenon, the results also bear similarities to the reality-
deforming nature of Op art pieces, striving to escape the confines of the 
two-dimensional with their insistent ‘hyper-visuality.’ The micro-sized 
tracks on Telefunken (only a few seconds in length, and thusly to be treated 
like the digital equivalent of ‘locked grooves’) have more in common with 
shortwave radio noises than with anything noticeable to the average 
individual as “music”. To be sure, they are a world removed from the 
ecstatic and overflowing symphonies of Scriabin, but they do represent a 
fascinating step forward in the search for audio-visual congruence. As 
with Jenny’s cymatic experiments, the audible frequencies on Telefunken 
create rippling and strobing patterns rather than mere solid colors, and the 
work as a whole points at the larger role that machines will eventually 
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play in determining the vocabulary of this language. The concept has 
caught on well enough that it has undergone several permutations as an 
installation, finally appearing on LCD flat-screen monitors in 2004. Nicolai 
encourages us that “the standards of the new technology permit new 
visual interpretations with the same set-up, expanding the acoustic and 
visual spectrum of the installation substantially.”45 

An editorial written by Nicolai on an influential exhibition - the 1965 
Responsive Eye exhibit curated by William Seitz - helps to bind together all 
of the aforementioned works in their intent. This highly representative and 
well-attended showing of Op artworks, made public in the year of the 
artist's birth, still resonates with him for the reason that it overcomes "the 
distance between production and presentation,"46 That is to say, the 
artworks advanced from their traditional role as contemplative devices or 
atmosphere enhancers to become "productive" tools or templates for 
building new environments. The works in the exhibition, though not 
meant to be touched, nevertheless made "art more touchable than ever"47- 
as such, these works were not meant as stimuli that might produce quickly 
extinguished reactions, but as stimuli that initiated further acts of creation.  

 
 
The	  Martian	  Solution:	  Kiki	  and	  Bouba	  

 
 
All of these tendencies of new electronic music to foster the synesthetic 

experience are thought provoking, but they beg the question- where is all 
of this leading? Will those on the receiving end of these sensory revelations 
have some distinct advantage over those who cannot train their senses to 
work in a relatively synchronous way? Would an ability to hear color or 
smell sound, distributed among a wider section of the general populace, 
precipitate a positive change in our daily dealings with each other, owing 
to a newfound hypersensitivity to our surroundings? It is nice to fantasize 
about a new humanity whose higher-evolved sensory apparatus 
contributes to a deeper awareness of, and interaction with, the 
phenomenal world. Yet, with the studies in this field just now gaining 
recognition as being something more than pseudo-scientific, there is 
clearly a long way to go. The gulf between inherited and adventitious 
synesthesia is one problem to deal with; and even among these 
‘adventitious synesthetes’ there is such a formidable difference in social 
backgrounds, education and preferred artistic style, that developing a 
normative aesthetics is no mean task. On the other hand, all is not total 
randomness in this area either. If that were the case, then there would be 
no international standard for things like warning signs. We could expect, 
upon traveling to another country, to encounter traffic signals where we 
“stop” on a brownish light and “go” on a purple one. In situations like 
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these, which require the most urgent attention, some very rudimentary 
color-sound connections are already in place- televised warnings for 
incoming storms almost invariably pair high-pitched beeps or whines with 
flashing red or yellow graphics and text. Such examples suggest that there 
are already some ‘cultural universals’ in place, at least as far as the more 
primal human behaviors (the ‘fight or flight reflex,’ in the case of audio-
visual warnings) are concerned.  

With this in mind, the study of synesthesia - through electronic music 
composition and other means - is of value not solely as a means of 
modeling possibilities for future connections, but as a means of 
communing with our past. This activity is not limited to mapping a sort of 
collective or ancestral unconsciousness, but to understanding the thought 
processes and sensory impressions of our selves in earlier developmental 
stages, and even (as Richard Cytowic puts it) ganing knowledge of our 
"ascend[ing] the phylogenetic scale."48 Since, according to the popular 
theory, more phyletic development leads to a more decisive separation of 
neural 'building blocks' and sensory apparatus, some understanding of 
synesthesia gives us insight into the Umwelten or lived environments of 
other species that presumably have no such separations. It is then possible 
to shape the future (and not only that of art) by using the knowledge of 
this continuity.  

Many developmental theorists' studies also point to human infants as 
being precorticate, or interfacing with the world as a "sensory primordial 
soup", with more clearly defined perceptions arising, as per Canadian 
researcher Daphne Maurer, when "idle neural connections between 
sensory domains are 'pruned' […] most intermodal connections are 
eliminated in the first six months; the process becomes slower from the 
ages of one to eleven years."49 More specifically, infants' lack of 
myelination / axon coating is proposed as a contributing factor here. Adult 
humans, legitimate synesthetes included, are cognizant of their sensory 
impressions' origins (i.e. that separate sense organs exist) whereas infants 
do not make these distinctions. Using his term for synesthetic mappings - 
'biograms' - Brian Massumi claims that they "persist as a subsequent 
underpinning of all subsequent [adult] perception" and that "'normality' is 
when the biogram recedes to the background of vision…biograms are 
always in operation, it is just a question of whether or not their operations 
are remarked."50 So, research into these sensory correspondences is 
simultaneously a matter of understanding the personal evolution of our 
relating to the world, and the species-wide understanding of the same. 

Another justification for further synesthetic study is not that a 
proliferation of synesthetic experience would change our deeply ingrained 
belief systems or prejudices, but that our abilities to express ourselves 
across cultures would be increased dramatically. As we progress further 
into the digital age, new subculture tribes with their own distinct linguistic 
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patterns are popping up with alarming frequency, often bending the 
syntax of their ‘parent’ languages as far as it can possibly go without 
breaking: just the Internet-based subcultures alone, like the snarky and 
disruptive denizens of the 4chan bulletin board / image board, are so 
steeped in obscure in-jokes, deliberate misspellings, incorrect conjugations 
and puzzling neologisms so as to be totally incomprehensible to fluent 
speakers of  ‘proper’ English (or any language, for that matter.)  

All of this seems concocted merely as a means of self-amusement for 
people with desperately short attention spans and with large reserves of 
disposable time, side-stepping the usual reasons for a subculture’s creation 
of linguistic deviations (outwitting or confusing the dominant culture, 
inventing coded terminology for illicit acts in order to avoid punishment.) 
The existence of such tribes certainly challenges the theory that a 
networked world will be one of increased understanding between cultures. 
In the meantime, there still exist spiritually oriented and non-materialistic 
cultures like the Jamaican Rastafarians, who have comparatively little to 
do with computer networks. Although they speak a variant of English, 
they would no more understand a 4chan subscriber’s frequent use of 
“lulz” to mean laughter than a 4chan subscriber would understand their 
habit of replacing disagreeable syllables with the letter “I” (e.g. removing 
the disagreeable ‘ban’ from ‘banana’ and transforming it into “I-nana.”) 
New communicative quirks are constantly arising in order to serve the 
highly specialized needs of increasingly smaller, non-assimilated culture 
cliques, and separatism / specialization seems to be the name of the game 
rather than the finding of common ground. Having a steadily increasing 
number of planetary inhabitants who understand each other less and less 
seems like a surefire recipe for disaster.  

When confronted with conundrums like these, we can always do 
worse than to get as close to the source as possible, mulling over the 
various theories of linguistic origins. Dr. Ramachandran is a proponent of 
what he calls the “synthetic bootstrapping theory of language,” which is 
the notion that 

 
…language evolved as a result of fortuitous synergistic 
interactions between mechanisms - called exaptations - 
that evolved originally for other, completely unrelated 
functions. It’s a striking illustration of the principle that 
evolution often involves the opportunistic co-opting of 
pre-existing mechanisms.51 

 
Basically, Ramachandran is insisting that synesthesia had a role in 

shaping language from its earliest origins. To illustrate this hypothesis, he 
refers back to the now-notorious “Kiki and Bouba” test conducted in 1927- 
in this scenario, subjects were shown pictures of a sharp-edged figure akin 
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to a piece of broken glass, and a more soft-edged figure like a pool of 
spilled liquid. Test subjects were told that, in “Martian language,” these 
two figures represented the words “kiki” and “bouba,” and it was up to 
them to interpret which was which. There was an almost insignificant 
amount of deviance from the end result, with around 98% of all 
participants assigning the word “kiki” to the sharp figure and “bouba” to 
the rounded one. As the ‘Kiki and Bouba’ experiment suggests, shared 
perceptions of things lead inevitably to a shared descriptive vocabulary 
(e.g. a jagged piece of broken glass corresponding to a “ki-ki” sound.) If 
this theory is correct, then its implications are not hard to imagine: all of 
communication as we know it comes from making indisputable 
connections between visual and audible phenomena; of agreeing upon the 
fact that sharp spikes are equal to “k’s” and formless pools of viscous fluid 
are equal to “b’s”. We may not all be synesthetes of the first order (until 
the cloning of genes is upon us in earnest), and not all of us will ever have 
a knack for Nabokov’s inimitable fine-tuning of language. However, we 
have the tools now to make an astonishing array of art from with which 
we can re-assess and re-wire our communicative faculties, or just 
understand how we came to be in our present position. As far as that is 
concerned, it is, more often than not, an essential prerequisite to knowing 
where we are going.  



 

 
Silence is Sexy:  
The	  Other	  ‘Extreme	  Music’	  
 

 
“Burn flutes and lutes, and plug Blind Kuang’s ears, and 
then they’ll really be able to hear again.” 
 
      - Chuang Tzu 

 
 
 

Parental	  Advisory:	  Explicit	  Quiet	  

 
 

In the summer of 2004, I found myself collaborating on a radio 
program with sound artist John Wanzel at Chicago’s WLUW (on the 
University of Loyola campus.) I recall a discussion we had at the time 
about radio broadcasting laws, particularly how it was technically illegal 
to broadcast a small amount of silence, or dead air, during normal 
operating hours- less than 20 seconds, if I remember correctly. This 
bothered me, since, by that time, I had amassed a good number of sound 
recordings in which pieces contained stretches of silence longer than the 
FCC-allotted maximum amount. Could the intentional silences on these 
CD recordings an integral part of their compositional approach, really be 
classified ‘dead air’? I figured that it would be difficult to make a case to an 
FCC agent if complaints were in fact lodged to the station, saying that the 
programmers were being negligent and were continually, mischievously 
dropping the volume levels down to zero. It seemed like it would be futile, 
and a little comical, to try and explain the difference between long, 
deliberate silences used as an aesthetic element within sound works, and 
the long silences which resulted from a programmer’s personal failings- 
i.e. fumbling to cue up the correct tracks, or falling asleep on the job. To 
someone in charge of upholding broadcast standards and practices, what 
would be the difference between inaction on the behalf of a pre-recorded 
or in-studio artist, or inaction on behalf of a live disc jockey?  

The more I thought about such things, the less I was able to come up 
with an answer that would satisfy someone unfamiliar with the 
phenomenon of extremely quiet music. At the same time, I realized how 
much antipathy there was, in our modern society at large, towards 
moments of quiet in general.  It is too often taken as common knowledge 
that the quiet individual iscounter-productive, aloof, nihilistic, 
incompetent, or some nasty cocktail of all this and more. As the story goes, 
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because it is "simple" to deploy silence as a compositional tool but 
"difficult" to actively listen to it, those who do the former are to be accused 
of charlatanism, and reminded in no uncertain terms that "I could write 
that as well as you." John Cage's reply to this question - "have I said 
anything that would lead you to think I thought you were stupid?"1 - 
illustrates how the "anyone can do that" attitude tends to automatically 
assume bad intentions on the composer's part. In any society where silence 
is seen as tantamount to anti-communication, rather than as a shared 
moment of reflection between performer and audience (from which either 
or both can gain), it will be continually difficult to make proper use of it.	  

 If silence could be viewed as a compositional element, then placing 
limitations on its use speak to some more insidious agenda that would, 
ironically, involve a bit of 'silencing' itself (for example, disallowing deep, 
reflective thought.) Yet even in a pop-cultural landscape where supposedly 
"anything goes" in music, getting people to view silence as a compositional 
element is no less of a challenge today than it was when Cage’s landmark 
piece 4’33” dared to break the non-sound barrier. The caveat, of course, 
was that this piece revealed the impossibility of 'pure' silence in the 
sensory apparatus of the living (as an outgrowth of his rejection of pure 
silence, Cage also proclaimed that "there is no such thing as an empty 
space or empty time.")2  In a way, it is more difficult since the number of 
sonic distractions in metropolitan and suburban life have become manifold 
in the 50+ years since Cage’s breakthrough. 

One thing about this particular subject seems certain: contemporary 
appreciation of silence is truly subjective, and those who do not appreciate 
it tend to absolutely, unequivocally abhor its presence, viewing it as an 
aggressive weapon or interrogative device when used in interpersonal or 
social situations. Tales abound of negotiations during the 1980s between 
Western business executives and their Japanese counterparts, the latter of 
which craftily used Ma (literally ‘interval’, meant here as an extended 
period of conversational silence) to fatigue their comparatively loquacious 
business partners. The latter, unfamiliar with anything but instantaneous 
response, would then be pressured into accepting proposals less beneficial 
to them, if this technique was deployed skillfully enough. The practice is 
apparently so ingrained in Japanese communications that sonic researcher 
Christophe Charles, on witnessing a 1992 performance of Merzbow's 
"magma of sound" notes how "one might say there is not much space for 
the Ma to be heard" within it.3 The celebrated architect Arata Isozaki also 
assents to its centrality to all Japanese art forms, noting how it exists in 
both dimensions of time and space (though within Japan it is "perceived 
without distinction") and thus could be regarded as "the ultimate doctrine 
for artistic disciplines."4 

Though I was not making any conscius attempts at cultivating Ma, I 
recall a handful of instances in which, during moments of protracted 
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silence during telephone conversations, the speaker on the other end 
would become audibly uncomfortable and would begin dishing out 
intimate details about other people within our immediate social circle. All 
it took, in some cases, was a pause of fewer than 10 seconds to spur on the 
disclosure of confidential, ‘off-the-record’ information relating to mutual 
friends’ romantic lives, financial track records, and embarrassing quirks 
obscured from public sight. This was never actively sought out- yet I found 
this information was disclosed with disturbing regularity in situations 
where I was, owing to work-weariness or just brain-dead incoherence, 
unable to hold up my end of a conversation, yet was not allowed to hang 
up for other reasons of communication etiquette. It was surprising, to say 
the least, how a raw fear of apparently blank audio space could drive 
certain individuals to desperation, and to fill this sonic void with whatever 
was immediately at their disposal. This phenomenon became much more 
evident to me when, a few years down the road, the explosion in the 
popularity of mobile phones annihilated moments of private 
contemplation or internalized dialogue while phone users were roaming in 
public.  

The seemingly primordial fear of silence is easier to understand if we 
compare its compositional qualities to that of other sounds: by Cage's 
reckoning, silence is only measured in terms of duration whereas all other 
sonic material is measurable by timbre, frequency and amplitude as well. 
Placing a large magnifying glass on time's passing, particularly in music 
performance situations where one must passively and politely observe 
"non-events," brings many too close to an acute awareness of their own 
mortality. The number of comforting situations in which any external noise 
serves to pierce the silence are manifold: when being jolted awake from 
sinister and portentous nightmares, it is a relief to have some utterly banal 
sound pierce the darkness that we lie in, and to jar us out of the 
hypnagogic terror that would convince us we are alone with the 
phantasms of our minds (though this does not explain why we approach 
brightly illuminated and decently populated spaces with the same primal 
fear of silence associated with excursions into isolated, cavernous 
darkness.) When the AIDS awareness group ACT UP chose “silence = 
death” as their rallying cry in 1987, “silence” referred to the mute 
indifference of communications media and the political class to the 
existence of a rapidly spreading, mortal disease- yet, twenty years later, 
this same rallying cry seems to apply to consumer culture’s attitude 
towards all forms of silence. It is equated with all social evils from un-
productivity to insolence; seen as a void only willfully inhabited by the 
anti-human.  
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Silence	  in	  the	  Digital	  Age	  
 
 
Richard Chartier, when describing his own work as an investigation of 

"the relationship between silence, sound, and the act of listening"5 speaks 
to the exploratory imperatives of an entire aesthetic: from the 1990s up to 
the present, there has been a gradual, curiosity-provoking influx of 
electronically aided sound artists who make regular use of quietness as a 
compositional tool. Such work has served to partially confirm an earlier 
statement of Douglas Kahn's, i.e. " ... the delectation of the underheard, 
whether they be small sounds or overtones, has been the stalwart tactic of 
experimental music in the second half of the century."6 Like much of the 
other music discussed in this book, pockets of such expression arose 
simultaneously, within so many different lived environments, that drafting 
up a linear chronology of actions would be difficult (if not somewhat 
pointless.) The culture seeded by these musicians is, refreshingly, free of 
egotistical attempts to elbow one’s way to the front of the ‘public 
acceptance’ line- and therefore no one is really brazen enough to claim 
they were “the first” to innovate or revolutionize any aspect of this music. 
Such claims would naturally be met with skepticism and would be viewed 
as bad form within a culture that de-emphasizes the need for celebrity. 
Besides, for every musician that we know of through recorded evidence, 
there may be another who came to the same conclusions years before, and 
yet was content to keep such discoveries private (or, though it seems an 
impossibility in the Facebook era, is equally content to see his or her ideas 
being adopted in other forums regardless of whether he or she receives 
proper attribution.)   

The name of this sonic genre changes depending on where the form 
arises: in the metropolitan regions of Tokyo and Kansai it is referred to as 
onkyou [meaning loosely “sound reverberation” or just "sound"]: a term 
which was originally associated with a sort of onkyou "school"7 and its 
tutelary performances at Tokyo's multi-purpose Off Site venue from 2000-
2005 (Off Site functioned as a gallery and coffeehouse as well as a live 
space.) Though the essential elements of onkyou playing have been closely 
tied in with the aforementioned intricacies of the Japanese communicative 
style, one has to be careful of seeing Zen influence everywhere within this 
creative milieu. In Off Site and numerous other micro-spaces within urban 
Japan, the style's formation was modulated by modern societal restraints 
as much as it was inspired by an explication of philosophical 'roots': given 
that these live spaces were not situated within officially recognized 
entertainment districts, the players at onkyou nights had to craft a very 
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restrained style in order to not disturb neighboring residents or businesses. 
Furthermore, other compatible styles exist in other countries: in Western 
Europe, a parallel set of sonic maneuvers was christened with the label of 
New Berlin Minimalism. Steven Roden, an American practicioner, has 
tried to foreground its tendency towards subtlety and near-
imperceptibility by referring to it as ‘lower case sound’, going as far as to 
refuse the use of capital letters on the appropriately sparse artwork 
accompanying his recordings.  

I myself would (for lack of anything more universally acceptable) use 
the term ‘digital-age silence’. Unimaginative as it may be, it refers to a 
characteristic I find unique to this music: its genesis followed the rise of the 
CD as the dominant format for music storage, as well as all the formats like 
MiniDisc, MP3, and FLAC [Free Lossless Audio Codec] that followed on 
the CD's heels. In any of these formats, the introduction of silence or near-
silence into the recording can be sharply distinguished from doing the 
same on a cassette or a vinyl LP: the amount of ‘system noise’, or the 
sound being generated by the sound playback equipment itself, is 
infinitesimally small on a digital format. No form of interference or system 
noise, like tape hiss or vinyl crackle, is readily detectable, in many cases 
you would have to place your ear next to the playback device simply to be 
reminded that moving parts are at work, to hear the restless whirring of 
the disc, the liquid squelching sound of the laser navigating its way 
through the tiny indentations on its playable surface, or perhaps the 
dyspeptic noises being made by one's hard drive as it processes a new 
playlist of audio files. 

 Despite the central role that silence takes within this music, an 
impressive variety of voicing and tonal color is to be found underneath 
whatever umbrella term we use for it. Some artists use the feedback from 
audio and video devices as the prima materia from which to compose, some 
use electronically manipulated or wordless vocals (the idiosyncratic and 
occasionally frightening output of Ami Yoshida is a standout in this 
regard, even when not electronically treated), some use output devices 
devoid of any conventionally ‘playable’ transducer (e.g. Toshimaru 
Nakamura’s no-input mixer and Taku Sugimoto’s manipulation of guitar 
amplifier hiss.) Still others play a form of computer-based acousmatic 
music that sounds like the scattering of sonic dust particles or (to use 
Bernhard Günter's apt metaphor, still relevant since its 1993 introduction) 
"un peu de neige salie" [" a bit of dirty snow."] 

Flourishes of conceptual humor often surface to combat the 
misperceptions of po-faced seriousness within this culture. Before the 
coming of the digital age, there was a rich history of “anti-records” 
containing little or no sound on them, but acting as comical enlighteners in 
other regards: it’s hard to stifle a laugh when being confronted with, say, 
The Haters’ silent 7” vinyl platter entitled Complete This Record By 



328	  |	  Thomas	  Bey	  William	  Bailey	  

Scratching It, Before You Listen To It On Your Stereo, or another Haters 
contribution to participatory art, the Wind Licked Dirt LP. The latter 
features no grooves at all on the record's surface, but does compensate for 
this shortcoming by including a bag of dirt in the packaging, which the 
lucky owner can then use to recreate their very own Haters ‘performance’, 
rubbing the dirt across the vinyl. Seeing as how contemporaneous Haters 
performances involved band members watching mud dry and staring at 
blank TV screens, this activity may provide a decent substitute for their 
live appearances, for those whose hometowns are not included on the 
Haters’ tour schedule. Another “anti”-album more relevant to the present 
era is the Argentinian band Reynols’ Blank Tapes: a compact disc release 
assembled solely from the noise produced by, yes, unused cassette tapes. 
One proud owner of Blank Tapes sees it as a multi-purpose object, at once a 
‘joke,’ an honestly intriguing listen, and also  
 

…a subtle attack on the medium of excess, the CD. How 
many albums need to be trimmed of their fat because the 
artist felt compelled to fill every millimetre of silver? Now, 
we're moving into the age of the Deluxe Edition! Not this 
one, sir. This is a wonderful tribute to the many minutes of 
negative space that haven't yet been violated by 
forgettable b-sides and studio flotsam.8 

 
When it comes to instrumentation, the incorporation of silence into the 

music can be accomplished in a number of ways, as well: it could either be 
done through literal inaction, such as not touching a hand to an 
instrument, or through an action which is borderline imperceptible, like 
playing constant electronic signals at such high frequencies that they teeter 
on the threshold of audibility and eventually vanish in the upper 
atmosphere…only to re-appear later in phantom form through the effects 
of mild tinnitus; a belated ‘encore’. An artist like the Syndey-born guitarist 
and electronics manipulator Oren Ambarchi – also organizer of Australia’s 
“What is Music” festival, host to many of this book’s surveyed artists - 
reverses the polarity by using bass and sub-bass tones which can be felt 
but not always heard. Trente Oiseaux [lit. "Thirty Birds"] label boss 
Bernhard Günter shapes electro-acoustic sound clusters of satisfying 
variance, then mixes the results down so low that ferreting them out 
becomes more of a personal quest on the behalf of the listener than a mere 
receipt of audio information. Günter’s more intriguing creations could also 
be an audio herald of nano-technology to come- the sound of impossibly 
tiny machines at work, as they float through the bloodstream.    

To further complicate (or merely diversify) matters, some artists 
operating within this silence-enhanced realm will refer to their music as 
‘improvisation’, while others consider it a form of ‘composition’. Such 
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partitions can be dismantled very easily, though. Taku Sugimoto, whose 
work since the dawn of the new millennium has relied more and more on 
intensified emptiness, suggests that it can be seen as both: “[music] means 
neither ‘theme and variations’…nor ‘chained and dancing’…listen to the sound as 
it is…there is almost no distinction between improvisation and composition…to 
accept all the space.” 9 

 
 

Returning	  to	  the	  World	  
 
 
Whatever we choose to call this variety of sound that relies on low 

volume / perceptibility, intense concentration, and reflective pauses on 
behalf of both performer and audience, it has to be admitted that it is 
followed by a loyal coterie as limited as that which enjoys other ill-defined 
pursuits like “noise”. Those who oppose it often assume that its motives 
are purely intellectual ones, and perhaps they are relying a little too much 
on the trite image of the verbally nullified, introverted "bookworm" buried 
in library stacks. Like certain minimalist forms of visual artwork, it is 
assumed to be a cynical gesture of opposition from an incomprehensible, 
hermetic clique: a small cadre of people with such a distaste for the shared 
human experience that they deliberately cocoon themselves in alienating 
expressive forms. Others will insist that such sound should be reserved as 
the plaything of ascetic religious brotherhoods, or for those who live 
deeply internalized lives, wishing for no place in a vibrant social universe 
and preparing themselves for the ultimate silence of biological death by 
maintaining strict regimens of wordlessness. Some brave souls, like the 
Berlin-based guitarist Annette Krebs, have in fact submitted to severe 
ascetic routines as the inspiration for recording, but such cases are still the 
exception rather than the norm.    

Within popular culture, silence has been used just as much in scenarios 
of seduction as in occasions where one intended to alienate, to repel, or to 
make others cower before a display of dominant intellect or spiritual 
awareness. Although Hollywood films, with their habit of cueing up 
swells of lush romantic music to heighten cinematic representations of 
love-making, have increased the appetite for having a musical backdrop to 
these moments of intimacy, silence still wields an incredible power as a 
seducer and consequently as an amplifier of emotions. Its ability to create 
an illusion of time’s cessation for everyone but the perceiver makes for 
some of the most intoxicating, intimate moments in the romantic ritual, as 
does its ability to yank certain bodily processes (e.g. the beating of the 
heart, and the rhythm of exhalation and inhalation) to the forefront of 
consciousness. Even the titles of many hit pop songs - see “Don’t Talk (Put 
Your Head On My Shoulder),” "Enjoy The Silence" and “Hush”, for 



330	  |	  Thomas	  Bey	  William	  Bailey	  

starters - seem to acknowledge the fact that silence carries as much of an 
erotic force with it as do poetic wordplay and baroque, gushing verbal 
confessions. You could always propose maudlin, introspective titles like 
Simon & Garfunkel’s classic “The Sounds of Silence,” written in the wake 
of America’s grief over the Kennedy assassination, to rain on this 
particular parade- but even a song such as this confirms the role of silence 
in deeply stirring, communal experiences, rather than its role as a denier of 
such experiences.  

Interestingly, silence does not begin or end with the music produced by 
these artists: a certain silence is also evident in the artists’ self-promotion 
(or lack thereof), and in the advanced degree of self-restraint or inaction 
that accompanies CD releases, concerts, and other supplemental activities. 
Secondary literature and biographical information becomes an inessential 
adjunct to the act of recording and performing, especially when there is no 
stated goal beyond merely transmitting sound and observing as it assumes 
its place in the daily flux of energy and sensation. Photographs of artists 
are rarely used in promotional materials (when such materials even exist at 
all.) Magazine features on the artists and interviews with the artists, when 
they appear, tend to ignore quirky anecdotes, gossip, and "shop talk," 
instead going straight for the jugular: the ideas driving the music. There is, 
within this milieu, a greater-than-average desire to not see the performer 
as the center of the music, as Steve Roden illustrates with these comments:  

 
The whole thing is not about me as the artist, as the focus. 
It’s about making these things that don’t necessarily point 
back to me as being more important than the work. The art 
and sound culture right now is so much about the artist, 
the persona of the artist. I talked to someone recently who 
said he wanted to be ‘the first superstar of noise’, without 
thinking that Kenny G is the first superstar of jazz! I mean, 
it’s not a good place to be!10 

 
With such limited attempts at promotion and outward projection of 

personae, music of this genre survives mainly thanks to a famished niche 
audience willing to discover it on their own, and to make old-fashioned, 
unadorned word-of- mouth or Internet bulletin board notification act as 
the most effective means of information dispersal. This situation is 
encouraged by some artists, such as the Tokyo duo Astro Twin (Ami 
Yoshida and Utah Kawasaki) who humbly and humorously describe their 
music as “…boring sounds / un-evolving sounds / unproductive sounds 
/ lazy sounds / garbage-like sounds,”11 adding the caveat “each sound is 
junk, but some may be important. They are for you to seek. We want you 
to find them…that is Astro Twin’s request.”12 When they are found, the 
surprises are plentiful, and present plenty of challenges to those who 
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expect relatively “quieter” music to be a serene shortcut into easy narcosis: 
Ami Yoshida’s vocal repertoire is a pastiche of drawn-out wheezes, glottal 
aberrations, keening bird-of-prey shrieks, reptilian slurps and occasional 
sung notes, all of which are then combined with smooth washes of 
electronic tone (her other partners in electronic sound have included 
Christof Kurzmann, Günter Müller and Sachiko M.) for devastating effect. 
With many of these sonic elements regularly employed within the same 
short audio piece, the unique ‘push-pull’ effect of the music –a continuous 
alternating between erotic attraction and outright alienation- is achieved 
with a greater degree of success than in most other creative genres. 

The more well known record labels dealing with digital-age silence 
and the musical micro-gesture, like Trente Oiseaux, rely on a simple 
design template that is applied to all of their releases: in the case of this 
label, each new release up until a point in the early 2000’s featured no 
more than the artist’s name and title on a textured paper background (the 
color of which changed with each successive release.) The CD Warzsawa 
Restaurant by Francisco López (who relies on a similarly reduced graphic 
design template for his releases on other labels), bears only minor 
dissimilarities when placed alongside Marc Behrens’ Advanced 
Environmental Control or Hervé Castellani’s Flamme. The end effect of this 
common design scheme effectively mirrors the aesthetics of the sound 
contained within. In a desperate panic to find some ‘hidden’ substance 
within this sparse packaging, the listener’s tactile sense is instead engaged 
by the coarse paper of the CD booklets, an intriguing situation in which 
the impressions "found" are not necessarily the ones that were originally 
sought out. As is the case with the music, the lack of a familiar framing 
device, and the refusal on the artists’ behalf to lead the listener by the nose 
into a world where all is explained, uncovers those phenomena and 
epiphenomena which were ‘always there’. This extends to how a listener 
perceives the compact disc itself: in such a context, the bold spectra of color 
dancing about on the reflective surface of the aluminum-coated 
polycarbonate plastic disc become all the more vibrant, and even the 
transparent center hole by the larger ring of clear plastic seems to take on 
greater significance. These mundane little items become as close as they 
will get to being perceived as living organisms, rebelling against their 
status as mere static objects. 

This brings us to the other half of the Chuang Tzu quote which opened 
this chapter: destroy decorations, mix the Five Colors, paste Li Chu’s eyes shut, 
and in All-Under-Heaven, they’ll begin to see the light again. My seemingly 
careless play with Taoist ideals here may upset some readers who wonder 
how a state-of-the-art, technological form of expression can mesh with this 
largely organic way of life, but closer inspection reveals that the use of 
digital-age expressive tools is not an automatic disqualification from such 
a lifestyle. On this subject, I can only defer to Taoist and Zen scholar Alan 
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Watts, who reminds us that  
 

…the Taoist attitude is not opposed to technology per se. 
Indeed, the Chuang Tzu writings are full of references to 
crafts and skills perfected by this very principle of ‘going 
with the grain.’ The point is therefore that technology is 
only destructive in the hands of people who do not realize 
that they are one and the same process as the universe. 
Our over-specialization in conscious attention and linear 
thinking has led to neglect, or ignorance, of the basic 
principles and rhythms of this process, of which the 
foremost is polarity.13 

 
Watts goes on to relate the concept of electricity itself - without which 

very little of the music mentioned herein could be reproduced - to the Tao, 
noting that neither force can be explained on their own; both are 
fundamentals only comprehensible in terms of the phenomena which 
manifest them.    

The concept of ‘emptiness’ in Taoism also takes on a special meaning 
far from a concept of ‘the void’ as purgatory or hell, a fact that is worth 
considering when confronting the fear of silence. Chuang Tzu refers to the 
“Tao of Heaven” as “empty and formless,” a sentiment Fritjof Capra 
expands upon in his book The Tao of Physics: “[Lao Tzu] often compares the 
Tao to a hollow valley, or to a vessel which is forever empty and thus has 
the potential of containing an infinity of things.”14 Put this way, we can see 
“emptiness” not as a terminus point into which all irretrievably sinks, but 
as a starting point: we can see silence not as a capitulation on the behalf of 
the artist, but as an invitation to go beyond sound itself and to experience 
all available aspects of the phenomenal world. “Empty audio space” has 
the potential to severely irritate those who expect sound to “explain” 
something, but for those who go beyond this, the apparent absurdity of 
making “music” from nothingness takes on the same role as a Zen riddle: 
illustrating that nature is a unitary phenomenon, a deeply intertwined 
organism in which every part contains every other part within itself.    

 
 
Mutual	  Sacrifice	  

 
 
Like the more violent, droning, high-decibel creations that occupy 

another wing of the same sonic mansion, this form has not met with 
blanket critical acceptance. It has its obvious champions in music scribes 
like Oceans of Sound / Haunted Weather author David Toop, but it has also 
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generated a host of skeptics who wonder how, if at all, this music differs 
from the kind of ersatz ‘easy listening’ experiences meant to be played in 
the bath by such stereotypical characters as the 'bored suburban housewife' 
or 'self-conscious yuppie'. Take, for example, this review by Stefan 
Jaworzyn (formerly of Skullflower, Whitehouse live, etc.) of Steve Roden’s 
first 1993 outing as in be tween noise, so delicate and strangely made: 

 
…hardcore Art it most definitely is -with all the 
trimmings- the title being a dead give-away, perfectly 
encapsulating Roden’s prissy self-image and tedious 
modus operandi- fussy, neo-minimalist puffing, blowing, 
scraping, tweaking and tinkling…ugh…’experimental’ 
pabulum for New Age sissies. In fact, the more I think 
about it and the more I listen to it, the more I hate it.15 

 
Jaworzyn’s impatience with Roden is indicative of a larger public view 

that digital-age silence is something created by, and for, meek souls: a 
pandering form of ‘relaxation music’ camouflaged in the Emperor’s New 
Clothes of inscrutable, ‘difficult’ avant-garde experimentation. It is 
sometimes difficult to build a case against such naysayers, when positive 
reviews of this music make constant allegorical reference to the delicate, 
transient seasonal phenomena of nature, likening the character of the 
sounds to that of falling snowflakes, autumn leaves and wisps of summer 
breeze. Such reviews, unfortunately, do the makers of onkyou, ‘Berlin 
Minimalism’ et. Al. no favors when they fail to mention the intense 
concentration of energy necessary for making convincing exemplars of this 
music. This is something that easily equals the intense release of energy 
inherent in louder musical genres, and cannot be said, on a whole, to be 
the collective mewling of effete “pussies”. It should also be mentioned that 
some performers' re-envisioning of silence as musical material has brought 
them to the brink of legitimate personal risk- as Paul Hood relates in an 
interview with David Novak,  

 
In Northern England during the “Japan-o-Rama” tour in 
2002, for example, an audience reacted to the extended 
silences and high-pitched sounds of a performance by 
Sachiko M by shouting and throwing objects at the stage 
in what the London promoter described to me as a “near 
riot.” During an Italian tour the same year, the vehicle 
transporting a group of onkyou musicians from a festival 
was reportedly surrounded by angry fans who blocked the 
passage of the car and beat their fists on the roof.16 

 
It's amusing to consider an earlier set of events in which audiences 
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were agitated to a similar degree - namely, the 'live aktions' of Whitehouse 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s - since they seem to confirm that audiences 
may have identical reactions to any given set of unfamiliar extreme 
phenomena, not solely those that are seen as having a violent or aggressive 
tincture to them. It is precisely this sense of risk that is proposed by the 
Basque "computer actor" Mattin as the redeeming feature of "going 
fragile," or improvising in the "ultra-quiet and sparse" mode of his 
collaborator Radu Malfatti  (and Mattin is himself no stranger to audience 
confrontations, both self-initiated and uninvited.) Among Mattin's 
demands to sound improvisors: "you must engage in questioning your 
security, see it as a constriction. You are aware and scared, as if you were 
in a dark corridor. Now you are starting to realise that what you thought 
of as walls existed only in your imagination."17 

Mattin's enthusiastic pep talk does come with disclaimers, e.g. "when 
one uses music, not as a tool for achieving something else (recognition, 
status) but in a more aggressively creative way, it is going to produce 
alienation."18 Yet this is all to reinforce the idea that improvisation (again, 
implied here as the silence-enhanced form that Mattin has produced 
alongside Malfatti) requires a determined embrace of uncertainty and fear. 
When, to this end, Mattin quotes Walter Benjamin's essay The Destructive 
Character ("because [the destructive character] sees a way everywhere, he 
has to clear things from it everywhere"),19 the similarity between his own 
attitudes and that of the noise-loving Italian Futurists is remarkable. As 
such, it is fascinating to see the far-Leftist Mattin agreeing on at least 
tactical matters with otherwise ideological foes. 

Yet the important message implied within this statement is not that 
extreme ideologies can find common ground in methodology, but that 
'voluntary vulnerability' and lack of self-censorship is an essential 
prerequisite of real 'experimental' music. Naturally, opposing viewpoints 
do arise from other artists working within the more cutting-edge areas of 
21st century electronic sound- Terre Thaemlitz has suggested that this 'no 
backup' approach is a hindrance rather than a help, prefering "the 
documentational aspect of studio recordings to live performance" because 
"…in terms of discourse, I equate it with a person’s deliberate writings 
versus their drunk ramblings (presuming, of course, they have anything 
interesting to say in the first place)."20 Here the question has to be asked, 
though- is the drunkard's 'rambling,' by its unguarded / unscripted 
nature, the true personality of the inebriated person? If we step outside the 
bounds of music performance and survey human activity as a whole, it 
seems that greater societal value is placed upon those individuals who can 
withstand either self-inflicted bouts of unpredictability (like the 
'drunkards' mentioned here) or sudden changes in external circumstances, 
and that the responses to these challenges indicate authentic personality. It 
would not be unfair, I submit, to attribute some considerable strength of 
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character to those musicians who mine the silence with no guarantees that 
it will be perceived as anything but a contrarian annoyance. 

With all this in mind, Jaworzyn’s earlier dismissals also do little to 
explain away the fact that some of this book’s noisiest players also have 
close ties with the ever-expanding constellation of ‘quiet’ artists. John 
Duncan, though much of his catalog comprises sound of the white-hot, 
speaker-destroying variety, can still find time to share a collaborative CD 
with Bernhard Günter. The oft -demonic Portland noise artist Daniel 
Menche can also boast of a kinship with Günter by way of a Trente 
Oiseaux release. The late Koji Tano, who recorded teeth-grinding tectonic 
noise under the name MSBR, helped to co-organize improvisational 
performances of an intensely quiet character, when not organizing noise 
concerts, and penned reviews of such artists for his encylopedic Denshi 
Zatsuon [‘Electronic Noise’] magazine. Individuals like Sachiko M, Otomo 
Yoshihide (whom David Novak recognizes as the de facto leader of [the] 
group that put Off Site and onkyou on the map"), Annette Krebs, Ralf 
Wehowsky, Kevin Drumm and even Keiji Haino21 easily bridge the gap 
between trumpeting loudness and apparent stillness, giving them a special 
status as sonic omnivores. Even Taku Sugimoto and Steve Roden began 
their respective musical journeys in punk rock bands, the latter after 
chancing upon a performance by notorious L.A. synth-punks The 
Screamers.  

Like it or not, the number of such people is increasing in the 21st 
century in accordance with the expansion of the globe’s overall population; 
and those who would criticize them as being ‘confused’ for playing in 
more than one mode are sounding increasingly reactionary when they 
mistake resilience for weakness. In discussion with the cellist and record 
store owner Mark Wastell, David Toop reveals a valid counterpoint to the 
‘silence is weak’ argument: 
 

Wastell once favoured Reductionism as a way to describe 
[his music], although now rejects that. He also rejects 
terms such as sparse, barely audible, quiet, and fragile, all 
of which suggest a weakness belied by the powerful 
impact the music can have on those that hear it. […] ‘A 
musician is defenceless in this genre,’ says Wastell. ‘He or 
she has nowhere to hide. His / her material is delivered 
with such care and diligence that it cannot be destroyed in 
ill-conceived collaborations. As Morton Feldman said, 
‘now that things are so simple, there’s so much to do.’22 

 
Terms like ‘reductionism’ are still a thorn in the side of the new breed 

of musicians who dare to commune with quiet, since they imply the 
creators are cantankerous sorts with a hatred of ‘busy’ music rather than 
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people who merely have a love of building something out of nothing: Taku 
Sugimoto faces this conundrum by stating that he is an “additionist” rather 
than a reductionist, starting with a white canvas every time he sits down to 
play. In his case, this music is being set up as an alternative to something - 
namely superficiality and ‘cool’ transience - but not for reasons of mere 
cynicism: 

 
The most important thing for me is to make something 
really vertical, something spiritual, like a tower. The whole 
of the culture is very horizontal, it’s surface. We don’t 
really need it, it’s just for amusement. Art has become like 
TV, there’s nothing to believe in. We need something 
spiritual, real culture.23 

 
At any rate, you don’t need to have achieved the Tao mindset to 

understand the veracity of Sugimoto’s or Wastell’s statements: all you 
have to do is attend a performance of such music to witness the strength 
this music possesses when done correctly. In Japan I was lucky enough to 
have access to venues like Off Site and the Uplink Factory, where 
international showcases of such music were irregularly held. Presentation 
of this music almost requires an unspoken compact between performer 
and audience, a mutual willingness to let the long periods of silence unfold 
and ring in the ears without losing nerve or patience- the audience’s 
struggle to impose restraint on their mouths, bodies and portable 
electronic devices becomes an appendage to the ‘main’ performance, and 
in many cases the feeling of sacrifice is also reciprocated between 
performer and audience: both parties must give up some freedom of 
movement or communication in order to more effectively immerse 
themselves in the silences. 

While the filling in of blank spaces by feisty audience disruption may 
have been the intended effect of the famous endurance-testing Warhol 
films, it does not seem to be the case with this music. Bodily processes that 
would be completely ignored while grooving to the 120-decibel sounds of 
a modern rock combo suddenly re-assert themselves in a most intrusive 
way: a full complement of coughs, sneezes, wheezes, sniffles and general 
shifting of body parts can arise from the audience and wreck the sonic 
construction process- and heaven help you if any involuntary digestive 
noises assert themselves in such a scenario. In such a setting, it is almost 
refreshing to see the ‘extensions of man’ being checked at the door as well, 
since the audacious nagging of a mobile phone ringtone will most certainly 
get you escorted from the performance venue and / or personally 
lambasted by the performers.  

One such scenario is as follows: it is a hushed yet "full house" evening 
at Tokyo’s Uplink Factory, where the Dutch label Staalplaat is hosting a 
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characteristically eclectic evening of electronic music, split evenly between 
the visiting Netherlanders and locals like the young psychoacoustic 
maestro Kozo Inada. A wall-to-wall crowd of inquisitive listeners sits 
cross-legged on the floor of the space, which resembles a well-tended 
artist’s loft: white track lighting shining down onto naked white walls and 
parquet floorboards. A couple of lanky Goths in leather accoutrements and 
bullet belts stand pinned against a far wall, looking on with healthy 
curiosity, and the one-time Staalplaat employee Frans de Waard (also part 
of the Freiband trio playing that night) is sunk into a leather armchair in 
the same far corner of the room, trying not to look incongruous as he puffs 
on a wooden pipe in this venue loaded to the gills with consumer 
electronic devices. Smoke from the more conventional cigarettes rises from 
the floor-sitters’ lips and nostrils like a thick swamp fog.  

For the current performance, Roel Meelkop’s calm, lean presence 
graces one of the many tables strewn with electronic equipment, the now 
all-too-familiar silver laptop and portable mixing unit perched in front of 
him. Formerly of the electro-acoustic trio THU20 and also in the group 
GOEM, Meelkop has an above-average talent for warping naturally 
occurring sound phenomena into electronic particle streams of varying 
density and vibrance. Like most artists on the bill tonight, there’s a dearth 
of literature available to explain his exact sound construction methods, and 
this is presumably intentional. The "schizophonic" feel of this material's 
obscured origins, and the apparent lack of any desire to clarify such things, 
make it all the more seductive. Meelkop’s performance, while not nearly as 
challenging to the distraction-starved consumer as Taku Sugimoto’s music, 
is loaded with indefinable and ephemeral sound events; distant breezes 
and clean hovering tones acting as the shaky bridges between those 
portions with a greater ‘presence’ to them.  

Just as interesting as Meelkop’s computer-generated sounds, though, 
are the choreographed and humorously self-conscious actions of the 
audience (which can be seen more easily than usual since the house lights 
remain only slightly dimmed.) People tiptoe across the room and 
maneuver with exaggerated caution around the patrons still sitting on the 
floor, while the Uplink bartender delivers drinks to his thirsty customers in 
hesitant, slow motions, wincing while placing glasses down on the 
countertop and hoping that this action does not disrupt the show by 
coinciding with another dive into the depths of silence. Sign language is 
improvised on the spot, with some people even going so far as to draw 
Chinese characters in the air with their fingertips in order to get a point 
across. Not every extraneous sound can be suppressed for the good of the 
performance, though: the air conditioning unit abruptly lurches and rattles 
to life, and even the recurring sound of cigarette smoke being exhaled 
through pursed lips is highly audible. Given the nature of the sounds 
Meelkop produces himself, though, these intrusions are actually 
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complementary to the performance- this time, at least, the balance seems to 
be right.  

 
 

Walking	  Into	  Midnight	  
 
 
If the audience for the Meelkop show seems appreciative – and they 

are, as their sincere, beaming faces attest - it is because this is the kind of 
thing that can be experienced very rarely in one of the world’s commercial 
epicenters, whether as performance or as the mundane material of 
everyday, unconsciously enacted routines. Just a few blocks away from the 
hermetically sealed environment of the Uplink Factory,24 the incessant 
burbling of voices rising from the ‘Hachiko’ exit of Shibuya Station melts 
into a cacophony of looped advertisements emanating from loudspeakers. 
The rhythmic growls and pukings of assorted motor vehicles add a kind of 
percussive undercurrent to the whole sonic drama. The noise itself is too 
blurred to be instantaneously irritating at a sensory level, unless we 
consider the unspoken message behind much of it: a fusillade of incoming 
commands and directives urging lockstep uniformity and punctuality, or 
at the very least a ceaseless transit from one point of consumption to the 
next. Tokyo and its Japanese metropolitan cousins, unlike those cities built 
upon the European model (i.e. an administrative center nested within a 
gradually less active series of inner and outer rings), is a de-centralized 
aggregate of "functional clusters" designed to each accommodate its own 
type of activity - rarely, even in the cities' impressive subterranean 
developments, are there "clusters" that exist for a kind of "constructive 
inaction." Even the larger parks or "green spaces" are colonized for 
coordinated dance routines, acoustic guitar sing-alongs and other leisure 
time activities- doubtlessly lots of fun for those involved, but intrusive 
upon those who wish for a space of reflection that is not a specifically 
monastic setting. 

So, as with Francisco López and his “restless pursuit of nothingness,” 
there is a sense among the Asian ‘quiet music’ audiences of searching after 
something that will function as a pause button for their hectic lives and 
give them more time to discover the multitudionous, exquisite details 
which normally glide right by them. With life screaming by at Shibuya 
speed, there really is no time to put it into context, to determine where one 
fits into the larger scheme of things (or even if ‘fitting in to the larger 
scheme of things’ is necessary at all.) It is a quest that expands beyond the 
world of the audible, as can be discovered in an offbeat travel guide 
entitled Yami ni Aruku [Walking in Darkness]. The author of this 2001 
volume, “night hiker” Jun Nakano, dedicates chapters to listening for the 
‘voice of stones’ while on his solitary mountain treks, as well as penning a 
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chapter entitled “The Pleasure of Being Buried in Darkness”, and even one 
dedicated to finding web pages which are no more than darkened screens. 
The last item is especially interesting in light of Noriyuki Tajima's assertion 
that the Internet represents the "emerging virtual agora" in those Japanese 
mega-cities where the physical public space serving similar functions is 
shrinking.25 

A resurgence of archaic values is slowly, but surely, sneaking into the 
subculture of the hyper-modern citadels of Asia, and I can attest 
personally that Taku Sugimoto is not alone as he wearies of “horizontal” 
culture. Despite its being at, or near, the forefront of global commerce and 
having a pronounced desire for the transient and gimmicky, Japan still has 
the world’s largest population of citizens aged 60 and over (it also has the 
world’s highest median age), those who might be more inclined towards a 
less turbulent way of life. There are many others, and not just in the 
musical realm, who seek a reprieve from modern relentlessness: a reprieve 
from being nearly blinded by the banks of halogen lights installed in 
Japanese electronics stores and supermarkets, and from other staples of an 
“always on” society.  

Quieting the mind has been the goal of Eastern mystical traditions for 
thousands of years, but only recently has ‘congestion culture’ –Asian or 
otherwise- provided the impetus for non-mystical rationalists to attempt 
this. While massage parlors and public baths provide adequate stress 
release for the average work-a-day businessman, other more radical forms 
of escape are part of the urban landscape, for those who look hard enough: 
hermetically sealed flotation tanks (or “isolation tanks”) filled with warm 
water and Epsom salts can be found in Manhattan, Chicago, and elsewhere 
(a website named “Float Finder” lists a scattered number in the U.S. and 
along the Eastern coastline of Australia, but no Japanese entries as of yet.) 
Such methods, largely associated with the hallucinogen-based 
experimentation of John C. Lilly, have not exactly become popular after 
decades of public availability- but the time may yet come where 
congestion culture leads to a resurgence in demand for these and other 
extreme forms of willful noise-cancellation (one caveat here: Lilly himself 
saw sensory deprivation method of the flotation tank as a means of 
generating "white noise energy," a hitherto filtered-out data which he 
understood as allow[ing] quick and random access to memory and 
lower[ing] the threshold to unconscious memories [expansion of 
consciousness.])"26 

As could be guessed for a musical culture which is so diversified in 
terms of its tools, approaches, and geographic bases, not everyone is “of 
one mind” about how to clear the mind of , or even if the aim of  "playing" 
silence is to internalize that silence. Different treatments of time (which, 
again, is the only real compositional metric for silence) provide the most 
dramatic differences in the quest for some meaningful self-realization: like 
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Taku Sugimoto, one could choose to simply not play or act where an action 
is normally expected. On the other hand, you could fill the space around 
you with some simplistic, yet constant sound element, in order to prevent 
the mind from wandering off on its endless digressions. Touching Extremes 
editor Massimo Ricci has preferred the effects of the latter method, saying 
 

I used to play Klaus Wiese’s Tibetan bowl loops day in, 
day out at high volume to fight the extreme noise that my 
neighbors made. It was like living in an aquarium, yet 
those external noises were somehow silenced and I 
managed to reach some moment of calmness amidst total 
mayhem. Now that my surroundings are definitely more 
tranquil, if I hear birds and wind, or my overall favorite 
sound – the distant moan of airplanes, which I often quote 
while writing about certain kinds of music – I can imagine 
walking a path that could hypothetically lead to a sort of 
inner quietness, but silence? No way.27 

 
Ricci elaborates on his distinction between ‘quiet’ vs. ‘silence’ as 

follows, while explaining his fondness for the drone as an ideal vessel of 
the former concept: 
 

What I can say is that static music – the really deep one, 
not the shit coming from the ‘dark ambient’ market - is the 
best symbol of silence. It represents it better than music 
that includes ‘silent’ segments, as long as they could be. 
When I listen to Phill Niblock, god bless his soul, or to 
something like Mirror’s Front Row Centre – dozen of tracks, 
a single majestic drone – that sounds like REAL silence to 
me. The silence of the mind. When the mind isn’t 
wandering around looking for popcorn reflections about 
evolution, netherworld, big doors and presumed 
meditations, but is only blessed by the essential purity of 
sound, then you’ve reached what’s the nearest thing to 
silence. All the rest is bullshit – including 4’33".28 

 
 

Sensory	  Overload,	  Or	  Information	  Deprivation?	  
 
 
It might seem odd to be profiling this style of music in a book that also 

lauds the abrasive, engulfing, sensory overload of Industrial culture- but 
after scratching the surface, we can come to realize that one animating 
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spark behind both sonic subcultures – a zeal for ‘awakening’ dormant 
perceptual faculties in the listener - is quite similar, although the 
production processes and ideological subtexts may differ wildly. Proper, 
concentrated use of both noise and silence takes music beyond the realm of 
mere sound, making it a total awakener of the senses: ‘active’ rather than 
‘passive’ listening occasionally forces us to fill the moments of vague 
perceptibility with other kinds of information, be it visual, olfactory, or 
tactile. Naturally, ‘vague' perceptibility could apply to high-volume 
showers of white noise in which – like white light - all audible frequencies 
are contained, but could apply as well as to the musical nano-technology 
of someone like Bernhard Günter; rhapsodies of tiny mechanical anomalies 
that require close attention to discover or, if one finds no excitement in the 
discovery process alone, to be invested with meaningfulness.  

To illustrate this concept, consider an anecdote from Samuel R. 
DeLany’s titanic “city book” Dhalgren. In this extended prose poem of 
oneiric strangeness, characters inhabit a city, Bellona, which seems to be a 
living entity owing to its mysterious spatial and temporal distortions: twin 
moons and other celestial anomalies appear in the sky, never to be seen 
again, or major landmarks shift location from day to day. Against this 
idiosyncratic backdrop, the story’s main protagonist, Kid, encounters a 
former astronaut named Kamp, who relays to him the following about a 
‘sensory overload’ experiment he once encountered:  

 
They had spherical rear-projection rooms, practically as 
big as this place here. They could cover it with colors and 
shapes and flashes. They put earphones on me and blasted 
in beeps and clicks and oscillating frequencies […] After 
two hours of fillips and curlicues of light and noise, when 
I went outside into the real world, I was astounded at 
how…rich and complicated everything suddenly looked 
and sounded: the textures of concrete, tree bark, grass, the 
shadings from sky to cloud. But rich in comparison to the 
sensory overload chamber…rich…and I suddenly realized 
what the kids had been calling a sensory overload was 
really information deprivation.29 

 
Within this story, those who have undergone the same experiment as 

Kamp are instructed to sift out specific pre-set patterns from the barrage of 
incoming sights and sounds, although there is a catch: the test group that 
Kamp belongs to is the ‘control group’ in the experiment, which did not 
receive any such patterns, even though they were told this would be the 
case. Any patterns that Kamp creates are the result of imposing his own 
will onto this heavily random mass of sensory information. In Kamp’s 
case, it was over-saturation of noise and light that led him to once again 
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see the external world in all its fullness, but this same ‘experiment’ could 
be carried out very easily with music of incredible quiet or austerity. 
Straining our minds to seek out information with which to ‘fill the gap,’ we 
are re-introduced to the textures and elements which had long been 
dismissed as extraneous or transitory information, or merely as tools to 
help with proprioceptive orientation. Kamp seems to confirm the 
possibility of this by using a visual example: “Take any view in front of 
you, and cut off the top and bottom till you’ve only got an inch-wide strip, 
and you’ll still be amazed at all the information you can get from just 
running your eye along that.”30 

It is, in the end, just a matter of willfully deciding to do this “cutting” 
in the first place: we can rise to a newer and more exciting level of contact 
with the most quotidian occurrences and the most menial objects, but only 
as active participants, and not as people who expect all incoming 
information to be presented to us with the naked simplicity of an 
instruction manual. It will take definite work to overcome years of being 
inundated with of pop culture trivia, the loud-yet-insubstantial blather of 
talk show pundits, and other modern media detritus. Thankfully, though, 
there is music that makes this process seem not so much like ‘work’ at all. 
Once the hostile attitude towards silence is shed, it moves from being a 
yawning void to being a voluptuous substance. Silence, as employed by 
the artists mentioned here - and many more like them - is not death, but an 
essential component in the process of revitalization. 



 

Technology Beyond Technology: 
Electronic	  Audio	  and	  Post-‐Humanism	  

 
 

The past several years have seen a noticable uptick in the amount of 
publications dealing with the most experimental or radical forms of 
electronic audio. At one point not so long ago, a harvest this bountiful 
seemed impossible, and it seemed as if several manifestations of audio 
creativity would be forgotten and left behind for a yet newer “wave” 
before any lessons had been learned or any conclusions had been drawn.  
Many of us in this scene can still remember the mild shocks received when, 
as recently as 1999, a full-size monograph on Throbbing Gristle - still one 
of the more widely recognized artists associated with “all this stuff” - came 
on the market. Even as pre-millenial cultural re-assessment went into 
overdrive, it seemed surprising that a fairly resourceful publisher (of 
mainly architectural books) would give this subject the time of day.  But 
the brief sense of surprise coming from incidents like these eventually gave 
way to a sense of vindication, or even relief. They signaled a growing 
understanding, within the sociological or ‘cultural studies’ circuits, of 
something that was already known to the people dirtying their hands with 
unorthodox electronic music: that the numerous ‘electronic’ subgenres 
were much further apart aesthetically than music enthusiasts were socially, 
and that the audience for Alvin Lucier or David Tudor could very well be 
the same audience for Coil or Merzbow. 

The days of bewilderment over non-‘dance’ electronic music seem to 
be mostly behind us, with an exponential increase in the discussion 
(documented or otherwise) on this culture. New academic and critical 
volumes regularly appear on such previously unapproachable topics as 
“noise,” supplemented by a worldwide distribution of conferences and 
workshops (many of which now follow a familiar pattern of explicating 
how “noise” or other such problematic “genres” elegantly confirm some 
other socio-cultural or phenomenological thesis - but this is not necessarily 
a bad thing.) Magazines and journals unaffiliated with music now deign to 
review albums of “extreme computer music” or near-silence, in thoughtful 
tones that are a far cry from the notes of exasperation or dismissal that 
might have been sounded in the past. It could also be said that the 
performance stages for this material have finally come to represent radical 
electronic music’s own shared lineage with multi-media or intermedia art, 
and that the days of presenting this music before hostile audiences - who 
are expecting perhaps a “band” or a virtuoso DJ - are also mercifully 
numbered. 

So, of course, the first question that has to be asked en route to this 
book’s conclusion is - why now? Given that musing on electronics already 
has us thinking in a technological mode, the easy answer is the coming of 
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the accelerated, broadband information age and its globalization of the 
“access principle” associated with pre-internet “d.i.y.” cultures. Yet quasi-
mystical narratives based on the rise of the internet too often make it seem 
like the internet itself was an independent, conscious being that persuaded 
billions of people over time to become absorbed in its energy - as if the 
global network of computers communicating with each other could be 
decoupled from the global network of humans relaying their own 
communications within this code, or as if the information system had 
always existed fully apart from the nervous system. Too many internet 
encomia do not seriously consider the types of people and types of 
activities that enabled and embraced this new connectivity. The steady rise 
in fiber-optically connected, cyberspace-savvy citizens occurred thanks to 
their interest in amplifying and refining their public images (via social 
networks, laboriously constructed avatars, etc.), or forming new and 
different bonds with other members of the species. Certainly much 
fetishization of the enabling technology took place during these processes, 
but this was largely distributed among the who saw the etherealization of 
technology as a necessary step towards a great evolutionary end. The 
majority of the “wired” populace, however, used these means with no 
regard for this larger picture. 

I believe the increased interest in analyzing the new species of 
electronic art is related to a fatigue with such techno-centric narratives, 
which ignore a “push-pull” dynamic interaction between humans and 
technology in favor of a much more simplistic telling. This story is one 
wherein humans are ineluctably drawn into the nets of technology, which 
has been “playing dumb” all along and feigning passivity, but now reveals 
itself to be a possibly predatory force independent of its creators. Other 
versions of the same story may simply portray the technology as a 
benevolent, yet nonetheless independent, force. Given this state of affairs, 
Krzysztof Ziarek’s	   thoughts on technology and art seem especially worth 
relating here: “With the rapid advances of informational technologies and 
the internet, even cultural and aesthetic changes and innovations seem to 
lie more in the domains of the informational and the virtual than the 
aesthetic.”1 

It is a point worth discussing- do the overloaded computer 
compositions on some of the ‘classic’ Mego releases represent a real, 
quantifiable aesthetic shift, or does their strength lie in a kind of non-
aesthetic documentation of technological imperfection? Do “lo-bit” MP3 
recordings, with their near-total distribution over the internet and their 
intentionally degraded sound, count for someone’s idea of beautification, 
or are they, too, a counter-narrative to that of exponential techno progress? 
Do sample-laden “media jams” and mash-ups come to this same fork in 
the road? None of these questions seem to have a definitive answer at the 
moment, yet they do lead us back to a larger question of which these 
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questions are variants- is technologically sophisticated audio work limited 
to only teaching us about our relationship to that technology? According to 
Nick Prior, it is dangerously close to becoming publicly perceived as only 
making reference to technology. As he suggests,  
 

…so much more creative agency is being attributed to the 
machine than the musician that it becomes difficult to hold 
together the hegemonic idea of music as logocentric (i.e. 
having a human author) with an unambiguously positive 
relationship to the performance.2 

 
In such a climate, the earlier comments of Roc Jiménez de Cisneros - 

about making computers pass “musical Turing tests” - come to mind. It 
can only be good news if we stop using these tools as a means of 
replicating what we already have before us, and, provided we still agree 
that computers are worth having, focus instead on their capabilities for 
bringing about some new sensation or experience. Yet in this process of 
trying to make some kind of evolutionary difference, it is interesting to 
note how much of the more successful or influential electronic audio is a 
kind of hybrid experience where neither a human nor ‘post-human’ 
element takes precedence: from the screamed glissandi of Whitehouse’s 
William Bennett to the decomposed guitar of Christian Fennesz, there 
seems to be a much greater receptivity towards those forms that are not 
clearly “meta-technological,” and which rely on electronic composition for 
a greater expressive or tonal range rather than for their ability to document 
our current phase of technological mediation. The increase in music 
intended as part of a synesthetic experience, and also that which allows 
one to “hear with the body,” seems to appeal on the same level - it 
dramatizes or even eroticizes our pre-rational sensory connection to the 
entire world. This is an intense experience that is not appreciably 
heightened by knowing what technology is being used to that end, and, as 
Gareth Loy suggested even the surprise generated by discovering new 
interfaces means little if it is not “a surprise that reveals something.” 3  

De-emphasizing the role of electronics in electronic audio may seem 
paradoxical, but, then again, the “electronic music” designation is just one 
in a long series of similarly needless terms. The tool-specific classiciation 
system that gives us “string music,” “computer music,” etc. has made it 
seem like audiences cared more about tools qua tools rather than about 
their many intended and unintended effects. This perception of things is, 
again, rather like the study of the internet as an entity that acts apart from 
human agency. From here, we are only one step away from a historicism 
that sees the triumph of technological automation as a - like it or not - our 
collective destiny. And with such of a vision of an “inevitable” future in 
place, subjugating or annihilating millions of sentient beings becomes a 
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justifiable sacrifice in order to hasten its realization. 
The desire to sacrifice all other needs to the advancement of the 

“mega-technic” civilization (as Lewis Mumford called it) has often been 
associated, not always incorrectly, with the reactionary modernism of 
fascistic, imperialistic regimes. Yet it has always been a more bi-partisan 
affair than this. While the idea of a technological salvation continues to 
have some traction in the “archeo-futurism” of New Right cultural critics 
like Guillaume Faye, the same totalitarian urge was rife within the Soviet 
Union during its quest for the so-called novy byt [‘new living’.] The 
building of the utilitarian Homo Sovieticus even necessitated, in the eyes of 
the Constructivist avant-garde of the late 1920s, coercive eugenics 
programs, which were dramatized in at least one eyebrow-raising 
theatrical production (Sergei Tret’iakov’s I Want A Child!)4 

Meanwhile, one pernicious feature of global capitalism - its tendency 
towards ephemerality or pre-planned obsolescence of its products - was 
ironically the same feature that animated many of its ideological rivals: the 
marriage of ephemerality to a relentless march of techno-scientific progress 
also has its roots in the New Left of the 1960s and beyond. The Parisian 
think-tank Utopie was fond of noting, in early issues of their eponymous 
magazine, that the construction of houses lagged severely behind that of 
other modern products: this durability of construction was in fact a 
drawback since it made for lived environments that did not truly reflect 
human advancement in other areas (thus their half-serious, half-parodic 
proposals for habitations gonflables or inflatable / pneumatic architecture.) 
An echo of this came from architect Cedric Price’s lament of the 
“constipated city” with its “legacy of redundant buildings,” whose 
“resultant use patterns act as a straitjacket to total use and enjoyment.”5 An 
odd man out in the new utopian architectural movements of the 1960s may 
have been the Japanese Metabolist architects, who came from too many 
different ideological positions to be given any one political orientation, yet 
did provide some inspiration to utopian designers of the Left (Utopie 
included.)  

The Metabolists called upon a host of different organic metaphors to 
envision an anthropomorphic urban landscape in continual flux. 
Metabolist godfather Kenzo Tange (along with his assistants Kisho 
Kurokawa, Sadao Watanabe and Arata Isozaki) used the imagery of 
biological circuitry to propose a new city of endlessly recombinant 
“cellular” dwelling units- the Metabolist affiliated architect Kiyonori 
Kikutake even conceptualized, as early as 1959, a set of built environments 
supplemented by a kind of inhabited “foliage,” or rather “a ‘move-net’ in 
which fixed structures allow building units to ‘grow and die and grow 
again’”.)6 In the 21st century, the microbiological inspiration for the 
development of cities, social processes and telecommunication has been 
scaled down even further. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say 
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that this process has been inverted - instead of, say, designing urban 
sectors in which housing units are “cells” blown up to greater proportions, 
numerous thinkers now consider shrinking technological artifice back 
down to invisible “nano” levels where it will be indistinguishable from the 
microbial. As the performance artist Stelarc suggests,  

 
We already have colonies of microbes and bacteria and 
viruses inside the body. To introduce nano-machines 
would mean to augment the bacterial environment and to 
construct surveillance systems for the body that at the 
moment it doesn't have.7 
 

Stelarc’s own predictions seem downright modest in comparison with 
that of  the inventor Ray Kurzweil’s great extropian hope, the  “nanobots”: 
tiny artificial intelligences that are seen as being the future hosts of human 
consciousness, or a kind of silicon-based vehicle for metempsychosis. 
Though no larger than a nanometer in scale, Kurzweil posits that these 
units will be able to configure themselves into intelligent, modular and 
polymorphic swarms comprised of “foglets,” after which the fun will 
really begin - once the nanobots infiltrate the human brain, they can then 
act upon the brain’s neurons and multiply the intelligence contained 
within until non-biological intelligence reigns. 

So, whereas Stelarc envisions the future cyborg as “a biological body 
with all its machinery inside instead of outside”8 - still a symbiosis of 
biology and technology - Kurzweil sees the nano-technology as a means to 
transcend biology (the actual subtitle of his 2005 book on the subject), 
immortalizing human consciousness within human artifice. Not content 
with this alone, Kurzweil proposes immortality itself as being a logical step 
en route to the colonization of the entire universe by human intelligence. 
The term “post-humanism” is often used when describing this process, yet 
it is more appropriate to call it a “pan-humanism” in which the entire 
explorable universe is now permeated with the products of our own 
intelligence. 

So, the “musical Turing tests” mentioned by Cisneros come from very 
much the same place as the prognostications of Ray Kurzweil or certain 
self-contradicting pronouncements of Stelarc9, and all of these lead to the 
same conclusion. Namely, their shared goal is a post-humanity that is in 
fact highly anthropocentric, not based in true speculation as to what may 
lie beyond us but rather in a questionable attempt at attaining species 
immortality through techno-scientific means. Kurzweil’s vision of human 
consciousness being ported into nanobots with tiny human-like 
appendages seems, when we consider all else that may be possible, as silly 
and narcissistic as the alien species in vintage Star Trek shows (most of 
whom were humanoid creatures with no evolutionary distinctions greater 
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than pointy ears, antennae, or the occasional menacing goatee.) Yet the 
chain of “anthropocentric but ‘post-human’” forms of artificial intelligence 
to is not at all a shock, coming from a species that has historically designed 
thousands of gods in its own image. And now we strive to become those 
gods- a situation that John Gray synopsizes by remarking how God is now 
“seen as the end-point of evolution…in this version of theism it is not God 
that creates humans. Rather it is humans who are God in the making.”10 

 

 
 

I contend that the most meaningful artwork is not that which acts as a 
reflective allegory or a “mirror” to the society in which it exists, but that 
which can be both the mirror and a portal into other unexplored territories. 
Of course, fashioning such portals and convincing audiences to go through 
them does imply a program aiming at constructive change or progress - 
but this does not have to be a change that can be quantified equally in each 
person who passes through, and the act of crossing this threshold may 
involve a personal evolution that is negative just as well as positive, or 
may have absolutely no teleological value. This is a fact too often ignored 
by techno-eschatological fantasies of an evolutionary end point. The “other 
side” of this portal may present something different for each person who 
passes through it, and the seductive or mysterious quality of the pre-
passage state is what we might call the aesthetic value of such an 
experience. The transformation that can be undergone by such experiences 
does not need to have anything to do with further technical progress. 

Returning briefly to Stelarc’s vision of post-humanism from above, he 
suggests a teleology of constant self-intensification:  
 

We have never been biological bodies, really. What it 
means to be human is to construct tools, artifacts, to use 
language and so on. In a way then, we have always been 
cyborgs. We fear the involuntary, we fear the automatic 
but we fear what we have always been and what we have 
already become. We have always been zombies, and we 
have already become cyborgs.11 

 
Much of what has happened in this book, however, is a partial 

refutation of this scenario. Existing technology has been used solely as a 
means of creating artwork that puts mystery back into the human world, 
and that sidesteps this ineluctable zombie-like pull towards the 
“singularity.” From the ‘schizophonic’ sound work of artists like Francisco 
López to the alleged alien communications of ElPH, much work has been 
done to puncture human hubris about its centrality its own home planet 
(to say nothing of the universe), and even to de-accelerate those 
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technological processes that are seen as moving inevitably forward. An 
aesthetic built around the quieting of electronic processes (Bernhard 
Günter), or upon their disruption (Yasunao Tone) may still be enabled by 
technology, yet no longer has anything to do with kinesis for the sake of 
further kinesis. The increasing lucidity, fidelity, and ease of transmitting 
this work can be attributed to technological refinement as well, but these 
qualities no longer have to be taken as this work’s meaning. 

This work represents a kind of technology against, in Ziarek’s 
reckoning,  “power-oriented modes of being,”12 which we can certainly 
take to mean either Kurzweil’s or Stelarc’s self-intensification. Yet this does 
not mean powerlessness as a kind of suicidal act, carried out to spite a 
human species that recognizes no other value than its own propagation 
throughout the farthest reaches of the universe. For Ziarek, this is 
something quite different: “When attached to art, the ‘less’ in the adjective 
‘powerless’ does not necessarily mean lack of power but, instead, indicates 
a trace of a release, an economy or constellation of forces that unfold 
otherwise than power.”13 To put it simply, it is art that seeks out the 
limitless regenerative possibilities of chaos.  
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