






164 chapter 7

“In 1996 I recorded the cannon that is fi red every day at noon from the Citadel in Hali-
fax, Nova Scotia (Track 18), all pieces here are based on that recording or inspired by 
the shock of the shot.”

The CD lasts 41 minutes 44 seconds, and contains 36 tracks, grouped in pairs. In each pair 
there is one track without any digital signal (0) and one track with some kind of digital signal. 
These are marked on the digibox cover with, respectively, the indications (0) and ( ) between 
the track-number and track-duration (i.e. the site, normally, of a song-title). So, the zero is 
affi rmative (yes, there is no signal here) and the open, empty space between brackets indi-
cates the presence of a (lacunic) content.

Fig. 5 Digibox inside cover of Christof Migone’s album Quieting (showing tracklist)
Alien8 Recordings, ALIENCD25 ©2000 Christof Migone

Faced with this apparently stringent conceptual structure, it is important to note that tracks 
with signal – those marked ( ) – are not necessarily fi lled with sound from end to end. Track 
18 starts almost half-way in, track 29’s sound enters after 8 seconds, and the sound on the 
fi nal track, 36, starts just 5 seconds from the end of the track. That means that the listener 
cannot detect the form of the assembled sound-fragments (as independent tracks of alter-
nating pairs of silent and sounding content) as they are presented on the digibox cover, by 
perception alone. The listener has to read the box and watch the CD-player display to be able 
to follow the form of the tracks.

 Migone recorded the cannon from several places, but chose only one recording on which 
to base his CD: thus, with the exception of track 22 and 36, an entire album of 40 minutes’ 
duration is wrung from a recording of just 20 seconds.
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Parallel to this CD release, and reinforcing its extensive conceptual development,  Mig-
one published an extended essay on the somatic shock of the fi ring of a bullet, ‘Ricochets’ 
(Migone 2000). The article makes no mention of Quieting, nor the cannon in Halifax, but 
Migone discusses in some detail two fi lms by  Burden and  Connolly/ Anderson that are presci-
ent for this album (as we shall see), and much of Migone’s rhetoric seems to be supported by 
the CD, and vice versa.

All the sounds on this CD, except those on tracks 22 and 36, are derived from a recording 
of a cannon-shot: an un-choreographed, un-staged (yet precisely anticipated) event captured 
through a microphone. It is one of the most violent manmade sound-events imaginable. The 
shot as trauma, its ensuing silence, and the literal and mental ricochets, are some of Migone’s 
interests, as demonstrated in the article ‘Ricochets’.

The artist’s instrument here is his microphone. Instrumentality and virtuosity in the pro-
duction of the original sound seems to be almost taboo; the fi eld recording that is the basis of 
the album harvests sounds ‘warts and all’, including the giggles of random tourists surprised 
by the sound of the cannon. The decisive elements for composition of the album are the 
artist’s decisions in how to process it. It is in this process that virtuosity steps in, most often 
completely intransparently for the listener. Thus, some habits pertaining to the production of 
the work are displaced from the history of sound as performed music, where the performing 
artist demonstrates instrumental virtuosity live in front of an audience, to relations of pre-
production more common to the history of visual art, where the viewer enters after the artist 
has left and all the technical manoeuvres have been performed and completed – and can only 
guess at what techniques have been used to produce particular colours, perspectives, etc.

In much contemporary CD sound art, the complexity of the perceived sound may not 
stand in any logical relation to the complexity of the compositional work behind it. Convo-
luted manipulations may produce results that are deceptively smooth to the ear, and vice versa, 
complex sounds may be produced by just a few straightforward pre-programmed operations.

Within this discussion of instrumentality, it is interesting to note a link between sub-
liminal (silent) sound art and noise music; respectively, the too-little and too-much ends of 
the spectrum. In some such artists’ work, subliminal sound art displays qualities that border 
on experimental noise. The Japanese musician  Keiji Haino, for example, could equally be 
described as both a noise- and lowercase-artist. However, in noise-rock and noise-electroni-
ca there is historically a tradition for instrumental virtuosity, stemming from noise music’s 
roots in electric-guitar riffs and improvisation. Sound coming through the guitar-amplifi er 
is developed, through feedback and distortion, to noise. The corporeality of the instrument, 
and spontaneity of improvisation, provide an opportunity for the listener to be seduced by 
the power of the sound, and this energy comes through very clearly in even the most abstract 
experimental-noise.

In the case of subliminal sound art, however, all form of contact with instrumental mu-
sic and the physicality of sound-production (also all form of musical historical background) 
are missing. Again, with the severely structural approach to harvesting sounds, the subliminal 
trend reveals itself as closer to the visual arts than to other music. The missing instrumentality 
contributes to an alienation of the object. And the result becomes accordingly more sober, dis-
tanced, processed and refl ected, often indulging in conceptual sophistication as an end in itself.

There is certainly a high degree of virtuosity and instrumentality in the use of micro-
phones and computers – not to mention the conceptual virtuosity involved – but it comes 
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through the mind rather than the fi ngers and, above all, it is not live. If the musical instru-
ment might be considered as a prosthetic extension of the composer/musician’s body, then 
the microphone could be regarded as the prosthetic extension of the ears, and the computer 
the extension of the brain.

7.3 Twins and mirrors

In keeping with the basic initial idea of creating an aural/somatic shock by having the 
blast at the center of an otherwise silent CD, once I treated (i.e. silenced) the blast into 
variations that were barely audible, I thought I would in turn contrast them by putting 
them beside their absolute silent twin. (See Appendix I: interview with Christof Mig-
one)

I read the pairs of twin tracks in Quieting as alternating between two ways of presenting the 
unpresentable: (i) pure digital silence (no signal); (ii) extremely low-volume sounds. Each 
track’s duration is identical to that of its twin, but one track in each pair has a signal ( ), and 
one track is without signal (0). In each pair, there is an inverse relation played out – each one 
of the pair is the inverse silence of the other silence/sound. The frame is the inverse of the 
content and vice versa. One could say that it is especially fi tting that this pairing of pure si-
lence (no audio in-/output) with mirror-tracks which contain input should be manifested on 
a CD and not, say, with the use of a stop-watch in an instrumental concert: the digital relation 
is a binary one of noughts and ones, the digital structure is essentially binary, negative-posi-
tive. It makes sense to regard ‘digital silences’ as a special silence phenomenon, because of this 
relation, and Migone seems to refl ect on this essential property of the digital domain with the 
conceptual design of the tracks.

By embedding the cannon-shot in the centre of the CD,8  Migone points to an equal-
ity of before and after that have equal importance in both isolating and contextualising the 
event and thus pointing up the event-character of the sound of the shot. Coupled with the 
use of techniques of sound-reversal (achieved using the simple ‘reverse’ plug-in on ProTools 
software), a theme not only of twinning and but also of mirroring from the visual arts is in-
troduced. Refl ection occurs both before and after the event. As with the thematisation of the 
digital, ‘refl ection’ is also embedded in the album’s design.

Taking this interpretive approach to the conceptual basis for compositional design a bit 
further, it could be proposed that the hollow cultural gesture of sounding a cannon every day 
without a cannon-ball is submerged on this album into a lo-fi  electronic fi eld, and further 
inverted by being situated in the middle of a near-silent CD: the CD seems to implode to-
wards the hole at its centre. The CD as object, as material medium, has a hole at its centre. All 
around lie the shards of sound from the cannon-shot: unrecognisably fragmented splinters. 
Amplifi ed, they have been literally ‘blown up’, exploded, even while being muted.

It may be objected that this line of thinking projects an over-interpretive approach onto 
a relatively simply object of art. My point here is that from the moment the listener handles 
the digibox to the moment the cannon-shot is heard on Track 18, scraps of unfulfi lled (or, 
at least, incomplete) referentiality prompt a sub-hermeneutic search for signifi cation. The 

8 In terms of track-numbers, it lies at exactly the halfway point, although in terms of total duration it is just 
short of the middle of the CD.
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interplay of presentation (processed ‘remainders’ of the cannon-shot) and non-presentation 
(silence) produces a response that combines a strong sense of presence (a heightened sense 
of listening) with a provocation to the understanding (a search for references around which 
to orientate the fragmented sounds). This interplay might be summarised as an oscillation 
between performative and hermeneutic modes of perception and reception.

7.4 Track 18
Track 18 is a straightforward reproduction of the sound of the cannon recorded in its normal 
acoustic environment: situated atop a fortifi cation of originally strategic military domina-
tion, and now surrounded by the sonic detritus of tourism. The shot is placed in the centre of 
the track, with ambient sounds fading in just before it and the sound of tourists’ voices dying 
out over the ensuing 10 seconds.

All the other 42 minutes and 35 tracks are derived acoustically and conceptually from 
this short recording, which is subjected to reversal, fi lters, time-stretches and time-compres-
sions – all performed simply through basic ProTools plug-ins. All these manipulations serve 
to make the original sound-source unrecognisable.

The bombastic, colonial, military motif stands in sharp perceptual (and iconic) contrast 
to an exaggerated sensitivity to the quietest of ethereal sounds that inhabits all the other 
tracks. This contrast signals a compositional expressive range that is not based on an expres-
sivity in the sounding material but rather in its deployment. The rudeness of the cannon-
shot breaks in on a sonic landscape that has spent twenty minutes educating us to use the 
fi nest degree of fi ne-tuning in our listening; the listener is drawn into a position where the 
cannon’s brutality will have maximum effect.

The cannon-shot breaks through the album’s register of sound, and therefore through 
its style and form – the violent, psychological effect of this has a traumatic characteristic of 
reality that jolts the listener out of the aesthetic attitude. This brutal de-aestheticisation is 
underlined by the no-fuss documentary characteristic of the fi eld recording of the canon.

 Migone is a prolifi c articulator of his own aesthetics and of the possibilities of new me-
dia, performance, transmission, publication and critical refl ection in the 21st century, and 
there are also many texts on his work by close colleagues, including a monograph publica-
tion issued by Errant Bodies Press: Sound Voice Perform (Migone 2005). As already noted, the 
release of the CD Quieting was accompanied by a piece of advanced writing, ‘Ricochets’, that 
has links to the conceptual development of the record (Migone 2000). This text documents 
a considerable sophistication in Migone’s approach to the conceptualisation of gunshots and 
ricochets, which is relevant to this account of the effect of Track 18.

We might be helped in contextualising the remove of this intellectualised approach to the 
brutality of the cannon-shot by alluding to  Hal Foster’s term ‘traumatic realism’, expounded 
in The return of the real (Foster 1996, pp. 130-6). Foster’s concept of traumatic realism turns 
on a coupling of the desubjectifi cation of the artist in the mid-20th century with a shock 
aesthetics such as that at play in Warhol’s car-wreck pictures of the early 1960s, in which 
traumatic effects are produced by mere reproduction. (In the case of Quieting, reproduction 
occurs through the presentation of the documentary recording of the cannon-shot). Fos-
ter’s understanding of traumatic realism is built on the  Lacanian sense of the traumatic as “a 
missed encounter with the real” (ibid., p. 132). Both Lacan’s and Foster’s thematisations of the 
traumatic acknowledge the central importance of repetition as a means of distancing reality 
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and causing trauma. Repetition is the means by which the act of representation (the showing 
of a photograph, for instance) becomes an act of presentation. Seen in this light, the non-ex-
pressive presentation of the cannon-shot on Track 18 of Quieting exhibits a tension between 
the shock of the real auditive event and its ‘repetition’ through the recording medium.

This account of the shock of the cannon-shot could be construed as being reminiscent 
of the sublime experience (here, the aesthetics of the ‘too-much’ type of the sublime). Re-
sponding to the physical trauma of the assault on their eardrums, the audience of tourists are 
heard to react with audible relief at realising they are historically placed outside the danger-
zone. After the shock and horror, a moment of rational superiority follows, produced by the 
tourists’ realisation that there is no real physical threat to their lives. Just as the actor’s cry 
of “fi re!” in the theatre is understood as an artistic fi ction not requiring the audience to act, 
the daily cannon-shot in Halifax is also devoid of original threat, even though the acoustic 
impact of the shot on the tourists’ eardrums is just the same.

What follows a gunshot, however momentary, is a silence. The gunshot traverses the real, 
it pierces through time. The silence, which follows the amplitude peak of the shot, is the 
trough where life reacquaints itself with death. It is the moment, however fl eeting, be-
tween the gun and the gunned. It is that travel time which is inerasable. You may put the 
needle on the gunshot and play the record backwards, scratch the surface of the shot back 
and forth, but you can never undo the hole. […] “It’s not the bullet that kills you (it’s the 
hole)” [a Laurie Anderson performance title]. A bullet always holes more than a wound, it 
holes a sound, a psyche, a time. You cannot reverse its thorough thruness. ( Migone 2000)

And later:

in First Contact, the sound of the shot is not real, it has been added, yet it is in sync. Up 
to that point the early footage was silenced, distanced – by the narration, by the docu-
mentary form. (ibid.)

The shot’s irreversibility causes Migone to propose the shot (generalised) as the sui generis 
of rupture. Protracted, extended, stretched beyond recognition, “the longevity of the shot” 
produces a series of ricochets.

The shot can be played back and forth, the needle picking up the scratches and scars, 
amplifying the shot until it can be heard as the echo of every word. (ibid.)

Migone points again and again to an abiding interest in processing the time (in the sound) 
of the shot and its resonance, but just as his essay avoids linking up to the album in any ex-
plicitly elucidating manner, so the relations within the album Quieting are submerged and 
sophisticated.

How, then, does the sound of the cannon shot generate material for the rest of the al-
bum? I will illustrate this by taking one ‘rumble’ motif (the bass register of the shot) and 
showing some of the ways Migone works compositionally with it within the confi nes of his 
chosen software, ProTools, and its basic plug-ins.

The following tracks seem to present either an extension of the shot’s attack (presum-
ably by use of the time-stretch plug-in), or possibly its resonance: tracks 2, 6, 7, 11, 24, 28 
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and 32. In tracks 2, 6, 7 and 11, this stretch occurs at the same pitch as the original cannon-
shot from track 18. In track 24, the cannon-rumble glissandos above and around its original 
pitch. Track 28 has the same glissando activity as track 24, but now extremely quietly. (This 
decreased volume has the interesting effect of making it diffi cult to place the pitch; i.e. im-
materiality of pitch is produced by volume reduction.) In track 32 it is also diffi cult to locate 
pitch due to the extremely quiet dynamic, but my guess is that it is probably the original 
pitch. This motif takes to an extreme electronica’s stylistic love of the sub-sonic bass, derived 
from a bass-drum gesture, stretched to become gentler in the attack (more like a short roll 
than a strike) and pitched down to the ‘subliminal’ range. This sound might be regarded as an 
instance of the presentation of the non-representable: we cannot say exactly what the sound 
is (we cannot, for example, discern its exact pitch), but we are aware that it is there. We sense 
more than we can actually register.

7.5 Tracks 22 and 36
In an e-mail correspondence9,  Migone revealed that two out of the 36 tracks of Quieting 
use sounds not derived from the recording of the Halifax cannon-shot. These two external 
sources seem to have a referential signifi cance. But this is not revealed to the listener through 
the CD cover-notes, and nor is it apparent from the sounds themselves. There is an ambiva-
lence from Migone’s part towards the investment of ‘meaning’ and signifi cance in Quieting. 
Obviously, the choice of his sound references rests on a highly sophisticated conceptual un-
derstanding of their original signifi cance. But this signifi cation is only embedded in the CD’s 
sounds, not exhibited clearly.

As sketched above, it seems that precisely due to its stubborn opacity, Quieting draws the 
listener into a quasi-hermeneutic game of decipherment, where the listener is tempted to assign 
signifi cance wherever possible as a ‘way in’ to the work. Meeting the few scraps of information 
we are given on the digibox tempts one to believe that there must be more stringent structure 
to be uncovered, codes to be broken, in relation to the work. It is as if Quieting obliquely prom-
ises but does not deliver a meaning that is immanent in the work yet not fully presented.

Track 22 is based on an audio excerpt from a performance video. Track 36 is a reproduc-
tion of an audio excerpt from the documentary fi lm by US artist  Chris Burden.

Chris Burden’s video work evolved through performance art. In the original perform-
ance Shoot (1971), Burden asked a friend to shoot him in the arm. The action was recorded 
on video, and in that format became a renowned installation-object. Since then, Burden has 
gone on to work with thematisations of the power of money, technology and the military.

What we hear on track 22 of Quieting (the excerpt from Burden’s Shoot) is a short sound 
(like an intake of breath, or possibly a vocal noise), a woman’s voice saying “and the” with a 
US accent, a brief gap with no signal (1-2 seconds, like a break between two edits), a ‘kkkhh-
hhh’ noise with attack, a distorted echo or perhaps feedback boom, followed by a sound simi-
lar to passing traffi c, and fi nally a brief snippet of a male talking voice. The sound quality is 
much more diffuse and less controlled than on the other tracks derived from Migone’s own 
fi eld recording of the Halifax cannon.

Crucially, there is no sound of a shot, no traumatic scream, neither expressivity no literal 
reproduction of the kind that one might expect from the signifi cance that Migone invests 

9 See Appendix I, an interview with Migone.
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in the sound of gunshots and their repercussions. When armed with the knowledge of the 
source-material of this track (privileged information though this is, not provided on the 
digibox cover), we are confronted fi rst and foremost by the absolute non-presentation of the 
key event that makes the link between Burden’s and Migone’s projects.

First Contact is a fi lm (1983) and history-book (1987) by two Australian anthropolo-
gists,  Bob Connolly and  Robin Anderson, who relate the arrival of pioneering Australian 
miners in New Guinea in the 1930s. Their account focuses on the meeting between isolated 
communities and the armed white newcomers, and the fi lm contains original footage that 
the miners made in order to document their forced entry into the country. The shot in this 
case is the shooting of a pig, an act by which the Australians explicitly demonstrated their 
physical power over the local villagers.

On track 36, a similar non-presentation occurs: fi ve seconds before the end of the oth-
erwise-silent track, a man’s voice speaks, more or less indecipherably. As track 22, the sound 
quality is signifi cantly different than the other Halifax-derived tracks, signalling both a kind 
of ‘authenticity’ in presentation (distortion is not provided by software fi lters but by the 
sound source itself) and an absence of the artist’s controlling aesthetic.

The background noise to the voice seems to indicate an edit, but the fl ow and meaning 
of the words (once eventually deciphered) reveal this not to be the case: the edit is a fi ction 
produced by the listener who has come through 35 tracks characterised by deliberately-in-
serted audible edits as a ‘musical’ style. Again, there is no shot, and the excerpt chosen by 
 Migone closes itself to our understanding, presenting a recalcitrant message.

The use of voice in both tracks 22 and 36 is surprising, for if we expect one thing of a 
voice in the midst of an album that is so abstracted from the human touch of musicality, then 
it would surely be communication. But the fragment of speech presented at the end of track 
36 – closing the entire album – withholds more than it reveals. This is clearly a different kind 
of non-presentation than we met when talking about Hölderlin, Nono, and the Romantic 
presentation of the ineffable.

Nothing within the digibox of Quieting helps us to decode the voice on track 36, but 
reading Migone’s essay ‘Ricochets’, and coupling his commentary on the fi lm First contact 
with a quote in the essay’s appendix, the voice is revealed as that of one of the miners, speak-
ing after having shot a pig in front of the villagers in New Guinea – a demonstration of power 
that was intended explicitly to establish the white invaders’ superiority: “the gunshot and the 
silence in the colonial encounter” (Migone 2000, p. 1). In the following excerpts from ‘Rico-
chets’, my italics show the part of the transcription that is heard on track 36.

Crank the phonograph. Cock the gun. Hear the pig squeal. Easy shot – point-blank. 
Show of force to establish who’s the boss. (ibid.)

The shot […] “and we’ll do the same to you as we did to the pig, because we’ve got the guns 
to do it. You leave our stuff alone, and we’ll leave your stuff alone. We’re just looking for 
these stones in the creek beds as we go along. It’s all we came to look for.” (ibid., p. 14)

The distortion stems from the fact that this is the original 1930’s recording, made by the 
miners to document their own successes (they also apparently amused the villagers by play-
ing music to them on the gramophones they brought with them). Thus, the inclusion of 
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these 5 seconds of documentary recording serves to highlight the distance between the crude 
propaganda uses of sound recording in the 1930s, and the aestheticisation of sound media 
in the digital age (between ‘them – then’ and ‘us – now’). Migone’s treatment of his selected 
recordings is multi-layered and highly self-refl exive; the digital processing follows on from a 
cognitive refl ection that expresses itself with considerable sophistication.

We saw in my earlier discussion of the sublime, that in the sublime feeling the object 
prompts a sense of quantitative unboundedness, which is nevertheless thought of as a limited 
totality, and that the sublime feeling is therefore characterised by a feeling of unboundedness 
and totality in one; a differend of unifying and chaotic totality.

Although we can observe composition-like elements (‘motifs’) recurring in modifi ed 
forms in Quieting (such as the boom of the cannon that becomes a rumble when stretched and 
is then treated rhythmically), the main ‘sense’ of each moment is to be understood through 
constantly cross-referencing with the sourced cannon-shot. There is not one sound on the 
CD that is not related conceptually, logically or materially with the original shot, and thus the 
relentlessly fragmentary character of each track refers at every moment to the ‘whole’.

In summary, the referentiality of the source material used in Quieting is only partly 
erased, leaving enough traces of signifi cation to produce an oscillation between interpretive 
and sensual experiences. There are parallels with the kind of Schweigen observed in connec-
tion with Nono’s Fragmente – Stille in Chapter 4, although Migone seems to have a different 
(possibly more straightforward) relation to what is withheld.

The reader is referred to Appendix I for an e-mail interview with  Christof Migone.

7.6 Francisco López’ untitled series
 Francisco López is a Madrid-based sound artist, active since the early 1980s in sound art. A 
parallel aspect of López’ work is his occupation as a biologist. Combining these two activities, 
López has accumulated a personal archive of fi eld recordings of botanic and insect life from 
the South American rainforests (Cox 2001).

Aside from pieces created from CD, López also performs live (using laptop, mixer and 
turntables). His performances often establish an auditive space that lies between personal 
and collective listening. Audiences are sometimes led into totally darkened spaces, or given 
blindfolds, in order to shut out all visual stimulation. This deprivation of visual stimuli is not 
unique to López’ work10, but López has developed it to extremes, such as in his recent audio-
walk programme Blind City, in which ‘spectators’ are led, blindfold, through the streets of 
Montréal by blind people.

I close my considerations of subliminal sound art with a brief discussion of some num-
bers from López’ ongoing Untitled series (1997-), one of which is collected on the Lowercase 
2002 album.

A very brief description of 5 works from the Untitled series should give an impression of 
the characteristics of López’ work.

Untitled #74 (1997/2003) presents itself at fi rst glance as a blank CD in an empty trans-
parent jewelcase. On closer inspection, it turns out that the author, title and copyright details 
are engraved in the central transparent plastic ring around the CD’s central hole, in a font that 

10  Undo and the Danish electronica trio  system3f.com made a concert based on the same method of visual 
deprivation at the Disturbances festival, Copenhagen, June 2003.
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is less than 2mm high. The piece’s duration is 48 minutes and 48 seconds, of which the fi rst 
19 minutes are totally silent.11 Eventually, a continuous hiss fades in and begins to crescendo 
over the following 19 minutes. A very faint machinic pulse is established under the drone-
hiss. At 31 minutes, there is a brief and slight dip in the volume of the hiss, the fi lter changes 
(with the result that the timbre grows darker) and a new machinic pulse is introduced. By 
37:30, the hiss is almost incredibly loud – it is tolerable only because it is continuous – and 
breaks off suddenly to total silence. The next 13 minutes are totally silent, barring a very quiet 
10-second fragment of what seems like a fi eld recording of a family home, with faint voices 
and muffl ed extraneous bumps of activity.

Untitled #91 (1999) is, similarly, a silver disc in an empty jewelcase with no graphic de-
sign or cover. Here, the album’s information is printed onto the outer edge of the CD’s silver 
ring, in a larger font that is clearly and immediately noticeable. The duration is 58 minutes 
and 4 seconds, and there are three kinds of sounds: (i) a continuous middle-register hiss, 
somewhat like the timbre of wind blowing through a narrow tunnel, although totally digital 
in characteristics; (ii) an occasional soft higher-register hiss that; and (iii) a barely-detectable 
bass tremor. The fi rst sound fades in at 5-6 minutes, and continues throughout, the second 
sound makes appearances of just a couple of seconds at a time, spaced (irregularly) about a 
minute apart, while the third sound appears least frequently, initially together with (ii), later 
continuously with (i).

Untitled #118 (2002) lasts 5 minutes and 27 seconds, and is collected on the Lowercase-
sound 002 album. This is possibly the most restrained of the fi ve works presented here, com-
prising one continuous mid-range hiss that fades in and out over the duration of the piece, 
but is so quiet that even with the waveform graphics adjusted to ‘jumbo’ or ‘extreme’ on a 
sound-edit programme, no visual signs of a wave can be seen.

Untitled #129 (2002) appears on a three-track CD containing a track by  Steve Roden 
and a collaborative track by López and Roden together. The sleeve instructs, in parenthesis: 
“(headphones recommended)”. Untitled #129 lasts 30 minutes, most of which is totally silent 
except for: (i) 3 minutes of quiet hiss with very faint bass tremor, starting two and a half min-
utes into the track, and; (ii) an 18-minute hiss with slightly more prominent bass shudder, 
beginning 19 minutes into the track.

Untitled #150 (2003) is presented alone in a white high-gloss jacket displaying, again, 
the minimum of information. Its duration is 37 minutes, and it presents a continuous drone 
whose fi lter is very gradually changed over the course of the piece. The two components of 
the drone are a wandering medium-range hiss whose timbre is under continual (although 
extremely slow) transformation, and a faint, timbrally constant bass rumble, whose decibel 
level varies subtly. On such a smooth transformational track, an ‘event’ occurring 5 minutes 
before the end of the piece makes a considerable impression: the sudden shutting-off of 

11 This is the CD referred to in the very fi rst line of the preface to this thesis. When I fi rst received this CD, I put 
it into my CD-player, and ooncluded after a few minutes’ listening that it was a blank. The disc languished 
for several months amongst my pile of  López’ CDs before I eventually noticed the tiny print engraved on it, 
one day when I had picked it up to throw it out. Again, I put it in my CD-player and remembered (something 
I had failed to register the fi rst time) that the seconds fl ashing past on the time-window indicated that there 
was at least a track, even if there was no audio. Eventually, I imported the audio into a ProTools session to get 
a graphic overview, and discovered (visually) that there was in fact sound to be heard a third of the way into 
the track.
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a layer of the hiss, revealing a underlying softer, ‘shadow’-hiss, which in its turn fades and 
rises towards the end of the piece, producing a strikingly expressive sense of cadential ‘lift’ to 
round off the number.

These descriptions are admittedly extremely reductive, and it has to be emphasised that 
once the listener is focussed on each piece, a considerable amount of timbral movement can be 
observed within the lengthy drones. Nevertheless, I hope that such a presentation goes some 
way towards pointing to a contrast between  Migone and  López’ compositional styles. Where 
Quieting was full of fragments, López’ Untitled works are far more continuous. This prompts a 
discussion of the basic contrast between them as a difference between events and drones.

A very special and above all endlessly patient kind of listening is expected of us by López. 
In contrast to the range of treatments by which Migone varies the dynamics of his silence, 
both in terms of decibels and concepts, López’ soundfi elds are relatively continuous and ho-
mogenous – ‘eventless’, one might say. This apparent eventlessness seems related to the drone 
aesthetic of  LaMonte Young, or  Alvin Lucier’s electronic works from the 1960s, such as Music 
for Solo Performer (1965).

When eventlessness is taken to such extremes, it prompts the question of how to con-
tinue listening over such considerable durations. López’ works are the culmination of the 
historical period discussed in this thesis, and they bring to a head the latent question about 
the value of silence when it becomes centrally constitutive of artworks.12 López articulates a 
worry that can be found in many contemporary artists’ outputs: namely, is it due to the frame 
or the content, that art can lay claim to be both radically new and interesting today?

There is, after all, a huge difference between a theatrically-presented listening experiment 
that lasts 4 minutes 33 seconds, and the experience of sitting alone with headphones on for up 
to an hour. López’ drones can thus be contrasted not only with Migone’s fragmented shards 
of an explosive event, but also with  Cage’s 4’33”. The description of drone vs. event is not only 
a description of content, but also signals a fundamental difference in listening practices.

In an event-based texture, listening moves from point to point as such events ‘pop up’ 
on a perceptual horizon; the heightened sense of awareness that I described in my discus-
sion of Sciarrino’s Lo spazio inverso seems to stem from an expectation of being ready to be 
surprised at any moment by a new sound event. This kind of listening is characterised by a 
constant state of rupture, however gentle. In a drone-based texture, listening seems more like 
a state than an activity, with changes in content dawning on the listener slowly; perception 
pulls sounds slowly from a subconscious level to full awareness, rather than having its atten-
tion grabbed by sudden and momentary occurrences. The sense of rupture that characterises 
event-based listening is absent here, as rupture would seem to fasten immediately and natu-
rally to events, while only abstractly to continuous states.

In  Lyotard’s writings on the painter  Barnett Newman, we fi nd an event-based terminol-
ogy that proposes discrete moments with individually-profi led characteristics as enabling a 
clear act of foregrounding in perception (Lyotard 1989a, Lyotard 1989d). But Newman and 
Lyotard’s talk of the present ‘instant’, when coupled to the non-temporal art of painting, also 
draws on a spatial understanding of the here-and-now as a state that exhibits continuity and 

12 See the review in Creative Loafi ng net-magazine by  Lang Thompson, of the Lowercase-sound 2002 com-
pilation double-CD, for a colloquial discussion of this problem: the review is uploaded at Bremsstrahlung 
Records’ website www.bremsstrahlung-rcordings.org/reviews
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extension in time. In the consideration of the event – whether a performative event, or a per-
ceptual event, or even a perceptually performative event – in the context of a time-based art, 
it seems obvious that it is very important to distinguish between ‘now’ as a moment or as a 
state. In other words: how long is ‘now’?

It may be fruitful to return to the phenomenological considerations of earlier chapters, 
in order to consider the temporality of ‘now’ in terms of the notions of ‘event’ and ‘drone’, al-
though the full consequences of this interesting conundrum will have to be postponed beyond 
the frame of this thesis. In as far as phenomenology fi lters out forms, essences or conscious 
intellectual constructions, focusing on the appearance of things as they present themselves to 
experience, it can be said that phenomenology is about the mental (perceptual, sensual, emo-
tional) landscape of any given moment. This phenomenal reality is a ‘now’. Intuitively, it would 
seem that ‘now’ is a reality that we grasp most easily in the case of short, discrete events with 
clear physical profi les, as opposed to extended states constituted by fuzzy temporal borders.

In my earlier discussions of the phenomenological experience of, say,  Cage’s 4’33” and 
 Sciarrino’s Lo spazio inverso, I talked of what goes on in perception as sound ‘events’. Cage’s in-
vention of the silent piece was seen to have descended from a consideration of rests as hierar-
chically equal to musical notes. Even when the duration of the rests expanded to cover a whole 
piece, it was still a composition of shorter durations. And the auditive fi eld that was opened 
up by the rhetorical move of the piece was also one fi lled with discrete events. The perception 
of a heightened sense of presence in Lo spazio inverso was similarly descended from a relation-
ship with notes as compositional building-blocks. The conception of ‘now’ is dominated by 
a prevalent idea that ‘the present instant’ is necessarily short.13 Thus, I portrayed the perfor-
mative mode as one that proceeds, experientially, from event to event as if hopping between 
stepping-stones. Each event is a kind of temporary fi x for sensual perception, in between the 
intellectual construction of narratives about the past and projections into the future.

The purpose of a painting by  Newman is not to show that duration is in excess of conscious-
ness, but to be the occurrence, the moment which has arrived. […] A painting by Newman 
[…] announces nothing; it is in itself an annunciation. […] Newman is not representing a 
non-representable annunciation; he allows it to present itself. ( Lyotard 1989a, p. 241)

In the case of  López’ continuous low-profi le drones, it might be asked whether his music 
therefore stands or falls on the extent to which one agrees with the phenomenological char-
acterisation of the present moment as an ‘event’ with a short duration and a step-like charac-
ter in relation to the next event. Not only is ‘presence’ hard to grasp over long periods of time 
in which transformations are extremely gradual; the aesthetic experience itself risks losing 
continuity, and the artistic idea risks demonstrating “duration in excess of consciousness”. 

13 This is a central observation of psychologist  Daniel Stern’s formulation of the ‘now’. Stern notes that the 
present moment is often equated with what he calls a ‘micro-kairos’, where “only minor life-course deci-
sions and short destiny paths are in play”, and he moves to infl ating the temporal dimension in order to 
acknowledge that there are also longer ‘moments’ (Stern 2004, pp. xi-xix, and 3-40). However, the mediation 
of memory is considered as the cut-off point for the now-ness of a present moment, and Stern operates with 
a 3-4 second range. Considering the duration of ‘the present moment’ in music, Stern interestingly relates 
previous theorists who have proposed between 2 and 8 seconds as the common duration of a musical percep-
tual present – and 3 seconds as an upper limit for silences (after which forward motion stops and the musical 
sense is violated)!
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These are risks that López is clearly willing to take. He proposes the continuous texture of the 
drone as a strategy for escaping the limitations of the individual sound and, presumably, for 
opening up a path for the ‘transcendence’ of which the artist so readily speaks.

 Christoph Cox has characterised  López as representing a neo-modernist tendency in 
sound art (Cox 2003), reminding him explicitly of mid-20th century modernist composers 
such as  Xenakis and  Feldman. Cox acknowledges the outdatedness of the postmodernist 
project in art and theory, as signalled by  Hal Foster in the mid-1990s, by proposing instead 
the term neo-modernism to account for the re-emergence of modernist strategies towards 
the turn of the millennium, and the revival of avantgardist conceptions of novelty and revo-
lutionary aspirations. The characteristics that Cox associates with neo-modernism in sound 
art are abstraction, reduction, self-referentiality, and attention to the perceptual act itself.

Cox’ proposal of the neo-modernist category is interesting because it also drives a wedge 
between earlier sound-art trends and a new generation. Artists such as  John Oswald,  John 
Zorn and  Christian Marclay often worked within quotation, pastiche, time-collapse and 
jump-cut fragmentation – operations that were frequently performed on archives of pre-re-
corded music – producing work characterised by mixture, overload, and the warping of what 
is familiar and recognisable.

A new generation of sound artists born in the 1960s, however, have swapped the aes-
thetic of the ‘too-much’ (overload) for an aesthetic of the ‘almost-nothing’, seeking purity 
and reduction of form and abstraction of content.

Like their postmodernist forebears, the new generation –  Günter,  Francisco López, 
 Steve Roden, and  wiliam Basinski – begin with found sound; yet these neo-modernists 
take care to abstract their raw material beyond recognition, stretching and layering it 
into dense drones and loops. (Cox 2003)

Cox notes the hommages paid to modernist composers such as Iannis Xenakis and Morton 
Feldman by the neo-modernists.

To the postmodernist, the new sound art might seem to retreat from social and political 
concerns. But neo-modernism has a politics of its own – a distinctly avant-gardist one 
that recalls both  Greenberg and  Theodor Adorno and implicitly criticizes postmodern-
ism for its symbiotic relationship with the culture industry. In eschewing mass-media 
content, the genre proposes a more radical exploration of the formal conditions of the 
medium itself. Against the anaesthetic assault of daily life, it reclaims a basic function 
of art: the affi rmation and extension of pure sensation. (Cox 2003)

Cox is onto several things here that echo my earlier discussion of the mid-20th century new 
sensibility. The “affi rmation and extension of pure sensation” parallels  Sontag’s observation 
that “the new sensibility understands art as the extension of life, for we are what we are able to 
see (hear, taste, smell, feel) even more powerfully and profoundly than we are what furniture 
of ideas we have stocked in our heads”. In addition, there is a re-affi rmation of the autonomy 
of the avantgarde beyond the pressures of mass culture and mass media.

Against this, it may be objected that digital art has no route to return to the premises of mod-
ernism, due to the digital age’s subversion of modernist categories of the aura and authenticity of 
artwork, and deeply changed relations between artists and art-institutions ( Andrews 2003).
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López works with ‘absolute’ silence that he is not embarrassed to call modernist. He has 
no problems with the term ‘music’, even though his work makes little obvious use of musical 
traditions. López’ has frequently referred to his work as ‘absolute concrete music’ and also 
makes free use of the term ‘transcendental’ to describe his music.

This transcendental bent is unusual among sound artists, as much of the motivation for 
the most basic genre distinction between ‘music’ and ‘sound art’ comes from sound artists’ 
desire to escape the excessively hierarchical thinking behind music’s reliance on Pythagorean 
harmony, the evaluation of some parameters above others (pitch over timbre, for example) 
and the authority of the composed score over the vagaries of performance.14

López’ position puts us to some extent in mind of parallels with  Nono in its blend of ro-
manticism, high modernism and a metaphysical impulse. López differs from most sound artists 
in representing a return to idealism, formalism and the a priori character of the artist’s role.

‘Musical’ considerations aside, the use of fi eld recordings whose referentiality is more totally 
erased than in the case of Migone, chimes with the above description of lowercase, in as far as the 
capture (by recording) of originally concrete sounds is fi ltered by technical processes to become 
as non-referential and abstract as possible. López operates with a ideal of ‘pure’ sound, with no 
allegiance to language, text, image, instrumental virtuosity or visual stimulation. This explains his 
eagerness to distance himself not only from  Cage but also from musique concrete ( Cox 2001).

López’ efforts to distance his sounds from the worldly referentiality of the humble fi eld 
recording leads me to consider the point already raised about the struggle of immateriality and 
materiality in both the  Sontagian new sensibility and the Lyotardian aesthetics of the sublime.

7.7 The timbre of technology
In the romantic era, one motivation for elevating silence to transcendental heights lay in a prob-
lematic relationship to the sounding materiality of an idealised music.15 The non-instrumental-
ity of digital music might seem to ease possible worries produced by the confl ict between mate-
rial and ideal sound.Once de-instrumentalised, the digital medium seems, at fi rst glance, to be 
nicely dematerialised. This prompts associations of digitally-produced or digitally-processed 
sound with a more idealised conception of art. On the other hand, it is surely no accident that 
the term ‘sound art’ has become so well established as a description of digital music in the new 
millennium, returning a focus to the sensual material as opposed to its cultural codifi cations.

Even digital processes have their own timbres: the scratch, the click, the cut, for example. 
All these operations seem to inhabit a percussive timbral paradigm, where the prevalence of 
glitch aesthetics appears as the new drums-and-bass of post-dancefl oor electronica. One ‘motif ’ 
in  Migone’s Quieting is the edit click, a hallmark of the glitch style, and particularly prominent 
on tracks 7 and 13. The edit click directs attention towards the medium itself in a deliberate 
strategy of medium-reference ( Cascone 2000). We hear the sound of the medium attempting 
to produce itself, the Deleuzian virtual ‘unsuccessfully’ crossing over into the actual.16

It is typical for the aesthetic of this fi rst wave of lowercase that composition begins with 
microphones, the artist taking a more or less passive stance towards the production of sounds, 
focusing instead on the capturing of noise from carefully-chosen sources. Virtuosity is dis-

14 See  Vanhanen 2005, for a discussion of the de-hierarchization of music through phonography, based on 
Deleuze’s ‘machinic’ concept. 

15 See  Hesselager 2004 for a detailed discussion of this opposition of timbre and musical idea in 19th-century music.
16 See Vanhanen 2003, for a discussion of glitch and the Deleuzian virtual.
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placed from the instrumentality so important to musical sound-production, and is invested 
instead in the choice of what to record and how to process the recorded sounds, according to 
carefully-refl ected aesthetic principles.

During this digital processing, traces of the original sound that could identify sound-
sources are erased, disguising ‘found’ sound. This is arguably an extension of musique con-
crète’s project, which in turn may be related to another mid-century act of erasure already 
discussed in Chapter 3 – namely,  Robert Rauschenberg’s picture Erased De Kooning.  Schaeffer 
originally went to great technological lengths to diminish or eradicate the associative proper-
ties of the recorded sounds he used in his works.

By recording sounds, altering them (slowing them down, speeding them up, reversing 
them, chopping off their attack or decay), and playing them back over radio or pho-
nograph, Schaeffer hoped to isolate a world of pure sound cast adrift from the sources 
of its production and independent from the domain of the visual. What began in the 
quotidian and the commonplace was, by a set of mechanical procedures and instru-
ments, cast into another ontological realm. ( Cox, 2001)

This strategy is confi rmed, as Cox points out, in  Lévi-Strauss’ critique of musique concrète:

Like abstract painting, its fi rst concern is to disrupt the system of actual or potential 
meanings of which these phenomena are the elements. Before using the noises it has 
collected, musique concrète takes care to make them unrecognizable, so that the listener 
cannot yield to the natural tendency to relate them to sense images: the breaking of 
china, a train whistle, a fi t of coughing, or the snapping off of a tree branch. (Lévi-
Strauss 1969, pp. 22-23, quoted in Cox 2001)

Lévi-Strauss’ grudge against this strategy is explained by the fact that for him, ‘music’ was the cen-
tral concept. But the desire for unrecognisable sounds was infl uential, beyond musique concrete, 
for  Stockhausen and the subsequent development of studio-produced electronic art music that 
short-circuited the original referentiality of recorded sounds altogether, going straight to non-ref-
erential sources. The glare of referentiality that turns up in Schaeffer’s music on comparison with 
Stockhausen goes to show that referentiality and its erasure is to some extent a matter of degree.

The software fi lter may be regarded as a metaphor for the act of processing erasure, a 
way of exercising control over the random elements in recorded or found sounds. Filter is a 
mode of compositional control over fi eld recordings that are harvested by chance.

Somewhat at odds with the concern for erasure of the sound source’s identity, the sleeve-
notes of lowercase albums are typically full of statements revealing both the origins of the 
original sounds, and the software used in erasing their identity. The element of paradox in 
this motion both towards and away from letting the listener in on the origin of the sound, 
and the displacement of understanding from ear to word, indicates a kind of antagonism in 
the aesthetic project. There is a desire to create an object that is to be understood concep-
tually, through the rational aspect of our appreciation of art and its ability to overrule the 
senses (for example, by persisting through long periods of silence). Yet the sound of this art 
is recalcitrant towards our desire to interpret and decode it.

This points to a strategy not only among artists, but also among contemporary art-con-
sumers when faced with works constituted by extreme quiet or extreme noise. Where sound 



178 chapter 7

itself refracts our scrutiny, the receiver’s attention is displaced on the one hand to context, 
and to conceptual layers of meaning that may be woven into the musical/artistic gesture (i.e. 
the frame), and on the other, to an immersion in what is presented to the senses in excess of 
what we can grasp through the concept (i.e. the trace). Thus, an interesting dialogue is set up 
between coginitive frame and material trace.

7.8 subliminal sound art and the cagean legacy

Art does not progress, in the sense that science and technology do. But the arts do de-
velop and change. ( Sontag 1966, p. 295)

As I have discussed in Chapter 2,  López’ strong move to distance his aesthetics from those of  Cage 
– whilst acknowledging the persistence of the Cagean paradigm in experiental music and sound 
art today – signals a lively polemic at the heart of the position of Cage within sound art today.

To some extent, many sound artists from the fi eld that I have considered are inspired by 
earlier musical movements such as Cagean silence, or the kind of minimalism exercised in  La 
Monte Young’s drones, for example, rather than more mainstream instrumental concert-hall 
composers such as  Reich and  Glass.

The Lowercase sound 002 double-CD box embeds the Cagean quote: “if you run across 
someone who pays attention to sounds, you will fi nd that it’s the quiet ones they fi nd in-
teresting.”

Fig 6. The inside of the Lowercase-sound 2002 double-CD box (showing the John Cage quote: “if 
you run across someone who pays attention to sounds, you will fi nd that it’s the quiet ones they fi nd 
interesting.”) Bremsstrahlung Recordings BLUNG 002
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Despite the fact that many sound artists cite  Cage as a point of reference in their work, the 
central paradigms of working artistically with sound have changed since the 1950s. Whether 
or not some of them may see themselves as working within a Cagean paradigm, sound artists 
working in the digital medium today have a fundamentally different historical, technological 
and aesthetic framework than Cage had, and therefore these new ‘digital audio silences’ have 
to be viewed as a basically new silence phenomenon.

In the light of the previous chapters of this thesis, it is obvious that there is a sense in 
which these tendencies have a number of historical pretexts, just as Cagean silence also did 
(the tacet indication, for one). But much of this sound art emerges from visual- and media-
arts environments. This is an indicator of the fact that there is no simple continuity between 
earlier musical silences and this emerging body of digital silences. While I acknowledge that 
many movements within new-media artistic practice reinforce previous, mid-20th century 
artistic trends, I hope I have shown that despite elements of return and retrospection, hom-
age and pastiche, the digital works discussed here also chart new territory both aesthetically 
and musically in the relation of silence and sound.

The medium is one aspect in which Cagean silence differs from the new subliminal 
sound art. The withholding of musical tone from the performance of 4’33” always brings out 
a theatrical aspect of the piece; the liveness of the concert situation is underlined. In sound 
art, the technological fi lters by which referential sound is erased produce a glitch aesthetics 
that almost has its own digital timbre.

Glitches are the sounds of technology not working; the sounds of the grit in the ma-
chinery of sound-making. […] This is where technology reveals its téchne – its mate-
rial, structural and ideological foundations which in everyday life have become trans-
parent, invisible. ( Sangild 2004)

The fi lter is another point of difference between Cage and new-millennium artists. In the case 
of 4’33”, we saw that a phenomenological fi lter was at work, distinguishing between sounds 
already present but not presented (other than by virtue of the frame). In digitally-produced 
sound art, the fi lter is a compositional technique. (Moreover, software instrumentalism is 
heard through its own distinctive timbre, as already noted.)

7.9 Listening practices
Leaving behind the distinction between event- and drone-based listening, I close with a few 
refl ections on listening to subliminal sound art as a broad category, and an alignment of 
sound-art listening with a comparatively performative mode.

The CD/headphone form of listening deserves a brief discussion as a special, ideal 
listening situation, and I would like to consider some important differences between 
personal and collective listening that lie between Part IV and the earlier parts of this 
thesis. Personal listening of the kind evoked through the CD/headphone relationship 
focuses on perception, and seems to exclude bodily or presence from any kind of col-
lective or spatial situation. The move towards aural perception and away from bodily 
presence (as, for example, in the concert hall) inserts an interesting limitation in the 
phenomenological approach to music. It also presents an interesting contrast to the 
opening of the auditive field onto a larger space appealed for by  Cage. Sound art de-
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signed for headset-listening closes in on the individual listener and closes out the world 
of everyday sounds.17

The headphones-preferred instruction of the fi rst lowercase-compilation CD18 and of 
 López and  Roden’s 2002 collaboration CD mentioned above is not merely a fetishisation 
of audio technology: rather, the sounds of the pieces can more or less literally not be heard 
without headphones, such is the subliminal emphasis. This instruction for the ideal listening 
situation is simultaneously an embodiment of the ideal or implicit listener. The instruction 
dictates a particular auditive competence (extreme concentration) and a minimum techno-
logical requirement (the right listener interface: headphones). It also decisively makes the 
break with any kind of dancefl oor tradition prevalent in the electronica scene.

This expectation is at the same time an insistence on a (non-socialised) form of deco-
rum: alone and in silence – the modern, digital mode of virtual music culture. Admittedly, 
in the classical concert hall, we want decorum to be upheld in order that we forget the other 
listeners around us. We want to forget the position of our bodies in a collective situation. The 
situation creates this illusion for us. At home, we are ‘disembodied’ from the concert situation 
and spared the concert-hall’s collective social rituals, including – paradoxically – the repres-
sive decorum that is the traditional prerequisite of aesthetic contemplation.

In the opposition I have indicated throughout this thesis between ‘absence’ and ‘pres-
ence’ lies a connotation of ‘jenseits’ and ‘diesseits’ that would seem to suggest that texts that 
focus on presence do not share transcendental aspirations to signal the sublime. On the con-
trary, the silent aspects of works that celebrate the rupture of narrative and the coherency of 
a syntactical language seem to force an upgrading of perception, where appreciation of the 
work occurs fi rst and foremost through the aural performative of listening, and only second 
through interpretation or – if at all possible – analysis.

The acoustical and non-notated aspect of the sound art discussed here may be regarded 
as generally shifting the interpretive act away from a musical paradigm. Such a shift is mani-
fest in modes of experimental sound practice that use the acoustical as a way to explore, 
articulate and antagonise their own limits. The acoustical can therefore be understood as a 
performative event whose particularity manifests itself in confrontations between sound and 
such categories as space, language and the body.

Returning to  Lyotard, the coupling of the particularity of a perceptual performative in rela-
tion to an object of perception would seem to present no contradiction with the sublime. To put it 
another way, Lyotard associates the sublime with the experience of here-and-now under the term 
‘event’. It is precisely the ‘immediate’ power of a moment of perceptual intensity that disarms the 
perceiver’s critical mode of understanding, evoking a strong sense that something has disrupted 
our frames of reference. Being thrown back into the mere acknowledgement that something has 
taken place (the event), without being able exactly to interpret or analyse it, presents the listener 
with a sense of the presence and immediacy of the unrepresentable. Thus, the particular – the 
postmodern pendant to plurality, as opposed to the universal – does not preclude experiences of 
the sublime. Coupling the hyper-present (the immediacy of the inexplicable) with the acousti-
cal could then provide the foundation for a discussion of the aural performative as a mode of 
aesthetic presence opposite to schweigen’s strong evocation of meaningful absence.

17 See  Sterne 2003, pp. 154-177, for an interesting historical discussion of personal listening and headset culture.
18 “Good heaphones at high volume recommended”. From the liner notes to lowercase compilation BLUNG 001
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It might seem strange to bring in performativity when talking of music produced purely 
digitally for CD distribution. Not only is there no ‘performance’; the ephemeral nature of the 
event is contradicted in this sound art by the digital domain’s enhanced possibilities for record-
ing ( Stuart 2003). That these pieces are created as recordings with no potential for live pres-
entation is obviously far from the situation that most musical performativity theories address. 
On the other hand, the lack of a ‘fi rst-degree’ original (and thus the lack of ‘second-degree’ 
copies or reproductions) undermines the traditional sense of an auratically materialised work, 
fruitfully emphasising the event-character underlying both production and reception here.

Performative listening is related to phenomenological experience (things as they ap-
pear to be, changing, in fl ux – experiences not objects) but fastens to material events. Thus, 
performative interpretations offer a perceptual focus on material as something other than 
‘object’.The proposal of the event as (intangible) object of perception offers a promising al-
ternative to the physicality of the art-object.

In ‘Answer to the question: what is postmodernism?’, Lyotard comments that the rule-
lessness of art that evokes feelings of the sublime in the more radical (postmodern) sense, 
has the character of an event. Such works seem to break free from history (fulfi lling the main 
task of the avantgarde), because of the high degree of rupture on every level (e.g. the desta-
bilisation of terms such as ‘work’, ‘object’, ‘artist’, etc.). The temporal sequence of this thing-
following-on-from-whatever-has-gone-before is that of experience deprived of the support 
of grounding categorisations.

In The sublime and the avantgarde,  Lyotard unfolds  Newman’s ‘now’ as a ‘temporal ec-
stasy’ to those who would constitute time on the basis of consciousness. Newman’s ‘now’ is a 
stranger to consciousness, it dismantles consciousness, deposes it – it is what consciousness 
forgets in order to be able to constitute itself. This suspension is of course an integral aspect 
of the sublime: the suspension of material, form and subject.

But there is also a suspension of meaning in both the sublime and the performative, 
which challenges attempts at hermeneutic interpretation and its presumption that there is 
some stable signifi cance behind the thing to be perceived. Art of the sublime seeks an effect, 
or a series of effects, in place of meaning.

The new vocabulary concerning listening – aurality, tempaurality, sonicity, and so on 
– is a sign of this suspension of interpretation in favour of phenomenological approaches. 
These terms might be argued to encourage a performative kind of listening activity that con-
stantly delays judgment and opens itself to isolated events.

7.10  Rogalsky’s media silences and  Kyriakides’ Wordless
I close this discussion of subliminal sound art and silence by offering an opening to a future 
line of inquiry: namely, the moral and political aspects of silence offered by the consideration 
of speech contexts. Within anthropology, politics and ethics, the fi gure of silence is frequently 
invoked to draw attention to the repression of individuals or groups in situations of unrea-
sonably unequal power relations.

Matt Rogalsky’s ‘S’ project (2001) was composed by programming a software fi lter that 
operated for 24 hours on a radio broadcast signal from BBC Radio 4 (a domestic channel 
featuring mainly spoken word). A software programme designed by Rogalsky analysed the 
broadcast signal in real time, and harvested silences from in between the spoken words. The 
resulting 24 hours of collected silences were then released on 24 one-hour audio CDs. The ‘S’ 
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project is a kind of centenary celebration of the fi rst ever transatlantic radio communication, 
transmitted by physicist  Guglielmo Marconi on 12th December, 1901. On that day, Marconi 
set out to prove that wireless waves were not affected by the curvature of the earth, using his 
patent No. 7777, for ‘tuned or syntonic telegraphy’.

This project of harvesting silences from broadcast media streams using ‘gating software’ 
is also used in two other works by  Rogalsky: Two minutes fi fty seconds silence (2003) and A 
little bird told me (2004). The basis of Two minutes fi fty seconds silence is President  George W. 
Bush’s address to the world on 17th March 2003, in which he announced a fi nal ultimatum to 
 Saddam Hussein prior to the US invasion of Iraq. In A little bird told me, a similar practice is 
exercised on President George Bush’s announcement of the resignation of CIA chief  George 
Tenet (over questionable intelligence on terrorism and the Iraq war).

In all these pieces, the criteria for gating off speech and preserving background-noise, 
mouth-noises, and the quiet ‘ends’ of articulations is determined according to a decibel 
threshold. In other words, silence is quantifi able in decibels. More information about the 
process is given in an interview with Rogalsky in Appendix II.19

 Yannis Kyriakides (b. 1969) works within both composed scored music and sound art. 
Wordless (2004) was a commission from the Belgian audio-visual Argos festival20. In this work, 
Kyriakides edited out the words of spoken interviews, leaving – as Rogalsky did – background 
noise and non-verbal voice effects. The source for the interviews is an archive of interviews 
with ordinary citizens of Brussels: pensioners, cleaning ladies, students, artists, schoolchil-
dren, and so on. The archive (BNA-BBOT) is a citizens’ project, giving local residents in Brus-
sels, literally, a voice on an extensive databank. Each archived interview is a portrait of the 
person speaking, his or her daily life and opinions. In editing out the sounds of their speech, 
Kyriakides ‘musicalises’ the remaining breathing and background sounds (treating the re-
maining fragments as sample), in a style chosen to represent each of the speakers’ personal 
stories and the sonic environment in which the interview was recorded. Finally, the work was 
mixed for binaural headphones and stereo PA, creating a listening situation that combines 
the personal mode of headphone listening with a spatial, ‘public’ distribution.

Kyriakides takes a less clinical and considerably more musical approach than Rogalsky, 
adding his own “pulses, resonances and noise”. In fact, there is hardly a silent moment on 
the Wordless album, except between tracks. Silence is therefore only present here as a musical 
foregrounding of the pauses in speech stripped away in Kyriakides’ sound-editing process.

The reader is referred to Appendices II and III for interviews with Rogalsky and Kyria kides.
Rogalsky and Kyriakides’ work lies outside the scope of this thesis, as their use of the spo-

ken word is at odds with the ‘instrumental’ bent of my chosen area. This is so, even though 
we hardly hear the voices, for it is the suppression of speech that motivates the work. Voices 
are presented by their absence, as it were. It is interesting that precisely these speech-based 
works embrace a political dimension that is far from the level of abstraction of the non-
speech-based works that I have discussed, and that the sole fragment of speech that creeps 
into  Christof Migone’s Quieting (“and we’ll do the same to you as we did to the pig”) lends 
this work an unmistakable socio-political edge.

19 See also Allen 2006.
20 See appendix IV for interview with Kyriakides about this and other work.
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Concluding refl ections

The Great Silence of 1915 commenced on the 7th September and covered Western Eu-
rope from the Baltic countries in the north to the Balkans in the south.1 (Højholt 
2001, p. 7)

If only it were so easy to defi ne a silence as here at the opening of  Per Højholt’s novel Auricula, 
let alone to be provided with a research object of such neat geographical and historical pro-
portions!

But even the best-defi ned examples of silence have a habit of proving elusive in the face 
of demands for documentation.

As it was unforeseen, no reports of it exist. (ibid.)

And then there is the problem of convincing the reader of its presence and voluminosity.

Many didn’t even notice it, due to its short and random nature, even though they par-
ticipated in it themselves. (ibid.)

This thesis could easily have been a project concerning only digital sound art at the turn of 
the millennium – in other words, a thesis all about the present. It is no straightforward task to 
discuss a period that embraces both the past and the present without positing either a defi ni-
tive break between the two, or a clear line of continuity; periodisation forces commitments 
on issues of change and continuity.

Handling separate decades in separate parts of the thesis has allowed me to offer specu-
lative, episodic accounts of individual artworks, without a unifi ed movement of history over 
a single coherent temporality. Nevertheless, my discussions are not a-historical, and I have 
attempted to sustain a number of topics of discussion topics between chapters and thus be-
tween decades. Obviously, the close reading of works from the 1960s, ‘70s or 90s would have 
prompted other musicological, theoretical and aesthetic discussions. My priority has been to 
explore aesthetic concepts as opposed to historical narratives.

The formal argumentation in this thesis is possibly more decisive in relation to the oldest 
works (by  Cage and  Nono), moving towards a more speculative style in the discussions of the 
newer ones (by  Sciarrino,  Migone and  López). Cage’s 4’33” provided a convenient candidate 
for the discussion of the basic category of constitutive silence, which proved a fruitful histori-
cal point of departure for the thesis. López music is the culmination of the thesis’ historical 
period, bringing to a head the latent question underlying the aesthetic experience of works 
that do in fact seem to be constituted by radical silence: namely, ‘is it art?’

My refl ections on silence have taken this thesis both in the direction of meaning, inter-
pretation and cognitive understanding on the one hand, and sense, perception and feeling on 
the other. The basic oscillation, expressed in the thesis’ title, between experiences of height-
ened presence and equally strong absence inform the choice of a series of contrasting models 
of stylistic and theoretical description. In attaching individual models to the discussion of 

1 My translation.
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individual works, I do not aim to reduce either the scope of the models or the range of re-
sponses appropriate to the works, but I hope rather to close in on some interesting perspec-
tives of each that await commentary.

Beyond the narrow fi eld of this research project’s interest in silence as a musicological 
topic, I hope to have contributed also to some broader discussions.

I have given considerable space to the consideration of Lyotard’s writings, even though 
his work is not traditionally regarded as having much overlap with musicology. I have pre-
sented some of his own early discussion of  Cage’s work (coupled with that of  Schoenberg), 
and I have considered one of  Lyotard’s key concepts – negative presentation – in terms of its 
relevance in the discussion a current sound-art repertoire.

The thesis also charts some common aesthetic frameworks for the discussion of music 
and sound art as both separate and related artistic enterprises. I have aimed to place some 
sound-art works within a music-historical perspective, without reducing their content or 
effects to what can be described using traditional music-analytical terminology. Whether 
pointing to contrasts or similarities, I have drawn a series of relations between music and 
sound art that I hope are fruitful to both fi elds.
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appendix i

 Christof Migone1

Hodkinson: Was it one single recording of the cannon that you made?

Migone: In my preparations for this project, I made several recordings from different posi-
tions in the city, but I only used one on the CD. I initially intended to do a piece combining 
the various recordings, but I was stuck on just one in particular. Every time I hear it (to this 
day) it startles me.

In between the recording in 1996 and working on the CD in the summer of 2000 I had 
periodically tried to use it, but I could never fi nd the right form, every time it was placed be-
side or alongside something, it would annihilate itself and the other thing. I fi nally realised it 
had to stand on its own. And so in thinking of how one would create that possibility in the lis-
tening experience I thought of putting just that bit of recording in the middle of the CD, pre-
ceded and followed by silence so as to further amplify the sound of the shot. And that point I 
felt I had found the right form, the CD got a bit more complex, but that is the genesis of it.

Hodkinson: Is there any symbolic signifi cance in the choice of the cannon, apart from its 
being an explosive sound to contrast with your interest in small sounds?

Migone: The initial reason I did the recordings is banal and autobiographical. I lived in Hali-
fax from 1994 to 1996 to do a Master in Fine Arts at the Nova Scotia College of Art and 
Design. One hears the cannon blast every day at noon from anywhere in the city, it is jolting 
at fi rst, but one gets used to it after a while. In my last couple of months in the city I wanted 
to do some kind of sound portrait of the city, this seemed like an obvious choice. Of course, 
afterwards, and especially after viewing “First Contact” in the fall of 1998 I became interested 
in the moments of trauma which might be incredibly loud in and of themselves but impose 
a silence (silencing/quieting) in its aftermath.

Hodkinson: Can you describe (conceptually or technically) in what way the individual tracks 
are “based on/related to that recording”?

Migone: The only tracks that are not directly related to the one cannon recording are track 22 
which uses the audio from a video recording of  Chris Burden’s infamous performance “Shoot” 
and track 36 which uses audio from the documentary fi lm by  Bob Connolly and  Robin Ander-
son’s “First Contact” (1982) on Australian gold diggers entering the interior of New Guinea in 
the 1930s and using guns to control the aborigines who had never seen whites before.

Hodkinson: Can you describe the software you used, and whether it was developed/adapted 
especially for this project?

1 From an e-mail correspondence 16th October 2003
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 Migone: All was done in ProTools, so no special software, just laborious treatment with basic 
plug-ins.

Hodkinson: Does your work have any links (directly, or indirectly) with ‘lower-case sound’?

Migone: I am not sure what would constitute directly as opposed to indirectly. I don’t subscribe 
to a particular genre, what I do depends on the project/context/etc., though I do have recurring 
obsessions, political concerns, etc. I do subscribe to the lowercase email list, know some of the 
folks related to it, but I just see it as a loose amalgam of folks. My label, Squint Fucker Press, 
could be said to exhibit some lowercase tendencies, but that’s just one of its characteristics.

Hodkinson: Can you say something about the symmetry between the tracks with and with-
out a signal, and about this idea of pairing?

 Migone: In keeping with basic initial idea of creating an aural/somatic shock by having the 
blast at the center of an otherwise silent CD, once I treated (ie. silenced) the blast into vari-
ations that were barely audible, I thought I would in turn contrast them by putting them 
beside their absolute silent twin.

Hodkinson: Would you regard recorded and digital silences as radically new categories of 
silence and quietness?

Migone: No. Silence has always been radical.
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appendix ii

 Matt Rogalsky2

Hodkinson: The introduction to the S project cites a historical basis in Marconi’s inaugural 
radio transmision. Was the project inspired by any other precedents, such as  Heinrich Böll’s 
short story Dr. Murkes gesammelte Schweigen?

Rogalsky: I was unaware of Böll’s story when I began the project. Shortly afterward, someone 
introduced me to it. It fi ts perfectly...

Hodkinson: Can you fi ll me in on the following two projects: (i) Simultaneous silence at 
Maerz Musik 2002, and (ii) your collage of  Gertrude Stein’s breath sounds taken from a 1930s 
recording?

Rogalsky: ‘Simultaneous Silence’ was a long day of overlapping performances of works by 
 John Cage. I was commissioned to do a new realization of Fontana Mix, which is an in-
determinate graphic score (multiple transparencies overlaid on each other) which can be 
used to generate unique instructions for making a performance using any sound materials. 
The version I did used the score materials to make a fi xed set of performance instructions 
for three players using networked laptop computers, which control a central set of shared 
sound resources. The instructions tell the players when to initiate or modify sounds, which 
are heard moving in circular motion within a large loudspeaker circle (eight speakers). The 
sounds I chose for the piece ranged from high atmospheric radio frequency activity, to un-
dersea animal communication, and in between were sounds of human activity – digging 
with a shovel, crackling fi re, etc. I didn’t start out with this premise, but in the end the four 
elements of earth, air, water and fi re were represented. Although the score realization is fi xed 
– the performers do the same actions in different performances – each performance is unique 
because Éthe sound materials are randomized.

I made a performance piece derived in various ways from Gertrude Stein texts, as a sort 
of hommage. Because much of her writing is so repetitive, I used the order of letters in the 
texts to generate melodies. Another element in the piece was the 1930s recording, for which 
I edited out her voice so you have just the background crackle of the record, and her breath 
sounds.

Hodkinson: Can you describe the software you used, and how it was developed from concep-
tualisation to realisation of the original idea?

Rogalsky: Since doing the Stein piece, where I did the editing by hand, I have written a variety 
of software tools for automating the process. I started working on this after reading about 
the device known as ‘Cash’, which is employed by many radio stations in the USA to com-
press time by removing slivers of ‘silence’ and other ‘unneccesary sound’ in order to make 

2 From an e-mail interview, June 2003
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room for advertisements. (There was another article recently about this: http://www.nytimes.
com/2003/10/02/technology/circuits/02spee.html).

I set out to write software which would do the inverse, that is to conserve ‘silences’ and 
remove everything else. For this I have used the programming language SuperCollider, which 
is kind of a sonic Swiss Army knife for the Macintosh. Also using SuperCollider I made an 
installation piece entitled Ellipsis which uses a single radio station as input. The visual part of 
the installation is a large time-counter projected on the wall. As you hear each ‘silence’ in the 
live radio stream, the duration of that silence is added to the counter, so it shows the amount 
of ‘silent time’ (as hours, minutes, seconds and hundredths of a second) which has accumu-
lated since the start of the installation. I am developing a new installation piece which uses a 
live CNN feed. The CNN image (video projection) is controlled by the sound – it is only seen 
when there is ‘silence’ (and the ‘silences’ are all you hear, as well).

Hodkinson: Does your work have any links (directly, or indirectly) with ‘lowercase sound’?

 Rogalsky: Indirectly, I suppose. Various artists and composers have been working for a long 
time, using silence and/or unobserved sound as a starting point. The appearance of ‘lower-
case sound’ as a genre seems a bit artifi cial to me.

Hodkinson: How do you regard the transfer of silences between media – say, from radio to 
CD, or from performance to internet? What changes, if any, does the silence undergo – acous-
tically, perceptually, ontologically, etc.?

Rogalsky: In the case of my other pieces that use collected ‘radio silences’, they are trans-
formed in different ways. The ‘S’ project condenses an entire day of broadcast so that we expe-
rience time passing differently. All the sounds I collect, which fall below a very low threshold, 
become quite noisy on their own, when they are placed together end-to-end without gaps 
between. The background sounds of a radio play, when the ‘content’ of the play is extracted, 
can be experienced as the fl ats of a theatre set. We get all of the scenery minus the actors.

In the pieces I do as live performances, they usually use two different radio stations as 
input. Most recently here in Canada I used input from the national French- and English-lan-
guage stations, and it was interesting to have them as resources which could be contrasted, 
since the silences collected from each were very different (when heard strung together). In 
the live pieces I think of the radio stations as performers which can be counted on to show up. 
If there is REAL ‘radio silence’ – the absence of a broadcast signal – then I can’t do the piece. 
This has happened before, for instance in one venue which was underground and I couldn’t 
get a signal.

So ultimately I am interested in the human presence reduced to elements which we often 
don’t think of as part of the essential communication. In these live pieces I collect the ‘si-
lences’ and put them through other processes in order to build complex textures. This is dif-
ferent from the ‘S’ recordings or the Bush piece3, which simply presents the collected ‘silences’ 
without further processing. If you listen to the piece I made from the Bush speech, you’ll hear 
the distortion introduced due to the fact I was using a recording from a RealAudio stream. 

3 2 minutes and 50 seconds of silence (for the USA), (2003)
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Any audio that’s compressed for the internet will have some of this type of distortion. It will 
raise the noise fl oor considerably.

I also have been using basically the same software I use for the live piece with 2 radios, in 
improvisational performances with musicians. There have been some surprising results. You 
can hear one such piece at http://rogalskybros.com (‘untitled’) – for two acoustic guitars.

Hodkinson: To what extent do you see your work as developing from that of Alvin Lucier?

Rogalsky: Alvin Lucier uses physical phenomena like a poet uses language. As a much young-
er student I was stunned by the simplicity and directness of his work. Later, it was great to 
spend time with him and perform quite a number of his pieces. He reinforced in me the no-
tion that by apparently reducing a piece to fewer ideas, it opens it up.

Hodkinson: Would you regard radio-silences, recorded silences and digital silences as a new 
category of silence made possible by mediatisation?

 Rogalsky: Well, these ‘mediated silences’ have their own meanings attached. Maybe they are 
not ‘new categories’ of silence. Radio abhors a silence like nature abhors a vacuum; when you 
turn on the radio and hear nothing, it suggests something awful has happened – especially 
since 9/11. I experienced this recently as I lost CBC Radio during the ‘great blackout’ in the 
eastern parts of Canada and the USA – very unnerving.

Some new silences were introduced, and vanished again, with specifi c technology. Con-
sider the silence at the end of side 1 of an LP record. That pause, made necessary by available 
technology, was used as a framing device for the ‘album.’ Now we can have more than an hour 
of audio material on CD, and many hours of audio programming on a DVD, all without 
pause. When I have converted old LP recordings into CD, however, I fi nd myself inserting a 
long silence between the ‘sides’ of the album, so that it will sound right to me!
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appendix iii

 Yannis Kyriakides4

Artist’s description of the electronics-work ‘Wordless’:
The source material is interviews of Brussels residents from the BBOT/BNA archieves. The re-
cordings are edited in such a way as to leave everything but the words. This is then resampled. 
The wordless interviews are mixed binaurally for the headphones, while the rest of the musi-
cal material comprising of resonances, pulses and noise are mixed in the space, so that there is 
a play between internal and external sound sources. The form of the piece also takes the shape 
of a wordless narrative telling astory in sounds that are based on the original interviews.

Hodkinson: What is the BBOT/BNA archive?

Kyriakides: It’s a non-profi t oprganisation in Brussels which has an archive of currently 
about 1000 audio interviews, by and about residents of Brussels. So basically anybody can 
walk in there – borrow a microphone and recorder and go and interview anybody in the city. 
Therefore they have a broad variety of interviewees on tape, concentrating very much also 
on minorities and communities which don’t often have a voice in the mainstream discourse 
of the city, the underclass, immigrants, pensioners… Their work has a political function, but 
they also do art projects, including the one I was involved in; invited to use the archives to 
make a sound piece. Their website is www.bna-bbot.be

Hodkinson: What are the sources for the sounds that do not come from the interviews
(‘resonances, pulses and noise’)?

Kyriakides: Most of these sources are synthesized sounds, but very often derived from the 
shape and contours of the voice material. For instance I would analyse a track (using the 
worded interview), and map that analysis onto a synth sound, to create pulses or a synth line. 
I would use also fi lter resoanters on the voice to create harmonic fi elds... The idea behind 
the piece – and how it was fi rst conceived was to take all the ‘intimate’ vocal material – the 
in-between sounds and play them on the headphones creating an internal space – and take 
the traces of words, enviromental sounds and other events which are transformed and create 
a space around that, an external space which is played on the PA of the hall.

Hodkinson: Once the identity of the sound has been erased, through fi ltering and process-
ing, what relationship remains – if any – between the fi nal result and the original source?

Kyriakides: There is of course the original inbetween sounds, which are not really processed 
and maintain their original character – but because they are brought into focus by editing of 
the rest of the material, a different identity emerges. The choice of how to treat the material 
musically and in what context to put it is entirely subjective and done intuitively. They are 

4 From an e-mail interview, September 2006
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‘portraits’ so I took a lot of liberties in putting my own associations (having heard the content 
of the whole interview) into the musical elaborations. So I don’t try and look for some ‘truth’ 
about the identity of the subjects, rather I fantasize, and create an imaginary persona, based 
on the interviews.

Hodkinson: What software do you use generally? Do you use software that is developed/
adapted especially for your work?

 Kyriakides: I use a wide variety of software depending on what the necessity is for each por-
trait. In general I use the programs LiSa, SuperCollider, Logic, Metasynth, SoundHack, Peak. 
This was because I wanted to explore different characteristics in the different pieces and not 
rely just on one type of processing technique. In some of the piece I used an automated edit-
ing techniques (i.e. if the audio goes above a certain threshold it cuts automatically) but gen-
erally I found that I prefered to edit manually – slower but it enabled me to pick out louder 
‘non-word’ material, emotional reactions or environmental sounds which might have been 
automatically cut out otherwise. I also found that sometimes I liked to keep peaks of conso-
nants – the beginnings and endings of words, especially if the interviewee was very eloquent 
and didn’t hesitate or breathe much. Otherwise I would be left with nothing to work with!

Hodkinson: Does your work have any relationship to  Matt Rogalsky’s fi ltering techniques
in his ‘S’ project?

Kyriakides: I’m aware of some of Matt Rogalsky’s work, but I don’t know his ‘S’ project. Does 
it have to do with editing of speech to leave the consonant ‘S’?
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appendix iv

 Francisco López5

Hodkinson: What is your professional relationship to instrumental music?

López: None. Although I played drums in a punk band during my teenage years (late 70s), I 
wouldn’t say I’ve ever had any relationship to instrumental music. It is precisely because of my 
disinterest with instruments (both traditional and electronic) that my work is fundamentally 
based on fi eld recordings of sound environments. For me the ‘real world’ is the best imagina-
ble sound generator, as well as a constant source of inspiration for the work with sound.

Hodkinson: Can you say a bit about drones in your music and generally in electronic sound 
art today? One could say that the fi rst real ‘drone music’ was  La Monte Young in the 1960s and 
early minimalist works such as  Reich’s Four Organs (1970) – working with expansive durations, 
and continuous sounds with relatively unchanging characteristics. Is silence a drone too?

López: I consider the work of the American minimalists as the ‘harmonic’ version of the 
drone. I’m personally not very interested in this direction, although there are some remarkable 
exceptions (like  Charlemagne Palestine or  Roland Kayn). Historically, you could fi nd ‘drones’ 
long before the composers you mention, including, of course, mantric and shamanistic prac-
tices, as well as many other forms of traditional music worldwide with very intense drone 
qualities. To me, the most interesting aspect of drones is their potential to create immersive 
sound environments in which the perception of sound has more to do with the creation of a 
virtual space than with isolated sonic events. Drones create a territory where one can wander 
and explore. They can also give rise to a sense of immanence that is absent in most music.

Hodkinson: How do the silences at the beginning and end of pieces like Untitled #150 in-
fl uence your conception of form? Are they spaces of transition into the work, or absolute 
contemplation without the disturbance of audio input, or are they links out to the sounds 
external to your composition?

López: All the silences, pseudo-silences and quasi-silences in my pieces are essential parts of 
the compositions. Unlike  Cage, I have no interest in using silence as a way to draw attention 
to outside sounds. Absolute physical silence (as a geometric circle, for example) is a concep-
tual construction. The Cagean question on silence is creatively irrelevant (it might be of more 
interest for an acoustic engineer). What is important is where we want to draw the perceptive 
attention, both as creators and as listeners. In my case, sound creations aim at being worlds in 
themselves, and they certainly contain silence. In fact, the existence and substance of silence 
is so dramatically paramount in my music that the features of any sounds are defi ned and 
conditioned by it.

5 From an e-mail interview, September 2006



appendix i-iv 193

Hodkinson: One of your pieces – Untitled # 118 – appeared on the Lowercase Sound 2002 
double CD. How did your alliance with the lowercase project come about, and what do you 
think ‘lowercase’ is today?

López: The so-called ‘lowercase’ label is in my view basically that: a label. It might be useful 
at times for record store bins and reviews but says nothing about the quality or any other 
relevant feature of the music.

Hodkinson: I read that you have in the past used recordings from rainforests, etc. as sources 
for your pieces. What other kinds/types of sounds do you use as recording sources? On your 
website, you seem to celebrate the emancipation of listening from knowledge. Once the iden-
tity of the sound has been erased, through fi ltering and processing, what relationship remains 
between the fi nal result and the original source?

 López: I use all kinds of fi eld recordings in my work, from rainforests to big cities, from in-
sects to machinery, from very loud to extremely subtle sounds. The ‘identity’ of the sound is 
not erased by transforming the sound but by a ‘reduced listening’ in the Schaefferian sense 
(i.e., listening to the phenomenological properties of sound, as opposed to the represen-
tational ones). The number of real sources we can recognize in sound recordings is actu-
ally a minority; most straight sound recordings don’t allow to identify the causes. When the 
original material is transformed we have a situation that I consider to be analogous to that of 
biological evolution, in the sense that there is a very wide possible range of ‘genetic’ distance 
from the original occurred through succesive mutation of the material. The degree of rela-
tionship with the recognizable original cause is thus a combination of the associative features 
of the sound and the extent of the transformation process. In any case, my work is focused 
on ‘sound objects’ (again, in the Schaefferian sense, regardless of their sources) as building 
blocks or malleable material to create self-contained virtual sound worlds.

Hodkinson: What software do you use generally? Do you use software that is developed or 
adapted especially for your work?

López: I use obsolete cracked or free software (mostly from the XXth century), of the com-
mon kind that is used today by thousands of other people worldwide (although most of 
them might have it updated). The most common programs for processing and editing that 
everybody knows and uses. We’re now living in a revolutionary situation without precedent 
in history because of the immense number of people sharing the same creative tools and 
because of the almost immediate accessibility to start using these tools. Never before have 
we been able to so clearly appreciate the creative of spirit of people. That’s why technology is 
dissipating as a tool and becoming conceptually and creatively irrelevant.

Hodkinson: In your solo cd projects, is all the work produced entirely by you, or do you work 
closely with technicians, sound designers, etc.?

López: I don’t think I’d ever let a technician or sound engineer put his hands on the produc-
tion or mastering of a piece. The rare occasions when this has happened it was a disaster.



194 appendix i-iv

Hodkinson: Finally, how do you respond to  Christoph Cox’ description of your work as re-
viving a modernist aesthetic?

 López: Why not? After all, in many respects postmodernism is a bit decadent. The more mu-
sic I hear the more I am convinced of the importance of the individual essence. Maybe we 
need to overcome the dream of collective merging.

Hodkinson: What personal investment do you feel in the terms ‘composer’ and ‘sound artist’?

López: To tell you the truth, I don’t really care. The attempted distinction between both from 
the realms of ‘music’ and ‘art’ is in my view futile and probably more related to bureaucracy 
and marketing than anything else.
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Audiography

López, Francisco Untitled #74  no label
   Untitled #91  no label
   Untitled #118  on Lowercase-sound 2002 (see below)
   Untitled #129  fario feardrop
   Untitled #150  antifrost

Migone, Christof Quieting  Alienate8 Recordings/ AlienCD25

Nono, Luigi  Fragmente – Stille ‘Nono: orchestral works & chamber music’
      Moscow String Quartet
      Col legno WWE 1CD 20505

Sciarrino, Salvatore Lo spazio inverso ‘esplorazione del bianco’
      Alter Ego ensemble
      Stradivarius STR33539

Various artists  Lowercase-sound 2002 Bremsstrahlung recordings/ BLUNG 002

Due to the narrow distribution of some of these records, I have made a short compilation of 
the tracks discussed closely in this thesis, which is available together with the supplementary 
appendix. However, due to the highly personal visual and material aspects of many of these 
releases, which are intended for ‘individual’ consumption, I strongly recommend the inter-
ested reader to get hold of a personal copy of these albums.

Sample cd

 Nono: Fragmente – Stille 27:03
 Sciarrino: Lo spazio inverso 06:40
 Migone: Quieting, track 1 (0) 01:38
 Migone: Quieting, track 2 ( ) 01:38
 Migone: Quieting, track 17 (0) 00:23
 Migone: Quieting, track 18 ( ) 00:23
 Migone: Quieting, track 21 (0) 00:11
 Migone: Quieting, track 22 ( ) 00:11
 Migone: Quieting, track 35 (0) 00:25
 Migone: Quieting, track 36 ( ) 00:25
 López: Untitled #129 30:01
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Abstract

This is a thesis about silence – as aesthetic concept, as rhetorical idea, and as perceptual object.
The thesis explores musical and aesthetic issues concerning silence in an empirical fi eld 

that covers music and sound art of the past 50 years – specifi cally, works of notated concert 
music from the mid- and late-20th century, and digital sound-art works created for compact 
disc at the turn of the millennium.

Part I offers a review of related academic literature, followed by a historical account of 
the use of rests and pauses in western art music, and some general considerations on the 
theoretical approaches attempted in the thesis. The main argument in Chapter 1 is that the 
works to be discussed are centrally constituted by silence of one kind or another. The way 
that silence manifests itself so radically varies from work to work, and the elucidation of that 
difference is one of the main tasks to be performed by the rest of the thesis. In Part I, the task 
is to distinguish the constitutive nature of silence in the chosen empirical fi eld from other, 
mainly historical uses of the musical pause and rest.

Part II considers the paradigmatic status of John Cage’s concert score 4’33. The work is 
discussed through a number of interpretations, including the composer’s own representation 
of the rhetorical trope of silence in his writings. The discussion of Cagean silence in Chapter 
2 turns fi rstly on the extent wo which we can talk of silence ‘constituting’ 4’33”, and secondly 
on a comparison of a range of historical and aesthetic positions in the discourse on Cagean 
silence. Chapter 3 offers an account of the mid-20th century as a period rife with empty art-
works in several artistic media. The period is discussed in relation to a number of cultural 
factors such as a postwar shyness towards artistic representation.

In Part III, a comparative analysis is offered of two chamber-music works from the 1980s, 
which propose the consideration of silence within a more conventional musical discourse. 
Chapter 4 offers some perspectives on Luigi Nono’s string quartet Fragmente – Stille: an Di-
otima, through a discussion of the work’s references to the early romantic aesthetic project, 
the composerly act of ‘schweigen’, and the hermeneutic discourse surrounding such a project. 
Chapter 5 discusses Salvatore Sciarrino’s quintet Lo spazio inverso, drawing on a contrasting 
model extracted from musicological analysis of the mature classical style. The hermeneutic 
approach of Chapter 4 is contrasted with the proposal of a performative listening mode in 
Chapter 5. Taken together, these two chapters move towards the proposal of a contrast be-
tween silence’s ability to emphasise experiences of a presentation of absence in the former 
work, and a production of presence in the latter.

Part IV proposes the term ‘negative representation’, from Jean-Francois Lyotard’s re-
evaluation of Kant’s analysis of the sublime (in the Critique of Judgment) as a theoretical basis 
for a discussion of recent sound art characterised by radical silences. Conceptual considera-
tions advanced in Chapter 6 form the point of departure for an analysis of Christof Migone’s 
CD album Quieting and Francisco López’ Untitled series, under the category of ‘subliminal 
sound art’. Further, Part IV proposes an oscillation between the interpretive (hermeneutic) 
and perceptual (performative-phenomenological) projects discussed in Part III, as the basis 
for a series of refl ections on listening modes in relation to 21st-century sound art.
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Resumé på dansk

Dette er en afhandling om stilhed – som æstetisk koncept, retorisk idé, og som sanseobjekt.
Afhandlingen undersøger musikalske og æstetiske emner vedrørende stilhed, indenfor et 

empirisk felt, der dækker over musik og lydkunst fra det sidste halve århundrede – specifi kt, 
partiturmusikværker fra 1950erne til 1980erne, og digitale lydkunstværker skabt til compact 
disc omkring årtusindeskiftet.

Del I indeholder en literaturoversigt, efterfulgt af en historisk redegørelse for brugen af 
pauser i vestlig kunstmusik, samt generelle overvejelser over de teoretiske tilgange, der forsø-
ges i afhandlingen. Hovedargumentet i kapitel 1 er, at de værker, der efterfølgende analyseres, 
konstitueres af stilhed på under en eller anden form. Måden, hvorpå stilheden fremstår cen-
tralt i de enkelte værker, varierer fra værk til værk; anskueliggørelsen af denne forskel er en af 
afhandlingens hovedopgaver. Hovedopgaven i kapitel 1 er, at skelne den konstitutive stilhed, 
der kommer til udtryk i det valgte empiriske materiale fra andre, primært historiske, tilfælde 
af musikalske pauser.

Del II omhandler John Cages paradigmatiske koncertstykke 4’33”. Værket læses ud fra 
en række fortolkninger, herunder komponistens egen repræsentation, igennem hans skrifter, 
af den retoriske stilhed. Diskussionen af Cages stilhed i kapitel 2 drejer sig først om hvor 
vidt man kan tale om, at 4’33” ‘konstitueres’ af stilhed, dernæst om en sammenligning af en 
række forskellige historiske og æstetiske standpunkter indenfor Cage-literaturen. Kapitel 3 
beskriver 1950erne som en periode, hvor mange ’tomme’ kunstværker blev skabt i mange 
kunstformer. Perioden sættes i perspektiv af en række kulturelle faktorer, såsom efterkrigsti-
dens repræsentationsfl ugt indenfor kunsten.

Del III er en sammenlignende analyse af to kammermusikværker fra 1980erne, som 
lægger op til betragtninger af stilhed indenfor en mere konventionel musikdiskurs. Kapitel 
4 tilbyder perspektiver på Luigi Nonos strygekvartet Fragmente – Stille: an Diotima. Dette 
sker ud fra overvejelser om dels værkets referencer til det tidlig romantiske æstetiske projekt, 
dels komponistens bevidst valgte ‘schweigen’, og dels den hermeneutiske diskurs, der omgi-
ver et sådant projekt. Kapitel 5 omhandler Salvatore Sciarrino’s kvintet Lo spazio inverso, og 
trækker på en kontrasterende model fra musikvidenskabelige analyser af den klassiske stil. 
Den hermeneutiske tilgang, der blev fremført i kapitel 4, sammenlignes her med idéen om 
en performativ lyttemåde. Sammenholdt peger disse to kapitler i retning af, at der kan kon-
stateres en kontrast i stilhedens evne til at fremhæve en oplevelse af henholdsvis ’fravær’ og 
’tilstedeværelse’ i de to værker.

Del IV foreslår begrebet ’negativ fremstilling’, fra Jean-Francois Lyotards refl ektioner 
over Kants analyse af begrebet det sublime (i Kritik der Urteilskraft), som teoretisk grund-
lag for en diskussion af stilhedsprægede lydkunstværker fra årtusindeskiftet. De konceptu-
elle overvejelser, der er fremført i kapitel 6, danner udgangspunkt for en analyse af Christof 
Migones CD Quieting og Francisco López’ Untitled-serie, under kategorien ‘subliminal’ lyd-
kunst. Derudover foreslår Del IV en oscilleren mellem de interpretative (hermeneutiske) og 
perceptuelle (performativ-fænomenologiske) projekter, der blev fremlagt i Del III, som basis 
for en række refl ektioner over lyttemåder, med henblik på nutidig lydkunst.
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