Chapter Two: The Digital Musician and Sound Unbound: sonic arts and music from the personal to the public
Introduction

Occupying a position based on a point of view is considered to be a routine activity for every individual within society, sharing norms and values related to their culture. These views can be expressed in a dizzying variety of ways, in the choices we make about what to eat and where to shop, to the people with whom we work and share our lives. At points marked by the ebb and flow of the particular society, we express an opinion more forcefully and in ways we hope to persuade and influence the destiny of others – voting in an election, taking part in a demonstration against the building of a new road, or simply putting our point of view across in a debate around the family table.

This simple clutch of statements belies a rich complexity of forces which exist and which are the very products of our sensory provision, coupled with our cognitive abilities and shaped by years of cultural accretion, which bring us to our present moment. But our lives are not formulaic distillations of these factors working in a scientific, positivist way, instead they are apt to many confusions, overload, interruptions, and sensory or cognitive restrictions which should alert us that nothing we encounter could be considered to be fully settled.

Audio production and music encapsulate this well, as the sense of hearing and the means to produce sounds through utterances and making vibrations through striking objects have been with human societies since pre-history. Very clearly linked to gesture and physicality and performance, sound making and sound perception helped precipitate those gradual cognitive developments that led to language and speech, and to music, and the myriad ways in which sound is adopted in contemporary society.

Sound, gesture, physicality, performance – these four words from the previous paragraph are very widely applied to music. In fact, saccadism at a fundamental level is very audible in music- the structure of any three to four minute pop song has the basic elements there- chorus, verse, chorus, break or refrain, chorus, and so forth. This thesis is, however, consciously not covering popular forms of music, as the weight of cultural associations is too great, and preferences and cultural associations formed too early (need ref to back up?) By considering only sonic arts practice in my case study, and in presenting it to an audience of naïve listeners in the design conceived, I hope to explore sound without the pressure of delimiting forms of song, chorus, verse, but engage via soundtrack, event, performance, and surprisal.
This chapter sets out to look at where audio, specifically digital audio with all its affordances, currently is, in terms of what it means to make and produce sounds, what this means in terms of musicianship, and what dynamic exists between two key texts: Andrew Hugill’s The Digital Musician, and the collection of essays edited by Paul Miller, Sound Unbound. Hugill takes us on a voyage that it thematically personal, and deals a lot around issues an individual may be working out for him or herself. Miller’s collection is more diverse, as it states, it’s ‘[...] about the remix – how music, art and literature have blurred the lines between what an artist can do and what a composer can create.’

Both are valuable texts attempting to elevate music making and audio culture to a higher standing-  and both are written in ways that occupy a very clear position- that audio is undervalued, that more people could and should be calling themselves musicians, and that originality and integrity are elusive and perhaps, not even possible. In these last two respects, the books do diverge somewhat in the force of their arguments, particularly in what the consequences should be for digital audio producers and those benefitting from the fruit of their toil.

The Digital Musician – the personal development outlined by Hugill

The impassioned tone of this opening chapter does raise important questions for working out the intersection of producer to audience, and the shift from the intention behind the work translating into sensations in the listener. Like many semiotic modes, much is dependent on the context in which sound is heard. In Chapter Eight, Critical Engagement, Hugill takes on critical theory, postmodern approaches to understanding sound culture, and the place and role of the auditory imagination. He therefore starts the book with an inclusive set of four primary qualities, a call to arms for integrity, and ends with what I feel is a valuable launching pad for better understanding on the way that sounds are received, processed and used, naturally in a semiotic sense as signifiers of conscious choice making, but in totality and in simultaneous delivery with other media, a means to tap into human imaginative qualities we do not fully appreciate and reference in the way we do with visual imagination.

Just a note about Hugill’s theoretical framework. In his preface, he makes it clear to readers that his book is about human exchange. Therefore there are many case studies referenced and compositions quoted to support his pursuit of how digital musicianship comes about. This approach is well matched to the work of Miller et al in Sound Unbound. They use theoretical approaches from phenomenology, modernism, postmodernism and cultural theory to illustrate their points whilst at no time explicitly favouring any one. All of them to some extent could be said to use semiotic methodology to do so, that is, the actual object is not what is meaningful in a semiotic analysis (or in our case the piece of sound art, music, or detail about digital musicianship.) What matters is the overall cultural system, the social context, in which that object appears. This ultimately unites the variance in starting points for the two books.

Underpinning your development as a digital musician should be a clear sense of knowing how to listen. Hugill charts a number of conceptualisations of listening skill, including Truax (2001) with ‘listening-in-search’, ‘listening-in-audience’ and ‘background-listening’. He states that a very early exercise should be for the listener to be able to ‘turn away from the sound’, or the circumstances that cause it, to grasp a meaning or a message. He qualifies this by saying the risk resides in becoming too disproportionately interested in the technology used to create a sound, which he calls recipe listening. This is an observed phenomenon when dealing with technological outputs in a peer group, applying equally to mobile phones, types of laptops as well as to digital compositions. He supports the conceptualisation of Schaffer (1994), who identified four modes of listening, the most potent of which for the aspiring musician is ‘reduced listening’, that is, listening to a sound as an object, in and of itself.

If this sounds formless and loose, then Hugill does set out a starting point around hearing. Using a process entitled ‘auditory scene analysis’, students of sound should start by trying to group sounds that are similar in frequency, timbre, intensity and spatial or temporal proximity. Conscious that his readers may be drawn predominantly from Western, pitch based musical traditions, Hugill illustrates next how our bestowment of primacy to pitch in our musical understanding may seriously hinder our development as digital artists,

‘Pitch is just a matter of human perception, based upon what is heard to be the dominant frequency in a given sound.’

(Hugill, 2008: 39)

He makes careful note of the elusive quality of timbre at this point too, remarking on its physical associations with sound producing bodies, i.e., physical instruments. These bodies give rise to ‘formants’, which help to shape the sounds spectrum. This is a continuing area of debate for digital musicians, as with filters and other effects tools, many aspects of software timbre can be added, not to mention hardware modifications that are also possible. Hugill reduces the skill for the individual to an ability to pick up on the spectral detail. The problem, as he states it, is that timbre in the traditional sense is able to change over time, unlike pitch. This is difficult to build into digital tools.

Introducing wider factors of time, space and culture

Hugill takes a critical stand in Chapter Four in referencing Murch (2005), a sound designer who discusses the production and perception of sounds in terms of human perceptual constructs of space and time. Rooted in practical experience, Munch describes duration as another tool for the digital musician to utilise:

‘Duration is more than just a measurable time span. It is a perceptual consequence of the passage of time and is in many ways the stuff of music itself, since auditory events have an effect upon that perception.’

(Murch 2005, in Hugill : 83)

From this interest in duration of sounds, Hugill moves to mood- essentially the way that repetition and rhythm sit at the heart of sound compositions. Naturally, these patterns could equally contain intervals and resonances as part of this repetitive pattern. He describes activities that increase sensitivity to the way that patterns are formed: call and response methods such as hocket (interpolation of individual sounds by different performers, combined to make up a phrase) or antiphony (alternation between two blocks of sound, often spatially separated). These techniques of identifying the rhythmic qualities is the first test that Hugill offers to the aspiring digital musician, as from this base, many extensions are possible.

Bringing time together with space, and Hugill next examines performance. Tightly focused on the individual again, and what he or she should gain by the act, or as witness to the act, he encourages us to consider diffusion, that is, the degree to which an audience can understand what the composer/performer is doing. A key weakness here is a lack of a coherent explanation for ‘understand’ in this context, given the range of variables at play in a performance context. It appears to be greatly about getting a clear overall impression of the piece, as well as the details,

‘The diffusion should aim to reveal the formal nature of a work, its underlying structures as well as its local detail.’

(Hugill 2008 : 115)

With all cards now in play and assuming conditions are favourable in terms of the way the performance is being performed and the audience able to hear it, we arrive at the role of cultural context. This is by far the most critical aspect of the book and there is palpable enthusiasm from Hugill in the way he tackles the subject.

Could interactivity, Hugill wonders, at the point of the listener, render the listener part of the performance? In Chapters Seven and Eight, he deals with how the culture into which sound is released and the relationship between performer and listener might be worked out. We are in the territory of looking at the affective qualities of music. He quotes McClary (1994) who writes about sound:

‘[It is] a medium that participates in social formation by influencing the ways we perceive our feelings, our bodies, our desires, our very subjectivities – even if it does so surreptitiously, without most of us knowing how.’

(McClary 1994, in Hugill : 183)

It’s clear from Hugills acceptance of this statement, that he permits digital musicians to be as emotionally engaged and swept away by sound as non-musicians. It’s only by repeated listening to the sonic materials that Hugill believes the digital musician releases themselves from the grip of simply hearing the elements they have come to identify over the course of reading his text. He references Nattiez (1990), who has interpreted sound objects has having several layers: neutral, poietic and aesthetic
. In being able to use a series of analytic approaches, Hugill suggests a musician is also aware of Barthes (1991) who states that the listener, being the destination of music, makes it whole, unites it. This may seem an obvious statement, but in a world of uncertainty and subjectivity, it makes sense to restate that it is listeners, and perhaps truly only groups of listeners, who might speak with authority about the affective qualities of sound.

I say groups of listeners in response to evidence that the use of group affective analysis is the most illuminating when looking at what people interpret from specific pieces of music or sonic artworks. Common threads and reactions are frequent. The two primary ways these analyses are delivered are from comparative studies using the same language, and from evocative transcriptions using a set of graphic symbols to represents parameters of the music. 

Having fairly well charted the qualities he believes that a digital musician should possess and ending on the conclusion that cultural context and interacting with the audience was the surest route to integrity and originality, Hugill finishes his journey. It leaves the reader with a deeper sense of the complexity of the physiology of the ear, a new respect for auditory perception, and some astonishment at the many areas of expertise necessary to become a fully rounded digital musician. He does leave the final word to a substantial chapter made up of interviews with sound artists and musicians, such as Kaffe Matthews, Atau Tanaka and Martyn Ware, who in their practice have explored new ways to make sounds and present them to an audience. It is from this pool of practising artists and theorists that much more about how sound in situ in cultural contexts is working with so many other contingent factors could be drawn. Hugill is allowing the reader to pick up aspects of his earlier tutelage within these interviews. The next text I want to look at goes further into this landscape of mixed (and remixed) media, where music and sound does not exist with the same precision and purity as perhaps Hugill, tacitly, would prefer.

Sound Unbound – a collection of experimental texts edited by Paul Miller aka DJ Spooky the Subliminal Kid

If this strikes the reader as overly abstract, then Lethem details jazz and blues musicians who he admires for their ‘open source’ culture, in which musical fragments and larger musical frameworks are always freely reworkable. Authorship in such conditions can see a single piece of work written several times. Musicians are map makers, the map becomes the landscape, and this can become populated with landmark works that rewrite the landscape again.

These repetitions, fragments and polyrhythms are noted Davis (2008) in his essay ‘Roots and Wires’. As with Hugill, Davis talks of the primacy of rhythm, stating it characterises our experience of ‘unfolding through an unfolding world.’ He links the vibrations of rhythms with the definition of cultural milieu, such as the higher BPM of hardcore rave, or the intricacies of drum and bass. In this respect, he also shares a viewpoint with Hugill. Davis goes further in calling this a code, based on the work of Deleuze and Guattari who stated that ‘every milieu is vibratory’, by saying:

‘In other words, a block of space-time constituted by the periodic repetition of the component. Every milieu is coded, a code being defined by periodic repetition.’

Rhythm, he says, is the milieu’s answer to chaos. The digital sonic landscape, perhaps always open to chaos with in finite sources, uses rhythm to start to mark out originality and integrity in each space-time. Davis remarks that for him there are qualitative distinctions between digital and analogue modes of production. Therefore, when working digitally and mindful of a wish to occupy and define your own milieu, he advocates local sampling of your rhythms so that there is a root integrity to your work, as a musician.

We are starting to frame the sonic landscape as a network that stretches out physically in any given moment, and which accretes over time culturally. Sterling (2008) in his essay ‘The Life and Death of Media’ picks up this theme. He teaches us of the quipu of pre-Colombian Peru- which translates as ‘account’ in the Quechua language. It was a fabric network to carry data- physically resembling a spine from which fringes protrude, some with further fringes. The cords were of varying colours, and often knotted in key locations. Making your mark as a musician, Sterling says, is like knowing the moment you are going to be tying a knot in the quipu of your society- to add to it, to repeat something, perhaps differently.

Linking audio media to code is starting to emerge as a theme, and the modern quipu is the internet, at any point a platform for performance, a community, and a source of resources. But the making of music is the starting point, as Ken Jordan and Paul Miller (2008) remind us in ‘Freeze Frame’:

‘Gesture is the generative syntax, but once the sounds leave the body, they’re files. And that’s the beginning.’

(Jordan & Miller 2008 : 98)

The use of terms like code, generative, networks, webs and files might cause us some concern. It might be read as taking the ideological position that the close performers can get to their machines, hardware or software, the closer they get to being able to produce the highest quality, most original pieces of work. This is not what I feel is being stated here. The technology simply reveals truths about the way that music can be put together, makes influences more transparent, and exists in the culture as the primary means for making, distributing, and consuming new work. But as we now understand from semiotics, culture passes down valuable resources in terms of discourse, genre, style and modality that inevitably feed into sound making.

Exploring electronic media further, Pauline Oliveros (2008) in ‘Quantum Improvisation’ states that the parts of electronic music only really come together in ‘working code’ in live performance and in improvisation. That is because she believes that there is background and foreground elements that need uniting with an audience. If digital music is simply a set of algorithms in final form, what is left for human imagination? Just like with writing before it, information technology requires us to change our view about how we use information- to stimulate. This means that the more that we see digital music and sound making in terms of code, files and so forth, the greater the responsibility to understand how we might shape these to transcend their nature, the reductive tendency of technology as stated in the 1937 Church-Turing test, which stated that all problems that humans can solve can be reduced to algorithms. Oliveros ends by asking whether repetition can encourage conscious improvisation with technology, and encourage this primarily through live performance.

With this in mind, Manuel DeLanda (2008) goes under the bonnet with code in ‘The Virtual Breeding of Sound’, which explores the fascinating practice of using evolutionary change in virtual sound production environments, quite literally ‘breeding’ sounds from a population of variable replicators. Programming environments aid the creation of a new ‘search space’ for available sounds. These sounds are made  through algorithms that work out a survival of the fittest, where measures are made of harmonic and melodic fitness of various sounds, to see which are pleasing together (achieved by measuring the degree of overlap of the harmonious series components of their fundamental notes). This can seem a highly clinical and cold way of using computers and code to make music, but virtual instruments are regularly made this way. Harmony is a problematic term though, as it is highly culturally dependent. By putting in harmonies of certain sorts, you are making a statement that you are working within one cultural sound search space. But overall, the activity is fascinating, and starts to get musicians and sound artists thinking about evolution: from genotype to phenotype, from non-audible to audible, from generative to usable:

‘It is possible [...] that musicians will have to start thinking in terms of abstract musical structures where the key properties for a sound are not those of fixed duration or a fixed wavelength and the like, but rather are something else corresponding to what we may call “topological music”.’

(DeLanda 2008 : 225)

In the final essay from the collection that I want to consider, Ken Jordan’s ‘Stop. Hey. What’s that Sound?’, we try and take a snapshot of what consciousness is doing with sound, and how a typology of sounds (based on the work of the neurologist Antonio Damasio
) may help us work out what consciousness does with the parts of sounds and music discerned. Jordan (2008) argues that consciousness cares little for the distinctions between media that are so common amongst digital media production tools. He compares improvisation and repetition of music making to theatre work, as they both arrange:

‘[...] shards of consciousness into elaborate, dynamic constructions that make aesthetic sense out of what in life resists literal sense.’

(Jordan 2008 : 256)

Damasio is quoted in his description of sound images (e.g. music and wind) differing from somasensory images, which are more muscular (we shall see parallels with the work of van Leeuwen in the final section). Damasio reminds us that how a neural pattern becomes an image is not known to science yet, meaning either visual images or emotional engagements and heightened states that might be audio images. The role of silence, or the ‘mute gaze’ as he calls it, is an area ripe for study in the mind of Jordan (and certainly an area already explored by many musicians drawing our attention to the very impossibility of achieving complete silence). But degrees of silence are of course attainable. Jordan is harsh in his treatment of sounds dropped into silence in seemingly formless ways, saying that:

‘Silence allows for poetry. The intrusion of sound destroys the possibility of subtlety and suggestion, the formal communication of an ideal.’

(Jordan 2008 : 379)

This spiritual conclusion to the essay (‘silence can ascend to the sublime’, he enthuses) leaves us with some fleeting impressions about areas of musicianship and sonic production that need further qualification. In summary, they are:

1. The primacy of rhythm and polyrhythms and repetition in work

2. The role of gesture and improvisation, especially in performance

3. The parallels between digital musicianship and code writing

4. Generative, topological sounds, and the role they can play

5. The role of silence in stimulating the auditory imagination

6. How interfaces act as bridges – hardware and software

The time has arrived to draw together the work of Hugill and the work of Miller et al and find common ground which might point to a state of the art in audio culture, from viewpoints which have come from the very individual through to the comprehensively cultural.

Conclusion: the Digital Musician meets Sound Unbound in the space of social semiotics

I started this essay with the aim of leaving some pointers as to where creativity in audio production currently is. This has not altogether been achieved and is perhaps not something for analysis in this way. We have some opposing views: Hugill has a wish for us to gain integrity by listening and learning from key sound pieces, whereas Jordan (quoted above) regards using archival sounds as perhaps a form of fetishisation of the past, preferring immediate and visceral sound making to awaken creativity.

So we are left at the point of interface between the musician and their culture. Can we ever ensure that they have the depth and spectrum of knowledge from either Hugill or Miller and his collaborators? Possibly not. But we should be more culturally prepared, as this at least has the chance of influencing the aspiring musician or sound artist, as they use the map of the landscape of those that have come before alongside the tools that their society provides. If a choice must be made to start at one end of this spectrum, the personal and self-referential departure of Hugill or the wide and inclusive approach of Miller, I suspect that more would be gained from the latter in terms of making a difference and finding a voice within your culture. Some of the same lessons are in both books, and there is much to recommend them both.

So perhaps ultimately Hugill is giving us some pointers for how to listen, and Miller to where to listen. I speculated at the outset that perhaps integrity and originality in music making were impossible. This seems arrogant: we can now appreciate that music and sound acts, made of sound objects, always have a special and original affect at the point of being heard. There is much semiotic scope to explore the six key areas mentioned on page 11 above to see how elements of sound making could be harnessed in mapping the auditory imagination. But it is clearly at the interface – between musicians, between musicians and their audiences, between cultures, between the elements of sound themselves and between sounds and other semiotic forms (images, texts) – that a lot of this mapping might arise.
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