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The world is  in turmoil .  And so are many of us.  No matter what 
perspect ive we take,  what used to be famil iar is  becoming in-
creasingly al ien,  osci l lat ing widely between peri l  and hope, be-
tween regression and progress,  between standst i l l  and explo-
sive change. Tensions are running high for us al l .  But we can’t 
endure this strain for very long; we are worn down by the over-
load of polarised pol i t ics,  sel f-r ighteous agitat ion,  digi tal  de-
ceit ,  neglect and unbridled narcissism paired with authori tar i-
anism, unevaluated technologies disrupting the fabric of  our 
communit ies,  environmental  cr is is ,  l iber tar ian recklessness, 
and pervasive violence.  Al l  the whi le,  we try to engage with 
the new complexit ies of  a mult ipolar world and i ts  increasingly 
diverse societ ies,  and attempt to dist inguish vapid »vir tue s ig-
nal l ing« from earnest commitment.  Squeezed under an almost 
inescapable regime of permanent excitat ion,  we burn out ,  we 
retreat ,  and we can’t  help but normal ise the madness,  the pace, 
the anxiety.  Yet ,  masking the turmoil  comes at  a price too — a 
creeping,  subterranean unease gains tract ion and eats away 
at  us.

And so we need music and sound that unsett les us for a rea-
son. For music and sound that doesn’t  escape the immanence 
of our troubles.  That mirrors the dissonance of the world and 
resonates with our anxiet ies.  That aims to ar t iculate discontent 
and protest .  That shakes up our habits by invading our safety 
zones and transgressing norms. That cracks open f ixed iden-
t i t ies in order to bring us into contact with each other.  Music 
that cal ls  for empathy to st ir  us out of  the dul lness of  our apa-
thy,  and to quest ion our compliance with,  and complici tness in, 
everyday exploitat ion and violence.  Sound that makes us feel 
to make us think.  Music that cancels out our pains with pain. 
That deadens inner agitat ion with external  uproar.  Sound that 
provides out lets for our accumulated angers.  Music that thr i l ls 
and exhausts in order to al low a rare moment of  rest .  Music that 
mistrusts i tsel f,  that chal lenges fraud with fraud and consum-
erism with consumerism. Music that s imultaneously feeds and 
undermines our social  media-driven sel f-deception.  Music that 
al lows for another kind of distance despite the intrusiveness 
of  i ts  touch.  Music that exposes us to forms of l i fe and ways of 
experiencing that are foreign to us.  Sound which evokes future 
real i t ies that l ie in wait  on the horizon.  Sound that motions to-
ward new trajectories. 

Or so we hope. 

What is  the state of  music and sound pract ice in the face of our 
confusing and cri t ical  present .  What is  the sound of turmoil? 

What can such sonic tumult  of fer? Is answering the world’s tur-
moil  with aesthet ic turmoil  our only viable strategy? Hasn’t  this 
long been co-opted by the very forces we try to resist? Should 
we not ,  in the face of conf l ict ’s  escalat ing logic and capital-
ism’s voracious desire for intensi f icat ion,  move on to explore 
the opposite:  an aesthet ics of  placidness and disengagement? 
Or what other sonic and musical  responses could we conceive 
of  as an ant idote for both the present and the future? 

How can we as ar t ists ,  fest ival  organisers,  or music producers 
respond to the devastat ing state of  our world? Is cont inuing 
what we do at al l  relevant and just i f iable? Sometimes,  when re-
f lect ing on our own fest ival ,  i t  feels as i f  upholding the act iv i t ies 
to which we have now dedicated almost 20 years rather con-
tr ibutes to keeping up an i l lusion that things are not that bad, 
and thus provides another brick in the habitual  wal l  that keeps 
us from demanding and bringing for th the radical  change this 
world so urgently needs.  On the other hand, persistence in the 
face of the ruthless backlash that is  turning back the wheel to-
wards  authori tar ian,  plutocrat ic ,  and chauvinist  rule — a rule 
that we had, not so long ago, hoped of gradual ly overcoming 
— might be equal ly important .  So,  how can we, in the l imited 
framework of our music culture,  make contr ibut ions to resist-
ing and f ight ing back in the current moment of  cr is is? And how 
does this translate into the format of  a fest ival? Certainly,  these 
are some of the quest ions that nag the minds of  many in music.  

The current cr is is  has made obvious and undeniable the fact 
that we need to push back against  the power of  the ul tra-r ich, 
who have seized posit ions of  power and inf luence in many of 
this world’s countr ies — be they authori tar ian regimes or l iberal 
democracies.  We need to substant ial ly reduce the grotesque 
economic inequal i ty.  We need to stop mindless material  con-
sumption that destroys the planet .  We must object to puri tanism 
of al l  sor ts ,  and need to make way for more inclusive societ ies 
in which al l  are ent i t led to contr ibute to solving our problems 
and shaping our communit ies.  And we need to establ ish rad-
ical ly new relat ionships between the di f ferent regions of  the 
world;  readjust ing skewed power dynamics,  addressing colo-
nial  histories,  and undoing cultural  imperial isms.  Of course,  we 
cannot expect to achieve al l  of  this within music culture alone. 
Of course,  we cannot expect to achieve al l  of  this within mu-
sic culture alone.

A strong point to make is one of hope that music — or the s i tu-
at ions within which we create and organise through and around 
music — has the potent ial  to provide moments of  compassion 

U n e a s y  tim   e s  d e m a n d 
u n e a s y  mu  s i c

By  j a n  ro  h l f

and togetherness across di f ferences.  I t  is  cer tainly also true 
that ,  to f i l l  the void so destruct ively driving the vor tex of  neol ib-
eral  transformation,  we need nothing more than the revital isa-
t ion of  an overarching sense of community and of compassion. 
In t imes in which plutocrat ic ol igarchies strategical ly employ 
inequal i ty to increase and just i fy their  devastat ing power and 
obscene wealth,  music might be able to provide a rare context 
in which we can imagine,  speculate on,  promote,  and some-
t imes experience,  a posit ive al ternat ive social  v is ion.

However,  i t  would be more than naïve to think of  such a vis ion 
as a form of togetherness that negates our di f ferent histories, 
experiences,  and traumas,  or the structural  discriminat ion and 
privi leges that mark our current ident i t ies.  We simply cannot 
celebrate such posit ive potent ial  without facing our own com-
pl ici tness in the current turmoil  of  corporate exploitat ion,  en-
vironmental  degradation,  social  in just ice,  and oppression.  To 
understand what brought us here,  and to one day overcome 
the mess in which we f ind ourselves,  i t  is  mandatory to become 
aware of and assume our own entanglements,  contradict ions, 
and confusions.  Although i t  might seem far-fetched and over-
ideal ist ic given the grim enormity of  the chal lenges we face, 
this wi l l  be the only way out of  the polarised discourse that re-
inforces thinking in extremes instead of fostering dialogue and 
understanding.  I t  serves as the f irst  step towards more deci-
sive common conclusions that wi l l  hopeful ly enable us to de-
mand and enact change both on a personal level  and in soci-
ety at  large.

In this sense,  we could also try to see opportunity in the cur-
rent turmoil .  One that al lows us to come to a recognit ion of  the 
fears,  pains,  and hopes of  others,  and that of fers us new ac-
cess and insights into our own repressed confusions.  The ar t-
ists and par t icipants contr ibut ing to CTM 2018, as wel l  as the 
contr ibutors to this magazine,  have the courage to be honest 
about hopes and doubts,  traumas and despair,  their  anger and 
desires,  their  analysis and cri t ique,  and in doing so of fer us a 
chance to learn to l isten to each other — and to ourselves.

Thank you

We hope that this opportunity to l isten and learn wi l l  be seized 
and posit ively experienced by many who come to vis i t  or par-
t ic ipate in CTM 2018. I t  is  an opportunity that would not be 
possible without the steadfast  cooperat ion of  a large number 
of  par tners and guest curators,  among them Michai l  Stangl and 
Johanna Grabsch,  co-curators of  this year ’s music programme; 

Peter Kirn and Ioann Maria,  hosts of  the MusicMakers Hacklab; 
Dahl ia Borsche,  Matthias Hänisch,  and Taïca Replansky,  who 
provided crucial  contr ibut ions to this year ’s Discourse pro-
gramme; MONOM, who contr ibuted a special  per formance 
programme exploring spat ial  sound; Berl in’s Akademie der 
Künste and Ensemble Kaleidoskop, who contr ibuted a unique 
concer t  evening;  and WHITEvoid and Kraf twerk Berl in ,  who 
proposed and produced the spectacular SKALAR instal lat ion 
and per formance by Christopher Bauder and Kangding Ray. 

For their  support of  our organisat ion and in par t icular of  this 
19th fest ival  edit ion we — Oliver Baurhenn, Remco Schuurbiers 
and I  — would l ike to give our hear t fel t  thanks to our many par t-
ners and sponsors:  f i rst  and foremost ,  Berl in’s Senate Depart-
ment for Culture and Europe, that is  now support ing the fes-
t ival  for a second year and that has also already guaranteed 
funding for our 20th anniversary in 2019. Special  focus pro-
grammes this year are funded by the German Federal  Cultur-
al  Foundation (focus on Music and Art i f ic ial  Intel l igence),  the 
Capital  Cultural  Fund (support ing »Flexing/Five,«  an explora-
t ion of  the intersect ions of  music and dance),  and the TANZ-
FONDS ERBE — and ini t iat ive of  the German Federal  Cultural 
Foundation,  that provides the resources for the long overdue 
rediscovery of  electronic music pioneer,  dancer,  and choreog-
rapher Ernest Berk.  We also thank the Goethe-Inst i tut  and the 
Federal  Foreign Of f ice of  Germany for support ing the par t ici-
pat ion of  the many ar t ists based outside of Europe, as wel l  as 
the Federal  Commissioner for Culture and the Media for sup-
port ing the fest ival ’s  opening concer t .  Fur thermore,  we wish 
to thank our longstanding par tner transmediale — fest ival  for 
ar t  and digital  culture;  the Creat ive Europe programme of the 
European Union;  Kampnagel for co-producing and premiering 
Rashaad Newsome’s project ,  »FIVE Berl in« ;  a l l  of  the par tners 
that provide their  fantast ic venues to the fest ival ;  the many em-
bassies,  consulates,  and cultural  inst i tut ions involved; and our 
media par tners and supporters in the private sector.  We also 
sincerely thank the authors of  this publ icat ion for sharing in-
spir ing ref lect ions informed by their  broad range of discipl ines 
and experiences,  and our co-editor Annie Gårl id for her essen-
t ial  input .  And, last  but not least ,  we thank everyone that comes 
out to CTM, al l  the par t icipants and ar t ists ,  our dedicated team, 
and the numerous volunteers,  as also our dear par tners and 
famil ies.  Without al l  of  you the fest ival  could not be real ised.

Jan Rohlf  is  a co-founder of  CTM Fest ival .
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T h e  Sou   n d  o f  N e w 
Futur     e s :  I n  P ur  s uit    o f 

Di  f f e r e n t  T rut   h s
By  molli     e  z h a n g

Music   has long been a cultural  tool with which to articulate  social and   

political       discontent .  It  has been a site   for protest,  catharsis ,  collective  

mourning    ,  and even calls to action.  Today,  in the face of precarity and tur -

moil   ,  how does music continue to catalyse motion in one way or another ? 

How may  it   facilitate  hope,  or help us navigate turmoil (and potentially  de  -

spair  )?  Through interviews with artists  appearing at CTM 20 18 ,  Mollie  Zhang   

asks  these questions in an attempt to identify what ’s  still   at stake in music  

today  and  how it  might help us persevere and progress.

»Popular music can be seen as a catalyst  for di f ferent truths« 
(Shei la Whiteley and Jennifer Rycenga, Queering the Popular 
Pitch). *1) 

»Some wil l  say that al l  we have are the pleasures of  this mo-
ment,  but we must never sett le for that minimal transport ;  we 
must dream and enact new and better pleasures,  other ways of 
being in the world,  and ult imately new worlds« (José Esteban 
Muñoz, Cruis ing Utopia) . *2) 

How do you respond to a year such as the one we’ve just  l ived 
through? Horror,  shock,  anxiety,  and despair are feel ings that 
have become al l  too famil iar.  Threats such as r is ing inequal i ty 
and increasing anxiety levels mult iply,  whi lst  power dispari t ies 
and social  divis ions expand. Peri ls  mutate,  becoming sophist i-
cated to the point that many of us struggle to grasp their  new-
est i terat ions.  So then,  how does music evolve to respond to 
i t? What is  the potent ial  of  music in these tumultuous t imes?

»Music is  the s i te where the major symptoms of cultural  malaise 
can be detected;«*3) this has long been the case,  of  course.  But 
beyond detect ing symptoms, i t ’s  also long been a vehicle for 
act ion,  helping us cope, rehabi l i tate,  and even retal iate.  To state 
i ts  abi l i ty to provide rel ief  and respite is  surely redundant,  and 
beyond that ,  the weaponisat ion of  music is  also nothing new. 
But as threats mutate,  how can music and sound continue to be 
deployed ef fect ively? 

Dif ferent musics today not only exhibit  symptoms of the cur-
rent pol i t ical  cl imate (be they rage,  despair,  hope, or disgust) 
but important ly,  in concer t  with one another,  they do more than 
just  this .  The most recent symptoms of tumult  we know al l  too 
wel l ,  having digested tales across news cycles,  social  media 
feeds and, even st i l l ,  real- l i fe conversat ions,  and these waves 
of  information of ten lead to fat igue.  For many,  this year has 
been accompanied by despair,  and for many,  i t  has been di f f i-
cult  to think of  or make ar t .  Thankful ly,  many persevere,  prof-
fer ing sounds to rust le us out of  apathy,  providing us with out-
lets ,  paths,  and communit ies.  These varied sounds insist  on a 
myriad of ways to ar t iculate cr i t ique,  and to act ively disrupt st i-
f l ing structures and conventions.  We must st i l l  insist  on music to 
of fer much-needed rest ,  mind-numbing rel ief,  and remedy for 
our i l ls ,  to provoke intense discomfor t ,  ar t iculate discontent , 
protest  in just ices,  and formulate new futures.

***

»Art is  the salve to the universal  wound,« Lydia Lunch tel ls  me. 
She describes her work as always having »been about r is ing 
above whatever has tor tured you.« The seminal  post-punk f ig-
ure and founding member of  Teenage Jesus and the Jerks needs 
l i t t le introduction.  Since the heyday of post-punk,  Lunch has 
become act ive in sel f-empowerment work and is also now par t 
of  a tr io of  s ingular musicians known as Medusa’s Bed. She says 
of  her music that » in al l  i ts  varied forms, [ i t ]  has always been 
about turmoil ,  frustrat ion,  and anger at  the status quo.« Al l  this 
meets » fury at  patr iarchal  pol i t ics and the imbalance of power.« 
She harnesses the »abi l i ty of  ar t  and music to r ise above the 
bul lshi t ,«  to provide rel ief  and respite,  however brief.

Zahra Mani ,  a lso of  Medusa’s Bed, says that »[d]ark,  unsett l ing 
music can make people uncomfor table,«  adding that i t  may also 
work at  »psychoacoust ic levels of  communicat ing things that 
are hard to formulate in language alone.« This sent iment is  also 
expressed by bandmate Mia Zabelka:  »We don’t  want to play 
happy sounds that lul l  an audience or fool  them. We want to 
shake l isteners up,  disturb them and play sounds that get be-
neath the skin — no sur face-level  massages.  Music needs to 
move something deep inside l isteners.  That sometimes might 
hur t ,  but only then is  posit ive change possible.«  A confronta-
t ional  approach may be therapeutic,  i f  music can catalyse spe-
cial  emotions.  Dark »words and sounds,«  in the words of  Mani , 
may »draw audiences into an uncomfor table space that st i l l 
feels int imate.  This discrepancy isn’ t  a contradict ion.

»We are creat ive protagonists who prof fer an al ternat ive to tur-
moil .  Though we embrace turbulence,  we also harness i t  as an 
energy that propels us towards change and empowerment… ar t 
is  a salve,  but also a mirror.  Brutal i ty and beauty,  hope and de-
spair  are al l  par t  of  a continuum, not opposites.«

» Art   i s  t h e  s a lv e  to  t h e 
u n i v e r s a l  wou  n d «

—  Ly d i a  Lu n c h

Also embracing the mult ipl ic i tous ways in which sound may 
funct ion is  Cevdet Erek,  the Turkish drummer who was a par t  of 
thrash metal  band Nekropsi .  He recently represented Turkey at 
the Venice Biennale and also released his debut LP, Davul ,  on 
Subtext .  Davul is  an album bui l t  up from the continuous beat of 
a tradit ional  drum, which he l ikens to a form of »shor t-term soul 
support .«  Meanwhile,  Erek’s piece for the Turkish pavi l ion at  the 
2017 Biennale was t i t led ÇIN, taking i ts  name from »the root 
from which the Turkish word ‘çınlama’ is  derived. I t  means both 
t innitus (ear r inging) and reverberat ion.«  In a t ime plagued by 
fat igue and burn-out ,  Erek r ight ly posits that »[ t]he cost of  l is-
tening to the continuous,  aggressive,  and careful ly-engineered 
rhy thmic noise of  turmoil  that is  propagated by mass media and 
other sources results in a continuous (but not always fel t)  t in-
nitus — perhaps not always in the ears.«

And of course,  there can be other costs to l istening.  The sounds 
of VIOLENCE, or Olin Caprison,  catalyse a range of react ions. 
Caprison describes their  music as »strange… a lot  of  people f ind 
i t  far too confrontat ional  or painful  to l isten to — or even stress-
ful .«  The ar t ist ’s  recent release,  Human Dust to Fer t i l ize the Im-
potent Garden, came out on New York’s PTP — or Purple Tape 
Pedigree — a col lect ive and label  who describe themselves as 
»purveyors of  weaponised media and information.«

VIOLENCE’s music prompts a wide range of react ions:  » I  per-
form at many di f ferent kinds of  venues:  biker venues,  concer t 
hal ls ,  rock shows, queer spaces.  Sometimes,  audience mem-
bers leave,  they try to harass me or make fun of  the people 

Mat Dryhurst ,  Hol ly Herndon, Colin Sel f.  Photo by Bennet Perez.
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that are there in support of  me, but at  the same t ime, I  get the 
inverse react ion.  I  get people that would seemingly hate each 
other coming together,  coming up to me and tel l ing me how I 
af fected them, how I  changed their  perspect ive.«

Caprison maintains that »the ar t ist ’s  role is  to inspire people to 
move, to get up and f ight… there is  ar t  that is  hopeful  about the 
future,  and ar t  that drudges in the misery of  the now… they are 
both necessary to create what is  to come.«

While they might not describe their  work as »hopeful ,«  acer-
bic noise duo NAKED are motivated by the thought of  cata-
lysing movement.  Though skeptical  of  the word »hope,« Agnes 
Gryczkowska and Alexander Johnston focus more on sparking 
energy through their  work.  Their  most recent EP Total  Power 
Exchange, released via Halcyon Vei l ,  examines the pathology 
of power as wel l  as i ts  potent ial  uses and abuses.  The duo found 
themselves feel ing increasingly agitated and anxious in today’s 
pol i t ical  cl imate,  with these emotions exacerbated to a point 
where something needed to be done. In Alexander Johnston’s 
words,  »we didn’t  want to just  cr i t ic ise,  we wanted the release 
to be more empowering than that… I  think when you l isten to 
the tracks,  sure,  there wi l l  be people who just  don’t  l ike them, 
but there hasn’t  been anyone who has found i t  to be devoid of 
energy.  That posit ive element,  to me, is  empowering.«

Total  Power Exchange is ful l  of  bl ister ing textures,  saturated 
with gri t ty distor t ion and visceral ,  bodi ly sounds.  The release is 
energis ing,  batter ing,  frant ic ,  and raw. »Spit ,«  the second track 
of f  the album, is  intensely af fect ive,  comprised of the sounds of 
Gryczkowska vomit ing nat ional  anthems, and is uncompromis-
ing in i ts  searing indictment of  the strains of  nat ional ism that 
plague today.  Of the release,  Agnes says,  »we wanted to create 
something cataly t ic ,  that makes you go for i t .  There’s no mo-
ment of  hesi tat ion.  Act ion becomes l ike an inst inct .«

In a few frant ic moments during NAKED’s intense per formanc-
es,  we might f ind a spl i t  from a broadly isolat ing,  individual ist ic 
society.  The duo hope to create something that draws people 
into a space together,  to orchestrate a »physical  experience 
that ’s  al l  about the col lect ive.  Energy f lowing between us as 
makers and per formers to the audience — that embodies eve-
ry thing that ’s  happening pol i t ical ly out there.

»We played this smal l  gig at  Vogue Fabrics at  a fr iend’s launch, 
and i t  was real ly insane — i t  was ful l  of  angsty young people just 
going for i t .  Sure,  i t ’s  dark and gothy as fuck and i t ’s  depres
sing,  but i t ’s  such a mirror of  what ’s happening social ly and po-
l i t ical ly.  In that moment,  i t  becomes this sheer physical  thing.« 
NAKED pursue af fect as a means of  unit ing people.  Transcend-
ing language and individual  experience to choreograph a col-
lect ive one,  they unite unrest and discontent ,  mobi l is ing i t  in a 
way through which we can gl impse a kind of col lect iv i ty,  i f  only 
for a moment.

Af fect is  deeply inter twined with the socio-pol i t ical . *4) In the 
scathing sounds of NAKED, we don’t  merely l isten to cri t iques, 
but feel  them on an af fect ive,  v isceral  level .  At a t ime in which 
burnout is  r i fe ,  this strain of  »protest  music« arr ives in a gener-
ous dose of mind-numbing noise,  to re-energize l isteners.  On 
the idea of protest  music,  Agnes says:  » I  feel  l ike now i t  might 
be more di f f icult  to achieve as much as you could in the past .« 
The two lament that protest  of ten gets co-opted into market-
ing and woven t ight ly into neol iberal ism, an idea also expressed 
by Caprison;  » I  l ike to bel ieve in the idea of weaponised media 
and information,  but i t ’s  hard to bel ieve i t ’s  possible when every 
counter-cultural  movement is  co-opted.«

Vigi lant in their  pursuit  of  bringing urgent discussions to a pop 
consciousness are Hol ly Herndon and Mat Dryhurst .  The two 
are aware that there are » l i t t le means of  generat ing the resourc-

Violence.  Photo by Angela Fan.

NAKED. Photo by Oscar Lindqvist .
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idea shapes the di f fer ing words,  sounds,  and approaches of  al l 
these ar t ists ;  that ’s  what makes them potent in imagining new 
futures.  Mia Zabelka of  Medusa’s Bed describes the col labora-
t ion:  »Our musical  backgrounds are di f ferent ,  but not our sense 
of musical i ty,  nor our pol i t ical  att i tudes.  We are far more al ike 
than i t  may seem, and we share an anger over the state of  the 
world.«  This ,  of  course,  is  ref lected not just  in the »meeting of 
three individual  voices,«  as Mani puts i t ,  but also across the dis-
course of  contemporary music and i ts  adjacent conversat ions. 

Herndon and Dryhurst  go on to express a sent iment that seems 
int imately famil iar,  for mysel f  and I ’m sure for many others,  in 
this past year :  » I t  has of ten been hard to write or establ ish some 
kind of creat ive headspace with the dai ly af fronts to sense and 
humanity.  I t  has of ten fel t  real ly tr iv ial  to think about ar t .  I t  is 
also quite di f f icult  to sometimes try and conceptual ise a long 
view, or establ ish a construct ive perspect ive,  when the shor t-
term chal lenges are so imposing and demoral is ing.«  The di f f i-
cult ies of  the past year have spurred them to »spend t ime of-
f l ine in communion with people [ they] care about,  and try and 
somehow contr ibute in tangible ways to their  l ives.«

As we might see at  CTM and elsewhere,  music not only chal-
lenges us to col lect ively maintain our abi l i ty to fear,  to feel ,  and 
to love,  but also to progress.  In the words of  VIOLENCE, »even 
inside of this black hole that is  capital ism, ideas have more val-
ue and power than they would appear to,  spreading l ike poi-
son or cancer.  People wi l l  internal ise an idea… and carry i t  with 
them, inadver tent ly plant ing seeds.«

To make music cr i t ical ly and hopeful ly is  to move; i t  is  to asser t 
one’s agency,  and to insist  on more than we are of fered by these 
crushing,  turbulent t imes.  Throughout history,  music’s threat-
ening potent ial  has been recognised; Jacques Attal i  famously 
wrote that music prophesies the future,  making audible what is 
to come, and hence musicians wield a power ful  and subversive 
tool . *5) We might turn to these sounds to combat a system in 
which the ar ts r isk being reduced into exigencies as dictated 
by corporate and neol iberal  interests ;  we might turn to music 
to combat turmoil ,  wielding i t  as a tool with which to imagine 
new narrat ives and di f ferent futures. 

Mollie Zhang  is an ar t ist ,  wri ter and musician current ly 
based in Berl in .  You can f ind them lurking onl ine at :
»  www.moll iezhang.com

*1)	 Rycenga, Jennifer and Whiteley,  Shei la ,  Queering the Popular Pitch 
	 (New York:  Routledge, 2006),  x iv. 
*2)	 Muñoz, José Esteban. Cruis ing Utopia:  The Then and There of  Queer Futuri ty 
	 (New York:  NYU Press,  2009),  1 .
*3)	 Broaks,  Andrew and Fisher,  Mark.  »Do you miss the future? Mark Fisher interviewed.« 
	 Crack Magazine,  www.crackmagazine.net/ar t ic le/music/mark-f isher-interviewed 
	 ( last  accessed December 2017).
*4)	 Marie Thompson, E-mai l  interview by author,  December 16,  2016.
*5)	 Attal i ,  Jacques,  Noise:  The Pol i t ical  Economy of Music (Minneapol is Universi ty of 
	 Minnesota Press,  1985),  11 .

Medusa’s Bed (Zahra Mani ,  Lydia Lunch, Mia Zabelka).  Photo by Tom Garretson.

es required to amass a viable al ternat ive« to »plat form mono
pol ies col lect ively,«  though i t ’s  something that they have been 
thinking a lot  about.  Dryhurst  and Herndon cri t ical ly approach 
how pop acts as a carr ier s ignal ;  »where i t  carr ies you is worthy 
of  debate and frequent reconsiderat ion.« 

During the making of Plat form, Herndon’s remarkable 2015 al-
bum, they began to think that »perhaps by opening up the prac-
t ice to incorporate more popul ist  structural  forms whi lst  st i l l 
maintaining the core ethical  and ar t ist ic principles of  the great-
er project ,  [ they] could somehow ‘Trojan horse’  some real ly 
compel l ing proposit ions into the centre of  cultural  discourse… 
pop music’s (and club music’s ,  for that matter) combinat ion of 
s ine/tuned 808 bass and ‘hooks’  seemed to present this com-
mon language that ,  i f  spoken, af forded a lot  of  experimentat ion 
around the core fundamentals .«

This in turn,  al lows them to »stay true to [ their]  goals of  pre-
sent ing a legit imate al ternat ive logic for seeing and hearing 
the world,«  to focus on »what needs to be discussed now, and 
what the appropriate channel to convey that meaning through 
might be.«  Catapult ing pressing (and evolving) pol i t ical  dis-
cussions into the pop lexicon,  or a wider music consciousness, 
their  work can be rel ied on for shrewd analyses and, most im-
portant ly,  an insistence on change. 

During the making of Plat form, » i t  became quite clear that there 
was a new front ier in the batt le of  ideas,  namely the accelerat-
ing legit imisat ion of  social  media and other media plat forms.« 
When I  ask how music must mutate to stay relevant pol i t ical ly, 
they answer :  »This focus on a new form of independence has 

weighed heavi ly on our minds for a few years now, and we 
have spent a lot  of  t ime researching and experimenting at  how 
something special  might be bui l t .  This is  the necessary muta-
t ion.  Another factor is  of  course the importance of l ive music 
and congregation — so much emphasis is  given to the record-
ed medium, arguably because the scaf folding of music cr i t i-
cism and discussion was bui l t  around that economy, however 
we have always somehow been l ive per formers f irst ,  and being 
in space with people st i l l  somehow retains i ts  radical  potent ial .«

In some way,  this sent iment mirrors that of  NAKED, though of 
course Herndon and Dryhurst  approach this col lect ive way of 
being with people di f ferent ly :  » I t  is  no coincidence that we have 
taken the past year to assemble a group of people to s ing and 
grow with,  and we are grateful  for the role that kind of support 
has played in keeping our spir i ts  intact .  Ult imately,  we do what 
we are doing because i t ’s  how we know how to contr ibute,  for 
better or worse.  I f  any thing,  the past year has made us more in-
sistent and uncompromising about cer tain issues that we have 
been more accommodating about in the past ,  as al though we 
have always tr ied to communicate clearly the stakes of  the tech-
nical  and pol i t ical  issues we care about,  the necessi ty to take 
al ternat ive strategies seriously and star t  bui lding on them to-
gether feels that much more urgent for what has happened over 
the past couple of  years.«

***

»Collect ively we have a lot  more power than i t  sometimes 
feels l ike we do individual ly.  That is  a source of hope.« Though 
these again are the words of  Dryhurst  and Herndon, a s imi lar 

» [ T ] h e  co s t  o f  li  s t e n i n g  to  t h e  co n ti  n uou   s , 
aggr   e s s i v e ,  a n d  c a r e f ull  y- e n gi  n e e r e d 

r h y t h mi  c  n oi  s e  o f  turmoil        t h at  i s  prop   ag at e d 
by  m a s s  m e d i a  a n d  ot h e r  s our   c e s  r e s ult  s  i n  a 

co n ti  n uou   s  ( but    n ot  a lway s  f e lt )  ti  n n itu   s  — 
p e r h a p s  n ot  a lway s  i n  t h e  e a r s «  —   C e v d e t  Er  e k
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T HE   A BYSS    S TA R ES   B AC  K . . . 
AND    I T ’ S  S M I L I N G

Coli    n  H .  Va n  E e c k h out    i n  Co  n v e r s atio   n  w it  h  Loui   s e  B ro  w n

A menra   is   a  five -piece post -metal band from Kortijk ,  West Flanders ,  Belgium . 

Their   brooding  style was developed as an outlet for grief,  pain,  and spiritu  -

al contemplation   ,  and as a tool for therapy  and healing.  In anticipation  of  

their   performance  at CTM,  The Quietus heavy-metal columnist Louise Brown 

joined    Colin   H.  Van Eeckhout,  the band’s  lead singer  and co-founder,  to 

discuss  how Van Eeckhout found light  in the dark and grace  in the gloom  .

If  the 1990s were years of  opt imism, the mil lennium ushered in 
chaos,  uncer tainty,  an abyss of  terror.  New wars,  new hatreds, 
new fears.  New technologies would make communicat ion eas-
ier and yet demolish the need for contact al together.  Human-
ity str ipped bare.  New neuroses,  new anxiet ies,  new pi l ls  to 
hide the pain.  I t  was then that Amenra sought solace in music 
and ar t . 

Star t ing out as a hardcore punk band in West Flanders as the 
new centuries met,  Col in H. Van Eeckhout and Mathieu J. 
Vandekerckhove, along with a revolving cast of  fel low misers, 
channel led their  cr is is  into catharsis and the Church of Ra was 
founded on a bedrock of dark,  desolate doom music.  Amen-
ra,  the col lect ive’s mother band, have produced six ful l- length 
albums, or »masses,«  a growing number of  col laborat ions and 
spl i t-releases,  several  DVDs, and even a book. Each mass star ts 
as a bleak reminder of  our personal inner turmoil ,  but as you 
begin to ponder l i fe ’s fragi l i ty their  composit ions pulsate and 
ebb, bui lding unbearable tension that inevitably breaks and be-
gins to crack.  On each of their  s ix records,  Amenra prey upon 
your darkness,  and when you are forced to submit ,  they sud-
denly provide the much-needed salve.  Their  music is  pul led 
taut ,  and snaps,  and the l ight f loods in. 

From the opening strains of  Black Sabbath’s Black Sabbath with 
i ts  raging storm, ominous bel ls ,  and dissonant guitars — and 
Ozzy Osbourne asking l i fe ’s great quest ion;  »what is  this that 
stands before me?« — heavy metal  has become synonymous 
with despair,  darkness,  and dread. Black Sabbath,  psychedel ic 
rock,  early heavy metal ,  noise bands such as Swans and Throb-
bing Grist le ,  punk acts l ike Black Flag and Amebix — al l  would 
col l ide by the last  gasps of  the 20th century to provide fer t i le 
inspirat ion for new ar t ists looking to bui ld on that tension,  and 
ult imately,  to release i t .  No bands did this more than the Ameri-
can sludge acts Neurosis ,  Melvins,  and Crowbar.  I t  was on this 
unholy tr ini ty that Amenra would pin al l  hope, or lack thereof.  

This ye ar,  CTM 201 8 look s f or  »mu sic and  sou nd  that d e als 
with g rowing  strain and  that u nse ttle s u s f or  a re ason.  Mu sic 
and  sou nd  that mir rors the  d issonance  of  the  wor ld  and  re so-
nate s with ou r  anx ie tie s.«  The  f irst  thou g ht is  that the re  is  no 
b e tte r  f e stival  this  ye ar  for  Ame nra than this  one ;  the  se c-
ond  thou g ht is  that,  in  a wor ld  of  tu r moil ,  why  wou ld  anyone 
want to sp e nd  a we e k  e mb racing  it? Su re ly,  the  op p osite  is 
ne e d e d .  That d oe sn’t  sou nd  ve r y  e nte r taining  or  p le asant . . .

Invi t ing?

Exactly. . .

I  don’t  think people look solely for enter tainment.  Especial ly 
people who have an unrest inside their  heads.  I  don’t  know i f 
a l l  the bands playing have a thematic l ink with turmoil ,  but I 
can real ly imagine there being an audience for that .  For me, i t 
makes per fect sense as a theme, because i t ’s  a world that we 
know unconsciously and when I  look to the music I  l ike,  there’s 
always a cer tain unrest ,  or threat ,  or melancholy,  or sadness. 
I t ’s  never per fect ,  and i t ’s  never posit ive,  and that ’s  what draws 
me in,  whatever the style or genre might be.  We’re honoured to 
play,  as turmoil  is  what we work with as our base,  too. 

D o you  think  that l iste ning  to dark music with dark themes 
can actu ally  e nlig hte n the  l istener? For example,  I ’ve never 
come  away  f rom an Ame nra concer t feeling drained,  even 
thou g h some  of  the  mu sic you  write is  emotionally  complex 
and  d iff icu lt .  I  may  g o in d rained,  but I  actually  come out 
f e e ling  l ike  the re’s  some  the rapy,  maybe.

Yes, that ’s  what makes i t  interest ing to me. That ’s what makes i t 
inexpl icable,  too.  Why is i t  so? I  don’t  know. Maybe because,  in 
some way,  you can take bad energy from people by real ly ad-
dressing i t  fu l l  on.  On stage,  you give the people,  or the pain 
they carry within,  a voice.  Or you translate i t  in a cer tain way, 
which makes i t  evaporate.  But remember,  the dark themes do 
not necessari ly mean that you draw people in more deeply or 
carry them with you on a downward spiral .  Of course,  you can 
have bands who play dark music and channel a negative en-
ergy,  who actual ly give you reason to feel  l ike l i fe is  fut i le and 
not worth l iv ing,  but I  am happy to be a par t  of  the other s ide 
of  the scale.  I t  makes more sense to me as a human to use this 
ar t ist ic medium to create something,  to do something beauti-
ful ,  to do something good, to mean something to someone in 
a posit ive way. 

You  think  that tu r moil  or  d e sp air  can be beautiful? 

The despair isn’ t  beaut i ful ,  but i t ’s  the overcoming of i t  that is 
beaut i ful ;  the chapter r ight behind i t ,  the growing from i t ,  the 
growing together,  and the real isat ion of  the importance of love 
and connection.  That is  what despair and adversi ty tr iggers,  or 
should tr igger. 

Withou t p u shing  to talk  too p ersonally,  unless you want to: 
d o you  fe e l  l ike  you r  ar t  and  the music of  Amenra,  and par-
ticu lar ly  the  p e r for mance s of  Amenra,  are cathar tic for 
you ,  or  d o you  some time s f e ar  that you are dabbling with,  or 
channe ll ing  f or  the  sake  of  your ar t,  things that maybe you 
wish that you  cou ld  ju st  f org e t or ignore?

No. We don’t  wish to forget i t .  You can’t  forget stuf f  l ike that . 
You just  keep on carrying i t  within you and then those thoughts 
choose when they pop up. However,  i f  you choose your own 
moment to work with that energy,  then they don’t  pop up as 
much as they would i f  we tr ied to push them back.  That ’s the 
l ink to catharsis ,  that ’s  the l ink to i t  becoming therapeutic.  I 
never mind talking about my personal experience,  because I 
don’t  fear that someone wi l l  misuse that information.  I  don’t 
real ly care about that .  I  don’t  fear what people might think of 
me. I f  they want to think I ’m a cry baby,  they can.  I t ’s  my busi-
ness and i t ’s  my story that I  tel l  and I  want i t  to be as honest as 
possible,  because I  real ly appreciate honest music.  I  can’t  ap-
preciate music that is  strongly bui l t  around image or this idea 
of being macho — i t  doesn’t  af fect me, i t  doesn’t  touch me. I  a l-
ways appreciated ar t ists who are personal and emotional  and 
able to real ly translate their  true feel ings into music or ar t .  I t 
makes i t  more valuable and more real ,  and I  bel ieve that i t  en-
ters someone’s hear t  a lot  quicker.  You’re able to touch some-
one when i t ’s  truthful . 

Have  you  eve r  had  contact f rom fans who have told you that 
you r  mu sic he lp e d  the m throu gh dark times? Amenra’s Mass VI album cover.
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That ’s a beauti ful  thing,  in a way because we can only try to 
make the music as good as we can,  and as honest and truthful 
as we can.  But we can never work towards touching someone 
else — there’s no blueprint  for that .  So as soon as we get these 
test imonials through the mai l ,  or when people come up to us 
af ter a show and we hear their  stories,  i t  blows us away that we 
can mean something to someone at a cer tain t ime in their  l i fe .  I t 
gives you a sense of ful f i lment,  a sense that you’ve done some-
thing smal l  but great .  Fans get our symbols tattooed on them 
because our music means something to them, and i t ’s  probably 
the best compliment you can get as a musician.
 
Let’s  talk about music that has touched you.  At CTM  20 18, 
you are bil led above Scott  Kelly with John Judkins.  It ’s  n o t 
news to anyone that knows Amenra that you were hu gely in -
fluenced by Scott’s  band Neurosis.  And then they to o k yo u 
under their  wing and signed you to their  label,  Neuro t .  It 
mu st have been incredible that a band who meant s o  m uch 
to you were giving you such suppor t .  And now Scott  is  sup-
por ting you.  How does that feel,  and how did his  mus ic in flu-
ence you when you star ted the band? 

Ah, but remember i t ’s  him per forming as a solo ar t ist ,  so i t ’s 
not l ike Neurosis are opening for us.  I t ’s  a logical  move to put 
an acoust ic solo ar t ist  before a heavy band. I t  wouldn’t  make 
sense to make him play af ter us,  even though he deserves i t 
more than anything.  You have metal  bands who have a lot  of 
anger and frustrat ion in their  music,  and you have others that 
draw more from the hear t ,  but a band l ike Neurosis add a more 
animal ist ic ,  inst inct ive force.  They help you f ight something in-
side you.  When I  discovered them, i t  was during the Through 
Si lver in Blood and Enemy of the Sun era,  and they were real ly 
a ful l-on attack on al l  the senses.  I t  opened my eyes that there 
could be so much force from music.  I t  had so much power ;  a 
tr ibal  commotion. 

And  I  g u e ss f or  eve r y  mu sician the re ,  it  d oe sn’t  matte r  whe re 
the y ’ve  come  from — which cou ntr y,  which su b -sce ne .  The y 
re ad  the  same  Twitte r  as u s,  the y  watch the  same  news.

They l ive in the same world as we do. They frequent another 
scene, but the scene is of  the same world.

With that in mind ,  with the  wor ld  in tu r moil ,  d o you  f e e l  l ike 
it ’s  ne ce ssar y  to p e r for m and  to wr ite? D o thing s f e e l  a  l it-
t le  b it  more  shit  at  the  mome nt than the y  have  for  a while?

With Amenra,  we keep the music real ly close to us.  We never 
go a lot  fur ther than our famil ies and our close fr iends.  That ’s 
the world that we take inspirat ion from. But i t  does inf luence 
you as a human being.  Take the terrorist  attacks we had in Bel-
gium: i t  seeps into lyr ics or into the overal l  feel  of  songs.  We’l l 
never be a pol i t ical  band or a worldly band; we’re not a band 
that wi l l  take on the universe.  We st ick to things we know — 
otherwise i t  gets too overwhelming. But I  remember the day 
when the bombs exploded in Brussels airpor t .  I  was working 
on a project with a band cal led A-Sun Amissa,  so I  wrote about 
that .  About how we l ived in fear,  but in the end I  twisted i t ,  so 
i t ’s  more about r is ing above. The news def ini tely inf luences us. 
The world is  shi t ,  but l i fe also has i ts  beaut i ful ,  shor t  moments 
that are real ly hear t-warming and keep everyone going.  Even 
those faces in the news who we would think are total ly in the 
deepest shit  possible probably have moments of  joy when they 
see their  kids smile again,  for the f irst  t ime in weeks.  I t ’s  sad to 
think about that stuf f.  I t ’s  hard to think those things through and 
give them a place inside your mind. But you should,  so that you 
always see both s ides in l i fe .

I  think  that’s  the  main the me  of  this  conve rsation — that eve n 
thou g h the  mu sic is  d ar k .. .

Were yo u surprised w h en  t h ey sign ed yo u t o  t h eir  la b e l?
 
I t ’s  crazy — i f  you asked the same quest ion f i f teen years ago, or 
told us that at  some point we’d be touring together in a car for 
a month,  I  would have cal led you crazy.  I t ’s  beaut i ful ,  though, 
and we’re real ly thankful  that our paths crossed and that we 
got support from their  end. I t  meant a lot  to us and i t  helped 
us grow. In the beginning,  we heard a lot  of  comments that we 
were r ipping of f  Neurosis and then as soon as they took us un-
der their  wing,  opinions changed. People were l ike,  ›Oh shit , 
those Belgians actual ly mean something. ‹  I t  gave us the street-
cred that a lot  of  people didn’t  want to give to f ive guys from 
Belgium. 

Bein g fro m  t h e m et a l  a n d pun k wo rld,  it ’s  n o t  un usua l  to d e al 
w it h  t h e t h em e o f  t urm o il .  But  w h en  CTM a n n o un ced  this 
yea r ’s  t h em e w it h  t h e st a t em en t  »U n ea sy t im es dem and  u n-
ea sy m usic,«  it  seem ed so  a pt .  Th e wo rld is  in  t urmoil ,  we 
a re rem in ded ever y da y —  a lm o st  t o  t h e po in t  t h a t  I  ne e d  to 
sw it ch  o ff  t h e n ews a n d delet e Tw it t er fro m  m y ph o n e. 

Yes,  i t ’s  so depressing.  I t ’s  hard on me too. I t ’s  hard to see the 
sunl ight between al l  this darkness that you see being thrown at 
you al l  day long, constant ly.

W h en  I  rea d CTM’s st a t em en t  t h a t  »m usic a llows a  mome nt 
o f  rest ,«  I  t h o ugh t ,  » t h is  is  in credible —  it ’s  go in g t o  be a g ath-
erin g in  Berlin  o f  peo ple w h o  just  n eed a  fuckin g break«.

Yes. Everybody needs a break.  Humanity needs a break but i t ’s 
fucking i t  up for i tsel f.  But the beauti ful  thing about this fest ival 
is ,  in my eyes is ,  that i t  br ings di f ferent styles of  music together. 
»Turmoil«  is  a universal  theme and i t ’s  not a one-style fest ival , 
and that makes i t  even more uni fy ing.  We’re al l  in i t  together, 
whatever style you play.

The endpoint is  l ight .  You work towards the l ight .  That ’s the 
thing we do. We use turmoil  and darkness as our clay and we 
try to mould i t  into something that is  hopeful .

So, say  you ’re  at  CTM 201 8 and you see this  heav y met-
al  b and  Ame nra l iste d  in the  programme, but you’ve never 
he ard  of  the m. Why  shou ld  you venture into the venue? 

I  don’t  know what would drive people to come and see us,  but 
I  hope they do. Darkness is  a universal  theme. We’ve had fans 
who aren’t  into heavy music,  who are interested in what we do, 
understand what we are doing.  I  bel ieve we def ini tely have a 
place in that l ine-up, and i t  wi l l  be great to reach new people 
or shed some l ight on the metal  scene — let  them know that i t ’s 
not al l  c l iché.  Every scene has a broad, broad spectrum that 
crosses over into other things.  I t ’s  ar t  — i t  has no boundaries 
and i t  shouldn’t  real ly be label led or get pushed into l i t t le box-
es.  I  real ly enjoy fest ivals that try to pul l  every thing open and 
get people onto new stuf f  and to grow as human beings.  Eve-
rybody has favouri te styles of  music,  that ’s  normal ,  but i t ’s  nice 
to know that there’s other stuf f  out there that can also be inter-
est ing.  There’s a whole world out there.

You  mig ht f ind  you r  new collaborators. 

Maybe — who knows?

Louise Brown  is a music journal ist .  She runs Collumnus 
Metal l icus,  a column about al l  things heavy and metal ,  at  the 
onl ine music magazine The Quietus. 
»  www.thequietus.com

For more on Amenra  and Colin H. van Eeckhout, see 
» www.churchofra.com

Amenra.  Col in van Eeckhout second from lef t .  Photo by Stefan Temmerman.

»T h e  d e s pa ir   i s n ’ t  b e auti   f ul  ,  but    it  ’ s  t h e 
ov e r comi   n g  o f  it   t h at  i s  b e auti   f ul  ;  t h e  c h a pt  e r 

rig   h t  b e h i n d  it ,  t h e  gro  w i n g  f rom    it ,  t h e 
gro  w i n g  tog  e t h e r ,  a n d  t h e  r e a li  s atio   n  o f 

t h e  import     a n c e  o f  lov e  a n d  co n n e c tio   n .  T h at 
i s  w h at  d e s pa ir   a n d  a dv e r s it  y  trigg     e r s ,  or  

s h oul   d  trigg     e r . «
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L at e - P h a s e  I d e n tit   y 
P oliti     c s

T e rr  e  T h a e mlit    z  i n  Co  n v e r s atio   n  w it  h  M a r c  S c h w e gl  e r

In this   interview ,  which was first   published in the 16 th edition  of zweikom -

masieben   Magazin ,  zweikommasieben editor Marc Schwegler speaks with mu  -

sician   Terre Thaemlitz about the foundations of today’s  politics   and  the 

( im )possibilities        of escaping them. 

A heated debate around quest ions of  ident i ty,  race,  and gen-
der is  raging in the club and music scene. To pick out just  one 
prominent example:  af ter the onl ine streaming plat form Boi l-
er Room produced a documentary about the techno scene in 
Glasgow, they were met with f ierce cri t ic ism because they ed-
ited out par ts of  a statement of  a woman of color. *1) Af ter a 
f lood of cr i t ic ism, the organisat ion — which promotes i tsel f  as 
being progressive and mult icultural  — saw the need to release a 
lengthy statement. *2) The same organisat ion was attacked about 
i ts  involvement in l ive-streaming this year ’s Nott ing Hil l  Carni-
val  in London af ter receiving a substant ial  grant from the Bri t-
ish Arts Counci l .  Graf f i t i  in the area showed disdain for Boi ler 
Room*3) and an anonymous ar t ic le accused the organisat ion of 
exploit ing ar t ists and Caribbean culture in general . *4) Again, 
Boi ler Room of fered a lengthy and detai led statement.  There 
also seems to be a growing, primari ly white and heterosexual 
discourse of  » f inal ly« (again) leaving pol i t ics behind in dance 
music,  as shown, for example,  on the dubious website change-
underground.com. Prais ing the inclusiveness of  a prof i t-driven 
club music industry,  an ar t ic le against  pol i t ical  correctness in 
the music scene concludes:  »Dance music is  for everyone. Let ’s 
make i t  about fun and escapism again.«*5) 

At least  s ince the events in Charlottesvi l le ,  where a racist  ral ly 
turned physical ly violent and one counter-protester died af ter 
being hit  by a car,  ident i ty-related conf l icts are now widely dis-
cussed in the media.  But the 2016 US president ial  elect ion al-
ready made clear that the now-escalat ing culture war was im-
minent .  A r ight-wing movement closely associated with people 
fuel ing the Trump campaign star ted to make headl ines as the 
»al t-r ight .«  Although not a coherent pol i t ical  group per se,  peo-
ple af f i l iated with i t  seem to be at  least  in par t  the of fspring of a 
nihi l ist ic ,  seemingly fr inge onl ine culture on image boards and 
sub-reddits whose inside jokes and memes connected with an 
opposit ion to pol i t ical  correctness,  feminism, and mult icultur-
al ism. Above al l ,  in the past few years the al t-r ight has given 
bir th to a new kind of ant i-establ ishment sensibi l i ty,  expres

sing i tsel f  in the irony-driven,  DIY internet culture and now in 
an of f l ine pol i t ical  movement,  as Angela Nagle points out in 
her book-length essay on the matter,  Ki l l  Al l  Normies (Zero 
Books,  2017). 

Nagle argues that not only the Right ,  but also the Lef t  has be-
come more radical ised and vulgar onl ine.  She ident i f ies a »cult 
of  suf fer ing,  weakness and vulnerabi l i ty« ,  that »has become 
central  to contemporary l iberal  ident i ty pol i t ics,  as i t  is  enacted 
in spaces l ike Tumblr.«*7) »And yet ,«  she continues,  »amid al l  the 
vulnerabi l i ty and sel f-humbling,  members of  these subcultures 
of ten behaved with extraordinary viciousness and aggression, 
l ike their  anonymous […] counterpar ts ,  behind the safety of  the 
keyboard.« Recently deceased UK culture theorist  Mark Fisher 
deemed this conf igurat ion in an essay from 2013 as the »Vam-
pires’  Cast le.«  He wrote:  »The Vampires’  Cast le special ises in 
propagating gui l t .  I t  is  driven by a priest ’s  desire to excommuni-
cate and condemn, an academic-pedant’s desire to be the f irst 
to be seen to spot a mistake,  and a hipster ’s desire to be one of 
the in-crowd. […] This priesthood of bad conscience,  this nest of 
pious gui l t-mongers,  is  exact ly what Nietzsche predicted when 
he said that something worse than Christ ianity was already on 
the way.«*8) The »embarrassing and toxic onl ine pol i t ics« repre-
sented by this version of the lef t  has not only made the lef t  »a 
laughing stock for a whole new generat ion,«  as Nagle writes 
— in her view, i ts  »years of  onl ine hate campaigns,  purges and 
smear campaigns against  others« were also responsible for the 
attract ion and success of  the ant i-PC, nonconformist  and dis-
sident rhetoric on the (al t-)Right . *9)  

To discuss those phenomena in depth and to locate them his-
torical ly and social ly,  Marc Schwegler exchanged emai ls with 
Terre Thaemli tz .  Thaemli tz not only produces house music as 
DJ Sprinkles,  but has also been insightful ly analyzing issues 
around ident i ty pol i t ics in her work as an award-winning ar t ist 
and writer — most recently,  for instance,  in her mult imedia per-
formance Deproduction,  premiered at  documenta 14,  in which 

she invest igates the power dynamics of  Western humanist  no-
t ions of  family values and their  t ies to global neol iberal  capi-
tal ism.  

Marc Schwe g le r  You have been an act iv ist  for decades now — 
f irst  in the US, in regards to women's reproductive r ights,  HIV/
AIDS, and in the queer night l i fe scene of New York,  but also up 
unt i l  now in Japan, your country of  residence. A lot  of  the bat-
t les I  touched on above you have experienced f irst-hand, and 
you’ve always been a cri t ical  voice against  essent ial ist  iden-
t i ty pol i t ics of  al l  sor ts .  I  wonder :  is  this current escalat ion of 
ident i ty pol i t ics on both s ides something you’d say is  new, or 
is  i t  more or less just  another instance of the same rhetoric al l 
over again?

Te r re  Thae mlitz  I  can see what you mean by this »escalat ion of 
ident i ty pol i t ics on both s ides,"  but I  think we would also be in 
agreement that this is  a kind of late-phase and co-opted form 
of ident i ty pol i t ics.  In a way,  i t  is  s imi lar to the dynamics of  co-
optat ion discussed around the Boi ler Room. So, to reminisce 
a bit ,  I  would say i t  was towards the end of the '80s that the 
Right f irst  got clever enough to ef fect ively co-opt cer tain lan-
guage that Lef t ist  act iv ists and academics had been cult ivat-
ing around ident i ty pol i t ics.  And in the US a large par t  of  this 
was also the Right 's response to HIV/AIDS act iv ism — par t icu-
lar ly ACT UP — which was generat ing a lot  of  graphic design, 
media intervent ions,  and educat ional  materials that cult ivated 
the language of ident i ty on a kind of pop-cultural  level .  As a 
direct-act ion group, they operated a bit  di f ferent ly from aca-
demia,  albeit  inf luenced by cer tain academics.  So the Right 
— which control led mainstream news coverage, TV networks, 
newspapers,  etc.  — gradual ly began mimicking these strategies. 
And as those signs and sounds became famil iar to the publ ic at 
large,  they also became less ef fect ive as tools of  resistance.  As 
with the mainstreaming of music genres,  for most people who 
gained access to these signs through mainstream sources,  they 
never real ly funct ioned as tools of  struggle.  But the language 
of struggle remained, in a kind of parodic manner.  And i t  was 
eventual ly absorbed and regurgitated by the Right ,  as wel l  as 
corporate adver t is ing (this is  very apparent in cel l  phone ad-
ver t is ing,  which uses pesudo-pol i t ical  s logans about freedom 
and l iberat ion in almost every nat ion now).  This was then,  in a 
way,  reabsorbed by the young Lef t  from the '90s onward, which 
was being exposed to these same terms via conservat ive aca-
demia,  etc.  And i t  str ikes me that an important par t  of  that re-
educat ing or re-exposing of the Lef t  comes with the impossi-
bi l i ty of  learning from the lessons of  ident i ty pol i t ics'  fa i lures, 
because al l  that remains is  a kind of posit iv ist  echo or »greatest 
hi ts .«  But fai lures teach us more than successes,  I  would say. 
In par t icular,  the problems of fa l l ing into essent ial isms.  I  mean, 
this is  just  how I  tend to see i t . 

So from my perspect ive,  i t  does seem that both the Lef t  and 
Right are current ly per forming a rather s imi lar dance,  al l  of 
which is  inf luenced by the mainstream media's coverage/cri t i-
cism/appropriat ion/resel l ing of  those older and minor strate-
gies of  ident i ty pol i t ics — many of which already had problems 
of essent ial ism to begin with.  In musical  terms,  I  guess i t  would 
be l ike a reggae band today claiming UB40 as their  main inf lu-
ence.  That 's the phase of ident i ty pol i t ics that I  think we l ive in 

now. So i t  is  not only a quest ion of  the same rhetoric al l  over 
again,  but perhaps even more important ly,  of  how and why we 
st i l l  gain access to i t .  And, how has i t  been f i l tered and puri-
f ied over t ime ( i .e .  censored)? I  think the only useful  way to ap-
proach those quest ions is  from an act ively non-essent ial ist  per-
spect ive,  which in no way attempts to ident i fy or resurrect an 
»authent ic« ident i ty pol i t ic ,  or »true« interpretat ion.  I t  has to be 
about social  contexts ,  and inquir ies into when and where such 
language may st i l l  have use value. 

At the same t ime, what else have we been doing al l  these years? 
As you pointed out ,  there is  cr i t ic ism even from within the Lef t—
I would say I  am also doing this — and what are our methodolo-
gies that have been developing over the past 30 years or so in 
response to our witnessing and being conscious of  that co-op-
t ion of  the language of ident i ty pol i t ics? What have we learned, 
and what are we doing di f ferent ly,  i f  any thing? For me, I  focus 
on del iberately minor strategies that resist  or delay co-option 
by being careful  not to employ popul ist  agendas,  nor strategies 
for obtaining power.  I  personal ly tend to focus on inquir ies into 
divestments of  power,  and the reduction of v iolence through 
conscious choices (as opposed to essent ial ist-based legis la-
t ion of  protect ions for specif ic ,  legal ly def ined and accepted 
types of  human bodies) .

Marc Schwe g le r  Has the Lef t  maybe not only not learned, but 
rather even forgotten about cer tain issues? One crucial  factor 
for the changing al l iances in the current ideological  struggle, 
the r ise of  the Alt-Right ,  and the cri t ic ism of the Lef t  (by people 
on the Lef t ,  in some cases — see Mark Fisher) seems to be the 
erasure of  the category of  class.  Diversi ty in terms of race and 
gender has been a somewhat inst i tut ional ized category,  even in 
mult inat ional  corporat ions,  and there seems to be a strand of a 
neol iberal  discourse that is  based upon some twisted form of 
PC language — as in the example above, the website change-
underground.com and i ts  inclusionary vocabulary of  prof i t .  But 
quest ions of  class (and maybe the aesthet ics related to i t  — and 
even their  appropriat ion,  I  guess…) are somewhat being faded 
out… This makes i t  a l l  the easier to provide ant i-el i t ist  argu-
ments for the new Right . 

Te r re  Thae mlitz  I  think quest ions of  class become more easi ly 
concealed or dismissed when people focus on essent ial isms of 
the body,  which lead to not ions of  universal  experience,  and ul-
t imately presumptions around the pol i t ics held by cer tain bod-
ies.  For example,  the idea that members of  LGBT communit ies 
must be inherent ly ant i-Right — something clearly disproven 
t ime and again,  by groups such as the Log Cabin Republ icans 
or Cait lyn Jenner.  So when Jenner states she is  f ight ing for 
the r ights of  al l  transgendered people,  and that her method of 
doing so is  by support ing the US Republ ican Par ty and Don-
ald Trump, i t  is  through essent ial ist  readings of  her transsexual 
body that people can overlook the blatant hypocrisy and ab-
surdity of  her pol i t ics.  Even for those who may think she is  not 
operat ing in her best interests ,  few actual ly step forward to 
ident i fy her real  interests and pol i t ics being rooted in issues of 
class and her own wealth.  In real i ty,  she is  endorsing and pro-
l i ferat ing pol i t ics that total ly are in her favor economical ly,  but 
as you mention,  for most people this discussion of class seems 
to fade away in the face of essent ial ist  discussions of  the body. 
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So for a lot  of  people who look up to Jenner as a transgen-
dered hero,  they are more l ikely to fol low her crazy Right-wing 
endorsements than they are to cri t ic ize her classism. Even i f 
they choose not to personal ly fol low her views,  they may feel 
the dangers and r isks of  the Right or Trump are perhaps not 
as bad as they feared. Af ter al l ,  i f  Jenner thinks i t 's  okay as a 
trans-woman, i t  must not be that bad, r ight? I t  has a di f fusing 
ef fect on the publ ic . 

I  a lso think there is  a connection between the destruct ion of 
social  services — which is  about class war fare — and the re-
inscript ion of  » family values« into dominant LGBT agendas 
(same-sex marriage,  monogamy, chi ld rearing,  mi l i tary ser-
vice,  etc.) .  In my new project Deproduction,  which I  premiered 
at  Documenta 14,  I  ta lk about the l ink between this dominant 
Right- inf luenced moment of  »tradit ional  family values« and 
queer countercultures'  fascinat ions with tr ibal ism — you know, 
mythologies of  the respected trans-shaman l iv ing at  the edge 
of the vi l lage (with no insights into the isolat ion or entrapment 
of  being social ly forced to exist  as such f igures),  blurr ing the 
l ines between body modif icat ions (tr ibal  tattoos,  piercings, 
trendy surgical  procedures,  and hormone inject ions al l  become 
vaguely interchangeable trends),  etc.  Tr ibal ism is ,  of  course, 
more rooted in tradit ion and family than any democrat ic praxis . 
So I  think i t  is  more than coincidence that universi t ies,  ar t  mu-
seums, and other cultural  agencies — as endorsed si tes of  cul-
tural  production in a Right-dominated world — happen to f ind 
funding for these par t icular LGBT agendas at  the precise mo-
ment when »family values« are increasingly mandated. Despite 
our desire to see queer studies and things l ike that as al terna-
t ives to,  or reject ions of,  dominant Western heteronormativi ty, 
they are in many ways a ref lect ion of  our internal izat ion of  that 
neoconservat ive »family values« agenda. And i t  comes with a 
lot  of  wi l l ing bl indness to imperial ism, oriental ism, and pover ty 
— the fet ishizat ion and romanticizat ion of  third-world gender 
and sexual  struggles,  etc.

I f  l iv ing in Japan has taught me one thing,  with al l  of  i ts  main-
stream transgendered celebri t ies,  i t  is  that trans-vis ibi l i ty does 
not inherent ly conf l ict  with or chal lenge patr iarchal  interests . 
There are many forms of transgenderism that actual ly aid heter-
onormative and homophobic patr iarchal  structures.  In the West , 
ident i ty pol i t ics rely on a fai th in the formula of  v is ibi l i ty=power, 
and conversely s i lence=death.  However,  in terms of represent-

ing and act ivat ing the social ly minor,  that is  very of ten not the 
case.  In my own experiences,  closets continue to per form im-
portant roles in my l i fe ,  at  the same t ime I  have been publ icly 
»out« as both queer and trans for several  decades.  I  feel  a lot 
of  pain and suf fer ing I  fel t  in my youth could have been avoid-
ed i f  I  had been taught how to accept and work with hypocri-
sies and simultaneity,  and understand the funct ions of  shame as 
something other than inherent ly traumatic and destruct ive.  In 
retrospect ,  the pride of fag bashers having their  way with me 
was just  as traumatic and destruct ive to al l  involved. This is  why 
I  am also utter ly uninterested in discourses of  PrideTM.  And by 
extension,  »pol i t ical  correctness,«  s ince I 've spent shit loads of 
ef for t  trying to l ive my l i fe in ways that the majori ty of  people 
would deem »incorrect .«  When people accept you and consid-
er you »correct ,«  you know you are in trouble.  [Laughs.]  When 
you upset people,  you know you have located and transgressed 
boundaries of  power.  Ident i fy ing and mapping them, knowing 
how to cross and retreat ,  and redraw them.. .  that is  never go-
ing to be a social ly correct process.

So this is  why I  think i t 's  important to act ively unpack our essen-
t ial ist  af f in i t ies for our own bodies and the bodies of  others.  I t  is 
why I  think the humanist  pract ice of  legis lat ing around bodies 
( i .e . ,  which bodies are legal ly acknowledged and protected as 
»human« under l iberal  democracies — typical ly those who fal l 
under not ions of  being »born this way« or »couldn't  help i t ,«  as 
opposed to states of  being grounded in choices,  wi l l ing perver-
si ty or nonconformity,  etc.)  has continual ly progressed Right-
ist  agendas and led to this very state you are ident i fy ing and 
concerned about.  I t  is  apparent ly quite di f f icult  for most people 
to unpack their  essent ial ist  preconceptions about the relat ion-
ships between their  own social  experiences and the social  cod-
ings around their  own bodies.  Impossible,  i t  seems. Essent ial-
ism sel ls .  I t  is  way easier to convince people to endorse legal 
protect ions for people who »couldn't  help being born a cer tain 
way,« than to convince them of what I  consider to be a far more 
social  and democrat ic pract ice of  focusing on conscious choic-
es to change social  pract ices and reduce violence.  The former 
focusses on protect ing bodies,  the latter on the actual  issue at 
hand, the mechanisms through which violence and exploitat ion 
are enacted. So I  see the ent irety of  l iberal  humanist  legis la-
t ion as a pol i t ical  misdirect ion.  A parlor tr ick,  real ly.  This is  how 
we've managed to continue to have hundreds of  years of  sup-
posed democrat ic governing alongside chronic racial ,  gender, 

» I n  t h e  W e s t,  i d e n tit   y  politi      c s  r e ly  o n  a  fa it  h  i n 
t h e  f ormul     a  o f  v i s ibilit      y = po w e r ,  a n d 

co n v e r s e ly  s il  e n c e = d e at h .  Ho w e v e r ,  i n  t e rm  s 
o f  r e pr  e s e n ti  n g  a n d  ac ti  vati  n g  t h e  s o c i a ll y 

mi  n or  ,  t h at  i s  v e ry  o f t e n  n ot  t h e  c a s e . «

rel igious,  sexual ,  and economic exploitat ion,  s lavery,  etc.  Our 
current woes are not a problem of humanism not having spread 
enough, as many might bel ieve.  Al l  of  this exploitat ion is  actu-
al ly par t  of  how humanism spreads. 

Marc Schwe g le r  Amidst the hysteria around Trump, the Alt-
Right ,  and the general  r ise of  r ight-wing popul ists ,  I  found my-
sel f  to be yearning somewhat for a sober ( l iberal?) »Realpol i t ik« 
(Angela Merkel  in a nutshel l  — not sure i f  there’s an adequate 
Engl ish term for this German notion).  The whole of  France 
yearned for this ,  I  guess — and voted for Macron. You suggest-
ed earl ier that you personal ly »tend to focus on inquir ies into 
divestments of  power,  and the reduction of v iolence through 
conscious choices (as opposed to essent ial ist-based legis la-
t ion of  protect ions to specif ic ,  legal ly accepted types of  human 
bodies) .«  Can you explain how that ’s  a form of pol i t ics,  how 
you’ve been doing this in pract ice?

» O n e  c ru  c i a l  fac tor  
f or   t h e  c h a n gi  n g 

a lli   a n c e s  i n  t h e 
c urr   e n t  i d e ologi    c a l 
s truggl      e ,  t h e  ri  s e  o f 
t h e  a lt- rig   h t,  a n d  t h e 
c riti    c i s m  o f  t h e  L e f t …

s e e m s  to  b e  t h e 
e r a s ur  e  o f  t h e 

c at e gor  y  o f  c l a s s «
Te r re  Thae mlitz  Well ,  some of the ways I  have been address-
ing these issues in my own dai ly act ions have been about non-
cooperat ion and sel f-sabotage as means of  social  interact ion. 
Trying to minimize my par t icipat ion in this shit  world as a form 
of damage control ,  s ince I  recognize that almost every aspect 
of  the standard l i festyles we are led towards are teetering on 
exported slavery and domestic unsustainabi l i ty.  For example, 
in terms of employment,  making decis ions that would gener-
al ly be considered counter-intui t ive to capital ism in order to 
remain smal l .  Not using regular distr ibut ion channels for pro-
jects ,  keeping projects »of f l ine« and avoiding social  media as 
much as possible,  insist ing upon payment and not volunteering 
free labor within creat ive industr ies,  which also means not par-
t ic ipat ing in a lot  of  typical  forms of promotion,  not buying ad-
ver t is ing,  etc.  Remaining act ive in several  economies as a free-
lancer (music,  ar ts ,  academia),  whi le refusing to isolate mysel f 
into one in par t icular.  Basical ly,  consistent ly and systematical ly 
doing every thing backwards,  as much as possible.  And this ,  of 
course,  af fects one's qual i ty of  l i fe ,  and can also conf l ict  with 
expectat ions of  those around me, par tners,  etc.  Act ive non-

ident i f icat ion with gender and sexual  binaries can also create 
complicat ions in personal relat ionships,  obviously,  s ince most 
people's methods for determining their  sexual  object choices 
rely upon their  abi l i ty to place a lover within a category of  fe-
maleness or maleness,  heterosexual i ty or homosexual i ty,  etc. 
I  am also simultaneously »out« and »closeted« at  every turn, 
which can be confusing enough for me, let  alone for others.  I t 
means engaging in the labor of  construct ing social  relat ions, 
instead of just  mindlessly playing a predetermined role within 
conventional  match-making.  Many of these act ions and strate-
gies have been detai led elsewhere in my various writ ings and 
projects.  Although I  would never def ine these things as »act iv-
ism,« I  cer tainly see them as pol i t ical  in that they act ively en-
gage the boundaries of  social  relat ions in the private and publ ic 
spheres,  and have real  repercussions that I  accept wi l l  at  t imes 
be quite negative or detr imental . 

Marc Schwe g le r  »Realpol i t ik« to me means on the one hand 
an almost technocrat ic ,  very down-to-ear th form of pol i t ics, 
a pract ical  engagement and involvement in the processes of 
legis lat ing.  When asked by Claire Parnet about human r ights, 
Deleuze once said that al l  the outrage that is  done to people 
is  never a quest ion of  just ice or abstract laws.  Rather,  i t  a lways 
is  a quest ion of  » jur isprudence,« of  jur isdict ion.  Being on the 
Lef t ,  he added, is  f ight ing for jur isdict ion,  is  making law. This 
passage gets quoted — understandably — far less by Lef t ists 
than the one where he talks about being Lef t  as a matter of 
perception… 

On the other hand, I ’ve star ted to think about a pol i t ics of  hope-
lessness of  some sor t  that does not try to deny exist ing ambi-
guit ies,  that does not fal l  to a growing ideology of ever-present 
safe spaces,  that tr ies to f ind solut ions in very di f f icult  s i tua-
t ions.  Those are problems of governmental i ty,  in the end. That ’s 
why I  came up with Merkel  and Macron — those are the ( l iberal) 
f igures of  our t ime who seemed to get lucky when Trump ar-
r ived, being the far lesser of  two evi ls ,  af ter al l .  But one can see 
their  struggle and that of  the European Union — whi le Brexit  is 
st i l l  impending and the refugees are st i l l  coming — as another 
attempt to provide ontological  moral  fundaments to a l iberal 
pol i t ics that needs to be grounded in moral  neutral i ty and at 
the same t ime is not and can’t  be.  The whole ideological  bat-
t le now taking place that l iberal  democracies are not able tame 
anymore is seemingly heading towards a civi l  war.  And with i t , 
exact ly towards those horrors that ,  as Jean-Claude Michéa ar-
gues,  led to l iberal ism in the f irst  place,  af ter the rel igious wars 
in Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries. *10) 

But i f  Realpol i t ik would be the way to go, when does one be-
come merely an accomplice of  (neo)l iberal ism? Rather soon, I 
guess you would argue — that ’s  why you not only suggest but 
act ively fol low a »strategy of sel f-sabotage,« as you cal led i t . 
I t ’s  a pract ice of  deser t ing,  one could say,  a very del iberate but 
nonetheless also forced exodus.  But ,  as Paolo Virno argued, 
deser t ing is  or can be a pol i t ical  act ion… 

Te r re  Thae mlitz  To be clear,  I  do not see myself  as deser t ing 
anything.  I  actual ly am quite opposed to that way of framing 
things,  because i t  is  so t ied into legacies of  transcendental ism, 



1 9

hermetics,  etc.  Even in deser t ion,  there is  no transcendence. 
One does not deser t  into peacefulness.  One does not ever es-
cape. Every migrant is  also s imultaneously an immigrant . 

Despite rhetoric of  »welfare« and »assistance,« the cultural ly mi-
nor are always governed through processes of  abandonment. 
This is  why there is  always an interact ion between inadequate 
government and ground-zero struggles for survival  and vio-
lence reduction.  When making laws,  i t  is  imperat ive to remem-
ber that s imply having laws on the books does not inherent ly 
al ter a culture.  The types of  laws we are talking about emerge 
in response to material  cr is is  — real  suf fer ing,  not just  academ-
ics or phi losophers pondering how people might be suf fer ing. 
Then, once a law is in place (of ten f i l led with concessions to the 
Right ,  rendering i t  rather useless) ,  a very lengthy and expensive 
process of  cour t  cases around those laws are necessary to es-
tabl ish precedents of  penalt ies toward violators,  which in turn 
discourages future violat ions.  That 's the shit ty model we are 
stuck with at  the moment.  Without those years of  tr ia ls ,  which 
only ref lect a microcosm of actual  ongoing violat ions and so-
cial  abuses,  there is  no social  change. 

» O ur   c urr   e n t  wo e s 
a r e  n ot  a  probl     e m  o f 

h um  a n i s m  n ot 
h av i n g  s pr  e a d  e n oug   h , 
a s  m a n y  mig   h t  b e li  e v e . 

All    o f  t h i s 
e x ploit   atio   n  i s 

ac tu a ll y  pa rt   o f  h ow 
h um  a n i s m  s pr  e a d s . «

For example,  here in Japan there have been laws against  sex-
ual  discriminat ion in the workplace since the late ninet ies,  yet 
there were no penalt ies associated with violat ing those laws. 
Gradual ly,  penalt ies were put in place,  but not enforced. We 
are now at the stage of cases being brought against  employers 
in the hopes of  having those establ ished penalt ies be enforced. 
However,  the penalt ies are st i l l  not large enough to discour-
age abuse.  And so systemic sexual  discriminat ion in the work-
place goes on,  and on,  and on. . .  These processes take dec-
ades.  Sometimes centuries.  As a sobering example,  the history 
of  s lavery in the US was happening in a country that boasted 
i ts  roots in the principle that »al l  men are created equal« (note 
the gender imperat ive).  And st i l l ,  even today,  the US is rampant 
with systemic discriminat ion. 

So creat ing legis lat ion is  not an end point .  Nor is  i t  a star t-
point .  I t  is  a form of analy t ical  response that must remain un-

der constant revis ion and chal lenge. Of course,  i t  is  something 
that people of  Lef t ist  incl inat ion are constant ly involved in.  And 
r ightful ly so.  But i t  would be a huge error to look to governance 
as the »true pol i t ic ,«  par t icular ly in relat ion to ongoing LGBT 
struggles for decriminal izat ion,  which is  a project that is  far 
from over.  I  see i t  as an error of  the t imes that contemporary 
LGBT movements are more preoccupied with legal izat ion and 
formal recognit ion (sanct ioning of same-sex unions,  changing 
binary genders,  etc.)  than what I  would imagine to be a more 
promising movement towards non-documentat ion,  the eradi-
cat ion of  al l  legal  recognit ion of  marriages and par tnerships, 
putt ing an end to legal  gender ident i f icat ion requirements,  etc. 
There are countless examples where the el iminat ion of  exist ing 
laws — and not replacing them with something else — would do 
far more good for far more people,  and have a deeper cultural 
impact .  But many of these things wi l l  never happen, especial ly 
in relat ion to gender and sexual i ty under patr iarchy.  Sadly,  we 
keep going deeper in the other direct ion,  attempting to def ine 
and legis late ourselves into existence,  f i l led with sel f-deluding 
hope and promise. 

In Deproduction,  I  discuss the need for social  services as 
means for those who have been »disowned,« both l i teral ly by 
famil ies in the private sphere,  and more broadly ostracized in 
the publ ic sphere.  In par t icular,  thinking about women, gender, 
and sexual  others most adversely af fected by patr iarchal  family 
systems. I  think the mainstream tendency is  for people to think 
about how to social ly »re-integrate« people.  Get us back into 
the mainstream. But I  a lso recognize the need for cer tain peo-
ple to l ive alone — and have that state of  being alone be under-
stood as about safety,  rather than the more conventional  ten-
dency to insist  i t  can only be about traumatic isolat ion.  (Clearly, 
some personal baggage and needs guide my analysis .)  As I 
said earl ier,  I  think the global iz ing West's cultural  switch away 
from democrat ic social  services toward »tradit ional  family val-
ues« is  very much the ideological  manifestat ion of  real  pol i-
cies that have eroded social  services.  There are many feminists 
working on this theme of being alone.  Here in Japan there was 
even a rather successful  pop-feminist  book cal led Ohitorisama 
no Rogo (roughly translated:  Aging Alone) by Chizuko Ueno, 
which was basical ly about how women can plan for a l i fe out-
side of  famil ia l  dependence, marriage,  chi ld bearing,  etc. 

Ma rc S chwegler  Wouldn’t  this provide an argument for the re-
conf igurat ion of  care work,  an understanding beyond a s impl is-
t ic and/or oppressive publ ic/private divide — care as lett ing-be 
(»Sein Lassen,« as Heidegger has put i t) ,  as providing the space 
for those who are/want/have to be alone? Couldn’t  that be a 
task for a governing of hopelessness? Wouldn’t  that be a task 
for a new Lef t ,  one concerned with making (or also discarding, 
as you argued) law instead of pol icing discourse?

Terre Th a em lit z  In pract ical  terms,  this involves responding to 
the brutal i ty of  social  isolat ion by organizing spaces and ser-
vices for safely l iv ing alone.  But how one approaches these 
issues is  problematized by the long-standing relat ionship be-
tween » independence« and social  priv i lege.  Being alone as a 
luxury.  The major di f f iculty is  in f inding ways to respond to in-
dividual  needs with tools other than pet i t-bourgeois individ-
ual ism, or conversion-based community bui lding.  Tools other 

than those designed for possessing a family/clan/tr ibe,  or be-
ing possessed by one.  I t  is  about faci l i tat ing the abi l i ty to sur-
vive as disowned. 

To social ly ground some of this stuf f  with a rather extreme ex-
ample,  think of  how many queers in Iran are forced into gen-
der reassignment surgeries in order to avoid a fatwah against 
homosexual i ty (the logic being that i f  men who have sex with 
men, or women who have sex with women, undergo gender re-
assignment they are no longer »homosexual« but »heterosexu-
al«  in their  sexual  act iv i t ies) .  The result  is  Iran being the world's 
second largest economy around gender transit ioning,  fol low-
ing Thai land. Many people in the West tend to think of  those 
economies as being global ly driven by the West ,  and primar-
i ly revolving around Western trans-issues,  but no.  Of course, 
Iran is  a country that st i l l  rel ies heavi ly on famil ies as the main 
s i te of  social  support and services.  Yet ,  once people undergo 
their  operat ions and need recovery assistance and acceptance, 
they most of ten f ind themselves unable to return home to their 
v i l lages or famil ies.  Many would face violence or even death 
at  their  own famil ies'  hands.  So this is  a very real  example of 
a s i tuat ion in which there is  a desperate need for social  ser-
vices to help those who are »disowned« survive safely.  That is 
an extreme cultural  example,  but I  br ing i t  up in order to make 
clear that I  am talking social  services in response to systemic 
violence,  and not s imply some bourgeois strategy for individ-
ual  ret irement or whatever.  Of course,  there are more subl ime 
forms of systemic violence,  domest ic violence,  famil ia l  disown-
ment and publ ic abandonment that are constant ly occurring 
everywhere — including here in Japan. 

Ironical ly,  the Iranian model of  social  services is  for the gov-
ernment to f inancial ly subsidize those fatwah-mandated tran-
si t ional  surgeries.  I t 's  interest ing to note that this subsidizat ion 
began in the '70s,  and was one of the f irst  social  programs ini t i-
ated af ter the Shia Musl im revolt  that ousted Shah Pahlavi .  I  f ind 
that amazing.  Like,  apparent ly the Shia's fel t  faggotry was at  a 
cr is is  level  requir ing immediate government intervent ion,  even 
way back then.  Infuriat ingly,  over the years I  have heard unin-
formed people in the West hold up Iran's surgical  subsidies as 
an example of  a progressively pro-trans government,  and ref-
erence i t  when arguing how far behind the West is  in terms of 
providing trans-oriented social  services,  i f  you can bel ieve i t ! 
So with regard to the types of  services I  am talking about,  i t  is 
of ten not s imply a matter of  introducing social  services to plac-
es that have none, but cultural ly redef ining the very def ini t ions 
of  what i t  means to assist  people.  Clearly,  many contemporary 
forms of social  services are more about maintaining the sta-
tus quo than actual ly aiding the ostracized. From a mainstream 
perspect ive,  what culture wishes to invest against  i ts  own inter-
ests ,  r ight? This is  the impossible s i tuat ion we are up against .

The types of  social  service needs I  am speaking about are 
largely unsel lable on any mass scale,  precisely because they 
are about services for the taboo and abandoned. In my expe-
rience,  caring for the cultural ly minor of ten comes in the form 
of very smal l ,  direct ,  and personal assistance and intervent ion 
— which,  by many social  organizers'  standards,  may not be rec-
ognized as »pol i t ical  pract ice,«  s ince i t  is  not popul ist  in ambi-
t ion.  (And also,  in reject ion of  Alt-Right strategies,  not about 

acquir ing pol i t ical  power.  Isn' t  i t  interest ing that what most peo-
ple accept as »pol i t ical  act ions« are only about the acquisi t ion 
of  power?) The absence of language or frameworks for pub-
l ic ly thinking about some of these issues means things become 
reduced to »personal chari ty« or private-sphere bul lshi t  that is 
also real ly imbued with not ions of  bourgeois patronage, etc. 
I t 's  al l  in the grey.

As someone who used to DJ in a transsexual  sex worker bar 
years ago, I  st i l l  of ten think about how »houses« used to funct ion 
in the trans community — the House Mothers of ten being the 
only people helping homeless queer teens who were disowned 
by their  famil ies.  City,  state,  and federal  governments cer tainly 
weren't  helping.  I  a lways wondered what would happen i f  they 
divested of the famil ia l  constel lat ion and metaphors.  Is  i t  even 
possible? Between the metaphors of  family (houses) and na-
t ional ism (the »house nat ion,«  etc.) ,  i t  is  clear that a lot  of  un-
derground queer culture has been led by desires for overcom-
ing the trauma of disownment by construct ing new famil ies and 
nat ional isms.  I t 's  s imultaneously hear tbreaking,  disappoint ing, 
and utter ly understandable.  At t imes,  a quite tragical ly campy 
pol i t ic .  I t  real ly lef t  me with an awareness of  how trauma gives 
predictable form to our pol i t ics and pract ices,  and inadver t-
ent ly perpetuates the conservat ive. 

Terre Thaemlitz   is  an award-winning mult imedia produc-
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T h e  K i d s  Ar  e  Alt - R ig  h t  —
T r a c i n g  t h e  Sou   n dtr  a c k 

o f  N e o - r e a c tio   n a ry 
T urmoil    

By  J e n s  B a l z e r

»The world  is   in turmoil , «  declares  the CTM festival programme ,  »and so are   

many   of  us  .  No matter what perspective we take,  what used to be familiar    is 

becoming   increasingly  alien.«  Doubtless this  sums up the state of contem -

porary    politics     ,  given the recent electoral  success of right -wing politi    -

cians   and  populist   parties ,  the rampant  vindication of structural  racism  , 

and the resurgence  of misogyny and homophobia.  Emancipatory gains that 

we long  believed to be rock-solid are once again under attack.  »Weren’t  we 

over  this   years  ago?« ,  we frequently wonder.  And we remind ourselves:  »We 

must  defend  freedom.  We must defend the liberal  ,  multicultural  life   we want   

to lead  and  that once seemed,  to us,  a  given« .  This  feeling — a mix of aston  -

ishment  ,  bewilderment,  and stubborn defiance — has left its  mark on major   

political       albums  of the last  few years,  on Solange  Knowles’  A  Seat at  the 

Table ,  for  example,  or A Tribe Called Quest ’s  We Got It  From Here ;  and it  re  -

sounded  ,  too ,  in the work of certain artists  featured at last  year’s  CTM Fes -

tival ,  such  as Moor Mother and the NON Worldwide collective.

»What is  the sound of turmoil?« the fest ival  asks,  and this is  in-
deed the burning quest ion.  Yet i t ’s  one that a fest ival  of  this sor t 
cannot answer,  as i t  happens,  because coming up with a com-
prehensive answer would necessari ly spel l  the end of the fes-
t ival  in i ts  present form. CTM fest ival  sees i tsel f  as an agent of 
emancipatory ar t  and thus the »sound of turmoil«  that i t  seeks in 
i ts  current i terat ion is  f i rst  and foremost the very sound in and 
through which »we« — which is  to say,  we enl ightened, l iberal , 
lef t-wing,  ant i-sexist  and ant i-racist  bodies who produce and/
or take par t  in CTM — hope to give expression to how contem-
porary pol i t ics leaves us shaken to the core.

But of  course that is  just  one side of  the present turmoil  — and 
just  one side of  the current relat ionship between pop culture 
and pol i t ics.  The other s ide is  the realm of those who see the 
current pol i t ical  trends not as a rol lback but as something to 
applaud and promote.  Such turmoil  has not come out of  the 
blue but is  rooted in a widespread resentment of  l iberal  so-
ciety.  And ant i- l iberal  pol i t ics are made by people,  of  course; 
people who also happen to make and l isten to music.  They too 
def ine themselves in terms of pop cultural  mechanisms — more 
nonchalant ly and ski l ful ly than any ant i- l iberal  movement be-
fore them. One need only look at  the American Alt-Right ’s use 
of  social  media,  v iral  memes,  and the l ike.  Hence, any serious 
inquiry into the »sound of turmoil«  is  compel led to consider 
the sounds of the New Right :  What music moves the Alt-Right 
movement in the USA these days? What are supporters of  the 
French or German ident i tar ians tuning in to? At the same t ime, 
i t  remains unthinkable for a leading progressive fest ival  to fea-
ture ar t ists and musicians who plainly support react ionary po-
l i t ical  programs, nor would we fans l ike to mix with their  re-
spect ive fol lowers.  A fest ival  such as CTM is ,  af ter al l ,  not only 
a venue for pol i t ical  debate but also a safe(r) space for those 
among us who are watching the present social  turn from a mi-
nori ty perspect ive and increasingly feel ing the heat .  Hence, in-

quiry into the ent ire spectrum of contemporary pol i t ical  music 
soon comes up against  i ts  own principled l imits .

Not that a fest ival  of  this sor t  could ever present the ent ire 
spectrum of contemporary pol i t ical  music.  CTM would be 
hard-pressed even to answer the quest ion,  »What is  the sound 
of turmoil?« comprehensively,  given the di f f iculty of  ident i fy ing 
»New Right music« and musicians who are open about their  po-
l i t ical  af f i l iat ion.  A pecul iar s i lence surrounds this movement. 
The most glar ing evidence of this to date was the inaugurat ion 
of  Donald Trump in January 2017. While Beyoncé, Jay Z, James 
Taylor,  Aretha Frankl in,  and other major l ights of  the pop cul-
tural  scene had gladly shown up to celebrate that of  his prede-
cessor,  Barack Obama, Trump had di f f iculty f inding anyone at 
al l  to per form on his big day,  f inal ly mustering only an obscure 
l ine-up of rock and country also-rans,  such as 3 Doors Down 
and Toby Keith.

Since then the Alt-Right movement has repeatedly tr ied to in-
state one or the other popular musician as i ts  f igurehead: Taylor 
Swif t ,  for example,  whom right-wing commentators and blog-
gers extol  as an »Aryan goddess« whi le avidly hunt ing out hid-
den hints of  pro-Trump leanings in her texts — al though Swif t 
hersel f  maintains an icy s i lence on the matter.  Not so Depeche 
Mode, whom American neo-Nazi act iv ist  Richard Spencer,  one 
of the organisers of  the Charlottesvi l le march,  declared in early 
2017 were »the of f ic ial  band of the Alt-Right« .  The band's re-
tor t  was swif t  and clear :  »That is  a pretty r idiculous claim. Dep-
eche Mode has no t ies to Richard Spencer or to the Alt-Right 
and does not support the Alt-Right movement.«  Depeche Mode 
fans,  creat ive as ever,  were quick to pour scorn on Spencer,  and 
one brief  YouTube cl ip went viral :  i t  shows a lef t-wing protestor 
punching him in the head — in a loop cut to the beat of  Depeche 
Mode’s »Just  Can’t  Get Enough.«

Video st i l l  f rom Xurious »Ident i ty is  Unstoppable«,  source:  YouTube.
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Spencer is  a great fan of  Depeche Mode because the band’s 
music demonstrates — in his view — ethnic puri ty.  In the case 
both of  electro pop and industr ial ,  he claims,  we are general ly 
talking about a genre that has completely freed i tsel f  from pop’s 
Afr ican-American roots and is therefore wel l  placed to give ex-
pression to white supremacy.  This presumably also explains the 
populari ty of  »Trumpwave« and »fashwave« (»fash« here clear-
ly stands for » fascist«)  among those who openly promote the 
ideas and iconography of the Alt-Right :  the two electro genres 
basical ly consist  of  minimal ist  rhy thms and 8-bit  sounds,  so 
combining a nostalgic yearning for the technical  and musical 
achievements of  bygone days with an indeterminate futurism. In 
essence they are new takes on a genre sometimes cal led »va-
porwave«:  a highly ambivalent ,  quasi  futurist ic and yet nostal-
gic-dystopian music decis ively shaped since around 2010 by 
ar t ists such as Daniel  Lopatin al ias Oneohtr ix Point Never and 
James Ferraro,  who have appeared inter al ia at  CTM Fest ival .

Yet whi le Lopatin and Ferraro put together eclect ic patchworks 
of  sounds and icons in the spir i t  of  global isat ion and digit isa-
t ion,  advocates of  Trumpwave and fashwave choose to use sym-
bols that glori fy Nazis and Donald Trump to f i l l  in the gaps in 
this minimal ist  music — music that is  af ter al l  compatible with 
pretty much any kind of content .  The most famous fashwave 
musicians go by the names of Xurious,  Cyber Nazi ,  and Storm 
Cloak,  whi le their  songs have t i t les such as »Right Wing Death 
Squads« and »Galact ic Lebensraum« (Cyber Nazi) ,  or »Demo-
graphic Decl ine« and »Ident i ty Evropa« (Xurious).  Pieces pub-
l ished under the heading Trumpwave — most ly without naming 
the ar t ist  — ei ther have unsurpris ingly s logan-l ike t i t les (»Make 
America Great Again«) or so ef fusively pay tr ibute to the pres-
ident (»Donald the Eternal«)  that they sound l ike parodies of 
their  avowed pol i t ical  intent .

So the music of  the Alt-Right ,  l ike the Alt-Right movement 
overal l ,  is  not only a product of  the internet but also deeply 
ambivalent ;  and given i ts  conf lat ion of  pol i t ics and aesthet ics, 
sheer provocative cynicism, and aggressive stance — i ts  bla-
tant racism, for example — i t  is  very hard to get to grips with. 
That means that i f  Trumpwave and fashwave can be read as the 
sound of the current turmoil  ar is ing within r ight-wing circles, 
then such turmoil  characterist ical ly consists not in a clearly for-
mulated pol i t ical  programme but ,  f i rst ly,  in a del iberate blurr ing 

of the borders between sat ire and pol i t ical  s inceri ty,  secondly, 
in the conscious use of  provocation,  and thirdly,  in a sheer de-
l ight in destroying establ ished democrat ic tradit ions and val-
ues so as to hasten the r ise of  an al legedly »archaic,  pure,  and 
natural«  order.  To this extent ,  music of  this sor t  real ly does re-
f lect Donald Trump’s pol i t ical  l inks with Alt-Right ideology.  Yet 
in real i ty — and unl ike Donald Trump himself  — i t  fa i ls  to reach 
a mass audience.  Few tracks,  even those by the most success-
ful  ar t ist  in this f ie ld,  Xurious,  ever gain more than 100.000 
YouTube cl icks.  And the anonymous Trumpwave and fashwave 
musicians neither give concer ts nor play DJ sets .  Their  sole in-
frastructure is  the internet .

Likewise in Europe, pop music from the New Right barely 
makes i t  of f  the margins.  This is  true in France,  where the Bloc 
Ident i taire and i ts  youth wing,  Générat ion Ident i taire ( in Eng-
l ish,  The Ident i tar ians) ,  can look back on an almost twenty-year 
history.  I ts  leading pop stars are Les Brigandes,  an al l-women 
quintet  who made a splash ( in a cer tain scene) last  summer with 
the song »Merkel  muss weg (Merkel  Dégage!)« (Merkel  Must 
Go).  As the t i t le shows, Les Brigandes draw more direct ly on 
topical  s logans and issues and parl iamentary pol icies than their 
US counterpar ts do.  Le Grand Remplacement (The Great Re-
placement) ,  their  debut album from 2014, took i ts  name from 
the eponymous central  pol icy paper penned by Renaud Camus 
in 2011 on the al legedly mass immigrat ion to Europe and on the 
Is lamif icat ion of  western societ ies.  In the case of Les Brigan-
des,  too,  i t  is  hard at  t imes to dist inguish between irony,  cyni-
cism, and serious propaganda. Cheesy organ beats,  electr ic 
guitars and cl ipped vocals come over in their  v ideos l ike a fu-
sion of cabaret ,  chanson, and New Wave, and the band wears 
frumpish,  twee clothes — but also leather »Zorro« eye-masks,  as 
i f  they’re about to run of f  to a BDSM par ty.  The video to »Mer-
kel  muss weg« features toxic stereotypes of  rabid Musl ims whi le 
the women themselves f l i t  about the deser ted narrow streets of 
a medieval  town l ike scared chi ldren — in fear of  the »grim im-
migrant rapist«  possibly lurking in every doorway,  wait ing to 
seize his chance. 

Like Trumpwave and fashwave ar t ists ,  Les Brigandes str ive to 
remain anonymous,  have never per formed l ive,  and essent ial ly 
tread a thin l ine between earnest message and fake news. So 
anyone watching the »Merkel  muss weg« video with no previ-

ous knowledge of the band can’t  tel l  for sure whether i t ’s  con-
sciously-created propaganda or a bizarrely-overdone carica-
ture.  The frontmen in Germany’s New Right music scene are 
s imi lar ly ambiguous.  An example is  Komplott ,  the » ident i tar-
ian rapper« from Hal le an der Saale.  In 2016 with »Europa,« 
he pretty much del ivered an anthem for the ident i tar ian move-
ment in Germany and Austr ia .  Unwitt ingly comic,  he also voic-
es concern in this track for the,  in his view, inadequate protec-
t ion of  l isted bui ldings in his homeland: » Ich sehe romanische, 
got ische,  klassizist ische Bauten / langsam zer fal len zu ’nem 
toten abgerissenen Haufen / Europa weint ,  Europa schreit  / 
nach dem Ende, der Wende« ( I  see Roman, Gothic,  Classicist 
bui ldings / s lowly fal l ing apar t  in a dead, demolished heap / Eu-
rope’s weeping,  Europe’s screaming / for an end, for a change 
in direct ion).

Komplott  s ings to uninspired gangsta-rap beats of  the menace 
posed by »foreign inf i l trat ion«;  he complains about »no-go ar-
eas« for Germans;  and he cal ls  for the »revolut ionary awaken-
ing«:  »Es ist  an der Zeit  zum Verteidigen des Eigenen / Macht 
euch bereit«  ( I t  is  t ime to defend one’s own / Get ready).  In 
contrast  to the American New Right ,  he makes no reference 
at  al l  to sci-f i  or the future.  This clearly ref lects the ideologi-
cal  di f ferences between these two react ionary currents:  whi le 
the New Right in Germany is supposedly concerned f irst  and 
foremost with preserving cultural  heri tage (hence the emphasis 
on the protect ion of  historical  landmarks) and also combines 
i ts  racist  ideologies — newly dubbed »ethno-plural ism« — with 
a yearning for bygone days when nat ions were al legedly st i l l 
c learly dist inct from one another,  the New Right in the United 
States promotes »a racism that comes from the future,«  there-
by echoing the term coined by their  Bri t ish mentor Nick Land 
in 2014 in his widely-read virulent text  »Hyper-racism.« Their 
concern is  not to preserve a historical ly-evolved racial  diver-
si ty,  but rather to optimise DNA and hence humanity i tsel f  — in 
one word, eugenics — and this explains their  penchant for sci-f i 
and cyborg iconographies.

The German ident i tar ians,  for their  par t ,  are attached to the 
iconography of »classic« German and European culture.  Nu-
merous references to Romanticism can be found in Komplott ’s 
v ideos,  for example,  from the grandeur and transcendence of 
impenetrable forests through to Teutonic armies in batt le .  De-
spite — or precisely owing to — this const i tut ive obsession with 
past glories,  the German ident i tar ians see themselves as the 
cultural  avant-garde:  as the sel f-declared successors to the al-
legedly unabated dominance of the l iberal  lef t  wing since 1968. 
Many among the latter have recently taken the same view. The 
author Thomas Wagner,  for example,  wri tes in his highly read-
able study Die Angstmacher (The Scaremongerers) that the 
New Right has hi jacked the provocative pol i t ical  strategies of 
the ’68 generat ion and carr ied pop culture of f  into i ts  own 
camp.

Indeed, the ident i tar ians have copied many of the tact ics pi-
oneered by the movement of  ’68, keeping themselves in the 
publ ic eye in recent years most ly by disrupting » lef t-wing« 

panel discussions and theatre per formances.  Yet paral lels with 
the »68-ers« pale when i t  comes to pop cultural  foundations: 
the absence of mass support (or even interest)  in ident i tar ian 
pop is glar ing here too.  True,  Komplott ’s  music blares from the 
speakers at  every ident i tar ian protest  march,  yet outside the 
New Right ’s youth wing no one in Germany has even heard of 
this supposedly »major« pop star.

So,  things in Germany don’t  look al l  too di f ferent from things 
in France or the USA. The New Right may want pop culture — 
which is  to say,  a cultural  prof i le that makes an impact far be-
yond the bounds of pol i t ical  act iv ism — but what i t  has is  pop 
culture without pop music.  The New Right has no pop stars, 
no concer ts ,  no clubs,  no soundtrack;  i ts  »culture« consists in 
nothing but protest ,  in publ icly air ing pol i t ical  s logans and ar-
guments,  and i t  thus stands in str ik ing contrast  to the pol i t ical 
turmoil  tr iggered by the real  68-ers.  This tumult  was orches-
trated by Bob Dylan and Jimi Hendrix,  by Joni  Mitchel l ,  The 
Grateful  Dead, and the Rol l ing Stones.  In Germany there was 
Krautrock and Ton Steine Scherben, later punk and new wave. 
Then came emancipatory lesbian,  gay,  and trans act iv ism (fore-
runner of  today’s LGBQTI* movement) with i ts  disco and even-
tual ly house and techno explosions. 

The »new 68-ers« of  today’s New Right have nothing at  al l  — 
or next to nothing;  the onl ine operat ions of  a few clandest ine 
producer nerds,  a lone rapper from Hal le,  and a French female 
quintet  do not add up to a r ight-wing Woodstock.  Writ ing cul-
tural  manifestos is  complicated,  too,  in such a cultural  waste-
land. This is  obvious to anyone who leafs through the book 
Kontrakultur publ ished in summer 2017 by Antaios Verlag,  the 
ident i tar ians’  foremost publ ishing house in German-speaking 
countr ies.  »Activ ist«  Mario Alexander Müller,  born in 1988, at-
tempts therein to map the New Right ’s cultural  foundations in 
alphabetical  order,  from A as in Gabriele D’Annunzio to Z as 
in Zentropa. Also to be found there,  as usual ,  are the fathers 
of  the Conservat ive revolut ion:  Carl  Schmitt ,  Ernst Jünger,  and 
Mart in Heidegger.  We learn,  too,  that ident i tar ians enjoy manly 
muscle and massacre comics such as Frank Mil ler ’s  300, also 
in their  cinematic edit ions.

But ask which music the New Right in Germany l istens to,  or 
which beats they l ike to dance to,  and the responses are not 
only l imited in range but also of ten — and involuntari ly — hi lar i-
ous.  The »greatest  anthem« recommended at the moment »be-
cause i t  rocks« is  a soldier ’s di t ty from the 1920s, and when 
young r ight-wingers take to the dance f loor,  their  moves of 
choice are the Radetzky March and Sternpolka,  the » l iv ing her-
i tage« of  folk dances being in any case preferable to »the gl i t-
ter ing stroboscope l ight of  disco;« or so they say.  This disdain 
for club culture in Germany means that opportunit ies seized by 
the US-American New Right to take i ts  message to the people 
via electro beats are out of  the quest ion here.

Neo-folk and industr ial  — the New Right ’s top genres from 
around 1990 to 2010 — are also not real ly the German iden-
t i tar ians’  cup of tea.  I f  the Kontrakultur book is to be bel ieved, 

»T h e  N e w  R ig  h t  m ay  wa n t  pop    c ultur    e  —  w h i c h  i s 
to  s ay,  a  c ultur    a l  pro   f il  e  t h at  m a k e s  a n  imp  ac t 
fa r  b e yo n d  t h e  bou   n d s  o f  politi      c a l  ac ti  v i s m  — 

but    w h at  it   h a s  i s  pop    c ultur    e  w it  h out   
pop    mu  s i c . «
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the only more recent types of  pop music acceptable to them are 
’90s black metal ,  ’70s punk rock,  and the straight-edge move-
ment’s hardcore wing:  Minor Threat ,  for example.  The reason 
for this is  the same as that behind Richard Spencer ’s enthusi-
asm for Depeche Mode; the music f inds favour exclusively on 
account of  i ts  »ethnic puri ty,«  as apparent ly i t  is  produced ex-
clusively by white men and is in no way related to the Afr ican 
American musical  tradit ion.  This is  nonsense of course,  at  the 
very least  in the case of ’70s punk rock.  Bri t ish punk — espe-
cial ly that of  The Clash,  which Kontrakultur par t icular ly high-
l ights — would never have seen the l ight of  day without the in-
spirat ion of  Jamaican reggae and dub.

One possible reason the New Right doesn’t  have a leg to stand 
on,  cultural ly speaking,  is  that i ts  very ideology,  i ts  str iv ing for 
»puri ty« — despite the evident interdependence of every last 
atom in the cosmos! — precludes any true acceptance of pop 
culture.  Pop culture is  l iv ing proof that hybridity rocks.  Without 
an endless circulat ion of  s igns,  without the shi f t ing permutat ion 
or fusion of every cultural  tradit ion under the sun,  pop culture 
s imply would not be.  There is  nothing in pop that doesn’t  refer 
somehow, somewhere,  to something else.  This is  of  course also 
true of  hip hop, a genuinely Afr ican American style.  Accord-
ingly,  when interviewing ident i tar ian rapper Komplott ,  the in-
vest igat ive YouTube channel »Jäger & Sammler« asked whether 
i t  wasn’t  perhaps a contradict ion on his par t  to use a musical 
genre forged by migrants to cal l  for an end to al l  immigrat ion. 
I t  seemed, for one brief  moment,  as i f  a l ight had gone on in 
his brain:  »Right ,«  he answered. »Rap is not very German at al l , 
now that you put i t  that way.« .

Whenever advocates of  the New Right turn to pop culture,  they 
leave behind either a cynical-eclect ic impression ( in the USA) 
or a clueless,  upt ight ,  and dimwit  impression ( in France and 
German-speaking countr ies) .  And how could i t  be otherwise? 

I f  they hope to transfer their  pol i t ical  ideology’s r igid require-
ment for cultural  puri ty to the realm of pop culture,  then they 
have no al ternat ive but to retreat into the t iny and irrelevant 
residuals of  music.  I f  the men of the New Right in Germany — 
and men are the majori ty in the movement — reject al l  the more 
modern forms of dance music as wel l  as nightclubs,  then one 
wonders where they wi l l  ever meet the women with whom they 
hope to found those famil ies whose »consol idat ion« and »pres-
ervat ion« they themselves claim is so dear to their  hear ts .

The lack of  pop cultural  foundations or roots has l i t t le inf luence 
on the electoral  success of  r ight-wing popul ists ,  for the moment 
at  least .  But be sure to bear this gaping lack in mind i f  ever you 
f ind yoursel f  succumbing once again to the fascinat ion of  the 
New Right ’s supposedly »avant-garde« pop discourse.  As in the 
past few decades,  r ight-wing pop in i ts  current incarnat ion is 
mascul inist  and marginal ,  unsexy and unglamorous.  I t  is  in no 
way »purely of  i ts  own design,« original ,  or even of aesthet ic in-
terest .  I t  is  merely a bit  of  plunder that is  good for nothing but 
padding out noxious s logans.

Jens Balzer  is  an author and journal ist  based in Berl in . 
His latest  book is Pop. Ein Panorama der Gegenwart (Row-
ohlt ,  2016).

With thanks to Jill Denton  for her cr i t ical  input and trans-
lat ion from German.

Video st i l l  f rom Komplott  "Europa",  source:  YouTube.



27

I n  So  n i c  D e f i a n c e  o f 
E x ti  n c tio   n

By  R or y  G ibb   ,  A n j a  K a n n gi  e s e r ,  a n d  Pa ul   R e kr  e t

In this   highly   networked era ,  the possibilities     for experimental sound  to 

communicate     stories about the world feel particularly  open.  In the last  

few   decades,  the evolution of online music communities ,  alongside col -

lective    physical spaces in which to experience these sounds ( including  

festivals    such  as CTM) ,  have created new environments to incubate cross-

boundary ,  often international and collaborative   sound works.  Some  of  

the artists   and collectives emerging from these are explicitly concerned    

with,  and  motivated by,  the use of sound to intervene in political   and  so -

cial  q uestions  :  histories of oppression and slavery ,  corporate   states ,  urban   

gentrification    ,  and the silencing  of marginalised voices.

Similar ly,  in a moment of  global environmental  turmoil ,  the son-
ic ar ts might also be a made through which to hear about how 
the legacies of  colonial ism have af fected environments,  or how 
accelerated capital ism has driven many species and ecosys-
tems around the world to the brink of  col lapse and ext inct ion. 
Right now both ar t ists and scient ists ,  for example,  seem in-
creasingly concerned with l istening to ecosystems and their 
human and nonhuman inhabitants :  they suggest that perhaps 
such sound recordings can of fer a window into our col lect ive 
interdependence. But beyond simply documenting,  how can 
sound meaningful ly intervene in environmental  cr ises? And 
what would a successful  intervent ion look or sound l ike? As 
we enter an epoch of unprecedented and rapid ecological ,  c l i-
matic,  and social  changes,  these are urgent quest ions,  and ones 
that forceful ly demand answers from musicians,  ar t ists ,  and l is-
teners al ike.

To respond, we f irst  need to think about the relat ionship be-
tween the musical  and the natural ,  as wel l  as ref lect on the po-
l i t ical  valences of  music.  Listening back through the history 
of  20th century popular music,  i t ’s  possible to trace unfold-
ing trajectories of  concern for the pl ight of  wi ldl i fe and natural 
environments.  As expansive as the issues and stakes were and 
st i l l  are,  these of ten appeared acutely at  par t icular moments in 
t ime. In the early 1970s, songs l ike Captain Beefhear t ’s  »Pet-
r i f ied Forest« (1970),  Joni  Mitchel l ’s  »Big Yel low Taxi« (1970), 
Nei l  Young’s »Af ter the Gold Rush« (1970),  and Marvin Gaye’s 
»Mercy Mercy Me (the Ecology)« (1971) were clear examples 
of  a broader shi f t  away from the pastoral ism of 1960s psych 
and folk towards a music that increasingly related to i ts  bu-
col ic spaces as threatened. This aesthet ic shi f t  was par t ly a re-
sult  of  the demise of  counter-cultural  opt imism fol lowing the 
1960s, but i t  a lso coincided with a new loss of  conf idence in 
the idea that the developmental  path of  human society would 
necessari ly be progressive:  a shi f t  indexed emphatical ly by the 
1972 publ icat ion of  the Club Of Rome’s The Limits to Growth 
report .  This became a prevalent theme over the next few dec-
ades,  audible in works such as Xray Spex’s »The Day the World 
Turned Day Glo« (1978),  Lou Reed’s »The Last Great American 
Whale« (1989),  and more recently Bjork’s »Naturra« (2011) ,  or 
Anohni ’s  »4 Degrees« (2016) — al l  popular musical  ref lect ions 
of  widespread anxiety around nuclear war,  acid rain,  mass ex-
t inct ion,  and cl imate change. Meanwhile their  nightmarish,  par-
anoid underbel ly was explored through hyped-up vis ions of  an 
urbanised, ecological ly-devastated world,  apparent in 1990s 
rave and jungle cultures or metal ’s  various f igures of  annihi-
lat ion.

Outside the popular music realm, i t ’s  possible to trace a paral-
lel  l ine of  experimental  sonic approaches to nature and envi-
ronments.  Beginning in the 1960s, the acoust ic ecology prac-
t ices spearheaded by R.  Murray Schafer and his col leagues 
around the World Soundscape Project spawned many attempts 
to use f ie ld recording pract ices to ref lect on ecosystems in cr i-
s is .  Schafer ’s work is  notoriously grounded in a quest ionable 
aesthet ic valorisat ion of  nature,  and natural  sound, as dist inct 
from human or so-cal led ar t i f ic ial  worlds.  But i t  has nonetheless 
been inf luent ial  in taking i ts  sonic material  from elements we 
associate with nature.  Current f igures in f ie ld recording such 
as Jana Winderen,  Peter Cusack,  Chris Watson, or David Bur-

raston draw upon Schafer ’s sonic tropes,  but tone down his 
romanticism, choosing instead to ref lect on the sonic intr ica-
cies of  the nonhuman world:  sur faces and textures produced 
by di f ferent microphones,  recording technologies,  and other 
media.  These recordings are of ten stunning,  opening int imate 
windows into unfamil iar l ives and temporal i t ies:  the ul trasonic 
chirps of  whales and bats,  the s igh and slough of melt ing gla-
cial  ice,  conversat ions among marine creatures captured using 
hydrophone technology.  But aesthet ical ly they of ten feel  ee-
ri ly at  a distance from their  subjects,  of fer ing beauti ful ly-ren-
dered audio insights on other creatures’  l ives through a gaze 
as careful ly and ar t i f ic ial ly constructed as a high-def wi ldl i fe 
documentary.  The ef fect is  unabashedly apol i t ical ,  and bel ies 
the urgency of the stories they tel l :  as a l istener,  you’re lef t  with 
the nagging feel ing of a chasm between humans and a prist ine, 
unknowable nature. 

The natural  world,  and relat ionships between people and rapid-
ly transforming environments,  are clearly at  the hear t  of  a histo-
ry of  sound and music.  Yet so of ten they appear only as abstrac-
t ions,  and in doing so,  reinforce the notion of environmental 
quest ions as ul t imately external  to society and culture.  Moving 
towards meaningful  sonic engagement with ext inct ion and cl i-
mate cris is ,  then,  requires broader acknowledgement of  how 
natural  environments are irreducible from social  forces.  I t  re-
quires recognising the past and present structural  processes — 
capital ist  extract ion,  colonial ism, racism — that l ink empty for-
ests and bleached coral  reefs to communit ies threatened by sea 
level  r ise,  poisoned water and land, and urban redevelopment.

Sound has a clear role,  then,  in exploring and communicat ing 
the emotional  qual i t ies of  l iv ing in a rapidly changing and warm-
ing world.  For example,  Andrea Pol l i ’s  Heat and the Hear tbeat 
of  the City:  Central  Park Climate Change in Sound uses razor-
edged sonif icat ions of  projected future cl imate data to s imulate 
the agitat ion and sickened af fect of  l i fe amid r is ing summert ime 
temperatures and intense heatwaves.  Simi lar ly,  one of the most 
sonical ly and pol i t ical ly forceful  sound projects of  recent years 
is  Financial  Tr i logy by Jar Mof f,  the Athens tape ar t ist  whose 
work renders the af fect ive qual i t ies of  l iv ing through enforced 
economic meltdown through seams of dazzl ing,  ruptured noise 
and fragmented jazz col lage.  An obl ique and moving ecologi-
cal  sensibi l i ty is  also increasingly tangible around the experi-
mental  edges of  electronic and club music.  Elysia Crampton’s 
Lake (2016),  Egyptr ixx’s Pure,  Beyond Reproach (2017),  An-
thony Chi ld’s Electronic Recordings from Maui Jungle (2017), 
or Mica Levi ’s  Delete Beach (2017),  each anchored upon f ield 
recordings of  »natural«  spaces,  exempli fy an expansive refer-
ence to »nature.«  Yet their  sonic form is idiosyncrat ic ,  with the 
texture of  an unspoi l t  nature — captured in the f ie ld recordings 
that refer back to Schafer ’s ideal ised soundscapes — quickly 
buried in synth,  drums, and drones.  Expl ici t ly natural  sound 
quickly fal ls  to the background as mere accessory or disap-
pears al together :  highl ight ing the presence of the human as 
agent within these sonic ecosystems, and suggest ing that the 
predi lect ion for f ie ld recordings in club music rei terates the 
very experience of ecological  cr is is  i tsel f  in narrat ive form.

But whi le the sonic textures of  the natural  soundscape gain 
tract ion in the outer f ie lds of  electronic music,  there’s also a r isk Photo by Anja Kanngieser.
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that such approaches aesthet icise ecological  disasters,  and in 
doing so,  exclude from the frame the experiences of  those most 
exposed to them. This is  at  least  par t ly inevitable,  given the am-
biguity that results where meaning is embodied in sound rath-
er than language. Peter Cusack’s ambient sound recordings 
of  Chernobyl ( from the Sounds from Dangerous Places pro-
ject ,  2012) documents an experience of post-nuclear Ukraine, 
weaving recordings of  a dawn chorus with local  poems and the 
sounds of young chi ldren to construct an ar t ful ly unsett l ing nar-
rat ive.  On one level  i t ’s  a reminder of  l i fe ’s sheer capacity for 
exuberance and resi l ience in the face of human-induced dam-
age: in the wake of the meltdown, the depopulated area around 
Chernobyl has become a refuge for wi ldl i fe populat ions,  clearly 
audible in the surging diversi ty of  birds in the recorded cho-
rus.  But equal ly,  i t  does not (or cannot) ref lect the grim real i-
t ies of  economic and cultural  devastat ion faced by a region 
abandoned as a disaster zone. Simi lar ly,  Chris Watson’s wel l-
known recordings of  vultures feeding on Outside the Circle of 
Fire (1998),  recorded in the I tong Plains of  Kenya,  power ful-
ly renders birds of  prey decimating a zebra carcass,  yet does 
not comment on the species’  extreme vulnerabi l i ty to poaching 
pract ices that have led to alarming decl ines in Afr ican vulture 
populat ions and ef fects on biodiversi ty.

Field recording pract ices have also,  however,  ventured into ter-
rain for soundscape work that is  more concerned with the pol i t-
ical .  Leah Barclay’s Rainforest Listening (2016) addresses i tsel f 
direct ly to environmental  summits such as the United National 
Cl imate Change Conferences;  Kate Carr ’s Rivers Home (2011) 
features several  ar t ists ’  odes to water ;  Andrea Pol l i ’s  work is 
of ten direct ly informed by cl imate science,  such as the stark 
narrat ives of  Sonic Antarct ica.  Al l  of  these ar t ists are less con-
cerned with acoust ic representat ions of  natural  environments 
as prist ine spaces,  and instead are l inked by their  attempts to 
sonical ly intervene into contemporary thought and pract ices 
around ecological  cr is is .  Yet even where these general ly in-
strumental  or ambient works comment expl ici t ly on these con-
cerns,  the sor ts of  intervent ion they imply or cal l  for,  and the 
sor ts of  inst i tut ional  and social  forces that might be involved, 
are st i l l  ambiguous.  Cris is st i l l  remains primari ly an abstract 
and distant object .

One of the important cr i t iques of  the concept of  the Anthro-
pocene — the geological  sciences-rooted term for our epoch 
that acknowledges the profound inf luence of human act iv i t ies 
on the Ear th system — is i ts  seeming universal i ty :  the term’s im-
pl icat ion that a s ingle,  undif ferent iated humanity bears equal 
responsibi l i ty for global catastrophes such as cl imate change. 
Yet the real i ty is  any thing but universal .  Both the causes and the 
slow, violent consequences of  cl imate change and environmen-
tal  degradation are unevenly distr ibuted,  with countr ies in the 
Global North causing the vast  majori ty of  damage, and the im-
pacts fel t  most immediately in many economical ly marginal ised 
regions.  Simi lar ly,  meaningful  intervent ion via sound requires 
of ten moving away from abstract ions and universals ,  and look-
ing towards works that are grounded in specif ic struggles and 
contexts ,  something Anja Kanngieser and Pol ly Stanton’s radio 
ar t  piece And then the sea came back (2016) sought to do by 
drawing from l ived stories of  the 2004 Indian Ocean ear th-
quake and tsunami to inform prose and sonic composit ion.

Works that ground themselves in par t icular environments may 
of ten have a pract ical  purpose.  For example,  in the f ie ld of 
ecological  science,  the technologies and tools of  f ie ld record-
ing and acoust ic sensing are increasingly being repurposed 
by f ie ld scient ists to monitor wi ldl i fe in changing habitats .  This 
kind of approach can be used to study par t icular species,  for 
example Kate Jones’  London-based bat monitoring projects, 
which detect the act iv i ty of  bat species and inform the publ ic . 
Other researchers in the f ie ld of  ecoacoust ics,  such as Jérôme 
Sueur and col leagues,  are concerned with using the informa-
t ion encoded in the recorded soundscape (for example,  the 
species diversi ty of  the dawn chorus) as broader indicators of 
ecosystem health — an approach that expl ici t ly draws upon the 
l ineage of ar t ist  pract i t ioners such as Schafer.  Yet here,  rather 
than col lect ing ideal ised or careful ly curated aesthet ic snap-
shots of  prist ine nature,  audio devices ul t imately l isten to envi-
ronments for a funct ional  reason. In a scient i f ic context ,  sound 
recordings potent ial ly of fer a wealth of  data about exact ly how 
species and ecosystems are responding to escalat ing human 
pressures,  which can then inform mit igat ing intervent ions and 
conservat ion act ions.

In the musical  sphere,  i t  is  in this highly context-specif ic are-
na that lyr ical  music,  attended by the intent ional i ty af forded 
by language, can be potent .  This is  especial ly the case where 
struggles are ar t iculated by the al l-too-of ten economical ly pre-
carious,  racial ised,  female,  or queer communit ies who bear the 
greatest  burden of environmental  damage and resource ex-
tract ion as imminent and urgent threats.  In one example,  on 
the track »New World Water« (Black on Both Sides,  1999), 
Mos Def profoundly weaves together the privat isat ion of  water 
with the ongoing legacies of  s lavery and the unequal access to 
natural  resources on a global scale.  In another,  Teresia Teaiwa 
unfolds the horri fy ing af termath of  Paci f ic nuclear test ing on 
the l ives and communit ies of  the Marshal lese,  decades af ter 
the last  blast  was detonated by the US mil i tary,  through spoken 
word poetry,  song, and haunting melodies on her album Tere-
nesia (2010).

Across Oceania,  Indigenous,  Pasi f ika,  and black hip hop and 
electronic music including King Kapisi ’s  classic s ingle »Sub 
Cranium Feel ing« (1999),  A.B Original ’s  »Reclaim Austral ia« 
(2016),  Divide and Dissolve’s »Basic« (2017),  and Kardajala 
Kirr idarr ’s »Ngurra (Rain Song)« (2017) act ively promote In-
digenous sovereignty and sel f-determinat ion.  At the same t ime 
as playing across a breadth of  musical  genres and composit ion-
al  forms, these ar t ists ar t iculate insightful  cr i t ic ism of the de-
struct ion of  land and culture through genocide,  incarcerat ion, 
and environmental  racism. In Canada and the USA, albums and 
songs produced by Indigenous ar t ists ,  such as Leanne Betasa-
mosake Simpson’s F( l) ight (2016) and Stuar t  James’  »#NoDA-
PL« (2016),  share a focus on support ing Indigenous knowledg-
es,  lands,  and resources,  and have been connected to the No 
DAPL (Dakota Access Pipe Line) and Idle No More movements 
to varying degrees.  Simi lar ly,  Def-I ’s  »The Land of Enfrackment« 
(2016) chal lenges the oi l  industry,  starkly i terat ing the eco-
nomic and environmental  destruct ion caused by fracking on 
Indigenous communit ies.  New labels such as Revolut ions Per 
Minute (Canada),  are seeking to bui ld plat forms to gather and 
ampli fy the voices of  Indigenous and First  Nations ar t ists such 

as these,  promoting a wave of social ly,  pol i t ical ly,  and ecologi-
cal ly incis ive music that is  as t imely as i t  is  acutely necessary.

The point here is  par t ly to emphasise that cr is is  is  not a uni-
versal  experience,  nor are i ts  ef fects equal ly distr ibuted.  But 
i t  bears remarking that in many of these contexts music also 
serves a pract ical  purpose,  such as direct organising or gal-
vanis ing funct ions;  this is  nowhere more clear than in the case 
of the musicians who met during their  par t ic ipat ion in the No 
DAPL protests at  Standing Rock and later toured as The Voice 
of Water :  Wake Up the World.  Fur thermore,  once we begin 
to view ecological  cr is is  as not merely an abstract object ,  but 
as a complex set of  processes af fected by capital ist  exploita-
t ion of  natural  resources,  then we can star t  to hear i ts  sonic 
refract ions in works as varied as the experience of cr is is  i t-
sel f.  This is  evident i f  we look to New Orleans bounce (a local 
form of hip hop) in the af termath of  Hurricane Katr ina.  Most ly 
framed around f irst-person tropes,  i t  was common for tracks 
to express the frustrat ions and humil iat ions that residents in 
the ci ty ’s poorest and most af fected neighbourhoods endured 
in the wake of mass f looding.  In the most caust ic instance,  5th 
Ward Weebie’s Fuck Katr ina (2006) begins with the pre-re-
corded FEMA message that would be frustrat ingly famil iar to a 
local  audience who had experienced abandonment along with 
the travai ls  of  surviving on aid payments.  But what ’s also str ik-
ing in a lot  of  post-Katr ina bounce is the way in which the cris is 
is  cont inuously l ived as a matter of  fact :  in the eulogies and im-
ages of  destroyed housing projects,  the experience of trauma 
and exi le,  or the ruthlessness of  »regenerat ion.«

This breadth of  engagement with environmental  cr is is  through 
sound suggests manifold opportunit ies for music to cr i t ique 
underlying social  and economic processes.  Yet faced with the 
complexity and mult ipl ic i ty of  these driving forces and their  ef-
fects ,  i t ’s  di f f icult  to determine what sonic works should be do-
ing to achieve this .  Music of ten forms a crucial  par t  of  pol i t ical 
mobi l isat ion,  a means through which to consol idate communi-
t ies and ar t iculate struggles and demands.  But evaluat ing mu-
sic ent irely through such a funct ional  lens — for example,  on i ts 
expression of specif ic demands or i ts  use in protest  contexts 
— is  quest ionable,  not least  given the dubious aesthet ics that 
can result ,  but also insofar as i t  overlooks the diverse strategies 
and organisat ional  col laborat ions necessary for pol i t ical  and 
social  change. What is  clear,  given the massively unequal ways 
in which cl imate change af fects communit ies,  is  that sound and 
music can provide not only a plat form but a catalyst  for ar t icu-
lat ion and communicat ion,  and sometimes even act ion,  around 
the complex real i t ies of  l i fe under contemporary capital ism. 

However,  the ef fect iveness of  this plat form is intr insical ly l inked 
to the quest ion of  whose voices are ampli f ied and how. For 
example,  in the context of  experimental  sound and music,  i t ’s 
been possible to hear such ideas emerging in the work of  indi-
vidual  sonic ar t ists ,  as wel l  as in recent fest ival  themes and pro-
grammes drawing on moti fs  of  societal  and environmental  tur-
moil .  Yet labels ,  press,  and venues are st i l l  dominated by white 
European or North American ar t ists ,  and the engagement with 
environmental  quest ions — as,  indeed, with the broader ques-
t ion of  intervent ion through ar t  — is  largely conf ined to an ab-
stracted aesthet ic dimension (af ter al l ,  i t ’s  hard to deny that 

dystopian sonics can make for visceral ly thr i l l ing music) .  For 
sonic ar t  to be more than mere aesthet icisat ion or sel f-con-
gratulatory,  consciousness-rais ing requires a serious reassess-
ment of  what role the ar ts ,  par t icular ly the sonic ar ts ,  can play 
in shi f t ing perspect ives on the exploitat ion of  nature and our 
relat ion to non-human ecosystems. I t  a lso requires an honest 
appraisal  of  the motivat ions and capacit ies of  the ar ts in ad-
dressing local  and global inequal i ty. 

One route,  fol lowing the work of  pioneering feminist  compos-
ers such as Paul ine Oliveros,  might be to ident i fy pract ices of 
l istening and si lence that make space for subaltern narrat ives 
to be heard and also ampli f ied:  when we view ecological  cr i-
ses from the posit ion of  those whose existence they direct ly af-
fect in dai ly l i fe ,  we acquire a di f ferent and more si tuated per-
spect ive,  one that doesn’t  defer confrontat ion because i t  s imply 
can’t  af ford to.  We might also f ind direct ion in sonic pract ices 
that reject the pretense to nature as detached and abstract , 
and don’t  overlook the complexit ies of  human dependencies 
on resources and ecosystems. Paying acute attent ion to the 
specif ic i t ies of  context and to the sociological  quest ions of  cl i-
mate change can inform how we understand and negotiate the 
intersect ions of  aesthet ics and pol i t ics.  Irrespect ive of  the form 
through which one confronts these issues,  i t  is  clear that nei-
ther decontextual ised representat ions of  »nature« nor ambigu-
ous cal ls  to act ion are of  much use,  especial ly to those people 
who are most vulnerable to the ef fects of  capital ’s  ravenous 
consumption of non-human nature.  We’d be better served l is-
tening to them.

Rory Gibb  is  a wri ter and biologist  based in London.

Anja Kanngieser is a researcher,  wri ter,  and educator 
working on sound, pol i t ics,  and cl imate change.

Paul Rekret  is  wri t ing a book on songs,  work,  and capital-
ist  cr is is .
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Di  s tribut      e d  H y po  c ri  s y 
By  J a m e s  G i n z burg  

Today  ’s  » independent  «  music culture is  increasingly enmeshed in corporate   

and governmental    interests .  Is  it  possible  for us as artists  and humans  to 

find  infrastructures    and working models that minimise these entangle  -

ments  and curb related  social/environmental impact ? In today’s  competi -

tive  climate  ,  what is  the price of protesting,  of trying to abstain or say no ? 

In his    essay,  James Ginzburg breathlessly recounts his  own experiences and   

touches   on   questions that have surfaced and rotated tumultuously within 

artistic     communities   and beyond. 

When I  was eighteen I  was l iv ing with people that were sel l-
ing cocaine.  Any thoughts I  may have had of gett ing involved 
ended abruptly when one of my potent ial  col leagues,  having 
hurried back from another ci ty where he was picking up drugs, 
turned up at  our house covered in someone else’s blood. This 
someone else had been murdered — quite tangential ly,  sudden-
ly,  and unexpectedly — by the other dealer ’s bodyguard.  For tu-
nately ( I  guess) the drugs were already in the car boot.  Being 
impressionable and out of  my depth,  I  was deeply distressed by 
this experience,  and i t  was clear to me that par t ic ipat ing in this 
par t icular industry meant making very close contact and en-
tering into exchange with terr ible people who were doing ter-
r ible things.  The ethical  considerat ions were very quickly and 
clearly resolved for me without ever having to cast my mind to 
broader quest ions about what that supply chain involved — the 
Columbian conf l ict  with FARC, rainforest deforestat ion,  al l  the 
tragedies that come from the movement of  narcotics through 
Mexico or Puer to Rico,  etc.
 
Ten years later I  spoke for the f irst  t ime at a Red Bul l  Music 
event .  I  had been running my music company out of  my apar t-
ment with a couple fr iends,  and af ter f ive years we had f inal ly 
managed to move into a proper of f ice and studio thanks to pro-
viding the music for an internat ional  car adver t .  I  was feel ing 
near ecstat ic that our vis ion of  creat ing an economical ly sus-
tainable creat ive l i fe running record labels and producing our 
own musical  projects had come to frui t ion.  In the course of  this 
talk the car adver t  came up, and I  was heckled by a member of 
the crowd who declared that I  was complici t  in the oi l  industry 
and that doing business with such a company was unethical . 
I t  did occur to me that this person was si t t ing in a corporate 
branded event ,  but I  wasn’t  thinking quickly enough to draw at-

tent ion to i t ,  so I  murmured something,  fel t  very embarrassed, 
and walked of f  stage.  I  hadn’t  considered up to that point that 
I  might have been doing something negative in the world with 
the company,  and when I  subsequently quest ioned the ethics of 
i t ,  I  defaulted to the Robin Hood defence,  which is  something to 
the ef fect of,  »we are invest ing in and support ing the l ivel ihoods 
of many musicians as wel l  as our smal l  community,  and we are 
redistr ibut ing wealth from corporate interests into the pockets 
of  independent ar t ists who we have,  to the best of  our abi l i t ies, 
veri f ied are good humans.«  At this t ime we were also sel l ing a 
lot  of  records (made from toxic petroleum products) ,  and we 
weren’t  exclusively dependent on external  corporate money for 
second use of the music,  but l icensing music seemed l ike the 
logical  way to f inance expansion and development,  which to 
us meant ini t ia l ly earning something beyond minimum wage. 
 
Almost another decade later,  in the present moment,  relat ive-
ly l i t t le of  my company’s income comes from record sales.  A 
large percentage of i t  now comes from the American f i lm in-
dustry,  and is thus corporate money.  I  have this moment for the 
f irst  t ime asked Google which corporat ion owns Universal  — a 
company we have received money from regularly — and discov-
ered i t  is  Comcast ,  an ent i ty that incidental ly was,  according 
to Wikipedia,  awarded the 2014 »Worst Company in America« 
award,  and which employs »the spouses,  sons,  and daughters 
of  mayors,  counci lmen, commissioners,  and other of f ic ials to 
assure i ts  cont inued preferred market al locat ions."  Comcast is 
an internet service provider amongst other act iv i t ies,  so I  a lso 
imagine that protect ing against  copyright infr ingement prob-
ably hasn’t  been a priori ty for them. In this sense,  they direct ly 
contr ibute to the shi f t  in our economy we rely on them now to 
replace.  I t  is  also the seventh-largest governmental  lobbying 

body in America,  and was one of the largest backers of  Barack 
Obama’s run for presidency. 
 
I  have red l ines.  For example,  I  wouldn’t  l icense music to de-
fence companies,  pharmaceutical  companies,  oi l  companies, 
or companies that I ’m aware have trespassed against  human-
ity or the natural  environment.  But then,  Universal  could just  as 
easi ly have been owned by Lockheed Mart in,  Pf izer,  or Shel l , 
and I  wouldn’t  have known unt i l  f ive minutes ago. And then who 
knows what kind of v i le people are involved in the decis ion-
making in large organisat ions,  even those that outwardly ap-
pear ethical .  I  ask mysel f  now why I  haven’t  looked in detai l  at 
each company I ’ve earned money from, and the only answer I 
can come up with is  that working on f i lms and f i lm campaigns 
never struck me as evi l .  But then,  the ideological  messaging of 
many Hollywood f i lms is  quest ionable,  and is undoubtedly par t 
of  the sel f-perpetuat ing force of our over-consumption. 
 
The systems in which we l ive and operate and the infrastruc-
tures that support them are al l  networked into every thing good 
and bad about our civi l isat ion,  but fundamental ly our civi l isa-
t ion is  unsustainable,  so that network is  oriented towards,  at 
least  for the moment,  the s low strangulat ion of  the natural  world 
and the structural  repression of a large por t ion of  humanity.  Is 
there any way to not par t ic ipate in this? 
 
Red Bul l  is  made in Austr ia and Switzerland. A casual  inves-
t igat ion on the internet shows that amongst the accusat ions 
level led against  them are adver t is ing irresponsibly to chi ldren, 
and the use of  extreme sports to adver t ise their  products — ad-
ver t isements in which stunt men have died with relat ive fre-
quency.  There was also apparent ly a bizarre lawsuit  in Austr ia 
in which they were successful ly sued for false adver t is ing be-
cause apparent ly Red Bul l  doesn’t  give you any more energy 
than a cup of cof fee with the equivalent quanti ty of  caf feine 
— and a temporary sales ban in 2009 on Red Bul l  Cola af ter 
trace amounts of  cocaine were found in the drink.  Anyways,  I 
couldn’t  f ind anything too juicy,  besides a now-notorious in-
terview with CEO Dietr ich Mateschitz,  a man with a $15.4-bi l-
l ion net worth,  in which his comments caused a st ir  by poten-
t ial ly suggest ing ideological  al ignment with Donald Trump. But 
the fact remains that this company is a commercial  enterprise 
whose main purpose is  to prof i t  by sel l ing a sugary st imulant 
drink that is  unnecessary to the perpetuat ion of  humanity or the 
world,  and there is  an environmental  price to pay for that .  Right 
now, somewhere out there,  the factories are spewing exhaust , 
as are the vehicles that distr ibute the aluminum cans through-
out the world.  I  am cer tain that i f  we hung a human or two over 
that exhaust i t  would have lethal  consequence for that person 
or those persons,  but just  as the pol lut ion is  distr ibuted,  i ts  con-
sequences are l ikewise distr ibuted into the background noise 
of  the s low death that carbon emissions promise for the world 
as we know i t .  Up unt i l  I  saw a dead man’s blood on another 
person’s clothes,  the destruct ive potent ial  of  the cocaine indus-
try was equal ly di f fuse in my imaginat ion.
 
Recently I  at tended an event in Berl in in which the electron-
ic music streaming plat form Boi ler Room had teamed up with 
Google to present a new phone, the Google Pixel  2.  We al l , 
more or less,  have smartphones,  and most of  us know ful l  wel l 

there are disastrous environmental  consequences caused by 
their  production and that some of the raw materials used in this 
process are acquired in very quest ionable circumstances.  The 
mineral  coltan,  for instance,  is  mined in the Democrat ic Repub-
l ic of  Congo, amongst other countr ies.  Coltan is  »sold in pri-
vate,  unregulated markets,  unl ike metals such as gold,  copper, 
z inc,  and t in .  This means that there are no standards for min-
ing operat ions and any safety procedures must come from the 
mine owners or their  home countr ies.«*1) Google also has been 
impl icated in many controversies,  from large-scale tax avoid-
ance,  to being a legit imised monopoly,  to censorship and sur-
vei l lance,  to the carbon footprint  of  i ts  servers,  to a potent ial 
c lass act ion lawsuit  based on the faulty screen of the Google 
Pixel  2.  They have also invested a huge amount of  money into 
clean energy,  to name one of their  v ir tues.  Drawing a vei l  over 
al l  that momentari ly,  I  fe l t  very confused about what exact ly 
the event was.  There were a number of  acts per forming who 
were al l  very good and interest ing acts ,  and I  imagine that they 
were invi ted as par t  of  promoting the product to a par t icular 
demographic that Google perceived was an inf luent ial  body 
of people in terms of informing buying habits amongst key so-
cial  groups.  So I  was,  in ef fect ,  walking in a three-dimensional 
adver t  in which I  was both being adver t ised to and par t icipat-
ing in the broadcast ing of the adver t is ing by being f i lmed and 
photographed being there,  ef fect ively becoming a product or 
adver t is ing instrument mysel f.  I  took a free drink.
 
Perhaps one of those acts had an of fer the same night from a lo-
cal  promoter in another ci ty.  Chances are this promoter would 
never be able to match whatever Google paid,  so a corporate 
interest  would be served over a grassroots music scene. Or 
let ’s  say corporate ent i ty A puts on an event in a ci ty and can 
pay:  { fee a t ickets-based promoter can pay} x 3.  They wi l l  end 
up pricing that promoter out ,  which could be interpreted as a 
form of cultural/corporate gentr i f icat ion,  which means that an 
event whose purpose is ul t imately to adver t ise a drink becomes 
tenable for an ar t ist ,  whi le an event that would be organised in 
order to promote… music… would f ind i t  harder to survive.  I ’ve 
taken that money before,  for the record.  I  would be reluctant to 
take i t  now, but i f  I  had to pay my rent and that was the only way 
to do i t ,  I  might f ind myself  becoming more f lexible.  Al l  of  these 
l i t t le decis ions we make end up feel ing l ike par t icles in a vast 
noise,  and our complici ty in destruct ive systems unfor tunately 
takes the form of a rather mundane accumulat ion of  these mo-
ments,  l ike deciding i t ’s  too much of a hassle to put a Snickers 
bar wrapper into the plast ic recycl ing bin,  so we just  throw i t 
into the general  waste,  and i t  ends up in a sea tur t le ’s mouth. 
 
Apropos gentr i f icat ion,  I  wonder i f  one could interpret Boi l-
er Room as a form of gentr i f icat ion in which,  as urban centres 
price out anyone but the wealthy and slowly el iminate music 
venues,  i t  transmits an aspirat ional  l i festyle where those privi-
leged enough to l ive in urban centres are f i lmed displaying the 
ar tefacts of  their  l i festyle to people who can not access that 
l i festyle and who can no longer meet people and experience 
music culture in physical  spaces but only in vir tual  ones,  as »us-
ers« who are actual ly in real i ty s imply the targets of  adver t is ing 
via the pretence of content .  Boi ler Room, natural ly,  a lso gives a 
plat form to talented underground ar t ists around the world and 
helps propel their  careers.
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I  per formed at a fest ival  in Mexico recently and in the venue 
were large sculptures,  i f  you can cal l  them that ,  that were made 
up of three-dimensional  letters spel l ing out the phrase »Bri tain 
is  Great .«  Presumably,  the fest ival  was taking money from the 
Bri t ish Counci l ,  and the Bri t ish Counci l ’s  agenda now includes 
involvement in project Brexit ,  which must now involve bui lding 
stronger trade relat ionships with non-EU countr ies.  Without 
gett ing into the fact that the Bri t ish Government and i ts  impe-
rial  legacy have a lot  to answer for,  Brexit  is  something that is 
diametr ical ly counter to my own pol i t ical  orientat ion,  but also 
potent ial ly destruct ive to my l ivel ihood — in which I  r ide air-
planes on a weekly basis and eat airplane food in disposable 
plast ic trays,  objects I  have no idea whether or not are put into 
the recycl ing bin — as a touring musician l iv ing in Germany on 
a Bri t ish passport .  So.  Wealth was redistr ibuted from a former 
imperial  power into a grassroots organisat ion,  so that i t  could 
be fur ther redistr ibuted to staf f,  local  and internat ional  ar t ists , 
and to internat ional  alcohol companies,  alcohol being a sub-
stance with potent ial ly enormously destruct ive social  conse-
quences and that I  dr ink on a weekly basis ,  and a substance I 
presumably faci l i tate the sale of  each t ime I  per form anywhere 
— whi le also,  I ’m sure,  from t ime to t ime simultaneously faci l i-
tat ing the sale of  cocaine.
 
I  wonder what Henry David Thoreau would say.  I t ’s  one thing to 
resent paying taxes to a government that acts in violent and de-
struct ive ways in the world;  i t ’s  another thing to f ind yoursel f  in 
an ethical  di lemma in which a state is  wi l l ing to give you money. 
Many fest ivals I  have per formed at are at  least  par t ia l ly f inanced 
by state cultural  funding.  This has the wonder ful  consequence 
of al lowing cultural  events to make curatorial  decis ions decou-
pled from economic considerat ions that t icket sales demand, 
but i t  a lso opens up ethical  quest ions around this money and 
the agenda of those state-sponsored organisat ions that distr ib-
ute i t .  Would you take money from Trump’s government? From 
North Korea’s or Syria’s? From Netanyahu or Belarus’s Alex-
ander Lukashenko? From Poland’s current r ight-wing govern-
ment? Is taking money from the Canadian government an en-
dorsement of  their  treatment of  their  indigenous populat ion? I t 
a lso entai ls  the problem of giving larger organisat ions a dist inct 
advantage over smal ler groups or individuals who would l ike to 
put on events.  The latter are more l ikely to be passed over for 
funding in preference for more establ ished organisat ions,  and 
they may not be in a posit ion to pay ar t ists as much as funded 
events,  nor to af ford as elaborate a production.  This motion in 
which smal ler ent i t ies are absorbed or el iminated by larger en-
t i t ies is  also one of the def ining features of  advanced capital ism.

 
Ar t ists are and should be extremely vocal  in of fer ing inspir ing 
cri t iques and radical  solut ions for these di lemmas, but how to 
make sense of that whi le i t  is  happening within a corporat ion-
enabled and -constructed f low of information woven into and 
born out of  an economic system that we are al l  unable to extract 
ourselves from, and in which the cri t ique and solut ions them-
selves become content with more of an economic value to the 
system than to the ar t ists themselves?  
 
As i t  stands,  my label  can’t  sel l  enough records anymore for me 
to not l icense music i f  I  want to invest in and develop projects 
with new ar t ists ,  and I  enjoy per forming, and I  need to earn a 
l iv ing,  and I  want my fr iends and col leagues who put on fest i-
vals to continue doing that and support ing ar t ists ,  and I  don’t 
want to perpetuate suf fer ing,  and I ’m disgusted by aspects of 
the world I  par t ic ipate in,  and I  want to f ind ways of  putt ing the 
interests of  the world and humanity before my own. At some 
point ,  we could ask ourselves,  what is  enough? For most peo-
ple in the ar ts ,  there isn’ t  ever enough, because there is  l i ter-
al ly not enough money to be enough to l ive on.  For non-human 
ent i t ies such as corporat ions and inst i tut ions,  sel f-preservat ion 
and growth is  coded into their  DNA. Boi ler Room may not need 
Google to survive,  but they very wel l  may feel  they need Goog-
le to grow. An ar t ist  might be able to survive without Red Bul l  
or other corporate money,  but they may not be able to invest 
in upgrading their  equipment without i t ,  or they might not be 
able to l ive in a ci ty conducive to their  l ivel ihood without i t .  We 
are embedded in an unfolding system that is  moving in l ine and 
in sync with broader economic movements — the polarisat ion 
of  wealth,  gentr i f icat ion,  the automation of labour,  etc.  — and i t 
is  becoming harder to create the i l lusion that we can operate 
outside of  this system successful ly and/or spare ourselves from 
the hypocrisy which comes from being de facto complici t  and 
yet trying to preserve our human dignity and acknowledge and 
l ive the fact that ,  in essence, the vast  majori ty of  us would rather 
see the world become a better,  fa irer place.
 
So what ,  then? Take our best shots at  f inding a way to par t ici-
pate in exploitat ion as l i t t le as possible and avoid hypocrisy as 
much as possible? Could we, for example,  just  stop buying sof t 
drinks? They are completely unnecessary for us to l ive and sur-
vive — no one would come to any harm i f  Red Bul l  disappeared 
from the world.  Coca Cola,  the only company in America with 
a l icense to import and process coca leaves and to legal ly sel l 
cocaine to the one company legal ly al lowed to buy i t ,  manu-
factures so many PET bott les that they,  according to Green-
peace, account for one quar ter of  al l  the plast ics that end up in 

the ocean. I t  would be a relat ively easy matter for me to stop 
drinking i t ,  despite my deeply condit ioned af fect ion for i t .  The 
argument »…because I  enjoy i t«  star ts sounding a l i t t le bi t  hol low 
when one is standing on beaches on remote is lands covered in 
bott les from countr ies thousands of mi les away. 
 
And the same is probably true for music.  Why do I  think I  de-
serve to make music professional ly? I t ’s  been my l i fe ’s main 
concern and fascinat ion.  I f  I  were to make a radical  change, i t 
would involve giving up whatever par t  of  my sense of ident i ty 
and purpose in the world is  l inked to a profession in the ar ts , 
as wel l  as giving up the many years i t  took me to arr ive at  a 
point where I  was able to work in this sphere professional ly.  I f  I 
were presented with a dataset that demonstrated that my pro-
fession was direct ly responsible for X amount of  tur t le ,  tree,  or 
human suf fer ing,  I  would undoubtedly make radical  changes 
that addressed that .  So,  suspect ing that the l ikel ihood is that I 
am complici t ,  why don’t  I  make a radical  change? I  ask mysel f 
regularly whether or not the reason I  stay involved is sel f-serv-
ing and bound with my need for acknowledgement,  and I  ask 
mysel f  what i t  would feel  l ike to give i t  a l l  up.  Maybe i t  would 
be a rel ief.  At the same t ime, there is  no reason to think that i f  I 
found another form of employment I  would be any less involved 
in systems that are rooted in exploitat ion.
 
An of ten-quoted study conducted at  Princeton,  publ ished in 
2014, demonstrated that individuals in America wield ef fect ive-
ly zero pol i t ical  power,  and that pol icy is  dictated more or less 
exclusively by what is ,  in ef fect ,  an ol igarchy.  Where does that 
leave us in terms of proposing ways of  creat ing systemic shi f ts 
in our societ ies that would begin to address these issues? Obvi-
ously we al l  have the power to work on ourselves,  to undermine 
our aggressive ambit ions,  to reduce our consumption,  to in-
form ourselves,  and to make the best decis ions we can,  and we 
have to star t  there.  We can f ind ways of  disambiguat ing greed 
from a desire for survival  and for personal and community de-
velopment,  but i t ’s  an extremely competi t ive world that tends 
to be geared towards the greedy,  and i t 's  also a world in which 
many of us lack an understanding of how to organise ourselves 
ef fect ively to create meaningful  change. 
 
Recently,  Fis ,  an ar t ist  I ’ve worked with for the last  couple years 
and whose last  album — a col laborat ion with Rob Thorne that 
was in par t  recorded for free at  Red Bul l ’s  Berl in studio cour-
tesy of  CTM — my label  released, star ted a record label  cal led 
Sapl ings.  This label ’s  physical  product is  the plant ing of trees; 
al l  the money that consumers pay into the label  goes to this 

end via Eden Reforestat ion Projects,  which provides the infra-
structure to enable the conversion of money into the plant ing 
and maintenance of trees,  just  as PayPal — another company 
that comes problematic baggage — provides the infrastructure 
to receive the money i tsel f.  F is ,  whose background is in per-
maculture,  envisages a future in which this is  a paradigm that 
many labels adopt,  and envisages that this cr i t ical  mass would 
begin to overcome the downsides of  using infrastructures that 
rely on non-renewable energy sources.
 
I t ’s  interest ing that the onus for making posit ive change gen-
eral ly fa l ls  to the individual  whose contr ibut ion to the overal l 
noise of  pol lut ion and exploitat ion is  microscopic,  rather than 
to large-scale organisat ions such as PayPal who are responsi-
ble for the l ion’s share.  We can only hope that i f  we col lect ive-
ly make uncompromised decis ions,  we wi l l  create a market for 
products and experiences that aren’t  created in pol lut ing and 
exploitat ive circumstances. 
 
Ult imately,  whether or not i t  would be possible to hold to ac-
count the ent i t ies,  corporate or otherwise,  that are progres-
sively taking over the f inancing of underground music seems 
to be simply a quest ion of  how many people would be wi l l ing 
to individual ly or col lect ively leverage those ent i t ies’  desire to 
purchase credibi l i ty against  a demand that they operate in an 
ethical  fashion,  and, i f  that ’s  not going to happen, to say no. 
For al l  my uncer tainty,  I  do bel ieve that any decis ion we make, 
however smal l ,  that transcends our own individual  desires and 
needs wi l l  have a posit ive ef fect on our communit ies,  networks, 
and the world at  large.

James Ginzburg  is a musician and ar t ist  best known as one 
hal f  of  duo Emptyset .  He runs the label  Subtext and the publ ish-
ing company Mult iverse. 
»  jamesginzburg.com

*1)	 Wikipedia.  »Coltan mining and ethics.«  Accessed December 2017. 
	 www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coltan_mining_and_ethics

»T h e r e  i s  n o  r e a s o n  to  t h i n k  t h at  i f  I  f ou  n d 
a n ot h e r  f orm    o f  e mplo  y m e n t  I  woul   d  b e  a n y 

l e s s  i n vol v e d  i n  s y s t e m s  t h at  a r e  root   e d  i n 
e x ploit   atio   n . «
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C a lli   n g  O ut   For    Co  n t e x t  
By  C h ri  s ti  n e  K a k a ir  e 

Punctuating  the political   maelstrom of the last  couple of years,  fresh in -

cidences   of social media controversy have erupted every few weeks within 

the electronic music industry.  As early adopters of technology,  we were   

already  acclimated to this ;  our communities  are diverse and geographical  -

ly scattered,  so we quickly learned to exploit  the connectivity provided   

by the internet   and social media.  We also greedily accepted the opportuni    -

ties   to  amplify   our own causes,  and happily used them to help self-promote  

and brand - build,  but also to virtue signal ,  commentate,  weigh in,  criticise   , 

spout   off.  Flash  points  flared  up when a Resident Advisor documentary  on  

Nina  Kraviz    *1) featured her naked in a bathtub,  when the work of UK experi  -

mentalist    William Bennett was accused of neo-colonialist  fetishism, * 2) and   

through   online spats over uncredited sample credits , * 3) cultural  appropria  -

tion , *4 ) and Discogs resale prices. * 5 )

What has come to best i l lustrate the ful l  extent of  cal l-out cul-
ture’s capabi l i t ies,  however,  is  the caut ionary tale of  Li thuanian 
tech-house producer and DJ Mari jus Adomait is .  In the wake 
of his demise,  his best-known ar t ist  name, Ten Walls ,  st i l l  e l ic-
i ts  scorn as a noun and a verb;  to have »done a Ten Walls« is 
to have wit lessly unraveled your reputat ion and career in the 
amount t ime i t  takes to type and publ ish a status update.  Since 
f ir ing of f  three instant ly-viral  posts on his private Facebook 
prof i le that equated homosexual i ty to paedophi l ia and best i-
al i ty,  Adomait is  has tr ied but not succeeded in shaking of f  the 
industry pariah status that those remarks brought him.

In the same year that Ten Walls buried himself,  Bri t ish journal-
ist  Jon Ronson declared in his book So You’ve Been Publ icly 
Shamed *6) that society was »at  the beginning of a great renais-
sance of publ ic shaming.« Ronson experienced a social  media 
»pi le-on« f irst-hand when he became aware of a stranger ’s Twit-
ter prof i le using his l ikeness and name. He traced the genesis 
of  the prof i le to a comment on a video he had made for the 
Guardian about spambots,  and became perplexed, then aggra-
vated,  as his repeated requests to cease and desist  were sim-
ply ignored. The people responsible for the fake account did, 
however,  eventual ly agree to a f i lmed face-to-face meeting,  but 
i t  was a frustrat ing encounter that only served to drive the real 
Ronson’s already-increasing fury towards apoplexy.  Af ter he 
uploaded the video of the heated encounter to YouTube, Ron-
son ini t ia l ly fel t  warmed by comments from his fol lowers that 
mirrored his own outrage. He then watched with increasing 
concern as the tone of tweets directed towards the impostor 

account escalated from harsh words to harsh insults to threats 
of  physical  v iolence.  The ferociousness worked: the fake @jon_
ronson prof i le was neutral ised and deleted.

I t  barely matters that the content of  the tweets posted by the 
spambot,  and the motivat ions of  the people who created i t , 
were both bizarre and banal ;  Ronson’s giddiness respond-
ed instead to the harnessed community power of  this publ ic 
shaming. First  his adversaries,  and then increasingly the pub-
l ic enemies of  other individuals with their  own causes were, 
he declares,  »being brought down by people who used to be 
powerless.«

Yet not even the spectre of  Ten Walls and the threat of  being 
brought down in the cour t  of  publ ic opinion have been enough 
to discourage inexcusable behaviour.  The global #MeToo phe-
nomenon struck many sectors of  the music industry,  including 
our own niche.  In addit ion to this 2017 was overwhelming for 
i ts  noise and ugl iness.  Cal l-outs ranged from the absurd »Sau-
nagate« scandal revolving around French DJ Jeremy Under-
ground*7) to grim al legat ions of  sexual  assault  against  Gaslamp 
Ki l ler*8) and Ethan Kath of  Crystal  Cast les. *9) Along the way,  the 
far-r ight- leaning sympathies of  Distal  and Funk D’Void were 
exposed, and there were too many spir i t-crushing exposés of 
misogynist ic att i tudes,  including of course the sexist  remarks 
made by the head of hyped house col lect ive Giegl ing Records, 
Konstant in,  to a female journal ist  from Groove Magazine.*10) As 
the year ’s controversies rumbled on t irelessly and the cal l-out 
cycle (cal l-out / denial  / receipts / backtrack & shor t  apology / 

backlash / news coverage / publ ic apology) continued to turn, 
predictably and cynical ly,  scattershot opinions began to coa-
lesce around cri t ic isms of cal l-out culture in general . 

The act of  cal l ing out is  disrupt ive,  and not only to the inst igator 
and the subject ;  »cal l-out fat igue« is  cult ivated every t ime there 
is  a race to break a story,  to reproduce and reshare i ts  of fend-
ing material ,  and each t ime a compulsion to trumpet one’s own 
views in relat ion to i ts  content is  indulged. Much of the cri t i-
cism against  the usefulness of  cal l-out culture is  less concerned 
with the ef f icacy of  the act than the exhibit ionist  nature of  the 
prosumer outrage cycle i t  encourages.  In a 2011 blog post t i-
t led »Come one, come al l !  Feminist  and Social  Just ice blogging 
as per formance and bloodshed,«*11) the writer Flavia Dzodan 
brist led at  the »unquest ionably reductionist«  nature of  cal l-out 
culture.  I t  was,  she wrote,  »the most toxic aspect of  blogging.« 
Dzodan continues that »cal l-out culture might ,  at  t imes,  dan-
gerously resemble bul ly ing.  However,  unl ike bul ly ing,  cal l-out 
culture is  par t  of  the per formative aspect of  blogging.  Unl ike 
bul ly ing,  a cal l-out is  intended for an audience.«

Several  years later,  act iv ist  Asam Ahmad put forward the al-
ternat ive approach of »speaking privately with an individual 
who has done some wrong, in order to address the behav-
iour without making a spectacle of  the address i tsel f,«  which 
he names as »cal l ing-in.«*12) The case in favour of  cal l ing in of 
course only funct ions under the presumption of respectful  dia-
loguing,  and under the cer tainty that the problematic behav-
iours aren’t  cr iminal  or threatening.  Even so,  with no r isk of 
publ ic consequences,  assessing any accountabi l i ty measures 
becomes the sole responsibi l i ty of  the transgressed, a strategy 
that may prove ef fect ive in some cases but unl ikely in the most 
react ive ones. 

In this pursuit  of  accountabi l i ty,  the necessary truth is  that the 
originator of  the cal l-out of ten needs to expose themselves, 
dredging up uncomfor table moments,  circulat ing of fending 
material ,  and then girding themselves for repercussion.  In the 
case of Glaswegian DJ and WOC Sarra Wild and her appear-
ance in a documentary produced by Boi ler Room about the 
ci ty ’s music landscape, her attempts at  a »cal l- in« in a dialogue 
with the popular streaming plat form over their  decis ion to cut 
a sentence of hers — in which she stated that Glasgow was »no 
longer a white man’s techno scene« — was ini t ia l ly met with s i-
lence.

For the individual  who experiences exclusion and si lencing,  or 
abuse and harassment,  the democrat is ing — and viral  — poten-
t ial  of  a tweet or blog post may be their  only means of  recourse. 
»Most of  the people label l ing cal l-out culture toxic are white 

and cisgender,  just  saying,« wrote Busang Senne in the ar t ic le 
»Man, F*ck Your Pride’ :  Why Cal l-Out Culture Isn’ t  Toxic’  for 
Cosmopoli tan South Afr ica.«*13) She continues,  »The history of 
cal l-out culture star ted with black people,  POC, and queer 
communit ies using i t  as the last  l ine of  defence in engaging 
with trol ls  onl ine.  To erase that history and assume i t ’s  a space 
used solely for gett ing attent ion is  to centre your feel ings,  and 
the feel ings of  trol ls ,  above the trauma of marginal ised groups. 
Derai l ing the conversat ion to focus on how you’re af fected by 
marginal ised groups’  react ions to oppression is  0% helpful  be-
cause FYI,  i t ’s  not always about you,  boo.«

The inef f icacy of  Sarra Wild’s »cal l  in« lef t  her no choice but to 
cal l  out .  She did so on her publ ic Facebook prof i le ,  and af ter 
receiving a dismissive note from Boi ler Room that conf irmed 
they »at  no point set out to highl ight any negativ i ty« in the doc-
umentary and doubled down on the censoring of her words in 
»the ›white men‹ phrase would have caused al l  sor ts of  pol i t i-
cal  repercussions,«  she exposed them again.  In an of f ic ial  pub-
l ic apology that fol lowed,*14) Boi ler Room f inal ly acknowledged 
that »the ef fect of  what [ they] did with this edit  was to s i lence 
the voice of  a woman of colour speaking about the history of  ra-
cial  and gender bias in her ci ty.  I t  inadver tent ly reinforced a dis-
course where perspect ives of  marginal ised people are erased, 
whi le turning up the volume on the inequal i ty and discrimina-
t ion so prevalent across the music industry.«

As was witnessed with another Boi ler Room controversy this 
year,  a chorus of  community support can be essent ial  to navi-
gat ing this messy,  incomplete type of act iv ism. The announce-
ment in July that Boi ler Room had the winning bid for a grant 
of  almost £300,000 from Arts Counci l  England to broadcast 
the Nott ing Hil l  Carnival  was met with ardent cr i t ic ism best 
crystal l ised by an anonymous writer,  pen name Boi l  The Room, 
in a widely-shared ar t ic le publ ished on Medium*15) that ques-
t ioned what they saw as »an over t  attempt to commodify and 
prof i t  from a celebrat ion of  the culture and heri tage of the Bri t-
ish West Indian community« whi le the core organising commit-
tee of  Nott ing Hil l  Carnival  remained »criminal ly under funded.« 
The annual two-day free event in West London was born out of 
the turmoil  of  race r iots in the mid-1960s involving London’s 
Caribbean community,  and the gul f  between this and the ra-
cial  and social  background of Boi ler Room’s founder Blaise 
Bel lv i l le — who was once infamously included in a 2011 tab-
loid newspaper ar t ic le t i t led »Bri tain’s 50 most power ful  posh 
people under 30«*16) — once again highl ighted a long-running 
cri t ic ism of the plat form; that i ts  commercial  success has come 
at the expense of dance music’s black roots and unpaid ar t-
ist  per formances.  Boi l  The Room posited that the Nott ing Hil l 
Carnival  deal  would perpetuate »Boi ler Room’s PR campaign, 
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whitewashing black culture into a palatable consumer product 
and creat ing lucrat ive market ing opportunit ies.«  The plat form’s 
response was to embrace transparency:  an extensive statement 
publ ished on their  website announced their  intent ion to sus-
pend the use of  funding unt i l  the 2018 edit ion of  Carnival ,  and 
in the meantime, »to guarantee total  transparency over every 
penny of publ ic funding given to this project [and] operate an 
open book pol icy with any interested par ty over the budget.«*17)

They also pledged to work in par tnership and review the budg-
et together with Carnival  stakeholders and to »re-approach an-
y thing required to ensure that this ini t iat ive is  of  real  benef i t  to 
Carnival  and their  respect ive members.« 

In the af termath of  the Harvey Weinstein exposé,  as the glob-
al  wave of #MeToo sol idari ty resonated with women across al l 
sectors of  the music industry,  both Björk and Al ice Glass of 
Crystal  Cast les credited the courage of women who came for th 
with their  stories of  oppression and also shared their  own har-
rowing accounts of  abuse,  harassment,  and humil iat ion at  the 
hands of  former male col laborators.  Just  one of the concrete 
ini t iat ives that sprung out of  broader discussions about gen-
der inequal i ty and harassment was a dedicated UK telephone 
helpl ine created for women in the electronic music industry in-
tended to help combat sexual  harassment. 

Cases of  cal l ing out have also appeared to provoke thought-
ful  recognit ion of  misconduct on the par t  of  the accused. As 
2017 drew to a close,  a new host ing job secured by caucasian 
UK grime f igure Logan Sama to head up BBC Radio 1Xtra’s 
weekly grime show was snatched away from him just  two days 
before he was due to begin.  TwinB, a black broadcaster from 
the same stat ion,  ci ted a series of  tweets by Sama from 2011 
that was  heavy with of fensive words towards women general ly 
and women of colour in par t icular.  Although the cal l-out was 
precipitated by a supposed r ivalry between the two, TwinB’s 
tweets were direct :  »You can’t  be operat ing in black culture 
and be chatt ing l ike that freely,  especial ly when in discussion 
about the cultural  origins of  the music you play!  And especial-
ly I f  you’re a voice and communicator within black bri t ish cul-
ture.«*18) An apology statement by Sama af ter his f ir ing was a 
sober admission of wrongdoing: » I  understand [the BBC’s] de-
cis ion and agree that these comments are indefensible,  regard-
less of  their  context .«

Addit ional  posit ive changes that have emerged anecdotal ly 
may wel l  have been propel led by a broader cl imate of  con-
sciousness-rais ing that cal l-out culture has par t icipated in. 
There is  the Berl in-based editor of  an onl ine electronic music 
magazine who implemented his own system to posit ively ad-
vantage writers from underrepresented communit ies when del-
egat ing assignments,  and the wel l-regarded DJ and producer 

who has a basel ine requirement of  gender diversi ty on fest ival 
l ineups that must be met before he wi l l  consider any book-
ing requests.  I t ’s  not ent irely coincidental  however,  that in both 
these cases i t  is  a cisgendered European man who holds a po-
si t ion of  inf luence that al lows him the freedom to choose to ef-
fect for change from within. 

Our community’s abi l i ty to mobil ise and ampli fy a cal l-out is 
demonstrably strong, but unt i l  we are able to cri t ical ly engage 
with some of the myths and outdated truths that we perpetu-
ate about ourselves and our industry — that a capital ist  imper-
at ive is  not welcome, that our taste for nostalgia isn’ t  a fet ish, 
that a marginal ised ident i ty in the real  world won’t  marginal-
ise your prospects in our world,  that racism, sexual  predat ion, 
classism, misogyny,  and other structures of  oppression don’t 
exist ,  let  alone thrive,  here — the dragnet of  social  media wi l l 
cont inue to catch,  ampli fy,  and then demand a reparat ive ac-
t ion on our behalf.

Christine Kakaire is an Austral ian-born,  Berl in-based mu-
sic journal ist ,  editor,  and speaker.  Her words,  work,  and voice 
can be found on Pitchfork,  Red Bul l  Music Academy, Red Bul l 
Radio,  Crack Magazine,  Boi ler Room, Ableton,  and Resident 
Advisor.
»  www.christ inekakaire.com

*1)	 www.residentadvisor.net/features/ 1765
*2)	 www.joshajhal l .tumblr.com/post/81578386910/fascism-and-colonial ism-in-the-
	 work-of-cut-hands
*3)	 www.factmag.com/2012/01/31/natal ias-song-did-zomby-even-write-i t
*4)	 www.char tattack.com/news/2014/01/24/awesome-tapes-from-afr ica-show-
	 toronto-cancel led
*5)	 www.electronicbeats.net/who-real ly-benef i ts-from-discogs-scalping
*6)	 Ronson, Jon.  So You’ve Been Publ icly Shamed. New York:  Riverhead Books,  2016. 
*7)	 www.crackmagazine.net/2017/09/jeremy-underground-responds-hotel-
	 controversy-just-want-comfor t
*8)	 www.twit ter.com/chelseaelaynne/status/918659660328058880
*9)	 www.al ice-glass.com/cc
*10)	 www.factmag.com/2017/06/22/konstant in-giegl ing-sexism-comments
*11) 	 www.t igerbeatdown.com/2011/ 10/17/come-one-come-al l-bloggers-bear-i t-al l-out-
	 feminist-and-social- just ice-blogging-as-per formance-and-bloodshed
*12)	 www.briarpatchmagazine.com/ar t icles/view/a-note-on-cal l-out-culture
*13)	 www.cosmopoli tan.co.za/cosmotalks/cal l-out-culture-thickleeyonce
*14)	 www.twit ter.com/boi lerroomtv/status/893202992056459264
*15)	 www.medium.com/@boil_the_room/babylon-room-ea3eb474d155
*16)	 www.dai lymai l .co.uk/femai l/ar t ic le-1347610/Britains-50-power ful-posh-
	 people-30-From-catwalk-Westminster.html
*17)	 www.boi lerroom.tv/microsite/carnivalacegrant
*18)	 www.osmvision.co.uk/dj- logan-sama-f ired-from-bbc-1xtra-over-racist-tweets-
	 made-in-2011-2013
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T h i s  i s  No  w  a  Hi  s tor y  o f 
t h e  Way  I  Lo v e  it

Coll    a bor   ati  v e  r e s e a r c h  o n  Ar  e . n a ,  c ompil     e d  by  Cl  a ir  e  Tol  a n

In discussions     of the perversities   of social media,  there’s  often an elephant    

in the room :  we might object in principle ,  but we continue to quietly  ac-

cede  in   practice .  In an age in which a flat -out rejection of technology  

would   constitute social and professional suicide for many,  questions  of  

technology  usage and application are often met with micro-decisions   on  

a case- by- case basis ,  and usually accompanied by the wavering but steady   

presence   of hypocrisy .  In this  article,  artist  and programmer  Claire  Tolan    

makes a case for Are.na,  a  social media platform  that offers a novel,  ben  -

eficial    alternative to the big corporate   platforms ,  and whose inclusion   in 

daily   life    might  be a micro-decision  with a macro-outcome. 

Detai l  v iew of Viktor Nyström’s »90s Rave f lyers (again)« channel on Are.na.

There are many that I  know and they know i t

Are.na is  a col laborat ive research and social  media plat form 
run by Charles Broskoski ,  Daniel  Pianett i ,  and Chris Sher-
ron that al lows users to organise pieces of  information — l inks, 
text ,  images — »blocks,«  in Are.na parlance — into col lect ions 
or »channels .«  The plat form’s funct ional i ty,  which unites and 
morphs aspects of  Tumblr and Pinterest ,  is  bolstered by the 
ethics and vis ion of  i ts  development and the dedicat ion and 
curiosi ty of  i ts  user base.  

I terat ing on community-enabl ing,  utopic computing ventures, 
Are.na eschews cl ickbait ,  » l ikes,«  and ephemeral  publ ishing, 
championing instead the col lect ion,  connection,  and retent ion 
of  data-becoming-information and information-becoming-
knowledge. Are.na is  a play of  l inks and images — a reposito-
ry for intui t ive connections,  an archive for r igorous research, 
and a lounge for budding col laborat ions.  Over the past seven 
years,  Are.na has developed one of the most engaged, thought-
ful  communit ies that I  have ever encountered on the internet . 

Are.na is Mad e for Coll  abor  ative Research

They are al l  of  them repeating and I  hear i t . 
I  love i t  and I  tel l  i t . 

Are.na is  committed to remaining adver t isement-free,  and thus 
posit ions i tsel f  as a conscient ious contender to Facebook, Twit-
ter,  and other networks that prof i t  pr imari ly of f  of  user data, 
act iv i ty,  and attent ion.  The ash heap of the internet is  strewn 
with fai led »al ternat ive« social  networks — rebuttals of  Twitter, 
Facebook, and Tumblr that ar ise solely in opposit ion to the ex-
ist ing plat forms and of fer no di f fer ing,  compel l ing funct ional i ty. 

Are.na’s primary funct ional i ty — col laborat ive research — has 
set i t  apar t  from other networks and made i t  a darl ing of ar t ists , 
academics,  and researchers.  Are.na doesn’t  do »every thing« 
that a user might require from social  media:  i t  provides no di-
rect messaging funct ional i ty,  for example.  Instead, i t  does re-
search archiving,  the col lect ion of  content ,  and the connection 
of ideas very wel l .  In funct ional i ty,  i t  is  most s imi lar to Pinter-
est  or Tumblr,  but the priori t ies of  i ts  developers and the ob-
ject ives of  i ts  exist ing user base have al lowed the plat form to 
evolve i ts  own niche. 

Are.na’s architecture is  designed to al low the development of 
ideas over t ime. »Blocks« on Are.na are al lowed to exist  in mul-

t iple »channels .«  When a block is  selected,  the inter face dis-
plays al l  of  the channels with which i t  is  associated,  as wel l  as 
— i f  appl icable — the URL from which the block’s content origi-
nated,  and al l  other channels that contain blocks with ident ical 
URLs.  These provenance records al low for the contextual iza-
t ion of  Are.na content ,  both for users who are seeking simi lar 
channels and prof i les,  and for researchers searching for ci ta-
t ions.  This contextual izat ion plays wel l  with Are.na’s emphasis 
on the col lect ion of  ideas over t ime. The social  network has a 
chronological  feed, which shows you when users and channels 
that you fol low have added new content ,  much l ike other social 
networks.  But content on the feed and throughout the s i te is 
always presented alongside a »connect« button,  thus encour-
aging i ts  connection to exist ing channels :  the col lat ion of  the 
new with the old. 

The research focus and provenance al lowances of  Are.na pro-
vide constraints that have — thus far — prevented i t  from sl iding 
into the context col lapse and memory loss of  the major social 
networks,  which privi lege content over context and instanta-
neity over the t ime-necessitat ing maturat ion of  concepts.  To 
fur ther combat the decay of context ,  Are.na provides privacy 
controls .  In addit ion to not being required to use their  »real« 
names,  users can make their  channels »open« to any other col-
laborator ;  »closed,« only avai lable to cer tain col laborators but 
browse-able by everyone; or »private,«  only accessible to the 
creator and any approved col laborator. 

Are.na comes with tools .  The plat form provides desktop us-
ers with a »bookmarklet ,«  which al lows users to add websites 
to their  Are.na channels without opening a new tab.  Develop-
ers recently released an iOS app, and an Android one is on the 
way.  Are.na provides an API for users who want their  channels 
to serve as a website backend. The code for the Are.na plat form 
i tsel f,  as wel l  as that of  i ts  apps,  has been open-sourced, thus 
al lowing anyone to fol low along with and extract from i ts devel-
opment.  Open-sourcing the code is also a pol i t ical  statement: 
in a t ime when social  media algori thms are closely-guarded se-
crets designed to manipulate and addict  users,  Are.na’s trans-
parency is  hear tening. 

Are.na users can opt for »pro« accounts ($5/month),  which al-
low an unl imited number of  »private« channels ,  the abi l i ty to 
hide prof i les/channels from search engines,  and early access 
to new features.  Free accounts have access to a ful ly funct ional 
version of Are.na,  so users who are unsure about or unable to 
commit to a »pro« account can st i l l  properly use the website.

» O p e n - s our   c i n g  t h e  co d e  i s  a l s o  a  politi      c a l 
s tat e m e n t:  i n  a  tim   e  w h e n  s o c i a l  m e d i a 

a lgorit     h m s  a r e  c lo s e ly- gu  a r d e d  s e c r e t s 
d e s ig  n e d  to  m a n ipul    at e  a n d  a d d i c t  u s e r s , 

Ar  e . n a’ s  tr  a n s pa r e n c y  i s  h e a rt e n i n g. «
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»Pro« accounts are one way that Are.na makes money.  The plat-
form has been open about i ts  need to sustain i tsel f  and i ts  strat-
egies for doing so,  with an emphasis on remaining ethical ly 
above-board by refusing to integrate adver t is ing.*1) »Pro« ac-
counts wi l l  not fund the network at  scale (current ly,  i t  has about 
25,000 act ive users) .  Becoming a non-prof i t  brought the con-
t inual  need to f ind new grants — many of which would not be for 
substant ial  amounts of  money or long periods of  t ime. Instead, 
the network decided to seek capital  investment,  in one case 
from an investor whose research,  design,  and strategy com-
pany,  Consort ia ,  was already using the plat form for i ts  work. 
By target ing investors who share cer tain common ground with 
Are.na ( for example,  a dissat isfact ion with the current state of 
social  media) ,  and who are interested more in long-term goals 
than shor t-term gains on their  investment,  Are.na hopes to se-
cure funding that al lows i t  to continue running the plat form with 
i ts  current vis ion and ethics. 

Many of the major social  networks have sought to be al l-en-
compassing.  Facebook in par t icular has attempted to subsume 
other plat forms — by acquir ing Instagram and WhatsApp; by 
adding marketplaces;  by creat ing i ts  own internet service.  I t 
is  refreshing to see Are.na only i terat ing on a related series 
of  tasks.  This is  what I  hope the next generat ion of  social  me-
dia wi l l  be:  an ecosystem of apps that complement each other 
whi le remaining dist inct ,  independent,  humane, and respectful 
of  user privacy.

Are.na is Made for Musicians  (And Everyo n e 
Else)

There are many kinds of  men and women and I  know i t . 
They repeat i t  and I  hear i t  and I  love i t . 

Are.na is  not a music-specif ic plat form, but the organisat ional , 
archival ,  and play ful  impulses that i t  faci l i tates are useful  for 
any kind of creat ive thinking.  The plat form demands content : 
instead of v ir tue s ignal ing and sel f-promotion,  you are chal-
lenged to connect your ideas with others who f ind simi lar ide-
as compel l ing,  and, together,  f ind new ways of  relat ing to the 
ideas.  When I  wrote Are.na for a l ist  of  music-focused chan-
nels that might be of interest  for this piece,  they noted that sev-
eral  prominent musicians are using Are.na under pseudonyms 
— encouraging because i t  shows people are »priori t iz ing ideas 
rather than populari ty on Are.na.« 

For years,  Are.na has been my primary archive for project re-
search.  In private channels ,  I  compile YouTube playl ists ,  imag-
es,  texts ,  l inks to Google Books page previews.  The plat form is 
an extraordinary tool for drawing connections between pieces 
of  information,  tracing out conceptual  frameworks.  I f  I  feel  that 
my channel is  becoming coherent enough to share,  or that i t 
might be useful  to others,  I  make i t  »closed« instead of »private,« 
al lowing others to view i ts  contents.  I  have used Are.na for nu-
merous col laborat ions s ince 2013, and every one of them has 
benef i ted from the plat form. 

Many channels related to the music world seem to grow out of 
s imi lar impulses. 

»Club Architecture,«  a channel by Christ ina Badal ,  col lects 
images of  nightclubs — past ,  present ,  and future.*2) The imag-

es range from photographs of  Manchester ’s The Haçienda to 
drawings of  Berghain to Martt i  Kal l ia la ’s diagrams of club ruins, 
as created and classi f ied by some future archaeologist .  There 
are several  channels devoted to rave f lyers,  such as »90s Rave 
f lyers (again)« by Viktor Nyström, which contains scans of  the 
fronts,  backs,  and (sometimes) insides of  colour ful ,  absurd ad-
ver t isements for long-since raved raves*3).  There’s a Paul ine 
Oliveros channel *4);  a Robert Johnson channel (one of a series 
of  nightclub channels by Chris Sherron)*5);  a »sound ident i ty / 
audio branding« channel *6),  and an »Interspecies Music« chan-
nel ,  containing videos of  animals playing human instruments.*7)

Charles Broskoski  has created a prototype,  mac.are.na,  which 
turns channels into playl ists ,  playing a channel ’s  mp3s and You-
Tube l inks in succession.*8) Ef for ts l ike this point to Are.na’s po-
tent ial  as a tool for musicians — both as an evolving inter face for 
research and archiving,  and for developers,  as an open-source 
infrastructure that encourages any number of  experiments. 

Ar e .n a is  Made  for   th e  Futur    e  (Em e rge n t in 
th e  Past)

I  love i t  and now I  wi l l  wri te i t .  This is  now a history 
of  my love of i t .  I  hear i t  and I  love i t  and I  wri te i t .

One block on the »Arena Inf luences« channel ,  which is  con-
trol led by users central  to Are.na’s development,  contains the 
Gertrude Stein fragments from »The Making of Americans,«*9) 
included throughout this ar t ic le.  Others contain PDFs of wri t-
ing and shor t  quotes from computer and internet pioneers Ted 
Nelson,  Douglas Engelbar t ,  Vannevar Bush,  Alan Kay.  One 
block is  a l ink to the Wikipedia ar t ic le for the »tree that owns 
i tsel f,«  a white oak in Athens,  GA, which,  rumor has i t ,  was 
deeded to i tsel f  some t ime before 1890. This early imagina-
t ion of  the subject iv i ty and agency of objects cal ls  to mind the 
recent measure in New Zealand to grant a r iver personhood, 
and the ongoing debate on most social  media networks about 
ownership of  data.  Are.na,  which expl ici t ly states that i t  does 
not make claim to user data and wi l l  never breach users’  »pri-
vate« channels ,  is  one of the few central ised social  networks to 
establ ish i tsel f  as a champion of user privacy and agency. 

In an ar t ic le for the Walker Museum of Ar t  about Ted Nelson, 
Are.na’s Charles Broskoski  quotes from Nelson’s 1974 book 
Computer Lib/Dream Machines the supposit ion that » › [k]nowl-
edge‹…and indeed most of  our civi l izat ion and what remains of 
those previous — is a vast  cross-tangle of  ideas and evident ial 
materials ,  not a pyramid of truth.  So that preserving i ts  struc-
ture,  and improving i ts  accessibi l i ty,  is  important to us al l .« *10) 
This concept describes Ted Nelson’s spectacular Xanadu pro-
ject — the st i l l- in-progress construct ion of  a structured l ibrary 
of  al l  human knowledge. With Xanadu, Nelson coined terms 
l ike »hyper text ,«  which are st i l l  relevant today in describing the 
l inking,  non-l ineari ty of  information-seeking and information-
connecting on the web. 

Like Nelson’s Xanadu, Are.na al lows the »vast cross-tangle« 
of  ideas to be endlessly reconf igured, with blocks shi f t ing into 
new channels and channels containing channels containing 
channels .  As Are.na notes,  »The intent ion behind Are.na,  s imi-
lar to what Ted Nelson imagined for Xanadu, is  that a user is 
not just  passively consuming information,  but also continual-

ly recontextual iz ing information into new ideas.«*1 1) Various fu-
tures ar ise out of  conf igurat ions of  the past that are only pos-
sible when people have the agency to explore and re-arrange 
information. 

Are.na is Mad e for You and  Me

This is  now a history of  the way they do i t . 

When developing a prototype of the website,  a mentor encour-
aged the Are.na founders to bui ld in some kind of qual i ty con-
trols .  They opted to do this cultural ly,  not technological ly,  by 
encouraging their  fr iends to use the network.*12) This has,  for the 
most par t ,  proven to work.  Are.na now has a strong communi-
ty behind i t ,  and the development in the past years has tended 
towards the community’s needs,  as seen in channels such as 
»Feedback and Feature Requests,«  and »Archived: Feedback 
and Feature Requests.«  The former contains a block of feature 
requests by users;  the latter contains feature requests that have 
been implemented in the plat form. 

Are.na act ively engages with the community,  by invi t ing users 
to write blog posts;  by of fer ing »micro-grants« for users to de-
velop cer tain projects on the plat form or related to the plat-
form; by of fer ing »pro« users the opportunity to test  out cer tain 
features (such as the iOS app) before they launch. 

In an interview, Broskoski  says »The biggest compliment for 
us is  when someone describes Are.na as healthy.«  The entr ies 
in »How do you describe Are.na at  a par ty?«,  a channel open 
to submission from any user,  seem to del iver the compliment 
again and again:  »a place for productive covei l lance,« »social 
media that doesn’t  damage your brain,«  »a toolki t  for assem-
bl ing new worlds from the scraps of  the old,«  »a s i te to cross-
pol l inate research within creat ive f ie lds,«  »Like a mind map be-
tween everyone on here.  and theres’s no l ikes <3,« »The best 
dat ing si te in the world.«*13)

Are.na’s co-founders,  who come out of  design and ar t  back-
grounds,  have spoken of the plat form as a l i fe long project . *14) 
Broskoski  f i rst  began developing Are.na when, frustrated with 
his ar t  pract ice,  he came to the conclusion that the most gener-
ous thing you can do as an ar t ist  is  make tools for other people 
to use.  This ethos has carr ied through to Are.na in i ts  present 
form. According to Broskoski ,  Are.na values l i fe long educat ion 

as »the most important thing.« I t  has already become an integral 
par t  of  many users’  sel f-  and co-educations.  I  hope that Are.
na wi l l  cont inue for years and years.  While i t  exists ,  and even 
when i t  no longer exists ,  i t  wi l l  provide a great model for other 
nascent networks,  an insistence that something else is  possible. 

On the dominant social  media plat forms, t ime drains away.  On 
Facebook, we react to i ts  passing with infant i l iz ing emoticons, 
»thumbs up,« »hear t ,«  »angry face.«  Are.na demands cogni-
t ive ef for t ,  and provides much more in exchange than the do-
pamine rush of receiving » l ikes.«  From Are.na’s end-of-2017 
blog: »Within the l imits of  our t ime and attent ion,  we have ac-
cess to an incomprehensible amount of  knowledge. Our digital 
tools and communit ies should help us navigate that diversi ty of 
thought in ways that foster our curiosi ty and al low us to learn 
from one another over the course of  our l ives.«*15) Here’s to Are.
na,  the social  network that deserves the future.   

For new users wondering where to star t ,  the »Classic Chan-
nels« compilat ion contains »Timeless classics from the Are.na 
community« :  www.are.na/are-na/classic-channels

This is  now a history of  the way I  love i t .

Claire Tolan  is an ar t ist  and programmer l iv ing in Berl in .

*1)	 www.thecreat iveindependent.com/people/charles-broskoski-on-sel f-discovery-upon-
	 revis i t ing-things-youve-accumulated-over-t ime
*2)	 www.are.na/christ ina-badal/club-architecture
*3)	 www.are.na/viktor-nystrom/90s-rave-f lyers-again
*4)	 www.are.na/laurel-schwulst/paul ine-ol iveros
*5)	 www.are.na/chris-sherron/dance-clubs-rober t- johnson
*6)	 www.are.na/carson-salter/sound-ident i ty-audio-branding
*7)	 www.are.na/christopher-roeleveld/interspecies-music
*8)	 www.mac.are.na
*9)	 www.are.na/block/110448
*10)	 www.walkerar t .org/magazine/counter-currents-are-na-on-ted-nelsons-computer-
	 l ibdream-machines
*11) 	 www.walkerar t .org/magazine/counter-currents-are-na-on-ted-nelsons-computer-
	 l ibdream-machines
*12)	 www.thecreat iveindependent.com/people/charles-broskoski-on-sel f-discovery-upon-
	 revis i t ing-things-youve-accumulated-over-t ime
*13)	 www.are.na/charles-broskoski/how-do-you-describe-are-na-at-a-par ty
*14)	 www.thecreat iveindependent.com/people/charles-broskoski-on-sel f-discovery-upon-
	 revis i t ing-things-youve-accumulated-over-t ime
*15)	 www.are.na/blog/hel lo%20world/2017/12/21/to-2018.html

»T h e  a s h  h e a p  o f  t h e  i n t e r n e t  i s  s tr  e w n  w it  h 
fa il  e d  › a lt e r n ati  v e ‹  s o c i a l  n e t work   s  —

r e butt   a l s  o f  T w itt   e r ,  Fac e book    ,  a n d  T umblr     
t h at  a ri  s e  s ol  e ly  i n  oppo    s itio    n  to  t h e  e x i s ti  n g 

pl  at f orm   s  a n d  o f f e r  n o  d i f f e ri  n g,  comp   e lli   n g 
f u n c tio   n a lit   y. «
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In this   introduction  to composer ,  musician,  and interdisciplinary scholar    

George   E .  L ewis ,  music theorist  Paul Steinbeck,  a  former student of Lewis ’s 

at  Columbia  ,  sheds light  on the intertwined histories of the Association  

for  the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) and Voyager,  the com -

puter   system with which Lewis and Roscoe Mitchell will perform at CTM 20 18 . 

As  he argues  ,  Voyager,  like  all Artificial  Intelligence,  is  not a neutral  sys-

tem but  rather  reflects the aesthetic values and experiences of its  human   

creator   (s) .

L i s t e n i n g  to  Vo ya g e r 
by  Pa ul   St  e i n b e c k

Founded on Chicago’s South Side in 1965 by four Afr ican 
American composers,  the Associat ion for the Advancement of 
Creat ive Musicians (AACM) was the most s igni f icant col lect ive 
organizat ion in the history of  experimental  music.  Or rather,  is 
the most s igni f icant — the Associat ion celebrated i ts  f i f t ieth an-
niversary in 2015 and shows no signs of  s lowing down. Impor-
tant new AACM ar t ists emerge every few years,  and the Asso-
ciat ion’s impact can be seen in many corners of  contemporary 
culture,  including intermedia per formance and visual  ar t .  But 
i ts  inf luence may be strongest in the realms of social  relat ions 
and musical  sound.

From the earl iest  years of  the organizat ion,  AACM musicians 
were united by a social  commitment to support one another ’s 
creat ive pursuits .  This ethic of  mutual  support was evident in 
countless concer ts and recording sessions,  when AACM com-
posers cal led on fel low members of  the organizat ion to bring 
their  music to l i fe .  The AACM’s social  relat ionships also operat-
ed behind the scenes,  making the Associat ion a dynamic com-
munity of  ar t ists who constant ly encouraged their  col leagues 
to keep pract icing,  studying,  and developing their  music.  In this 
social  environment — or »atmosphere,«  the term favored in the 
1960s AACM — musicians were expected, even required,  to be 
innovat ive.  The members responded to this mandate by creat-
ing a number of  musical  techniques that became synonymous 
with the Associat ion,  from mult i- instrumental ism to unique 
ways of  integrat ing composit ion and improvisat ion.

The AACM’s 1960s per formances attracted immediate atten-
t ion in Chicago, and a series of  recordings with local  labels 
brought the music from the South Side to l isteners around the 
world.  Indeed, albums such as Roscoe Mitchel l ’s  Sound (1966), 
Joseph Jarman’s Song For (1967),  Muhal Richard Abrams’s 
Levels and Degrees of  Light (1968),  and Anthony Braxton’s 
For Alto (1969) were so revolut ionary that the AACM’s place in 
history would be secure even i f  the organizat ion had disbanded 
at the end of the 1960s, as did most other musicians’  col lec-
t ives formed that decade. Instead, the Associat ion continued to 
thr ive.  In 1969, Mitchel l  and Jarman’s Ar t  Ensemble of  Chicago 
relocated to Europe, as did Braxton and his band. By the early 
1970s, the Art Ensemble and Braxton’s group were back in the 
United States,  recording for New York-based major labels and 
urging many of their  AACM col leagues to move to the East 
Coast .  In Chicago, meanwhile,  the Associat ion was welcoming 
a steady stream of new members,  throughout the 1970s and in 
every decade thereaf ter.

Of al l  the f igures who joined the AACM during i ts  1970s 
»second wave,« few did as much to shape the organizat ion as 

George Lewis.  He came aboard in 1971,  and four years later 
served as the AACM’s chair,  direct ing the 1975 Tenth Anni-
versary Fest ival .  Lewis also funct ioned as the Associat ion’s in-
house historian.  From the 1990s into the twenty-f irst  century, 
he publ ished a number of  wri t ings about the AACM, including 
the book A Power Stronger Than I tsel f  (2008),  the def ini t ive 
study of the organisat ion.  Addit ional ly,  Lewis’s per formanc-
es and composit ions lef t  a last ing mark on the Associat ion. 
In the mid-1970s, he establ ished himself  as one of the world’s 
top trombonists ,  recognized for his vir tuosic technique and his 
imaginat ive improvisat ions.  By the end of the decade, he was 
making music with computers and synthesizers,  of ten blend-
ing electronic sounds with tradit ional  acoust ic instruments. 
These early experiments were received posit ively,  and during 
the 1980s and 1990s computer music became central  to Lew-
is ’s composit ional  pract ice.  He also composed for acoust ic en-
sembles,  wri t ing chamber music,  orchestral  scores,  pieces for 
improvis ing groups of al l  s izes,  and even an opera:  Af terword 
(2015),  based on A Power Stronger Than I tsel f .

» From     t h e  e a rli   e s t 
y e a r s  o f  t h e  org   a n i s a -

tio   n ,  AAC  M  mu  s i c i a n s 
w e r e  u n it  e d  by  a 

s o c i a l  commitm      e n t  to 
s upport      o n e  a n ot h e r ’ s 

c r e ati  v e  pur   s uit   s . «

Lewis’s best-known composit ion is  Voyager (1987—),  a pio-
neering work in which human musicians and a sof tware-pow-
ered »vir tual  orchestra« improvise together.  A number of  lead-
ing improvisers have given per formances of  Voyager,  from 
Miya Masaoka and Evan Parker to AACM col leagues l ike Ro-
scoe Mitchel l ,  who appeared on the f irst  recording of the com-
posit ion (1993).  In the decades since i ts  1987 premiere,  Voy-
ager has been played in hundreds of  concer ts around the world, 
making i t  Lewis’s most-per formed piece.  Another measure of 
Voyager’s importance:  the prominent place i t  occupies in histo-
r ies of  experimental  music,  which por tray the piece as a break-
through in human-computer interact ion.  These histories tend to 

George Lewis in his studio at  the Inst i tut  de Recherche et de Coordinat ion Acoust ique/Musique (IRCAM), 1984. Photo by Cheryl  Lewis.
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emphasize the composit ion’s technical  features and other top-
ics of  interest  to computer-music researchers.  With few excep-
t ions,  however,  these histories neglect to consider a key inf lu-
ence on Lewis’s Voyager:  the musical  pract ices of  the AACM.
Lewis star ted attending AACM concer ts when he was st i l l  in 
high school .  Born in Chicago during the summer of 1952 and 
raised on the ci ty ’s South Side,  he attended publ ic schools for 
a few years before transferr ing to the Laboratory School ,  a 
K-12 academy operated by the Universi ty of  Chicago. Lewis 
took up the trombone at the Lab School ,  playing in the concer t 
band, jazz band, and orchestra.  Soon he was l istening to be-
bop, avant-garde tape composit ions,  and John Coltrane,  whi le 
venturing of f  the Lab School campus to check out Chicago’s 
primary exponents of  contemporary music — the Art Ensem-
ble,  AACM saxophonist  Fred Anderson, and other members of 
the Associat ion.

»Voyag e r  r e v e a l s  t h e 
cor  e  pro   c e s s e s  t h at 
c h a r ac t e ri  s e  e v e ry 

group      impro    v i s atio   n , 
w h e t h e r  h um  a n -

comput     e r ,  h um  a n -
h um  a n ,  or   e v e n 

comput     e r - comput     e r . «

In 1969, Lewis f in ished high school and entered Yale Univer-
si ty.  He hoped to major in music,  but the Yale faculty were 
unwelcoming to students without classical  training,  and Lewis 
became disenchanted with the universi ty.  So he took a break 
from Yale and spent 1971–72 back in Chicago. One day in the 
summer of 1971,  Lewis was walking home from his nine-to-f ive 
job when he heard a band rehearsing — i t  was Muhal Richard 
Abrams’s group. Lewis introduced himself  to Abrams’s crew 
and revealed that he played trombone. Within weeks,  he was in-
vi ted to per form with some of the AACM’s foremost musicians, 
including Abrams and the members of  the Art Ensemble.  Soon 
Lewis was formal ly accepted into the Associat ion,  and 1971—
72 became his »AACM year,«  a period of intensive study that 
gave him a thorough grounding in the AACM’s pract ices and 
inspired him to become a professional  musician.

Lewis reentered Yale in 1972 and graduated in 1974. Then he 
headed home to Chicago, where he reunited with the AACM 
and launched his career in per formance and composit ion.  By 
1976, Lewis was touring internat ional ly with ar t ists l ike Count 
Basie and fel low AACM member Anthony Braxton.  He was 
also developing electroacoust ic composit ions l ike Homage to 

Charles Parker,  for electronics,  percussion,  synthesizers,  and 
trombone. By the end of the decade, he had become interest-
ed in the musical  possibi l i t ies of  personal computers — then a 
brand-new technology — and he star ted teaching himself  how 
to program whi le moving from Chicago to New York.  Lewis was 
a quick study:  in 1979, at  the Kitchen in downtown New York, 
he premiered his f irst  computer-music piece,  The KIM and I ,  in 
which his trombone interacted with a custom-bui l t  computer 
control l ing a Moog synthesizer.

Interact ive computer composit ions l ike The KIM and I  opened 
numerous doors for Lewis.  Af ter the piece’s premiere,  the 
Kitchen invi ted him to serve as the center ’s music director 
(1980–82),  a posit ion that led to a residency at  IRCAM in Par-
is (1982–85).  While at  IRCAM, Lewis composed a new com-
puter-music work,  Rainbow Family (1984),  which would form 
the foundation for Voyager.  Like i ts  famous successor,  Rainbow 
Family was conceived as an interact ive composit ion for human 
instrumental ists and an improvis ing orchestra (here generated 
by Lewis’s own sof tware and a tr io of  Yamaha DX-7 synthesiz-
ers) .  Af ter his residency at  IRCAM, Lewis took up another resi-
dency at  Amsterdam’s STEIM, where he began developing his 
next series of  interact ive pieces,  culminat ing in Voyager.

The 1987 Voyager premiere was the f irst  of  many versions of 
the composit ion.  Over the fol lowing decades,  Lewis continu-
al ly revised the work in response to advances in technology. 
Al l  of  these versions,  though, ref lected Lewis’s original  v is ion 
for Voyager:  a sof tware-driven,  improvis ing ent i ty that can cre-
ate orchestral  textures based on the sonic ideals of  the AACM.
The AACM’s musical  pract ices inf luenced Voyager in a number 
of  areas,  especial ly the work’s dist inct ive instrumentat ion.  Voy-
ager is  an orchestral  composit ion,  but the (digital)  instruments 
heard in per formances are not l imited to those found in a Eu-
ropean symphony orchestra.  Instead, Voyager combines sym-
phonic str ings,  winds,  and percussion with instruments from 
Afr ica,  the Americas,  Asia,  and the Middle East .  These sonic 
resources can yield textures as dense as a tutt i  orchestra,  but 
ordinari ly the sof tware chooses sparser groupings of  instru-
ments,  of ten forming unconventional  ensembles rarely encoun-
tered in the concer t  hal l .  These conf igurat ions sound less l ike 
a handful  of  players plucked from a symphony and more l ike a 
gathering of AACM mult i- instrumental ists — groups such as the 
Art Ensemble and Muhal Richard Abrams’s Experimental  Band. 
The AACM’s explorat ions of  mult i- instrumental ism began in 
the mid-1960s, when Experimental  Band members,  the Art En-
semble,  and other AACM improvisers »moved to develop mul-
t iple voices on a wide variety of  instruments,«  as Lewis put i t .  By 
the decade’s end, musicians l ike Roscoe Mitchel l  were playing 
dozens of  di f ferent instruments each,  as Lewis witnessed dur-
ing an Art Ensemble per formance he attended as a high school 
student .  The next t ime Lewis heard the Art Ensemble,  at  a 1972 
concer t  documented on the album Live at  Mandel Hal l ,  the 
band’s instrument col lect ion had grown exponential ly.  »When I 
saw the Art Ensemble in 1972,« he remembered, »they’d have 
l ike a thousand instruments on stage.« In per formances such as 
this ,  Lewis observed, »the extreme mult ipl ic i ty of  voices,  em-

George Lewis preparing for the premiere of  his »Homage to Charles Parker,«  AACM Summer fest ,  Universi ty of  Chicago, 1978. Photo by Nancy Carter-Hil l .

Recording session,  Roscoe Mitchel l  composit ion,  »The Maze« (1978).  Photo by Ann Nessa. 



bedded within an already highly col lect ive ensemble orienta-
t ion,  permitted the t imbral  diversi ty of  a given si tuat ion to ex-
ceed the sum of i ts  instrumental  par ts ,  af fording a wider palette 
of  potent ial  orchestrat ions to explore.«

Voyager’s mult i- instrumental ism is not l imited to the digital 
realm. The sof tware can also play an acoust ic instrument:  the 
MIDI-capable Yamaha Disklavier.  In this version of the compo-
sit ion,  Voyager is  transformed from an orchestral  piece into a 
chamber work,  producing acoust ic textures that are reminis-
cent of  Lewis’s tr io (2003—17) with Muhal Richard Abrams 
and Roscoe Mitchel l .

Crucial ly,  l ike the Abrams-Lewis-Mitchel l  tr io,  the Art Ensem-
ble,  and other AACM groups,  Voyager is  able to conduct i t-
sel f.  Indeed, in any Voyager concer t ,  a l l  that the human musi-
cians have to do is type the commands »star t  playing« (to begin 
the piece) and »stop playing« (to bring the per formance to a 
close).  In between »star t  playing« and »stop playing,« Voyager 
can create i ts  own music,  deciding which of the orchestra’s in-
struments wi l l  play,  arranging those instruments into dist inct 
ensembles,  and spontaneously composing i ts  own melodies — 
even whi le the human per formers are rest ing.  But when the in-
strumental ists are playing,  Voyager l istens closely,  conver t ing 
their  sounds into MIDI data and tracking some thir ty musical 
parameters.  However,  the program does not use this data to 
store up musical  motives for later use.  In Lewis’s v iew, this »es-
sent ial ly Eurocentr ic« technique would conf l ict  with Voyager’s 
non-hierarchical ,  AACM-inspired approach to open improvi-
sat ion,  in which the instrumental ists and the sof tware work to-
gether in real  t ime to ar t iculate musical  form.

Voyager interprets the human per formers’  sounds not as iso-
lated melodies or rhy thms but rather as complex contr ibut ions 
to a continuously-changing texture.  This innovat ive,  »state-
based« mode of sonic analysis enables Voyager to respond to 
the instrumental ists with astonishing sensit iv i ty.  During pas-
sages when Voyager is  fol lowing the musicians,  i t  can emulate 
their  input across nearly every parameter,  and i t  of ten seems 
to be reading the per formers’  minds,  a phenomenon that Lewis 
cal ls  »emotional  transduction.«  However,  the program can also 
choose to ignore or oppose their  sonic input — just  l ike a human 
improviser.  In this way,  Voyager reveals the core processes that 

characterise every group improvisat ion,  whether human-com-
puter,  human-human, or even computer-computer.

When musicians improvise together,  no matter the genre 
or style,  they l isten to one another,  analyse the texture as i t 
evolves,  and decide which sonic contr ibut ions wi l l  best serve 
the music.  In an AACM-style open improvisat ion,  moreover,  the 
per formers’  r ights and responsibi l i t ies are even greater.  Impro-
visers who move away from standard forms take on a mutual 
obl igat ion for determining how the per formance wi l l  unfold. 
Fur thermore,  because al l  par t ic ipants in an open improvisat ion 
have the r ight to be heard,  no one possesses ul t imate author-
i ty over the per formance. Entering into such an open-ended 
musical  environment can be a chal lenge for some improvisers, 
but not for Lewis and his AACM col leagues,  who have been 
developing novel approaches to improvisat ion since the Asso-
ciat ion’s founding.  In fact ,  the very history of  the AACM is an 
open improvisat ion writ  large.  Invent ing the pract ice of  mult i-
instrumental ism, programming vir tual  orchestras that can im-
provise,  carving out a space for Afr ican American composers 
on the experimental-music scene: al l  of  these AACM accom-
pl ishments were without precedent,  and could only have been 
achieved by ar t ists who can create order spontaneously with-
out relying on exist ing models — a col laborat ive process that is 
renewed in every per formance of Lewis’s Voyager.

Paul Steinbeck  teaches music theory at  Washington Uni-
versi ty in St .  Louis .  His research focuses on improvisat ion,  in-
termedia,  and the Associat ion for the Advancement of  Crea-
t ive Musicians (AACM). His book Message to Our Folks is  the 
f irst  study of the Art Ensemble of  Chicago, the AACM’s f lag-
ship group. With AACM member Fred Anderson, he is  co-au-
thor of  Exercises for the Creat ive Musician,  a method book for 
improvisers.  Steinbeck is  also a bassist ,  improviser,  and com-
poser.  He per forms with a number of  ensembles,  including the 
experimental  tr io Low End Theory,  with Thurman Barker and 
former AACM president Mwata Bowden.
» www.paulsteinbeck.com

» Duri    n g  pa s s ag e s  w h e n   Voyag e r  i s 
f ollo  w i n g  t h e  mu  s i c i a n s ,  it   c a n  e mul   at e  t h e ir  

i n put    ac ro  s s  n e a rl y  e v e ry  pa r a m e t e r ,  a n d  it  
o f t e n  s e e m s  to  b e  r e a d i n g  t h e  p e r f orm   e r s ’ 

mi  n d s ,  a  p h e n om  e n o n  t h at  L e w i s  c a ll  s 
› e motio    n a l  tr  a n s d u c tio   n . ‹ «
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W h y  Do   W e  Wa n t  O ur  
Comput      e r s  to 

I mpro    v i s e ? 
By  G e org   e  E .  L e w i s

Figure 1 :  Poster,  George Lewis,  Rainbow Family (1984),  IRCAM.

I ’ve been involved in l ive electronic music s ince 1975, and pro-
gramming computers s ince around 1978. An important par t  of 
my work in improvisat ion and computing is  rooted in pract ices 
that arose in the early 1970s, when composers used the new 
mini- and microcomputers to produce » interact ive« or »com-
puter-driven« works,  which preceded the better-known new 
media » interact iv i ty« that began in the late 1980s, as wel l  as in-
f luencing developments in »ubiquitous computing.«*1) Compos-
er Joel  Chadabe, one of the earl iest  pioneers,  cal led these ma-
chines » interact ive composing« instruments that »made musical 
decis ions as they responded to a per former,  introducing the 
concept of  shared symbiot ic control  of  a musical  process.«*2) 
This process was exempli f ied by the pioneering mid-1970s 
work of  the League of Automatic Music Composers,  whose 
members constructed networks of  musical  computers that in-
teracted with each other.  »Lett ing the network play,«  with or 
without outside human intervent ion,  became a central  aspect 
of  League per formance pract ice,  one that was a key inf luence 
on my own work.*3)

At some point around 1979 I  star ted to actual ly put on per-
formances with what I  have come to cal l  creat ive machines.*4) 
Since that t ime, my machines have improvised in solo and 
group sett ings,  and even as a soloist  with a ful l  symphony or-
chestra (see Figures 1—3).*5) Of course,  reception varied wide-
ly,  but early on,  one issue arose that I ’ve never quite been able 
to put to rest  was exempli f ied by frequent conversat ions that 
star ted of f  a bi t  l ike this :  »Why do you want to play with com-
puters and not with people?«

Good quest ion,  and one that couldn’t  be dismissed by mere 
name cal l ing (»You Luddite!«) ,  s ince many of the people who 
were asking weren’t  in dialogue with those histories of  tech-
nological  scepticism anyway.  In these early days of  algori th-
mic improvisat ion,  »posthumanism« was wel l  in the future,  and 
placing computers on stage with other people seemed some-
how a denigrat ion of  the latter — not least  because the ma-
chines of ten sounded a bit  c lueless and real ly couldn’t  keep 
up with what the musicians were doing.  One fear,  expressed 
by many,  is  wel l  ar t iculated by anthropologist  of  technology 
Lucy Suchman in terms of a project to »displace the biologi-
cal  individual  with a computat ional  one,«*6) a successor to the 
now-ubiquitous transformation of the nature of  work that be-
gan with the Industr ial  Revolut ion and gained new urgency in 
the late modernist  technosphere of the 1950s: »You wi l l  be re-
placed by a machine.«

By 2000 I  was able to ar t iculate at  least  one rat ionale for my 
work:  »This work deals with the nature of  music and, in par-
t icular,  the processes by which improvis ing musicians produce 
i t .  These quest ions can encompass not only technological  or 
music-theoret ical  interests but phi losophical ,  pol i t ical ,  cultur-
al ,  and social  concerns as wel l .» *7) By this t ime, however,  I  had 
got used to the fact that not everyone wanted those concerns 
encompassed. As one musician (and his interviewer) put i t  in a 
recent interview in the jazz magazine Downbeat:

George Lewis is  working on another book that is  about im-
provisat ion in dai ly l i fe ,  and parsing the mental  processes of 
which we make spontaneous decis ions.  I t ’s  not so myst i fy ing, 

A  member of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians   
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incorporation     of machines into situations  of musical improvisation.  H ere   

Lewis   addresses  some of the questions and doubts raised  by this  practice   . 
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even in our dialogue. We draw upon our vocabulary,  our ex-
periences,  our associat ions — and we spontaneously speak to 
each other.  I  think that happens in music,  but there’s a par t icu-
lar mindfulness to the craf t  of  that in music.  Maybe that ’s  the 
mystery — and should remain a mystery — i f  i t ’s  beyond what 
we can say in words.*8)

The interviewer ’s response:  » I ’d be disappointed i f  we could 
actual ly map spontaneity.«*9) In fact ,  what I ’ve come to expect 
from this ar ts-oriented notion of improvisat ion is  an invocat ion 
of the inef fabi l i ty of  pract ice — a useful  trope for ar t ists trying to 
win space in an at  least  par t ia l ly stochast ic process of  ar tworld 
success.  In that regard,  i t  seemed that ,  for some, a cer tain l ine 
was being crossed, and a cer tain transgression was in the air. 
The better the machines played — and for my money,  they do 
play quite wel l  now — the greater the threat to the mystery,  and 
to an ar t ist ’s  strategic sel f- fashioning as one of a select band of 
designated superpeople with powers and abi l i t ies far beyond 
those of mere mortals .

In any case,  the quest ions weren’t  put to f l ight by the qual i ty 
of  the computer per formances.  Even as much of the music we 
hear in the West sounds electronic or at  least  electronical ly en-
hanced, and programs that play music electronical ly are com-
monplace,  i t  seemed to many that there was just  something 
wrong with the not ion of computers as improvisers.  There was 
something special  about improvisat ion — something essent ial , 
fundamental  to the human spir i t  — that one just  couldn’t ,  or 
shouldn’t ,  approach with machines.  Nonetheless,  for the rest  of 
this chapter I  want to brief ly sketch out some of the basic rea-
sons why some perverse individuals ,  and indeed ent ire commu-
nit ies,  persist  in wanting their  machines to improvise.

The pract ice of  improvisat ion is  thoroughly embedded within 
the nature of  many interact ive,  sof tware-driven musical  works, 
systems, and computing plat forms. For my par t ,  I ’ve made ef-
for ts to imbue interact ive systems with values such as relat ive 
autonomy, apparent subject iv i ty,  and musical  uniqueness rath-
er than repeatabi l i ty.  My musical  computers were designed to 
stake out terr i tory,  asser t  ident i t ies and posit ions,  assess and 
respond to condit ions,  and maintain relat iv i t ies of  distance — al l 
e lements of  improvisat ion,  ar t ist ic and otherwise.  Many com-
posers theorized relat ions between people and interact ive sys-
tems as microcosms of the social ,  drawing on social  aesthet-
ics that valorized bricolage and homegrown elements.  System 
design and real-t ime musical  interact ions with the results were 
marked by ef for ts to achieve nonhierarchical ,  col laborat ive, 
and conversat ional  social  spaces that were seen as manifest-
ing resistance to inst i tut ional  hegemonies — al l  aspects of  a free 
improvisat ion ethos that had emerged in the mid-1960s.

Interact ions with these systems in musical  per formance pro-
duce a kind of v ir tual  social i ty that both draws from and chal-
lenges tradit ional  not ions of  human interact iv i ty and social i ty, 
making common cause with a more general  production of a 
hybrid,  cyborg social i ty that has forever al tered both every-
day sonic l i fe and notions of  subject iv i ty in high technological 

cultures.  Being present at  the creat ion of  such a new mode of 
everyday l i fe is  s imply too interest ing to pass up,  so that is  one 
reason why I  want my computers to improvise.

The quest ion of  machine agency is  of  long standing;  to of fer 
one example (and far from the earl iest) ,  in 1869 John Stuar t 
Mil l  wondered, »Supposing i t  were possible to get houses bui l t , 
corn grown, batt les fought,  causes tr ied,  and even churches 
erected and prayers said by machinery — by automatons in hu-
man form.«*10) In our own t ime, improvisat ion has presaged new 
models of  social  organizat ion that foreground agency,  history, 
memory,  ident i ty,  personal i ty,  embodiment,  cultural  di f ference, 
and sel f-determinat ion.  When we improvise,  we can take par t 
in that wide-ranging social  and cultural  transformation.  That is 
because improvisat ion is  everywhere,  even i f  i t  is  very hard to 
see — a ubiquitous pract ice of  everyday l i fe ,  fundamental  to the 
existence and survival  of  every human formation,  i t  is  as close 
to universal  as contemporary cri t ical  method could responsibly 
enter tain.  As computer scient ist  Phi l ip Agre put i t :  

act iv i ty in worlds of  real ist ic complexity is  inherent ly a matter 
of  improvisat ion.  By » inherent ly« I  mean that this is  a necessary 
result ,  a proper ty of  the universe and not s imply of  a par t icular 
species of  organism or a par t icular type of device.  In par t icular, 
i t  is  a computat ional  result ,  one inherent in the physical  real iza-
t ion of  complex things.*1 1)

For the phi losopher Arnold I .  Davidson, »Collect ive intel l igibi l-
i ty. . .  unfolds in real  t ime when the par t icipants in social  inter-
act ion are committed to making sense of,  and giving sense to, 
themselves and others.«*1 2) Thus,  when our machines improvise 
musical ly,  they al low us to explore how meaning is exchanged 
through sound. To improvise is  to encounter al ternat ive points 
of  v iew and to learn from the other ;  improvis ing with computers 
al lows us a way to look inside these and other fundamental  pro-
cesses of  interact ion.  In this regard,  creat ive machines that take 
par t  in col lect ive musical  improvisat ions exempli fy the radical 
posit ion of  Lucy Suchman: » I  take the boundaries between per-
sons and machines to be discursively and material ly enacted 
rather than natural ly ef fected and to be avai lable. . .  for ref ig-
uring.«*13) At the moment at  which musical  improvisat ion with 
machines enacts this radical  f lu idi ty of  ident i ty,  what we have 
is  not a s imulat ion of  musical  experience,  but music making i t-
sel f  — a form of ar t i f ic ial  l i fe that produces nonar t i f ic ial  l iveness.
In that sense,  perhaps our improvis ing computers can teach 
us how to l ive in a world marked by agency,  indeterminacy, 
analysis of  condit ions,  and the apparent inef fabi l i ty of  choice. 
Through improvisat ion,  with and without machines,  and within 
or outside the purview of the ar ts ,  we learn to celebrate our 
vulnerabi l i ty,  as par t  of  a continuous transformation of both 
Other and Sel f.

I ’d l ike to conclude with Arnold Davidson’s understanding: 
 
What we say about human/computer interact ion is  al l  too 
frequently dictated by an already determinate picture of  the 
boundaries of  the possible and the impossible. . .  When one is 

Figure 2:  1994 excerpt from Forth program code for George Lewis,  Voyager (1987—).

Figure 3:  Excerpt from Max/MSP code for George Lewis,  Interact ive Trio (2010– ) ;  real izat ion by Damon Holzborn.
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pushed to go beyond already establ ished models of  intel l igibi l-
i ty and habitual  pract ices of  the sel f,  when one searches for new 
forms of sel f  and of social  intel l igibi l i ty,  new modes of freedom, 
the improvisatory way of l i fe assumes not only al l  of  i ts  ethico-
pol i t ical  force,  but also al l  of  i ts  very real  r isks of  unintel l igibi l-
i ty and sel f-col lapse.*1 4)

Negotiat ing this complex matr ix is  par t  of  why many of us want 
our computers to improvise and why we want to improvise with 
them. What we learn is  not about machines,  but about our-
selves,  and our environment.  In the end, I ’ve always been in 
sympathy with the way in which human-computer improvisa-
t ions enact ,  as Andrew Pickering observes of  cybernet ics,  »a 
nonmodern ontology in which people and things are not so di f-
ferent af ter al l . « *15)

George E. Lewis  is  a trombonist ,  composer,  computer/
instal lat ion ar t ist ,  and scholar in the f ie lds of  improvisat ion 
and experimental  music.  Since 2004 he is the Edwin H. Case 
Professor of  American Music at  Columbia Universi ty in New 
York.   He is the author of  A Power Stronger Than I tsel f :  The 
AACM and American Experimental  Music (Universi ty of  Chi-
cago Press,  2008),  and of the Oxford Handbook of Crit ical 
Improvisat ion Studies (Oxford Universi ty Press,  2016).

This text was original ly publ ished in The Oxford Handbook of 
Algori thmic Music,  edited by Alex McLean and Roger T.  Dean, 
Oxford:  Oxford Universi ty Press,  2018. I t  has been reprinted 
with kind permission. 
»  www.global .oup.com

Notes
*1)	 For more on the anteriori ty of  1970s computer music interact iv i ty,  see Lewis 2003. 
	 I  fur ther develop this al ternat ive history in an essay on the work of  composer 
	 Rich Gold,  who went on to become a key early f igure in computer gaming and 
	 ubiquitous computing.  See Lewis 2017. Also see Gold 1993; Weiser,  Gold,  and 
	 Brown 1999.
*2)	 Chadabe 1997, 291.
*3)	 See Bischof f,  Gold,  and Horton 1978 and Chandler and Neumark 2005. 
	 Also see Salter 2010.
*4)	 For the earl iest  recorded example of  my algori thmic improvised music, 
	 dat ing from 1979, 
	 hear George Lewis,  ›The KIM and I ‹  (Lewis 2004a).
*5)	 See Lewis 2004b. For a documentary on my work from 1984, watch Davaud 1984. 
	 Complete per formances with the Rainbow Family system, from 1984 at IRCAM, 
	 are avai lable at  www.medias. ircam.fr/xee3588_improvisat ion-george-lewis.  For an 
	 example from 1994, hear George Lewis,  Voyager (Lewis 2000).  For a per formance of 
	 my Interact ive Trio piece from 2011 with pianist  Geri  Al len and a computer-interact ive
	 pianist ,  watch www.leccap.engin.umich.edu/leccap/view/7td666n16oht47labax
	 15205.
*6)	 Suchman 2007, 240.
*7)	 Lewis 2000a, 33.
*8)	 Hwang and Staudter 2013.
*9)	 Hwang and Staudter 2013.
*10)	 Mil l  1974, 123.
*11) 	 Agre 1997, 156.
*12)	 Davidson 2012.
*13)	 Suchman 2007, 12.
*14)	 Davidson 2012.
*15)	 Pickering 2010, 18.
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M i n d s ,  M a c h i n e s ,  a n d 
C e n tr  a li  s atio   n : 

W h y  M u s i c i a n s  N e e d  to 
H a c k  A I  No  w

by  p e t e r  kir   n

In this   article ,  CTM Hacklab  director Peter K irn provides a brief  history of  

the co- opting  of music and listening  by centralised  industry and corpora    -

tions,  identifying   Muzak as a precursor to the use of artificial  intelligence  

for  »pre- programmed  culture. «  He goes on to discuss productive ways for  

those who value »choice and surprise«  to react to and interact  with tech -

nologies   like   these that grow more inescapable by the day. 

It 's  now a defunct ent i ty,  but »Muzak,« the company that provid-
ed background music,  was once everywhere.  I ts  management 
saw to i t  that their  sonic product was ubiquitous,  intrusive,  and 
even engineered to impact behaviour — and so the word »Mu-
zak« became synonymous with al l  that was hated and insipid in 
manufactured culture.

Anachronist ic as i t  may seem now, Muzak was a s ign of  how 
telecommunicat ions technology would shape cultural  con-
sumption.  Muzak may be known for i ts  sound, but i ts  del iv-
ery method is tel l ing.  Nearly a hundred years before Spoti fy, 
founder Major General  George Owen Squier originated the 
idea of sending music over wires — phone wires,  to be fair,  but 
st i l l  not far of f  from where we’re at  today.  The patent he got for 
»electr ical  s ignal l ing« doesn’t  mention music,  or indeed even 
sound content .  But the Major General  was the f irst  successful 
business founder to prove in pract ice that electronic distr ibu-
t ion of  music was the future,  one that would take power out of 
the hands of  radio broadcasters and give the del ivery company 
addit ional  power over content .  (He also came up with the now-
loathed »Muzak« brand name.) 

What we now know as the conventional  music industry has i ts 
roots in pianola rol ls ,  then in jukeboxes,  and f inal ly in radio sta-
t ions and physical  media.  Muzak was something di f ferent ,  as i t 
s idestepped the whole structure:  playl ists were selected by an 
unseen, central ised corporat ion,  then piped everywhere.  You’d 
hear Muzak in your elevator r ide in a depar tment store (hence 
the phrase,  »elevator music«) .  There were speakers tucked into 
potted plants.  The White House and NASA at some points sub-
scribed. Anywhere there was si lence,  i t  might be replaced with 
pre-programmed music. 

Muzak added to i ts  notoriety by market ing the notion of using 
i ts  product to boost worker productiv i ty,  through a pseudo-
scient i f ic regimen i t  cal led the »st imulus progression.«  And in 
that ,  we see a not ion that presages today’s app behavior loops 
and motivators,  meant to drive consumption and engagement, 
ad cl icks and app swipes.

Muzak for i ts  par t  didn’t  last  forever,  with st imulus progression 
long since debunked, customers preferr ing l icensed music to 
this mix of  original  sounds,  and newer competi tors gett ing fur-
ther ahead in the marketplace. 

But what about the idea of homogenised, pre-programmed cul-
ture del ivered by wire,  designed for behaviour modif icat ion? 
That basic concept seems to be making a comeback.

Automation and  po wer

»AI« or machine intel l igence has been t i l ted in the present mo-
ment to focus on one specif ic area:  the use of  sel f-training al-
gori thms to process large amounts of  data.  This is  a necessi ty 
of  our t imes,  and i t  has special  value to some of the big techni-
cal  players who just  happen to have competencies in the areas 
machine learning prefers — lots of  servers,  top mathematical 
analysts ,  and big data sets .

That shi f t  in scale is  more or less inescapable,  though, in i ts  im-
pact .  Radio impl ies l imited channels ;  l imited channels impl ies 
human selectors — meet the DJ.  The nature of  the internet as 
wide-open for any kind of culture means wide open scale.  And 
i t  wi l l  necessari ly involve machines doing some of the s i f t ing, 
because i t ’s  s imply too large to operate otherwise. 

There’s danger inherent in this shi f t .  One, users may be lazy, 
wi l l ing to let  their  preferences be t ipped for them rather than 
face the tyranny of choice alone.  Two, the ent i t ies that select for 
them may have agendas of  their  own. Taken as an aggregate, 
the upshot could be greater normal isat ion and homogenisa-
t ion,  plus the marginal isat ion of  anyone whose expression is 
di f ferent ,  unviable commercial ly,  or out of  sync with the classes 
of  people with money and inf luence.  I f  the dream of the inter-
net as global music community seems in pract ice to lack real 
diversi ty,  here’s a clue as to why.

At the same t ime, this should al l  sound famil iar — the advent 
of  recording and broadcast media brought with i t  some of the 
same forces,  and that led to the worst  bubblegum pop and 
the most egregious cultural  appropriat ion.  Now, we have al-

Memo Akten »Al l  watched over by machines of  loving grace:  Deepdream edit ion« (2015),  a satel l i te view from Google Maps of the GCHQ headquar ters reimagined 
through deep neural  networks made with Google’s Deepdream code.



59

When people are l i terate in what these technologies are and 
how they work,  they can make more informed decis ions in their 
own l ives and in the larger society.  They can also use and abuse 
these tools themselves,  without relying on magical  corporate 
products to do i t  for them.

Abuse i tsel f  has special  value.  Music and ar t  are f ie lds in which 
these machine techniques can and do bring new discoveries. 
There’s a reason Google has invested in these areas — because 
ar t ists very of ten can speculate on possibi l i t ies and f ind crea-
t ive potent ial .  Ar t ists lead. 
The publ ic seems to respond to rough edges and f laws,  too.  In 
the 60s, when researcher Joseph Weizenbaum attempted to 
parody a psychotherapist  with crude language pattern match-
ing in his program, ELIZA, he was surprised when users star t-
ed to tel l  the program their  darkest secrets and imagine under-
standing that wasn’t  there.  The crudeness of  Markov chains as 
predict ive text tool  — they were developed for analyzing Push-
kin stat ist ics and not generat ing language, af ter al l  — has given 
r ise to breeds of  poetry based on their  very weirdness.  When 
Google’s style transfer technique was appl ied using a database 
of dog images,  the bizarre,  unnatural  images that warped pho-
tos into dogs went viral  onl ine.  Since then,  Google has made 
vast ly more sophist icated techniques that apply real ist ic paint-
erly ef fects and… wel l ,  i t  seems that ’s  attracted only a fract ion 
of  the interest  that the dog images did. 

Maybe there’s something even more fundamental  at  work.  Cor-
porate culture dictates predictabi l i ty and central ised value.  The 
ar t ist  does just  the opposite,  capital is ing on surprise.  I t ’s  in the 
interest  of  ar t ists i f  these technologies can be broken. Muzak 
represents what happens to aesthet ics when central ised con-
trol  and corporate values win out — but i t ’s  as much the wide-
spread publ ic hatred that ’s  the major caut ionary tale.  The val-

ues of  surprise and choice win out ,  not just  as abstract concepts 
but also as real  personal preferences.

We once feared that robotics would el iminate jobs;  the very 
word is derived (by Czech writer Karel  Čapek’s brother Jo-
seph) from the word for s lave.  Yet in the end, robotic technol-
ogy has extended human capabi l i ty.  I t  has brought us as far as 
space and taken us through Logo and i ts  Tur t le,  even taught 
generat ions of  kids math,  geometry,  logic,  and creat ive think-
ing through code.

We seem to be at  a s imi lar fork in the road with machine learn-
ing.  These tools can serve the interests of  corporate control 
and passive consumption,  opt imised only for lazy consumption 
that extracts value from i ts human users.  Or,  we can abuse and 
misuse the tools ,  take them apar t  and put them back together 
again,  apply them not in the sense that »every thing looks l ike 
a nai l«  when al l  you have is  a hammer,  but as a precise set of 
techniques to solve specif ic problems. Muzak,  in i ts  f inal  days, 
was nothing more than a pipe dream. What people wanted was 
music — and choice.  Those choices won’t  come automatical ly. 
We may wel l  have to hack them. 

Peter Kirn  is  an audiovisual  ar t ist ,  composer/musician,  tech-
nologist ,  and journal ist .  He is the editor of  CDM (Create Digi-
tal  Music,  at  www.cdm.l ink) and co-creator of  the open source 
MeeBlip hardware synthesizer (www.meebl ip.com).  For s ix 
consecutive years,  he has directed the MusicMaker ’s Hacklab 
at  CTM Fest ival ,  most recently together with new media ar t ist 
Ioann Maria. 

gori thms and corporate channel editors instead of char ts and 
label  execs — and the worries about payola and the eradicat ion 
of  any thing radical  or di f ferent are just  as wel l-placed. 

What’s new is that there’s now also a real-t ime feedback loop 
between user act ions and automated cultural  select ion (or 
perhaps even soon, production).  Squier ’s st imulus progression 
couldn’t  monitor metr ics represent ing the l istener.  Today’s on-
l ine tools can.  That could blow apar t  past biases,  or i t  could re-
inforce them — or i t  could do a combinat ion of  the two.

In any case,  i t  def ini tely has power.  At last  year ’s CTM hack-
lab,  Cambridge Universi ty ’s Jason Rentfrow looked at how mu-
sic tastes could be predict ive of  personal i ty and even pol i t ical 
thought.  The connection was t imely,  as the talk came the same 
week as Trump assumed the U.S.  presidency,  his campaign hav-
ing employed social  media analy t ics to determine how to target 
and inf luence voters. 

We can no longer separate musical  consumption — or other 
consumption of information and culture — from the data i t  gen-
erates,  or from the way that data can be used. We need to be 
wary of  central ised monopol ies on that data and i ts  appl ica-
t ion,  and we need to be aware of how these sor ts of  algori thms 
reshape choice and remake media.  And we might wel l  look for 
chances to regain our own personal control .

Even i f  passive consumption may seem to be valuable to cor-
porate players,  those players may discover that passivi ty suf-
fers diminishing returns.  Act iv i t ies l ike shopping on Amazon, 
f inding dates on Tinder,  watching televis ion on Netf l ix ,  and, in-
creasingly,  music l istening,  are al l  experiences that push al-
gori thmic recommendations.  But i f  users begin to fol low only 
those automated recommendations,  the suggest ions fold back 

in on themselves,  and those tools lose their  value.  We’re lef t 
with a colourless growing detr i tus of  our own histories and the 
larger world’s .  (Just  ask someone who gave up on those Tin-
der dates or went to fr iends because they couldn’t  work out the 
next TV show to binge-watch.)

There’s also clearly a social  value to human recommendations 
— exper t  and fr iend al ike.  But there’s a third way:  use machines 
to augment humans,  rather than diminish them, and open the 
tools to creat ive use,  not only automation.

Music is  already reaping benef i ts  of  data training’s power in 
new contexts .  By applying machine learning to ident i fy ing hu-
man gestures,  Rebecca Fiebrink has found a new way to make 
gestural  inter faces for music smarter and more accessible. 
Audio sof tware companies are now using machine learning as a 
new approach to manipulat ing sound material  in cases where
tradit ional  DSP tools are l imited.  What’s s igni f icant about this 
work is  that i t  makes these tools meaningful  in act ive creat ion 
rather than passive consumption. 

AI back  in  u s e r  h an ds

Machine learning techniques wi l l  cont inue to expand as tools 
by which the companies mining big data make sense of their 
resources — from ore into product .  I t ’s  in turn how they’ l l  see 
us,  and how we’ l l  see ourselves. 

We can’t  s imply opt out ,  because those tools wi l l  shape the 
world around us with or without our personal par t ic ipat ion,  and 
because the breadth of  avai lable data demands their  use.  What 
we can do is to better understand how they work and reasser t 
our own agency.

»W e  n e e d  to  b e  wa ry  o f  c e n tr  a li  s e d 
mo  n opoli     e s  o n  t h at  data  a n d  it  s  a ppli    c atio   n , 

a n d  w e  n e e d  to  b e  awa r e  o f  h ow  t h e s e  s ort  s  o f 
a lgorit     h m s  r e s h a p e  c h oi  c e  a n d  r e m a k e  m e d i a . 

A n d  w e  mig   h t  w e ll   look    f or   c h a n c e s  to  r e g a i n 
our    ow n  p e r s o n a l  co n trol    . «

»T h e r e  w e r e  s p e a k e r s  tu  c k e d  i n to  pott   e d 
pl  a n t s .  T h e  W h it  e  Hou   s e  a n d  NASA     at  s om  e 

poi   n t s  s ub  s c rib   e d.  A n y w h e r e  t h e r e  wa s  s il  e n c e , 
it   mig   h t  b e  r e pl  ac e d  w it  h  pr  e - progr     a mm  e d 

mu  s i c . «
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M u s i c  f rom    t h e 
P e tri    Di  s h

G u y  B e n - Ar y  i n  c o n v e r s atio   n  w it  h  C h ri  s ti  a n  d e  L ut  z  a n d  J a n  R o h l f 

p h oto s  c ourt    e s y  o f  gu  y  b e n - a ry

N eurons     living    in  a  P etri    dish  perform       duets    with human  musicians:  Aus-

tralia    -based   artist   Guy  Ben  -A ry had   his  cells    e xtracted   and grown into 

a  culture     of  1 00.000 living    neurons     .  L ined    with electrodes    ,  these   neurons 

form    output     via   an   analogue       synthesizer     ,  called      » cell   F, «  allowing them   to 

» jam «  with human     musicians   .  In  May 2 0 17,  during     the  third   edition  of T echno -

sph ä renkl     ä nge  ,  a  joint   concert    series     between     Haus  der    Kulturen  der Welt 

and    CTM  Festival    that e xplores     connections       between     music and techno 

science   ,  Ben  -A ry talked      about    the  blending      of  art  and    science ,  joint  crea-

tive   ventures      ,  and    non   -human     consciousness      .

You  we re  one  of  the  f irst  p e op le  to wor k  at  the  Sy mb ioticA 
ar tistic lab  at  the  Unive rsity  of  We ste r n Au stralia and  are 
sti l l  b ase d  the re .  You r  ar tistic p ractice  is  one  of  constant 
collab oration with scie ntists  as we ll  as e ng ine e rs,  mu si-
cians,  and  othe r  ar tists.  How d oe s this  inte rd iscip linar y  col-
lab oration,  along sid e  wor k ing  p r imar ily  in a lab,  alte r  ar tis-
tic p ractice?

I ’m not sure i f  »al ter« is  the r ight term. I  would say » inform.« 
Symbiot icA is a very enriching environment.  Ar t ists and resi-
dent researchers from mult iple discipl ines,  scient ists ,  c l in icians, 
and bio-medical  engineers are al l  located in close proximity. 
I ’m constant ly »bombarded« with new ideas and techniques and 
made aware of various research projects.  Af ter f i f teen years of 
being there,  I ’m st i l l  learning a lot  every s ingle day.  The idea of 
my work »In-potent ia,«  star ted in the lab when I  saw a PhD stu-
dent cultur ing foreskin cel ls ;  and the idea for »cel lF« was born 
during a lecture I  attended, which was given by a stem cel l  bi-
ologist  as par t  of  the school ’s weekly seminar series.  The main 
benef i t  is  that there is  (almost) always someone »that knows« 
and can direct ,  assist ,  or provide useful  information.

Whe n you r  me d iu m is  a  ce ll  cu ltu re  in a lab,  how is  the  re -
su lt  d e f ine d  as ar t,  as  op p ose d  to p u re  scie ntif ic re se arch?

As to cel l  cultures as ar t  objects,  I  think this is  one of the big-
gest chal lenges for so-cal led »bio-ar t ists .«  Once I  f igure out 

the protocols in the lab and thoroughly understand the mate-
rial  I ’m working with,  I  ask mysel f  quest ions related to visual 
or aesthet ic language. In past years I  developed various envi-
ronments/technologies that al lowed me to take the l iv ing cul-
tures into the gal lery.  A good example is  »cel lF« as an object 
that not only has very par t icular aesthet ics and funct ions as a 
musical  instrument,  but is  also a ful ly funct ioning biological  lab 
that consists of  a high-precis ion t issue-culture incubator and 
a Class-1 ster i le hood, which al lows us to keep the neural  net-
works al ive in f ie ld condit ions.

And  conve rse ly  how d o you r  scientif ic collaborators feel 
ab ou t d evoting  re sou rce s to a project whose results  may not 
f it  into trad itional  mod e s of  scientif ic research?

Scient ists col lect data,  but we bring the cultures into gal ler ies 
and ask quest ions to generate a cultural  debate.  I t ’s  total ly di f-
ferent .  I  think the scient ists that work with us are as aware of the 
importance of the cultural  research as they are of  the scient i f ic 
one — otherwise they wouldn’t  be working with us.

The  mod e r n e ra has stre sse d the individual  over the col-
le ctive .  In cu ltu ral  p rod u ction that has led to the my th of 
the  ar tist  as g e niu s,  p ositing  the act of  ar tistic creation as 
u niq u e ly  ind ivid u al.  Ye t you r  work,  and a lot  of  new ar t  con-
ne cte d  with scie nce  and  te chnology,  is  ver y much about 
comp lex  collab oration across f ields.  Have we reached a par-Dish P09/07 – The Neural  Network that per formed in the premiere of  cel lF at  the Masonic Hal l  on 4 October 2015, Per th.
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a digm change in what it  means to create an ar twork in  t h e 
twenty-first  centur y?

I  wouldn’t  go as far as a »change of paradigm.« There are st i l l 
quite a lot  of  ar t  forms that don’t  require col laborat ions.  How-
ever,  when i t  comes to projects that involve technology,  and 
def ini tely in my area of research of ar t ,  biology,  and robotics, 
col laborat ive work is  very common. The reason for this is  the 
complexity of  the projects and the wide range of ski l l  sets that 
are needed for the development of  the work.  »cel lF« is  my sel f-
por trai t ,  and in i ts  early days I  thought i t  would be appropriate 
to develop i t  by mysel f.  But that was very naïve of  me. I ts  f inal 
outcome involved the fol lowing areas of  research/production: 
t issue culture,  t issue engineering,  neuroscience,  cel l  biology, 
stem cel l  technologies,  molecular biology,  electrophysiology, 
microscopy,  electr ical  engineering,  material  engineering,  en-
gineering,  design,  sound, music technology,  and more… I  could 
never have done i t  without my col laborators.  They al l  joined the 
project as equals despite i t  being my sel f-por trai t .

You initiated »cellF,«  which is  run from a neuronal  cult ure 
containing your DNA . Yet this  colony is  fully  auton o m o us. 
Its  reactions to input from various musicians demon st ra t e 
agency on a cellular level.  The culture (of  approx im a t ely 
1 00.000 neurons) is  sti l l  one-mill ionth the size of  the h um a n 
brain,  without the complex structure of  the latter.  We ca n 
su rmise that,  as far as we know, it  has no »consciousn ess.« 
Bu t considering that cellF acts and reacts to the huma n  m u-
sicians,  can we talk about a »neuronal  subjectivity« here?

That’s a very interest ing quest ion… and very hard to answer. 
The shor t  answer is  that I  don’t  know. I  agree that there is  no 
point in talking about consciousness or intel l igence.  These cul-
tures are not complex enough. But af ter experiencing »cel lF« 
l ive I  have a feel ing that maybe we can talk about s imple forms 
of emergence. I  think that these neural  cultures are act ive and 
responsive — but even more interest ing is  that they show vital-
i ty,  which is  what directs them to do what they do. These neural 
networks are very s imple (made up of only 100.000 neurons 
and growing in 2D).  However,  I  use l iv ing neurons del iberately, 
as a way to force the viewer to consider future possibi l i t ies that 
neural  engineering and stem cel l  technologies present ,  and to 
begin to assess and cri t ique technologies not commonly known 
outside the scient i f ic community.  However s imple or symbolic 
these brains may be,  they do produce quanti t ies of  data,  they 
do respond to st imulat ion,  and they are subject to a l i fespan.

S pecula t in g fur t h er o n  such  fut ure po ssibil it ies,  do  you  think 
we w il l  o n e da y w it n ess t h e em ergen ce o f  syn t h et ic,  non-hu -
m a n  co n scio usn ess? 

I  think that f irst  we have to def ine what consciousness is .  Con-
sciousness has a spectrum from deciding to move organs,  for 
example,  to being sent ient ,  sel f-aware,  able to think cri t ical ly, 
consider moral i ty,  ethics,  and more… i f  we are considering the 
latter,  I  think that we are far from i t .  The central  problem re-
mains:  we have no real  understanding of how the brain gives 
r ise to the mind and how neurons or their  act iv i ty create con-
sciousness,  and without a clear idea of how this works I  do not 
bel ieve we wi l l  be able to create consciousness.  Consciousness 
is  a biological  phenomenon. Brains contain analogue cel lular 
and molecular processes,  biochemical  react ions,  electrosta
t ic forces,  synchronized neuron f ir ing at  specif ic frequencies, 
and unique structural  and funct ional  connections with count-
less feedback loops,  and then the »magical  leap« from very 
complex computat ion to consciousness.  I  f ind i t  hard to bel ieve 
that we would be able to repl icate something simi lar… at  least 
not in my l i fet ime.

If  we were t o  w it n ess t h e em ergen ce o f  fo rm s o f  n o n -hu man 
co n scio usn ess,  w h a t  kin d o f  rela t io n sh ip do  yo u t h ink  hu -
m a n it y co uld develo p t owa rds t h o se fo rm s?

We l ive in a very anthropocentr ic world where humans treat 
other l iv ing ent i t ies (conscious or not) with superiori ty and ar-
rogance. I  think that we have to star t  thinking and establ ishing 
some ethical  considerat ion regarding the treatment of  those 
new l iv ing ent i t ies,  especial ly i f  they show some sor t  of  emer-
gent behaviour,  s igns of  intel l igence,  or even a low level  of 
consciousness. 

W h y do  yo u t h in k h um a n it y wo uld w ish  fo r t h e develop me nt 
o f  a r t if icia l  co n scio usn ess in  t h e f irst  pla ce?

I  don’t  think that we should wish for the development of  ar t i f ic ial 
consciousness… I  think that this would open a »Pandora’s box« 
that we as a society are not ready to cope with.  Ar t i f ic ial  con-
sciousness could be par t  of  our l ives in any mode or way pos-
sible — social ,  cultural ,  medical ,  and more… but when the crea-
t ion of  ar t i f ic ial  consciousness takes place in an atmosphere of 
conf l ict  and prof i t-driven competi t ion,  the results might be very 
much disturbing and unwanted.

»w h e n  t h e  c r e atio   n  o f  a rti   f i c i a l 
co n s c iou   s n e s s  ta k e s  pl  ac e  i n  a n  atmo   s p h e r e 

o f  co n f li  c t  a n d  pro   f it - d ri  v e n  comp   e titio     n ,  t h e 
r e s ult  s  mig   h t  b e  v e ry  mu  c h  d i s turbi     n g 

a n d  u n wa n t e d. «

Vials of  frozen cel ls  that Guy Ben-Ary chose to send to Berl in for cel lF at 
Technosphärenklänge #3.

Neural  stem cel ls  prol i ferat ing to neurospheres at  the Max-Delbrück-Centrum 
für Molekulare Medizin,  Berl in ,  pr io to Technosphärenklänge #3.

The Mult i-Electrode-Array (MEA) dish in the ampli f ier that al lows to inter face i t 
with the analogue modular synthesizer.

Guy Ben-Ary reprogramming cel ls  to stem cel ls  using iPS at  the Pluripotency 
Laboratory,  Universi ty of  Barcelona.

Seeding the neurospheres onto the Mult i-Electrode-Array (MEA) and di f feren-
t iat ing them to neurons. 

Patching an tuning cel lF,  top center is  the DIY high precis ion t issue culture incu-
bator that houses the cel l  culture.
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You  see »cellF« as an effor t  to raise debate about t h e et h -
ical  controversies embedded in new bio-technologies.  But 
couldn’t  it  also be argued that works such as »cellF« co n -
tribute to normalising the application of  such techn o lo gies 
by pushing the boundaries of  the as-yet acceptable  —  a n d 
in doing so also pushing aside the fundamental  que st io n  o f 
w hether we should go after these technologies at  al l  befo re 
su ch a question has even been raised?

I  think that one of the roles of  ar t  is  to propose scenarios of 
»worlds under construct ion« and destabi l ise the technologies in 
quest ion for the purpose of creat ing contestable ar tworks.  This 
role makes the emergence of cel lF and other s imi lar works as 
evocat ive ar tworks and the mult i- level led explorat ion of  their 
use relevant and important .

»cellF« has already taken par t  in seven concer ts,  and  it  per-
formed its  European premiere at  the Haus der Kultu ren  der 
Welt  with Schneider TM and then Stine Janvin.  Wh a t  h a s 
su rprised you most about the abil ity  of  neuronal  cult ures t o 
interact with and create music with human musician s?

Every per formance is di f ferent ,  and al l  the per formances we 
have given have been interest ing in a di f ferent way.  But when 
the neurons respond to the human musicians I  get excited.  I ’m 
very much interested in human/nonhuman communicat ion.  I t  is 
when there is  a clear sense of communicat ion between human 
musicians and the neurons that my mind is blown. And this has 
happened in most per formances up unt i l  now. I  hope we wi l l 
experience a bit  more of that .  These neural  networks represent 
our fears and hopes as we enter an unknown future.  They i l lus-

trate,  in a highly visceral  manner,  popular ideas around disem-
bodied consciousness and intel l igence.  However,  al though the 
neural  ent i t ies I  create might inst i l  a sense that we are close to 
actual is ing the manufacture of  intel l igence or consciousness, 
in real i ty,  the existence of these creatures is  intended to be ab-
surdly vicarious.

Guy Ben-Ary  is  an Austral ian ar t ist  and researcher invest i-
gat ing cybernet ics,  sof t-robotics,  and the cultural  ar t iculat ion 
of  bio-technologies.  He current ly works at  Symbiot icA, an ar-
t ist ic laboratory located within the Universi ty of  Western Aus-
tral ia and dedicated to research,  learning,  and hands-on en-
gagement with the l i fe sciences. 
»  www.guybenary.com 

Christian de Lutz  is  a curator and the co-founder of  Ber-
l in Ar t  Laboratory,  a plat form for contemporary ar t  at  the meet-
ing point of  ar t ,  science,  and technology.
» www.ar t laboratory-berl in .org

Jan Rohlf is one of the founders and ar t ist ic directors of 
CTM Fest ival .

Par ts of  this interview were original ly publ ished in May 2017 
within the Haus der Kulturen der Welt ’s  journal ,  100 Years from 
Now. Reprinted with kind permission.
»  www.journal .hkw.de

cel lF at  i ts  premiere,  4 October 2015, Masonic Hal l ,  Per th.

Guy Ben-Ary's cel ls  di f ferent iat ing into neurons.



67

I  N e e d  I t  to  Forgi     v e  M e
by  Nor   a  K h a n

In this   far- reaching  essay,  writer and technology researcher Nora  K han  

approaches  the conundrum of artificial  intelligence via discussions of  

facial  recognition  software.  With it  in mind that machine learning is  »high-

ly designed  «  to mirror human behaviour,  Khan addresses engineered dispari  -

ties   in  this   mirroring that forecast danger and disregard ethics.  In raising    

q uestions     about alternative pathways for AI  and the role of the artist  in 

society ,  Khan ultimately shows that a discussion of technology is  also  in -

trinsically     a discussion of trust and of the uniquely human territories  of  

ambiguity    ,  empathy,  and openness. 

»The culture that ’s  going to survive in the future is  the culture 
you can carry around in your head.«  (Nam June Paik,  as de-
scribed by Arthur Jafa)*1)

I  l ike to think that I  could pick my fr iends out of  a l ine-up. I  as-
sume that I  know their  faces wel l  enough. But I  am alarmed, 
when I  focus on images of  their  faces too closely,  at  how quickly 
they can become unreadable.  Kundera wrote,  »We ponder the 
inf ini tude of the stars but are unconcerned about the inf ini tude 
our papa has within him,« which is  a beauti ful  but roundabout 
way of saying that those you love can become strange in an 
instant . *2) 

A canyon opens up in this moment of  strangeness,  between 
their  facial  expressions,  l ike s igi ls ,  and the meanings I  project 
onto them. As I  try to map out why I  know they mean what I 
think they do, their  faces turn back to some early f irst  state, 
brist l ing with ciphers and omens.  Their  words become polyse-
mous,  generat ing a thousand possible interpretat ions. 

Each t ime we face a new person, an elegant relat ional  process 
unfolds in which we learn to read the other ’s face to trust  they 
are human, l ike us.  A relaxed smile,  sof t  eyes,  an invi t ing smirk 
combine in a subtle arrangement to s ignal  a safe person driven 
by a mind much l ike one’s own. Messy alchemists ,  we compress 
massive amounts of  v isual  data,  f low between our bl ind spots 
and project ions and theirs to create enough of an object ive re-
al i ty to move forward.

Early hominids mapped the complex signs transpir ing on sur-
rounding faces to discern intent ion,  orientat ion,  and mood. 
Their  relat ional  dynamics helped develop them into l inguist ic 
beings so bound and made through language that the f irst  em-
bodied act of  face-reading now seems to belong to the realm 
of the preconscious and prel inguist ic .  And social  r i tuals de-
veloped in turn for people to help others read them, to s ignal 
transparency — that one’s mind is brief ly,  completely acces
sible to another.

Out on this abstract semiot ic landscape, humans stagger 
through encounters with other species and nonhuman intel
l igences,  trying to parse their  obscure intent ions with the same 
cognit ive tools .  Emerging ar t i f ic ial  intel l igences can be thought 
of  as having a face,  as wel l  — one that presents as human-l ike, 
human-sympathet ic,  humanoid.  Though animals also l isten to 
us and mirror us,  ar t i f ic ial  intel l igences are more formidable, 
using complex data analy t ics,  power ful  v isual ,  and sound sur-
vei l lance fuel led by massive computing power,  to track and map 
your inner thoughts and desires,  present and future. 

Fur ther,  global  computat ional  culture plays on the very vulner-
abi l i t ies in humans’  face- and mind-reading,  the processes that 
help us discern intent ion,  trustworthiness.  The computat ion-
al  » face« composes att i tudes and postures,  seeming openness 
and directness,  conveyed through i ts  highly-designed inter fac-
es,  ar t i f ic ial  languages,  and ar t i f ic ial  relat ional i ty. 

Simulat ing the feel ing of access to the machine’s »mind« sates 
the human brain’s relent less search for a mirroring,  for proof of 
a kind of mind in every intel l igent-seeming system that twitches 
on i ts  radar.  Ar t i f ic ial  intel l igence is relent lessly anthropomor-
phized by i ts  designers to s imulate the experience of access to 
a kind of caring mind, a wet nurse that cares for us despite our 
knowing better. 

»Stupi     d ly,  w e  w r a p 
our   s e lv e s  a rou   n d 

d e v i c e s  w it  h  a  c ut  e 
a e s t h e ti  c  w it  h out   

t h i n ki  n g  to  c h e c k  i f 
t h e y  h av e  t e e t h . «

Computers,  technological  devices,  plat forms, and networks are 
habitual ly,  now, the faces of  power ful  social  engineering,  the 
ef for ts of  invested groups to inf luence society’s behaviour in a 
last ing way.  The designed i l lusion of blankness and neutral i ty 
is  so complete that users » f i l l  in« the blank with a mind that has 
the ethics and integri ty resembling a person’s ,  much as they 
might with a new person. B. J.  Fogg, the Stanford professor who 
founded captology (the study of persuasive technology and be-
havioral  design),  wri tes,  hedging,  that computers can »convey 
emotions [but]  they cannot react to emotions,  [which gives] 
them an unfair  advantage in persuasion.«*3)

Stupidly,  we wrap ourselves around devices with a cute aes-
thet ic without thinking to check i f  they have teeth.  Our col lec-
t ive ignorance in this relat ionship is  profound. We spend an 
unprecedented amount of  t ime in our l ives being total ly open 
and for thright with intel l igent systems, beauti ful ly designed ar-
t i facts that exercise feigned transparencies.  The encounter with 
ar t i f ic ial  intel l igences is  not equal or neutral ;  one side has more 
power,  charged with the imperat ive that we f irst  make ourselves 
per fect ly readable,  reveal ing who we are in a way that is  not 
and could not be returned.

Sti l l  from the f i lm Ex-Machina (2015) by Alex Garland.
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What bel iefs do we even share with our ar t i f ic ial  fr iends? What 
does i t  do to us to speak with ar t i f ic ial  voices and engage with 
systems of mind designed by many stakeholders with obscure 
goals? What does i t  do to our cognit ive process to engage con-
t inual ly with hyperbol ic,  manufactured af fect ,  without reciproc-
i ty? Misreading this metaphorical  face comes at  a cost .  We can 
always walk away from people we do not fundamental ly trust . 
The computat ional  mind subtly,  surely,  binds us to i t  and does 
not let  go,  enforcing trust  as an end-user agreement.  Com-
pl icat ing matters,  even i f  we learn to stop anthropomorphiz-
ing AI,  we are st i l l  caught in a relat ionship with an intel l igence 
that parrots and mimics our relat ional i ty with other people,  and 
works over t ime to soothe and comfor t  us.  We have grown to 
need i t  desperately,  in thral l  to a phenomenal ly orchestrated 
mirror that tel ls  us what we want to hear and shows us what 
we want to see. 

Of course,  we par t icipate in these strange and abusive rela-
t ionships with ful l  consent because the dominant paradigm 
of global capital ism is abuse.  But understanding exact ly how 
these transparencies are enacted can help explain why I  go on 
to approach inter faces with a large amount of  unearned trust , 
desir ing fur ther,  a tempered emotional  reveal ,  an absolut ion 
and forgiveness.

Co-Evolution with Simul ations

Governments and social  media plat forms work together to 
suggest a social  matr ix based on the data that should ostensi-
bly prove,  beyond a doubt,  that faces reveal  ideology,  that they 
hold the keys to inherent qual i t ies of  ident i ty,  from intel l igence 
to sexual i ty to cr iminal i ty.  There is  an eerie analogue to phre-
nology,  the 19th century’s fake science in which one’s trai ts , 
personal i ty,  and character were unvei led through cal iper meas-
urements of  the skul l .

Banal  algori thmic systems of fer a perverse and t i t i l lat ing prom-
ise that through enough pattern recognit ion of  faces (and bod-
ies) ,  form can be mapped one to one to sexual i ty,  IQ levels , 
and possible cr iminal i ty.  The inherent qual i t ies of  ident i t ies and 
orientat ions,  the s ingular,  unchangeable truth of  a mind’s con-
tents and past and future possibi l i t ies,  predicted based on the 
space between your eyes and your nose,  your gait ,  your hip to 
waist  rat io,  and on and on.

The stories about emerging »developments« in ar t i f ic ial  intel
l igence research that predicts qual i t ies based on facial  map-
ping read as horror.  The disconnect and stupidity — as Hito 
Steyerl  has described — of this type of design is  profound.*4) 
Computat ional  culture that is  created by a s ingle channel or 
a corporate-owned model is  foremost couched in the impera-
t ive to describe real i ty through a brutal  set  of  norms describ-
ing who people are and how they should and wi l l  act  (accord-
ing to l ibidinal  needs).

Such computat ional  culture is  the front along which contem-
porary power shapes i tsel f,  engaging formal logics and the in-
sights of  exper ts in adjacent f ie lds — cognit ive psychol inguists , 
psychologists ,  cr i t ics of  technology,  even — to disappear ex-
tract ive goals .  That i t  works to seem rat ional ,  logical ,  without 
emotion,  when i t  is  also designed to have deep, instant emo-

directs the course of  society and i ts  future,  mediated through 
these systems. Relat ionships with humanoid intel l igences inf lu-
ence our relat ionships to other people,  our speech, our ar t ,  our 
sense of possibi l i t ies,  even an openness to experimentat ion.

Art i f ic ial  intel l igence and ar t i factual  intel l igence di f fer in many 
important ways,  yet we continue to model them on each other. 
And how the ar t i f ic ial  mind is modeled to interact is  the most 
power ful  tool  technocracy has.  But even knowing al l  of  this ,  i t 
is  naïve to bel ieve that s imple exposure and unst i tching of these 
logics wi l l  help us better arbitrate what kind of ar t i f ic ial  intel-
l igence we want to engage with. 

I t  seems more useful  to out l ine what these attempts at  compres-
sion do to us,  how computat ional  culture’s logical  operat ions, 
enacted through engineered, managed interact ions,  change us 
as we coevolve with machine intel l igence.  And from this map-
ping,  we might be able to think of  other models of  computa-
t ional  culture.

Incompr essibilit  y 

I t  is  hard to f ind,  in the human-computer relat ionship as out-
l ined above, al lowances for the inef fabi l i ty that easi ly ar ises be-
tween people,  or a sense of communing on levels that are un-
spoken and not easy to name. But we know that there are vast 
tranches of  experience that cannot be coded or engineered for, 
in which ambiguity and mult ipl ic i ty and unpredictabi l i ty thr ive, 
and understand on some level  that they create environments 
essent ial  for learning,  holding conf l ict ing ideas in the mind at 
once,  and developing ethical  intel l igence.  

We might attempt to map a few potent ial  spaces for strange-
ness and unknowing in the design of the relat ionship between 
natural  minds and ar t i f ic ial  minds.  We might think on how such 
spaces could subver t  the one-two hit  of  computat ional  design 
as i t  is  experienced now, deploying data analy t ics in tandem 
with a ruthless mining of neurological  and psychological  in-
sights on emotion.   

On the level  of  language, the cer tain,  seamless loop between 
human and computer erases or act ively avoids l inguist ic am-
biguity and ambiguity of  interpretat ion in favour of  a techno-
posit iv ist  real i ty,  in which meaning is mapped one to one with 
i ts  referent for the sake of ef f ic iency.  With the ar t i f ic ial  person-
al i ty,  the uncer tainty that is  a key qual i ty of  most new interac-
t ions is  quickly f i l led in.  There is  no space for an »I  don’t  know,« 
or »Why do you say this ,«  or »Tel l  me what makes you feel  this 
way.«  A bot’s dialogue is constrained, t ightened, and f lat tened; 
i ts  inter face has users cl ip through the interact ion.  So the wheel 
turns,  t ight and unsparing.

There is  no single correct model of  AI ,  but instead, many 
competing paradigms, frameworks,  architectures.  As long as 
AI takes a thousand di f ferent forms, so too,  as Reza Negar-
estani  wri tes,  wi l l  the »signi f icance of the human [ l ie]  not in i ts 
uniqueness or in a special  ontological  status but in i ts  funct ion-
al  decomposabi l i ty and computat ional  constructabi l i ty through 
which the abi l i t ies of  the human can be upgraded, i ts  form 
transformed, i ts  def ini t ion updated and even become suscep-
t ible to delet ion?«*7)

t ional  impact ,  is  one of the greatest  accomplishments of  per-
suasive technology design. 

Si l icon Val ley postures values of  empathy and communicat ion 
within i ts  vast ,  inconceivable structure that embodies a serious 
»perversion and disregard for human l i fe .«*5) As Matteo Pas-
quinel l i  wri tes,  ar t i f ic ial  intel l igence mimics individual  social  in-
tel l igence with the aim of control . *6) His detai l  of  sociometric AI 
asser ts that we cannot ignore how Northern Cal i fornia’s tech-
nological  and f inancial  plat forms create AI in favour of  phi lo
sophical  discussions of  theory of  mind alone.  The phi losophi-
cal  debate fuels the technical  design,  and the technical  design 
fuels the phi losophical  model l ing.

Compr  e ss io n

As we coevolve with ar t i f ic ial  minds wearing simulat ions of  hu-
man faces,  human-l ike gestures essent ial ised into a few dis-
crete elements within user inter face (UI) and ar t i f ic ial  lan-
guage, we might get to real ly know our interlocutors.  The AI 
from this culture is  s l ippery,  a master ful  mimic.  I t  pretends to 
be neutral ,  without any embedded values.  I t  per fect ly embod-
ies a false transparency,  neutral i ty,  and openness.  The ideolog-
ical  framework and moral  biases that are embedded are hid-
den behind a very convincing veneer of  neutral i ty.  A neutral , 
a lmost pleasant face that is  designed not to be read as »too« 
human; this AI needs you to continue to be open and talk to i t , 
and that means eschewing the di f f iculty,  mess,  and chal lenge 
of human relat ionships. 

»T h e  e n cou  n t e r 
w it  h  a rti   f i c i a l 

i n t e llig    e n c e s  i s  n ot 
e q ua l  or   n e utr   a l ;  o n e 
s i d e  h a s  mor   e  po w e r … «

This lesser,  everyday AI’s tr ick is  i ts  act ing,  i ts  puppeteering of 
human creat iv i ty and gestures at  consciousness with such ski l l 
and precis ion that we fool ourselves momentari ly,  to bel ieve in 
the presence of a kind of ethical  mind.  The most power ful  and 
af fect ing elements of  relat ing are external ised in the mask to 
appeal to our sol ipsism. We just  need a soothing and hypnotic 
voice,  a compliment or two, and our overextended brains pop 
in,  eager to s imulate and f i l l  in the blanks.  Thousands of di f fer-
ent ar t i f ic ial  voices and avatars shape and guide our days l ike 
phantoms. The simulat ions only parrot our language to a de-
gree,  displaying an exaggerated concentrate of  selected af-
fect :  care,  interest ,  happiness,  approval .  In each design wave, 
the digital  humanoid mask becomes more seamless,  smoothly 
folded into our conversat ion. 

How we map the brain through computer systems, our cho-
sen ar t i f ic ial  logic,  shapes our communicat ion and sel f-con-
ception.  Our relat ionship to computat ion undergirds current 
relat ions to ar t ,  to management,  to educat ion and design,  to 
pol i t ics.  How we choose to s igni fy the mind in ar t i f ic ial  systems 

How to reroute the relent less »engineering loop of logical 
thought,«  as described in this issue of Glass Bead’s framing, 
in a way that str ives towards intel lectual  and material  freedom? 
What would an AI that is  radical  for our t ime, meaning not s im-
ply in service of  extract ive technological  systems, look l ike? 
Could there exist  an AI that is  both ruthlessly rat ional  and in 
service of  the Lef t ’s  project? Could our technologies run on an 
AI in service of  creat iv i ty,  that can deploy ethical  and emotion-
al  intel l igence that countermands the creat iv i ty,  and emotional 
intel l igence of those on the Right?

There is  so much discussion in ar t  and cri t ic ism of futures and 
futuri ty without enough discussion of how a sense of a pos
sible future is  even held in the mind, the trust  i t  takes to devel-
op a future model with others.  Bel ieving we can move through 
and past oppressive systems and structures to something bet-
ter than the present is  a matter of  shared bel ief.

The seamless loop between human and computer erases or 
act ively avoids ambiguity,  of  language and of interpretat ion,  in 
favor of  a techno-posit iv ist  real i ty in which meaning is mapped 
one to one with i ts  referent for the sake of ef f ic iency.  But we do 
not thr ive,  social ly,  intel lectual ly,  personal ly,  in purely ef f ic ient 
relat ionships.  Cognit ion is  a process of  emergent relat ing.  We 
engage with people over t ime to create depth of  dimensional i ty. 

We learn better i f  we can create int imate networks with other 
minds.  Over t ime, the qual i ty and depth of  our l istening,  our 
select ive attent ion,  changes.  We ref lect on ourselves in rela-
t ion to others,  adjust  our understanding of the world based on 
their  acts and speech, and work in a separate third space be-
tween us and them to create a shared narrat ive with which to 
navigate the world. 

With computer systems, we can lack an important sense of a 
growing relat ionship that wi l l  gain in dimensional i ty,  that can 
generate the essent ial  ambiguity needed for test ing new knowl-
edge and ideas.  In a shor t ,  elegant essay t i t led »Dancing with 
Ambiguity,«  systems biologist  Pi l le Bunnel l  paints her f irst  en-
counter with computat ional  systems as a moment of  total  won-
der and enchantment,  that turned to disappointment:

I  began working with s imulat ion models in the late 1960s, using 
punch cards and one-day batch processing at  the Universi ty 
of  Cal i fornia Berkeley campus computer center.  As the com-
plexity of  our computing systems grew, I  l ike many of my col-
leagues,  became enchanted with this new possibi l i ty of  deal-
ing with complexity.  Simulat ion models enabled us to consider 
many interrelated variables and to expand our t ime horizon 
through project ion of  the consequences of  mult iple causal  dy-
namics,  that is ,  we could bui ld systems. Of course,  that is  ex-
act ly what we did,  we bui l t  systems that represented our under-
standing,  even though we may have thought of  them as mirrors 
of  the systems we were dist inguishing as such.  Like others,  I 
eventual ly became disenchanted with what I  came to regard 
as a selected concatenat ion of l inear and quasi- l inear causal 
relat ions.*8) 

Bunnel l ’s  disappointment with the » l inear and quasi- l inear 
causal  relat ions« is  a f ine descript ion of  the quandary we f ind 
ourselves in today.  The »quasi- l inear causal  relat ion« describes 
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how intel l igent systems dai ly make decis ions for us,  and fur ther 
yet ,  how character is  mapped to data trai ls ,  based on consump-
t ion,  taste,  and onl ine declarat ions. 

One barrier in technology studies and rhetoric,  and in non-
humanist  f ie lds,  is  how the term poetics (and by extension,  ar t) 
is  taken to mean an intui t ive and emotional  disposit ion to beau-
ty.  I  take poetics here to mean a mode of understanding the 
world through many,  frequently conf l ict ing,  cognit ive and meta-
cognit ive modes that work in a web with one another.  Poetics 
are how we navigate our world and al l  i ts  possible meanings, 
neither through logic nor emotion alone.

I t  is  curious how the very architects of  machine learning de-
scribe creat ive abi l i ty in expl ici t ly computat ional  terms.  In a re-
cent talk ,  ar t ist  Memo Akten translated the ideas of  machine 
learning exper t  and godfather Jürgen Schmidhuber,  who sug-
gests creat iv i ty (embodied in unsupervised,  freeform learning) 
is  » fueled by our intr insic desire to develop better compres-
sors« mental ly. *9) 

This process apparent ly serves an evolut ionary purpose;  as »we 
are able to compress and predict ,  the better we have under-
stood the world,  and thus wi l l  be more successful  in deal ing 
with i t .«  In Schmidhuber ’s vis ion,  intel l igent beings inherent ly 
seek to make order and systems of unfamil iar new banks of  in-
formation,  such that :
   
. . .  What was incompressible,  has now become compressible. 
That is  subject ively interest ing.  The amount we improve our 
compressor by,  is  def ined as how subject ively interest ing we 
f ind that new information.  Or in other words,  subject ive inter-
est ingness of  information is  the f irst  derivat ive of  i ts  subject ive 
beauty,  and rewarded as such by our intr insic motivat ion sys-
tem … As we receive information from the environment via our 
senses,  our compressor is  constant ly comparing the new infor-
mation to predict ions i t ’s  making.  I f  predict ions match the ob-
servat ions,  this means our compressor is  doing wel l  and no new 
information needs to be stored. The subject ive beauty of  the 
new information is  proport ional  to how wel l  we can compress 
i t  ( i .e .  how many bits we are saving with our compression — i f 
i t ’s  very complex but very famil iar then that ’s  a high compres-
sion).  We f ind i t  beaut i ful  because that is  the intr insic reward of 
our intr insic motivat ion system, to try to maximize compression 
and acknowledge famil iar i ty. *10) 

There is  a very funny desperat ion to this descript ion,  as though 
one could not bear the idea of feel ing anything without i t  being 
the result  of  a mappable,  mathematical ly legible process.  I t  as-
sumes that compression has a cer tain language, a model that 
can be repl icated.  Seeing and f inding beauty in the world is  a 
programmatic process,  an internal  systemic reward for having 
ref ined our »compressor.« 

But the fact of  experience is that we f ind things subject ively 
beauti ful  for reasons ent irely outside of  matching predict ions 
with observat ions.  A sense of beauty might be born of delusion 

from travel ,  forgotten conversat ions,  obl ique readings,  from 
innumerable psychological ,  intel lectual ,  and spir i tual  changes 
that we can barely ar t iculate to ourselves. 

A true mimic of  our cognit ion that we might respect would em-
bed logical  choices within emotional  context ,  as we do. Such 
grounding of act ion in emotional  intel l igence has a profound 
ethical  importance in our l ives.  Phi losophers l ike Martha Nuss-
baum have bui l t  their  ent ire corpus of  thought on restoring i ts 
value in cognit ive process.  Emotions make other people and 
their  thoughts valuable,  and make us valuable and interest ing 
to them. There is  an ethical  value to emotion that is  »truly fel t ,« 
such as r ighteous anger and grief  at  in just ice,  at  v iolence,  at 
erasure of  dignity. *14)

Fur ther,  ar t ist ic intervent ions can contr ibute to suggest ing a 
model of  ar t i f ic ial  mind that is  desperately needed: one that 
acknowledges futuri ty.  Where an ar t i f ic ial  personal i ty does not 
think on tomorrow or ten years from now, that we think on our-
selves l iv ing in the future is  a key mark of  being human. No 
other animal does this in the way we do.*15) 

This sense of futuri ty would not emerge without imaginat ion. 
To craf t  future scenarios,  a person must imagine a future in 
which she is  di f ferent from who she is  now. She can hold that 
abstract scenario before her to guide decis ions in the present . 
She can juggle competing goals ,  paths,  and senses of  sel f  to-
gether in her mind.  

Édouard Glissant insisted on the »r ight to opacity,«  on the r ight 
to be unknowable.  This strategy is  essent ial  in vulnerable com-
munit ies af fected by systemic asymmetries and inequal i t ies and 
the burden of being overseen. Being opaque is general ly the 
haven of the power ful ,  who can hide their  f lows and exchanges 
of  capital  whi le feigning transparency.  For the less power ful ,  an 
engineered opacity of fers up protect ion,  of  the vi tal i ty of  expe-
rience that cannot be coded for.

We might give to shal low AI exact ly what we are being given, 
matching i ts  dupl ici tousness,  staying f lexible and evasive,  in 
order to resist .  We should learn to trust  more slowly,  and give 
our bel ief  with much discret ion.  We have no obl igat ion to be 
ourselves so ruthlessly.  We might consider being a bit  more i l-
legible.

When the inter face asks how I  feel ,  I  could refuse to say how 
I  feel  in any language i t  wi l l  understand. I  could speak in non-
sense.  I  could say no,  in fact ,  I  cannot remember where I  was, 
or what experiences I  have had, and no, I  do not know how that 
relates to who I  am. I  was in twenty places at  once;  I  was here 
and a thousand miles and years away. 

I  should hold on open engagement with AI unt i l  I  see a compu-
tat ional  model that values true openness — not just  a s imulat ion 
of  openness — a model that can quest ion feigned transparency. 
I  want an ar t i f ic ial  intel l igence that values the uncanny and the 
unspeakable and the unknown. I  want to see an ar t i f ic ial  intel-

or total  misreading,  of  inaccuracy or an » incorrect« model l ing 
of  the world.  A sensat ion of  subl imity,  out of  a total ly incom-
pressible set of  factors,  inf luences,  moral  convict ions,  aesthet ic 
tastes. 

How one feels beauty is  a problem of mult iple dimensions. 
Neuroaesthet ics researchers increasingly note that brain stud-
ies do not ful ly capture how or why the brain responds to 
ar t  as i t  does,  though these insights are used in Cambridge 
Analy t ica-style neuromarket ing and adver t isements l imning 
one’s browser.  But scanning the brain gets us no closer to why 
we take del ight in Walter Benjamin.  A person might appear to 
be interest ing or beauti ful  because they remind one of an an-
cient f igure,  or a t ime in history,  or a dream of a person one 
might want to be l ike.  They might be beauti ful  because of how 
they reframe the world as ful l  of  possibi l i ty,  but not through 
any direct act ,  and only through presence, att i tude,  orientat ion.

Art, Limits ,  an d Ambiguit y

This is  not to say we should design counter-systems that faci l i-
tate surreal  and unreadable gestures — meaning,  semantical ly 
indeterminate — as a mode of resistance.  The pol i t ical  ef f ica-
cy of  such moves,  as Suhai l  Mal ik and others have detai led,  in 
resistance to neol iberal  capital ism is spectacular and so,  l im-
ited.*11)  New systems might ,  however,  acknowledge unknowing; 
meaning,  the l imits of  our current understanding.  What I  do 
not know about others and the world shapes me. I  have to ac-
cept that there are thousands of  bodies of  knowledge that I 
have no access to.  I  cannot think without language and I  can-
not guide myself  by the stars,  let  alone commune with spir i ts  or 
understand ancient rel igions.  People not only tolerate massive 
amounts of  ambiguity,  but they need i t  to learn.

Art and poetry can map such tr ickier s i tes of  the ar t i factual 
mind. Ar t ists train to harness ambiguity ;  they create environ-
ments in which no f inal  answer,  interpretat ion,  or set narrat ive is 
possible.  They can and do already intervene in the relat ional i ty 
between human and banal  AI ,  providing strategies for respect-
ing the ambiguous and fur ther,  fostering environments in which 
the unknown can be explored.*12) Just  as the unreadable face 
prompts cognit ive explorat ion,  designed spaces of  unknow-
ing al low for provis ional  explorat ion.  I f  computat ional  design 
is  missing what Bunnel l  cal ls  »an emotional  orientat ion of  won-
der,«  then ar t  and poetry might step in to insist  on how »our 
systemic cognit ion remains operat ional  in ways that are expe-
rienced as mysterious,  emergent,  and creat ive.«*13)

Ar t ists can help foreground and highl ight just  how much neuro-
computat ional  processes cannot capture the phenomenal ex-
periences in which we sense our place in history,  in which we 
intui t  the s igni f icance of people,  deeply feel  their  value and im-
portance,  have gut feel ings about emerging si tuat ions.  There 
is  epigenetic trauma we have no conscious access to,  that is 
st i l l  held in the body.  There are countless factors that determine 
any given choice we make, outside our consumer choices,  our 
physical i ty,  our educat ion,  and our careers,  that might come 

l igence that is  worthy of  us,  of  what we could achieve col lec-
t ively,  one that can meet our capacity for wonder.
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G a bb  e r  O v e r d ri  v e  — 
Noi   s e ,  Horror      ,  a n d 

A c c e l e r atio   n 
by  Hill    e go  n d a  C .  R i e t v e l d

In light    of  a night devoted to gabber and hardcore at CTM 20 18 ,  scholar   

and former  electronic music producer Hillegonda C.  R ietveld  reflects on  

a genre  that evolved in her home city in The Netherlands ,  spread through-

out   the world  in the 1 990s ,  and is  now experiencing a rebirth via millennial -

generation     parties  seeking to re- infuse the music scene with a spirit   of anti  -

elitism    and  the aesthetics of horror.

New York,  1992: DJ Repeat plays the hardest sounds he can 
lay his hands on:  tekno from Berl in,  hardhouse from Frankfur t , 
gabber house from Rotterdam, hardcore from Belgium; each a 
mixture of  European avant-garde,  post-punk,  electronic dance 
music,  Euro-disco,  and house music.  DJ Repeat is  placed high 
up in a church-bui lding-turned-nightclub,  The Limel ight ,  which 
caters most ly to young »I tal ian« and »Anglo« suburban dancers 
from Brooklyn and New Jersey — »bridge and tunnel« folk.  His 
energetic set is  a juggl ing act of  f low and rupture,  rewinding the 
already fragmented tracks by spinning the vinyl  records back-
wards at  breakneck speed and mixing in seemingly random 
noises l ike fest ive confett i .  An MC whips up the crowd New 
York-style,  with demonic shouts.  The dancers,  though, seem to 
be aimlessly mi l l ing around as the music is  too fast  to lock into 
a groove in a sustained manner.  Instead, they occasional ly wave 
their  arms in the air,  whi le the go-go gir ls  s i t  seemingly bored, 
or t ired,  with dangl ing legs in their  suspended cages. 

Seemingly obl iv ious to the dancef loor,  DJ Repeat is  immersed 
in the sonic mayhem of brutal  beats and piercing sawtooth 
waveforms. He enthusiast ical ly turns around amidst the noisy 
turmoil  and shouts over his shoulder that he aims to recreate 
the atmosphere of the Paradise Garage, the legendary dance 
club that in 1987 had returned to i ts  former funct ion as parking 
garage. For anyone who had set foot in the Garage, this was a 
puzzl ing notion — the size of  i ts  dance f loor was comparable to 
that of  The Limel ight ,  but catered to an Afr ican-American gay 
crowd, which would dance al l  night long to an eclect ic mix of 
soul ,  disco,  funk,  and electronica.  The Garage was about love: 
love of music,  love of the community,  and love of a hi-f idel i ty 
sound. Of fering an astounding soundsystem, you could have 
a conversat ion without shouting,  yet the bass would bounce 
and stroke your body.  With Larry Levan as i ts  resident DJ,  who 
l ived for a wel l-balanced sound and who communicated his 
messages through vocal  music select ions,  the club acted as a 
catalyst  of  a musical  aesthet ic known in the UK as »garage.« A 
melodic,  soul ful ,  and perhaps even melanchol ic type of dance 
music that mixed acoust ic with electronic sounds,  i t  seemed to 
me a universe away from the accelerated,  extreme noise fest  of 
gabber and hardcore. 

While I ’m ref lect ing on this ,  DJ Repeat spins in a hardcore 
track.  To my astonishment,  I  recognise the staccato melody 
that is  stabbed aggressively in piercing tones,  based on a foot-
bal l  song from my hometown, Rotterdam. Soccer fandom is 

not something that I  would associate with this par t icular New 
York crowd, or with Paradise Garage, for that matter.  At around 
140 BPM, »Feyenoord React ivate« by Rotterdam Terminat ion 
Source (1992, Rotterdam Records) has a relat ively fast  tempo 
for i ts  t ime, i ts  low-frequency breakbeats rol l ing l ike a storming 
tank on the batt lef ield.  As with other hardcore tracks,  the musi-
cal  structures are ruptured, the grooves broken up with occa-
sional  rewind sounds that recal l  hip hop turntabl ism. 

In 1992, Rotterdam was the epicentre of  a radical  hardcore 
dance music,  known as »gabberhouse« (s impl i f ied to the da-
da-esque nomer »gabba« for Engl ish speakers) .  »Gabber« is  a 
Dutch Yiddish term meaning »geezer« or »mate,«  and was used 
in a derogatory manner by Amsterdam rival  house music fans to 
refer to Rotterdam hardcore producers and dancers,  who were 
most ly working-class and male.  The term was adopted and ac-
cepted as a badge of honour,  conf irming a subcultural  ident i ty. 
The guys were recognisable by their  shaven skinheads,  and the 
gir ls  by their  hal f-shaven hairstyle. 

The Amsterdam-Rotterdam rivalry stems from premier league 
footbal l ,  Feyenoord for Rotterdam versus Ajax for Amsterdam. 
This is  i l lustrated by the f irst  ident i f iable gabber track,  »Amster-
dam, Waar Lech Dat Dan« (1992, Rotterdam Records),  pro-
duced by Paul Elstak,  the man behind Rotterdam Records,  as 
Euromasters;  the record sleeve unashamedly shows a car toon 
of the iconic Rotterdam Euromast (a viewing tower near the r iv-
er Maas,  with a restaurant at  the top) urinat ing on Amsterdam. 
The prol i f ic success of  gabber in Rotterdam may have par t ly 
been st imulated by a stronger leniency by the local  authori-
t ies towards »house par t ies« (as raves were cal led in the Neth-
erlands) when compared to elsewhere in the country,  whi le 
the genre also gained populari ty in the legal  club environment. 
For example,  according to Paul Elstak,  the venue Parkzicht at-
tracted many working-class punters who worked in the huge 
internat ional  harbour of  Rotterdam. I t  was there that ,  in 1992, 
Nightmare in the Park took place in reference to the 1984 hor-
ror movie A Nightmare on Elm Street .  This was fol lowed by 
Nightmare in Rotterdam, the star t  of  a long-last ing set of  par-
t ies in the Energiehal  spor ts hal l  that eventual ly moved into the 
Ahoy sports arena.  The biggest dance event of  that year,  Eu-
rorave,  was held on the beach near the gigant ic petrochemical 
industr ial  estates of  the Europoort ,  attract ing 20,000 gabber 
and techno fans.

Video st i l l  f rom the 1995 VPRO documentary »Loladamusica«.  Source:  YouTube.
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appeared between fast  f inancial  capital  and a s lowing economy, 
producing a gap between ambit ion and real i ty.  In this context , 
horror became a way to channel the resultant sense of rage, 
which may be experienced within the contradict ions of  subor-
dinat ion.  Fur thermore,  the irrat ional i ty of  horror may wel l  high-
l ight »the dark s ide of  the capital ist  securi ty state,«*4) turning 
what seems l ike a mindless night out into a type of avant-garde 
act .  This is  where the more lef t-wing anarcho-squatter scene 
inser ts i tsel f  into the music,  such as the regular hardcore/gab-
ber Death Ti l l  Dawn par t ies in Brixton,  London, taking some of 
the more react ionary voice samples with a sense of irony.

Accelerat ion is  equal ly central  to gabber.  Although the econ-
omy may be slowing down, s imultaneously f inancial  capital ism 
accelerates.  In the UK, the phi losophical  group CCRU devel-
oped what Benjamin Noys ident i f ies in his book Malign Ve-
locit ies*5) as »accelerat ionism.« Par t ly inspired by the sped-
up breakbeats in hardcore rave and jungle,  the idea was to 
beat capital ism by being faster than capital ism — an impossi-
ble task,  as biological  rhy thms of the organic human body are 
incompatible with digital  capital ism. Yet computer game cul-
ture and raves seem to attempt just  that :  go faster,  accelerate, 
take more pi l ls ,  and don’t  s leep — speed on an amphetamine 
buzz instead. Not depending on a human drummer,  the drum 
machine clock can be set faster and faster,  to 170 BPM, 200 
BPM, and beyond, towards speedcore,  an undanceable gabber 
subgenre that turns music into a drone as the pulse acceler-
ates to a speed of 1000 BPM: Can you handle the stress,  this 
endurance? In an ar t ic le on accelerat ionism for The Guard-
ian,*6) Andy Beckett  ci tes Steve Goodman, a phi losopher and 
the owner of  electronic music label  Hyperdub: »We al l  l ive in 
an operat ing system set up by the accelerat ing tr iad of  war, 
capital ism and emergent AI .«  And, extending this logic,  we are 
ei ther swept along or,  reversely,  as was the case with dubstep 
during the f irst  decade of the new mil lennium, stopped in our 
tracks in a tragic state of  iner t ia .  Fast  forward to 2018, though, 
and CTM hosts Stockholm’s HAJ300, who founded the female 
electronic music col lect ive Drömfakulteten (Dream Faculty) 
and recently released the 200-bpm »Var for sa du inget« ( ‘Why 
Didn’t  You Say Anything?),  an example of  noisy overdrive that 
»us[es] tempo and speed as the lens and tool through which to 
look at  material  desires and fai lures,  post- industr ial  economies 
and workaday workings in a Ful l  Geography.«*7)

Music and i ts  experience are ar t iculated and shaped within 
specif ic social  and economic contexts .  In addit ion,  Attal i  ar-
gues in his monograph Noise:  The Pol i t ical  Economy of Mu-
sic*8) that noise can be prophetic.  The pol i t ical  ambiguity of 
noise and horror means that gabber may be understood from 
a range of perspect ives and interpreted as ei ther amorphous 
rage,  nihi l ist  destruct ion,  or revolut ionary,  avant-garde anar-
chism. The embracing of accelerat ion heralded the arr ival  of 
post-human subject iv i ty,  which was ini t ia l ly mixed with a dis-
turbing popul ist  demagoguery.  So,  was gabberhouse,  perhaps, 
a prophecy of an emerging Alt-Right? Or wi l l  CTM 2018’s of-
fer ing of gabber and hardcore prove such a thesis wrong? Of-
fering space for marginal ised anger and turmoil  in overdrive, 
the immersive,  repeti t ive whir lwind of accelerated noise and 
abject horror acts as an unspoken, yet extremely loud, sonic 
cr i t ique that must be experienced. 
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Media and Culture Research in the School of  Ar ts and Creat ive 
Industr ies at  the London South Bank Universi ty.  Before joining 
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Gabber not only features Bri t ish rave-inspired breakbeats,  but 
also tracks that are based on four-to-the-f loor,  on-the-pulse 
Teutonic bass-drum beats that pound l ike a pi le driver,  a re-
minder of  the soundscape of a ci ty being rebui l t  af ter i ts  par t ia l 
destruct ion during WWII.  An iconic example is  Sperminator ’s 
»No Women Al lowed« (1992, Rotterdam Records) with i ts  hor-
ror movie sound bites and music samples — a track that ,  with i ts 
brazen »no women« sample,  was re-appropriated by the leather 
lesbian scene at  London’s queer Soho club,  Fist .  A role mod-
el  for such production values and sonic textures can be found 
in the German proto-gabber of  »We Have Arrived« (1990) 
by Mescal inum United (Marc Acardipane a.k.a.  Marc Traun-
er) ,  who wi l l  be per forming during CTM’s »Turmoil«  edit ion of 
2018. The drum sounds in such gabber productions are most ly 
generated by the archetypal  Roland TR-909 Rhythm Compos-
er (a type of drum machine),  which can also be heard in Chi-
cago house music and Detroit  techno, important components 
in the genealogy of hardcore techno. The characterist ic swir l-
ing,  mult i-tracked, and piercing low-resolut ion »hoover« synth 
noise seems to be derived from (or seems to emulate) an 8-bit 
Atari  v ideo gaming home computer,  i l lustrat ing an inescapable 
resonance between the gabber scene and game culture. 

Al l  of  this is  packaged in what seems a blank semiot ic space, 
a seemingly amorphous noise that can be simultaneously con-
textual ised as ironic and not ironic,  and with a rockist  dis l ike 
of  »disco,« despite i ts  rhizomatic l inks,  as i l lustrated by DJ Re-
peat ’s reference to Paradise Garage in the above anecdote. 
However,  hardcore’s dance beats also stem from industr ial 
dance and electronic body music (EBM), which,  as S.  Alexan-
der Reed explains in his book Assimilate,  gained i ts  four-to-the 
f loor beats during the 1980s with the adoption of drum ma-
chines,  creat ing a danceable frame for industr ial  noise music 
that is  very s imi lar to a disco rhy thm.*1) For example,  l is ten to 
the Belgian punk-vocal ised proto-techno of »Body to Body« by 
Front 242 (Red Rhino Europe, 1981) or the banging beats of 
»Der Mussol ini«  (Virgin,  1981) by the early-80s electro-punk 
duo DAF (Deutsch Amerikanische Freundschaf t) .  Industr ial  is 
characterised by a machine aesthet ic that foregrounds noise. 
Simi lar ly,  gabber overdrives the volume of i ts  already shriek-
ing and punching sound palette to extremes,  producing an im-
mersive experience of excess,  in this case of  rage and violence. 
Noise is  a tr icky thing to theorise,  however.  I t  can be regarded 

as an unwelcome inter ference,  and as »ant i-music.«  This would 
reconf irm what »proper« music should be about,  and thereby 
fai ls  to del iver a new way of hearing.  St i l l ,  is  noise so embry-
onic that ,  from i ts state of  chaos,  i t  may be morphed into a 
range of pol i t ical  direct ions? A cri t ical  praxis may be found in 
hardcore gabber for i ts  s imultaneously numbing ef fect and im-
manent revolut ionary potent ial .  At CTM 2018, New York’s Ki l-
bourne »uses ‘ terr i fy ing,’  ‘aggro-fem’ s lammers with t i t les l ike 
‘Witch Hunt’  and ‘Men:Parasi tes’  to reconnoitre and exorcise 
the haunted terr i tories of  trauma.«*2) Simultaneously,  this dem-
onstrates that v iolent noise is  not exclusive to male produc-
ers;  women and non-binary producers are also increasingly in-
volved in making electronic noise. 

»T h e  politi      c a l 
a mbiguit       y  o f  n oi  s e  a n d 

h orror      m e a n s  t h at 
g a bb  e r  m ay  b e  u n d e r -

s too  d  f rom    a  r a n g e  o f 
p e r s p e c ti  v e s . «

Extreme noise ini t iates a balancing act between repulsion and 
the subl ime. Simi lar ly,  gabber displays a violent sense of maso-
chism through an embrace of horror imagery,  i l lustrated by the 
f lyer image of the wel l-known pale,  pinned face from the 1987 
movie,  Hel lraiser:  Can you stand the pain? Can you handle the 
noise,  the terror,  the nightmare? Here one can turn to a s imi lar 
att i tude in heavy metal .  Rather than dismissing this as an empty 
nihi l ism, Robert Walser explains in Running with the Devi l  that 
horror appeared as a counter to the rat ional i ty of  the enl ight-
enment,  and coincides with »periods of  social  strain and dis-
order«*3) — of  turmoil ,  in other words.  Horror,  pain,  and terror 
enable intense physical  and mental  experiences that can play 
an important role in the adolescent r i te of  passage, whi le the 
resultant adrenal ine rush may produce a raw sense of excited 
pleasure.  Per fect for an industr ial  rave populated by young, 
working-class dancers,  then.  During the early 1990s a chasm 

» G a bb  e r  ov e r d ri  v e s  t h e  volum   e  o f  it  s  a lr  e a dy 
s h ri  e ki  n g  a n d  pu  n c h i n g  s ou  n d  pa l e tt  e  to  a n 

e x tr  e m e  e x t e n t,  pro   d u c i n g  a n  imm   e r s i v e 
e x p e ri  e n c e  o f  e xc e s s ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e 

o f  r ag e  a n d  v iol   e n c e . «
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When   Cristina     P lett   called      Ashe  K ilbourne      ,  she  heard     of hardcore  music 

banging    out   of  K ilbourne      ’s  monitors     .  » L et   me  just  switch  them   off, «  Ashe  

says,  making     room    for   the  conversation       .  Her   studio    room  is  bright ,  filled  

with light  and    the  reflection       of  the  heavy   snow  that has  just  hit   New York. 

Having   grown  up   in  a  rural     town  in  N ew  Jersey    and    recently     living  in New 

O rleans      for   three    years   ,  she  just  moved     back  to  N ew  York  City .  T he  25-year -

old    ( » Born    in  the  same    year    as Thunderdome        ! « )  DJ  and    producer  has  an ex-

ceptionally      political       view   on   hardcore      .  So,  we  asked     her about  her  per-

spective     on   it.

» I ’ m  tr y i n g  to  im  a gi  n e  a 
s pa c e  a  littl     e  b e tt  e r  t h a n 

w h at  w e ’ v e  i n h e rit   e d «
K ilbour      n e  i n  c o n v e r s atio   n  w it  h  Cri   s ti  n a  P l e tt

How d id  you  g e t in tou ch with e le ctronic mu sic g e ne rally 
and  hard core  e sp e cially?

Through the internet I  found happy hardcore pretty quickly. 
That was when I  was in middle school ,  just  through YouTube and 
stuf f.  I  remember my fr iend would give me the Bonkers-CDs. 
The f irst  ones were l ike early happy hardcore,  early rave,  then 
some of the later ones had l ike hardcore techno and hard tech-
no! Also,  in high school I  star ted going to par t ies and dance 
par t ies and raves in Phi ladelphia and New York.

The  shif ting  of  e ne rg y  in you r  DJ  se ts is  so q u ick .  How d o you 
tr y  to channe l  this  e ne rg y?

I  think that a lot  of  hardcore works with formulaic arrange-
ments,  where there is  of ten an intro,  a dropout of  the beat ,  a 
bui ld,  a bigger crescendo drop, and then a dropout and then 
another bui ld-crescendo-drop, and then an outro.  Those at-

mospheric moments where the beat disappears,  I  think they 
work to both intel lectual ly and physical ly gather yoursel f.  Be-
cause i f  you do a set where the kick drum wil l  be going 95% of 
the t ime for an hour or two, you just  have to keep up with i t  or 
take a break at  your own pace.  Like a »Gather your head and 
f igure out maybe what is  motivat ing you to dance at  that mo-
ment« kind of thing.

I  was su r p r ise d  that you r  e ar ly  compilation 18 songs,  2012 — 
201 5 is  a  ve r y  d if fe re nt sty le  than,  for example,  your Sour-
land EP  from 201 6.  Whe n d id  this  shift?

A lot of  the songs on there are Phi l ly  and Jersey club.  There was 
a t ime when that was a lot  of  what I  was making.  This ar t  form 
is very much black,  and i t  is  s imultaneously real ly in the mo-
ment of  being exploited by white people around the world.  Ul-
t imately what I  saw was,  i f  someone wants a club DJ and they’re 
a promoter,  of ten i f  they’re white,  they are more incl ined to Ki lbourne per forming, October 2017, photo by Luis Nieto Dickens.
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book a white per former.  Just  because white per formers who do 
black ar t  are seen as transgressive or edgy in a way that black 
people who are doing ar t  that is  black aren’t .  So,  I  thought,  for 
whatever good intent ions I  might want to have,  I  can’t  change 
the structural  inequal i ty around the music I  make. I  think I ’ve 
stopped making club as much because the more I  try to push 
myself  to the center of  this genre that I  love and care deeply 
about,  I ’m going to be pushing others out . 

So, do you think more black people got pushed out  a s club 
music becomes more hip?

Yeah. Or maybe l ike they weren’t  given the same economic 
opportunit ies as cer tain people.  I  think there is  crossing-over 
with hardcore as wel l  because a lot  of  the big producers r ight 
now are white,  but then,  i f  you look at  the sampling culture of 
hardcore,  a lot  of  i t  is  ninet ies hip-hop tracks.  I t ’s  k ind of mind-
boggl ing that there is ,  especial ly in the Netherlands,  a real ly 
white culture.

White,  and it  also seems ver y male.

Yeah def ini tely.  These big songs have rappers using the n-word, 
and i t ’s  so . . .  i t ’s  uncomfor table.  There is  this group Gunz For 
Hire.  I t ’s  a big raw style duo. And I  l ike their  work individual ly, 
but their  whole thing is  just  these over the top vocal  raw tracks, 
where i t ’s  l ike,  [s ings] »To the weak,  no mercy!  To the losers,  no 
mercy!  NO fucking mercy!« .  You know, two white Dutch dudes 
and the songs are l ike »LA,« »Brooklyn,«  most ly of fensive,  about 
violence and an imagined macho, coded as black,  culture of 
hip hop. Basical ly,  there is  a whole market for that in hardcore, 
too;  most ly white per formers using black aesthet ics because 
i t ’s  edgy and over the top and of ten seen as real ly exaggerated.

Do you think that’s  most of  the hardcore scene or just  a  sm a ll 
negative par t?

I  don’t  know, I  think [pauses and thinks] . . .  Maybe there are par ts 
l ike that that are real ly obvious in what they’re doing.  But I 
think white supremacy runs through every thing in culture so. . . 

i t  shows up in smal l  and subtle ways,  too.  I  think that in some 
of the f irst  hardcore and early rave and gabber tracks i t ’s  a big 
par t  of  i t ,  the fet ishizing of black culture. 

It ’s  o n ly a  sm a ll  pa r t  o f  t h e wo rld but  it ’s  a lso  a  reflection of 
t h e w h o le wo rld.

Absolutely.  I  think about the Netherlands,  which is  where so 
much of i t  star ts ,  the assumption is  that everyone’s kind of very 
informed and educated about shit .  So,  the accusat ion of  them 
making something negative going on in the community — I  feel 
i f  you were to ask at  a lot  of  these fest ivals ,  these guys,  »Are 
you sexist?« ,  they’d be l ike no! But the whole thing about put-
t ing women’s bodies on display and hit t ing on women being re-
al ly aggressive sexual ly,  is  that a big par t  of  i t? Yeah, def ini tely.

H ow  do  yo u feel  t h en  pro ducin g it  a s a  wo m a n  a n d espe cially 
a s a  t ra n s wo m a n?

I  don’t  know about many hardcore people who are vis ibly trans-
women. What’s her name. . .? She is l ike one of the original  hard-
core and early rave people who is a trans woman and I  real ly 
should know her name. [cl icks on the computer,  thinks] .  Ah, 
yes!  Liza N’El iaz.  She’s a trans woman, she’s an important per-
son.  She’s no longer al ive.  Aside from her I  don’t  real ly know 
anyone. When I ’ve gone to fest ivals in the Netherlands,  being 
trans is  def ini tely a point of  harassment and fear.  There is  also 
so much st igma in hardcore about producing.  A lot  of  women 
who make i t  are accused of having ghost producers and cer-
tainly some do, but st i l l ,  i t ’s  so weird.  I  a lways see on message 
boards — there is  this ar t ist  I  love,  Miss Hysteria.  They wi l l  be 
l ike »Best woman in hardcore!« ,  »Only woman who real ly makes 
her music!« .  Even in support ing her they’re basical ly downgrad-
ing women who try to par t icipate in the scene.

I  h ave t h e feelin g t h a t  t h is  o ld t ra dit io n a l  h a rdco re sce ne 
fro m  t h e N et h erla n ds is  ver y differen t  t o  t h e n ew  sce ne 
w h ere yo u a re a n d t h a t ’s  m ergin g w it h  club m usic.  Are  you 
t r yin g t o  build a  n icer scen e fo r yo urself  o r do  yo u ide ntif y 
m o re w it h  t h e o ld o n e?

I  hope that in my own act ions I ’m trying to imagine and enact 
a space that ’s  a l i t t le better than what we’ve inheri ted as far as 
pol i t ics and gender pol i t ics go in the scene, but at  the same 
t ime i t ’s  di f f icult  because maybe i t ’s  a genre that hasn’t  had 
these conversat ions so much. And i t ’s  star t ing to.  I  think there 
is  a danger too:  Of having a total  break,  even i f  hardcore is 
having this moment of  a club and hardcore crossover and both 
are cri t iquing the pol i t ics of  what has come before i t .  I f  there is 
a total  break i t ’s  probably very easy to lose track of  the music 
that got you here in the f irst  place.  You need to be involved in 
the cri t ique of what ’s come before you,  because there are is-
sues that are clear around the scenes.  Like misogyny and rac-
ism. And i f  you consider yoursel f  total ly separate from hardcore 
before,  you might lose your connection to i t . 

» I  t h i n k  w h it  e 
s upr   e m ac y  ru  n s 

t h roug    h  e v e ry t h i n g 
i n  c ultur    e  s o. . .  it  

s h ow s  up   i n  s m a ll   a n d 
s ubtl   e  way s ,  too . «

You  lose  tou ch with the  roots and  the  b ig g e r  p ictu re .  And  it 
also d oe sn’t  imp rove  the  old  one .

Yeah! Because i f  you just  have these l i t t le pockets of  people 
where everyone is on the same page, i t ’s  nice,  but i t  doesn’t  af-
fect the larger conversat ion.

I  was wond e r ing  how you  se e  this  b e coming  hip  of  hard core 
with acts l ike  the  Casu al  Gab b e r z,  Wixtap ol  e tc.  — more 
p ositive ly  or  more  ne g ative ly?

I  think i t ’s  posit ive — and I  think I  trust  everyone there real ly 
loves the music — but you get scared that i t  wi l l  just  become, 
not for the groups you mentioned, but for people around i t , 
l ike a fun l i t t le thing to try on,  but not real ly embraced ful ly and 
sincerely.  I  feel  l ike this because i t ’s  music that I  love,  and i t ’s 
given me so much inspirat ion and happiness in my l i fe .  So I  get 
scared at  the thought of  people being l ike »Oh this is  l ike so 
over the top,  Gabber!«  but they’re not real ly being there for i t . 
The other thing I  worry about — did you see that Resident Ad-
visor ar t ic le? Where i t ’s  top trends and hardcore as one.  I t ’s 
weird because hardcore shouldn’t  be a trend, i t ’s  such a giant 
mainstream culture in cer tain par ts of  the world,  l i teral ly hun-
dreds of  thousands of people are obsessed with this genre.  So 
i t ’s  important not to fool  ourselves that we’re something total ly 
new and out of  the blue.

It ’s  ju st  a  new thing  for  the  »u nderground« of  electronic mu-
sic.

And I  love whatever that »underground,« obviously nerdy,  club, 
internet people do and so I  just  hope that col lect ively we pay 
tr ibute to the music that ’s  come before i t  and just  l ive i t  to the 
ful lest .  And not treat i t  as just  a joke.

Cristina Plett  is  a freelance music journal ist  from Berl in 
who regularly wri tes for Groove magazine.

To l isten to Kilbourne 's music go to:
»  www.soundcloud.com/ki lbourne

» I  t h i n k  I ’ v e  s topp   e d  m a ki  n g  c lub   a s  mu  c h 
b e c au s e  t h e  mor   e  I  tr y  to  pu  s h  m y s e l f  to  t h e 

c e n t e r  o f  t h i s  g e n r e  t h at  I  lov e  a n d  c a r e 
d e e pl y  a bout   ,  I ’ m  goi   n g  to  b e  pu  s h i n g 

ot h e r s  out  . «



83

R av i n g  At  2 0 0  B P M : 
I n s i d e  P ol  a n d ’ s  N e o -

G a bb  e r  U n d e rgrou     n d 
By  D e r e k  O pp  e rm  a n  /  P h oto s  by  Eli   z a b e t h  Cl  a ir  e  H e rri   n g

I t ’s  4 AM, and about 500 kids in bright ly colored retro Kap-
pa and Adidas tracksuits are locked to the beat in an up-and-
down stomp that def ies conventional  stamina.  Their  jerking 
movements and quick footwork is  diced and distor ted by harsh 
blasts of  strobe and electr i f ied laser buckshots.  One gir l  in 
Oakleys is  thrashing her beaded dreads in t ime to a hardstyle 
remix of  Drowning Pool ’s »Bodies«.  The comical ly over-distor t-
ed kick drum causes a vague t ingl ing sensat ion reminiscent of 
the numbing euphoria of  ni trous oxide.  Many par t ies,  in Berl in 
in par t icular,  are described in reverent ial  tones as being cooly 
bacchanal ian or sexual ly depraved. WIXAPOL is a di f ferent 
beast ,  a demented carnival- l ike race to intent ional  stupidf ica-
t ion beneath the banner of  the crew’s omnipresent black and 
yel low icon:  a smiley face with a tr ibal  tramp stamp for eyes.

The f irst  WIXAPOL was held in Warsaw in 2012. I t  was cre-
ated by three fr iends who choose to remain anonymous be-
hind their  DJ al iases:  DJ SPORTY SPICE, DJ TORRENTZ.EU 
and MIKOUAJ REJW. Though original ly a Varsovian par ty,  i t ’s 
s ince become a travel ing ent i ty with regular local  edit ions in 
nearly every major ci ty in Poland. A quick search of the hashtag 
#wixapol on Instagram or YouTube reveals why:  Young Poles 
are crazy about WIXAPOL and ident i fy with the par ty in a way 
that borders on obsessively tr ibal  subcultural  af f i l iat ion.  There’s 
a unique fashion,  a sound, a language and even specif ic dances 
that only seem to exist  at  WIXAPOL.

»The name is a word play inspired by the ‘90s decade,« says DJ 
TORRENTZ.EU. »The ›wixa‹  is  Pol ish s lang for ›par tying hard‹ . 
For me i t ’s  l ike the Pol ish equivalent to ›rave‹ .  The ›pol‹  is  be-
cause in the early days of  Pol ish capital ism every guy was do-
ing some company,  and these companies had random names, 
but i t  was always,  ›something-pol‹  for ›Poland‹ .  Like,  some guy’s 
name was Mirek,  and he’d cal l  his company ›Mirekpol‹ .  So you 
get ›WIXAPOL‹.«

WIXAPOL’s social  media presence is so strong that one dedi-
cated fan created a »WIXOPEDIA« that automatical ly col lects 
and organizes the memes, photos,  v ideos and other assor ted 
ephemera in one central  locat ion.  »We are doing par t ies,  but 
the fan page and our communicat ion with fans is  just  as impor-
tant ,«  TORRENTZ.EU explains.  »We do a lot  of  memes,  and 
our status updates are al l  wri t ten using a specif ic language 
with every thing in caps-lock.  I t ’s  inspired by chan culture and 
meme language.«

The »chan culture« that he mentions is  a reference to the un-
hinged trol l  internet subculture surrounding controversial  web-
si tes l ike 4chan and 8chan. These message boards revolve 
around anonymously posted image content that includes eve-
ry thing from memes and porn to gore and anime. According 
to TORRENTZ.EU, »this manner of  wri t ing also refers to Pol ish 
people who make grammar mistakes because they’re angry or 
they’re on drugs — lots of  exclamation marks and stuf f.«

For example,  the club’s biography on Resident Advisor is , 
»WILD AND PASSIONATE AVANTGARDE OF EASTERN 
RAVE REVIVAL, DEDICATED TO HARDEST AND FAST-
EST GENRES OF CLUB MUSIC. BRINGING VITAL ENER-
GY AND MADNESS INTO POLISH SCENE ({ ACCELERATE 
EVERYTHING }) ! ! !«  And the group just  recently made a Face-
book prof i le overlay that says,  » IT ’S NICE TO BE IMPORTANT. 
BUT IT ’S MORE IMPORTANT TO BE NICE!! ! 1«

Clearly,  a big par t  of  WIXAPOL’s appeal is  i ts  humor.  I ts  ir-
reverent approach to dance music feels fresh at  a t ime when 
techno and house are treated with the same reverent ial  tone as 
high culture.  »Actual ly,  WIXAPOL was created as a react ion 
to al l  that seriousness in the techno scene,« says DJ SPORTY 
SPICE. »For example,  the descript ion of  those techno par t ies, 

The  neo   -gabber    revival      is  here   .  A  small     network      of  party  crews across Eu-

rope    have   returned        to  dance    music ’s  hardest     core    in  search   of fresh  inspi-

ration    and    some    kind    of  authentic    underground         e xperience    .  In 20 14 ,  Boiler 

Room   hosted   a  special     titled     » It ’s  N ot A  D isgrace   To  Be  A Gabber«  that    fea-

tured     Paris   ’  Casual   Gabberz     crew  .  A  similar      current      has emerged in Italy 

thanks   to  M ilan   ’s  Gabber    E leganza     ,  which was tapped      to  provide music for 

D ior   Homme   ’s  » Hardior    «  menswear      line   .  But  the  most  progressive   example of 

this  movement      took    root  further    east ,  in  P oland    .  Thanks   to the   efforts of a 

prankish      traveling      rave    crew   called      WIXA P O L  S .A . ,  many   young P olish  club -

bers   are    getting   their   first    tastes  of  electronic      dance    music via the   fluo-

rescently     pumped     -up   and    sped   -out   sounds    of  hardstyle    ,  gabber,  hard  bass 

and    a  new   internet      subgenre      that translates      into   E nglish    as »popecore . «
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they sound l ike i t ’s  some kind of classical  music in the phi lhar-
monic.  But i t ’s  a club event .  People go there to get fucked up 
and dance.«

»W I XA  P O L  wa s  c r e at e d 
a s  a  r e ac tio   n  to  a ll  
t h at  s e riou    s n e s s  i n 
t h e  t e c h n o  s c e n e «

MIKOUAJ REJW agrees.  From his perspect ive,  the Pol ish elec-
tronic dance music scene was once associated with cr iminal i ty, 
degenerates and satanism thanks to a media campaign from 
conservat ive elements and the Cathol ic church.  » In the ‘90s, 
techno was a crappy thing for techno heads.  Now it ’s  trying to 
be ar tsy,«  he says.  »Like,  ›We’re serious.  We’re doing ar t  stuf f. ‹« 
I t  wasn’t  unt i l  long af ter Poland joined the EU that people’s at-
t i tudes changed thanks to interact ion with scenes in western 
European countr ies.  Now techno has become a societal ly ac-
ceptable music of  choice.

But to WIXAPOL, this change in att i tude is »a perversion. 
You’re going to go to the club and get drunk or take drugs and 
be r idiculous,  but at  the same t ime feel  better about yoursel f 
because i t ’s  a ›better type of par ty‹ ,  which is  bul lshi t ,«  says DJ 
SPORTY SPICE. »You can’t  categorize music in that way — es-

pecial ly club music.  We were sick of  that when we star ted,  so 
we tr ied to do something completely di f ferent .  We tr ied to do 
something raw, untasteful  and ›not good‹.«

»We are into bad taste,  bad stereotypes,  bad aesthet ics.  Club 
music and techno in Poland had a very bad reputat ion for a long 
t ime, so we l ike to embrace every thing.  We’re post-shame.« 
adds DJ TORRENTZ.EU. This mental i ty also tr ickles into their 
merry prankster sense of humor.  »Pol ish humor is  dark,«  he 
says.  »Pol ish people have problems with pol i t ical  correctness 
because Pol ish people joke about every thing:  death,  rape,  the 
Holocaust . . .sometimes i t  can be of fensive and problematic.  But 
humor has been a way for Pol ish people to survive real ly di f-
f icult  moments in history.  I t ’s  a psychic mechanism for deal ing 
with di f f icult  stuf f.«

In some cases,  WIXAPOL’s humor gets close to the pol i t ical-
ly incorrect edginess of  4chan and »dank« memes (think LOL 
Cats,  but with jokes about aut ism and school shooters) .  No-
where is  this more evident than in the par ty’s fascinat ion with 
Pope John Paul I I .  At a sur face level ,  this manifests in the form of 
people sometimes wearing papal att ire to the par ty.  At a deep-
er level ,  John Paul I I  a lso occasional ly appears in the par ty’s 
memes and messaging.  There’s even a sub-genre cal led »papa-
core« that layers John Paul I I  samples over brutal ly noisy gab-
ber beats and ludicrously cheesy hard bass plonks.  This stems 
from Pol ish meme culture’s obsession with using John Paul I I 
— a nat ional  hero who was the f irst  pope from this historical ly 
Cathol ic country — as a vehicle of  transgression.

There’s a whole popular meme format in Poland cal led »JP2G-
MD,« which loosely translates to »John Paul I I  rapes l i t t le chi l-
dren.« This meme references what is  widely seen as the pope’s 
lack of  adequate response to the many chi ld abuse charges 
against  the Cathol ic clergy around the world.  DJ TORRENTZ.
EU explains the appeal .  » I t ’s  a typical  anarchic att i tude trol l 
thing.  John Paul I I  is  a nat ional  icon,  but the younger guys don’t 
remember him, and their  parents and schools are forcing them 
to respect this pope, but they don’t  feel  any connection to him, 
and they’re extremely s ick of  the empty cult  surrounding this 
individual .«

A Google search for JP2GMD reveals tons of  these irrever-
ent memes. Some surreal ly depict  John Paul I I  as a computer 
processor,  insect dancing or as a giant throwing cream cakes 
at  the World Trade Center.  Others are even darker,  l ike a pic-
ture of  John Paul I I  with two kebab knives in a meat locker ful l 
of  dead babies.  WIXAPOL even created i ts  own papacore-
soundtracked video, that weighs in on the issue.

In many respects,  WIXAPOL feels l ike a par ty created by trol ls 
for trol ls .  This is  to some extent a funct ion of  the music i t-
sel f,  which sounds aggressive and fun to insiders but abrasive 
and terr ible to outsiders.  TORRENTZ.EU says,  »Hardcore and 
hardstyle are kinds of  music that can be very annoying.  I t  gives 
you the same pleasure as making your parents or neighbors 
annoyed. I t ’s  a trol l ing pleasure l ike as in punk or any other 
counterculture.«

And he’s r ight .  A recent event in Krakow was held on a boat 
next to a wedding reception.  WIXAPOL’s wacky energy was 
ampli f ied a few hundred degrees by an on-board Funkt ion-One 
sound system, which the crew used to power their  YouTube r ips 
and torrented MP3s. Standing from the shore,  you could see 
two very di f ferent par t ies unfolding.  On one boat :  absolute sav-
agery at  180BPM. On the other :  a group of horri f ied normies 
awkwardly trying to dance to Bruno Mars.

»W e  tri   e d  to  d o 
s om  e t h i n g  r aw, 
u n ta s t e f ul   a n d 

› n ot  goo   d ‹ . «
The par ty’s humor hasn’t  necessari ly won i t  fans within what i ts 
DJs refer to as the »true school« community of  exist ing gab-
ber heads in Poland. »For some or thodox gabber and hardcore 
fans,  i t ’s  unacceptable that we play this papal donk music or 
any thing di f ferent alongside gabber,«  says MIKOUAJ REJW. 
»They think that hardcore can only be serious,  and that we’re 
making some laughs about i t .

»But in fact this music always had a sense of humor.  I t  was very 
eclect ic and diverse from the beginning,« DJ TORRENTZ.EU 
points out .  Never theless,  their  unique approach has won some 
support with s imi lar ly minded f igures from the old-school .  New 
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York hardcore camp legend The Horrorist  and Abraxas of  sem-
inal  ‘90s Dutch outf i t  Par ty Animals,  who famously created a 
gabber remix of  »Hava Naqui la« ,  both played at WIXAPOL 
last  year.

This clash with the local  or thodox goes beyond humor and ex-
tends into the way the par ty approaches i ts  musical  select ion. 
Unl ike other expl ici t ly gabber-centr ic par t ies,  WIXAPOL’s 
typical  playl ist  cycles through the whole universe of  fast  and 
hard subgenres.  »We are very hard for these older people to 
understand. They’re l ike,  ›What the fuck!  Why are you mixing 
this good music with this shit !«  says MIKOUAJ REJW. A night 
at  WIXAPOL is l ike one big overwhelming grab-bag of donk-
ing bassl ines,  absurd tempos,  chugging 909 kicks that sound 
l ike barking dogs from hel l ,  Pol ish s ing-a-long choruses,  nu-
metal  covers,  Pope John Paul I I  samples,  panic-inducing hard-
style stabs,  a trance breakdown or two and the occasional  guy 
screaming »HARDCORE!«.  Of the three par t ies I  attended, one 
of the standout moments came when DJ SPORTY SPICE sum-
moned a mosh pit  by playing Dutch hardcore godfather Paul 
Elstak’s gabber remix of  Sham 69’s » I f  The Kids Are United«.

One thing that is  especial ly impressive about WIXAPOL is 
just  how obsessive i ts  fans are.  DJ SPORTY SPICE explains, 
»WIXAPOL is not a DJ col lect ive.  WIXAPOL is a movement. 
Everyone who comes to WIXAPOL is a par t  of  WIXAPOL. 
And the people then feel  they represent this idea.«  The kids 
who go to this par ty dress and act the par t .  For many of them, 
WIXAPOL is their  f i rst  entrance into any kind of electron-
ic dance music whatsoever.  At the par ty,  there’s a feel ing of 
youthful  enthusiasm that electr i f ies the atmosphere.  They’re 
passionate about gabber culture and hardstyle,  and their  inter-
est  is  fueled by the novelty of  the par ty as wel l  as old YouTube 
videos of  legendary gabber events in the Netherlands,  l ike the 
massive Thunderdome par t ies.  »These are young people who 
are inspired by historic videos from gabber par t ies and raves 
on the internet ,  and they want to experience simi lar stuf f.  They 
want to experience crazy experiences,«  says DJ TORRENTZ.
EU.

It ’s  hard to shake the feel ing of actual ly walking inside of one of 
those retro videos when at WIXAPOL. The dances,  the fashion 
and the atmosphere are al l  weirdly famil iar,  even though the ini-
t ia l  moment for this sound has long since passed. I t ’s  another 
facet of  the par ty’s indebtedness to the internet in that i t  per-
petuates the inspirat ion and ful f i l lment of  nostalgia in real  t ime. 
In this way,  i t ’s  not a retro par ty,  despite i ts  reference of gab-
ber culture (beyond that much of the music i t  plays comes from 
contemporary hardstyle and hardcore).

Important to the sense of belonging is WIXAPOL’s merchan-
dise,  which seemingly plays on Poland’s hypercapital ist  posi-

t ion.  The ful l  name of the par ty is  Wixapol S.A. ,  which suf f ix is 
l ike a GmbH or LLC. The crew sel ls  embroidered t-shir ts ,  la-
ser-etched necklaces,  3D printed pendants,  spray painted rave 
fans and footbal l  hool igan scarves emblazoned with the par ty’s 
logo. They’ve even had professional  tattoo stands at  a few par-
t ies,  so mult iple people now have WIXAPOL tattoos.  Through 
this ,  the logo has become a meme in i ts  own r ight .  On Insta-
gram and Facebook, you can sometimes f ind i t  displayed in 
emoji  shor thand as »})« .

The tr ibal  tattoo and the ubiquitous track suits cal l  to mind 
a cer tain working class subculture referred to as »dresiarze«, 
which has i ts  roots in the word »to dress«,  but which refers spe-
ci f ical ly to track suits .  This Pol ish subculture is  the local  equiva-
lent to Bri t ish chavs or Russian gopniks.  »Every country in Eu-
rope has this group. Sometimes i t ’s  named, sometimes i t ’s  not . 
But in the ‘90s these guys were t ied to the techno scene. The 
tattoos were also a par t  of  this working class culture.  They look 
real ly aggressive,«  DJ TORRENTZ.EU explains.  Like al l  good 
trol ls ,  WIXAPOL can be hard to read sometimes.  »We use con-
fusing aesthet ics for good reasons,«  he says,  laughing.

Those good reasons aren’t  necessari ly over t ly pol i t ical ,  but 
more societal .  WIXAPOL is in an unusual  posit ion in that i t ’s 
an extremely popular par ty that celebrates working class cul-
ture in a deeply conservat ive country spl i t  into two dist inct eco-
nomic zones:  The »Poland A« of  the ci t ies and the »Poland B« of 
the rural  countryside.  »We try to bring people together,«  says 
MIKOUAJ REJW, »to show them that they can be together.  You 
can’t  say to someone that they’re wrong necessari ly ;  that won’t 
work.«

DJ TORRENTZ.EU adds,  »For example,  we can bring together 
footbal l  hool igans and LGBT people and have them dance to-
gether to the same music and have fun at  the same par ty.  I t  can 
be their  f i rst  common denominator.  People are very separated 
pol i t ical ly in Poland, so I  think that ’s  a step forward.«

Derek Opperman  is a music journal ist  and current ly editor 
at  Telekom Electronic Beats.

For more photography by Elizabeth Claire Herring  see 
» www.eclaireherring.com

More on WIXAPOL S.A. :
»  www.wixapol .tumblr.com

This text was original ly publ ished in 2017 by Telekom Electron-
ic Beats.  I t  has been reprinted with kind permission.
»  www.electronicbeats.net

»W e  tr y  to  bri   n g  p e opl   e  tog  e t h e r  to  s h ow  t h e m 
t h at  t h e y   c a n  b e  tog  e t h e r .  You   c a n ’ t  s ay  to 

s om  e o n e  t h at  t h e y ’ r e  w ro  n g  n e c e s s a ril  y; 
t h at  wo n ’ t  work   . «

WIXAPOL S.A. ar twork.
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Er  n e s t  B e rk   a n d 
El  e c tro   n i c  M u s i c

By  I a n  H e lli   w e ll

At CTM 20 1 8 ,  a  rich  programme  of performances and lectures explores  the 

life    and  legacy  of choreographer ,  electronic music composer ,  improviser   , 

dance  therapist ,  and pedagogue Ernest BERK ( 1 909 — 93) .  As  with so many art -

ists  BOR N  BEFORE WORLD WAR I I ,  Berk’s  life   and work were inextricably linked    

to and fundamentally   shaped by a turbulent political   climate.  With its  fo -

cus   on   »Turmoil   , «  this  festival edition  turns to Berk’s  inspiring  example as a 

witness to  and survivor of great social and political   unrest.  It  also cel -

ebrates  his   unique and life -affirming response  to that unrest.  In this  arti -

cle ,  audio  -visual  artist,  composer ,  electronic instrument builder,  filmmak  -

er ,  and collagist   Ian Helliwell gives an introduction to the music of this 

multifaceted   ,  unsung pioneer. 

Short ly before he died in 1993, Ernest Berk,  a German-born 
choreographer who spent most of  his career in London, re-
f lected on his remarkable but l i t t le known paral lel  l i fe as a pi-
oneering composer of  electronic music.  » I t  amazes me how 
many composit ions I  made over the years,  and the great vari-
ety of  emotion they covered and the r ichness of  sound-colour 
they showed,« he wrote in a letter to a fr iend. » I t  took me a t ime 
distance of nine-ten years before I  could appreciate (or hate) 
my own music,  and to understand the actual  mass of  work with 
which I  am now confronted.«
 
Berk was not exaggerat ing in regard to the quanti ty or qual-
i ty of  the musique concrète and electronic music he produced 
in London from the 1950s onwards,  and as with many unsung 
composers and experimenters working in early Bri t ish elec-
tronic music,  i t  is  perplexing that someone so colour ful  and 
prol i f ic remains so l i t t le known. Simi lar to other tape trai lblaz-
ers in Bri tain during the 1950s and ‘60s,  such as Roberto Ger-
hard,  Don Banks,  Cyri l  Clouts,  and Jacob Meyerowitz,  Berk ar-
r ived from overseas,  sett l ing in London where he would go on 
to craf t  his own vis ion for coupl ing tape recorder technology 
with his training in dance. An advocate for an expressive form 
of modern bal let  with an interest  in mult idiscipl inary projects, 
he set up his own dance and sound studio in Camden, nor th 
London, and began his experiments with tape and electronics 
in 1955. As a composer,  he would col laborate with a variety of 
other experimental  ar t ists ,  including pianist  John Ti lbury,  com-
poser Basi l  Kirchin,  ar t ist  John Latham, and f i lmmaker David 
Gladwell .  Berk’s electronic music was al igned with the mod-
ernist  aesthet ics of  these more celebrated f igures in Bri tain’s 
‘60s avant-garde,  and his relat ive obscuri ty as a composer can 
be par t ly attr ibuted to the fact that he was known primari ly 
as a choreographer and educator.  Near the end of his l i fe he 
seemed ambivalent about his status as a producer of  uncom-
promising electronic works.  Included in the letter mentioned 
above, he wrote:  »Was that real ly me who created these music-
paint ings,  ref lect ions of  a wi ld and uncontrol led world?«

Ernest Berk was born in 1909 in Cologne, Germany.  As a 
youth,  he studied music and wrote and acted in his own plays. 
Having great di f f iculty remembering his l ines led him irrevoca-
bly towards dance, which he later described as »act ing without 
words.«  While a student at  the inf luent ial  Mary Wigman dance 
school in Cologne he began to produce his own bal lets ,  and 
in 1933 he formed his own company and married fel low stu-
dent Lotte Heymansohn. As the 1930s progressed, condit ions 
in Germany became increasingly dangerous and untenable for 

the young couple — Lotte was Jewish,  and under the Nazi re-
gime both were forbidden to teach — and they lef t  the country 
in 1935. With Ernest ’s  Bri t ish passport they made their  way to 
London, and eventual ly sett led in Shepherd’s Bush.

The culture of  bal let  in the UK in the 1930s was deeply con-
servat ive,  and cri t ics were largely dismissive of  the new Euro-
pean dance style pract iced by Ernest and Lotte.  However,  the 
couple per formed with Sadler ’s Wells Theatre Bal let  and sev-
eral  other companies,  and they also appeared in the f irst  l ive 
televised bal let  broadcast from Alexandra Palace.  As a l i fe long 
paci f ist  and Buddhist ,  Ernest put his training in engineering 
to use on the home front during the Second World War,  and 
though he underwent a hiatus from per forming, his dance stud-
ies and pract ice continued. In the immediate postwar years,  the 
Berks worked with Bal let  Rambert ,  and by the 1950s both were 
seeking to establ ish their  own studios.  Lotte Berk developed 
what would become a world-renowned exercise method, and 
her London studio became a magnet for celebri ty f i tness seek-
ers,  including Bri t t  Ekland, Barbra Streisand, and Joan Coll ins. 

Although much of Ernest ’s  early choreography was created 
for Lotte,  she gave up professional  dancing and the couple 
separated amicably in the 1960s. Af ter sett ing up his Camden 
studio,  Ernest cont inued to teach his freely expressive dance 
method, and for pract ical  purposes began using a tape record-
er,  in i t ia l ly to record instrumental  accompaniment for playback 
during rehearsals .  By the mid-50s, experiments with tape and 
electronics were being conducted in al l  major Western coun-
tr ies,  and i t  is  l ikely that Ernest would have known about the 
work of  his former countrymen Herber t  Eimert and Karlheinz 
Stockhausen at  the WDR studio in Cologne. Bri t ish electronic 
composers Tristram Cary and Daphne Oram were already pro-
ducing work,  and experimental  pieces for radio by Humphrey 
Searle and Roberto Gerhard demonstrated that broadcast op-
portunit ies and out lets for tape music were beginning to open 
up in the UK. Those four composers al l  had close connections 
to the BBC, whi le Berk remained par t ly an outsider,  pursuing a 
fusion of ar t  forms which the Bri t ish establ ishment would never 
ful ly embrace during his l i fet ime. Nonetheless,  his music did 
f ind a route onto televis ion via the 1963 BBC drama A Lit t le 
Bit  of  Gold Said Jump; in a TV experiment present ing music 
and dance t i t led Here and Now, from the same year ;  and in the 
documentary One Of The Family ,  broadcast in 1964.

At his Camden studio,  Ernest set up tape recorders,  tone gen-
erators,  f i l ters,  r ing modulators,  and echo units ,  and explored 

Ernest Berk in his Dorset Street Studio,  London, circa early 1970s.
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both microphone-orientated musique concrète and osci l lator-
based electronic music;  techniques which st i l l  represented an 
ideological  divide in France and Germany at  the t ime. Drum-
ming was also central  to his approach; he had travel led in Afr ica 
and cycled across the Himalayas,  and amassed a col lect ion of 
tradit ional  percussion instruments from around the world.  He 
studied non-Western music,  and fed his fundamental  interest  in 
rhy thm into his dance classes and choreography.

In a March 1963 letter to the Bri t ish Inst i tute of  Recorded 
Sound, Ernest invi ted a representat ive of  the organisat ion to 
his studio for a special  evening programme consist ing of play-
backs of  his recent composit ions.  »You might be interested in 
the experimental  work I  am carrying out in the f ie ld of  musique 
concrète and electronic sound,« he wrote.  » I  am par t icular ly 
concerned with the creat ion and combinat ion of  total ly new 
sounds,  especial ly those which can be used in conjunct ion with 
the spoken word, to evoke images and emotions.«  His composi-
t ions up to this point underl ine the number of  interdiscipl inary 
projects he was involved in besides creat ing music for dance. 
The studio log l ists electronic sounds created for a tape/sl ide 
presentat ion,  a mime class,  poetry readings,  and the 1961 shor t 
f i lm Talk Mr.  Bard,  by the visual  ar t ist  John Latham. The f i lm, an 
abstract stop frame animation,  was presumably screened with 
Berk’s soundtrack in the 1960s, but i t  was later replaced, and 
i t  appears that this version is  no longer extant .

Berk enjoyed a more frui t ful  relat ionship with the f i lmmaker and 
editor David Gladwell ,  known for his work with director Lind-
say Anderson on the feature f i lms I f. . . .  ( 1968),  and O Lucky 
Man (1973).  In the early ‘60s,  Gladwell  was interested in incor-
porat ing electronic sounds into his own f i lms,  and was looking 
to connect with an experienced tape composer.  He contacted 
Berk,  and together they worked on four projects.  The f irst ,  An 
Unti t led Fi lm (1964),  was an independent experimental  shor t 
that demonstrated Gladwell ’s  interest  in super s low motion. 
In the f i lm, scenes of  everyday rural  farm l i fe are transformed 
through slow speed and cutt ing into an eerie and captivat ing 
study of a young boy bearing witness to a deadly act .  The omi-
nous mood is ampli f ied by Berk’s electronic soundtrack,  which 
combines a dissonant piano par t  with harsh bursts of  noise.

Berk’s col laborat ive and crossover projects continued with 
scores for plays by Eugene O’Neil l  and Charles Marowitz; 
with future AMM pianist  John Ti lbury on the 1965 piece »Elec-
tronic Storm«;  and with fel low tape experimenters Basi l  Kirch-
in and Desmond Lesl ie.  Kirchin was original ly a jazz drummer 
who turned to serious composing and f i lm soundtrack work in 
the early ‘60s.  He wrote music for the De Wolfe l ibrary label , 
and went on to col laborate on four pieces with Berk.  »Jazz I« 
and »Jazz I I«  date from 1965, with Kirchin supplying backing 
tracks,  and Berk complet ing overdubs and mixing.  »Beirut To 
Baghdad« (1966) featured a melody by Kirchin,  and was an at-
tempt to produce commercial  electronic music for l ibrary use. 
Berk later heard the track by chance on a vis i t  to Cologne, af ter 
Kirchin had sold i t  to a Swedish company for use on a porno-
graphic f i lm soundtrack.  A number of  other composit ions were 

made by Berk for labels special is ing in l ibrary music,  including 
Morgan, Conroy,  Redif fusion,  and the CBS EZ Cue Library. 

Desmond Lesl ie was a charismatic and eccentr ic character 
who entered Ernest Berk’s orbit  during the 1950s. He is infa-
mous for his intervent ion on the sat ir ical  TV programme That 
Was the Week That Was in 1963, in which the strapping 6’4’ ’ 
wri ter,  f i lm director,  and UFO hunter punched the weedy,  be-
spectacled cri t ic Bernard Levin.  Lesl ie is  less wel l-known as 
a keen tape experimenter,  and in paral lel  with Berk,  he had a 
wel l-developed interest  in music and drama, being drawn to the 
possibi l i t ies of  recorded sound and tape manipulat ion.  Sett ing 
up his own private studio in St John’s Wood in west London in 
the mid-‘50s, he s imi lar ly operated outside the Bri t ish music 
establ ishment and sought commercial  work,  supplying elec-
tronic tracks to l ibrary label  Joseph Weinberger,  and tape inter-
ludes for a series of  Living Shakespeare LPs issued from 1961. 
Some of his tracks were l icensed by the BBC, and turned up in 
several  episodes of  Doctor Who during the 60s. Berk record-
ed the piece »Kal i  Yuga« (1962) at  Lesl ie ’s St  John’s Wood stu-
dio,  and dedicated to him, his composit ion »Anecdote 1«  (1961) . 
When Lesl ie lef t  London sometime around 1963 to run the 
family estate in Monaghan, Ireland, his tape experimentat ion 
largely drew to a close.  However,  Berk continued incorporat-
ing his fr iend’s music into dance per formances,  and in 1974 he 
choreographed The Fence and Two Bott les,  both of  which fea-
tured Lesl ie ’s tape sounds,  with text by the early 20th century 
German poet Christ ian Morgenstern spoken by Lesl ie ’s f irst 
wife,  the actress and singer Agnes Bernel le. 

By the late 1960s, the ar t ist ic and cultural  landscape in Bri t-
ain was changing rapidly.  Although st i l l  not whol ly accepted 
by cri t ics or much of the publ ic ,  serious electronic music com-
posit ions — at  least  those by celebrated overseas composers 
— were f irmly establ ished and receiving per formances.  Bri t ish 
tape composers during this period were general ly sel f-taught 
home studio experimenters or academy-trained music gradu-
ates,  and this curious mix of  mavericks,  hobbyists ,  and profes-
sionals tended to be overlooked or taken less seriously than 
their  cont inental  counterpar ts .  Never theless,  two electron-
ic music concer ts staged in London early in 1968 — the f irst 
at  the Queen El izabeth Hal l ,  the second at the Planetarium 
— showed not only the diversi ty of  styles and approaches of 
Bri t ish composers,  but aroused strong interest  and large audi-
ences.  Berk’s pieces »5 6 7« and »Diversed Mind« (both 1967) 
were programmed alongside works by Peter Zinovief f,  Brian 
Dennis ,  Hugh Davies,  Del ia Derbyshire,  Tr istram Cary,  Daphne 
Oram, George Newson, Stuar t  Wynn Jones,  Jacob Meyerow-
itz,  and Alan Sutcl i f fe .

While Berk was involved in the serious end of electronic music 
presentat ion,  unl ike most of  his peers he also made connec-
t ions with the emerging psychedel ic counterculture.  In summer 
1968, just  a few months af ter his work had been included in 
those Queen El izabeth Hal l  and Planetarium concer ts ,  he pre-
sented a per formance at the Acland Burghley School theatre in 
Tufnel l  Park,  nor th London. In a letter to The Times Education-

Ernest Berk and Dance Theatre Commune per form »Seci« at  the internat ional  carnival  of  Electronic Sound, London, The Roundhouse,  1972. Photo by Mike Dunn.

Ernest Berk and Ai lsa Berk,  London, Stanhope Inst i tute,  1970s. Photo by Mike Dunn.
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al Supplement,  he described the programme as »abstract bal-
lets in the modern idiom to electronic music composed in my 
sound studio.  The l ight ing is  of  the psychedel ic kind produced 
by kinet ic s l ides… The programme closes with a ›Happening,‹ 
a s imultaneous improvisat ion for dancers,  musicians (who pro-
duce unorthodox sounds on a variety of  instruments and ob-
jects) ,  and a group of kinet ic s l ide operators under the direc-
t ion of  Nick Fairhead.« A number of  Berk’s composit ions from 
this period sound simi lar in approach to the rock électronique 
of Pierre Henry’s 1967 album Messe Pour Le Temps Présent , 
and US Synket synthesizer exponent John Eaton’s 1968 single 
»Bone Dry.«  Berk’s »Chigger Sound 1« (1968) best exempli f ies 
this style,  using the same basic recording of »Wake Up Cher-
yl ina,«  a 1967 single B-side by Engl ish beat combo The Smoke. 
With the vocal  track removed, Berk added his own electronic 
sound component.

1970 was a pivotal  year for Berk;  i t  included a move to a new 
studio on Dorset Street in London and the establ ishment of  the 
Dance Theatre Commune. Ernest had met the diminut ive danc-
er Ai lsa Park in the early ‘60s,  and they married in 1965, de-
spite a 35-year age di f ference.  Ernest choreographed a dance 
for Ai lsa inspired by the Edith Sitwel l  poem »Dirge for A New 
Sunrise,«  and in 1968 he produced an electronic score for her 
bal let  based on the WH Auden poem »The Shield of  Achi l les.« 
Throughout the 1970s, the couple worked together on a large 
number of  dances and per formances,  and l ike the Cockpit  Ar ts 
Centre in London at exact ly the same t ime, the Dance Theatre 
Commune became a nerve centre for dance, mixed media per-
formance, and electronic music,  with classes and workshops an 
integral  par t  of  studio operat ions.  This drew in a range of danc-
ers and musicians,  including Christopher Thomson, Simon De-
sorgher,  Rebecca Wilson,  Jul ia Beddoes,  and Bryony Wil l iams, 
the founder of  the SpiralAr ts Dance Theatre Company,  who 
fol lowed in Berk’s footsteps to become a teacher at  the Guild-
hal l  School of  Music and Drama. » I  studied dance with Ernest 

Berk in London from 1974-77 and continued to study with him 
for many years af ter that ,«  Wil l iams explains.  »He was one of 
the most inspir ing and creat ive teachers I  have ever met.  He 
chal lenged us to explore beyond our personal boundaries and 
discover our individual  creat iv i ty,  whi le sowing the seeds for a 
l i fet ime in dance.« 

For much of his l i fe ,  Berk l ived a spar tan existence,  owning l i t t le 
furniture,  and shunning cars and publ ic transport in favour of  a 
large motorbike.  His marriage to Lotte had been an open rela-
t ionship,  and by the 1960s his bohemian l i festyle had paral lels 
with the burgeoning hippie movement.  His naturism though, 
was rooted in a much older Germanic tradit ion:  the back-to-
nature »Lebensreform« ( l i fe reform) movement,  which emerged 
in the 1890s and took of f  during the 1920s, promoting health 
foods,  al ternat ive medicine,  exercise,  the outdoors,  and a cel-
ebrat ion of  the naked human form. Berk introduced elements of 
this phi losophy to his dancers through choreography and what 
he termed »Liberat ion« sessions,  where he would of ten set up 
tape loops to soundtrack improvised freely expressive move-
ment,  for which dancers would sometimes per form in the nude. 
Careful  with the mix of  par t ic ipants in the Liberat ion groups,  he 
sought to develop the dancer from the inside and encourage 
personal growth.  He was interested in how music could af fect 
states of  mind through »trance-dance« generated with drum-
ming or tape loop repeti t ion.
   
Christopher Thomson, director of  creat ive teaching and learn-
ing at  the London dance venue the Place,  was taught at  the 
Guildhal l  School by Berk from 1971-73, and per formed with 
the Dance Theatre Commune between 1972 and ’74. »We re-
hearsed and made most of  the work in the t iny Dorset Street 
studio,«  he recal ls .  »Just  about al l  the pieces I  danced in were 
to Ernest ’s  electronic music,  but I  didn’t  have any real  connec-
t ion to i ts  making.  We would just  watch Ernest intent ly working 
in his cramped corner with tape recorders and various other 

Ernest Berk in his Dorset Street Studio,  London, circa early 1970s.

» L i s t e n i n g  ag a i n  to  t h e  ol  d  s tu  f f  i s  lik   e  goi   n g 
t h roug    h  a  p s yc h oa n a ly s i s .  I  a m  h e a ri  n g  w h at 

m y  torm   e n t e d  s oul    i n  t h o s e  day s  wa s 
c ry i n g  a bout   ,  a n d  a l s o  w h at  m y  s oul    wa s 

s i n gi  n g  a bout     i n  gr  e at  e l atio   n . «
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machines.  There was a keyboard and waveform generators,  and 
he would also record l ive sound and treat i t .  I  have a dist inct 
memory of  bal l  bearings being rol led around in a hubcap. I 
l iked the music,  though only remember scraps of  i t  now. When 
I  was about 16,  I  had bought an LP record*1) featuring tape piec-
es by Ihan Mimaroglu and Luciano Berio,  al l  of  which I  thought 
were wonder ful ,  and conf irmed my teenager ’s view of the mod-
ern world as strange and out of  joint ,  but marvel lously excit ing.

»Most of  the choreography in this period was by Ai lsa Berk, 
who was the lead per former with the company.  In preparat ion, 
Ernest l iked nothing better than to get us improvis ing freely for 
extended periods,  of ten to Afr ican drumming, of  which he had 
a number of  f ie ld recordings on record.  We sometimes impro-
vised naked, as for Ernest i t  was al l  about f inding expressive 
freedom in our dancing.  There was nothing remotely prurient 
about i t ,  and anyway this was the 1970s. The same went for 
dancing nude in a piece from 1973 cal led ›Duo-Trio-Duo‹ [re-
named ›Tri logy‹] .  We per formed this at  the ICA and elsewhere, 
and didn’t  think any thing of i t .  They were good t imes;  we toured 
in the UK, the Netherlands,  and once to East Germany,  where 
the response was enthusiast ic .  Ernest was an amazingly vi tal 
and creat ive person, and I ’m glad to have known him and his 
music.«

Berk’s grandson, Michael Fair fax,  a sculptor and sound ar t ist , 
moved to London in his late teens and made his way to Dor-
set Street and the Dance Theatre Commune. » I  basical ly l ived 
there as I  couldn’t  af ford to rent in London,« he says,  recal l ing 
his t ime studying with his grandfather during 1972. » I  was holed 
up in the basement along with a number of  Revox tape record-
ers,  osci l lators,  and other noise-making apparatus.  The weeks 
with Ernest were spent learning modern dance, mime, percus-
sion and electronic music — this was standard pract ice for his 
students to experience these di f ferent discipl ines.  We would 
record al l  sor ts of  found sounds — running rulers along radia-
tors,  footsteps across the f loor and a wide variety of  drums. We 
would also record sine and square waves onto tape,  and were 
taught how to spl ice and create loops,  which would sometimes 
run to great lengths around the whole studio.  Through this we 
bui l t  up a col lect ion of  electronic sounds and tape loops,  as the 
bui lding blocks for a composit ion.  I  loved the whole process 
of  cutt ing and spl icing the tapes,  running the sound over the 
tape heads,  playing back at  di f ferent speeds,  playing the tapes 
backwards.  I t  was a dream soundscape for a young 19-year-
old who loved Pink Floyd and could now create his own strange 
world of  sound.«  

A notable aspect of  Ernest Berk’s composing was that he re-
jected the commercial ly-driven cycle of  discarding,  replacing, 
and updating useful  equipment,  a trend common to most oth-
er electronic music makers of  his era,  and which continues to 
this day.  As a result ,  he maintained a remarkable consistency 
of  experimentat ion al l  the way through his composing career. 

In 1983, aged 74, he produced »Winter ’s Tale,«  an abrasive 
23-minute piece which typi f ied the kind of chal lenging elec-
tronic sound worlds he had been creat ing since the 1950s. He 
never got r id of  supposedly obsolete equipment,  enjoying the 
quirks and unpredictabi l i ty of  his assor tment of  waveform gen-
erators and tape recorders. 

I t  is  not uncommon for composers of  Berk’s generat ion to turn 
their  backs on their  early electronic experiments,  of ten deem-
ing them too technical ly primit ive or s impl ist ic .  In fai l ing health 
during the last  year of  his l i fe in 1993, he began the task of  play-
ing back his tape col lect ion — some of which had lain unheard 
for decades — and experienced a cer tain ambivalence towards 
his electronic works.  In that letter to a fr iend quoted above, he 
wrote,  »Listening again to the old stuf f  is  l ike going through a 
psychoanalysis .  I  am hearing what my tormented soul in those 
days was crying about,  and also what my soul was s inging about 
in great elat ion.  I  think some of my old music is  detestable and 
also sometimes wonder ful .  But for me i t  is  as i f  a mirror is  held 
in front of  me, a mirror with a great depth,  reveal ing long for-
gotten worlds to me now.«

By the mid-80s, the Dance Theatre Commune and Berk’s elec-
tronic music composing had wound down, and he subsequently 
moved to Berl in ,  where he continued teaching and dancing.  In 
his f inal  years,  he acted or danced in several  f i lms,  including 
Wim Wenders’s 1991 Unti l  the End of the World,  and in Ger-
many there was something of a revival  of  interest  in his work. 
Rather than his archive being donated to a Bri t ish inst i tut ion, 
his master tapes,  a tape recorder,  concer t  programmes, news-
paper ar t ic les and letters were bequeathed to the Historical 
Archive of  Cologne. Tragical ly,  the archive bui lding col lapsed 
in March 2009, but before this catastrophic event occurred, 
al l  Berk’s master tapes were successful ly transferred.  They re-
veal  a high standard of hard-edged electronic sound in a body 
of work stretching across more than three decades and 200 
composit ions.  I ts  rediscovery and appreciat ion is  long overdue.

Ian Helliwell  is  an audio-visual  ar t ist ,  composer,  electron-
ic instrument bui lder,  f i lmmaker,  wri ter,  and col lagist  based in 
Brighton,  UK. Ian Hel l iwel l ’s  2016 book Tape Leaders comes 
with a 15-track CD which includes two pieces by Ernest Berk: 
»Chigger Sound 1 ,«  and »No Fish,«  or »Oh Mr.  Bard.«
» www.ianhel l iwel l .co.uk

This is  a version,  revised in November 2017, of  an ar t ic le that 
f irst  appeared in The Wire magazine No. 380 in 2015. 
»  www.thewire.co.uk

*1)	 An LP of various ar t ists released on the Turnabout label  in 1967, featuring electronic 
	 music from Luciano Berio,  John Cage, and I lhan Mimaroglu.
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