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The great thing about being asked to gaieeynote—and thank yaery much—is that
one can mull over one’s view of the landseapithout having to produce conclusions.
And | fear there will be no conclusions—sjua short wish list, and some listening
recommendations.

So here’s my short wish list. I'm
stating it right at the outset, mainly so
| can keep it in mind—in case things
change. Because you know how it

= Language is—the very best of intents can fail

» Listening (or, perhaps, can seem to fail).

A short wish list...

= Reflection

You go off to the shops with a scrap
of paper on which you've scribbled
‘buy bread, eggs and envelopes’

... and you somehow end up coming
home with a new phone, sushi, and a
mirror

A short wish list... Lists of objectives can

easily go astray. Perhaps
they should do. Perhaps
. ' (...shopping) scrappy notes about what
= Listening we think we want are far
» Reflection less interesting than those
unforeseen possibilities
we come home with by
" Eggs mistake—which of course
must have already been
there, somewhere at the
back of the mind. And
perhaps the back of the mind is worth tigj more often when discussing creative
matters.

Anyway—I digress, or possibly transgress.

= Language




e e Landy

Years ago, on my way to a conferenc€#y University, also organized by the
indefatigable Simon Emmerson—I sat on piene musing about one day writing a paper
about aural aspects of music that might offémon-specialist’ listeer some way ‘in’ to
those more experimental—perhaps intimidatiignds of peculiarly timbral music. The
next day, at the conference, Leigh Landy lmeatto it, by giving an excellent paper,
which many of you will know, under the title Gthe “something to hold on to factor” in
timbral composition’.

A bit later, at another conferendayas in the audience for a round table
discussion that | was finding increasingly infuriating (I admit | can’t remember much
about it now, but | felt the speakers were exgrgsindefensibly elitist sentiments). | was
just summoning up courage to speak when | heard a small incendiary device going off a
couple of rows behind me. It was in fact Leigh Landy again, this time self-ejecting from
his seat in order to berate the pamigh customary intellectual zeal.

A few weeks ago when | decided to beaathe papers from last year's EMS
conference it really came as no surptseéiscover that Leigh had alreagiyen the
paper on terminology that | had been sketghout as my original keynote idea. His
version was, predictably, rather gootlanade my effort somewhat redundant.

So all | can say is that I'm extremelyattkful that Leigh is out there, but quite
glad that he isn’t going to speak until after atehis particular conference. Just in case.
Even so, it is comforting when someone egs to share your ttkimg or ‘speak your
language’—and who gets there first or lasereally no matter. Because at its best
thinking is a community endeavour—don’t you &#nAnd it is even more interesting
when people who are thinking differently frane another, and from very different
disciplines, are able to spetigether—about the same things.



New Phone (Language)

| bought a mobile (cell) phone the other didlyaven’t had one for several years. I've
been living on a small islandgtting any kind of phone signidere involved driving up a
hill and hanging out of the car while auple of bald eagles gave you funny looks. But
right now I'm living somewhere with better signal (and no eagles).

My new phone was the cheapest in theps yet it still has everything from a
video camera to games and web browsing, notdntion the ability tavibrate erotically
and a range of equally unpleas ringtones. Some might c#iis ‘creeping featurism’
but I actually find it rather cool to have acgés all those onboard toys—atfter all, one
can choose how much or how little one egegawith the technology. Technology is not a
competition, it's an assistance—and it ¢gna means of assisting communication.

Surely our notion of phones and phoning will develop and change until the fact
that phones can be mobile, or portable;adtular will be assumed, as will all the
features, and more. Very soalh phones will be mobile (or vatever you decided to call
them in your corner of the world); we’ll simply use the word ‘phone’ for this multi-
purpose tool. Nokia, with an ear to globaliaatof course, already assiduously refers
only to ‘phones’ on its English-language web pages.

The phone’s meaning—its place in ouperience—uwill be different from now,
as it is already different from then. Tgdiais certainly no lager what in the 1960s
Marshall McLuhan referred to &lse ‘irresistible intruder inime or place’ (McLuhan
1964, p. 238——we can resist: if we want to hmdisturbed, we simply switch to
voicemail.

Language is a deliciously wirable system populated by a huge array of working
definitions. And these respond to the shiftd adjustments, the focusing and re-focusing
of human experience. It's njtst that we coin new words; it's also that old words open
their arms to encompass a different breadthnoferstanding. Yes, new technology is just
one thing that indirectly makes us chamge language for a while—we put special
words or phrases in the linguistic spotligistwe figure out wdtt distinguishes new
experience from old. But after a while those particular working definitions are abandoned
from common parlance again as the noveligssimilated. So when | was little my
grandmother would ask me to ‘switch on the electric lamp’ as the evening drew in, but
today | simply ‘turn on the light’, without a second thougjimguistically, as to how it’s
done.

My personal fantasy (or at least theedhat I'm willing to divulge) is that
working definitions like electmic music, electroacoustic music, computer music, digital
music and electronic art music will simptyelt away. Because | don't think that there
working as definitions anymore. And anyway, the working definition of ‘music’ can
probably accommodate them—it's sbityageneral already, after all.

To my mind, Cage’s prescient commentetelling ‘music madevith the aid of
electronic instruments’ wasn't far off the rkas to where the priorities could—should—

! McLuhan, Marshall (1964)Jnderstanding Media. New York: Mentor



lie. A technological involvement of itself implies particular aesthetic preoccupation in
music. Although it certainly enables—and em@ges—a wonderfully diverse variety of
thought and creativity, and ways of thinkiafmusic, and music in conjunction with
technology, that would not be humanly possibtherwise. Music has acquired some
great new onboard features to play wiahes that are changing not only the working
definition of music but the activity afoing music—what Christopher Small, a writer and
thinker | happen to admire, once called ‘musicking’.

It may seem trivial to worry away at suatslight shift of perspective. Yet rather
than conversing about creativityith interesting strangerspmetimes we seem to spend
valuable time debating language angni@ology amongst ourselves (anyone who
belongs to the cec-conference list musabare of how circular definitions of
‘electroacoustic music’ can become...) Foggime for being cynical—but are we trying
to establish anything more than bloodknand traditions? Are we trying to be
inclusive—or exclusive? Those useful lingfic walking sticks to lean on at the
beginning of the journey are now inrdger of becoming sharpened posts around a
stockade. ‘Electroacousticians’ will becomsnmaall, secretive inbred clan, speaking an
arcane tongue that is difficult to traat. This makes commication with—and from—
others difficult (even if you do haverfay phones). And without communication,
networks fail to proliferate—instead theyelbk down and fall out of use. That is, they
become obsolete. In fact we may end um@eeduced to the musical equivalent of an
interesting telephone museum. Please dak# this personally—because | include
myself among the possible exhibits.

If you're going to group music by certainm@paches, or certain technologies, or
certain performance characteristics, or whatewgell, that’s fine as far as it goes. And it
goes a long way. But | think a problem—and it is a problem—in spending time
fastidiously pinpointing genrg®r theories) for some of theusic we make today is that
it may not matter so much any more. Eibn zones—disciplines, genres, schools,
theories, solutions—make less sense thalusive groupings by eomonalities, rather
than disciplines, or even genres. And if youldat more transdisciplinary approach, then
there’s no point in worrying so much aboutawtit’ is you're talking about. Instead, you
can talk about why you're tatkg about it as part of studyg what it is that makes us
conscious, expressive, human—and keewvexhibit that in art.

So | wish for ‘music’ as a working deftion that many different people, working
in all kinds of areas andgtiiplines, can understand. And/du have a common language
you can start to share ideas and recommendatianscan start to listen to each other.



Sushi (Listening)

To get back to shopping for a moment. Migfd Jim introduced me to sushi—I'd never
tried it before. For me, brought up on the dekgbit British cuisine, it had always seemed
rather alien. | was a bit apprehensive abdutal slimy raw fish and having to master a
new technology, chopsticks. But he said, hegoihes in all kinds of types and flavours,
and the textures are great. And once Itgethang of eating raw salmon without
inadvertently impaling my neighbour | was completely hooked. So | bought some the
other day, just to remind myself.

There are only two papers in this conferened tave the word ‘listening’ in their title.
That intrigues me a tad (though not quite as magthe ‘Sex, Lies and Audiotape’ paper,
which I’'m certain not to miss). But surélyhere we are listening, and what we are
listening to'—not to mention who ‘we’ are the first place—are esntial concerns in
trying to pin down what any music is doingight do, and how that might affect us.

But this is really a rathesilly criticism of mine becage (a) I'm certain that many
papers are fundamentally concerned in somewith listening and (b) after all this isn’t
a music and cognition conference. However,segond wish list item is not so much
about the listening that goes on but how to engemdee of it.

| stole my keynote’s title from John Cagéd 975 essay ‘Where are we Eating?
And What are We Eating?’, which is publishedmpty Words. You may well have read
this glorious extended prose poem in whizdge describes what he and members of
Merce Cunningham’s dance troupe eat togetitele they’re on tourCage takes great
delight in describing the different foods thmtople choose to eat and, incidentally, he
also offers a great reciperfout balls. It's all in simfe, approachable, enthusiastic
language. But of course, Cage often speéak®mplex metaphors. Perhaps one of many
dishes he is recommending is the one giavides some necessary ingredients for
making art: travelling, creating, rehearsing, parfing, and sharing sustenance as a fuel
for getting ready to do it all aijn—and again; and, of coursdways being ready to take
delight in other people’s recommendations.

Now | remember ‘electroacoustic music’ events here in the 80s sometimes used to be
accompanied by ‘hands-on’ pre-concert wodgsh | think they usually involved some
combination of a complaining Revox reel-te@ké&ape recorder, an evil little Atari
computer and a rather scuffed Yamaha Dx€yboard. It was all great fun—and in fact |
was one of the people who turned up to have a go.
Today most people don't find the prospethandling technology as fascinating
as they used to, and actudliy not sure that the chance'toy it yourself’ ever really
provided much of a way in fostening. In retrospect, | actuallghink that this kind of
invitation to ‘play with music technology’ ithe earlier days dfigital technology was
even possibly detrimental—because it put the focus on the tools, not the music. It was not



technology that intimidated peoptevas the way the music sounded—them. It was

not that the music was completely alien, it yuest that the sonic tationships seemed to
require a completely different kind of listening—an unfamiliar kind of musical literacy.
Even people with quite sophisticated listeniagtes were worried that the music on offer
might be raw, slimy and impossible to eatvétsn’t a dish that recommended itself. And
to many it still doesn't.

In the real world of shared experience (of which | trust we here are all part) most
people respond to enthusiastic recommendaframs people they have reason to trust.
Enthusiasm encourages participation—and yush a bit of vague explanation as to why
someone is enthusiastic you can find waliragreeing teat unfamiliar foods—
metaphorically or otherwise. You must trystisushi, you'll love it—there are so many
interesting flavours. You natl listen to this piece bgmalley, it's amazing—those sonic
textures are so intricate.

And what’s important is this—you only need a few words of general
encouragement from a friend.

Actually my friend Jim hadn’t recommended sushi, | was making that bit up. But he is
indeed a great one for recommending things—aetsally an artist, writer, broadcaster,
and very avid listener, and what he recommended to me the other month was
Pandora.com, which you may well know already.

Pandora.com
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‘It's not about what a band looks like, or what genre they supposedly
belong to,

or about who buys their records

—it's about what each individual song sounds like.” (Pandora.com web

page)



Well, | recommend Pandora quite highly as atistgmpoint for listeninglt is essentially a
playlist maker. You give it theame of a track or an artisind it will cough up a string of
‘similar’ tracks. You can vote on whether you agoe@ot, and get a bit of info on why that
track was offered. The backend of all thishe Music Genome Project, actually quite a
straightforward evaluation system by which tmeke defined by means of a fairly extensive
list of attributes—most ofvhich are rooted in how gounds. A human listener has created the
list.

The brief ‘why we are playing this’ msages are derived from the attribiaesally
apparent in a particular tradit they are merely a pré@$why a certain song has been
recommended. These verbal descriptionsanple, imperfect, and not ideal—they are
impermanent, and partial, and you dondde¢hem unless you ask to. | like that.

I like that attributes @& called on to seek oabmmonalities between ‘all the music
there is’ in this particular music resour&ure, rather haphazard genre terms are used—but
you can't really choose to listen ‘by genre’.

(verbal descriptions offered by Pandora for tracks)

Distroia, by Mouse On Mars

‘based on what you’ve told us so far, we're playing this track because if
features synth tweaking, a highly synthetic sonority, subtle use of noise effects,
prevalent use of groove and many other similarities identified in the music genome
project.’

Far-West News, by Luc Ferrari.
‘...sampledelia compositional qualities, idm influences, an experimental musical
style and many other similarities...’

| think Pandora has a lot going for it as an apgino&enjoy starting frona point that | ‘kind

of’ know, and getting all kinds ohteresting recommendations that never thought of. | feel
unintimidated, | feel they’re on nside, | feel no onus to ‘understarat’ ‘like’ it all. | feel in
control, | feel interested. | feel as if I'exploring—I'm feeling adventurous, I'm ready to
engage with the unexpected and yet I'm surgrlsehow much seems quite familiar in strange
ways. | am open to listening. Btlnen again, there is a lot ather music that | know—and

want to recommend to Jim—and at presentf aflit is completely missing from Pandora’s
listening resource.

So my wish list includes the utopian hdpat resources such as Sonus, EARS, and
other online projects thatudy from the starting point of music—in this case music made with,
and about, creative technology; might think halbdut how to use the ‘languages’ of the
semantic web to share listening; might shasources proactively, tveeen disciplines, with
that kind of delight in sharing sustenance teatches out to distant frids in other fields, and
with other sensibilities.

Come to dinner, listen. Breaking bread tiresdy requires far more than putting it all on
a hard drive and adding a searchable index.

We need help. There’s a need to get seetalget together to provide intuitive search
engines, and rich resources full of assocalinking, online presenseavatars and events.
Provide interfaces (including interactive humaimgs) that will be open, inviting, enthusiastic
with their recommendations, and easily engiagéh by someone whose listening may not

7



have been exposed to the many different kindausic that we, here, are especially interested
in. We net to get semantic software desigragst listening. We need to integrate these
accessible resources into the teachimg) l2aarning of creativity, make thework as an

integrated part of a broad musical educat@mrall undergraduates, and for anyone else who
might be listening out thereather than in here.

Because we’d like them to listen, | presume. lmost confident that this wish list
item is redundant—because even yesterdaald thoughts about archiving and funds and
people permitting, this will be addressed — bistribt something that can be done by us, in
isolation. And how to access and search resgutoeugh associative links and ontologies is
not something that works easily when applied dfterfact — it needs to be built in, to the way
we think.

Mirror (Reflection)

“You may look in front of you, and on both sides, if you like," said the Sheep:
“but you can't look ALL ro und you—unless you've got eyes at the back of
your head.'

(Alice Through the Looking Glass)

To go back to shopping: | bought a mirror because | wanted to see the back of my head. | guess
it's the next best thing teeeing the back of your mind.

| once stayed in a hotel in Montreal where the small bathroom was mirrored on three
sides so that, if | leant forw@uprecariously, | could see myseeflected into infinity—an
endless visual reverberation. Ratlsadly, considering my agespent a great deal of time
playing with this rather self-centred bathroom preset.

But my final wish list request is fanore reflection—more thinking (and writing) that
reflects on music creatively, and throws baskful light. But—more importantly—also more
thinking (and writing) that reflects on other things,ough music. Because | believe both
approaches to study can leadrtteresting reverberations.

Certain kinds of approach to study begetaiarkinds of language. And after a while a
reliance on certain kinds ofriguage dictates a certain kiolapproach—and then you're
locked into a rather frustrating path. To give just one example: Muahiting about music in
which computers are involved has taken, androétill takes, a quasi-scientific approach—
solutions are proposed, tests are run, ecgdigvidence is gathered and interpreted.
Proclamations are made, and the chisels cauie-ready to engrave new terms in stone. Of
course, sometimes the language of analyicence may be entirely appropriate—but
sometimes not.

There seems to be still anse in this technobically-preocupied area of ‘computer
music’ and even ‘electroacoustic music’ tkansideration lacks credence unless it can
produce some kind of ‘solution’. I'm reallyag that the EARS site here at DMU fully
recognizes the paucity of, as they call it, ‘alia5ed writing and resed, but intrigued that
nobody seems to know how to shift the balance dwag the more scientific approach. | tend
to think this is by far the most important inddace in the field of msic made with technology,
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and one that will not be rectified without a concerted effort to change the way that music is
taught.

Perhaps one does not necessarily need to starawitbblem to be solved or a theory to be
proved in order to come up with somethingttmay be worth listening to. One can start
instead with a sleepy mix of half-formed ideagdsd that may or may not start to form useful
reflections as they cast light onpon the other. And if ideasast to connect, it’s time to
think—hard—about why one perceives them as i@y what they might be concerned with,
and how to articulate what they might reveal.

We don’t know what to do with subjectivitiVe don’t trust ourselves to use it in, and
as, research. But | shall get on my soapbox apdhsd I'm beginning tdghink that that this
may be where the only useful future lies, in tewwhresearch that is transdisciplinary. Not the
superficial subjectivity of self- or artist-promatipof half-baked artist statements or surveys,
or interviews that are little more than mutagbreciation or overt ‘gigromotion’. Instead,
writing that subjectively reflectsn subjectivity—research that rigorously considers the nature
of experience, and of experiencighrough music (among other things).

Again, | don’t think it's going to happme—or at least it's nogoing to grow—unless
disciplines such as electroacoustic music allow for a bit more transdisciplinary reflection—
which is not necessarily the sathéng as interdisciplinary art.

| am personally rather concerned to be ettaeim my reflections. (Some people would
say that | am far too eccentric in general... ) Buatireally mean by this is that when | write
| often choose to circle a subject from an adfatre position, often because | am not sure what
the subject is—or might develop into—at thegjio@ing of the journey. One thing | am usually
certain of is that subject is not mug se. For instance, in my booBounding Art each
chapter is a long essay thatctés an issue by simultaneouséflecting on a variety of
preoccupations that include musis these come to rest | try to explore what connects them—
but I try to do this in ways that are naagssarily made explicit, and may be experienced
differently by each reader. Juste listening to music. | canh@xperience your experience, or
you mine. But perhaps we may meet part way.

For instance, one chapter in my boSaunding Art?, melds the notion of the ‘emblem
book’ (an epigrammatic means of religious contempla}inith some considerations of
diverse pieces of music thaffelel, explore space in some resp Along the way there is also
an analysis of Leonardo’s paintidgnunciation (which features aecently airborne angefind
some quotations on metaphors of flight by Bachelard.

2 Sounding Art: Eight Literary Excursions through Electronic Music. Ashgate, 2004 (more info at
www.novamara.com/book.html)

3 ‘Emblem books are a form of text not altogether familiar to us today. An emblem book repeegarticular

kind of reading. Unlike today, the eye is not intended to move rapidly from page tdrpagemblem is meant to
arrest the sense, to leato the text, to the richness of its associations. An emblem is something like a riddle, a
“hieroglyph” in the Renaissance vocabulary — what many readers considered to be a form of natural’language.
(from The English Emblem Book Project at P&tate University, http://emblem.libraries.psu.edu/)
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| don't really have time here to go into witannects these elements—subjectively, to me—
because my explanation is the book chapter i(selfyou’ll have to read it!). But it has to do
with ‘reading around’ gubject in a non-linear fashion, search of something as yet
undefined.

Various preoccupations—Bachelard andap&or, emblems and meditation, Leonardo
and perspective—and variougpes of music started life swimmgj around in my head in as
yet unrelated circles. Closing in on each led metiect consciously on the fact that all were
to do with aspiration—the aspiration to risemapds in metaphoric ‘flight’. With that metaphor
in mind | could go back and probe each of mkated obsessions anew. And maybe the result
would communicate some kind of insight. Or some kind of in-hearing, perhaps. At least one
has to trust that, through alling subjective research, tmsght happen. And of course, in the
end the writing is not ‘about’ music, it is aliauhat that useful working definition, ‘music’,
might reflect on.

Well this is simply what | do in my owthinking, and the writing it leads to—and |
regard this activity as compag of a kind. And, personally, | kia nothing to prove or solve,
and I'm not always sure where I'll end up. I'm simfrying to chart territories that, to me at
least, seem previously unexplored. I'm hgito reach the back afy mind (perhaps).

So that's it, | guess—ijust a short wigt and some well-meant, enthusiastic
recommendations. Thank you for listening.

All
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