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M
 ʊ

 Inevitably by using language, and leaving the tim
e 

to reflect on it w
ithin the w

ork, it generates lots of room
 

and elem
ents to explore. U

tilising language in the context 
of im

provisation, language that directly addresses the 
context, is a m

ethod of accelerating the thinking process 
and approaching specific problem

s very fast. These 
problem

s are not resolved by any m
eans and can easily be 

taken further. 

IN
TER

N
ATIO

N
A

L N
O

ISE CO
N

FER
EN

CE
4 M

ay 2013, M
attin concert at G

oodtim
e 

Studios, M
elbourne

M
attin stands in front of the audience for 

fifteen m
inutes w

ith all the lights on. H
is slow

 
breathing is audible through the m

icrophone. 
Every few

 m
inutes he m

akes a statem
ent. 

Each statem
ent is a ‘heckle’ delivered to him

self, 
based on a prior consideration of w

hat the 
audience m

ay be thinking. 

M
A

K
E IT U

P CLU
B

7 M
ay 2013, M

attin concert at B
ar O

pen, 
M

elbourne

M
attin stands in front of the audience for 

tw
enty-five m

inutes. A
 series of events occur 

involving m
em

bers of the audience. It is 
unclear w

hether these events are planned 
or spontaneous. 

O
’TO

M
O

R
R

O
W

7 M
ay 2013, M

attin and Patrick O
’B

rien 
on ‘O

’Tom
orrow

’ radio program
, 3R

R
R

 
Studios, M

elbourne
 

PO
 ʊ

 Earlier tonight I saw
 you perform

 at M
ake It 

U
p Club w

here you stood in front of a fairly packed 
room

 and said and did nothing for som
e tim

e. 
W

ell, you w
ere doing som

ething —
 you w

ere 
breathing and looking at the crow

d and there w
as 

som
e confusion and som

e people w
ere quite 

uncom
fortable. Then you proceeded to speak and 

to explain w
hat you w

ere doing and w
hy you w

ere 
doing it. A

nd it seem
ed to also be an instructional 

piece. Is this typical of your perform
ance?

 M
 ʊ

 Yes, I tend to em
ploy som

e form
s of self-instruction 

or decision in order to trigger a form
 of im

provisation 
that perhaps I’m

 not used to, or to look for an 
im

provisation that takes into account specific aspects 
happening in the room

, to do w
ith the expectations that 

people bring, or any projections people m
ight have about 

w
hat is going on. It’s instructional in the tradition of these 

decisions, but for m
e the em

phasis is on w
hat happens 

w
ithin the situation itself. In those regards, the 

perform
ance is certainly follow

ing the im
provisation 

trajectory, and tries to push im
provisation into a m

ode 
that takes into account a range of elem

ents.
 

PO
 ʊ

 W
ould you say that you set up a 

situation w
hich puts the perform

ance into the 
audience’s hands?

 M
 ʊ

 To a certain extent, but not in an obvious w
ay in 

w
hich people w

ill feel com
fortable about it, like in a 

participatory piece. R
ather, [I set up a situation in w

hich] 
w

hatever happens in the room
 w

ill be perceived as 
som

ething im
portant and relevant because w

hat I’m
 

doing is so m
inim

al. W
e becom

e m
ore aw

are and 
judgm

ental of w
hat the situation is and leave things w

here 
they don’t sit com

fortably. So you cannot say, ‘this is 
m

usic’ or ‘this is not m
usic’, ‘this is a situation’ or ‘this is 

not’, ‘this is a free-for-all’ or ‘this is not’, because there is 
still som

e kind of pow
er I retain by being the perform

er, 
especially w

hen I have been flow
n all the w

ay from
 

Stockholm
 to M

elbourne. 
W

hat I’m
 trying to do is feed all these elem

ents 
into the situation itself in order to see w

hat happens. In 
m

y experience you can never give aw
ay all the pow

er and, 
in fact, often w

hen you do it’s not interesting as people 
take that pow

er in very obvious w
ays. The im

portant thing 
is to m

ake an unstable space w
here each gesture sits 

uncom
fortably. For instance, the guy w

ho broke the glass. 
H

e did it, he w
as very nervous before doing it, he w

as not 
instructed to but he w

anted to do it. H
e asked H

elen to 
feel his heart because he w

as quite anxious. H
elen didn’t 

w
ant to feel his heart. Then he broke the glass. I looked 

around as I w
as not expecting that. H

e thought he’d get a 
total kick out it but he didn’t. I did.
 

PO
 ʊ

 A
re you interested in the different responses 

of each crow
d?

 M
 ʊ

 W
hat I like are these edgy situations w

here, like 
today, once the glass is broken there is tension. Is it 
instructional or not? The w

hole situation starts to turn 
into som

ething uncontrolled and unexpected. I find that 
to be m

ore unpredictable than if I w
ere to im

provise w
ith 

other m
usicians. O

nce again, this is not to do w
ith craft or 

virtuosity w
ith an instrum

ent. It is som
ething else, even 

though the sounds are better than other sounds I have 
heard —

 the broken glass and him
 picking it up slow

ly 
—

 m
usically, that is quite am

azing. 
W

hat I’m
 trying to do is this radical equalisation 

that Cage already did, but w
hereas Cage w

as just 
interested in the sounds them

selves, I’m
 not. I’m

 
interested in the social relations that are happening and 

The B
asque artist M

attin has spent the last decade 
theorising noise and ‘free’ im

provisational m
usic. H

is 
w

ork acknow
ledges the histories of these genres w

hile 
sim

ultaneously interrogating the rules and standards to 
w

hich they adhere: the supposed anti-sociality and 
criticality of noise, the im

plicit ‘freedom
’ of 

im
provisation. M

attin enacts this testing through 
perform

ances, participatory experim
ents, theoretical 

w
ritings and recordings in a process that has been 

described as ‘distributing vulnerability’ across core 
assum

ptions m
ade by audience and perform

er alike. H
is 

perform
ances are highly stripped-back events in w

hich 
the basic conventions of perform

ing —
 a perform

er 
stands before an audience and does som

ething —
 are 

presented in their m
ost m

inim
al, reduced form

; m
ade up 

of generic, unspectacular gestures and often w
ithout 

instrum
ents.

D
isem

braining (a collective com
prising Joel Stern 

in M
elbourne and A

ndrew
 M

cLellan in B
risbane) invited 

M
attin to A

ustralia in M
ay 2013 to stage a series of 

concerts, non-concerts, conversations, silences and other 
activities in response to the question ‘W

hat is not m
usic?’ 

This question nods to A
ustralia’s long-running 

experim
ental m

usic festival W
hat Is M

usic? The W
hat is 

M
usic? festival largely provides its ow

n answ
er, 

em
bracing John Cage’s m

axim
 that ‘everything w

e do is 
m

usic’, and thereby philosophically assim
ilating all sound 

(and action) into the ‘project’ of m
usic. This radical 

equalisation of sound plays out overtly in the ‘noise’ 
tradition, w

hich, historically, explores perform
ative 

approaches to subverting m
usical taste and value. B

ut 
Cage’s gesture m

ay also lim
it discourse of experim

ental 
sound’s ‘non-m

usical’ possibilities. In the current context 
of Cageian consensus, in w

hich all sound can be 
considered m

usic, it becom
es crucial to refram

e the 
question as a negation: W

hat sounds rem
ain im

possible 
to assim

ilate? W
hat is not m

usic?
 

N
O

W
 N

O
W

2 M
ay 2013, M

attin concert at H
ibernian 

H
ouse, Sydney

M
attin stands in front of the audience for forty 

m
inutes. The first tw

enty m
inutes take place in 

the dark during w
hich tim

e M
attin addresses his 

ow
n subjective experience of this concert in a 

series of statem
ents beginning w

ith ‘I’, 
interspersed by long periods of ‘silence’. 

The second tw
enty m

inutes take place 
w

ith a single light bulb illum
inating only the 

audience and a series of objective statem
ents 

addressing the audience, beginning w
ith the 

w
ord ‘you’. A

fter forty m
inutes, all the lights 

are turned on.

PR
O

LO
G

U
E

3 M
ay 2013, M

attin and Joel Stern in an 
A

nechoic Cham
ber at Sydney U

niversity 

JS ʊ
 W

e are sitting in a room
 sim

ilar to the 
one in w

hich John Cage, after supposedly 
hearing the internal sounds of his body, 
form

ulated his fam
ous axiom

 on the 
im

possibility of silence, or rather, the ubiquity 
of noise. This seem

s like an appropriate place in 
w

hich to ask, w
hat is not m

usic?

M
 ʊ

 I w
ant to think of your question in relation to the 

notion of real subsum
ption w

ithin capitalism
, a term

 that 
M

arx has for acknow
ledging how

 all aspects of life are 
subsum

ed in the production of value. The w
hole capitalist 

project has this in its intrinsic logic, m
eaning that there 

can be no room
 outside this structure for anything that is 

not valorising. This connects w
ith B

en Seym
our’s recent 

text for M
ute M

agazine, in w
hich he analyses the w

ork of 
John Cage and the use of feedback as relational practices 
that, rather than just being experim

ental, are trying to 
m

axim
ise or value that w

hich previously did not have 
value; to valorise w

hat seem
ed im

possible to valorise, just 
like in financial capitalism

. Perhaps this understanding is 
our starting point: that experim

ental practices are just 
like any other practices, im

plicit and instrum
entalised in 

different w
ays by capitalism

, part of the culture industry, 
and w

ithout an im
plicit critical purchase anym

ore. 
The critical purchase has been vacuum

ed out, or 
exists in the form

 of appearance; experim
entalism

 as 
m

erely the belief that som
ething is happening. 

N
evertheless, these practices are part of a structure that 

can never be fully antagonistic or critical. This condition 
is w

hy it iso difficult to believe there is anything 
challenging left about the w

ay w
e have conceived 

experim
ental practice or noise.

JS ʊ
�H

ow
 does valorisation function in 

your ow
n w

ork?

M
 ʊ

 The fact that I cam
e tw

enty-thousand kilom
eters to 

do a perform
ance like this, that already is a huge am

ount 
of the perform

ance. B
ecause it’s so m

inim
al, all the extra 

belief that som
ething needs to happen, that this m

eans 
som

ething —
 all that expectation needs to be there. 

I also need the confidence that I can do this, that I 
can pull it off, to know

 that it is relevant. That it is not just 
a guy in a room

 saying w
hatever, although it is just that. 

B
ut it is a fine line. 

JS ʊ
 H

ow
 long can you keep doing that?
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these cool trends
I w

ant to be seen
next to the next big thing
a quote here, a position there,
w

e are stuck in our ow
n trap

self-conscious of the im
age w

e generate
som

ething m
ust really change

 
4. A

LIEN
ATIO

N
 A

S A
N

 EN
A

B
LIN

G
 CO

N
D

ITIO
N

 freedom
 is a cultural achievem

ent
alienation allow

s you the necessary distance
to realise that there is no self to com

e back to
it allow

s you to distinguish appearances from
 process

from
 the experiencing self to the thinking subject

alienation as m
axim

al estrangem
ent

splitting of the subject from
 the self

in order to find out how
 the self is produced

resem
bling the uncovering of the obscurity

of how
 com

m
odities are produced

 
5. TH

E A
CT A

CTIN
G

 O
N

 ITSELF
 recognising the un-freedom

 of voluntary activity
instead
freedom

 as an act of self-determ
ination

w
here no selfs are involved

just the act w
hich m

ight contain no hum
ans

the act acting on itself
w

hich in the process becom
es a subject

this act requires tw
o different types of behavior:

pattern-governed behavior
rule-governed behavior
pattern-governed behavior:
doing things for a reason
rule-governed behavior:
doing things because of a reason
the ability to act occurs w

hen you superim
pose them

follow
 the rule

com
pulsive freedom

:
how

 objectivity generates subjectivity
 M

 ʊ
 I’ll try to explain w

hat I just did. Joel invited m
e to 

tour in A
ustralia and w

e’d already done concerts in 
Sydney and M

elbourne. Then there w
ere three further 

events here in M
elbourne that I thought w

ould be 
interesting to link. O

ne w
as a recording session that took 

place yesterday, another w
as a concert that also took 

place yesterday at M
ake It U

p Club, and another is this 
talk. The recording session w

as part of a series that I’ve 
been doing called ‘Songbook’ and yesterday w

as num
ber 

five in this series. I tried to take the num
ber five literally 

to generate a structure: five people w
ould play on the 

songbook, five songs, and five m
inutes each. O

ut of this 

structure cam
e the idea for the concert yesterday and 

the talk today. The concert w
as tw

enty-five m
inutes, 

com
posed of five sections, and w

ith four people helping 
m

e. Yesterday w
e recorded the instrum

ental parts for 
these five songs, and I recorded the vocals just now. The 
lyrics are unusual, but they are points of interest that 
I’ve been engaging for som

e tim
e and they relate to the 

talk that I’m
 giving here. So you got the talk, but 

obviously in a strange w
ay.

There are som
e problem

s w
ith this in the sense that 

it is very difficult for you to receive som
e of these ideas. 

The lyrics are just extracts because I had to adapt to the 
form

at of the songbook. B
ut, on the other hand, you 

didn’t get som
ebody talking about the w

ork as a distant 
thing. Instead you experienced the w

ork being m
ade, w

ith 
all the failures that it m

ight produce. W
hy did I find it 

interesting to do this experim
ent? I study art theory but 

m
ost of m

y w
ork is w

ithin the context of experim
ental 

m
usic, specifically noise and im

provisation and, to a 
certain extent, punk and underground rock. M

ore and 
m

ore I’ve been trying to bring those tw
o interests 

together, applying som
e of the tools of conceptual art to a 

context w
here rules and instructions feel very unnatural, 

like in im
provisation. M

y experience is that by doing this, 
you touch on som

e of the crucial issues and problem
s that 

have com
e out of im

provised m
usic.

I think both approaches —
 im

provisation and 
conceptual or post-conceptual art —

 can be extrem
ely 

productive, but I also see problem
s in both. The strength 

of im
provisation is that it draw

s attention to the last 
instance of experience, w

hatever happens. So you m
ight 

prepare a situation, but the focus is on the ‘happening’. 
The production happens sim

ultaneously to the 
reception, and it is in that space of m

axim
al attention 

and concentration that established roles can be 
disturbed. Elem

ents that w
ould norm

ally not be 
considered, suddenly, in this situation, can becom

e very 
relevant, disregarding or subverting their previous roles 
or function.

H
ow

ever, there is an em
phasis on experience and 

the im
m

ediacy of experience that I find very problem
atic 

and, in recent years, w
ithin the context of im

provisation, 
a currency has developed around the production of 
abstract sounds, and the skillful placem

ent of those 
sounds. I’m

 reacting against that in that I’m
 m

ore 
interested in the relations produced in a perform

ance 
and how

 these connect to other aspects of reality; how
 

you can m
ake that bridge to reality closer or at least m

ore 
conscious. Conceptual A

rt, or critical thinking in art 
generally, tends to do that very w

ell, how
ever, it often 

does so from
 an institutionalised or academ

ic point of 
view. So this is an attem

pt to pit conceptual and 
im

provisational elem
ents against each other, to m

ake 
them

 not sit com
fortably in either place.

how
 people feel and think and react. A

nd how
 the 

audience and perform
er roles are disturbed, or are not 

clearly defined, understanding that this is still w
ithin the 

context of a concert that I’ve been invited to present. 
  

M
ATTIN

 SO
N

G
B

O
O

K
 #5

Produced in five parts 7 – 8 M
ay 2013

 
Part 1

Five m
usicians (M

attin, Joel Stern, A
ndrew

 
M

cLellan, D
ean R

oberts and A
lex Cuffe) record 

five spontaneous ‘songs’ of five-m
inute duration 

each in response to five different concepts (five 
different five-w

ord song titles).
 

Part 2
A

 tw
enty-five-m

inute concert at M
ake It U

p Club in 
five-m

inute sections structured by five instructions 
given to m

em
bers of the audience. Each instruction 

corresponds to a song concept from
 Part 1. 

 
Part 3

M
attin records vocals for the five songs in the form

 
of a ‘singing’ lecture at the Victorian College of the 
A

rts, M
elbourne. The audience only hears M

attin’s 
voice (he listens to the backing tracks on 
headphones).
 

Part 4
R

ecordings of Parts 1, 2 and 3 are superim
posed to 

create a tw
enty-five-m

inute album
 consisting of 

five songs of equal duration.
 

Part 5
R

ecord is released. TB
C.

 
V

CA 
8 M

ay 2013, Perform
ance-lecture 

for ‘A
rtforum

 Series’ at Founders 
G

allery, Victorian College of the A
rts, 

M
elbourne

 
M

attin records vocals for the five songs in 
the form

 of a ‘singing’ lecture at the 
Victorian College of the A

rts. The audience 
only hears M

attin’s voice (he listens to the 
backing tracks on headphones). They are 
handed a print-out of the follow

ing lyrics:

 1. W
H

AT ISN
’T M

U
SIC A

FTER
 CA

G
E?

 w
hen John Cage w

ent to the anechoic Cham
ber

at H
arvard in 1951, he w

as expecting silence
but he heard tw

o sounds:
 

1) his nervous system
 

2) his circulating blood
D

ouglas K
han, m

akes the point
that Cage w

ould also have heard a third sound
the sound of him

 discerning the tw
o other previous  

 
sounds

is then m
usic conceptual instead of perceptual?

after that everything can be perceived as m
usic

a dehearchisation of values
w

hich can also resem
ble today’s real subsum

ption in  
 

capitalism
it allow

s you to do anything because it know
s its pow

er for 
recuperation is as strong as ever
the point is not to treat all sounds as valid m

usic
but understand the relations that occur in
the production and the reception and
if possible change those conditions
 

2. AW
A

R
E O

F ITS O
W

N
 M

ED
IATIO

N
 punk, folk, im

prov
be as honest as possible
nothing to hide, you are real
record on the spot
inside of you
there is som

ething pure
a free spirit
that needs to be captured
for the w

orld to explore
but if Cage had to construct
the w

hole narrative
around the Cham

ber experience
for his 4’33’’
you had to construct
your believe in self-expression
your believe in lived unm

ediated experiences
you just never show

 the process
 

3. STU
CK

 IN
 O

U
R

 O
W

N
 TR

A
P

 like in a ham
ster w

heel
going around and round
exercising self-referentiality
discourse as a form

 of currency
in the art w

orld
how

 critical w
e are

going around and round
these com

plex term
s

going around and round
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A
udience ʊ

�Can you say som
ething about 

individual subjectivity and im
provisation?

 M
 ʊ

�I w
as talking about the production of sounds. 

Perform
ers usually have their instrum

ents and are very 
attached to w

hat they produce. There is a relationship 
w

here the act of im
provisation is attached inherently to 

the person acting w
ith the instrum

ent, and that is 
supposed to be the m

om
ent of freedom

 or im
provisation. 

B
ut that idea im

plies a form
 of agency that I think is very 

questionable today. Perhaps in the 1960s it w
as a w

ay to 
break aw

ay from
 certain rigid structures, m

usically, that 
had to do w

ith the score or the com
poser, or socially, w

ith 
cultural values inherited from

 the 1950s that w
ere too 

oppressive. B
ut people are now

 theorising how, for 
exam

ple, som
e of the dem

ands and struggles of M
ay ’68 

and the A
utonom

ia m
ovem

ent in Italy against the rigidity 
of factory production in favour of m

ore flexibility and 
m

obility, have been recuperated by neo-liberalism
. 

Extrem
e flexibility, fragility, the need for adaptability and 

risk taking —
 all elem

ents that im
provisation proposed as 

m
odes of critical production —

 are now
 qualities that 

capitalism
 dem

ands of you today. You have to be a good 
im

proviser just to survive.
W

hat is com
m

on is the em
phasis on the individual, 

and this ‘freedom
’ of the individual is certainly prevalent 

today. From
 a social, cultural and political perspective, 

basically, w
e have very little agency that can be trusted. 

Furtherm
ore, neuro-scientific research is questioning 

w
hether the notion of the self is a construction at the level 

of our brains. I’m
 very influenced by the w

ork of the 
philosopher R

ay B
rassier w

ho takes this research into 
account w

hen developing a concept of subjectivity that is 
not related to the self and, in fact, is alm

ost the opposite. 
The song ‘The A

ct A
cting O

n Itself’ deals w
ith that. It 

follow
s a collaboration w

e did tw
o w

eeks ago in G
lasgow

 
in a festival organised by A

rika called ‘Freedom
 is a 

Constant Struggle’, w
hich looked at the w

ay black radical 
political m

ovem
ents in the U

SA
 had extrem

ely close 
relationships to the cultural expressions of radical poetry 
and free jazz.

R
ay and I w

ere invited to explore the notion of 
freedom

 from
 our perspective. R

ay’s text questions the 
notion of freedom

 as a form
 of voluntary act that the self 

can execute. H
e argues that this is not freedom

, but a 
m

ore lim
iting exercise that he calls, referencing the w

ork 
of A

m
erican philosopher W

ilfrid Sellars, pattern-
governed behaviour. Pattern-governed behaviour is to act 
for a reason, in a largely unreflective w

ay (characteristic 
of anim

als). B
rassier is trying to link freedom

, instead, to 
acts of self-determ

ination. In his view, self-determ
ination 

generates form
s of activity in w

hich hum
ans becom

e 
agents of an act, follow

ing, com
pulsively, a rule generated 

through the act itself. The self-determ
ining act becom

es 

the subject, rather the individual voluntarily doing 
som

ething determ
ined by their ow

n pattern-governed 
behaviours. This is a very different perspective to the w

ay 
the notion of freedom

 has been understood w
ithin the 

context of im
provisation.

 
A

udience ʊ
�W

hy w
as it im

portant for you to 
sing so horribly?

 M
 ʊ

�I don’t think I can sing m
uch better than that. 

This is a very difficult context in w
hich to feel ‘in the 

zone’, but I w
as looking for that. Im

provisation doesn’t 
use the sam

e form
s of value judgm

ent as other m
usic and 

it’s not trying to be a pretty record. In fact, it is trying to 
do the opposite.
 

A
udience ʊ

�W
ere you trying to divert attention 

onto som
ething else, other than the perform

ance, 
by singing like that?

 M
 ʊ

�I couldn’t sing m
uch better than that. W

e recorded 
yesterday and the songs have no easy pattern. Everything 
is a bit like being in a void. So, w

hat do I do w
ith the next 

sentence? This kind of rigid structure m
akes it difficult 

for som
ething m

ore developed, and I’m
 not a good singer. 

B
ut that doesn’t m

ean I cannot sing. A
nd m

aybe som
e 

people did not find it as horrible as you?
 

A
udience ʊ

�There w
as som

ething very introverted 
about this perform

ance that m
ade m

e unsure 
w

hether I should be w
atching, as an audience.

 M
 ʊ

�That’s w
hat I find interesting. People m

ake these 
kinds of recordings in their bedroom

, and this is a 
classroom

. Som
e of the ideas behind this com

e from
 

discussions w
ith Joel in relation to the underground 

m
usic scene, here and in other places, w

hich attem
pts to 

present an ‘honest’ w
ay of doing things, as direct and 

unm
ediated as possible. B

ut often w
hat this approach 

does is to occlude its ow
n m

ediation. I w
anted to explore 

the opposite, to be as m
ediated, as unnatural, as possible. 

If they w
ant to m

ake it natural, then this is as unnatural 
as I could get. W

hat m
any people try to m

ake as 
transparent as possible, this is trying to render opaque.
 

A
udience ʊ

�A
re your lyrics alw

ays this theoretical 
or just today?

 M
 ʊ

�I’m
 interested in w

hat sits com
fortably 

w
ithin different types of language, and by trying to 

play around w
ith context you can realise the lim

itations 
and stereotypes of each type of w

riting. O
bviously 

as song lyrics, these m
ake m

e cringe, but that is 
also the point.

D
iscussion: ‘W

hy N
oise?’ at the International N

oise Conference, N
ew

 Low, M
elbourne, 5 M

ay 2013, 
photograph by A

lex Cuffe
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G

U
E

13 M
ay 2013, M

attin, Joel Stern 
and A

ndrew
 M

cLellan, Thai W
i-R

at, 
B

risbane
 M

 ʊ
�To w

hat extent did w
e m

anage to answ
er the 

question ‘W
hat Is N

ot M
usic?’

JS ʊ
�O

ne of the m
ain things you did, M

attin, w
as 

add the brackets after the question, w
ith ‘(after 

Cage)’ inside. It seem
s to m

e the key idea w
as the 

refram
ing of Cage’s 4’33” —

 the refram
ing of 

silence, and the rem
oval of certain aspects that are 

usually foregrounded in m
usic —

 to exam
ine the 

production of things beyond sound.
 M

 ʊ
�The difference betw

een Cage’s 4’33” and Erik 
Satie’s Furniture M

usic is instructive. Satie w
anted to 

blend m
usic into reality. In Furniture M

usic he claim
ed 

you should bring m
usic to all aspects of life, to w

eddings, 
all types of different activities so there is no 
differentiation, it is considered part of the environm

ent. 
People could say that it is like M

uzak …
 

JS ʊ
�…

 or am
bient.

 M
 ʊ

�O
r am

bient, but I think there is a difference. If you 
go far enough, this is w

here the production of m
usic is not 

serving the purpose of entertainm
ent but just com

bining 
w

ith reality. B
ut for that you need a revolution that breaks 

w
ith the division of labors that instrum

entalise m
usic for 

certain purposes. Satie is underm
ining and posing 

difficult questions about the cultural role of m
usic, w

hile 
w

hat John Cage is doing is to challenge the perception of 
w

hat m
usic can be. 

H
is interest is in aestheticising everyday sounds, so 

you have an aesthetic experience of sounds that are not 
considered m

usic but —
 and here is m

y point —
 he is not 

interested in understanding the social relations that exist 
in doing that and the political connotations that exist in 
that situation, and he him

self w
ants to rem

ain the figure, 
in the role of the com

poser. 
 

A
M

 ʊ
�O

ne of the biggest problem
s of the question 

is that in purely sonic term
s it is im

possible to think 
of w

hat is outside m
usic after Cage. It’s alm

ost 
fatal, unless w

e start thinking of m
usic not as 

organised sound but as organised listening, 
follow

ing the inquiry into the social relations that 
engender m

usic.
 

JS ʊ
�A

fter Cage, ‘W
hat Isn’t M

usic?’ w
ould be a 

practice that foregrounds the production of social 
relations rather than sound. For Cage, that is the 

thing that isn’t included som
ehow

 in his totalising 
of all action as m

usic.
 M

 ʊ
�So through a process of im

provisation, w
e can 

reflect, acknow
ledge and understand m

usic’s ow
n 

m
ediation and the conditions of its production. A

nd, 
further, develop a form

 of practice that tries to change 
those relationships and in doing so underm

ine the status 
of m

usic as m
usic.

 
JS ʊ

�So it’s im
provisation against m

usic, or 
im

provisation against …
 M

 ʊ
…

 ourselves as individuals, against established 
notions of im

provised m
usic and established and 

accepted form
s of cultural production that still relate to 

m
usic. A

fter 4’33” w
e can’t really further expand the 

notion of m
usic in Cage’s term

s, but through 
im

provisation w
e can underm

ine even further the notion 
of w

hat m
usic can be, and bring it into com

plex relations 
to other aspects of reality, as Satie w

as doing w
ith 

Furniture M
usic.

 
JS ʊ

�Cage does this, but as you said, it is very 
m

uch grounded in his personal political adherence 
to a certain kind of anarchism

 or individualism
. So 

m
aybe the other thing is to talk about w

hat you call 
m

usic’s or sound art’s fetishising of experience 
characterised by im

m
ediacy and accessibility. 

H
ow

ever, in your w
ork here, w

e felt that the 
audience didn’t know

 w
hat the w

ork w
as asking of 

them
. You produced an experience that w

as too 
am

biguous or contradictory or unresolved to be 
understood as m

usic.
 M

 ʊ
�It is countering the idea of transparency. 

In concerts, people are supposed to give you all that is 
needed to have a m

axim
um

 experience. That is the 
problem

 even w
ith Cage and experim

ental m
usic —

 that 
[a concert] is still grounded in this phenom

enological 
approach that connects consciousness w

ith phenom
ena 

from
 the first-person perspective. It puts an em

phasis on 
subjective experience. I com

e from
 a critique of that, 

w
hich then is not about transparency but about rendering 

opaque a situation w
here you don’t have all the elem

ents 
needed to think about yourself in relation to the w

ork. 
A

gain and again, it is trying to counter the idea of 
im

m
ediacy that generates a full picture w

here you go 
hom

e and say ‘I saw
 this concert and I saw

 this player and 
I can see they are very good because…

’. This is trying to 
do the opposite, to problem

atise those values of subjective 
experience: the phenom

enological approach to sound. 
This needs to be exam

ined closely w
ith a strong 

philosophical basis. This is also w
here I am

 close to R
ay 

A
udience ʊ

�If w
e acknow

ledge that all m
usic has 

conventions, then w
hat is the distinction betw

een 
im

provised and conventional m
usic?

 M
 ʊ

�H
istorically, im

provised m
usic has tried to 

constantly underm
ine its ow

n conventions, w
hile 

conventional m
usic is about generating conventions. 

This is som
ething I find very attractive about im

provised 
m

usic. It tries to identify stereotypes and turn them
 

around. If you go to Eddie Prévost’s im
provised m

usic 
w

orkshop he’ll propose the opposite: deal w
ith your 

instrum
ent as if it has no history. H

ow
ever, even though 

through this kind of naivety you can generate very radical 
and different w

ays of playing, I think it’s im
portant to 

understand how
 things relate to each other.

 
A

udience ʊ
�You point to the ‘unfreedom

’ of the 
voluntary act, w

hilst also inciting the audience to 
heckle you during perform

ances. Is there 
som

ething disjunctive in this?
 M

 ʊ
�It is not sim

ply ‘heckle m
e’. It is an attem

pt to 
destabilise the roles. I am

 heckling m
yself. This relates to 

the first song, W
hat Isn’t M

usic After Cage?, w
hich 

addresses the constant recuperation of w
hatever is 

produced; the connection that exists betw
een Cage’s 

assertion that there is no silence, and the fact that, in the 
context of a concert, som

eone is taking advantage of that. 
Capitalism

 w
orks sim

ilarly in that w
hatever you do, there 

w
ill be a form

 of recuperation and value production that 
allow

s for nothing outside itself to develop. I’m
 interested 

in exploring that tension, but not as a form
 of liberation 

—
 by heckling, the audience is not breaking aw

ay or 
freeing them

selves —
 but rather by understanding that 

this is not a clearly prescribed situation.
 

A
udience ʊ

�W
hat isn’t m

usic?
 M

 ʊ
�W

e are trying to answ
er that, though w

ithout 
perhaps getting very far. The Italian com

poser W
alter 

M
archetti is quoted as saying ‘if you think about m

usic 
it’s already m

usic’, and to a certain extent, D
ouglas 

K
han’s form

ulation of the ‘third sound’ heard by Cage in 
the anechoic cham

ber points tow
ards that also. If you are 

already contextualising it that w
ay, it is m

usic, especially 
w

hen w
e reach a point that is not about vibration in the 

air but, rather, w
hat happens in the brain.

 
A

udience ʊ
�W

hy then still sing?
 M

 ʊ
�If everything is m

usic, then this is as valid as doing 
som

ething else.

 

N
O

 B
R

O
W

10 M
ay 2013, M

attin and Sarah 
W

erkm
eister on ‘N

o B
row

’ radio program
, 

4ZZZ Studios, B
risbane

 
SW

 ʊ
�Tell us your opinion of ‘sound art’.

 M
 ʊ

�I don’t describe m
yself as a sound artist, even 

though there are sonic elem
ents I w

ork w
ith. It is not 

difficult to understand w
hy ‘sound art’ has becom

e so 
prom

inent in recent years: w
e can identify a total 

recuperation of the m
oving im

age in contem
porary 

art, all form
s of display —

 cinem
a, installation, video 

—
 and it seem

s like contem
porary art needs new

 
form

s of experience in order to continue to attract 
different people from

 different perspectives. So it 
needs a new

 ground, new
 fields. Taking into account 

the am
ount of art schools that are em

erging and the 
academ

ia around them
, there is so m

uch w
riting on, 

for exam
ple, cinem

a and the im
age. So w

hat is not yet 
‘perceived’ as contem

porary art? W
hat is an 

unexplored field? Sound. A
 problem

 w
ith sound art, 

specifically in typical ‘sound’ artw
ork, is that it 

fetishises experience. 
A

rt w
ants to create new

 types of experiences, 
and sound is a very easy field to recuperate. A

n 
audience can just focus on the type of sound produced, 
the type of experience produced in a room

, certain 
technologies, certain displays. B

ut as far as I know, it 
is one of the least critical practices im

aginable. It 
w

orks very w
ell for attracting new

 people into the 
contem

porary art space because it produces situations 
that aren’t trying to understand a certain context or 
conceptual fram

ew
ork, but are just about being there.

 
SW

 ʊ
�So is it often just spectacular?

 M
 ʊ

�O
ften that is the case. I have a friend w

ho did a 
huge sound art exhibition in the B

asque country, in a 
big industrial space that used to be a tobacco factory, 
but w

as being transform
ed into an arts centre. 

B
efore being renovated they asked him

 to curate an 
exhibition of sound art. H

e could w
ork in these rough 

spaces, stage spectacular w
ork, and out of the few

 
exhibitions they did, his w

as the m
ost successful one 

and also the m
ost attended. So it does attract people, 

and w
hile there are a few

 artists w
ho can be m

ore 
critical, generally sound art w

orks w
ithin specific 

practices tow
ards the generation of certain types of 

experience, rather than looking at the conditions of its 
ow

n production, or the relations that are being 
produced, or how

 it is instrum
entalised in the process 

of contem
porary art.
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B
rassier because he is extrem

ely critical of 
phenom

enology, precisely because it em
phasises 

subjective experience. 
If w

e take into account that the notion of the self is 
problem

atic and questionable today, that the notion of 
experience is a creation and a production com

ing out of 
the enlightenm

ent, or of bourgeois subjectivity that 
absorbs culture to acquire specific know

ledge w
ithin the 

developm
ent of capitalism

, if w
e also understand the 

notion of experience as a historical construction, then 
how

 can w
e take 4’33” and Cage and im

provisation and 
use it to question the phenom

enological approach to 
sound that em

phasises the notion of the self and of 
experience?
 

JS ʊ
�So to sum

m
arise, or distil this conversation 

into a m
ore concise proposition, it w

ould be to use 
im

provisation as a strategy not just to underm
ine 

the conventions of experim
ental m

usic after Cage, 
but also to use im

provisation to address the 
problem

s inherent in the phenom
enological basis 

of listening. 
W

hen you first arrived, I thought the 
challenge w

as a challenge to m
usic —

 w
hat is it 

for? w
hat is it doing? —

 and how
 to listen to 

som
ething that, in m

usical term
s, is not concerned 

w
ith notions of taste or aesthetic value. B

ut over 
the course of the project it becam

e clear that you’re 
not addressing the aesthetics of m

usic, but the 
politics of listening. W

hat is at stake is w
hether w

e 
listen as an individual subject w

ith an em
phasis on 

subjective experience, or w
hether w

e try to listen in 
a w

ay that allow
s us to analyse the situation. W

ith 
regards to ‘W

hat is not M
usic?’, the soft edge of 

the question is m
usical, but the hard edge is 

political and philosophical, w
hich deals w

ith how
 

to im
provise not only against m

usic but against 
individual subjectivity. 
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