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Luck had nothing to do with it, according to the German soc; 1oh:
opher (and pianist, music critic, and radio disk jockey) ThcodglaAzhilos.
The problem with radio transmissions was less a problem of Clx 11 e
or scattered hearing than of commandeered listening, Music :n:]?'ng
: ~making,

recording, distribution, and broadcasting were part of a sonic t
capitalism, which espoused easy listening as an adjuvant to eas l‘zp o
ing. Industrial socicty promoted an ethos of mechanical re c)tliti(z)nsum.
facile reproducibility that encouraged symphonic snippetfand F?)ll(nd
tunes that relied on the comforts of familiarity for their appeal to tl:y
hca.rt, the will, and the wallet. “Light” music was light on mcfrl?in heave
on ideology—an ideology of immediate pleasure and quick spendifv ; seri{’
o.us music, which required work of its audience, and cogitation revgarded
llstem'zrs with liberating alternatives of sound and sense. Recor'din tech-
Tlolo.gl.es always threatened to turn music into a commodity bygmak-
l:.gdl:" Into a marketable material, and technical demands for a narrow
ththf:?l::?vr:l:‘),'eff::cl‘ r:tr;%ilar:i(l placid dynamics made scrious music,
nearly prohibitive to r,ecord s'o "‘rseS:(;]rilml " r}’]'yllh(lnllca”y oA
for compositional inanijtj ; d e e ik econ‘l‘e conYeyanCCS
) 9 1es and routinized performances, pre-given and
Pre-accepted.” Avant gardes could e i i g
to create “legitimate élunct' 11 ireals W|t.h"gramoph0ne system
and audiences could ,benefi‘totfm out Speakes mu.src hitherto uilfezH 70
interrogation ofPerformanc rom repeated playmgs e keelner
gether sinister. 1 the ordi i pleces—s? he technolog)’. wasnots o]
being trained to perceive ]}r:ary run of things, however, listeners were
of the simple,” thyy i ¢ the complicated only as a parodistic distortion
less to the musica] ll:ls'??lse; further, they were being trained to attend
well-advertiseq voicz orl ies of a performance than to the celebrity of 2
to do with commodijt fWI.de])' photographed composer, which hadimgel
Y fetishism than mysic criticism. So popular (and

recorded, ang
2 repeated] ;
Adorng jp 1941,in 3 n.sysy broadeast) music had become a fixture, wrofe

. t ‘ |
i) T |~em- of response mechanisms wholly antagonistic
uality in free, liberal society.”?*
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Refrarned in the language of Hartley’s information theo 1
rated during and after the Second World War Jeans” Ty as e al.>o_
and Adorno’s problem of listening were both ’ mbf;s ] Problem of heanng
opposite ends of the spectrum of noise. Jeanspthc C}:’l:il?s:edu(r]idancy, at
that there was too much noise in all channels, biologllcell and trencahne lt Sf’e';‘
to allow for trustworthy broadcast from a radio studio over the ;:\f:‘:,is'
to the auditory cortex; Adorno the social philosopher made it seem that
there was too littlc.noise in most channels, cultural or political or jazz, to
prompt healthy variations that would stimulate the intellectual labor n;c-
essary toa critical take on the world and, hence, a wider ambit of personal
freedom. In the postwar terms of Bell Labs’ Claude Shannon (juggler,
unicyclist, and originator of digital circuit design) and MIT’s Norbert Wie-
ner (“ex-prodigy,” and formulator of cybernetics), the greater the redun-
dancy of symbols conveyed through any channel—with noise, always with
noise—the greater the certainty of reception but the more impoverished
the information. Call entropy, H, the freedom of choice in the symbols to
be conveyed: not just the varicty of symbols available but the rigidity of
the rules for selecting one over another, one after another. The greater the
randomness or freedom of choice, the greater the entropy and the greater
the uncertainty about what has been conveyed—not, mind you, the mean-
ing of the symbols, but the nature and number of the symbols transmitted.
With H approaching 100 percent, what comes through can be no more
than “white noise”—a statistical and (to Shannon) uncomfortably figura-
tive term which, externalized in acoustics, sounds like an oceanic wash
of random frequencies and amplitudes or (to the MIT psycho-acoustician
J.R. Licklider) “like the noise of Brownian motion, like the noise inherent
in a resistance... like ss-sh-hh-hh-hh.” With H approaching zero, when
there is scant choice of symbols to be transmitted and high redundanc'y.
the conveyance can be close to certain but the information may be nil.
With H around 5o percent, as in English messages (half of Wl’lOSC symb(lnl-
choices are determined by rules governing syntax and semantics), and with
memory operative (so that what comes before affects what comes next),
there can be greater certainty about what has been conveyed, since one can
closely calculate the probabilities of sequences of symbols and syllables.
Even so, if one considered, as did Wiener in 1949, tl‘x‘e percentage of spoken
words that reach the auditory cortex intact, then “the crude non-human
measurements” of statistical mechanics “fail to give an adequate account
of the tremendous losses of information inseparable“from nervous recﬁl"
tion and the transmission of language into the bra‘in.. ‘Case in point: \ll) e‘]‘(
leading thinkers had met in 1946 to discuss the .SIgmflcance of I-ct:(l Sac.
Mechanisms and Circular Causal Systems in Biology and the Social Sci-
ences,” the psychologist and field theorist Kurt Lawm had s.pok(;:n 30
quickly and deferentially that “from the noisy mechanical recording device
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we unfortunately have no record of tho.sul)stan@ (.)f any commenp,
made at the first meeting.” A hun'1an I‘?CL‘IV(‘T:‘S(‘]f‘-‘n()lS'\:, must g,
tend with noise as “intersymbol interference” or :spunou.s"
a function of all that comes through ,3.(<hannel of a specific l:’a“dwi(lth,
The consequence, which Shannon§ frwnd4Warrcn Wcav.er found most
“hizarre,” was that “tji:l two words information and uncertainty find they,
olves to be partners.

b“l‘_;;r‘:e hu}r)ulred years before, the English Ph)’fiCian Thomas Wiljjs had
written up second-hand accounts of “a certain kn}d of l?eafness. in which
those affected, seem wholly to want the Sense of Hearmg. Yet as soon a5
a great noise, as of great Guns, Bells, or Drums, is made near to the ears,
they distinctly understand the speeches of the by-standers, but this great
noise ceasing, they presently grow deaf again.” Aurists came to accept such
“paracusis” as a common paradox: the hard-of-hearing may hear better
in loud environments. The physics of this phenomenon, in which word
and noise were acoustically partnered, had been laid out for Knudsen by a
genial otologist: “high frequency vibrations which are little ones creep in
on the low frequencies which are big ones,” making speech temporarily
audible. This made no sense to someone of Knudsen'’s background. who
found that noise always got in the way of accurate hearing. In 1929 he

demonstrated to his own deep satisfaction that paracusis was paralogical:

noise never directly abetted hearing; rather, in noisy situations people

unconsciously and unself-consciously speak more loudly, enabling the

hard-of-hearing to make out more of their words. Now, with informa-

tion theory, paracusis seemed to be rearing its ugly ears again and (how

could this be?) as no less than a paradigm of communication: no noise,
no message.*?

s he
. ways con.
'"f‘"’mationl

Correlative or cause? Did noise make communication possible? Was
noise, like the bawling and babbling of infants, the nesting ground of all
messages? Or, like the call of the parasitic cuckoo, did it lay eggs in the
nest.s of other message-makers, confusing all species of sound?**? Infor-
:apon fheory Was agnostic: it made no assumption about prime movers.
m;)ilss: c‘;f:sctae)iil(::::vic and affected al! conveyance; this did not mean that
chastic (Pmbabilistiecyance' Cybernetics and the ensuing biophysics o.f sto-
omnipresence and ef){Pl.'OCESSeS would be less (glgdanﬁ&to identify noise as
an acoustemology, w}el(tor.- as asort of creator. The momentum for Sl:ICh
myths or L”“reti:;;] hesr.e it did not harken back to Babylonian creaFlon
for automata, SteamP YSICs, stemmed from feedback systems as conceived

engines, demographic curves, and thermodynamic

Processes, 234 M .

. e ore immediate]y. ;

trical eng; ately, it stemmed fro, i of elec-
gineers whe g suffor m the experiences

radio receivers, and pyb; ed through feedback from microphones,
1 cmploy feedbac 1o O7¢5S Systems, and whao by 1930 had begun
requency modulation and noise-damping circuits,

at best a clue about crosseq wires into a m Pllttmg Interference ang
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strengthening signals. The momentum camea:: tmdFalming e
done during the Second Worlq War on s(atislical??‘n ff("Clly o watk
to program a machine to decipher codes far fastcr) thqm) Bk S
how to incorporate binary electri
design anti-aircraft guns to achiev
by linking them to radar; how to ¢
u:ajt‘('“”ios and re-aimed the gu
As a mathematician and a theo
involved in those efforts at th,
laboring over noisy-c i
as the son of a world-famous

ns more swiftly than s :
rist of Brownii{n motit(})]: b\;i‘e:;:l:;i’::m

F y en
€ proving ground in Aberdeen, Maryland,
ftae - sh philologist, he applied the principles
of-adjuvant feedback to the analysis of speech itself, which could only be
acquired when an infant heard its own voice well enough to amend the
sounds it was making and align them with the select. inflected sounds of
its native tongue(s). Without error-correction and audible feedback alt
the days of our lives, our organs for spge‘c—rgrogigction were too ‘s>lo-pp\' to
prevent our slipping back into a vocal “deadness™ and, as with severe adult-
onset deafness, an inarticulate mumb]ing. In 1949 he and Jerome Wiesner
of MIT were collaborating on “a method to replace hearing by tactile
_stimulation,” so that the deaf, receiving patterns of stimulation through
electromagnetic vibrations at their fingertips, got the appropriate feedback
and could “participate in active speech.”*

Deaf communities by 1950 were embracing Braille but in no mood to
return to the brutal oralism of Alexander Graham Bell. In their Silent
Clubs, their League of Elect Sourds, and their National Association of
the Deaf, they mocked the oralist teachers who had not bothered, or
had actively refused, to learn any form of sign language. They had no
respect for educators who praised the dull stumbling grating noisiness
of those who still struggled with spoken language as if it were their only
recourse. How could it be “humane” to humor the deaf as half-articulate
children rather than to honor them for an eloquent and adult fluency that
happened to be, for the most.part, silent? In their own way, deaf activ-
ists with an ever-expanding lexicon and syntax of signing would teach
the hearing community that there was much to be learned from, and
through, silence. 2 T

Whether the quietness of a psychoanalyst who becomes a soun'ding
board amplifying the words of a client while attending to his “own inner
voice™ (Theodore Reik, Listening with the Third Ear, 1948) or the Pos“flate
Ofa.SPiritual life for the Trappist monk Thomas Merton, \\'h({se Th? Hatefs
of Siloe (1949) reintroduced the English-speaking world to CISICTCIa.n soli-
tude, the embrace of silence after 1945 had more to it than attentiveness

\.
)
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and insight. Ithad to be felt as an act of resistance, a form oforison,.a tactic

of erasure or detachment, for it ha'(l indclil)lx l)chi.n(l it f‘hc e .
shockwaves of Dresden, Aus.chwnz,'a.n(l Hln'osluma. Silence i al\vays
close to history,”wrote a Swiss Phy - ha(«zﬁlmu] o philosopi,
and then Catholicism for anchorage, or 1cn;ntage. here was an example
of this at the end of the last ‘Worl(l War, tlc”\\"“ar“that was a rebelljon of
noise against silence; when silence was powerfully present at least fo; ,
few days. . .[and] more pm(‘n.t l!lan all the horrors of the war. It coulq have
by ol int'lll“ncc""“t had Il().t been overrun and dcstmyg(] by
the noise of the whole industrial machmc. gctung.d()?n to work again.”
Cities these days were “enormous reservoirs of noise,” and airwaves oo,
for “God, the cternally cnntinuous:‘ has been dcll)oscd, and continuous
radio-noise ... installed in His place. Thus M:lx I’lcard,. whose The World
of Silence (1948) Merton held in high rc.gard.. If, \\'1:01?‘ l.’lca'rd, we feel like
animals lying in wait upon our own extinction \T’h]l‘? vsmkmg ever deeper
among the briars and bushes of the world of‘nmsc, Sflcncc could restore
tousa hopcful life, for it was the “natural basis of forgiveness and of love.”
But silence was becoming rarer: “no longer an autonomous world of its
own, it is simply the place into which noise has not yet penetrated... the

momentary breakdown of noise.””’

Momentary as the 433" of silence that became the soundmark of John
Milton Cage,’ Jr., a performance piece he credited to his few minutes
(433"7) in an anechoic chamber where no noise was supposed to penetrate
and he himself was the carrier. Son of that California engineer who, as may
be recalled, had patented a submarine diesel-propulsion system dismissed
by the Navy as too noisy, and who later improved on hydrophone sound
detection, Cage the younger seemed to pride himself on equal degrees
of acoustic hypersensibility and musical insensitivity (“The whole pitch
aspect of music eludes me. Whether a sound is high ‘or low is a matter of lit-
tle consequence to me”). In 1935, at twenty-three, while attending Arnold
Schoenberg's summer lectures at UCLA and haunting Los Angeles movie
theaters, he.became intrigued by the animations of Oskar Fischinger, a
}(l}erman ams.t. engineer, and cinematographer whose special effects had
b:li);:i]la:t‘:ntz Lang’s woman on the moon (Frau im Mond, 1929). Struck
t]:‘e . hrilcles etweer} .the abstract designs in expressionist cinema and
on Pgrojfctinpmc:‘ms lv151ble on ,f’ilm soundtracks, Fischinger had worked
sync with th%af:e °P“C§1 poetry” whose “absolute” geometries vibrated in
| —— quencies and rthythms of sound. His films, like the 1935

position in Blue, got Cage in the habit of “hitting and stretching and
-1 Ll rubbing everythine” t hand: s kg g d
to Holl)'“'ood in 1937 tau/ht C'g e Flschmger. i
.things have a sound, f;vengif afe t,o respect the “Buddhist belief that all
ing, accompanying, 3pq | e don’t listen or hear it.” By 1938, compos-

e ecturing in Seattle at Nellie Cornish’s School of

Music (and ar't, and modern dance), Ca i EVERYHOW g4,
future of music: “Wherever we oy \\hagte a;l] arrived at 3 credq on the
we ignore it, it disturbs us, When we ]men\t‘(‘ ear is mostly nojse When
sound of a truck at 5o m.p.h. Static between ?hlt we find it fascmating The
capture and control these sounds, to use the ¢ stations. Rain. We want to
musical instruments.”?* M notas sound-effects, but a5
Cage’sr

German D of Swiss and
to mentior §.°f‘919'(;l0t
= — :l.ve sounds.”
e e
tablcshpla’ sic (1940, for
househo nshee (1925)
ar‘1d other. 's Music for a
Five (md.Dl enware. The
Stl’eetv"”se' vid Rockola's
new pml?a‘ d jukeboxes,
half a mill Californian
who.had n r Hollywood
movies, evi “little Negro
boys...wh Witbues their
aural imag med “precious

Or a 1942 event:
“Through or | Tose erve-racking character
and become the" als'for a highly dramatic and expressive art form™?
Hadn’t Chicago jazzmen been doing that for decades, notwithstanding
Cage’s dismissal of jazz licks as too tame? Hadn’t Edgar Varése, reacting
to the soundscape of New York, already outpaced Cage in his studio at 188
Sullivan Street, “a cave of sounds, coming from bells, recordings, gongs;
and the music seems composed of fragments of music, cut and repasted like
a collage”? Thus Anais Nin, who heard Varése’s music as aptly deafening,
with a power that “suits the scale of the modern world. He alone can play
amusic heard above the sound of traffic, machinery, factories. ..a universe
of new vibrations, new tones, new effects, new ranges. ... In his room one
becomes another instrument, a container, a giant ear.” Why not attend
to Partch’s new forty-three-tone octave that explored new inter\‘/als. ans,
tunings? “People may leave my concerts thinking they have }.1eard ‘noise,
wrote Cage in 1943, “but will then hear unsuspected beauty m.th?r every-
day life.” Precious. Or laughable: the forte of Spike ]ones. and his Q]t)‘r‘ Slllck-
ers, who had been using klaxons, gunshots, and “junk 1nst’ruments since
the early 1940s, with chart-topping hits in 1942, Der 'Fuehrer s Face, ead; heil
Punctuated by a “birdaphone” or Bronx cheer., and in 1944, a Cocktai ls)foi
Two interrupted by hiccups, gurgles, and honking. Later would come a Due

and vapid.”}y
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