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THOU canst not end, and that doth make thee great,


Thou never dost begin that is thy fate.


Thy song wheels round as does the starry frame,


End and beginning evermore the same,


And what the middle brings we clearly see


Is what the opening was, the end shall be.


J. W. Goethe: Limitless, The West-Eastern Divan


It was Friday, and in the dining room the German clock maker wound up the clock.


Leo Tolstoy: Anna Karenina


Great things do not become dull when repeated. Only petty things need change and have to be replaced quickly by something else. The Great becomes greater, when we repeat it, and we our-self become richer and become quiet and become free.


Pope Benedict XVI









Preface


The alarm goes off at four o’clock on Sunday morning, but I’ve already been awake for half an hour. It’s due to the excitement. We’ve been away from Berlin for a long time. And for a long time, we haven’t been able to do what we are about to do – visit our favourite club.


The club has become so popular that on a Sunday night between one and six o’clock, you sometimes have to wait for 2 hours to get in. Yesterday, we went to bed at ten – probably just as the lights were being turned on over there for another non-stop night. We set the alarm so that when we get there, the queues at the entrance to the huge building have subsided. There’s no such thing as being late. A cup of tea, a sandwich and we’re on our bikes, riding through quiet side streets, then through Görlitzer Park. As we cycle across Oberbaum Bridge, S. comments on how beautiful it is to be out and about this early. “Only if you don’t have to go to work the next day, of course”, she adds. Well, we won’t be going to work. And we’re going dancing.


Berlin is bathed in a grey-blue twilight, the River Spree sparkles metallically. Past the Ostbahnhof, up the street of the Paris Commune, take a right into an unassuming cul-de-sac and ride through an industrial area, then past a long line of waiting taxis. And there it is in front of us, a dark mountainous shape – the former power station on Stalin Avenue.


We lock up our bikes and walk towards the building through a narrow passage between two fences. Here and there, an empty champagne bottle is lying on the ground. A torn T-shirt hangs on a pole and on another there’s a headdress that someone fashioned from a coat hanger and some tinsel. The closer we get to the building, the louder the rhythmic thunder gets; it seems to make the entire building shake.


At the entrance, there are a few people who look like they’ve had a long night. Quick, get inside, before it gets light outside. The steel door swings open and a bouncer waves us through with a quick nod. Behind the cash register there’s a huge staircase that looks like a backdrop to Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, left behind after shooting. Up a steel staircase that reverberates in time to the music and we find ourselves on a dance floor in a high-ceilinged hall; about 500 people are moving to the monotonous electronic beats as if it wasn’t already early morning; as if the city weren’t slowly waking up to go to church or Sunday morning shift, or to get fresh bread rolls and a newspaper from the kiosk.


No, time has stopped here; it has dissolved into endless loops. Loops that never stop moving, never arrive anywhere, loops that just go on and on. My thoughts get entangled in them; my body, cocooned in them, begins to move to their beat. At some point, my shirt is drenched in sweat. I am dancing on a platform at the edge of the dance floor. Below me, all around me, others are heaving to the same rhythm. Screams. Red flickering lights. Arms shoot up in the air, dovetailing with the hands of the clock, and time stands still. Things begin to rotate. All things.


I’m standing in front of the main entrance to Shibuya Station in Tokyo, at an intersection thought to be the busiest in the world. It’s six o’clock on an evening in November; it is almost dark and the city’s offices are emptying onto the streets. From all directions, thousands of commuters are surging towards the intersection. Behind me is the train station from which passengers emerge in short successive bouts, as if pumped into the open by a great muscle. They stop by the side of the road; the traffic is flowing past them. As soon as the traffic lights turn green, the crowd starts to march hectically. Hundreds of people hurry across the street in less than a minute. Only I remain standing. I let the crowd wash around me and as if in a trance, wait for the traffic lights to change their signal again. Once. Twice. Ten times. A hundred times. Neon advertisements flicker above the crossing. The commercials run simultaneously on three giant screens. Below, the traffic lights set the beat. If I wait long enough, the commercials on the screens repeat, just like the phases of the traffic lights are doing. If I wait longer still, it will get dark, then turn into day again, night again, and eventually, autumn will turn into winter. Everything repeats, faster and faster. Day after day, night after night. It’s light, then dark, light, dark, faster, faster, until there’s just a flickering around me.


The stroboscope transforms the movements of the people on the dance floor into a series of snapshots. The music turns out loop after loop, repeating itself and vibrating, and now the hall is full of huge machines. They are working – gigantic steel wheels, cranks and connecting rods moving with the same staccato rhythm as the forging hammers that come down on the workpieces. Gears interlock, pistons move in and out. Everything rotates, turns, booms. Now and forever. A man is shovelling coal into a blazing furnace. It’s Georg, No. 11811, the stoker from Metropolis. I can see around the globe now, where everywhere, slave-like, bent figures are working in semi-darkness, moving to the rhythm imposed on them by the machines. On a conveyor belt, thousands of hands assemble components to the beat. Once the devices are completed, they will be producing their own rhythm. In another corner, dark figures surround a large drum (or is it an oil barrel?), which they belabour, following the rhythm.


Everything is part of these infinite loops. Steam engines, centrifuges, drills, rotors, propellers, fans, crankshafts, two-stroke and four-stroke engines. Relays jangle, computer hard drives hum in time. All rotary machines, rhythm machines. They loop, tap, roll, oscillate and join loop to loop to loop to loop. Each a doppelganger of the previous one. Déjà vu after déjà vu.


The globe rotates, cells replicate, huge celestial bodies turn around each other, electrons rotate around the nucleus, matter vibrates. Endless vistas of space full of mirrors open up, one reflection reflecting the next, echoes reverberating through them, only to fade away and resound again, without end because every end is another beginning. Everything moves, all the time. Nothing begins, nothing ceases.


The big drum. Sometimes manic and demonic, sometimes infinite and exalted, sometimes merely annoying. I let the rhythms dance inside me and keep moving, my breath accelerating, my heart beating in time. The DJ’s records on the turntables continue to turn when we leave the dance floor and go back down the reverberating steel staircase to the exit. While time had stopped inside that machine room, it has been continuing outside. When we step outside, it’s already dark again. A gentle wind blows from the Spree; the street lights are on in Holzmarkt Street. In 8 hours’ time it will get light again.









Chapter 1


Now and Forever: Introduction


Everything remains the same, only the appearance changes.


Anton Webern


In 1983, I bought a Commodore 64 from my neighbour. The Commodore 64 remains the most-sold computer in history. My neighbour wanted a newer model, so I bought my first computer for 100 German Marks pocket money. It came with a manual for the BASIC programming language. At the time, computers had very rudimentary graphical user interfaces, and if you wanted to use them, you had to know a programming language. So, after playing a few rounds of Donkey Kong and Scramble, I set about entering my first BASIC commands into the computer.


According to the handbook, the first program to be tried was as follows:


100 PRINT “HELLO”


200 GOTO 100


RUN


BASIC, unlike other programming languages, has the advantage that its commands bear some resemblance to spoken English. The commands are arranged as a numbered list, which the computer processes one after the other. The PRINT “HELLO” command tells the computer to write the word “HELLO” on the display. The second command, GOTO 100, tells the program to jump back to the first command in the list, i.e. to PRINT “HELLO”. The RUN command tells the computer to start executing the program. This little program did nothing but write the word “HELLO” on the monitor, over and over – in capital letters, one letter at a time.


Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello Hello


Although I was unaware of the term “loop” at the time, I had created a small loop on my computer – a program loop, which repeated the same thing over and over. The computer continued to write the same word on the monitor and did not stop until I turned it off.


I do not recall that this program, the first one I ever “wrote”, made a big impression on me in any technical sense. But I still remember its effect – it had mesmerized me. As though hypnotized, I had watched as the word “Hello” rolled over the screen, line after line in the clumsy BASIC font, white on a blue background. The slow, consecutive appearance of the words had been both soothing and stimulating.


Just like after the consumption of certain drugs, I felt completely focused and relaxed at the same time. I had lost any sense of time. I stared at the words, the blurred letters that appeared on the screen one after the other. I do not remember how long I continued watching the lines crawl across the screen. It might have been minutes, or as long as half an hour before I turned the machine off.


I never repeated this strange experiment. And I might as well admit that my BASIC programming skills progressed very little after that. But the computer’s unceasing repetition, which would have continued to this day had I not turned it off, did leave a lasting impression on me.


Almost 30 years have passed since then. Along with the computer, loops have acquired a place in our daily life that is as far-reaching as it is largely unnoticed. It’s not only in the computer programs we use daily that loops are continuously running. In the last decade, they have emerged from the background of life, and are now a part of our lives that cannot be ignored.


Repetitive animations tell us to put the debit card in the ATM, musical loops keep us hanging on while we wait for the call centre to answer. The ringing of mobile phones and the endlessly repeated commercials on the screens of large train stations are loops. On CNN, the news tape at the bottom of the screen shows stock market prices and newsflashes in a continuous loop. Spectacular news images are run as non-stop loops during special broadcasts while experts debate.


The data, the video images, seem to have taken on a life of their own. It is as though these recordings of life do not wish to exist only as inanimate information on hard disks, tapes or diskettes; it is as though they want to find a way back to the world of the living. And what repeats itself is not dead.


This book will attempt a reading of the “state of the human soul from the sundial of human technology” (Theodor W. Adorno) by telling the story of the loop. In doing so, it will try to elucidate the effect and the significance of the loop. However, the focus will not be on loops like the ones previously referred to, those that surround us in daily life. Instead, I will focus on the visual arts and music, fields in which loops have become an important design element in the second half of the twentieth century. Loops, for me, are part of a culture of repetition. They reflect the creative possibilities of repetition in digital media.


What, exactly, is a loop? The word has established itself as a technical term for short sound and image sequences that can be repeated indefinitely, both in the world of music and in the world of audio-visual media, whether analogue or digitally recorded. Anyone who can conjure up an image in connection with the term “loop” will probably be thinking of a strip of tape or film that is glued together to form a loop. Today, loops – both audio and visual – are usually generated on a computer.


Let us imagine such a loop. Imagine how a piece of recording tape, ends glued together, proceeds laboriously through the tape deck, again and again. Or imagine how a short sound file is repeated by a music program. Let us imagine how it reproduces a sound fragment, over and over. A few seconds of laughter, for example. “Ha, ha!”, “Hahahaha. Hahahahahahahaha.” The longer the laughter loop lasts, the more superhuman it comes across. Depending on the listener’s state of mind, it may become funnier and funnier the longer it plays, and may even have a contagious effect. Or it can create an increasingly demonic and terrifying effect – as in the techno track Do Not Laugh by Josh Wink, which is based on looped laughter.


When a sound is looped, the loop can make time stand still. The immobilized sound embalms the moment. As the world-weary Faust closes his deal with the Devil, he imposes one condition – he will allow the Devil to take his soul if, at that moment, the Devil can get Faust to say, “please stay! You are so beautiful!” The tape loop fulfils such a wish, a wish that is blasphemous and deeply romantic at the same time. Loops promise that the beautiful (but also terrible) moment does not have to pass, but may linger, now and forever. That it can be repeated until desire is transformed into weariness. Or until ennui becomes transcendence.


Repetition per se has, of course, always been an important means of aesthetic expression in the arts. The charm of music is to be found precisely in the interplay between repetition and variation. Barely varied forms of repetition play an important role in such different styles of music as the Brazilian samba and the Javanese gamelan, in the Moroccan ganawi music and the Eastern European polka. Repetition is found in the percussion music of West Africa and in Indian tabla music, in the funk music of James Brown, in Ravel’s Bolero, in the canon Brother Jacob and in Sweet Home Alabama by Lynyrd Skynyrd. And these “minimalist” forms of expression are not only normal in music, but also in the visual arts. The ancient Greek and Roman mosaics and the Moorish alicatado tile images on the walls of the Alhambra, Arabic calligraphy or Josef Albers’ Homage to the Square are all based on repetitive structures. But this book is not about these forms of repetition.


It is about music and art forms that are shaped and characterized by repetition because they are produced using the machines of modern media, the computers. The optical toys of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the wheel of life, the zoetrope or Ottomar Anschütz’s “Schnellseher” [speed viewer] were all loops, albeit without making any decidedly artistic use of the special possibilities that their technological forms suggested. That is why this book is not about them either. Rather, it is about artists who have utilized the possibilities of repetition the technology offers to create an aesthetic concept.


Machines have been making sounds and images into loops for more than half a century. In the fields of music, film and the visual arts, this method has been used to achieve very different aesthetic objectives. In my story of the loop, the first artist who worked systematically with loops and their aesthetic possibilities was French composer Pierre Schaeffer, who created his first musique concrète compositions shortly after the Second World War, using “skipping” records.


The arrival of the new medium of magnetic tape made it easier to produce such sound loops. Schaeffer and, following him, an entire generation of composers started a thorough investigation of these new musical possibilities. Soon, in centres for experimental and electronic music, as well as in many recording studios where pop music was produced, long tape loops were coiled around tape reels, guide rollers, microphone stands – and even around ball point pens, beer bottles and wine glasses.


Loops became one of the most important new tools for producing electronic music. But those composers who were among the first to work with loops, for instance, Schaeffer, Karlheinz Stockhausen or Pierre Henry, generally tried to avoid drawing attention to the loop’s repetitive qualities. It was the succeeding generation of post-war composers that focused on just that: the music of the American minimalists consisted of nothing other than uninterrupted, minimally varied repetitions, of patterns. This technique was developed by minimalists Terry Riley and Steve Reich in the mid-1960s and arose directly from their experiments with tape loops. Many other music genres were to adopt this approach and turn the repetitive possibilities of recorded media into a foundation for compositions.


From the 1970s onwards, popular music was increasingly shaped by loops and by the extremes of repetition made possible by technology. Entire genres like hip-hop, electro, house, techno or one Giorgio Moroder’s electronic disco are based explicitly on repetition by means of media technology and they have developed original forms of expression based on loops. These, in turn, have become the basis of complex sub- and youth cultures, influencing whole generations with their own manners, fashions and codes of behaviour. And not infrequently, these loop-based art forms have also been the foundation of flourishing business endeavours.


In the visual arts and experimental cinema, artists and filmmakers like Bruce Connor, Nam June Paik, Peter Roehr and Lutz Mommartz began working with film strips that were continuously fed into the projector as loops. The same time frame saw the development of the Minimalist Music genre. Such works fit perfectly into an arts scene that had begun to develop an unexpected taste for repetition. Amazing enthusiasm for repetitions and series, for lists and arrays, is a characteristic of minimalist art, pop art, conceptual art and the performance arts of the 60s and 70s.


In 1965, video cameras and recorders appeared in the consumer marketplace and were discovered as a new medium by a number of artists. Soon after, artists like Nam June Paik, Klaus vom Bruch or Dara Birnbaum began to repeat themselves, over and over, in their video works, installations and performances. In video art, the loop became an important formal tool that has continued to shape the works of artists like Rodney Graham, Daniel Pflumm, Francis Alÿs, Paul Pfeiffer, Stan Douglas, Douglas Gordon, Carsten Höller, Safy Etiel and Matthias Müller to the present day.


In view of this, it is difficult not to wonder why loops have not been seen as one of the significant aesthetic elements of the last decades.1 From a historical perspective, loops would seem to be one of the most important forces in the culture of the second half of the twentieth century. Today, they have become such an influential form of expression in so many fields that I think it is appropriate to refer to them as a “cultural form”.


How did the loop become so popular in music and the visual arts? How could a style of music such as techno, which is based on continuous repetition, become a youth movement? And what was so dangerous about this music, which reminds many people of Chinese water torture, that the UK Parliament even passed a law in 1994 in the Criminal Justice Act to prohibit the playing of music “that totally or mainly consists of series of repetitive beats” outdoors?2


Especially in Western culture, repetition has traditionally been regarded as boring and soul-destroying. “You’re repeating yourself!” is intended as a criticism. Or, “it’s always the same story with you!” Or, as if someone had been able to see the triumph of loops coming, “can’t you change the record?” In the intellectual history of the twentieth century, repetition has had a bad name, something that will be discussed in detail later. For the moment, it will suffice to recall Freud’s idea of the pathological “compulsion to repeat”. The Frankfurt School, and especially Theodor W. Adorno, were harsh critics of repetition in mass media and popular music, which they saw as regressive and soporific. Adorno declares,


what repeats itself is healthy, like the natural or industrial cycle. The same babies grin eternally out of the magazines, the Jazz machine will pound away forever. In spite of all the progress in reproduction techniques, in controls and the specialities, and in spite of all the restless industry, the bread which the culture industry offers man is the stone of the stereotype.3


Contemporary Westerners have grown accustomed to looking at life as if it were moving forward in a linear progression. Repetitions were primarily regarded as an element of delay on a forward path. The idea of “circular time” (Jorge Luis Borges) seems strange and suspicious in Western culture. Peter Handke writes in his novel Across that it is striking “how the repetitions in current phrases usually impress me as something evil, pathological, or even criminal. Could one not, on the other hand, speak of refreshing repetition as opposed to wearisome repetition; voluntary repetition as opposed to forced repetition? The possibility of repetition as opposed to the danger of repetition?4


The loop contradicts the teleological directionality of the Western Christian world towards a better life after death as much as it contradicts the Modernist belief in progress. Those who work hard will achieve their objective. – Whoever is good in this life will go to heaven when he dies. – Whoever pays his social security taxes will get a pension later. – The course of history is a history of class struggle that “naturally” leads to revolution, the dictatorship of the proletariat and, finally, to a classless society. The Westerner’s present has always moved towards such a future.


The loop, as a cultural form, contradicts such ideas. Art works and compositions based on loops often create a feeling of an “endless present” or “cyclical time” in their audience. These concepts are in direct opposition to the modern understanding of time and history as constant “progress”. Time’s arrow was the phrase used by Harvard professor Stephen Jay Gould in his influential book to describe the Western notion of history: time as an arrow shooting toward a target. In contrast to the concept of time as an “arrow” moving forward, Time’s Cycle, for Gould, represents the cyclical, periodic concept of time, as it is perceived in many non-Western cultures. Insofar as loop-based art and culture contradict a linear understanding of time and history, they also represent a critique of, or alternative to, that understanding.5


The teleological-linear orientation of Western culture is also reflected in Western art. The traditional music of the West, whether folk songs, pop songs or Beethoven symphonies, as a rule has a narrative, teleological orientation. It is organized to follow a functional harmonic schematic of tension building towards a climax – in the process of movement, the music develops towards a goal, a resolution, a climax. Music based on loops, on the other hand, is non-narrative and non-teleological. The music just goes on and on, an evolution without direction, in which the listener no longer has to follow a strict musical development, but rather, is confronted with the cyclical, repetitive movement of short musical patterns.


Whether Minimalist Music or techno – this type of loop-based music refuses to fit in with the compositional development of motifs and the like. As in the famous dream of Friedrich August Kekulés, in which the molecular structure of benzene appeared to him as a snake biting its own tail, in techno, loop-based music is a “monkey’s dance” of rhythmic sound events, one following the next, “long rows, often joined together densely…winding and rotating like a snake”, as Kekulé described the molecular loop-structure of benzene that appeared to him in a dream vision after some glasses of punch.


Significantly, the triumph of repetition in the world of culture coincided with the very moment when the first cracks appeared in the euphoric belief in progress and the exaggerated optimism of the modern age – in the second half of the twentieth century. One of the maxims of the Enlightenment and the modern era was that humanity would follow a path of progressive (and progressing) development in which the rapid advances of science and technology would lead to more justice, humanity and self-determination.


However, the Second World War, the Holocaust and detonation of the first atomic bomb showed that the scientific and technical progress of the modern era had by no means led to a more just and enlightened global society, on the contrary, it had been a prerequisite for the most terrible barbarism in the history of mankind. That the “fully enlightened earth…” would come to radiate “disaster triumphant”,6 as expressed in Dialectic of Enlightenment by Horkheimer and Adorno, triggered increasing doubts in the post-war generation about the maxims of progress that had defined the modern era. This is the context in which the emergence of repetition-orientated artistic and musical schools, such as minimalist art and Minimalist Music, played out like an unexpected retarding moment in the modern era, a kind of pause or rejection of the “Western mobilization civilization” (Peter Sloterdijk).


This process culminated in a period marked by two symbolically charged dates – the simultaneous end of the second millennium and twentieth century. In this double “fin de siècle” mood, contemporary, postmodern philosophy proclaimed the “end of the grand narrative” (Jean-Francois Lyotard) while journalism proclaimed “the end of history” (Francis Fukuyama) after the fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of the Warsaw Pact. The German historian Achim Landwehr has shown in his book Geburt der Gegenwart [The Birth of the Present] that our perception of time is a cultural construction.7 The assumption borrowed from Newtonian physics of a homogeneous time flowing inexorably forward is a specifically modern concept that has dominated modern times. This concept of time was not, of course, suddenly overturned in the last years of the previous millennium, but the sudden success of loop-based music may be a sign that time might have appeared to some as arrested, jammed, compressed or even transformed into a closed loop. Loop-based culture was an appropriate reflection of the “timeless time” of the era. Because one of its most important characteristics was not to develop further, not to demonstrate progress. It seems fitting that the 1990s saw the coming together of techno-as-music and the youth culture phenomenon.


But this book is not a book about electronic dance music either. Numerous excellent studies have been published in recent years about its history and aesthetics, and it is not necessary for me to rework it.8 Rather, I am concerned with the prehistory and early history of a development that ultimately led to styles based entirely on media repetition, such as techno and hip-hop.


Why did artists and composers from such widely varying backgrounds suddenly start working with loops in the second part of the twentieth century? How did music based on minimally varied repetitions catch on? Upon what aesthetic assumptions was the phenomenon based? I find it amazing that a musical style such as techno, which has so little to do with what we in the West are taught about music in school or instrumental lessons, was able to grow into a kind of mass movement at the end of the twentieth century. I was amazed when this music first appeared, and I am still amazed. My amazement is the reason for me to write this book – to answer these questions for myself.


The answer suggested in this book, in broad strokes, is this: the form of loop-based music and art is a direct result of the fact that these art forms are created with electronic devices, with machines. The artists have made the characteristic properties of these media machines into an art form. They were created with turntables, tape recorders and video equipment, with synthesizers, sequencers and computers. And these devices are – like all machines – repetitive creations. They reproduce and repeat.


The visual arts and music that make use of these devices used the technical imperative of reproduction and repetition in the loop as their subject matter and developed their specific forms from this. The development from the initial, tentative experiments with loops into musical styles that emerge out of loops took place in a constant interplay between the media technology that made such repetitions possible and a culture that was increasingly prepared to accept such repetition as an artistic method. The presentation of this interaction is the most important concern of this book. The artistic work with loops seems like an attempt to develop an element of difference from the mechanical repetitions of technological media (tape recorders, sequencers or computers), that is, from the immaculate and faultless expiration of machine time. What Gilles Deleuze writes in Difference and Repetition about the role of the imagination in repetition also applies to the artistic work with loops – “the role of the imagination, or the mind which contemplates in its multiple and fragmented states, is to draw something new from repetition, to draw difference from it.”9


As I will show, the best artistic works with loops are always concerned with bringing their “complicated inner repetitions” (Gilles Deleuze) into view. Artistic work with loops is therefore also an attempt to curb or tame the seemingly overpowering technology by lending slightly irregular, “organic” traits to its precise, periodic pounding. Artists have either manipulated the technology they used to create loops, or they have prompted their audience’s perception to produce such differences by playing with the mechanically perfect repetitions of the recording media. Loop-based art and music must therefore always have a phenomenological component. It is no longer primarily about what the artist or composer is trying to say or express. Instead, this type of music and art deals with the body of the listener or viewer and the conditions of their perception. This shift in the roles of the art-producer on the one hand, and the art-consumer on the other is the most radical aesthetic innovation that loops have introduced into the art and music of the postmodern era. Art and music using loops, therefore, are not “anti-progressive” per se, that is, they do not celebrate stasis and stagnation. They are neither a negation of progress, nor an aestheticization, nor even a celebration of compulsive repetition (Sigmund Freud), an eternal recurrence of the same (Friedrich Nietzsche) or a negative infinity (Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel), for which a “Hauntology” in Mark Fisher’s sense would be responsible.10 As a surprisingly flexible artistic tool, loops are used by artists for widely differing purposes. If their repetitive features were at the centre of the artist’s cognitive interest, then it was not on account of the paralyzing, but of the productive moment of repetition. Diedrich Diederichsen writes:


anyone who has experienced something new in the sameness of the loop is dealing with a much harder “new” than those who experience it in a structure where the occurrence of the new is intended, as in conventional narration…If something that is the same becomes different, and something that is different becomes the same, then we know better where we stand. We are making progress. Well, you get ahead in the loop.11


Seen from a present-day perspective, working in loop-based art seems like a kind of grassroots movement in which artists, composers and musicians from very different backgrounds participated for very different reasons. Some of them did know of others who worked in the same way. But many came up with the idea of making art using technology-based repetitions without any knowledge of predecessors or contemporary practitioners; they did it because the media itself suggested these methods to them. In the following story of the loop, we will meet some very well-known, recognized artists, e.g. Andy Warhol, Ken Kesey and Karlheinz Stockhausen. But there will also be outsiders – like jazz composer and instrument maker Raymond Scott – who are probably known only to specialists.


This is therefore not a history book in the strict sense of the word. Although the chapters are arranged in roughly chronological order, it is not my intention to write a definitive narrative, and this book does not claim to be an exhaustive treatment of the subject. It can’t be about recounting all the artistic or musical experiments that have been done with loops; otherwise, its scope would have expanded into the infinite and it would be unreadable. Rather, I have tried to trace the aesthetics of the loop by concentrating on episodes and works that I regard as “key events” in the development of the loop as an artistic form of expression. Some of these key events involve artists like the minimalist composers Terry Riley and Steve Reich, whom one would expect to find in a history of the loop. Others, like Elvis, The Beatles or Ken Kesey, probably wouldn’t be associated with loops in the minds of most people.


From the key events I will develop the historical and discursive framework in which they happened. The focus will be on music, because no other art form can handle repetition with more virtuosity than music. I will consider loops in the visual arts mainly in terms of their points of contact with music.


The book is divided into two parts. The first part is about loop-based works from the immediate post-war period until the end of the 1950s. In this period, loops in music were almost exclusively used to create sound effects (film and other visual loops played practically no role at that time). The repetitive characteristics of loops were, amazingly, almost never used to create rhythms and patterns – the explanation for this, I believe, lies in the still dominant, late modernist rejection of “soulless” repetition. Composers such as Karlheinz Stockhausen, who were working with loops at the time, did so in order to produce sounds that had not been heard before. Part I of the book is therefore called Into the Sound.


In the first chapter of Part I, I will – starting with the first films of Edison, which were presented as loops – introduce the modernist rejection of strict, technology-made repetition and some of the early critics of “mindless, regressive” repetition from the worlds of philosophy and culture. Thereafter I will describe some of the early stages in the development of the loop as a means of artistic expression. The early Noise Etudes by Pierre Schaeffer, which I consider to be the first example of a conscious use of loops as an aesthetic tool, will be the focus here. The third chapter deals with Karlheinz Stockhausen, whose own introduction to the use of loops was listening to Schaeffer, but who came to use loops for completely different purposes than Schaeffer. While Schaeffer was, above all, concerned with creating music out of common noises, using loops to structure these noises, Stockhausen used tape loops to expand the compositional methods of serial music, adding timbre to pitch in a bid to achieve complete control of the sound.


I will then go on to discuss an episode which, while generally considered a milestone in the history of pop music, was equally important in the popularization of tape loops: the Sun Sessions of Elvis Presley. Even in these first Elvis recordings, which were to catapult him to fame, loops were already in play. I will argue in this chapter that the tape recorder echo, which was used to alter Elvis’ voice during these recordings, influenced both his singing style and artistic persona. At the same time, I will show that the Sun Sessions are also the beginning of a kind of pop music that is no longer the simple playback of live performances, but rather, the product of technical interventions, manipulations and production tricks, with the recording studio itself becoming an instrument.


The first part of the book ends with a chapter on an instrument maker who was working on new technical instruments based on the principle of loops: Raymond Scott. He is not the only one who worked on this project at that time, but his contribution is so important that it justifies dedicating an entire chapter to him.


Part II of the book is called Into the Rhythm because it deals with the development of loops from the early 1960s onward, a time when they were increasingly used for their repetitive and metrical qualities. The second part begins with a chapter on the German artist Peter Roehr, who, in the mid-60s, was one of the first to work with raw image and tone loops. In the 60s, technical repetitions irrevocably found their way into the canon of art and music. In terms of method, Roehr was close to American minimalism, and his relatively unknown work even precedes this movement in strict historical terms. I will use his example to discuss some of the intellectual foundations that led to repetitions being no longer regarded as soul-destroying and boring, but instead as legitimate aesthetic means. To this end, I will discuss the often underestimated influence of phenomenology, especially that of the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and of Fritz Perl’s Gestalt therapy in the USA, on the art and music of this period. I will show that these two schools of thought influenced not only American minimalist art, but also the psychedelic movement, which was emerging at that time.


The first musical movement to emerge directly from the use of repetitive tape loops was American Minimalist Music. In the second and third chapters of Part II, I will therefore show how a musical style appeared from an engagement with tape loops which still has an influence on both serious music and pop music today. First, I will use the example of a unique collaboration between Andy Warhol and La Monte Young, the founder of Minimalist Music, to show how they, respectively, developed an art form and a musical form from a confrontation with stasis as an aesthetic principle, and what remarkable parallels existed between these seemingly so different artists.


While the minimalism of La Monte Young was one of stasis, of long, standing tones, or drones, the music of the other two important minimalists was characterized by repetitive patterns. In the chapters on Terry Riley and Steve Reich I will show how, in their early tape pieces, they developed their compositional techniques from their work with tape loops.


An example of how the tape loop from the electronic music of the post-war period infiltrated the pop culture of the Swinging Sixties can be found in the phenomenological experiments that the writer Ken Kesey (author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest) performed using tape loops with his group, the Merry Pranksters. From these, he developed a kind of “psychedelic heuristics”. With Kesey and the Merry Pranksters, tape loops became an important part of the psychedelic culture of San Francisco in the late 1960s. Loops were used at many important events of this period – for example, the Acid Test and other Be-In events – as elements of multimedia spectacles with live music, projection images, light shows and performances. In their psychedelic phase, The Beatles experimented with tape loops. The fifth chapter shows how their experiments with loops inspired by Stockhausen and Riley led to one of the most unusual pop songs of the 1960s: Tomorrow Never Knows.


The culture of the collective musical spectacles, which decisively shaped the psychedelic period, was also one of the starting points for the disco culture of the 1970s – a repetitive, partly loop-based music that became the foundation of ecstatic dance marathons. As a final case study, I will examine I Feel Love by Donna Summer and Giorgio Moroder. Not only can this piece be considered the best example of the electronic variety of 70s disco that was based on sequencer loops, it is also an early precursor of the techno music of the 1980s and 1990s. The final chapter summarizes the book’s insights.


My account begins with a filmed kiss, endlessly repeated by technological means, which provoked both amusement and stark horror in audiences. It concludes with the electronic robot sex of Donna Summers’ I Feel Love, one of the most successful and momentous hits of the disco era, which, with its throbbing synthesizer riffs, took the theme of repetition and reproduction to new heights, making the repetitive theme a part of its aesthetic concept.


“It takes courage to want repetition”, Kierkegaard writes in his essay Repetition. “He who wills repetition is a man, and the more expressly he knows how to make his purpose clear, the deeper he is as a man.”12 Kierkegaard was not thinking of the technical repetition of the loop. But his remarks were written at a time when revolutionary technological progress had led to a state in which men’s lives were becoming more and more influenced by mechanical repetition – work in the factories, mass production, the appearance of mass media.


“In manufacture and handicrafts, the workman makes use of a tool; in the factory, the machine makes use of him. In manufacture, the motion of the implement proceeds from him; in the factory, he only follows the movements of the machine,” writes Marx, for instance, in Das Kapital.13 Elsewhere, he points out that “man is a very inadequate instrument when it comes to the performance of continuous, uniform movement”. Continuous, uniform movements are what the machines in the factory force the worker to do. Marx condenses this observation into the concise phrase “the tools of production kill the worker”. To make the workers into a willing “appendage of the machine”, and to teach them to do work consisting of endless repetitions – these were among the most difficult tasks faced by early capitalists, as is well-known. “The imperative and behavioural demands of wage labour, sentenced, regardless of biological and climatic rhythms, to repeat the same monotonous motions every day, to arrive on time at the factory and not to leave before closing time, were absolutely alien to pre-industrial man,” writes Götz Eisenberg. “Their lives followed a different rhythm and they did not yet know the strict separation of working and living.”14 To accustom workers to the repetitiveness of machine work and the linear time of capitalism effectively, some factory owners had lackeys fetch them from their homes and virtually drag them to work; at times they would impose draconian punishments for dawdling or for leaving the workplace.


Michel Foucault discusses this in Discipline and Punishment, his study of the emergence of “enclosed environments”, such as prisons, schools and factories. These enclosures made possible the “dictatorship of punctuality” and the “micro-justice of time”. He, too, emphasizes the enormity of the difference between division of time in pre-industrial and industrial work. For the people in Europe before the Industrial Revolution, writes Foucault, life was not primarily work, but “pleasure, unsteadiness, celebration, tranquillity, needs, coincidences, desires, acts of violence, robberies, etc”, and “this quite explosive, momentary and discontinuous energy must be transformed by capital into labour-power, something which implies compulsion.”15


With his focus on the emergence of anonymous power structures, Foucault pays little attention to the role that factory machines played in transforming workers into efficient cogs of the industrial process. But it is precisely the “worker’s dependence on the continuous and uniform movements of the machine” (Karl Marx) that the labour movement of the nineteenth century saw as a drastic symptom of the “tyranny of technology”. The dull monotony that characterizes factory work has, since this period, been one of the most important arguments against it.


The criticism of rigorous mechanical repetition is found not only in the political theories of the day, however, but also in the arts. The romantics, as intellectual contemporaries of both Marx and the Industrial Revolution, responded to these developments by celebrating the unique, the peculiar, the original. The art and culture of the modern era has inherited the dislike of the “unpleasantly correct, soulless rhythm of the singing machine” (ETA Hoffmann)16 from the Romantics. The arts of classical modernism have almost obsessively presented themselves as the Other in relation to the eternal repetition of everyday life and technology. The avant-garde of the twentieth century saw itself as dedicated to continuous progress and celebrated shock, the unique, the entirely new.


Modernism, with its fixation on newness, seems almost to be a “grand movement to escape the curse of repetition”.17 This attitude has continued up to the present time, finding expression in the preference for craft products rather than factory-made, handmade things rather than machine-made, antiques instead of Ikea furniture, and homemade jam instead of Nutella. These are only some examples of the kinds of things in which the “movement to escape mechanical repetition” has sought refuge.


In high culture as much as pop culture, modernism has found impressive images for the horror of the inhuman repetition required by technology: from the Gothicism of the nineteenth century – with their homunculi, artificial humans, ETA Hoffmann’s Olympia, Frankenstein’s monster and others – to the cyberpunk of the 1990s with its cyborgs, humanoid robots and the repeatedly portrayed “Rise of the Machines”, as in the Terminator and Matrix films. These scenarios can be read as a symbolic process of coping with the horrors found in the world of machines, unleashed in the modern era.


Cinema in particular has produced powerful iconic images to symbolize the fear of machines and their endless repetitions; for example, in Chaplin’s Modern Times, the little tramp goes crazy doing the soul-destroying, repetitive work on the assembly line before he is literally devoured by a machine. Fritz Lang’s Metropolis also portrays workers as dehumanized extensions of machines, as robotically shuffling, living corpses – Worker No. 11811 is shown as the kind of “appendage of a machine” which Marx referred to when he is compelled to push two indicators on a gigantic machine into the position that the machine indicates with light bulbs. In a brief vision, this machine finally appears as a man-eating Moloch. Films like Metropolis articulate the horror of a world dominated by machines, of their inhumanly precise capabilities and their ability to repeat, again and again, the same action with perfect indifference.


It is therefore ironic that the arts of classical modernism continually portray themselves as the antithesis of the endless repetitions found in modern daily life. One could actually regard modern art as an ongoing attempt to escape the “curse of repetition”. The artistic avant-garde of the twentieth century has celebrated shock, the unique and the new. Mass culture, especially the media, has followed their lead. It was not until the postmodern age that the technical repetitions of factory machines were transferred to culture through the artistic work with loops.


In modernism, technology, the machines, are often portrayed as tyrannical, repressive and inhuman. This book tells a different story. It will use the example of loops to show how the dull, mindless beat of machines was turned into a dance beat. Loop-based art tames the shocks of the modern age and turns what was previously considered soulless or simply unbearably monotonous into the foundation of the most beautiful forms of human expression: art, music, dance.









Chapter 2


An American Kiss: Thomas Alva Edison’s Kiss Loop and the Forms of Technological Repetition


My dad always sits in the twelfth row in the middle of the twelfth row and always in the same seat.


Thomas Bernhard


The First Pair of Lovers in Film History


Technically, it’s not even a real kiss. The ageing Victorian couple – he with highly waxed moustache, frock coat and bow tie, she with her hair in a bun and wearing a ruched dress – are talking out of the corner of their mouths for almost the entire length of the twenty-second film clip, their lips seemingly stuck together at the other end. Finally, right at the end, the gentleman escapes the embrace, twirls up the ends of his moustache one more time and determinedly presses a hearty kiss on his sweetheart’s lips. Just as he does so, the clip ends. It is both the first on-screen kiss and the first close-up in film history. This kiss on celluloid makes the greying pair, who could hardly bear to tear themselves apart from each other, the first romantic heroes in film history. The May Irwin Kiss, named after its female protagonist, is one of the films that Thomas Alva Edison showed to a paying audience in New York in May 1896. It was the dawn of cinema, and film historians now refer to the novelty period. When Edison showed the clip as part of his film programme, it ended after 20 seconds – only to begin again. Once more, the two sweethearts embraced and inaudibly whispered sweet nothings to each other, their mouths stuck together. Once more, the gentleman tears himself away, twirls his moustache and resolutely presses a kiss on his partner’s lips. Again. And again. And again. It is wonderfully ironic that something as sensuous and affectionate as a kiss was the subject of a mechanical repetition.


The audience thought it was hysterical. The Los Angeles Times published an article about the clip and its protagonist – “her smile, her glances, her gestures and the concluding, overwhelming, sensual kiss was repeated over and over, while the audience roared with laughter and cheered approvingly”.1 In Edison’s film distribution catalogue, the comic aspect of the film is highlighted, too: “they get ready for the kiss, start kissing, and then they kiss and kiss and kiss in a way that makes the audience convulse with laughter every time.” But not everyone was amused – the critic Herbert Stone wrote that “neither of them is physically attractive and the spectacle of their prolonged pasturing on each other’s lips was hard to beat when only life size. Magnified to gargantuan proportions…it is absolutely disgusting!”2


The wonders of recording and reproducing moving pictures were still new at that time. The Lumière brothers had staged the first public film showing just under 6 months previously in Paris. In the USA, it was Thomas Alva Edison who showed the first-ever film clips projected onto canvas at the Koster and Bial’s Music Hall on Herald Square in New York in April 1896. One month after this premiere, the kiss-on-canvas was adopted into the programme – that self-same May Irwin Kiss sequence which either amused or disgusted audiences. The lovers, immortalized on screen, had to kiss each other three times, wrote Herbert Stone. Other reports of the time mention even more repetitions.


Why was the kiss scene being shown over and over? One answer lies in the construction of Edison’s vitascope, which differed fundamentally from the projector used by the Lumière brothers, as well as from all the other projectors that were to follow. The Lumières’ original projector was designed to let the film strip run into a fabric bag after it was shown, and, once the entire film had been shown, it was wound onto a second spool – a method that continued to be in use until the advent of digital technology. Edison’s projector, the vitascope, on the other hand, copied the operating principle of its predecessor, the kinetoscope, which had earned Edison a fortune during the preceding years. The kinetoscope was a box with an observation slit. Turning a crank at the side of the appliance made a short scene appear on celluloid and in order to enable the clip to run continuously, the ends of the film strips were glued together. The first films to be viewed in the USA at the end of the nineteenth century, therefore, were loops.3


Edison retained this construction method for his first film projector. While his method created a closed circle of time captured on film, the Lumière brothers let it run on. It’s hardly necessary to point out that their method was the more effective in terms of media history. Cinema and all other reproduction processes for moving images that followed do not reproduce passing time as cyclical repetition, as Edison’s films do. Instead, they proceed linearly, like the films of the Lumière brothers.


In Edison’s kinetoscope films, the irreversibility and inexorability of time was abolished. The images shown in the early Edison films were quite literally captured – the people who kissed, danced, boxed or made dogs do tricks to entertain audiences were not just recorded on celluloid. When these films were shown in Edison’s kinetoscope, they were repeating their actions in a continuous loop. For as long as the viewer turned the crank, the performers jumped and ran, sneezed and laughed, somersaulted or threw lassos, over and over.


Likewise, in screenings that used Edison’s projector, the vitascope, the films were generally shown repeatedly. The May Irwin Kiss was a favourite of the projectionists, who were more than happy to let the images run through the projector several times to amuse the audience. The advertising slogan “once seen, never forgotten”, used to advertise the vitascope screenings on posters, is, strictly speaking, wrong – the majority of films were projected repeatedly, rather than just once, and this would have contributed to their memorability (“never forgotten”). From the beginning of cinema and mass media history, then, the two fundamental characteristics of all recording media were already combined. They reproduce and repeat, and nowhere is this technical device more apparent than in the endless, mechanical repetition of the loop. André Bazin contends that film “embalms time”, since:


the guiding myth…inspiring the invention of cinema is the accomplishment of that which dominated in a more or less vague fashion all the techniques of the mechanical reproduction of reality in the nineteenth century, from photography to the phonograph, namely an integral realism, a recreation of the world in its own image, an image unburdened by the freedom of interpretation of the artist or the irreversibility of time.4


The Edison film loops demonstrated to their viewers particularly strikingly that the course of time could be stopped, “embalmed” as it were, through cinema – by repeating recorded time several times.


Since any film screening makes the past meet the present through the performance of cinematic documentation, film theorists like Noël Burch see cinema as a cultural technique that resonates with the nineteenth-century Frankenstein dream – that of the recreation of life, of the symbolic triumph over death. And Edison’s loops are not limited to rendering the past as an instantaneous present just the once. They do so over and over, thereby making visible the process of recapturing “embalmed” time – each sequence of images repeats the previous one. This can (like Frankenstein’s experiments with artificial life) have something uncanny about it – it’s not without significance that cinema has dealt with uncanny doppelgangers, vampires, zombies and other undead people from the beginning. But it can also have a comic effect, as the description of the May Irwin Kiss in the Edison catalogue shows – they “kiss and kiss and kiss each other in a way that makes the audience convulse with laughter, every time”.


Henri Bergson, in his essay Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic,5 which was published 4 years after the performance of the May Irwin Kiss, emphasizes that when a body is likened to an ordinary mechanism – when a person appears like a marionette – it is perceived as comical. In the case of the May Irwin Kiss, the two performers become puppets of the looped reproduction medium, and the public “screams with laughter and cheers appreciatively”.6 Bergson writes that “the more closely both images – man and mechanism – are meshed together, the more convulsive the comic effect”.7 It is significant that Bergson associates this effect with reproduction media – albeit from a time before photography and film – namely, with sealing and printing:


real life may never repeat. Where repetition does take place, where there is a complete reproduction, a mechanism is always assumed behind the living phenomenon. Analyse the impression you get from two faces that are too much alike, and you will find that you are thinking of two copies cast in the same mould, or two impressions of the same seal, or two reproductions of the same negative – in a word, of some manufacturing process or other. This deflection of life towards the mechanical is here the real cause of laughter.8


The fact that it was possible to screen a film clip like the May Irwin Kiss over and over was also the reason for the memorable reception story of this short film. Charles Musser has shown how film turned actors into movie stars, and indeed, into the first “romantic couple in film history”.9 May Irwin and her partner, John C. Rice, also appeared together in the comedy The Widow Jones, which was shown successfully as a touring play in various cities of the USA. But it was the Edison studio movie that made them into stars across the United States.


Modern mass media are responsible for the emergence of a star system, since they make it possible to show performances of actors and singers to a broad, international audience that could not be reached through live performances. Film and gramophone records, and later, radio and television, made it possible for a mass audience to admire artists they had never seen in the flesh. And just as Enrico Caruso only became an internationally acclaimed tenor through his phonograph recordings, the May Irwin Kiss from the Edison studio made its two actors so famous that they can be called the first-ever film stars in today’s sense. The film kiss impacted May Irwin’s career to such an extent that in 1922, she was able to retire as a millionaire to her own island on the St Lawrence River – even though she only ever appeared in one other film.


The film clip, capable of an unlimited number of repetitions, also caused the actors to compete with their own image; their stage kiss in the play The Widow Jones was suddenly perceived as a repetition of the film clip, which had quickly become known throughout America through screenings, which continued to be shown in the USA, and also through press coverage.


The screen kiss took on a life of its own and went far beyond its original intention, which had been to adapt a scene from the comedy The Widow Jones for cinema. The success of the film was such that after an initial discontinuation in September 1896, it was re-released using the original cast the following year. The film version of the screen kiss continued to be shown for several more years. It was so popular that 4 years later, Edison’s production company produced one of the first remakes of film history, naming it simply The Kiss.


The film probably owed part of its impact to the fact that its initial screenings coincided with debates about what was to be permitted on the American stage. By the end of 1895, British actress Olga Nethersole had appeared in a Broadway production of Carmen, during which she had kissed various lovers so often and so indefatigably that the performances were considered offensive by many. A review appearing in The Herald stated that, “Miss Nethersole’s kisses have given rise to comment throughout the city, and you either will or won’t – depending on what kind of person you are – consider their intensity, their duration and the audible smooching sounds to be necessary for the artistic portrayal of Carmen’s character. Most people, I think, will find this aspect of the portrayal exaggerated…”10 By contrast, Musser found May Irwin and John C. Rice’s stage kiss in The Widow Jones, which was being performed concurrently, to be a “beautiful, old-fashioned American kiss, one that distances itself from the filth imported by the English and French stage shows”.11


The daily newspaper New York World was responsible for the fact that the May Irwin Kiss was captured on film in the first place. Aiming to convert the kiss controversy into circulation figures, it invited the two leading actors of The Widow Jones to Edison’s film studio in Orange, New Jersey, where their kiss was “cinematographed” by cameraman William Heise. The following Sunday edition featured the film strip, with the headline “Widow Jones’s Kiss Forty-Two Feet Long”. If Nethersole’s kisses had seemed interminable in Carmen, the new technology made sure that Irwin and Rice’s caresses exceeded them in terms of duration.


Musser argues that when, to the amusement of audiences in New York and soon thereafter in cities across the USA, the kiss was shown as a loop, it also acted as an effective parody of Nethersole’s tenacious stage embraces, which had so stirred up the New York press. The film, “repeated, duplicated and multiplied the repetition of their disembodied performance in many theatres. A closer analysis of The May Irwin Kiss would show that the repeated kiss resonated with Nethersole’s lavish kissing in Carmen. The film pokes fun at her excess by mechanical means. One might say that this was an American kiss – using American technology.”12


Excessive, machine-like repetition, whether produced as a loop or by other means, has often been used in modern art as a satirical or parodistic instrument intended to ridicule a phenomenon through endless repetition. The title of Erik Satie’s infamous composition Vexations, which he had composed 3 years before Edison’s film loops and in which a short piano figure was repeated 840 times, indicates what is to be expected from such a protracted repetition exercise – it is a torment. Satie, who was fascinated by the phenomenon of boredom, apparently composed the piece as a satire on the merciless instrumental drill at the Paris Conservatory.


Later, repetitions in the plays of Samuel Beckett and Thomas Bernhard or in the video works of Bruce Nauman, Dara Birnbaum and Paul Pfeiffer were to serve precisely the purpose of emphasizing the absurdity and senselessness of what was shown. In Beckett’s piece Krapp’s Last Tape, it is the repetitions on a tape that cause Krapp to lapse into drunken fits of despair. In Thomas Bernhard’s plays and novels, too, repetition symbolizes the entanglements of a past that does not want to pass away, and from which there is no escape.


As though Bernhard had wanted to comment on the technical reproducibility of music, he often uses compositions that become empty and irrelevant through the use of ever-recurring repetitions. In his piece Der Ignorant und der Wahnsinnige [The Ignoramus and the Madman], a singer repeats her role as Queen of the Night for years, until her singing becomes machine-like and sterile. In Die Macht der Gewohnheit [The Power of Habit], a group of circus performers practise Schubert’s Trout Quintet without ever going beyond the rehearsal phase. Through their increasingly manic repetition, they not only destroy the work, but ultimately also themselves.


In Nauman, Pfeiffer and Birnbaum’s works, video tape loops turn their protagonists into lurching jumping jacks or helpless, dehumanized victims, that is to say, into a “mere mechanism” (Henri Bergson). Bruce Neumann cited Samuel Beckett’s absurd theatre as an important influence, and in his video installation Clown Torture (1987), a clown shown on a monitor repeats the rhyme “Pete and Repeat were sitting on a fence. Pete fell off; who was left? Repeat. Pete and Repeat were sitting on a fence ...”, and so on, ad nauseam, while on another monitor, clowns, akin to the ancient Sisyphus, are seen trying to balance aquariums and buckets of water that keep falling off. In the installation Double No (1988), two clowns are jumping up and down in a loop, and, like toddlers, they repeatedly shout “No no no no no” – like many of Nauman’s works, this piece expresses helplessness in the face of a meaningless and endless existence that has become eternal.


Pfeiffer and Birnbaum combine found media images to form a gruelling circulus vitiosus in order to expose these images, taken from advertising and television, as stereotypical and mindless. Dara Birnbaum explains that in her videos, in which short segments from television series are repeated over and over, she wants to undermine “the expectations and the absorption [of the viewer by television]”.13 In an interview about clips that are monotonously repeated in his works, Paul Pfeiffer says that “in these images [from television and advertising] I see testimonies of a society that is in decline…desperately longing for everything to be all right…for everything to be and remain good…Everything will continue as it is now…no-one will die, and everything will remain beautiful and glamorous for all eternity”.14


In modernist high culture, repetitions can only be regarded as boring, soul-destroying and regressive, for reasons that will be examined in more detail in the following section. At the beginning of the twentieth century, modernism had acquired a hostile attitude towards repetition. It was not until the end of the twentieth century that the modernist habitus changed into a far more positive attitude towards mechanical repetition, which began to foreground the loop as an aesthetic means.


As an aesthetic means, loops are paradoxical. They can lull, like counting sheep before falling asleep. But they can also be mind-numbing, like an artistic version of Chinese water torture. They can have a bludgeoning and levelling effect, a sense that many people get overwhelmed by on their first-ever visit to a techno party. But they can also enliven, engender a feeling of freedom, and enable a picture or a sound to be newly perceived. They can fascinate and captivate, draw the listener into their repetitions, or they can be colossally annoying. Repeated sentences, fragments of sentences, samples or image sequences can be stripped of their content, but they can also be charged with new meaning. They can prolong a beautiful moment. Or they can repeat until something pleasurable is found in the repetition.


The art of classical modernism has tended to look askance at repetition. Composers who worked with loops in the immediate post-war period usually disregarded the repetitive properties of tape loops and focused on the possibilities of sound processing that they also offer.15 In the following chapters, I will introduce examples from the 1940s and 1950s to show how this type of sound generation and modification functioned. Further, I will explore why the first composers who worked with loops did not allow them to do what they do best – repeat, pulsate, knock, pound, hammer, drum.


This rejection of the repetitive properties of loops is deeply rooted in Western intellectual history of modernity. It combines specifically modern reservations about the allegedly blunting and regressive effects of repetitions, as formulated by Freud, with an – entirely justified – critique of industrial labour, which turned workers into “appendages of machines” (Adorno) and forced them to perform mindless and monotonous work. What seems to me to lie deeper still, however, is discomfort with notions of cyclical time in European intellectual history.


For Freud, the human psychic apparatus was characterized by two fundamental drives, the so-called basic instincts – the libido and the death drive. According to his psychoanalytic theory, organic life on the one hand tends towards the inorganic, a tendency he identified with the Greek personification of death, Thanatos. With this concept, Freud wanted to explain why, for instance, World War veterans repeatedly returned to the traumatic experiences of the war instead of processing them and leaving them behind. For him, this inclination stood in direct and paradoxical contrast to another instinct, which he also regarded as an immutable principle of human life – the instinct to preserve oneself and one’s species, to survive, to reproduce the individual, and to avoid listlessness. Freud called this instinct the pleasure principle and identified it with another figure of Greek mythology, the god of love, Eros.


The modernist critique of repetition has tended to identify it with Thanatos and the death drive. From this perspective, repetitions can only appear as regressive, lifeless or deadly – if not quite representing a regression to the inorganic, then they are at any rate allied with a state preceding human consciousness and the development of subjectivity, and with infantile, schizoid or degenerate conditions. Yet for Freud, repetition was also an essential tool used by the human psyche to reduce tension. Undoubtedly, they also form the basis of organic life, of growth and sexuality, of pleasure and Eros.


The rejection of repetition – by modernist composers such as Stockhausen and Boulez or philosophers such as Adorno, for instance – becomes understandable when considered from a standpoint that views it as regressive, or even as the epitome of the death drive. It was not until the postmodern period that it became possible to recognize repetition as something capable of contributing to the pleasure principle. It is therefore ironic that at the beginning of the story of the loop there should be a kiss – a form of Eros, which in Edison’s looped film was subjected to mechanical, “soulless” repetition, which turns the “body into an ordinary mechanism” (Bergson).


Edison and his film projectionists had no such thoughts when they sent the May Irwin Kiss through the projector, of course. They were interested in creating a quick laugh, not in modernistic ennui à la Beckett or Nauman, or Bergson’s slapstick, in which “the mechanical obscures the living”. They were merely subject to a technological limitation, one, moreover, that was quickly to become a thing of the past.


But the result they achieved bore a striking resemblance to the artistic work with media repetitions which found their way into different artistic disciplines during the second half of the twentieth century. From the mid-1960s onwards, artists and composers began to take an increasing interest in how technical repetitions – instead of expressing boredom and senselessness – could be used to create intensities, to prompt mind-altering states and be a general source of pleasure. For this to be possible, they had to learn to regard repetition, or loops, not as a technical-medial agent of Thanatos, the death drive. Instead, they needed to regard loops as a way of working towards the pleasure principle, Eros.


It was not until the postmodern era that it became possible to regard the repetitions created by loops in this way and to create music and art that foregrounds the “timeless time” of the loop. The composers and artists who worked in this way were concerned with eliciting an element of difference from mechanical repetitions and, at best, with triggering a state that Jacques Lacan referred to as jouissance – a term that Slavoj Žižek has translated as “obscene pleasure”.


In an interview, German-Chilean DJ and producer Ricardo Villalobos formulated a more popular definition of the state that loop-based, repetitive music can trigger – “it is ideal for a totally strung-out state of mind in which you do not know anymore who you are or who your father is”.16 Freud’s Thanatos, the law of the father, the ego – loop-based art can turn all that into a fount of joy through repetition.




OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
Now and Forever

Towards a Theory and History
of the Loop

Tilman Baumgartel

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/images/Half.jpg
Now and Forever

Towards a Theory and History
of the Loop





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
£

=A==
\_/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
\( . TILMAN BAUMGARTEL





