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Part 1 Mackerel Sky



  
Mackerel Sky Prologue



  
  Be careful what you’re saying. Every word you speak is a geological event at the level of palate tectonics. Not a speech-act, but a seismic reverberation.

  Mark Fisher, White Magic




  This book considers music’s role in constructing the future. In philosophies of horror and philosophies of salvation, the future is often presented as a space which can be changed by simply speaking about it. That is, by making a sound about it. Science-fiction on the page and on the screen is accompanied by the dangerous and exciting thought that this imaginative vision could become reality. In contrast, abstract music is rarely described as having speculative potential. At the heart of my writing is a belief in one of the most frequently said, romantic and love-filled statements concerning the act of hearing: ‘this music changed me’. Often taken as either a soppy fiction, or an unexplainable surface feeling, this claim — that a collection of sounds can evoke change — is regarded throughout this book as a fundamental and important truth of all listening, and a truth which places music at the level of other speculative mediums. From this position, I pivot my analysis around a series of important and overtly future-oriented albums, as well as a broader discussion of club culture, internet-born genre and the most basic act of hearing an online comment, post, live-stream, voice and utterance.


  What music reverberates as, changes those who hear it. Constructing a future society is achieved through large policy decisions and revolution and resolute action, but it is also nurtured through small and lithe and mundane interaction. Meaningful, habitual scrolls over breakfast, moving lyrics from earbuds, royalty-free music behind a vlog and the structured noise of daily life become causally chained together. Meek and innocent and vehement and caring voices which might have once been lost to the world are newly amplified by wires. Platform technologies, social media and streaming economics promote a future becoming where individual and disparate sounds are swollen and snow-balled carriers for political change. Shared online listening converts ‘this sound changed me’, to ‘this sound changed us’, and this is an equally beautiful and terrifying thing.


  In a wired culture where to speak, to type, is encouraged as an indelible right of the individual, the conflict between communality and neoliberal individualism brims within the work of exploited creators at odds with an age of machine voices, invented identities, auto-playing playlists and the cursed economics of like-based sharing. The following question becomes paramount: how do we imagine the future from within a market-driven present?


  The tensions of shared yet isolated listening, algorithmic profiling and the influence of platforms like Spotify and YouTube become central to my discussion of this question. In turn, this book deals with the following:


  
  A dialogue between the act of making new music and the technological, environmental and political crises of today.

  An analysis of the way platform capitalism mediates patterns in composition.

  A rejection of transgression and irony as methods of critique.

  A treatment of the smallest building blocks of music as political actors, that is, a claim that the decision to choose one material, structure or sound, over another, is a political act.

  A confrontation with dystopian aesthetics.

  An antidote consisting of honesty, play and care.

  A dedication to the world we leave in fiction’s wake.




  The artists I discuss in this book project their aural visions towards near and far futures. As in all good sci-fi, they do so as a passing of judgement upon today. Within the modes of listening their work encourages — to the rarefied album, to the darkened room sound system, to the twitchings of a browser window — I’ve found inspiration and warning in the sound of a whispered voice, in the sound of bodies typing comments in near-unison, and in the sounds of online abuse and ironic self-deprecation. All of this music is in part representative of a heightened feeling of a world in transition and crisis. Due to the semantic limits of sound, these futures are conveyed in broad material descriptions. In the progressive club space, a movement from the past 5 or so years has revived images of cyberpunk and tech-driven hyper-capitalist dystopias. Indicative of our present conditions — of whistleblowers stealing state secrets on the back of a Lady Gaga CD, of mass surveillance, of hidden and disguised user-agreements — the mechanisms of technology are felt to be already out of control and already dystopian. In aesthetic responses to this state of reality, music becomes an important space of fantasy and desire.


  Worryingly, the image of a cyber-nightmare has become more than a dark aesthetic to be revelled in. It now informs a range of new right-wing political movements. Incited by Silicon Valley futurism, a dystopian imagination is argued to encourage rather than warn of the future it predicts. While one person’s hell is another’s utopia, I use the term ‘dystopia’ to describe that distinctly hyper-capitalist, unconditional accelerationist, Alt-Right, ANCAP (Anarchist Capitalist), Neoreactionary (NRx) future fantasised from within the mesh of these online movements. In all, I confront the desire for a technologically re-enchanted world. The mainstream revival of dystopian Hollywood and AAA cyberpunk videogames speaks to an alienated generation who find agency in imagining a chaotic and violent world where neoliberal heroics can be enacted through keyboards. These longings, dominated by the haunted reverie of peak turn-of-the-century capitalism, describe dreams of a male body made sacred, the augmented made hallow and the CEO rendered god-like.


  Presenting a dark future in sound is often intended as a critical warning. Some works to be discussed in this book conceive of themselves as mirrors to be held up to our detrital world. By contrast, I also detail music which offers itself as a playful compassion-filled alternative. As dystopia (and utopia) increasingly appear less as an abstract ‘nowhere’ and instead as a tomorrow already seen to be in creation, speculative art becomes more important than ever. In an effort to encourage and call for a positive praxis in music, when I write in criticism I also write to praise honest and caring future world-building — those imaginative sonic creations which aim to escape the dominant realism of capital-driven speculation. My method of analysis moves between examples from the fiction-making internet; the embracing yet isolating experience of lying on your bed home alone listening to music you adore; and a detailed theorising of the forces and affecting structures which found internet-mediated politics. Despite what at times can be an alienating method, I hope that I am generous in my explanations, and clear in their assumed consequences.


  Finally, what we say about music taints it. Words form a vital and political and sly cartilage around sound. In the daily struggle against an urge to let music just speak for itself, I found myself writing from a position of fear. To speak is to take on a responsibility for every new word and its orbit. But to keep those thoughts writhing up there and remain silent, tongue-tied over wordless feelings sound inspires, is to shore up an ugly suspicion that music should remain locked in the prism of an unspeakable future. In what I hope is a tender and respectful overcoming of this fear, this book can be read as both a celebration of a recent history of experimental sound practice, and as an appeal for artists to take responsibility for the future their music depicts.


  
i) Enchanted Materials



>Be me

>soft soul

>working part time job in data centre

>cleaning cooling system all day for a week

>mainly dust, old pipes a little mouldy

>Not too hard, good pay.

>day 4 lying below the servers

>no one around, few with security clearance

>No one to talk to

>Begin to speak to myself

>Singing in the dearth

>the sound of the fans and liquid tubes begin to get to me

>Go home sleep

>All I can hear are fans

>dream windy, I’m by the ocean

>next day at work I’m underneath a stack

>blue light

>server farms are my audience

>blowing out a little melody

>liquid tubes spraying cooling gel

>Hear footsteps give me fright

>Sit-up quick cracking my head on a glass tube. Goo starts leaking into a stack

>99999999 Identities getting fucked by the gel streaming into the machine

>lucky for backups though

>Crawl out covered in cooling slime

>boss is standing there

>Tears in his eyes

>Mouth moving

>‘You did good anon’




  Listening is the reception of the animated character of air. All animations are anonymous in of themselves. All animations can bring tears to the eye. The substance around us is displaced by the propulsion of sound destined to disappear almost as soon as it is birthed. Hearing relies on the gap created where that air once moved. The afterglow, or the trace of its momentary presence, is the space of our interaction, the earthliness it leaves, a lingering which continues its affects indefinitely. The speaking body — be it mechanical movements of a tweeter and cone, a larynx or a word on a surface read and spoken internally — provides this propulsion and displacement of the air and meta-substance around us. When it’s quiet, understanding takes place.


  Yet words stay, and mediums for replaying soundings exist. Press the curled arrow. Interacting with these traces of online sound brings forth a cycle of re-interpretation and speculation. Cycles of obsolescence and renewal. Send upwards a message to the Cloud and later call, and keep calling until you are graced with a trickle from its data-permafrost. What once hardened from ink or into petroleum veins on a disc, is now untraceably mutable: the self, the Soundcloud track, the album. New scepticism, or fear, or extreme nihilism grips our hearing and reading: quavers can move between listens, words, thoughts, sonifications and their exact temporal significance flicker. Reordering occurs silently in the background, and in the space between animations, the quietness necessary for understanding shrinks.


  Central to my writing is the work of political theorist Jane Bennett. In The Enchantment of Modern Life, Bennett describes her unique materialist position, one which rests on a listening to, and experiencing of all those lesser talked of political and agentic forces which vibrate and wriggle energetically around us.


  
  An enchanted materialism embraces the possibility that differential degrees of agency reside in the intentional self, the inherited temperament of a self, a play-drive, molecules at far-from-equilibrium states, nonhuman animals, social movements, political states, architectural forms, families and other corporate bodies, sound fields.1




  In a realised Andrew Breitbart, Cambridge Analytica reality, where culture becomes data points from the criminal acquisition of private messages between friends, and where culture takes the lead in changing politics: words and sounds, not just as signifiers, but as forceful blocks of association (as Spinoza would have it), become radically important. Taking up Bennett’s descriptions of enchantment, I not only consider the building blocks of sound as compelling political actors, but I treat the Cloud itself as a potent, energy giving and denying material. In the first half of this book, my aim is to start a much-needed conversation around the political implications of deliberately structuring music in a specific way. That is, the politics of choosing one sound over another, of choosing one compositional method over another. Here I find guidance in Bennett’s descriptions of an enchanted, vibrating and animated world. Her philosophy confirms a long-held assumption that music should be treated not just as representational, but as something alive and full of agency.


  At the same time, I consider the online forum ‘green-text story’ (with which I opened), and memes and internet culture at large, as a series of compact packages of affect and association with clear political repercussions. Green-text stories are prevalent in parts of the internet favouring new right-wing politics, and they function as poetic carriers and modifiers of online culture. Although they are treated almost always as fictional by the community, in their spread they remain powerful indicators of a politics intended to transgress norms and uphold traditional conceptions of masculinity through ironic self-debasement. Moving through time rapidly towards a speculated finish, often a story will have a twist at the end. They call to being a reality which is assumed to be kinked, misshapen in some way. They fit into a culture of conspiracy, and of a world which is almost wished into a fucked-up-being — a world wished to be as depraved as the anonymous user who self-deprecatingly accosts their own bodily conditions. Enchantment is two-faced. For Bennett it straddles ‘delight and disturbance’. For me, it also stands in for a broader type of ugly thinking. I consider enchantment in line with magical thinking, and I argue that in all its beauty, magical thought also gives agency to those new and angry voices in the Alt-Right which have worked themselves up into a false sense of disenfranchisement. This twist at the end of a green-text story confirms a world view where the earth and the future itself, not you, are wrong. When I talk of the political implications of structuring music, I look at a track as a compact poetic carrier of culture, and I use differing conceptions of the future to try and make obvious the speculative ramifications for thinking more broadly through the double-edged blade of enchantment.


  Like Bennett, I also talk of enchanted material because the alternative — the discouragement of fictions and the image of ‘dead matter’, ‘dead sound’, ‘dead digital ruins from the early 2000s’, ‘dead Myspace and Geocities’ — incites instead fantasies of ‘consumption and conquest’.2 When we decide to mine the earth for rare metals, when we decide to use music to soundtrack an online vlog, and when we decide to structure our compositions around feelings of turmoil — the treatment of sound, material, structure and the internet as inanimate denies a much-needed ethical consideration. Enchanted materialism not only levels the hierarchies between human and non-human, but it provokes moral and political contemplation in the basic act of making music. I want to make clear that the treatment of composition as something magical, enchanting and alive is all done in the service of encouraging the link between material and agency.


  With this in mind, it is important to briefly discuss what I mean by that space known as the Cloud. Today in name alone, the Cloud functions almost interchangeably with ‘the internet’. As a now indispensable utility for storing data remotely, and for accessing computing power invisibly, cloud services from Amazon and Google are the infrastructure which sustain the web. As a set of physical objects, that ephemeral non-space we call cloud-computing hides the truth of its existence: rows and rows of ionised shelves for spinning discs and solid-state drives, buried deep below the soil, providing computing power from the electrical runoff from the burning of the earth. In the linkage between hardware and software, the Cloud moves information, computes questions it is asked, and stabilises the fragmented spheres of online life. It is a machine in the most Marxian description: a housing of fervent interconnectedness, human life stored in objectified metal, and labour disguised behind a veil. For Marx, a machine is not simply a technical apparatus of iron and wood and gears and tooth-lined axes. It is the connection of metal, and a human labouring body, and the body which lashes relations of power through a clip-board-contract onto the labourer, and another human mind which provides the knowledge to piece together the metal and wood into a moving object.3 In this sense, the machine, the Cloud, like an external organ of an assemblage of human brains and objectified knowledge, becomes more than a utility.


  To enchant the world with words and sounds, we rely on cogent metaphors. Perhaps the Cloud is the most famous metaphor of the new century. In the late 90s when software patents began employing more and more protuberant lines and cloud-like illustrations, the idea that a network would be conceived of from within the earth was replaced with an important skyward allusion. To overcome that fearful consumer leap (having your information managed by an alien other) the simple act of accessing something elsewhere required the fluffiness, softness and safety of the sky. Elsewhere is imagined to be better than here; than now.


  What’s more, cloud watching has always been a metaphorical act. Searching for patterns above us is its own lost art. Today, for many of us, we have the luxury to just look at the sky and wonder: lying on the grass, peering up and finding a fluffiness which never just looks like a weather pattern. Shapes in the fluff: a loved-one’s cadaveric face; a glimmering non-city; a Farmville Reward Crate; the shape of a beautiful stack of GTX 1080s in a crypto-mining rig. Lie on the grass and hold up your wrist to glimpse that sleek weather widget. Another scorcher! 45 degrees Celsius. Accuweather.com relies on cloud-computing to host its servers and troves of data. Yet in its ubiquity and accuracy as a weather tool, it undermines the origins of weather watching and the subtleties of looking to the sky and attempting to speculate. Through the cycles of storing and calling forth data, cloud services are not just profoundly future oriented, but they become the holding pen for oracular sets of data which support the implementation of new abuses of power. In this, the very utility takes on the mixed metaphor of atmospheric cloudiness. A weather widget in the palm further alienates us from that ancient parsing of the closeness of rain from patterns in the ultramarine. Invisible and external data services maintain and become the platform for further oppressions.


  Like the sky, sound too has always been talked of in metaphor. The para-language of music has remained steadfast even after the great Enlightenment’s de-mystification of sound as animated waves in the air. In what follows, Hearing the Cloud is thus also metaphorical. Often there isn’t a sound to listen for. Hearing stands in for experiencing. The internal sound of experiencing. The living through of what is stored within those buried data-centres. And most importantly, this hearing is the experiencing of, and passing judgement upon a two-faced network: one which supports both the exquisite creation of new and profound art, while simultaneously maintaining the oppressive systems of today, and thus the slow cancellation of a post-capitalist tomorrow.


  Many readings of Marx’s 1857-58 Grundrisse locate hope in a future liberated by technology. Progress is seen as a liberating force to disrupt the foundations of capitalist social and productive labour. At a climatic point in his notebook, Marx even infers that machines will produce ‘the material conditions to blow this foundation sky-high’.4 However, from my vantage point writing in 2018, Marx in many ways appears to have been more accurate in metaphor than in physical truth. Our material conditions may indeed be found to have been blown skyward. Up there, the Cloud dictates more and more of the labour and material conditions of the earth. Yet sadly, at the heart of its economic exchanges remain modified versions of those first developed in nineteenth-century capitalism. The Cloud still positions us as born Robinson Crusoes: individual instances of ‘Economic Man’ operating in the market; death-bringers of our own existence.


  While the foundations of our capitalist system are still maintained as a kind of brittle yet invisible mould, scientific progress has worked a few new things into the setting. Information as a commodity disrupts traditional labour-time, and machines, as non-human actors, live within other machines in these great underground data-centres. But most dramatically, the mainstream emergence of blockchain technologies also gives hope for a different set of economic interactions. Even the basic processes of cloud-computing are in the midst of an update. Companies like Storj draw new diagrams where dotted lines pass beneath the sky from user to user in an updated meshnet. Storage as a utility could soon be decentralised. Nevertheless, despite the efforts to work changes into the system, it remains to be seen whether new technologies and culture in the Cloud will continue to be governed by the same structures. Non-human to non-human interaction continues to bleed some and prosper others, and online culture grows and morphs plied by the interactions of invented identities, invented voices communicating endlessly in its comment sections. Perhaps for Marx, this would have been the most revolutionarily promising, and equally frightening attribute of the Cloud: a complete and pervasive future uncertainty. Crisis manifested in the new instability of truth.


  Isolated and alone with your device, when a sound projects outward into the air, it’s sucked up, not only by the ear, but by a quivering piece of machinery which feeds its captured waveform across continents and deep below the soil. The trace of its momentary presence attains new permanence, but the understanding we might have gained from it continually mutates through new mediums and forces of consumption. Listening changes. Reading a written vocalisation online changes. Understanding now lies in that memory of our first listen, and in that future point when we may finally click replay on the track, or refresh on the forum thread, and call it down anew.


  
  A means or a medium, the trace is first and foremost our fragile link with the certain place where the sonorous was and the certain place whence it may be brought forth once again.5




  In the Cloud, what once was, rarely is. An opaque revenant: the future coils around these traces, it distils them. Drink the solution and a relentless uncertainty takes hold. Magical thinking of all kinds sets in.


  ii) Malediction


  
  Can music be a curse?


  What happens when we ‘speak badly’ of the future?


  Do we commit the future to that which we say of it?


  Does the future causally come into being through the act of talking about it?


  Can fiction influence future-politics?


  Can abstract expression be a form of concrete story-telling?


  Does it matter if your artistic dystopia is ironic or sincere?


  Does the future even care if we were once ironic or sincere?


  Can ironic dystopias bring about actual dystopias?


  By creating dystopian music are we uttering a ‘malediction’, a magical jinx?


  Or, is it that speaking badly is a form of protection?


  Or, is it that dystopian art is a reflection and a warning?


  Or, is it that aesthetic honesty, play and compassion deny dystopia?




  iii) Honesty


  Music absorbs the atmosphere and materialism of the forces of wider society. In commercial visions of tomorrow, capital’s unhinged desires are revealed, and consumer want is projected afar. In future-oriented music these desires and material obsessions instead become metaphors. Music without words functions as an alembic, as something that distils the vibe of wider culture and politics into a sonic material functioning in part as representation, and in part as an actual embodiment of these condensed tones. To perceive of recent online politics (in its enormity and flickering movements which bleed offline) we require the same listening mindset: a feeling-out of a wider and more ambiguous atmosphere, rather than an analysis of singular events. Music’s interdisciplinary relations and affects cross spaces from gallery to club to cinema to private listening space. And it is in this private listening that I find the most significant reason to talk of future politics through music. Plugged into headphones at home or on the train, music becomes the base and the supplementing art of cloud-platforms. Content employs music. Music is streaming into oracular ears throughout all battery-powered and virtual space. And because music requires us to talk of it through comparison, it represents in a heightened and distilled state, those convoluted effects of future speculation.


  In much of the music to be discussed, there is a condensed and prevailing ‘darkness’ within the aesthetic. In reaction to times of crisis; crisis filters into the work. A common future vision has become one in which humanity or the earth itself has descended into turmoil. Some future visions express crisis less as warning, and more as a state of being to be revelled in. Dystopian novels can often be accused of doing the same. Despite all of William Gibson’s current and public left-wing politics, his fictional writing from the 80s has inspired in some, a deep want for that exact hyper-capitalist future he warned us of. In the same way, dystopian club music has its own problematic set of relations with the passing of time. Performed in venues built upon a legacy of dystopian desires and hedonistic nihilism, the club space has the aggressive ability to negate many outside politics of togetherness.


  In contrast, utopianism is often seen as either naïve, or self-undermining. In Radical Happiness, Lynne Segal, quoting Fredric Jameson, explains: ‘utopias have something to do with failure and tell us more about our own limits and weaknesses than they do about future societies’. Where I question dark and dystopian aesthetics, I don’t encourage an all-encompassing cheeriness as a necessary alternative. But at the same time, I don’t shy away from believing in the potential for a different kind of optimistic and vital future envisioning. Or perhaps the potential for a sonic utopianism. On this, Jameson describes what is often forgotten: the utopian work has value in ‘its capacity to generate new ones’.6


  When I question dystopian art, I question the politics which has inspired its creation. I lament the lack of honesty, care and most importantly, the lack of future imagination found in these works. Imagination can be a form of enchantment. To imagine a together future is to witness a disenchanted world, to be honest and descriptive of it, and then to perform the difficult task of exiting the present entirely. It is to show an outside. This is a form of magic. In the making fiction out of affect and atmosphere, music can imbue the future with new possibility. Despite my love of deconstructed club music, even my love of many dystopian albums which have touched me in different inexplicable ways, I try not to give up on this prior utopian thought.


  Unlike sincerity, honesty is not the opposite of deceit or hypocrisy. One can be honest in one’s hypocritical faults. It may also be possible to honestly believe in dystopia. Yet, to make an honest work of art requires a radical flattening of hierarchies between creator and listener. To be honest is to consider yourself as part of something shared and common. Honesty infers a morality. Honest humour is playful and joyous. It fights against the destructive tendencies of irony. Honesty is showing fear, when fearful. Dystopia cannot be revelled in, if one is fearful of it.


  * * *


  Depending on your circumstance, it can be either life-saving, or a worrying sign when clouds appear which look like a school of dotted fish. A ‘mackerel sky’ is one of the most noticeable and famous cloud formations because so many have historically survived upon its recognition. As the old saying goes, mackerel sky, not 24 hours dry. Rain will surely come.


  Like cloud watching, Part 1 of this book looks at musical form and structure as an act of speculation. As the section title suggests, the hope or fear for the near future — rain or sun — is my entrance point for a discussion of those basic underlying forces which support and inspire musical speculation, and broader internet culture. Chapter 1, Sweet Music, considers the most prevalent online sounds, and the platform technologies which mediate their creation. Here, royalty-free music contextualises my diagnosis of internet culture. In Enchantment can be Formalised I discuss compositional methods which strive to encourage an unreal world. This chapter confronts magical thinking, the instrumentalisation of apophenia (the tendency to perceive meaningful patterns in random data), and machine-learning through a historical tracing of algorithmic music. Numbered reason, chaos and stochastic process are all discussed in turn. Chapter 3: Revenant Speed: Spirits of the Singularity, engages with 90s cyberculture and club music, Accelerationism and Silicon Valley Digitalism. This is a chapter tangled in the spiritual and double-edged thought which technology inspires within us. The conclusion to the chapter is called Exit Music, and within it I praise music which shows us an outside to our current predicaments.


  Part 2: Flooded World takes the first half of this book as scaffolding, and considers a range of sonic materials, and their associated political ramifications. If Part 1 is a study of machinic and technological near-futures, Part 2 is an investigation into a future Earth, made either inhuman, alien or devoid of life. I discuss liquid and oil as a dominant sonic material in experimental electronic music. I look at child-like vocalisations in Nightcore, bodily fluids in transgressive music and the prevalence of chimeric bodies in these imaginaries. I conclude the book with an analysis of the struggle between irony, honesty, performative reflection and hammer-like criticism.


  Present in these pages is both a labour of writing and a labour of listening. When this book isn’t about music, it is about that more ambiguous quality of being: the ceaseless state of our listening bodies. As Seth Kim-Cohen exclaims, ‘ears don’t blink!’7 When I’m online, when you’re online, we are always listening. To hear the Cloud, and to make music which comments upon its technologies and potential futures is to labour with one’s ears and eyes. Listening to the Cloud is an equally disturbing and heartening process.


  I title this book as a small gesture towards those past musical writings made in allusion to forces of nature and technology: namely, David Toop’s Ocean of Noise, and Kdwo Eshun’s More Brilliant than the Sun. In this cannon, writers and musicians have tried to capture a period of contemporary music practice through a distinct immersion in the para-language of their present conditions. Theirs too is a labour I hope to build upon.


  As is hopefully becoming clear, the basic processes of this book and my method rely on comparison. Throughout I call music many things: sweet, oily, abject, hollow, dark, light, dystopian, utopian, ethereal. The fact that music could be sweet, that music can be like an oil, that these sounds are like intricate machinery, or like the pus from a leaking wound — are all different evocations of my politics. What links them is the belief that sound shouldn’t be understood as existing in an abstract place, or in a purely physical manner, a belief that in fact this is the most dangerous form of listening. Instead sound should be described by comparison, it should be connected to the world and to the politics of today.

  



  

  Chapter 1




  Sweet Music




  All over the earth when it’s dawn, flying creatures chirp sweetly in the branches. This sound of day-dwellers awaking is defined in many cultures as a distinctly sweet beauty. Bird vocalisations, and the sounds and products of the sky are joyous and hopeful. When it should be light but it is not — in an eclipse of the sun, or in the smog of a newly industrialised city — a lack of chirps informs an associated fear. This silent malaise of the biome above us, and its inverse, a healthy sky full of sounds, emphasises the psychopathological importance of sweetness. In certain musical histories, the human voice sounding like a bird, sounding sweet, has been the preeminent compliment. Amazing grace, how sweet the sound. Beloved one; pleasing to the mind and senses; one in a sound or wholesome state; and, of water, fresh, not salt.




  Yet sweetness is also a hollow adjective. Sweet substances provide short-term satisfactions. During the forward assemblage of 70s capitalist mass-production, the chemically-processed food revolution claimed sweetness as the era’s greatest product. The ability to turn the starched remains of a corn harvest into something disguised as edible, redefined the Western diet and narrowed it incredibly. Addictive, short burst energy content was a consumerist revelation — the affect and taste of molecular built-in-obsolescence. However, in recent years, and in part due to the new and expanding health-food market, sweetness has become characterised as a false seduction: a fattener and an ugly desire. The now common pairing with the adverb ‘sickly’ speaks to this. In what can be seen as a conflicting carrier of mood and neoliberal politics, I introduce sweetness to comment on the basic relationship between ideology and the equally conflicting forces of emotion and taste within abstract music. In concrete terms, I want to discuss the way the affect of a sound can be distorted by changing technologies, and instrumentalised by new economics of listening. And in more abstract terms, I write to describe the potential for music to affect us, and through this, the way it might help support or resist hegemony. In the space of a now thoroughly neoliberal internet, that link between mood and ideology becomes essential for understanding descriptions of the future.




  When it’s dark, my device lights up and softens everything. Long-looking at a rectangle of glass,




  I search on YouTube: ‘Sweet Music’.




  A figure appears on screen. She’s dressed in stripes.




  Standing alone in her family’s lounge-room she holds a plastic microphone in one hand. Her living space is intricately decorated and colour co-ordinated. Gold teddy-bears wearing matching t-shirts rest against a drape. What might appear as a crude green-screen — or transformative attempt to turn a space into the high production set of a pop music video — is instead lovingly hand made. Each item is placed carefully. A tablet rests in the corner displaying a giant rotating CD icon. And the curtain which surrounds the room — distancing it from daily life — is made from the same material as her dress: zebra print. Each camouflage the other with a black and white flourish.




  She can almost disappear into the background.




  Her name is ‘Sweet Music Lady’ and she uploads hundreds of videos a year singing covers of her favourite music, alone in her decorated living room.




  This time she’s performing ‘Only Hope’ by Mandy Moore. Digital strings from a royalty-free karaoke version accompany her surprisingly beautiful voice:




  

  There’s a song that’s inside of my soul


  It’s the one that I’ve tried to write over and over again


  I’m awake in the infinite cold


  But you sing to me over and over again


  So I lay my head back down


  And I lift my hands


  And I pray to be only yours


  I pray to be only yours


  I know now you’re my only hope.







  Sweet Music Lady’s performance is deeply moving. After singing those final words the video cuts to a series of still images of her posing dramatically for the camera. Digital lights from an invisible paparazzi flash. Accompanying the pictures are the sounds of a fake audience screaming and applauding — chanting for an encore.




  

  MUSIC gives me happiness. SINGING is my FASHION.




  My passion in life is SINGING. Most members of my family love to sing too. I guess we started singing before we even learned to speak. I dream of recording my own CD. A grand dream; yes it is, that I would like to fulfil! I also want my own music room in my house where I can sing at the top of my voice.




  IF you don’t like me then don’t watch my videos. I am what I am. I’m not changing for anyone. Like me dislike me that’s your choice. I came to YOUTUBE to post my videos, if you can’t say anything good then don’t talk at all. If you don’t like my videos it’s ok no problem just leave my page...1







  Ever since my closest friend, artist Alice dos Reis, showed me Sweet Music Lady’s YouTube channel, I’ve associated this singing with that unknown yet assumed-to-be-present side of the internet where intimacy, sincerity and ‘sweetness’ occupies the space for an increasingly hollow web. Sweet Music Lady’s ‘Only Hope’ karaoke cover has 38 views. Almost all of her videos slip into that expanding backwater of unwatched and invisible YouTube content. By online standards, 38 views may as well be unseen. Among the few unique spectators, human and bot, Sweet Music Lady’s continual perseverance to share her voice to the empty echo chamber, year after year, strikes me as surprisingly utopian.




  In Diedrich Diederichsen’s essay Music-Immateriality-Value, he describes the act of creating a sounding for oneself as possibly the most utopian form of production:




  

  There are things that die as they are used, and their description is usually couched in utopian metaphors. A famous example is the life of birds, which...‘neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns and yet are fed.’ The same is true of the land of milk and honey, where things appear on the table, as they are needed, without any labor of storage or preparation... It is not we ourselves who produce all these things for our immediate use and consumption...but other instances and authorities of an enchanted world: the gods, a magic spell, or nature. Alongside this, music’s basic situation becomes even more utopian. I pick up a musical instrument and produce a sequence of tones. These tones enchant my surroundings and me as I produce them. At some point I grow tired, the tones cease, and the enchantment passes. What I produced has vanished without a trace; it created no value – nor, however, did it depend on a providential nature and the miracles of the land...It was me. I myself, using my talents and abilities.2
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