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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


DRONE AND APOCALYPSE


Demers’ text is a wide, rooted journey through interpretation and imagination, a fine example of the importance of listening with an open mind.


Will Long, founder of drone group Celer


Some say that art is the postponement of the end of the world, and the curious effect of the obliquity of these intriguing critical-musical fictions is to slow down the onrush of the apocalypse they keep fantasizing, decelerating it to drone speed, to allow us to appreciate it. Drone is thingly music, and apocalypse speech fantasizes that you can rip the appearance away from things, to reach the reality. Joanna Demers’s intricate, cycling filigrees of fiction and history and philosophy and music analysis prevent this rip from occurring, preserving the mysterious reality of things, a reality that science, STEM speak notwithstanding, is prevented from disclosing.


Timothy Morton, Rita Shea Guffey Chair in English, Rice University


This is an astonishingly rich book. The depth and range of Demers’ fields of reference and the insights of her musical discussions make her account a marvelously productive true fiction. This is essential reading for anyone interested in contemporary music.


Mitchell Morris, Professor of Musicology, UCLA


At the end of the film adaptation of Chuck Palahniuk’s novel, Fight Club, the narrator watches a skyscraper’s collapse set to the sounds by The Dust Brothers. This self-fulfilled cataclysm is echoed by the (fictional) protagonist of Joanna Demers’ Drone and Apocalypse, but unlike the breakbeat rhythms of this Hollywood depiction, Cynthia Wey’s soundtrack is appropriately composed of the music by Celer, William Basinski and Éliane Radigue. The inevitable demise of humanity is explored through a series of essays that reflect on man-made catastrophes, spiritual holocaust, and ultimately, void. But unlike the negative connotation of the words marking the end of our own existence, Demers reveals the beauty of emptiness, expressed by the drones drenched in longing and time. This concept of eternal spaciousness has long been known in the Buddhist absolute. Demers’ work invites the reader (and the listener) to enter the space of unending apocalypse, submerging oneself in a lasting nostalgia for our eminent fate.


HC, from Headphone Commute, an independent online magazine covering electronic, experimental and instrumental music


Joanna Demers’ book is a creative and speculative mission into the lush hinterlands at the edges of academic writing. It is a fascinating exploration of drone, noise and the ends of the comprehensible.


Robert Willim, Lund University, Sweden
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Preface




…art’s vocation is to unveil the truth…







GWF Hegel, Lectures on Aesthetics







…for sudden, the firm earth was shaken


As if by the last wreck its frame were overtaken.







Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Laon and Cythna”





At a speaker series event in the department where I teach, a guest medievalist gave a talk on troubadour songs. She sang a few examples and pointed out intricacies of rhyme and ambiguities of meaning. And then she acknowledged a fact that often intimidates young musicologists away from medieval studies: troubadour notation does not indicate rhythm or duration, so it is impossible for us to know exactly how this music sounded, or as she put it, is supposed to sound. And this aporia meant that we could never argue for any connection between music and lyrics, nor for any musical as opposed to textual meaning. Troubadour songs, in other words, would remain unfathomable and unperceived, an ideal of music with no satisfying reality to anchor it.


Still, she didn’t want to give up. She brought out some diagrams indicating where peaks in the melody corresponded to poignant moments in the text, hoping to discern some material trace linking music with meaning. Failing to find any such relationship, she concluded that we must be missing some crucial bit of information. She admitted that it would be distasteful to accept that there might be nothing there, no sense or meaning to this beautiful music she so loved. And so she perhaps unknowingly settled upon the conclusion that musicologist Carolyn Abbate derives from Vladimir Jankélévitch’s writings on ineffability, that music’s power manifests through performance rather than notation.1 Music is drastic rather than gnostic. The medievalist closed by speculating that we have only to unearth a contemporaneous account of a performance that will reveal how troubadour music sounded and what it signified.


This musicologist’s frankness about the limits of our knowledge of medieval music was both deflating and refreshing. Fifteen years before, I had decided against a research focus on early music on the basis of the unknowability of music of the distant past. Leaving the Middle Ages for what I presumed were the more navigable waters of the present, I fell in love with electronica and drone music, especially noise and drone works by such artists as Celer, William Basinski, Tim Hecker, Thomas Köner, Les Rallizes Dénudés, and Éliane Radigue. I wrote a monograph on the aesthetics of electronic music, and offered a few defensible interpretations. A few years later, I wrote an essay on meaningless moments in popular music.2 And here, I mentioned the incommensurability of drone music with the writing about drone music, the discrepancy between the great duration of these works and the dearth of words we can use to describe music that seems to change so little. I enlisted Abbate, Jankélévitch and Susan Sontag in calling for a type of writing that honors the meaninglessness of recent music, the examples of beautiful or ugly or just jarring music that affect us physically. These moments are empty because they cannot be interpreted, but they may help us understand philosophical dilemmas. Thus, instead of using theory to decode music, we can use these meaningless moments as points of entry for philosophy. The essay is a teaser, and my question “What on earth would such a project look like?” goes unanswered; I planned on responding to it in my next book.


But drone music, however lush and evocative, does not give up its meaningless moments so easily. Although recordings allow us to know instantaneously how this music sounds, we know hardly more about drone music’s meaning than we do about the meaning of troubadour songs. I realized this when in 2012 I corresponded with Will Long, one of two founding members of the ambient drone act Celer. I asked Long whether there were affinities between Celer’s album The Everything and the Nothing (2008) and philosophy, and he answered:




We actually had very little if anything in mind related to philosophy to connect with the music, but the fact that it is possible to relate it to that is important, and what I hope most is that each person can find something to connect it to for themselves.3





Long’s response disquieted me. I had been sure that Celer’s music had some philosophical grounding to it, and my certainty was borne out by Celer’s track titles (often poetic and referring, so I thought, to philosophy and critical theory) as well as the atmospheric qualities of the sounds. But Long’s answer made me reconsider a conventionally scholarly approach toward drone music. Celer’s music is indeed personally meaningful to Long, but that meaning is not binding for anyone else. The discrepancy between the length of drone recordings and live performances (often surpassing an hour) and the paucity of words we can use to describe this music makes any claims at interpretation suspect. No secret message, no code, nothing to interpret. Nothing, even in the midst of everything beautiful.


Fortunately, this is a good time for music scholars interested in ineffability. The 2012 colloquy in the Journal of the American Musicological Society invited several musicologists to reflect on Jankélévitch’s contributions to music and philosophy, and much of this discussion nuances Abbate’s pronouncements about the ineffable as something unknowable and inscrutable.4 As Steven Rings points out, Jankélévitch states that music’s ineffability paradoxically galvanizes endless types of writing about its communicative capacity.5 Yet as James Hepokoski notes, Jankélévitch distinguishes between things meant to be talked about and things “meant to be done”, with “those things in relation to which purely expressive language appears so secondary, so unconvincing, so miserably inefficacious, are the most important and most precious things in life.”6 This fuller picture of Jankélévitch’s pronouncements on the ineffable leave us with a rare opportunity as scholars to finally practice what an esteemed thinker preaches. Yes, music is slippery, resistant to deciphering, and perhaps eternally unknowable. However, it is also a magnet for words as well as for actions, for gestures that put into practice dilemmas and questions that philosophy tackles only in theory. If we momentarily turn from the aspect of Jankélévitch’s approach that emphasizes what music does not do, namely, communicate prosaically, what remains is that which music does communicate, a vague terrain that has intrigued thinkers ranging from Plato to Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Badiou. Of these philosophers, Hegel is especially explicit: his aesthetic theory has it that music as a form of art unveils truth.7 The content of that truth is less at stake than the formidable power of that idea, that music and art unveil something hidden.


Drone and Apocalypse answers Jankélévitch’s call for a definitive action that acknowledges the ineffability of music through doing rather than just writing. Since drone music is especially difficult to read and interpret, we may well already have arrived at a point where there is nothing substantially new to say about it, and certainly nothing definitive to say about its content. We could continue to talk about the production of drone music, or its history and reception. Or, we could experiment with the ways it simultaneously evokes and deflects meaning. I have therefore made the decision to write a literary non-fiction work rather than one based exclusively on research or criticism. Drone and Apocalypse is the next step in my scholarship on the aesthetics of recent electronic music. My methodology is to relate technical qualities of specific drone works (aspects like space, duration, repetition, and register) to pertinent moments in literature, philosophy, and art. These skeins of associations are ahistorical and poetic, but they are informed by a musicological and aesthetic reading of drone music. Drone and Apocalypse is thus a creative work that requires a fictional premise as its starting point. The book assumes the form of an exhibit catalog for an art show that takes place some two hundred years from now. The exhibit, “Commentaries on the Apocalypse”, showcases writings and artworks of Cynthia Wey, a failed artist who during the early twenty-first century wrote critical essays relating ethics and aesthetics to drone music as well as ancient, classical, and medieval literature. Wey also created several “speculative artworks”, her term for descriptions of artworks that she never realized. The theme of both the essays and speculative artworks is apocalypse, because Wey was convinced that the end of humanity was imminent and would be triggered by some cataclysmic event. Her subjects range from ethical (is it right to enjoy doomsday art? should art give the illusion of free will?) to aesthetic (why are lists so central to apocalyptic art?). The curators who recover her journal stage an exhibit that mounts materialized versions of the speculative artworks, which in turn draw on the essays for their conceptual grounding.


I anticipate at this point skepticism on the part of some readers. Why should an academic employ a fictional premise and creative methodology to tackle what is, let’s be honest, a scholarly quibble? And why bring apocalypse into the discussion? In response to the first question, while this book does depart radically from the disciplinary conventions of musicology, it is not without precedent. The journal Current Musicology in late 2012 circulated a call for “experimental writing” on music, and one essay from this book was published in that issue.8 Examples of experimental scholarship in the humanities at large include Tim Mulgan’s monograph Ethics for a Broken World, a philosophical exploration of the ethics of apocalypse that assumes the fictional role of a series of university lectures delivered at some point after a catastrophic environmental event has decimated the world’s population,9 or Reza Negarestani’s Cyclonopedia, an amalgam of critical theory and fiction centering on the politics of petroleum.10 One could also turn to W.G. Sebald, the novelist and poet who was also a professor of European literature, as the preeminent re-inventor of literary non-fiction. In Sebald’s work we find writings that are at once travelogues, histories, essays, poems, and novels. This generic hybridity enriches ruminations on migration, loss, memory, and trauma. Jankélévitch may now be recognized among musicologists as someone who gives us license to celebrate what is inennarrable in music, but it is thanks to writers like Sebald that we can even consider bridging the gap between academic research and creative writing.


But that still leaves the second question: why is apocalypse relevant to a discussion of drone music?


Why Apocalypse? Why Drone Music?


To respond, I would turn to Low’s song “Do You Know How to Waltz?”, which caused a small controversy when the band played it (and it alone) for twenty-seven minutes during its set at the Rock the Garden Festival in Minneapolis on 15 June 2013.11 This song, which Low first recorded in 1996, is divided into three parts, the first and last seething as slow-burning drones of bass guitar, electric guitar, and percussion.12 The middle section consists of a lugubrious dirge whose lyrics refer to one last opportunity to dance before an inevitable reprisal, the time to “pay the debt.” The track is grim, and is beloved among Low fans. But some concert attendees complained that Low cheated the Rock the Garden audience out of a decent show. At the end of the performance, Alan Sparhawk looked furious. He may well have been exhausted after the twenty-two minute escalating drone that formed the third part of the song, a crescendo that required repetitive strumming and cymbal rolls and razor-sharp concentration. Sparhawk must also have been fuming at the distracted public, those passersby who ditched Low’s stage for something more upbeat or who remained to text or take pictures instead of listening. After the song reached its end in a cascade of noise, Sparhawk took off his guitar, bent down to the microphone and, instead of thanking the audience, yelled “Drone, not drones”, poking his finger in the air with the vehemence of the righteous.13 Whether Sparhawk’s anger was directed toward the audience or toward the architects of flying weapons is of less consequence here than the fact that this performance so eloquently elided drone music (“drone”) with apocalypse (“drones”). Drone music excels in creating and maintaining tension. It aestheticizes doom, opening a door onto once and future catastrophes, those that are imminent and those that, once believed to be imminent, are now detours in a past that turned out otherwise.


It might seem contradictory to state that drone music is apocalyptic if it cannot even be interpreted. But apocalypse itself is a phenomenon that flouts interpretation; it is a literal rendition of the ineffable, something that exceeds or evades or defies speech. Apocalypse as cataclysm draws a line between the present and the future, presence and absence. It is an emptiness, a threat or a hope of a revelation (“apocalypse” literally means “unveiling”), but it is unthinkable insofar as we cannot claim to have already lived it. Apocalypse in modern parlance is a dreadful thing to contemplate, even though it is not clear what exactly will expire once apocalypse has happened. We may think of apocalypse as the end of the world, or the end of humanity. But apocalypse needn’t necessarily be either, for humanity’s apocalypse could well consist of being reduced to living in pre-industrial conditions. This would be a drastic turn of events, surely, but not so much an apocalypse for our species as for our culture and technology. The meaning of “the end of the world” is even obscurer, for even the most pessimistic anticipations of apocalypse tend not to proclaim that Planet Earth will disappear. What, then, will end? A hyperobject as conceived by Tim Morton, apocalypse is something we can theorize or foretell, but not know in its entirety.14 We know of it only obliquely through works of art that speak of it (such as Basinski’s The Disintegration Loops) or that speculate about its attributes (such as Basinski’s The River). And while I agree with Morton that the end of the world has already occurred because “world” means a series of ideas about what life should and should not be,15 we should nonetheless understand that the recent usage of “apocalypse” indicates a belief that the worst is yet to come, that apocalypse is an event from which humanity will not emerge. This sense of “the end of the world” is aesthetically significant, for as this book demonstrates, it drives much of our art and culture and feeds our political malaise and spiritual cynicism. The writer Cynthia Wey takes apocalypse literally to mean the end of human existence on Earth, although she acknowledges the inherent narcissism in apocalyptic theories that harp on humanity’s disappearance to the exclusion of any other object or being. Many of us share Wey’s parochial notion of apocalypse, for we assume that if we ever do experience apocalypse, it will be just as we are about to disappear.
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