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Where there was once the ‘real,’ there is now only the electronic generation and circulation of almost supernatural simulations. Where there was once stable human consciousness, there are now only the ghosts of fragmented, decentered, and increasingly schizophrenic subjectivities. Where there once was ‘depth’ and ‘affect,’ there is now only ‘surface.’ Where there was once ‘meaning,’ ‘history,’ and a solid realm of ‘signifieds,’ there is now only a haunted landscape of vacant and shifting signifiers.


– Jeffrey Sconce1


America! / Everything has its price; nearly everything has been bought.


– Terrance Hayes2









Introduction


Ghostly Encounters


As a teenager, I frequented the “online cinematheque” known as MUBI (formerly The Auteurs) to discuss the art of cinema with like-minded movie lovers and rank my favorite films, hoping to strike up a chat with a prominent critic or filmmaker. The site was welcoming and never exclusive, a space for cinephiles to indulge in everything from listing our favorite Criterion Collection releases to watching and appreciating obscure and neglected films. Everyone heard the other’s voice, and opinions were acknowledged and debated fairly and openly. It was my first experience enjoying the “social” part of social media and understanding the extraordinary benefits of being connected with any person on the planet via the Internet.


Late one night, as I trawled through the message boards and left behind scattered comments here and there, I noticed an unfamiliar member was commenting after every one of my posts. I clicked on the member’s profile only to discover a blank biography section, no profile picture, and no rated films. The comments underneath my own were always the same – a grainy, lo-res photograph of a middle-aged man with brown hair in midturn towards the camera with the caption, “This is what baked shit looks like,” just below it. The blankness of the man’s expression combined with the anonymity of the profile shook me up, but what gripped me with an urgent, sudden fear was the fact that this trolling presence had attached itself to me and was posting this photograph and caption after every one of my own posts I made that late night.


Part of the Internet’s strangeness stems from the anonymity and pseudonymity it can offer, even as it also allows anyone unprecedented access to the private lives of others. My encounter with this Internet troll on MUBI unsettled me because of its anonymous precision. It commented too soon after my own posts. Its message was always the same. Suddenly I didn’t feel like I was in the presence of real people on this website but like I was communicating with their surrogates, their avatars, uncanny copies sent in advance of the real things. I realized the true nature of communication on MUBI and then even more so when I joined Facebook and other social media sites that can offer equal amounts of pseudo- and anonymity. Even before my run-in with the troll, I had not once had communication with any real person on those MUBI message boards. Night after night, I had been sitting in my house in front of my computer with no one else.


It is a confounding and eerie sensation to feel social while alone, thronged with invisible entities whose presence is felt yet who appear wholly absent. These entities are our twenty-first-century ghosts, shorn from their corporeal shells and set loose to glide through cyberspace at lightning speed and with startling precision. We call to one another in the darkness of the Internet, reuniting with hosts of friends and followers, but the act is all theater. There is nothing there in the dark except the dead gaze of a copy.


Western culture teems with so many ghosts: digital doppel-gängers, anonymous commenters, and of course the ghosts of our past – the remnants of history, national trauma, and our individual memories, which are more drawn to the sirens of the past in the Information Age than ever before. The digital ghosts, the ghosts in our machines, remind us our technological creations are anything but infallible, yet we become profoundly unnerved when our creations act seemingly with a will of their own. Or, when we encounter a virtual presence whose materiality is anonymous (like the MUBI profile). The ubiquity of digital technology and the desperate faith in technological redemption de-center the human as the locus of experience in history, and this thought is difficult to grasp. When faced with the possible existence of a ghost, a malfunction in ordered normality, we retreat in abject fear. We live in the manufactured illusion that we are still separate from our media extensions when in fact we are interlopers stumbling through a spectral world not for us.


The other ghost resides not in the machine but instead glides over history, loudly declaring its arrival as it reminds us of our forgotten pasts and lost futures, our mutual traumas and former experiences as a Western society. I will touch on both ghostly forms in this book, and I will examine contemporary art and philosophy to better understand why these hauntings occur more frequently in twenty-first-century culture.


At the crux of our haunted culture is vaporwave, an Internet-born electronic-music microgenre that consistently divides critics and listeners alike with its singularly strange aesthetic and guerrilla methods of production. Although it has its roots in avant-garde electronic pioneers such as John Cage and culture jammers like the San Francisco band Negativland, vaporwave as a proper genre and scene emerged only in the early 2010s, and in just a few years it has prompted furious online debate. All the while the scene itself has grown tremendously in a short time, and one could attribute this to both vaporwave’s appeal and the ease with which it can be created (more on this later).


Largely ignored by the mainstream press, vaporwave has instead flourished on websites such as Bandcamp and SoundCloud and on Reddit, where a popular subreddit is dedicated solely to discovering new producers and sharing the images and sounds of this nascent yet prolific genre. Because vaporwave exists almost entirely outside the sphere of PR and the music industry at large, it has tremendous “underground” appeal. Here is an entire community of artists, musicians, remixers, and critics listening to and creating strange and exciting sounds that grapple with nostalgia, consumerism, and the uncanny in a digital age.


This book does not offer a definition of vaporwave, nor does it present a proper history of the genre. I will explain certain characteristics of the genre and detail how they fit into my argument that vaporwave is the musical product of a culture plagued by trauma and regression in late capitalism. This is my reading of the genre overall, and I do not aim to locate the authorial intent of every vaporwave producer. That being said, the most enjoyment I had in writing this book was getting to talk to the musicians themselves and discussing the purpose of vaporwave and what vaporwave meant to each of them. It was an extremely rewarding experience.


Vaporwave is critical of Western culture’s preoccupation with the past, but it is not the only art form to call our collective regression into question. There are several filmmakers, writers, and visual artists who have this “vaporwave sensibility” if you will – this desire to turn our fascinations and fantasies into more disquieting forms, to suggest that not all is perfectly well, to remind us that maybe we have not been liberated in the Internet Age. These artists are skeptical of capitalism’s promise to redeem us in the name of material goods and of the nostalgia that hangs over an era obsessed with the clichés of history. I will touch on these figures who, like so many vaporwave producers, seek to critique modern culture and its sicknesses.


With unprecedented access to the Internet, the flattened desert where past, present, and future comingle, we find ourselves living in a state of atemporality, yearning for a time before the present. In the West, the time for which we pine is one before the twenty-first century, which arrived violently on September 11, 2001, and before the rise of the Internet. Capitalism knows this and exploits our collective nostalgia for economic gain, commodifying the very ghosts we clutch earnestly. All of this we do because the world we have found ourselves in runs on the motor of chaotic, neurotic capital that wipes away any meaning other than profit.


It is now when the arts must rise to oppose these monolithic systems that enslave the West, when the potentially subversive qualities of a genre like vaporwave can awaken us to the cultural maladies that stunt political discourse and shun human empathy. At the very least, vaporwave is an alternative. It’s an alternative to the manufactured products offered by the music industry, and it was born from a community of musicians seeking to make interesting music while forging new relationships. Under our current ideological regime, one that falsely declares there is no other option than unfettered capitalism, an alternative is welcoming and must be heeded.









Chapter 1


Spectral Presence:
 Vaporwave and the Uncanny


For when it dawned – they dropped their arms,


And clustered round the mast;


Sweet sounds rose slowly through their mouths,


And from their bodies passed.


– Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”1


In Tobe Hooper’s 1982 horror blockbuster, Poltergeist, malevolent ghosts enter a suburban family’s home through the television set and kidnap their daughter, all while ransacking the house and upending their lives. The film has remained a canonical, mainstream fixture of the horror genre since the 1980s and seems to advance a heavy-handed anti-TV argument: that the television is a medium of horrors. For viewers of the time, Poltergeist allegorized the rampant, media-fueled fears of the Reagan-era nuclear family – namely threats against children, such as kidnapping and even ritualistic Satanism. The film is literal in its representation of outside forces entering the safe enclosure of the suburban home and corrupting the balance of family life, and the conduit through which the ghosts enter is the television – the “medium of the dead.”2 What happens in the Freelings’ home takes the 1980s fear of television’s near-spiritual power and uncanny presence to its frightening conclusion. Poltergeist’s ability to tap into a cultural mistrust of electronic media has afforded its timelessness, such that a remake was released in mid-2015 (appropriately updating the story to fit with our current screen-saturated environment).


Perhaps no other book more accurately details the history of electronic media’s relationship with the occult, from contacting the dead via the radio to fearing the televisions in our homes, than Jeffrey Sconce’s Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television, which posits that we have often thought of electronic media as “gateways to electronic otherworlds.”3 Beginning with the invention of telegraphy and the rise of Spiritualism, Sconce outlines the history of electronic media’s uncanny ability to appear “haunted.” In particular, “sighted” media (such as the television) foreground this uncanniness because the “‘ghosts’ of television…[seem] to actually reside within the technology” – ghosts in the televisual machine, if you will.4 Drawing on the idea of haunted television, Sconce notes:


Sound and image without material substance, the electronically mediated worlds of telecommunications often evoke the supernatural by creating virtual beings that appear to have no physical form. By bringing this spectral world into the home, the TV set in particular can take on the appearance of a haunted apparatus.5


Though we can easily understand Sconce’s definition of a haunted television, why do we associate the uncanny with ghosts, especially ghosts in our machines? What about the radio or the phonograph? Certainly, Sconce’s notion of haunted media can apply to digital technology and the Internet, but how can we think of the ghosts of the digital age? And what is their relationship to the ghosts of analog media, the ghosts of both the immediate and far-reaching pasts?


Writing on the uncanny, Hélène Cixous proposes that the uncanny “asserts a gap where one would like to be assured of unity.”6 She expands on Sigmund Freud’s notion of the uncanny, or “that species of the frightening that goes back to what was once well known and had long been familiar.”7 There exists a rift between the familiar and the warp-of-the-familiar – we are justifiably unnerved by floating furniture, sudden chills that come from nowhere, and disembodied voices. These animated objects are uncanny because they rob the familiar of its comfort. There exists a gap between a sound heard and the sound’s source, and as audio theorist David Toop notes, “In every place that feels or becomes uncanny and unhomely, there is a sound that does not belong, an interloper.”8 Uncanny sound is phantom sound: it comes into familiarity from nowhere.


But how does one act in the presence of the uncanny? How does the uncanny disrupt our experience of the world? In The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny, Dylan Trigg sets out to accurately describe our experience of memory in terms of spatiality. Writing in the vein of phenomenologists like Gaston Bachelard and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Trigg asserts that our memories function like the spaces that we used to frequent or even inhabit. The physical dimensions of a childhood home are important in shaping my memory of childhood because I experienced it. Experience and place are intertwined, allowing my memory to form from a particular feeling of childhood as well as a particular place. Trigg is especially interested in the ghosts of these memory houses and the feelings we get upon revisiting a place of memory. For Trigg, experience itself has a lot to do with the “strangeness of things.”9 He writes that “Such an estrangement from the natural world is, I would argue, at the heart of phenomenology.”10 Trigg writes of the “creeping strangeness” that accompanies an encounter with “augmented familiarity” (his italics).11 The uncanny is both old and new, familiar and eerie, and confuses us upon first encounter. We find it “in the manifold space between experience and thought, perfectly at ease with its ability to invoke repulsion and allure in the subject experiencing the uncanny” (also his italics).12 In this gap lies a truly alien realm wherein the strangeness of the everyday rises up to present us with the unalterable reality that the world is not for us.


These gaps produce the ghosts that film theorist Linda Badley refers to in her book. Their very intermediary nature confounds us as they rise from within the familiar to assert its strangeness. Our reaction to such a ghostly encounter would likely resemble Jack Gladney’s in Don DeLillo’s suburban thriller White Noise, when he unexpectedly sees his wife Babette on television. The passage is worth quoting at length:


The face on the screen was Babette’s. Out of our mouths came a silence as wary and deep as an animal growl. Confusion, fear, astonishment spilled from our faces. What did it mean? What was she doing there, in black and white, framed in formal borders? Was she dead, missing, disembodied? Was this her spirit, her secret self, some two-dimensional facsimile released by the power of technology, set free to glide through wavebands, through energy levels, pausing to say good-bye to us from the fluorescent screen?


A strangeness gripped me, a sense of psychic disorientation. It was her all right, the face, the hair, the way she blinks in rapid twos and threes. I’d seen her just an hour ago, eating eggs, but her appearance on the screen made me think of her as some distant figure from the past, some ex-wife and absentee mother, a walker in the mists of the dead. If she was not dead, was I? A two-syllable infantile cry, ba-ba, issued from the deeps of my soul…13


Gladney’s description is one of awe and terror, not unlike the emotions felt by the Freelings and their team of parapsychologists when they successfully contact Carol Anne in Poltergeist. Jack is reduced to an infantile state, muttering his wife’s nickname more as a childlike gurgle than an affectionate gesture. His behavior is that of a person encountering the living dead, witnessing the animation of the inanimate. The familiarity of his wife and his television set turn inside out; his mind cannot properly correlate the information he is given. He confronts the uncanny and undergoes emotional reorientation as he attempts to understand his there-but-not-there wife and the in-betweenness of it all. Babette is an intermediary being, a ghost rising from the spectral glow of the television – present yet absent.


To witness a “haunted” electronic medium is to confront the uncanny with all its gaps. When we listen to a warped vinyl record or examine the visual traces on the blank screen of a finicky television, we are immediately struck by the characteristics of their ghostliness because their malfunction, actual or perceived, indicates a rift between them and their carried messages. The horror then arises from electronic media’s propensity to glitch and malfunction, throwing us (the users) into a sudden state of disarray. The analog electronic media of prior decades were particularly prone to presenting ghosts. Unlike the sleek, liquid form of digital media, early radio and television for instance channeled information through a low-definition interface, while static and poor resolution interrupted the flow of sound and image. When the radio signal gives out and another channel comes through cloaked in fuzz and static, it is as if the radio has acted entirely on its own and, most unsettlingly, is more prone to malfunction than maybe we think.


Like ghostly objects of haunted lore, faulty electronic media resemble autonomous interfaces because they seem to operate freely or by the hand of some unseen presence with minimal human interaction involved. Instead of extending the nervous system, as Marshall McLuhan affirms, haunted electronic media appear to transcend the nervous system, and this transcendence suggests that haunted media, such as the television or the radio, are “capable of generating their own autonomous spirit worlds.”14 In other words, these media seem haunted by “ghosts” that dwell within the electronics. Ghosts, as Linda Badley writes, “empty ‘reality’ of meaning…They are like Derridean words; they ‘kill’ meaning. Ghosts pretend to assert transcendence but actually speak the nothingness, the death, of the things they name.”15 Here, Badley binds Cixous’ assertion of the uncanny with Jacques Derrida’s meaningless words to illustrate ghosts as gaps in the meaning of reality signified. They are meaninglessness made manifest. Thus, the television, the phonograph, and the radio all have the propensity to seem infested with “ghosts” and are portrayed as such in fiction and films (like Poltergeist) because they remediate information. These types of media assert gaps between the information they relay and their electronic forms, providing the feeling that some unseen force animates them.


Re-Animating the Dead


With the invention of the electronic musical sampler, gaps and remediation took new forms. Now, recorded music could easily be manipulated to create new pieces of music, and entire songs could be constructed solely out of audio samples shorn of context and reference. It was the ultimate postmodern musical gesture and one that proved legally problematic if a sample of an artist’s song was used without permission. Music critic Simon Reynolds describes sampling as “a mixture of time-travel and séance” and characterizes it as “the musical art of ghost coordination and ghost arrangement.”16 Reynolds’ choice of ghostly metaphors when describing the capabilities of the sampler is apt; the previously static recordings of artists from any era could now be rearranged in endless ways. A 1970s disco hit could be joined with a Charles Mingus tune to create an ahistorical piece of music, giving new life to “dead” records. It is Franken-music, using various pieces of former wholes to create a new being.


The sampler is still used by artists today for both in-studio recording and live performance, but the software sampler and the digital audio workstation (DAW) now allow musicians to easily produce sampled music directly on their computers. Before DAWs became relatively inexpensive or even free to acquire, artists creating appropriated forms of music relied on phonographs, tape machines, cassette players, and the sampler to produce samples. The ease with which someone with a BitTorrent client can now pirate an expensive DAW, such as Ableton Live, enables anyone with a computer to produce amateur or perhaps professional-grade sampled music. Most DAWs come equipped with some kind of sampler, so the average DJ, producer, sound artist, or amateur can not only load and manipulate samples in a DAW but also mix and master those tracks. The end result can be a professional-grade music track produced solely on a laptop by anyone.
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