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Abstract and Keywords

Are the predictable associations between sound and darkness, night and music, based
solely on the ability of the aural sense to focus thanks to a reduction of the visible field?
Even if the answer lies in a correlation between physical manifestation and physiological
adaptation, the socio-cultural scaffolding that stems from this simple fact is of interest.
Sites of investigation: John Oswald’s pitch black performances; Studio 303’s Noises from
the Dark series; Adrian Piper’s Untitled Performance at Max’s Kansas City; Andre
Lepecki’s (and by extension Fred Moten’s) ‘shared aurality’ active in the quartet of dark-
ness/blackness/potentiality/freedom; Derek Jarman’s Blue and, especially, Akira Mizuta
Lippit’s analysis of the film where sound becomes image and image becomes sound; the
use of darkness at the famed 1938 International Surrealist Exhibition in Paris; the Sayd-
naya Military Prison; Guy Debord’s Hurlements en faveur de Sade; amongst others. Is
sound necessarily of the dark, from the dark, in the dark? Eclipses and shadows, caves
and caverns are moments and sites where and when sounds thrive, or at least are in-
voked and conjured. How does the night sound? Merleau-Ponty begins to answer the
question by depicting the night as generator of a different kind of space, one that ‘has no
outlines; ... is pure depth without foreground or background, without surfaces and with-
out any distance separating it from me’. The implications on sound of the inside/outside
blur, the porous muddle, are that its sensorial properties have ontological consequences.

Keywords: night, darkness, blackness, acinema, dream

WHAT is the colour of sound? How bright or dark is it? What is the time of sound? What is
its place? In Daybreak Friedrich Nietzsche proposes a propitious time and place for it, a
sonic sanctum, a listening haven:

The ear, the organ of fear, could have evolved as greatly as it has only in the night
and twilight of obscure caves and woods, in accordance with the mode of life of
the age of timidity, that is to say the longest human age there has ever been, in
bright daylight the ear is less necessary. That is how music acquired the character
of an art of night and twilight. (1997, p. 250)
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Soundfullessness

Could one therefore say that sound is of the dark, from the dark, in the dark? Realm of
predilection for eclipses and shadows, caves and caverns—moments and sites where and
when sounds thrive, or at least are invoked and conjured. Actual and rhetorical entrap-
ments amplify each other and shade the site of the encounter. Put on your headphones,
and close your eyes—enter the night of listening, the exemplar site for claustrophiles.
How does the night sound? Maurice Merleau-Ponty begins to answer the question by de-
picting the night as generator of a different kind of space, one that ‘has no outlines; ... is
pure depth without foreground or background, without surfaces and without any distance
separating it from me’ (2002, p. 330). The implications on sound, once paired with night,
are that it will share the ontological consequences of the aforementioned inside/outside
blur and porous muddle. The fullness of sound is such that it, like Merleau-Ponty’s night,
has the capacity to ‘almost destro[y] my personal identity’ (ibid.). The fullessness of sound
takes a further step. The awkward and contradictory neologism I am introducing into the
mix, soundfullessness, is partly intended to reflect the potential loss of subjecthood just
cited, but also the silence which always underpins sound’s scurrying waves, as well as the
constant reminder that such oscillations animate the discursive field. The intentional en-
folding of night into sound I have outlined thus far is a trope, and as such demands a criti-
cal distance, or at least an awareness of its gravitational pull. In other words, the tro-
pisms that render the night sonic need to be . 386) dismantled at the same time as they
are mounted in order to ensure that they do not ossify into truisms. Nathalie Sarraute’s
extensive exploration of tropisms’s location (‘on the frontiers of consciousness’), their
movements (‘slip through us on the frontiers of consciousness’), their form (‘undefinable,
extremely rapid sensations’), their behaviour (‘they hide behind our gestures, the words
we speak, the feelings we manifest’), and their function (‘the secret source of our exis-
tence’) enables us to keep in mind the difficulty of the task of, simply put, making sense of
sense (Sarraute, 1963, p. 6). The double sense of sense already points to a recurring
paradoxical formulation that writers resort to when the ineffable is the subject at hand. If
impasse is bypassed in favour of potential, the project can reward the diligent reader, as
long as we forego, to some extent at least, the assumption that a text should necessarily
be compelled to resolve all questions raised. Kathleen Stewart echoes Sarraute: ‘Affects
are not so much forms of signification, or units of knowledge, as they are expressions of
ideas or problems performed as a kind of involuntary and powerful learning and partici-
pation’ (2007, p. 40). Acknowledging and accepting the force of the involuntary entails
that we relinquish some of the default demands and presumptive prerequisites that we
make of a text, or for that matter, any proposition, any manifestation, any assemblage—
sound included.

In order to enter the soundfullessness of darkness earnestly I invite you to embrace the
paradoxical apositionality suggested by the title. It is akin to Adorno’s advocation that an
essay function as a type of agent which ‘by transgressing the orthodoxy of thought, some-
thing becomes visible in the object which it is orthodoxy’s secret purpose to keep invisi-
ble’ (1984, p. 171; my emphasis). The aim of this essay is to delve into darkness in a man-
ner that will nullify neither the essay nor darkness via reductive explication—that is to
say, to maintain (and even embrace) it, and that could not be further from convention
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which vehemently shuns the dark. Of course, Adorno is articulating the desire to counter
the forces that would keep us in the dark. The crux of the tightrope balancing act lies in
the opposition between those two definitions of darkness: one a secret box containing
knowledge heavily guarded by gatekeepers, the other an unknown realm replete with infi-
nite potential. Either way, the compulsion to plunge into darkness is undeniable, there-
fore the venture has merit and is arguably a necessary enterprise to undertake. Those ex-
ploring the territory of the ineffable have to keep in check the temptation to filter access
or prescribe the translation code needed to comprehend. Seth Kim-Cohen’s Against Ambi-
ence is a polemic against artistic practices that, under the banner of mastery and for the
sake of exclusivity, revel in non-revealing and relish in willful obscurantism. He rightfully
calls out cases where the nonstarter statement, to put it prosaically, it simply is, serves as
a justifier and explainer, but really functions as no more than a mystifier (Kim-Cohen,
2016, p. 11 and passim). One of the corollaries of such a move is to ‘collapse discrete enti-
ties back into a primordial wholeness that doesn’t allow differentiation’ (32). The condi-
tion named here sounds like the one I have started to describe with darkness and its ef-
fect of dissolution on the subject. This is disconcerting because I subscribe to Kim-
Cohen’s adamant advocacy of a sound art that is socio-politically active and aware, one
that is not stuck in ‘a state of nebulous, naive, navel-gazing’ (10). Thankfully, the and/nor-
ness that he finds through Timothy Morton approximates the .387) soundfullessness
that I am attempting to sketch here. In other words, my contention is that it is through
dwelling in the ‘ambiguity of sonic ontology’ (Kim-Cohen, 2016, p. 49) that we can best
approximate the complexity of the sonic. Both Morton and Kim-Cohen use the and/nor-
ness as a way to account for sound as both a physical manifestation and as a sign (in the
semiotic sense). Darkness is similarly fraught; thus its entwine with sound ups the stakes,
with an outcome that promises, perhaps, plenty of unresolved resolutions, but also an ex-
pansive set of resolutely disparate and divergent potentialities put in play.

Returning to Adorno’s advice on how to counter orthodoxy, what is that something that
emerges, as he contends? For him, it is found in the following various characteristics: im-
mediacy, transitory, fragmentary, density of texture (recalling the thickened time and
charged space of Bakhtin’s artistic chronotope!); in other words, it ‘proceeds methodical-
ly unmethodically’ (Adorno, 1984, p. 161). The essay ‘comes so close to the here and now
of the object’, as a result, ‘the essay resembles art’ (165). This commendable move could
however go further, go beyond mere resemblance; let’s be categorically affirmative a la
Clarice Lispector’s ‘this improvisation is’ and ‘this instant is’ (2012, pp. 29 and 86). Lest
that raise the charge of mystification, we need to affirm that the declarative the essay is
art is distinguishable from saying it simply is—the former formulates a poetic ontology,
whereas the latter is a claim unsupported by an argument. The first asserts agency, the
latter shuts down dialogue. Plunging into an amorphous darkness, with umpteen fissures
to follow, seems to call for an improvisatory approach, especially when the intent is not
merely to write about, but to invoke, to sound the dark within the space of these lines. It
calls for an incumbent negotiation between the forward pull of rational exposition and the
vertiginous swirling of poetic ruminations—an enlightdarkenment if you will. Words can
ascribe meaning in the same breath as they withhold and withdraw it. They can simulta-
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neously hit the mark and miss the target. They conceal and reveal all at once.? This cre-
ates an abeyance that opens to a play of possibilities which suits sound as it improvises its
way past the penumbral and into the farthest corners of the cave—I am keenly aware that
this phrasing falls prey to an accusation of mystification; that is precisely the point, for

now.3

Acinema

Are the predictable associations between sound and darkness, night and music, based
solely on the ability of the aural sense to focus more acutely thanks to a reduction of the
visible field? Even if the answer lies in this simple correlation between physical manifes-
tation and physiological adaptation, the socio-cultural scaffolding that stems from those
brute facts are of interest. A paradoxical site for darkness is the cinema, where arguably
the image reigns supreme, but in large part this is due to a frontal funnelling of vision
that the surrounding darkness enables. Guy Debord’s 1952 film Hurlements en faveur de
Sade (Howlings in Favour of Sade) is punctuated by interruptions when (.388 the image-
track goes black and the soundtrack silent. There are fourteen interruptions spread
throughout the film: the shortest lasts thirty seconds, the longest concludes the film with
twenty-four minutes of nothingness (Debord, 1994, pp. 11-18). During these moments the
viewer is forestalled, the listener is numbed, what remains is a mirror reflecting by de-
priving, a black mirror. This kind of mirror does not operate by accuracy or realism, it
opens onto a conflictual and tensive imaginary, one that heightens friction. A line of dia-
logue that precedes one of them, ‘“Tout le noir, les yeux fermés sur I’exces du

désastre’ (All black, eyes closed on the excess of the disaster), points us in the direction
of absoluteness—an absolute afar from the side of perfection or purity (12; my transla-
tion). An unavoidable (avoid the void) foreboding is set when sound (or lack thereof) is
coupled with the dark, we enter the realm of the negative. Plunging the darkened theatre
into further darkness, the audience is arrested, the screen has abdicated its role, the cin-
ema turns acinematic.

The assumed corollary of the diminished viewing conditions described above are the
favourable listening conditions thus created. This is cinema reconfigured for the ears, or
at least, this stratagem has often been endorsed as nurturing a haven for sounds, as fos-
tering a space where, finally, the ears get a chance to be fully engaged now that the eyes
have been deprived of sensory input. Predictably, thankfully, necessarily, in actuality the
dichotomy is less stark and the dynamics of audiovisual intake is more complex. To wit,
sprinkled throughout Akira Mizuta Lippit’s astute analysis of Derek Jarman’s Blue are mo-
ments where sound becomes image, and image becomes sound: ‘until nothing remains
but a blue image, including its sound’, ‘if blue is an image, it’s not only visual but sensual
and celestial, aural and auratic’, ‘rendering the image phonic’, ‘receding eyesight into an
acousmatic sea of blue’ (Lippit, 2012, pp. 15, 23, and 31). The particularities of this re-
lentless monochrome film—the static image that marks an arrest, a stoppage, a crisis
point; and a soundtrack that traces a path, from traffic din to blind fade out—will serve as
generative guides to this essay which is steeped in the paradoxical interplays of audio-vi-
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sual production with time-space.? By a process of removal, especially when abruptly in-
serted (Debord) or continuously applied (Jarman), we are better able to perceive shifts or
rifts, and to open ourselves to.° Blue and black have longstanding sonic associations, the
pair recur in this text, on their own and mixed together. Here, soundfullessness applies to
images, colours, spaces, bodies. These two instances of proto-expanded cinema mark a
shift from flat to immersive screenspace. The blue seeps, it is no longer only just in front
of you, it is on the ceiling, in the seats next to you, on your fingers. It compounds what
Lippit calls ‘the perpetual present of affect’” generated by the narrative, it is the only pos-
sible image to represent the impossible, the force made implicit by not providing discern-
able and localizable images (2012, p. 28).6 Image making becomes internalized, novel-
ized, audiophile. This non-retinal type of image operates with a subterranean force that
taps the senses indirectly but no less powerfully; to wit, returning to Stewart: ‘Power is a
thing of the senses. It lives as a capacity, or a yearning, or a festering resentment. It can
be sensualized in night rages’ (2007, p. 84), and matching its ominous tone with Maurice
Blanchot’s propitious statement: ‘art is the power that causes the night to open’ (1999, p.
437).” Cinema may be the ®.389 paradigmatic example of an art form that enacts this
opening in a formal sense given that every film frame is interspersed by darkness; we just
usually happen not to notice because it moves too fast for our perceiving eyes (this fact
forced Tony Conrad to recalculate the sequences of The Flicker; Joseph, 2011, p. 284).
Consequently, as Chris Marker correctly points out, ‘[o]Jut of the two hours you spend in a
movie theater, you spend one in the dark. It’s this nocturnal portion that stays with us,
that “fixes” our memory of a film’ (Douhaire and Rivoire, 2007, p. 34). Cinema is thus al-
ready of the dark in a way far more integral than the just via the setting of the movie the-
atre—the black box is already in the can. Further complicating the impact of the image’s
dark foil, Lisa Robertson in Cinema for the Present poetically renders a rejoinder to
Marker’s depiction: “‘You were out somersaulting in darkness./And then you recline
against an image./ ... Very simply like this you disappeared into the interval./And what is
the subject but a stitching?’ (2014, p. 14). Through the reel’s rhythm of light and dark—
stitched temporality—it is arguably already primed for the ear’s own seesawing between,
not just sound and silence, but auricular and somatic sound. Michel Serres, amongst oth-
ers, has articulated the latter: ‘I hear, of course, through the ear: temple, drum, pavilion,
but also my entire body and the whole of my skin’ (1995, p. 7; translation altered slight-
ly). Sara Ahmed similarly expands while also staying proximate: ‘thinking of speaking and
hearing in terms of touch might allow us to challenge the very assumption that communi-
cation is about expression, or about the transparency of meaning, or pure ex-

change’ (2000, p. 155). Acrobatics of the body in front of, through, and past the flat
screen of communication.

Perform the Dark

Some of the cases of atypical cinema briefly examined in the preceding section, which
presented prototypical instances of expanded (via retraction) cinema, lead us to consider
the obvious, but no less significant, conditions of reception that afrontality affords. No
need to stay put and face in a single direction when the source has a 360° range of action
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(not to mention planes above and below the standard ear-eye-level diffusion setup). Of
course, in a gallery context, the issue of frontality is at times replaced by one of planned
or curated itinerary. But by and large, flow is not prescribed. When the effects of dark-
ness and sound are factored in to the gallery experience—the paradigmatic experience of
visuality—some pushback is to be expected. The famed 1938 International Surrealist Ex-
hibition in Paris featured a ‘recorded soundtrack of hysterical inmates at an insane asy-
lum’ while, during opening night, visitors were given flashlights to discover the art be-
cause the space was intentionally left in darkness (Bishop, 2005, pp. 20 and 22; see also
Kachur, 2001, p. 83). The sounds came from a hidden phonograph (Kachur, 2001): this
production or staging detail of proto-acousmatic diffusion paired with reduced lighting is
not due to mere coincidence, but is emblematic of an intended conjunction. Or one could
even say, given its tendency to recur, that it is a strategy of symbiosis. Note an even earli-
er instance, recounted by Lewis Kachur, of a 1921 exhibition of Max Ernst collages

(. 390) which was ‘held in the basement with the lights out. Instead of flashlights, the vis-
itors “received” strange sounds and insults from members of the [Surrealist] group’ (74).
The latent element of coercion in the preceding examples become more explicit in the
1919 Futurist performance titled Lights! (Luce!) by Francesco Canguillo, where, as re-
counted by Michael Kirby:

Planted performers definitely were to be used in this piece. With the auditorium
completely in darkness, the actors—who were not to be recognized as such—were,
by their own example, to provoke the spectators into demanding light. Indeed, act-
ing in the house rather than on the stage and actual physical involvement and par-
ticipation of members of the audience were to make up the entire performance:
when the excitement reached its peak, the lights were finally to come on—and the
curtain was to fall. [A]Jn example of Cangiullo’s interest in mixing spectators and
performers and in searching for new types of theatrical experience. In it he made
a simple theatrical ‘object’ out of the emotional audience, eliminating—along with
character, place, and anecdote—the formal concept of a ‘presentation’. (1971, pp.
48-49, my emphasis)®

These examples from the historical avant-garde illustrate how strategies deploying invisi-
bility and audibility could be entwined for mutual amplified effect.

In his plays Samuel Beckett regularly resorted to lines of dialogue and stage directions
that undermined with opacity both the prehension of the stage space (or frame in the
case of the plays for television) and the comprehension of the narrative action. Rough for
Radio I, SHE: ‘May we have a little light?’ HE: ‘No, madam’ (1984, 107); Words and
Music, WORDS: ‘How much longer cooped up here in the dark?’ (127); Play, W1 and W2:
‘Yes, strange, darkness best, and the darker the worse, till all dark’ (147); ... But the
clouds ..., V: “‘When I thought of her it was always night.... Vanished within my little sanc-
tum and crouched, where none could see me, in the dark.... No sound, a begging of the
mind, to her, to appear, to me. Deep down into the dead of the night, until I wearied, and
ceased’. (259-260); A Piece of Monologue, SPEAKER: ‘Light gone. Gone. Again and again.
Again and again gone. Till dark slowly parts again. Grey light. Rain pelting.... Rain bub-
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bling in the black mud. Empty for the moment. That place beneath. Which ... he all but
said which loved one? Thirty seconds. To add to the two and a half billion odd. Then fade.
Dark whole again. Blest dark. No. No such thing as whole. Stands staring beyond half
hearing what he’s saying’ (268). Silence or sotto voce permeate the Beckettian dark; the
understated soundtrack produces a subtle yet whelming presence—palpable plumes of
unspoken words drifting through the barren scapes. Keeping Beckett in mind as émi-
nence grise,” let us now examine situations when a preset such as light is removed entire-
ly from a live performance before an audience—here the before (in front of, in sight of) is
put into question, and troubled, if not thwarted altogether. André Lepecki’s ‘In the dark’
chapter from Singularities focuses on the ‘choreographic uses of darkness as a means by
which a something else can be brought into visibility, audibility, and sensation become
some thing has been set free, choreographically, from the reified photosphere that, onto-
historically, has bound dance’s coming into view as an illuminated @. 391D (or enlight-
ened) image’ (2016, p. 57). The sonic uses of darkness under consideration here share a
similar desire to operate unbounded, to tap into the utopic power opened up by the duo
that Lepecki adjoins with darkness into a compelling trio: potentiality and freedom (56).
Note the echo with the play of possibilities, as well as the recurrence of the nebulous
thing, the valence of which is as an indescribable entity that lies beyond reach yet seems
tangible. Lepecki’s case study of Mette Ingvartsen’s Speculations (2011) is particularly in-
structive for the piece utilizes ekphrastic strategies in order to stage a kind of discursive
darkness that (nevertheless) manages to expel elucidation, cloud clarity, and limit lucidi-
ty. The languid fade out featured in the piece culminates into a setting where her ‘stories
and voice turn bodies into a saturated monochrome’ (69). There seems to be a causal re-
lationship between sound (or its absence: ‘“Time passes, or perhaps, space thickens, as si-
lence coagulates darkness into black substance’; 71) and the impact that darkness can
impart. Lepecki argues that, by shifting away from visuality, darkness is better able to
speak to the sociality of the situation; it is not merely an (anti-)spectacular ploy. And the
social is not just idle but generatively opened up to the aforementioned activators: poten-
tiality and freedom.

Sean Cubbitt shares the inclination that ‘black also turns itself into potential: a resource
for the future’, and ‘black is unrealized capacity’ (2015, pp. 67 and 69).1° In my estima-
tion, part of this untapped power lies in the capacity to investigate in depth the vexed sit-
uations of ‘nonpresence’ and ‘nonexistence’ (67 and 68) that characterize crisis junctures.
A paragon of this: Adrian Piper’s Untitled Performance at Max’s Kansas City (1970) where
Piper physically blocks all her senses in an attempt to remain unaffected and distinct
from her environment: ‘My solution was to privatize my own consciousness as much as
possible, by depriving it of sensory input from that environment; to isolate it from all tac-
tile, aural, and visual feedback. In doing so I presented myself as a silent, secret, passive
object, seemingly ready to be absorbed into their consciousness as an object’ (1996, p.
27).11 According to Piper, the proposition failed because ‘complete absorption was impos-
sible, because my voluntary objectlike passivity implied aggressive activity and

choice’ (ibid.). The rhetorical and performative tension between complete isolation of the
subject in order to trigger complete absorption of the object keep both at bay and thus in
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play. Subjecthood fails to become objecthood but instead wavers betwixt in a contingent
mode that resonates with Steven Shaviro’s reading of Blanchot’s notion of utter passivity,
one both ‘strange’ and ‘radical’: ‘The distance between subject and object is at once abol-
ished and rendered infinite’ (1993, pp. 47-48). Shaviro is speaking about the captivating
power of the moving image in a darkened theatre, its pole of attraction is such that: ‘vi-
sion that is no longer the possibility of seeing, but the impossibility of not seeing, impossi-
bility that turns into seeing, that perseveres—always and always—in a vision that does
not end: a dead gaze, a gaze that has become the ghost of an eternal vision’ (Blanchot, in
Shaviro, 1993, p. 48). The image of Piper at Max’s Kansas City and her self-aware state-
ment penned eleven years later, evokes the infinite reaches of this trace, the haunting
that occurs when the subject is the agent of its own objecthood. For Piper the ante seems
to be that she is seeking a freeing from rather than freedom tout court (the greater speci-
ficity of the former does not lower the stakes of the enterprise). She (.392) is trying to
run her own internal cinema, a silencing one, by countervailing the din—in the expanded
all-sensorial sense—produced by the ‘collective Art Self-Conscious Consciousness’ (Piper,
1996, p. 27). The failure of the attempt, which Piper explains at the philosophical level,
was also, I suspect, applicable at the practical level. After all, complete and absolute shut-
ting off, to deprive of sensory input as she puts it, is near impossible to achieve in this
world replete with vibratory activity. The same lesson was learnt in the obvious an-
tecedent, John Cage’s experience in the anechoic chamber. In both, we become aware
that resorting to a hermetic seal in order to produce a condition of absoluteness has to
contend with the very error-inducing living entity that seeks not only to produce but to
experience this condition—a sure-fire recipe for failure, albeit a resolutely productive and
therefore necessary one.!?

Pitch Black

In a sense, Piper undertook a mobile and solo combo version of an ur-anechoic chamber
and pitch black event, though an even more radical and laden one if we factor in the ele-
ments of race and gender that can be read into the work. A pitch black event, however, is
germane to our discussion because it stages an endgame with respect to the presentation
of sound in a space. First, a necessary question needs to be clarified, what does pitch-
black denote, especially in relation to darkness? How dark is pitch-black? It does not sim-
ply entail turning off the lights, it is an intensely dark environment—the blackest black
(Anish Kapoor notwithstanding). Whether this means that it is indeed absolute varies de-
pending on who you ask. For instance, Stan Shaff, the composer who has directed Audi-
um: A Theater of Sound-Sculptured Space in San Francisco since 1967, professes to stage
presentations in complete darkness, but follows that claim with ‘Our sole source of illumi-
nation are narrow strips of a handful of illuminated floor arrows’ and ‘there are two mini-
mally-lit exit signs ..., [t]hey exist in a dull glow, not casting any light’ (email to the au-
thor, 19 September 2016). It may therefore be dark, but it is clearly far from complete.
The merit of the content presented at Audium concerts is not under question here, and
the attribution of complete darkness is by no means unique to this instance. In fact, one
could say that the recurrence of the adjective qualifier points to the rarity of experiencing
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actual complete darkness. It is almost as if its realization was not deemed possible or
imaginable, despite the fact that in this case it would certainly go hand in hand with his
assertion that ‘It is a total sound theatre. The environment is not only a setting, it is in it-
self a sound instrument’ (https://www.audium.org/archive history/). Delivering on an
acousmatic Gesamtkunstwerk that operates by means of such minimalist or negative ex-
cess is no small feat; peruse the following notice posted outside of a venue:

Autechre will perform in total darkness.

For their set all lights in the venue will be off and the bars will be closed if they
are in the room where Autechre perform. (. 393)

Please plan on being in one place for the performance and do not move unneces-
sarily until it has finished when the lights will come back on again.

Please do not shine any lights at the stage or around the room during the perfor-
mance.

If you need to leave for any reason please use your mobile phone to light your way.
Absolutely no recording or flash photography please.

If you are uncomfortable with the idea of spending around one hour in the dark
while Autechre play please see venue box office staff for a refund before the per-
formance starts.

Thanks and enjoy the experience.
Autechre!3

This rider aptly encapsulates the logistical challenge at hand, including the need to ad-
dress (and predict) an audience’s ingrained behavourial responses. Here too, the peculiar
incompleteness of completeness is blatant: “The duo performed in complete darkness,
barely visible in the glow of the array of green and red display lights flickering on their
equipment’ (Flicker, 2005).1% John Oswald (solo, and in collaboration with Marvin Green,
amongst others) has been presenting pitch black performances since the mid 1970s; he
has an exacting set of demands on the preparations the venue, the performers, and the
audience must undergo: no exit signs, no preview of the space by the audience before it
goes dark, no means by which to measure the room and get your bearings, no exit until
the end (barring emergencies). The tiniest aperture can serve as a pinpoint source, can
pierce the dark like a beacon, and thereby ruin the event by spoiling the intended effect
of sitelessness. Our eyes adjust to the dark over time, as they do we see more, conse-
quently the smallest light leak needs to be identified and neutralized beforehand. Leaks
are common and numerous lights-out tests to eliminate them are integral to the prepara-
tory stages—as they proceed, the room gets progressively more and more impenetrable
by light.
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The absoluteness of the requirements couples with the absoluteness of the resulting expe-
rience. As seen above, there is a prerequisite set of demands asked of everyone in (or,
about to enter) the room that serves to ensure the success of the completeness part of the
darkness. It is a collaboration where the implicit social contract becomes explicit; the pa-
rameters require explanation, even compliance. The effect is substantially different from
shutting one’s eyes, different from being blindfolded (cf Francisco Lopez’s concert modus
operandi); in a pitch black space your eyes are open and you cannot even see your own
hands.!® Interestingly, the precursor events by Oswald and Green had less stringent
guidelines, but retained an awareness of audience experience embedded in a keen atten-
tion to duration and to ways of activating space through sound. For one performance they
put on bell suits and would just move through the space; another was ‘entirely based on
finding creaky spots in the floors and trying to avoid them’ (Oswald, 2016). Before calling
them Pitch Events, an early title for ones where darkness was used, was Ma—the Japan-
ese word for gap, space, negative, void, full emptiness. During one of these early itera-
tions, Oswald and Green ended up not doing anything, not ‘imposing any content’ even
though that had been the initial plan, but they soon realized that the ®.394) ebb and flow
of the audience’s audible responses to the basic experience of being in complete darkness
was more than sufficient (ibid.). Thus, utilizing a less confrontational approach than that
of Canguillo’s Luce! cited earlier, and although inadvertent, but with a sense of timing
based on an ethics of listening, they were able to recognize and use darkness as the trig-
ger of spontaneous aural contributions by the audience—in short, darkness improvised an
audience. Darkness enables a lowering of inhibitions; free licence is tacitly given by the
context; an assumed level of anonymity loosens the restraints that we normally abide by
in public situations. Reactions to the open airwaves range from puerile and disrespectful
to smart and humorous to anxious and terrified. In other words, unpredictability and im-
provisation count as part of the sine qua non of performed darkness. The allusion to
radio’s airwaves is intentional—after all, a pitch black event strongly resembles a local-
ized version of a radiophonic space, a sort of intra-spatialized narrowcast. Kathy Kennedy
compares the pitch black experience to ‘a group of people walking inside a radio where
the imagination can go full’ (Kennedy, 2016).

The genealogy of the use of darkness in a performance context is only summarily
sketched here; clearly it is not as prevalent as the proscenium stage, black box or white
cube (I realize that the comparison hinges on a false parallel). But suffice to say that, as
the above examples attest, it is by no means exceptional, whether it be as an occasional
device, or the incomplete version of complete darkness, or a truly pitch black event. How-
ever, it cannot be denied that the darker it gets, the rarer it is. The more sensory depriva-
tion can be caused (‘restrictions stimulate inventiveness’; Caskey, 2016), the more it can
trigger resistance and fear (often accompanied by attraction and exhilaration). There is
both a lore and a lure to the extreme setting, the claustral constraint, the collective es-
capade. One could argue as well, that it is precisely the default architectural structures
for performance that render this one unique. With regards specifically to Oswald’s pitch-
black events, to illustrate their legacy, shortly after attending the 1992 edition of the
Sound Symposium in St. John’s, Newfoundland—where Oswald curated two Pitch Events
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—Kathy Kennedy and Paul Caskey came back to Montreal and started a regular series at
the dance and interdisciplinary space Studio 303. Titled Noise from the Dark, it ran
through fourteen editions until 2004 (http://www.studio303.ca/en/archives/archives-pre-
senting/). A compendium of the series remains to be compiled and accompanying analysis
written, but it is certain that it cemented the relevance and potency of sound to a genera-
tion of artists, and no doubt played a part in the flourishing of what is presently a thriving
sound art scene in Montreal.

Backtracking to precursors, one of the pitch black events by Oswald and Green presented
at the Music Gallery in Toronto took place overnight; this might seem to be redundant be-
cause, after all, the event enacts the night in both formal and conceptual ways. But this
contrivance brings up some dormant (pardon the pun) elements of the discussion thus
far: sleep and dreams (death looms withal). The composer R.I.P. Hayman’s Dreamsound
events of the 1970s and 1980s rekindled communal dream rituals that have atrophied in
contemporary Western culture. The twelve-hour concerts used ‘osmotically soporific’
techniques: camomile tea, sound of breathing, white noise, dim lights, places to lie down,
amongst others (Hayman in Monahan, 1987, p. 25). The intent ®. 395 was ‘not to pro-
mote critical listening’ but the vagaries of ‘hypnogogic perception’ (ibid.). The inducing of
sleep also involved smells and long spans of silence; all told, an all-encompassing chore-
ography not dissimilar to the one required of pitch-black events. It is tempting to diag-
nose the relative unfamiliarity with Hayman’s events as well as the traditions that
spawned them, and with pitch-black events for that matter, as a symptom of the current
‘world without shadows’ and concomitant ‘scandal of sleep’ that Jonathan Crary alerts us
toin 24-7 (2013, pp. 9 and 11). With the proliferation of Nuit Blanche cultural events in
this millenium, it could be said that the night has become a pretext for not sleeping, a
staging for urban spectacles, the antithesis to Hayman’s ‘social-musical slumber party’—
though, in all fairness, sleep/dark/night remain recurring themes of these events (Hay-
man in Monahan, 1987, p. 24). The danger is not to stay awake per se, but to normalize
the night, to neutralize its capacity to put in motion a play of possibilities by instrumental-
izing play. Michele Bernstein’s protagonist in the novel The Night preferred the night for
that reason, it leaves room to find the extraordinary amidst the ordinary, to instill shifts in
perspective and perception: ‘It’s harder to do atypical things during the day, [e]verything
takes you back to daily life’ (2013, p. 53). The politicized phantasmagoria of the dérive
thrives at night; an awakening is sought, but one that operates with a nocturnal bent, one
that eschews the perspicuity of daylight. The music of the peripatetic Erik Satie is located
by Vladimir Jankélévitch as being both ‘against the romantic night and against the im-
pressionistic light’ (1988, 20; my translation). He describes the temporality of Satie’s
Gnossiennes as ‘immobile, arrested in the ostinato of a choreography and rhythm devoid
of any development’ (19). That being said, nocturnal movement cannot be measured in
broad strokes, nor by the same criteria as non-oneiric consciousness. The night is the
realm of the micro.1% Jankélévitch goes on to declare that ‘all music is nocturnal; for mu-
sic is the most Dionysian of all the arts; the site where thoughts are dreamlike, inexpress-
ible and crepuscular; the meeting place of larval intuition within the silence of logos and
the soul’s solitude’ (1988, p. 239). In a simplified capstone sentence shortly after he
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writes: ‘In darkness, where we see nothing, there’s nothing left but to listen’ (ibid.). Or, to
connect with and conclude the investigation of pitch-black spaces, you might not be able
to inch in any direction in such a space, but this does not mean that you are not moving—
that is, listening is a decision, listening is a move.

Hello Darkness, My Old Friend

The descriptor Nina Katchadourian uses for the installation Indecision on the Moon
(2001), ‘audio for darkened room’, is tellingly generic, which, by this point in the discus-
sion, confirms that a symbiosis between low or no light and the appreciation of sound is
presumed, or at least a proven strategy (2001).17]oining her, Bernhard Leitner: ‘On en-
tering a darker room from a lighter one, acoustical sensibility is enhanced, the acoustic
antennae are activated’ (1998, p. 136). When you encounter the heightened version of

(. 396) this dark-sound pairing, a pitch-black context, a collapse of space occurs: intimate
entrapment, all is right beside you, however immense the actual site might be. But also, a
tandem expanse of same takes place: cavernous infinite, entirely beyond you, however
compact the space might actually be. As we move about in daily life, the standard means
of measure we use tend to depend on constant confirmation generated by visual cues.
When radical shifts in these cues occur we become unmoored from stable figure-ground,
and even gravitational, reference points. The temporal also quickly gets into the mix, as
with the astronauts in J.G. Ballard’s short story ‘Report on an Unidentified Space Station’
who, over the course of nine survey reports after their arrival on said space station, have
to continuously revisit and raise the estimated diameter of the station, starting from 500
meters in the first report to 15,000 light years in the last (1989, pp. 135-139).18
Jankélévitch’s student, Paul Virilio, in The Administration of Fear, notes that the science
of movement and speed, which he dubs dromology, is a musicology, is ‘a question of
rhythm, of the variety of rhythms, of chrono-diversity’ (2012, p. 27). He warns that we
‘have become arrythmic, [that we] only know one rhythm: constant acceleration’ (ibid.).
The rhythmic partnering between dark and sound could be said to propose a welcome
and timely analgesic deceleration, a welcome pause, a momentary respite. However, lest
we forget Nietzsche’s depiction of ear as the organ of fear, the cases of claustral infinite
that I have just outlined point to a rhythmic that also oscillates between peaceful and
fearful states. The night scares, along with shadows and all they may stir up: ‘The body
on the table had risen with a blind and terrible groping, and we heard a sound. I should
not call that sound a voice, for it was too awful.... The awful thing was its source. For it
had come from the large covered vat in that ghoulish corner of crawling black
shadows’ (Lovecraft, 2002, p. 88). How can we engage with the ominous? How can we re-
sist its immersive pull? Faced with the incommensurability of a (metaphoric) black hole,
Georges Didi-Huberman recommends an active attempt at a ‘response, a look back, in or-
der to bring it to the light, to bring it out from the dark, out of the hole’ (2015, 13; my
translation).!? Didi-Huberman is discussing documentary photographs from Auschwitz-
Birkenau which ‘leave us a double testimony: testimony of darkness, or the shadow, that
constitutes the enclosed space of death, but also the testimony of light, which is the pho-
tographic act par excellence’ (16-18). The capability of doubleness, above with dark-light,
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next with sound-image, is operative in the recent remarkable project between Forensic
Architecture at Goldsmiths and Amnesty International which countered the lack of im-
ages of the interior of Saydnaya Military Prison in Syria by ‘soliciting ear-witness testimo-
ny’ from the past detainees who have survived the brutalities committed within its walls
(https://saydnaya.amnesty.org/en/methodology.html). The realization that the resulting 3D
model reconstruction hinges on acoustic memories demonstrates that the ear can be de-
pended on, can yield knowledge—ear-witnessing to map architectures of confinement,
document atrocities, stem oblivion. The double in Andrea Fraser’s Down by the River
(2016) is accomplished via a schizophonic transposition of incarcerated speakers to
leisurely listeners, of the immobilized and darkened to the privileged and whitened, of op-
pressive to ostentatious architectures (http://whitney.org/Exhibitions/OpenPlanAn-
dreaFraser). The technique ®.397 of playing back a recording from infamous Sing Sing
prison into an otherwise empty floor of the Whitney Museum adds a new layer of meaning
to the euphemism feeling the range. The phrase is used to describe a survival technique
used by both guards and prisoners to ‘decipher the meaning tones, textures, and
rhythms’ of the cell block’s population in order to track potential dangers and anticipate
possible eruptions of violence (Hemsworth, 2016, p. 92). Down the Hudson, out of range,
out of danger, but certainly in a causal relationship to the inequities upstream. Tuning in
to ‘eariness’ (Toop, 2010, p. 127).20 Hearing the rage.

Through a doubling technique, the above amended and elaborated on Katchadourian’s
‘audio for darkened room’ to poignant result. It also made clear that the descent into
darkness is not always literal but can also function as allusion or affordance. In
Cervantes’s one-act play El retablo de la maravillas (1615), a double darkness descends.
The play begins with a charlatan named Chanfalla prefacing the performance by saying
that those without pure blood (baiting Jews and Moors) would not be able to see any-
thing. So, the curtain rises and, while there is in fact nothing to see, audience members,
concerned about their ethnic profile, feign to witness action and follow an entire narra-
tive arc, which they approvingly applaud at the end (Rosset, 2012, pp. 73-74).21 The
moral lesson: prejudice trumps perception, bias clouds affect. The audience members do
not see what is in front of them, a pitch black space of a different kind, one constructed
discursively. They do not see the invisible out of choice, and as such, they can never be
more than arrested under the bright lights of Times Square, transfixed by the commodi-
fied and whitewashed ersatz experience it symbolically offers, and ergo deaf to Max
Neuhaus’s Times Square just below:

The work is an invisible, unmarked block of sound on the north end of the island.
Its sonority, a rich harmonic sound texture resembling the after ring of large bells,
is an impossibility within its context. Many who pass through it, however, can dis-
miss it as an unusual machinery sound from below the ground. For those who find
and accept the sound’s impossibility, though, the island becomes a different place,
separate, but including its surroundings. These people, having no way of knowing
that it has been deliberately made, usually claim the work as a place of their own
discovering. (Neuhaus, 1994, p. 20; see also frontispiece to Neuhaus, 2009)
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Beneath the sidewalk grills: persistent underground rumblings—loud but muted by the
urban bustle—subtleties of the subterranean. In the dark, from the dark, of the dark. A bit
further uptown, led by Ralph Ellison, the temporal consequences implicit in Neuhaus’s
permanent invisible fixture at the heart of the image empire find a sounding board:

Invisibility, let me explain, gives one a slightly different sense of time, you’'re never
quite on the beat. Sometimes you’re ahead and sometimes you’'re behind. Instead
of the swift and imperceptible flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those
points where time stands still or from which it leaps ahead. And you slip into the
breaks and look around. (Ellison, 1995, p. 8)

(. 398) The nameless Invisible Man sits in his lair as he keenly observes the characteris-
tics of this nodal time. The room might be brightly lit, excessively bulbed, but it remains
underground regardless and processes sound differently: “There is a certain acoustical
deadness in my hole, and when I hear music I want to feel its vibration, not only with my
ear but with my whole body’ (ibid.). The expanded ear, or the hearing body, depicted here
recalls the earlier assertions by Serres and Ahmed, but also reinforces an implied thread
of expansive critical sonics throughout the text. Stated differently, and reprising an earli-
er pairing: the simultaneous staging of a collapsing expanse and an expanding collapse—
the fullness and the lessness of sound.

Cecil Taylor’s opening salvo in a 1967 discussion for radio will steer us towards a conclu-
sion:

Whether its bare pale light, whitened eyes inside a lion’s belly, cancelled by jus-
tice, my wish to be a hued mystic myopic region if you will, least shadow at our
discretion, to disappear, or as sovereign, albeit intuitive, sense my charity, to dip
and grind, fair-haired, swathed, edged to the bottom each and every second,
minute, month: existence riding a cloud of diminutive will, cautioned to waiting
eye in step to wild, unceasing energy, growth equaling spirit, the knowing, of
black dignity. Silence may be infinite or a beginning, an end, white noise, purity,
classical ballet; the question of black, its inability to reflect yet to absorb, I think
these are some of the complexes that we will have to get into. (quoted in Moten,
2008, p. 191)

Steered? More like a veering astray. Steeped in paradoxes—but it’s all there, in boundless
and bountiful beauty. Soundfullessness incarnate—a trenchant rejoinder to the formalist
Ad Reinhart’s blind and deaf-ness to a certain kind of black-ness. Fred Moten maintains
that given a statement by Reinhart so blunt as ‘But your art should be free from the com-
munity’, Reinhart manifestly ‘cannot, or refuses to, hear, if you will, a certain chromatic
saturation that inhabits black as that color’s internal, social life’ (198 and 199). Contrast-
ing Reinhart’s adamant refusal to let the social be, let the social in, with Victory Boogie
Woogie, Moten reads Mondrian’s painting as one that is able to ‘vivify it as a scene in the
form of tactile and visual translation and rearticulation of sound’ (200). He further ampli-
fies its force by saying that it exemplifies ‘the unleashing of a certain occult instability’,
all adding up to a ‘phonotopography’ (ibid.). Having a sense now of the territory and the
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stakes for dignified, sovereign bodies, perhaps this line of inquiry gives us the tools to ad-
dress the connected issue of the white cube and its own reputed blind- and deaf-ness. The
authors of Black Sound White Cube declare that the ‘white cube’s preferred sound is
beatless and storyless, and thus avoids two of the main features of black sound, the beat
and the narrative’ (Lesage and Wudtke, 2010, p. 32). While this might be factual to a cer-
tain extent, it falls into the trap of tired tropes and the upshot is an unfortunate pigeon-
holing of practices, be they artistic or curatorial. In other words, it’s a missed opportunity
to recognize the fullessness that adjoins beats to beatless, and story to storyless. Perhaps
an alternative would have been to follow Philippe Sollers, himself following in the foot-
steps of Georges Bataille, in a pilgrimage to the caves of Lascaux. There, amidst the
paintings adorning the cave walls, Sollers ‘hears an enormous sound ®-399 that I have
never forgotten. It whirred, mooed, roared, blew, growled, or, more exactly, it was mas-
sively and deafeningly silent. That is what wakes me up at night’ 2016, p. 61; my transla-
tion). This is a clear case that of occult instability or ‘night logic’ (Clément, 1994, p. 28).
With this alternate rationality, Catherine Clément brings us back on track; an earlier pas-
sage rekindles the promise of the potentiality-freedom-darkness trio: ‘One has entered
the logic of nighttime; it is a different logic, one of syncope. A liberated logic’ (24).

Improvising logic, refraining from the temptation to harness the illogical (as if that was
possible); Christina Kubisch describing her Night Flights (1987): ‘The music evolves like a
dream, where the events have their own surprising and unpredictable logic’ (http://
adnrecords.com/album/1265/). The publication of the piece is accompanied by a particu-
larly affective photograph of Kubisch (by Giacomo Oteri) in the secular sanctity of the stu-
dio. She is centered, looking poised and serene, and seemingly lit only by the small lights
of the various sound equipment there: mixer, records, synths, effect units. Solo, but with
friends; the friendship and intimacy of the claustral studio and of the events it generates
—an empowered relinquishing. Akin to the subtle subsumption of my authorial voice
gradually increasing as I draw to a close; improvising alongside Piper’s trepidatious am-
bulations, stumbling my way through dark’s depths. The end begs to return to the begin-
ning, from full back to empty, finding daybreak continually breaking, but always subject
to the sonosomatic undercurrent of the night.

At any rate, more should be written of how silenced the voices are. More should
be told of the word and the image silenced by fire and blood, of the clean mouths
gagged by dint of darkness. Of the working hands now mutilated. Of how the voice
and the word, the image and the gaze, the hands, in short, move forward under-
ground to emerge right in the middle of daybreak, so that the word and the image,
with such voice and such gaze, can leap unbounded, entwining with the acts of
dawn. (Grupo Proceso Pentagno, quoted in Murillo, 2015, p. 109)
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Notes:

(1.) “Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space
becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history. This inter-
section of axes and fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope’ (Bakhtin,
1981, p. 84).

(2.) ‘The shell is “simultaneously concealing and revealing”. The Kernel is “invisible but
active”’ (Abraham, quoted in Mavor, 2012, p. 19). Abraham’s notion of the shell and the
Kernel (‘the Kernel is a meaning that we sense, but cannot write sensibly’.) as it pertains
to the ‘analyst-poet-translator’ is apposite to the discussion here but beyond the scope of
this text.

(3.) It is unclear whether the phrase ‘play of possibilities’ comes from Malabou or is cited
by her from Jean-Claude Ameisen: ‘In many ways, advances in biology are bringing back,
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or renewing, a period that was believed to be past. Jean-Claude Ameisen interprets this
interplay of return as a play of possibilities. Possibilities that must be “drawn from their
slumber”: We “could try to renew ourselves and to become perpetual starting from our
own stem cells, starting from the spores that sleep in our body”’ (Malabou, 2016; my em-
phasis).

(4.) I implicitly make the claim here that sound art always contains a visual component
(whether intended or not). It goes without saying therefore that the reverse applies as
well.

(5.) An earlier draft completed the sentence with the earnest and naive: ‘the unbounded
freedom implied by porosity’. Intentionally ending instead with a preposition leaves the
reader hanging, awaiting, open. The implicit ellipse leaves a void replete with potentiali-
ties.

(6.) The inference that narrative plus colour contains this perpetual quality is mine not
Lippit’s. He uses the phrase in relation to Pierce’s ‘semiotic [and archive] of feeling’.

(7.) The phrase is preceded by “‘When Orpheus descends to Eurydice’ and followed by this
sentence: ‘Because of the power of art, the night welcomes him; it becomes the welcom-
ing intimacy, the understanding and the harmony of the first night’.

(8.) The phrasing of the first sentence, plus the fact that Kirby culls the information from
a publication of the time (March 1919 issue of Dinamo) might indicate that he is simply
summarizing the score, which would put into question whether the piece was ever per-
formed.

(9.) Beckett is by no means the only one. Tracking the use of darkness in theatre would
be a neverending enterprise, one that ultimately concludes that its propensity to conceal
is embedded in its desire to reveal. The techniques of bait-and-switch, shadowplay, and
spotlight are all as much about what is obscured as what is highlighted.

(10.) Cubitt follows the first quotation with an assertion that seems to miss the turn of the
conceptual altogether where invisibility and other non-retinal tactics are commonplace:
‘Not only does blackness make everything else invisible but it also describes the condition
of invisibility. But in the visual media, the media that pertains to light, invisibility is not an
option’.

(11.) I discuss this piece in Migone (2012, pp. 60-63 and 76-77).

(12.) Piper’s piece could also be generatively juxtaposed with the Ganzfeld, the visual
analogue to the anechoic chamber; see Massumi (2002, ch. 6).

(13.) Instagram posting by Mark of blackboughrecords. The following is from my email
correspondence with Mark: ‘A friend of mine saw them on November 11th, 2016, in Vil-
nius, Lithuania, and he took the picture [of the notice] there’.
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(14.) The rider is not necessarily one that was in effect during the 2005 concert that re-
sulted in this review.

(15.) Having attended, participated, and organized several pitch black events, I can attest
to the effectiveness of the strict conditions in producing an impactful experience. In fact,
I cannot help but advocate (even, proselytize) on behalf of the necessity of such even
though my temperament normally rails against imposed constraints.

(16.) There is a tangential thread that is merely inchoative for now and thus left only to
this footnote. It would run through micro as prefix to—phones and—phonics. Then onto
minor, as related qualifier of gesture (in Manning, 2016), and as sonic self-rupturing ma-
terial:

What interests Kafka is a pure and intense sonorous material that is always con-
nected to its own abolition—a deterritorialized musical sound, a cry that escapes
signification, composition, song, words—a sonority that ruptures in order to break
away from a chain that is still all too signifying. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986, p. 6)

(17.) The audio in Katchadourian’s piece consists of the recording of the Apollo 11 moon
walk with most of the words edited out. Sylvia Matas’s Nocturnes also work with excision,
in her case it is at the level of the score: http://www.sylviamatas.com/nocturne.htm.

(18.) Conclusion: ‘The station is coeval with the cosmos, and constitutes the cos-
mos’ (139).

(19.) ‘Ou bien tenter d’y faire retour, de le regarder, c’est a dire de le mettre en lumiere,
de le sortir du noir?’

(20.) The entire chapter, ‘Chair creaks, but no one sits there’, from which this neologism
is culled is pertinent to the present essay.

(21.) The invisible action is narrated by the charlatan. Rosset uses the play as an example
of making the invisible visible, both literally and metaphorically.

Christof Migone

Dr Christof Migone, Associate Professor, Department of Visual Arts, Western Univer-
sity
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