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ABSTRACT

“Sonido ciudadísimo”: Black Noise Andalusian Style in Contemporary Spain

In contemporary Spanish music a new genre called “flamenco hip-hop” has arisen.

This “urban sound” combines elements of two different traditions: rap music, which

is embedded in the larger context of US African American and global hip-hop culture,

is blended with flamenco, which is a traditional musical and corporeal expression in

Southern Spain. Both their histories have been the subject of different narratives to

which the new hybrid genre of flamenco hip-hop connects. This contribution asks

about the “cultural matrix” that might link these two expressive forms and estab-

lishes three categories for a comparative analysis: the performative aesthetics, the

urban setting and the potential for cultural resistance.

Introduction

aquí un poquillo de jiphop flamenquillo/

pa toas las quillas, pa tós los quillos/

aquí un poquillo de jiphop flamenquillo/

pa que te metas por la vena cosa rica chica si!!!

here’s a little bit of flamenco hip-hop/

or all the girls, for all the guys/

“Sonido ciudadísimo”: Black

Noise Andalusian Style in

Contemporary Spain

Susanne Stemmler

Sonic Interventions, edited by Sylvia Mieszkowski, et al., BRILL, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/asb/detail.action?docID=556746.
Created from asb on 2025-03-14 11:09:08.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



here’s a little bit of flamenco hip-hop/

for you to get something sweet in your vein, girl, yes!!!1

These lines are taken from the song “Tiempo de Soléa” by Ojos de Brujo, a band from

Barcelona. This first track on their Album Barí (“Joy”), released in 2002, introduces a

new musical style they call “jip-hop flamenquillo.” It is a soléa, a central flamenco form

(among about fifty song forms), originally a dance for women, with its music often sung

for the dancer. On the textual level the expression announces a combination of musical

genres that the group suggests to its wide audience. This fusion has its musical coun-

terpart on the level of instruments, techniques and tunes. Within the song, we hear

scratching, palmas,2 rapped lyrics, flamenco guitar, human-voice beat-boxing and tunes

from North Africa. What is this hip-hop flamenco? Is it rap “aflamencado” or a “rapped

flamenco”? What kind of transcultural sound crossings is Ojos de Brujo creating by

doing this? How can cultural analysis deal with this new style? In order to answer these

questions, I will demonstrate how the group, Ojos de Brujo, is situated within the con-

text of these popular musical forms in contemporary urban Spain and North Africa. I will

then briefly present (critical) histories of the two genres: rap music, embedded in U.S.

hip-hop culture, and flamenco, embedded in the historical and cultural context of

Andalusia. These genres are in constant exchange with other musical forms like jazz,

R&B, Reggae or salsa, and can thus be analyzed within the discourses on authenticity

of a (non-) genre called “world music” with its interacting technologies, markets and

imaginaries, as ethno-musicologist Ana Maria Ochoa points out (1). My hypothesis is

that there are structural as well as social affinities between the musical styles of fla-

menco and rap music, and their respective performances, which lead towards a new

mix. If sound structures are social structures (Feld), the new sound of “flamenco hip-

hop” creates a new, yet old imaginary space historically known as Al-Andalus.

Rap Meets Al-Andalus

During the last decade, there has been a comeback of flamenco in contemporary

popular music in Spain, and its extremely lively and young performers present them-

selves in concerts and festivals – especially in the southern part of Spain, and just

across the Mediterranean in Morocco. The new genre is called flamenco-rap, hip-hop

Andaluz, street-rumba, or – as Junior, a rapper from Málaga, puts it – rap with “sabor

al sur” (“southern flavour,” Rincón 15). The Spanish music industry has developed

the label “sonido ciudadísimo” (“urban sound”) for the acoustic fusions of hip-hop

and flamenco. This term is used to designate contemporary North-African music and

Rumba as well as Ragamuffin and Punk. It refers to that category of “urban music”

in the U.S., which has been developed by music marketing departments, and seems

to be as wide as the category “world music.” Among its representatives are La Mala

Rodriguez, Ojos de Brujo, Haze, La Excepción, Macaco, Ariana Puello, Sólo los Solo,
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El Payo Malo, Rakel Winchester, and Zur. Some of these groups can be found on the

double-album Barcelona Zona Bastarda, a sampler that unites the sounds of the

streets of Barcelona, a Barcelona “bastarda … negra y árabe, brasileña y navarra,

gitana y paya …,”3 as the programmatic liner notes state. On the cover of the book-

let a container ship named “Bastardo” figures as a metaphor of Barcelona, the port

city within a globalized economy and with a multiethnic population. The boat, with its

heterotopic connotation in the Foucaultian sense, is a frequently used metaphor to

describe cultural exchange and movement with the Mediterranean. Another sampler,

Rap kañi Del Flamenco al Rap y del Rap al Flamenco, unites a variety of rap and fla-

menco artists on the same disc without stressing the fusion-aspect as much. Finally,

a more recent release, Hip Jondo: Hip-Hop Cañi and Flamenco Rap,4 puts some

emphasis on the music’s hybridity.5 On this CD, we can find the presumably “first ever

rap-flamenco,” Lola Flores’ “Como Me las Maravillaría Yo.” All these groups form part

of a movement that is very popular in Sevilla, Córdoba, Granada, and Málaga in

Andalusia, but also in the Catalan capital Barcelona and in Madrid. It seeks to revi-

talize the multi- and transcultural traditions of Andalusia as an urban culture.

Pioneers like La Mala Rodriguez and Ojos de Brujo, are internationally successful and

collaborate with nationally well-known flamenco artists as well as with international

rap and Reggaetón artists from the U.S. like Full Nelson for example. Ojos de Brujo

refer to their music as “polyglot flamenco”6 and have released their first album

Vengue7 in 1999. In creating their own structures of production and distribution, Ojos

de Brujo go far beyond the musical dimension of flamenco and hip-hop: they invite

artists of different visual genres (e.g. graffiti) to collaborate during their live perform-

ances as well as on their CD designs, as the new release Techarí (Free) documents.

This links Ojos de Brujo to urban subcultures in the U.S. Hip-hop culture originated

during the mid-seventies in New York City as an integrated series of live community-

based practices like graffiti (the art of spray painting on walls or trains), breakdance

(hip hop dance), MCing (spoken word of the MC, the Master of Ceremony over a beat)

and DJing (the art of turntablism) (Dimitriadis 1).8

Southern Spain and parts of northern Africa have been designated as “Al-

Andalus” both on geographical and mental maps. From the late seventh century to

1492, the southern part of Spain was shaped by Arab, Jewish, Moorish and Christian

music, literature, architecture and food. In 1492, the Arabs and Sephardic Jews were

expelled by the “Reconquista” of the “Catholic King and Queen,” Ferdinand II of

Aragon and Isabella I of Castile. But the cultural traditions mingled and persisted, so

that today this period is still referred to – in an often idealizing and nostalgic manner –

as a paradise lost: a high culture, which has become a model for religious and eth-

nic tolerance (Liauzu 223). This space can be considered as a culturally heteroge-

neous but inter-related space. It is part of the geographic and historic Mediterranean

world that the French historian Fernand Braudel has described as an “intersection of
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different worlds” (Braudel 6). According to Braudel, the Mediterranean is a world of

differences that is connected into a picture only in our imaginations, like a system in

which the differences are blended and then interlaced as an original unity (Braudel

6). This means that the historic space of Al-Andalus is subject to constant 

re-interpretation. It is the space where cultural contact took place and still today takes

place. Following Fernando Ortiz, a Cuban sociologist, this process can be called

“transculturalization.” It is part of everyday life. Both Arabic and Jewish cultures are

as present in Spanish language as in contemporary musical performance around the

Mediterranean. This is clear in the great variety of fusion music, for example, the

recordings of the Sephardic Diaspora9 demonstrate. Groups, such as Radio Tarifa,

(re)combine flamenco from Andalusia with folk tunes from the Maghreb, using the

Arabo-Andalusian loud ud10 (Washabaugh 97). The band’s name is programmatic: in

considering themselves a radio station of Tarifa, Andalusia’s portal city at the Gulf of

Gibraltar opposite Tangier in Morocco, they de-link sound and place. Instead, sound

creates an imaginary space that encompasses both sides of the Mediterranean. This

“holistic” spatial concept also underlies the CD cover of Bari by Ojos de Brujo, that

depicts a map of the entire Mediterranean with sailing ships.

The sonic and visual material, present on Ojos de Brujo’s CDs and DVDs, clearly

aims to connect the “Andalusian” cultural heritage to contemporary globalized urban

culture. This goes far beyond the exoticism of nineteenth century literary or visual rep-

resentations of Andalusia. On the album Barí the band Ojos de Brujo, whose artistic

name means “eyes of the witch,” juxtaposes graffiti with metaphors of nature (moun-

tains, earth, stones), memory, or local traditions. By this kind of witchcraft they open

a new space for social and political critique: A critique of contemporary multi-ethnic

Spain that still seems for claim homogeneity and that closes its borders for immi-

grants from Africa. Technically Ojos de Brujo decontextualizes local elements, while at

the same time recontextualizes them within a deterritorialized culture by using the

global hip-hop “idiom.” This tendency is even stronger on the album Techarí. The DVD

cover shows a female Flamenco dancer in a pop art style. It reminds one of how the

lead singer Marina dresses during performances: She often wears a “classical” fla-

menco dress with frills, her hair pinned-up, sneakers, a pink feather boa, seventies

style make-up and lots of exotic plastic jewels. The stereotypes of the “gypsy dancer,”

the “oriental woman,” and the Indian belly dancer are all exposed in an ironic way. The

typical footwear, an important part of the flamenco performance, has been replaced by

sneakers, a symbol today of hip-hop fashion and culture. The aesthetics of graffiti,

scratch, and rap interrupt and mobilize the static representations of flamenco (as it

has been common in romantic travel writing) in a very dynamic way.

This syncretism corresponds to the musical fusion of flamenco, rap, Latin, and

banghra.11 On the CD Techarí, there are various guest artists, among them are Faada

Freddy from Daara J, a group of rap artists from Senegal who commute between
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Dakar and Paris. Daara J’s music is already a hybrid mixture in itself: rap has come

full circle, “back” to West Africa where the slave ships began for the Middle Passage.

Aptly enough, the album, which mixes traditional Senegal tunes with the French ban-

lieue rap, is called Boomerang. On Techarí, bandleader Marina, together with Faada

Freddy of Daara J, raps in Caló, in the song “Runalí,” the language of the Andalusian

Roma. She evokes the mystical and religious dimension of life, by integrating West-

African Yoruba saints and drum rituals. The opening song “Color,” a piece on “neigh-

borhood taggers,” “aerosol nights,” drug dealers, breakers and skaters, unites

different and interrelated elements of hip hop culture.12 Even the recent phenome-

non of Reggaetón, a rising new genre of rap-styled lyrics with a beat that is influenced

not by hip-hop, but by reggae, dancehall, merengue and techno is mentioned in this

song.13 This connects flamenco rap to the growing Spanish-speaking community

worldwide.14

Flamenco-rap is not the only the result of the constant change that flamenco has

been undergoing since the mid-seventies, which marked the end of Franco’s regime

and the fascist era in Spain: Since then, new innovations have occurred in flamenco

in the “song-text” (“cante-letras”) of “flamenco Nuevo” because of musicians like Paco

de Lucía, Camarón de la Isla, and Lole y Manuel, to mention a few. Composers also

began to incorporate harmonic progressions taken from jazz (as being performed on

Gerardo Nuñez’s album Jazzpaña or by the band Ketama) and Latin or South American

rhythmic patterns (Nieto) like Salsa (e.g. La Barbería del Sur). They added congas,

drums, cajun, keyboard, bass, flute and other instruments not originally used within

the flamenco tradition. Choreography began to change too, as dancers began to study

modern and jazz dance (Nieto). Purists of the genres are sceptical. They consider rap

and flamenco as distinct forms and criticize the reductionistic use of flamenco style

for commercial purposes: “Son cosas diferentes. […] Metes flamenquito y ya has tri-

unfado.”15 But others, like Haze from Sevilla, defend this kind of “rap aflamencado”:

“Más calle que tiene el flamenco no lo tiene el rap nacional.”16 On his album Crónicas

del Barrio the artist Haze has published five tracks considered as “rap puro” and nine

tracks “de fusion con flamenco” (Rincón 13). He has chosen two female flamenco

voices from his neighborhood Los Pajaritos in Sevilla. In his statement, he points out

that rap was to the South Bronx youth, and still is today for millions of youth elsewhere

in the world, what flamenco used to be for him. Like rap music in the Bronx Flamenco

is what people in his barrio sing in the streets and the way in which his songs are

passed on “de boca en boca,” “from mouth to mouth” (13). The title of his album,

Crónicas del Barrio, alludes to rap’s eminent function as an orally transmitted “news

channel,” reiterating the characterization of rap music as the “Black CNN,” as Chuck

D, of the US rap group Public Enemy, has stated. Rap music is deeply embedded in

African American and Hispanic U.S. popular culture and has a specific way of using lan-

guage and music that is rooted in Black Arts. For a better understanding of the cultural
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borrowings and quotations of rap in contemporary Spanish pop music, I shall briefly

outline the history and context of hip-hop culture.

Hip-Hop – A Global Sound and its Local Histories

The hip-hop association H20, in New York has celebrated hip-hop’s 31st anniversary

in November 2005.17 Historically, the phenomenon of hip-hop was born in New York

City’s boroughs of the Bronx and Harlem and in the city of Philadelphia at the begin-

ning and until the mid-1970s. It became very popular in the mid and late 1970s of

the twentieth century. Hip-hop combines various elements of African-American and

Latino popular culture which today is often connected to a specific place: the Bronx.

Hip-hop used to be a verbal musical performance that has defined a community

(Norfleet 1) and shaped the life-style of an entire generation. From the beginning, hip-

hop culture has been in constant change, to the extent that there is no static object

called hip-hop: “One cannot say what hip hop culture is; one can only explain the

process by which it changes” (Pihel 252). One important aspect of this process is

the transformation of New York City into a post-industrial city from the 60s onwards

(Rose, Black Noise 21–23). But there are a number of different narratives about hip-

hop’s origins: historically, rapping is considered an oral legacy from slavery. In terms

of its technical, musical production, however, it comes out of the Jamaican sound

system and the innovations of DJing and sampling (Rose, Black Noise 51–52;

Mitchell 4). In terms of its aesthetics, which means its forms, structures and its cul-

tural references rap music may also be considered as an invention by a group of lyri-

cists called The Last Poets, who have brought together music and the word in the

1960s.18 Scholars document the different contribution of races and ethnic groups in

the US to the evolution of rap music, be it the African-American community (Rose),

the Latinos or Puerto Ricans in New York and their interaction with African Americans

(Flores, From Bomba to Hip-Hop; Rivera, Hip-Hop and New York). Pioneers of hip hop

like Melle Mel of the Furious Five or L.A. Sunshine of the Treacherous Three empha-

size the fact that the MCs emerged to “move the crowd,” to have fun, to have a party.

They claim that they created something of their very own out of nothing because they

had no access to clubs or sophisticated musical equipment.19

Today, hip-hop is no longer exclusively an expression of an African-American identity

but part of a world-wide movement. There is a global, urban hip-hop culture that

receives its main impulses from the transatlantic exchange and transfer. It is part of

the “Black Atlantic” (Gilroy 13), a system of historic, cultural, linguistic, and political

interactions and communication that has its origins in the Middle Passage. In Africa, as

well as in Europe, this has led to the development of specific hip hop forms during the

last two decades that are connected by one aspect: This art can be understood as an

articulation of local or regional conflicts and may have an integrative function for young

ethnic minorities and for those of different social classes. It arises from migration and
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the coming together of different cultures, and this produces new cultural codes. Hip-

hop is part of youth culture and everyday life. Its practices are often divided into four

main aspects: rap, DJing, dance, and graffiti that may or may not overlap.

First of all, there is rap music, originally an expression that “prioritizes […] voices

from the margins of urban America. Rap (“to rap” means “to beat”) music is a form

of rhymed storytelling accompanied by highly rhythmic, electronically based music”

(Rose, Black Noise 2). Lyrics and rhythm are inseparable and take up Afro-American

oral traditions but also Dadaist-like puns, nonsense-verses that deconstruct meaning

and play with the poetic functions of language. Rap battles, competitions where rap-

pers display their skills, ever-changing slang, referring to black cultural figures, word

games (“the dozens”), and quoting from songs or films, are all part of the African-

American contribution to U.S. popular cultural forms of rap. Originally, during the rit-

ual of live performance, rappers were mediators (Master of Ceremony, MC) between

the music and the audience. There function was to encourage people to dance. As

time went on, the MC became more and more important and developed into the inde-

pendent role of a commentator or storyteller. To this day, most of the artists consider

themselves MCs. This kind of a narrative mediation between performance and audi-

ence also exists in flamenco.

Secondly, the technical innovations of DJing add rhythm and beats. Examples of

these innovations in rap music are breakbeats, scratching, and human beat-boxing.20

Hip-hop is characterized by “bricolage”: the cut-and-paste principle that seems to be

characteristic for contemporary cultures. This challenges the opposition of “citation,”

versus the original, in high culture by attacking the notion of originality itself, and

problematizes the legal concept of “property.” Sampling was created by DJs who

recontextualized bits and pieces of recorded music in new combinations. Public

Enemy, one of the most successful rap groups of the 1980s and 1990s, use Diana

Ross’ soulful voice in “Yeah, Yeah,” half a second of Bob Marley’s “Don’t give up the

fight,” as well as extracts of a speech from Martin Luther King for the beginning of

their song “Party for your right to fight.” “The coded familiarity of rhythms and hooks

that rap samples from other black music, especially funk and soul music, carries with

it the power of black collective memory” (Kage 52). But there are not only quotations

of melody, rhythm, or text. There is also “noise.”21 The extra-musical sounds that are

used, however, do not qualify as noise, because they may be interpreted as indices

of place: gunshots, ambulance sirens or traffic noise are cited as signifiers of urban

soundscapes.22 Rose characterizes these principles as part of a “syncretic process

[that] is especially apparent in the relationship between orality and technology and

its production of orally derived communal narratives via sampling equipment” (Rose,

Black Noise XV).

Another aspect of hip-hop is bodily expression: in addition to voice and gestures,

there are the fluent moves of hip hop dance (break dance, smurf etc.) are characterized
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by a unique body language. In the beginning, B-Boys und B-Girls were those men and

women dancing during the breaks (�B) of the beats. From then on, hip-hop dance

became an independent style on its own. Dancer’s freestyles very often overcome hor-

izontal boundaries. Dancers conquer space with backspins, head spins and poses

(Gaunt 277). The movements are often inspired by Capoeira-dance or martial arts – and

are sometimes considered to represent symbolic fights between gangs. By this, hip-hop

produces real or virtual spaces, where peers are confronted with each other (Boucher

71). Also hip hop should not over-interpreted as a pathology of the city, urban violence

may be turned into creativity by hip-hop, at least this insight is the motivation for street

workers, and even police, to use hip hop as a pedagogical tool in “difficult” urban areas.

Finally, the visual aspects must be mentioned: with their different styles graffiti

and tags are “iconic texts” (Stemmler, Graffiti) that give new meaning and visibility to

the “non-places” (Augé) of the city. Graffiti blurs images and letters while undermin-

ing the power of representation and its hierarchies. Hip-hop artists often spray graf-

fiti on walls and already existing structures, and by doing this, they create an urban

palimpsest. They are interested in engaging with the history of a place. Therefore

memorials and public spaces are privileged areas for graffiti artists.

Hip-hop culture is generally marked by its strong presence in media (TV, radio,

commercials, internet) and fashion; the medialization of hip-hop itself is a driving

force of its constant change. Artists constantly fight for the control of their image

because hip-hop is all about visual agency: images of mainstream and commercial

hip-hop are being transmitted via stereotyped images by MTV and the advertisement

industry. Artists of the more “underground” or “conscious” arena of hip hop often

point out that their images are taken away from them although they agree that these

images are already being produced for a certain purpose. As a lived culture, as part

of every day life on the very neighborhood all practices of hip-hop – rapping, writing,

and breaking – create a “home.” It is not the territorialized connotation of the German

term, “Heimat,” rather, it is a temporary or virtual home of shared experiences that

can be very abstract and distant (Augé 108). It is a transitional place of belonging

and connectedness with a transnational community often referred to as “hip hop

nation.” “Home” seems to be the habitual practice of mobility itself, a symbolic habi-

tat, a way of life.

Hip-hop is not so much a cultural identity as it is a set of gestures, a non-

representational practice: although rap songs reflect every day life in many ways and

although the lyrics are in many ways grounded in street life, they tell stories and have

to be considered as rhymed fiction. The meaning of this poetry is being produced in

the very moment of its performance. Similarly, graffiti art relies on instantaneity and

context. Graffiti is more a “cry” (Milon) in the city than an argument, a longing for vis-

ibility in a majority society. Sampling, tagging, and signifying are hip-hop’s paradig-

matic impulses, and may be called a lingua franca of the twenty first century (Tate
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4).23 According to Arthur Jafa, the aesthetics of hip hop is characterized by “flow, lay-

ering, and ruptures in line” (quoted by Rose, Black Noise 38, 21–61). These three

movements might be a linking element between its different forms of expression.

Scratch consists of sound, repetition, and rupture. It defines an abstract space

beyond ethnicity or nation. It creates a sense of belonging that is metaphorically fig-

ured in the “cipher” (Tate 4), a term used for the circle rappers form while free styling.

U.S. hip-hop scholars James Spady, Samy Alim and Samir Meghelli have done exten-

sive research on hip hop language and global hip hop culture. In their latest book

they give a very precise definition of “tha cipha” and its cultural traditions:

The cipha is where all (or some combination of) the Hip Hop cultural modes of dis-

course and discursive practices – call and response, multilayered totalizing expression,

signifyin, bustin, tonal semantics, poetics, narrative sequencing, flow, metaphoric and

hyperbolic language use, image-making, freestylin, battlin, word-explosions, word-

creations, word-pictures, dialoguing other voices, talk-singing, kinesics – converge into

a fluid matrix of linguistic-cultural activity. (Spady/Alim/Meghelli 5–6)

The cipha relates to the abstract concept of a global, or virtual, all-encompassing hip-

hop nation beyond the national. Its specific practices are deeply rooted in the local

contexts of a place that might be (as in this case) the urban environment of Sevilla,

Barcelona, or Granada with its specific history and culture, its class, race and gender

hierarchies. This is why Spady, Alim and Meghelli call their recent book on hip-hop cul-

ture and consciousness Tha Global Cipha (2006). In a similar way the German lin-

guist Jannis Androutsopoulos speaks of hip-hop as a global culture and its local

practices. The relation of sound to a specific place, and the simultaneous opening

towards a wider yet abstract concept, is characteristic for the participatory aesthet-

ics or “inclusiveness of hip hop” (Rivera, Hip Hop 239). It offers a flexible pattern for

the incorporation of jazz, funk, soul, salsa, as well as Arabic music. The examples of

Latin Rap or Reggaetón in New York, but also the aforementioned example of Ojos de

Brujo, are examples of how the notion of “African-American aesthetics” is being

changed by cultural shifts (Black Belt 15). These appropriations with their multiple

negotiations of a diasporic experience demonstrate that, within a span of thirty

years, hip-hop has shown its ability to move from an essentialist position, i.e. a dec-

laration of identity, to a more open-ended and poly-cultural, ever-changing combina-

tion of styles and attitudes that might be called a dynamic constructivism.

During the last three or four years, it has become increasingly popular in parts of

the Bronx, Brooklyn, and East Harlem, to listen to rap in Spanish or Spanglish, as well

as to Reggaetón. Reggaetón is in itself a colonial vernacular of transnational commu-

nities in the Caribbean.24 “Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban and other Spanish-speaking

rappers […] began developing bilingual raps and made lyrical bridges between

Chicano and black styles” (Rose, Black Noise 59). Hispanic rap contributes to the

making of a very specific “Nuyorican” soundscape. The Puerto Rican immigrant’s
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experience prefigured the transnational quality of the Latin presence in New York

(Flores, From Bomba to Hip-Hop 141). Being themselves an outcome of a century-old

process of transculturation the Caribbean diasporic communities are a source of cre-

ative cultural innovation (Flores, Créolité in the “Hood” 283). They create linguistic and

musical hybrids which renew the rap movement – a phenomenon which may be

observed as well in the aforementioned “jiphop flamenquillo.” Latin rappers, or reg-

gaetón artists from the U.S. East and West coast, give concerts in Spain, sometimes

performing together, and Puerto-Ricans identify with their “Afro-diasporic Caribbean

latinidad” (Rivera 255). The “Latinization” of Rap in the U.S. shows the transferability

of this musical form that can be easily accessed all over the world as an “open

source.” Today, performers of Latin rap travel “back” to Spain, one of the former colo-

nizers of the New World, and find a new audience.

Another outcome of such a formal dynamism is the fusion of flamenco and rap.

Flamenco is precisely one of those local art forms that adapts and re-actualizes the

global hip-hop culture. In the following, I will give a brief overview of the different his-

tories of Flamenco and then show how the interpretation of flamenco shifted from an

essentialist to a more constructivist notion that might help us understanding the new

form of flamenco-rap.

Flamenco – Rough-cut Poetry within a Cathartic Spectacle

According to the anthropologist and flamenco scholar William Washabaugh, flamenco

refers to the popular musical style that emerged around the mid-1800s in southern

Spain, especially in and around the cities of Seville, Cadiz, Jerez, and Malaga.

Flamenco artistry involves various forms of rough-cut poetry sung solo to percussive

guitar accompaniment often in association with dance. Flamenco’s histories differ –

just as with rap – depending on who is telling them. Within flamenco music, several

elements of Andalusian cultures resonate together: the epic song traditions of the

late Middle Ages, the Islamic, Jewish, Christian liturgies, and Romani influences

(Washabaugh 32). Roma were the first performers of this Andalusian tradition that

had its golden age as an all-encompassing human expression during the last half of

the nineteenth century. According to this narrative, the “authentic” and “pure” fla-

menco has since been weakened by the romantic traveler’s exoticist tourist gaze and

by the popularization of flamenco towards the end of the nineteenth century

(Washabaugh 32). It was during this time that the term “flamenco” picked up its neg-

ative connotations as a music and dance of red light districts.

Flamenco is considered to be the music of “Gitanos,” the Spanish ethnic group of

Roma people. Roma were persecuted during the 300 years between 1492 and

1783.25 In this period they developed the core forms of cante gitano: tonás, soleares,

seguiriyas, alegrías, bulerías (Washabaugh, Flamenco, 34). New forms of flamenco

were later derived from Andalusian (e.g. fandangos, fandanguillos, malagueñas,
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granainas) and South American folk traditions (e.g. rumbas, colombianas, guajiras).

These folk traditions had been re-introduced as an effect of the Spanish colonization

of South- and Central America, and the Caribbean, from the mid-nineteenth to the

beginning of the twentieth century (Washabaugh 35).

Flamenco’s “primitive,” “authentic,” or “popular” character was very attractive for

those who were in search for “another,” non-bourgeois Spain like the playwright and

poet Federico García Lorca. In 1922, Lorca, together with the composer Manuel de

Falla, and other notables from Granada sought to revitalize Andalusian flamenco by

promoting the Concurso del Cante Jondo, a two-day contest of song held in the

Granada’s Alhambra (Washabaugh 31). Instead of using the devaluating term “fla-

menco” they used “cante jondo” which means “deep song” in order to distinguish it

from the commercialized, “lamentable” flamenco spectacles of the ópera flamenca,

the cafés cantantes, or the bars (Lorca 221). Instead, Lorca insists on the “primitive”

aspect of cante flamenco – obvious in the title of his essay “El Cante Jondo. Primitivo

Canto Andaluz” – as a “survival” of Andalusian culture (Washabaugh 34). By initiat-

ing this “rehabilitation” of flamenco, Lorca and the other intellectuals who partici-

pated in the programmatic movement of the Generación de 27, re-invented flamenco

completely. Like hip-hop flamenco is a “cathartic” spectacle.26 Flamenco songs per-

form a “double catharsis,” exposing and relieving both the pain of the poor and the

guilt of the wealthy bourgeois public. In this way, it knits together the elements of the

bipolar society of the “new” Spanish nation state.

To analyze flamenco as the voice of opposition and resistance might be the most

interesting way of linking it to hip hop culture. The “songs of the outcasts” (Totton)

tell about the experience of migration, denigration, and repulsion of an ethnic group

within a mainstream society. Today flamenco is – very similar to hip-hop – a lived

experience, a whole lifestyle. There is more to flamenco than music (guitar, rhythm,

voice). Song, dance, and guitar are interrelated within the performance. Washabaugh

argues that every flamenco performance, commercial or non-commercial, is

a multidimensional, multi-accentual experience that almost always includes crosscur-

rents of political signification. […] Flamenco performances are knotted and snarled per-

formances of complex meaning that deserve careful interpretation. (Washabaugh 31)

Both, rap and Flamenco are often criticized for being commercialized and therefore

non-authentic.27 Mainly, this argument can be found in contemporary critical com-

ments on hip hop videos. The American music critic Stanley Crouch criticizes them as

part of a violent hedonistic black culture with “gold teeth, drop-down pants and taste-

less jewelry [sic]” (Eakin). But you can also find these same kinds of criticisms of pro-

fessional flamenco, which assert that commercialized spectacles have diluted the

“Andalusian soul” of this music, or cloaked its “Gitano heart,” or blunted its opposi-

tional edge, or intensified its power to delude the masses (Washabaugh 38). It is sur-

prisingly and ironically the same Adornian disparagement of commercialized artistry
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that those critics share with the Spanish intellectuals of the 27-Generation men-

tioned earlier.

I would like to argue that flamenco in itself must be considered a syncretistic con-

struction of “the popular.” Popular music has become a source of inspiration for the

avant-garde literature in Spain. During the late nineteenth century it became fash-

ionable to read texts or visit operas that were set in rural areas and whose main char-

acters behaved “wildly.” This was a general tendency in European romanticism that

“invented” (Hobsbawm/ Ranger) folk cultures like flamenco. It was during the period

of romanticism, between 1820 and 1860 that the most important rules of flamenco

were developed. This art form is an attempt to revitalize traditional, agrarian cultures

within the urban milieu of a modern, industrialized society (Steingress 67–9). In

today’s flamenco rap, in a situation of historical and social change, the popular genre

of cante flamenco is reinterpreted again – as a popularized urban street culture.

The Cultural Matrix of Rap and Flamenco: Performative Aesthetics

What are the cultural implications of the fusion between flamenco and rap? What

happens if a musical form that seems to be rooted in a very specific local context

appropriates a global and highly mediated culture like hip hop? And what if both bear

a long tradition of cultural crossings, are “intersticial” (Bhabha) and highly mediated

cultures themselves? In the following, I will present three aspects of the cultural

matrix that constitute the sound syncretism of rap and flamenco: the performative

aesthetics, the urban setting and the potential for cultural resistance.28

What is perceived as song in one context might be considered spoken word in

another (Zumthor 160). Both genres – rap and flamenco – oscillate between these

two extremes. Rap has its roots partly in African traditions: in the storytelling

“chanté-parlé” of the griots in West Africa or the mvets bom in Central Africa (Arnaud

56; Störl). Given its affinity to oral, verbal tradition, rap can be compared to fla-

menco’s vocality, i.e. the importance of the voice within in the flamenco performance.

In his analysis of the African spoken song tradition as a pre-figuration of rap, musi-

cologist Gérald Arnaud (56) from Cameroon compares rapping to the saeta (“the

arrow of song”). This is the oldest (religious) type of “deep song” in Andalusia, which

is usually sung without accompaniment during Easter procession.29 In a saeta, a par-

ticipant of the procession starts talking singing to the sculpture of the Virgin Mary.

Far from being a simple listener or consumer of the music, which is played during the

procession, s/he becomes a performer instead and enters a dialogue with the Virgin

Mary, observed and acclaimed by the surrounding audience in the streets. Saetas

have no musical accompaniment, but rely solely on the performer’s voice. The saeta’s

creative pattern within the religious ritual, which integrates and localizes the individ-

ual’s expression, has a potential for cultural translation.30 As illustrated by the saeta,

flamenco may be analyzed in categories of form or setting on the one hand, and class on
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the other, since the saeta is sung in a specific performance context, and because of

this, transgresses categories of class (similar to the carnival). Raps are told in imag-

inary dialogues, competitive “battles,” and slang. The first category concerns form or

setting, the second is the linguistic category of code switching with its inclusive or

exclusive effects (class and group identity).

As in the flamenco performance, “tha cipha” (Spady/Alim/Meghelli) becomes the

physical arrangement for the performance. “The Rapper’s voice is the voice of experi-

ence, taking on the identity of the observer or narrator”(Rose 2). Hip-hop critic Andre

Willis points out that “rappers create their own raps, which is rare among pop vocal

artists” (Adjaye/Andrews 167). I want to argue that both rap and flamenco depend on

the constellation of a situation, hence they are “situationist” art forms. If the circum-

stances of the performance are changed, the musical meaning changes too.31 No

sophisticated equipment is needed, with human beat-boxing or clapping hands as a

rhythmic structure and it can be practiced without any technical support. This is not an

elitist culture, its techniques are available to everybody with skills; musical innovation

depends much on style – the way a single artist performs his voice.

The voice can be considered as a musical instrument in both rap and flamenco.

Flamenco guitarist Paco de Lucia points out that there is “[t]he voice first, then

rhythm… all the rest comes after” (Totton 71). The rhythm of the human voice seems

to be the most important in flamenco and rap. Both are characterized by polyrhythm

and a special materiality of sound: speech, traffic noise e.g. is integrated in rap via

samples. In flamenco we have a strong bodily presence in the sound with the clap-

ping of hands (palmas) and the specific voice timbre of a certain singer. The bound-

aries between singing and speaking are fluid. As a result, the singer creates an

ambiance, a new space that gives one the feeling of being at home, “chez soi”

(Deleuze/Guattari 382). Sometimes the meaning of language may be of less impor-

tance than its poetic function and the voice almost becomes independent (382). In

both rap and flamenco genres the verbal is linked to gestures in the performance and

the gesture in musical performance is a social event (Swiboda).

Both, rap and Flamenco share the oral transmission of popular proverbs, songs

and expressions full of complex political, social and sexual rhetoric. Their meaning is

grounded in a highly coded language or slang that is embedded in the discursive

practices of lived experience. Their use of language is distinct from the “norm” and

excludes speakers of the mainstream society.32 Monika Sokol, who has done exten-

sive research on the use of language and the function of code switching within rap

music, points out that there are similarities in verbal dueling between rap and the

coplas or flamenco (56). Rap is hard to understand for non African Americans

because it uses vernacular, puns and so on. Flamenco verse is often sung in Caló.

This is the language of the Andalusian Roma that combines elements of different lan-

guages like Romani, Spanish, and Arabic. Considered as a language of its own, it is
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almost impossible to understand for the Spanish-speaking majority. The complex

metaphors of Caló are embedded in a cultural imaginary that is only shared by peo-

ple who have the same experiences.33 By utilizing this repertoire today, musicians

actualize older meanings and combine them with the new.

Another common characteristic of rap and flamenco is irony used as a strategy for

survival of a minority group within a majority society. Flamenco, as a “heteroglossic

and multi-voiced event” (Washabaugh 39), relies on a specific set of ironic social

practices that had been developed in Spain during an almost 300 year period begin-

ning from the year 1492. Starting with the conquest of Granada, followed by

Inquisition and the monarchy until early nineteenth century, it was irony that enabled

resistance to opposition and a – more or less forced – play with identities

(Washabaugh). Rap, too, is a genuinely ironic practice. Its irony results from using

words with a double meaning attributed to it. Henry Louis Gates has pointed this out

as the “signifyin’ tradition,” a contribution of African Americans to the American nar-

rative tradition (Adjaye/Andrews 19). Rap’s often-controversial irony – especially in

the sexualized language of both male and female rappers or in gangster rap – is a

constant source of public debate.

It can be concluded that both genres depend on the circumstances of their very per-

formance. The “immediacy” of magical art forms and practices can be found in both rap

and hip hop. Their distinct qualities are grounded in performance, which is defined as

a social and creative act, but that gains its particular meaning in the moment that it

occurs (Zumthor 133). It relies on the uniqueness of a presence and on the situation

as well as on the spontaneous interaction of public and performer. It is through the body

that both performer and audience are grounded in time and place (Zumthor 134).

The Urban Setting

The city, or the urban context, is a common setting within rap texts. The first recorded

rap with a political content was “The Message” (1982) written by Melle Mel (Furious

Five) and performed by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. It describes the liv-

ing conditions in the Bronx in the late 1970s:

Got a bum education, double-digit inflation

Can’t take the train to the job, there’s a strike at the station

Don’t push me cause I’m close to the edge

I’m tryin’ not to lose my head

It’s like a jungle sometimes it makes me wonder

How I keep from going under.

The metaphor of the city as a jungle leads to a complex critique of a chaotic cityscape,

that takes you “to the edge” and which makes you “lose your head”: inflation, a strike
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that disrupts your routine, and, of course, public transportation. In the urban environ-

ment the fragmentation of space appears to go with a fragmentation of perception.

The city is present as a stage, especially in contemporary hip-hop, where the urban

environment is quoted as background and used as a guarantee for authenticity.

The fact that hip-hop comes from the ghetto seems to be its number one point of

reference. It is very obvious that beyond its value as party music hip hop has to do with

segregation and disintegration, with missed urban policy and ethnical tensions. Post-

industrial shifts in access to housing, demographics, and communication networks

formed the conditions that nurtured hip-hop (Rose 26). The reference to “el barrio,”

the block, the posse, the neighborhoods, the projects, the corners, or the street in gen-

eral, seems to be a unifying element not only of hip-hop culture but flamenco as well.

I want to argue that rap may be read as “street flamenco” and vice versa. This

approach harks back to a time before sound moved indoors, before recordings, when

music was embedded in every aspect of everyday life (Van Leeuwen 1). This urban

experience, and the struggle for a voice, is transferred into other urban areas, as well

as non-urban environments. Hip-hop “re-imagines the experiences of urban life and

symbolically appropriates urban space through sampling, attitude, dance, style and

sound effects” (Rose 22). This means that the experience of urban life is trans-

formed into a specific sound and this sound again becomes transferable into other

contexts, away from where it originally occurred when recorded. The sound of the

street – in rap as well as in flamenco – is reclaiming the cities’ public space. If graf-

fiti uses the city as a screen for visibility, then noise, volume, and verbal expression

become a symbol of the struggle for audibility.

Increased migration into the metropolis has given rise to the growth of ethnic dis-

tricts and communities. These communities share a language of self-parody and con-

structed tradition. This unites them so that we can think of New York City, for

example, within its multiple relations to San Juan, because of its large Puerto Rican

immigrant population. Sound cultures, like rap or flamenco, are movements against

the territorializing drive of the nation-state. Interaction between urban spaces takes

place within these “contact zones” (Pratt). Wanda Raimundi-Ortiz, a Bronx born artist

speaks of a hip hop as a “zone,” a “multilayered space” she lives in: “we are multi-

layered people in all what we do.”34 Hip-hop seems to be “a virtual island where peo-

ple with different experiences of migration meet,” as Enemigo, a rapper from Puerto

Rico, puts it.35 People migrating from rural to urban areas, within the boundaries of a

nation state, will refer to hip-hop as helping to create a sense of “home” as well. This

creates a sense of belonging in a new urban context, as we can see in barrios of the

cities of Southern Spain as well. Music, although it often has its roots in rural tradi-

tions, is always radically transformed by urban dwellers.

New York, Berlin, Dakar, Paris, Rio de Janeiro, Seville, Marseille, Algiers, Tangiers,

etc. – hip-hop phenomena are linked to an urban environment but at the same time
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hip hop has been expanding to rural areas. Hip-hop video-clips, the lyrics of rap

music, the body movements in break-dance – directly or indirectly they all refer to the

origin in the urban metropolis. It replicates and re-imagines the experiences of urban

life and symbolically appropriates urban space through sampling, attitude, dance,

style and sound effects (Rose 22). Contemporary language tries to avoid talking

about hip-hop as a “black music” and prefers the term “urban music.” This seems to

be very interesting for a comparative analysis of flamenco-hip hop on both sides of

the Mediterranean: “urban” in this context tries to make issues of race and ethnici-

ties disappear. The “popular” art of flamenco in nineteenth century can be seen as

a relocation of an art form characteristic of a disappearing traditional agrarian soci-

ety within a modern, industrialized urban milieu. Today, by using flamenco verses with

metaphors of nature within a scratched rap song, something interesting happens:

there is “non-urbanity” cited in an urban context in which issues of gender, race and

ethnicity are negotiated. The already “urbanized” flamenco is in a way re-urbanized in

the new context of the post-industrial city with its new ethnic and racial divisions and

segregational practices.

Cultural Resistance

There is an outsider-feeling both in hip hop and in flamenco. Several histories of fla-

menco and African-American music, such as blues, jazz, and rap, strengthen the argu-

ment that this kind of music is born out of a marginal position within a majority

society and a melting of different musical and cultural traditions. In his liner notes of

Miles Davis’ and Gil Evans’ album Sketches of Spain, recorded 1959 in a New York

studio and originally released in 1960, Nat Hentoff, co-editor of the Jazz Review,

emphasizes that Davis “can so absorb the language of another culture” and com-

pares the “deep song” of flamenco with the “cry of the blues” (Davis 1997). He

speaks of a “universal emotion of authenticity” (Davis 1997). Flamenco has often

been compared with Jazz music’s potential for resistance.

Both rap and flamenco have been considered outside the categories of Western

definitions of music. Tricia Rose argues that rap in the beginning was considered a

“style nobody could deal with” (Rose, A Style Nobody Can Deal With). Perceived as

“black noise” (Rose, Black Noise) by the mainstream it became “rebel music” not

only for the black population, but as well for the Puerto-Rican immigrants in the ghet-

tos of the South Bronx (Rivera 2003). This tendency has a clear parallel in depictions

of flamenco coming from “the poorest of the poor” (Totton 23). The flamenco artist –

regardless whether he is of gypsy origin or an Andalusian peasant – is considered as

a slave, an illiterate, or a homeless person by the majority (Totton 23).

Histories of flamenco have been linked to histories of Jazz. Comparisons have

also been made between black Americans and Roma because of the traumatic expe-

rience of racial persecution (Zern). If the U.S.-group Public Enemy raps, for example,
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“the nigga you love to hate,” they use the stereotype to express the ambivalent feel-

ing of attraction and rejection that underlies racism and that can be called the fetish-

character of stereotype (Bhabha 66–8). This same race dynamic appears in the

“Gitanofilia” of current Flamenco discourses as a substitute for the “Maurofilia” in

Andalusians “Golden Age” (Baltanas). The attributed, stereotyped violence of a mar-

ginalized ethnic group appears in the “gangsta” images of rappers as well in read-

ings of patterns of social behavior amongst Roma.

A very interesting similarity between rap and flamenco is their ability to overcome the

boundaries of race or ethnicity and to unbind (social or geographical) place and music

in terms of the audience. In both cases it seems to follow the pattern “Black music –

white audience” (Kitwana) with all its economic implications. Rap music’s most devoted

listeners consist of economically potent, young white listeners from the suburbs living

far from the inner-city population (Rose, Black Noise 4) or overseas, for example in

Japan. Flamenco gains a larger and larger audience among payos (the “non-Romani”),

living in Madrid or the Northern Parts of Spain, but in Berlin or Tokyo as well, who defin-

itively do not share the experience of the Gitano population. The social position of

African-Americans in the U.S. and Roma within the Spanish nation-state has been and

still is ambivalent. If a suburban kid listens to rap music s/he appreciates this art form

and temporarily identifies with a “cool” street style. If a payo/paya listens to flamenco

this is a very similar act of self-positioning that goes beyond the appreciation.

The reception of rap and flamenco among “white” listeners and the fusions of both

genres with other musical forms illustrates that they can be consumed away from the

social context. This might show their ability to integrate and attract a wide audience

beyond the limited spaces in which these musical forms originated. These musical forms

mobilize social, racial and ethnic positions within society, albeit on an abstract level.

Both groups – labeled payos by the Roma or “white negroes” by the hip hop community

(Mailer) – document the ambivalent fascination for “insiders” to identify temporarily with

“outsiders.” The outsiders have gone mainstream and rap has become the dominant

U.S. pop culture beyond the color line: “hip hop has made ‘black’ into a political color for

a whole new generation of African Americans, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, women, and

white youth” (Scott 143). Maybe this will be the case with flamenco to which an ethnic

minority has contributed and has gained a national and world-wide reputation.

In contrast to the mobilizing forces of rap and flamenco as genres within the imag-

inary, they continue to be “articulations of difference” (Papapavlou) within a social

system. Contemporary rappers inside and outside the U.S. often are immigrants, and

the musicians who produce “flamenco nuevo” (“new flamenco”) often are of North-

African origin, commuting between Morocco and Spain. The diasporic situation of

those producing sounds like rap (Afro-diasporic) or flamenco (Romani) seems to play

an important role. This marginal position can be taken over in counter-hegemonic 

discourse within majority society.
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Conclusion: Hybrid Style

The overview of the features common to both flamenco and rap leads to the conclu-

sion that from these musical forms, already hybrid themselves, a new genre

emerges. This genre takes advantage of the cultural matrix of the – at first sight – 

different traditions. Flamenco and rap music, like other forms of popularized music,

are subject to constant reinterpretation that explicitly aims to transgress national

borders. According to Craig Watkins, “[h]ip hop is creating very interesting bridges

across racial and ethnic communities” (Randall 2). The refashioning of diasporic con-

ditions and migratory peoples contribute to a grounding of transnational formations

in a specific place and time as Juan Flores, a New York based scholar of Puerto Rican

and Black Studies puts it when talking about popular cultures. Flores refers to the

concept of “hybrid cultures” that has been developed by the Mexican anthropologist

Nestor Garcia Canclini. Transnational formations characterized by cultural hybridity,

which is more than the mere fusion of cultural traditions, that results from the mutual

influence between intersecting groups. There is also mixing and interpenetration of

cultural domains themselves, the blurring of distinctions between high and low,

between elite, folkloric and mass cultures.” (Flores, From Bomba to Hip-Hop 26).

Articulations like the “jiphop flamenquillo” can be considered as hybrids in the afore-

mentioned sense, as an appropriation of a global culture by a local surrounding,

transgressing social and class boundaries and questioning the notion of high/low

culture itself. The term “local” has to be understood not as a fixed, but as a con-

tested and negotiated space (Bennett 52). Flamenco hip-hop re-contextualizes an

urban Afro-American culture and recombines it with very different and hybrid musical

traditions. The ethnical and political dimension of “black noise” is transposed to the

Mediterranean area. It meets another dimension of cathartic art, an embodied “pol-

itics of passion,” flamenco. Both, rap and flamenco are musical expressions that are

embedded, each in its own specific way, in the everyday life of an increasingly young,

urban population in former “Al-Andalus.”36 Rap and Flamenco are musical styles that

integrate speech, music and other sounds, often in a public space or by creating a

public space. Via symbols, ritual, connected histories and traditions new, transna-

tional spaces are created. They establish a new relationship between place and iden-

tity. By this, the local space of former “Al-Andalus” – today politically more and more

separated by the inequalities of a north-south-dichotomy – is appropriated, perceived

as a cultural unity and “made habitable” (Bennett 69) by a new generation of musi-

cians and a young audience. If Claude Liauzu, a specialist on Mediterranean history

and culture, says that the Mediterranean still has to be invented (224) – the music

of Ojos de Brujo is a contemporary attempt to invent it as an African-European-

African-American space.
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1. 2 Feb 2005 
�http://www.ojosdebrujo.com. �

2. Spanish for rhythmically clapping hands.

3. A “bastardized Barcelona with Black people
and people from Brazil, from the Navarra region
of Northern Spain, with Roma people and non-
Roma people.” (Translations by myself, unless
otherwise indicated).

4. The expression “hip jondo” refers to the
term cante jondo (“deep song”) Federico García
Lorca and others invented to found a new genre
in 1922.

5. I use the terms “hybridity” and “hybrid” in
the sense of Nestor García Canclini. The term
“hybridity” refers to the fusion of cultural
traditions resulting from the mutual influence
among intersecting groups. In putting some
emphasis on the process of reconversion, he
describes the interpenetration of cultural
domains, but also adds the blurring of age-old
distinctions between high and low, between
elite, folkloric, and mass cultures.

6. 2 Feb 2005
�http//www.ojosdebrujo.com�.

7. In Caló, the Roma language, vengue means
“energy”.

8. Stylistic mixing has a long tradition as well
in the history of classical music, jazz and pop
music. Flamenco often served as a pars pro

toto for the imaginations of “Spanish music” or
simply ‘the popular’ There are many examples
of European composers that incorporate
elements of Southern Spain into their own
avant-garde or modernist art such as Richard
Schumann, Franz Liszt, Maurice Ravel or
Georges Bizet. “Claude Debussy, Michail Glinka
and Nikolai A. Rimski-Korsakov were looking for
structures of ‘the popular’ not only in Russia 
or France but also in Andalusia,” as Lorca
points out in his essay El Cante Jondo. Primitivo

Canto Andaluz (203). Miles Davis, for example,
works on flamenco elements on his album
Sketches of Spain (released in 1960) or in the

song “Flamenco Sketches” (1959). Elements of
the flamenco aesthetics are used in
contemporary pop music, for example in MTV’s
“hip hopera” entitled Carmen (2001) the
famous setting of Sevilla’s tobacco factory is
moved to the streets of New York and an
African-American Carmen expresses herself in
rap. Songwriter Björk collaborates with
flamenco artist Raimundo Amador for her song
“So Broken” on Jóga (1996).

9. For example on Primavera en Salonico.

Sephardic Folk Songs with Savina Yannatou

(1994) or on the album Primavera en Salonico.

Songs of the Mediterranean (1998) of the same
artist.

10. The ud (or oud) is one of the most
important instruments in Arabic and Islamic
musical communities. This short necked,
fretless instrument is a direct ancestor of the
European lute. Probably the ud originated in
Persia, but it has gained popularity among
musicians across the Middle East, North
America and southern Europe, especially Iberia.
Generally, there are two main types of
instruments: Turkish uds, usually crafted in
Istanbul, and made from a very light wood
which produces a bright tone; and Arabic uds,
typically made in Cairo and Damascus. 2 Feb
2005
�http://www.si.umich.edu/chico/instrument/
pages/ud_gnrl.html�.

11. “Bhangra is a form of folk music and
dance that originates from Punjab. People
traditionally performed Bhangra when
celebrating the harvest. During Bhangra, people
sing Punjabi Boliyaan lyrics, at least one person
plays the dhol drum, and other people may play
the flute, dholak drum, or other musical
instruments. While Bhangra began as a part of
harvest festival celebrations, it eventually
became a part of such diverse occasions as
weddings and New Year celebrations. Moreover,
during the last thirty years, Bhangra has
enjoyed a surge in popularity worldwide, both in
traditional form and as a fusion with genres
such as hip-hop, house, and reggae.” 16 May
2007 �http://www.punjabonline.com�.
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ABSTRACT

Corporeal Voices, Sexual Differentiations: New Materialist Perspectives on

Music, Singing and Subjectivity

Many of today’s cultural theorists have suggested that the analysis of sounds in gen-

eral and music in particular would bring important new perspectives into the study of

subjectivity. Especially, they have stressed the relevance of “the sonic” for examining

two major aspects of subject formation: first, how our subjectivity is materially

embedded, and second, how it emerges through inextricable interconnections with

the surrounding reality. My article explores these possibilities by intersecting music

scholarship with so-called new materialist feminist insights. More precisely, I focus

on the questions of subjectivity, corporeal materiality and the multiplicity of sexual

differences, as they unfold in relation to singers’ live processes of sound production

in the context of opera. Theoretically, the article draws on the work of Rosi Braidotti,

Elizabeth Grosz and Gilles Deleuze, as well as on current critical opera studies.

Introduction

The realm of the sonic, understood as a versatile field of phenomena, would seem to

attract ever-growing interest among today’s cultural analysts in many disciplinary

strands. To list some threads of this tendency, soundscape scholars explore, firstly,

sonic (micro-) worlds in relation to cultural belonging and memory: peoples’ sense of

place, themselves and the social dynamics of their surroundings (Järviluoma and

Wagstaff). Secondly, film theory of recent decades has witnessed the emergence of
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stances that challenge the previous dominance of the visual in studying cinema,

investigating the effectiveness of auditory elements and their interaction with visual

layers in cinematic narration and perception (Silverman; Chion; Kassabian; Joe and

Theresa; Pisters 175–215). Furthermore, musical and other aural presences in con-

temporary audiovisual culture on a broader scale, like in television, music videos and

computer games, receive increasing scholarly attention (Mundy; Vernallis).

Interestingly, new possibilities for thought that could be opened up by “the sonic”

are currently being probed also in the more philosophical quarters of cultural theory.

Of the array of topics discussed in such frameworks, the one concerning us here is

the ever so pressing question of subjectivity. More precisely, of relevance are the

debates that focus on the social, corporeal-material and sexed1 constitution of sub-

jects. At least some theorists who work with these issues have seen great potential

in attempts to refigure subjectivity in relation to sonic phenomena. Above all, they

have stressed the novel perspectives such explorations would provide on certain cen-

tral aspects of subject formation. Namely, how our subjectivity is always materially

embedded, and how its emergence occurs through inextricable interconnections with

the surrounding reality, thereby making that which is outside us and inside us con-

stantly pass into each other. The latter aspect is emphasized by philosopher Christine

Battersby in her study The Phenomenal Woman. She states that “if we want to rethink

identity in ways that do not rest upon an oppositional relation between “self” and

“other,” then it is useful to think more about the way identity is established and main-

tained in the aural field” (Battersby 178). Specific traits informing this field include,

according to Battersby, spatiotemporal fluidity and processuality and accordingly,

leaky, oscillating borders between subjects and the so-called outside world.

Also, feminist theorist Rosi Braidotti has pondered upon the potentials offered by

the sonic for refiguring subjectivity. She, too, relates these potentials to ideas of the

subject as a dynamic and open entity: a palpably material but at the same time meta-

morphic configuration, which emerges in immanent connections with its environment

(Braidotti, Metamorphoses 153–57). For Braidotti, sounds or “the acoustic regime”

(155) are, to begin with, less codified by power than visual practices. This is because

different techniques of visualization, along with notions of sight, looking, and the

gaze have escorted the modern ideal of a unified, self- and world-regulating subject;

the very construction which theories of multifarious subjectivity seek to dismantle. Sonic

and acoustic registers, on the other hand, feature only marginally if at all in the histori-

cally long-term models of subject, power and knowledge. Therefore, they could help

generate new, possibly subversive ways of thinking. When writing about music, Braidotti

summarizes her insights on the forces and processes sounds can propel in subjectivity –

supposedly both in terms of production and of perception, although she is not explicit

on that point. Braidotti contends, “music can express affectivity, immanence and dis-

solution of boundaries. […] It makes audible the irreducibility of in-between spaces,
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polyphonic hybridization, multiple sonic interferences.” (Metamorphoses 157). A moment

earlier, referring to the experimental art of Laurie Anderson and Stelarc, she stresses

the elemental relations between sounds and corporeality by pointing out, how “the

sheer materiality of the human body and its fleshy contents (lungs, nerves, brains,

intestines, etc.) are as many sound-making, acoustic chambers” (157).

Battersby’s and Braidotti’s suggestions for a “sonic turn” in cultural theoretical

accounts of subjectivity are appealing. I share their excitement about the ways

sounds would redirect such investigations. However, the formulations of these theo-

rists remain rather sketchy as such. In order to be sharpened and developed they

would have to be brought into closer contact with actual sound events and concrete

analyses of sonic practices. Encounters would thus be needed between sounds, their

frameworks, the specific questions each sonic sphere provokes, and cultural theo-

retical redefinitions of subjectivity.

The present article aims at inducing some such encounters. These are carried out

in the context of Western operatic music. More precisely, my examination will focus

on singers’ live processes of sound production in the contemporary realm of opera.

The impulses behind this exploration are deeply trans-disciplinary, relating to the the-

oretical views quoted above. Firstly, my aim is to show how the study of music-mak-

ing in the particular settings of opera can contribute to notions of materially

embedded, yet multiple and changing subjectivity. I interrogate how these notions

might be rendered more concrete, more usable, when related with live instances of

musical production. In disciplinary terms, the direction of this inquiry is from music

scholarship to cultural theory and analysis. I wish to demonstrate that even such a

supposedly traditional musical-cultural sphere as opera may offer new, possibly radi-

cal insights into current theories of subjectivity. Moreover, in that process opera may

come out as not so conservative a realm of culture after all.

Secondly, the direction of my investigation is also from cultural theory and analy-

sis to musicology. By utilizing Braidotti’s ideas amongst others, I attempt to renew

musicological understandings of how subjectivity may arise in relation to music.

Thus, philosophical modes of thought intervene in their turn in the established agen-

das of music research, effecting possible transformations in them. Throughout the

article, the main concepts on which my argumentation rests are subjectivity, corpore-

ality/the body and sexual difference. This is both because I believe these axes, or

their intersections, have a central place in singers’ music-making, and because of

the essential role of these concepts in today’s cultural theoretical discussions at

large. The concept of space adds a notable dimension to my inquiry. Basically, it will

be used in what follows in two ways: first, with reference to singing bodies as mate-

rial aggregates of variables that are however not only spatial but also temporal; and

second, with reference to opera culture as a field, an open-ended space, for continu-

ous production of sexual differences.
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To clarify further the theoretical impulses of the article, they could be summarized

into the concept of “new materialism” (De Landa). The term embraces such currently

emerging forms of thought – evolving in the humanities mainly in cultural and femi-

nist studies – which aim at offering alternatives to the now dominating paradigms of

cultural theory: social constructivism, the critique of representation, and psychoana-

lytic criticism. It is impossible to discuss the scope and background of these

attempts in any great detail here. Therefore only those new materialist ideas that are

most relevant to the present article are introduced.2

New Materialism, in this article, is about reconsidering the significance and onto-

logical status of materiality in our analyses of culture, power and subjectivity. It is of

course undeniable that we can only refer to the material world, e.g. bodies, through

discourse and representation – an argument endlessly reiterated by social construc-

tivists. Still, new materialist thinkers claim that, taken to its extreme, this stance

runs the risk of forcing a situation in which the material dimensions of life are

reduced to nothing more than an inert ground waiting for the active arrangements of

our representations. What new materialist thinkers want to insist is, that linguistic-

semiotic operations are not everything there is; not even for humanistic analyses of

culture. Hence, it would be vital to see concepts and signs as one register of exis-

tence and to conceive, for example bodies, as another: as a positively different3

domain of processes, which encounters and merges with symbolic activities among

other things, but cannot be ontologically submitted to them. (Colebrook From Radical

Representations; Bray and Colebrook 55–58.) This realization is, I think, very fruitful

when the goal is to theorize live music and subjectivity as material and sexed.

A second, related notion this article commits to is, that it would be important to

approach all “worldly” phenomena as multiple and assembled. Such a perspective of

multiplicity would map for example bodies and differences between subjects as

mobile configurations. In these, body movements, corporeal intensity levels, con-

cepts, exchanges with other subjects (both physical-affective and symbolic), and con-

nections to broader surroundings intermingle, creating situation-bound

constellations that can be then called embodiments or sexes. Eventually, this would

mean an analysis of the varying micro layers of subjectivity, sex, and the body. My

article takes steps towards such an analysis.

Besides being rooted in cultural theory and musicology, this endeavor is also fem-

inist. Thus, my article addresses music from a new materialist feminist perspective.

This implies that the category “sex” receives special attention throughout the article.

A critical attitude towards social constructivist stances, with too heavy a reliance on

theories of signification, informs new materialist feminist approaches as new mate-

rialism overall. It is to this that my use of the term “sex” instead of that of “gender”

relates. Namely, the choice of utilizing that concept designates my commitment to

theories of sexual difference. These theorizations take as their starting point that 
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differences between masculine and feminine subjects are formed, not only at dis-

cursive but simultaneously at material (and subconscious) levels.

Theories of sexual difference presume, then, a dynamic and reciprocal relation-

ship between corporeal processes and other, e.g. conceptual practices. In other

words, bodies are not without their “own” corporeal traits and forces that make them

sexed. While these forces include physiological, even genetic variables, in the end

sexual difference theorists see corporeality as an inextricable mixture of physicality,

social constitution, and symbolic (re)definition. Such an emphasis differs decisively

from social constructivist approaches, represented for example by philosopher Judith

Butler, which stress, above all, the grip of discourse–power systems on bodies; their

ability to endow the bodies with gendered attributes.

Since theories of sexual difference conceive of bodies as multi-faceted in all their

materiality, they provide a path to studying the micro layers of sex and subjectivity.

Hence, from a feminist viewpoint, my ultimate aim is to argue that bodies, and sexed

potentials of being a subject, are far more varied and complex than the macro binary

of man–woman would lead us to believe. If the multiplicity of sexual differences were

embraced, then spaces could be created for the experience and recognition of micro-

femininities and micro-masculinities; such forms of difference that would question

the hierarchical and simplified man-woman dichotomy, preferring the (ideal) category

of “Man” (Grosz “A Thousand Tiny Sexes”).

The specific theoretical tools of this article stem from the work of two thinkers of

sexual difference: Rosi Braidotti and Elizabeth Grosz. In addition, I draw on the

insights of the feminist scholar Claire Colebrook and philosopher Gilles Deleuze (as

well as the latter’s writings with Félix Guattari). All these theorists can be characterized

as advocates of new materialism, and the first three are also new materialist feminists

who elaborate on Deleuze’s thought, each in their singular ways. These philosophers’

claims are linked to current musicological stances when possible, especially those

coming from opera studies. As for the methodological commitments and analytical data

of the article, they relate to a fieldwork process I carried out in the years 2003–05

among singing students at Sibelius-Academy, Finland.4 The field material contains

observations on and recordings of the students’ music-making processes, as well as

interviews with them and their teachers and directors. Although this material will only

be referred to rather than analyzed at length, it provides an indispensable point of

departure for the whole new materialist approach. Without observing singers’ musical

situations in the “field,” the exploration of subjectivity, corporeality and sexual differ-

ence as it is conducted here would have been impossible.

The paths of thought opened up by new materialism are exemplified by two modes

of conceptualization and their usability in connection with actual musical moments.

These are 1) sexed singing bodies/subjects as open materiality; and 2) sexed per-

forming bodies/subjects as assemblages, leading to the notion of a thousand tiny
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sexes. Both of the conceptualizations come principally from Grosz, who in her turn

elaborates on Deleuze and his part-time co-thinker Guattari. Also Braidotti and

Colebrook’s views are deployed with regard to both themes. Experimentation with

these concepts forms the main section of the article.

However, before testing the analytical force of the concepts, I seek to offer a criti-

cal commentary on how body, subjectivity, and gender/sex emerged as major topics

in music scholarship in the first place. I ask with what theoretical and methodologi-

cal strategies have been tracked so far? In particular, my aim is to interrogate where

the limitations of these existent approaches lie – their obvious strengths notwith-

standing – from the perspective of new materialism. The question immediately fol-

lowing from this is what novel and valuable ideas new materialist thinking might bring

to the study of corporeality, sex, and subjectivity in diverse musical-cultural settings?

The previous musicological takes on these issues are reviewed rather provisionally.

Nonetheless, I think this survey is necessary to provide a background and pave the

way for the new materialist approach. The question I wish to highlight above all is:

what are the epistemological and ontological stakes in either ignoring or taking into

account the live character of music in the analyses of its corporeal, sexed, and sub-

ject-related unfolding?

A Shift in Music Scholarship: From Self-referential Texts to Representational

Sounds

After the turn of the 1990s the field of musicology, which refers here mainly to the

study of Western art music, underwent a series of changes in terms of focus, meth-

ods and research politics. To put it bluntly, these changes have ensued from the

arrival of post-structuralist impulses into the discipline – a process that has chal-

lenged such previous tenets of musicology as structuralist models of study and pos-

itivistic historiography. These paradigm shifts have resulted in a number of voices

questioning the former traditions of music theory and analysis.5 The debates in question

have emerged eminently from within Anglo-American “new” and “critical” musicology

quarters, including such branches as feminist and cultural musicology (McClary;

Kramer Music as Cultural and Classical Music; Solie; Cook, and Tsou; Clayton et al). 

It is these discussions I shall concentrate on in the following.6

What the critical voices of new musicology have suggested is that music analysis

shifts its focus from examining musical phenomena as self-referential structural entities

to studying them as productions of culture with rich linkages to other socio-cultural

realms. This demand has been aimed above all at such formalist paradigms as

Schenker analysis (viable from the early 20th century on) and set theory (from the

1950s on), which are today practiced primarily in the U.S., but also all over Europe.

Many new musicologists have claimed that the methods these research traditions pro-

vide, treat music more or less as sealed and autonomous “texts” (Cusick Feminist
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Theory; Gender).7 According to them, the formalist models of analysis are informed by

a belief that the structural-stylistic processes of music have their own exclusive logic

and hierarchies, such as surface-depth-organizations (Fink). These unfold and can be

investigated without any considerable links to other layers or broader frameworks of

culture. As a consequence of this emphasis, new musicologists argue, the notion of

musical meaning has been too limited in formalist music analytical traditions. If music

has been thought of as carrying meaning at all, its nature has been restricted to the

emphatically musical, that is, a signifying content rising from within the sonic struc-

tures themselves. Judged on the basis of these remarks, the music analytical

approaches under discussion have abstracted music from the socio-culturally signify-

ing and material forces that necessarily inform its existence.

The advocates of new musicology have succeeded in questioning the previous

epistemological and ontological premises of musicology in general and formalist

music analysis in particular. While the debates are still under way, a large amount of

today’s researchers support a view, according to which (even) art music is about

much more than just innate codifications. Like other arts, music’s stylistic and

expressive conventions, too, are nowadays addressed from various angles as sys-

tems of cultural representation, sites of identity production, and results of socio-

political power struggles. The actualization of music’s cultural potentials is theorized

as occurring in its encounters with the listeners, from which context-bound musical

“meanings” are claimed to emerge (Kramer Musical Meaning 7–8). Moreover, factors

that were formerly often deemed extra-musical, such as discourses around music,

are now believed to affect its constitution.

When aiming to analyze subjectivity, corporeality and gender/sexual difference

from a new materialist feminist perspective, it is useful to consider previous

approaches to music’s corporeal, sexual and subject-related dimensions with a three-

part model which combines 1) textual and discursive approaches, 2) score-anchored

approaches, and 3) psychoanalytic approaches.

The model is my construction on the basis of the different emphases and meth-

ods that already inform music scholarship as regards the issues of the body, subject

and sex. Although inevitably a simplification, I nevertheless believe it to offer a way

of assessing the benefits and limits of these different research strategies. The first

category encompasses studies that focus on how music is rendered meaningful by

other than sonic – usually linguistic – means. I call their strategies accordingly textual

and discursive approaches. These include, for example, studies which examine, from

a critical feminist viewpoint, how female opera singers have been represented and

thus constructed in terms of gender, voice, embodiment and sexuality; ultimately,

subjectivity in different kinds of cultural texts. Both the ways novelists and biogra-

phers have described the singers, and the interpretations of these texts by reading

audiences have been of interest for such studies (Dunn and Jones; Leonardi, and
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Pope 48–174). Also analyses on gendered narratives of music, for example, in opera

libretti, may be included into this category.8

The model’s second category is called score-anchored representational

approaches. These studies also profess the view that the so-called “politics of repre-

sentation” informs practically all music. Thus, they engage in exploring and critiquing

the manners in which music constructs gender(s), subject and power positions, and

references to embodiment through practices of representation. Contrary to the tex-

tual-discursive ones, score-anchored approaches claim to concentrate on music’s

“own,” i.e. sonic representational techniques. They make use of established music

analytical methods9 to construct score-based interpretations and blend detailed find-

ings in musical texture with post-structural theorizations of subjectivity.10 In light of

these studies, subjectivity, gender/sex and the body exist in music through the struc-

tural-stylistic conventions with which they are musically represented; symbolized and

signified with sound formulas (McClary; Välimäki, Smart “Ulterior Motives”; Abbate

“Opera; or, the Envoicing of Women”; In Search of Opera).

Both the textual-discursive and score-anchored approaches have introduced

invaluable models of analysis into music scholarship. However, assessed from a new

materialist angle they are not entirely without problems. Actually, one may argue that

while committing themselves in principle to “embodied criticism” (Abbate Music 506)

that explores music’s worldly, socio-political materiality, these research strategies

end up partly sustaining the notions of music as a textual phenomenon. The studies

on music-related discourses do this along “classical” social constructivist lines, as

demonstrated e.g. in the work of the identity theorist Stuart Hall (Representation) or

feminist philosopher Judith Butler (Bodies that Matter). In other words, textual-

discursive approaches examine how music acquires cultural existence through lin-

guistic operations that make it signify. This stance bypasses music’s equally power-

ful, material modalities of existence, such as its emergence with/as musicians’ body

movements in live situations of sound making. Score-anchored approaches identify

music with those of its features that can be (re)constructed on the basis of notational

symbols – another textual source. Just as textual-discursive approaches, score-anchored

analyses, too, largely ignore music’s infinitely varying, socially and materially embedded

modes of emergence.11

How to grasp the materiality of music, then, with its alleged ties to the body, sex-

ual differences, and subjectivity? The third category of the currently used model

seems to give more attention than the two previous ones to music’s corporeality,

along with its links to the bodily nature of subject formation. Investigatory strategies

that fall into this category which I call psychoanalytic approaches. They have been

developed both by psychoanalytic music enthusiasts and psychoanalytically oriented

musicologists (Poizat; Schwarz; Välimäki). These studies mostly follow theoretical

premises set out by Lacan and Kristeva, although they refer to Freud and other major
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psychoanalysts as well. Analyses of this type posit a link between music’s bodily

aspects12 and the primeval, pre-symbolic phase of human subjectivity. The musical

reminiscences of this phase – which takes place before the subject’s language acqui-

sition – are argued to include such qualities as noises from a singer’s throat or high

screams of female operatic voices. Indeed, opera and, lately, other vocal cultures

enjoy a privileged status in these studies. Music’s material “tremors” are claimed to

invoke flashes of the pre-symbolic stage in the (listening) subject. At this stage, the

subject was still dominated by corporeal impulses, instinctive desires, and a blissful

sense of union with the world, above all: the mother. Music’s materiality is thus

understood as a momentary bridge to a lost realm of subjectivity, which can never be

regained in full.

Psychoanalytical approaches to music clearly appreciate its material dimensions.

However, if one reassesses these studies from a new materialist perspective, they

seem to position the category of the body somewhat problematically, since they tend

to essentialize its materiality.13 Music’s bodily properties are thus rendered more or

less a-historical: “unpolluted” by cultural processes of subject formation. Psychoanalytic

notions of music also repeat certain conceptions of sexual difference that are familiar

from the history of Western thought. By claiming that female voices are considered

particularly powerful evokers of pre-symbolic flashbacks, women become equated

with the realm of the pre-symbolic, and thus with nature, instincts, and the body 

more than men who are especially in Lacan’s scheme firmly tied to the laws of the 

symbolic.14

New materialist feminist thought challenges both of these tendencies in psycho-

analytic theorizations, a-historicity on the one hand and reinforcement of binary sex-

ual differences on the other.15 But which genuinely new viewpoints could new

materialism offer so as to broaden the insights enabled by the three modes of

approach above? What would it mean to take the corporeal materiality of subjectivity

seriously, without either over-textualizing it or (re-) essentializing the body? How could

such a re-examination be carried out with regard to live musical situations? It is now

time to explore with some operatic examples, how new materialist thinking might be

able to answer these questions and theoretical challenges.

Differential Sonorous Subjects: Forces of Open Bodies

If one wanted to describe how new materialist (feminist) thought conceives of sub-

jectivity, the body, and sexual difference, in a single phrase, “positive difference”

would be a good one to pick. Basically, this expression implies that in examining cul-

tural phenomena, or other events of reality, new materialist thought leans on an

ontology of processes instead of one of essences. Hence, in the (Deleuzian) new

materialist scheme, “difference” does not refer principally to differences between

entities that are supposedly preformed, such as men and women. It is not used in

Thamyris/Intersecting No. 18 (2007) 147–168

Corporeal Voices, Sexual Differentiations | 155

Sonic Interventions, edited by Sylvia Mieszkowski, et al., BRILL, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/asb/detail.action?docID=556746.
Created from asb on 2025-03-14 11:08:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



the negative sense of “different from something/somebody,” but rather in the posi-

tive sense of “incessantly different in and of itself.” All phenomena16 are thought of

as mobile, transformative and open-ended: internally multiple and differentiating,

although always in interconnection with other forces of the world. (Deleuze Difference

137–45; Deleuze and Guattari 3–25, 232–309; Braidotti Metamorphoses 3–6,

11–64; De Landa; Colebrook Understanding Deleuze 15–18, 27–43.)

In feminist re-examinations of corporeality these movements of differentiation

have been conceptualized for example as open materiality, a term coined by Elizabeth

Grosz. In her book Volatile Bodies she introduces (191) the term by insisting that the

body is:

an open materiality, a set of (possibly infinite) tendencies and potentialities which

may be developed, yet whose development will necessarily hinder or induce other

developments and other trajectories. These are not individually chosen, nor are they

amenable to will or intentionality; they are more like bodily styles, habits, practices […].

Grosz’ definition foregrounds two aspects. Firstly, bodies are indeed constellations 

of change and mutation; of the future. Different physical capacities – such as abilities

to produce vocal and bodily movements that are deemed appropriate in operatic 

culture – are continuously under construction in unpredictable ways. They may, or may

not, evolve through new physical exercises and mental techniques, or in connection

to a new space (in music e.g. acoustics) and novel co-participants. Simultaneously,

these evolvements, which are always partly surprising, create styles and habits,

“specificities of the body” as Grosz also calls them, which orientate the future poten-

tials of those same bodies (x–xi, 138–44, 155–59). Secondly, the stylistic trajecto-

ries of bodies, while open to experimentation, are not born from within individual

subjects conceived as neat physio-psychical entities. Rather, they arise pre- and

supra-individually; in cultural networks of action that are both concretely social (sub-

jects merging and emerging with others) and collectively formed by their very nature.

Grosz’s visions of open materiality provide useful tools to analyze my findings

amongst singing students. Singing lessons, for example, are a complex practice of

bodily openness. They consist of constant experiments with or “tunings” of singers’

bodies so that they would utter certain vocal pitches, volumes, durations, and other

expressive qualities. The experiments vary endlessly, since the muscular impulses

and kinaesthetic energies bodies must produce are always singular. They depend, on

one hand, on the specific musical effects that are sought at each moment. On the

other hand, they depend, at least as importantly, on the bodily subjects who produce

those effects, with their divergent histories, layered habits and even instant-to-instant

inner differentiations.

This type of situation-bound and body-specific dynamism became evident for

example in the singing lessons of a female student with a high soprano voice. During

one lesson, she and her teacher launched continuously new conceptualizations and
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physical “tricks” of voice production. The goal was to test and mould the student’s

bodily capacities, so that she would be able to utter very high tones in a relaxed, cor-

poreally unhindered manner. The emerging conceptualizations stretched from “a

mother eagle that spreads its wings” to “an amazed, relaxed body earthed on the

ground”. (FN, Sl [MS]: 1 Dec 2004.) These speech figures may sound imaginative,

even ridiculous. However, their effects on the singer in that lesson demonstrated

both how concepts directly inform and animate bodies, not just defining them in a

limited linguistic sense, and how bodies can “talk back” to these forms of address.

Namely, sometimes the conceptualizations invented by the teacher, and the singer

herself, inspired an immediate change in her sound production. At other points,

numerous instructions had to be tried before the student’s body and voice agreed to

act and react along the desired stylistic lines. Hence, what the talking back of the

body refers to here is that the corporeal actions of a subject do not necessarily com-

ply with the conceptual impulses aimed at them, at least not in the intended ways.

Rather, bodies have their “own,” ultimately non-controllable modes of connecting to

and elaborating on conceptual actions. In that sense, the encounters between lan-

guage use and corporeality in the student’s lesson might be described as reciprocal.

These field observations seem to confirm Claire Colebrook’s remark on the mate-

rial activeness of bodies, stating that “while the body may only be referred to through

discourse or representation, it possesses a force and being that marks the very char-

acter of representation” (“From Radical” 77). This conclusion relates to one of the

central claims of new materialist thinking in general. (Corporeal) materiality is not an

effect of discourse; it enters into mutual relations with discursive acts, being

affected by them and affecting them back, but there remains an essential “gap of

non-resemblance” (Massumi “Introduction” xix) between these registers of reality.

Bodies are thus “open” and through that openness, constantly changing in two com-

plementary senses. First, their actions are not self-sufficient but instead, become

modified by e.g. conceptual forces. Second, however, bodies retain their distinctive

and ever-evolving “force and being” which cannot be determined by the discourses

with which they intermingle – their open nature is also openness in and of itself.

Singing is one of the activities that beautifully demonstrate the open materiality of

culturally embedded human bodies. With regard to sexual difference, the concept of

open materiality is fascinating and politically important in that it stresses the sus-

ceptibility to differentiation of the sexed features of bodies. If these features stem

from the bodies’ heterogeneous histories and mobile, supra-individual encounters

with words and other bodies, we cannot ever know in advance, what a “female” or

“male” body can perform and become (Gatens).

As for the question of subject formation, my field observations revealed that even

though bodies in opera culture result from minute disciplinary techniques à la

Foucault, they are also sites of rich sensations. Operatic bodies consist of multiple
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sensorial and temporal processes, and being a singing subject requires a good dose

of experimental spirit: embodied open-mindedness from which new bodily capacities,

experiences, even pleasures may ensue. The same female student, for example,

stated in her lesson that now and then the uttering of a loud high note seemed to

send so intensive an adrenaline “shot” through her body that it felt almost difficult to

proceed to the following vocal lines (Gatens).

Any body that remains open in its abilities and sensations – materializations – can

be thought of as spatial. A singing body in particular is clearly a spatial configuration

from the start. As Braidotti observes in the citation quoted above, (human) corporeal-

ity as such consists of a bunch of sound-making and acoustic “chambers,” including

brains and intestines (Metamorphoses 157). In operatic practices many of these bod-

ily chambers are put to work in highly elaborate ways: for instance lungs, cheekbones,

and the whole area around ribs are variably considered and activated as part of voice

production. Thus, it could be said that subjects who sing opera are among other

things corporeal aggregates of spaces that vibrate and lend themselves to subtle

modification. The considerable differences which exist and develop between these

spatial(ized) subjects are due to sexed voice types, as well as individual singularities

of bodies. The spatiality of operatic bodies is also, even primarily, open. Through the

stream of voice they create, these corporealities become audible and sensible to oth-

ers. At the same time the bodies sense and merge with the space – both physical-

acoustic and social – which surrounds them. To paraphrase Moira Gatens (63), singing

bodies are composed, de-composed and re-composed by their outsides. Interestingly

enough, one of the most repeated instructions in “classical” voice training, including

the lessons I observed, is the request to “open up” bodily during the acts of singing.

Singers are, in other words, encouraged to open up to the acoustic space they are in,

to the air that has to be sucked into the body in order to utter sounds, and so forth.

As open materiality the spatial character of vocal bodies is hence comprised of con-

tinuous foldings-in of physical and affective particles17 and simultaneously, unfoldings-

out of sonic-bodily forces (Braidotti “How to endure” 182–84; Metamorphoses

145–46). Singing bodies are spatial formations that exist, emerge and change in time.

Operatic Assemblages of Sex

Closely related to the idea of open materiality is that of bodies, and sexes, as assem-

blages. This notion’s new materialist feminist potentials can be explored with Grosz.

In her article “A Thousand Tiny Sexes” she assesses some of Deleuze’s/Guattari’s

thoughts – such as re-theorizations of subjectivity – for feminist cultural analysis. In

her view, especially their conceptions of the body can be useful for feminists, since

Deleuze/Guattari make a serious effort to challenge models of Western thought

which persistently promote the binary polarizations of mind/body, nature/culture,

subject/object, and interior/exterior (1446).
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By way of introduction Grosz lists, quite breathtakingly, how Deleuze and Guattari

discuss the body “as a discontinuous, non-totalized series of processes, organs,

flows, energies, corporeal substances and incorporeal events, intensities, and dura-

tions” (1446). She continues that, in their thinking, human bodies, or bodily subjects,

form linkages not only with other bodies, but also with non-human animate and inan-

imate surroundings, such as material tools or institutional spaces (1446–47).

Bodies intersect, then, with social and semiotic practices, technological environ-

ments, alimentary supplies, musical sounds and vibrations, and so forth. They form

machinic connections with a varying wealth of other components. Hence, they act

always already as parts of broader supra-individual, even supra-human assemblages

in addition to being themselves constantly assembled and reassembled.

When linked to singers’ practices, the idea of assemblages opens up fresh theo-

retical horizons. It helps to analyze the formation of sexually differentiated subjects

in music in a way that takes into account the multiple bodily and material factors

involved. In singers’ case organs refer to their various body parts and sites18 that

become disciplined, highlighted and transformed in the acts of singing. The diverse

corporeal components of a singing body do not form a stable organization determined

for good. Rather, they are always on the move in terms of co-ordination, intensifica-

tion and relaxation. It could even be argued that at their extreme vocal bodies

approach the state of “the Body without Organs” (BwO), an idea also provided by

Deleuze and Guattari. This concept refers to bodies as thresholds of multiple, prolif-

erating sensations and powers. “Bodies without Organs” do not, of course, lack

organs per se, but what they eschew is a stable, hierarchical organization of the body.

Thus, the term BwO designates a tendency of bodies to become radically open-ended

configurations. The transformations in capacity of such bodies are in excess of any

totalizing form or definitive social categorization (Grosz “A Thousand Tiny Sexes”

1453–54).

The changing constellations – assemblages – of the organs of singing bodies

relate to musical repertoires, which are in their turn sexually differentiated according

to voice types.19 In the end, however, the sexual characteristics of singing bodies

vary according to, as well as within each corporeality, socio-musical moment and

material location. To proceed with the Deleuzian framework, flows, energies, intensi-

ties, and durations are interconnected means of describing processes of differentia-

tion which bodies are endlessly in (Braidotti Transpositions 144–203). With respect

to singers, these take place simultaneously through sound production and other 

performative aspects, such as bodily expressions and investments connected to a

stage role. Corporeal substances refer to the sheer materiality of singers’ bodies with

their concrete traits and open-ended habits. Finally, incorporeal events are non-material

forces – for instance, ways of conceptualizing and thus partly evoking features of 

bodies – which transform corporeal-material reality in their varying ways. In the case
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of singers, one incorporeal event might be said to occur when the voice of a singing

student is declared to represent a certain voice type. In that moment, a voice, which

has its singular, bodily embedded timbre and many open-ended capacities, becomes

attached to a conceptual category that carries a heavy cultural load with it: associa-

tions with already formed aesthetic ideals, previous singers and performances, and

sexual characteristics. Moreover, the consequences of this event are highly material.

The fact of being named a representative of a voice type affects the ways the singer

is taught and trained, and what repertoires s/he will sing. Incorporeal forces should

not be interpreted, however, merely or even largely as instances of containment and

control. In the framework of Deleuze’s thought, incorporeality refers in the end to bod-

ies’ potential to vary: to their capacities of acquiring traits and performing deeds

which are not, yet, materially present here and now (Massumi Parables for 5).

It is of course impossible to account for each and every above-listed variable even

in certain specific assemblages of music, the body, and subjectivity. Nonetheless,

the fieldwork made it clear that if the goal is to rethink how subjects and sexes are

constituted in live music, then the notion of assemblage proves to be not only fruitful,

but almost a necessity. It is a great tool with which to grasp the multi-layered nature

of the sonic in general and operatic music-making in particular.

The concept of assemblage helps, furthermore, to complicate ideas about sexual

difference. Since the focus is on singers, we can take vocal qualities as a case in

point, without forgetting their linkages with other social, material and discursive com-

ponents involved in singing. It could be argued that every voice, be it operatic or

inhabiting some other musical-cultural domain, is an assemblage to begin with. This

became clear in both of the stage productions I observed. Not a single role or char-

acter in them was univocal.

In W.A. Mozart’s Così fan tutte, the first of the productions I attended, there is the

role of Fiordiligi, a young woman. In vocal terms the role is usually defined as a part

for high coloratura soprano, and the role demands indeed a very high voice capable of

producing rapid figurative or “coloratura” passages. These vocal-musical features

have been, interestingly enough, interpreted as simulations of female hysteria in vari-

ous studies on opera, which renders them sexually differentiated in a stereotypical

and moreover pejorative manner (Abbate In Search of Opera 86; 91–92). However, lis-

tened to more carefully, the part of Fiordiligi stretches beyond mere coloratura work

and high frequencies. The singer of the role must also have a strong lower register in

her voice with noticeably darker tones, as well as a capacity to shift quickly from the

highest to the lowest register. Hence, we are talking about a voice/body that has both

agility and steadiness, both readiness for light slides and remarkable muscular force

to control the voice’s manifold movements, its “flows, energies, intensities, and dura-

tions” to quote Grosz again. It is the aspect of power and control on the one hand, and

the multiplicity of the singer’s voice on the other that questions negative associations
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of this type of high voice to hysteria: to uncontrollability and vocally, piercing “feminine

noise.”20

At least in the production I observed, Fiordiligi was rendered multiple also at the

level of stage action. For one, the singer’s performance contained elements of irony

and parody. These were used with the conscious aim to over-exaggerate conventional

markers of “female hysteria” (this was agreed on in the rehearsals of the opera). The

ironic and parodist expressions included theatrical bodily trembles and waving of

hair, as well as a high moan in the middle of Fiordiligi’s major solo number. Apart from

that, there were moments when the authority exercised by the singer (through her

vocal and bodily virtuosity) over the other performers/characters was stressed in a

more serious manner. The singer’s registers of action included moreover bursts of

violence (like kicking one of the male characters, Fiordiligi’s fiancé Guglielmo), and

tender bodily contacts with another female character/player, Fiordiligi’s sister

Dorabella (FN Cft: 4 Nov 2003; MD Cft: 5 Dec 2003).

What the scope of these expressions can be taken to demonstrate is that singers

of contemporary operatic culture never, or at least rarely, actualize some uniform set

of sexual difference. Rather, their performances create mobile assemblages of musi-

cal, cultural and sexed styles. Besides producing vocal tones with associations to

varying modes of sexual difference in- and outside of opera, their gestures, move-

ments and interactions with others can point to numerous cultural directions. These

may range from opera and theatre to cinema, television, dance, current social dis-

cussions; even feminist theories of subjectivity. Furthermore, when forming and re-

forming into assemblages, the variables differentiate, so that they potentially

engender new (micro-) existences of corporeality, sex, and subjectivity. Among other

things, this depends on the perception of listeners-viewers. In feminist and queer

studies of music, opera already features as a field where complex and sometimes

surprisingly unconventional sexual differences – such as homoeroticism between

female performers – are negotiated, (Blackmer and Smith). The notion of assemblage

transports the question of opera’s sexual complexity into a new theoretical terrain,

while, at the same time, reformulating it.

As far as spatiality is concerned, opera – as a dynamic field of sexual differences –

could be considered with Deleuze/Guattari as a “striated space” as well as a

“smooth space.” Applied in a somewhat loose fashion, the first concept refers to

domains and practices – cultural, socio-political, intellectual, etc. – that have become

conventionalized, are more or less closed and often have a strict, centralized organi-

zation (Deleuze and Guattari 474–75). In everyday imagination, opera is perhaps

likely to be equated with this kind of striated space: it seems to be dwelling in its own

cultural sphere, repeating centuries-old narratives, sounds, and sexual arrange-

ments. If, however, observed at the grass roots level, opera, as I tried to show above,

reveals itself as at least partly and potentially open to other artistic and social
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spaces. Due to this, it is also open to the spectrum of sexual styles of being. Through

these tendencies, opera culture possesses features of a smooth space alongside a

striated one. It does not have an all-encompassing (transcendental) set of codes that

regulates all its manifestations, but is in principle varied, unlimited and renewing in

its current and future expressions (Deleuze and Guattari 474–500).

The diversity of sexed potentials informing singers’ actions – their simultaneous

restrictions notwithstanding – can be further explored with Grosz’s notion of “a thou-

sand tiny sexes” (“A Thousand Tiny Sexes” 1456–57). Inspired by Deleuze and

Guattari, the concept expresses a belief in the inescapable multiplicity of sexual dif-

ferences, be they bodily, emotive, erotic, intellectual, or some other. Whatever domain

we are talking about, the point is that this multiplicity blurs rigid dualisms of sex, no

matter how strenuously the dualistic models are deployed in order to tame and con-

trol the abundance of sexual differences. At an analytical level, the acknowledgement

of multiplicity calls for, in Claire Colebrook’s apt words, “a bottom-up theory”

(Understanding 43). Instead of concentrating on how the big difference of “mascu-

line” vs. “feminine” is articulated and partly unsuccessfully sustained in various cul-

tural realms, we might begin at the other end: starting with the ways in which bodily

subjects are different corporeally, expressively, sonically, through discursive attribu-

tions, in their encounters with others, and in connection to non-human factors. Or, to

stress the aspect of materiality once again, we might ask, how are different modali-

ties of sexual differentiation due to the specificity of different bodies? (Colebrook,

“From Radical Representation” 90)

The perspective of “a thousand tiny sexes” does not equate with obliviousness to

power relations that prevail both between and within sexed, social groups. What it

can mean is a theoretical and methodological opportunity to enrich our ideas about

subject formation, the body and sex. This applies both to musical practices and to

other fields. In this way, the perspective of “a thousand tiny sexes” may expose and

then replace the insufficiency of dualistic accounts of sexual difference with their

simplifying, controlling, and strongly hierarchical tendencies.

New Materialism, Music and Cultural Theory

To conclude, I would like to assemble the thematic threads of this article once more,

this time, however, focusing on the concept of subjectivity, since it has received less

explicit attention so far than the other two main concepts – body/corporeality and

sexual difference. What is the relevance of the above observations on singing for cur-

rent cultural theoretical and feminist discussions of subjectivity? What is subjectivity

when mapped through singers’ live music-making? On what levels does it figure and

whom it may concern?

The answer to these questions appears twofold to me. On the one hand, it may be

argued that issues discussed in this article – bodies’ openness to change and their

162 | Milla Tiainen

Sonic Interventions, edited by Sylvia Mieszkowski, et al., BRILL, 2007. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/asb/detail.action?docID=556746.
Created from asb on 2025-03-14 11:08:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



surroundings, the varying modalities of sexual difference in vocal, corporeal and

social registers, and the resulting expressive and thinking formations i.e. subjects –

are characteristic of musical situations, especially sung ones. Thus, materially

embedded and multiple subjectivities emerge when sounds are uttered, when bodies

are situated in acoustic and performative spaces, and when social encounters are

experienced on stage or as exchanges between different power positions, discursive

acts and bodily arrangements (like teachers and singers in singing lessons). On the

other hand, it could be argued that while these issues may appear in particularly

interesting ways in music, they exist in other socio-cultural realms too, acquiring just

positively different modes of differentiation there. The concepts of open materiality

and assemblages can then be connected, not only to music but eventually to many co-

existent slices of reality as well. Likewise, they can be elaborated in many disciplinary

contexts besides musicology. This, however, does not diminish the fact that exploring

music can bring about new cultural theoretical, philosophical, and feminist ideas of

subjectivity that are of relevance across disciplinary borders. In regard to musicology,

the new materialist approach challenges scholars working in this field to rethink their

methods of studying the emergence, character and “worldly” effects of sounds.

Recalling the location of this article at the crossroads of cultural studies,

musicology and feminism, the following citation by Braidotti sums up, what kinds of

re-articulations of subjectivity have been at stake in my mappings of singers’ music-

making. In her article “Becoming Woman: or Sexual Difference Revisited” she states

that the subject she is advocating in her own theoretical project is “an intensive, mul-

tiple subject, functioning in a net of interconnections. I would add that it is rhizomatic

(that is to say non-unitary, non-linear, web-like), embodied and therefore perfectly arti-

ficial; as an artifact it is machinic, complex, endowed with multiple capacities of inter-

connectedness” (44). A little later, referring clearly to debates that concern the

interrelations of discourses, bodies and subjects she adds that subjectivity “is to be

understood as neither a biological nor a sociological category, but rather as a point

of overlap between the physical, the symbolic and the material social conditions”

(44). It is precisely along these lines that I have argued for the materiality of bodies,

sexes and subjects in music. As Braidotti’s expressions “artificial” and “artifact”

make clear, re-theorizing subjectivity in a new materialist framework does not mean

that its materiality be posited as an essential ground to our existence. Rather, this

materiality is to be approached as a wealth of ongoing processes that become

embroiled in other processes of the world, material as well as non-material.

Interestingly for future studies on sonic phenomena and subjectivity, bodies that

make vocal music form part of these processes. Opera culture is one fascinating

framework in which such bodies, through their production of operatic voice, take on

various forms, become sexed, relate to other components of reality, and endlessly

differentiate.
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1. As a general rule, the terms “sex/sexed”
and “sexual difference(s)” are used in this
article instead of that of “gender.” The
motivations behind this choice are explained
properly on page 150–51. Suffice it to say here
that the concept of “sex” informs my affinities
to theories of sexual difference, which depart in
certain significant aspects from the social
constructivist accounts of gender with their
stronger linguistic emphasis. However, I also
utilize the term “gender” when discussing such
studies on music that explicitly use that concept
and, more often than not, lean theoretically
towards social constructivist approaches.

2. For more extensive accounts of new
materialist thinking in relation to cultural theory,
feminism and philosophy, De Landa; Grosz, Time

& The Nick of; Massumi, Parables for the Virtual.

3. The expression “positively different”
crystallizes one of the aims of new materialism:
to conceive of differences between things and
phenomena beyond the more or less dualistic
representational scheme of “analogous to”
(sameness, resemblance) and “different from”
(opposition). In place of this framework, new
materialism proposes a view of differences as
inexhaustible micro-differentiations, which occur
both within and between phenomena. For a
more detailed account of this, see page 55–56.

4. The Sibelius-Academy is the leading Music
University of Finland. Relating supposedly to a
previous lack of interest in live musical situations,
the use of fieldwork methods has remained rare
in art music studies. Largely these methodological
concerns have been left to the hands of
ethnomusicologists and, to a lesser degree,
popular music scholars. However, there exist
already some well-known ethnographic analyses
of art music culture. See Kingsbury; Nettl; Born.

5. The terms “music theory” and “music
analysis” are partly interchangeable, but their
implications also vary when moving from
Europe to the U.S. In US-American musicology
departments, “music theory” often refers to
different traditions of analyzing musical
structures, forms, and stylistic conventions.

These include newer critical approaches, such
as developments within feminist music theory.
In Europe, on the other hand, “music theory”
often carries a narrower meaning, referring
more to the conservatory-type study of the
traditional formal features of Western art music
(from the composers” point of view) rather than
to academic research. The term reserved for
academic approaches dealing with the
organization and meanings of musical textures
is “music analysis.” From now on, I will use the
latter term while acknowledging the
terminological ambiguities.

6. I do not wish to argue that the challenge to
the establishments of music analytical
scholarship has originated solely in the Anglo-
American academia. Certain movements of
more continental-based musical semiotics
have, for instance, also redefined the goals and
frames of music analysis (Välimäki 111–28).
However, for reasons of brevity I limit my
attention here to the new musicological
impulses behind this paradigm shift.

7. For example, music analyst and popular music
scholar Nicholas Cook (204) notes with a critical
tone the long historical roots of treating (art)
music as written texts. He places the point of
departure of this mode of thought in
“musicology’s origins as a nineteenth-century
discipline modeled on philology.” In place of a
textual view of music, Cook envisions
performance-centered approaches, and
consequent reconsiderations of music’s ontology.

8. An early and influential example is
Catherine Clément’s Opera, or the Undoing of

Women (1989), which concentrates on
bourgeois gender hierarchies in 19th century
opera plots. In the study, Clément comments
on the broader social and political implications
of these plots, i.e., their relations with the wider
gender–power-systems of the surrounding
society. Textual-discursive approaches such as
Clément’s come close to narrative and later,
discourse analytical approaches prevalent in
today”s cultural and literary studies. Many
researchers in this field have in fact received
their education originally in literature.
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9. Study models of harmony, form, thematic
processes, etc.

10. Including feminist, queer and cultural
studies perspectives.

11. That is, actual instances of sound
production and perception.

12. This includes the presence of musicians’
bodies in sounds as well as the corporeal
effects of music on listeners.

13. Corporeal materiality in music is made to
mark that which is original in us but at the same
time irretrievably in the past. In other words,
music’s bodily aspects are seen as highlighting
the major distinction between “before the
Symbolic” and “after the Symbolic” which
according to both Lacan and Kristeva lies at the
core of the subject. Moreover, it is this transition
from the pre-symbolic domain to the regulated
sphere of language and culture that allegedly
creates a crack or a crisis in human (psychic)
existence. It is in this way that psychoanalytic
approaches, linking music as they do to the
longed for, pre-symbolic origins of subjectivity, may
be claimed to give its materiality at least a touch
of essentiality. However, differences between
Lacan and Kristeva’s views should be also taken
into account. For Kristeva, the rift between
symbolic and pre-symbolic forces is not as clear
or fundamental as it is for Lacan. For example, in
her theory of signification, all signifying events
consist of two components: the semiotic (pre-
symbolic, drive-anchored) and the symbolic
(referring to language as sign, nomination and
syntax) (Kristeva 19–106; Välimäki 138–39).
Thus, utilization of Kristeva’s insights enables
such analyses of music, in which the (corporeal)
materiality of sounds does not designate so
powerfully an essentialized primary stage of
subjectivity, but is interpreted more as an actual
part of the subject’s life throughout.

14. This type of sexually differentiated scheme
of subjectivity has also been used, après
Kristeva, for feminist purposes: for affirming
every subject’s “female” (mother-related)
origins, which express themselves through
corporeal registers of existence (desires,

pleasures, affects). See Välimäki 138–42,
301–27.

15. Evidently, not all musicological studies on
embodiment, sex, and subjectivity fit into the
model presented above. Thus, the model should
be seen more as a heuristic device of
classification than as an attempt to offer a
definitive account of musicological takes on
these issues. To mention some exceptions to
the model, Potter explores the cultural formation
of voices, operatic and partly popular musical,
with references to historically developed singing
techniques and their bodily implications.
Hutcheon and Hutcheon set out to examine the
operatic body – both singers’ and listeners’ –
through an interdisciplinary analysis of opera as
live art. See also Abel; Koestenbaum.

16. They could be geological or other natural
processes, as well as human physico-cultural
capacities and social organizations.

17. Such as air, sensorial data (aural, visual,
tactile), and affective forces of audience
response.

18. These include vocal cords, back and
abdomen muscles, cavities of the head, lungs,
and the whole circulation of air into, within and
out of the body.

19. Such as high dramatic soprano,
lyrical/dramatic mezzo soprano, bass baritone,
etc. All the voice types have, moreover, many
further sub-categories.

20. Women as central, even authoritative
agents in opera, and bodily virtuosic
sovereignty as a path to their empowerment 
are themes that have already been touched
upon in several musicological studies. 
Abbate (Opera) insists that the noisy and
indispensable presence of female singers on
the operatic stage subverts at least in part the
misogynist tendencies of many opera plots 
(see also Wheelock; Leonardi, and Pope).
Taking another route, Hannah Bosma 
discusses the qualitative varieties in a single
female artist’s, Madonna’s, voice, and their
differing gendered potentials in a way that 
could be applied to operatic singing too.
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ABSTRACT

Reciting: The Voice of the Other

The voice seems to have a unique place in Islam and especially in the Qur’anic recita-

tion. Through a discussion of Levinas’s concept of God, and Althusser’s theory of inter-

pellation, it is argued that the monotheistic religious experience has to do with a hearing

of the voice of the other, which involves a struggle between an inaudible noise or voice

and its control in a rational sentence. Further, since the Qur’an’s first command is

“recite” and reciting is a fundamental method of learning the sacred text, the event of

hearing gains a different dimension in Islam. As the Moroccan psychoanalyst Abdelkebir

Khatibi shows, the prophet Muhammad’s sacrifice of his own voice or signature, creates

a singular idiom in which a lost writing or voice encrypts the sacred text. The noise of a

lost voice continues to haunt and encrypt the sacred word. I posit this voice as feminine

and question the patriarchal foundations of the Islamic and monotheistic narratives.

Introduction

The last two decades witnessed a rapidly growing literature on religion and the reli-

gious in the humanities. With only a few exceptions, the usual reference for religion

is either Christianity or, more infrequently, Judaism. There is a consistent pattern,

which makes the Judaeo-Christian tradition the instance or the site of an analysis of

the religious. Such a pattern demonstrates that we are living in an intellectual and

political culture that could be described as Eurocentric. This is further reinforced by

the marginalization of other religions, including Islam, in the departments of so-called
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area studies – a specialization that requires the learning of languages. I do not have

to remind one of the political world in which we live today, a world in which two Muslim

countries are under occupation and Islam is other-ed in ways that resemble the anti-

Semitic aggression of the 1930s. It is rather sad to see that political intelligence as

well as scholarly learning is still fascinated with the so-called “universal form of the

subject” that is found in Christianity.1

If we are speaking of questions of sound, voice, or noise today, it is difficult not to

hear the distant and noisy voice of Islam. Although this voice is brought nearer to us

in the prime time news as the event that interrupts our normality, it is also distant for

the same reason, as a sign of disturbing otherness. Bearded and armed men in

strange garb, women under seclusion, visions of the desert and dust, bombs and

ruins… In the face of these familiarly strange images, which must be called “strate-

gic” in Michel de Certeau’s sense (35–36), one is tempted to render the voice of

Islam intelligibly audible. But does this temptation not belong to the same media,

which, in its scheduling and production of “rated” audiences, produces informative

documentaries involving native voices as well as the prime time news, and also to

the higher education system with its benevolent area studies departments and

research institutes? It is time to remind ourselves of Edward Said’s fine warning that

orientalism will not blow away once the truth about it is understood (6). Speaking of

audibility, that which is audible is so because it has a proper form, free of noise. But

what if we find in the very heart of the so-called true and proper Islam, of that which

is proper to Islam, a constant preoccupation with and therefore an inescapable fail-

ure of audibility itself? A lesson for the subject, perhaps.

The Primal Word

As a revealed religion, Islam itself begins with Muhammad’s hearing of the voice of

the other, the angel Gabriel who gave a command: “Read, in the name of your Lord!”

(Surah, 96, Verse 1)2 The first meaning of the Arabic word “iqra” is “read.” It also means

“recite” and it is often translated as to “read,” to “recite” or sometimes to “proclaim.”

I suggest that we hear the word as to “read/recite” in order to be able to link this primal

scene of Islam with the Islamic practice of learning the Qur’an by reciting and chanting

it. The proper word for the latter practice is “tajweed” (“recitation”). Reciting or read-

ing the Qur’an is an essential aspect of the pedagogy of the Qur’an course, which

produces the Muslim subject.

Although the command refers the addressee to a text in the making, can it also be

heard as an instance of Islam’s acceptance of previous religious monotheisms and of

the Abrahamic tradition in general, the voice of the Other as One and the Same?3 In

the linguistic register, this is an example of performative contradiction. The command

implies a text that is both there and is yet going to be produced; it refers to an uncanny

“before” that is going to be performed in the future. In the historical register, the text
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signified by the command is not just in the past, but it will have to be invented. But it

is also true that, having many references to the previous texts of Old and New

Testament, the Qur’an places itself firmly in the biblical grand narrative. Interestingly,

in spite of its unconditional acceptance of Abrahamic narrative, something like the

kind of conflictual exchange between Judaism’s “Law” and Christianity’s “Grace,” that

is, something like Islam’s differential place vis-à-vis the other revealed religions, has

never been granted to the last religion in the historical narrative of ethical monothe-

ism. It is as if its word of revelation had no value in the history and economy of reve-

lation, as if it did not read or did not even know how to read the biblical narrative.

In the beginning then, a reading as reciting, a re-citing, a repetition or doubling, not

one but two words or voices: the one who commands and another who reads. Attending

to the imperative of this command, I suggest that we read/recite it as referring to an

uncanny “before” which is demanded to be performed and given shape in the future as

a reading or book. It is a pure command, which recites itself as one recites it.

Levinas: Event and Transcendence

How are we going to read or hear this command, the voice of the Other? Emmanuel

Levinas’s philosophy has become a model in the interpretation of the revelation of the

Other. Rather than offering a detailed presentation of Levinas’s readings of Descartes’s

Third Meditation (Totality and Infinity, 48–52) or his analyses of the revelation or plac-

ing of the Other in the Same (God, Death and Time, 121–224), I would like to offer a

brief critical account of his approach through Lyotard’s attentive reading in his

Differend (110–18). Lyotard’s reading emphasizes that what is at stake in Levinas’s

argument is an announcement or address which is violent, traumatic and expropriat-

ing in character. Its precise nature is that it expels the self from the instance of

addressor to that of addressee. The dispossessed self will then try to take hold of

itself by forming another sentence which enables it to frame and overcome the dis-

possession. It will re-gain the position of the sender so that it will be able to legit-

imize (or refuse) the disrupting command of the other. But the second sentence

cannot put an end to the prior event of dispossession which has a force to prescribe

prescriptions; it is only an attempt to master it, and in mastering it, it forgets what

Levinas calls the transcendence of the Other. It is cognitive and descriptive, articu-

lating a truth, prescription described, whereas the first one has a pure proscriptive

force, taking hold of the self prior to the possibility of description. The first sentence,

which Levinas calls ethical, immediately creates an obligation. It is this strange, prior

ethical obligation that is forgotten in the second cognitive and descriptive sentence.

The voice of the other is heard before it is listened to. It is something that happens

to the self or the subject. But, if the subject transforms itself from being an

addressee to an addressor in the face of a violent expropriation, what leads us to

assume that there is a voice addressing or interpellating me in a sentence? Is it not
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the self’s attempt to produce a cognitive mastery, which has to take the form of a

sentence, and clear the prior noise by giving the violent force of event a description,

attributing it to a subject as Other and turning it into a command or law?

In the trajectory of Levinas’s thought, it is possible to follow a movement from the

alterity of what he called the “there is” in his early work on the human face and on

the voice of the Other in his later works. This is important because, in early Levinas,

the “there is” (the pure event of existing that is left after everything is reverted into

nothing) makes itself felt through a feeling of the “world in pieces” or “a world turned

upside down” (Existence and Existents 21), that is clearly an overturning event.

Further, what makes itself felt in this way is audible for Levinas. But this is a strange

audibility, quite out of ordinary indeed. The “there is” is not only “the impersonal field

of forces of existing” (Time and the Other 46), which “no longer composed a world”

(Existence and Existents 59) but also it is “a rumbling silence,” “something resem-

bling what one hears when one puts an empty shell close to the ear, as if the empti-

ness were full, as if the silence were noise,” […] “a noise returning after every

negation of this noise,” and an unstoppable music (Ethics and Infinity 48, 49).

In Levinas’s later work however, this overturning event, the dispossessing force of

the event of existing, is given meaning and intelligibility by a concept of the trans-

cendence of the Other.4 This is Levinas’ criticism of ontology in favor of ethics as pri-

mary philosophy. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas’s follows Descartes’s demonstration

of the transcendence of the infinite with respect to the I, while this is at the same

time related with the notion of the face of the Other in conversation. The face

“bring[s] us to a notion of meaning prior to my Sinngebung (sense giving)” (Totality

and Infinity 50). In his later series of the lectures, God, Death and Time, Levinas’s

search for a God outside of what Heidegger calls onto-theology is indeed a search for

“a new model of intelligibility” (137). The placing of the idea of the infinite in us is

called “heteronomy,” “inspiration,” or “prophecy which is not some kind of genius but

the very spirituality of the spirit” (142). He emphasizes that the meaning and intelli-

gibility of the transcendence of the Other is of a unique kind. It is before cognition or

knowledge (211); and it is not that of a content, or of the “Said” of discourse, but of

“Saying”: escaping both objectification and dialogue, God is “a third person or Illeity”

whose “command, to which, as a subject, I am subjected” and which “comes from

the understanding that I hear in my Saying alone” (203 – my emphasis). Levinas fur-

ther argues that the word “God” is an excessive utterance that prohibits itself and

does not allow its meaning to be conceived in terms of presence or being. This is why

its thematization in a cognitive and descriptive sentence cannot erase its proscrip-

tive force, as Lyotard underlines. Yet such a prohitibion, i.e. this sense of a God pro-

hibiting its own being, is still tied to meaning and intelligibility by Levinas. If the Other

is incommensurable in Levinas’s philosophy, Lacoue-Labarthe is quite right in describ-

ing this as the idea of a “vertical incommensurability” (“Talks” 30). In so far as the
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voice of God is understood in its transcendence, it must have intelligible form. With

this passage from the “there is” to the Other as God, what is at stake now is no

longer simply an overturning and expropriating event which decomposes the world;

on the contrary, it is the promise or word of order, even if delayed or prohibited. One

hears and does not hear a “rumbling silence,” but how can one miss a command?

Are we then supposed to say that, contrary to such an approach, the originary

expropriating event is not linguistic, that it should have nothing to do with language?

Rather than taking a quick decision, I am reminded of Althusser’s reading of Spinoza’s

theory of prophecy: “[…] these incredible prophets” Althusser writes, are “men who

climb the mountain at the summons of the Lord but who only understand in the thun-

der crash and lightning flash some partially incomprehensible words” (10). For

Althusser it is the community who tells them what they have heard, and all understand

except “the imbecile Daniel” (who represents resistance to ideology as internal to it).

As a volunteering imbecile, I cannot not hear that the event of “interpellation,” the so-

called voice of the other, is never without a good deal of noise which the hearers or

readers are bound to clear up. Can we think of the citationary structure of monothe-

ism as noise, between thunder crash and incomprehensible words, supposedly in the

uncanny and undecidable passage between nature and language? Citation, recitation,

quote or mention are perhaps indissociable from noise. And the question has always

been: how to avoid it? It is in this sense that the self tries to master the violent event

of the hearing of the other in a cognitive and descriptive sentence.

This mastery has to do with the composition of a form, that is supposed to clear

up the reciting throat. Its articulation can be found in the following account by every-

one’s sophisticated orientalist Louis Massignon, who is, unlike Althusser, faithfully

committed to the originary purity of the voice and vision:

The experience of inspiration begins in Islam with the “internal upheavals” felt by

Muhammad at the beginning of his prophetic mission. According to Aisha, the prophet

of Islam first had a vision of isolated, luminuous letters (several examples are cited at

the head of certain chapters in the Qur’an) and simultaneously an audition of isolated

sounds; the letters corresponded to the sounds, as with the child learning to spell. Then

the prophet, having learned to spell, was enabled to recite inspired sentences. They

were “breathed” into him by the Spirit, Ruh, a vague word which can designate the

angel as well as God or the Prophet himself. (74–75, my emphasis)

“Internal upheavals,” i.e. the opening of an unknown, noisy and destabilizing

“before” in the event of hearing is immediately lost in such confident belief in the per-

fect correspondance between letter and sound, in the clarity of meaning as vision

and the child as the metaphor of an innocent beginning. Recitation is conceived

within a restricted economy of mimesis, that is to say, as recitation of a pure and

clear originary form, of an audible or readable sentence, that has to forget the vio-

lence of hearing, its strangely obligatory and interpellative force.
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Haunting: The Lost Book

As an alternative to Massignon, I follow Gayatri Spivak’s advice and offer the

Morrocan psychoanalyst and writer Abdelkebir Khatibi’s fascinating reading of

Muhammad’s biography in his essay “Frontiers.”5 Khatibi’s problem is Freud’s dis-

missal of Islam as an “abbreviated repetition” of Judaism, an imitation, which lacks

a “murder” in Moses the Man and the Monotheistic Religion. According to Khatibi,

Freud, who was a professional outsider, showed that there is a borrowing of names

in the origin: the founder of Judaism and of the monotheistic law, Moses, was an out-

sider, an Egyptian.6 However, in discarding Islam as a mere repetition of Judaism,

Freud turned it into a frontier of his theorization. Khatibi’s aim is to use the singular

adventure of Islam as a “frontier position” by turning a psychoanalytic account of

Islamic imaginary into a problem for psychoanalytic narrative.

Developing an original psychoanalytic account, which draws upon the prophet’s

biography (just like Freud did for Moses), Khatibi asks how Muhammad the orphan,

the one without proper family romance, was to maintain the proper name. As the rev-

elation in the form of the letter was illegible to Muhammad (though legible to his wife

Khadija), he had to sacrifice his signature, “gave it as offering to Allah” (17).7 The mes-

sage arrives through the figure of an apparition who speaks, ordering Muhammad to

recite it, to read it without understanding it. Khatibi shows that there are two voices

who are unified, according to a symmetrical and circular logic, to transmit the same

message. Allah the addressor is the other voice of Muhammad, whereas the addressee

is Muhammad the prophet as recognized by witnesses. Muhammad occupies some-

times one place sometimes the other. (The apparition is the voice of a created text.)

Identifying himself with the message of the Book written by no one, Muhammad is

inhabited by it and becomes the Book, which he can neither read nor write. Khatibi

emphasizes that, since there is the illegible as soon as there is writing, Muhammad

sacrifices his signature by attributing the Book to the Other – an unusual murder.

Khatibi calls the sacrificed book “the lost book.” In Muhammad’s unconditional sub-

jection to the letter, to its unity and transcendence, another letter is hidden. Following

Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok’s concept of cryptonymy (The Wolf-Man’s Magic

Word, The Shell), Spivak interprets Khatibi’s analysis as “transform(ing) the historical

pathology of Islam into a negative cryptonymy – the encrypting of the sacrificed sig-

nature as something that cannot be avowed” (“Psychoanalysis” 54–55). The result

of the sacrifice would be, as Spivak emphasizes, “the consolidation of the difference

at the origin of monotheisms” (55). In Khatibi’s words, “the unicity of Allah and of the

Arabic language marks this frontier, in the Islamic imaginary, as the founding signa-

ture, the emblem” (17).

Depending on our prior discussion, we might say that Muhammad’s mastery takes

the form of a circular address, which is structurally under threat of separation. The

power of Khatibi’s reading is in its opening of the illegible pages of the lost book.
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Recitation here is not learning to spell as in Massignon, but rather the unification of

two voices that remain separate in imitative repetition, even though it seems to obey

the circular logic of communication or address. What Khatibi calls the lost book or

Spivak the encrypted signature, is like Levinas’s “noise returning after every negation

of this noise,” an uncanny “before” or past haunting and discontinuing language.

Recitation is circular, hermeneutic, and dialogical on the institutional and peda-

gogical level where it works as a power relationship between the imam and the stu-

dent in the Qur’an course. The technique of learning is the same as that of the

Ancient Greeks: the breaking up of utterances into memorizable, imitable and man-

ageable units, which give form to the voice as the “Gestalt” of the audible. As recita-

tion is also chanting, an Islamic typography as phonography stamps, marks and

seals the voice in the letter: “Move not thy tongue concerning the Qur’an to make

haste therewith. It is for Us to collect it and to promulgate it: But when We have prom-

ulgated it, follow thou its recital (as promulgated)” (Surah 75, Verses 16–18). It is 

the recitation manual, which controls and tames the tongue. But, as an instance of

mimesis, recitation cannot be reduced to a mere effect of such techniques of gov-

erning, shaping and disciplining the voice, since, as we learn from Jacques Derrida,

“imitation does not correspond to its essence, is not what it is – imitation – unless

it is in some way at fault or rather in default” (Dissemination 139). The noise of the

event, of the lost writing continues to haunt and encrypt the sacred word of the self.

What makes a language what it is and is not, this flow of voices and silences, always in

plural, is also irreducibly singular, as it includes all kinds of “intonation, elocution, tone,

inflections, melisma, rythm, even timbre (or what Barthes calls ‘grain’)” (Lacoue-

Labarthe, Typography 59). In this second sense, recitation is indeed what Jacques

Derrida would call an “infrastructure”, i.e. a structure of generalized writing: “the 

irreducible complexity within which one can only shape or shift the play of presence

or absence: that within which metaphysics can be produced but which metaphysics

cannot think” (Of Grammatology 167). There is no hermeneutic/dialogical circle with-

out this “infrastructural” process; for instance, the play of interpretation is usually

based on the “proper” recitation of a certain word.

The generalized recitation cannot be artificially separated from recitation in the

narrow, pedagogical sense. Their positive conflation is a permanent enabling of the

social text. Speaking of the voice in the context of mimesis, Lacoue-Labarthe

reminds that “the voice, the lexis concern not only psyche, desire […] but equally an

investment that is social, historical, cultural, aesthetic – in short ethical, in the strict

sense of the word ethos” (Typography 160). It is the social condition, the suffering of

the world as it is known and lived, which throws the poor, the oppressed, the alien-

ated and the submitted (“muslim” in Arabic) into the beyond, into “the soul of a soul-

less world” in Marx’s well-known phrase. There a language is finally found, it seems:

the word is fixed, the tongue is bound, in a beyond that is sanctified by the letter of
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the sacred text. The genealogical transformation of alterity into identity can not dis-

solve the singular passing of the voices of the submitted, each of whom should be

hiding or crypting the wound of a broken letter/voice in submission to the letter. What

is commanded in and by this transformation or translation should survive the com-

mand and should maintain a silent echo, vibration or resonance, which somehow

departs from it: sounds of an unspoken, unknown language. I imagine that, in every

Qur’an course, there must be children of the kind Deleuze and Guattari mention in a

different context, those who are “skilled in the exercise of repeating a word, the

sense of which is only vaguely felt, in order to make it vibrate around itself” (Kafka

21), in a playful “recitation which strips them of their identity” (The Logic 3).

Reciting: Spectres

That which survives in resonance is ghostly, spectral. Is recitation not also spectral-

ization or ghost-calling? Following Jacques Derrida’s insight (Specters 62–63), I would

like to argue that maintaining a certain noise, a haunted voice is an ethical thinking

of the eventfulness of the event. In her essay on Derrida’s concept of the spectre,

Gayatri Spivak discusses Assia Djebar’s novel, Far From Madina, and describes it as

an instance of ghost-calling or spectralization (“Ghostwriting”). Djebar reads Muslim

chroniclers of the first three centuries of Islam who write about the Prophet’s lifetime

(Ibn Hisham, Ibn Sa’d, Tabari) and finds the names of thirty-three women on the mar-

gins of these texts. To apply Benjamin’s well-known expression, “reading what was

never written” (Benjamin 336), she creates a world for each of these women by ques-

tioning what happened and providing alternative interpretations and possible, though

unactualized, paths of development of events. I should like to expand the sense of

reciting here, to one of its oldest meanings as narrating. Since Djebar herself took

the Qur’an course as a child (as we already learned from L’amour la fantasia), her

reciting of the Islamic narrative in Far from Madina can also be described as an echo

or resonance: by vibrating women’s words and names around themselves, she

touches a future in the past. As Spivak explains in another essay on Ovid’s story of

Narcissus and Echo, like Echo who repeats but with a difference (to Narcissus’s

question “why do you fly from me?” Echo replies “fly from me”), Djebar turns her

weakness into the deconstructive power of differing from the utterance she is sub-

jected to recite (Spivak, “Echo”). In Spivak’s words, her re-citing “opens up a liminary

time into a counterfactual possible world” (“Ghostwriting” 79).

Especially with the prophet’s youngest daughter Fatima, we read Djebar’s “coun-

terfactual narrative” at its strongest. Literally interpreting the prophet’s saying (“From

us, the prophets, no one shall inherit! What has been given to us, is given as a gift!”

[Djebar 67–68]), the new Islamic rule refuses Fatima’s share of inheritance. Djebar

turns her into an “Islamic Antigone” who challenges the Muslim polis. Spivak empha-

sizes Djebar’s struggle “to reconfigure the past, to imagine the ancestors as ghosts”
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(“Ghostwriting” 81). Djebar imagines that Fatima might have unconsciously wished to

be a boy: “To be both her father’s Daughter (for the affection) and his Son (for the

continuity)” (49). This is why, she muses, Fatima must have married Ali, her father’s

adopted son, which was almost marrying her own self and thus drawing closer to the

impossible right of inheritance. But then she stops and asks if this is “to form too

free an idea of Fatima” (Djebar 49). Spivak underlines Djebar’s cautious use of imag-

ination: “the ghost named Fatima has no more than an anticipatable reality” (81).

Djebar carefully conducts the “gender-deconstructive force” of her imagination to

open “a fissure in what is merely history, and the ghost can dance in the fault”

(Spivak, “Ghostwriting” 82). If Djebar does not merely let her imagination go without

setting it limits while continuing to exercise it, what is the result she might be wary

of? I would like to further explore the status of what Spivak calls “the radical coun-

terfactual future past”.

This is a concept with a long history in the analytic tradition.8 The first counter-

factual definition was actually given by Hume, even though it was due to a confusion.

He failed to distinguish a regular definition of cause (“an object followed by another”)

from a counterfactual one (“if the first object had not been, the second never had

existed”). If analytic empiricist philosophy had to spend a serious effort in order to

manage the ineluctable reference to unactualized possibilities, this was mainly in the

context of the question of causation.9 A significant part of this effort has the aim of

controlling a form of thinking that is not based on a simple, stable and homogenous

reference. Imagination gets dangerously close to rational thought by multiplying the

reference in terms of other worlds and unactualized possibilities. In so far as this

multiplicity of universes is countable, the relationship between them would have to

be one of continuity (for example, we have counted thirty three women). But it is also

one of discontinuity at another level, for “the world in which Fatima raises an objec-

tion to the Islamic rule following her father’s death” is counterfactualizing a narrative

that is already regarded as stable and homogenous (that is “the world in which

Fatima does not raise an objection to the Islamic rule following her father’s death”).

Following our concept of recitation as differing echo, we can read Djebar’s strategy as

subjecting the narrative form to the uncanny force of discontinuity. This is not merely

discontinuing the narrative in the sense of simply giving it up or denying it and telling

another narrative, but it is a recitation that, to make a neologism, “de-cite”s what it

recites. Gaps in what happened, in the facts of history, open up a future.

In the preface, Djebar writes that she used her power of interpretation (“ijtihad”)

in the Islamic tradition, and she is not necessarily unfaithful to the way narratives are

generally told or recited. For instance, Far from Madina opens with the death of

Muhammad: a problem, or a disruption in the normal course of life as the narrative

rule of beginning. The first sentence reads: “He is dead. He is not dead” (Djebar 3).

Thus, even there, in the beginning, which announces the disrupting event, there is
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suspense, an oscillation which gives us a discontinuous sense of time. But the nar-

rative does not follow a regular pattern of unfolding of a conflict and its resolution. If

it did so, it would have to be the story of finding an appropriate successor to the prophet,

and it would have to find a political model in the stories of these ghost women. 

As Spivak warns, Djebar’s “rereading of a past for a future – a future anterior – […]

is not a formula for a future present. The ghost dance cannot succeed as a blueprint”

(“Ghostwriting” 79). If Fatima is a “model,” then the model is spectralized and the

stories are multiplied. Various beginnings are woven into the apparently single grand

story of Islam, as if its disappearing ends are disseminated all over the desert. It is

as if the past moved by leaving gaps, discontinuously, going backward and forward

and then backward… The novel ends by going back to the very beginning of the

monotheistic narrative, to the other woman in the beginning, Hagar. Women’s stories

are regularly interrupted by “a voice” (and nothing guarantees that it is the same

voice). Others, the “rawiya” (woman reciters or story-tellers) intervene; there is a

“pause” before the last part. Most important of all is the spectral status of all the

characters and voices in the novel. It is the discontinuous nature of Djebar’s narra-

tive that produces an overall effect of a multiplication of ghosts, of voices.

The representational economy of recitative mimesis keeps producing the form of

a sentence, vision or narrative. I would like to call it an “onto-typology” that finds its

ultimate paradigm in the contemporary fundamentalist urge to preserve the letter in its

unity and clarity, in the imprint of its stamping force on the surface of the body, of the

throat. By re-opening the gate of “ijtihad” Djebar opens our ears to the vibrating and

differing echo of the receptive surface. Her re-citing and re-counting (by “de-citing”)

asks if it can make the “aphonie” of these stifled voices reverberate in our ears, and

if especially the tympan of our ears can accommodate such bare audibility of a rum-

bling silence, of a noise returning, resonating after every negation of this noise.

Rather than referring to a mere deviation from a given route, she takes us back to a

future implied in the ghostly subjunctive, the contingent verb in the origin (“if she

were […] ”), in the womb of a narrative where every newborn child is born into a spec-

tral crowd of voices. What we need to attend to here is that Djebar’s narrative strat-

egy does not assume a mere lack of origin but brings up the spectral and cryptic

status of the originary event and of the very event of origination of stories. It is the

haunting noise of this spectrality that is to be controlled and given form in the conti-

nuity and consistency of the sentence and vision as understood by Massignon. Such

is the complicity of orientalism and fundamentalism. Djebar’s novel does not offer an

alternative history, another factualisation or actualisation, but, while keeping the nar-

rative form on the one hand, most delicately undoes it on the other. Otherwise, as

Spivak warns, the work of imagination would turn into its opposite: the re-installation

of a pure origin. Djebar does not finally read the lost book of monotheism; she only

moves in its gaps for a future to come rather than the future present.
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I am reminded here of Khatibi’s insistence on the prophet’s first wife Khadija’s

importance as the first scribe of the Qur’an. Before this displacement of the scene of

revelation, one cannot not ask: in between voice and transcription, what was the

message Muhammad lost in order to state another, to the wife who read the sign of

election on his and her bodies? If this is unsayable, it is perhaps not merely

repressed. It is the ever written secret with which the Muslim Man/Subject can only

negotiate by attending to the echo of his recitation.

Khatibi also writes that the three social figures Muhammad had to fight were the

seer (the soothsayer), the possessed and the poet – the first at least a female fig-

ure. Most important of all, I am reminded of what Lacoue-Labarthe writes, speaking

of the dangers of mimetic narrative according to Plato: “[…] mythical or mythopoetic

contents, or, quite outright, “old wives’ tales” … are all the more formidable and pow-

erful (which must be translated as: their mimetic power is all the stronger) for the fact

that they are without author, anonymous, and spoken, that is to say, recited, in

nobody’s name” (“Talks” 32, the first emphasis mine). Are women merely the

medium, the reciter or the scribe?

Dual Words

If it is not a question of merely affirming plurality, but of discontinuing the continuous,

then how should this very discontinuity be maintained or reproduced anew? The prob-

lem returns. If Fatima is the voice of contention, of interruption, then Aisha, the

prophet’s young wife, is the voice of recollection, of the taking-care, the survival of

memory. They are like the “dual words” in Arabic language, or the dual voice, the two

sides of recitation: maintaining and interrupting, same and other. Djebar calls these

women “the daughters of Hagar” (273–79). We are now called to recite the grand

monotheistic narrative itself, its very beginning. In the Abrahamic narrative, Hagar is

Abraham’s handmaid who was exiled and went as far as Mecca (and in the Qur’anic

version Abraham follows her). Djebar’s narrative ends by returning to this exiled

woman in the beginning of the grand monotheistic narrative. In her version, Hagar is

driven out and driven mad in her search for water for her son Ishmael (Abraham’s

other child, the future father of the Arab nation), dancing, wandering back and forth

between the two hills where the Ka’ba, the center of Islam, would be built later.

Djebar’s passage depends on a beautiful play on the words Hegira (emigration), hajra

(sunstroke) and Hajjar (Hagar’s archaic pronounciation) – a reciting, a return of what

crypt, what noise? In the ending scene of the novel, a voice calls all believers:

All believers, men and women alike, once a year,

or at least once in a lifetime,

daughters of Hagar and sons of Ishmael, join together,

to re-enact the scene of Hagar’s madness
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Hagar’s madness is the noise, which keeps passing through the voice of the

Abrahamic grand narrative, the revealed religions of ethical monotheism. Islam’s so-

called historical pathology is also of this lineage. It can be read otherwise, in terms

of a singular loss of singularity, a loss which remains open to a re-marking of the

alterity in, as well as of, its inheritance.
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1. This is particularly valid for Žižek (2001,
2003). For the recent literature on religion, see
Asad (1993, 2003); Badiou (2003); Žižek
(2001, 2003); De Vries: (1999, 2002, 2005);
Derrida (1995, 2002); Henry (2002); Vattimo
(1999). With the two exceptions of Asad and
Derrida, in all of these works, the reference is
Christianity.

2. I am using three different translations of the
Qur’an by Yusuf Ali, Pickthal and Shakir.
Although this is narrated in Surah 96 in the
Qur’an, we know that it is Muhammad’s first
encounter with the angel and the first message
he received from him.

3. The well-known orientalist Catholic thinker
Louis Massignon was strongly influenced by
Islam’s acceptance of the whole Abrahamic
tradition and wanted to convince both
Christianity and Islam to reconsider themselves
in a new Abrahamic narrative, in his writings as
well as in his well-known project of Badaliya.
Massignon was an administrator of French
colonialism in the Middle East and later a
supporter of Algerian national liberation.

4. For instance, in his interview with Philippe
Nemo, Levinas says that this tendency was
already in his early work: “I distrust the
compromised word ‘love,’ but the responsibility
for the Other, being-for-the-other, seemed to me,
as early as that time, to stop the anonymous
and senseless rumbling of being. It is in the
form of such a relation that the deliverance from
the ‘there is’ appeared to me. Since that
compelled my recognition and was clarified in my
mind, I have hardly spoken again in my books of
the ‘there is’ for itself. but the shadow of the
‘there is,’ and of non-sense still appeared to me
necessary for the test of dis-inter-estedness”
(Ethics and Infinity 52). It is not clear however

how the shadow of the ‘there is’ and of non-
sense are necessary for the test of the social
relationship. It is precisely this kind of question
that I am posing here.

5. I thank Burcu Yalim for her translation of
this essay.

6. In his most recent work, late Edward Said
offered an insightful reading of Freud’s
relationship to the non-European: Freud and the

Non-European.

7. When Massignon referred to the second
wife Aisha’s account in the above citation, he
was actually referring to Aisha as the later
narrator, the verbal chronicler of Islam. Khatibi
refers to Khadija as one of the first witnesses.

8. A continental equivalent is Leibniz’s 
notion of the “incompossible,” which is
extensively discussed in the works of 
Gilles Deleuze (1989, 130; 1990, 169–80;
1993, 59–75; 1994, 47–48). The concept of
the incompossible signifies a world, which is 
in contradiction with the compossible or 
existing world, but not contradictory in itself.
Hence “an Adam who did not sin” (or “a 
Fatima who resisted”) is perfectly possible 
but it is not possible at the same with “an
Adam who sinned” (or “a Fatima who did not
resist”), hence it is an incompossible. 
Deleuze emphasizes the possibility of a
narrative in which incompossibles can exist
together. In our reading, this would have 
to be a narrative that works discontinuously,
by interrupting itself.

9. David Lewis’s pioneering analysis of
counterfactuals based on possible world
semantics is regarded as the most important
contribution (1973).
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ABSTRACT

Situating Sound: The Space and Time of the Dancehall Session

This research situates the multiple body of the Jamaica Dancehall “Crowd” (audience)

in the intensities of the Sound System Session. This is a heterogeneous “acoustic

space,” and discontinuous ritual time, in which sexual expression and orientation,

and racial attitudes, diverge from Jamaican norms. This essay proceeds to account

for the propagation of this temporality and spatiality in terms of the electromechani-

cal processes of the Sound System “Set” (equipment), that is control, power and

transduction. It looks firstly at the Sound Engineers’ sensorimotor engineering tech-

nique of compensation for monitoring and manipulating the auditory performance of

the Set. Secondly it discusses the sociocultural procedures of the cutting and mixing

of the music the Selector plays in the Session. The essay identifies these practices

and procedures as the basic elements for many cultural, cybernetic, linguistic, or com-

munication systems. In conclusion, it is suggested that for the Engineers’ and Selectors’

instrumental techniques to be affective and effective they have to be brought into a

proportional relationship with the Crowd’s experience. The Crew does this through

their embodied experience and expert evaluative judgment – which is considered as

an example of analogical, rather than logical, rationality.

Introduction

Every night of the week huge stacks of speakers and massively powerful amplifiers,

known as the “Set” of the Sound System, are assembled on the streets of inner-city
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Kingston, Jamaica. These attract a substantial “Crowd,” or “Massive,” as the audience

is called, who have, over fifty years established the “bashment,” or ‘Dancehall Session,’

as a unique, shared, popular, open-air event.1 In Jamaica the Sound System is an

emblematic musical instrument, technological medium, and cultural apparatus. For

many Sound Systems – such as the world famous Stone Love – are a livelihood, for

many more, a way of life.2 The current genre Dancehall music is popular achieving

international recognition, with Sean Paul, for example. Also the culture and technol-

ogy of the Sound System has had a huge impact internationally on Hip Hop, Rap,

Jungle, Drum & Bass, Garage, and currently in the UK, Grime. Sounds Systems have

also been a powerful influence on DJ performance techniques, recording studio prac-

tices, and the pleasures of listening in Raves, Clubs and Carnival.3

The auditory sense has particular value and importance across Jamaican society,

especially in the downtown ghetto areas of Kingston where Dancehall music originates.

Here, the open windows and corrugated zinc walls make sonic privacy impossible.

The tropical heat downtown pushes people out onto the streets. This makes for a rich

cacophony: children playing, car horns, motor bikes, radio, television, church services,

sound systems, cocks crowing, not to mention the occasional gun shot. This distinc-

tive shared open-air sonic “levity” (form of life) also forms part of Jamaica’s rich

African musical heritage.4 The fecundity of traditional rhythms, like Kumina for example

(Ryman), continues as a source for current Dancehall hits.

The Phenomenon of the Crowd in a Dancehall Session

The Dancehall Session is situated as a living, embodied place, a habitat, or even a

habitus, to use Bourdieu’s (1992) term.5 Within this the Crowd is immersed in an

intensive auditory field, described as “sonic dominance” (Henriques). This is gener-

ated by the massively powerful amplifiers in the “bowl” of sound between the stacks

of speakers (see Figure 1), as described below. Approaching the upper limits of the

auditory sensory threshold, sonic dominance is experienced as a subjective and

deeply felt all-embracing sensory environment. The Crowd’s sensorimotor experience

of the Session in this way draws attention to its bodily, haptic, visceral and material

experience of the medium of sound. This might be contrasted, for example, with pri-

vatized or individual listening, at more moderate levels, such as with an MP3 player,

where the sound is, as it were, placed in the person, rather than the person in the

sound. In the Session the sound touches the entire sensory surface of each of the

listening bodies of the Crowd. But rather than accentuate the auditory sense alone,

sonic dominance tends to merge sensory stimulation in a haptic multi-sensory flux.

Intense auditory stimulation circulates, resonates and amplifies a sensory “ecology”

of perception, to use Gibson’s concept (Gibson, Gallagher).

The multi-sensory character of the Dancehall scene is evidenced by the value it

places on style, fashion, attitude and dance moves, in addition to the music. All this
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is often literally enlarged in the Session, with live video cameras projecting images 

of members of the Crowd onto screens between the speaker stacks. The visual

sense, the senses of touch, taste and temperature, and the kinetic sense of dance,

share a combined intensity in the Dancehall Session that escapes ever being fully

described, recorded, or reproduced. In the Session, the Crowd experiences a unique

specific “thisness,”6 that has to be experienced as such – by “being there.” As Merleau-

Ponty put it: “The body is our medium for having a world.” The Crowd is pleasurably
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Figure 1 Erecting the Merritone Sound System speaker stacks, Skateland,

Kingston, July 2002.
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compelled to allow the aural to monopolize their attention. Csordas describes this

somatic mode of attention as “culturally elaborated ways of attending to and with

one’s own body in surroundings that include the embodied presence of others”

(Csordas 244).

There is also a particular relational or inter-subjective quality to the intensities

when one is listening in this manner. This has been described by Roland Barthes with

reference to the interlocutors of patient and analyst. This kind of listening is

Not what is said or emitted, but who speaks, who emits such listening is supposed

to develop in an inter-subjective space where “I am listening” also means “listen to me”

[…] The injunction to listen is the total interpellation of one subject by another: it

places above everything else the quasi-physical contact of these subjects (by voice and

ear): it creates transference: “listen to me” means touch me, know that I exist. (Barthes

245–51)

In the Session, of course it is the sound itself that is listened to – the “speaker”

being the Set’s loudspeaker. Such a state of listening can also be compared to what

the psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu describes as the “sonic envelope” experienced by

the unborn baby in the womb (Anzieu). But for the Crowd this is a shared experience –

as a multiple whole, assembly,7 or a collective social body, in which many are one,

and one is many (Canetti). What the Crowd may share with the fetus is a feeling of

comforting warmth and security, and perhaps pleasure. The late Louise Fraser Bennett,
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Town Session, June 2004.
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co-founder of the Sound System Association of Jamaica, expressed this idea of the

Crowd as a multiple whole, most eloquently. She described the Sound System’s cru-

cial role as

bringing together a set of people who shares the same habit and have the same way

of life, the same movements, the same beliefs, the same heritage from that time to this

[…] It brings a oneness, it brings together a people in one surrounding […] it generates

a vibes that brings one generation to the other generation, breaking down social barri-

ers. There is nothing in this world that can contest that level of the Sound System that

brings so much components together.8

This intensive multi-sensory, multi-subjective relationship the Crowd has with the

event of the Session – through sound – helps to generate a particular kind of spa-

tiality, which is uneven, heterogeneous and contradictory. It is also full of feelings.

This is evident, for example, in the confidence that the Dancehall Crowd has to assert

its own rules and norms, as in a carnival parade, against those prevailing at other

times and places. Dancehall culture positively asserts its own particular African inspired

frame of reference to the female body and sexual display, against the specifically

European conventions of modesty and propriety upheld in Jamaican middle class media,

for example. This has an intensity that may urge one to apply a Marxist vocabulary,

to describe the Crowd as being, a Crowd for itself, rather than merely in itself.

For the Crowd the special kind of place and spatiality of the Session is one in

which the norms of sexuality and sexual orientation can be inverted, in a manner con-

sistent with Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque. Over recent years Dancehall

artists such as Beenie Man and Sizzla have met press criticism and protest over their

anti-gay lyrics, to the extent that their 2004 tour to the U.S. and UK was cancelled.9

The fact that this homophobia is part of the conservative and biblical inspired con-

ventions of Jamaican society, does not, of course, offer any justification for such 

lyrical content.10 What is particularly interesting then, is how within the event of 

the Session itself, such homophobic attitudes are in fact suspended. At any other

place or time such “batty man” behavior would endanger the person’s life. In fact,

such male sexual display, elsewhere considered “effeminate,” is quite central to the

event of the Session, and Dancehall style itself. Examples of this include elaborate

plated hairstyles, large fake diamond ear-studs, and the body-tight fitting trousers

and T-shirts favored by dancers such as the late Boggle. The dancers I filmed at a

Firelinks Hot Mondays Session in 2004 repeated a stereotypically camp “limp-wrist”

gesture. Further at another Session I witnessed such “effeminate” males taking

part, completely whole-heartedly, in the chanting of the same homophobic lyrics.11

The spatiality of the Dancehall Session is also a place where normal Jamaican

racial attitudes and prejudices can be suspended. These commonly include not only

chauvinism against islanders from the rest of the Caribbean, but also Afro-centric

anti-white ideologies and religious beliefs such as Rastafarianism. Yet the Dancehall
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Session often appears, remarkably, to embrace racial diversity. This is indicated, for

example, by that fact that the 2002 Dancehall Queen was the Japanese Junko

“Bashment” Kudo,12 and the winner of the 2005 World Cup Clash was the German

Sound System Sentinel.13 Both these highly competitive positions were awarded by

popular vote from the Dancehall floors, in Montego Bay and Brooklyn, respectively, by

almost entirely Jamaican Crowds.

So how can these inversions and reversals of prevailing norms and attitudes be

understood? The role of music in religious rites, to create trance and ecstatic (ex stasis,

literally out of standing) states, has been described by ethnomusicologists (Rouget). But

it is the work of Marshall McLuhan and his collaborators in the 1950s that is perhaps

more useful for exploring the particular character of the space of sound. They made

an explicit connection between sound and space, coining the term acoustic space.

The essential feature of sound […] is not that it be located at a point, but that it be,

that it fill auditory space […] Auditory space has no point of favoured focus. It is a

sphere without fixed boundaries with ourselves in the center. (Williams 17)

This lack of a “favored focus” characteristic of acoustic space – an absence of stan-

dardized structure, hierarchy or ‘normality’ – resonates with the reversals and inversions

found on the Dancehall scene. Acoustic spatiality is to be found in the particular,

irregular and living place, or habitus of the Session.14 Describing what we would 

now call the pervasive and ubiquitous character of contemporary media, McLuhan

292 | Julian Henriques

Figure 3 Dancehall Queen Stacey at Chuchu Benz August Town Session,

June 2004.
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identifies acoustic space as being “like the ‘mind’s ear’ or acoustic imagination […] It

is both discontinuous and nonhomogenous. Its resonant and interpenetrating processes

are simultaneously related with centres everywhere and boundaries nowhere”

(McLuhan 71). By contrast, the topography of visual space is considered as rational –

as distinct from embodied.15 This is linear, generic and organized round the single

perspective of a point of view – without reversals or inversions:

Space perceived by the eyes when separated or abstracted from all other senses.

As a construct of the mind, it is continuous, which is to say that it is infinite, divisible,

extensible, and featureless. (McLuhan 71)

And the particularly important qualities of acoustic space that make it useful for

describing the Dancehall Session, is its tendency to evoke emotions:

Auditory space has the capacity to elicit the gamut of emotions from us, from the

marching song to opera. It can be filled with sound that has no ‘object,’ such as the eye

demands. It need not be representational, but can speak, as it were, directly to emo-

tion. (Williams 19)

The limitations of McLuhan’s approach is, however, his tendency to essentialize and

romanticize acoustic qualities and pre-literate oral traditions – rendering them strangely

at odds with his theoretical ideas about historically specific technological mediations.16

As well as its particular spatiality, the Crowd’s auditory engagement with the Session

also generates a particular sense of time. Again, this is an uneven, embodied and

intense kind of temporality that appears to accommodate reversals and inversions.

This moment-to-moment duration of the event of the Session necessarily involves

movement, just as any sound, to be heard at all, requires a vibration of air molecules.

Sound is always “in time,” requiring continuous propagation – and therefore often

features rhythm and repetition. Repeating time is cyclical, called kronos by the

Ancient Greek philosophers, though this does not mean that kronos is monotonously

the same.17 Indeed the opposite, as Lefebvre reminds us in his Rhythmanalysis of

Mediterranean Cities: “Cyclical rhythms, each having a determined frequency or period,

are also rhythms of new beginnings: of the ‘returned’ who is not opposed to the

‘become’ […] Dawn is always new” [my emphasis] (Lefebvre and Régulier 231).

Indeed in Kingston, Sessions are often named by the regular night of the week on

which they are staged, as with the Firelinks’ Hot Mondays, or Stone Love’s Weddi

Weddi Wednesday, for example. There is also a particular cycle to the duration of the

event of the Session, which is mapped, from midnight to dawn the next morning, in

the various styles, tempos, moods, and period of music tracks played by the Sound

System’s Selector, as discussed below.18

Further to its cyclical time, the Session can be described as generating the meta-

physical temporality, eternal timelessness, or aion, typical of sacred events (Deleuze,

1990 162–68, Turetzky, 1998, Bogue).19 The anthropologist of religion Marcia Eliade

describes such temporality as the Eternal Return, the Golden Age, “‘in those days’ in
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illo tempore, ab origine” (Eliade 4),20 or, as Fraser Bennett put it: “the same heritage

from that time to this.” Eliade describes this as a special ancestral time, in which “all

sacrifices are performed” as being:

At the same mythical instant of the beginning [where] through the paradox of rite,

profane time and duration are suspended. And the same holds true for all repetitions,

i.e., all imitations of archetypes; through such imitation, man is projected into the myth-

ical epoch in which the archetypes were first revealed. (Eliade 35)

This is not to suggest that the Session is a sacred place, though there are many 

connections between Dancehall and Church hall (Beckford). The Session is a moment

for pleasure, and the hope for the satisfaction of desires.21 Sound is used to make

the Session a special liminal event, geared towards becomings, ritual transforma-

tions, rites of passage, and journeys over thresholds and across boundaries (Turner).

But further it is equally important that such wishes are only fulfilled temporarily and

in the particular place of the Dancehall Session. This allows the Crowd to go about

their “normal” lives at dawn, and motivates them to return to the Session on another

night, for another journey. The Session allows the Crowd, already a multiple whole 

in the moment-to-moment duration of the event, to become situated as a spatial 

multiple – different places at the same time, and situated as a temporal multiple –

different times at the same place.22

So, rather than having to explain such reversals and inversions of such hetero-

geneities, the question becomes: what stops these multiples from simply flying

apart? Both kronos and aion, as senses of time, are synchronized with the more

familiar linear, accumulative or progressive sense of time. For Sound System this is

a relevant consideration, for example, in respect to the technological equipment of

the Set being “up to date,” or the Selector having “the latest” tunes to play. But in

addition the auditory sense is critically important – particularly rhythm. Rhythm

abounds in the Session: in the massively amplified stomach-churning bass-line, the

syncopated beat of the music, the unique role of “riddim” tracks on the Dancehall

scene (Marshall and Manuel), the particular tracks played, and the procession of the

night through the different tracks the Selector plays.23 And rhythm also holds

together auditory and non-auditory material, as Turetzky reminds us:

Rhythms group heterogeneous material elements together. In music such elements

include pitch, volume, timbre, and other aspects of sound, but rhythms may take up a great

variety of other material […] rhythms deploy parts of human bodies, their various motions.

However rhythms, themselves, are always temporal intervals (that) become grouped

together by distributing accented and unaccented moments. (Turetzky, Rhythm 124–25)

In this way rhythm can be said to situate temporal and spatial material together. This

is another of the points Lefebvre makes when he says:

Concrete times have rhythms, or rather, are rhythms – and every rhythm implies a

relation of a time with a space, a localised time, or if one wishes, a temporalised place.
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Rhythm is always linked to such and such a place, to its place, whether it be the heart,

the fluttering of the eyelids, the movement of a street, or the tempo of a waltz. (Lefebvre

230, my emphasis)

These rhythms generate the heterogeneous and uneven spatiality and temporality of

the Dancehall Session in which the “object” of the event and the Crowd are situated,

and indeed from which they are constituted (Fraser).24 Space and time do not exist

as pre-given abstract dimensions. As Fraser, Kember and Lury put it:

The co-ordinates of space and time are not understood to be external to (relations

between) entities. Change, that is, does not occur in time and space. Instead, time and

space change according to the specificity of an event. The event makes the difference:

not space and time. Importantly, motion and change are attributable to difference

within the event. (Fraser et al. 3–4)
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The present investigation is concerned with the changing flux of relationships,

processes, differences and becomings, rather than the fixed objects, structures,

equivalences and being. So we now need to examine exactly how these rhythms are

propagated in the performances, practices and procedures of the Crew and the

Crowd, starting with the processes of the Set.

Electromechanical Processes: Power and Control

The Sound System Set is a multiple body, like the Crowd, but of technological 

component parts. As a phonographic apparatus the Set assembles amplifiers,

pre-amps, FX boxes, equalizers, crossovers, mixers, mikes, cables, driver units,

speaker bins, record and CD decks, mixing consoles and numerous other gadgets

and devices. In contrast to the sensorimotor experience of the Session on the part 

of the Crowd, these operate in the electromagnetic and electromechanical milieux

within its circuitry. To generate the rhythms and intensities required for sonic domi-

nance, most Sound Systems today are capable of about 15,000 watts of music

amplification.

The operation of these Sets can be understood in terms of a pair of processes:

those for control and information on the one hand; and those for power and

energy, on the other.25 This distinction between control and power processes is criti-

cal. The cybernetics pioneer Gregory Bateson, in Mind and Nature, gives the example

of the energy of the pressure of water in the pipe and the control mechanism of 

the tap to turn the flow partially on, fully on, or off. And even more important is the

relationship between these processes: “the combining of the two systems (the

machinery of decision and the source of energy).” As Bateson tells us with another

example, this

[m]akes the total relationship into one of partial mobility on each side. You can take

a horse to the water, but you cannot make him drink. The drinking is his business. But

even if your horse is thirsty, he cannot drink unless you take him. The taking is your

business. (Bateson 102)26

And there is a further process entirely critical for the operation of the Set – if the Crowd

is to hear anything. This is the relationship between amplified electromagnetic signals

within the Set, and the auditory sound waves in the Session itself. This requires a

process of transduction, which takes place in the transductive devices of the loud

speakers, built up as columns of boxes round the dance area (see Figure 1).27 The

MC’s microphone reverses this transduction process, converting of audible sound

waves into electromagnetic signals for the Set to amplify. The cartridge is another

transducer, converting the stylus’ vibrations from the mechanical indentations in the

groove of the record, into an electronic signal. It is these power processes, and these

of transduction, that the Engineers have to control – with their monitoring and manip-

ulating practices, to which we now turn.
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Sensorimotor Practices: Monitoring and Manipulating

The Sound Engineers who design, build and maintain the Sets have a particularly

important part to play, given the crucial generative role for the spatiality and tempo-

rality of the Session attributed to auditory stimulation. The Engineers are responsi-

ble for the parameters, characteristics and qualities of the auditory output of the Set,

as distinct from musical rhythms that it might be used to play.28 For this they use a

technique of compensation to fine-tune the output of the Set. “What’s the most

important thing you learnt from [your teacher] John Jones?” I asked Denton Henry,

Chief Repair Engineer for the Stone Love Sound System.29 He replied with one word:

compensation, and went on to explain why:

He [John Jones] always tells me to compensate for this and compensate for that.

If it don’t sound right use the condenser and the resistor to compensate to get the sound

that you [spoken loudly] want to hear […] (You) either cut the bass, or to lift off the high

frequency, cut the treble.With this now can juggle juggle. Compensation is a filter circuit

[loudly]. You set it up for any frequency you want to hear.30

This technique requires both acts of monitoring, sensing, and listening for it to

“sound right,” as well as manipulating, that is adjusting to “cut the bass, or to lift off

the high frequency […] juggle juggle.” Describing compensation in this way identifies

it as a sensorimotor technique – a practice that is both haptic, concerning sensory

impressions and feelings, and kinetic, concerning bodily expressions and movement.

All techniques require appropriate instruments or devices. With compensating these

are the “gates,” crossovers or filters to restrict electromagnetic frequencies that may be

manipulated by means of variable controls knobs or faders. “Back in the day,” Denton

Henry told me, tuning the Set required digital dexterity – de-soldering one component,

and re-soldering another in its place,31 as each frequency had its own compensation

circuit: “At that time when you tune it was fixed [loudly]. You couldn’t go out there and

use the equalizer and vary it. No knob, couldn’t adjust it. Afterward now I put on rotary

switch.”32 Every component of the Set can be subject to compensation, from the nee-

dle on the record, to the positioning of the speaker stacks on the Dancehall floor. The

Engineer listens, and then adjusts, monitors and then manipulates the value of one

of the components. He monitors, he compensates, he listens again, and makes another

adjustment, and so on. With the auditory feed-back of what he hears, as part of goal-

orientated cybernetic system as it were, gradually the Engineer closes the gap between

what he is hearing and that for which he is listening.33 Then the tuning is complete.

So what is the sonic goal the Engineers are trying to reach? “Clarity,” “bounce,”

and “sweetness” are some of the key terms I heard used to describe the sonic qual-

ities for which the Engineer aimed their fine-tuning. But most import of all was “bal-

ance.” Denton Henry told me “I put balance between the bass, the mid and the top.”

Further, Horace McNeal explained how: “I listen for everything I know in the tune sup-

posed to come out of my box. If I don’t hear what I know in it I not stop tuning,
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turning, push down this, carry up this, until I hear what I want.”34 Thus the Engineers

fine-tune their Sets to produce the very best sound they are capable of producing,

just as a musician tunes their instrument.35

But how does the Engineer know when the tuning is complete? How does he know

the desired sound is “supposed” to be? Compensating clearly requires qualitative

evaluations and personal subjective judgments. This means that the technique 
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Figure 5 Stone Love Set under repair, Skateland, Kingston, July 2002.
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cannot be considered as a sensorimotor practice alone, but also has to be included

in the sociocultural milieu. Sound Engineers have to professionalize their listening,

develop specialist skills and expertise (Levin), to become connoisseurs of sound, so

to speak. They have to listen with understanding, sensitivity, knowledge, sympathy,

appreciation and discrimination to the fine grain details and nuances of sound. Such

listening, it was found, has been developed through an apprenticeship system

between the generations of Jamaican Sound System Engineers.36 This achieves the

aural sophistication critical for the way they engineer, which is almost entirely “by

ear,” rather than with reference to technical manuals, I was told by Horace McNeal.

And as his teacher Denton Henry told me, it was his own teacher, John Jones, who

“shape[d] my whole listening.”37 These listening skills are evidently passed from gen-

eration to generation of Engineer.

This makes the critical distinction between hearing and listening in terms of eval-

uation. As Jonathan Sterne emphasizes in The Audible Past: “Listening is a directed,

learned activity: it is a definite cultural practice. Listening requires hearing but is not

simply reducible to hearing” (Sterne 19, my emphasis). Barthes put this important

point as follows:

Hearing is a physiological phenomenon; listening is a psychological act. It is possi-

ble to describe the physical conditions of hearing (its mechanisms) by recourse to the

physiology of the ear; but listening cannot be defined only by its object or, one might

say its goal. (Barthes 245)

Further than the object of hearing, it is of course the listening subject that is required

to define the practice of listening. This inter-subjective character of the Engineers’ 

listening, like that of the Crowd, does not make it any the less a personal, subjective

and embodied issue. This point was by DJ Squeeze, who told me, while tuning up his

Set, what he was listening for was “my harmony with the sound.”38

Sociocultural Procedures: Cutting and Mixing

From the Crowd’s point of listening in the Session, it is the Selector’s music, rather

than the Engineer or the Set itself that absorbs their attention. The Selector is so-named

as the Crew Member whose job consists of choosing the vinyl records from the record

box, and placing them on the turntable, while the MC (Master of Ceremonies) “chats”

on the microphone.39 In the sociocultural milieu of the Dancehall Session, the proce-

dure brought into play here is cutting between different pieces of music. Mixing is the

other procedure by which the Selector accomplishes a smooth transition from one record

to the next, through the entire musical flow of the night.40 This is achieved by means

of the device of the faders on the mixing desk. This pair of procedures resonates

both with the processes of the Set, and those of sonic engineering. Furthermore, the

music producer in the studio is also entirely familiar with the cutting procedure, as he

or she selects one particular music multi-track to adjust in his or her mixing.
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One important feature of the relationship between the cutting and mixing pair is they

are practiced together in the same spatial and temporal event: as selecting and mixing,

cutting and pasting, sampling and splicing, for instance. The second feature of cutting

and mixing is that they are always situated at the same event in time. There is only ever

a re-mix, never a pristine un-re-mixed mix, as it were, for the Engineer, Selector or

Record Producer to listen to (it may be the Crowd’s wish to deny the material fact of

this re-mixing that is their own fleshly corporeality that motivates their journey for the

ab origine, the perfect time before time). Though inseparable in practice, cutting and

mixing can be analytically isolated. As an abstract process, cutting involves separat-

ing, dividing things up, sorting, fragmenting, dis-aggregating, parting, tearing, splitting

the whole, differentiating, creating boundaries, making a choice and analyzing. Mixing

by contrast is a process of combining, amalgamating, aggregating, bringing things

together and synthesizing. It tends to be much easier to do than undo, like mixing

sugar in a coffee for example, or recording two instruments onto a single audio track.

Mixing, as a power process, generates intensities, feelings and energies.

Two features of cutting and mixing are remarkable. One is their ubiquity. The cut

and mix, for Hebdige, means identifying the present era of popular music: “Cut ‘n’

mix is the music and the style of the 1980’s just as rock‘n’roll and rhythm‘n’blues

formed the bedrock for the musics and styles that have made such an impact on our

culture since the 1950’s” (Hebdige, Cut ‘n’ Mix 10). Cox and Warner, discussing DJ

culture of the 1990s, identify these same two processes:

DJ Culture has worked with two essential concepts: the cut and the mix. To record

is to cut, to separate the sonic signifier (the “sample”) from the original context or

meaning that it might be free to function otherwise. To mix is to reinscribe, to place the

floating sample into a new chain of signification. (Cox and Warner 330)

The second remarkable characteristic of cutting and mixing is how they play a part in

all manner of different communication systems. The cutting and mixing pair can be

described as elemental linguistic procedures, as they are by Roman Jakobson, in Two

Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances. He states “speech

implies a selection of certain linguistic entities and their combination into linguistic

units” (Jakobson 58, my emphasis). Cutting takes place in the paradigmatic or

metaphoric relationship between units of language system (see also Gates). Mixing

is the syntagmatic or metonymic combination between linguistic units. As with every

particular tuning of a Set, every particular linguistic utterance is made from a mixing

or combination of both paradigmatic selection and syntagmatic combination. In

System and Structure Anthony Wilden makes this point as follows:

Metaphor and metonymy are not linguistic processes: they are communicational

processes. Selection from the code and combination in the message must and do

occur in any communications system whatsoever, whether in the genetic code of the

DNA molecule, or in the organism, or in the life processes of bacteria, or in a social 
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system […] All communication in systems of communication – ecosystems – involves

an axis of selection and an axis of combination. (Wilden 351–52, my emphasis)

Identifying cutting and mixing as elemental procedures – in both sound engineering

and language use – suggests that both non-representational communication systems,

like the Sound System, and representational ones, such as a language system,41 can

be understood as operating in a similar manner.42

Situating sound: ratio and kairos

But the operating characteristics of communication systems, whether linguistic or

electromechanical, are not sufficient to account for how they are used, or what for.

While compositional rules may prescribe what counts as correct selection and com-

bination for linguistic – and indeed musical – performance, it is the Engineers’ and

Selectors’ embodied personal judgment that has to be at the heart of any under-

standing their performance in the Dancehall Session. In each case, it is suggested

here, qualitative judgments are being made on the basis of the proportional relation-

ship between subjectivities of experience on the one hand, and the objectivities of

the situation on the other. This is a relationship of the continuous analogue variation

of sensation, rather than the distinct diacritical differences of a communication sys-

tem. It concerns the material as distinct from the ethereal aspect of sound (Henriques).

Auditory propagation needs to be an energetic power process before it can be con-

trolled for the purposes of communication. The linguistic equivalent of such material

processes is the prosody of vocal production of an utterance – the aspect of language

that formalist approaches find easiest to overlook. This is what gives every utterance

and every speaker, and every instrumentalist, their unique individual tone. Indeed the

Engineers, and some of the Crowd, consider a Sound System Set, with its particular

components and power and control settings, as having its own character, or distinc-

tive voice. Such particular qualities of sound cannot be reduced to the technologies

their production requires, any more than the elements of a language system are suf-

ficient to account for what it is used to say, or the mechanisms of hearing could gave

an adequate account of listening.

The Engineers’ recognition of the correct sonic quality of “balance,” for example,

can be identified as an example of a proportional relationship, or ratio (Critchlow).

Other examples of such spatial relationships include the golden section in architec-

ture, or the musical octave in sound, that is an intuitive recognition of balance or har-

mony (Bass).43 Bateson’s cybernetics also provides a grounding for this emphasis on

the importance of relationships, both from its origins in the study of biological organ-

isms, that is fleshly bodies, and from his definition of information as “news of differ-

ence” (Bateson, Mind and Nature 69) and “differences that make a difference”

(Bateson, Mind and Nature 99).44 Information is thus not an object, or a statistical

probability, isolated in the material physical world of quantities, but a human evaluative
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relationship. As Bateson explains: “difference, being of the nature of relationship, is

not located in time or space” (Bateson, Mind and Nature 98, my emphasis).

Nevertheless, such relationships have to be tangible by means of the medium

through which they are expressed – sound in the case of the Sound System.

The Selector’s skilled judgment as to exactly which tune to play when, provides

another example of his or her embodied, intuitive and subjective evaluation of the

proportional relationship between the subjective feelings of the Crowd and the objec-

tive fact, so to speak, of what they have in their record box. This is a temporal pro-

portional relationship that will always escape rules. The key quality to any such live

performance is the performer’s sense of timing, being “in time,” on the beat, or “ridding

the rhythm” as would be said. This is timeliness or the opportune moment, or kairos

(χαιρóς) at the heart of every particular improvised performance, or interpretation

(Onians 343–51, White). The term kairos describes the entirety of the Session, as

rhetorical scene, in the moment-to-moment proportional relationship between aion,

or timelessness, and kronos, or cyclical time. Such embodied evaluations make the

literally vital link between the subjectivies and objectivities of the Session. It is the

Crew and Crowd’s embodied know-how that forges a chiasm, to use Merleau-Ponty’s

term, holding the elements of different practices together. This is a proportional rela-

tionship between electromechanical, sensorimotor and sociocultural milieux: for the

Crew between ear and hand, monitoring and manipulating, cutting and mixing. For the

Crowd this is between body and mind, haptics and kinetics, music and dance as their

experience of the rhythms and intensities of sonic dominance, resonating with their

multiple bodies.

The spatiality and temporality of such proportional relationships – as ratio or

kairos – can be identified as an example of analogical rationality (Critchlow). Analogy

and metaphorical thinking (Lakoff and Johnson, Johnson) requires such relational

qualities, as is recognized to some extent in the selecting or metaphorical axis of

302 | Julian Henriques

Communication Axis

System METAPHOR METONYM

SET control power
electromechanical transducer amplifier

ENGINEER monitoring manipulating
Sensorimotor ear hand

SESSION cutting mixing
Sociocultural intensities “groove”

Language paradigmatic syntagmatic

Figure 6 Axes of communication for Engineer, Set and Session.
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communication. This may be distinguished from what is more familiar in theory that

is the logical rationality of representation, quantities, discrete differences and calcu-

lation. This research has concerned itself with situating sound in practice: the

Crowd’s embodiment in the heterogeneous time and space of the Session, the

Crew’s procedures along the axes of communication – as well as their proportional

evaluations. One of its aims has been to investigate how both analogia and logic are

equally important aspects of rationality, or logos.
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Notes

1. This paper is part of a larger research 
project on the music, culture and technology of
the Reggae Sound System in downtown
Kingston, Jamaica. The research material on
which it is based comes from my observation of
Sessions and in depth interviews with Owners,
Engineers, Selectors, MCs and Crowd (audience)
and Followers (dedicated fans) mainly of the
Stone Love Sound System, as well as
observation and filming the Dancehall scene up
to 2004.

2. Stone Love is the particular Sound System
that I have researched most closely. See
�http://www.imexpages.com/stonelove/compa
ny_profile.htm�. 5 July 2005. See also Cooper
(1993, 2004) Katz (2000), Chude-Sokei (1997),
Bradley (2000), Stolzoff (2002), Salewicz and
Boot (2001) Bakare-Yusuf (2001), Stanley-Niaah
(2004) and Hope (2006). For the British Sound
System culture see the somewhat less recent
chapter five of Gilroy (1987) and Hebdige (1979,
1987).

3. Those friends and colleagues I would
particularly like to thank for their helpful
comments, encouragement and inspiration
include Couze Venn, Steve Goodman, Jeremy
Weate, Bibi, Bakare-Yusuf and David Morley. Also
I would like to thank my interviewees for sharing
their knowledge and insight, particularly the late
Ms Louise Fraser Bennett, Winston “Weepow”
Powell, Horace McNeal, DJ Squeeze, Denton
Henry and Hedley Jones.

4. As researched by Cheryl Ryman (1984), Olive
Lewin (2000) Garth White (1984) and Fernando
Henriques (1953).

5. The aspect of situating resonates with Guy
Dubord’s and others inspiration for the 1960s
French “Situationists” political movement, and
with the latter “happenings,” as unique live, one-
off events (Knabb).

6. The idea of “thisness” is attributed to the
medieval philosopher John Duns Scotus who
contrasted the haecceity of a particular quality of
an object with their quidtitity, or “whatness.”

7. The term assembly resonates with the
character of the Dancehall Crowd, as Mazzio
notes in the entirely different context, of the
Renaissance experience of theatre. “A word used
as often as ‘spectator’ and ‘audience’ to
describe playgoers in the Renaissance was the
‘assembly.’ A word worth reintegrating in the
sensory dimensions of theatrical experience,
because it implied not only a coming together of
persons, but a physical touching of bodies in
space” (Mazzio 87).

8. Bennett, Louise Fraser (Press Secretary for
the Sound System Association of Jamaica).
Personal interview. 26 July 2002.

9. See BBC reports and others at Freemuse
website. Freemuse Website 12 January 2006.
�http://www.freemuse.org/sw7765.asp.�

10. Gary Younge. “Troubled Island.” The

Guardian. 27 April 2006, 14 June 2006
�http://www.guardian.co.uk/Columnists/
Column/0,1762156,00.html.�

11. This was at one of the longest established
and most mixed, in terms of age, Sessions
“kept” at Rae Town in downtown Kingston on
Sunday nights.

12. Bashment Vibes Website. 25 February
2006. �http://www.bashmentvibes. com/
pro_junko.htm.�

13. For a report of the event see Glaat.com
Website 12 February 2006. �http://www.claat.
com/article/articleview/1032/1/25/.�

14. Romanyshyn (1989) distinguishes 
between the medieval city as an example of
higgledy-piggledy auditory spatial layout, as
distinct from the wide open perspectives of
Parisian boulevards as an example of visual
space.

15. This idea of the rationalisation of vision was
first explored by Ivins (1938) and more recently
Latour (1986).
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16. For a useful critique of McLuhan in this
respect see Classen. Further Sterne (15–19)
provides a pointed analysis of the shortcomings
of what he terms the “audio-visual litany” which,
although targeting McLuhan’s contemporary
Walter Ong, is equally applicable to McLuhan’s
position.

17. For a seminal discussion of Hegel and the
Western philosophical tradition’s abhorrence of
the idea of repetition see Snead.

18. The Sound System Crew has highly
specialized, principally Selector, who selects the
records, DJ or MC who talks on the mike, and the
FX responsible for sound effects (Campbell).

19. This suggestion clearly requires much more
detailed and substantial investigation than the
space here allows, and indeed is part of my
ongoing research.

20. Deleuze (1997 159, note 12) refers to
Eliade in his discussion of his concept of
Repetition in Itself.

21. Ernst Bloch would describe this as a utopia
(Zabel) and Michel Foucault (1986) a
heterotopia.

22. In a structuralist theoretical framework this
would be considered as “diasporic” and
“syncretic” respectively.

23. Rhythm as both as a patterning of flows,
and a particular feature of Dancehall music, is
central to my research concerns.

24. This could be theorized in terms of
metastabilities, that is the persistence of non-
equilibrium over time (for Simondon’s use of this
see Hansen), or with the concept of the climax of
an ecologically stable and mature communities,
such as desserts or Tropical rain forests
(Clements, Roughgarden).

25. This distinction also parallels mine between
ethereal and material aspects of sound
(Henriques).

26. It should be noted also that Bateson’s
discussion of this point is in the context of a

discussion of how even control processes
require what he terms “collateral” energy.

27. The process of transduction as a
relationship between different milieux has been
important for Simondon, see Simondon (1992)
and MacKenzie.

28. Women play a crucial role on the Dancehall
scene in numerous important respects, but
none, as far as I have found, have become
Sound System Engineers. I therefore refer to
Engineers with the male pronoun.

29. During this research I tended to make the
assumption that there was a homology between
the Sound Engineers’ understanding or know-how

of their own practices and my own theoretically
informed conception know-what about their
practice (for a discussion of this distinction see
Varela, 1999). Of course this need not be the
case, but it is important that the status or
veracity of what they say is questioned. The
Sound Engineers might have all kinds of motives
for thinking or talking about what they do the way
they do.

30. Henry, Denton. Personal interview. 24 June
2004.

31. Currently the graphic equalizers and variable
crossovers with their own visual displays offer
the Engineer an even finer degree of control.
Also, as DJ Squeeze with his Skyy [sic] Sound
System showed me on his mobile Sound System
truck, Thunder, different mixes can be digitally
stored ready for use at different venues.

32. Henry, Denton. Personal interview. 24 June
2004.

33. A cybernetic system may be homeostatic,
maintaining a system’s stability across varying
conditions, as with the thermostat maintaining a
consistent room temperature, or a steam engine
governor maintaining a constant speed across
variations of load (Bateson, Mind and Nature

103–09). This discipline was defined by Norbert
Wiener as “the science of control and
communication, in the animal and the machine”
(Ashby: 1, Wiener, Heylighen 1993) and
developed with respect to social theory by
Gregory Bateson.
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34. DJ Squeeze (a.k.a. Mr Glenworth Samuels).
Personal interview. 22 June 2004. Unlike of the
other interviewees, DJ Squeeze is has no official
connection with Stone Love. Since the mid
1990s he has owned and operated his mobile
sound truck Skyy [sic] Sound System and since
2002 owner and CEO of Magajamz Radio
Station.

35. This suggests that the mediating processes
of fine-tuning, are as important for phonographic
re-production (Weheliye), as they are for
“original” sonic production. See also Eshun
(188–89) for a critique of Benjamin’s famous
concept of the “aura.”

36. As is detailed in my ongoing PhD research.

37. Henry, Denton. Personal interviews. 24 June
2004.

38. DJ Squeeze (a.k.a. Mr Glenworth Samuels).
Personal interview. 22 June 2004.

39. In other popular music genres, besides
Reggae and Dancehall, the roles of the Selector
and the MC are both performed by the DJ.

40. As with the variable control knob facilitating
the compensation that could previously done by

re-soldering components (mentioned above),
both the fader and indeed the second turntable
on the Set were historically specific innovations,
that I have detailed elsewhere in my research.

41. Though it can be noted that for Structural
linguistics this matter of representation is
indefinitely differed, in so far as the relationship
between signifier and signified is considered to
be arbitrary, and signification is considered a
property of the signifying system alone.

42. These two processes are certainly central to
Freudian dream theory as condensation and
displacement, that according to Wilden, can be
traced back to Locke’s theory of the association
of ideas by contiguity; and association by
similarity (Wilden 37).

43. Proportional relationships were certainly
recognized in the Ancient Greek philosophy of
Pythagoras and Plato for whom the Beautiful as
well as the Good and the True were equally
valuable for philosophical enquiry, see Tarnas
(1991).

44. This is taken as favoring MacKay, as against
the widely accepted Shannon-Weaver Information
Theory, see Hayles (1999).
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12. English translation by Rob James: 2 Feb
2005 �http://www.ojosdebrujo.com�. The
expression “neighborhood taggers” refers to
graffiti writing, a tag is the most basic writing of
an artist’s name in either spray paint or marker.
A graffiti writer’s tag is his or her personalized
signature. “Aerosol nights” refers to the spray
cans graffiti artists usually use. Because this is
illegal it is practiced mostly by night.

13. “The neighbors are murmuring in the
windows:/they can’t stand listening to
reggaetón every day!” (transl. Rob James, 2 Feb
2005 �http://www.ojosdebrujo.com�.
Reggaetón is a reggae-based dance music that
was first performed by Panamanian artist El
General in the early 1990s. It became very
popular with Latino youth and spread to North
America since 2000. Reggaeton blends
Jamaican music influences of reggae and
dancehall with those of the Caribbean, such as
bomba and plena, as well as that of hip-hop.
Starting in Panama, Reggaetón has given the
Hispanic youth a musical genre that they can
claim as their own. The genre’s influence has
spread to the wider Latino communities in the
United States as well as to Latin American
audiences. See also Julian Henriques’ article
on Jamaican Sound Systems in this volume.

14. The Latino population in the U.S. is
increasing in numbers and visibility. Today,
approximately 26% of New York’s population is
“Hispanic.”

15. “These are two different things. […]
Present yourself as flamenquito and you have
already won.” Rincón 15.

16. “There is no more ‘street’ in national rap
than in flamenco.” (Rincón 13)

17. 21 April 2007 
�http://www.hiphopassociation.com.�

18. The Last Poets were modern day griots

expressing the nation-building fervor of the
Black Panthers in poems. According to Amiri
Baraka (aka LeRoi Jones), the Last Poets were
rappers of the civil rights era. “With politically
charged raps, taut rhythms, and dedication to
raising African-American consciousness, the

Last Poets almost single-handedly laid the
groundwork for the emergence of hip-hop.”
Ankeny, Jason. “Last Poets.” 15 April 2007
�http://www.allmusic.com�.

19. Interview recorded by the author 
22 Apr 2007, New York City.

20. According to hip hop scholar Tricia Rose
the break beat is “one of rap’s earliest and
most central musical characteristics. […]
Dubbed the ‘best part of a great record’ by
Grandmaster Flash, one of rap’s pioneering
DJs, the break beat is a section where ‘the
band breaks down, the rhythm section is
isolated, basically where the bass guitar 
and drummer take solos.’ […] Playing the
turntables like instruments, these DJs 
extended the most rhythmically compelling
elements in a song, creating a new line
composed only of the most climactic point in
the ‘original’ ” (Rose 73–74). For “scratching,”
a technique created by DJ Grand Wizard
Theodore, I “a rhythmic sound made from
sliding a turntable needle back and forth on top
of a vinyl record” (Westbrook 121). Human
“beat-boxing” refers to “the ability to make
instrumental sounds using the mouth”
(Westbrook 121). See also Julian Henriques’
article in this book.

21. Noise, as Massumi points out, is the
condition of emergence of music. It is the
unperceived substrate from which sound-
patterning differentiates and against which its
stands out. We hear the background noise of
existence that is expression (Massumi 776).

22. The production of space by sound in New
York’s cityscape is a constant topic in
postmodernist fiction, see for example Toni
Morrison’s novel Jazz (for a brilliant analysis
how Morrison relates sound to Harlem, “the
City,” see Löbbermann).

23. “Sampling” refers to the “use of other
recorded music in the creation of a new of
updated music” (Westbrook 120). For a
definition of “signifying” see Gates. For a
definition of “tagging” see endnote 12.

24. It started with La Familia, Wu Tang Latino
and Daddy Yankee.
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25. For more details on Roma history see
Anikó Imre’s article on world music and identity
politics in this volume.

26. Interview with the artist MC Protious
Indigenious recorded by the author 21 April
2007, New York City.

27. See the debates on “realness” in hip-hop
and on “flamenco puro.”

28. For a different reading of hybridity and
cultural resistance see Imre’s article in this
volume.

29. Processions in the streets of cities and
villages in predominantly catholic Spain are the
highlights of the Semana Santa, the “Holy week”
during Easter. Statues and relics, often taken
from churches, are decorated, put on display
and carried by different fraternities during the
procession, which mostly take place at night.

30. This has been acknowledged by Miles
Davis and Gil Evans in “Saeta” on the album
Sketches of Spain (1960). Davis works and
improvises on the topic of a Saeta. Instead of
picking up the guitar, he takes up the voice of
the saeta singer within the “noise” of the ritual
marching band with his trumpet.

31. This means that CD recordings of around
three minutes change the character of a lived
practice both in rap or flamenco.

32. This does not mean that this art cannot
become part of mainstream culture.

33. Part of this imaginary is for example
pantheism. The Romancero inspired Lorca to
renew this tradition with his Romancero gitano

in which he uses metaphors of nature, like an
animated olive tree.

34. Recorded by the author at the Conference
“Latinos in the Hip Hop Zone,” Museo del
Barrio (5 Nov 2005, New York City).

35. Wanda Raimundi-Ortiz.

36. Another home-grown musical style being
used to articulate a specific range of local
knowledge and issues is Algerian raï music:
Similar to hip hop it helps young Algerians,
immigrated to France, to negotiate the
restrictions placed upon their sexual and
emotional desires (Bennett 59–60).
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