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About a quarter of the way through the first part of Don Quixote—after
the windmills but before The Man who was Recklessly Curious—Don
Quixote and Sancho Panza come upon an odd sound, “the sound of
rhythmic pounding, along with a certain clanking of iron and chains
that, accompanied by the fury of the water, would have put terror in
any heart other than Don Quixote’s.”
The night, as we have said, was dark, and [Don Quixote and Sancho]
happened to walk under some tall trees whose leaves, moved by the gentle
breeze, made a muffled, frightening sound; in short, the solitude, the
place, the darkness, the noise of the water, and the murmur of the leaves
all combined to cause panic and consternation, especially when they saw
that the pounding did not stop, the wind did not cease, and morning did
not come.
Knight and squire go to investigate the noise. After turning a corner,
“there appeared, clear and plain, the unmistakable cause of the
terrible-sounding and, for them, terrifying noise that had kept them
frightened and perplexed … it was … six wooden fulling hammers that
with their alternating strokes were responsible for the clamor.” Sancho
begins laughing and Don Quixote becomes sad and melancholy—no
adventures here, only embarrassment at their mis-hearing. The knight
mistook the sound of machinery for that of a giant.
Quixote’s most famous adventure is that of the windmills—where
his mind misunderstands his sight. These misapprehensions beg the
questions: What is the relation between sound and action, between
sound and the world? How does hearing rethink sight? How does
hearing rethink the subject?

For Salomé Voegelin, a Swiss-born, UK-based sound artist and
lecturer, there is something fallacious about seeing. She begins her
first book, Listening to Noise and Silence, with not so much a critique
of a philosophy of sight, as an attempt to show how conservative a
philosophy of sight must necessarily be:

and more controversial assumption, was the idea that by factoring in
the structures of our perception one could “bracket” them out so as
to enable the perception of “naive” experience. Voegelin’s adoption of
phenomenological practice and terminology enables her to flesh out a
defense and portrait of hearing that is strikingly intuitive.

Eyes work well as an ordering tool: segregating according to
differences and aligning references to build meaning within the
field of vision. Even in motion the visual focuses on relationships
and differences and derives its meaning from them.

Voegelin’s readings (hearings?) of famous and often not so famous
works of sound art—grounding her, at times, heavily theoretical
writing in a more unassumingly journalistic arts prose—are the most
enjoyable aspects of the book. In a chapter on noise she jumps from
a description of noisy neighbors to a rave in 1993, to a noise show
with Otomo Yoshihide, to the minimalist composer Charlemagne
Palestine. Here, she writes on Peter Cusack’s Chernobyl (2008), a work
of simple field recordings from the site:

For Voegelin, the most salient aspect sight affords the subject is
perspective—that “visual trait” that “organizes and hierarchizes”
what the subject perceives. Organization and hierarchy, by their very
nature, are processes of ranking, of privileging. They are also, more
fundamentally, processes of differentiation. Voegelin’s critique of sight
is centered here, for she finds in this privileging of order and difference
the origin of the sense of separation between subject and object
that permeates Western society, a sense that she believes to be both
incorrect and calamitous.
Articulating a theory of music is a difficult task, as Voegelin readily
acknowledges. Much of her language and argument is adopted from
Theodor Adorno, the social theorist and Frankfurt School member.
Famous as much for his steep criticisms of jazz, pop music, and the
culture industry as he is for championing the new classical music of the
twelve tone theorists, Adorno is an important touchstone for much
contemporary music theory, as he helped envision a way of thinking
about music that foregrounds the moment of hearing as, foremost, the
place to re-think the nature of the subject in the world. Part of Adorno’s
project was to devise a language for criticism that began in sound and
turned away from pre-existing vocabulary—”elite discourse”—based
on an experience of the world that emphasizes hierarchy.
Adorno’s views permeate Voegelin’s book. Listening, she suggests,
“produce[s] the artistic context of the work/the sound in its innovative
perception rather than through the expectation of an a priori reality.”
But she goes further: listening does not only turn away from elite
discourses but also creates both listener and object in the moment of
hearing. She writes:

§
Sight is generally taken to be the primal sense, that which engenders
experience for the human in the world. Accordingly, there are a number
of books on the philosophy of sight, the aesthetics of seeing. Far fewer
philosophers have taken sound as a starting point in their aesthetics,
or understanding of the world; most begin with the painting, or the
photograph, or the movie.
And yet contemporary philosophical analysis of perception has forced
philosophers to reconsider whether sound may play a larger role in
our embodiment than previously thought. In hindsight, it seems so
obvious.
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Listening is intersubjective in that it produces the work and
the self in the interaction between the subject listening and the
object heard. The listener stumbles blindly in the darkness of
sound, and is himself revealed in any light generated.
Listening, in bridging the subject and object, is understood to affect
the embodiment and conjunction of both self and world.
The French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty is another
critical influence on Voegelin. Phenomenology, a school that
achieved critical velocity through the works of (the likewise French)
Edmund Husserl, took as its premise the idea that human perception
categorically structures the world as perceived. Phenomenology’s next,

Peter Cusack records dangerous locations to produce a sense
of place through sound. […] Where at first I fill [Chernobyl’s]
sounds with cultural references, abundant on the subject of
catastrophes, nuclear and otherwise, those get relinquished in
a close hearing, and all that is left is what I hear. […] The act
of evacuating cultural references leave the birds sounding odd
and different no more like nature recordings but laden with
the evacuation that made them audible in the first place. […]
Phonography needs to be talked about not for its sounds, but
for the effects its recordings produce.
For Voegelin, hearing is conceived of as a counter sense to the rigid
hegemony of sight. Engagement with sound is “worked out in the
agonistic moment of [its] perception.” Which is to say—sounds, unlike
the concrete objects of sight, are less objects than processes. Listening
itself is a process: connections are built rather than destroyed. In the
moment of hearing, sound shifts the philosophy of critical listening
from an Idea (or Ideal) to an engagement. In so doing, Voegelin argues,
listening becomes an ethical action, one of engagement with, rather
than estrangement from. All sensing becomes ethical. All aesthetics
become political. Giants become fulling hammers.

Meddle English:
New and Selected Texts
New and Selected Texts by Caroline Bergvall
Nightboat Books, 2011
128 pages
Reviewed by Mary Wilson

Meddling, in colloquial terms, is not usually a good thing. There’s
something threatening about it, something that suggests unwanted
or unwarranted intrusions. To meddle is to complicate, to create
or uncover tensions that may not have been visible before. Yet in
Meddle English, the latest book from writer and performance artist
Caroline Bergvall, meddling is not only desirable, it is also necessary.
It becomes a foray into the very foundation of language, the very tools

of speech. And speech, in her words, “highlights the social machines
that underpin the work of writing: the voices, the languages, the
pleasures, the complex nexus of cultural and literary motivations with
their access markers, their specific narratives.” Meddling, for Bergvall,
is writing. It’s writing that calls language itself into question—writing
that searches endlessly for hints of word origins, geographic markers,
class structures, and sonic or syntactic associations. It’s writing that
won’t leave language alone.
Meddle English brings together a broad sampling of Bergvall’s linguistic
experiments. The book combines both published and unpublished
texts from the past decade, including work that originated in some of
Begrvall’s many text-based multimedia installations. These have been
exhibited internationally at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles,
The Museum of Modern Art and Dia Art Foundation in New York,
London’s Tate Modern, and the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Antwerp, to name just a few locations. Yet while the context of these
exhibitions may be lost, Meddle English makes it possible to encounter
Bergvall’s writing for its textual qualities alone. The encounter does
not disappoint.
Bergvall’s work occupies the middle ground between concrete
poetry, collage art, and essay. Her close ties to performance art and
the sonic aspects of her writing allow her to think of language as
something embodied, to think, in her words, “of the body as always
having an accent.” This concern could easily be traced back to her
own biography. Bergvall was born in Germany in 1962 to a French
mother and a Norwegian father, and so from the beginning she was
no stranger to linguistic and national complexities. She spent parts of
her childhood in Geneva, Paris, New York, and Oslo, and currently
works in England and the United States. Although she can (and does)
write in several languages, her work is aimed primarily at an Englishspeaking readership.
Bergvall is very familiar with the linguistic middle ground. Accents,
slang, verbal and grammatical slips, idiomatic expressions, and
nonsense words become for her a point of entry, a site of meaning that
writing is particularly well suited to explore. For this reason, Bergvall’s
writing may seem forbidding to readers who are unfamiliar with
“experimental” contemporary poetry. She shifts frequently between
English, French, and Middle English, or blends languages together
in a seamless string of sonic or typological associations. In “Middling
English,” the essay that opens and conceptually unites the book,
Bergvall lays out the terms of this unique, polylingual poetics, offering
as an example the work of artist Gordon Matta-Clark, who cut holes
in a condemned paris appartment building, exposing its insides to
passersby. In this case, writes Bergvall, “what gets revealed is history
and ground. Or rather, ground history, compost, history as compost.”
What is also revealed, if we take Bergvall’s statement at face value, is
her conception of language as a ground, as something that might be
moved through, built on, or cut to reveal its hidden meanings. Perhaps
it is this understanding of language that fuels her restless search for
collaborators. For, despite the uniqueness of her own polylingual voice,
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Bergvall is often inclined to seek other voices. She seems to prefer
working in a collaboratory mode, whether through actual exchanges
with other living artists or through a process of collage, quotation,
or conversation with another artist’s work. One such collaboration
occurs in Goan Atom (1. Doll). Here, Bergvall conjures up the highly
sexualized and objectified creations of Hans Bellmer, a German artist
who was loosely associated with the Surrealist movement in 1930s
Paris. In Bergvall’s treatment, this process of objectification is enacted
in the text itself. The resulting effect, however, is quite different than
that of Bellmer’s original. Bergvall allows language to be the driving
force behind this objectification, revealing the violence inherent in
words themselves. As Bergvall’s text demonstrates, this violence is
deeply embedded and deeply gendered. Language alone can objectify
and implicate all genders, readers, and speakers. As she writes in the
poem’s epigraph, “Anybod’s body’s a dollmine.”
While it is always both tempting and dangerous to say that a writer
performs what she advocates, in Bergvall’s case this assertion may be
justified. Bergvall has a remarkable gift for borrowing. She is able to
rework quoted texts from sources as diverse as Chaucer’s Canterbury
Tales, Keynesian economic treatises, news articles, papal speeches,
pop songs, and science fiction novels, all without succumbing to the
temptation of full appropriation. Bergvall’s technique veers between
collage and a constraint-based process that speaks to the Oulipo
movement’s influence on her work. Oulipo, which is short for “Ouvroir
de littérature potentielle” (“workshop of potential literature”) began
in France in the 1960s. Its members used constraints or processes to
generate artwork in a variety of media. The most famous result of these
experiments was George Perec’s novel La Disparition, (A Void) which
was written entirely without the use of the letter “e.”
Bergvall composed “The Host Tale”—one of the “Shorter Chaucer
Tales” in Meddle English—in a similar spirit, by extracting and
reordering lines from the Canterbury Tales that refer to eating and
drinking. The end result is an onslaught of voluptuous Chaucerian
sensuality so excessive it makes even Chaucer’s “Pardoner’s Tale”
look like an ascetic spiritual discourse. Other works in the series are
more explicitly political. In “The Summer Tale,” Bergvall relates the
contents of a BBC News article on Pope Benedict XVI, all in a faux
Chaucerian English. The article tells of a ban on liquor sales in Poland
during the Pope’s visit, a ban that would not apply to the Pope himself.
As Bergvall notes, “Television advertisements for licour / have eek
also been banned. / Along with those for contraceptives, lingerie and
tampons.”
Bergvall is a writer who seeks, in her words,
the indicators and practices of language in flux, of thought
in the making: pleasured language, pressured language,
language in heated use, harangued language, forms of language
revolutionized by action, polemical language structures that
propose an intense deliberate reappraisal of the given world
and its given forms.
As a result, her work is constantly experimenting, constantly calling
itself into question. But to call Bergvall’s writing “experimental”
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would not do it justice. These days, “experimental” seems to be
a catchall category for writing that is “new” and “different,” as if to
experiment were not an action but a stable condition of a work.
Bergvall is not “experimental.” She is a writer who experiments. She
approaches language as a pliable medium, one whose rules, behaviors,
and properties are constantly rediscovered in the process of her work.
Meddle English reveals these discoveries and shows us a writer who
understands fully the risks, pleasures, and possibilities of her art.

The Bars of Atlantis:
Selected Essays
A Collection of Essays by Durs Grünbein
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2010
352 pages
Reviewed by Chris Brunt

It’s possible that you overlooked this item amid the recent rush of
news, but while the world watched revolutions in the Middle East, the
Japanese tsunami, and a Libyan civil war, a team of scientists claimed
to have discovered the site of the vanished civilization of Atlantis.
Richard Freund of the University of Hartford locates the ruins a few
miles north of the Spanish port city of Cadiz, in a marsh overlooking
strawberry fields. In the 360 BCE dialogue Timaios, our earliest
extant source, Plato locates the mythic island between the Pillars of
Heracles at the mouth of the Mediterranean, which scholars have long
identified as the stone formations of Jebel Musa in Morocco, and the
Rock of Gibraltar. The team led by Dr. Freund has announced, not
without controversy, that their dig is consistent with the clues from
antiquity up to present research.
It’s doubtful this news was overlooked by poet, essayist, and translator
Durs Grünbein, one of the most celebrated writers in Germany today.
Cosmopolitan in sensibility and temperament, he is originally from
Dresden in the former East Germany but has lived in Berlin since
1985. He came of age as an artist after the fall of the Berlin Wall
and has since been hailed as a leading voice of the reunified German
nation. In addition to his essays, “Grünbein, not yet 50 years old” has
published twelve volumes of poetry, an opera libretto, and several
translations of Greek tragedies.
The essays here range from memoir to meditations on the intersection
of biology and literature to formal essays on classicism, painting,
philosophy, and the art and craft of the poet. It is an unerringly
serious book, not overly dense but so fraught with erudition, abstract
argumentation, insight, and feeling that the reader may find his
endurance tested at times. It’s the graduate seminar in a literary market
of breezy undergrad surveys. And as such, it rewards the persistent and
studious.
Grünbein doesn’t traffic in much first-person colorization or surface
humor. This is not “creative nonfiction.” His prose is studied and
earnest, yet the quality of his thought takes on its own kind of
personality, and one not overly austere. Helen Vendler cites the

“cool, formal elegance” of his poems, and this tag may extend to his
nonfiction as well. He sustains a dreamy academic’s monologue in
these pages, scattering little gems of astonishing insight and the kind
of verbal swordsmanship that only a poet can command.
“Poems are pauses in dying,” he writes in “Accented Time,” one of the
volume’s finest essays, a virtuosic look at music and poetry’s sibling
rivalry from a classicist’s perspective. Later in the piece, he gives us the
aphoristic, “Poems are vessels for the metaphysical,” and, a little later,
“Literature always stands naked before time.” Flashes of lyric splendor
may in fact be more abundant in Bars of Atlantis than hard-driving
argument, but this essay and several others are strong sites of both.
Perhaps due to his refined, almost mannered voice, the essays have a
tendency to collapse into one another. There is a (title-appropriate)
watery quality to Grünbein’s essays, an abstract cast of mind in
that even while his diction is concrete and precise, the objects of
his attention have a fluid opacity. It is difficult to say what many of
these essays are about. Ultimately, they seem to be about themselves,
as the sentences are about themselves as sentences: finely wrought
commotions of language swimming together in loose affiliations
across the pages.
Style and intellect notwithstanding, the prized core of Idea remains
buried in many of these essays, ever-submerged like Atlantis itself,
dimly viewed through the pooling, billowing layers of Western art and
thought that Grünbein summons forth.

changing of the guard, a nodal point, marked, as ever, by rhyme.”
In a time of both shrill alarums and too-real tragedy, Grünbein’s
cool, gleaming prose is a throwback to an earlier, belletristic age,
here collected in a gorgeous translation by Michael Hofmann, John
Crutchfield, and Andrew Shields. Recalling Umberto Eco’s essays in
its depth of knowledge and esoteric range of concerns, and Rilke in
its supple, lofty tone, Bars of Atlantis is a major contribution to the
ever-diminishing field of contemporary aesthetics.
In March, the Japanese tsunami claimed the lives of thousands of
people, and the damage to the nation’s nuclear infrastructure has put
many more in peril. The preceding earthquake shifted sections of
the Japanese coastline by as much as 2.4 meters, and shortened the
day by a few milliseconds by altering the tilt of the Earth. Certainly
these geologic changes will lead to new discoveries for scientists and
researchers in East Asia. And still, those scientists and researchers, like
their counterparts half a world over combing through the Spanish
marsh, are but men and women who grieve for the lost. Ashes for
breakfast, then, and essays like these, and art’s strange succor as the
mysteries unfold.
Durs Grünbein’s poems, in Michael Hofmann’s fleet-footed and lyrical
translation, recently appeared in English for the first time as Ashes for
Breakfast: Selected Poems (2005), receiving high praise from the likes
of John Ashbery, Helen Vendler, and Adam Zagajewski.

The Big Payback: The History
of the Business of Hip-Hop

Any genius has his signal eccentricity, and Grünbein’s is a scholarly
obsession with philosophy’s usurpation of poetry since Plato’s day. He
casts this, repeatedly and absolutely straight-faced, as Western culture’s
original sin, a betrayal that resonates through Kant, Nietzsche, and
Freud, and can be linked all the way to the atrocities of 20th-century
fascism. Indeed, Grünbein’s erudition is beyond question and almost
hyper-active. He thinks in a fluent dialectic of the great Greek and
Roman poets; Dante; and the German canonic roster of Goethe,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Hegel, and Holderlin.
When discussing his own art, the mainstream contemporary poet
often greets the public with an apologetic wink, a self-deprecating
remark to put everyone, including himself, at ease: I know it’s silly that
I still write these precious little things, (they’re sort of like a Twitter
feed!) but.... Grünbein seems unaware of this. He often sounds like
Coleridge minus the all caps and exclamation points. It’s refreshing,
this reprieve from the “status of poetry” lament, and one wonders if his
experience on the Eastern side of the Berlin Wall has freed him of the
contemporary poet’s reflexive irony with regard to his role in the polis.
As the ancient Greeks made no distinction between geometry and
spirituality, so we in our times may see the divide between art and
science begin to vanish the closer we get to the frontier of human
creativity. Grünbein seems to be already out there by himself, ahead
of the noisy mobbing rest of us, coolly at work on the new mythos.
And as the oldest myths become the new science, we may take some
comfort in the abiding voice of the poet who, as Grünbein writes of
Dante, tells of “the moment when myth and history meet in a sort of
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The Hip Hop Wars: What We Talk
About When We Talk About Hip
Hop—and Why It Matters
A Work of Music Criticism by Tricia Rose
Basic Civitas Books, 2008
320 pages
Reviewed by Meredith
Aska McBride

Hip-hop can’t seem to escape its own history, and that’s probably a
good thing. Two recent books on this multifaceted art form and its
broader reverberations in American culture trace hip-hop’s path
through the postindustrial twentieth century and into the twentyfirst, as a means of understanding it in the present day—and, crucially,
using this understanding to make claims about what hip-hop will be
in the future.
Dan Charnas’s The Big Payback: The History of the Business of HipHop is a hefty volume, meticulously researched, chronicling the now
nearly four-decade-long history of hip-hop by tracing the money: a
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