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Introduction

This book explores the diffusion and democratization of music in our current era through the proliferation of digital technologies, and investigates the historical trajectories that helped to spawn and foster these seismic and dramatic changes to the musical art form. While the transformations that have occurred in music over the last twenty-five years have been radical and far-reaching, they have not appeared out of thin air. Diffusing Music surveys the aesthetics and technologies that are redefining musical expression and demonstrates how they were shaped by the practices of innovative musicians over previous decades. This approach can inform new modalities of musical thinking in the wake of the changes being actualized by artificial intelligence and other emerging technologies. In my own career as a composer, performer, inventor, and educator, I have been an active participant in the scenes and movements that gave rise to musical democratization and diffusion. My personal reflections and documentation of my interactions with important figures in the progression toward our current state are woven into the fabric of the book.

Each era of music-making creates its own specific social, technological, and aesthetic output, and ours is no different. Democratization, superabundance, and participation are the defining characteristics of music in our time. Jacques Attali predicted this situation in his seminal text Noise, written nearly fifty years ago:


Composition thus appears as a negation of the division of roles and labor as constructed by the old codes. Therefore, in the final analysis, to listen to music in the network of composition is to rewrite it . . . The listener is the operator. (1985, 135)



Digital technologies have been essential to the reshaping of music, so presciently foreseen by Attali. Music has always had a close relationship with technological development (Latonero 2003); virtual reality pioneer and musician Jaron Lanier has pointed out that musical instruments have been even more technologically advanced than weapons throughout history (2005). Today, music has become ubiquitous and increasingly intertwined with everyday life, rendering previous models of creation, performance, monetization, and consumption obsolete. Anyone with access to a smartphone or personal computer and an internet connection can create, distribute, and promote music with minimal effort. Artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly accelerating sonic democratization, further diffusing both the art and business of music. The musical experience is moving away from passive listening toward a participatory activity in which previous distinctions between composer, performer, audience, professional, and amateur are completely erased. As AI systems for music-making and distribution are rapidly proliferating, there is a great deal of fear and consternation about their ultimate effects. This book asserts that while there are aspects to these emerging technologies that we should be concerned about, history affirms the crucial importance of creative innovators who embrace new systems in their nascent stages in order to play active roles in defining and shaping paradigms for their broader usage.

Both the creative and business aspects of music have been disrupted through the diffusion process, and today the boundary between those components of musical expression is becoming increasingly blurred. While the current condition of music was foreshadowed in the works of artists over the last century, some of the effects of democratization and decentralization have been unexpected. At the time of this writing, 120,000 tracks are now being released on Spotify every day (Luminate 2023), and 100 million are already available (Spotify 2023). Recent data shows listeners gravitating to older music in the face of such an abundance of content (Dredge 2023), perhaps due to what economist Swati Bhatt calls “cognitive apathy” or “mental paralysis” (2019). The dramatic increase in musical production afforded by new creative tools and channels of diffusion seems to be having an inverse effect in which interest in new content is diminished. Listenership continues to fragment into smaller and smaller micro-niches, and online streaming services organize music according to its functionality as background for other activities rather than focusing on musical artists and creators. In the wake of such overabundance, music risks becoming disposable or interchangeable, and potentially ends up being relegated to general social communication.

Responses to the drastic shifts in the art and business of music are wide-ranging. Some celebrate the potential for empowerment through diffusion, while others view the developments as dystopian, signaling the demise of the musical art and the music industry. The profusion of musical production that has resulted from democratization has completely upended the economics of the music business as it had functioned since the 1960s. Numerous authors have written about the negative financial impact on the livelihoods of professional musicians (Rogers 2013; Eriksson et al. 2019; Deresiewicz 2020; Taylor 2015). The “value gap” is a term now commonly used to describe “the growing mismatch between the value that user upload services such as YouTube extract from music and the revenue returned to the music community—those who are creating and investing in music” (Mazierska, Gillon, and Rigg 2018). Many of the ideas advanced by artists who are profiled in this book became so successful that they ultimately were self-undermining; the systems that supported their creative experimentation were victimized by the democratization that they championed and cultivated. This phenomenon applies to my personal story as well as the larger narrative. While Diffusing Music interrogates both the positive and negative views of musical democratization, it emphasizes how historical trajectories can point toward new strategies for generating musical meaning and value, rather than analysis of the lost economic models of the twentieth-century music business. The paradoxical outcomes are investigated throughout the book, reflected through my personal experiences as an active contributor to the establishment of our new musical reality.

The journey toward the state of ubiquitous music begins over one hundred years ago on both sides of the Atlantic. In Europe, visual artist Marcel Duchamp devised a little-known system for writing music based on chance in conjunction with his concept of the readymade, and Luigi Russolo replaced musical instruments with noise machines designed to mimic the sound of mechanized society. In North America, jazz introduced a new collaborative model of musicmaking that incorporated improvisation in a collaborative, collectivist format. Duchamp, the Futurists, and serialist Arnold Schoenberg all were strong influences on John Cage, who used chance operations to mirror the workings of nature and erase intentionality from the creative process. Jazz musicians continued pushing the limits of improvisation toward more spontaneous expression, while Fluxus artists, strongly influenced by Cage’s ideas, consciously merged art and life and proposed the dismantling of all hierarchy in cultural systems. Marshall McLuhan described how the shift to auditory culture would create a new global tribalism, and new technologies of music-making became accessible to the masses through electronic instruments that advanced the democratization of recording and performance. Hip-hop DJs began making music out of other artists’ records, challenging conventional notions of authorship and originality, while punk stripped rock to its bare bones and shunned old models of virtuosity. Brian Eno introduced ambient music, intended to be used as an accompaniment to other activities, while DJs replaced performance spectacle with sculpted audio backdrops that facilitated social interaction. Intelligent instruments and software have upended the need for specialized musical training, with new systems emerging constantly that further facilitate active participation in the act of “musicking” as defined by Christopher Small (1998). After tracing the trajectories that led to the current democratized state of the art form, the concluding chapters offer examples of musical meta-creation which are designed for the new context of Information Communication Technologies (ICT’s) and networked consciousness.

In my career as a composer/performer, I have been an enthusiastic advocate for the democratization of music and the advancement of new musical technologies. For four decades my creative projects have been centered around the ongoing development of the Mutantrumpet, a hybrid electro-acoustic instrument that I originally designed with synthesizer inventor Robert Moog in the early 1980s. The intersection of musical creativity with organology and the hybridization of acoustic, electronic, and virtual instruments are fundamental to my artistic practice. I have consistently sought to break down hierarchies and boundaries in my creative work as well as in my activity as a writer, educator, and curator. My direct participation in many of the developments outlined in this book provide an insider’s view of how music progressed toward the current situation, one in which music is becoming a ubiquitous and fluid vehicle for social interaction. In fact, without the diffusion and democratization of music, I would not have made the transition from traditional instrumentalist to composer/performer.

The Mutantrumpet is equipped with three bells, two sets of valves, and a mini-trombone slide, which give the conventional trumpet multi-timbral capabilities. The acoustic instrument is then seamlessly melded with digital technology through a highly customized interface. The Mutantrumpet’s emphasis on expanding the basic trumpet into an instrument capable of producing a multiplicity of acoustic and electronic voices and timbres along with controlling visual media embodies the concept of creative musical diffusion that is the subject of this book. My compositions for the instrument incorporate three distinct voices that merge and blend to create a hybridized expression. This three-layered compositional approach is mirrored in the structure of this book, in which three trajectories intertwine to investigate the phenomena of musical diffusion and democratization: recent technological developments, historical precursors to current patterns, and auto-ethnography. These strands are counterpointed throughout with the goal of illuminating how music is being redefined in the twenty-first century.

One of the musicians whose ideas strongly inform Diffusing Music is composer and performer Pauline Oliveros, with whom I was fortunate enough to perform and record numerous times. Oliveros coined the term sonosphere to describe the sonic equivalent of the biosphere. “The sonosphere is the sonorous or sonic envelope of the earth. The biospheric layer of the sonosphere is irrevocably interwoven with the technospherical layer of the sonosphere” (2011, 168). Following on Oliveros as well as my longtime mentor La Monte Young, the notion of tuning the emergent sonosphere through principles of resonance is presented here as crucial for the future of digitized, democratized music. As music becomes more and more dynamic and interactive via online networks, the idea of a finished musical composition or recording could vanish altogether and be replaced by a fluid, dynamic system in which musical meaning is always emergent and variable. Artists and technologists must articulate new ways of engaging with, tuning, and shaping the sonosphere, generating new experiences and as yet undiscovered meanings and responses that are designed specifically for the democratized musical context. The complexity of the rapidly evolving sonosphere can be likened to a giant neural network with infinite layers that are becoming more and more interactive. Models taken from chaos theory and the study of dynamical systems are useful in describing and apprehending the current state of music today and are referenced throughout the book. These provocative words from chaos theorist and visual artist Ralph Abraham, a longtime collaborator and mentor of mine, offer a vision of how the musical art might continue to develop in the future:


Cultural evolution may thus be envisioned, in the spirit of general evolution theory, as an autopoietic (self-organizing, pattern-formation) process in a vibratory field. This evolution-theoretic view of the advance of consciousness makes space for everyone in the pattern-formation process of history, or morphogenesis. It’s not a question of a few intellectual leaders inventing new thoughts, musical styles, scientific theories, and technological gadgets. All who wish to participate may do so, just by paying attention and interacting. (1994, 17)



Artistic and technological possibilities for this future are presented throughout Diffusing Music.




1 Chance Insurgents

In 2019 Endel became the first example of an algorithm signing a recording contract with a major record label in a deal with Warner Music (Guardian 2019). The Berlin-based company “focuses on creating tailor-made custom sound frequencies based on personal user inputs such as time of day and location, and webiometric details such as heart rate,” Oleg Stavitsky, cofounder and CEO of Endel, told Rolling Stone (Wang 2019). Applications that implement AI to make the composition and customization of music possible for any user with a smartphone or computer are proliferating widely from both tech giants and startups. Google’s Magenta and Lyria projects, Facebook’s Meta Gen, Stable Audio, Suno, Udio, WavTool, Amper, Boomy, AIVA, Jukedeck, Ecrett Music, Melodrive, ORB Composer, Amadeus Code, and Humtap are just a few of the applications that either create music autonomously or assist human composers in their creative projects. Byte Dance, the owner of TikTok, offers Ripple, an app in which users sing a phrase and a complete musical structure is built around it. Cyanite.ai enables comparative analysis of different musical examples to assist composers with finding the right sound for their works based on existing musical examples on streaming services. Popular music artists and producers, including Taryn Southern, Arca, Holly Herndon, Grimes, Benoit Carre, Toro y Moi, YACHT, and Ash Koosha have all created music utilizing AI in various forms and touted their techniques to draw attention to their innovations, while countless other creators undoubtedly utilize similar tools to compose and produce music without
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