ARTIST STATEMENT

This piece was first published in 1897 in the Album Primo-
avrilesqe [First of April Collection]. The music score features only bar
lines, & is thought to be the first piece of its kind.

In his introduction, Allais claims that: “the author of this funeral
march was inspired in his composition by the principle, accepted by
everyone, that great pain is silent. [And because] These great pains
are silent, the performers must concern themselves solely with
counting the measures, instead of indulging in that unseemly din
which robs the best funerals of their noble character.”

This work is interpreted though the employment of low frequency
sound, where the slow oscillating beats of low pitches count out the
measures referred to in Allais’ text. Often, these low frequencies are
close to silence, they serve more to vibrate structures than to
represent any musical life on their own. In Allais’ time, funeral marches
usually followed the procession, slowly decreasing in volume until the
arrival at the grave site, where the band would play in ‘silence’ for
several minutes before downing their instruments. This interpretation
engages with this idea of the ‘performed silence,” where audibility is
understood by means other than the purely aural.

—Cat Hope,
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DEATHLY SILENCE & FULLNESS

Alphonse Allais was a regular writer for the magazine produced by that infamous den
of bohemian culture, the Cabaret Chat Noir. His «Marche funébre composée pour les
funérailles d’un grand homme sourd» must be considered in the first instance a joke. It was an
attempt by Allais & his friends to cock a snook at the then major French institution of the state
funeral. When Victor Hugo died in 1885, a massive memorial cortége honouring his name &
his contribution to the French Republic wound its way through the city of Paris. As a result, the
death of any bourgeois worthy of the name was commemorated with a similarly sombre
procession through town, often ending at the Montmartre Cemetery near the Chat Noir.

Composer John Cage was fascinated by the work of another of the Cabaret Chat Noir
jokesters, namely Erik Satie, whose much referenced durational piece of simple repetitions,
Vexations (1899), served as a kind of template for Cage’s attempt to empty music out of its
complexity & return it to the simple hums & pulses which underpin all of existence. Cage
famously noted that there is no such thing as absolute silence. Even in an anechoic or sound-
proofed, sound-dampened chamber, he could hear what he deduced to be the buzz of his
nerves & the thud of his heart. & just like the human body, so the world is full of sound, at all
times, & in all places. To be silent is not just to be dead, it is to exist in a state within which the
universe has ceased to exist. No sound means that everything has stopped, including the
spinning of stars & the vibration of electrons within atoms.

This then is the contradiction of both Cage’'s & Allais’ oeuvre: a kind of silence is
generated in the performance of these pieces (Cage’s well-known 4'33” in which he simply
sat at the piano & listened for 4 minutes & 33 seconds) yet this silence is noisy. Other sounds
impinge, are felt, are heard. Silence & sound collapse into each other, with “silence” in this
sense becoming a perplexing space for listening rather than a true absence. Like Cage, Allais
insists that this “silence” has a shape & a texture—you count down the measures, & inhabit a
particular space of time & duration.

West Australian musician Cat Hope’s concern is ultimately slightly different though,
even as she plumbs these ideas in art history & music. Hope is concerned with bass & power.
Hope is not after the transcendental space of meditative, almost Zen-like contemplative
listening which Cage wants. This is not a quasi-religious silence, the silence of the Cistercian
friar or of mental recitations of prayers & of calls to self-knowledge which must be thought &
mouthed but not acoustically voiced. Rather this is a corrosive silence, an erosion, an assault.

Contrary to what some critics have assumed, Hope has not taken the name of Abe
Sada—she of In the Realm of the Senses (1976) who famously choked her lover, severed his
penis & carried it about with her for some days afterwards—to adopt a strong position vis a vis
gender or sexuality, but rather to signal her alliance to the concept of “an extreme act” (and
what could be more extreme in this world of violence, war & capital than to take the phallus of
power from one’s lover & to cradle it like a cat?).

The special property of the bass tone is precisely what opens up a new possibility
within the function of sound, noise & silence. Abe Sada does not simply perform silence. It
paradoxically infiltrates, fills & re-injects this silence, this deathly space, with a physical wave
of gargantuan scale. The size of the bass wave is so large that at times it cannot even be
heard, only felt. It is an experiential sound, which transforms the listener into not so much of a
contemplative individual who considers his or her union with the universe, as in Cage or
R.Murray Schafer. It is rather a sound which turns us, the audience, into things, post-human
objects or sound resonators, which simply feel, touch, or throb with a potent silence.

Whilst Hope’s oeuvre does indeed pulse & vibrate with the pleasures of violence &
extremity, it is something of a category error to see her work in terms of sexuality. To use
Jacques Lacan’s ideas against him, the whole point of fetishism & phallic imagery is that it

conceals the fact that no one can ever “have” the phallus. Potency & fullness, of any kind,
sexual or otherwise, is an illusion. Cars, stilettos, whips, and—yes—sounds, only cover up our
lack of something innately biological or otherwise unambiguous upon which we could found
our desires & our creative energy. On the contrary, each of us is forced to generate our
individuality & our loves out of a vacuum, just like the empty staves of Allais’ score.

What | am trying to suggest here is that Allais & Hope not only suggest that the bassy
caesura of the open space & our silent grief is close to death & to our own disappearance into
the grave. Rather, the real conclusion which all this leads up to is that we were never
here/there in the first place. Sada did not just carry away a length of inanimate flesh. Her
conceptual act showed that desire was never really “there” (in the body). So one can transport
one’s lust around, or dispose of it like a piece of offal, as one so desires.

Hope’s translation of Allais’ concept then totally destabilises the logic of presence, & of
identity itself—hence too Hope’s use of the pseudonym, & the instability of her “band,” as well
as the compositions themselves, with Abe Sada taking the form of a changeable, strategic
alliance of 1 to 20 musicians who improvise around scenarios the limits & conditions of which
are composed by Hope. There is no coherence here, no transcendental logic, no authority,
nothing one can hold onto, or even really touch—this is sound, after all, not a literal object.
Abe Sada then performs the absence not only of true silence, but also the absence of
subjectivity itself. It breaks, smashes & destroys in a fashion which, at least for some, is both
fun & pleasurable. Friedrich Nietzsche never had it so good.

This then is “extreme sound” (as the title of one CD compilations which Hope has
appeared on announces), yet sound which is paradoxically “quiet,” “silent” or at least in some
sense, absent, differed, displaced, homeless & placeless. Even as she plays the room—since
the reaction of sound, noise & bass within a venue takes on a very particular character
depending on which bits of ducting, chairs or other materials vibrate best at which
frequencies—Hope performs her own absence as well as our own. No one is here. Just
sound, bass, & joyful extinction.

—Dr Jonathan W. Marshall
University of Otago
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