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“The simultaneous view of many things, innumerable attractions felt together, produce 

equilibrium and indifference, as effectually as the exclusion of all.” 

--George Santayana, A Sense of Beauty  

To see a world in a grain of sand

And heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand

And eternity in an hour.

--William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence”

In saving us from the infinitesimal, our senses cede the field to the fairies. That we are all relatively myopic is clear from the paranoid imaginings which begin where the penetration of our senses tapers off. Dali, as a child would press on his eyeballs to make the angels come, imitating the gesture of the human fœtus and countering his fear of the dark with benign intrauterine hallucinations. Senses enter their agony when one sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch fails to suggest another, thus creating a maximalist concentration of focus and endurance. It is at this point that the fairies make their entrance, dancing to the death rattle of our apprehensions. 


Minimalism in painting and the minimalist use of repetition in music set limits to our sensory receptions. How can one go on listening to the same thing ? For Vico and Nietszche and any other philosopher of eternal return, repetition does not pose a problem, since its pulse is so infinitesimally slow ; in the absence of an enduring observer objects and events can pass themselves off as unique. History itself would be a minimalist work if its pulse were accelerated to a rate which allowed us to experience it again and again ; if we could be outside it and eternal. Since we are within it and finite, history for us is too full, and must remain for the time being a maximalist paradigm. Music, however, is there to be endured. 


In his essay on Bernard Réquichot, Roland Barthes argues that « quite often in a single painter [there is] a whole history of painting » (228) ; by changing the levels of perception, for example with the aid of a magnifying glass, « Nicholas de Staël is in three square centimetres of Cézanne » (228). What determines our experience of a work is the level at which we perceive it : « isolate, enlarge, and treat a detail, you create a new work » (223).
 Minimalist music, according to Jonathan Bernard, can induce its listeners to effect a similar perceptual shift : 

…the small number of events over time tends to focus the listener’s attention intensely on each event, in all its particularity, thus resulting, from the minimalist point of view, in a music of parts rather than a whole.  

(Potter 5)

This is not pointillism, where each constituent dot remains a functional part of the whole, submissive and superficial ; no, minimalism fractionates its material, distilling particles which have different properties, which depart from the original unity. In this way, each particle may be a composition, or something else.


With typical raw intuition, Don Van Vliet may have stumbled across this process and formulated it for the amusement of his musicians in what he called his « exploding note theory ». When learning « Flavour Bud Living » prior to the recording of Doc at the Radar Station, Gary Lucas took for his model John French’s performance of the piece on the Bat Chain Puller tapes. Van Vliet wasn’t pleased and sent Lucas back to re-learn it according to his new theory : « …you play every note as if it has only a tangential relationship to the preceding note and the note that follows. »
 Each constituent part of the piece becomes semi-autonomous, it may detach itself from its syntagmatic functionality and become a tiny but expanding centre of new experience – a paradigm. One could knuckle down at this point and bash out some formal philosophy on the warring themes of monism and monadology, Spinoza and Leibniz. Each note in « Flavour Bud Living » if played according to Van Vliet’s exigencies would perhaps be a monad, not « windowless » as Leibniz suggested, but separated from its neighbours by a pretty grubby pane of glass, rendering relations oblique at best. Spinoza’s monism admits only one substance : God. 
 Everything else is merely a mode of this oneness : « Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can exist or be conceived without God. »
 In our musical model, God would be the unified work which imposes modality on its parts and arrogates to itself the exclusive right to exist. In critical parlance, this may be what we mean when we say that a work is « self-contained ». In Leibniz’s « best of all possible worlds », by contrast, God has created a maximum of independent substances ; the world is exemplary precisely because it has been created on maximalist principles. In criticising John French’s performance as « too religious », Van Vliet may have thought that it made his composition sound too monistic (or even monastic), too much like a substantial God who is ineluctable essence and cannot be subdivided. He must have heard too much veneration in French’s playing, a  worshipful submission to a single sprit in the piece which checks its capacity to stimulate the ear in and into detail.

This theological cleavage is again audible in « Peon » which was performed by Bill Harkleroad and Mark Boston for Lick My Decals Off  and then re-recorded by the same duo in 1976 for the debut album of Mallard. In the Decals version one of the first things we notice is how loud the bass is in relation to the guitar ; they are not playing on the same dynamic level and this discrepancy tends to emphasise both inexactitudes of timing and the piece’s asymmetric intervals, opening up a space for the ear to engage in creative decomposition. It would be interesting to know how deliberate this mixing strategy was and at whose insistence it was allowed to stand. The guitar itself sounds excessively dry and trebly, with a lot of muting to cut off its resonance. There is a staccato sinfulness about the unison bends which appear after a definite pause about three quarters of the way through the piece ; and when Harkleroad plays the final descent each of its eight notes sounds as if it has something separate to say. The Mallard version by contrast is ushered in with a few seconds of twittering birdsong, like some kind of relaxation cassette purchased at a headshop along with the cannabis chocolate and peppermint essence for the pillowcase. This pastoral backing continues throughout, filling in the gaps between the notes, rounding off the edges, lubricating the jerky listen. The guitar and the bass are mixed together now and the former has a mellow jazz tone traceable to the soft-stroking fingertip rather than nit-picking nail. The reverb is up and those unison bends are played with a tasteful tremolo. Glissandi are introduced to spread the notes into the gaps with a mollified attack, most notably on the fourth of those last eight notes, which slips self-effacingly into its neighbour, executing the self-sacrifice of melody, an offering to the oneness of the whole. The overall effect is like the bogus Mexican melancholy of Bob Dylan’s incidental music for Sam Peckinpah’s “Pat Garret and Billy the Kid” a film about the ritual extinction of the individual. Don Van Vliet said that French’s Flavour Bud Living « put the whole thing in heavy syrup »
, and with the Mallard « Peon » we have a second helping of the sticky. 

If the mechanical aid to the shift of perceptual level in painting is the magnifying glass, in music it is the tape recorder, which not only records sequences of sound but allows them to be played back at different speeds, helping the ear to focus differently.
 Don Van Vliet’s assessment of Decals pinpoints the link between its aesthetics and the speed at which it is perceived :

What the music is going at is complete absence. That’s the way we did it. You can’t think about that music. That music is moving so fast that if you think about it it’s like watching a train go by and counting the cars.

Here there is no danger of minimalist endurance and the consequent effect is one of « total absence ». Except it isn’t of course, Van Vliet is indulging in hyperbole ; though there is an accelerated rate of event in the music, which certainly runs ahead of our ability to concentrate on any one moment. It is like the scary succession of ideas during insomnia, which defeats our efforts to pin down a single thought or image and endure it long enough to enter the expanded realm of dream, to count sheep for example rather than those impossibly speeding railway cars. It is very difficult to shift the level of our perception of Decals, perhaps even more so than was the case with its predecessor, Trout Mask Replica. This music is antithetical to minimalism, and it is therefore very intriguing that Van Vliet should associate it with an experience of emptiness, « total absence ». If slowed down maybe it would begin to provoke those minimalist moments of escape into new plenitudes, or at least some odd points of access for the ear’s proactive penetrations. Or perhaps we should think of it rather as fairy music, that is to say the kind of thing we might hear after shifting our level of perception of something which has been pressing on our eardrums, a minimalist piece for example. Could Captain Beefheart be a sonic equivalent of Dali’s angels ?
 Perhaps it is coming from as well as « going at » absence, revelling in what Samuel Beckett has called the “cyclic dynamism of the intermediate”
, a phrase which might be usefully set alongside Van Vliet’s definition of painting as “fulfilling the absence of space between the opposite meanings,”
 and which also suggests the technical phenomenon of interference, caused by the intersection of two or more wave systems. In any case, we begin to see here the logic of repetition within the minimalist aesthetic, for what better way is there to slow down the rate of progression of a  piece of music than to begin to repeat its parts ?


The close scrutiny of minimalist repetition invites the listener to re-hear music. After a certain number of habitual expectations are confounded the listener is left with the music as nothing but material, art which has slowed to a dead stop. Moving from Vico to Bruno the Nolan and still concerning himself with the poetics of Finnegans Wake, Beckett reminded us that “the maxima and minima of particular contraries are one and indifferent” (6). Joyce’s writing, like Lick My Decals Off Baby, moves too fast whereas minimalism moves too slow, but both are maximalist in that they tap into frequencies beyond the normal perceptual range, at the low end or at the high end, where extremes of contraries meet and structure breaks down into art matter. The shift of the level of perception is now revealed to be a re-materialisation of the language, of the music, in which what you hear is what you hear, miraculously disrobed of the acculturated vestment. Old habits die hard, and readers have been slow to take Joyce literally, assuming counterintuitively that the Wake is metaphorical and that its fairies are those of a hidden dreamer:


Wild primates not stop him frem at rearing a writing in handy antics. (229.02-02)

By shifting our levels of perception (or acknowledging that a shift has take place) we can re-possess these “wild primates” with some “handy antics” of our own, dragging them back at the last moment from the text’s sawmill of figurative allusion, releasing the dynamism of their intermediacy. Bryan Fernyhough, though no minimalist himself, has clearly noted this process of maximalist re-possession:  

Our ears impose upon us, with any listening process, a number of possible strategies which we’re constantly scanning and assessing, and… finding a new distance and a new perspective in relation to what we are hearing at that particular moment. It is one of the few possible justifications for minimalist music, for instance: that the maximalisation comes through the individual, rather than through the object.
     


Parody and pastiche, on the other hand, involve a weird complicity with the listener’s habitual expectations and rarely operate beyond normal frequencies of perception. In the evocation of the original there is a blurring of boundaries between the avant-garde and kitsch. This wilful confusion is something that we see all the time in Zappa’s œuvre.
 A song like “Sharleena”, although not specifically a cover version, depends on all the specific features of the 1950s teenage lost love ballad. It plays on the original instead of seeking extremes, and this ludic element, timed to the aesthetic tempo of the original, is unlikely to raise the problem of endurance. We see a similar process at work in the “Nausicaa” chapter of Ulysses, where Joyce’s avant-garde tendencies are indissoluble from his interest in kitsch. Had they been contemporaries, Gerty McDowell and Sharleena might well have become girl-gossipy transatlantic pen-friends, exchanging innocent smut on the boys in their lives. In Finnegans Wake, on the other hand, we would be hard pressed to find anything in the same parodic mode, the writing is striking at a different frequency, a holier one, perhaps, where the extremes meet in an empty plenum where difference is identity, misery is joy, and irritation is satisfaction, where reading will go on because it can’t. Which helps us to pose important questions about Zappa: does his attachment to parody block a materialist response to his music? And where in his work does he show us the fairies?
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� The Responsibility of Forms. Something of this effect is achieved on the inside cover of Broadway the Hard Way, where a section of the main photograph of Zappa at his President’s desk is blown up and used for the left hand panel. The winking pencil jug holds our attention in a world of diagonals where everything is sliding off into the bottom left hand corner. Looking at the main picture we understand the perspective, in the cropped version something is very wrong; so why the wink?


	The technique of close miking is a sonic equivalent to magnification. Henri Chopin’s thrusting of the microphone into the mouth or throat creates a maximalist concentration on the origins of the vocal (just as Sonny Boy Williams II got closer to his instrument by chewing it). If we imagine the microphone (or the harmonica) being thrust into another of the body’s orifices we arrive at a perfect conjunction of the microscopic and the endoscopic.  


� Barnes 273


� Although to speak of one substance is slightly misleading since God cannot be counted, number belonging to our finite understanding of a substance not its essence.


� Spinoza, Ethics 1.4


� Barnes 273


� Douglas Gordon has attempted something similar in video with his slow motion projection of classic films. His screening of Psycho challenged his audience to endure a marathon 24 hour viewing, while offering them the chance to see the fairies in every frame.  


� Barnes 336


� Van Vliet certainly used endurance as a technique for training his musicians. Moris Tepper reports being locked in the bathroom for three hours and forced to listen to “Red Cross Store” by Mississippi John Hurt. His release was conditional upon him “hearing” the music, and the declared aim of the exercise was to expunge the note C that he was carrying around in his head (for “conventional”, “conservative”?) after over-exposing himself to the Beatles. One wonders whether Tepper would have been released sooner from the Beefheart bog if he had been forced to listen to “Love, Love Me Do”! (Barnes 236).


	Further evidence that C is the key of endurance is provided by Terry Riley’s seminal minimalist work of  1964  In “c”, during which an ensemble works its way through 53 modules to the constant pulse of two high Cs played on the piano. Did Riley resort to C for his minimalist effects precisely because it had come to be stigmatised as the key of conventionality (of “citsch” even)? William Duckworth confirms the transgressive nature of Riley’s gesture: “in the late sixties no one could remember the last experimental composer who had used a key signature, much less written anything in C major” ( quoted in Potter 148).  


� Samuel Beckett et al, Our Exagmination Round his Factification for Incamination of “Work in Progress”, 16. 


� Barnes 331


� That Van Vliet was conversant with at least some American minimalist music is evident from his quotation of Steve Reich’s Come Out in “Moonlight on Vermont”: “Come out to show them”. Barnes 94-95 


� Potter 15


� Just as it is a defining feature of Pop Art. If Van Vliet, then, has a dialectical affinity with the minimalists, perhaps Zappa is closer to the likes of Warhol, Oldenburg, Rosenquist and Lichtenstein. 
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