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Expect the Unexpected: Experimental Music, or the Ignorance of Sound 
Design

During a winter evening at the end of 1990s, a friend took me to a records shop downtown 

evenings, from 9 p.m. until late.

hosted, where one or two musicians sat on the chairs and a crowd of three to ten people 

experimental 
music

1

difference. Experimental music is music that 
surprise. The 

audience expects that the songs or the performances will contain something unexpected2.

participant comprehension3 (Collins, 1984) and relies on 

contributory expertise4 (Collins and Evans, 2002), together 

ĳing. 

1. See the first two chapters in Thornton, 1996 for a discussion on distinction and authenticity in music subcultures.
2. “Experimental music”, in this paper, refers to a generic word for a group of music practices. Besides the general argument of difference I 

discuss here, it also includes subcategories such as noise music (which relies on the evolution in time of sound materials which contents 
usually do not include rhythms or melodies but variations of sound density, timbre, and volume), or jazz improvisations with acoustic 
instruments such as guitars or brass, with melodies and rhythms, contemporary classical music, musique concrète, and other music genres. 

3. “Participant comprehension” is a term coined by the sociologist of science Harry Collins (see Collins, 1984). Collins uses it to describe an 
interpretative research approach (which he derives from participant observation in anthropology) where a researcher gets the closest possible
to a full participant of the situation s/he observes, becoming conversant with the details of the discipline s/he is observing. Specifically, in 
participant comprehension, claims of objectivity are considered less valuable than a deep and personal understanding what the participants 
are actually doing; “The stress is not on recording events (...) but on internalising a way of life.” (Collins, 1984, p. 61).

4. “Contributory expertise” is used by Harry Collins and Robert Evans to describe the kind of expertise fully socialised members of a community 
have, including the ability to carry out the practical tasks associated with it (Collins and Evans, 2002). Collins uses the term in connexion with 
the one of “interactional expertise”, which describes the ability to talk about the practical tasks without being able to contribute to it. For 
instance, a music journalist may have enough expertise in music to have a discussion with professional musicians, while at the same time not 
being able to play on a stage with them (hence, he would have “interactional expertise” in music). A full member of the same musicians 
community will be able to have the discussion and to play on stage (“contributory expertise”).
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experimental musicians are techniques of dealing with the (re)production of nonknowledge, 

elements in the production of surprises. 

Lao Li 
ĳ

ĳ
concerts looked quite similar, with a mix of Chinese and Western attendees.

I met Lao Li5

organized in Geneva, the audience was small (a few dozen people), and people were listening
while seated. .

6.

Computer Music Tutorial 

and recognizing their sound characteristics), the feeling of incomprehension was a little 
humiliating.

During the months that followed, I managed to meet with Lao Li several times and he agreed 

5. Fictitious name.
6. DJs and musicians mixing reggae tracks are used to “play” with a mixer. But, based on my experience, this is usually not considered 

comparable to someone playing a music instrument live. DJs use the mix to add a personal touch on the records they play (in particular when 
moving from the previous record to the next one), and reggae tracks are mixed live in the studio in order to add a personal feeling to the way 
the equalisation and other effects are applied.
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operations.

proposed the idea of designing a sound that would come out of the roof, penetrate the auditor 

movements of sounds in a tridimentional space. Musicians in conservatories in Switzerland 
considered it conventional to speak of the sound as coming out of the loudspeakers while the 

situation of a listener standing at equal distance of two loudspeakers outputting the same 
sound at the same time and the same level, the auditor would locate the source at the middle 

叠 吸 压
either into categories I knew. 

together so that the differences in editing on the various copies the same recording would, 
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Bad surprises...

声音没了！

merged together. 

unprocessed recording! The processed version, featuring the new sound edits, sounded less 

sound engineering informed point of view, were related to the devices he used for listening. 

installed at his home. Loudspeakers used when composing electronic music are crucial 

frequencies. 
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negative knowledge

started anew.

The second example with the recording that didn’t sound as good as the original one, relates 

Good surprises...

music instrument. What was even more surprising during the performance was that I could 

叠 吸 压
performance consisted of coming with a series of identical sound recordings, which he mixed

of the sound. 

Mastering 
Audio: The Art and the Science

circuit is in operation! (…) The principle is quite simple
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压

not when it came to equalisation.

First and second degree ignorance
7, I was 

8

exact moment where I would 

movement.

sound. 

their home. When it comes the moment of recording their work or presenting it on stage, 

reaction to surprises, where (sound) surprises are the music instrument of their performance.9

7.

8. The place was run by the owner of the records shop described in the introduction, who plays an important role in regard to the local music 
scene in Geneva. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to trace back the name of this band.

9. During an interview with me, the owner of the records shop, mentioned in the previous note, described the deliberate creation of surprises 
which artists themselves can’t foresee. 
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No bollocks [in English while speaking in 
10

11

12, and so forth. In the words of one of the two 

part of their future performance or recording will consist of reproducing this surprise for the 
audience.

10. The use of English words in French in this kind of context often goes with a humorous tone. My understanding is that French speakers rely on
the tone to indicate that they don’t mean to impress with their knowledge of a foreign language, but to create an effect, in most cases 
derogatory.

11. “No bollocks. Non seulement ils font la même chose que tout le monde, mais ils le font mal.”
12. “imprévisible”; “audacieux et radical/pointu”; “en phase complète avec l’actualité et questionnement de l’internationale expérimentale/

improvisé, se renouvelant du coup lui-même sans cesse”; “ torsions/modulations synthétiques granuleuses et agitées à souhait réellement 
déconcertantes [sic]”.
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disappearing). In the second case, nescience for Lao Li, turned into ignorance, that I saw as 
nonknowledge negative knowledge

ignorance was taking him in divergent directions. .

attempts, are helpful to offer access to the production of surprises and to new knowledge. 

during the reproduction phases, such as the production of a recording, or a live performance.  
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