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the thes is  abstracted

 From the early to mid 19th century, the human race has been enchanted 
with, perhaps even hypnotized by–our technological ability to record and play 
back images and sound; to create permanent record of our individual and 
collective experiences, distilled to pure sensorial information.

Media is the name given to this ever-changing technology, which affords us a powerful mirror of 
ourselves and our culture.

 As far back in time as I can remember, recorded sound has been a key influence on 
my understanding of the world, as well a driver of my creative development within it. As a child 
I whipped a microphone above my head like the rotors of a helicopter while simultaneously 
screaming like a banshee. This  created a brand new sensory experience there were just no words for. 

The cassette tape case at Aquarius Records on Valencia Street in San Francisco, Ca. November 2010. 
I interviewed Jim Haynes, an employee there about the recent resurgence in the cassette format in the un-
derground noise scene. We discussed how the format itself serves as an elitist barrier to entry for the casual 

listener, given the level of commitment one must have to own dated technology. 

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     

// WHIP IT GOOD   



7

Designed listening experiences of either a musical or non-musical nature hold my imagination 
captive. It is my personal belief that recorded sound is the perfect media, and is my favorite because 
of the way it can blend with other sensory experiences, and how personal and meaningful that can 
become.

I recognize that my love for this media has a lot to do with when I was born, and the times I grew up 
in, the 70s and 80s. Radio was still king. Video games were primitive, not even close to the immersive 
digital worlds my son inhabits with his PS3. MTV hadn’t been invented yet; we didn’t even have 
television or computers in my house until I was much older.

 I’m interested in bringing some of the qualities of the analog age which 
we seem to have lost, back into the digital age; that of materiality, physicality, 
tactility, intentionality, personality, permanence, and playfulness.

Exloration space, Sean Ross 2010

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.1  // ABSTRACT

                                                                                                                               an introduction 
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// WHIP IT GOOD   

I first became interested in the problem of music losing it’s physical form, 
which happened gradually, with the transition from the vinyl record to 
the CD, and finally dematerialized altogether, with all data moving to the 
cloud, making music even more ephemeral & disposable

I believe that if we did some of these things, and continued to innovate 
playback media in new directions, we might be able to save the recording 
industry from itself, while simultaneously re-educating audiences that 
truly great works of art are worth supporting – no longer just disposable 
marketing giveaways, but the revered and beloved artifacts of shared 
emotions.

.My thesis aims to serve as a critical analysis and critique of culture and 
commerce in our digitally mediated and dematerialized era, as well as 
dive deeply into a formal and methodological series of process driven 
investigations that explore the re-embodiment of tactile, analog nature in 
parallel realms of sound and vision. Lastly, I will explore a business concept 
that is a springboard for the re-introduction of the tangible artifact as a 
highly personal one-off archival record.

research & methodology

My research will consist of a series of formal and written investigations 
into the following:

• What are the properties & effects of specific media in our lifetimes? 
How does each step in the progressive chain change us as individuals, 
as a culture? What, if anything, remains constant? How do these various 
media designs function on a technical level, and how do these modes 
of operation impart qualities onto the ‘PURE’ information itself and the 
resulting experience, intended or not? Media such as floppy discs, hard 
drives, LP records, cassettes, even physical space as mediator, are all 
analyzed and compared in regards to the natures and effects of these 
artifacts & media on individuals and culture.

• A series of formal/methodological investigations involving materials 
and processes which generate sound and image in parallel, in order to 
synthesize (cross-pollinate) across sensorial boundaries in an attempt 
to re-embody the analog creative experience. PHASE ONE will collect 
discreet video clips which generate sound and image at once. PHASE 
TWO will be to attempt to compose and resolve these clips inside a 
performance-based sequencing environment using custom built software.

• A business model / product concept called “Make Your Own Damn 
Record”, with associated prototypes for one-off recordings which innovate 
form(at); including a case study for a family writing and recording an 
audiovisual memory keepsake, which will be etched & printed.

The Moody Blues, In Search of the Lost 
Chord, 1967

The Beatles, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 
Club Band, 1967

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     
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                                                                                                                               an introduction 
 

Acoustic space is organic and integral, perceived through the 

simultaneous interplay of all the senses whereas “rational” 

or pictorial space is uniform, sequential and continuous and 

creates a closed world with none of the rich resonance of the 

tribal echoland.

The man of the tribal world led a complex, kaleidoscopic life 

precisely because the ear, unlike the eye, cannot be focused 

and is synaesthetic rather than analytical and linear. Speech is 

an utterance, or more precisely, an outering, of all our senses at 

once; the auditory field is simultaneous, the visual successive.

The models of life of nonliterate people were implicit, 

simultaneous and discontinuous, and also far richer than those 

of literate man. By their dependence on the spoken word for 

information, people were drawn together into a tribal mesh; 

and since the spoken word is more emotionally laden than 

the written–conveying by intonation such rich emotions as 

anger, joy, sorrow, fear–tribal man was more spontaneous and 

passionately volatile.

Audile-tactile tribal man partook of the collective unconscious, 

lived in a magical integral world patterned by myth and ritual, 

its values divine and unchallenged, whereas literate or visual 

man creates an environment that is strongly fragmented, 

individualistic, explicit, logical, specialized and detached.

The whole man became fragmented man; the alphabet 

shattered the charmed circle and resonating magic of the tribal 

world, exploding man into an agglomeration of specialized and 

psychically impoverished “individuals,” or units, functioning in 

a world of linear time and Euclidean space.

-Marshall Mcluhan

Old Record Sleeve, Sean Ross 2010

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.2  // RESEARCH & METHODOLOGY



10

Synesthesia:  the product ion of  a sense

impress ion re lat ing to one sense or  par t  of  the body 

by s t imulat ion of  another  sense or  par t  of  the body

Synesthesiast ic :  an idea which s tar ts  in  one media

and is  t ranslated into another*

* I made this word up
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no one
wants to
be defeated

Ringo Starr’s Gold Snare Drum, New York 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Sean Ross 2010



12

Christian Marclay (born 1955) is an American visual artist and composer based 
in New York. Marclay’s work explores connections between sound, sculpture, 
photography, performance, video, and film. A pioneer of using gramaphone 
records and turntables as musical instruments to create sound collage, 
Marclay is, in the words of critic Thom Jurek, perhaps the “unwitting inventor 
of turntablism.” His own use of turntables and records, beginning in the mid-
1970s, was developed independently of but roughly parallel to hip hop’s use 
of the instrument.

I am drawn to and inspired by Marclay’s work specifically for how it straddles 
the middle ground of both the visual and audio realms, a hybrid audio-visual 
form. His work often defies easy categorization.  

This is from Marclay’s “Festival” show at the Whitney in NYC which I attended 
this summer. This shot is some of the musical ephemera Marclay has collected 
and curated, the idea is that musical notation in the world of graphic design is 
really a fake out; it uses the look and feel of the language without understanding 
the underlying system. Marclay then has actual musicians attempt to play 
these scrolls of notational ephemera .

Synesthesia, “the production of a sense impression relating to one sense or 
part of the body by stimulation of another sense or part of the body,” could be 
extrapolated further to mean, an idea that starts in one media and is translated 
into another, such as Christian Marclay’s pillow made of cassette tape, titled 
The Beatles.

designer  as per former

I discovered another recent design MFA graduate from Art Center in Pasadena, 
Ca. who did his thesis on a similar topic as mine. He is now designing visual 
work to accompany live music performances. This was the exact same idea I 
had when I began approaching my work with Max/MSP & Jitter, as I noticed 
a lot of live performance using stock and canned projection imagery, and 
wondered if there might be a design opportunity there.

// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  

Christian Maraclay, Festival, NYC 2010 
photograph by Sean Ross

Christian Marclay 2008

Adam Guzman,  SF Bay Guardian 2010

Christian Marclay, “The Beatles”, 1989

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     
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sound + v is ion 

This work is a graphic notation for a group of very young instrumentalists. It comes from the book 
Notations21, which is a compendium of musicians who are creating experimental notation; our own 
Guillermo Gallindo is also included in this work. This type of artwork serves as both abstract visual design 
and musical notation, and is interesting to me because it can be read as both music notation and visual art. 

Sean Ross, Form Studies: Glass, Water, Ink & Paper, 2010

Henrik Colding-Jorgensen, Museik No. 10, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.3  // PRESEARCH
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As a way to investigate the properties of the older media that I grew up with, I introduced a 
record player back into my home, and placed it in the social center of my family, the kitchen 
table. I bought a ton of new vinyl, mainly for my five year old daughter. It brought along with it a 
level of joy in my house that i was frankly surprised by; everyone got into it. My daughter, who is 
a typical over-stimulated 5 year old kid, now hardly ever asks to watch a movie (which is passive 
entertainment), instead playing her favorite record, simultaneously engaging in imaginative play.

I also began a process of creating sound, which informed visual work, as well as creating visual work 
which informed the creation of sound. Here is an experimental notation which Lara Manzanares 
and I created, and then performed.

// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  

Columbia GP-3 Portable Record Player Minette Strahan-Ross at her craft table with Bambi 
Record, 2010

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     

Afghanistan, Sean Ross & Lara Manzanares, 2010
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Conversely, here is a visual which was created from a song, titled visualization of 2 chords 
interlocked in a looping pattern. As you can see here, I also created digital and analog versions of 
the visualization itself, which serves to demonstrate the clean and dirty natures of these media.

                                                                                                                               investigations

sound clip >> http://www.dsrstudio.com/2-chords-interlocked-in-a-looping-pattern.mp3

Visualization of 2 chords interlocked in a 
looping pattern: Digital. Sean Ross, 2010

Visualization of 2 chords interlocked in a 
looping pattern: Analog. Sean Ross, 2010

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.4  // PRESEARCH
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A quick & dirty ‘mind map’ of some overarching themes to my investigations. 

Gluttony, the sheer amount of media people collect and have access to has increased; subsequently 
it’s value has decreased. Also since everything is online, there is little need to hunt anything down, 
which is a key ingredient in true enjoyment, I think. 

Disembodiment - the idea that physicality is actually a layer of pleasure that is missing from digital 
media, but existed in the media of the past, which employed analog processes of mechanics, 
electricity, & imperfection, and the intentionality of putting a record on, as well as the pause of 
turning it over.

// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  

The Cloud is the opposite of physicality; the giant 
automated data recorder that is evolving through the 
behemoth of google and the internet is cataloging 
our entire human experience as a “perfect copy” and 
writing it to a giant hard drive in the sky, one which is 
disconnected from us and out of our individual control.

These themes are distilled further to what are the 
binary themes, or polar opposites that I find recurring 
throughout my investigations, 1. Digital vs. Analog, 2. 
The Cloud vs. the Shelf, 3. Mass Mediated vs. Personal, 
4. Valuable vs. Disposable, 5. Instant Gratification vs. 
Scarcity

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     
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I was also interested in the idea of using pre-recorded media along with musical instruments as a 
kind of therapeutic creative process, which I tried out with a friend of mine and his family. The idea 
here is to codify a process whereby non-musicians can interact with prerecorded or pre-existing 
structures of media and sound, and create something meaningful and novel, to then ultimately press 
into their own vinyl record as a keepsake. I asked them to draw one another, as a way to combine 
the processes of sound and image making; the images would then be used to screen print on the 
record itself. 

                                                                                                                               investigations

sound clip >> http://www.dsrstudio.com/mr_monkey_medium.mp3
sound clip >> http://www.dsrstudio.com/party.mp3 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.4  // PRESEARCH

Anthony family drawn portraits, 2011Anthony family: recording a family song, 2011



Various machines, Sean Ross 2010
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During my research I also took some trips out into the field. 

Musée Mécanique, the Mechanical Museum at Fisherman’s Wharf, San Francisco

I was interested in exploring what happened when we moved from the mechanical age, when we could actually 
see and interact with the process by which an effect is produced, and the change to digital processes, which are 
mysterious, imperceptible and cold.

The instrument above, and several others there like it–player piano style devices which utilze forms of physical 
notational data which act as triggers for some form of mechanical process–were reminiscent to me of MIDI data. There 
seems to be a direct linkage between player piano and MIDI, and I began wondering how I might use these analog and 
digital playback processes in new and unexplored ways.

// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  

sound clip >> http://dsrstudio.com/dsr_walking_on_sunshine.mp3

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     
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// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  
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21

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.4  // PRESEARCH



The Met, NYC,  Sean Ross, 2010

// BE SYNESTHESIASTIC: SOUND AND VISION  

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     

22

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City

The Met in NYC, has a great collection of early instruments which further serve to illustrate our history with mechanical 
sound.



Transference Exhibit, Sean Ross, 2010

                                                                                                                              investigations

                                                                                                                                                                                                                            THESIS 0.4  // PRESEARCH
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Transference, 2010 

This is an exhibit I attended in the Castro in San Francisco, at the Pop Up Museum of Craft and Design. Called Transference, 
it is a collaboration between Glass artist Andy Paiko and sound artist Ethan Rose . It consists of uniquely handblown 
and sculpted vessels which are harmonically tuned, automated & randomized which results in a regenerative, kinetic 
musical instrument that interacts with the sound of city life and never plays the same piece twice.
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the death of  one medium
in favor of  another

leaves in i t ’s  wake

an absence

25

  of the
  physical



MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE DEATH OF THE PHYSICAL

sound clip >> http://dsrstudio.com/the-death-of-the-physical.mp3
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Stinson Beach, Ca. 1975 Self Portrait, Pencil Sean Ross 2007

 Legendary designer Ettore Sottsass once said that Design is a way of discussing life. For 
most of the 20th century, the gramophone record was one of the most beloved and culturally 
significant media, used to play music and other recorded programs in the home. The LP, or 
Long Play, was my first introduction to what would end up becoming a lifetime fascination–the 
recording arts. One of the first technical feats of my youth was learning how to put a Beatles 
record on my Dad’s turntable. I would sit for hours with his giant stereo headphones, as the 
innovative productions of Sir George Martin expanded my developing mind.



 THESIS 0.5  // PRESEARCH

a history of media
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Spinning LP record on a turntable treated with 
various inks, Sean Ross 2010



Spinning LP record on a turntable treated with various inks, Sean Ross 2010

It’s a Hit, Sean Ross, 2010

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 

// THE DEATH OF THE PHYSICAL
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 For my mom it was Howdy Doody, my dad it was most likely a book–for 
my own son, I’m sad to say I think it may have been Pokemon. Every generation has 
a media object that helps to define them somehow in the cultural trajectory, or as 
an individual. 

 I grew up in Marin County, the other side of Mt. Tam in a small town called 
Stinson Beach. We didn’t have television because Cable hadn’t been invented yet, 
and no broadcast reception could make it over the hill. This deprivation ended up 
working in our favor. We spent most of our waking hours outside playing in some 
of the most beautiful surroundings on earth, and we didn’t even really know it at 
the time. We weren’t poor, but we didn’t have a lot of things. One of the best things 
ever was my dad’s stereo, which in my youth completely replaced television. 

 Listening to recorded music stimulated my imagination and created 
visualizations and narrative forms which were entirely my own interpretations- 
songs are designed to manipulate our emotions, but we also attach our own 
meaning to them, making them “ours.” In this way, records were a cool medium 
compared to television, in that they allowed a high level of mental/emotional 
participation–one which I would later employ when discovering my dad’s cassette 
recorders and microphones. 

 My love of recording as a youth would lead me to create original audio 
plays, conduct amateur sociology experiments, interview my friends at school, as 
well as recording television shows, records, and ambient sounds which I would add 
my own narration to. This was my version of YouTube I suppose. It will undoubtedly 
make me sound old to say these primitive tools were more immediate, more 
inspired, and more genuine avenues to self-discovery and expression then the 
cornucopia of high tech media manipulation we have today. We take so much 
for granted and I believe we are swimming to a large extent in mediocrity. But we 
seem to enjoy participating, even at the detriment of skill, depth, and developed 
talent. I view records as artifacts from a time before everyone became a media star, 
internet famous, and blogged to death.

 That’s not to say there weren’t crap records. But when you are drowning 
in media, it’s a lot harder to find truly great art. And our digital tools and way of life 
have sped up the means of production to such a degree that I don’t believe true 
masterpieces are being created at the same level. This is perhaps an old man’s bias, 
but I feel that most of the work that you’ll find on the front door of the iTunes Music 
Store is largely disposable. And even if it wasn’t, for some reason, because I can’t 
touch it, I can’t feel it, it doesn’t really move me in the same way. 

 It goes without saying at this point that the internet has largely destroyed 
the record industry. It’s an ironic fact that the advent of digital compact discs in the 
late 80s, to some extent as a means to re-sell the very same recordings to people, 
were in effect the beginning of the end. This media enabled, within roughly 15 years 
time, users to digitize their entire music collections on their home PCs and upload 
them to the internet. The rest, as they say, is history.

   THESIS 0.5  // PRESEARCH

                                                                                                                     a history of media
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the death of  one medium
in favor of  another

leaves in i t ’s  wake

an absence

of cul ture,  art is t ry,  or  an element

of  our humanity,  which goes largely
u n n o t i c e d

unt i l  i t ’s  too late
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 While there is no way to undo the mess brought on us by ‘innovation’, it is up to the artists       
     to carry the torch for what we’ve lost, and to remind those who will listen that it doesn’t  
       have to be this way.

 The death of the LP record and cassette tape in favor of digital technology 

            a relative whisper on the landscape of human consciousness.

    We heard about Napster, and then Metallica’s drummer got pissed       
      off, and then every teenager on the internet decided Metallica were irrelevant      
                   anyway. But I think there was larger story at hand most of us missed. 

has been one of those seismic shifts, which came and went with nothing more then                 

       The shift from physical media to digital, in essence robbed us 

  of a means of enjoyment that previously brought people together, in favor of one 
which prefers to keep us separate. 
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Various combinations of sliced and painted LP records, Sean Ross 2010

 This can be seen in the big picture by the fact that we’ve moved from mass 
mediated culture which preferred a few artists at the top of the food chain, to the 
model we have post-internet, where tastes are so fractured it’s hard to commune 
with others around popular songs in the same way as before.

 But on a purely physical level, we used to listen to records–physical 
records– in groups– at parties, at clubs, in your living room–it was a social event 
that could bring your family together, and yes, they sounded different, too–more 
bass, better equipment, physical, electric, magnetic. Bands used to spend years 
working on a record. It’s hard to imagine anyone today tripping on acid for the 
first time to an MP3. We mostly use them in order to go jogging, or to tune out the 
blabbermouth in your office one cubicle over. 

 Tell me, when was the last time you felt excited about downloading a 
song? When was the last time you listened to music –let alone danced–with your 
friends? Or even played an album side in it’s entirety? Does anyone even know what 
that even is anymore? Hint: It’s what a playlist used to be before they gave away all 
control of how musical works were bundled. A few years ago my son encountered 
an old Sony Walkman in our basement and inquired, “Dad, how many MP3s does 
that thing hold”.

 I love records and I love tapes. I still have all of mine from every chapter of 
my life. I love the fact that long after your MP3s are erased in some hard drive crash, 
mine will still play. Even the embarrassing shit I used to listen to in the 8th grade. 



33

 THESIS 0.5  // PRESEARCH

a history of media



“Braille” LP record spray painted in the rain, Sean Ross 2010
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“As the older generations die, they take with them the knowledge 
of what was lost when the new technology arrived and only the 
sense of what was gained remains. It’s in this way that progress 
covers it’s tracks, perpetually refreshing the illusion that where we 

are is where we’re meant to be”...

“We can no longer know what it was like when fire was the source 
of all light”

- Nicholas Carr, The Big Switch



Sliced, Sean Ross, 2010
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Mark Newstetter is my guitar teacher 
and much of my progress as a player 

in the past several years can be attributed to 
his unique talent. Confronted with the lack 
of high quality, comprehensive teaching ma-
terials in the field, Mark has spent a huge part 

of his career developing his own. 

The guitar fretboard is a singularly strange 
place of secret handshakes and obtuse rules. 
In order to convey the complexities and nu-
ances of this magical, yet daunting place,  
Mark has, over many years, written and de-
signed his own set of books called the Fre-
tography Series, which his students use exclu-
sively, along with his tutelage, to unlock and 

master the instrument.  

The reason why Mark is in this book isn’t be-
cause he’s a music person, although my thesis 
is full of music for it’s own sake throughout.

Mark is a gifted musician and teacher, but 
he is also equally a designer, in the sense that 
every day people who are trying to accom-
plish things often must invent their own ways 
and means when there is nothing sufficient 
in existance. Building visual systems in order 
to explain and convey information is some-
thing designers do every day, but it is rare that 
the designer is also the carrier and curator of 
that information at such a granular level. My 
thesis is about the cross pollenation and co-
existance of visual language and sound. Mark 
Newstetter has dedicated his life to under-
standing and developing a unique body of 
knowledge in a highly practical application of 

this relationship.
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I was drawn to the guitar at a very 
young age. I was 9 years old when I 
got my first guitar and I remember 
wanting one for years before that. I 
loved the sound of the guitar and I 
was also obsessed with art and drawing 
and painting, so I’ve always balanced 
the two in my life. Finding a way 
to bring the visual and the musical 
worlds together has led me to finding 
ways to express musical ideas on the 
guitar through graphics in a way that 
walks that balance between them. A 
lot of the educational materials are 
very academic and I think that if you 
want to really understand how music 
works and you don’t want a real rudi-
mentary kind of text you often have 
to go for really academic, very dry 
kind of materials, 
and if you don’t 
want that then of-
ten the other al-
ternatives are 
very simplistic 
and dumbed down. 
I’m trying to find 
something in-be-
tween. I think in 
order to do that, 
I had to find a vi-
sual language for 
basic theory and 
I wasn’t satis-
fied with the visu-
al language I saw 
in most materi-
als that I’ve come 
across.

That’s traditional 
notation, right?

Well, not just traditional notation, 
but the guitar, because you mentioned 
the grid before, the guitar is a grid 
inherently, and diagramming what goes 
on with the fretboard, that’s also 
a traditional part of guitar peda-
gogy: diagrams. Most of the diagrams 
that you find, you know, they’re clear 
enough in what they show you, but 
it’s what they choose to show that 
I’ve always had a problem with. They 
don’t show how theory applies to the 
fretboard—they’ll show you a diagram 

of a chord, a diagram of the scale. I 
haven’t been able to find a comprehen-
sive set of diagrammatical material 
for the guitar that tied together the 
theoretical ideas on the fretboard 
in a comprehensive way, meaning that 
you can look at the diagrams and un-
derstand the theory behind the music, 
behind what you’re looking at, not 
just rote memorization of particular 
chords and scale forms.

So, traditional music education lim-
its the amount of information that a 
new student has access to, so as to 
intentionally not overwhelm them, but 
you’re saying that it holds the new 
student back.

It does. They’re not 
getting the full 
picture—they’re just 
getting dribs and 
drabs and trickles, 
so without the abil-
ity to make those 
connections from 
all those dispa-
rate pieces, they’re 
not really going to 
learn the full pic-
ture until much lat-
er. They’ve taken a 
piecemeal approach 
to understanding 
music, and in doing 
so it’s like treat-
ing music as a jig-
saw puzzle that you 
have to be a rocket 
scientist to be able 

to put together. It’s like a jigsaw 
puzzle with a bunch of shapes, and 
you don’t know what the finished pic-
ture is supposed to look like. That’s 
the way a lot of approaches work, I 
think. It’s another piece, and put-
ting them together isn’t possible be-
cause every piece of music is dif-
ferent and there’s so many different 
kinds of music that they don’t even 
bother, it’s like, we’re not even 
gonna go there, we’re not even going 
to show you how to put these pieces 
together because we don’t think it 
can be done. I don’t think I’ve ever 
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read those exact words anywhere, but 
that’s the impression that I get from 
most of the elementary theory books 
and most of the guitar methods that 
I’ve seen, where theory is treated 
as a kind of really advanced thing 
that, you know, let’s avoid this for 
now, you’ll figure it out later, or 
you have to take a college class. I 
don’t think that’s right. I under-
stood theory a long time ago, and I 
took music in grade school. We had 
a good music program in the public 
school I went to in New York as a kid, 
and I was in the school orchestra, 
and I took some music theory at UCLA 
extension when I was in my early 20s, 
and I’ve hung around with a lot of 
knowledgible musicians and had lots 
of conversations and I read a lot and 
I understood how music theory worked, 
how notation worked, and all that. 
The guitar itself is an instrument, 
is notoriously sort of convoluted in 
the way notes and scales and chords 
lay out on the fretboard because of 

the number of repititions, the number 
of unisons, in other words, the same 
C can be played in 3 or 4 different 
parts of the fretboard; how do you 
decide where to play the same note, 
when you have all these choices? So a 
lot of times that is a beguiling, not 
beguiling but bewildering.

The realationships of those shapes, 
too, are different.

Right, it’s not really consistent. 

Like, the piano, repeats the same 
form over and over again, all you re-
ally need to do is really learn that 
one form.

Yeah, and the guitar has that going 
on too but it’s also layered, you 
know, there’s like 3 different forms. 

And it’s not so symmetrical. I mean 
of course you know that it is, but to 
a beginner, it doesn’t appear to be.
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It doesn’t appear to be symmetrical.

It’s hard to unlock the symmetry 
without some guidance.

The symmetry is there, but it has 
been overlooked. This is my prem-
ise. The symmetry on the fretboard 
has been overlooked. It’s obscure but 
it’s there, and if you know what kind 
of filter to apply, if you know where 
the middle is, if you figure that 
out, then you’ll see it. And in fact 
there’s more then one center, there’s 
2 basic  symmetrical levels going on, 
or forms going on on the fretboard – 
a lower and an upper symmetry, and 
they’re rotational symmetry.

When I talk about symmetry on the 
fretboard I have to make it clear 
that it’s not mirror symmetry, but 
rotational symmetry, which is like 
a radial kind of symmetry, where one 
arm goes up on the left, the other 
one goes down on the right, like a 
swastika, a rotationally symmetrical 
form, it’s not a mirror image. A spi-
ral galaxy is the metaphor I use, 
I think it’s better then swastika. 
But swastika’s an ancient Hindu sym-
bol, which the Nazi’s co-opted. It’s 
a fascinating story in itself, the 
history of Aryanism, because the Ary-
ans believed, the German Aryans, the 
Nazis, believed that it was the Ary-
ans who came from Germany and went to 
India in ancient times that brought 
them all their culture, and then they 
died out and were destroyed, and so 
Hindu culture is actually built by 
Norse Germans who went there. Anyway, 
another story. So, that’s why they 
use that symbol, that’s why it’s as-
sociated with both.

It’s also in the Navajo religion.

Yeah, that’s interesting, because 
it’s a powerful image. It’s like a 
yin-yang symbol, it spins. And that’s 
what’s going on with the guitar fret-
board, it spins, it’s not static, and 
when you realize that’s how the sym-
metry is, if you don’t have that, 
then it’s hard to do anything but 

take a piecemeal approach with a 
bunch of separate pieces of the puz-
zle that you’re not ever gonna be 
able to see how they fit together. 
If you have that, that’s the grid. 
The grid is like relativity, you can 
map it as a square grid, but it also 
curves, and if you know where the 
curves are, if you know how to fol-
low them, then it’s a lot more fun, 
it’s a lot easier. I bring that into 
my method and that’s the basis of the 
visual language that I have in my 
system. That’s what I needed actu-
ally to start doing these things. I 
was looking for that and when I found 
it, I realized that’s the basis for 
the entire visual language. If you 
don’t have that, you don’t have the 
grammar necessary, and so that’s why 
I focus on modes, because modes are 
a really good illustration. For in-
stance, the Ionian mode which is what 
we call the major scale is actually 
the inverse of the Phriggian mode, 
which is the third mode, so the first 
mode in the diatonic system is: whole 
step whole step half step whole whole 
whole half, and the third mode is: 
half whole whole whole, half whole 
whole, which is exactly the opposite. 

And so there are seven modes, and so 
one and three are paired like that in 
a symmetrical, actually a mirror im-
age; and the fourth and the seventh 
modes are paired, and the fifth and 
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the sixth mode are paired, and the 
second mode is it’s own symmetrical 
pattern. So there’s actually three 
pairs of modes, and one mode that 
forms it’s own mirror image, basi-
cally. Now, I haven’t seen that any-
where, explained that way. To me, 
that’s an indespensible piece of in-
formation, and so it’s a key part 
of my method, and modes are another 
one of those things that’s treated as 
this kind of advanced subject that 
you really have to be an expert to 
get what modes even are, and I think 
that’s backwards. I think you should 
understand modes early on in learning 
about music, it’s a really important 
element. It’s not that complicated. 
If you don’t look at it the right 
way, it gets more complicted, if you 
look at it the right way, it’s 
simpler. 

Do you think that your 
method is faster as a re-
sult of that? Or do you 
think it requires the 
same amount of time?

No, I think it’s faster. 
I think that students that 
I’ve had learn to play more 
complex music sooner then they would, 
I guess what I’d call, the old fash-
ioned way. I’ve had students who’ve 
come to me after having had other 
teachers and have told me as much, 
that their teacher had them playing, 
you know, three chords for weeks and 
weeks, and I had them playing you 
know, scales all over the fretboard 
and double stops and actually fewer 
chords, at first—but you know, if you 
learn the piano, the first thing you 
do is not play a bunch of chords, the 
first thing you do is play scales, and 
double stops, two notes at a time, 
and then you play three note chords, 
and then four note chords. That’s how 
I approach the guitar, and that’s an-
other element of my system.

Because if you don’t have the founda-
tion, chords are actually really hard 
to remember because you don’t really 
understand the underlying logic of 

how they’re constructed.

Exactly, you build them note by note. 
So rather then throw simple chords at 
people who are starting out, they say 
OK, we’ll get to the theory later, 
this way you can play Puff the Magic 
Dragon.

I think that’s the key, that’s the 
orientation behind a lot of guitar 
education, is the presupposition that 
they’re not really going to follow 
through or get good, and so to teach 
them Puff the Magic Dragon is enough.

Yeah, I think the problem is the 
teachers who approach it that way are 
afraid that if they don’t show their 
students what they define as progress, 
which is, you can play a song on the 
second week, ok, you can play a song 
on the second week but you won’t know 
what you’re playing, you won’t know 
the names of any of the notes, and 
you won’t be able to play another 
song for a month or longer and you 
may not even remember it long term, 

because you’re not learning 
the language and you won’t 
know how to describe even 
to yourself what you’re 
doing. So I take a dif-
ferent approach. I would 
rather people learn how 
to play scales on the first 

lessons, play double stops, 
and scales, and on the sec-

ond lesson play a few chords, 
not even get to a song maybe til 

the third lesson, and it’s basical-
ly a twelve bar blues, or a three 
chord song in the key of A which is 
easy enough, but before they do that 
they’re learning scales and double 
stops and they’re understanding the 
theory so that when they start to 
learn these songs they learn them, 
they have an awareness of what they’re 
doing and it makes it easier for them 
to learn subsequently.

It’s also giving them a lot of simple 
tools to be able to play with and to 
make their own expressive music right 
away, and I think that’s ultimately 
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what a lot of people want to do, but 
a lot of people don’t get that op-
portunity to do that until they’ve 
been playing other people’s tunes. I 
know a lot of players who are real-
ly gifted musicians but they learned 
that way and as a result they can 
play other people’s music really well 
but they haven’t developed their own 
unique voice with the instrument, and 
so I think those rudiments are really 
valuable and give people the ability 
to figure out who they are as a player 
from the outset. 

That’s a very good point. People 
understand the instrument and they 
understand music, then they’ll be 
playing the instrument and they’ll 
be playing music. If people learn to 
play a song, then they know a song. 
I would rather learn music and play 
the instrument then play a song. And 

so one of the things that reinforces 
that standard method is partly that 
there hasn’t been a reason to change 
it, because theory is still perceived 
as such a complicated academic sub-
ject on the guitar that you have to be 
Segovia to even scratch the surface 
of it, and to me that’s a mistake and 
I’ve always thought so. I’ve spent a 
lot of time and energy and thought 
trying to figure out how am I going 
to solve that problem, and I believe 
that I’ve effectively solved it.

So you are very gifted in pattern 
recognition. Marshall Mcluhan was 
that way too. 
I wanted to talk a bit about your 
take on playback media, you being a 
bit of an older gentleman who has 
seen the times shifting; one of the 
things I’m looking at is the fact 
that vinyl media, cassette media 
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isn’t dead. 

I hope cassette media is dead. Cas-
settes suck!

It’s not. There are entire music 
scenes that only deal in tapes. 

Vinyl is great, CDs are ok. I’d rath-
er have a CD then a cassette any day. 
Cassettes suck. 

How important do you think packag-
ing is?
 
Packaging? Well, I mean, I grew up 
dreaming of having my own 12 inch al-
bum, you know, at some point. 

Have you ever cut a record?

Yeah, I’ve cut records, not my own 
private album. I was in a band and we 
put out a single, and I was on other 
people’s albums. 

I’ve been doing lathe cutting. It’s 
an aspect to what I’m doing, for-
ward facing innovative, lathe cut one 
off records. Have you ever heard of 
Blurb? My idea is to allow people to 
do one-off records; taking the idea 

of a mass-produced product, and mak-
ing it a very personal product. It 
could be a valentine, crickets, their 
mom, whatever people want to archive. 
We’re living in a digital age where 
data is ephemeral, we’re putting all 
this stuff in the cloud, but we don’t 
have the same relationship with the 
cloud as we do with physical objects. 
I think what’s missing is the abil-
ity to touch something, to hang it on 
your wall.

Definitley. I think that time has 
shown that old mediums don’t disap-
pear, they take on a different role. 
Like photography for instance, I was 
talking to somebody else about this 
not long ago, what’s now called con-
ventional photography, paper and film 
photography, is now going to be sort 
of like letterpress and book binding, 
it’s going to become a craft for an 
elite percentage of the population, 
and so it’ll never go away because it 
will always be an art form. People 
still use oil paints, people still 
play violins and pianos and acous-
tic guitars. There was a point where 
people were saying that acoustic gui-
tars were going to disappear because 
everyone’s going to play electric, 
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and synthesizers are going to replace 
everything, and it hasn’t happened 
because you can’t replace the experi-
ence of playing a physical wood in-
strument with strings that vibrate 
with an electronic device, it’s not 
the same thing and it never will be. 
People were predicting the end of 
movies when television came along. 
Now people are predicting the end of 
television because of the internet. 
But I think all of that stuff will 
still be around. 

But the recording industry really has 
died.

Well, industries are basically set up 
to capitalize on things that people 
do or need, and the things that peo-
ple do or need don’t neseccarily dis-
appear when the industry dies. And I 
think making music on a professional 
level used to be much more expensive 
because you had to put together a 
demo, record a demo, you’d have to 
buy a reel of tape which was a couple 
hundred dollars, a new reel was a few 
hundred bucks maybe; you’d have to 
pay a real knowledgable experienced 
engineer to use a studio which cost 
many many thousands of dollars, and 
then you had to pay for each copy 

of everything that you did, and then 
you had to mail everything and cover 
letters and pay a photographer to do 
8x10s and whatever else you needed 
and your chances of making money as a 
result of all that investment of time 
energy and money was infinitecimal. 
Well, your chances of making money 
now are probably no better, maybe 
worse, but it costs a lot less to do 
it now, it costs next to nothing now.

Well, now there’s this idea of the 
long tail, which says that you could 
do something like your book, and you 
don’t have to sell a million copies, 
all you have to do is sell however 
much is cost you to make it, and any-
thing after that is gravy, and you’ll 
be alive long enough to reap the ben-
efits of doing it.

I think that for all of the bitch-
ing about how hard it is to make any 
money as a musician now because of 
the internet, frankly I think it’s 
actually no harder to make money now 
as a musician for most people because 
it was always impossible. It’s a myth 
that there used to be a time when you 
could make a living. There was never 
a time when you could make a living 
as a musician.
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Musicians have always been preyed 
upon, and the old model was, unless 
you were David Bowie or Rick Spring-
field or whoever was being played on 
the radio, you’d have no chance be-
cause the whole industry was based on 
the Hit. 

Exactly, a few people could make a 
fortune, and everyone else was just 
starving, strugging to get by, mak-
ing next to nothing, playing gigs 
for very little money. It’s academic 
whether it’s harder to make a living 
now. It probably is harder on just a 
grassroots level because there are 
fewer clubs that pay money. But there 
never were that many. So the differ-
ence is academic. 

I guess what I’m looking at is the 
recorded artifact. There’s a lot of 
artists who don’t even play live, 

who don’t even want to play live, but 
their whole thing is making art in 
that media, and without that physi-
cal artifact, people are not willing 
to buy it. 

Right. Exactly. People assume now 
everything comes for free. You give 
away your work for free, and you’re 
supposed to make money how? Playing 
concerts? 

But unless they’re a live player, 
they’re never going to see that pay-
back.

Only a small percentage of musicians 
can organize a paying tour. The cost 
of going out on tour for most people 
and playing clubs and stuff like that 
is prohibitive. You’re never going 
to make a living that way. Very few 
people make a living that way. So to 
say that you give away your music on 
the internet for free to get people 
to come to your shows, it’s not a     
   sustainable business model. 

        That’s what I’m saying, that’s 
        what I’m looking at. 
 
    Unless you’re big enough 
   that you can charge a 
   hundred dollars a ticket.  
     But if you’re just a regular  
    band, you can’t do that. And  
 the club gets a big percentage  
 of it, you get very little else of 
what it costs you to maintain your 
equipment, to pay for gas, just eat. 

Part of my thesis is that the physi-
cal artefact needs to come back into 
play in order to solve that.
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I    travel   the 
w   o   r   l    d 
and              the
seven         s eas

e v e r y b o d y 
i s looking for 
s o m e t h i n g
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“  We’ve had years of  evolut ion to develop th is  incredib ly  f ine

set  of  muscles,  which can do the most   ext radinary,

del icate th ings and which have thei r  own

memories  and so on.  And then we discard  i t  a l l ;

i t  seems complete ly  s tupid to me.”

–Br ian Eno,  on making  music  wi th computers

“Authent ic  creat ion has been replaced by se lect ion f rom a menu.”

–Lev Manovich,  Language of  New Media
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 My generation has witnessed firsthand the transition from the real to 
the virtual. Having close relationships with both old and new forms of media, I 
am in a unique position to be able to challenge some of the presumptions that 
newer technology makes; about human behavior, innovation, and the primacy of 
efficiency over all else. After many years of working with computers and their 
embedded logic, I have come to the conclusion that non-digital processes often 
produce more satisfying results. There are no shortcuts (or key commands) for 
creating compelling, original work. 

 The accompanying psychology of digital is one of endless malleability. 
Having access to this raw data at such a granular level affords us incredible new 
powers of control, however our sense of purpose and responsibility to the laws of 
nature all too frequently leave the equation altogether.

 For the creator of media, digital tools provide limitless tweaking 
possibilities that can actually stifle mindful creativity. The all-pervasive “fix it in the 
mix” mentality actually prevents creative decisions from ever happening, instead 
more layers of complexity are added to an already hot mess.

 I examine these issues through dual practices of aural and visual arts, 
with the same challenges existing in both places; the same tensions between 
intent and result, content and medium. My thesis attempts to combine two very 
different disciplines, as a vehicle for the rediscovery of pure analog sensation, 
and a realignment of the natural order of the senses that digital processes 
have disembodied.

 Both analog and digital technologies store, transfer and play back 
information, but they do so in very different ways. An analog signal is a measured 
response to changes in physical phenomena, such as sound, light, temperature, 
or position, which is then transferred to electrical current. In the case of sound 
recording, fluctuations in air pressure are what microphones pick up and translate 
into electrical voltage. In order to play back the recorded sound, this voltage is then 
transferred to a speaker cone that vibrates in order to recreate the sound wave. 
The voltage or the current is said to be an “analog” of the sound, like a photograph 
is a reading (and subsequent display) of values in light. Similarly, materials such 
as ink bleed into paper, and are held there in a way that is different every time; a 
physical process and subsequent result that is intrinsically filled with simple magic. 
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Transferrence, Sean Ross, 2010
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Using the turntable as a primitive drawing instrument, and the vinyl record as a method 
of printmaking (previous page) - notions of physicality, transfer, degradation, low and hi-
fidelity; the differences between asynchronous (digital) and analog signals and information.



 Digital information is asynchronous; analog media is continuous. Digital 
bits can co-mingle and “re-mix” much easier then analog atoms can; the resulting 
temptation to manipulate this information in various ways is therefore severe. This 
is why we so often substitute an effect, or affectation, for substance and meaning. 
(See: AutoTune, Autotrace, the Andy Warhol filter in Photobooth, and countless 
other examples)

 The mark on the page and analog signal both have a theoretically 
infinite resolution; in practice an analog signal is also subject to noise, or random 
variation. However, this noise is actually considered to be a desirable quality and 
can contribute aesthetically in a positive way; printmaking techniques impart 
unpredictable qualities that make the end result more “authentic” and hand made. 
Vinyl records and cassettes both impart unique and desirable qualities on the 
stored data that ultimately cannot be separated from the experience of its use.

 Digital processes translate physical phenomena to a string of numbers, 
“sampling” at various intervals and throwing away information in the process. The 
common complaint of digital technology has been this loss of data, however it 
has become clear that quality is not necessarily as important to people as other 
attributes, such as the ability to instantly make “perfect” copies, transfer data over 
a network, and the convenience of portability. It should be quite clear at this point 
to anyone paying attention that we have traded in other significant values in our 
culture for these things.

 Analog tools have a more intimate relationship with our bodies then 
computers do; I have become increasingly wary of how digital processes arrive 
too quickly at “solutions” to “problems.” We should therefore not be so quick to 
relegate any interest in past technologies, practices or tools as pure nostalgia, 
or the mere fetishization of bygone things that fall outside the current norms of 
modern life.

 Have I then rejected, out of hand, all this newfangled digital technology? 
No. I do however increasingly relegate the computer to a position much later in 
my process, as a finishing tool, or as an organizer and compiler of information that 
has already been well thought through, without the aid of my fantastic number 
crunching assistant. I believe that processes that are slower or more laborious, 
limited, or time consuming can be not only more enjoyable–the results are often 
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richer, more nuanced and most importantly, human. I believe that once these results are combined 
with the more modern digital tools of today, we can create work which transcends the machines of 
any era altogether.

 “Use mistakes as thy divine intention”, reads a card from Oblique Strategies, a card game 
designed by Brian Eno and Eric Schmidt in 1975 that provides a series of randomly chosen abstract 
ideas for unblocking creativity. One of the key challenges artists must confront is the tendency of 
computer applications to narrow known processes into a “use case”, predetermining what –and how- 
the workflow will occur; subsequently there is little potential for surprise or discovery.

 In this overly app-ified world, analog processes have been distilled into algorithms which 
behave as we expect them to. Using “plug-ins,” we parse our creations through the filters of our 
choosing - the way a certain brand of analog camera film looks, the way analog tape sounds, a 
certain mode of sketching style, a brush or pattern – all code which is readily accessible to be applied 
to our stale digital work. These operations render the effect in the same way every time, never 
interacting with any other quality other then itself. 
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Cassette tapes are considered to be outdated media technology, however they have the unique advantage 
of still continuing to work long after their expiration date. Select cassettes from my personal archive of 
recorded musical works, Sean Ross, 2011.
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Looking at gesture and the idea of the musical grid, i imagined the sounds in the spiral of the record to be 
shapes of the musical grid, a spiral as the mechanical means of creating a grid of time. Sean Ross, 2011
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Minette’s Readymade, Sean Ross, 2010



 Many of my sound investigations used physical tape loops, a process 
whereby cassette tape is cut and reattached to itself in order to make a continuous 
cycle during playback.

 It’s physicality allowed me to slightly alter the quality of the playback by 
manipulating the tape with my fingers as it moved. This hand rendered process 
was imperfect and slightly unpredictable. The results were far more compelling 
then the strict accuracy of performing the same operation using a computer. 
Digital technology, with its unlimited “undo” seems to indicate that every move is 
a mistake to be fixed. These physical processes, because they are so much like our 
own physiological bodies, can have a soothing effect on us. They help us connect 
to it because they come directly from the actual conditions of life.

 In my youth, I spent many late nights in my bedroom recording. 
Sometimes they were songs, sometimes just noise experiments, as much aural 
process drawings in their way then actual music. I relished in the experimentation. 
I found it fascinating the way music could become noise and noise could become 
music, and I loved to play those two opposites against one another. I was always 
interested in combining dualities of things, hard and soft, loud and quiet, ugly and 
beautiful. I also flourished in the simplicity and limitation of the 4-track machine, 
and it forced me to become an expert planner. I forged a powerful minimalist 
approach that often favored layering exact replicas of parts over each other, 
rather then more intricate and ornate variations. I appreciated making beautifully 
simple things larger, starker, and more defined over making things needlessly 
more complex. I also allowed my appreciation for noise making and simple pop 
structures to combine.

 I have always approached music in a naive way, inspired by the ethos of 
punk, which intentionally avoided ability in favor of raw honesty. While I wasn’t 
particularly drawn to the often violent and ugly rebelliousness of punk rock, I took 
from it the core concept of not letting virtuosity get in the way of invention. 

 It is extremely difficult if not impossible to learn anything without the 
narrowing of focus and limiting of creative options. Unfortunately, computer 
culture has largely eradicated these concepts from our environment, causing a 
hegemonic staleness to occur in everything computers touch, from design to art 
to music.

 Computers seem to delay indefinitely the key moments in the creative 
process which allow for reflection and refinement. If a decision is never made, 
mistakes can never be learned from; subsequently criticality is never fully 
developed, a key component in arriving at a uniquely meaningful result. 

 There is a misguided notion that a performance or work can and should 
be created entirely within the user interface of an appropriately designed digital 
system. I am concerned that younger generations will ultimately never develop or 
make use of any other skills, choosing instead the path of least resistance: thinking, 
producing, and outputting, all from within similar if not identical hegemonized 
digital environments.
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 Digital culture has become dominant in such a 
relatively short period of time, driven largely by the 
incessant drive for growth that our capitalistic system 
demands of us, and not genuine human need.
      Now that information, art, music and 
entertainment are all designed, distributed and 
received via the same digital devices, might we 
at some point become over-saturated with virtual 
experiences, as everything blends together into a 
tasteless digital soup? 

    If so, will the pendulum swing back 
towards the material once again?

Or is there a    middle    way, 

some               place

 in-between?
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Experimental notation: broken glass on torn manuscript paper, Sean Ross, 2011
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Media collages consisting of type studies using manual typewriter, 
cassette tape, and ephemera, Sean Ross, 2011
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Collage consisting of: a broken 45 record from the 1950’s, cassette tape reel from the 1970’s, floppy diskette from the 
1980’s, Sean Ross, 2011
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investigations into form

Disassembled cassette, marbles, torn paper, Sean Ross 2010
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mechanical  imperfect

warm magnet ic

e l e c t r i c a l

harmonic distort ion

b r o k e n

st i l l  works

heavy furni ture
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For the class Identity of Anonymous Space, I began cooking compact disks in the microwave, in order to 
visualize the patterns of EMFs. This act served a dual purpose, as I knew I wanted to investigate the frac-
tured sounds of damaged technology, as well as find ways to create surfaces which embodied sound and 
image in new, experimental ways. Sean Ross, 2011

                                            investigations into form

   THESIS 1.0  // MEDIA OBJECTS
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Opposite page: microwaved CDs. This page: jellybeans on spinning 
turntable, Sean Ross, 2011



82

This page: cassette tape forms 
Opposite page: Frankensteined media object: hard drive, cassette tape, vinyl 45 record, spray paint, Sean Ross, 2011
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MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 

// THESIS  

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 



83

                                            investigations into form

   THESIS 1.0  // MEDIA OBJECTS

                                            investigations into form

   THESIS 1.0  // MEDIA OBJECTS



84

// THESIS  

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 



85

                                            investigations into form

   THESIS 1.0  // MEDIA OBJECTS



86

Media manipulations, Sean Ross, 2010-2011

video clip >> http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P54AwaBbgoI&feature=related
video clip >> http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HtajjugsnPs
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t u n n e l

J A M
  sound clip >> http://dsrstudio.com/tunnel_jams.zip
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Tunnel jams were undertaken during the thesis semes-
ter in collaboration with Lara Manzanares, in order to 
explore physical space as a medium. Interactions be-
tween passerby and sound making were recorded in ad-
dition to recombining previously recorded vinyl on 
analog turntables and mixed with live instruments and 
improvisational performance. The results were then made 
into lathe-cut records, which are shown later in this book.
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Media objects, Sean Ross, 2010-2011
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We are artists of all stripes, living in the internet age. 
We are the image makers, performers, producers, writers, 

and authors of original works. Our labor of love can be seen 
and heard on Flickr, YouTube, DeviantArt, iTunes, Facebook, 

MySpace, Google search, and countless others.

We reject the dominant forms and practices 
of commodification in the arts, which give false privilege 
to the patent holders and moguls of industry who seek to 
dominate, manipulate, and profit off the labor of others 

through means of technological control.

We recognize the need for artists to make a living from their 
investment in knowledge, craft and skill. We believe the 

current climate in the United States and other capitalistic 
societies is in need of a drastic and continual shake-up in 

order to make the arts a viable means of survival.

We reject any emergent trend which seeks to reverse the 
open and democratic nature of the internet by means of 

proprietary and closed technologies.

We reject unilaterally all devices, systems, and technologies, 
used to serve the interests of corporations at the expense of 

the rights of consumers and individuals.

We demand the immediate rescindment of the Digital 
Millenium Copyright Act, which limits Fair Use and increases 

the scope of Copyright.

We hold it as self-evident that brokers, dealers, businessmen, 
music industry pimps, the CEOs of computer companies 
and web services, and all other mediators and lubricators 

of a post-industrial capitalistic society are a necessary evil, 
although when it comes down to it, we live in an age when 
the power of individuals to communicate directly with their 
audiences unencumbered by these keepers of the gate is 

stronger then ever.

We want a viable alternative to being pimped by the man. 

                  a thesis manifesto

   THESIS 2.0  // MANIFESTO
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We want to live in a world where the development of art and original ideas are cherished more 
then the bottom line. We feel that a vibrant creative culture in the 21st century no longer need 

operate on the same basis as the days of the past, when the means of production and distribution 
were a scarce resource.

Let yesterday’s models lie in their graves.

// A MANIFESTO FOR THE RECONCILIATION OF ART, TECHNOLOGY, AND COMMERCE... 
 

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 
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The fight against online piracy is a losing battle that will continue to be fought in all the 
wrong ways by all the wrong people, with technology as the weapon. We therefore turn that 
same technology back towards our oppressor. We honor and advocate the continued use of 

copyright infringing technology until fairness and honor prevail.

Until this day, we embrace the continued proliferation of ‘dated’ technologies which are free of 
digital rights management schemes, designed to restrict access and limit freedom.

Long live the turntable, vinyl record, and cassette tape. Long live freedom from tyranny.

                                          a thesis manifesto

   THESIS 2.0  // MANIFESTO
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Acomposer as well as an amazing visual 
 artist, Eric paints, draws, and makes 

videos for many of the bands on his la-
bel. I recently began a correspondence 
with Eric when he asked his Facebook 
connections if anyone could help him 
with a Max/MSP/Jitter project. It just 
so happened that I was in the process of 
designing and programming a video ap-
plication in Max along with the help of 
Ben Bracken from Cycling ’74, which 
did almost exactly what Eric was look-
ing to do, so I offered to share my work. 
Recently Eric was in town visiting his 
parents who live in Oakland, and we 
were able to spend the day together. Our 
conversations were long and meandering, 
over dinner and several beers. One of the 
best memories I have of his visit is watch-
ing him and my daughter collaborate on 
a drawing. Eric was super down to earth 
and full of genuine love for art and music, 
and a great spirit to have in our house. It 
served as a nice reminder that reaching 
out to people you admire can strengthen 
your position in unexpected ways.  
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“there’s  bands I  loved
but I  d idn’t  buy the record be-
cause I  d idn’t  l ike the cover,
I  just  a lways had a cassette 
copy because i t  d idn’t  matter… 

to me I ’ve always wanted 

those things to be l inked
intr ins ical ly  somehow, I  want those

things to match up so I ’ve been always 
try ing to get good at  both of  them so 
I  could make them merge somehow”
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So you are Eric Mast and you are a 
visual artist, record producer/mu-
sician, if you were to give your-
self an über title for the work 
that you do, what would it be?

I guess musician is all encompassing. 
I don’t know, even though I never re-
ally wanted to call myself a musician, 
calling yourself an artist or musician 
just seems kind of presumptuous or 
something, but it’s good to have some 
sort of label to help other people.

One of the things that I’ve noticed 
is that there really isn’t a la-
bel for someone who does both vi-
sual art and music and does them both 
as not necessarily separate things 
but as a full-on sensorial kind of 
experience. I guess multimedia art-
ist would be something that I’ve 
heard… what do you think about that.

It’s definitely a lot easier nowa-
days for the lines to be blurred more 
and more which is good I think. It 
used to be very sort of segregated, 
even like 10 years ago if someone 
was just a good musician people au-
tomatically wouldn‘t take their art 
seriously because they didn’t re-
ally believe people could do both.

Right. They’re primarily one or 
the other. Or like, Marilyn Manson 
all of the sudden getting into do-
ing water colors… it’s percieved as 
kind of silly or self indulgent.

Yeah, people want to know 
what to focus on first.

My first experience with you was when 
I took my son to a Ratatat show, I’m 
forgetting the venue, but it might 
have been 2 or 3 years ago and you 
opened for them, here in SF. I didn’t 
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know who you were and I had no prior 
exposure to you. You came out wear-
ing some kind of mask, the audience 
couldn’t see your face, and what you 
did was not something I had ever real-
ly experienced before, in quite that 
way. I wouldn’t exactly categorize 
it as music, per se. It was definitely 
more performance art, and I remember 
my son and I just being shocked and 
looking at each other a couple times, 
and we were really super amazed and 
into it, but I just remember just be-
ing kind of like, what? What the hell 
is going on here? What’s this guy 
doing? How is he making this happen?
Because there wasn’t any kind of pre-
amble; now I know what you’re doing, 
but at the time it was kind of like wiz-
ardry. It was something else besides 
seeing a band or seeing a laptop musi-
cian, it was equally an art experience.

Yeah, it’s interesting to hear that. 
I don’t necessarily know what peo-
ple were getting from my perfor-
mance at that point. It was a re-
ally cool opportunity to do something
where I was playing smaller shows.
It’s reaching a different audience. 
People in Portland know what I’m do-
ing, I was pretty involved in the 
noise scene for a long time, and 
also the electronic scene in Port-
land, so it was cool to be performing 
for a more normal audience in a way.

That’s another thing I noticed about 
that show because I’d seen them play 
a couple years prior to that before 
anyone knew who they were. I think 
it was Bottom of the Hill but it 
wasn’t, it was kind of in the same 
area, south of Market, but I re-
member that the audience there was 
really normal, like all the sud-
den there were frat kids, kind of 
just super white, normal people. 

The more people are into your mu-
sic, the more the audiences get more 
homogenous in a way because if you’re 
a super weird band or whatever and 
you get 2,000 people to show up for 
your show, that just doesn’t really 
happen that much because the people 

who are super into underground music 
are a small percentage of the popula-
tion. So once you break that boundary 
you have a broader range of people at 
shows so it’s kind of interesting, 
which of course I’ve never done with 
my own music. It’s not something I’ve 
ever experienced on my own, but open-
ing up for my brother’s band I get 
to experience that. It’s rad to play 
a show in your home town for like 50 
people who know who you are, and un-
derstand it.

I think the fact that people didn’t 
know who you were made it much more 
powerful and I felt like the feeling 
of the audience was like, what you 
were doing was very effective, you 
definitely had people’s attention.

It went off very well in SF and NY 
for sure.

Well a lot of times opening bands, 
especially a for a band like that 
where people are very rabid about Ra-
tatat and people are there for that 
very explicit experience, I think an 
opening band is going to be kind of 
dismissed. That was one of the things 
I really appreciated about what you 
were doing; not only was it so dif-
ferent, it wasn’t like, categorically 
something that was, necessarily like 
a good… or I don’t know if it was a 
bad pairing, but it wasn’t necessar-
ily like ‘here’s a band that’s like 
Ratatat’. Because what you do is very 
distinct and different.

Though we’re also coming from really 
similar places in a way. We have a 
lot of collective influences.

Yes, I definitely get that. But I think 
the performance that you did was just 
totally original and I think it did 
compliment it.

Who else was playing? It wasn’t Amer-
ican music hall was it? It was kind 
of like a long dark venue with like a 
little balcony in the back.
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If I bothered to look it up online 
I’d remember… it wasn’t Café Du Nord, 
I think the other band that played 
might have been one of the bands on 
your label.

Panther?

Yeah, it was them. So one of the 
things I did today is I looked up an 
interview you did with XLR8R maga-
zine where you were kind of actually 
talking about that video piece you 
were using in that show, and so one 
of the things I was interested in is, 
I just was wondering if you could 
talk a little bit about what it is 
that you’re trying to achieve, like 
if you’re thinking about the person 
who’s viewing that in terms of their 
experience, you talked a bit in that 
video about how you become desensi-
tized to how crazy and kind of over-
stimulating it is, and so you’re able 

to keep adding and adding and adding 
because you become immune to it, but 
for a person who actually hasn’t en-
countered it, to a new person, it’s 
quite a lot to take in and I’m won-
dering if that’s something that you 
have thought about after the fact, 
or if it’s something you were kind 
of interested in exploring, if that 
happened in a more organic way or it 
was something you stumbled upon, and 
what your intent is in terms of how 
your audience is responding.

I was definitely interested in psyche-
delia and video and also pushing the 
limits of how much information you 
can take in, and that was also a time 
too when I was getting more involved 
with artists like Paper Rad and Nate 
Boyce and I made a lot of friends who 
had these similar interests in video, 
and I was trying to do that. There’s 



a point where you get sensitized to 
it but I was just making something, 
I was just trying to push my own 
limits first, and then you play it 
for someone else and it’s a different 
thing for their first time, you know. 
You know there’s no chance that any-
one’s gonna watch that as many times 
as I’ve watched it, because that’s 
just the nature of the beast. I’ve 
been thinking about making narrative 
video, you know like, that Seinfeld 
video or something, when you watch 
something a lot you kind of get a 
totally different perspective; that 
video is slowing things down and that 
changes your perception too, you pick 
up all these nuances, like the jokes,  
and the awkwardness of the jokes, in 
a totally different way that’s exag-
gerated that I didn’t pick up watch-
ing it normally.

One of the things I’ve noticed is 
that you’re looking at things that 
are more inconsequential when you 
watch it at normal speed.

Yeah, to me that stuff I’m drawn to 
cause you’re taking in these micro 
moments that your brain would take 
in but by repeating them and slow-
ing them down you’re just oversatu-
rated, you just pick up so much more 
about Jerry Seinfeld’s facial ex-
pressions then you would on a con-
scious level, that you might not have 
picked up on an unconscious level.  
You probably are picking up all of 
that, which is what makes Jerry funny 
to different people. That came out of 

recently downloading a torrent of the 
entire season of Seinfeld. 

Wow how many gigs was that? 11 years? 

It’s like 20 seasons.

That‘s a lot of television. It’s like 
the longest running show ever, right?

No, Simpsons has them beat. I down-
loaded that one too so that’s how I 
know

<laughter> 

I was getting caught up in that, be-
cause I only watched the first sea-
son when it came out on TV and then 
I didn’t have a TV for 10 years or 
something, so I was getting kind of 
caught up on that, and because I was 
connected to that. And also with the 
project called Dreem Street that I 
was doing with my friend Matt who’s 
the painter, we’re doing a limited 
edition t-shirt screen print run. One 
of the primary goals of this proj-
ect is about studying humor, and what 
makes things funny; why do people re-
spond, and what is the purpose of 
humor? I feel like we talk about art 
and stand up comedy and philosophy on 
all the exact same terms, and so I’ve 
come to the conclusion that they all 
serve the same purpose in life. Stand 
up comedy in it’s purest best form is 
like philosophy and it’s about ob-
serving what’s around you and point-
ing things out. I guess philosophy is 
about drawing conclutions, where it’s 
putting forth conclusions a little 
more then standup comedy.

Or making a theory instead of just 
creating a cathartic emotional re-
sponse to something that is a univer-
sal frustration or pain point about 
life. 

But you know art is supposedly for us, 
it should be doing the same things.

Or sages.
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Yeah… so you kind of feel like you 
should be one part comedian and one 
part philosopher when you’re making 
art, so that’s kind of how we ap-
proach that.

To that point I think that the vi-
sualization of all of that and the 
oversaturation of information and 
that intense experience of your live 
show, it’s like I remember the emo-
tion that I felt was, I was laughing 
at the insaneness. I mean, it was re-
ally really funny, but then it does 
have a kind of a socio-political an-
gle to it as well because it’s really 
expressing who we are as a society, 
that we’re this video game kind of 
virtual reality and explosions, it’s 
pure bombardment of sensation with 
absolutely no content or context.

Sensation is important too. We live 
in an over-sensational society, but 
a purely sensational thing is also 
like being a kid; it’s putting you 
out of your societal barriers a lit-
tle bit and just making you experi-
ence something in the moment, in the 
now. Even though it took hours and 
hours of me being OCD to create this 
thing which is like, you realizing 
you need to have a few beers once in 
awhile, that’s kind of my same thing. 
I’m killing myself for three days by 
staying up all night to produce this 
video that just makes you like, live 
in the moment for a second. Maybe 
in the end that’s how I got there, 
I realized I wanted to get there… 
to me that’s like what psychedelia 
is about. It just so happens that I 
don’t have an interest in psychoac-
tive drugs, so I am finding other ways 



of reaching similar mindstates. That 
sounds hoaky but I’m just trying to 
strike a chord.

So this being in the now, is that 
like your’re kind of putting almost a 
wrench in the machinery? Are you try-
ing to create something that forces 
people to get out of their patterned 
modes of thinking? 

Yeah, that’s what we all want in a 
way when we go to a show, we want the 
person, musicians and craftsmanship 
to be effective enough that we feel 
that emotion, and that we’re having 
an experience where we’re not just 
part of ourselves, we’re part of the 
entire audience. We’re like a collec-
tive and we’re part of the band. I 
feel Ratatat is a perfect example of 
that because their music draws upon 
that. That’s what rave culture was 
about—taking the rock star off the 
stage for a moment. The rock star was 
there to help bring you into that mo-
ment of one with the music and one 
with the band, just having that mo-
ment. But there’s so many other lay-
ers you can bring into your art, and 
so many social political ideas you 
can bring in to your music. But their 
music is creating that moment where 
it’s emotion, and it’s more then emo-
tion. There’s so much behind it that 
you can get into, but it’s also just 
about getting out of yourself and 
your’re part of this community and 
you’re part of the band. That’s part 
of what’s great about them, it’s be-
come almost anonymous now with all 
their video and their light show and 
it’s almost like watching Daft Punk, 
where there’s these puppet masters up 
there helping you get to this fantasy 
zone for a minute. I’ll find myself in 
the audience with some jock guy who, 
you know, we’d never get along in 
any other situation, but we’re both 
pumping fists together and he’s giving 
me high fives. I don’t know this guy, 
it’s just some guy in L.A. but he’s 
giving me high fives and he’s just 
like YEAAAHHHHHHHHHHH, and you know 
I’m glad he’s excited, too. 

<laughs>

It’s the power of the riff, you know, 
that brings us all together. 

And you can go back and analyze that 
as much as you want because we’ve 
been doing that stuff since the be-
ginning of time when we were danc-
ing around the fire and beating on a 
drum; we have to always up the ante 
nowadays. It’s harder for us to hear 
someone just play Kumbaya and shed a 
tear; now we want the fireworks and 
lasers and the three guitar leads, 
and then maybe we’ll shed a tear.

<tons of laughing>

But it’s all part of that social evo-
lution, you can’t sleep on it, it’s 
commercialism too. 

I don’t know, I feel like Ratatat is 
kind of the opposite of evolution in 
a way, it’s like a little bit of de-
evolution, a kind of taking the best 
aspects of nostalgia and what really 
is great about rock music and simple 
riff driven beat driven, primal, you 
know, energetic, but also a little 
bit of melancholy just to round it 
out, that it feels also real and not 
just contrived to create a happy emo-
tion.

Well they’re not thinking about that 
stuff, they just hang out and play 
music, and then they just try to make 
it as good as they can. They talk 
about technology and that stuff too. 
The reason why they’re making beats 
like that is because that’s how Evan 
made beats when we both got into 
electronic production together. I was 
using a four track and then I bought 
an Akai S-20 sampler, which just had 
a key of banks and you could-

Like an MPC type of thing

Yeah like a primitive MPC type of 
thing, so I got that and then he 
bought the same sampler, like a year 
later. And within 2 months he was 
teaching me new tricks on it. Then I 
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had bought a PC and then he came to 
visit me the first time in Portland, 
to master the first 7 inch. He had 
started making music on the Akai, and 
I was like, ‘oh this stuff’s great, 
I’m going to do a 7 inch, because my 
car broke down’, so I was like, ‘now 
I have 400 dollars a month that I 
didn’t have before because I’m not 
driving anymore’, so I’m going to put 
out a 7 inch of my brother’s music. 
He was surprised that I wanted to do 
that. He came up to visit me and we 
were hanging out and I had mastered 
it on my computer, and we added some 
sound effects in the middle of the 
song. The song was called ‘Playing 
the Rackets’, so we added some shoe 
squeaks of people playing tennis in 
the middle of the song, just for a 
minute, and he was like,”woah, you 
can do so much with this,” and so then 
he went and got a Mac as soon as he 
left. Then we started producing music 
on the computers. He had his own ap-
proach to making beats, inspired by 
hip-hop and Jay Z’s producers.

You just use the technology that you 
have around you, and you’re just like 
“woah this thing is cool and I’m ex-
cited about using this,” and it’s fun 
so you push the limits on what the 
tools can do. I had the sampler and 
I was like, “I have these sounds and 
I can sample beats and I can sample 
sounds and I can sample tones,” so I 
was playing different melodies may-
be and playing different stuff, but 
then my brother is like, “I’m go-
ing to sample all these sounds around 
me,” and he was just playing his own 
beats, onto the 4 track and then he 
was sampling his freestyles and mak-
ing the beats after that. Now he’s 
got a break, and I was just like, 
“why didn’t I think of that?”, I been 
using this for a year and he’s had it 
for 2 months and now he’s making his 
own breaks and sampling one bar of 
what I’m playing; now I have a break 
but it’s my own beat. 

That’s kind of how drum and bass is 
made, these little fragments, rudi-
ments.

The basics with drum and bass was, 
you took a break of prerecorded mu-
sic, and then you doubled it so you 
took the hip-hop beat and you dou-
ble timed it on top of itself then 
you set all new start points for the 
breaks so you could cut up the beat.

This to me was cool because he was 
taking every day sounds around his 
room, hitting bottles and stuff, and 
he was building a break from scratch 
out of what he was playing with his 
fingers and then sampling that. I was 
just excited because he was making 
a break himself, not sampling some-
one else’s break, and he figured out 
how to make a mechanical repetition 
of this thing where it’s just such 
a simple next step; plus one of his 
friends had a Korg S-20 or something, 
and so he found out you could run the 
signal back through this synthesizer 
and filter the beats, so that was also 
so revolutionary to us. He was making 
a beat, and then he could effect it 
after it was leaving the sampler and 
then add accents to it so it wasn’t 
the same break the entire time, and 
then go back on the 4 track. He still 
could add a bass line and melody and 
whatever, so that was basically how 
we got into making electronic music. 
Before that we were playing in punk 
bands.

So I guess I just wondered if you 
thought about it from a more theo-
retical standpoint, of you know, this 
idea of overexposure, oversatura-
tion, everything at once… 

Yeah, definitely. 

And I mean, it’s very effective ob-
viously because it’s almost like an 
anti-aesthetic in terms of what we’re 
conditioned to understand. 

Well I definitely thought about it 
too, where there’s this whole thing 
when you’ve got A.D.D they give you 
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Eric’s music video for “I Love Your Music” by Tobiah, 2004

speed so that you get to that point 
where you’re over-stimulated to the 
point where you just kind of go into 
catharsis or whatever, you mellow out 
because there’s too much for you to 
take in, so you kind of shut down. I 
think I’ve felt that as a kid when 
I was put in social situations where 
there’s too much going on.

Do you have ADD?

I don’t think officially, I never had 
ADD. I mean, you know there’s defi-
nitely like a range.

There’s a continuum of it and there’s 
also different types. I was labeled 
with that, so I was extremely hy-
per active and used to do like this 
kind of, fidgeting; I couldn’t really 
deal with school, I was kicked out of 
schools and stuff. 

See, I was super mellow, I mean I 

wasn’t very ADD but I definitely felt 
like when I was really young, if I 
was put in a social situation where 
there’s a lot going on, I couldn’t 
really handle it, it was too much 
stimulus, too much going on, espe-
cially when I was really young, I 
don’t even know how old. When I was 
around three years old my mom would 
take me to the YMCA and I was sup-
posed to play. There were kids run-
ning around having fun and I would 
just go sit in the corner by myself 
because I just couldn’t deal. It was 
too much.

Did you overcome that?

Yeah.

Are you OK with that now? You’re ob-
viously a performer and you can get 
up in front of hundreds of people and 
do that.



I mean that’s almost easier to me 
then, because you don’t see the de-
tails and that’s part of the explo-
sions. I spend so much time on them 
and there’s so much detail, and I 
layer it with so much other stuff and 
it becomes almost like a pattern unto 
itself. It’s easier for me to under-
stand the big picture then to pay 
attention to each individual person, 
so it becomes like part of the patch 
work, a part of the whole.

I was actually thinking about this 
today when I was at the MOMA because 
there was a video presentation that 
had like six chapters and they’re all 
on a different TV. They would just 
show blank color for awhile, but it 
was still a kind of narrative thing. 
It almost drove me crazy at first be-
cause I couldn’t just watch. I could 
watch one and pick up on it, but it 
made it so much harder to figure out 
the entire thing. When I do a video 
installation, I’ll just put as much 
information as possible going on all 
5 televisions and they never match 
up; that way you don’t have to know 
the whole picture, you can walk in at 
any point and it’s gonna be the same 
thing, because it’s part of the din 
and the noise. I kind of like that, 
when it’s too much to take in, so you 
give up. You don’t have to understand 
it all, you can just watch details or 
you can just enjoy it as a cacopho-
ny. To me that’s kind of what noise 
is about. It’s just sort of getting 
in and enjoying the patchwork of the 
whole, and not trying to understand 
all of the details.

I wonder if that’s why they say white 
noise is soothing for babies.

I think that’s different because 
there’s no social ramification to 
white noise. You don’t have to under-
stand the details. There’s no piec-
es of narrative, where it’s like our 
culture with the television and ev-
erything around us, there’s so many 
pieces of narrative and you can get 
in to any direction at any time. Any 
song that comes on the radio, you can 

look them up and know their whole 
life style and life story and go all 
the way. You can tweak out on any-
thing in any direction  . You have to 
put up such huge filters; we can’t 
know everything but it’s something 
like white noise. It’s nice in it’s 
abstraction, because you don’t have 
to know anything. <laughs>

It’s super generic it’s almost like 
a really basic algorithm for what 
nothingness, if it had a form, would 
be, but there’s no fragments of other 
pieces of something-ness inside of 
it. It’s all evenly spaced and per-
fect kind of.

I think there’s probably like a phys-
ical hard wired reason why kids get 
into it too that has to do with how 
their brain is made up, the hardware 
inside of them.

I think that creative people who work 
for a long enough time tend to devel-
op certain proclivities and certain 
things that they just naturally end 
up doing. How would you describe your 
aesthetic? 
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That’s a hard one.  I studied visual 
art in school, but almost everything 
I’ve done has been very music driven. 
Even when I’m painting I can’t really 
paint without music playing, that’s 
just part of what drives me, so a lot 
of the vocabulary I use is very in-
formed by the music. I feel like my 
vocabulary is more music world then 
art world these days, but I feel like 
the music was always more of a chal-
lenge to me then art. Art always came 
easier then music. It’s always bal-
ancing back and forth, and I’ve never 
been very good at deciding exactly 
what I’m going to be doing at any 
given moment. Even at this stage in 
my life, this year I was like, ok 
I’m going to go to L.A. and focus on 
painting and artwork for awhile, but 
in doing that it kind of forced me 
to finish this album I’ve been working 
on forever… so I finally got an album 
done for the first time since 2002 
that I’ll be putting out this spring.

It’s kind of funny because I went to 
grad school in design and I ended up 
doing music in design school; it’s 
kind of the same thing, I could never 
focus on one thing, it would drive 
me nuts, it’s almost like I need to 
defocus on that one thing.

But also too, the design was always 
so important to me, with the music. 
There’s bands I loved but I didn’t buy 
the record because I didn’t like the 
cover; I just always had a cassette 
copy because it didn’t matter. I’ve 
kind of always wanted those things 
to be linked intrinsically somehow, 
I want those things to match up, so 
I’ve been always trying to get good 
at both of them so I could make them 
merge somehow.

For me personally, that’s made my ar-
tistic progress go much slower be-
cause I kind of vacillate between 
working in the visual and the musical 
realms, but in another way it often 
kind of helps me; I mean, composition

is composition, it still somehow 
feels like you know you’re designing 
a sensorial experience.

Yeah.

And you’re sort of in charge of wma-
nipulating someone’s emotions and 
thoughts.

Yeah. And it’s made me also ask 
what’s important about those things, 
especially later in my life. At this 
point I’m in my late 30’s now, all 
of the sudden, and I asked, why did 
I like music and why did I like art? 
When you’re younger, there’s cer-
tain things you align yourself with. 
That’s part of the reason you’re in-
terested in music because of the so-
cial implications, and then you get 
into the craft of it, but at the end 
it doesn’t matter what the medium is 
so much, you’re interested in ideas. 



You’re interested in the shapes and 
sounds and forms but it’s because 
there’s so much else that comes with 
it socially as humans, and connecting 
with people.

It’s a form of alchemy, at least for 
me, being a self-taught person and 
somebody that’s had a somewhat dif-
ficult time learning in a formal way 
about these things that I love to do, 
and discovering... it’s like you have 
a lab of materials, and it’s like 
discovering how these materials re-
act to one another and the sensations 
that they produce, is just really in-
teresting to figure it 
out and to play with 
it, the ability to make 
someone, to elevate 
someone’s thoughts or 
feelings and get them 
out of their doldrums.

Yeah, and there’s so 
many different ap-
proaches. I remember 
when I first got into 
music, like being in 
high school I was lis-
tening to the col-
lege radio station, 
and finally about these 
bands, to me it was 
interesting because so 
many of these bands ex-
isted in a world that 
was so different then 
my world. It was sort 
of like beyond the 
suburban living in the 
middle of nowhere in Ohio, just lis-
tening to a band like Chrome, didn’t 
even sound like they were even from 
the same planet. 

They weren’t.

<laughs> But you’re like, “woah, these 
are adults living their lives, pro-
ducing this thing,” and when you look 
at the record cover, they weren’t part 
of my world at all. I remember when 
I first went to college, this Chinny 
Chin Chin compilation. Four New York 
Bands like on C.I. which turns out 

was this guy Mike Mcgonigal who does 
Yeti Magazine, who is a friend of 
mine, who I met years later. I re-
member seeing the photo on the back 
cover, it had someone’s house, there 
were drawings on the refrigerator and 
all this stuff going on, and I didn’t 
know if all these four bands lived 
in the same house together, but here 
was this sort of interesting beat up  
house where young adults lived a cre-
ative lifestyle, and they were making 
this music that was totally weird and 
awesome. These bands were like Kick-
ing Giant who were from NY and lat-
er Olympia, kind of K records scene. 

Sleepyhead were NY 
sort of. They ended 
up getting more pop-
py but then there’s 
also this band Wal-
Drug who is Mark 
Ibold who went on to 
be in Pavement, and 
there’s a track with 
Liz Phair singing on 
it. But it was all 
these weirdos, and 
then the last band, 
my favorite band was 
Fantastic Palace 
which it turns out 
was just this one 
guy and a 4 track, 
weird loopy stuff. 
At the same time I 
got into early elec-
tronic music and the 
Boredoms, and his 
stuff fit in perfect-
ly, it was really 

melodic but really out there, some 
vocals, but most of it was just in-
strumental. It kind of sounded like 
it was looping, but it would just 
be him playing the same riff, like 
weird time signatures and stuff; re-
ally experimental but melodic, which 
is a big part of what Audio Dregs was 
about in the beginning; experiments 
in melody, not just noise. To me it 
all showed how you can create your 
own world and live in your own world, 
that was kind of like what this music 
was about for me. A big part of what 
my experience in Portland was like, 
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in running a label, it was supporting 
people to try and create their own 
worlds and push the limits and get 
their music out there and make these 
worlds a reality, this creative life-
style a reality. Whatever you wanted 
to do.

After my record, the next record I 
think I want to do is a Fantastic 
Palace reissue. I wanted to see if 
he had any tapes that he hadn’t re-
leased, and turns out he had three 
other tapes, which are all awesome. 
They’re all like 20 minutes long, so 
we’re gonna do the first two tapes 
on 1 LP, and then 
maybe if we can sell 
enough, do another 
LP with the oth-
er 2 tapes. One of 
my weird treasure 
chest bands that I 
happened to discov-
er. No-one else is 
gonna reissue them 
because there was 
only like a handful 
of fans, but to me, 
that was one of my 
favorite bands to 
this day. So I was 
pretty stoked to get 
in touch with that 
guy. He’s become a 
successful artist 
in upstate New York, 
and still doing art, 
but he was doing 
music at that par-
ticular time in his 
life. The drawings 
on the refrigerator that I saw on the 
back of that record I think were his 
drawings, so it all ties together.

Do you feel like you’ve been able to 
do that for artists? Have you actu-
ally been able to create the ability 
for artists to do their art and sus-
tain their art? Can you talk about 
that? That’s a great brief for a re-
cord label.

I haven’t been able to make enough 
money selling any particular artist 

on my labels to pay their rent or 
anything, but when I moved to Port-
land there wasn’t an electronic mu-
sic scene; part of the reason I moved 
there was because it was a frontier, 
you could do whatever you wanted, 
there was no established scene per 
se except for a tiny bit of a grunge 
scene that quickly faded. So I feel 
like there was a lot of people I con-
nected with in Portland and we kind of 
built something out of nothing, so I 
feel good about that. At this point I 
don’t know if I need to be there any-
more because there’s enough going on 
now, I can leave town and it doesn’t 

matter if I disap-
pear at this point 
and time. There’s 
still stuff that I 
can do that people 
will appreciate, but 
the role of the label 
isn’t as important 
now. I started off 
just dubbing tapes 
of my friends’ mu-
sic so that 40 of my 
other friends could 
have copies of it. I 
wasn’t doing it be-
cause I wanted to be 
a record label. I 
didn’t really want 
to be a label guy, I 
just wanted to make 
music and share it 
with other people. 
So I was like, if I 
can make copies of my 
own, I can convince 
my other friend who 

is recording all this great music 
that I could make copies for him too, 
so I’m forcing him to put a collec-
tion of 20 songs together and then 
I’m duping them on to a tape and then 
making a cover for it… that’s kind of 
all it was.

Did you start out with cassette as a 
format?

Yeah. Which, I mean, cassette is 
great because you can make as many 
as you need. And we thought we had an
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unlimited supply. It’s an unlimit-
ed edition for us, even though we 
were only making like 40 or whatever, 
it was kind of like, that’s all we 
need so we’ll just make that. It’s 
interesting now how kids are making 
cassettes and it’s coming back into 
fashion. I’ve got friends who are 22 
who are doing cassette labels, just 
the exact same way I started but their 
whole thing … it’s different for them 
because they’re making something that 
is only 50 copies because it’s only 
50 copies, and if you get it you get 
it, and if you don’t you don’t.

So it’s treating it as limited edi-
tion.

Yeah, it’s a reaction against the MP3 
almost in a way.

Right.  

But it also helps them to produce a 
solid body of work, not just post a 

track they made in their basement 
today. It’s like, “oh I have to put 
together a whole tape.”

There’s a cut off point, I’m going to 
canonize this body of work.

I want people to hear this collection 
and this represents me. So it still 
works, functionally, on the same lev-
el. 

How much of your business as Audio 
Dregs is driven by digital downloads 
vs. hard copy of anything?

I don’t know. I guess next time I get 
my statement from my distributor I’ll 
know. It’s different now then it was 
a year ago.

So it’s fluxuating over time.

Yeah. And it’s, yeah. I mean, hard 
copy is-
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Is hard copy trending down?

Yeah, it’s breaking even, maybe. I 
feel like I’ve gone back 10 years. I 
started off breaking even so I could 
put out another one. And then for 
awhile I actually got to pay the art-
ists a little bit of money and put it 
in to the next project. And now it’s 
like a hobby label almost, practi-
cally… with some licensing here and 
there.

I’m assuming that’s affecting your 
decisions in terms of what you can 
do.

I’m putting out less stuff.

And so you have to be more selec-
tive about what you put out… are you 
thinking in terms of what’s going to 
do well, vs. what you really believe 
in? Are you having to make those kind 
of calls?

Well, for me it’s a matter of time. 
I don’t have the time to put out as 
much stuff, so a lot of it’s about 
budgeting time. That’s part of the 

reason why I needed to work on my 
music, I needed to stop putting out 
other people’s music.

Worrying about everyone else and just 
worry about you.

I don’t need that much money to get 
by because I live in Portland, so 
I should just like, spend 6 months 
working on my art and my music and 
put the label aside for awhile. Once 
things became more commercial I be-
came less interested. I mean, it was 
nice when things sold, because then 
I could put out things that I didn’t 
think were going to sell at all too. 
But at this point I don’t think anyo-
nes going to buy a Fantastic Pal-
ace LP, but that’s the next thing I 
want to do. Because as long as I can 
scrape enough money together...

That’s where your heart is at! That’s 
what you want to give birth to!

Yeah! That’s what I want a copy of! 
And this way I’ll have doubles… I’ll 
have 500 copies sitting in my house! 
Hopefully someone else will want it. 

Well that’s the problem between do-
ing something for yourself and do-
ing something that is aligned to the 
market.

Yeah but you don’t know what people 
are going to want either. There’s 
some things that are obvious…

But when you’re running a label, I’m 
assuming that you’re in the business 
of selling product, so in order to 
stay afloat, you have to. 

I’ve been pretty good about only put-
ting out stuff I’d want to listen to 
myself. I’ve never had to rely on the 
label to pay my rent, so I’ve never 
had to panic. 

Do you have a day job?

Right now, no. I worked at a record 
store for 10 years when I first moved 
to Portland as a buyer, and then I 
slowly scaled back and was doing more 
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freelance work.

Is your design work your bread and 
butter?

In 2010 I made like no money, so I 
don’t even know. When I get home this 
weekend I’ll do my taxes and find out 
where I actually made money. For 
awhile I was doing Flash animation, 
one year Flash was probably paying my 
bills, other times print design was, 
other times I was designing websites, 
and another time I was doing audio 
design, so I got more and more jobs 
as I worked less hours at the record 
store and it just worked out really 
organically and I never had to re-
ally apply for jobs. I just kind of 
got lucky. I put in one résumé after 
I got this job at the record store. 
The only portfolio I ever put togeth-
er was for this independent design 
firm called Plasm, just because my old 
housemate used to work for them and 
they used to do a magazine that I 
actually used to buy when I was in 
college, that was around the time of 
Émigré and Raygun. They were doing an 
independent ‘zine that was getting 
distribution at Borders and I dis-
covered it, and they were publishing 
fonts, and I was doing a ‘zine, and I 
was at that point where I was going 
to design my own font, and put out an 
issue of my ‘zine using my own font. 
Well, it wasn’t any good but it was a 
learning experience. 

Did you design a typeface? 

Yeah, I did. I did this stuff in col-
lege, they came out with this program 
called Fontographer, which is now the 
industry standard. At the time I was 
like, “wow this is how you can create 
your own font.” So I figured out how 
to do it. 

I haven’t done that yet. That’s some-
thing I’d like to learn how to do.

I haven’t done it in like 12-15 years 

<laughs> but I was into it for a pe-
riod. 

Well the business of running a label, 
I mean it almost sounds like you’re 
gonna scale it back and maybe even 
shut it down, that it’s not worth the 
time.

I’ll still do stuff, but I mean, I 
might be just putting more effort 
into releasing my own material.

Yeah.

Or, I don’t know, I would release 
stuff on another label, if there was 
that opportunity to. I know I’ll 
still keep it going for sure, but 
it just might be me putting out two 
things a year instead of five.

One of the things that I’m interested 
in and investigating in my thesis is 
this idea of the physical artifact of 
the recorded object, and kind of… 

Well, that’s why I’ll always keep do-
ing the record label, is because I 
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still have an appreciation for the 
physical artifact.

Do you think that there will be a re-
naissance of the physical artifact at 
some point, that people will realize 
that it’s important again? It seems 
like now it’s as good as dead. 

Well there’s definitely people that do 
it. But you have access to so much 
stuff. Personally what I think is the 
next step, which I guess they’re al-
ready doing in Europe, which is like 
a giant database, with all the music 
on it, we don’t need to buy MP3s, we 
can just stream everything we want, 
any time we want, just like a radio 
station where you pick your songs, 
and then your all time favorites, you 
buy the vinyl or you buy your arti-
fact and you get to have it and you 
get to own it and play it.

But isn’t there an aspect to what you 
do which is like… there’s a rarifica-
tion of it? I mean, I think growing 
up loving independent and underground 
music, there’s an appreciation and 
reverence for a found piece of work, 
like your guy you were talking about 
before, it’s something you’ve proba-
bly turned all of your friends on to, 
and no-one else really knows about 
but you discovered this person.It 
isn’t part of the mainstream and it’s 
not plugged into the cloud. I think 
we want that, as people who appreci-
ate music, we want to discover those 
things and have them be ours; I think 
there’s an element of exclusivity to 
liking underground music.

People like to discover stuff though 
someone else.

It’s like, people who are into wine, 
people who are into whatever, ‘zine
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culture is kind of the same way.

The idea of an artifact that is a lim-
ited edition artifact, where there’s 
only 40 of these things of them in 
the world

But if those 40 things are crap then 
you don’t care about them either.

But if they’re brilliant then they go 
for 200 dollars on eBay, like Guitar 
Wolf lathe cuts. Whatever.

I was super into Guitar Wolf. For 
sure. 

So I understand, there’s already 
products out there like Rhapsody, and 
Pandora, and all of these things, I 
don’t’ really use them but...

Yeah ‘cause most of them are shit.

Well they have all of the mainstream 
stuff that you would find at Best Buy, 
but that’s never been the world that 
I’ve inhabited, you know?

But you can still find so much weird 
stuff, it’s like even beyond, there’s 
more stuff to filter through, that’s 
the worst part. 

There’s also something about the
relationship of the artist and
the record label and the consumer, 

too. We live in a time where a guy 
like you and guy like me, we can make 
our art, we can put it up on the 
internet, and you know, I have two 
tracks that are played on SomaFM, and 
I have people, you know, I’m not well 
known, but I still get emails from 
like, you know, weird places, where 
they’re like “where can I buy your 
album?” you know, and I’m like, here, 
you can just have it, you can down-
load it for free… but there’s this 
relationship that happens between the 
artist and the person who appreciates 
what the artist does.

And those people might actually want 
the object, to get the full experi-
ence of your thing that you’re cre-
ating.

Exactly. And I think that there’s 
also a devaluation that occurs when 
it’s in the cloud, there’s something 
about a digital file that it can be 
perfectly reproduced and copied, and 
there’s nothing to it… that I think 
that instant access causes us to 
treat it like it’s not important.

When you had to lay down your hard 
earned money to pick up the record, 
you made sure you really wanted it 
before you took it home. And then 
somertimes you didn’t take it home 
and you’re like, I wish I had done 
that? Why didn’t I?

And that’s kind of a carry over from 
when I was a kid, I would get 10 bucks 
and go to the mall and I could buy one 
record, one cassette, and I’d have to 
choose, do I want Ghost in the Ma-
chine, or like, Men at Work?

<laughter>

You know, and then you’d take it 
home, and sometimes you’d be like, 
fuck, why didn’t I choose the other 
one? This is kind of lame, but it 
would grow on you, because you only 
had one, you’d have to make it work.

You’d have to give it a second chance. 
Yeah, I feel like nowadays you listen 



to the first 4 seconds of a song, and 
you’re like, next… next… next… That’s 
kind of the problem with iTunes, it’s 
easier to get lost in the shuffle in a 
way, because you don’t have the re-
cord store clerk going like, “I got a 
promo copy, check it out,” and then 
3 people being like “What is this?” 
And then being like, “It’s this…” you 
don’t really have that anymore. Those 
independent record stores were the 
bread and butter of labels like mine. 
We didn’t have money for advertise-
ments, so...

It’s all word of mouth. If you’re 
putting out great product then people 
will naturally back you. And having 
other people working in the record 
store who are just as knowledgeable 
and into strange things. 

Yeah they want to hear the new things, 
they’re the same way. They’re addict-
ed to hearing new stuff. They’re not 
happy listening to the same Lynyrd 
Skynyrd record their whole life. 

I think there’s almost 2 different 
kinds of music; there’s the music 
that is Lynyrd Skynyrd, that is the 
kind of music that you know, it’s 
almost the kind of music that hap-
pened in the golden age of recording 
where it was like, The Hit, that kind 
of unified everybody in a kind of wa-
ter cooler kind of way, everybody was 
listening to Sgt. Peppers at exactly 
the same time in history; it was like 
the zeitgeist of the time. And then 
there’s the more kind of segmented 
underground indie currents of all of 
these different sort of micro-brews 
of music that feel very much unique 
to the individual and it’s almost the 
antithesis of wanting to connect with 
the global or universal idea of what 
matters; it’s like, this matters to 
me, and I don’t necessarily want you 
to have it, I don’t want you to ex-
perience the same thing that I love.

Both things are important I think. 
The big things are so important too, 
because there’s so many peopole I 
connected with over different records 
that were like our own personal zeit-
geists or whatever, “oh wow, you ac-
tually know what this is? Great.” And 
then you forge friendships over that. 

What was the last popular top 40 
thing that mattered to you? 

Oh, I still listen to mainstream 
Hip-Hop all the time. Actually I 
didn’t for years, but then when I was 
in L.A. I started listening to stuff 
again. That song Black and Yellow, 
you know that song? It’s brilliant. 
And then there’s the G-Mix which is 
maybe even better. Watch the video. 
It’s got like, Snoop Dogg doing a 
verse, T-Pain, Juicy Jay...

They’re all like action hero
cartoons.

Yeah, exactly. I mean they’re great. 
I definitely have certain friends that 
listen to Hip-Hop stuff too. 

I think I get some of that stuff from 
like, I’m really into the Booty
compilations, which is like my deep 
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dark secret. I love those things. 

What are they?

They’re mash-up compilations. And 
they actually have club parties, too. 
Every year they release a best of  
mash-ups compilation, and they’re ac-
tually really entertaining. I mean, 
pop and R&B, rap and everything. Mix-
ing Journey with whatever. I find them 
to be both humorous and also soni-
cally innovative. 

Yeah, they can be totally clever and 
exciting on different levels. Even 
the mainstream is so fragmented now 
it’s like, especially in the world of 
Hip-Hop I think it’s totally inter-
esting, because if you get into an 
artist they’ve all got their own—what 
do you call it when you have your 
background players and your front? 
You’ve got your main characters in a 
movie? And you have all your support-
ing actors. It’s like, in Hip-Hop, 
if you focus on any one through the 
song, they’re always the main, ev-
eryone’s like a main character. You 
just have to learn their story. They 
all have crazy backgrounds and stuff. 
They’re all just like, dudes trying 
to make something of themselves. So 
it’s like…

Pull themselves up by their 
bootstraps. It’s like a total Repub-
lican archetype.

All the best Hip-Hop dudes come from 
the poorest neighborhoods. They’ve 
all got crazy stories.

Well, some of the time it’s not re-
ally true, right? But they have to 
spin that for street cred.

Yeah, that’s part of the game. That’s 
what’s interesting about a lot of 
those dudes. Wiz Khalifa is inter-
esting because he’s from Pittsburg. 
There’s no rap scene in Pittsburg! 
He’s got his charm and his thing, and 
that’s kind of funny, they’re all in-
dividual people that have their own 
weird world around them, their own 

stories, it’s just about the ideas 
again, there’s so much detail, it’s 
pretty awesome.

Yeah, that whole genre is all about 
the personal narrative, it’s much 
less about innovation musically—it 
doesn’t seem—I think the aesthetics 
moves a lot slower then the story-
telling… 

Yeah, I think that’s true. If you’re 
a Wire magazine subscriber, people 
have stories too, but there’s like… 
so many of the dudes you’re interest-
ed in for formal issues… you’re like, 
ah, another white guy with a lap-
top, whatever… right? I don’t expect 
people to be interested in my story 
necessarily, that’s why I’m showing 
videos and doing stuff that’s like, 
wearing a mask or whatever, is to 
make up for my lack.

Yeah, I dig the mask. I wanted to 
touch on the videos you make for your 
artists. Do you talk to the artists 
about the project? Do you get a brief 
from them? How do you start? I was 
looking at the latest one you did for 
Copy... 

Oh there’s two Copy ones, there’s one 
that’s more black and white, with the 
lines…

I’ve watched that one a bunch of times, 
I think it’s really really good, and 
I also watched some clips by the art-
ist that you were inspired by. I was 
wondering what sort of prompted that, 
how that got started, why you decid-
ed to use that as an inspiration. I 
thought it was really an innovation 
on what the original artist did, it 
took it one step further. I was real-
ly delighted by talking to you about 
how you actually filmed that; how it 
was actually done in Flash and then 
filmed on a tv. 

Well, most of it is normal up to a 
point, and then the last quarter is 
filmed on a tv so it kind of mixes it 
up.
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It just goes really well with the 
song too because the song is a kind 
of 8 bit thing. 

I’m just grabbing different aesthet-
ics that I enjoy. The artist him-
self, the video artist, I watched an 
interview with him talk about that, 
and you know there wasn’t really the 
technology to make actual 3D graphics 
at that point.

He’s the guy that did the Star Wars 
thing right?

Oh is he? 

Yeah I think in the original Star 
Wars he did all the original computer 
stuff where they’re going into the 
Death Star. 

I know that in one he had made, he 
made vectors and put a fake 3D thing 
on it, and I kind of like that aes-
thetic.

You mean just like a bevel on the 
shapes?

Yeah. So the way I made that video, I 
just made a vector that was moving, 
like an animated simple vector, and I 
brought it into after effects and put 
a drop shadow on it, and I put like 7 
drop shadows on it

And there’s a glow.

I made the shadows white. And I added 
a blur, and then a glow. So it didn’t 
look like it was made in Flash any-
more. That was kind of the idea. 

So you’re saying the only part that’s 
actually the TV is that transition in 
the middle?

Yeah, but the cover of the album 
I designed in illustrator and then 
brought it into Final Cut and burned 
a DVD and then took a photo of the 
television. So I’m playing with the 
same ideas graphically, as a graphic 
designer for the album cover, as I am 
for the video, even though they’re 
completely different. It’s the idea 
of this sort of physicality, it’s 
about outdated technology, and it’s 
also an interest in this sort of 
blown out aesthetic; and it’s also 
about artificiality, there’s just dif-
ferent things there. He still uses 
the same software to make his music 
that he’s been using for ten years, I 
think he’s still using Fruity Loops. 
I don’t even know because he’s a
PC guy. 

But it’s a very bare bones setup.

But he’s also a great musician and 
plays in other bands, playing bass 
and stuff, and so it’s kind of good 
for him because it limits his pal-
ette. He’s got his own aesthetic pal-
ette that he works within, his own 
boundaries. I kind of like that about 
it. It’s almost less distracting when 
you create your own boundaries and 



try to work within that.
That was part of why it took me so 
long to make a record, it was like, oh 
I can do anything. Where it’s like, 
the first record I did, I knew what I 
wanted it to sound like in my head 
before I made it. Me and my broth-
er were working with specific ideas, 
using everyday sounds, making beats 
out of them, stuff like that. Which 
nowadays is just old hat, it’s just 
something you do anyway, you always 
do that. It took some of the focus 
off and made it more difficult for me 
to make an album 
because I didn’t 
have a story in 
my head of what 
it was supposed 
to sound like, so 
it took me a long 
time to carve out 
of stone this 
idea of what I 
was making. 

Do you con-
sciously limit 
yourself to a 
set of ideas? Do 
you now try to 
constrain your 
scope before you 
will  start on a 
project? Because 
when you’re talk-
ing about all of the options, I think 
that’s something I’ve had a problem 
with too.

I recorded a second record’s worth of 
material that I’m going to release on 
cassette actually. Near the end of 
this record when I couldn’t
really finish it and I started record-
ing a piece every day on the Juno 60 
built off of arpeggios, and so it’s 
just solo Juno 60 recordings. To me 
it’s like John Carpenter outtakes or 
something; it’s kind of mysterious. 
It’s about this sort of arpeggiat-
ed synth sound but also about at-
mosphere. I’m going to put that out 
probably around the same time as the 
other record, maybe right after, just 
as a cassette release. That was way 

easier to make, because I’ve been 
playing with that for 10 years. One 
instrument. It’s like doing a solo 
guitar record where you’re just doing 
standards. It’s my version of Christ-
mas Standards on acoustic guitar.

That’s interesting because that’s 
like the polar opposite of what 
you’re doing with the video, which is 
like, really over-blown and full-on.

Well if you look at that Copy video 
too, it’s the same thing. It’s like 

white and black. 

Just one line.

Limiting your-
self. But also 
when I started 
that, I had just 
gotten done with 
the video that I 
had spent way too 
much time on; it 
took forever. For 
this band, Jon-
nyX and the Groad-
ies, they’re this 
weird metal band 
from Portland that 
I’d been telling I 
want to do a video 
of them for years. 
This old noise 

band I was in was playing with them 
every fourth of July for like six 
years or something. So I drew so many 
things by hand for that, and then 
I just did so many layers and it’s 
just like a full on kind of cartoon 
piece. And so I was like, I need to 
do something I can do from start to 
finish in like, one day. So, that was 
my whole thing, I’m going to do this 
whole thing in one sitting. I’m go-
ing to sit down for 12 hours and then 
just be done. Of course it still took 
me like a week.

But you had the idea of limiting.

Yeah, I was getting back pains from 
sitting at the computer and drawing 
all the time.
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And I think you also lose perspective 
with what it is you’re trying to do 
at a certain point.

And the computer loses perspective 
too. It doesn’t want 800 layers of 
stuff with effects on everything, 
it’s like, if you’ve only got 2 lay-
ers, the computer is much happier, 
and you get to see it in real time, 
for the most part. 

Were you more satisfied with the sim-
ple video then with the thing you 
did that took a million years and 
stressed you out?

I don’t know. Probably. I mean, 
they’re for different audiences. 
Different people will like the Copy 
video. Those people won’t necessar-
ily like the  JonnyX video and vice-
versa. 

I think that I sometimes prefer the 
results of things when I’m not pay-
ing  attention fully and just kind of 
screwing around.

You don’t have time to get tired of 
it.

I’m not tryng to say anything or be 
anything or put any kind of stake in 
the sand about anything.

You don’t have to think about it, 
you’re just making something. So may-
be they’re better. But also I just 
figure you don’t have time to get 
tired of your own stuff if you’ve 
only heard it twice. If you listen to 
it 200 times in the process..

The last project that I did that I 
sent you, it was just a very impromp-
tu jam where this friend of mine and 
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I went to this lathe cutter, and we 
brought along a circuit bent Casio and 
a toy turntable and a broken Bop-It 
toy and a cigar box and a guitar, and 
we just sat down and had no idea what 
we were gonna do, and we just made a 
bunch of noise, and we were like mon-
keys picking up these objects, mess-
ing with them. I remember the whole 
time thinking, this is bullshit, this 
is just bogus, this isn’t even mu-
sic, it’s just a bunch of noise. But 
there were certain times when it ac-
tually became music and musical in a 
purely accidental way, and I think 
just through the process of record-
ing and being able to play something 
back and have it affect you each time 
kind of differently; and it sort of 
becomes bigger through that process 
of listening to it again and again, 
and kind of studying it. I think 
that’s really interesting to me, tak-
ing something that’s not necessarily 
musical or even trying to be musical 
and that accidentally, through that 
process of repetition and study, that 
even the ritual of etching it on to 
vinyl, just sort of elevated it.

Well it becomes more of a process 
too, the experience. Because there’s 
a different type of listening experi-
ence and a different type of person 
too that’s gonna get something out 
of that. Not everyone wants to hear 
that, a lot of people would just want 
to put on the Men at Work cassette 
instead. It’s just a different type 
of listening experience for a differ-
ent audience. And sometimes I want to 
listen to that, and sometimes I would 
be totally into listening to the Men 
at Work cassette. Because it’s like a 
different mindset. A different thing. 
I feel like there was definitely a 
time when I was way more into that 
because it was a super crazy avant 
garde record, you can buy that record 
and love it, but you might only need 
to listen to it once every two years, 
you might be fully happy with that 
experience, because it’s a different 
type of listening experience, and you 
have to pay more attention, and it’s 
more involved. Where as the Men at 

Work cassette you know the songs or 
whatever, you can put it in the back-
ground, you let it play, it does it’s 
thing, you can leave the room, you 
don’t care. I mean, you can do that 
with any kind of music but, I don’t 
know, there’s just so many different 
directions you can go.

Another thing that I’m kind of play-
ing with is this idea of everybody 
kind of being able to make their own 
records, so I have this idea of a 
record label that would exist as an 
online entity where you could upload 
a file and make a one-off record of 
any kind.

Oh yeah, like the book publishing 
thing.

YouTube and everything out there 
right now is about everybody kind of 
having a voice and being able to ex-
press whatever, and people who are 
like comedians or record critics, or 
whatever, everybody’s got their own 
channel. 

But there’s no rock critics anymore 
either. Because everyone’s the critic 
now. 

You mean so there’s no really good 
writers who really get it? 

Well, no-one can afford to pay writ-
ers, so there’s no point in them hon-
ing their craft.

Yeah, that’s across the board, that’s 
really happened to everything. I 
mean, there’s pitchfork but they’re 
annoying.

Yeah, I have to forget about that 
one. 

Yeah I have a love/hate relationship 
with them. They turn me on to things 
but then they completely pan things 
that I really like, so… I almost feel 
like, I can’t really trust you.

I guess it’s good that they’re there. 
I just don’t usually agree with them. 
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I’m just very interested in this idea 
because we live in such a digital cul-
ture where everything has become ab-
sorbed into this cloud that we don’t 
see, we don’t touch, it’s ephemeral, 
and we don’t have the same kind of 
relationship with the cloud as with 
the books on our bookshelf, or with 
the records and tapes and things we 
invite into our homes and become a 
part of us and become immeshed in our 
psyche in a more real way.

I think it’d be awesome if there was 
a site that did that, the one-off 
records.

I mean, there’s a barrier in terms 
of the technology, because in order 
to make a real record, as you know, 
you have to go through the electro-
form molding process and there’s a 
thousand dollar price point to do 
that for any quantity, but I think 
where there’s a will there’s a way 
and where there’s a need and a mar-

ket, the technology can continue to 
innovate. I’m just really interested 
in the record, not for the sake of 
nostalgia necessarily, but that it 
has a lot in common with the print. 
The fact that the same thing is hap-
pening to print; it’s going to become 
a rarified sort of subcultural arti-
fact. We’ll likely still make books, 
but they’ll become more expensive, 
they’ll become more personal, and I 
think more meaningful. The books we 
choose to keep will likely be less of 
the paperback top 10 New York Times 
bestseller variety, instead they’ll 
be ones I made myself on Blurb that 
is the pictures of my family or love 
letters or whatever. As mass media 
becmes more ephemeral and dematerial-
ized, personal media will become more 
material. 

Yeah, but we’re still getting junk 
mail of grocery store hot items on 
our doorstep that we don’t even look 
at and throw away, where we’d be hap-
py to use that printing press and 
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have something we’d keep. So the con-
tent is still what’s important beyond 
the object. It’s how those materials 
are used, too. If someone was making 
20 copies of a record, who’s to say 
it’s your favorite record or you just 
throw it away.

But if it was yours, I mean, I grew 
up going, all I want to do is make a 
record, that would be just the cool-
est thing in the world, and obviously 
it was true for you.

Yeah it was totally my goal in life.

Yeah, it’s like, I’m a wizard now. I 
made a record.

I mean, I would use that service, 
even for a release that I never did 
on vinyl, I would do that and go back 

and press 20 copies of a record. 

I mean, the thing that’s interest-
ing about that is that Blurb, I don’t 
think that they intended this from 
the outset, but what ended up happen-
ing is they actually created a mar-
ketplace, and a market for things, 
with the internet being it’s own cu-
rator in that you put something out 
there and people discover it and they 
either like it or they don’t and cer-
tain things rise to the top and oth-
ers fall by the wayside. So I think 
in a way the idea of the one-off re-
cord could potentially be a new way 
for art to be curated.

Especially now with printing you 
could digitally make a beautiful full 
color sleeve.
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Yeah, and then there’s other busi-
ness models that could arise out of 
that, there’s people who might want 
to work with a producer or an artist 
to put together something that they 
wouldn’t normally be able to do in 
their community that they could do 
online, they could work with an art-
ist on the other side of the world, a 
producer, people could be making
music who aren’t really gifted at 
making music, what if I’m just a nor-
mal guy but I want to write a love 
letter to my wife, and I want to do 
it in a way that’s really impactful, 
I’ll sing her a song and work with 
somebody that can put together some 
fruity loops, and make something and 
give it to my wife. It’s the perfect 
valentine. 

And it’s her new favorite record.

And it’s a print. It’s not just on 
the iPod, it has the care.

And its about the content. The con-
tent for her makes it the best record 
she’s ever heard. Because it’s spe-
cial for her. I feel like that would 
totally take off. 
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when you own

20,000 t racks

you are 

the radio
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a formal/methodological/  process dr iven ser ies of  invest iga-

t ions in  which I  am at tempt ing to codi fy  parale l l  processes for 

the creat ion and cross pol lenat ion of  audio and v isual  cu l tures.

I  am recording (audio and v ideo)  mater ia ls  and processes on a 

l ight  table which produce v isual ly  compel l ing work,  s t raddl ing 

the middle ground between v isual  ar t  and sound ar t/music . 

s ignal  to noise
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During the presearch phase I began investigations in several different areas of playback media; first was involving the formal nature and quali-
ties of the vinyl LP, chosen as an artifact that engaged both the ear and the eye simultaneously. I investigated the intrinsic visual properties 
of this media and what was possible; cutting it, reshaping it, painting and drawing with it, and lastly creating a set of one of a kind lathe cut 
records which investigated the potentials of live, unedited performance using musical and non-musical objects in a primitive noise based 
conversation between humans and machines.

My goals were to find ways for these two senses to speak to one another, using formal attributes which correlate; sound in the time domain 
and image in the spacial realm. 

At the beginning of the Thesis term, I began looking at ways I might deal with the sharing of common language between image and sound. 

I arrived at the possibility of using gesture as a medium however I quickly abandoned this, realizing it’s nature as somewhat arbitrary and 
subject to interpretation.
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I became interested in the shared language of these machines, the roundness of the mechanisms which kept the linear move-
ment of the content moving through it’s various stations, the play head which took the magnetic particles arranged just so, 
and transforming them into sound waves.
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// PEOPLE AND CULTURE: MASS TO PERSONAL MEDIA  

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 

I examined the balance of the personally mediated into mass-mediated culture and the concept of the “HIT” corresponding to the actual 
physical nature of sound itself. Sean Ross, 2011

 There is an incestuous relationship between the personally mediated ‘record’ and the mass 
mediated artifact of consumer culture, and the roles each have played throughout history, leading up to (and 
including) our current climate. This constant interplay makes for the most interesting and progressive cultures, 
one where the outliers are always reinvigorating and injecting new forms and practices into the center.  
 Radio began with hobbyists in their garages & then moved to ‘mass mediated’ culture when advertisers 
discovered there was big money to be made.
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                                            signal to noise

   THESIS 3.0  // MEDIA OBJECTS

Throughout history there has been a constant interplay between these two polarities, of individuals creating records 
for their own pleasure and personal archives, and those same media and technologies being standardized and 
marketed as “mass culture”. The Interesting contradiction of our digital times is that finally, anyone can create mass 
media now. We are living in the time of the cult of the amateur. The power of the internet means anyone can, in theory, 
get a million hits overnight, but since media is so much more disposable, it’s a somewhat shallow victory for those 
with dreams of truly making it big.
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I re-imagined the boombox as a kind of stone age hieroglyph, in the same way 
primitive man wrote on walls in order to tell his story, I examined it’s role in 
the forming of hip-hop culture, the physical presence and sonic magnitude it 
afforded; the smooth montage allowed by the mechanism of the pause button 
which created a universe of new possibilities.
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Aspects of my critique against digital means of operating had to do with not wanting any falseness to occur. I therefore 
opted for a purely formal approach to discovery, setting out to generate both visual and sound materials in parallel.

I began on several different tracks which i worked in tandem, first taking a forensic look into the properties of physical 
media itself.

I began deconstructing, then reconstructing media objects in order to entertain the notions that physical media can 
continue to take new forms of pure delight.
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I became fascinated for a time with piano rolls, the computer punch 
card like scrolls that player pianos use, as a way to connote ‘digital 
information’; I found it interesting that a purely physical property such 
as holes cut into paper would immediately resonate as ‘immaterial’ in 
today’s context.
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Imet  Jim Haynes at Aquarius Records, 
where I sometimes shop when I’m in 

the Mission, a stone’s throw from Bernal 
Heights where I live. I have always appre-
ciated the fearless way Aquarius acts as a 
curator of some of the most underground 
and interesting experimental music, not 
just in the States but internationally. They 
are not the kind of record store that will 
carry everything in order to please every-
one; they are unabashed taastemakers, un-
apoligetically concerned only with the ec-
clectic tastes of what interest them. They 
are now more then ever, what a record store 
should be about: trust. I was initially cu-
rious to speak further with Jim about the 
state of record stores but it turns out Jim 
is actually a visual and sound artist in his 
own right, who runs his own label, The 
Helen Scarsdale Agency. Unfortunately 
over half of this interview was never re-
corded due to some technical difficulties; 
the time constraints of grad school meant 
that I wasn’t able to follow up more thor-
oughly. What I was able to capture pointed 
to a key piece of evidence for me : cloud-
based digital recommendation engines will 
never replace the human element in the 
development and pollenation of culture. 
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The physicality of the medium is 
something I think people are getting 
more interested in. For me person-
ally it tied into one big event, I 
was living in san francisco for 14 
years in a small 1 bedroom apartment 
and didn’t have a lot of space, so 
I would typically shove a bunch of 
stuff on top of my turntable, thus I 
would never listen to vinyl. Then I 
moved to Berkeley about 2 years ago 
and we had a much bigger space and I 
have an office which has all my re-
cords in it, and we actually have a 
big closet that all the CDs live in, 
but the office where I keep the vinyl 
is right next to my computer, so I’m 
not going to go into the closet 40 
feet away, get a CD, when it’s like, 
‘oh here’s a great record’, so I lis-
ten to vinyl much more these days, 
and it’s just this coincidence that 
happened around the same time of this 
vinyl resurgence.

I always loved vinyl, and it goes back 

to when I first moved to San Francis-
co, my UHAUL got broken into and all 
my CDs were stolen but they didn’t 
touch the vinyl, so I was replacing 
everything that was stolen with vi-
nyl, I figured it was so much heavier, 
you could probably carry the CDs, it 
was just in a big box, I didn’t have a 
lot then but it was still... actually 
they stole my tapes, too and that was 
the most distressing, was that there 
were all the mix tapes that are ir-
replacable, and I had this ongoing 
battle with a friend of mine who... I 
was more of a fine artist and he was 
a graphic designer and we would try 
and outcompete each other in terms of 
the mix tapes, and which would have 
the more elaborate artwork, and he 
won. He made this beautiful tin box 
that was all stitched together, and 
it was amazing... and that got sto-
len, never to be replaced. There were 
demos that, I went to school with 
the guy who is in Songs: Ohia, and 
he gave me this demo tape that never 



been released before and it sounded 
nothing like what he did now, it was 
more like this mopey Sebadoh type of 
thing, and I loved those songs, and he 
actually gave it to me right before I 
was leaving to come to San Francisco, 
so I never even got to listen to it, 
and it got stolen... so there’s stuff 
like that that’s gonna be impossible 
to get replaced, but most everything 
I’ve been able to... and the thing 
that was nice about that was you go 
back and you think, ah, you know when 
it first happened I was like, “I never 
want to listen to Clan of Xymox, who 
the hell wants to listen to that man, 
they were cheesy”, and then like 6 or 
7 years later, I’m thinking, maybe I 
do want to listen to them, Masquerade 
was pretty good, and then...

Well I just listened to Clan of Xymox 
not only but a month ago because I’ve 
been doing sculptures with tapes, so 
I’ve been experimenting with tape 
leaving the chassis, and going around 
and being modulated by things in the 

environment, so yeah, I had all of 
these tapes, and I’ve been kind of 
destroying my old tapes, and that was 
one of the ones I was like, it was the 
whole experience of listening to the 
cassette which was copied from vinyl 
and it just sounds fantastic and it 
doesn’t really matter what it is, it 
just has such a different quality. 
This friend of mine over in the east 
bay somewhere she’s like, “I know a 
place I can get you all the tapes 
you want”. I was like, “alright, find 
some with screws in them”, she ended 
up bringing me grocery bags full of 
tapes, and they were all some of the 
best like, metal, chrome, from the 
80s, like all of the designs, like 
the maxells with the metal, beauti-
ful, so I’m stoked, I’m actually go-
ing to start a little cassette la-
bel with those and do a little reuse 
project on those cassettes.

Those metal tapes were awesome, I 
used to, pop down like, then, 4 dol-
lars for a tape, it’s insane.
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But they’re indestructable and they 
still play.

Yeah, they do. Yeah, I guess the oth-
er thing is that the... when every-
thing got stolen, the rememberance 
of what I thought that I wanted to 
listen to, that process I found real-
ly pretty amazing because there were 
things that I needed to get right 
then and there, I needed to recoup, 
but it was the trying to sort through 
why it is that I wanted to listen to 
that, and re-evaluate myself in rela-
tion to music and the history that I 
had with it, the history I had with 
people in relation to that music, and 
where I had lost track of people and 
those types of things, I think are 
can be a little lost because I dis-
cover music now almost instantly, and 
it’s a very rarely where I have a 
personal connection. 

You’re a conneseur now, you’re jaded 
in a way

I wouldn’t want to say that I’m jad-
ed.

Well, you know too much.

Probably I know too much, that’s 
probably the thing.

Jaded connotes a negativity or a dis-
pleasure, but certainly knowing a lot 
is different then being 18, and you 
don’t know anything, and you’re just 
allowing something to move you and 
you like it and you don’t even know 
why.

But I still love those experiences 
where I find something and I like it 
and I don’t know why, and that’s amaz-
ing, and especially if there’s some-
thing that’s like vulgar, or obscene, 
or totally brutal and I’m wondering 
why am I reacting so positively to 
this? What does this say about my-
self? 

What is that south african rap group 
that’s big now?

Oh, Die Antwoord?

Yeah, what’s your opinion about them? 
Because I think they’re phony. I think 
they’re totally not what they’re pur-
porting to be.

Oh I completely agree. I listen to 
them as pure pop. 

Yeah, but I find it fascinating that 
it’s like the Sex Pistols all over 
again, it’s basically the same exact 
inversion, of, let’s find the ugliest 
people and give them the worst hair-
cuts, and put the most ironically bad 
clothing on them, and make pretend 
they’re from the ghetto, and they’re 
not; if you do your research you find 
out that actually probably those guys 
don’t even really have bad teeth. 
It’s all a spectacle.

Yeah, it’s probably true that he 
doesn’t, but I think some of the 
melodies that they get can be com-
pletely compelling, but then there’s 
other stuff that’s, you know I mean, 
hip-hop can be such a disposable 
genre, and it shoots so high into 
the stratosphere, and you need all 
those huge production values in or-
der for it to really work. I’ve found 
that the inverse is starting to hap-
pen again, there’s always the chopped 
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and screwed methods of playing things 
really slow and then sort of having 
like minimal types of things on top of 
it, but the Witch House/Chill Wave, 
community that’s going on, it’s sort 
of the absolute opposite of that type 
of hip-hop production and some of 
it’s good, some of it is very hollow 
sounding, just too much reverb put on 
it, not enough substance, I find that 
interesting that there’s within cul-
ture, all these reactive forces going 
on at any one time, due to the fact 
that there’s so much information out 
there, what you’re reacting against 
is almost irrellivent now, if you’re 
reacting against this, you’re moving 
towards something else now; and where 
those cross sections come together, 
then you need to start working back 
into the craft again. That’s always 
where artists who come across some-
thing, they stumble across this or 
that, and then they realize they can 
build through this sound, and then 
begin to make something that’s com-
pelling, that’s where the industry 
really needs to thrive; if not the 

industry at least the artists and the 
musicians who are there.

But it seems like the thrust of the 
industry is still based on style over 
substance. Usually when I’m the most 
thrilled is when I’m hearing some-
thing I haven’t heard, like mashing 
up and hybridizing things, like Ra-
tatat was the last kind of visceral 
thrill I had, and it’s just so basic 
and dumb, it’s retarded but somebody 
did it, and not only did they do it, 
but they did it really well and they 
had hooks and song craft to back it 
up, that’s why it was so effective.

Oh yeah, they certainly have been, 
those guitar leads that they got... 

But just the idea of putting layer 
upon layer upon layer upon layer of 
the exact same thing until it was so 
massive.

Right, in the 70s to get that same 
sound, Thin Lizzy had to have two 
guitars playing the same lead, at the 
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same time, in stereo, and they were 
playing it slightly off, because they 
weren’t perfect, but Ratatat can play 
it and autotune it and Boom, it’s 
awesome.

It’s just two guys.

It’s two guys and they’re great at 
it.

Back to the physicality; do you think 
that there are young kids today who 
just get it in that same visceral 
way, that the record is just of an-
other world?

I think is was probably the first time 
they experienced it, it was probably 
this ephiphany type of moment, and 
then they started to collect it, and 
started to enjoy it for what it was. 

I think it’s also the quest for au-
thenticity in that digital things 
are so easy to come by and you can 

download anything now, it’s all at 
your fingertips and it’s for free, and 
therefore it becomes meaningless, and 
there’s so much about music culture 
that strives to be exclusive and that 
wants to have things separate, like I 
discover something and I don’t nesec-
carily want to tell the whole world 
about it, I’ll maybe tell you or some 
other people that I trust but there’s 
something about it that’s pathetic 
and selfish kind of elitist way of 
being, and records to an extent can 
give people that because if you buy a 
record, it’s a much higher level com-
mitment to something.

Yeah, it is... I guess I look at it a 
little differently, it’s not so much 
an elitist thing but more of a her-
metic thing. There is a customer who 
came in and we were sharing our af-
finity for Cindytalk, and both of us 
were of the opinion that if Gordon 
Sharp made those records and only 40 
people bought them, he would still 



155

make those records, and it didn’t 
matter that anybody else experienced 
them other then those 40 people, and 
granted he sold many more copies then 
40 records but they were so personal 
and so dark and bleak and difficult to 
swallow at times but they were to the 
people who would be able to approach 
that and get into that type of music, 
it became ... I don’t know if I want 
to qualify it as this almost like an 
initiation but it just becomes sort 
of personal, and even if you were to 
tell somebody about it it might not 
mean anything to anybody else, but it 
means something to the listener.

I think that’s true. When I first heard 
the Bleach album in 1989 or 1990 or 
whatever, I felt like that band was 
speaking to me, because they were the 
same band in a way that I was in at 
the time, like only they were way 
better of course but you know, they 
were like, brothers, you know? And 
then when they got huge, they were no 
longer mine. You know? 

I can see that. There’s something sort 
of weird about when, if you were to 
meet somebody who has become famous 
and you can get beyond that famous-
ness of them and they become a real 
person, you can talk to them about 
your dog or what’s a good place to 
eat or how crappy the weather is, or 
gee I really like Manchester United, 
or whatever, banal conversations that 
normal people have as opposed to ‘oh 
my god, you’re Neil Young!’

Or like, Prince.

Yeah, that would be... I couldn’t 
imagine... I don’t really care about 
Prince. So that would be a wrong per-
son for me to say anything about. 
But I know a lot of people would be 
completely flabberghasted to meet him. 

I think that’s the sort of danger 
about pop music is that it can start 
out as being very personal and mean-
ingful and connecting people to ex-
periences that are dark or just real 
and then pop music sort of makes it 

into this universal meaningless can-
dycoated thing.

Even sort of like the posters of au-
thenticity become these cultural sig-
nifiers, you can go back and look at 
how Dylan would always pose himself 
in particular ways, and how he would 
always want the photograph to look 
in a very particular way, and how he 
would slump on the guitar this way or 
that way. More recently and more ag-
gregiously the way Emo came up as a 
legitimate way of trying to have Punk 
communicate something that was other 
then, ‘fuck my dad fuck my mom’, you 
know, trying to express emotional di-
spair with it’s own context.

Now it’s just an aesthetic style, an 
affectation.

Yeah, it became an affectation, and a 
way to get laid. I sing this way and 
the girls are going to weep,
and then it’s easier to get into their 
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pants, and it’s like, nooooo!

Many things become reductionist in 
that way.

The joy of being the sound artist is, 
you’re never going to do that.

You’re never getting into anyone’s 
pants with that.

<laughs>

No, it’s not going to happen.

Nope. Maybe in 500 years. But that’s 
a long time to wait. 

So where do you see that sort of ten-
sion headed, between the sort of ‘le-
gitimate’ commercial, cloud based mu-
sic world, and the world that you’re 
in? I mean, I guess they’re always 
going to exist in paralell. 

It’s really weird, to think about it 
as something other then what I’m ex-
periencing, because I work at this 
weird little record store that is 
able to sustain itself and I’m able 
to make records and put them out in 
the world that people buy and seem to 
enjoy, and do performances and curate 
things that people go to, versus  the 
very generic way of flipping on the 
cloud, and so and so, you turn on 
Pandora and so and so popped up, I 
like that. 

Do you find the whole Pandora thing 
kind of repulsive? Or insulting?

I don’t find it repulsive, I just don’t 
find it interesting. It just doesn’t 
interest me at all. You’re sort of 
just re-enforcing the things that you 
like; it’s like you’re surrounding 

yourself with things that look like 
you, as opposed to trying to test 
yourself against culture and finding 
something that you react to or react 
against and those reactions are what 
I’m interested in.

Well that’s what culture actually is, 
so I think that people who are inter-
ested in just being spoon fed, those 
people are always going to exist, and 
there’s always going to be people 
that like situation comedies, and who 
just go to whatever movie is playing, 
and so I guess when I think about  
Pandora, I think there’s no way I 
want a robot telling me what I should 
be listening to because there’s so 
much about how I approach music and 
how I experience it that’s sublime 
and that is based on taking to people 
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like you who work in a record store, 
it’s based on talking to my friends, 
and discovering things by accident, 
it’s based on just being alive, and 
the sum of all that stuff is magi-
cal, and that’s what I like about 
music, is when it hits me upside the 
head and does something to me that 
I didn’t expect, and so the idea of 
Pandora saying ‘give me the seed and 
then I will build this entire expe-
rience based on this thing that you 
told me’ is just completely the oppo-
site of what I want, or looking for. 

I agree. But like I said, it doesn’t 
intereset me, so it’s something in 
which, if I’m looking for something 
other, there are much better places 
that I would go to and I mean, just 
flip on, KALX, flip on WFMU, turn on 
Residents FM, granted I am being a 
little bit more passive right there 
but it’s the curation. 

You know those people are like you, 
and they’re actually doing a hard 
job, and they’re paying attention, 

so you can trust them.
I can trust them and then I can 
also disagree with them, too, which 
is nice. The other thing that’s so 
great, as much as I love radio, be-
ing able to listen to radio all over 
the world is great, you can instantly 
communicate with the DJs now and say 
‘what is that? where is that from? or 
anything like that, if they’re not 
back-announcing or whatever playlist 
isn’t being updated then and there, 
that is one of the great things about 
the connectivity and being able to 

discover new music that’s out and 
about. As far as my reaction about 
how the rest of culture paralells...

I think you answered it, I feel
like there isn’t necessarily a
tension there. It’s just two very 
different ways of operating, two very 
different operational models, and 
they have always existed in paralell 
to one another. 
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i t  needs to be elevated beyond c leverness

don’t  be
just  a comedian

an object  of  considerat ion
besides i t ’s  use

need to scale back in every way

let  the minimal amount
yie ld the most resul ts
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when a problem
comes along

you must
whip it
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Glass, magic marbles, honey, ink, Sean Ross 2010

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE VISUAL  LANGUAGE OF SOUND
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“archi tecture is  the f rozen music ;

music  is  the f lowing archi tecture…” – goethe



I believe that the separation of the visual from the aural is 
a false boundary, that our senses are all working together, 
and that communication designers should stop thinking in 
terms of one sensory type as being more or less important 
then another. Our bodies have sensory receptors–eyes 
and ears–and in daily life they both work in tandem to 
fully experience the world around us. I believe that the 
connectivity of the internet, and the multimedia rich 
capabilities of devices such as the iPad, and the iPhone are 
going to create new design opportunities for sound and 
image to (d)evolve to the next level of literally combining 
and fusing these languages together, not just tacking one 
on top of the other. 

During the presearch phase I began investigations in 
several different areas of playback media; first was 
involving the formal nature and qualities of the vinyl 
LP, chosen as an artifact that engaged both the ear and 
the eye simultaneously. I investigated the intrinsic visual 
properties of this media and what was possible, cutting  
it, reshaping it, painting and drawing with it, and lastly 

 THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

a parallel process
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The tools I used for image and sound making processes - a light 
table, microphone, analog synthesizer, glass plates, inks, and Magic 
Marbles from Walgreens, my secret weapon.

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE VISUAL  LANGUAGE OF SOUND
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creating a set of one of a kind lathe cut records which 
investigated the potentials of live, unedited performance 
using musical and non-musical objects in a primitive noise 
based conversation between humans and machines.

 My goals were to find ways for these two senses 
to speak to one another, using formal attributes which 
correlate; sound in the time domain and image in the 
spacial realm. 

 At the beginning of the Thesis term, I began 
looking at ways I might deal with the sharing of common 
language between image and sound. My first study with 
sound and image was actually a serial process, first 
creating a sound piece, and then creating a visual piece 
while listening to the sound, which was again creating the 
arbitrary relationships and interpretations that I was trying 
to avoid. I had to complete this step in order to understand 
how deeply engrained these habits are of composing, 
designing, and separating—then recombining these two 
modes of working. I still needed to find a truly parallel way 
of generating sound and image together. 

 THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

a parallel process
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“a serial process”
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video clip >> http://www.vimeo.com/22795679
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video clip >> http://www.vimeo.com/22794440

Video clips of analog sound and image experiments projected from 
Max/MSP onto handmade paper, Sean Ross, 2011



 THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

a parallel process

I began truly parallel processes of creating image and 
sound together.

Initially my plan was to bring these discreet moments I 
had collected into an application I designed for the real 
time layering and performance of audiovisual media in a 
performance context.

I wanted a way to compose and ‘design’ with these clips, 
to play them like a DJ samples, creating new combinations 
which would allow these moments to interact, however I 
became confronted with the aesthetic of digital, and the  
“COOL AND GROOVY” affectation it seems to impart to 
everything, like a lava lamp or a trippy screen saver. 

I began to value the moments more by themselves, and 
I wondered if instead of collecting these clips to be 
ground up into digital fodder for the machine, might I 
just be content to allow them space to be themselves.

I still struggle with this. My plans moving forward are 
to strike some kind of balance between the notions 
of composition and creativity with the fundamental 
discoveries and strategies of capturing sound and image 
together as they truly are, in the wild. 
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video clip >> http://www.vimeo.com/22794440



172

Jazz Mutant Lemur Live Per-
formance Controller, Sean 

Ross, 2009

A/V Performance Sequencer Schematic Diagram, Sean Ross, 2010
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Using form studio setup of wax, honey, ink, and glass, video output from 
Max for Live, Sean Ross, 2010

A/V Performance Sequencer in Max for Live, Sean Ross & Ben Bracken, 2010



Cymtics experiment with corn starch, water, 
and black ink on top of a speaker cone playing 
sine and sawtooth waves at varied freqencies. 
Sean Ross, 2011

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE VISUAL  LANGUAGE OF SOUND
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video clip >> http://www.vimeo.com/22794440



 THESIS 3  // THE FINALE

a paralell process

 THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

a parallel process

“don’t  be puff  daddy.
be publ ic  enemy.” – mart in venezky
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video clip >> http://www.vimeo.com/22794440
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I first met Rusty Hodge in 1998, the pre 
dot-com days in the SOMA district of 

San Francisco; they still called it “Multime-
dia Gulch” back then. At the time, I was 
just beginning my career at a brand new 
cable network called ZDTV, a spinoff of 
print publishing giant Ziff Davis. Part of 
my job as a production assistant was to 
digitize programs which had broadcast that 
day on-air and upload them to the inter-
net, a fairly new idea for the time. Rusty 
was at in charge of all streaming media for 
the channel; it quickly became clear to me 
that we had a lot in common, as he was 
not-so-secretly a music afficianado much 
like myself. We bonded, but soon lost 
touch for many years after he left; we both 
ultimatley went on to other things; most 
notably, Rusty started a now fairly well 
known internet radio station, SomaFM, 
and ultimately was a seminal force in carv-
ing out a viable niche for internet broad-
casters who were being unfairly harassed 
by industy heavyweights. Rusty is kind 
enough to play some of my tracks on the 
Drone Zone and Groove Salad stations. 
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Where did the idea of SOMA FM come 
from?

Ever since I was a little kid and 
my parents took me to Disneyland and 
the Disneyland hotel, and I saw there 
was a local radio station KEZY and 
the broadcast studios was at the Dis-
neyland Hotel, it covered most of 
southern Ca. it was a 5000 watt radio 
station, but it was something I had 
listened to ever since I was a lit-
tle kid, probably because it was the 
strongest one on the dial that wasn’t 
talk radio, and I saw it was so cool 
what they’re doing, playing all this 
music, all these people, look at all 
this equipment they have, that’s  
cool, so I started doing a little bit 
of it, I had a tape recorder when I 
was really young and started doing 
like bad radio shows.

So you and me are identical in that 
sense, the tape recorder was my fa-
vorite thing to play with from the 

time I was 4 or 5, my dad used to have 
these tape recorders that he used to 
record meetings with, he had the first 
walkman, the business walkman, it had 
a leather case and it was a brick, it 
was huge, but it had really nice ste-
reo microphones; and then he’d have 
these little microphones that plugged 
in, stereo mics. He had a drawer full 
of these different mics, and I would 
inherit his older ones, and I used to 
make up radio shows with my sister, I 
used to secretly record people with-
out them knowing it, and play it back 
later and embarrass them; it was my 
favorite thing to do.

Elementary and Jr. High school, and 
then I guess in high school, I started 
doing a little bit of DJing; it was 
1977, for dances in high school, and 
around 77 or 78 my dad’s company was 
working with some tech company. He 
gets a very early cordless telephone; 
he was like, look at this company. 
they want us to computerize this for 



them. Here, you can play with it, 
and I play with it. I’m listening to 
it, I’m like, I don’t remember how I 
figured this out, but somehow I fig-
ured out it transmitted on 1640 on 
the AM dial, it had like 49 mhz. and 
1640 for the base station. I’m like, 
that’s kind of cool, you can get it 
on the AM radio band. So I remember 
hooking up the phone jack of it to 
the output of my stereo, and playing 
music over it, and I can listen to 
this on the radio, and I went walking 
around the block and that’s a pretty 
impressive distance, it goes over a 
block or so. So I started doing these 
little pirate radio broadcasts, ev-
ery afternoon and evening on that, 
I’d record them as well, so when I 
couldn’t do them on my own, I might 
play back 2 or 3 hours worth of taped 
ones.

Did you have other people listening? 

I think so because I remember one 
time thinking, you need to know if 
people are listening to you, and say-
ing ‘even if you’re too shy to call 
up and talk to us, just 
call the number, ring 
once and hang up,’ and 
5 seconds later some-
one called and hung up. 
So I was like, that’s 
awesome, someone’s 
listening.
Later I was looking 
at getting wireless 
FM microphones and 
hooking them up, I re-
member hooking one of 
them up on the roof to a 
big high gain FM antenna; it could 
go about a block or so, doing wire-
less. Then I realized that it was 
kind of frustrating ‘cause it’s a lot 
of work but not a lot of audience, 
and I’d also been playing around with 
phone things. I’d met this guy around 
dial-a-joke, and then he started do-
ing this thing, they called it the 
comment line, where it’s basically 2 
lines, one was an answering machine 
where people would leave messages or 
comments about things, and then he’d 

go and edit those together, and put 
them on a big tape loop and you’d 
dial into this other line and you’d 
hear people spliced together. I re-
member thinking, that’s cool, I bet I 
could do that. So I started doing it, 
and it took off; this guy was a big 
radio and telephone tech nerd, and I 
was more like, caring about the con-
tent side of things, so I was trying 
to get higher production values, and 
you know, I started to get a follow-
ing. That was my senior year in high 
school and I was doing that almost 
like full-time, I’d do 5 or 6 shows 
a week.

Do you have any of these recorded?

I have a couple floating around, unfor-
tunately my mother decided to throw 
away a bunch of my old cassettes when 
she was cleaning house.

Sounds familiar.

But the high school I was at, it was 
a small private high school and they 
just hired this PR Person to help 
draw new students to the school and 
she was really good at doing press 
releases. She heard I was doing this, 
and sent out a press release about 
it. So I ended up getting coverage 
in the Orange County Register and 

the LA Times, and a few oth-
ers, and they all  wrote 
articles about it, which 
shot the listenership up 
even more. Then I went 
off to college and started 
getting a little distract-

ed, and wasn’t doing it 
quite as frequently, 
but our college had a 
radio station that was 

off the air and I put to-
gether this whole package 

about how I should be able 
to take over the radio station and 
put all the articles in there from 
the LA times. There was this other 
guy who was the hot man in the commu-
nications department. He comes to me 
and he’s like, ’we saw your applica-
tion, this is pretty impressive, all 
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this stuff you’re doing, you know our 
radio station is completely wrecked 
right now’. It turns out that he had 
been working on getting a grant or 
some sort of thing, getting some mon-
ey to basically build a whole new  
radio station from scratch, and why 
don’t you work on that with me, you 
can like design it, put all the stuff 
together and I’ll do the business 
deal side of it… so he handled the 
business side and I was left to de-
sign this thing. Here we have a place 
we can put it, what kind of equipment 
will we need, they’d just done a deal 
with the cable provider who just had 
come in to the city of Orange where 
Chapman University was, and they were 
giving him a cable tv channel and a 
cable radio channel, cable FM which 
turned out to be like, you had like 
5 people listen to that but still 
it was kind of cool. Where we found 
our biggest amount of listeners, we 
got our radio station behind all the 

character generator channels, which 
turned out to be awesome, and then 
it spawned our tagline, radio worth 
watching, because nobody had cable FM 
hookups back then but everybody was 
looking at the calendar, and they’d 
like our music so they’d leave it on 
the TV. 

So then I got up into the commercial 
TV and radio world, and realized this 
really sucks, and I sort of retreated 
from that and started getting more 
involved with computers. My dad’s a 
computer guy, and bulletin boards 
were just springing up and I got in-
volved with that, but I always loved 
radio. So when the internet started 
taking off, i realized I knew tons 
of stuff about this internet thing, 
now I can get an edge to work with 
radio and tv stations getting stuff 
on the internet for them; I was doing 
work with KPIZ getting them on the 
internet, that’s where I met Candy 



Meyers. She went over to ZDTV, she 
brought me in over there. We had just 
done a little bit of Real Audio stuff 
at KPIX, so it is kind of fun for 
special events and things. Whenever 
there’d be big live news events, I’d 
rush over there and set up the Real 
Audio server streaming whatever was 
coming off the satellite; things we 
had permission to use, they didn’t 
want to put full time on the air got 
a moderate mount of traction.

So I’m thinking, one of these days 
when this gets better, it’ll be awe-
some. With ZDTV, one of the deals we 
had was with Real Audio networks, and 
they had 50,000 simultaneous streams 
of G2 audio, which sounded like bad 
FM, it was like 10 kHz. of bandwidth. 
It was OK, it was tolerable; actu-
ally you could listen to this. Not 
the greatest, but you can listen to 
it, it’s not like listening to AM 
radio through a telephone, which is 
what real audio was like. I was like, 
wow that’s cool, but then they’re 
taking forever to do all this stuff 
we’re supposed to be streaming, we 
contracted, the contract started say 
jan 1, and we were like 6 months away 
for getting any video content or live 
content, cause everything had been 
slowed down and wasn’t launching as 
fast as they’d hoped it would.

This was in ‘97 I guess, … well how 
about we do some stuff and stress 
test these servers, and put some ge-
neric content on it and try to get 
my friends to tune into it, and Pam 
Pfiffner says, it sounds good; mean-
while I’m collecting all this elec-
tronic music, and so I put togeth-
er this winamp playlist of just a 
bunch of my favorite electronic music 
that I usually listen to in the back-
ground, and I’m encoding this with 
the real encoder, streaming it, and 
I’m like wow this sounds decent, and 
my friends are like, listening to it, 
tuning in, and I couldn’t do that for 
too long, I did it for a month at the 
most, but that was sort of the first 
taste, and then we got real busy

doing video and tv stuff and I didn’t 
give it another thought. So then I 
leave ZDTV and go off and do my own 
thing for a bit, and then a friend of 
mine starts this company that’s doing 
these real time information searches, 
‘come and do our operational stuff, 
we’re all friends we’re all gonna get 
really rich’.

I’m like OK fine whatever, sounds like 
it’ll be like a fun thing to do, and 
he’s like ‘we’re going to buy lots of 
equipment and lots of stuff and you 
can set it all up’, I’m like ‘cool 
I love to buy things’, and so we’re 
doing our own stuff. We set up all 
this equipment, developers are behind 
schedule deploying stuff, so I said, 
‘oh I’ll set up a shoutcast stream-
ing thing’, because shout cast had 
just come out, and this works really 
well. Then suddenly everybody at the 
office like 15 people out of 30 that 
were tuning in to this stream I was 
putting together, again it was just 
Win Amp playing the stream, and I’m 
like, well that’s kind of cool, let’s 
try to do a little more, and we’d 
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just signed a deal with some ISP to 
get like 10 megabits of bandwidth and 
we’re not using any of it, so I set 
up a streaming server on it, part of 
my justification is like, this is my 
way of testing this stuff, and as 
soon as the audio goes on, there’s a 
network problem. It was good because 
when it did go down we did know it 
was a network problem and we’d fix 
it; so more and more people started 
tuning in to it. So I’m thinking, 
wow, this could be really serious, 
so I start looking around, but win 
amp is so crappy, it doesn’t segway 
stuff, it’s really hard to schedule 
things. I start looking around and 
this friend of mine who’s the phone 
phreak guy who did the comment line 
early on that I’ve known forever, he 
says like, ‘oh I’ve got some really 
cool software I’ve been using, it’s 
only 49 dollars it’s called Onyx DJ.’ 
I’m like, really? ‘Yeah, it sounds 

really good you should check it out 
it has a really simple audio proces-
sor with gain control so your levels 
are consistent’, I’m like really? So 
I like buy it, I’m like, this is not 
bad. 

So it’s like an MP3 DJ thing 

This is a much newer version of it, 
you can program it, you can build 
all these scheduling rules, the thing 
that was really awesome about it was 
the AGC, (automatic gain control) you 
could set it really slow so if you 
had a quiet song and a loud song, 
people wouldn’t have to be messing 
with their volume all the time. The 
audio levels were all over the place. 

So it’s actually like a compressor/
limiter? 

Yeah, AGC and a compressor limiter, 



the AGC is real slow, and the way I 
have it set up, the scope, it’s only 
like 6 DB of gain riding. And the 
way you can program it, Actually the 
hard drive just crashed on this and I 
just rebuilt it, I have no music on 
it, but I have 4 test files, I’ll give 
you an example of what you can do on 
it. This version we use is like 500 
bucks. This is what I’d call third 
world professional broadcast soft-
ware, there are certain limitations 
but there are certain things it does 
really well.
This sets the cue point at this part 
of the waveform, this  is when it’s 
gonna cue the next thing, this red 
part here is where it’s actually de-
cided that’s some fade it’s muting 
the track actually ends right where 
this yellow does, it will guess these 
things for you and you can go trim 
these things up for yourself, it does 
really awesome segways, it does it on 

the leave-in as well, if you have a 
song that starts really quiet and you 
want to do much more tighter cross-
fade between the two, you just move 
the intro reference point over here, 
and set it there, and so because of 
that you can get really great sound-
ing segways. This is an example of 
the scripting language where you 
build up your things, like don’t play 
things from this cat, and nothing is 
played an x number of songs, since 
this artist and this song hasn’t been 
played in this period of time. Over 
the years we’ve generated some really 
complicated scripts.

Is that where you start with your 
playlists? or are your playlists gen-
erated more organically?

I use iTunes for generating play-
lists. I’ve got all this music in 
iTunes, I’m listening to it, I’m find-
ing stuff, so use iTunes to sort out 
what are the tracks I want to include 

in the playlist, and then those get 
loaded up in this system, we have 
to convert the files into this thing 
called an OX file which is basically 
an MP3 with the additional info from 
the editor and some extra metadata 
on it, theoretciaiilly they put all 
that stuff into an ID3V2 tag, but 
this predates ID3V2 so they’re kind 
of stuck with the IC format. There’s 
a lot of categorization that happens 
which i usually do in iTunes, this 
is a groovesalad song, but this is a 
song you don’t want to hear all too 
often, and this is more uptempo, this 
is more downtempo, this one has vo-
cals, this one’s instrumental, so I 
categorize, I go to great lengths to 
categorize everything. I built these 
templates, play 2 instrumental songs, 
1 vocal, the 1 instrumental. Do 3 
groups of that, and then throw in the 
spice track, and also there’s things 
like, songs have weights on them, 

like how often or how less often do 
you want to have them, and then this 
also randomizes things a little tiny 
bit as well; so depending on for ex-
ample the spice tracks are not really 
randomized, because there’s not that 
many of them, they play very infre-
quently so they’re pretty much ro-
tated through just whichever what was 
the one we played the longest time 
ago, that’ll be the next one.

What’s a spice track?

It’s a track that is interesting to 
hear, but you don’t want to hear it 
all the time. If you’re typical lis-
tener to SomaFM a spice track on most 
of our channels will be something you 
might hear once every few months to 
once a year depending on the channel, 
how big it’s playlist is, so they’re 
the songs you want to hear but if you 
hear them a couple times your’e like, 
so sick of it, Stairway to Heaven 
would be a spice track for an AOR 

“ the or ig inal  LP was an ar t i fact ,  i t  was something you had to t reat               

carefu l ly,  i t  was easy to destroy,  you had to respect  i t . ”  -  rusty  hodge 
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station; everybody knows this and you 
have to play it every now and then.

Is that an industry term? spice 
track? I’ve never heard of that

I’ve worked at some radio stations 
where they’ve refered to it that way 
and I’ve heard some other people, I 
didn’t coin the term, I don’t know. 

So you have to be very careful with 
it in other words.

B u t theres also 
songs that 
p e o p l e 
like and 
do want 
to hear 

every so 
often. Another 

example of the spice 
t r a c k 
w i t h 
c e r -
t a i n 

e l e c -
tronica songs that 
are anthems that 
everyone knows. 
There’s other 
spice tracks which 
maybe are like, 
rare random things 
by a very popular art-

ist but not one of their 
best tracks, but it still kind of in-
terests, everyone knows it, there’s 
certain Beatles tracks that fall into 
this category, they were never hits, 
they were never really popular, but 
everybody knows that song, so you 
play that from time to time.

How you use the spice depends on the 
type of program you’re doing, like 
the lounge channel, which is a nov-
elty channel, with novelty music, 
the spice tracks on there will be 
the ones that are so crazy and out 
there, like some of the sha sha per-
rie stuff, (imitates it) 

So, it’s hard to listen to.

Yeah, they’re fun to hear 2 minutes 
of that like once a day, once every 
couple days, but you never do a set 
of these, you never play a couple of 
them in an hour, or people will just 
run screaming. The first couple times 
was awesome but now I’m gnashing my 
teeth it’s so bad.

So that’s interesting, it’s all done 
more or less algorithmically but you 
have a very elaborate set of tags 

to start with.

But then we 
go and 
t w e a k 
stuff, 
s o 
the 

al- g o s 
a r e a base 

t h i n g , 
a n d then we 
play a lot of requests 
for people, and people are talking 
about things. We did a thing dur-
ing the lunar eclipse, across most 
of our channels we played big sets 
of songs that were about the moon. 
And even if they just had the moon in 
the title, like you know, it was an 
instrumental track called like The 
Moon is Out, it’s just so many people 
looking at ther eclipse, and they see 
that and a lot of times people look 
at the Twitter feed and someone will 
say something like ‘oh I love groove 
salad, especially this song that I 
never hear anymore’, and I’ll go on 
there and schedule it to play right 
away. And then Elise who does Indie 
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Pop Rocks, she runs the algorithmn to 
set things up and then she goes and 
spends a lot of time hand tuning the 
next 48 hours; she does like 2 or 3 
day blocks, and she basically uses 
the algorithms to fill in all the re-
curring stuff, the older stuff, not 
the new stuff, and then she goes and 
manually schedules all the new stuff 
to play, and then she’s got a lot of 
these artists who do the station IDs, 
“Hi this is ____ you’re listening to 
Indie Pop Rocks on SomaFM”, she’ll 
put those together with the artist’s 
song that she’s gonna play. So she’ll 
do them more by hand and then I’ll 
continue to do more algorithmic pro-
gramming, and the by-hand stuff is 
based on feedback, but she doesn’t 
pay a lot of attention to feedback 
that people give her; well, she does 
but not in real-time. She doesn’t 
read her email for like 3 days, and 
then she’ll go through and see what 
the feedback is. 

You must get a lot of email.

We get a lot of spam.
Twitter and Facebook have been actu-
ally much better for getting feedback 
from people then email.

The world seems to be going in that 
direction.

It’s funny, you get some people that 
write in, ‘oh I’d love to hear this 
song by the way, please don’t add 
this email, it’s my work address so  
please don’t put it on your mailing 
list please don’t reply to me cause 
I’m not supposed to be using it for 
personal reasons but then they can do 
Facebook and twitter.

We’re gonna do a rev of our iPhone 
app and one of the things will be  to 
send a message to a DJ and it’ll ac-
tually end up in our email.
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So, I’m combining my love for music 
and audio with my love for graphic 
design, so the frame of my thesis 
is really around the lost physical-
ity of music, and so I’m using the 
LP record as sort of a vehicle for 
this nostalgia, but I’m interested in 
pushing forward the notion that this 
old media could continue to evolve 
and progress forward, beyond where 
we’ve left it sticking in the mud, 
or in the tar pit, when we embraced 
the MP3. Academically a lot of what 
I’m doing is sort of critiquing the 
current state of affairs in terms of 
how people listen to music and how 
it’s not valued in the same way in 
the culture as a result of it’s de-
materialization. I think I’m really 
interested in what you’re doing be-
cause you’re embracing the digital 
and internet technology that allows 
everybody to have immediate access to 
these things all the time but in a 
way you’re a curator of this experi-
ence that is sort of bringing us back 
to the time when radio was very warm 
and human, and culture was far less 
fragmented.

Right.

And I feel like that’s kind of what 
we’ve lost.

Right.

In this immersive data-bit universe, 
I can basically plug in and have any-
thing at any given time and there’s 
no scarcity there’s no hunting any-
thing down, there’s no art of dis-
covery, or human connection there. 
So I’m really interested in the fact 
that you exist in this sort of in-
between world where you’re part of 
the digital landscape, but you’re re-
ally not even trying to make a profit 
with what you’re doing. You’re really 
trying to keep it community based and 
exist in a way that’s not trying to 
grow and take over the world. 

I want to grow slowly. I mean, it’s 
funny, we have 20 channels and 2 
christmas channels and some other 

seasonal stuff. 5 years ago we had 10 
channels, so we’re growing but it’s 
a natural, more sustainable growth.

Are you a non-profit?

No. 

But you’re sort of run like a non-
profit.

Yeah. Actually you know, part of 
that’s because there are so many ac-
counting rules that go along with be-
ing a non-profit, and the only benefit 
it would give to our donors is that 
you can do a tax write off if they 
itemize over a certain level; so re-
ally what it keeps us from getting is 
big corporate donations and grants 
and things like that, that’s really 
the only thing it keeps us from get-
ting. 

I’m assuming you wouldn’t be likely 
to get those types of things anyway 
because you’re sort of in competition 
with a lot of the more commercial 
corporations.

Yeah … I’m sure we could try to go 
after the kinds of people, the NPR, 
the KQEDs, go after, and if we had 
someone working for us who’s full job 
is to drum that up, and to me it’s 
basically the more subtle, less an-
noying form of advertising.

It’s kind of the same really.

With just listener support, if a lis-
tener is pissed off, fine, here’s your 
20 dollar donation back, I refund it 
to them, and I’ve done this a couple 
times where I’ve gotten someone, ‘I’m 
a donor, I don’t like the fact that 
you’re doing this’, well, I’ll refund 
your donation, sorry we’re going to 
keep doing it, um, I’m not being an 
asshole.

What do people get mad about? 

Oh, every now and then certain people 
feel very entitled to like, having us 
never play certain songs, like “I find 
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this song offensive”, you know.

Wow.

The funniest thing, like, the most 
recent example of it, there’s a Fila 
Brazillia song I play called ‘The 
Light of Jesus’.

Oh yeah.

You’ve heard it, right? With all these 
samples of a crazy televangelist go-
ing off, and this person is all, ‘as 
an atheist I’m offended by this’, I’m 
like, really? Have you listened to 
the lyrics of this song?

Yeah, they’re in your camp. <laughs>
Wow. Some people just don’t get hu-
mor.

And um, ‘Yeah I know but still the 
average person will think it’s pro-
moting Jesus’... I’m like, ok fine 
whatever, ‘I’m a donor, I don’t think 
you should play it anymore.’ I’m 
like, I’m going to continue to play 

it and a lot of people like it and I 
think it’s a great song, and bottom 
line is, we gained our audience by 
people trusting my judgement in music 
with a few exceptions, but now I un-
derstand how you feel so I’ll refund 
your donation, and I hope you’ll tune 
in from time to time… and one guy 
got really upset that I refunded his 
donation. In a positive way he was 
like, ‘I wasn’t trying to, no, I was 
just trying to give you some feed-
back, go ahead and play the song, in 
fact, I just donated a hundred dol-
lars to you’ like , double the dona-
tion I refunded… 

Part of what I’m exploring is invent-
ing kind of new formats that are more 
physical.

I think that the CD killed the physi-
cal format.

I totally agree because it sucks.

Well, I’m actually a fan of the au-
dio quality of CDs and I know some 

people don’t agree with that.

I think the packaging sucks mo-
res then the audio.

Well, the original LP was 
an artifact, it was some-
t h i n g you had to treat care-
fully, it was easy to destroy, 
y o u had to respect it, 
it was beautiful, it had 
this won- derful packaging. 

A smell.

Full of infor- mation, with 
the exception of a few crap-
py LPs that had no liner notes 
or anything like that, but the 
good stuff, may- be it wasn’t 
a fold out but it had an inner 
sleeve with stuff p r i n t e d 
on it, liner notes, a l l 
sorts of great stuff.

And you would sit there and you 
would experience the v i s u a l 
artifact while you had some



thing to do with your hands; I grew 
up this way, I grew up listening to 
Beatles records and looking at the 
art work while I had those giant 
headphones on.

Right! That was the thing you did 
while listening to music, you looked 
at the thing that went along with 
it. And the CD comes out and it’s 
this thing that is touted as being 
indestructible, which it wasn’t, I 
took it for grated that they were 
indestructible, I treated them like 
shit, and they all started failing, 
but most people thought they’re in-
destructible, they’re in this hard 
plastic case, you could throw them 
around, you could drop them, they 
would still play. You didn’t have to 
take care of them, they were no lon-
ger this precious object.

You could leave them on the floor of 
your car and they would still play.

Oh yeah, no problem, you could pile 
them on top of each other, you may 
not want to slam the door on them or 
something; I remember I had a very 
early CD player in my car, and I re-
member having like 15 loose CDs like 
on my passenger seat and they’d fall-
en down in-between the hump in the 
seat, and that was the first time I 
realized you could mess up CDs be-
cause one started skipping where it’d 
rubbed up against a piece of metal, I 
was like OOOH, I got to be a little 
more careful with that… and then you 
just buff it out, and you’re like 
YEAH WHO CARES they are indestruc-
table… you lost respect for them, it 
was sort of like the difference be-
tween a piece of original art and a 
cheap poster of it, right? You might 
tack one up on the wall, the other 
one you’re going to frame and take 
good care of and pay more attention 
to it, probably because it cost you 
more, or it took more effort, or you 
had to be more careful with it, so I 
think CDs sort of destroyed the whole 
artifact-ism of the associated mate-
rials that came with music. 

Right. And also the playback itself 
was electric, physical, tapes were 
magnetic, so you’re dealing with ac-
tual forces of nature in the playback 
that your humanity can interface with 
in ways that we may trivialize but 
I think actually is a component to 
our connectiveness with the media in 
that, you know, when you scratch a 
record you have a record that skips 
in a certain place or those pops and 
clicks are like, they’ve become over 
time, they adopt a history that’s 
unique, it’s my version of Physi-
cal Graffiti, and it’s different from 
yours.

What’s the thing we have now, people 
selling plugins, those fake vinyl pl-
ugins?

We have the same things in graph-
ic design and photography now too. 
Instamatic, it’s like oh look your 
iphone can do that. The Hipstamat-
ic, a crappy old camera, and now we 
think clean is weird, you know? And 
it took people awhile to figure that 
out. I think people were really enam-
ored with the cleanliness, I remember 
when CDs first came out I was really 
impressed with how clean they were, 
and then it started to kind of hurt 
my ears after awhile, and I remember 
cause I grew up with tapes, records 
weren’t even really a big deal they 
were sort of a big deal when I was 
younger, but when I was a teenager, 
I was into cassettes, I mean they’re 
shitty but there’s a warmth that it 
has, I remember when I got into 4 
track and 8 track recording, how much 
information you could jam on to a 
cassette, even though it was lo-fi in 
terms of the frequency range, they  
didn’t have a lot of super high end 
and a lot of bass, it still had a 
warmth and a saturation that didn’t 
exist in any form of digital record-
ing, and I remember when I first got 
into multi-tracking on my Mac, when 
that became possible, in like the 
late 90s, when you could record on a 
sound card and do multi-tracking,



I remember being really bummed at 
how weird it sounded and how kind of 
sterile it sounded, what was miss-
ing was that natural distortion, that 
harmonic distortion that jamming sig-
nal onto tape would give you if you 
over-saturated it. 

Well see what’s interesting about 
some of those, I don’t think those 
are necessarily inherent flaws in dig-
ital, I think they’re … digital is 
still very young, the way we’re deal-
ing with a lot of 

t h o s e 
analog 
tech-
nolo-
gies, 

there’s like 50 years of tech 
behind them, so they didn’t have 
to worry about certain kinds of 
cir- cuitry with ana-

log record-
ing tape, 
because 
i t ’ s 
l i k e , 
oh well 
you don’t 
need to 

worry about like do-
ing good limiting on a signal be-
cause it’ll saturate the tape, and 
it happens to sound good, so same 
with vacuum tubes, you don’t care 
as much about over-driving it, be-
cause when they distort, they sound 
nice as opposed to a more tradi-
tional power transistor which sounds 
pretty nasty when it distorts, so 
then once you start abusing those  
kinds of power transitors, it’s all 
about how to minimize distortion, but 
when you’re using tubes, if you look 
at the specs of super high end audio-
phile tube equipment, it’s like .1 
percent total harmonic distortion. 
That’s kind of high, a transistor 
is .002 percent. But once that thing 
starts distorting the distortion is 

so much nastier sounding, even less 
of it, the vacuum tube distortion is 
pleasing to our ears, the transtor 
distortion is harsh, it’s like some-
thing that does not play nicely with 
the way our brain listens to things, 
and I think we used a lot of those 
kind of technologies thinking like 
oh well, you know, we’re just gonna 
use the same kind of circuitry that 
we put stuff on tape with to digi-
tize things, and it’ll be fine, and 
they didn’t realize that no, because 

you forgot that that whole tape 
thing is part of the record-
ing process, the actual 
head going to the tape, 
if you’re going to digi-
tal, you don’t have that 
extra non-linear step in 
there that you have to 
deal with that’s in the 

rest of your analog circuit-
ry before it hits the digital, 

and people weren’t doing that exept a 
few crazy peo- ple were 
making really super 
high end ana-
log to dig-
i t a l con-
vert- e r s 
w e r e d o -
i n g 

things 
l i k e 
that, and their stuff was sound-
ing pretty amazing.

Also, you don’t have the bit depth 
and the sample rate like now, we have 
that and it’s better then it was but 
back then when I first started doing 
this it was 16 bit 44.1 and I was go-
ing into a digidesign audio media III 
card, and everything just sounded re-
ally tinny.

I’m still convinced that part of 
that stuff is like, the digital au-
dio stuff was either done by com-
puter guys who had no analog sense, 
or they’re done by analog guys who 
had no digital sense, you know the 
jitter issues with the early CD play-
ers, the root of that thing is from, 
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they clocked their D to A convert-
ers from the actual motor that was 
driving the disk and they’d read the 
laser and it would have it’s timing 
on there, that’s the clock they drove 
the digital analog converter with, 
not a crystal clock. But with that, 
and that thing had all sorts of me-
chanical and motor noise going on, 
and I remember reading stuff about 
jitter, going ‘this does not make 
sense at all, why would anybody do 
something like this?’ and I look at 
the schematic and the clock source is 
coming off the pickup off the opti-
cal disk? There’s no buffer in here? 
They really did it that way? And then 
you start looking at things and you 
realize yeah, it’s because they were 
analog guys building this stuff they 
didn’t even think about things like 
having a crystal based clock and buff-
ering stuff, right?   And you know 
some of that stuff was just because I 
know so many early digital was nasty, 
but some of the early digital stuff 
was really good though, I’ve listened 
to some … there was some stuff that 
um, guess it was Donald Fagan, Steely 
Dan, Night Flight was an all digital 
recording, that was a very clean very 
nice sounding recording, they gener-
ated all their warmth in the studio 
before they laid it down to digi-
tal, they knew they had to do that, 
they weren’t relying on, it’s sort 
of like, sometimes I think like the 
analog tape let...

It let people be lazy.

Do you know John Vanderslice or know 
of him? He runs Tiny Telephone stu-
dio. He talks about trashy Hi-Fi, 
he’s like, what we do is we buy this 
really super high end classic great 
analog equipment, and then we kind of 
randomly set things on it, we don’t 
fine tune it, you don’t have to try to 
get good sounds out of them, we just 
put the vocal through the Levin 70 
limiter and it just no matter how you 
set it, it sounds pretty good, you 
know some ways it might sound a lit-
tle better, but it still sounds way 
better then not having it in there, 

so that’s what we do, we have  a bunch 
of this really cool vintage stuff and 
we don’t even need to know how to 
use it, you use this thing and it 
does stuff, that’s I think what hap-
pens, so much of this old analog gear 
was very forgiving, and the people 
who made it kind of I know at least 
in the Broadcast equipment things 
were designed to be overdriven, they 
weren’t supposed to start distort-
ing till you’re at like +18 DB, and 
they were supposed to have at least 
65 DB of signal to noise ratio from 
the zero point, so you know really 
they had like 85 DB of signal noise 
ratio from their low end to where 
they did distort, but broadcast guys 
would have their stuff just pegged 
the whole time, and they weren’t get-
ting any distortion out of it, the 
chains were built that way, and then 
people switch over to cheaper equip-
ment, and as soon as you’re over like 
+6 DB you’re getting all sorts of 
distortion and then nobody knew, no-
body got it forever with digital that 
zero is the top end, the digital guys 
blew that, they should have set it at 
+10, but instead they set it at 0 DB. 

There’s no headroom.

Yeah they didn’t set it up with any 
headroom. And the other reason some 
of the first CDs sounded so horrible is 
because they didn’t actually digitize 
them from the master tapes, they did 
it from the EQed masters, which were 
the masters that were used to press 
the LPs, and they had the RIAA curve. 
Some of the CD players would tell you 
when the CDs were being played back 
with that curve applied to it, they 
were basically taking the digitized 
signal off of it and then running 
an RIAA form of curve against it, 
and the chips, whatever the electron-
ics they were using for that, nobody 
gave a shit about that, and those 
all sounded horrible, not like anyone 
would put it in any decent sounding 
audio equipment, we got this 15 cent 
part that has that as an option, ok 
we’ll use that, and if you had a re-
cord player playing it through that 
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you’d say, eeew, this preamp sounds 
like shit, and so I have some old CDs 
that were recorded that way and I had 
this old CD player that would tell 
you if it was playing something back 
that used that preamp, this interest-
ing contrast with the new CDs that 
were remastered from the original 
tapes, and these old ones, that was a 
huge world of difference between the 
two, that was amazing, 

So what’s your opinion on MP3 qual-
ity? 

I think it sounds pretty good.

Really?

at 320k. 

What if you’re in a club that has de-
cent sound? 

The only ones that sound bad are the 
low bit rate ones or the ones that 

I don’t know, I’m not so negative on 
MP3s, at high bit rates, but I mean, 
at 320k you’re not saving a lot of 
space, might as well use a wav file. 
But I’ve a/b tested on some systems. 
I can definitely hear stuff on low bit 
rated MP3s, when we rolled out our 
80s channel on Soma FM, even though 
we were using good audio processing 
on stuff on it, it was like, shit this 
sounds horrible at 128k, a lot of 
electronic music doesn’t sound so bad 
at 128k but certain music sounds just 
nasty and the 80s stuff was sounding 
just horrible so I added 192k stream 
and I was like, that sounds pretty 
good, about as good as a 128k stream 
of our electronic stuff, good enough 
for radio… a lot of the problem is 
that a lot of the bands are sending 
out 128k mp3s, and they’re not even 
paying attention to the quality.

Do people ever send you tapes? Or 
vinyl?
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We get vinyl from time to time

What about lathe cut vinyl?

Like test pressing sort of things?          
You know what sounded like shit? Pic-
ture disks. 

You mean those floppy ones that came 
in the magazines?

No, the ones that were like regular 
12” vinyl but with pictures on them. 
Because they were basically like a 
printed piece of plastic with one of 
those avetone sound sheets glued on 
top of it, those little things that 
came on the back of cereal, that’s 
what a sound sheet is, flexi-disk, the 
company is called evatone. 

And was that part like transparent? 

Yes, they made a clear one, and they 
glued that on to the other disk, it 
wasn’t exactly that but for all prac-
tical purposes that is what it was, 
it was another layer that they would 
press and glue on top, super thin.

That’s kind of what I’m doing, but 
I’m using the vinyl, it’s actually 
polyurethane, it’s thick enough that 
it’s, the grooves are, there’s em-
bossing, and then there’s diamond 
cut, and I’m actually investing in a 
diamond cutter for the project so you 
can scratch on it.

A company called Presto made lathes 
for cutting records in the 60s and 
70s, I was so close to getting one 
when I was in college, I found a guy 
who was selling one, it was every-
thing but the turntable part of it.

There’s a guy in Germany who makes a 
setup for the Technics that has the 
torque, the SP-10, and he has all the 
connections to the African diamond 
mafia. 

They’re really common at radio sta-
tions.

So do you digitize stuff? 

When necessary. This is the legacy 
media rack. We have a turntable, cas-
settes, DAT player. There’s a lot of 
interesting stuff floating around on 
tape. The problem I have with cas-
settes is, it’s too easy to get a 
crinkle on it and then get dropouts 
on them which I really hated the way 
that sounded, but I have to tell you 
as far as longevity, cassettes have 
lasted a long time, I can take cas-
settes from the ‘70s and play them 
back with no problem.

From what I understand they are mak-
ing a comeback too, with the younger 
kids, in the noise band scene, and 
they’re all hand made.

This one guy did his christmas re-
lease on cassette, it’s just a home 
grown thing, but he did about 25 of 
them, 30 of them, gave them away to 
all his friends at clubs and stuff. 
He’s not a DJ, I guess he DJs from 
time to time, he’s an artist, he does 
comics, he collects weird records, 
he’s happy to play them at bars that 
let him play his records, he did our 
Pop Tron logo on Soma FM. 

I get a lot of hits from Soma FM. 
Emails too from weird places, asking 
me where they can buy my stuff. You 
can download it, it’s free. Not for 
long. 

Put it on iTunes.

That’s old stuff anyway, I want to 
make some new stuff. When I get time. 

I got to tell you, how many musicians 
have done stuff that people like, 
and they’re like, I don’t care about 
that stuff anymore, and I’m like, but 
people want it. I forget the guy’s 
name. There’s like 4 tracks he sent, 
here’s some stuff I did this summer, 
and then he had a kid, and then he 
stopped doing music for like 3 years.

HEY, that’s exactly what happened to 
me!
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<laughing>

He let his website expire, he’s like, 
oh yeah my hard drive crashed, it 
turns out we had the only copy that 
he knew of, of his music.

Oh my god that’s cool.

So I sent it all back to him and he 
uploaded it to archive.org and point-
ed people there for it, and a lot of 
people want it and like it.

So one of my ideas it’s kind of a 
crazy idea but I have this plan to 
pitch to investors this concept of 
basically like blurb for records.

That could be interesting, that actu-
ally is a really good idea.

Thank you.

I would steal that idea if I had more 
free time.

You’re too busy.

I think that’s great, in fact if you 
do that and you get some VC money be-
hind it and you want someone to be on 
your board of directors... 

Well maybe you can help me get it in 
front of the right people.

So my plan is, my thesis is about 
making art and music and putting them 
together with really cool packaging, 
basically, on the one side.

Dude I think you’d have something 
there for bands if you did vinyl and 
cassettes.

That’s the whole point, upload your 
tracks, upload your artwork, you can 
work with a producer or an artist, 
or not, you can do your own thing, 
and then basically we’re responsible 
for putting the product out made to 
order.

Stuff you could add to that, is like 
have your stuff mastered by a profes-

sional mastering engineer.

And here’s the other thing, is I’d be 
marketing to people who aren’t nec-
essarily musicians, but who have ei-
ther audio of their kid goofing off, 
or you know, a lot of things that we 
did when we were growing up, I feel 
like just pure audio is kind of being 
subsumed by all of the video but I 
think just audio by itself is really 
important and so if I wanted to send 
my wife a valentine poem, and make it 
really special, so I record myself 
reading it and then I put it on a 
disk, you know?

Have you noticed how much content on 
YouTube is actually just audio con-
tent with a slide behind it?

Yes, a lot of it.

Yeah, that tells you something.

So, that’s what I want to do, I want 
to bring the record back in a for-
mat that is basically for the YouTube 
generation, for people who want to 
make their own media that they can 
touch and feel and hang on a wall.

You’ve got to do cassettes too, that 
look like the old school cassettes, 
that have the clear ones with the 
white imprinting on them.

I mean, I love cassette, and I think 
the idea lends itself to expanding to 
that, but I think vinyl is probably 
the killer app

That’ll get you going but I think you 
need to make that thing take off, it 
has to look like that. <picks up com-
pletely clear cassette tape> 

OK YEAH YEAH YEAH, ok you know here’s 
a funny thing about me, is I used to 
the first thing that I would do when I 
would get a see through cassette, I 
remember when these first thing came 
out it was a big deal if you saw 
something in the store that was on a 
see through cassette that was really 
special, right… and the first thing 
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I would do and I would get really 
mad if I got one that didn’t have 
screws, they were welded shut, and 
that would piss me off, because the 
first thing I would do when I got home 
is unscrew them and very carefully 
remove them, and take these things 
out, these pads, anti-friction pads, 
out, and screw it back in, so that 
they were completely clear.

It’s mostly there because when they 
duplicate these, they’re doing it at 
10 times the normal speed, and they 
have a little bit of carbon coat on 
them, and it’s to keep the tape edges 
from wearing. 

The later improvement, do you remem-
ber when TDK or Maxell came out with 
a tape that was in a metal frame and 
completely clear? And those were like 
20 bucks and they were like freaking 
5 pounds.

The other thing I’m looking at is how 
to make the vinyl record even cooler 
then it is, not just picture disks 
but kinetic sculpture, like imagine 
a record that is so precious to you 
that you want to hang it on the wall 
and look at it, and have a dedicat-
ed player that’s literally a picture 
frame for the record that you just 
press it and turn it on.

That’s intriguing.

Well there’s a record player called 
the Columbia GP-3 which is a Japanese 
record player that they just stopped 
making maybe 5 years ago, and I have 
two of them, and they’re basically 
toys, they run on 6 D batteries - the 
turntablist community goes crazy over 
them because you can unlock the motor 
and scratch with it, and you can take 
it to the park, and the amazing thing 
it does is it plays upright, it has 
mounting brackets.

It’s not using gravity to hold the 
needle on the record, it’s using a 
spring.

It doesn’t feel too hard at all, it’s 

so light weight that something about 
the tension and the physics of it is 
designed to be able to do it, but 
it’s not harmful at all, there’s like 
a clamp to clamp the record so that 
it doesn’t go anywhere, and it plays 
like this! And you can hang it on a 
wall!

I seem to rember something very simi-
lar to this when I was a kid in the 
late 60s.
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The sound burger? 

No, the form factor was just like 
yours. Who knows, maybe it was the 
same sort of thing, but it was bat-
tery operated, and the reason they 
did things that way, is because kids 
were always grabbing stuff and moving 
around with it, so they made things 
so you could pick it up and just move 
around with it.

So for my final project I’m cutting 
two records, which I will mount to 
two of my players on the wall, which 
will be left and right channels of a 
performance.

Oh wow. Audio Technica had one I 
could swear it was called the Mister 
Disk... 

That’s the other portable that’s con-
sidered to be really good quality 
sound.

I swear to god I had one of these and 
the branding on it was Mr. Disk. You 
know actually it was kind of horrific, 
because you could barely touch it or 
it would skip. 

The GP-3 is the most fantastic record 
player I’ve ever owned. It has one 
speaker, it has pitch control, you 
can disable the motor, and scratch 
on it. My daughter loves it. I went 
out and bought her all this vinl. 
That’s another thing we’ve lost, I 
grew up listening to stories on books 
and things with the records and stuff 
and kids don’t have that anymore.

My parents had this exotic thing, it 
was a record player that had a lit-
tle like, a slide projector but you 
put, it was kind of like a little film 
strip, but it wasn’t like the kind 
you had at school that waz the 35 mm 
kind that rolled up, it had like 6 
slides and every so often the record 
would beep and you’d switch to the 
next one, and a picture would go on 
that track, there was only like 5 or 
6 pictures for each side, but it was 
a very funny looking thing, it looked 
like a 10” t.v. with a record player 
on the top of it.

Kind of sounds like one of those 
viewmaster things.

Yeah it was kind of like that. <looks 
online> It was a show and tell!

Is that a projector?
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Yeah, it was a projector.

That’s not a 45.

It was a 7” and it went around like a 
16 and 2.3 to get the most possible 
sound on a small record.

So that’s the other thing I’m inter-
ested in experimenting with, is size 
and format. This one guy I’m working 
with can do backwards locked grooves. 
I’ve already done a locked grooves 
record, that’s pretty cool.
There aren’t a lot of people do-
ing this, but I think an increasing 
demand. Lathe cuts are cool, bands 
don’t want to do a albums because 
it’s a big pain in the ass, and it 
costs a lot of money and there’s also 
a pretty high risk factor where you 
have a thousand units at a bare mini-
mum and you’re stuck with these boxes 
of these records, and if they don’t 
sell them then you’re stuck with 
these boxes of these records that no-
one wants, so, but they can do small 
runs of 50 and it’s not a big deal and 
it doesn’t cost you but a couple hun-
dred bucks and they’re collectible, 
like this band Wolf Eyes, like go on 
eBay and these lathe cuts are going 
for like hundreds of bucks, and some 
of them are highly regarded, it sort 
of depends, but it’s like the rarifi-
cation factor in full swing, it’s the 
audio version of zine culture, you’re 
making a one of a kind thing... 

Yeah, I got this one 

That looks like a peter 
king lathe cut.

I don’t know what the hell this is.

WANDA JACKSON <laughs>

Yeah they do use a lot of these as, 
attention getters basically.

I’m imagining that some of this works 
on you, yes? How much impact the 
sleeve has on you, in terms of wheth-
er or not you’re even going to check 
out a demo, like if you see something 

really well designed, you’re going 
to check it out, whereas if you see 
something with like, Wanda Jackson, 
you’re not even going to want to go 
there...

Well yeah,. in general with the stuff 
that comes in, you can know a song by 
it’s packaging... you should see some 
of the crap that gets sent to us... 
it’s like, if you don’t care how you 
put your CD together, how can your 
music be good? 

Would you say that the ratio of gold 
to crap is... more crap?

Oh god, yeah. 90 percent of the stuff 
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we get.

I mean, you’re probably a storing 
house for people sending you crap.

Yeah, like this is a bunch of stuff 
that needs to be gone through over 
here, I mean, look at this, my god... 

This is just going straight in the 
bin, right? 

Yeah, most of this stuff is Elise’s 
reject pile right here... I’m uau-
ally more vicious, if I get stuff 
that looks bad, it goes in the trash. 
I mean, a lot of the rejects are a 
little too corporate... 

It’s so funny too how the corporate 
stuff actually has ‘corporate’ writ-
ten all over it.

And this looks like... vanity peice.

Right... somebody that just can’t 
give it up...

There’s a lot of um,

There’s a lot of hopes and dreams in 
that reject pile, Rusty.

There is..

Then there’s this. Holy $#@*. Did 
this get sent to you?

Yeah.

So you get good stuff...

Yeah, we get some good stuff some-
times... we got this lovely vinyl 
collection of dark ambient sent to 
us... this is an artist who sends 
us stuff who is very interesting, 
she’s all over the road, but this is 
her latest release... it’s a USB key 
shaped like a pill... now, the next 
pill I get in the mail won’t be in-
teresting... she sends us all these 
print peices of things.. she sends us 
little buttons and things... I mean, 
she pays attention to things...

So I think what you’re saying is that 
design is really important.

It’s totally important.

Physicality is important.
What will you do with those buttons, 
though? Is it something that just has 
the effect of, it’s in your brain 
that they cared and so you care more?

I will probably pass these out to 
other people, like if I’m sending t-
shirts, I will probably throw in a 
button too.

So it’s totally working for them.

Yeah, it is. 
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case, where you can see it imbedded 
in a CD case, and it’s a chip layout, 
and you plug it in to headphones, 
and you’re listening to that chip, 
and it’s 8-bit music, and it sounds 
fierce.

It’s sad that it seems like too many 
people are saying recorded music is 
just a way to get promotion for peo-
ple to make all of their money play-
ing live, and the other thing even 
big acts like last year, I read some 
shocking numbers about the concert 
industry being really down last year, 
I don’t see the big gains and a lot of 
money being made there either.

They’re really not counting on the 
fact that it costs a hell of a lot 
of money to put on a show and do a 
tour, and it takes a certain cali-
bre of artist to actually recoup the 
money… most touring bands basical-

ly make enough money to feed them-
selves and put gas in their car, and 
that’s always been the case since I 
was a punker in the 80s, firehouse 
and minutemen and all of these guys 
who were awesome indie musicians, but 
they were not making money on either 
the albums or the shows, they were 
perpetually touring all the time and 
it was a punk lifestyle so it didn’t 
really matter, they were living for 
their art… most people don’t have the 
wherewithal to sacrifice the prime of 
their life to just live a punk rock 
dream.

It’s fine when you’re like 18.

Right, once your old and you need 
medical insurance, fuck that!

It’s not real sustainable.

I guess so that’s one of my things 
that I’m looking at, the fact that I 

was trained as an audio engineer who 
also composes, and looking at this as 
like any other medium like painting 
or drawing or graphic design, or any-
thing else where you have to have a 
sustainable model in order for people 
to continue doing it.

One thing that’s been kind of sad 
that the internet’s done is it’s kind 
of turned this whole generation of 
people into not having much value for 
we’ll say intellectual property for 
lack of a better term, but creative 
art, and it’s like, oh I just get it 
all for free, and not thinking about 
when you’re in high school and you 
see yourself as being a musician or 
an artist and you just really want to 
get your stuff out there rather then 
be able to pay your bills with it, 
but that’s because your mom and dad 
are subsidizing you by letting you 
live at home.

The other thing that is true to that 
point is that now everyone is a cre-
ator, and now that’s a really good 
thing, we’re giving the tools of me-
dia to everyone to be able to express 
themselves, and most of the time it’s 
not about democracy it’s about fart 
jokes and potty humor, but we’re liv-
ing in a time where that’s actually 
decreased the value of intellectual 
property from people who have dedi-
cated years and years of their lives 
to getting really good at something, 
because we’re all sort of on the same 
level now and I think we have to go 
through that in order for people to 
come around.

We’re not sort of on the same level.

But people think that it is.

It’s like people buy a synthesizer 
with all the stuff like a ring tone 
and arpeggiator and with the tini-

“ they say you can’ t  judge a book by i t ’s  cover,

but  actual ly  you tota l ly  can,  every t ime.”  -  rusty  hodge 
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est bit of skill, like you know one 
or two chords on a piano, you can 
make a really cool sounding arrange-
ment, but guess what, a whole bunch 
of programming went into that, and 
they were created by musicians who 
knew how to do these super compli-
cated things, and even though you’re 
not coming up with those patterns, 
you think you are… and you start to 

see it in the early 80s when people 
could sell and distribute patches for 
synthesizers, and suddenly the synth 
players were just buying the patches 
and not learning how to run their 
instruments, and then it started get-
ting into like, people buying drum 

loops and patterns and rhythm loops, 
and people buy all the pieces and 
think they made a composition, and 
it does sound kind of cool but you 
don’t have the same level of talent 
as people who made those pieces.

But I don’t think an artist who does 
that is going to have a sustainable 
career because everything they do is 
going to sound like clip art. 

This was last week, worst selling 
number one record in history... 

this week Cake had a new record com-
ing out and it was less then this 
one...  #1 sales of 52,000 units... 
CD sales... 
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Worst selling number one? How is that 
even possible?

Because nobody is buying CDs... nor-
mally, to appear to be selling number 
one, you have to be selling 50,000, 
but now if you have 40,000 you’re 
number one.
 
The number keeps decreasing every 
month. 

So CDs are basically dead in the wa-
ter.

You know I gotta even say sales of 
our groove salad CD have been really 
crappy.

I thought you were giving these away 
for donations? 

People who do a donation specify what 
they want.

How many different things
do you have?

T-shirts, hoodies, CDs, but in the 
last two months, CDs have just tanked, 
it’s been really sudden, because be-
fore we used to move, two years ago 
we had 2 different CDs and we were 
doing like 4 or 5 a day, and now 
we’re doing like 1 a day. Actually 
we sold 3 groove salad CDs today, 
that’s good... but a couple days ago 
we weren’t selling any... yesterday 

we did a huge number in donations and 
we only did one CD... and the day be-
fore that, there were three CDs, but 
it’s just been tanking lately, CD-
wise. Just in the last 2 months I’ve 
been noticing it. I feel like it’s 
that logarythmic thing, where it’s 
been going like a steady decline, but 
now it’s all of the sudden just drop-
ping off the face of the planet. 

I think people just only have so much 
room for anything like that in their 
lives, in their house, or whatever, 
and it’s like, once you get to this 
point.

Well it’s also like what’s the domi-
nant way people are listening to mu-
sic now... they’re listening to it on 
their iPods, on their phones, they 
have jacks to plug those things into 
their cars...

But it’s disposable.

You collect it, but it just goes into 
this bottomless pit, you collect all 
this digital music and just file it 
away.

I think people don’t realize that in 
5 years, all this stuff people think 
they have, they’re not going to have 
anymore. Digital has a lifespan that 
is much shorter then physical formats 
do. Because most people aren’t agres-
sive enough about backing up.
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I believe in the power of media to be both 
highly personal and meaningful. I think that 
as we move further into the digital age, it 
becomes imperative to develop processes 
that utilize the relationships between the 
mind and hands, and the eyes and ears. For 
many years I had abandoned these things, 
but I think I always longed for them. I’m glad 
I found them once again. 
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MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE VISUAL  LANGUAGE OF SOUND

Video clips of analog sound and image experiments projected from 
Max/MSP onto handmade paper, Sean Ross, 2011

Hanging record player with picture disk, concept by Sean Ross, 2010

// THE PAST IS IN THE PRESENT  

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS 
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 THESIS 3  // THE FINALE THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

 Vinyl sales grew 14% in 2010, while the sales of CDs are falling like a 
stone. While LP records still account for less then 1% overall sales, this shows 
people still desire the analog artifact.

 The market for new music is always driven by youth culture, with 
Generation Y currently being the largest demographic for music today at over 
80 million kids worldwide. These young folk value individual self-expression and 
authenticity; the vintage culture of objects they didn’t personally grow up with 
are fetishized as a reaction against the perfection and consumerist ideology of 
digital things. There is a pendulum swing amongst younger people away from 
the mass marketed and mass produced, exemplified by the lo-fi DIY culture 
which encompasses everything from etsy to zines to blogs. Online services such 
as YouTube, Twitter and Facebook are less about consuming then creating, 
connecting and sharing.

 However, there is a problem with over-saturation in these digital 
environments as more and more products and services compete for this 
mindshare, with less and less substantively to differentiate these things from 
each other. Music today is a hard sell with most people getting content for free 
on-line, preferring to support their favorite acts by attending live shows. The 
stage is set, therefore, for the re-emergence of the vinyl record; this time as a 
means of highly personal and artistic expression and work of art. 

 “Make Your Own Damn Record” combines the best of analog and 
digital cultures, and perhaps new model for record companies that would allow 
everyone to produce unique one-off vinyl records, innovating on form and 
function and continuing to push a medium that has traditionally been locked by 
the gatekeepers of big media conglomerates. 

make your own damn record

“art is t ic  creat ion is  the playback
of ordinary exper ience—from trash to t reasure.”

– marshal l  mcluhan
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“Make Your Own Damn Record” is about 3 things:

1. Crowdsourcing your best content. The record label of the 21st century is where everyone is the artist and 
everyone is a connoisseur.

2. Continuing to innovate where analog culture left off - in form and content, creating a platform for visual and 
sound/song artists to collaborate over distances.

3. Creating meaningful, tangible, playful and unique archival quality ‘records’ which blur the boundaries of 
digital and analog cultures, producing artifacts somewhere between the highly personal and the mass produced, 
universally adored ‘hit’. 

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS

// THE PAST IS IN THE PRESENT
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 THESIS 3.0  // THE FINALE

make your own damn record

Set of 4 stacked records which play from the inside out, photographed in the Nave of CCA, San Francisco, Ca. by Sean Ross, 2011
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these new forms that  d id so much to recover  the vocal ,

audi tory,  and mimet ic  wor ld that  had been repressed

by the pr inted word,  a lso inspi red the 

s t range new rhythms of  “ the jazz age,” 

Interlocking puzzle / analog playlist record, Sean Ross, 2011
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the var ious forms of  syncopat ion

and symbol is t  d iscont inui ty  that ,  l ike re lat iv i ty

and quantum physics ,  heralded the end of

the Gutenberg era wi th i ts  smooth,

uni form l ines of  type and organizat ion.

–marshal l  mcluhan
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The Lathe Cutter Sessions, 2010
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The Lathe Cutter Sessions, 2010
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audio >> http://www.dsrstudio.com/the-lathe-cutter.html
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Hand made lathe cut one-off records, various program material, Sean Ross, 2011
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“the composition”
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video clip >> http://vimeo.com/nn
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noise.  random unwanted var iat ion.

s ignal  degradat ion.

as s ignal
is  copied and re-copied or t ransmit ted

over long distances,  these apparent ly
random var iat ions

become dominant.

noise creates s ignal  loss and distort ion.  is

g e n e r a t i o n
l o s s

a desirable t rai t  because i t  is  uncontrol led

thus more human?
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Aesthetics of Sound: Critical Analysis of Sound Design in Television and Motion Pictures, by Vinay Shrivastava 
The ideology of sound may be seen as struggling against the dominant ideology of image. Mary Anne Doane suggests 
that the ideology of sound does not always work with the ideology of image, but in a way it opposes the dominance 
of visual ideology. 

The Fantasmatic Body: Mary Ann Doane exposes a process of repression inherent in what is called “the classic style of 
filmmaking,” or “the dominant mode of filmmaking practice.: What she alleges as repressed is the material heterogeneity 
of the sound film; as she analyzes it, the film work involved in wedding sounds to visuals in a film is effaced so as to 
maximize an illusion of the real and position a unified subject. On familiar grounds, forcefully enunciated by Baudry, she 
contends that creation and maintenance of the illusion of the real serves important bourgeois ideological purposes. 

The Baudrian argument is that the cinematic apparatus transforms what is before it but conceals that transformation 
by effacing traces of it. Bourgeois ideology in general functions in much the same way, masking its operations and 
presenting its object as natural when it is really a product of ideology. 

Doane argues that the way sound is utilized in classic cinema contributes to the constitution of a fantasmatic body 
within the film text. Instead of using sound recording and sound editing to emphasize the separateness of visuals 
and sound in our experience of the film – the true state of affairs in our experience of film (as, for instance, Godard 
does in Sympathy for the Devil) – the classic cinema hides what is in fact the case, namely, that there are just sounds 
in our experience and there are just visuals in our experience with no real connections existing between them. What 
the classic cinema does is to make it seem as if the sounds and visuals belong to a body; this body has the visual 
qualities we see and emits the sounds we hear. Spectators of the film are addressed by the film with a particular 
point of identification, the fantasmatic body, serving to anchor the experience. This body authorizes and sustains 
certain relationships between sound and image, and has several important characteristics… (namely) unity… 
Sound Theory: Christian Metz 
Metz explains that the primary qualities are in general visual and tactile, whereas secondary qualities are auditory 
and olfactory. According to Metz, a complete identification occurs when we know the sound and source of sound. 
Culturally (and also linguistically) the source of the sound is the object; the sound itself is a “characteristic.” In the 
present mode of the culture, sound is an attribute, or a non-object. This conception favors the source of sound in 
place of the sound’s actual characteristics. Metz gives more importance to image than to sound because the source 
of sound is a visible object. 

•

“a tape recorder is an externalized section of the human nervous system

you can find out more about the nervous system and gain more control over your reactions by using the tape recorder 
than you could find out sitting twenty years in the lotus posture or wasting your time on the analytic couch. listen to 
your present time tapes and you will begin to see who you are and what you are doing here   mix yesterday in with 
today and hear tomorrow your future rising out of old recordings                 you are a programmed tape recorder set 
to record and play back

who programs you

who decides what tapes to play back in present time

who plays back your old humiliations and defeats holding you in prerecorded present time

you  don’t have to listen to that sound   you can program your own playback   you can decide what tapes you want 
played back in present time   study your associational patterns and find out what cases in what prerecordings for 
playback program those old tapes out it’s all done with tape recorders…

What are newspapers doing but selecting the ugliest sounds for playback” – William S. Burroughs, “The Invisible 
Generation”
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“That’s why I like the old-fashioned turntable: because it’s so dumb. You can hit it, you can do all these things, and it 
will never stop playing. The CD players are too smart.” – Christian Marclay

Acoustic space is a dwelling place for anyone who has not been conquered by the one-at-a-time, uniform ethos of 
the alphabet. 

In any cultural arrangement, trouble always occurs when only one sense is subjected to a barrage of energy and 
receives more stimulus than all the others. For modern Western man that would be the visual state.

As psychologists understand sense ratios, overstimulation and understimulation can cause thought and feeling to 
separate. Sleeping may be regarded as a dimming down of one or two sensory inputs. Hypnosis, on the other hand is a 
steady assault on one sense, like a tribal drumbeat. Modern torturers in Chile break down prisoners by putting them in 
cells where everything–walls, furniture, utensils, window covers–is painted white. In Vietnam, Communist interrogators 
discovered (as police interrogators everywhere) that unexpected beatings and random electric shocks create sharp 
peaks of floating anxiety and subsequently a ready uncritical conviction. 

Without being aware of it, North Americans have created the same kind of violence for themselves. Western man 
thinks with only one part of his brain and starves the rest of it. By neglecting ear culture, which is too diffuse for the 
categorical hierarchies of the left side of the brain, which is principally concerned with pattern recognition of an artistic 
and holistic quality, grasps the relationship between diverse parts readily and is not bound up with a rigid sequence of 
deductions. - Marshall Mcluhan, visual and acoustic space

“I think one of the things that’s going to be nauseatingly characteristic about so much music of now is its glossy 
production values and its griddedness, the tightness of the way everything is locked together.” – Brian Eno

“I was in the studio with a group of musicians, who shall remain nameless, and I said to them “Our exercise today is 
not to use ‘undo’ at all. So, there’s no second takes. Or, if you do a second take, you have to do the whole take. There’s 
no sort of drop in, change that little bit. The session broke down in, I’d say, 40 minutes. It was impossible for people to 
work in that restriction any longer. It was something I advocated for years, that you can make music in studios, music 
doesn’t have to be made as a real-time experience. But now you see the results of that in people who are completely 
crippled unless they know that they have the possibility of “cut and paste” and “undo.” And “undo” and “undo” and 
“undo” and “undo” and “undo” again. – Brian Eno

“Often these labels are run by the artists themselves, who release their own music and distribute it via networks where 
they do not have to compromise their ideals.”

“Everything about these self-released records was lo-fi: from the photocopied paper sleeves and rubber-stamped 
label to the cheapest pressing they could find. The aim was to produce the record for as little money as possible, to 
make it accessible to their audience. They were created with wild enthusiasm, as evident in the immediacy of the form.” 
- DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture

Editing, or montage, is the key twentieth century technology for creating fake realities. Theoreticians of cinema have 
distinguished between many kinds of montage but, for the purposes of sketching the archeology of the technologies of 
simulation leading to digital compositing, The first technique is temporal montage: separate realities form consecutive 
moments in time. The second technique is montage within a shot. It is the opposite of the first: separate realities form 
contingent parts of a single image. Examples of montage within a shot include the superimposition of a few images 
and multiple screens used by the avant-garde filmmakers in the 1920’s (for instance, superimposed images in Vertov’s 
Man with a Movie Camera.

While the dominant use of digital compositing is to create a seamless virtual space, it does not have to be subordinated 
to this goal. The borders between different worlds do not have to be erased; the different spaces do not have to be 
matched in perspective, scale and lighting; the individual layers can retain their separate identity rather then being 
merged into a single space; the different worlds can clash semantically rather than form a single universe.
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This is why Vertov’s film has a particular relevance to new media. It proves that it is possible to turn “effects” into 
a meaningful artistic language. Why in the case of Witney’s computer films and music videos the effects are just 
effects, while in the hands of Vertov they acquire meaning? Because in Vertov’s film they are motivated by a particular 
argument, this being that the new techniques to obtain images and manipulate them, summed up by Vertov in his 
term “kino-eye,” can be used to decode the world. As the film progresses, “straight” footage gives way to manipulated 
footage; newer techniques appear one after one, reaching a roller coaster intensity by the film’s end, a true orgy of 
cinematography. It is as though Vertov re-stages his discovery of the kino-eye for us. Along with Vertov, we gradually 
realize the full range of possibilities offered by the camera. Vertov’s goal is to seduce us into his way of seeing and 
thinking, to make us share his excitement, his gradual process of discovery of film’s new language. This process of 
discovery is film’s main narrative and it is told through a catalog of discoveries being made. Thus, in the hands of 
Vertov, a database, this normally static and “objective” form, becomes dynamic and subjective. More importantly, 
Vertov is able to achieve something which new media designers and artists still have to learn — how to make database 
and narrative merge into a new form.”

Can the loop be a new narrative form appropriate for the computer age? It is relevant to recall that the loop gave birth 
not only to cinema but also to computer programming. Programming involves altering the linear flow of data through 
control structures, such as ‘if/then’ and ‘repeat/while’; the loop is the most elementary of these control structures…. As 
the practice of computer programming illustrates, the loop and the sequential progression do not have to be thought 
as being mutually exclusive. A computer program progresses from start to end by executing a series of loops.

1. New media is analog media converted to a digital representation. In contrast to analog media which is continuous, 
digitally encoded media is discrete.   

2. All digital media (text, still images, visual or audio time data, shapes, 

3D spaces) share the same the same digital code. This allows different media types to be displayed using one machine, 
i.e., a computer, which acts as a multimedia display device. 

3. New media allows for random access. In contrast to film or videotape 

which store data sequentially, computer storage devices make possible to access any data element equally fast. 

4. Digitization involves inevitable loss of information. In contrast to an analog representation, a digitally encoded 
representation contains a fixed amount of information. 

5. In contrast to analog media where each successive copy loses quality, digitally encoded media can be copied 
endlessly without degradation.  

6. New media is interactive. In contrast to traditional media where the order of presentation was fixed, the user can 
now interact with a media object. In the process of interaction the user can choose which elements to display or which 
paths to follow, thus generating a unique work. Thus the user becomes the co-author of the work.  

In reality, there is actually much more degradation and loss of information between copies of digital images than 
between copies of traditional photographs. A single digital image consists of millions of pixels. All of this data requires 
considerable storage space in a computer; it also takes a long time (in contrast to a text file) to transmit over a network. 
Because of this, the software and hardware used to acquire, store, manipulate, and transmit digital images uniformly 
rely on lossy compression -- the technique of making image files smaller by deleting some information. The example of 
lossy compression technique is JPEG format used to store still images and MPEG, used to store digital video on DVD. 
The technique involves a compromise between image quality and file size -- the smaller the size of a compressed file, 
the more visible are the visual artifacts introduced in deleting information. Depending on the level of compression, 
these artifacts range from barely noticeable to quite pronounced.  
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One may argue that this situation is temporary and once cheaper computer storage and faster networks become 
commonplace, lossy compression will disappear. However, presently the trend is quite the reverse with lossy 
compression becoming more and more the norm for representing visual information. If a single digital image already 
contains a lot of data, this amount increases dramatically if we want to produce and distribute moving images in 
a digital form (one second of video, for instance, consists of 30 still images). Digital television with its hundreds of 
channels and video on-demand services, the distribution of full-length films on DVD or over Internet, fully digital post-
production of feature films -- all of these developments are made possible by lossy compression. It will be a number 
of years before the advances in storage media and communication bandwidth will eliminate the need to compress 
audio-visual data. So rather than being an aberration, a flaw in the otherwise pure and perfect world of the digital, 
where even a single bit of information is never lost, lossy compression is the very foundation of computer culture, at 
least for now.

Therefore, while in theory computer technology entails the flawless replication of data, its actual use in contemporary 
society is characterized by the loss of data, degradation, and noise; the noise which is often even stronger than that 
of traditional analog media. 

There is another way to think about the difference between new media design and new media art in relation to the 
content — interface dichotomy. In contrast to design, in art the connection between content and form (or, in the case 
of new media, content and interface) is motivated. That is, the choice of a particular interface is motivated by work’s 
content to such degree that it can no longer be thought of as a separate level. Content and interface merge into one 
entity, and no longer can be taken apart.

– Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media

b i b l i o g r a p h y

Brian Eno: His Music and the Vertical Color of Sound by Eric Tamm 

Eno is an important conceptual thinker in not only the musical realm, but he is well known as a design thinker as

well. Eno has positioned his work in a much broader context that transcends traditional boundaries of art and music. 
From creating “Ambient” Music for Airports, to designing a game around creative process (Oblique Strategies), to 
making iPhone applications Trope and Bloom, Eno is more about the process then the results, with the results most 
always being spectacular. His works are designed experiences as well as design strategies.

Christian Marclay: “Festival” Exhibit in NYC at the Whitney Museum of American Art / Festival (Publication) Issues 
1&2 / Christian Marclay: Monograph by Phaidon

Christian Marclay is a visual artist and composer who explores connections between visual and sound art. He is 
considered to be the “unwitting inventor of turntablism”. Examples of his work include collaging comic book text to 
create musical scores, playing sliced up and recombined LP records, which serve as both visually intriguing artifacts as 
well as music concrete. The “Festival” exhibit I saw involved audiences generating musical scores on a giant blackboard 
for later interpretation by a host of musicians. His work is relevant to my area of interest because it straddles the 
middle ground between visual and sound art.

Cover Art By: New Music Graphics

Focuses on the work of 30 international designers/labels who are the most influential in the field of package design for 
musical recordings today. Essays discuss the current climate/scene for music graphics, and most importantly reinforces 
that there is still a healthy market for making records with beautiful art, and thoughtful, innovative packaging.
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Typography as Lyrics 

It’s been said that great typography is like music. These designers explore using music lyrics directly in typographic 
layouts. 

http://www.musicphilosophy.co.uk

Typo Lyrics: the Sound of Fonts http://www.slanted.de/shop/typolyrics

Flickr: http://www.flickr.com/search/?q=typography%20lyrics&w=all

Notations 21 “A Celebration of Innovations in Visual Notation” 

The works in this book are experiments in musical notation that stand alone as beautiful works of abstraction, which 
work as music but also visual art. A very diverse range of visual styles and philosophies work as a compendium of 
possible strategies for generating music with art, or art with music. 

Sight & Sound: Music & Abstraction in Australian Art (Exhibit at the Arts Center, Melbourne, Australia)

Similar in theme to the works in the aforementioned book Notations 21. This exhibit showcases Australian artists who 
use musical works as the basis for abstract art. 

Factory Records: The Complete Graphic Album

Record label started in the late 70s out of the Manshester post-punk scene in the UK, most notable for records by Joy 
Division and New Order. Most well-known designer was Peter Saville, who’s signature style defined the label’s visual 
look. As with most of the artwork I’ve researched that was designed around the LP, I can’t imagine this style of design 
working as well in digital formats, as most of the sleeves are clearly designed with print in mind, and beg to be touched. 

Vaughan Oliver: Visceral Pleasures

Vaughan Oliver is a graphic designer who’s work is synonymous with the record label 4AD, also out of the UK in 
the 1980’s. I have been impressed with Oliver’s work since I was a teenager, and have been so affected by his visual 
treatments of the music of my adolescence which has graced the packaging designs of some of my favorite bands of 
the era, from the Pixies, to the Cocteau Twins, to This Mortal Coil. Vaughan’s collaborations with photographer Simon 
Larbalestier popularized the ‘corrosive’ look which soon became co-opted and overused. Vaughan’s work has become 
inseparable from the label’s sound, and is one of the best examples of a designer who was able to create a strong visual 
brand that told the stories inside the music.

Some People Can’t Surf: The Graphic Design of Art Chantry

Art Chantry’s work is most often attached to the Grunge scene of the early 90s, and is one of the primary creators 
behind the visual style of the pacific northwest. His work for bands and gigs are simply some of the best around. Art 
sees his design work as the mining of subcultures.

The Small Stakes: Music Posters by Jason Munn

Jason Munn is one of the more prolific and innovative deigners working in the music scene today, and this monograph 
showcases some breathtaking visual concepts, all of which display an incredible amount of design restraint and 
timeless visual class. I enjoy his modernist approach to telling the visual story of the music event with a clever visual 
twist that leaves you at times laughing out loud, and an elegant use of space.   

addi t ional   books

Reasons to be Cheerful: The Life and Work of Barney Bubbles, Paul Gorman
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Town of Mirrors: The Reassembled Imagery of Robert Pollard, (Monograph) intro by Rick Moody

Modern Dog: 20 Years of Poster Art (Monograph)

Art that Moves: The Work of Len Lye, Roger Horrocks

Cracked Media: The Sound of Malfunction, Caleb Kelly

Woody Guthrie Artworks, Steven Bower and Nora Guthrie

Flashback: Retro Design in Contemporary Graphics

The Fundamentals of Sonic Art and Sound Design, Tony Gibbs

Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, Edited by Christoph Cox & Daniel Warner

Juxtapoz Poster Art

Machine Musicianship, Robert Rowe

Handmade Electronic Music: The Art of Hardware Hacking,Nicholas Collins

Made You Look, Stefan Sagmeister

other  resources

The Acrade Fire: The Wilderness Downtown - http://www.thewildernessdowntown.com

This is one of the possible ‘futures’ of music videos and one of the latest uses of dynamic data on the web in a musical 
context. Only plays in Google’s Chrome browser, the video makes extensive use of Google’s Maps capabilities to put 
your very own childhood home smack in the middle of the action.

Project Thirty Three

An ongoing curated collection of vintage record sleeves that convey their message with simple shapes like circles and 
dots.

http://www.projectthirtythree.com/

American Poster Institute

The American Poster Institute is a non-profit corporation dedicated to furthering public awareness and appreciation of 
the poster art form. Has a huge archive of music related posters. http://www.americanposterinstitute.com/

Tim Thompson 
http://nosuch.com/tjt/

Tim gave a talk last semester in my Music, Sound & Technology class taught by Guillermo Gallindo. Tim writes software 
and makes art that exists between the visual and sound realms, which often involve audience interaction.

Paste Magazine’s Top 25 Best Album Covers of the Decade (2000-2009) 
http://www.pastemagazine.com/blogs/lists/2009/11/the-25-best-album-covers-of-thedecade-2000-2009.html

Boomkat 
http://boomkat.com/ 
Another great example of album art not being dead, not by a long shot.
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iso50 
http://www.iso50com 
Blog of designer/musician Scott Hansen/Tycho

Mark Weaver 
http://mrkwvr.com 
Designer who does beautiful album art, most notably for the new Nine Inch Nails side project “How to Destroy 
Angels”

GigPosters.com 
http://www.gigposters.com 
Another incredible archive of music gig posters

To Have and to Hold 
http://grainedit.com/2010/04/22/vinyl-documentary-to-have-to-hold/ 
A new documentary from Jony Lyle that celebrates and explores the phenomenon of collecting vinyl.

a r t i c l e s

Return of graphic notation 
http://newmusicbox.org/article.nmbx?id=5462

Psychoacoustics 
http://www.appliedmusic.com/psycho.html

Gallery of graphic notation 
:http://blog.wfmu.org/freeform/2007/01/gallery_of_musi.html

Cardew object 
http://www.veralistcenter.org/tag/musical-performance

Cornelius Cardiew Scratch Music

Visible Deeds of Music 
http://books.google.com/books?id=yYkGlzUr3yQC&pg=PA34&dq=music+and+visual+art+book&hl=en&ei=EE2UT
IGgJY2ksQPmhPDACg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2&ved=0CDQQ6AEwATgU#v=onepage&q=mus
ic%20and%20visual%20art%20book&f=false

Composer Maryanne Amarcher’s website contains some interesting writings and bibliography regarding her 
experiments on perception: 
http://www.maryanneamacher.org/Amacher_Archive_Project/Amacher_Archive_Project.html 
http://archive.futuresonic.com/sensesonic/archive/MARYANNE/msg-0001.html 
http://www.colba.net/~eliot/amacher.htm

Ars Electronica and Stanford CCRMA webpages  
http://www.aec.at/index_de.php 
https://ccrma.stanford.edu/Take a look at Music, multimedia, art and technology and science 

j o u r n a l s

Leonardo Magazine

The Hidden Sense: Synesthesia in Art and Science (Leonardo Books) 

MFA DESIGN THESIS  // SEAN ROSS                                                                                                                                                                     

//    



259

other  books

Psychoacoustics: Facts and Models (Springer Series in Information Sciences)

Hugo Fastl, Eberhard Zwicker

Music, Cognition, and Computerized Sound: An Introduction to Psychoacoustics

Digital Harmony: On the Complementarity of Music and Visual Art

Visual Music: Synaesthesia in Art and Music Since 1900

Give my regards to Eighth Street: collected writings of Morton Feldman

Digital harmony : on the complimentarity of music and visual art by John Witney

Performa : new visual art performance by RoseLee Goldberg

Kerry Brougher ... [et al.] ; essay by Olivia 

Mattis. Imprint [London] : Thames & Hudson ; Washington, D.C. : Hirshhorn Museum ; Los Angeles : Museum of 

Contemporary Art, c2005.

Audio visual : on visual music and related media / edited by Cornelia and Holger Lund

Imprint Stuttgart : Arnoldsche Art Publishers, 2009

The neural imagination: aesthetic and neuroscientific approaches to the arts

Samuel Beckett and the arts : music, visual arts, and non-print media

Author Damiani, Bruno Mario. Title Montemayor’s Diana, music, and the visual arts

addi t ional  l inks

http://www.freelancepropaganda.com/archives/000189.html

http://mikeking.berkleemusicblogs.com/2009/06/23/how-an-indie-musician-can-make-19000-in-10-hours-using-
twitter/

http://duophonic.de/index.php?cutting_preisliste

http://peterkinglathecutrecords.com/

http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2010/jun/26/disappearing-acts-making-vinyl-records

http://www.thevinylfactory.com/

http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/audioslideshow/2010/jun/29/work-and-careers-heritage

http://www.vinylcarvers.com

http://www.thevinylfactory.com/category/vfmanufacturing

http://www.juxtapoz.com/Current/shepardfairy-on-his-upcoming-solo-printed-matters

http://www.retrothing.com/
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http://nosuch.com/tjt/

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0rZMDfnMdY&feature=related

http://www.albrightknox.org/

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AnThPtSWMAA

http://www.gearslutz.com/board/so-much-gear-so-little-time/380312-does-thereexist.html

http://www.gzvinyl.cz/en/vinyl/products/

http://www.celebrate.de/?menue=plant&page=vinyl

http://www.dubplates.be/site/paginas/VL_products.htmlhttp://www.vinylcuts.be/

http://www.dubstudio.co.uk/

http://www.discogs.com/groups/topic/187644

http://www.popsci.com/diy/article/2009-08/diy-record-making

http://www.yurisuzuki.com/

http://www.wiretotheear.com/2010/07/30/how-to-pirate-a-vinyl-record/  

http://mikesenese.com/DOIT/2010/07/how-vinyl-records-are-made-andhow-to-pirate-a-vinyl-record/

http://www.flickr.com/photos/pelicanpetesphotos/4370706167/

http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/audioslideshow/2010/jun/29/work-andcareers-heritage

http://crosleyradio.com/Product.aspx?pid=1869

http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2010/jun/26/disappearing-acts-makingvinyl-records

http://peterkinglathecutrecords.com/

http://duophonic.de/index.php?cutting_preisliste

http://mikeking.berkleemusicblogs.com/2009/06/23/how-an-indie-musiciancan-make-19000-in-10-hours-using-
twitter/

http://capsulelabs.com/projects/?id=27

curtis rhoads this is your brain on music 

Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain, Oliver Sacks

http://cgi.ebay.com/FAIRCHILD-RECORD-CUTTERVINYL-CUTTING-LATHE-/300474676152?pt=Vintage_
Electronics_R2&hash=item45f5afb3b8#ht_902wt_1139

http://www.customrecords.com

http://cgi.ebay.com/Vintage-Presto-8-K-Record-DiscCutting-Lathe-Recorder-/270642592603?pt=Vintage_
Electronics_R2&ha

sh=item3f038e3b5b#ht_500wt_1154

http://www.gristleism.com/content/details.html 

http://pixlpa.com/ 
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http://www02.zkm.de/notation/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=57&Itemid=33&lang=de 

http://aleome.tumblr.com/tagged/inspiration 

http://www.economist.com/node/17199460 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iRMDaOBxUXk&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jq4Z-B2luS8&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=94_GXUXbx7o&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mEY43TfFkT0&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlmoUOv2oKo&feature=related   

http://www.flickr.com/photos/shanghaisound/

http://www.synthgear.com/2010/diy/how-to-pirate-a-vinyl-record/ 

http://www.synthgear.com/2010/artists/jeff-mills-cd-vinyl-hybrid/ 

http://www.vinylcarvers.com 

http://www.customrecords.com/custom_records_vinyl_cutting_service.html 

http://www.duophonic.de/index.php?deutsch_main 

http://www.vinylcarvers.com/product.html 

http://weburbanist.com/2009/08/03/from-vinyl-to-divinyl-12-groovy-ways-to-upcycle-vinyl-records/ 

http://weburbanist.com/2010/04/17/record-silhouettes-laser-cut-vinyl-art-by-carlos-aires/ 

http://www.ggrp.com/making-noise 

http://www.floka.com/ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JVM18iJTMZs 

http://vinylrecorder.com/ 

http://www.gearslutz.com/board/mastering-forum/376486-ultra-short-run-lathe-cut-records.html 

http://www.poly-cut.com/ 

http://pitchfork.com/features/interviews/7875-brian-eno/ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_zuSx0R23Go 

http://www.lathetrolls.com/

http://www.cratekings.com/vinylrecorder-home-vinyl-lathe-fits-over-technics-turntables/

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graphical_sound 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drawn_sound 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonofilm 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oramics 

http://www.bard.edu/graduate/mfa/summer/readings/documents/Levin-Synthetic_Sound_Essay.pdf 
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part ing words:

                                 May 3, 2011

There are errors and omissions in this book.

I did the best I could in the time I had to comprehensively document all of my work  as well as make the design and 
content of this book as flawless as possible, but I had to go to press leaving a few details unfinished. 
 
Thanks to everyone who took the time to help me make this work what it is. 
To all the future CCA Design Grads, Be Excellent! 

sean@dsrstudio.com

http://www.dsrstudio.com/playback 
http://www.flickr.com/mixmasterdsr 
http://vimeo.com/user2251586/videos
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