
All Will Be Artists

“It is the assumption of this book that a work 
of art is a gift, not a commodity. Or, to state the 
modern case with more precision, that works of 
art  exist  simultaneously  in  two “economies,”  a 
market economy and a gift economy. Only one 
of these is essential, however: a work of art can 
survive without the market, but when there is no 
gift there is no art.”

Lewis Hyde – The Gift



Music is everywhere. It  floods our world, seeping into 
every crack, inhabiting every space. But, perhaps because 
of its very pervasiveness, we tend to take it for granted. 
Because it has always been around, we assume we under-
stand what it is, its limits and possibilities.

We are accustomed to thinking of musical works as con-
stant,  unchanging  objects.  This  is  particularly  true  of 
recorded music,  but  performances are equally  afflicted. 
When we attend concerts  we tend to think of  the  per-
former's  role  as  that  of  an  interpreter.  The  underlying 
piece  of  music  remains  unchanged;  any  differences 
between this performance and another are simply down 
to the performer's particular interpretation of the piece.

And yet,  while it  might perhaps be possible to argue 
that  there  is  a  definitive,  unchanging  source  for  every 
piece of music in existence, this belief obscures more than 
it illuminates.



“when an image is presented as a work of art, 
the way people look at it is affected by a whole 
series of learnt assumptions about art. Assump-
tions concerning:

Beauty
Truth
Genius
Civilization
Form
Status
Taste, etc.
Many of these assumptions no longer accord 

with the world as it is (The world-as-it-is is more 
than pure objective fact,  it  includes conscious-
ness.)  Out  of  true  with  the  present,  these 
assumptions  obscure  the  past.  They  mystify 
rather than clarify. The past is never there wait-
ing  to  be  discovered,  to  be  recognized  for 
exactly what it is. History always constitutes the 
relation  between a  present  and its  past.  Con-
sequently fear of the present leads to mystifica-
tion of the past. The past is not for living in; it is 
a  well  of  conclusions  from  which  we  draw  in 
order to act.  Cultural mystification of the past 
entails  a  double  loss.  Works  of  art  are  made 
unnecessarily  remote.  And  the  past  offers  us 
fewer conclusions to complete in action.

When  we  'see'  a  landscape,  we  situate 
ourselves in it. If we 'saw' the art of the past, we 
would situate ourselves in history. When we are 
prevented from seeing it, we are being deprived 
of the history which belongs to us. Who benefits 
from this deprivation? In the end, the art of the 
past  is  being  mystified  because  a  privileged 
minority is starting to invent a history which can 
retrospectively  justify  the  role  of  the  ruling 
classes,  and such a  justification can no longer 
make sense in modern terms. And so, inevitably, 
it mystifies.”

John Berger – Ways of Seeing



We experience the world through our senses.  Yet our 
senses  are  not  objective  observers.  Our  eyes  are  more 
sensitive to colours in the green part of the spectrum than 
the blue, for instance, and our ears are tuned to respond 
more to some frequencies than others. And this is before 
we even account for those of us with conditions such as 
colour-blindness or tinnitus.

Even if  our  senses  offered  us  a  completely  objective 
representation of the world, however, the way our brains 
process  the  information  gathered  by  our  senses  is  far 
from straightforward. Our perception of the world is gov-
erned by a vast number of different factors, beyond the 
immediate data provided by our senses. Upon encounter-
ing an apple, for example, our perception of the fruit is of 
more than just its colour, texture, smell etc. The environ-
ment within which we find the apple has a huge influence; 
we perceive an apple in a fruit bowl very differently from 
the exact same apple found in a rubbish bin. Similarly, our 
perception  of  the  apple  will  change  depending  on  our 
prior  experience  with  apples,  conversations  we've  had 
with friends about apples, the availability of apples where 
we live etc.



This may seem a relatively trite observation, but it is key 
when considering music (and when considering art in gen-
eral).  When  experiencing  a  piece  of  music,  we  do  not 
experience  it  as  a  fixed,  unchanging  object.  Rather  we 
experience it as a fluid, restless amalgam of soundwaves, 
conversations  we've  had  about  the  piece,  essays  we've 
read about it, what we know of the artist's biography, the 
environment we're hearing it in, memories of things which 
happened in our past while the song was playing...

The point is, our perception of a piece of music – of a 
piece of art – is not fixed, it is in constant flux. And ulti-
mately, our perception of a piece is all we can really know 
of it.  Again, while there may be a fixed, objective 'thing' 
out in the world that is this particular piece of music, we 
can never actually know it as such. All we can know is our 
perception of it.

Perception

is

All



“Without the listener, there is no music.  The 
listener completes the musical circuit, and, even 
though I am not a musician, I  feel as if I  am a 
form of musician when I listen to something like 
I am sitting in a room and believe that, by hear-
ing  the  piece,  by  responding  to  it  with  my 
thoughts  of  what  it  is  and  what  it  is  doing  – 
what it means – I am actually helping to finish it 
off. As the listener I am the final element in the 
making of the music. I have made the music use-
ful. I have put it into a context: the context of my 
own life, and my own perception of what music 
is, and why it exists.”

Paul Morley – Words and Music

Viewing perception as the key to our understanding of 
music  opens  up  numerous  possibilities.   For  a  start,  it 
makes  it  clear  that  individual  works  continually  change 
over time. While the soundwaves that constitute a piece 
may stay the same (at least in the case of a recording), the 
conversations  that  the  piece  inspires,  articles  written 
about it, other works that directly or indirectly derive from 
it,  all  will  change our collective perception of the piece. 
And by asserting the primacy of perception we assert that 
the listener plays a significant role in creating the piece (a 
creative process which only stops once there is no-one left 
to hear it, think about it, discuss it).

All art is collaborative.

 There is no such thing
 as a passive audience.



By claiming the listener as a creative collaborator, as an 
active participant  in the creation of  the music  they  are 
listening to, we close the gap between artist and audience. 
This gap is vital to capital's ability to control and monetise 
music. The capitalist music industry relies on the idea that 
music  is  a  fixed,  static  object  which can be owned and 
traded by a single entity. Activities such as sampling prob-
lematise this idea: the power with which a familiar phrase, 
heard in a different context, can affect a listener, argues 
that  music  cannot  reasonably  be  owned  by  individuals. 
Any  ownership  of  music  is  collective.  The  danger  this 
poses to the existing capitalist  music industry becomes 
visible in the extraordinary lengths to which companies 
and individuals often go to in order to penalise unauthor-
ised sample usage.

In addition, we are frequently told that music-making is 
the domain of a privileged few, a skill which only the most 
talented among us possess. It requires years of training 
and the approval of the medium's privileged gatekeepers.



 The very form that music takes today seems designed 
to reinforce this artificial  distinction between artist  and 
audience, and to limit the number of voices involved in the 
creation of  music.  Fixed,  recorded sound files,  live  per-
formances with a clear demarcation between performer 
and audience... Some exceptions to this pattern exist, but 
are  generally  tolerated  only  as  one-off  experiments,  or 
'toys'.

And so it is easy to buy into the idea that for most of us, 
listening to music is a passive experience. It is easy to buy 
into this idea even as we spend hours talking about music, 
sharing  it  with  friends,  thinking  about  it  and  making  it 
part of our lives. Even as we actively create the music we 
are listening to.



“access to the infinity of music space isn't just 
a  matter  of  using  the  latest  electronic  music 
technologies.  It's  also  socially  and  culturally 
barred  to  a  disturbing  and  unrealised  extent. 
For every teenager willing to try creating their 
own sound using intuitive musical software on a 
laptop, there are far more people who feel they 
have insuffficient musical ability, that they can't 
be  composers  and  shouldn't  participate  in 
musical  performance.  The  ideology  telling  us 
that  music-making is  the preserve of  the spe-
cially  talented  or  trained  few  is  fast  being 
proved very wrong by the likes of Burial, but it's 
still  a  pernicious and deeply embedded image 
of  music-making-itself.   Some  people  resign 
themselves  to  'tone-deafness'  (a  much  rarer 
condition than Western culture would have you 
believe)  or  its  equivalents,  and withdraw from 
musical  activity.  Even  where  tone-deafness 
really does apply, pitched tones are only one of 
music's many variables. Listening (which is com-
posing), too, is often assumed to require some 
special education,  and people are discouraged 
from trying to listen critically to find their own, 
new  affordances.  We  call  ourselves  musically 
finite.

These ideologies stem from and perpetuate 
the  capitalist  perception  of  music  as  a  static 
object to be paid for and consumed, whose qual-
ities and appeals (i.e. its value) are left to be dic-
tated by  elite  professional  standards  of  taste, 
which are unsurprisingly only attainable by that 
same elite.  Instead, we should see it as a pro-
cess,  a  performance  event  that  calls  forth 
musical objects as loci of difference rather than 
as fixed, commodifiable entities.”

Adam Harper – Infinite Music



The form that music takes today is determined almost 
entirely by centuries-old traditions. When the only way to 
make  music  is  to  spend  years  learning  a  complicated 
musical  instrument,  it  becomes  natural  to  believe  that 
music-making is the domain of a select few. But today we 
have surrounded ourselves with technology which is not 
limited by the physical  constraints of strings and pipes. 
Computers offer an almost limitless range of possibilities 
for the creation of sound.  To date most music software 
has  relied  on  a  relatively  traditional  understanding  of 
music in order to appeal to users who are already musi-
cians, but it doesn't have to be this way.

So the question is: what happens if we change the way 
we experience music? What happens if we use software to 
create situations which explicitly require active coopera-
tion from every participant? How does that  change our 
understanding of music, and what happens if we eliminate 
the distinction between artist and audience?





“All will be artists. All will be workers and stu-
dents, builders and creators. All will be free and 
equal.  Human solidarity will  encircle the globe 
and conquer it and subordinate it to the uses of 
[humanity].

That,  my  friends,  is  not  an  idle  speculation. 
That  is  the  realistic  perspective  of  our  great 
movement.  We ourselves are not privileged to 
live in the socialist society of the future, which 
Jack  London,  in  his  far-reaching  aspiration, 
called the Golden Future. It is our destiny, here 
and now,  to live in the time of  the decay and 
death agony of capitalism. It is our task to wade 
through the blood and filth of  this outmoded, 
dying  system.  Our  mission  is  to  clear  it  away. 
That is our struggle, our law of life.

We cannot be citizens of the socialist future, 
except  by  anticipation.  But  it  is  precisely  this 
anticipation, this vision of the future, that fits us 
for  our  role  as  soldiers  of  the  revolution,  sol-
diers  of  the  liberation  war  of  humanity.  And 
that,  I  think,  is the highest privilege today, the 
occupation most worthy of a civilised [person]. 
No matter whether we personally see the dawn 
of socialism or not, no matter what our personal 
fate may be, the cause for which we fight has 
social  evolution  on  its  side  and  is  therefore 
invincible. It will conquer and bring all [human-
kind] a new day.”

James P. Cannon
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