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Scratching the Surface 

Soraya Murray 

Paul D. Miller, a.k.a. Dj Spooky that 

Subliminal Kid. Rhythm Science. 

Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 2004. 136 pp., 
audio CD. $21.95 paper. 

The task of art now is to somehow speak of this 

plurality of "reals" in a world moving into a polyphrenic 
cultural space. 

?Paul D. Miller (32) 

Paul D. Miller's Rhythm Science is a freeform 

investigation into the global interp?n?tration 
of data, capital, and bodies across cultural 

borders that were once considered stable. 

Contemplating the saturation of mass-media 

forms into everyday existence, the author 

asserts that technology is altering the palpa 
ble textures of our lives and changing the 

ways we conceptualize our world. Miller's 

manifesto locates the vital role of the DJ in 

interpreting the new techno-landscapes of 

globally connected existences, through 
which information in the form of images, 

text, and sound is processed and redistrib 

uted. Coining the phrase "rhythm science" 

to capture the spirit of that idea for which 

"collage" once sufficed, Miller argues that 

the new role of art in an era of data net 

works and manifold realities is to articulate 

the diversity of experiences that constitute 

postmodern existence. 

In his highly eclectic reflection on the 

conditions of contemporary cultural pro 
duction, Miller speaks to the "delirium of 

saturation" or overstimulation that defines 

the proliferation of electronic media (29). 
And he does so through his ability (as Dj 

Spooky) to absorb and channel a tremen 

dous amount of raw material in the form of 

audio samples. His writing style is similarly 
a multilayered conglomeration of philo 

sophical sound bites, languages, pop wis 

dom, and symbolic orders. Appropriating 
Gilles Deleuze and F?lix Guattari's nomad 

ism, Sigmund Freud's uncanny, the Wu-Tang 
Clan's rhymes, Toni Morrison's writings, 

Walt Whitman's poetry, Thomas Edison's 

inventions, and a host of analogies to DJ cul 

ture, Miller's project seeks to reinvigorate 

found-object practices through the r?int? 

gration of technology and idealism. 

Miller sees contemporary art production 

as exhausted, but extols the innovative 

potential of the aural, visual, and textual 

sampling made possible through digitiza 
tion. From a visual-arts perspective, it might 

be tempting to contextualize his writing 

alongside exuberant, avant-garde, pro-tech 
manifestoes such as those of the Futurists. In 

fact, the author's practice bears little resem 

blance to these, but stems from another 

legacy. Born of hip-hop culture, DJing as an 

original art form presages tectonic shifts in 

culture toward sampling and recombination. 

As Greg T?te put it, "The way hip-hop col 

lapsed art, commerce, and interactive tech 

nology into one mutant animal from its 

inception seems to have almost predicted the 

forms culture would have to take to prosper 
in the digital age." Though his exposure 
to Western philosophical and artistic move 

ments is evident, Miller carries no torches 

for the academy; he only uses it as raw 

material. His appropriation is less Dadaist 

and more akin to the raw expressive agency 
that the technology of turntables, mixing 

boards, and scratching provides. Miller 

describes how this free agency allows his 

body to traverse national borders while he 

DJs internationally. Meanwhile, his recorded 

music interpenetrates the information 

network through compact discs and the 

Internet. The self-described flaneur articu 

lates his travels along the pulse of the data 

network, endlessly mixing and recontextual 

izing as a strategy to convey the dizzying 

global flow of cultures. 

While Miller's book is a declaration 

of intent for his own practice as a thinker 

and DJ, his ideas also pinpoint a phenome 
non occurring in visual production at large. 
On one level, his identification of "rhythm 
science"?the notion of images, sound, 
and data untethered from their original 

meanings in a postmodern moment?gives 
stark insight into works that appropriate 

images and then reconfigure or subvert 

them through electronic scanning. This is 

especially relevant to new media, tools for 

art-making that remain hotly contested in 

art-historical discourses. Postcolonial schol 

ars, cyberfeminists, visual-culture theorists, 
and scholarly art journals often express 

misgivings about what digitality means 

for artistic production today.2 Miller's unen 

cumbered relationship to technology breaks 

with such cautionary stances. In doing 
so, his writing wanders into territories so 
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ideologically overdetermined and fraught 
with negativity that they remain greatly 
undervalued as legitimate areas of study. 

Most compelling is Miller's linkage 
between identity and the duress that global 
ization and information technology exert on 

it. Within American discourses, the coining 
of terms that articulate identities crosscut 

by foreign elements evokes W E. B. DuBois's 

"double-consciousness." That now-famous 

expression captured the dual nature of black 

experience in America.3 Updating DuBois's 

term for the new millennium, Miller writes 

that "the twenty-first century self is so fully 
immersed in and defined by the data that 

surrounds it, [that] we are entering an era of 

multiplex consciousness" (6i).The dizzying 
excess of raw data that accompanied the 

modernist obsession with collection, catego 
rization, and control has given way to an 

ongoing negotiation of information. What 

might this multiplex consciousness engen 
der through its jarring interruption of mod 

ernism's metanarratives? Miller stops short 

of answering such a question. Nevertheless, 
his linking of information overload with the 

strain it places on compulsory notions of 

identity is worthy of attention. 

The relationship between technology 
and otherness becomes vital, since photog 

raphy, video, and digital media often serve as 

weapons of choice for antihegemonic artis 

tic critique. Calling into question the validity 
of video and digital projection art due to its 

problematic association with commercial 

image production (and hence commodity 

capitalism), recent theory has also criticized 

the relationship between "the peripheral and 

the projected."4 The phrase suggests those 

who operate outside mass media, such as the 

many "peripheral" artists whose "projected" 
works signal the synergistic coming together 
of mass media, the underrepresented, and 

artistic production. Miller seems to laud the 

vitality of such practices that straddle the 

line between high and low art, between aes 

thetics and commodity. It would certainly 
be inaccurate to characterize Miller's text as 

pro-capitalism. Rather, his work could be 

seen as negotiating what Fredric Jameson 
termed "the cultural logic of late capitalism" 
from inside it, rather than taking a stance that 

is ideologically outside.5 

A prominent cultural form that has 

swallowed the aesthetics/commodity binary 
whole is hip-hop, which has driven creative 

innovations in fashion, music, advertising, 
electronic games, film, and more. Its whole 

hearted embrace of capitalism has come 

under fire; nevertheless, it thrives and grows. 
In fact, it is so successful that attempts have 

been made to absorb it into the sterile habi 

tat of the traditional museum context, to 

mixed results.6 Appropriating ideas from 

literature, postmodern philosophy, hip-hop, 
film, and technology, Miller's artistic and 

intellectual praxis exemplifies the constella 

tory nature of this cultural movement. Miller 

(as Dj Spooky) is both the author as com 

modity?a part of hip-hop?while also pro 

ducing an object (CD) that can be sold as a 

commodity. From a conceptual standpoint, 

Rhythm Science poetically illustrates how 

Spooky negotiates the intellectual side of his 

production, while remaining engaged in the 

market economy. "In a sense," he notes, "all 

the technology that I use to make my art is 

corporate. We're so involved with software 

and hardware that the old notions of left 

wing-right wing need to be remade, 
because in an information economy it's all 

about how information creates identity as 

a scarce resource"(36-37). 
The tension between the artistic and 

commercial sides bifurcating Miller's under 

takings as both DJ and author is amplified 

through the division of his text into two 

major sections: "A-Side?The Idiot" and 

"B-Side?The Prostitute." The former sug 

gests the court jester or fool who says every 

thing because he stands outside conventional 

social mores. The latter alludes, perhaps, 
to the whore of the marketplace, for whom 

all is organized around monetary gain, 

designed by the COMA studio, the form 

of Rhythm Science melds the conventional 

text with aesthetics reminiscent of record 

packaging. Each page is waxy smooth on 

one side and eggshell on the other, with a 

hole punched through the center to expose 
the red foam button that holds the accom 

panying disc in place. The rough pages con 

tain the primary text; the smooth sides pre 
sent an array of vector graphics, along with 

"text-bytes" that communicate Miller's most 

quotable ideas. In its form, Rhythm Science 

bears a twenty-first-century resemblance to 

Marshall McLuhan's The Medium Is the Massage, 

produced in collaboration with designer 

Quentin Fiore and first published in 1967. 
With a minimum of text and a maximum of 

pop imagery, Medium?like Miller's book? 

graphically conveys what words alone do 

not. Filled with abstracted images, problem 
atic and sometimes contradictory text, 

Rhythm Science is at once completely superfi 
cial and deeply evocative of the postmodern 

fragmentation of unitary narrative. 

Rhythm Science at first glance may seem 

facile, especially in Miller's dropping of aca 

demically fashionable names and his skim 

ming over the surfaces of canonical theories 

without apparent in-depth engagement. But 

this staccato method conveys the embattled 

conditions of data and images, which often 

float unmoored from their original mean 

ings, free for appropriation even in the 

unlikeliest of intellectual circumstances. 

The most literal manifestation of this is the 

World Wide Web, where information (and 
much misinformation) proliferates, but this 

reality extends to the popular imaginary as 

well as the academy itself. Flawed though 
it might be under the stringent analysis of 

those demanding a more strictly academic 

approach, Rhythm Science constitutes a 

provocative attempt to bridge the divide 

between found-object practice and its 

translation into forms interpenetrated by 
electronic media technologies. 

In his enthusiasm for modern technol 

ogy, Miller does not engage the concerns 

of those on the other side of the "digital 
divide"?those who are not its beneficiaries. 

Their abject socioeconomic realities also 

underlie the privilege of the cosmopolitan 

minority that is able to move freely between 

nations. The contemplation of art through 

scholarship, theorization, and practice is also 
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a sphere of privilege in which the harshness 

of reality can easily become abstracted and 

aestheticized. However, the global flow 

of capital, information, and bodies has a 

tremendous impact on the lives of people 
and therefore upon their cultural produc 
tion. And while the practicalities of the art 

world's economic interests and art history's 
institutional drives often reinscribe notions 

of discrete culture or identity, it is impera 
tive that these forums engage the fluidity 

of identity that characterizes (post) modern 

life. Miller's text problematizes the terms 

and influences by which this production 
comes under analysis. Specifically, the spirit 
of his manifesto rejects configuring the 

subjects of cultural globalization as inherent 

victims, which would belittle their potential 
to affect it. 

The audio companion CD is the most 

eloquent and resolved segment of Miller's 

project, conveying what the linearity of 

static text cannot. As a work of sound art, 

"C-Side?Rhythm Science" aurally under 

scores Miller's intent by channeling sam 

plings of William S. Burroughs, Marcel 

Duchamp, Claude Debussy, Sussan Dey him, 

e. e. cummings, and Patti Smith, among oth 

ers. The rich complexity of its thirty-three 
tracks conveys the impression of Spooky as 

a sensitively calibrated, human-processing 

device, recombining a profusion of data into 

a language that scratches the surface of a 

polyphrenic cultural moment. 

Soraya Murray is a doctoral candidate in the his 

tory of art at Cornell University. Her writings 
have appeared in Nka: Journal of Contemporary 
African Art, The International Review of African 
American Art, PAJ: A Journal of Performance and Art, 
and Flash Art. 
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