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“Strictly considered, writing about music
is as illogical as singing about economics,
All the other arts can be talked about in the
terms ufurdlnﬂlflifemd e:l:p_el‘i&nce. A
Pum,asme,aﬁﬂﬂmﬂnplwhn
Yepresentation nl’ﬂﬂlﬂehﬂdynr ﬂnm'ﬂhi“ﬂp
and can be measurabl
Purely mesthetic values aside) h:;F
describing what it represents.

—"Tha Unseen World™ by H.H."H-”'IE HNew HEFILIhIil:

(page 63, Vol. 14, Feb. 9,1918)
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critical writer 15 respond tocreativity. And sstting my mind
toit, I can condenss everything wrong, and everything right,
about dolng this into thres words. This trinity has botherad
e for some time but I had never full y contemplated why
untll mow

Thesathres words conjure up a ludicrous image ripe for
parody: acaricaturs of Martha Graham prancing and swoon-
Ing across ableak brick plaza at the foot of some austers,
anonymous stesl and glass skyscraper, tulle swirling with
every grand, affected. sweeping gesture. Maybsit's an entire
troups capering about ke loony fools. Modem dance meets
madern deslgn. Cue the langh track. That's the three words:
dancing about architectnre,

“Wrting about muslc is ke dancing about architecturs,”
i= the full, familiar formulation of the quip in question. Ik
has no definitive attribution, belng contemporarly credited
o Steve Martin, Prank Zappa, Lanre Anderson and, most
recently, Elvis Costallo, There's some evidences that aach of
them made at least an approcdmation of the jibe but not for
its colnage. The distinctive personalities involved prowvide
affirmation for each claimant—"sounds like something s'he
would hawe sald ™

Aftempts to establish that prowenance are ongoing—but
lkely pointless. In a 2010 Freakonomics blog post onthe
phrase, Garson O Toole's quotei nvesti gator.com websita
was credited with unearthing the earllsst usags of the exact
phrase—in w70 by actorcomedian/musician Martin Mull.
At best, Mull adaped (wittily uoedttingly) the WNew Eepuiblic
construction featurad at the beginning of this article. It's the
earliest exxample of the “wrting about muslke™ corollary that
FToole could locate. Mull cbrdously was golng for langhs,
where "HL.E.M." was simply making an argument.

The many permutations of the phrase over time are evi-
denece that it's a popular diss. You can also dial up a batch of
blogs titled with warlations on “dancing about architecture,”
all centered on dismussions of music. Each defies their titles
as they verbally prormenasde,

The attraction of the digis plain. It'%s aclever, crisp, slightly
surreal twist of language, a crowd-pleasing deflation of the
sterentypleal pretentiousness everyone associates with critl-
cal cormmentary. Its unfortunate that the phrasa s so firmly
attached to musle criticism: It%s tailor-made for graphic
design. After all, thera®s lkely less patlence amongst design
practitioners than muslclans for deep thought about thelr
activity. Phas there's graphic design®s historic association
with architectura.

Arms=ing as the remark is, it% totally phony. Snicker if you
want, but it can’t stand scrutiny. OF course, at the center of
thesnark Is the notlon of the fatllioy of analysis [tself Mot
only does the wisecrack stick It to the art of writing, the
writing's subject suffers collateral damage. Isnt writing a

song—about lowe, language, Montana, revenge and guilt, ven-

triloquism—as much a performance of building boogle as cri-
thquing it 157 To be conslstent with the “writing about romostc®
lime of thinking, you can’t stop at the critic’s responss tothe

ATty you must encompass and reject the work as well. (And
here, and in all instances going forward, when I mention
“art® or “artists,” I*'m referring collsctively to the disciplines of
musie, fine art and graphic design, along with their respec-
tive performers.) Our established creative discliplines—and
many of thelr themes, tropes—sesm normal onlythrough
tradition, from designto sonmg to ventrilogquism. They are
regarded as natural becauss they're so pervasive and estab-
lished. Take that away, and all expression ssems absurd,
Talking about lowe 15 like danbing paint on fabric to cnelte
Admittedly, the preponderance of what's in the muslc
press Iz celebrity reporting (which, if talking to pop stars, can
saem lke vou're talking to architecture) That thera's
a dearth of affective literature in amy creative

discipline Is a glven. However, thers are el X ‘;_"'. sl
also the exceptions that prove cawort- gy L
ing to constructions can be just as g 7}3-!-_"3'*' L o
vital as cutting the grooves. o "-.*__",';r-' B -
Similarly, graphic designers _u,, ?" R,
have an ambiguous relation- bt >~ % Ef"'i',i}.?:, _._.5=F':
ship with their literature. W el - ;-_*;f -
Pragmatic “howto® A7 'ﬁ-’q a =
articles abound and are. e __F';I*-'J*f!-}‘,
happily consumed—as ba f«;: ;'*f r =
are showeases of and LT oy Pk P }’ .
Interviews with leading f- il | ,itn;
practitioners. & prevall- ':-fg’f L
ing opinion amongst g .:-"; 5
s b o sm s SO
Is that critical thought T8 Ly LR =y
should be expressed i e

through and in the work, not
In portentous essays ... Fyou
must inchalge o it &t all.
It tronle that the smarter musi-
clans recycle “dancing about architec-

«of an

ture.” The remark's rmuanos and wit 5 a wmrk
beyond mest pop stars. And ics given rt
that there's plenty of writing inca- iE in

pable of matching the subtlety of the
art it attempts to describe. Sl Tve
always been averse to the comment
slmply as an enthusiast for the ats—
and reading about and disoassing
therm. (Having status as a line-dancer

its
ability

In oy own right dossn't play Into my tﬂ' pl‘ﬂvﬂke
responss. )

Grousing about bad press is under- respﬂns.el
standable. But tearing down the entire
communal, generative experlence of art whe‘ther

Is oerkd]l. If anyone needs and bensfits

from architectural dancing, it musiclans

of the kind who'll firss about dancing to archi-
tecture. Further, it often alleged that merely
tafking about music is a pointless activity. How

could any art survive such prohibition on conversation? That
artists might idealize a passive, undiscriminating sudience
seams the antithesls of the creatve contract.

Far all their drollery, the total =ight words in question com-
prise perhaps the most nihilistic assertion ever utterad aboat
the craative experience. However, it provides a service by
negatively engaging essential truths about creativicy in all tks
forms. By denying the effectual possibility of discourss, the
phrase ultimatehy affirms its import. Yes, writing about rmosic

=z ke dancing about architecture. So what?

The phrase’s central flaw 15 ddiculing the act of crossing
¥ madﬂu:ﬁ:]’.‘lm‘u boundary to (lhaminate another. This

Is observably contrary to most muslclans’

e R e e - practice—and creatives in all the arts.

2 : - Creativity is often, maybe always,
g a a process of directed, simple

i i ; e - synesthesia. This s the psy-

JI-"’. S, 4 . chiological term for the
et s Yy * statedn which stimuli
- Isemss-sansad: hear-
‘.. Ing color or tasting
- touch. Tsually,
* It's the esult of
- physicaltrauma.
ol Ay Tha late neurclo-
glet Oliver Sacks
described the
COmImon musls
color inversion in
thechapter “The
Eay of Clear Green®
fior his 2007 ook
Muzilcophilia: Tales of
Mu=ic and the Brain.
Themalady has besn a
'H'E"‘bﬂll constant fascination for people in
many imaginative disciplines. Charles

WIrl an or Baudalaire and Arthur Eimband
tt wrote poems about the synesthetic
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. experence—works that heavily infho-
II'IEpI rEd enced muslcians such ss Patt Smith.
= Creativity manifests and experdments
n tI-E In the realm of the sensas, 20 any phe-
nomenon, especlally a deranging one,
Is of Interest—and possibleutility.
sSame o and possibleutil
E: Creativity and culture maybe  *
medium  regarded as acuvities wherereslity i

subjected to metaphor, toadeliberate

or in scrambling of the senses. The process
I8 an acknoededgement that experience
E“ﬂthe I. cannot be containad by its host mediom—

you might need to paint a pletare o cel-
ebrate words, and vice versa. BEvery physical
means possible to the body may need to be
called to the task in a figurative pageant.

PRINTMAG.COM

Iftaken Nterally, “dancing about architecture® suggests that
sl can tnaly be only about mosic—possibly only instmo-
mentals. In reality, &5 soon as languages permitted, hyrics wers
set 1o song. Instrumental music has long been insplred by
and titled for people, places, emotions, actions and events.
According to Anne Kilmer, professor of Assyriology at the
University of Callfomia, the oldest known song dates from
1,400 BUC. and 1s a bymn to Mikal, the moon god's wife.
(Shall we fear the wrath of her usband, Sin—"Famclous
bull, whose horn is thick, whose legs are perfiected *—Ffor our
presumption?)

If we're prohibited from dancing to architecturs, our
culture becomes entirely insular and salf-referential—If we
have one at all. Sllence must descend., poetry purged from our
pages, if cross-art connections are prohibiced.

¢

In acommercially determined culiurs, art is a product, and
artlsts must place fearsome, legally enforced claims on thelr

“Imtallectual property.” Poor reviews and inept commentaries
threaten more than artists’ pride. Livellhoods are &t stake.
This is felt sharply amongst graphic designers, who regarnd
moat deslgn writing as PR. While fine artlsts and musiclans
dissemble about their relationship with consumer culiure,
graphic design crafts dally Valentines.

Practically, art must be regarded as a discrete possession
with clearly delineated boundaries. Clesing out any discus-
slon of art alzo Hmits the event tothe artist-supplied circum-
stance. Upon conchislon, the curtaln closes swifthy and firmly,
and the audience {5 ushered cut. securely gagged.

This possibility 15 untenable and contrary to history. And
it's a foollsh, salf-defeating action . Countless works in all
media are creative homages and progeny of a precursar—
miors 50 [nour contemporary, sampling era. In fact, criticlsm
itself may be considered a long-standing sampling activity
In culture. Discounrss selects alements from the artwork to
construct a new work.. The specific sampling analogy waould
b & usage of nonmusical elements in a compos ttion. While
less common, this form of sampling is established and wide-
spread.

Criticism, howewver, isn®t usually swarded standing as an
artform in its own fght. It%s regarded as—and frequently
adopts the position of—belng outside of creative activity, a
commentary upon it Style and skill are desirable o com-
mentators, yet discourse has sscondary, subsarvient status to
theart. A critle can more often bea lkened to a parasite, or a
bamacle, on the body of art. If an artist is chardtable, aleva-
tlon to symblote status 1s poesible. And this = only the formal
practice of art dialogue. Colloquial eriticism is just someons
talking smack.

Squelching discusslon is potentlally hazardous economi-
cally fior artists, far more than poor reviews. In r=ality, art-
Ists, muslclans and designers are striving to generate buzz
ghout themsehves and their work. But with potential reward,
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theres fsk. In today’s blogging landscape, the exponent]al by
increased mamber of terpsichoreans in the house can make
Yol A NAME—or 3 targst.

Underl ying this is the certainty that art is a generativwe
experiencs, not a passive one. The potencyof an artwork Is
in its ability to provoks response, whether verbal, written
or Inspired—Iin the samamadium or in another. Disous-
slom extends the artwork beyond its physical, chronological
boundaries. This extension Hnks it with other works, forming
the complex web of associations that is culture. The netsaork
of culiure I= abtways active, dynamic, transcending the indi-
vidual works.

Char relationship to art can change under this conception.
The art takes precedence over the amists and an independant
presence. The artist 15 the custodian, the medium, for art.

My first encounter with this notion as it pertains to masic
was from guitarist Bobert Fdpp. In a 1081 jolnt interdew with
the late.Joe Strammer of The Clash: “Someatimes—and this iz
only a theory—I[ think that music needs a musiclan to play it
That the musle itselfls albwe, but you have to be out there to
know it And at that point It may be possible that the muslc is
walting to ba played. So it needs a musician.” (Musiclan, Mo,
33 Jun= 1981).

Frpp s an idealistic but pragmatie musiclan who has
spoken out frequently and passlonately about muslclans®
legal and moral rights to thelr worle. His term for one aspect
of his performing—"Soundscapes *—is pure dancing about
architecture, Baflesdvely, Iam opposed to a conception of
an abstractlon as an entlty one serves, whether it 1s “rock
and roll,” “art® or “graphic design.” However, Fipp Hnks his
idea toa generous, communal experience that promotes and
anriches public experance.

Music alsoneads an audience, as does all art. Might art
also perform the audience? The compulsion to witness
creativity, to further sustain it through discourse, might be
as profound as the creative trmpulse. Pan s an abbevd ation
of fanatic. That people bearing witness to art might struggle,
starnmer, thrash about, stumble over boundaries—all to
describe the encrmity and allure of the experence—shounld
draw no indictment. The expreasion can only be as driven
and occas lonally messy as the art that compellad it

The Intensity of reaction to visual art. musie and Htera-
ture is stored within and across each of thoss medinms. My
speclal Interest Is graphic deslign. Can the same be sald for
writing about that? If anything, graphicdesign’s staius as
a prosale activity makes it eminently discussable. Wiiting
aboui graphic design is like ... writing about graphic design.
The challenge {s making it strange.

"HE.M= probably waould add graphic design (had the
practice exlsted then as we now know ititothe st of things
that “can be measurably described (the purely assthetic val-
ues aslde) by describing what it represents.” Today's graphic
designers Hkely would agres. Graphic design i= the ultimats
representer. The “dancing abount architecture™ prohibltion
wouldn®t sesm to apply. The discipling's prosale status Is

landed within the design feld and enforeed within it
professional Hiterature.

However, HE.M.'s representation of the arts 15 naive and
historcall y mistaken. &s far as painting goss, he was prob-
ably thinking more Sir L awrencs &lma-Tadema than Eaziomir
Malerdch. Writing in 1518, abstract art was just staring out
and would soon definitively demaolish HE.M. s conception of
painting. The ather disciplines named above ware similarly
straying from descriptivensss.

And while realism and representation predomi-
nated prior to the early 20th century,
matters weren't as apparent
as thought. Impres-
slonism, for
Instance,

ISULTy

already twisted representation into

eccentrc arass that transcendead Hterality. An

enormity of meaning is lost if you say that Monet was docu-
mienting Fouen Cathedral and lesve itat that. Some Hght
Tantastic is obligatory in your text to fully impart the painter’s
own fantastic Hght.

The inadequacy of literal readings extends further back
in history. For centurles, palntings have contatned eormplex
symbolism and lconography. Simply detailing the appar-
ent account presentad in a palnting would overlook crucial
meanings. Secondary narratives of contemporary times are
wowven throughout cetensibly raligions stores.

Art history has prosaleally dooumented vardous symbolo-
gles—no fancy stepplng requitad. Vet artists utilized the
symbolization as conduiisto the ineffable—to revelation.
Chvarall, the palntings themsslves are examples of dancing
about architecture. As are the poems, plays, stanies .. and

graphle designs.

¢

Graphic design i ready for an unrepentantly absurd, tan-
gential Hterary Indulgence. Similar to the dancefarchitecture
palring there needs to be a linkage that®s equally Incongr-
ous—and evocative. For me, that association has been
deslgn/music. Writing about graphic design s, for me, an
exerclse of singlng the surface.

THE FRZET IETIANE OF AT B TD ASET LE

Graphic design s usually considerad an
accompanist discipline, a backing for the con-
tent. In this contect, the hrrics carry the sub-
stance. The claim ls—even with the design field—
that here I8 where meaning tnaly resides; the
words tell you what the song is “about.® Design
I= regarded as instrumental: It holds no content
of [ts own. Just as our visual proclivity is toward | £ -
repeasentation, our auditory preference is .

towarard wocalizing. Still, Iﬂutrumaﬁ E
tal music has been

NGE

historcallystirring
and substantive. Besthoven
l=n't panned for his lack of lbrettos, Cmn
their own, the melodies hold sway. Design is instrumental:
It creates acontent for the content—it generates the desire to
hiear the words—and becomes content in its own right.

Indicting graphic deslgn as an activity preccoupled with
surface |z a charged chargs. While a simple truth, to design-
ars It's a frequent shar decrying an alleged obscuring of an
underhying emptiness. Yet the surfacs for design resemblas
that of cur body. Like skin, or the paper upon which graphic
design Is often performed, design itself is a calral mem-
brane composed of multiple layers. Its fine depths emb lema-
tize subtle strata of meaning.

The songs of graphie design are diverss, encompassing all
styles, from folk immediacy to indostrial impersonalioy. In
its most popular expressions, graphic design Is a 210 musleal
staged daily on myriad platforms. Stock companiss perform
most of the shows, while many others are amateur hours,
oocasionally enlivensd by the participants® verse but plagaed
by flubbed Hnes (“did amyone think to proofread this®™)
and cardboard seis (“here's amarker and a pizza box lid, go
Crazy™L

Grabbing the headlines and attentlon, howewver, are the
big budget Broadway exdravaganzas. Whatever the qualiiy,
we guspend our disbelief s charactens unrelentingly croon
tunes with the oddest subject matter—ofien extolling the
wirtues of some humdrim product or service.

At the sametime, thers are the musics
of the audience, their inventad melodies
and halting, trmprovised performances.
Oin one hand, formal graphic design
doubts thess alrs, while cyeling them
back into proper compositions with the
L | othier.

- L But it's the professional sounds of

IR e graphic design that fill the concert halls,
tﬂ i & a massed chorus dispersad throughout
the world, harmonizing on ballads of
people, places, possessions, participation, passions and—
always—more. All pltch perfect ... by which I mean destined
for the garbags.

‘What are the songs of the surface? For the lyrcs, there s
the magnificence of typefaces that embody words and com-
pel assoclations and sensations. BFonts are visual madeleines,
acting surreptitously when wielded by sophisticates and
lay peopla alike. Their ublquity compounds thelr stealth as
they spell out ideals in thelr forms.

There are the plangent profundities of a muldinds of
graphic marks: rules, curves, pattemns, shapes, siglls. Hues
as=lgn humors, coloring thess elements, and the expansas
amongst them. Thera Is the symphony of a book, the albam
of a magazine. Thesequencing and pacingof turned pages
1= noless acomposition of movwements and varlations than =
chamber maslc.

The aspects of graphic deslgn can magnify or mollify our
interpretations of text and {mage. The arrangements of
graphic elements on a page, thelr hectaposition, can ralesass
storehouses of ideas, affect belisfs on how we should manage
our body politic, how we relate to and operate our technol -
ogy, and interpret reality itself. That's worthy of a pop song at
least—or, more appropriately, anorgy of operas.

H.EM. proposes that it's contra-rational o sing about
economics, infamously the “dismal sclence.” Too often,
graphic design is mads into the dismal art, overdetermined
by commercal concerns. H.EM.s problem Is belng wrapped
up about the illogic when discussing the ineffable. Much
of, maybe all, creativity Is exdra-logical. But our modern era
expects “measurable deseription®—or sllence.

This lsnt tosay that design wrting shouldn®t be eacting—
jast the op posite. It%s to hope for writing that's adventurous
and expanslve when artlculating graphic design, writing that
will trample boundaries gladly to celebrate it just as design
scatters across page, screen and space.

Design demands a disciplinary transubstantiation to fully
portray Its deceptive apparency, itz manifold semblances. To
talk about graphic design—in volce and wrtten word—is to
perform sight-readings from a different kind of shest muslc.

Ifyou know the score, pleass play, and sing along. m
Kannath FitzSarld is an educator, dasigner, and writer. He's astheor of
Volume: Writings on Grephic Cesign, bMusio, &rt and Culbure |Princetan
& rohitectural Pressiand con be found ot wees.aphamaralet stes. com.
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