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From Mere Repetition to Sheer Iteration..?

Part I: From Ennui to Ecstacy?*

Repetition is a two edged sword! By tweaking the nature of repetition we either retreat through routine into a dull and boring domain of deep, dark insightlessness, or, head towards an ecstatic existential realm of ongoing insightfulness. How can it be that iteration can act as a gate that could head us in either direction? Let me explain how it is the case that not all forms of repetition are the same. (1)


Usually, we live somewhere in between. If life were mere repetition we would all die of boredom. On the other hand, there is another form of repetition where iteration is not perfectly repeated. Let us call this form sheer repetition… where iteration is not as near perfect as mere repetition. (2)

Now, it is the relationship between these two forms of iteration that sets up a harmonic pattern of repetition or bare repetition where thematic tropes are re-invoked, i.e., where elements of intentional significance are generated through allusions to the same and thence their association with meta-textual genres of behaviour. (3)


Let me elaborate on these ideas in detail. In effect, within the psyche, mere repetition forms a consonant background or field wherein slight differences, through sheer repetition, will be received as if relatively dissonant in orientation. Then, through processes of resolution this difference is resolved creating both a sense of ongoing harmony but also the transmission of some semblance of significance. So, to confirm this overall picture let me sequence a complex argument, though through a series of simple increments, in order to clearly establish my position in this regard. (4)


The concept of mere repetition is easy to convey. This is how we usually understand repetition, the mere iteration of the same step or sequence of steps. Imagine a mother using a cradle to get her infant to sleep. What does she do? She gently rocks it from side to side in a uniform manner. Imagine if she were to suddenly rock it violently to the left or right from time to time and the baby would not get to sleep or if it were sleeping would surely wake. Imagine stroking the forehead of your lover, or a friend, gently from side to side, from side to side, with perfect rhythmic consistency and one or both of you before too long would probably go to sleep. This near perfect form of repetition being experienced as relatively consonant or non-dissonant. Or, visualize the situation where someone slowly talks to you using a long series of mono-tonal, monotonous, monosyllabic words… and that such a person were a teacher..? (5)

Sheer repetition is still a form of repetition but one in which there is an element of random unpredictableness as well. Imagine the teacher above occasionally shouted the odd word in their long and rambling speeches to their class. It would be quite disconcerting to say the least. Of course we might get use to it. Just as a person with a foul mouth, but tells us that they have Tourette’s Syndrome, might eventually be forgiven and all expletives merely overlooked. A handy excuse, I might add, for an inveterate swearer. This, then, is sheer repetition and such elements are received as if relatively dissonant in orientation given that ‘to stand out’ they must stand out from something which does not seem to stand out. Or, we could imagine another situation where a very loud person were to suddenly whisper a few words and find that the whispering stood out from the background of their usual booming voice. Just like the situation when two people are gossiping about a third party suddenly lower their voices in order to not be heard but get heard when people notice this change in volume. Hence this concept of relative dissonance and relative consonance given that such elements in another context could have the opposite reading. Just as much as a person who usually whispers were to shout the odd word or too would be found to be almost as disconcerting as a person who shouts and then occasionally whispers. In other words, there can be neither absolute dissonance nor absolute consonance as context alone determines this form of a relation. (6)


But, how does the mind deal with this relationship between the relatively consonant and the relatively dissonant? Through seeking patterns of resolution. The person who whispers and then shouts, or v.v., might be found disconcerting, but, we hear that person talking to us in such a manner that some words would be enunciated with a different speech volume. The overall significance of their speech would be understood and by such means our reception of their transmission would find an integration in this formation of comprehension. Or, in a musical setting, soft notes and loud notes would still be perceived as musical ‘notes’, or, consonant notes and dissonant notes would still be recognized as ‘notes’ in some scale or other. Therefore the ‘relatively dissonant’ is never the ‘absolutely dissonant’. (7)


Like baking a cake we could say that the right manner and proportion of resolved dissonance in the midst of a consonant field might well be all that we need to harmonically enliven what would, otherwise, be either deadly dull and boring, or, shrill and excruciatingly painful. Then, through the provocation of apparently invoked resolution, we hear ‘music’ or ‘speech’; a well crafted work of art or an artful work of craft, and even, perhaps, occasionally, an artful piece of art…. (8)


The artful proceeds through the bare repetition of artful tropes. Artistic genres are invoked and re-invoked. But, hopefully, never in the same manner. So, genres are invoked through adoption and adaptation. And all our intentional existence is predicated on such themes and their variations. To think a thought we invoke the relevant genre and adapt it accordingly, hopefully, in an artful manner. Understandably, either too little variation or too much variation is best found avoided. If our thoughts were to race too much hither and thither we would become agitated and unable to think in a coherent fashion. Or, if all our thoughts were so similar in tenor we could well go to sleep, there and then, without having to think about it; or, through insightful reflection, come to another conclusion that, perhaps, we were quite depressed..? (9)


The subtle alternation of mere iteration with sheer iteration can set up a tension that may or may not find a suitable degree of resolution within the genre invoked (itself a form of repetition through its adoption and adaptation, in effect, as a theme and its variation or as a set of such variations). In music we get rows of notes and/or chords some of which may sound strange, and outside that piece of music, but which are ‘brought back into’ that piece through the skill of the composer or performer. In all of this we find, in a successful piece of music, as in any good work of art, a refreshing sense of the unexpected-expectedness or the expected-unexpectedness. A bit like humour – we often know a joke is in the telling but the punch-line can still catch us suddenly as if unaware (as if part of us didn’t know a joke were being told).  (10)


Without over-defining, or under-defining, this term ‘trope’ let us refer to a segment in a piece of music where we find a progression of consonant preparation, dissonant insertion and an ensuing process of harmonic resolution as a musical trope. After a while, listening to that genre of music, we should soon discern these tropes adopted and adapted in that ‘style’ of music. Style being that distinctive manner a certain type of dissonance meets a certain type of harmonic response in general terms. The fine details of its progression, within such constraints, marking out the skill, and perhaps genius, of that composer or performer; when the latter improvises in some form or other. (11)


That the skilful resolution of relative dissonance converts what would otherwise be boring into something that might be found interesting, even fascinating, perhaps even deeply satisfying as a work of art. These simple types of iteration, and principles for harmonic resolution, in their interaction, can produce and reproduce, works of artfulness that might be found to have a significance that raises them above mere skilful works of craft. Thus the foundations for fruitful engagement, in whatever form of engagement, can be found in these interacting patterns of repetition. (12)

Indeed, through a well-proportioned mix of mere repetition and sheer repetition, and skilful resolution through an expected adoption and unexpected adaptation of a relevant trope or set of tropes, a work of art can rise above the mundane nature of its basis. Have we not heard how the same piano or harpsichord or violin or drum in the hands of a master will always sound quite different from the stumblings of a mere amateur? (13)


What are the principles behind resolution, this resolution of conflict in all its infinite variety? From works of art to the drama of negotiating human differences on the theatre of this worldly stage? An ability to re-unite and re-integrate the relatively dissonant within the relatively consonant through finding a common commonality all within a framework that allows us to read this semblance of qualified original-integrity. For to merely copy is not to be original, and, to not copy is to produce something that cannot be reproduced through our not being able to read the same. Being able to harness the chaotic is a measure of this possibility. Increment by increment we are led to suddenly find a new sense of direction through being re-directed so… from redirection to re-direction. And in this difference we find an important clue as to how we might research this resolution of difference… be it located in artistic tensions or through the more palpable, aggressive indications of human conflict that all too often sorely stand in need of some form of ongoing remediation… and apposite patterns of relief…. (14)


Some might argue, with good reason, that our very embodiment is an instrument upon whose strings we need to learn how to play in such a manner that the mundane can be rendered untrammeled. Rendering ennui into a state of ecstasy; taking the relatively non-existential in orientation and transforming it into an existential experience that gives life its value, and, a value returned many-fold over the mere value of that invested in its articulated input. But, that is an art-form few of us seem to possess with any degree of proficiency, although, through skilful repetition, can be ours to realize. A transformation, as if base lead could be transmuted into pure gold… even though at the end of the day we remained embodied and the intrinsic worth of an art object, of any description, might only realize a few dollars or two… but, as a re-direction of the human spirit can have no price…! (15)


Thus, in this light, we can see repetition as a doorway, or gateway, through which we can enter and pass, and, through adequately invoking apposite patterns of resolution, move through not in a mood of dull despondency but real excitement… if not untrammeled delight..!!
 (16)








       Noël Tointon, Sydney, 2.11.14.

*Latest version: www.homestead.com/noelshomepage/noelshomepage4.html
�         Finding either ennui, or worse, through a process of de-existentialization, or, ecstasy, to some degree, through re-existentialization (as noted in Part II, etc.).






