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1 This text comes from notes for a lecture given at BIG on June 27, 
2015, at the invitation of cave12. Its exact length of one hour was 
calculated to coincide with that of a cassette playing simultane-
ously in the background, featuring covers of the Rolling Stones 
single “Satisfaction” to which I referred during the lecture. A mike 
mixer was placed at the audience’s disposal, which enabled them 
to raise or lower the volume of the sound during the lecture.
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conditions. This supervisor, who, I suppose, had been a student at 
the time, had recognized me in the schoolyard. It should be said that 
it was rather unusual to run into children at this type of concert. 
Consequently, this cassette prolonged my experience of this musical 
encounter along this San Franciscan trail which led from Snakefinger 
to Ralph Records and this compilation, entitled Subterranean Modern, 
in its own way, is a tribute to the city, featuring groups like Chrome, 
The Residents, MX80 Sound, right on up to the Deaf Club with the 
Dead Kennedys, The Mutants and also Tuxedomoon, all of whom are 
featured in the two mixes.

It is recorded on a high-quality chrome cassette, so I can still 
listen to it in good condition. What I hear today, to some degree, 
incorporates everything I heard when I listened in the past. This 
reminder of past listening in the present reinforces my experience 
of recollection. It brings up situations that weave themselves into 
stories, but I have only to contemplate this object in order to set 
this history in motion, where names of people and places are linked 
together, from Snakefinger and the Descartes Auditorium, to the 
Collège du Jardin des Plantes and San Francisco, opening up the 
singular topography of these musical navigations and connections. 
Another thing: in response to this gift, I myself recorded a cassette 
which I presented to this supervisor; the sound quality was far infe-
rior. It contained cuts from Au Pairs and Gang of Four, along with 
the Bush Tetras and Des Airs, all recorded from the radio… In this 
manner, copies upon copies were exchanged.

I will stop here, since my aim is not so much to recount a 
personal anecdote in all its details and digressions, of which there 
would be many, but rather to use an example to underline how a 
cassette, taken randomly from a box, immediately calls forth a bio-
graphical story. I don’t think I’m the only person who can attest to 
this phenomenon, since the cassette itself possesses its own pow-
ers to evoke a narrative which weaves together several elements, 
transcending several lines: biographical anecdotes, the environment 
at the moment of listening, the associations of the exchange and 
transactions associated with the cassette. All of them combine to 
form a framework of the direct, hand-to-hand circulation and shar-
ing of the music, which implies the ritual dimensions of giving and 
exchanging. The temporal technical object is consequently associ-
ated with this on several levels — ritualistic, biographical, econom-
ical — all linked with the associated musical passage, both the one 
recorded on the tape, but also with each location, each person who 
received it. All come together in an economy of dual means — that 

Audio cassettes are objects which are both technical and temporal. 
Once they are heard, they unwind over the same lapse of time as 
the conscience that apprehends them; sounds appear the moment 
it disappears. A phenomenological approach would emphasize the 
connection of this material object with the flow of consciousness. A 
pragmatic tack would propose the defining of an audio cassette by 
its uses, in relation to its technical functions; the cassette as mate-
rial object, when one makes use of it, can be forwarded or rewound, 
repeated, selected and searched, etc. The technical object is eroded 
by these manipulations and is difficult to preserve: the tapes wrinkle, 
get cut, or erased after too many plays or re-recordings. Its mech-
anisms are very rudimentary and it is an easy matter to dismantle 
and reassemble a cassette in order to repair the tape or untangle it. 
This technical simplicity, this mobility and manageability place the 
cassette tape in the realm of the mundane. Its way of life is totally 
marked by these modest qualities; it does not possess the majesty or 
aura of vinyl; one carries it about, leaves it lying around, and its con-
tent is always erasable. However, from these modest circumstances, 
other qualities can develop that make it a singular object.

Reflecting back on the practices and experiences associated with the 
cassette encourages us to revisit the last forty years of the twentieth 
century. I will perform this act of rewinding by looking back at some 
of the ways in which amateurs made use of them. To that end, I pulled 
out three random cassettes from the box in which they were stored: 
three copies among a few hundred which I have kept, even if I have 
not listened to them for several years. 

The first one is a tape of two mixes, one on each side: on one, 
Subterranean Modern, and on the other, Live at the Deaf Club. Both 
recordings are associated with the city of San Francisco: one is from 
the indie label Ralph Records, the other is a compilation of excerpts 
of concerts which took place in a punk club that was open in the late 
1970s. These two albums came out in 1979 and I could listen to them 
in 1980 on this cassette in the comfort of my home. At that time, 
of course, given my age — I was twelve — I didn’t have the cash to 
purchase vinyl records, not to mention expensive imports as rare as 
these two recordings. It was a supervisor working at my high school 
who had given me this cassette. When I look at it, it calls to mind 
his name and the circumstances of the exchange. It all began with 
a Snakefinger concert which I had attended the year before; it took 
place in an amphitheater at the University of Poitiers in incredible 
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several systems of duplication, replication and alteration. While, 
from a technical standpoint, the blank tape applies these three oper-
ations to the audio source which it copies, the taped cover convokes 
them as well by relating to its direct referent, the original of which 
it is a version. 

What is more, this cassette, which increases its modes of 
functioning through the choice of its content, is a conceptual ob-
ject. This activation of power is all the more integrated into its cre-
ation because it does not comprise the original whose versions pro-
liferate: the Stone’s “Satisfaction” was not in this mix. This factor is 
important because a collection inherently never knows satisfaction; 
its dynamic is driven by a sense of want, which is also its deep-
est desire, which it cannot fulfill, at the peril of its very existence. 
Consequently, collecting bits of music whose title emphasizes that 
it is impossible to obtain satisfaction is tantamount to expanding the 
principle of the practice that allows them to come together through 
the content of the recording. A last element sustains this hypothe-
sis: the list of its titles concludes with the note “to be continued…”, 
which should not be taken literally, but rather applied to the con-
sistently unsated desire of the collector, whose need to collect will 
continue perpetually. Finally, the linking of these covers results in a 
perpetual sort of stuttering, it always begins at the same point, with 
the same chords, the same verses and chorus, whether in Mexican 
Spanish, French, English, as a trumpet instrumental, an impression 
of Brigitte Bardot, bossa nova, free jazz, or rhythm and blues… This 
proliferation of versions with neither beginning nor end plays again 
and again the cover in a spiral of repetition, implying that the true 
subject of this cassette is degradation, not in this instance linked 
to the material aspect of the magnetic medium, but rather to the 
changing degree of culture. This is because, while the cover, which 
serves as an ironic reflection of the original that works as a referent, 
can be understood, like kitsch, as an effect of the culture industry. 
It is associated with an alteration or falsification of value, and does 
therefore assume a completely different status in the world turned 
upside down of the underground, where cultural degradation is a 
practice in itself. Since value lies in the degradation itself, the cover 
in its kitschiest versions becomes a powerful vector of added value 
(and ultimately, of “satisfaction”).

The notion of degradation as a cultural value is conveyed by 
these covers and their duplications. It is linked to the mania of re-
cord collecting and the highlighting of the collection through the 
composition of mixes. As is the case for any practice of collecting, 

of a medium without qualities or high commercial value which con-
tains copies of copies, but also a value augmented and conferred 
by use, in which the sharing of secondhand music is founded, along 
with its free exchange and circulation. 

The absence of qualities of this technical object opens it to 
uses which make it materially fragile even as it confers symbolic sta-
bility. This operation, where the loss of fidelity of the recorded music 
is increased by retaping and distribution, is also the one which binds 
it to the circulation of one’s collection, a singular function that the 
cassette fulfills like no other medium. Two other concepts are conse-
quently associated with it: degradation and duplication, which inter-
cept in turn a certain practice and mode of organization, namely the 
tastes and fervor of amateur collectors.

I wish to make one small digression in returning to the “tech-
nical-personal” object, in its biographical context, since one can also 
understand this relation because of the inherent neutrality of the 
medium associated with the blank tape. The tape must be recorded 
and this gesture brings to bear the personal decisions of a subject, 
their tastes, curiosities, desires. All are projected onto future listen-
ing sessions in situ, in both their individual or collective dimensions. 
The technical object is qualified by what it records, but also person-
alized further by the inscribing of titles and references, drawings, or 
collages on jackets, etc. The second cassette I took out of my box 
brings together all these qualities derived from a generic absence of 
qualities. I will not touch much upon the third: it is a compilation of 
the most psychedelic, and undoubtedly the best, recordings of Dr. 
John, the pianist and singer from New Orleans to whom Tom Waits 
owes so much, collected under the title Gri-Gri Gambo Yaya, with an 
extraordinary cover. It features a collage on an orange background of 
Dr. John’s head, accented with lines and dots in grey felt tip, with the 
title embellished with scrolls in black ink.

These two cassettes were given to me by the same person 
and their taping takes us back to the early 1990s. They are both as-
sociated with a network of friends entirely dedicated to the sharing 
of music. It was one of them, undoubtedly the most exhaustive of 
collectors, as well as the one with the best ear and the most inven-
tive talents for mixing, who made the tape. It features one hour of 
covers of the Rolling Stone’s “Satisfaction.” Its graphic design, with 
its collages, writing and patterns, comprises their signature: it is 
a painstakingly personalized object. Contrary to the first cassette 
I mentioned, which held the complete contents of two 33 rpm re-
cords, this one wends its way through a corpus of covers, associating 
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measuring the passage of time, the hourglass, which also unrav-
els in a sense and is then turned over. Contrary to watches, which 
convey a sense of imperturbable regularity, the hourglass creates 
the illusion of time running out, arousing a sense of anxiety linked 
to the objective end of its course. Any person who has recorded a 
cassette tape can remember this particular anxiety linked to times 
when one cannot synchronize the end of a song with the end of 
the tape, watching time slip by as the cassette player heads turn 
ever faster. However, each and every person who manages to make 
these elements coincide perfectly can also attest to the immense 
joy it produces — as if we had managed, for once, to truly measure 
the passage of time.

“discophilia” is a passion associated with the possession of chosen 
objects whose rarity and quality are conceived, in the present case, 
within an ensemble made up of the industrial production of recorded 
music. It presupposes a certain way of loving music, through the cri-
teria of choice and selection, which, in their turn, create added value.

The “Satisfaction” mix works as a sort of proof regarding record 
collecting, since it highlights a collection of singularities that appear 
in covers, divergences from the original. The inherent principle of its 
value is contained in the research related to these divergences and 
their variety, which is a manifestation of the authority of the collector 
as defined by their choices, their capacity to seek out that special re-
cording, but also their ability to compile these variations in a mix, to 
the point that these pieces become a catalyst for the collection and 
the audio cassette becomes a privileged medium for the ardent disco-
phile. It functions as an extension of the vinyl record, which it copies 
and transfers, thus promoting new circulations.

The cassette not only enables one to create these mobilities 
within the music industry by redeploying its productions in mix-
es and engendering mobility on a social level through exchanges 
associated with technical objects (such as car cassette decks or 
Walkmans). It opens up the possibility of combining music with 
physical mobility and new situations in its association with envi-
ronments, walking, speed, creating previously unknown esthetic 
experiences. This associative logic is even reversible, since one can 
conceive compilations based upon one’s routes and travels, thus 
uniting activities with music.

The audio cassette as technical object, set in motion by the 
regular rotation of heads which ensure the movement of the fine 
magnetic tape at a speed of 4.75 centimeters per second is acti-
vated by a principle common to mechanisms for measuring chron-
ological time such as watches, pendulums and clocks, with the 
reciprocal implication of the regularity of the rotation. It would ne-
cessitate an anthropological investigation, at the crossroads of the 
esthetic and the empirical, to examine the history of these objects 
and the perception of time procured by these simple, regular rota-
tions. However, another relationship should be noted, since the ba-
sic principle of operation of these tape players dictates that the free 
rotation of the reels, as the magnetic tape unwinds, continues to 
accelerate as an increasing amount of tape is wound onto the main 
reel: the speed of rotation between the two reels is only equal when 
each one holds the same amount of tape, at the halfway point in the 
passage of time. This principle is reminiscent of another means of 
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