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I can’t breathe! er i c garner , j u ly 2 0 1 4 , bys tander v id eo o f arre s t

I can’t even hear. He just slammed my f**king head into the ground . . . Thank you for
recording! s andra b l and , j u ly 2 0 1 5 , b ys tander v i d eo o f arre s t

Stay with me! We got pulled over for a busted taillight in the back. And the police, just – he’s
covered . . . They killed my boyfriend! [Discussion with police officer; phone falls to ground as
speaker is handcuffed.] They threw my phone, Facebook! d iamond reynold s , j u ly 2 0 1 6 ,
facebook l ive v i d eo of shoot ing o f ph i l ando ca st i l e

In March 1991, Rodney King was pulled from his car and beaten by
officers of the Los Angeles Police Department. A nearby resident, George
Holliday, shot a homemade video of the event that would become one of
the most important pieces of American forensic media since the Zapruder
film made at the time of John F. Kennedy’s assassination. That importance
was recognised immediately by police administrators, news broadcasters
and academics. In popular media, the video was played on a seemingly
endless loop in the immediate aftermath as well as during the trial of the
police officers. For instance, a 7 March 1991 broadcast by ABC News
opened with anchor Peter Jennings introducing the case and video as
follows: ‘Now the story that might never have surfaced if somebody had
not picked up his home video camera. We’ve all seen the pictures of Los
Angeles police officers beating a man they had just pulled over. The city’s
police chief said today he will support criminal charges against some of the
men.’1 In one of the most provocative academic articles written on video as
a medium, Avital Ronell argues that the video clip functioned as a form of
truth-telling testimonial relative to the mythologies of television. In par-
ticular, she sees the depiction of police (especially the Los Angeles Police
Department) as the epitome of television programming: ‘the Rodney King
show is about television watching the law watching video’ (1994, 295).
Writing shortly before the officers’ acquittal, Ronell presciently describes a
judicial and cultural apparatus that would likely acquit them anyway,
highlighting how easily such video can be ignored because it records
everything indiscriminately – a kind of machinic excess that is ‘simply
present while at the same time devoid of presence’ (297).

Yet for all the commentary about the Holliday video from so many
quarters, the tape was considered largely self-explanatory, save for the
question of whether King took a step toward the police or charged them.
(This same debate has been central in several recent police shootings of
African-Americans, especially that of Michael Brown in Ferguson,
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Missouri, in 2014.) Ronell underscores that video serves a testimonial
function that television – literally, a distant viewing – never can, even if
it is often disregarded in legal proceedings. But the Holliday video is also a
distant viewing: despite the appearance of close proximity, the video is
actually shot at a distance, with Holliday zooming in on King and the
police officers. I remember seeing the Holliday clip on the news when I was
growing up – always a kind of mute presentation with voiceover interpret-
ation by newscasters. In the clip I mention above, for example, Peter
Jennings turns to a reporter for ABC, Gary Shepard, who then simply
speaks over the Holliday video. This video was frequently dredged up
again in spring 2017 as part of twenty-five-year commemorations of the
Los Angeles riots. Watching it again – and more closely – I am struck by
the effect of the zoom on the video. And more to the point: for the first
time in my life, I listened to the audio recorded with it. The actual sound of
violence in the moment is relatively minimal. At certain points, I hear the
voices of police officers yelling at King, but language is indistinct. It’s
simply the sound of authoritative commands. I never hear any sound of
impact, despite the revulsive image of police repeatedly hitting King’s body
with batons and kicking him.

Instead, I hear something less obvious, but perhaps more systemically
ominous: a helicopter hovering just overhead. In the aftermath of this
event, apologists for the police force (including Los Angeles Police Chief
Darryl Gates) argued that this event was an aberration. Yet the inescapable
chopping of the helicopter’s rotor blades evokes a much broader assem-
blage of police machinery, in this case hovering overhead audibly but not
visibly. State-sanctioned violence, it seems to imply, is not accidental but
by design. (All that’s missing is Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ in the
spirit of Apocalypse Now as a final exclamation point.) Although the low
thudding drone of the helicopter is relatively subdued in the video, it emits
a higher-pitched whistle that slowly rises and falls as the chopper circles.
Only when the helicopter leaves (after about 04:30) is it possible to hear
anything clear from the scene: police scanners and radios, doors slamming,
and a few more orders being barked out. The helicopter not only provided
technological cover, it provided audio cover too, masking sounds of police
violence that might have further intensified the affective power of
the video.

Occasionally the sound of voices near the camera becomes audible too.
While the helicopter is present, these voices are unclear. Once it leaves, it’s
possible to hear at least two different groups of people discussing what has
just happened, with one group describing how the police had been beating
King and another speaking in Spanish about the event more generally. In a
sense, these are the first documented analysts of this violence, embedded in
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the video record as eyewitness interpreters. In addition, I hear handling
noise on the camera. Holliday is often described as an amateur videogra-
pher, and these noises confirm that claim. The camera was primarily a tool
of visual documentary; its microphone was an automatic but useful sup-
plement, documenting audio traces of the event from a distance without
recourse to an audio equivalent of video zoom technologies. As a result, we
have two distinct audio-visual spaces: visually, we inhabit the space of the
police violence; but aurally, we remain in conversational, close (and safe)
proximity to Holliday, though with the looming sonic apparatus of police
force circling overhead.

Sound and image have been disjoined. Given the horrific nature of the
moment, it would be distasteful to call this disjuncture ‘productive’. But
attending to both the audio and the visual, and how they overlap or
document separate and asynchronous sensory spaces, allows a kind of
mediated witnessing by potential viewing audiences – by which I mean,
quite literally, those that see and hear. In recent years, media theorists
have increasingly begun to raise the question of what it means to bear
witness to an event – especially a traumatic or violent incident – that a
person encounters only through indirect means like a recording (Peters
2001; Rentschler 2004; Frosh and Pinchevski 2009; Krämer and Weigel
2017). In the United States these questions have taken on a greater
urgency in the past few years as police violence against black people
(and especially black men) has come more forcefully into public con-
sciousness beyond communities of colour – in particular as a result of the
Movement for Black Lives (including Black Lives Matter activists), which
connects the current predicament to the Los Angeles riots a quarter
century ago. And indeed, writing a decade before Black Lives Matter
emerged as a movement, Fred Moten traced a sonic history from the
beating of Rodney King to the killing of Emmett Till, whose brutal death
was immortalised in a photograph of his open-casket funeral, as events
demanding audition in order to be understood properly: ‘This means we’ll
have to listen to it along with various other sounds that will prove to be
nonneutralizable and irreducible’ (2003, 196). And Moten’s aural witness-
ing itself fits into an even older tradition of ‘bearing witness’ as a critical
and collective sonic practice in African American religion and politics that
remains highly relevant today (Ross 2003; Floyd-Thomas 2016). Indeed,
these sonic forms of participatory witnessing that grow out of the Black
Church and the Civil Rights Movement augment less race-conscious
forms of media theory in which witnessing is in many ways a visual and
individualistic practice.2

In the past few years, a recurring set of commentaries has highlighted
connections between the video documentation of police violence in the
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Rodney King beating and the increasingly common (and deeply disturb-
ing) digital recordings of more recent police violence. Headlines such as
‘The viral video that set a city on fire’ (Young 2017) have circulated online,
while several film-makers have released documentary projects about the
riots, including The Lost Tapes: LA Riots, composed almost exclusively
from audio-visual footage from 1991–2. Throughout these discussions,
music and sound have often emerged alongside the more obvious aspect
of the visual. For instance, in his 2016 op-ed piece for the Los Angeles
Times, James Peterson opens by connecting questions of music, documen-
tary media, and race: ‘The rapper KRS-One famously posed this question
to law enforcement: “Who protects us from you?” Exactly 25 years after
Los Angeles police officers beat up Rodney King near a 210 Freeway
offramp, the answer is the same as ever: The camera does, but only to a
point.’ Peterson continues by noting that Holliday was ‘armed with an
analog video camera’, nodding to the technological shifts that have taken
place in the past quarter century. He then proceeds to discuss the recent
deaths of Eric Garner and Walter Scott, victims of police violence who
have been central to the Black Lives Matter movement. Although Peterson
does not return to rap music, he easily could have, given the prominence in
recent protests of rapper Kendrick Lamar’s 2015 song, ‘Alright’.3

In this chapter, I explore the sonic and musical aspects of digital screen
culture. A near infinitude of possible directions for such an essay exists,
spanning music videos and animal videos, whispered ‘ASMR massages’4

and chanted hate speech, soundmaps and audio-visual museum installa-
tions. Moving beyond such content-based themes, one might also write
about the massive infrastructure that supports digital audio-visuality in its
many manifestations, including the political-economic and environmental
impact of server farms, smartphones (and their planned obsolescence),
energy grids and the labour forces that are hidden behind these already-
hidden infrastructures. But the questions of race, sound, digital transmission
and power that swirl around the admittedly American-centric question of
police violence and Black Lives Matter not only illustrate the breadth of
contemporary media practices, but also point to a kind of media-cultural
reckoning that is taking place today. If YouTube and other forms of new
digital cinema previously offered a kind of expansive, quick-to-go-viral form
of entertainment, the recent spate of video documentation of police violence
reminds us of Friedrich Kittler’s dictum that ‘the entertainment industry is,
in any conceivable sense of the word, an abuse of army equipment’ (1999,
96–7). In this case, however, we might invert this idea: in recent years, the
do-it-yourself entertainment industry of homemade video has increasingly
paid attention to the abuses of military-grade equipment passed along to
American police forces. Online video services can no longer pretend to be
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simple distribution hubs for cat and music videos (though music videos will
play an important role here). Rather, these technologies offer important new
possibilities for addressing the trauma of such violence.

In particular, reconfiguring relationships between audio and video – as
well as our expectations of those relationships and our abilities to ‘read’
them –may allow for new forms of witnessing that are expressly mediated.
Nicholas Cook has written of the critical ‘perceptual interaction between
[multimedia’s] various individual components, such as music, speech,
moving images, and so on: for without such interaction there is nothing
to analyse’ (1998, 24). Generic conventions or technical limitations may
lead us to assume that the ‘perceptual interaction’ of a particular (multi)
media piece is fixed: in the case of the Rodney King video, one may well
assume there is no audio or that whatever it may include is unnecessary for
understanding the video. As I’ve written above, I disagree. Those percep-
tual interactions are subject to manipulation (whether intentional or not)
by artists and media forms. But they also allow for an audience to exercise
what Ingrid Monson calls its ‘perceptual agency’ (2008): we can choose to
attend to certain musical (or audio-visual) aspects more or less than others.
And while Cook and Monson are concerned with things we would readily
identify as ‘music’ or ‘musical multimedia’, I hope here to extend their
models of interactive, dynamic sensation to include other forms of audio
more generally, whether speech/recited poetry, ambient environmental
sound, or the particularly violent sounds of police brutality. Experiencing
those audio-visual media and perceiving – or more aptly, choosing to
perceive – the ways they witness about the world, especially when relayed
on further by ‘sharing’ or commenting on them, quickly moves beyond
just analysis (though analysis remains critically important) and into a
realm of mediated co-witnessing.

Thus, after offering some theoretical background, I focus in this essay
on three case studies in which the interplay between additional images
creates new opportunities – as well as pitfalls – for digital witnessing:
Beyoncé’s ‘visual album’ Lemonade; recordings of the killing of Philando
Castile by police; and to conclude, protests at American football games
against ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, the national anthem of the United
States. These examples, as well as related forms of music video and
documented police violence, show some of the divergent uses of audio-
visual media today, while underscoring the acute political forces at play
within them and giving rise to them. These media offer an opportunity, in
particular, to rethink longstanding notions of witnessing and mediation:
bystanders can readily become activists with the push of a button, and
distant viewers are invited to view decimated black bodies, both as cultural
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witnesses and/or as voyeurs of violence. At the same time, these videos and
crowdsourced documentary practices also raise unsettling questions about
technocapitalism and the companies like Google (parent company of
YouTube), Apple and Facebook that profit – whether inadvertently or,
perhaps, by design – from violence against black bodies and the repeated
viewings of media documenting that violence. In an age full of new forms
of technological mediation, witnessing and gazing, producing and con-
suming, activism and spectatorship blur with one another, and the political
consequences can be significant.

Musicians as Multisensory Witnesses

Let me proceed with a YouTube clip. At a concert in Seattle’s Key Arena in
December 2014, Stevie Wonder prefaced his 1973 song ‘Living for the City’
with a short speech while he and his band played the vamping synthesiser
ostinato over a bass pedal point that opens the song. As documented by
YouTube user ‘Zoltan Grossman’ on what appears to be a camera phone,
Wonder said:

I want you to know truly sincerely, I love sincerely each and every one of you.
[audience cheers] You can put your heart on that. You know, I’ve always
seen all of us, no matter what our ethnicities are, no matter what our color,
are seen as one family. [cheers] And I’m not saying it just because I’m on
stage. I’m saying it because that’s how I really feel.

Can you believe that within one month, two grand juries – secret grand
juries – declined to indict two policemen for the killing of two Black
men? I just don’t understand that.
Let me just say this also: I don’t understand why a legal system would

choose secrecy when there’s so much mistrust of what they’re saying. [cheers]
I don’t understand why there could not have been a public trial where we
would be able to hear all sides to this deal. [cheers] I just don’t understand.
I tell you what I do understand. I heard Eric Garner say, with my own ears:

‘I can’t breathe!’ And as much as he’s apologized, I don’t understand why he
[the police officer] did not stop . . . You see, I feel that – when people say to
me – and you know, I’ve heard this from various politicians as well, ‘You’ve
got all this black-on-black crime’. But my feeling’s that guns are too
accessible to everybody. [cheers]

I do, I do – I do understand that something is wrong, real wrong. And we
as family, Americans, all of us of all colors, need to fix it – with a quickness,
real soon. [cheers]
I love you. And I really love you, you know that. And this is why this song

unfortunately is still relevant today. If you know the words you can sing
along with me.5
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