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Real-World Music as Composed Listening

Katharine Norman
University of Sheffield, Department of Music, Sheffield, UK

The paper considers the aesthetic implications of employing sounds from the real world as musical
material. It takes the view that music composed from, and about, real-world sounds shares concerns
already explored by writers and practitioners in film, poetry and other ron-sonic arts. The preaccupations
of, among others, film-makers Eisenstein and Vertov, philosophers Bachelard and Casey and composers
themselves are investigated to support the contention that real-world tape music is enriched and, to
some extent formed, through the listener’s imaginative response: real-world sounds - their meaning.
being and sonic implications — encourage an internalized listening montage; a composed listening
constructed in order to make imaginative sense from non-narrative sonic journeys.
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Introduction

... one need only think of the rumbling of thunder, the whistling of the wind, the roaring of a waterfall.
the gurgling of a brook. . .the rattling jolt of a cart on the road, and of the full, solemn, and white breath

of a city at night. . ..
... Let us cross a large modern capital with our ears more sensitive than oureves. ... ... We wilt amuse
ourselves by orchestra ting together in our imagination the din of rolling shop shutters, the varied hubbub

of train stations, iron works, thread mills, printing presses, electrical plants, and subways.
(Russol0,1986, pp. 25-6)

Russolo’s infamous manifesto, written in 1913, is more than an ironic piece of cultural
provocation. His celebration of environmental noise urges us to learn from real-
world sounds and from the way in which we listen to them, to gain understanding
— through investigation and analysis — of both our environments and ourselves.
His proclamations, whilst advocating the philosophical fulfillment of understanding
and enjoying such sounds as purely sonic discourse, also appear to indicate that
music made from them cannot be anything but political.

Eighty years down the line we have the technology to put it all on tape, we've
had it for quite a while. Computers give us the power — and it is a certain kind of
power - to ‘orchestrate’ sampled sounds from the ‘real world’, and to use
sophisticated wizardry to cajole them into new forms, frequencies and fantastic
documentaries. And while there is a vast body of more “abstract’ tape music using
real-world sounds as a basis for sonic alchemy, there is also much music which
seeks to preserve our connection to its recorded sources. In this latter kind of approach
the meaning of the sounds is maintained, heightened or transformed. These pieces
are about the real world.

My intention in this paper is to examine how this ‘real-world music” might be
construed as arising from a particular aesthetic approach, one which is listening-
centred. Composers working with real-world sounds are, naturally, acutely aware
of, and concerned with, listening: Barry Truax and John Young (both writing in this
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journal) provide enlightening appraisals of how we respond to real;v;brla sotinds, -

In ordinary experience we each place ourselves at the centre v our personal
temporal universe and judge things to be here and now only when they infiltrate
our attention. Bazin neglects to stress the primacy of sight in our evaluation of
what is present — as a film-maker, he takes it for granted. But attention here is
synonymous with sight: we insist on visual perception as our window on temporal
presence despite the fact that many other perceptions continually invade our
consciousness. As a sound impinges on our listening attention we create an internal
visual presence to bring the experience into our perceptual ‘now’. For instance, a
telephone conversation makes especial demands on our consciousness because, as
McLuhan suggests, the auditory image needs to be strengthened by other senses.
But, surely the reason for this lies notin the quality of the auditory image butin the
fact that the experience is insistently present in our attention without providing
confirmatory visual data. This is untenable for our visually weighted understanding
of presence, so we make a strong and comprehensive visual picture to fita voice.
All our senses ultimately inform our experience of how we exist in time and, with
sight as a primary means of defining what is happening in our presence, we readily
visualize to draw other senses into our temporal domain.

There are other ways, perhaps less consciously perceived, in which sounds can
influence our perceptual understanding and defy the symbiotic relationship between
sight and sound. Consider, for instance, sounds such as alarms and sirens, or pealing
church bells. The meanings that we allocate to these types of sound arise from a
contradiction in our referential listening processes, directly attributable to the volume
of the sound. These sounds surely claim our full attention, yet they are usually
disembodied visually from their sounding objects. Although the objects themselves
do not enter our presence their sound, through its continuous and loud insistence.
seems near to the point of immediacy.

Loud sounds can disorientate us through an apparent spatial proximity — the
hypothetical object seems to be here, now — that contradicts a failure to allocate a
focal visual source. The confusion arising from this deprivation of visual
confirmation brings us to a point of timelessness where nothing matters except the
aural presence of the sound and we expend little, if any, energy on attempts to
imagine the physical source. And this, of course, is the response intended by alarms

and sirens, whose role is to alert us to danger - a learnt association — rather than

refer us to their sounding objects.

Some musical examples

Transferred to a musical domain, the implication that disembodied real-world
sounds must be loud in order to have true ‘presence’ for the listener becomes an
issue for the composer. The frequently voiced criticism of tape music as ‘lacking” in
visual stimulation may have less to do with unsuitable performance or playback
scenarios - than with the very fact that we are distanced from disembodied real-
world sounds in both musical and real life circumstances, and in tape music
circumstances all sounds are disembodied. Such criticisms indicate an unsuccessful
attempt to find listening parallels between our relationship to recorded sound-

! McLuhan, ‘Since the telephone offers a very poor auditory image, we strengthen and complete it bs

the use of all the other senses.” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 235)
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and to the sounds of live musical instruments. Perhaps it would be more appropriate

to seek similarities between referential listening in real life and in the concert hall.
For instance, the sheer volume and intensity of many tape pieces mirrors the
immediacy of alarms and sirens and may arise from a similar attempt to force sounds
into the individual listener’s presence, despite the lack of a visually perceived source.
We could make an interesting comparison between sonic amplification and Bazin's
evaluation of visual enlargement in film:

What we lose by wav of direct witness do we not recapture thanks to the artificial proximity provided
by photographic enlargement? Evervthing takes place as if in the time-space perimeter which is the

definition of presence. . . . . .. the increase in the space factor re-establishes the equilibrium of the
psychological equation.

(Bazin, 1967, p. 98)

As a musical example, Stockhausen’s dramatic use of a real-world sound as a
structural device in his work Trans makes judicious use of our propensity to give
‘presence’ to loud sounds. The sound engendered by a mundane object - a weaving
shuttle —is transmuted by amplification into an enlarged and alarming entity, which
takes full control of our aural attention. Here, the absence of visual stimulus aids
the effectiveness of a sound whose role is to momentarily confound our
understanding of temporal flow. We are encouraged to regard the sound as distinct
and “timeless” in relation to the progress of the movement - visual and temporal -
of the instrumental music.

Ashuttleofa weaving chair passing loudiv through the hall from the left to the right, shooting through

the air. And with each shuttle sound the string plavers were beginning the next upward movement of
their bows, all svnehronously, and then in the middle of the duration between two shuttle sounds, they

started a downward motion. Another shuttle sound, and they played a new note. The first shuttle sound
opens the chromatically dense wall at a certain interval, closes it with the next sound.
(Stockhausen in Cott, 1973, p. 55).

In this case whether we recognize the sound as that of a weaving shuttle is less
important than whether we interpret it as communicating a particular kind of
mechanical side-to-side movement; an abstraction of the sound’s real-world
meaning is sufficient and intended. And this dissociation of visual and aural meaning
is borrowed from our listening to alarms and other ‘present’ sounds since, by
changing our normal listening relationship to the shuttle sound, Stockhausen
discourages visualization and encourages us to refer not to the cause of the sound
but te the external information it conveys. The disembodied sound becomes
symbolic of a kind of movement which, in turn, becomes an analogy for the ‘slicing’
of the musical form which it initiates. Indeed the left-to-right spaial projection
heightens this significance by translating visual data into aural terms.

It seems that, once a sound has become timeless and source-less, in the manner
described, we are free to extend our temporal understanding outside the frame of
the physicallv perceived environment to the world of historical remembrance. In
this manner sounds are listened to, not as emanations from a visual source but as
informing symbols imbued with culturally acquired significance. Although we
recognize Stockhausen’s weaving shuttle as a real-world sound, its actual
provenance isn’t something we strive to ascertain, in fact we probably can’t. Instead
we accept it as a ‘generic’ sound from life, one that has attained a symbolic
significance independent of its physical source.

Every sound has its cultural tale to tell although the older the symbolic knowledge,
the more likely we are to appreciate the historical breadth of its informing content.

World Music >

Consider church bells whose religious symbolism reaches a far wider audlenfg
than the Christian community. A large proportion of listeners, in the Western wor }
at least, will be touched by the story of these sounds. And, for the composglrl, ;ucrt
well-established sound symbols provide a conceptual vocabulary which will have
meaning for the audience: o
Any attentive reader of newspapers will have noticed the old trick by which his or her attention i

sought — the classic first paragraph in which the essence of a story is presented with mavgmn;]n'\ ;m?‘a‘ct\
Harvey achieves precisely this, opening Mortuos with a vigorous carillon of bells which gradually declines

in intensity until only two or three slowly pealing bells are left ... (Camphell, 1986, p. 3241

Philip Campbell doesn’t elaborate pr(?cisely on how ‘maximum xfr?p.actt 15 n;atﬂz
at the opening of Harvey’s work; we might naturally assume it su 1c]1:er}11 ha t
sounds are loud, sonorous and interesting to the ear. But the force of the ?mp?c
comes as we encounter a known symbol which refers us to a learnt m]eann'ng o;
‘church bells’. The symbolic association of bells with worship and ;:)edwei 0
meanings that leads them to ‘enumerate the fleeing hours. . . mou{rlw the Yea; .
call the living to prayer’? continues to inform because the cultural history of the
sound is ingrained.

In the composer’s words :

We constitute the music according to the interplay of the composer’s codes and our own, the references be

. - o oy cork itself. A
past meaning and usage of sound, the patterning of repetition and' variation mt'hmi.tflfu‘: w?rfl: y::(hmh
Chinese pe(asant's codes would be totally different from Wagner's, and our own different frc .

(my alics (Harvey, 1985, p. 1D

While referential listening connects sounds to objects, to measurementfs of time
and place and to learnt ‘'symbols’, the latter connection finds us removed from mlzr
initial attachment of sights to sounds into a world of conceptual meaning. .11
broadening our investigation of real-world listening to include such attention u@\
might find that, once we get past seeing_thmgs » we can obtain a deeper experience
of qualities, rather than quantified relationships, of time and space.

Reflective listening

The above discussion indicates that real-world sounds are loaded towards rsfere:w_—
tial listening, unlike the more abstract timbres of‘mt,xsxcal instruments Wh](élsf ltma_g,x(;
nary’ world status is clearly delineated. But thatisn’t to say that rea‘l-wor, fxtsl GI:I::
is devoid of imaginative activity. How —and why — do we hear the ‘song ofthe u :
To do this we have to switch listening channels to a less usual, reflective »t'\ffi”

attention. This reflective listening is neither a cpntemplahon <')f an act{on inv o' s ~’
Stockhausen’s moving shuttle — nor a meditation on a sour)d S extm—somvg (}u t[ut;]a’
history - Harvey’s ecclesiastical bells - but a creative, enjoya ble a_pgrql‘s‘a n1 'L
sound for its acoustic properties. Yet, although it might seem that remi‘“\ftmﬁ?»r
erential listening are independent activities, I prefer t(? see themas w]()r' mix,i oge deq

as a means of synthesizing our knowledge and our enjoyment of real-world sounds.

2 The inscription on the Winchester Cathedral bell is “FHoras volantes numero, mortuos pi.xv;gé»“\i:\t;:
ad preces voco” (] enumerate the fleeing hours, I mourn the dead, 1 calt the Jiving to prav!er H( he
inscriptigm - sung by a boy soprano - and the sound of the bell itself are used as material in Harvey

Mortous plango.
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To hear music in the sea we change our usual relation to the sound, allowing "

interested enchantment to eclipse alert information-gathering. As in daydreams
and reveries a perceptual shift lulls us into “forgetting” how, and why, things nor-
mally make sense. Instead, we use our ears and minds to create, or reinterpret,
imagined meanings for the sound. This seems to be diametrically opposed to ref-
erential listening in which we take considerable pains to ‘remember’ how things
are. But what conditions encourage reflective rather than referential listening? If a
real-world sound can be responded to with either it seems likely that optimum
conditions for the one must separate, or mute, an inclination to focus in on the
other. We need to consider what inner processes invite a particular listening stance.
Remembered content is actual in status; itis something that we assume has in fact appeared or occured
on seme previous occasion (even if we cannot now recall the precise moment). Imagined content, in
contrast. is purely possible in status, it is something that, at most, might have appeared or occurred
previously or that might vet do so in the future. Positing imagined content as only possible, I am not as
engrossed in it as such; my attention wanders more freely beyond this content to its immediate environs
and more particularly to its margin, where still other possibilities might emerge. When I posit remembered

content as actual, however, I tend to remain riveted to it, and [ am correspondingly less tempted to
transcend it toward a marginal region that lacks such sturdy actuality.

(Casey, 1987, p. 77)

Taking Casev’s description as a model for response to real-world 'sounds, we
could take the view that an interest'in the acoustic qualities of a sound prompts us
towards imagined content while a focus on referential meaning prompts recognition,
that is remembered content. Assuming the real-world sound’s ability to represent
meanings of either the particular or the general when disembodied — as with
Stockhausen’s shuttle sound - then the sound can act alternatively as an agent for
remembrance or imaginative fantasy. (In this sense I classify straightforward
recognition as ‘remembering’ the significance of the sound from its sensory data.)
Secondly, Casey’s assessment of remembered versus imagined content proposes a
dependency of inward attentiveness on content for each. This suggests that, in the
case of imaginative, reflective listening for instance, we move toward a particular
Kind ot inward attentiveness. By precluding the attentiveness for remembered
content we are moved away from our usual relation to sound as a referential trigger.
This hvpothesis represents an idealized model in which imagination and
remembering are completely estranged and, if it is true, we should switch from
hearing at one moment the sound of the waves and the next a sound which makes
no sense at all, completely divorced from ‘sturdy actuality” and taking the sound’s
disembodiment one step further to a stage where even significatory meaning is
abandoned.

But reflective listening, as with other perceptual interpretations, doesn’t in reality
achieve complete estrangement of memory and imagination. This apparent
deficiency is especially true of real-world sounds: we can’t pretend that we don’t
know them. Ima gination, nevertheless, enables us to attend to remembered data in
a creative and free-wheeling way that needs make fewer concessions to
commonplace perception; conditions for reflective listening mean that we do not
need to hear the sound of waves but can instead imaginatively recognize them as
whispers, hissing or any other comparable remembrance. In seeking to clarify the
difference between remembering and imagination Casey goes on to suggest that
we ‘compare, for example, the visualization of a wholly imagined friend with the
visualization of a remembered friend’. But there can surely be no such thing as a
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;, r uln%_’ Ppossibility that, at any moment, circumstances will force a ‘cut’ to rZalit
-\::{ li;t };ercepttu;?l gar?es are difficult and “delight’ will always be qualified b);
vontextual constraints; if we only see demons in the fi i
¢ ! sif K e fire or hear songs in th
wander into the realms of unintelliei inati i tween memory
. 1to the realms gible hallucination. Vacillations bet
and imagination have to be fine-tu i aterial's comtextun)
ndimag -tuned to ial’
ot our evaluation of the material’s contextual
WHT;Izﬁrs“x.xjwphes tvha.t both referential and reflective listening activity in fa'ét takes
2 n‘dL e; \ Icr at pier\- asive ground, through which material and context are interrelated
;‘doe H(’nltme ftae.nlcg Slsb this %roulild, an amassing of individually experienced knowl-
ge, that e eneatn all our new experiences to influen i
€ tend: - ce and constrain our
perceptual direction. Prior to any acquisiti ifi i
3 on of specific referential inf i
relate our current experience to ienti i text of oo Hoes.
> our experiential history, to the context i
! e ) A of our lives.
i }1]1;\ s ‘r:itl_\ _L(;m paring remembered and presently experienced personal contexts fosr
fhen 1(1 ;e'r}a‘ . e make a ]udgemeqt as to its likely referential importance. So, con-
o : 15&1::\";? ;Ic]ates the material to the context of our individual his‘tor); and
ihtluences both the extent of our imaginati i ,
meanings thev prmrie ginative wanderings and the nature of the
; S:S; :1r\be gensu;‘nstarise when the interrela tionship between context and material
s dis ed so that contextual importance indicat
. es the presence of ref i
meaning that we're unable to i P o considen o
perceive. As an example we could i
response to language — context i ; hen ver el e our
res guag ually essential to all our liv i
o fan y ess es —when verbal meanin
some way obscured. Jung remarks on a colleague’s journey on a Russian trai;g\
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during which ‘though he . .. ... could not even decipher the C, .iiic script, he
found himself musing over the strange letters in which the railway notices were
writtenand ... ... he imagined all sorts of meanings for them. "(Jung, 1964, p. 27)
Successive attempts at finding referential meanings in material with known
contextual importance lead imaginatively to ‘all sorts of meanings’ for an unfamiliar
actuality.

Similarly, when listening to human speech that is somehow made linguistically
incomprehensible, we find it difficult to mute referential perceptions because of
the important human context of this real-world sound. This places us in a frustrated
listening position in which contextual knowledge points to a vast substructure of
referential meaning — the communication of thoughts and emotions, syntactical
logic, indications of cultural and personal character — to which we are denied
complete access. Trying to gain entry to this mass of referential knowledge we gather
all our listening resources about us to perceive the source afresh. In fact, we re-
perceive it, attempting to create referential, and contextually relevant, order from
the acoustic properties of a cryptic sound. Our appraisal of its qualities now springs
from an infent to find informing relationships in the sound — accent, intonation,
speech rhythms or imagined verbal content - through a fusion of reflective and

referential listening stances.

Participating

This compulsion to ‘make sense’ of sounds is interesting; it seems that we are
prepared to go to extreme perceptual lengths in our desire to relate an obscured
source to experienced models. The more mysterious the material, the more ambitious
our perceptual reconstruction and the more varied the relationships we are willing
to entertain. We want to make these confusing sounds relevant to the fabric of our
lives, to contextualise them. And, I contend, we retain this participatory activity in
listening to real-world music.

Techniques such as processing and mixing give the composer the opportunity to
obscure real-world sounds, and so deny our easy access to referential clues without
entirely severing our contextual connection with the source. She can guide us on a
circuitous perceptual journey in which her re-perceptions of the sound direct our
own, creative, listening. In this sense we could regard the composer as just another
listener, but one who publicly reveals a rarefied listening process through her
transformation of the sound. In this sense we might compare her position to that of
the film director who reveals a re-perception of real-world narrative through the
temporal refinement of montage, but never disallows the viewer’s personal

experience.

each spectator creates an image along the representational guidance suggested by the author, leading
him unswervingly towards knowing and experiencing the theme in accordance with his own personality,
in his own individual way, proceeding from his own experience, from his own imagination, from the
texture of his associations, from the features of his own character, temper, and social status. The image
is at one and the same time the creation of the author and the spectator.

(Eisenstein, 1986, p. 78)
As summarised by Bazin, who was, however, ultimately critical of this approach
to filra, ‘the meaning is not in the image, it is in the shadow of the image projected
by montage onto the field of consciousness of the spectator. (Bazin, 1967, p. 26} On
watching a film, we place the director’s image in the context of our own lives.
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Montage can function similarly in real-world music: for instance, Harvey’s-glori-
ously familiar pealing bells are abruptly followed by a confusingly alien world
where individual spectral components are slowly explored. We retain our recent
memory of the source while experiencing sounds whose strange, but familiar,
progress clouds our contextual judgements. The music continues with similar
juxtapositions and is just one example, from many, of a work combining montage
techniques with more traditional relationships of pitch and timbre.

This kind of montage, in both film and music, might be defined as horizontal in
nature. Ultimately our re-perception of the material is guided by linear divisions
of time. But there is also, in both film and music, the possibility of what we might
call a vertical montage®. The composer can offer superimposed layers of sonic
transformation while appearing to preserve the temporal duration of a real-world
scenario. Instead of slavishly following a composer-directed narrative, we create
an imvardly perceived dynamic as our listening re-perception travels to and fro.

Paul Lansky’s Night Traffic appears to preserve the temporal flow of recorded
tratfic sounds while submitting them to radical transformation. In fact the temporal
narrative is also surreptitiously tuned to both rhythmic patterns and the harmonic
rhythm of slowly changing chords. Nevertheless, we are left with the sensation
that the music’s linear time is a naturalistic reproduction of reality. Already his
subtle directon of time gives the impression that it is our listening attention, not the
composer’s manipulation, that creates the horizontal dynamic. The sounds
themselves are transformed with equal subtlety; the timbre of the source is never
completelv obscured, instead it is lit by comb-filtered pitches which focus, rather
than destroy, our awareness of contextual meaning. Similarly, and importantly,
controlled panning of the sounds mimics the spatial effect of passing traffic and
places each listener firmly at the centre of the experience.

With a great deal of understated listener-direction, Lansky deceives us into
thinking that we create the music in these sounds. Everything conspires to place us
at the centre of the work - from the persistent familiarity of the sounds to their
listener-centred movement. There is just enough contextual confusion —in the filtered
pitches, the evolving harmonic progression and also the slightly unnerving sense
of an invisible approaching object - to encourage a perceptual quest. At the same
time there is enough recognition to maintain our concern with real-world
significance and the many associations attached to such culturally powerful, and
pervasive sounds. :

Compared to Harvey's Mortuos plango, Lansky’s subtle direction is no less
rigorous, but is possibly more demanding of the listener. It places far more weight
on our individual response and encourages us towards the satisfying impression
that we aid the creation of the music through our perceptual activity. We might say
that, in doing this, he solves the problems of audience alienation offen attributed to
tape music. How can we feel alienation when we’re part of the music ourselves? In

both his treatment of the subject and his attitude to the listener, Lansky achieves a
gently political work.

P

* Not to be confused with Eisenstein’s specific use of this term to describe the relationship between
sound and image in film.

Listening Montage in Real-World Music

isteni i that we
If the composer’s ‘direction’ of our hsienmg can(,jm sox:ea: :;al)}ll,s ir:aokfetﬁi f;eelan:S e
i som
ici in the creation of the work, we nee t o
E&Ztéflgéi ttelllat direction. Why are real-world sounds, and our ordmarc};, ;f;:l rga]_
relationship to them, so essential to its success? Perhaps bec'auste,1 ‘(I;Hrt o e
world listening response can be guaranteed, tl};et cortr'\pos(,)errclg1 gurixn; 02; fo place
i i ructing

noise’ erceptual channels, confusing, obstruct uris nor
nr(l)clliistgr?(;lilr.lg of t}}lje sounds. This leaves our evaluation O_f who is u}tent?(;g% f(i;lx;
ﬁstenin atany one time in a constant state of flux, along w1thffqur eva ;Sa o
‘being’ gf the real-world sound. At one moment recorded tratfic ioun > the next 3

xfasig-tonal progression of filtered chords. Real-world and i;tretllclém fputon
%stening — and the various combinations and permutahonzl wi ignd e
mixed up in our responsive endeavours that §hey engen e; a d of interne
‘listening montage’. Ultimately they cease to exist as distinct from o ¢
we ‘re-assemble’ the relationships between them.

m(mtage S propo: ed pmp()sehll yasa kit designed to be assembled while collage is nothing but a
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mixed bag full of obviously incongruous components (Thomas, 1983, p. 89

But lll()lltage as ()pp()sed to ¢ ()Ha e, strives f()l C()hel@”ce th] Ough CO“IUSIO“. And,
’ g ,
as m IIlOIltage our lnleldual reC()nStltutl()ll ()jz XIltEIltl()Ilally C()Iliused IlSteIl]Ilg
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stances becomes a part of the real-world work.

Confusion of intent - '
i in i ite possibly creative, take on soun@s as we
Real.:lv Ori(}i\ lrlrsitieril ;gfl l—ifzu—rrﬁzgillzizyég‘slsifigd, or in}éluded ,as self-intended ].15ten;_ngn.
\a/:lt}?ﬁe ::tenetion is the state of applying our mind to, ir} this case, ﬁpurédts, 1;\;?; ‘ioh
is the determination — an active process — to ’gtretch qut towards.t lls's ate. rou }%S
intent’ make the transition from passive hearing to attentive listening. nt
mtennonlf-vzfxtended listening occurs when the imaginati\(e dec151qns thatf lea ! z:, i
z:::tei'vseeor analytical consideration of sound‘s arwe.largely, if not .el}tlrgley, n(jl u(;;lcra oW
volition. In Cageian terms self-intended hstemng can certagx yh wsics ;:md
indi 'd' | inhabitants of the real world, we can let sounds be t ems nd
s 6 s decision to attend, musically, to our natural environment. u_t
ke COI\StC 1(c))lélr ‘own’ music, and we do not seek, neither are we able, to tra_ns;mf
:lﬁzr;r:vvsacrx;fy?formed result to another i'ndividual. And although out; ianplvpre;lssaI ! Se
abstract soni relationships in ordinarily ecuring SEEE L UL Choice
discuSSE_!d, e??lof:agcf Pe}:/:ﬁ?rtgxl: cziur sonic environment, no person ‘tells’ u; thtat
. mi sllltt(;'nt r? to the ;song' of the sea. Of course, the real life context may de Eat_a
dosiret lfsl . t creatively: if we were drowning, we'd probe.ably take less alest e 'lé:
ggﬁ;;:?rfioicic matters ; presumably, even if we wantgt{ to listen r]fjfézcg;/e; zlt,e\l/:r:al
iffi in doing so. Yet, in both cases, our priorities are moldectt ,
?:r‘;ii(::)ft?sc‘cjilrtzgmstanges rather than an external, communicating individual.
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~ This liSt- point is essential to a distinction between self-intended and ¢omzo:
intended hstenjng. Initially it would seem that composer—intendéd liStéZi};lQ Sf?f‘
synonymous with ‘musical’ listening, in the traditional sense of listening out f. fan
abstract sonic discourse. That isn’t to say that the composer dictates, or %a di Otr te,
how e hsfen but merely that she intends our listening to be attuned to the ercep tel1 o
of acoustic relationships, sonic architecture and the like. In a concert h}ﬁfcep re
already contextually conditioned to expect this intent and we are somewha‘f:ve ore
open to aural suggestion, perhaps, than in real life. We are switched into the rroct
listening channel. But, regardless of whether we hear music in an ‘a rocigricf
encouraging context - the concert hall, or coming out of our CD 15 irg i
unprepared, real-world circumstances - as we do the weekly sho piny in OE';?
ttz: ﬁwu gih aniopen window —we appear to kiow that a composer inten%};d g,s to Sstlen’
. PR ;
else?_f'}?\t:;tics. in a particular, ‘musical’, way. We decide that we are hearing ‘someone
Or so it seems. In fact the ground is already shifting beneath our feet since th

perceived distinction between composer-intended and self-intended listeni s
disempowered when the two fuse, or con-fuse each other. For instance Alvin Lul oy
{an sitting in a roon shows an exquisite awareness of the o,tentialitimer?
transtorming our self-intended experience of real-world sounds into com oser
mtended music, through the introduction of surreptitious intentional confup'oser‘

In this work Lucier’s natural speaking voice — complete with stutter — inf :lon'
of his actions and then, as this recorded speech is successively re-recordeg ir::stKS
ame environment, an accumulation of reverberating frequencies transfigu h'e
words into clouds of resonant pitch. Lucier’s complete text is as follows: BfEs e

fam sittine i
: (,11 \;*:1;1? ina r(jorn‘dm;erem from the one you are in now. I am recording the sound of my speaking
Lo and fam going to play it back into the room again and again unti
. d Lan I \ ) ntil the resonant f i
rom reintorce themselves so that any semblance of b i epviiii
som rein | S S V'S my speech, with perhaps i} i
< destroved. What vou will hear, then, are th : ; Dt the oo st
estron 3 g , e natural resonant frequencies of th i ’ ;
~peech. | regard this activity not so much as i . T fact, bt mone o aed by
i e E 3 s a dem 7si "
“mooth out anv irregularities mv speech might havg.nsmmon ofa physical fact, bot, more a5 2 e
Lucier is careful to avoi i i i
S -oid referring to m i i i i
o et 1 areful to ay el g usical listening or, indeed, listening of
e nd. His t L; re ezis? e }i to a description of what we will sear. He tells us
what he 1s going to do, and then he does it; 1i ing, i i ire
| going , oes it; listening, it appears 1
hdeed, as the work comm Frely ngmed 1 s o
. as ences we seem to be entirely engaged i i
nedeec he we ' 3 ed in self-intended
x::llt e\:]:srlldth:}tenmg. Wel recolgmze and process speech, we may well reﬂectivel};
C plate the ‘musical” qualities of its patt. i i i
erns butin, at this stage fi i
Loe : o , ge, an informative
‘;_H;; rﬂthan ?1; llr}terpretl\ e context. As the work progresses the reflective aspects
of real-world listening take over, the
} e g context expands to en b
demonstration’ and musical ’ ’ it it
S performance’, and our enga i i
Je . > i ¢ gagement with pitches,
h}:;t::n;i?nd 1t:mbral rlesongncrlss is successively heightened. Yet all these phex}'z)omena
appen simultaneously and, also at the same ti i i
ha ' sim \ , ime, our referential attention t
n ! § 2 o words
. imagl_xf?tn ely redefined. For each of us there comes a point, or rather there isn't a
scernible point, where we are listening to music as well as listening musically to

——

* Throughout this di i : 1 '

o ’qr;{-[(‘i;t th]s{dlscussmn the word ‘intent’ draws its meaning purely from its etymological root,

dasxa 8 < SO v S & > i i |

e ehing <i :1mitg\\tarid g s;\lmt thing or purpose. So, in the case of com puser-intended Iis?ening thel

s 4 E ated by the composer, although — i )

St o o Bt tiated b ) ser, althoug - more common parlance — we can certainl
en’s 5th em g i i i o

otionally intending, or not intending, to listen. Y
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real-world sounds. When the work ends, forty-five minutes later, we are left in no
doubt that Lucier-intended listening has directed our own intent. But we’re also in
nodoubt that our intent made music from what we heard. This is confusing. It's all
the more confusing since , in reality, this work is nothing more than a demonstration,
a process set in motion by the composer but left to run without any creative
intervention. We're ‘duped’ by our assumptions, but our willing ‘suspension of
disbelief’ enables us to appreciate more fully the musical attributes of a natural

phenomenon.

Noise as interference

Ultimately, Lucier’s work disrupts the powerful connection between listener and
language by putting noise in our communication channel. In this case it's done,
literally, through the ‘noisy’ reverberation of the room, but this is just one means of
confusing the listening intent of speech. Luc Ferrari's Presque Rien avec filles achieves
a similar confusion simply through the superimposition of material. This work takes
candid recordings of environmental sounds and edits them seamlessly together.
But his material includes speech, in French, German and Italian. By layering the
three simultaneously Ferrari effectively confuses our recognition of intent. If we
understand one of the languages, its communication of intent draws our attention
while the others appeal more for their sonic content. Yet, even if we understand all,
or none, of the languages concerned the experience is confusing. Are we listening
to a surreal multi-lingual conversation? Are we in three places at once? What are
they talking about? Are their linguistic messages connected?

These disconcerting questions plague us because, despite the fact that we also
appreciate the speech for its purely sonic profile, its listening intent is demanding.
And Ferrari’s layering brings noise to our self-intended, real-world understanding,
through which we evaluate the ‘being’ of a sound.

On the face of it, the composer s creation of cognitive noise might seem a perverse
activity because noise generally pollutes communication and confounds
explanation. Or, rather, it confounds the expected explanation and makes for a more
volatile, unpredictable relationship between composer and listener. But when the
‘noise’ amplifies the confusion between listening intents the resulting volatility may
provide new listening discoveries. Marie Maclean shares this sentiment wi th regard
to growth in narrative form:

[noise] can be an invaluable stimulus, constantly setting the challenge of winning the battle for control.

The disruptive input of anarchy, of violence, of noise, stimulates the mutation and the new
forces.

(Maclean, 1988, p. 3)

growth of narrative forms and their evolution within the wider interplay of social

Perhaps, also, noisily frustrated intents can lead to ‘new growth” in our listening
habits. Paul Lansky’s The Lesson is a rather different work from Lucier’s, but it also
uses speech and frustrates the intents of language. But Lansky’s work creates
cognitive noise of a complex, dynamic kind by blithely frustrating all intents.
Through making all our listening channels noisy and unstable, The Lesson prevents
us from clinging to any one point on our listening dial. But of course we might
discover new, and more interesting, stations this way — ones we'd never heard of.

Lansky takes some speech (from a friend, and colleague, J. K. Randall) and
processes it continuously. Like several of his speech-based works the processing
largely takes the form of plucked string synthesis which is generated by the
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amplitude contours of the speaker’s inflection and tuned to particular chorc
while the speech engenders the processing, the processing obscures the s %ZC
_ B}{t this work is, for Lansky, unusual in two particular respects Firs}t)i'y fi
signiticant proportion of the time the words, and vestiges of thg s ee'lker's g tor al
timbres, are heard intelligibly, or semi-intelligibly. Secondly, the hgrmoniesll?a:ra
distinct sense of ‘progression” which is heightened by careful voice-leading aig

rided by sustained vocal t

v SUS 7 ones. The composer reveal i
ed o

(ited by p s connected reasons for his

e Less 1S MOT piex sort-of- 1arm 1 T omp. o1 €, -
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s ese
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(from correspondence with the author)

I. K. Randall’s words are entirely relevant to our discussion since the
oncerned with his experiential evaluation of listening to Mozart and Beethy o,
! nd this is perhaps why Lansky allows us teasing glimpses of the speaker’s meacr):i’in’
Rut thev are on]y fleeting allusions since the text is fragmented in a random coH; ge.
‘.mf the processing ultimately frustrates our engagement with the listenin inte%tt
't speech. Repeated listenings reveal a little more each time, but there willgalw
wmoments of complete confusion as particularly dense ﬂu;ries of plucks obs ire
he words entirely while simultaneously signalling their existence EPiIen then §: lr (1?
he popular story of the young Tolstoy, standing in the corner tryin. not to think 1f
" white bear’, we are constantly frustrated by trying ‘not to’ perce(ci;ve speech °
The plucks seem to impose a particular cognitive noise on the s egch' on th
ntent of its ‘being’, its linguistic meaning, and the timbre and inﬂictior’ls f 'te
~:,\\.;x¥;c)1. But the lf»udest cognitive noise comes from a more ‘traditional’ direcotiolns
e work T didcovered hat words aere far easier o discera whvon, wincong o
A dis 4 were far easier to di indi
b ‘p; back and forth, Irandomly selected very short sectioxfsc.ellz\dvggleg ,s:)V Ilrlrcelﬁcg)\fgs
i harmonic progression. For a few seconds only, the words suddenf em d
:x:wre clearl v, as did the disconcerting realization that the composer had vey tane riglﬁ
itered, or intended, my listening. This implies that the familiar logic of a;}l;am;g i
;‘r‘\}w{g;&es’sm}n had etfectively frustrated the intent of speech and also implies (t)}l:elii
Lanskv's ¢ ’ ’
ol é\p.PLe ;ilce of tonal or “sort-of-atonal’ vocabulary achieves far more than mere
‘ This w o‘rk is espeaal%y intriguing, then, because we are presented with a
;,}ompile\;t_\ of intents which each impose noise on the other, since the speech and
hw}er 1}131 (L:ﬁl;ecihr?tv}:i;m% ixll:ci_lsrttro.duce :ileir ownf 1cognitive noise to, for instance, the
armo vthm. istening attention flit i ) ’
<ometimes of our own, individua% volition, oftenStl:raolijl;ll\ytlféofﬁ}c?ﬁeiig%sa ?r(:eg::g

within the work. We !
[ithin are confused, and frustrated, and yet we're compelled by the

Transforming the being of the sound

\\1 . - - .19 N

N éllf:?;“tnglmg our montage ‘kit” from intentional confusion, cognitive noise

nd frusty g oe expectations, we begin to see that our precarious listening situation
ging our relationship to sounds. As our listening is questioned and
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fragmented, so is our-evaluation of what sounds mean, of their essenual being.
Each of the above musical examples makes use of speech, a sound with a peculiar

and important being. Lucier could have used any sound source for the same

‘demonstration’ but instead:

decided to use speechy; it's common to just about everybody an

also extremely personal.

d is a marvelous sound source. ... ... Jt's

(Lucier interviewed by Simon, liner notes to [ am Sitting i a Room)

His observation understates the significance that speech itself ‘intends’ towards

our ears. As previously discussed, speech has an unusually defined being and we
honour it with special attention, even if we don’t understand the language con-
cerned, because it speaks of communication. We cannot choose to ignore it, tor it
communicates such a variety of emotional, intellectual and sonic information. Trv
listening to a subtitled foreign film with the sound down and see how much you
miss. :
So, while Lucier plays with listener and composer intents he does so with mate-
rial that makes its own demands, constantly. The source exacerbates his fruitful
confusion since, even when the intelligibility of the words becomes completely lost
in the ringing reverberation, their meaning resonates in our minds. We retain what
might be called ‘speech-in tended” listening to the end; as each re-recording proceeds
we compare and contrast it with the remembered original, we attempt to perceive
the sound of the words by continuing to delve for remnants of verbal meaning. The
being of speech as a sound source insistently transmits its own listening intent.

Similarly, Lansky and, to a lesser extent, Ferrari are engaged in compositional
activity which interacts with, rather than radically transforms, the being of the
speech. A great deal of The Lesson’s attraction lies in the resilience of the source. As
in other speech-based works by Lansky, we certainly come to perceive speech
differently, revelling in its thythmic and spectral content in a manner which enriches
its being, but the enduring magic resides in the persisterice of its being, against all
odds. '

But when a composer engages with a real-world source, or sources, of less
‘focussed’ significance, the result can be very different since our listening montage
can causes changes in our evaluation of being.

An obvious way to ‘de-focus’ the being of a sound is to remove it from its usual
context and thus deprive us of our contextual listening judgements. Acousmatic
music chooses to take this decontextualization beyond the point of real-world
understanding, abstracting sounds completely from their being. However, it need
not be the case. Ferrari’s Hétérozygote, for instance, is a somewhat pointiilistic collage
of real-world fragments, ranging from speech to birds, to ambiguously perceived
noises. Out of context, we have no environment in which to place these sounds.
Unlike his Presque Rien pieces, there is no attempt at conveying a ‘realistic’ context.
The only context is the rhythmic environment defined by the sounds in time. As
incongruent superimpositions and momentary real-world allusions assail our ears,
we start to listen to sounds as musical objects, almost as ‘notes’ or ‘phrases’, but
without ever losing our connection to their real-world provenance. At the same
time, we persist in attempts to make some kind of narrative out of contradictory
real-world meanings. As a result of their decontextualization, sounds whose being,
in real life, might be deemed of passing significance become essential to our musical

understanding.
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”{ h,‘am;ﬁ . he ¢ hx}=151(_)ﬂ5 between ‘real” and ‘imaginary’ are constémtly ina pro e
%ntgm | ](,?tel;?t ing is ;\'hat it seems to be. This work infiltrates and dire}Ztsc(isli
i al lis ng montage to sucl
g such
S, g an extent that we are constantly at sea
The complexity, i
iCccription?fht);\?(’);;i subtlety, oflesset’s procedures warrants an extended
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the texture is largely synthetic; sine waves, metallic sounds, trans....med piano
and bell-like sounds. The rhythmic contours of some gestures are reminiscent of
the preceding birdcalls, now slower and suspended inan imaginary world. Synthetic
clusters, heavily-processed real-world sounds, sine-wave burblings and glissandi
are obviously shaped by the profile of the waves. Near the end of this passage a
fairly loud, real, seagull cry —a new sound - is suddenly introduced within the
established imaginary context.

This extended “wave’ of music is a real tour de force; within the large-scale move
from a real to an imaginary context, Risset creates a fluctuating and carefully paced
gradation which constantly evades our expectations and evaluation of all the sounds.
Our listening montage is never allowed to come to rest. Only when we reach his
resonant, harmonic clouds do we breathe a perceptual sigh of relief at finally reaching
something familiar; if the imaginary can be judged familiar. Yet, now that we're
safely ensconced in this illusory world the subsequent, unannounced, seagull arrives
with an almost extra-terrestrial surprise.

So our constant re-evaluation of real-world sounds engenders a shifting appraisal
of their meaning. We strive to make sense of our increasingly untrustworthy
deductions regarding sounds that, significantly, are rarely abstracted to the point
of non-recognition. The birdcalls, initially real, are distinctive enough tobe attended
to closely. There are several clearly defined, different birdcalls. We are aware of
their being, as identifiable cries and as part of a natural environment. Mixing real
and imaginary birds createsa progressively uncomfortable perceptual confusion, a
need to re-perceive. What are we listening to? Wiere (on earth?) are we? While bird,
insect and wave sounds are continually in the process of ‘be-coming’ transformed,
sois our appreciation of their being. As the wave reaches its peak the transformations
of being reach radical conclusions; when frogs become chimes a communicative
cry has become the byproduct of an action, implicitly the arbitrary action of the
wind. Animate being has become inanimate being,.

Risset’s perceptual roller-coaster ride puts paid to any representational
expectations we might have had of the recorded environment. Heisn’t in the market
for convincing us that what we hear is mimetically ‘realistic’ but neither is he
concerned to disrupt our connection to the real world. What we perceive and listen
to are resemblances, traces and transformations of the known. More importantly,
what this work is perhaps ultimately about is the way in which we forge some kind
of coherence from these perceptions within our internal listening montage.

Listening montage as rediscovery

This brings us back to the initial definition of montage as a purposcful ‘kit designed
to be assembled’ from apparently incongruous elements. As we resynthesize our
fractured listening processes we "rediscover’ the relationships between them and
we are required to make new listening deductions. The significance of this process
of discovery shouldn’t be underestimated. Our perceptual ded uctions are normally
ingrained and inflexible. Part of the success of real-world music fies in its ability to
shake us out of our established listening processes; deduction is, of course, a process
of perceptual subtraction, whereas real-world music seeks to add to our perception.

But what exactly is maintained as the result of our reassembled listening? For
one thing, real-world music places us in a constant state of retrospective evaluation,
both during our listening to the work and afterwards, as we evaluate our musical
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listening experience in relationship to our lives. To clarify this point, compé\ré the’

experience to the processes we undertake in completing a cryptic crossword puzzle:

As we make successive attempts to solve crossword clues we create a kind of
internal linguistic montage. In order to come up with the answers we engage in

lateral thinking, exploring all implications of the information. We start to think of
words differently; in terms of their sound, their content, their shape or etymology.
We look for unforseen or double meanings and we actively strive to expand our
comprehension. As when listening to a real-world work, we open ourselves to shifts
of perception, to re-perceptions, and on solving a clue we retrospectively trace how
we ‘got’ its meaning.

On finishing a crossword we are confronted with an unusual presentation of
words, out of their normal context. We appreciate connections of a more unorthodox
kind; connections of length, of internal structure, of visual pattern or spatial
svmmetry. Just as the real-world work causes us to retrospectively re-evaluate the
being of familiar sounds, now we overlook a completed structure that presents
these familiar words - for a while at least ~ as strange and new.

But, more importantly, we have the satisfaction of regarding the completion of
the puzzle as partly down to us. OQur minds created and perceived the answers.
Unless we feel particularly frustrated or peevish we choose to forget that, somewhere
out there, a crossword compiler already has them written down.

Although real-world music offers an infinitely more enriching listening ‘puzzie’,
we can likewise emerge from our listening montage feeling that we had a say in
creating the answers, even if the composer created the clues that directed our
perception. Yet it is the process of completing the puzzle, rather than the final result,
that has enlarged our understanding. And the listening decisions that we each
make in reassembling our listening montage are personal ‘solutions’. Just as the
process of solving crosswords is something we each undertake in individual,
unforseeable ways, so our listening understanding arises from an individual,
creative activity.

Montage postulates intersubjective communication and the transmission of meaning, laat it refuses the
literal character of representation and the direet accessibility of its meaning, Just like the collage, montage
1= a destruction of reality; but when collage, insisting on the heterogeneous superficial character of the
summoned-up fragments, plavs the hand of provocation (the rapture of rupture), montage is an
inducement to rediscover the network of signification that organizes them, to recover underneath the

deconstruction not a nihilistic chance, which only retains the absurd and the accidental, but the uncanny
that economizes significance.

(Thomas, 1985, p. 85)

The essence of a real-world approach to composition lies in the invitation to
participate subjectively in the creation and transmission of transfigured meanings,
to create Hhirough the confusion of ourindividual listening montage. Real-world
music prompts a creative state that, while also ‘destructing’ our normal perception
of reality, encourages us to discover it, in retrospect, anew. And this process of re-
discovery is, | believe, the aesthetic crux of the matter. Discoverers embark on
journevs into the unknown, leaving the safety of hearth and home in search of new
knowledge and experience. We, listening to a newly imagined reality, can travel
away from both listening, and experiential, assumptions.

Imaginative Journeys
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_Similarly, though we may recognize a close friend thr

uses musical drama to ‘spice up’ the action — there are no sonata forms or symphonies
here — neither do they present overtly programmatic ‘plots’. Indeed, Risset - taking
the continuous, repetitive ebb and flow of a wave as his structural model - is almost
perverse in his avoidance of confrontation. The absence of ‘dramatic realism’ in
real-world music indicates that while it “fails’ to provide a ‘realistic’ world, rather
than leave reality it leaves realism behind.

Emotional recognition

Ferrari’s Presque Rien avec filles, like montage film, re-orders reality according to the
composer’s internal, subjective viewpoint. What we recognize is not a realistic and
objective representation of reality, but an individual’s emotionally coloured
interpretation of recorded events. In this respect Ferrari, himself a film-maker, has
much in common with directors such as Vertov and Eisenstein, who were scathing
in their disregard of film realism as an imitative re-presentation of reality - ‘Imitation

- is the sincerest form of flattery. Not a film, but a filing cabinet” (Vertov, p. 264) and

polemical in their advocation of subjectively interpreted reality:

ation, but the music of science. The poetry of reality. An emotional approach

Not dispassionate inform
e interest in the emotional. Research that uses the methods of the artist

to the cognitive and a cognitiv

rather than just purely scientific methods. ]
(Vertov, p. 233)

Vertov’s proclamations ask for a recognition that is essentially emotional.

ough their voice, their
appearance or their manner, our ‘intelligent’ recognition of themasa friend employs
an emotionally educated knowledge, to which our intellectually governed
perceptions contribute peripherally. In comparison, although we might
imaginatively understand the sounds of real-world music through a complex
listening montage, our recognition of the music’s meaning - for us, personally —is
both part of, and more, than this. If real-world music seems to offer an ‘open-ended’
world that both connects us to reality and transfigures our understanding of it, this
may be because our remembrance of reality is evoked through an unusually
emotional response. : .

From this standpoint there might be more freedom to engage in imaginative
flights of fancy, without abandoning a recognition of the real. Many imaginative
journeys maintain the appearance of a connection to the known; by convincing us
that the world we are entering has some relation to reality, fantasies can encourage
us to believe the increasingly irrational intelligence of an imagined world. ‘Once
upon a time’ gives us access to a fairy-tale fabrication but also implies that, once,
this remembered time was real. And fairy-tale characters often live in real or pseudo-
real countries, have realistically described homes, and do real things - drink, eat,
sleep — even if the homes are golden palaces, the food and drink is ultimately en-
chanted or the sleep may be for a hundred years. The irrational is still tenuously
connected to reality and, for many children, Red Riding Hood seems real enough
to be perhaps inadvisable as a bedtime story. And though we might regard our
adult selves as more sophisticated, we are just as prone to the emotional pull of an
apparently irrational recognition.

However, real-world music differs,
source material is essentially documentary and immedi

of course, from fairy-tale worlds in that its
ately connected to real life.
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Like a documentary film, or a journalistic re
truth. But this doesn’t exclude emotional recognition - in fact it may accentuate its
effect.

The fabulist need only convince on the basis of the internal cohesion
savs, Al this could never happen, so do not blame me if it does not se
hand. need only convince on the basis of verifiable sources
Bappen. so do not Plame me if it docs not seem real.

of his purely imaginary works. He
enreal. The new journalist, on the other
and his personal integrity: All this actually did

(Hellman, 1981, p. 11)

The new journalist, in presenting his personal interpretation of ‘verifiable sources’
has perhaps niiore emotional latitude than the fabulist because the ‘contract’ he makes
with his reader assumes a connection to reality, however irrational or fantastic its
presentation may seem. / We don’t dismiss the ‘authority” of his tale lightly, and
perhaps this aids a willingness to place more ‘weight’ than usual on our emotional
response. Similarly, in advocating that films ‘“must be highly emotional narratives
and not merely logical exposés of facts’ (Eisenstein, 1970, p. 62) Eisenstein implies
that an emotional recognition can be powerful when the material, and subject, is
documentary in nature. A ‘highly emotional narrative’ doesn’t require that we lose
our hold on the facts, rather it encourages our recognition of them to be “coloured’
by emotions. Perhaps an appreciation of real things can be changed or filtered
precisely because recognition involves both emotional and intellectual responses,

and we may be directed towards one response, without entirely abandoning the
other.

Partial representation

Through an appeal to emotional recognition, then, we may be distracted from our
normal perceptions. We are discouraged from travelling along habitual routes that
now appear to be changed or ‘repressed’ in some manner.

The author sees with his mind's eve some image, an emotional embodiment of his theme. His task is to

reduce thatimage to two or three partial representations whose combination or juxtaposition shall evoke

in the consciousness and feelings of the spectator the same generalized initial image which haunted the
author s imagination.

(Eisenstein, 1970, pp. 76-7)

For Eisenstein “partial representation’ provided the means to the imaginative
Tiberation” of emotional recognition. And his chief means of obtaining it was through
film montage, which he regarded as an essentially emotional molding of images in
time. By cutting up film he also ‘cut up’, and thereby obscured, the normal flow of

events to create a new structure of relationships, carefully selected for their evocative
power.

© New Journalism is a term often used for reportage or ‘fictionalized’ fact, in which an account of actual
events is molded into an imaginative, even fantastic, work by the author. Norman Mailer and Truman
Capote are classic examples of this type of writer. The category might be expanded to include the,
increasingly prevalent trait of imbuing fiction with factual events, or vice versa, in what is sometimes
termed the ‘post modern” novel. As examples, D.M. Thomas' Fiying in to Love is an investigation of John
F. Kennedy's assassination that soon becomes a reflection on dreams and collective memory; Martin
Amis” Marew is one of many recent novels where the novelist himself appears as-a character in the plot.
These kind of strategies rely on our willingness to integrate fantasy within a scenario that appears to be
‘authoritative through its use of real incidents and characters.
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?sten vs;:fcl‘;v taczl watch the world go by. Without in any way s%ekltn% ,tgodcsc i
err?\?tions the composer invites us to us]e thez éo fn;s;) égtiviri;)rqgi(>11a] .
‘ ity’. And an evc L 1rTe .
t phrase, our own 'poetry of reality . onafjourm
ﬂamvbi,c;‘};;r\l tgkes fantastic flight from normal understanding, _cyic;p:feig,(jc( )(f i]lqu’im
cen ibility that, far from being dramatic, arouses a subtle cvoli
sensibi ,
allusions and other departures from the known.

———e——

8 1927, dir. Sergei Eisenstein and Grigory Alexandrov.
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Real-World Music

Poetic Metap:ors

We could say that a stable and completely realized image clips the wings of the imagination.... ... But
real mobility, the very essence of motion, which is what imagined motion is, is not aroused by the
description of reality, even when it describes the unfolding of reality. ... ... What I would actually like
toexamine. .. is how the imaginary is immanent in the real, how a continuous path leads from the
real to the imaginary.

(Bachelard, 1988, p. 4)

I reality obscured - through mythologizing, through montage, through digital
filtering — accesses a peculiarly emotional recognition, Bachelard gives some
mdication of the poetic value of this exercise. In exploring that ‘continuous path’
from the real to the imaginary, through the poetics of real-world music rather than
poetry per se, we might discover that real-world music also encourages an individual,
imaginative discovery of what is immanent in reality. And this is why it holds fast to
its connection to the real.

My work, people tinderground fails - intentionally — as an essay in either dramatic
‘realism’or abstract sonic art. Because it is about being underground in its
metaphorical, as much as its physical, sense, it might be regarded as an attempt to
document metaphysical relationships which transcend the reality of our normal
perceptions. The sounds of people walking in foot-tunnels, and interacting
spontaneously with these unusual surroundings, are used as the starting point for
an imaginative, inner journey, one weighted towards emotional rather than intel-
lectual perception. Although framed by a simple *narrative’ —a descent from above
ground, a journev underground and re-arrival at the surface — this musical under-
ground journeyv descends beyond reality, and beyond temporal narrative. It strives
to take us away from a simple apprehension of real things towards a complex
apprehension of their associative meanings. It also seeks to remind us of the
un-reality available in real life: we are captivated by tunnels; the changes in our
environment are magic, we play with the echoes, stamp our feet and shout as we,
temporarily, enter a strange, new world. And magic, of course, causes us to
re-evaluate reality because what seened to be real, suddenly isn’t.

Like a deceptive magical illusion, people underground tries to create an experience
which almoest could have happened this way, but then again, you never know. You
never know because the real-world sounds are processed and rearranged in a
surreptitious manner. This places us in a suitably insecure and wary state of mind,
despite which ‘fantastic’ events sneak up on us unawares, sometimes infiltrating
our reality without us even noticing. And because the work doesn't sit us down
safely in either a ‘real’ or ‘imaginary’ chair we don’t quite know what kind of
ground, or underground, we are going to land on.

For instance, shortly after an opening rhythmic ‘descent’, composed of sharp
attacks and fragments of speech, we arrive in a strange place. This, however, is
unprocessed and ‘real’: the sounds of two people walking, and talking intermittently,
underground. The regular rhythm of the footsteps is interrupted occasionally by
sudden ‘thuds’, which reverberate in the resonant environment. As we would expect,
their pitch is always the same, since - as in Lucier’s ] am sitting in a room — the fixed
space provides the ‘filter” which tunes them. This section could be, and in fact was,
a straightforward recording of real events, but its strangeness already engenders
some doubt. As the walkers proceed these thuds are tapped out in a cléar rhythmic
patternwhich is then promptly ‘answered’ by a Ioud collection of random attacks,

layered and occuring at a variety of pitches. The environm  appears totha‘;
responded wilfully to the human interaction. Reality fails and fantasy, momentari!
Prlel‘: Zg?t'e of the fact that overtly ‘musical’ pa rametersare underplay,ed, itis t.hrtc?u :
these parameters that I tried to e>'<ten‘d our u?’nd.erground. fwfrso?lad:;
metaphorically. As already indicated, pitch is used to infiltrate reality. ow alri N
centre of this work, where the established underground environment descends e
further from reality, pitch and rhythm are used to extend our lmagma;w$ )otrrnf
A passage using the sounds of a crowd of people passing thr()l_;g.\ the :m :
gradually subsides and is replaced by distant fragments of speec C} mterg; ler{ \,
with the thudding sounds and the disruptive crash created by lift- ogrs.l olit:
footsteps return and continue in the foreground. This section is stlid endyilj:tq
quieter, events happen infrequently and the sounds of the lifts, thub 9 an Q)Lt:
vocal fragments occur in alternation, separated - for the first time ~ by mor'n(?\‘
silence. Since the resonance of the tunnel has defined our context, now \\; :
nowhere. All these sounds descend in pitch at each repetition, and the thu}( ‘s ‘
neither single events nor chaotic collections but descending pairs, almost c;\( ¢ 1‘\
in rhythm and pitch. Gradually all sounds of human origin dlsappeyaé and w (;;,
left with unidentifiable thuds and crashes. Pitch and rhythm provi eta .];:U‘"-.
trajectory; one which, though clearly desc'enc?mg,.pr()\/fdes no clues :}s oi q}‘, :
of arrival. We perch, tentatively, ona ‘musical’ chair. T tried to. convey mbsené':n:
this downward journey could perhaps go on for ever; we are aban o
underground and left alone to C(f]ntem%late our individual doubts ~ musicat «
ise — in gradually encroaching silence. L
OthOetr;x:vilss:)}lationg is then }rlelieved by the sound of a crowd of people, ente;ng ’h\v
silence and gradually rising in amplitude and density. Thuds and crash;—:s : 15](1}[;—
and humanity enthusiastically reasserts itself. Listening, we return to t 1e‘:n’ m‘ !
world of the real life tunnel, and the journey conhpues..And ina work whose (‘
decisive trajectory is that discovered 'by our listening mmdim respons}z
metaphorical suggestions, both musical processes and realism are pa
representations that we meet along the way.
i i sinking, and the fall are the axiomatic metay
(};fai1L:‘;‘Sg{‘cfgs{\]mo‘C;‘fl*f"gg(sp(;;:12?;‘;2;1'9 :?\got';l,cfilcgil}:l;\'i::k;vgrything..I’ul more simply,' if a pj."rv
willing to live them, fecl them, and above all compare them, he realizes that they have an ese

quality and that they are more natural than all the others. ... . .. AI\d yet language is not lparl[ir :
well-suited to them. Language, conditioned by forms, is not readily capable of making the dyr
images of height picturesque. (Bachelard, 105 ¢

Bachelard leads us from those powerful, elemental metaphors that all art st.r:
to let us to feel — to live — towards language’s strugg_le to express those things !
words can’t express, and that is the sublime frustration of true poetry:

Words strain,

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden,

Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, )

Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,

Will ot stay st (T.S. Eliot, “Burnt Nort

akes words out of their usual context and seeks to defeat the powe:

Poetry t ! ea e
- al ‘conditioning of forms’ that gives words their ‘normal’ sc:

language, the ration
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And real-world music, similarly, takes real events out of their usual context, defeating
our rational balance of recognition; but it also takes musical processes out of their,
wholly imaginary, world where they normally struggle in abstraction with those
same ‘axiomatic’ poetic metaphors that Bachelard describes. But in this world they
find expression in melodies, modulations, gestures, timbres or chords. Now these
metaphors are turned to poetic ends in that music enlightens the ‘continuous path’
from the real to the imaginary. In this manner pieces such as Sud, The Lesson and, 1
hope, my own work imbue musical procedures with an additional poetic worth;
they give us a new, ‘de-conditioned’, recognition of chords, pitches, or amplitude
curves. Now there is a tension; between what we customarily ‘expect’ of words,
sounds or musical processes and the new ends to which they're turned. We lose
our preconceptions of both music and reality — they make no sense.

When preconceptions desert us, we're left with fantasy — the free play of our
creative imagination. And this, for Bachelard, is the dynamic, individual, condition
that poetry ideally invokes. 1 share Bachelard’s preoccupation with fantasy as an
internal state of affairs and believe that real-world music, like poetry, is impelled
bv a desire to invoke our internal ‘flight’ of imagination so #hat, through an
imaginative listening to what is ‘immanent in the real’, we might discover what is
jmmanent in us.
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