











A deeply personal work about fate, loss, and survival, Different Trains was described by

Reich as a way of evoking a poignant irony of his childhood:

You know the story about the man who goes all over the world looking for
treasure and it turns out to be under his bed? Well, I began to get introspective
and think about my own childhood. When I was one year old my parents
separated, and my mother went to California, and my father stayed in New York.
I used to go back and forth on these very romantic, very exciting, and somewhat
sad train trips of four days and four nights, with Virginia, the woman who took
care of me. And the years that I did that were 1939 to 1942. You know the
famous photograph of the little kid in the Warsaw ghetto with his hands up in the
air? He looks just like me! I thought to myself, there but for the grace of God—I
was in America, very sheltered and very fortunate, but had I been across the
ocean, I would have been on another train. I would have been taken to Poland
and I would be dead.”’

Different Trains has two overlapping narratives: the first, an autobiographical account of Reich

taking train trips across the United States, repeatedly, in the early years of World War I1.

Superimposed is the narrative of many children in Europe during those same years, being taken

to their deaths in Hitler’s trains. The photograph Reich mentions, pictured below, shows an

anonymous child about the same age as Reich in 1943.

Figure 2: “Warsaw Ghetto boy,” Photographer unknown

7 Steve Reich quoted in Schwarz, K R. Minimalists. London: Phaidon, 1996. Print. 95.
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In order to convey this complex programmatic narrative, Reich decided to use field
recordings. He had been commissioned by the Kronos Quartet in 1988, and after deciding on the
program above, saw an opportunity to expand on the traditional ensemble of string quartet by
implementing recordings of found sounds and speech via the relatively newly-available
electronic device, the sampler. The sampler would enable him to use many field recordings and
to integrate them with precision in the musical surface.

Reich began with assembling his recordings, some of which he found in archives and
others he recorded himself. From archives, he pulled taped recordings of Holocaust survivors
giving their recollections of the death trains used during the Holocaust. He also found both
American and European train whistles. He sought out his governess, Virginia, who had taken
him on all of his trans-continental trips. She was then living in Queens, and Reich recorded her
descriptions of the train trips. And then he found a retired Pullman porter Lawrence Davis, who
worked on trains that crossed American during the 1940s, and recorded his recollections. From
its onset, Different Trains had a documentary aspect that only using everyday sounds and field
recordings can provide.

In working with train samples, Reich interestingly mirrors the earliest history of music
with recorded sound, evoking Schaeffer’s Railroad Study at the birth of musique concrete. But
whereas Schaeffer struggled to manipulate his recordings in such a way that they could be
perceived for their abstract sound qualities, as train sounds that were not part of a drama with
trains, Reich embraces both the musical qualities of the train samples and their narrative
possibilities. Different Trains is in every sense programmatic, but its use of recorded sounds
shifts the means of making the “program.” With a traditional instrumental piece, say the

Symphonie Fantastique or Don Juan, the program may be traced via the revelation of the
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composer’s intention. In other words, the listener needs a “key” or a “code” to interpret
programmatic intent, except in instances when the instrumental music becomes directly mimetic,
such as with bird song. But by using recorded sounds, instead of instruments mimicking sounds
or a performer speaking programmatic words, the actual event becomes implicated in the fabric
of the piece. Field recordings have the utmost power to place us within a narrative of the past—
not by imitation, but by direct exposure. In Different Trains, Reich is able to plunge the listener
into a painful past by the direct voices of Holocaust survivors, by the sounds of not just any train,
but by the very death trains that they survived. Just as the collages studied in Chapter One
showed early collapse between art and imitation, so the use of sound recordings in music
represents a collapse between an imagined program for music and a direct engagement with one.
As we shall see, Reich skillfully integrates each recording into the musical surface, so that the
field recordings are part of the music, but also maintain their raw and suggestive power to evoke,
instantly, time and place.

Ordinarily the compositional question of using found sounds and recorded materials is
one of integration: how to take the “noisier,” more diverse sonic content and partner it with the
comparatively more unified instrumental sounds? Instead of starting with instrumental music
and then “scoring” in the sounds, in Different Trains Reich elected to begin with sounds and then
generate all of the music based on the sound samples’ inherent attributes. In this approach he
returns to techniques used in his early tape pieces It’s Gonna Rain and Come Out, which both
rely on the inherent melody of spoken word. In Different Trains, Reich combed through his
spoken word and train recordings and selected those that were the most naturally melodic. Then
he notated these melodies to generate the pitch and rhythmic material for the piece. He

explained the procedure: “All the melodies in the piece were basically taken just the way you
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take melodic dictation, only I was taking them from people’s voices. As they spoke, so I wrote;
they gave me the notes, they gave me timbre, they game me tempo, and they gave me
meaning.”’® Interestingly, Reich allows the natural changes in speed in the voice to dictate tempo
changes in the piece. This procedure of allowing instrumental music to spring, almost fully
formed, from sound samples and found sounds represents a complete shift from our early
example Parade, where the everyday sound provided surprising color and punctuation, a
shocking collage. By treating the recorded sounds in the way that he does, Reich provides a
musical surface where the sounds and the instruments do not sound collaged, or like a
juxtaposition of disjunct parts, but rather like a seamless whole.

Different Trains possesses a moto perpetuo characteristic of Minimalist works and
appropriate to its programmatic intent. With his array of sound samples, recordings of
overdubbed string quartets, and the live string quartet itself, Reich creates a ceaseless swarm of
motion. Programmatically, Reich evokes the motion of a train ride: steady and constant motion
which yet has evolving and swirling details. The piece is presented in three movements:
“America: Before the War,” “Europe: During the War,” and “After the War.” Each movement
can be thought of as a series of brilliant textural changes; short snippets of music are strung
together like beads on necklace, with a new tempo, change of texture, and pitch changes creating
the sections. Within each section tempo and pitch material are static, but there are continual
alterations in rhythm and texture. The complex and shifting motives underline the fundamental
irony of the piece, pointing to the obscure workings of fate and chance that separate the very

different outcomes of our lives.

7® Reich quoted in Schwartz, 96.
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In order to examine in more specific detail the interactions between the everyday sounds
and the string quartet, [’'m going to provide an outline of the first movement of Different Trains,
“America: Before the War,” a movement which evokes a nostalgia for the epic train rides of
Reich’s youth. The movement opens with a train and the string quartet locked in imitation,
implicating them as part of the same narrative from the first moment. The violins vamp on a
simple, repetitive motion, along with overdubbed strings, which crescendo as both live and
recorded viola and cello enter, filling out the texture into one large, warm, and frenetic engine.
Simultaneously the clanging of a train on its tracks crescendos in, leading to what will become a
unifying motive for the varying sections of the movement: the blast of a pitched train whistle,
edited into a melodic motive that pierces through the thick texture. Reich uses the train whistle
as an extension of the string quartet; it functions as a melodic, solo voice in the register of the
first violin, but via its more strident tone color acts as an extension of the first violin’s
capabilities.

The transition to the second section of the first movement sets the stage for the array of
compositional devices Reich will use to create each of the many transitions within the first
movement. At :38 in the Kronos Quartet recording, the viola comes in with a new melody
foregrounded against the steady-state live and overdubbed strings. Reich then presents the
listener with the first spoken word sample, his former governess Virginia stating “From
Chicago,” and then “From Chicago to New York.” Her natural pitch inflections had been
prepared by the viola melody, which is an exact match and continues to underlie the spoken
word recordings.

This pattern of string instrument “introducing” the melody of the spoken word will

pervade the piece. The first movement is broken up into nine main sections (each approximately
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a minute), and every section is delineated by a new spoken word “melody,” as well as the
ensuing tempo change insinuated by the speech rhythms of the sample. Reich moves from
Virginia’s samples of “From Chicago to New York” and “One of the Fastest Trains,” to the
spoken word recordings of the male Pullman porter Lawrence Davis, “From New York to Los
Angeles,” and then back and forth between the two. The spoken word sample that lends the
piece its poignant name, “Different trains every time,” appears in the fifth section, at 4°53.” In
this section the violins, both live and overdubbed, take on an unearthly brightness, as one
considers Reich’s intended meaning of how different trains can lead us either to adventure or
unspeakable horror.

The final section features a series of dates in the recording; “1939,” “1940,” and “1941”
are given subsequently, building up to the second movement, “Europe: During the War,” in
which strident train whistles will give way to ghostly and horrific air raid sirens, as Reich
rebuilds the horror of the Holocaust via a sad maze of sirens and survivor voices. The hope of
“From New York to Los Angeles” turns into “The Germans walked into Holland,” as the strings
and recordings are handled to create utmost dissonance. Clatters, frequency sweeps, and the
shrieks of the strings all evoke genocide and disaster.

Like Fog Tropes, Different Trains demonstrates that recorded sounds can be at once
referential and sonically integrated in the musical surface. If we look back to Schaeffer’s
inclination that sounds needed to be defamiliarized in order to become musical we might
consider both Reich and Marshall’s pieces as a rebuttal, or at least the flourishing of a style of
using noises that Schaeffer understandably could not imagine at the time—a further colonization

of his “terrae incognitae.”
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IV. The Books’ The Lemon of Pink 1

Though the prior two case studies indicate a leaning away from collage and juxtaposition
in the use of everyday sounds, some more recent works celebrate a highly differentiated use of
sound and yet, crucially, also represent a departure from the type of sound collage manifested in
an early work like Parade. To address how the aesthetic of collages with noises has developed,
I’1l now shift to two nearly contemporary pieces, both of which are composed by artists who
would probably not be considered classical composers in the same way that Reich and Marshall
would.

Nowhere is the explosion in the use of everyday and found sounds as evident as it is in
popular music over the past twenty years. Of course, bands have been using sound samples
basically since the advent of the recording technology, so there are countless examples from the
1950s onwards, with the Beatles providing some of the most famous examples of “concrete”
stylings within the sphere of popular song. However, in what we might call a post-stylistic age
of popular music, where genres have splintered beyond recognition and then reconstituted
themselves with every variety of hybridity, the routine use of everyday sounds or noises has
reached what I would describe as a fair degree of normalcy. To chart the evolution, one might
point to the distance traveled between the pistol shots found in Parade, considered a shocking
avant-garde styling, and the gun shots sequenced into M.I.A.’s hit “Paper Planes,” considered so
natural to the music that crowds of thousands dance along to it without a thought. In choosing a
few examples of popular electronic music, I wish merely to apply a sense of progress and
development in the use of everyday sound to a broader sampling of music than classical music

affords, as well as to show how some of the same stylistic and compositional concerns that one
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might apply to works of so-called “art music” carry over to a few “popular” works, though one
could easily argue that such a delineation between the pieces is ultimately arbitrary.

The band The Books is a folktronica duo that has enjoyed an unusual cross-over success
in the past ten years, playing in venues as diverse as Carnegie Hall and Bowery Ballroom. The
music of one of the duo’s members, Nick Zammuto, was recently highlighted in a concert that
the Bang on a Can All Stars curated entitled “Field Recordings,” which was first presented at the
Barbican in London. The Pulitzer-prize winning composer David Lang said that presenting a
concert of pieces that used recorded found sounds “is a kind of ghost story. We asked
composers from different parts of the music world to find a recording of something that already
exists - a voice, a sound, a faded scrap of melody - and then write a new piece around it.”” Nick
Zammuto’s inclusion in this concert of predominantly classical composers writing for
instruments and recorded found sounds points to a lineage between popular and classical works
that make careful use of field recordings or ambient noises. Indeed, David Lang’s description of
compositions with field recordings as “ghost stories” makes sense in light of two of the pieces
previously analyzed, Fog Tropes and Different Trains, which both derive their power from the
haunting immediacy of recorded sounds of the past. While Nick Zammuto and the Books write
in a more popular idiom, their careful integration of recorded found sounds into a song’s texture
invites side-by-side analysis.

The Books’ music combines cello and guitar as primary instruments with an
encyclopedic array of recorded sounds, many of which the band sources from records and tapes
collected at garage sales across the country. The other band member, Paul de Jong, had been

collecting sounds for years on minidisc prior to meeting Zammuto. When they met, they had the

7 Bang on a Can website, http://bangonacan.org/staged productions/field recordings.
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idea of combining their respective instrumental skills and their shared passion for everyday
sound environments. De Jong describes the creation of their first tracks as “record[ing] pretty
unassumingly in our apartments with the window open and you hear a crow in the background,
and it all becomes part of the music.” With an aesthetic inclusiveness that John Cage might
appreciate, the duo not only uses everyday sounds but also emphasizes the chance sonic events
encapsulated in the recording process itself: string noise, background noise, high or low bands of
static, sonic “accidents” like a cell phone noise or a bird call. Over their decade working
together, the Books assembled over 35,000 individually named sound recordings, a huge library
of compositional material.

One of the tracks by the Books that shows the most virtuosic and far-ranging
incorporation of everyday sound is the title track off of their second album, The Lemon of Pink.
The work opens with a short piano motive which will become an anchor, a pedal point for an
enormous and dynamic range of everyday sounds and spoken word recordings. In just the first
twenty seconds, the listener is presented with throat clearing, speaking, humming, static pops,
and very short bursts of singing. A snippet of melody is presented in a series of pitched samples
so brief that their identity is obscured. A woman declares “The Lemon of Pink” and then shortly
afterwards “Flowing velvet.” The nonsensical relation between these subsequent phrases sets a
Dada-like tone for the piece; potential meanings are continually presented to the listener, but are
subverted by the swift and disorienting shifts in syntax. Throughout the hiss of a record player is
audible, bathing the track in an ambience reminiscent of an old recording. Early on in the track a
voice whispers “subtle details,” and indeed this might be seen as an admonition to the listener:

the more one listens to the track, the more bottomless the sonic details seem. Because the ear
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can only depend on the piano gesture, looped at even intervals, the listener is forced into an
attitude of attentiveness, catching at snippets of sound as they swirl by. Zammuto has stated that:
Just by placing two disparate elements next to each other, they immediately start a
conversation as your brain tries to wrap itself around their relationship, and |
think it's your mind itself that creates that relationship in a lot of ways. And that's
what the music is about, is the ability of the mind. ... Given any two things, your
brain will fill in the gap, and we're always interested in how big we can make that
gap before it falls apart."™
As the sampled recordings accumulate throughout the opening of The Lemon of Pink, once can
see what Zammuto means by the “gap” between the sounds. While the opening has them
speeding by fairly quickly, the mind is caught puzzling out the interactions. It’s after the more
busy opening minute of the piece, though, that the listener can start to get a subtle sense of
narrative from these wide ranging sound references.
Around the minute mark, The Books introduce a more continuous layer of instrumental
sound to the piece. Ordinarily the instrumental lines (predominantly cello and guitar) have a
strong folk or roots basis to their sound. In The Lemon of Pink a folksy banjo riff enters first,
replete with bends and leisurely turns, but it is what surrounds the riff that is most interesting.
The Books envelop the banjo figuration with a cast of obscure sounds. High clatters, which
could be telegraph sounds with only a narrow band of high frequencies preserved, add a delicate
amount of high energy, a barely-percussive layer of pulses. Vague and quiet swoops of white
noise pervade the background, the flitting sound of something moving heavily through the air.
The Books bring an unprecedented level of texture and roughage to their pieces via these
carefully handled details of ambience; they invoke a land of sonic scribbles and castaways.

The Books then beginning adding sounds that feel a bit more narrative and shift some of

the more obscure sounds into focus. As the instrumental line builds with guitar and overdubbed

% http://www.npr.org/2010/09/03/129607098/the-books-making-music-through-found-sound
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guitar, the listener hears the sound of scrapping tools and footsteps crunching over a gravel path.
Men begin to chatter in the background; they are working and calling to one another, singing in
an off-handed way. In one particularly clear sample a man calls, “Hey, Hey, Hey, Niggers.”
While many of the samples are not clear, the cumulative effect builds a sense of a rural scene,
labor in the fields—potentially a commentary on the plight of the rural poor? A plaintive cello
line slides up and down, and then everything cuts out. In a moment that seems to be the
emotional core of the piece, a woman sings: “We went through hell. All’s well that ends well.
Well, well, well, well, well, well.” Because the past few minutes of the piece have been so filled
with clutter, clatter, and sonic detailing, the lyrical and unadorned nature of this section stands
out. According to the CD liner notes, the vocalist Anne Doerner recorded with the band, so the
sections with her voice sound more clean and contemporary compared to the sections layered
with found sounds.

The Books are masters of building up a sense of nostalgia via their intricate layers of field
recordings, all of which resist attempts at any straightforward or literal interpretations. Some of
their works tend more towards Dada in their nonsensical word combinations, but others seem to
be pointing at a feeling of shared humanity despite incomprehensibility, or at least to suggest that
there is a wide field of human communication. The incorporation of folk-based instrumental
figurations also enhances this sense of attempting to communicate on some universal human
level. In The Lemon of Pink the found sounds give the listener a sense of hardship and
redemption cut loose of specific narrative. This ambiguous handling of the field recordings and
found sounds unleashes their power to suggest on many different levels.

As such the Books present another inflection of the modalities explored thus far: a use of

found sound that is loosely referential and which exists on the spectrum between collage and
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integration, though closer to collage. Remembering the polarity established by Cage and
Schaeffer’s respective approaches to the identifiable versus defamiliarized use of sound, the
Books pinpoint what I would propose is an “in between” compositional solution, where
identifiable sounds are made less familiar by the “gaps” between them. The careful conjuncture
of non-associated found sounds creates an echo chamber of possible meanings and
interpretations. And unlike Cage, the Books clearly support the dramatic expressive potential of
sound. The incorporation of their found sounds with folk music seems to stake out the sounds’
dramatic potential, but the surreal and unusual mixture of found sound prevents any literal or

overly specific claims from being made about the music.

V. DJ Spooky’s and DJ Wally’s Zeta Reticulli/lIf I Told Him a Complete Portrait of Picasso

Dualities such as collage vs. integration and identifiability vs. defamiliarization can be
expanded into lush spectra that create vast tracts of compositional potential. The three previous
case studies have shown varying inhabitations of these spectra; however none of the pieces
covered so far has addressed the impact of the explosion of available everyday sounds created by
the forces of globalization and digital culture. All of the pioneering works covered in Chapters
One through Three, with the arguable exception of Cage’s 4°33”, could be considered children of
the Industrial Revolution, with an interest in noise spurred by the concurrent spike in sound

textures, a kind of reverberation of the noisiness of markets and the transference of capital.’

8! One might also argue that even composers who eschew the use of urban, industrial, or city
sounds and instead use natural environmental sounds do so in part because of their threatened
disappearance.
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The works of Paul D. Miller, known by the moniker “DJ Spooky, That Subliminal Kid,”
revel in the intense variety of digital culture in a globalized world. With an interest in
postmodern assemblages of sound, DJ Spooky is a writer, conceptual artist, and composer. He
creates music that uses a huge range of sound samples, juxtaposing sundry times and cultures
through mash-ups of sound. He holds a degree in philosophy and French literature, and while in
college he learned to think of music as a “dynamic expression” of his philosophical inquiries.*
In his twenties he started a radio show at Columbia that made use of the radio’s overwhelming
archive of sounds to create noisy compilations, loosely based on the aesthetics of hip-hop. His
projects in the twenty years since have been incredibly wide-ranging. He did a multimedia
presentation on climate change at the American Museum of Natural History, for which he
traveled to Antarctica to bring home videos and sound samples, later turning this into a traveling
production sponsored by the Brooklyn Academy of Music and Dartmouth. His book Rhythm
Science (with an accompanying CD) details his ideas about the DJ as a an “auteur of postmodern
media.”® He edited Sound Unbound, a collection of essays concerning sound art, digital media,
and contemporary composition, including writings from Brian Eno, Jonathan Lethem, Steve
Reich, and Pierre Boulez. He has collaborated with musicians as disparate as Yoko Ono and
Iannis Xenakis.

Though DJ Spooky integrates a large array of noises, everyday sounds, and instrumental
music, he forms a counterpoint to the previous three case studies in his concentration on sampled
digital sounds. Like the Books, he straddles the world of art music and popular music. As the
name “Sound Unbound” indicates, he’s completely aware of his lineage within 20th and 21st-

century music, continuing the long march towards a liberated use of all available sound materials

52 http://www.egs.edu/faculty/dj-spooky-paul-miller/biography/
% http://www.egs.edu/faculty/dj-spooky-paul-miller/biography/

68



for music-making. On the spectrum of collage vs. integration, DJ Spooky veers towards collage,
but he uses these striking and unexpected juxtapositions of sounds and instrumental music in
order to create an authentic musical identity that takes in the full variety of contemporary music-
making:

When I came to DJ-ing, my surroundings - the dense spectrum of media grounded

in advanced capitalism - seemed to have already constructed so many of my

aspirations and desires for me; I felt like my nerves extended to all of these

images, sounds, other people - that all of them were extensions of myself, just as [

was an extension of them. . . . By creating an analogical structure of sounds based

on collage, with myself as the only common denominator, the sounds come to

represent me.*

DJ Spooky uses everyday sounds to represent his own life, a life saturated in media that includes
a full spectrum of “noise,” from popular music to radio blips to random chatter.

The piece Zeta Reticulli/If I Told Him a Complete Portrait of Picasso, from the
companion CD to the book RAythm Science, will serve as a model for exploring DJ Spooky’s
aesthetic of found sounds. The companion CD to Rhythm Science mixes rare vocal recordings
by authors and poets such as Antonin Artaud, e. e. cummings, Gertrude Stein, Marcel Duchamp,
and Gilles Deleuze, among others, and sequences these spoken word samples with electronic
beats. Here DJ Spooky uses a recording of Gertrude Stein reading one of her characteristically
winding, serpentine, and doubling-back sentences, which starts, “If I told him a completed
portrait of Picasso. If I told him would he like it, would he like it if I told him, would he like it,
would Napoleon, would Napoleon, would he, would he like it...” She reads rhythmically,
pausing between phrases. DJ Spooky borrows a beat from another DJ, DJ Wally, and then

conjoins the Stein and the Wally in elastic and buoyant patterns. To these borrowed samples, DJ

Spooky adds a synthesized string line, arpeggiated bells, background recording “crackle,” and

% DJ, Spooky T. S. K. Rhythm Science. Cambridge, Mass: Mediawork/MIT Press, 2004. Print.
21-24.
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various lines of synthesizer counterpoint. At one point Stein announces “Now actively repeat it
all, repeat it all,” as the same compound of sounds swirl around. Indeed, the short track is highly
repetitive, with all the initial elements, once introduced, remaining for the entire track. However
the entrances, as well as the beat’s relationship to the Stein recording, are continually shifting,
which gives the track a great deal of interest despite the lack of harmonic progression or extreme
textural changes.

The key compositional act in this piece is the timing between Stein’s vocal inflections
and the beat, which is comprised of a processed drum set and a bass line. In order to understand
what compositional choices were made, one can listen to the original Stein recording, which is
archived on UbuWeb.* It’s immediately clear that the recording has been subtlety edited; while
none of Stein’s inflections within a syllable have been altered, DJ Spooky has made small shifts
between the words and syllables in order to allow some elements to sync with downbeats or
offbeats. However, he eschews “lining up” the beginning of phrases with downbeats, preferring
to align some words mid-syllable, or else a poignant pause, with the grid of the drums and the
bass. This very surgical treatment of the sample, creating neither rigorous sequencing that would
destroy the musicality of Stein’s reading, nor allowing the recording to flow without anchoring it
to sections of the beat, creates the elastic yet orderly ethos of the track. Here one can trace an
outgrowth of Schaeffer’s work with rhythmic loops. Schaeffer pinpointed the shift in energy that
a loop brings to a noise. Just as Schaeffer’s loops sought to bring out musical qualities that
might otherwise go unnoticed in a sound, DJ Spooky’s looping and trimming of Stein’s voice
maximizes our perception of its musical attributes. But whereas Schaeffer used loops to abstract

a sound’s source and meaning, DJ Spooky allows for identifiable spoken word. Despite its

% http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Stein/1935/Stein-Gertrude _If-I-Told-Him.mp3
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identifiability, there are yet subtle rhythmic interplays between the arrhythmia of Stein’s spoken
words and the sequenced sounds.

In keeping with his postmodern aesthetic, DJ Spooky arranges Stein’s somewhat
nonsensical but delightful sentences to reach our ears through a sea of contemporary noises:
sundry synthesized sounds fully familiar to a generation saturated in digital culture. The
soundscape for this piece is a bit unruly; as the name Sound Unbound suggests DJ Spooky
unleashes sounds, creating a mash-up that provides a sonic imprint of a world saturated with
sound samples. To extend Schaeffer’s metaphor of the “terrae incognitae” even further, one
might point to a globalization of sound space instead of merely a colonization. Sampling and
digital culture allow an even further filling out of the available territory of sound, and in the
extreme proliferation of possible noises suggest a new problem for composers: the metaphorical
“over-development” of sonic territory, a kind of crowding that results from the inclusion of so

many possible sounds.
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Conclusion

When I was an undergraduate composition student at Yale, I was struck by the number of
guest composers who visited our weekly seminar who had come of age musically during the
reign of serial music. Many of these composers expressed an extreme difficulty in moving away
from this idiom, with its vigorously systematic approach to compositional material. On one
occasion, composer Martin Bresnick attempted to pin down the difference between his
generation of composers and ours with the following analogy. He told us to imagine a young
person coming upon wreckage on a beach. This person picks up splintered pieces of glass and
wood, marveling at the beauty of their weathered textures and forms. For him or her, the
shipwreck is a playground, an amazing source of disparate and interesting materials, free of the
difficult and tragic associations of the shipwreck itself. For Bresnick, then, the composers of my
generation are able to “beachcomb” through the remnants of the last generations’ orthodoxies, a
recognition that the academic urgency behind a particular system of composition had all but
dissolved.

I would propose, then, that my dissertation traces a strand of 20™-century musical
development that has been particularly resistant to orthodoxy. Composers like Schaeffer and
Cage seem to have the spirit to “beachcomb” in the face of other more predominant strands of
musical development, and indeed all of the composers I’ve mentioned forage on outlying
boundaries of musical timbre. Crucially, the compositional approaches to music and sound
chronicled in this dissertation stretch radial and rhizomatic instead of hierarchical.

While the four case studies above in no way seek to be comprehensive as to the

deployment of found sounds in a compositional texture (if, indeed, one could claim to be
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comprehensive even when describing a much larger number of works), they do provide useful
vantage points from which to ascertain the distance that has been traveled in from the points of
origin proposed in Chapters One through Three. Each illustrate this suggested radial movement
from early work, and all are connected with the earlier pieces via their expanded engagement
with the same aesthetic dualities: how recognizable a sound will be, and how integrated it will
become in the musical surface.

Whereas Morgan proposes a “crisis of syntax” at the turn of the 20" century, a sense that
music needed specific organizational principles to keep pace with its sonic expansion, the more
recent works that I have analyzed suggest a broader tendency which I believe to be emblematic
of 21%-century music: not a crisis of syntax, but rather a relaxed acceptance of the plurality of
syntax—an approach to music which we might optimistically think provides composers with
inviting freedoms. John Updike describes his early visits to MoMA as encounters with “gaiety,
diligence, and freedom, a freedom from old constraints of perspective and subject matter, a
freedom to embrace and memorialize the world anew, a fearless freedom drenched in light.”*®
The exploration of music’s expansion to include everyday sounds shows a similar loosening up

of sonic constraints, one in which “beachcombing” composers can choose from limitless sonic

materials and articulate these finds with freedom.

% Updike, John. Just Looking: Essays on Art. New York: Knopf, 1989. Print, 14.
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