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W. KEITH DUFFY

Sound Arguments:Composing Words and Musc

Considering the commercial success of textbooks like Writing in a Visuak®gkell,

Katz), Beyond WordgyRuskiewicz, Anderson, Friendand Picturing Tets (Faigl
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composing essays already—but how would feel about doing a different kind of
composing as well?

This semester Ve constructed a digital recording studio space in the rogim
next door. It contains a microphoreegigital drum madhe (thatcan producebout 300
different drum soundand can be programmed or played freehaa#tgyboard
synthesizefthat produces about 300 distinct soyndad a sampldthat allows you to
capture preecorded sound from[@s or tapes, asound through a microphone, and use
that sound in many different wgyg here is also a computbased, multitrack recorder
(that allows individual tracks of sound to be recorded separately and then mixed together)
and a bank of “sound pressors” (that can create special effeltte echoes)

Here’s what I'm hoping we can do: After we work on researching, writing, and
revising our essays in our regular clase will meet in the studio next door to
experiment with soundafd hopefully we Wl be able torecord some musicDon't
worry: no musiemaking or musiglaying expemnce is required; allask is that the
sounds you create must in some way be connected to the essays you are writing. For
example, if you write a persuasive essay argtinat forced volunteerism as a high
school graduation requirement is hypocritioalbxymoroni¢ in the sudio you will be
trying to represent thosame arguments in sound. While the studio is primarily set up to
create experimental electronic musicydiu have an instrument you want to bring in to
record you may do thaas well

Lastly, if you think the idea of writing essays and recording music se&ma li
strange concoction, | belieyau’ll be surprised how much the two can be closely
connected. A a writer and musician, | personally have discovered how much the two
mirror one anothefand how much one activity has taught me about the other).By asking
you to engagé@n both of these processes, | hope you will learn how to harness the
emotional andntellectual power of music (or sound) to better understand the rhetorical
(or persuasive) power of a well wen, well researched argumerdnd vice versa.
Melding these two modes of expression is a challenge, but with my help in the studio, |
think you wil come tounderstand how artists might construct effective persuasive
arguments on controversial issues in multiple mediums. Trust theeifun; this is a
no-stress situation, but it will require your dedication and openness to the process.

Faced wih this course requiremergome students immediately start looking for
the exit I'd be lying if | didn’t say that even honos studentsitially have difficulty
comprehending thisrosspollination. The rhetoric of words and the rhetoric of...sound?
What could the two possibly have in common? Fortunately, once | assure everyone the
only requirement is a healthy sense of exploration, most students settle in. To orient

ourselves to the connections between written rhetoric and sound rhiéterstudents and

| begin our experimentéirst-year writing class by discusg—in general terms-how

W. Keith Duffy: Sound Argument81z



EnterTet 7.3

rhetoric manifestitself in a multitudeof forms Using excerpts from the aforementioned
textbooks, and other sources like Bronwyn Willg&uned In,® we explore the visal,

oral, textual, gestural, and aural aspects of rhetoric. Since our focus asilyrion the
aural (and since studerggentually create ettronic musical scores that correspond to
their written texty wefocus our exploration by listémg to and maikg notes on a

variety of compositiongmost of them experimental) recordedddgctronic artistsvho
explicitly approach their aih rhetorical ways.

One of these artists is Terre Thaemlitz, whose recent CD release is titled “Coutre
Cosmetique: FragmertteElectroacoustique Symptomatic of the Need for a Cultural
Makeover.” Thaemlitz is a good example of a contemporary electronic artist whose
music is infused with an agenda. As a-ge#scribed “transgendered, nspiitual,
sociomaterialist,” Thaemlits electronic and electroacoustic compositions tackle a
variety of controversial issugscluding the commaodification of sex and gender, the
erosive forces of capitalism, and the questionable purposes ardmns and social
standard$.At the beginning of our class, students and | also a@#hgsexperimental
recordings of John Duncan, an artist who has a long histotyaniSgresse research in
the name of art® His release titledThe Crackling—a meditation on the relationship
between sciete and eligion—is composed from digitally edited and treated segments of
recordings made on location at the Stanford Linear Accelerator in California (SLAC).
According to Duncan, the clattering blips ahé sibharmonic sinewaves (all captured
with carefully plaed contact microphones and manipulated digitally in-poxtuction)
represent his inquiry “into the nature of humarstyiew of its place in the cosmos, in

light of new discoveries about the behavior of particleger®e has become assted as
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a religon,” says Duncan.But putting faith in science to provide all the answers to all
questions is a howling, tragic mistak®e
Although thisbasic orientation to the rhetorical elements of contemporary

electronic music is crucial in making the class waink
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Englishspeaking counterpartd o support her claims, Emily utiég and documented a
variety of print soures, particularly a series of New York Timesticles. In her research,
she discovered that a paltry 11 pent of teenagers who enter the ninth grade actually
leave bilingualprogranmes successfully, while the rest do not.

Because of her personal expedenEmilyfelt very strongly about this issue. So,
| was not surprised when she entered the recording studio with a sense of determination
and an eagerness to see howrhetoric might also be represented using sound. Like
most of the students in the exjpeental course, Emily opted to create an abstract
electronic piece, one that did not rely on traditional notation or rhythmic structures. My
experierre had taught me that the “open carvasrhythmic, atonalaleatoricapproach
used by someontemporarylectronic abstractionists allowsom for students to
experiment. Additionally, the lack of formal training in music becomes less of an issue
for students when they feel free to work in an unconstrained environvherg theycan
focus on the idesithat ®und can representather tharon techniquechord
arrangemenior time signaturesrhosefew who do possess some musical training are
more than welcome to use that knowledge in creating ¢benpositions; but those who
lack such an education can have an equal chance at creating some stunning pieces.

Sitting down with me in the digital recording studio to begin her session, Emily
unfurled the paper bag she had brought with Imside was a handful of Engli$panish
language cassette tapes she had thmeghin the school library; for her, these tapes
represented the complexity of her feelings about having attended a bilingual educational
programme. She explained that she wanted to saraplécut the English and Spanish

voices on the tapes at alternating speeds, while morphing the sounds through the sampler.
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After a basic orientation to the studio equipment and a few sessions of grubbing around
(which, I've noticedwith most studenioften mimicsthe prewriting stage in written
composition), Emily decided to begin her short, threeute composition with a tiny
wisp of white nois which steadily increas&s volume over the duration of the
composition and eventually becomes an overwhelming roar. To me, it sounded like an
alien wind blowing through spaeeor across an inhospitable landscape. Sheeatdis
menacing sound represented how she and her peers felt when first introduced to the U.S.
educaibnal g/stem—she wadost in a vastfacelessnstitutional systemAs the hissing
sound grows incrementally louder, chopped fragments and slivers of people talking are
slowly introduced onto the canvas. Nanoseconds in length, the fragments are
purposefully not sustained enough for the listener to gtatedl complete words or
phrases; the voices are meaninglés$act, it is difficult, at first, to distinguish whether
the voices are speaking in any identifiable language; in such a shortened clip, simply
identifying them as human voices is a challenge. She achieved this effect by using
granular synthesis software the computewhich allows the composer to sample any
piece of prerecorded material and reduce it to microscopic pieces and rearrange it with
the click of a mouse

Stuttering along at a steady clip, the fragmented voices grow incrementally
louder, and thgalso grow more sustained so thdew isolated words can be understood
at random Although they are almost imperceptible, English and Spanish veices
shiouded in a delayed echo effeesuddenly rise from the chattereating a nonsensé
words and sentees. She claimed this jumbled mixture of vocal sounds repregbeted

confusion she felt having to navigate an educational system that kept her mired in one
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language, while claiming to give her access to the language of power. Next, sha added
factory-like grinding noise (representing the idea of a monolithic educational institution)
and more sustained voices, and she slowly increased the volume of all the elements to the
point of digital distortion. ie composition, which took fivenehour sessions to

complete, comes to a haltimipse just as it threatens to push the listener to the brink of
physical pain. This chaotic, shrieking musical composition shares the same title as her
written essay*A Superfluous System.” (Example 1).

In one sense, Emily mana
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EnglishSpanish language tapes). Referencing sources in either instgnaes a certain

W. Keith Duffy: Sound Argument81¢



EnterTet 7.3

many “sound effects” optionsgverb, echo, phasing, reversing, pitchshifting, and
harmonizing). In both kinds of compositions, students discover how such effects might be
used for rhetorical purposes.

As you can see, similarities betwearth mediums are so numerous that a
comprehensive discussion is nearly impossiBlenerally speaking, | prefer not to hold
prescribed discussins with students about these theoretical and practical connections
when we are in the recording studio togetfidis way, | hope the student experiences
the studio as not simply an extension of the academic writing clasgvdaoh is often
steeped in a studetdgacler hierarchy, but as an almost sacred place of relatively pure
experimentationAccordingly, there is one facet this pedagogyVe tended to
downplay in the articles I've written on this topand I'd like to correct it. To be honest,
the most powerful effect of this pedagogy has been théafttor. After teaching writing
at the secondary and pesecondary levels for over a dozen yeatsave honestly to
admit that my classroom g little stale from time to timethis is a perennial challenge
for us all Being able to reinvemhy writing classroom by immersing students in the
rhetorical aspects of soureand by spending hours with them as they discover this new
“compositional spaceih the recording studio—has been a great boon to me
professionally. Certainly, learning is a serious endeavour, but having fun is equally
saious. Upon reflection, | reaksl that my classroom tideen lacking dghthearted
spirit of exploration that it once pssssegdand this pedagogy has changed that.

Students are not shy about admitting their sefselfiiment and enjoyment, and
their musical compositions often reflect those feelings. As my syllabus above states,

writing students are supposed to connedt thesical conpositions rhetorically to their
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and Lisa JessicaandJohn managed to have fun, express themselves, and learn
something about rhetoric at the same time.

While almast every one of my students hr@asponded positively to this
pedagogical experiment, the sameraarbe sai for all of my colleaguesihile | have
heartily enjoyed implementing this pedagogsmcompded, as a professional, to offer
two caveas to any writing teachersespecially untenured orresvho might try to
reproduce itOn severabccasion®ver the last three yeas number of my peers have
been critical, rightly or wrongly, of my pedagogical explorations. First, I've been
remindedthat any claims | make regarding student successtiactly anecdotal. This is
true; I've not conducted a quantitative or qualitative study regarding the work students
completein the writing classroom and thecoeding studio. Although this pedagogy i
still in its tentative formative stages, | suspect such a study—especially focusing on the
attitudes and percépns of firstyear writersengaged in this enterprisevould prove
usefulandinteresting. | think futureessearch into this area would be beneficdatecond
caveat involves the hoary tenet of “publish or perigts’a writing professional who is
interesed in the rhetoricity of electronic music and its proguctl’ve listed my own

original music (published by a variety of
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