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SIFTING THE SANDS OF SOUND 
 

Continued Organic Evolution of a Diverse Musical Language 
or  

Cultural Appropriation? 
 

Robert Spalding Newcomb

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

It is this author's belief, derived through many 
explorations of artistic formal and cultural boundaries, 
that though in practice, appropriation and even malevolent 
exploitation may exist in the explicit use of culturally 
distinct musical and sonic elements in contemporary 
digital media, the overwhelming conclusion is that there is 
a profound significance and almost sacred aspect to this 
simultaneous progression of integration and distillation. 
 
Though citizens of arbitrary nationalistic geographic 
boundaries, and ethnically genetic demographics, we are 
all inhabitants of this singular earth, all sentient beings in 
search of a meaning to our lives.  The confluence of 
information systems and physical transport systems has 
accelerated the organic integration of artistic expression 
across cultural and socio-political domains, which has in 
fact been in progress since the very first guttural gesture 
was uttered, in a primordial attempt to communicate with 
another human being.  So, this is nothing new, but our 
roles as an advanced technologically enabled generation 
of thinkers and creators demands a higher awareness of 
the stakes with which we play and work, in our own 
search for self-expression through the arts. 
 

1.  TWO POEMS AS BOOKENDS 
 
• 
 

Intercept 
 

language and protocol; 
 

these shape and rule our lives. 
 

communication, 
there is nothing else 

at all. 
 

the rest is artifact  
of intention, 

act, 
and consequent. 

 
the choice of a seat at an intimate concert hall, 

 a deliverance of our hopes into an unknown next hour, 
of shifting bodies, glance, nod, furrowed brow, public 

smile. 
 

the architecture of temporal semantics, 
long culture and land contained, 

increasingly unlocked by global exchange. 
 

commonalities, parallels, uniqueness, 
evolutionary merging, 

 
achieving connectedness, 
risking a loss of subtlety, 

 
in the human, 

perhaps universal, 
search for self and other. 

 
[November 5, 2006 

Ann Arbor, MI, USA] 
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Several years ago I was involved in network security, 
utilising sophisticated technology tools to monitor, 
audit and in some cases requiring mitigation, to 
intervene or 'intercept' digital communications streams 
flowing through the University of Michigan School of 
Music, Theatre & Dance.  As I was washed over with 
billions of bits of data from all corners of the world, 
covering every conceivable subject, transported and 
encapsulated within countless languages, ethnicities, 
and cultural perspectives, my work as a creative artist 
became, as it often is, informed by my work as a 
technology professional.  One night, the poem that 
begins this article came flowing out of me, seeming to 
bridge the vernacular expanse that can ebb and flow 
between these two professions.  I have employed this 
poem as a prelude vehicle for solo performances, in 
printed, pre-recorded algorithmically manipulated, and 
live reading formats.  It lends an immediate context to 
the musical explorations that will follow, enhancing 
audience attention and hopefully deepening 
comprehension.  I use it here for a similar purpose.   
 
The article closes with a second poem, written nearly 
four years later in a similarly objective yet deeply 
engaged voice of artist and human. 
 
2.  LOOKING WITHIN AND WITHOUT 

 

Consider the vast polarity we can perceive between, a) 
our attempts to identify 'ownership' of a 'unique 
original' sonic structure by for instance, title 
registration through a rights organisation such as 
ASCAP, BMI or SESAC, and b) the infinite 
universality and lack of a specific 'owner' of a sampled 
waterfall running deep within the Amazon basin.  Do 
we 'own' anything at all?  The owner is in fact the 
unique history of the creation of a natural event itself.  
The precedents leading to the moment it is perceived, 
witnessed, replicated through a recording technology 
of any type, including our own immensely 
sophisticated memory - this sequence of object 
shapers, condition enablers, and antecedent predictors 
is the true 'source' or 'author/publisher' which is owed 
acknowledgment. 
 
Let us step back for a moment and ask ... 
 
These musings speak to the interconnectedness of all 
time and all space, all objects, sentient and inanimate 
alike.  Is this too broad an arena for creators and 
consumers of contemporary media arts to operate 
within?  I believe it is our responsibility to inhabit as 
comprehensive a cultural and semantic vocabulary as it 
requires to genuinely attach meaning and value to the 
cornucopia of sonic riches the world, in fact the 
universe, has given us to explore. 
 

One interpretation of the Abstract Expressionist 
mandate presents itself as a model worth remembering 
- to dedicate one's artistic process to absorbing all one 
encounters in life and transmuting it through one's 
mind, body and soul, into something external to 
oneself, yet of oneself, to express one's path for others 
to subsequently experience and learn from, thus 
expanding their own sensual, conceptual and formal 
reality. 
 
Bringing our low level computer technology 
knowledge to the fore, let us for one moment 
contemplate the design of a software operating system, 
which itself is an abstraction of the 'state architecture' 
resident within the hardware processors themselves.  In 
essence, as musical artists, we inhabit and perennially 
navigate a vast universe of subtle state changes.  Our 
compulsion is to continually seek out and explore new 
combinations of produced and received (sensed) 
signals, which cause state changes in the art objects 
being created, in the creators, and in the perceivers.  To 
this end, we must accept that there exists a profoundly 
primal innocence in the quest for, recognition of, and 
absorption of, infinitely variable constructs of sensual, 
mathematical, musical, and cerebral artifacts, which in 
turn become threads with which we weave our 
inventions.  That some of these threads may strongly 
reflect an identifiable culture, time or place of origin, 
can be further embraced by how we choose to 
construct the attribute set of variables and weights with 
which we describe and process these grains which 
become transient or fundamental component building 
blocks for our work. 
 

3.  ARTISTIC AND HUMANISTIC 
MOTIVATIONS FOR EXPLORATION 
OF AN EXPANDED SONIC PALETTE 

 

The creation of distinct musical Artifacts illustrates a 
convergence of artistic motivations, whether 
unconscious or explicit, which we might refer to 
generally as Target Objects, and more specifically as 
an aggregate of Artist Experience, Media, and 
Perceiver Experience.  The coherent integration of 
these objects, and the effects thereof, will form the 
Whole through which the success of our efforts will be 
ascertained.   
 
Consider the metaphorical power of sound structures to 
mirror cultural and often, religious, belief frameworks 
and societal behavioral systems; for example, the focus 
of ‘western’ civilizations of hierarchical authority and 
policy being reflected within music as emphasizing 
vertical (harmonic) relationships in a progression 
through time towards a goal.  In ‘eastern’ music, where 
an inward looking sense of self and a wonder of nature 
pervades the culture, the focus is more horizontal 
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(lyrical, melodic, rhythmic), or even holistic and 
spherical.  Opening-postulates, subsequent exploration 
and extrapolation, and their corollary resolution-
closure movements within both extreme cases depend 
on differing methods and techniques to achieve a 
similar affect, each bringing the musical experience to 
rest within the formal and sensual organization of the 
participants' deeply programmed pairings of 
expectation and listening (or playing) personal history. 
 
We must strive to balance our role as purely a witness 
to societal and cultural transformation, with the 
impulse to artistically engage, explore, and ultimately 
share the fruits of our discoveries.  
 
Before launching into a deeper analysis of the artistic 
and technological concerns at play in this discussion, I 
considered inserting an overarching diagram here 
illustrating these dimensions or metrics, with cleanly 
definable derivatives: 
 
- Artifact Creation Source ('original' versus 'acquired') 
- Attribute Acknowledgement 
- Distribution and Benefit/Profit Target Outcomes 
 
I do believe this 'diagram' is an essential layer of our 
creative process, as we navigate the intersections of the 
dimensions above, and find our personal and 
professional comfort zone within the musical situations 
we inhabit.  The difficulty in proposing a formal 
structure here are the sub-dimensions, which quickly 
become the associated attributes and weights we attach 
to our navigation and interpretation of relative success 
to our outcomes.  Perhaps in the near future a 
generalized matrix will present itself, but my sense is 
that such a matrix is a representation of the very core 
of what makes each of us a unique artist, and will only 
serve as a pointer to the immense terrain of internal 
motivations and external influences which make us 
who we are. 
 
3.1  Mapping Personal/Societal/Cultural Function 
and Role to Artifact Structure 
   
3.1.1  Individual Identity Through Performance - 
Expression 
 
In our search for a distillation of our complex reality 
into a clear understanding of our common language as 
human beings, the path often leads us beyond the 
bounds of influences immediately accessible, into 
realms existing deeply rooted within distant cultures in 
faraway lands.  
 
3.1.2  Connecting Through Communication - 
Language 
   

Let us reflect back upon the primal heart to heart 
connection that exists innately between humans, and 
perhaps all sentient beings. With music as a language 
of organised sound, we encounter an imperative 
extensibility of the language to enable communications 
between cultural traditions of disparate formal 
trappings  distinguished in religious, high art, 
academic, popular, or 'native ethnic' contexts. 
  
3.1.3  Shared Identity/Experience through 
Collaboration - Sharing  
  
We are now challenged in our definitions of 
'collaboration' and of what constitutes a viable and 
even ideal collaboration model for merging ideas, 
semantics and sonic outputs.  The challenge is one of 
an overwhelming catalogue of options, frameworks 
and configurations.  The architecture through which we 
prepare ourselves for work is itself sometimes 
daunting, albeit due to the immense flexibility and 
fluidity at hand rather than any stiffness in need of 
softening.  Often, our own creative walls within us are 
the obstacles.  Again, the aspect of exploration and 
discovery, both of content and of process, provides fuel 
for progress. 
 
3.1.4  Individual Identity/Separation by Roles Through 
Entertainment - Gathering  
 
The ritual of gathering as a group of individuals to 
witness a performance of sound creation is a sacred 
aspect of countless cultures across the millennia.  As 
the venue for such gatherings continues to expand 
beyond physical space constraints into quite 
unfathomable matrices of data creation, transmission 
and reception technologies, so too do the demographics 
of those gathering expand and increase in complexity. 
  
3.2  Cross Cultural/Societal Influences Converging 
During the Last 100 Years 
  
In our lifetimes we have been witnesses and 
contributors to a gradual but undeniable shift of 
emphasis in music making from pursuing a 'perfect 
interpretation of a pre-existing discrete structure' 
toward 'achieving a perfectly unique artifact defined by 
the  moment in time and space through which it 
emerged.'  This evolution is more evident  in some 
genres and markets than in others, of course, but 
overall I believe it is an accurate observation.  
Conversely and most certainly, the empowerment of 
the creator to also be producer, inventor, interpreter, 
performer, engineer, all simultaneously, is a freedom 
not embraced nor understood by all. 
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3.2.1  Meditation, Yoga, Inner Balance 
  
Whether we choose to point to the ancient traditions of 
trance states or the 20th century avant-garde artistic 
movements as keystones, the link between the practice 
of inward focused meditation, albeit at times 
augmented through illicit drugs, as a means of 
achieving access to our creative core has a deep 
history.  As an integral component in many artists' and 
listeners' lives, the many variations of meditation, as 
well as disciplines such as yoga and tai chi, have given 
the acts of creation, performance and listening, a much 
expanded horizon of sensuality and nuance.  This is a 
subject of much quiet debate, not always given 
curricular space within academia, especially in 
compositional circles.  Until one experiences the 
affects of meditation on one's perspective of time and 
space, the distraction of assumed religious or cult 
associations can inhibit understanding.  Many 
respected studies (medical, psychological, 
philosophical), have established that regularly allowing 
oneself to reach a relaxed but mindful state has long 
lasting benefits on our core health, and ability to 
manage stress and lengthen lifespan.  Thus, it seems 
reasonable to believe that music and art created from 
within this framework has an inherent relationship to 
the mindfulness that meditation can nurture. 
 
3.2.2  Improvisation as Channeling 
  
Building most directly upon the precepts of meditation 
and by extension the plethora of holistic states often 
referred to as ‘channeling’ is the lineage of 
improvisational composers.  Improvised performance, 
in both solo and ensemble settings, provides a fertile 
environment for interjecting newly discovered cultural 
influences into an ongoing musical 'conversation', 
softening the boundaries of internal and external facing 
senses.  Often the most highly treasured moments 
within improvisational work occur as new voices are 
spawned and literally woven from musical threads of 
vastly differing sources, yet unexpectedly, without 
script, come together and spontaneously extend the 
musical language forever. 
  
3.2.3  Shared Knowledge Base 
  
Information and knowledge, and to a degree, direct 
experience, transcend the  limitations imposed by time 
and space.  In the past 100 years the exponential 
increase in the methods and speed of sharing data of all 
origins and types has outpaced all expectation.  The 
true challenge as artists is to maintain our balance and 
ability to judge what information is of value, and how 
best to integrate new influences into our personal 
creative journey so as to mine the rich data repositories 

being constantly replenished for the meaning we alone 
might seek. 
 
3.3  Scope of Application and Effect – Individual, 
Society, Universe 
  
As outlined poetically at the outset, our search for self 
is no less a search for those with whom we share the 
path of life, and for those who have come before us.  
How our combined searches dovetail into movements 
and schools of thought, belief, and behavior, will 
inevitably alter individuals, society and in both a 
philosophical and tangible sense, the universe. 
 
For the individual, immediate effects of broadening 
one’s sonic palette can be subtle or blatant.  We may 
simply find ourselves bemused or encouraged at a new 
sound, lyric gesture, structural precept, etc, assimilate 
it and move on with our work in progress.  At other 
times, perhaps at a stress point during an intense 
project requiring fresh blood and ideas, a discovery, 
intended or not, can feel like a lightning strike, jolting 
us into an altogether new state, questioning our prior 
assumptions and conclusions. 
 
Society seems to be the focal point toward which art 
has perennially aimed its’ higher purpose, to facilitate a 
change in consciousness and affect the social and 
political systems that structure the lives of multitudes.  
If, in fact, a confluence of fresh perspectives and 
insights are to be gained from exploration and 
exposure of previously undiscovered musical 
materials, I would argue that the health and likely 
longevity of a society is always enhanced, never 
compromised; this despite any temporary confusion or 
tug of war that might ensue over ‘ownership’ and 
ethnic boundaries. 
 
Metaphysically speaking, we are the universe, and 
cannot objectively ‘affect’ it.  As we change, so 
changes the sum of all the parts.  The recombinant 
nature of things does however place a burden of 
responsibility upon us as humble servants of the 
Whole.  We have chosen to be deeply embedded in a 
process of transformation - of things, of time and 
place, and of ourselves and of those whom our work 
touches.  Our materials may often seem to be merely 
metaphors for actual change, yet all artistic effort is by 
definition transformational. 
 
3.4  Advancements To Be Gained 
 
3.4.1  Tools for Investigation & Exploration 
  
Each discovery, unearthing, revelation, or new 
perspective that comes to us, is surely built upon our 
prior knowledge and a set of investigative tools of 
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which we are in control.  However, finding new 
influences, or rediscovering the old, often requires a 
leap of faith and a grasping for new tools more suitable 
to the task than those we have long carried as trusted 
allies in our work.  This ‘tool acquisition’ process is as 
valuable to us as artists as the sonic objects we seek to 
uncover and integrate into our creations. 
 
3.4.2  Sustaining Awareness 
  
It seems that we in the field of technology assisted 
musical creation, analysis, criticism and performance, 
have long ago passed into an era of elevated 
awareness.  We maintain a constant awareness that our 
world of sound will never plateau into a static state, 
and that change pervades all that we do.  The lovely 
irony here, the trick time plays on us repeatedly, is how 
inquiry into the nature of the most obscure and ancient 
sonic and musical materials can often lead to the most 
dramatic change in the creative direction of an 
individual or consortium.  The maintenance of this 
ongoing expectation of new discovery is our artistic 
salvation, and becomes the distinguishing factor in 
measuring the relative success of our educational 
institutions. 
 
3.4.3  Enabling Growth, Defining and Assuring 
Evolution 
 
The genealogy of musical artistic pursuit and form is 
an asset shared in a complex web by academia, 
promotional media marketers and distributors, 
libraries, audiences and artists and engineers.  The 
sorting out of the overall gene pool is beyond the scope 
of any one of these groups, and it is our lot to 
continually feel at odds with some of them, in alliance 
with others.  Still, each voice does have an affect on 
the wrinkles that lead to changes in the creation, 
production, distribution, consumption, trend, 
preference, sale, commission, performance, lecture, 
syllabus, copyright, license, manufacture, of musical 
content. 
  
The simplest of choices – what sample to use where, 
what musician to enlist as soloist, what function of 
what sequencer to use for performance and recording, 
indeed what journal to submit one’s research, analysis 
and thoughts to – all these contribute to the incremental 
redefinition and evolution of the many intertwined 
aspects of the field we call music, organised sound. 
 

4.  LEVELS OF STRUCTURAL 
ANALYSIS 

 

Composition itself is a series of technological 
experiments within a mass of emotional, 
psychological, sonic and conceptual structures.  As 

technologists and artists our work is to use our toolkits 
to sift through the limitless possibilities of 
combinations and derive the most meaningful artifact 
of substance for an accurate representation of the 
precise moment within our explorations. 
 
4.1  Structure   
  
Using our technological expertise, we are able to 
deconstruct each cluster of media objects endlessly into 
component sub-objects, at varying levels of signature 
tags, traceable to the identifiable source. 
 
Likewise we are able to, with ease, additively cluster 
whole found objects and reassemble the grains 
previously derived through deconstruction, into new 
artifacts, and modify the fabric of the work to fit our 
needs.  We measure the extent to which a new 
influence or signature defines the work by carefully - 
though perhaps implicitly – weighing the many sub-
dimensions and intersections within the underlying and 
elusive matrix referred to earlier. 
 
4.2  Gesture/Phrase/Dialects/Semantics 
 
Recognition of music as a communicative language 
leads us very readily to accepting the requirement of 
the deconstruction of musical gesture to derive the 
essence of musical semantic experience.  Much of what 
is distinctive and unique about ethnically and culturally 
distant or foreign musical terrain lies within the 
grammar itself.  This aspect is often overshadowed by 
the field’s focus on the variances of timbre, the 
dimension most easily perceived by a casual listener.   
 
In allowing our assumptions of harmonic cadence, 
rhythmic propulsion and energetic push and pull, to 
fall away entirely, we inevitably experience a 
‘translation challenge’ with culturally unfamiliar 
musical language.  Improvisational artists have perhaps 
the most interesting challenge in working with fellow 
artists as intensely well versed in spontaneous 
expression within a foreign grammar as they may be in 
their own ‘native’ grammar.  The ability to combine 
intellectual analysis (the real time deconstruction 
others may accomplish using software tools) and an 
intuitive understanding while ‘conversing’ across 
grammatical boundaries is the mark of a gifted 
performer indeed.   
 
In a research setting, analysis of a grammar will use 
phrasing semantics, pattern recognition, and other 
standard methods to identify key attributes of a given 
gestural expression.  Language ‘signatures’ can then be 
mapped by an artist so as to integrate or align with the 
known gestural vocabulary, already well understood.  
Generally, ‘meaning’ - whether emotional or purely 
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architectural - will be attached to semantic and 
grammatical elements, and these gradually become 
absorbed into the language palette of the artist. 
 
4.3  Timbre 
  
Diving even deeper into our newly discovered sonic 
object – perhaps through spectral analysis or by 
actually learning to perform on a new instrument 
(including the reconfigured voice) - we are able to 
inhabit actual ‘sound worlds’, empathetically sensing 
the emotional and linguistic realms of a culture.  
Mapping at this level consists of processing the 
visceral granular attributes present within the sonic 
resonances themselves to our bodies - our auditory 
senses, fingertips, vocal apparatus, and even visual 
senses in the case of certain exotic instrument designs. 
 

5.  COMPARISON OF IMPACTS ON 
METHODS AND PROCESSES WITHIN 
PERFORMANCE, COMPOSITION AND 
SOFTWARE ANALYSIS AND DESIGN 

 

In examining the processes through which an artist 
continually acquires musical concepts and materials, 
insights, impulses to pursue the creation of tangible 
artifacts, we see that a polarity of additive and 
subtractive strategies permeates our analysis.  Both of 
these approaches to learning and the subsequent 
production of artifacts are followed by some, others 
adopting one or the other as the preferred research, 
pedagogical or production strategy. 
 
5.1  Improvisation - a residue of internal 
conversation, contemplation and encounters with 
emotional, psychological, intellectual and sonic 
materials 
 
This form of artifact production is layered with perhaps 
the heaviest reliance upon leveraging the immense 
depth and breadth of human consciousness.  At play in 
all improvisational excursions of significance we find 
memory, intuition, foresight, hindsight, a deep 
mastering of one’s instruments as extensions of our 
expressive musical voice and physical body, and more 
than all else an embrace of the present moment as the 
fulcrum from which the future unfolds, and to which 
we contribute form, content and meaning. 
 
There is something visceral and sacred about this 
holistic state of being, and the manner in which ‘edge 
cases’ or newly discovered cultural influences are 
brought to the musical surface can be some of the most 
sublimely subtle and effective, as they emerge from 
within the artist(s)’ internal world of thought, feeling 
and gesture, transmuted from their origins through the 
tools of performance into a crystalline stream of 

transformed yet profoundly preserved gems from 
another time and place.  
 
5.2  Composition - improvisation but with the luxury 
of iterative reflection and post-processing. 
 
Working with the myriad of compositional tools, 
methods and stylistic directions we have available to 
us, whether a pen and staved sheet of paper, or a fully 
outfitted analog or digital studio, we all have at one 
time or another had the experience of contemplating 
how we manage the conscious assimilation of 
culturally identifiable musical substance into our work.  
References to klezmer, well known popular songs, 
musical theatre, standard repertoire from romantic, 
classical, baroque, impressionistic periods, 
minimalism, rock, early 20th century jazz, bebop, cool 
jazz, South America, Celtic, found sound, chance 
music, frequency modulation, chaos theory, string 
theory, probabilistic and stochastic modeling, prepared 
acoustic instruments, extended performance 
techniques, all sorts of sound synthesis and signal 
processing, field recordings of Nature’s flora, fauna, 
the elements of fire, wind, water, earth... 
 
We have access to all of these influences, and as artists 
feel the continual push and pull, the allure that all 
musical content has on us, and the associated 
memories, concepts, time and place, attending 
adjectives, criticisms, reviews, even genealogical 
lineage that flows out from each. 
 
Where to begin, what to create, how to measure 
completion and progress, and to the point of this article 
- how to or whether to at all, attempt a sensitivity and 
respect, even reverence for, ‘culturally identifiable 
musical substance‘ that may enter our musical world 
and our creations. 
 
We can feature this substance, offering it as though 
returning from an archeological dig to a faraway land.  
We can obfuscate it within the compositional strata 
delivered to an audience, allowing it to affect the 
musical experience subliminally.  We can refer to it 
peripherally, with subtle use of recognizable signatures 
that complement the overarching statement and 
grammar of our work. 
 
5.3  Software - a modeling process of both the above 
processes, but with the added luxury of computational 
superpower and multi-linguistic representational 
tools 
  
With software based analysis and composition, 
culturally diverse sound and music objects become the 
ultimate ‘local variable’ while remaining notably non-
variable and ‘global’ throughout their deconstruction, 
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classification and re-assembly.  The granularity 
achieved in this sector of our field is unlimited, 
constrained only by the ambition and imagination of 
the software developer/designer/artist; for software 
artists we effectively are, enriching the musical 
language by dissecting past, possible and potential 
future musical grammars and vocabularies, tweaking 
their probable evolutionary trajectory by weighting and 
ranking tendencies and integrating the inevitable 
‘culturally distinct’ component into the mix we refer to 
as electro-acoustic, electronic, software generated, 
generative, self-organising, or computer music.  With 
this level of control, we loom godlike over the 
direction of many sub-genres of organised sound, and 
our judgment in the dispensing of a relative 
exploitation versus restrained respect matrix for our 
inherited (likely derivative) and discovered (likely 
primary) musical palette components, will in part 
determine our place in the long line of musical artists 
of significance we each inevitably seek to join. 
 

6.  THE PERPETUAL QUANDARY OF 
PERSPECTIVE 

 

6.1  A Variety of Protocols - Decision Points for 
Negotiation 
 
Wherever we turn, we are confronted with irony, 
dichotomy, seeming cultural and social behavioral 
‘crossover’ and commercial ‘borrowing’ and academic 
collaborations, genre spawning and fragmenting that a 
few generations ago would have seemed not just 
unlikely but completely beyond comprehension. 
 
Working closely with Indian musicians, instruments, 
and musical forms for the past decade and more, I am 
often struck by the fact that an unmistakable 
excitement fuels musical interchange between 
accomplished musical artists of dissimilar training and 
experiences.  This is not exclusive to improvisation 
based forms, and even when a prepared score and 
conductor temper the level of extemporaneous 
discourse possible, there remains a palpable energy 
across a stage and out into the audience.  I suggest this 
illustrates the very primal urge to extend one’s 
grammar and therefore one’s reach out into humanity, 
to stretch the known limits of style, nuance, gesture, so 
as to integrate with another grammar that reaches 
toward us. 
 
Sitting in a Christian church on a series of Sundays, I 
am struck with the unavoidable realization that even in 
these hallowed venues, music and choral directors are 
embracing a larger sphere of music to touch an ever 
more diversified congregation and community.  The 
focus on religion, precise words of praise for the 
Christian God, Lord, and Trinity, has softened to 

reflect, in my opinion, a movement of a scope quite 
beyond the doctrines of Christ, Buddha, Mohammed, 
or any other near deity who has scrambled across our 
historical global human memory. 
 
6.2  Insularity as Archival Guardian or Obstacle to 
Understanding? 
 
Two highly respected ethnomusicologists, one a dear 
lifelong colleague and friend whose primary interest is 
instrument making and the history of instrument 
design, one a distinguished provost for the arts in 
higher education, have many times trekked deep into 
African and Chinese tribal societies in search of 
answers, questions and most of all knowledge and 
understanding.  I have read their reports, listened to 
their reflections, and come away with an appreciation 
for the complexity of what they have discovered. 
 
In essence - and these are my conclusions, not theirs - 
they found that isolated tribes behave exactly like 
highly civilized societies of human beings do.  We 
cherish the patterns, the traditions, the music that 
connects us to each other, our past, to our ancestors, 
and to the earth and nature.  Yet at the same time we 
undeniably foster a deep yearning to explore uncharted 
terrain, to grow, to renew ourselves, to transform, to 
create newness and to build.  These precepts can 
become at odds when one’s culture is slipping away 
into oblivion, potentially submerged beneath the 
onslaught of modernity and all the bludgeoning of 
personal identity this can bring. 
 
A vital aspect of the conversation of ‘the sound of 
culture’ must include a debate of how to archive the 
cultural experiences of remote social structures, 
honoring these as singular in all of historical time, yet 
how to allow for movement of ancient artifact 
definitions to be brought forward and intertwined with 
contemporary thought.  We must discern respect from 
worship, laboratory from museum, perhaps allowing 
the concept of the library to act as a mediating venue. 
 
6.3  Inverted De-appropriation as Sanity Check 
 
I am often overcome with a realization that despite my 
relatively worldly first hand exposure to non ‘western’ 
musical traditions, I continue to see a tendency in 
myself and other western musicians of 'presuming' a 
traditional musician from a different cultural context is 
not interested in cross pollination, or in expanding her 
musical language to include 'western' concepts and 
methodologies.  We are completely missing the clear 
signals that glare incessantly for all of us - the 
paradigm shift has already taken place! This is the new 
age of musical influences, with all inputs and outputs 
as fair game for our artistic preferences regardless of 
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our skill sets, talents, level of education, expertise, our 
proficiency in any of the many techniques that 
combine to create a unique musical artist. 
 
As collaborative compositions spew forth, those that 
cross the rapidly dissipating boundaries between 
academe, popular culture, live concert performance, 
studio productions, cinema multimedia, even the 
lowest common denominator of television soundtracks 
and advertising ‘jingles’, we cannot turn away from the 
obvious sharing of blatant instrumentation and 
emotional nuance.  These genre bending arrangements 
and psychoacoustic flytraps do not in any way 
diminish the appreciation viewers and listeners retain 
for the origins of the borrowed, the mixed, the 
integrated, the interwoven, even the stolen, musical 
objects that appear in the most outrageously non-
traditional formats and contexts. 
 
One of the more easily identifiable mainstream 
examples for me personally stretches back forty years 
to the use of synthetic MIDI string washes amidst an 
otherwise mildly amplified but basically ‘within the 
expected genre setting’ of Jamaican reggae bands.  
Some time later, the omnipresent swirl in Indian 
(Bollywood) cinema of full orchestral arrangements, 
blended to some degree with signature solo vocalists 
and instrumentalists working closer to the culture’s 
purer musical pedigree. 
 
Within the ‘serious’ music realms, the integration has 
developed more rapidly, with less controversy perhaps, 
simultaneously at a bombastic and profitable level – 
western star meets eastern star – and at a granular 
level, where software assisted mathematical analysis 
and a search for subtle glimmering nuance form the 
glue that merges cultures together rather than season 
tickets and revenue streams.  In both social constructs, 
the interweaving is irrefutable.  We do truly desire a 
balance between our struggle toward individual 
identity with a primal need for relationship and 
familiarity, a sense of shared existence, with those near 
and far from our lives. 
 

7.  A NEW PARADIGM, OR A 
CONVERGENCE OF EXISTING 

CULTURAL THREADS? 
 

• 
 

Before and Beyond Our Senses 
 

The gluteus medius,  
long a measure of sensual prowess and desire 

in the extreme,  
both athletic and purely visual, 

has given way to the  

downward, slightly spiraling 
 digitally enhanced perspective  

of...the jawbones: 
Mandible and Maxilla,  

tongue perceptibly visible, 
dripping saliva, 

targeting. 
 

The augmented 5th as cadence non-closure 
no longer raises the eyebrow 

 in the back row -  
those eyebrows have been plucked! 

Antecedents now emerge  
from waves and blogs. 

 
The pivot table  

needs something more than 
knowledge to be transmitted, 

but intelligence - filtered through  
3D or even 4D templatized glasses... 

preferably  
with  

a color palette complimentary not to the significance of 
the data, 

but 
to the viewer's  

carefully constructed  
vanity. 

 
And so, another era will pass 
before and beyond our senses 

and come to rest  
in the arbitrary  

indices  
of our historical archives. 

 
[July 2010 

Ann Arbor, MI, USA] 
 

• 
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