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  Foreword

  What has always interested me, as a music lover from a young age, and as a writer as well, are people’s stories. And in particular, I like to hear from those voices that are not often heard from, those voices who are often rendered silent through lack of access to power or resources. The ability to bring someone inside your world experience, your viewpoint, and your story in a three-minute song is a special kind of magic. I think of a song like “Strange Fruit” by Billie Holiday, a woman who was without power in so many ways, and yet her vision of lynchings in the Southern United States helped open popular culture’s eyes to the atrocities faced by the African American community.

  Today, unfortunately, we still face many inequities in our country, and in the greater world. But by sharing stories and experience through song, we might be able to gain a greater understanding of someone else’s viewpoint, of where they are coming from, and how they see things. The possibilities of opening up people’s minds to a new way of thinking is very powerful.

  However, creating art, of any kind, takes some resources. If the only money, or resources, for art, in our country, or the global community, is passed just from the rich and powerful corporations to their beneficiaries, we will lose the opportunity to hear those voices who are left marginalized. We will lose the deeper understanding of our entire community and how to make our society a more equitable one. As a culture, we need to reach out to those who may not have access to the equipment, the instruments, or the facilities to create art, in order to foster real democracy and a broader understanding between people from all walks of life.

  —Corin Tucker

  Sleater-Kinney

  Portland, OR


  Preface:

  Proximity Bias and the Irrationality of Fear

  As the ancient drum telegraphs of Africa and church bells of Europe attest, music is the original worldwide web, the invisible binding tissue bridging distances in a universe where all matter is made up of vibration, a galaxy that theoretically might’ve itself originated with sound.

  A faceless Silicon Valley “leader” (deliberately left unnamed here so as not to add to his undeserved and exaggerated infamy) recently proclaimed that the most important issue of our time is that every child become connected to the Internet. What seemed to be lost on his privileged, provincial little mind was that being hooked up with clean water, health care, education, and electricity might first prove to be more pressing matters. Things humans truly “cannot live without.”

  Unless that 3-D printer is going to print them protein, it is all but useless.

  And, rather than sharing “friends,” the majority of people on earth remain in need of food to share.

  Sound has the power to attract, ward off, give birth to emotion, and, on rare occasion, even kill (i.e., when subsonic sounds induce lung collapse).

  Is this book intended to be authoritative or some sort of last word on the subject of music “for sale”?

  Hell, no!

  These are just reflections by one decidedly unfamous person who has spent decades in the cultural trenches. They are meant to raise questions, stimulate thought, and inspire debate, not to provide easy answers about the gradual, linguistic and cultural carnage crisis we are facing. And certainly by wading into the entire exercise of attempting to put into words something as disincarnate as music, the folly is not lost on me that one of music’s main functions is to pick up where everyday verbalizations have fallen short, and express that which is otherwise inexpressable.

  Though courting controversy is not the primary goal here, will some of this content probably piss off a few elitists and “experts”?

  I sure hope so . . . (Lest we are just trudging along with the status quo.)

  I owe almost all of my travel adventures to my wife, Marilena Delli. My passion for international music was piqued in the late 1980s when I began to tire of the carbon-copy turbine of rock music. But, in all likelihood, I never would have stepped foot into Africa except for her. Hell, I had not ever even been east of the Mississippi until I was twenty-four.

  Marilena’s mother is Rwandan, her father Italian. Our first trip was to accompany her mother home to Rwanda, when she was returning for the first time in over thirty years so that she could reunite with her best friend, a person that she had been misled, for over a decade, to believe had been lost in the third and biggest of Rwanda’s genocides (1994).

  In addition to visiting family, we hoped to record music while we were there and had the marvelous blessing of meeting a trio of “war” survivors who sang together like sandpaper angels.

  Since then, we have returned to the continent almost a dozen times, as well as to other locations throughout the world (e.g., Asia, the Middle East). Marilena has been an invaluable photographic and film documentarian, and is charmed with powerful people skills, along with a command of five languages that can come in quite handy at times. This is particularly true when one is saddled with a monolingual, post-“voodoo” economics, public-schooled Americano.

  Often people react in horror when we tell them of our upcoming journeys. The scenario plays out stereotypically, almost as if scripted. Usually the first response is “________________ fill in name of developing country here ________________? Really?!?”, which is then followed urgently, without fail, by “(But) Why?!?” And then, strained laughter . . . from their end.

  Regardless of the high-profile and horrible tales of kidnapping and the like that circulate—and, in fact, sometimes even occur—the math bears out that the overwhelming majority of people on this planet live with peaceful intentions. In reality, no matter where one travels, the most likely cause of sudden death will be much more mundane—a car accident.

  In the “developing” world (and what a horrible terminology that is as all places are developed, though maybe not industrialized fully), the most plentiful terrorists are nearly invisible: mosquitoes. Those tiny pests carry the potentially deadly disease of malaria and other afflictions, which kill an estimated one million-plus people annually. Admittedly, a commonplace insect bite is not nearly as dramatic and graphic as the mere thousand or so people who are held captive for ransom each year. Not that this number is to be scoffed at, but this ranks the odds of it happening to someone somewhere around .0000001. Statistically, the more routine calamities usually pose a far graver threat.

  That said, the more highlighted risks can be horrendously real. In southeast Algeria, our camp was in the exact desert canyon where an Italian woman (my wife’s own country) had been abducted a year earlier. And not long after we had departed, less than fifty miles away, the takeover of an oil refinery resulted in more than eighty deaths. Yet, our stay there in that area was about as idyllic as nature can offer.

  Despite many loved one’s well-intentioned protests and post-9/11 fed pleading, my resolve for making that particular trip to the Sahara was strengthened when, a few days prior to departing, two young men were shot thirty-eight times in broad daylight in front of dozens of witnesses a few blocks from where I was teaching “violence prevention” in Oakland, California. They died on a corner where I had passed shortly before on foot from the commuter train. In light of this and due to its having provided such a graphic contrast, from that point forward, my Western friends’ cautions of how dangerous going to “emerging nations” can be have been thrown into almost comically sad relief.

  On a personal level, my best friend growing up was raped and beaten nearly to death in her own bed by a “friend” on a posh cul-de-sac, and that certainly put an irreparable dent on my notions of what constitutes safety and peril.

  Similarly, people caution of food contamination in foreign lands. But a moment’s reflection on the soiled and soapless single sink bathrooms I’ve encountered all over the civilized world—from taquerias and diners to overly trendy gourmet places—puts that emphatically to rest as misplaced, superficial, and discriminatory. The fact remains that the worst food poisoning I ever contracted was in the Netherlands!

  Truth be told, by all measures, I would be classified as a risk-averse person—I would never hop on a motorcycle except maybe as a last resort, I always wear a seat belt, detest extreme and contact sports, and am about as paranoid a pedestrian as ambulation allows. Instead of macho, to many people, I would likely be labelled as a “wimp.” (But, considering that scooter-taxis are involved in almost half of the traffic fatalities in many major cities in Africa, skipping that one “experience” alone is a quite handy and simple way to slash your exposure in two.)

  Not to make any sidelong commentary on just how cutthroat the entertainment business is, but I usually find myself more at ease in “Third World” countries than metro Los Angeles (which recently sported an intentional homicide rate that rivals Afghanistan, and that’s after significant drops in LA crime).

  The reality is, though, regardless of how far we roam or how “strange” any place may seem, wherever we end up is somewhere that many others feel most comfortable and call home. The center of the universe for almost everyone is wherever they are standing at that given moment, as much on the margins as cartographers may have consigned them.

  There are no small countries, only small minds . . . waiting to be opened.

  [image: images]

  A Malawi Mouse Boys’ hi–hat fashioned from bike-spokes.


  Introduction:

  Learning Through Failure

  Whatever little I might know about recording, I learned by making some of the more atrocious records imaginable. My own losses as an artist became others’ gain, potentially. (Not to coddle any reverse-grandiosity, but one would be hard-pressed to put forth something more foibled than my debut LP at age twenty.) I failed to fulfill my own potential due in large part to a tendency to micromanage the creative process and, consequently, lose the forest for the trees. Much like the exemplary party-host, who makes sure every detail is in place but forgets to properly greet and engage the guests once the actual moment arrives, or the bride and groom who are too exhausted from stress to consummate on their wedding night.

  My hard-earned and painful lessons in the guaranteed imperfection of perfectionism led to a liberation of sorts: the acceptance of my own shortcomings, if not the utter celebration of limits and “mistakes” as useful partners, however uninvited they might be.

  In a nutshell, it boils down to, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” Keep it feral, is the theme.

  First and foremost, a producer’s job is to hopefully provide a more clear-eyed—though, undoubtedly, still highly subjective—point of view. It is the overall Big Picture arc of a work that needs tending to—to help find the heart of each song, the center, and clear away waste to bring clarity to the narrative.

  An artist can no more fully understand what makes them special than a beautiful person can comprehend why others find them attractive. We are so poorly attuned to ourselves that one truism is how we almost always disown the very qualities that make us unique—despising the nose that makes our face interesting, refusing to play our best song(s).

  Yet even the history of film and “glamour” themselves attest to some of the most arresting figures not only being blemished, but that feature as being the key ingredient to their appeal: Humphrey Bogart’s lisp, Katharine Hepburn’s tremor, Jimmy Stewart’s stutter, supermodel Lauren Hutton’s gap-tooth, Elizabeth Taylor’s mole, and so on.

  A fundamental task is to get the ego out of our ears.

  Rather than trying to control outcomes, our energy is better utilized toward just “being ourselves” and finding (or creating) a natural niche in the world. The challenge is not so dissimilar from the one facing those who are clinically depressed, a condition that is often largely based on people stubbornly insisting that circumstances “should” be a certain way, rather than better devoting attention to dealing with things as they are—to give up all hope, accept death as an inevitability, and engage with whatever is.

  In my experience, almost without fail, artists will only play their standout songs last and highly reluctantly. This is because they do not, and ultimately cannot, know what their own most illustrative work is, any more than we can see our own face without a mirror. (And even then, can we ever really see ourselves in a manner undistorted from the noise of our own internal filters? Almost all information we receive arrives secondhand and preprocessed by our self-image. Despite even quite mighty efforts, most of us are bound to remain prisoners of our own subjectivity.)

  This accounts for the shock most of us have experienced when seeing a stranger in a shop window, that after a split-second we realize is us. Or the rejection of our own voice that most of us express when we hear ourselves on a recording for the first time: “I don’t sound like that.” Beyond any of this is the fact that those engaged in that act of self-absorption literally change themselves—the very thing that they are looking at—as a result of that action.

  And this is why every autobiography is, in fact, a work of fiction.

  The better songs almost always have to be pried from the grip of an artist’s vanity. The strongest performances and/or melodies usually occur during soundchecks, as gear is being broken down or on the way out the door, in the parking lot or hallways. Ironically, the bulk of magical moments happen in the candid breaks between the actual recording, and thus pass by, lost forever. For every great album, there is a shadow, unrecorded collection that would trounce that which exists. And the better of these two is irrecoverable.

  One night I found the leader of Tinariwen crouching down between some trucks in the sheer blackness to “hide” from an overzealous engineer that the musician was dodging like an insolent student. With a long-lost friend, he was almost whispering an ancient lullaby that his mother used to sing to him and that he reported afterward he had not played in decades. It was fragile and transcendent, but he refused to share it officially outside that one mystical moment that kept the five people present breathless for those seconds’ time that seemed to be temporarily suspended.

  The strength of those “just one more” final tunes is the very freedom and ease with which they are delivered, liberated from the hindrance of formally sanctioned “performance.” I’ve learned the hard way that equipment best never be unplugged until after the musicians are for certain long gone or finished, and the record button should almost always be on.

  Often “the end” proves to actually be the beginning and everything else prior, just a warm-up. This is attested to by the wisdom of many ancient societies, where rehearsals attract the largest audiences and the shows themselves are secondary.

  I continue to be motivated today by the same heady sensation that enchanted me to first pick up a guitar at age six, the identical rising feeling, high in the chest on those hallowed occasions that an undeniably exceptional creation is unexpectedly revealed. From day one of plucking out an instrument, my goal was not acclaim, but simply to be part of that process of sharing, hoping to catch a few of those unmistakable, lightning-in-a-bottle moments that lend an almost supernatural high. Over time, it dawned on me that my favorite tracks from most albums were often the more stripped down and raw ones—the B-sides—and also that I almost invariably preferred the “before” pictures in beauty-remedy ads.

  In the end, what captivates me are those figures who could be categorized more as in supporting roles than in glamor roles.

  My penny-pinching days of vinyl-record hunting in used bins and flipping through the mildewed, landfill-fated countless corporate cookie-cutter acts affirmed for me how much more value there was in an anonymous contribution to society’s greater good than the napalm of fame. One sagacious maxim cast-off by a forgotten farmer, vagrant, or housewife (e.g., “A stitch in time, saves nine.”) resonates constructively for generations, long after a thousand trendy death-metal, New Wave, or EDM albums have met their predestined end, only to maybe, at best, be revived as the butt of some danced and/or sung, ironic-nostalgia joke. That is, if they are remembered at all.

  It is far better and more meaningful to be a Jo Jones (from Count Basie’s band), who introduced the foot-pedal for the hi-hat cymbal or Gospel singer Julius “June” Cheeks who reputedly became the first performer to defy institutional gravity and walk into the audience while performing, collapsing boundaries with just a few short steps.

  Acknowledged or not, we live as inheritors of the collective history and wisdom of the unknown, the “ghost writers” who shape most culture. The names may be forgotten, but the influences continue to long be felt.

  By design, what follows here is neither scientific nor scholastic. It is just one person’s opinions and observations from a life spent under the spell of recording’s alchemy that makes it possible for the deceased to speak to the living.

  The structure herein is composed of mini-chapters, designed to be opened to any page and read in random order, potentially. These words are humbly offered as stimulus for thought and reflection. “Riffs,” as it were. I hope in some small way it proves helpful to your own expressive endeavors, whatever they may be.

  In the end, I may not “know shit.” But stealing another’s voice—particularly when it may be the only material thing that they have left—not only speaks, but screams for itself. And if it is done with a smile on the face or a compliment on the tongue, that disingenuousness and denial only deepens the injury and divide. (It should not be forgotten that historically, among the first steps of enslaving a population is outlawing the enslaved’s language to help insure their submission.)


  SECTION I:

  The Value of Democratizing Voices


  1

  We Aren’t the World: All Music Is “Local Music”

  What is World Music really anyway?

  Isn’t all music from somewhere in the world? We have yet to be exposed to martian countdowns.

  There is no music that is not “local music.” It comes from some place. But, distressingly, more and more sounds are disconnected from location, bearing no trace of their origins. Instead, they could literally be from anywhere. Thus, they ultimately come from nowhere.

  All recordings are in the end “field recordings.” They document life (. . . or lack thereof), arising from a specific time and place. If that place is artificial, then the results will often be as well. Ultimately, any recording technology exists only as a means to convey feeling, and has little to no value, otherwise, in and of itself.

  At their best, recordings act as a form of eavesdropping, where it is as if the musician is speaking directly to only you, whispering in your ear in a privileged way that rises above ordinary experience and takes on a confessional air.

  Good communicators mature from talking at someone (the affliction of egotistical individuals and performers) to speaking to them. But, in the most rarefied and illustrious instances, an artist seems to somehow be able to even converse with the audience—using his or her voice to conjure up a near three-dimensional experience, as if they were really “there” with the listener, serving as some spectral confidante. Certainly countless heartbroken people have cried themselves to sleep listening to their favorite singers, when no other or more fitting consolers were to be found.

  In the final analysis of a recording, any musical endeavor is just the organizing of “noise” into sound. If the majority of sounds are increasingly banished culturally as nonmusic and the range of what is considered acceptable becomes constricted, this stands as evidence of a civilization in decline—asphyxiating on the fumes of its own heritage—and the more predictable and rubber-stamped becomes the output.

  It is increasingly my belief that in our over-recorded, -duplicated, and -documented age, one of the last sonic frontiers is language. When we listen to someone sing in a foreign tongue, we are forced to pay attention not to what they are saying, but what they mean (. . . and if they really “mean it”). Instead, as is now frequently the case, anytime another language begins to sound like it could be English—even if just for a stray phrase—there is a shrinkage of musicality (e.g., vowel durations becoming unvaried). This is exemplified every time one hears some motor-mouthed, international DJ’s downshift to half-speed, like they’re going over a speed bump, for each borrowed English word (e.g., “SMS”).

  Mankind’s end curse very well may not be Babel—many people speaking different tongues—but instead, a case where everyone is reduced to but one single language, and most differences and the possibility of random influence and couplings are lost.

  This lack of diversity is reflected sonically by the ever-narrowing dynamic range, with the trend toward signals becoming more compressed electronically—squashing the quietest and loudest sounds closer together—so that the overall impression is the illusion that something is louder than it actually is.


  2

  The Fixation to Fixate

  A pitfall of capturing music in any permanent, reproducible medium is that it can arrest the artistic growth and progress of that musical form. The archetypal field recordings that Alan Lomax did throughout America’s South in the 1940s (or the forefather of all sonic “exotica” documentation, Jesse Fewkes in 1889), more than exemplifying exact musical genres like the blues, were in fact reflections of individual aesthetics at one exact moment in time. The assumption that bluegrass music always sounded like it did in the era in which it was first so faithfully documented is to disregard the fluidity of all musical creation. Not only would bluegrass have sounded different one hundred years earlier, it probably sounded markedly different even five years before (and would have more so five years later, had it not been for the permanence of the recordings themselves which led to more precise mimicry, turning music-making from a process, instead, into a “thing” that could literally be held and examined).

  More than sacred scriptures, most folk music has been constantly retooled and adapted by each successive individual performer. The greatest pieces were cross-generational works in progress (e.g., The Iliad’s being seven hundred-plus years in the making).

  The first recordings essentially caught improvisations that arbitrarily became benchmarks, snapshots stolen from an epic film, that was then disrupted violently, damming up its stream, midnarrative. And, those pictures will inevitably be, in the first place, blurry ones, for they are capturing something elusive and in motion, much like the ambiguous images offered as evidence of UFOs or Loch Ness monster sightings.

  Art is designed to reveal, not to show us what we already see and know. Yet, the gigantic copying machine that is the music industry, by necessity, thrives on repetition. And when a system ceases changing, it has become a cadaver.

  A psychological appeal of fixing something vaporous into a physical state is that it appeases people’s fear of their own impermanence. But one hundred years from now—if we have even survived as a species—no one but the most erudite will know or care who sang “Sexual Healing” or “Every Breath You Take” or the like. But the sturdiest songs—the most unshakable melodies, a lyrical bit that hooks listeners’ psyches—will have lived on in some altered and evolving form, liberated from celebrity.


  3

  Message Monopolization

  “We would not have conquered Germany . . . without the loudspeaker.”

  —Adolf Hitler, 1938

  How can it be that for decades, hundreds of thousands of “artists” from cities like Los Angeles, New York, and London have been given deafening megaphones, while entire countries are left unrepresented globally? This computational absurdity of superiority only reflects society’s greater inequities.

  Is it not in order to ensure fairness that the US Senate has a compensatory composition—one that provides the exact same number of representatives for every state regardless of the size of its population?

  Perspectives must be democratized. In order to thrive as a species, it is imperative that we learn to listen to one another more attentively.

  Equitable representation in music and other popular arts is critical to the health of our society and the world, and the ever-reeping corporatization of sound enacts a form of sonic and cultural genocide. Rotation of power is vital to democracy.

  Relatedly, African Americans make up 12.5 percent of the US population, but 40 percent of those incarcerated in the United States. Unjustified, inequity in this and all forms is best exposed and confronted.

  A dozen people can be murdered on one street in a single weekend in a city like Chicago and go mostly unreported and unnoticed nationally, but a non-story about a celebrity’s bedhead or latest online tiff in some other higher-rent district such as Beverly Hills is worldwide news for days on end—a VIP hangnail goes viral. These are manufactured controversies to keep us distracted from the more pressing issues at hand.

  Eight hundred immigrants go down off the coast of Libya, capsized and drowned without a sound, and we barely hear a peep about it. Around that same period, I witnessed the immediate aftermath of a car chase and shooting in West Oakland—a teenager dangling, twisted and supine out his driver’s side door—but was never able to find even a single mention of it in “the news.”

  Akin to the ancient political concept that “those who desire to lead, should be prohibited from doing so, and those who are reluctant, must be forced to,” those who most want to be noticed, should be quieted and, in their place, the humble nudged to the forefront.

  Too often, less wealthy nations are treated paternalistically: like “good” children, who should be seen, but not heard.

  I honor my country. I love my language. But too few people with too much power equals injustice. Ethical sliding almost always occurs in the smaller places first, where we aren’t looking or have disregarded—such as with “kid’s” music. Physical danger itself most often presents from whatever we’ve underestimated and allowed the upper-hand (e.g., being mugged in broad daylight while brunching in a “safe” area). And, it is the “little,” last-straw things that usually prove most catastrophic to relationships.

  This is not about protectionism. In the end, art should always be a case of letting the best song/voice/story prevail regardless of the politics. But if only a select spattering are even allowed to speak, it is de facto censorship. And the lessons of history are weakened when only partial accounts are heard, by way of this sneaky and indirect tyranny.

  For democracy to thrive, contrary voices must not be muffled and ignored, but amplified. Even on the rare occasions when “smaller” countries are heard from (and, is it not an absurdity that we can even ever dare to regard any country with millions of citizens as “small”?), it is almost always only from members of the ruling sect, who not only do not customarily voice the concerns of the masses, but frequently oppose them.

  The concept that music “centers” itself is diseased at its core. Music is universal. It exists everywhere and is a necessity for survival, spiritually. The hope is to help tip the scales, even in the most minuscule way, back to fairer representation. The majority of countries in the world have been rendered so invisible that most “educated” people on the planet would have a hard time even locating them on a map.

  There is a lot of discussion of physical mobility and universal access for the physically disabled, but almost no comment about regional immobility. Most citizens of impoverished countries are seen as suspects for defection just by virtue of their origins. Consequently, freedom of movement beyond their own borders is an almost unattainable dream—freedom to wander, to discover and explore, to literally become airborne. This is something that those of us with power passports, like the United States or Japan, can barely imagine, since we instead are welcomed with open arms almost anywhere we show up—even if traveling on a whim. Contrastingly, every band that I have worked with has been rejected for travel visas on their first application and a legal plea must be made for them just to be granted reluctant days-long entry.

  A hallmark of totalitarianism is that it favors the one over the many.

  The rich get richer, indeed. Endowment by entitlement, where opportunity is not just expected and/or demanded, but taken.

  Yet, nepotism and academia are both antithetical to major pop-culture uprisings. Innovation in pop culture has almost, without fail, routinely risen culturally from the bottom to the top, not from the aristocracy that now rules much of the misnomered “indie” rock world. Folk artistry is rarely a trickle-down affair. Be it James Brown, Elvis Presley, Bob Marley, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Louis Armstrong, Grandmaster Flash, Johnny Rotten, the Carter Family, Miriam Makeba, Woody Guthrie, Kurt Cobain, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Edith Piaf, or Eminem—to name just a few—many of the most prescient artists historically have originated from less than auspicious circumstances.

  It is not sheer coincidence that so many innovations incubate in garages, vacant lots, and abandoned warehouses. Yet, try to name even one great penthouse or villa-estate band. It is in the former “empty” spaces that there is a liberty to the process, an absence of fear and expectations that squarely puts the priority on results.

  Cultural piracy is most often a case of downward mobility, with the well-heeled rummaging through the basement thrift shop of the underclass to try to toughen and spice up their facade. Such is the common case of boarding-school-bred boys adopting Cockney accents or suburban soccer-league kids fronting as if they are “ghetto” (which is a word borrowed from late Middle Ages’ Italian, by the way).

  And the call for greater diversity is not just to right regional deficits. Any music must shine on its own, but if all other factors are more or less equal, shouldn’t whoever represents the underrepresented be the one given an opportunity to be heard—be they of the nonmajority and/or nondominant sexual orientation, gender, physical ability, or age group? Would there not be some benefit if a fully clothed female was given the nod over a thong-clad, crotch-thrusting peer?

  And all of this is not nearly so much for any given artist’s gain as for ours. To feast on as wide a range of information and perspectives as possible is enriching. It nourishes, strengthens, and even heals the listener. Is it really healthy and balanced for a “just” society to still have an estimated 86 percent of the voice-of-God emcees be male?

  When was the last time you heard a lesbian, Filipino Canadian group or a double-amputee singing in Oriya (hardly a fringe language, with over thirty-three million speakers)? Ever? Didn’t think so. Yet, how many whining, upper-middle-class Caucasian boys playing standardly tuned guitars have been shoved down our collective throats for decades, through every possible distribution outlet, traded as if they are the gold standard?

  Variety benefits us in diet. It also benefits us mentally. To challenge ourselves cerebrally helps build new neural pathways, which literally helps keep us alive since ongoing curiosity is the strongest predictor of longevity. This is likely why so many scientists live long lives.

  And often when “alternative” voices are heard, they serve more as phallic or racial substitutes, guests in someone else’s world, slotted into an otherwise unaltered aesthetic framework.

  Instead, we are offered unity through shopping, with calculatedly integrated fashion campaigns chock-full of ecstatic cross-cultural chums, rainbow-hues that rarely appear in real life. Worse, do we ever see an actual Benetton or Esprit store in the ’hood or the barrio? They visit these corners only via the wish-fulfillment land of propaganda.

  This is much the same as bastions of “freedom” like the United States, United Kingdom, and Germany celebrating “world peace” and the abolishment of slavery. Yet what has changed in actuality is applicable only to the richer regions of the globe, since the same sufferings have been displaced or continue elsewhere, without ever breaking stride.

  Overemphasis of any one individual or region can only beat a path to facism. Just as a body must have a circulatory system and a method for dealing with waste, so should culture.

  Is not the very basis of any just justice system that every last person is entitled to a “fair hearing”?
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  Alfred from the Malawi Mouse Boys’ vocal take is crashed by some uninvited groupies.

  

  
    FIELD RECORDING CHRONICLE

    MALAWIAN MIRACLE:

    THE MEEK SHALL INHERIT THE GROOVE

    It was just around the corner from the “Pack-and-Go” coffin shop that any trace of music was found in Malawi, on a skinny stretch of road that marks the only place where the tradition of selling barbecued mice-on-a-stick as snacks for passing travelers continues.

    Literally working around the clock, whistling and waving their wares at oncoming traffic, the Malawi Mouse Boys spend the downtime of their days (and nights) beside the highway, strumming rudimentary guitars tailored from recycled scrap-metal parts.

    Using stones for kick-drum mallets, they are a literal “rock” band. And, their hand carved and sheet-metal guitars give true thrust to the term DIY (do-it-yourself). One of the member’s mother gave him a birth name that translates to “I hate you,” expressing the not-so-subtle hostility of the environment that they were born into.

    Having crisscrossed almost two thousand miles along the bumpy dirt roads and undivided two-lane, main highway of this tiny, agricultural, and narrow land, until then—in over two weeks—not a single instrument of any kind at all had been sighted.

    At one roadside bar-stall that served banana-beer by the half gallon, “Play that Funky Music, White Boy” came blasting on the cracked speaker teetering on the counter, upping the irony quota to post post-modern dimensions. Whether the song had been put on intentionally as mockery or was just a case of someone simply liking the tune with or without knowledge as to its literal meaning seemed beside the point.

    Along the journey, the person driving had made a wrong turn, dead-ending into an outdoor market. There was a standoff as he and one of the shopkeepers argued back and forth. The vehicle was soon surrounded by dozens of onlookers and other proprietors. The fact that the person with us was white seemed to only worsen matters. Finally, after many minutes of suspense, the crowd erupted into uproarious laughter, due at least in part to their befuddlement that a “British” person (who actually was Italian) could speak Chichewa so well and was willing to stand his ground so fearlessly. It turns out it had all been for amusement. To be allowed passage, we had paid a toll in theater.

    Rural Malawi is a place where wealth is demarcated by whether there is a thatch or tin roof over one’s hut. This alternating pattern dots the countryside in bursts, like some sort of patchwork binary code.

    Subsisting in one of the poorest countries (e.g., the mean income is less than forty cents a day and life expectancy narrowly surpasses forty years of age) with nearly the highest rates of AIDS, the populace seems poised, just one gram of protein a day away from revolution. The group of young villagers that founded the Malawi Mouse Boys live in one of the most impoverished districts of an already ravaged land and have been writing songs of faith and love together since they were young children. The earnestness and passion of their voices hark back to an earlier and more trusting, pre-“modern” time.

    After spotting one of the members beside the road, strumming a guitar, we made a hasty U-turn and introduced ourselves. Following some negotiation through a translator, a recording session was organized for later that week.

    What had started out as a plan to record one single singer-songwriter snowballed into a full collective of eight musicians that piled in along the way, overfilling the truck-bed for a chance to play their handmade and repurposed instruments (e.g., the hi-hat was made from two rusted bicycle gears) for prosperity’s sake.

    People talk of one-stoplight towns. Malawi could be called a one-stoplight nation. A place where shoes remain a luxury item. There literally is no road into the Mouse Boys’ small village since cars never go there, so the band had to improvise a way through the bush.

    It is an area where people define themselves not by what they have, but what they can do. The only real obstacle to catching something magic musically with these men was the tiny, manic spiders that kept racing into the slots of the hard drive.

    Yes, dogs, chickens, and children are audible in the background of the recordings. But the great thing about animals and kids is that they always bark, chirp, and/or whine in time to the music. Intuitively, they blend.
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  The Real King(s) of Rock ‘n’ Roll

  A bit before the turn of the twentieth century, while the European superpowers were busy dividing up the African continent as their “Wild West” in order to expand kingdoms, the United States—having run out of physical space—had started the process of colonizing the minds of the world through media.

  America’s physical and cultural isolation are exemplified by the fact that in the one-hundred-plus-year history of recorded music—a medium that we invented, nonetheless—there has sadly only ever been three (!) indisputable hit songs in the United States in any language other than English: “Volare” in partial-Italian in 1958, Los Lobos’s reworking of “La Bamba” in 1987, and the recent “Gangnam Style” YouTube craze.

  This linguistic separatism is a breeding ground for wrong-headed notions of what is “foreign.” If we cannot even coexist on the radio and/or on our own playlists, then the potential to do so in the flesh is made even more dismal. Few things are more silently nefarious though than a pseudo-familiarity with other cultures (e.g., third-generation American kids claiming that they are “French”), and the poorly constructed stereotypes that result.

  If every casual music aficionado would force themselves to listen to even one song a day in an unfamiliar language, the world would become a slightly more nuanced and connected place. Multilingualism, even in its most piecemeal form, acts as a bridge between people, literally helping connect the dots.

  One of the most disheartening moments I’ve experienced as to the possibility of America opening its heart and ears more to global music was having a supposedly hip New York City music professional recently ask me if I “spoke African”—without even the faintest hint of awareness as to the downright wrongheadedness of his question and how it negated the over three thousand languages found on that continent (not even counting the innumerable dialects!). And, this came from a forty-something, masters degree–educated, Manhattan-raised, bilingual man, from a “minority” group, whom one might expect to know better.

  Similarly shocking was hearing a liberal, gay Berkeley blogger activist declare that “the whole world speaks English” and also that “they all want to live here (in the USA).” My time residing in kissing-cousin countries like Italy and France has violently dissuaded me of such notions. Even these quasi-similar lands remain places where it is extremely rare to find someone outside the tourist districts that can communicate in English beyond “hello” . . . if that. As a rule, figuratively and literally, it seems that Americans need to “get out a bit more.”

  As a first step, no real progress can be made around these issues until Africa stops being referred to as a country, but instead is identified as the grand, intricate continent that it is with a massive geography and cultural diversity to be celebrated (e.g., the Sahara desert alone is bigger than all of the contiguous United States).

  Almost every person who has emigrated that I’ve ever asked, says they plan to return to their homeland—that they “love” it there. But few ever can or do. And still today most people live their lives within fifty miles of where they were born.

  The dividends of this geographic spoon-feeding continue today with English still being the official business language globally (though, Bollywood and the like, as well as ascending economic powers like China and Brazil, are causing some overdue threat to that supremacy). A telling observation is how readily many Americans will claim to “speak” another language if they know even a few words, which is a mortifying contrast to most other sectors of the world where people tend to protest that they “don’t know” a language—even when they very well do—unless they have completely mastered it.

  Anytime a piece of media is imported, it pirates with it not just the language, but the effect of that culture—facial expressions, hand movements, pace, and posture. Creepily, via dubbed films and programs, many people in foreign lands have spent tens of thousands of hours (or more) of their life subliminally reading lips in English, almost like some sort of bizarre cult-induction.
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  The Zande tribe’s ten-foot-long, five-person zylophone sits at the center of the village and acts as its “heart.”

  

  
    FIELD RECORDING CHRONICLE

    OPEN ERROR:

    IF YOU HAVE TO ASK, YOU’LL NEVER KNOW

    Maybe you are not a true field-recordist until you’ve been detained by a tribal chief—backed up by over one hundred people—and then been extorted for four times as much money as originally agreed to. Or been taken to “the Somalians” for a trial-viewing as a possible sale, but who thankfully decided that we weren’t apparently up to snuff on the terror-network marketplace. (Sometimes a backlog of existing inventory can work in one’s favor. This was one casting for which I was happy to have not made the cut . . . loads better than all of the times that I was the last one picked for games of hoop on the schoolyard.)

    Earlier, it probably should have come as some sort of omen when, as Marilena took some photos of one of the elder band members, a young, drunk Westernized male got up in my face, taunting, “How’s about we take your picture? Want us to come and take your picture,” his LA Dodgers hat hanging lopsidedly and oh-so precariously balanced on the side of his curls. Obviously, the Chief’s blessing that any recording and photos were “okay” had not been passed onto this young upstart.

    Taking into consideration that some countries will imprison you for even snapping pictures of certain buildings and that it is quite common for people to accost photographers and confiscate their cameras and/or demand money if a viewfinder has as much as been pointed in their general direction, the sort of comment made by the young resident was not to be dismissed too lightly.

    Hillary Clinton might’ve said it “takes a village to raise a child.” Instead, with the Zande tribe, an entire village is needed to raise the roof (figuratively) off the place.

    The “heart” of the village is a xylophone that is over ten feet long and requires five people to play it simultaneously. With sacred wood carried from three countries away in Africa, the “kpaningbo” is built in the center of the village, and is so immense that it cannot be moved henceforth. (Never again will complaints from weekend-warriors about having to shlep around Marshall half-stacks or Hammond organs ring quite true!)

    When we arrived, there was a raucous midday crowd awaiting us. Since the party seemed to already be in full swing, with dozens of dancers circling the players, and vocalists trading off in a seemingly spontaneous, ragtag fashion, there was little choice but to throw up a coverage of mics as quickly as possible. As a default, I loosely followed “Sound Engineering 101” principles and placed the microphones:

    1. as close to the source as feasible, but

    2. as far away from each other as allowable.

    In such instances it usually helps to bear in mind that in post-production it is easier to take away frequencies than add. It is not usually viable to enhance sonics that aren’t there at all to begin with. And microphone placement best starts with simply getting down on the ground and listening with the naked ear, and letting the sound—not user manuals—dictate where things should go.

    Our taxi driver, who had agreed to be on standby and help translate and mediate, vanished into the crowd, and there were few options but to live the experience and hope for the best.



OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/24-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
HOW MUSIC DIES

(OR LIVES)

FIELD RECORDING AND THE
BATTLE FOR DEMOCRACY IN THE ARTS

1AN BRERNAN
PHOTOS BY MARILENA DELLI
FOREWORD BY CORIN TUCKER

nnnnnnnnnnnnn





OEBPS/Images/xx-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/16-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
(OR LIVES)

IAN BRENNAN






