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PLUNDERSTANDING
ECOPHONOMICS
Strategies for the Transformation of Existing Music

An Inteviews by Norm [gma with jobn Oswal

JOHN OSWALD

You are often asked how your gef away with deing these plunderphoric projects.
The assumption is that any sort of creative activity that blavantly refers

s potentially dire legal consequences.
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Does it?
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unfamiliar; or at least each thing was of 2 mysterious state of oxistence. I ean™
say milch else about vsrery Tapes without spotling the premme.

A performance corollary to Mystery Tapes is Pitck, where sounds are
presented in absolute darkness. Both in Piech presentations and in Mystery
Tapes anv Hixarion on things ke the wardrobe, gender, race, hairdo, and even
species of musicians is totally avoided.

Ldlf:’;ﬁ;_?{?ﬂifﬁ s, in a way, the opposite of Mystery Tapes. Plunder-

phonics is the radical transformation of v ez*y familiar music. [n keeping with
this obvious familiarity it doesn’t make much difference whether : eredit the

sources or not; but when i started to conspicuousty clze myv sources theve was a

zcndencv elsewhere in the music business not to reference obvious quotations.
I remember looking at the credits and thankyous to a Public Enemy release
There were over three hundred names; evervone was mentioned oxcept Jan

Brown, whose sampled essence was the pervasive cloment in their music,
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former. ['m scanning a whole genre. And £'m not provim:}g references to all

1l thatay ence 1s

SOUTCES, 3“‘(‘:3’ DWW MEIN reasons: one pop 1$ 50 rarei g
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usually a subreference 1o some antecedent which is in turn...somewhat mﬁnizci}:

But there are a finite nmmber of quotations in the piece. You 've said there are
aboust @ thousand,

There are approximately 2 thousand songs being referred o, There

are several thousand morphs; each wath reference to a composite of pop hools.

These are based on correspondent similarities among various picces. The
reference game is potentially an infinite genealogy. Plexure-bits are references.

Fach source fragment has been blended with other similar fragments. The

S

spectre of appropriation amongst the quoted material is rampant in these aggre-
gates, Perhaps this is 2 practical fail-safe mechanism. Any perceived infringe-
ment is embedded in the proof of its dire lack of eriginaliny.

So, anyway, what vou hear are not strict electroquotations. In fact the

arc some hand-drawn waveforms in there, which are like racings ofa S(mnd.

How do you do that?

A sonic snapshot of 1 sound can be reproduced as a prinzout of an
intensity-byv-time graph. These are like two single-line worms across the page
{the left and right components of a sterco image). These drawings can b

placed on a tablet-like surface. A wavetorm can be traced accurately, or trans-
formed 1 some aspect by a pen which has a function similar to the more con-
ventional computer mouse. The waveform can be made sharper or smoother—

harmonics, for instance, can be given 2 different emphasis. T

coloring is not integral to the compositional intent of Plexure, but it was an
carby wav of attempting sonic-image transformation. 1t's 2 method which 15
only practical for very brief durations of sound. Inizially i drew a hyperrealistic

image of 2 sung word, sort of & Chuck Close-like sonogram, just for the satis-

action of having done it This was before 1 got Larry

Polansky’s Spectral Mutation function? which enables

sometiing analogous to the sort of visual morphing vou

see in motion pictures in which there is a transformation which convolutes
Serween a recognizable initlal image and a recognizable nnal image.

So there are at least a thousand songs being directly referred to. Al

though in preparing 2 database for Plexsre i directly cloned about swelve hours

o‘ffragmmts commercial pop CDs, each a fow seconds long, these exact {ac-
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0w do you define @ book?
Any point in music in which vou feel like vou've arrived at a place of
reliet or weli-being or familiarity or all of these. A place tke home. 'm novan
avid radio, jukebox. disco or MTV listener but there are often bits of these
songs which will immediately, psychoacoustically meld with my nervous sys-
rem. The reason may be melodic, umbral, rhythmic, texmual, dramatic, or even
st temporal, but the hooks arc where the hits it My reterent at Billboard
magazine has 2 tendency o utter the cliché, “there’s 2 reason vou can hear why
cach of these songs became hits” I think it’s true. Fach really successtul song,
zbove and bevond marketing insinuation, has sonic viral clements, or hooks,
which get nside vou and stay there and become part of vou. The virus is eme-
tionally-laden information. When vou hear one of these elements again you
get emoticnally eagaged and vour body sings along so even If some sociologi-
cally-oriented part of vour mind is saying “i hate this song]

7

vour body will
vl

ecstatically sing along with Debby Boone in “You Lighe Up M

The word plexiere is a relatively archaic ternz for weaving,

From the Latin plexzre: a plalung or weaving together, “An intruding
rose has stolen a nest among the plexures of the vine™ And it also 15 2
homonymic graft of ‘pleasure” and ‘texture’ as in “plexually seizing.” The word
has more recently been used in 2 renegade tangent by a
new age philosopher named Zindell 1o mean “the ability
10 see knowiedge as through ditferent lenses™; buti just
recently heard about this nonsense. It has nothing to do

with my use nor the traditional meaning of the term.

It could be construwed as veferring to how different listeners will bear Plexure

differently,

& common background of EXPOSUTE 1O thc sources and SOMTIC

basis of bias to these pop sounds. The major distinction among listeners is
degree of recognition. Some peopie have listened 1o more pop imusic than others

and some of them have 2 greater degree of reconnaissance-coniirmation than

thers. Jim O'Rourke for instance says he can identify 340 sources {although i
have vetto see his proof of this). T can’t idenuify this many from unazided liszen-
ing, and neither can Phil Strong who categorized 2l the song fragments for the
Tempo map. Everyonc who has lisiencd o the fivst version seems 10 recognize

and identify at least one source. I've consequently made the most often recog-
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PLUNDERSTANDING

song in which the singer affects the mannerisms of the singer of ancther popular
o tal O
song which 18 in a particular tempo pocke
Tempoin the end became the pervasivc organizing clement. Very little

of the music from this period was tempo nebulous, or in frec tme. So we could

measure tempo as an absolute rational value which we could apply to all the
pieces. At worst there would be a choice of 2 tempo harmonic--a doubling or
halving of the sense of the beat, depending on what rhythmic element was
pushing forward in the mix wo estabh_sh the pulse; and there was the odd piece

that wasn't in 4/4 which wouldn’t fit comfortably in our rhyvthm continuum,

but given the overali parameters o f clection, tempe was a useful organ
Epa ’ i E)

device which evenzually lm ¢ the prime stractural factor.

Why bave vou continued to work on Plexure?

Ninetcen ninety-two has come and gone, When 1 first worked on
Plexare it felt like i was doing something contemporary. Most of the plunder-
phonic work has an historical perspective. Now, even though it’s only three ot

four vears later, Plexzre has an historical perspective toe. Also, the selection
i found all the material on CDs from

process back in 92 was a bit too arbitrary
a friendly alternative radio siation and a friendly used record store. L knew
there were some very apparent hits that 1 didn't have examples of, but given the
wealth of material i had that didn't feel ke 2 problem. My historical perspec-
tive s that now it does feel like 2 problem, and so 've done a much more thor-
ough search for a couple of hundred picces which | missed the first time
around which according to my statistics of sales, international charting, and
my personal hook meter, are essential. The great thing about the most magnetic
songs is that 1 need much less of their essence to make their presence be sus-
pected in the mix, than i would require of less popular items. And of course
this additional material is what is being used to mask/morph those quotes which
have been persistently too obvious. Plexsre in a way is hike 2 garden which ©'m
now weeding. In the past i always considered that through my recordings 1 was
astempting o creare masterpieces—in other words pieces which would not
necd to change; their existence would set an historical precedence, and any fur-
ther modification would undermine their effectiveness. Listeners might

change but there is no nced for the composition ta change. Plexure has such a
complex relationship with listeners, including mysclf, that 1 haven't vet been
able to pin down its masterpicce potential. I may be misguided in thinking that

adding to it comprehensiveness Is gomg 1o help, but, whatever the outcome, 1

enjoy weeding the garden.
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N

recording —~it can be spatally volatile.

Adawyer who runs a recording
mechanical rights organization took
great exnception to my concept of gene
version. He said that even Lhouﬂh spe-

cifics of what is purloined might not he

detectable, : am suill categorically a thief

because I'm conscious «

T m} [hie\’(‘,‘i'}".
To my reply that it would perhaps be best that we stop calling no-loss situations
ithe appropriation and mampulatmn of inteilectual endeavers) thievery, he
asked 1f 1 wouid be upset if someone broke into my house in an undetectable
fashion and perused, or manipulated or took something, and that { wasnt able
to detect that this had taken place, but that 1 would be aware of these things
happening. My reaction s that such fastidious thievery would be commend-
zble: 1t sounds more like houseleeping. His scenario in part calls for a reaciion
o an nvasion of privacy. I don't think any of plunderphonics consiiutes such
an invasion of privacy. It all deals with public acts and official releases. 'm not
ar all interested in studio outtakes, sonic laundry, or personal phone messages.
Two variations of the generic versions: cne s 2 compilation of aspeets of

various arrangements of Debussv’s Clair de Lune, from the onginal plano score

through various easy-listening orchestral confections; which 1s a nice bridge
from classical wo pop. The other s twventy-four simultancous versions of Richazd
Strauss’s Introduction (Einleitang) to Alo sprach Zaratbustra, which ere all
hined up to the first horn entry; so they begin in synch and then the musical pic-
ture gets progressively more thick and diffuse 25 each version runs its course at
a shightly different tempo. It's a particularly wonderful rransition because by
the middle of the piece it sounds more like something by Liget; so the prece is
hike the soundirack to the movie 2007 in a nutshell, with 2 continuum between
the romantic tradition and the 2oth cenrury third-quarter avant garde.

But i challenge any orchestra that may object to their nen-complicit
inecluston w idenufy themselves in this mix. T bought all the versions of the piece
on CI that i could find, but there were, or there are now more than two dozen
versions (classical music is also like detergent in that there are so many com-
peting packages of the same product—for instance there are over sixty currently-

{"

available versions of Stravinsky's Le Sacre de Printemps). It's indereciable who
is in this meta-Zarathustra and who isn’t. In the end my derivatve version s

TR BT Cn
probablv the most distines and non-derivative version of all.





