VOCALISM

Vocalism, measure, concentration, determination, and the divine power to speak words;

Are you full - lung'd and limber-lipp'd from long trial? from vigorous practice? from physique?

Do you move in these broad lands as broad as they?

Come duly to the divine power to speak words?

For only at last after many years; after chastity, friendship, procreation, prudence, and nakedness,

After treading ground and breasting river and lake,

After a loosen'd throat, after absorbing eras, temperaments, races,
after knowledge, freedom, crimes,

After complete faith, after clarifyings, elevations and removing obstructions,

After these and more, it is just possible there comes to a man,
a women, the divine power to speak words;

Then toward that man or that woman swiftly hasten all- none refuse, all attend,

Armies, ships, antiquities, libraries, paintings, machines, cities, hate, despair, amity, pain, theft,
murder, aspiration, form in close ranks,

They debouch as they are wanted to march obedientlv-through the mouth of that man or that
woman. :

2. - :

O what is it in me that makes me tremble so at “dices?

Surely whoever speaks to me in the right voics; nim or her | shall follow,

As the water foliows the moon, silently, with fluid steps, anywhere around the globe.

All waits for the right voices;
Where is the practis'd and perfect organ? where is the develop'd soul?
For | see every word utter'd thence has deeper, sweeter, new sounds, impossible on less terms.

| see brains and lips closed, tyrhpans and temples unstruck,

Until that comes which has the quality to strike and to unclose,

Until that comes which has the guality to bring forth what lies slumbering forever ready in all
words.

By Walt Whitman, Autumn vaulets, 1869/ 1881 Music by Julia Usher "
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julia usher

vocalism *** operatic scena on words of walt whitman. Soprano, ceflo, piano, sibelius 7.

Whitman's poem unleashes the power and potentiality of the human voice; a poem on an epic scale,
like the "broad lands" of the America he invokes. His terrifying vision of the modern world spewing from the mouth of
anyone who has discovered the power of "vocalism” , refiects his career as a newspaperman; and has hardly
diminished in relevance to the influences of media management today. However the poem finally expresses a longing
for the "right voice " in which to speak, which will only be found after "long trial” and "development of soul”.

This music drama has evalved in several complex ways. | first explored some of the meaning of the
poem in improvisation sessions with students in music therapy training, for whom the idea of the closed brains aind
lips that await the "unclosing” power of the right music has a particular resonance.

Rosemary Monaghan and | then experimented with vocal techniques in improvisation, to invent a
routine of "rigorous practice and physique" to illustrate the first section of the piece: a very extended warm-up for the
soprano. Some of the ideas we had improvised found their way into the composed work.

The central section of the work introduces the artificial machinery of the computer music. Like Martin
Read's piece above, the human voice and the cello oppose the crushing rigidity of the machine. At times this liberates
the soprano, whose voice floats over the driving rhythms. At the climax, there is a chaotic pouring out of images in
the poem, paralleled by a watery floodtide of notes, which only the computer can play. | heard this music lying in bed
on a boat in a spring tide at night. In the lang coda that follows, the soprano, cello and piano reflect on the
search which everyone experiences in life, to discover their own true voice. '
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PLAYING WITH SIBELIUS

Primavera Digital Opera Concert, Nov 5th , 1998,
British Music Information Centre

Sibelius 7 has 'performed’ in concert on some notable occasions, but rarely with live musicians;
and never using the normally silent Acorn computer of the BMIC in Stratford Place, London.

So an idea dawned for an unusual concert. Enid Luff and Martin Read and | decided to write new
pieces combining live instrumentalists with a Sibelius 7 soundscore. Sibelius Software generously
donated a midi interface and an upgrade to version 3.5 for the Centre's Acorn computer.

We were free to explore the unlimited desktop orchestra of the mind.

I began setting a boisterous poem by Walt Whitman, Vocalism, which probes the power of the
human voice. It was exhilarating to imagine whatever impossibly strange and difficult sounds |
liked, and know the computer could play them: via a Roland 1080 sound module. | then pitted the
computer against Rosemary Monaghan, a saprano skilled in contemporary techniques, with
cello and piano support. The live performers were asked to explore the kind of music that the
machine finds most difficult; playing very emotional and delicate dialogues, and at other times
extravagantly free, almost improvisatory rhythms.

Sudden difficuities erupted. Martin and | both encountered
the disorder that results when you first try to play with a
complex zomputer sequence . A computer does not
breathe before an entry. It makes no allowances for
spontaneously expressive moments ; it does not nod,
wink or lift a shoulder, as musicians do when making
msic with each other. It seemed impossible to make any
comfortable connection with its timeworld . Catastrophe
threatened, and the players looked distinctly alarmed.
We found two solutions. First, a great deal of meticulous
practice. Whitman's poem says:

"are you full-lung'd and limber-lipp'd from long trial? From
vigorous practice ? from physique?"

By the concert, we certainly were. My second salvation
was msemng unmissable "timing" signals in the soundscore, to cue the performers' entries and
timekeeping. | rather resented this: the computer seemed to have
won, since |had to bend the music™o its demands, particularly
the remorseless time-keeping beat. You can disguise, even float
the beat in Sibelius, with a great deal of subtle trickery, and now,
arhythmic notes. But it still likes strong accents, and in the end
trickery just makes it even harder to count with ....

All of us were haunted by the same theme; it is hard to avoid ! -
the computer representing the .non- human environment,
challenging the feeling, human being. Martin's "Dance Music for
the End of Time" described the "storm called progress that,, .

progel ’ tUP ““”f fé astubil 6@ﬁ”buier MusiC| "
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Martin revelied in making Sibelius play faster, lower, and higher than real instruments can. His
oboist Syivia Harper found the same difficulties in playing in synch with the computer score. Martin
also had another common computer problem: compatibility. He created his score on Sibelius
Student, using a Roland Soundcanvas SC88. But when he tried to convert the files to Sibelius 3.5
very near the concert, he found that the Roland played quite different percussion sounds; and that
there was no time for the necessary re-programming of the drum keys. So we arrived at the
concert with two performing computers. :

Enid Luff created an ominous and eerie backdrop to her piece from Welsh Legend, Raven. Here
the soloist was the cellist Helen Edgar, whose golden tone in the lyrical melody lines stood out
against a backdrop of incantation - like refrains.

Enid described choosing just the right sounds like using cooking ingredients; they had to be just
rlght to create the sound world she imagined; any small detail wrong and the final taste wouid be
lost. Enid faded up and then down each of ten evocative scenes, which did not need to be so
closely synchronised- a much safer solution!

Each of us had our own separate method of accessing files for split-second pen‘ormaﬁce.

« Martin worked from floppy disk.

- Enid worked from a column of icons, exploiting 3-
second load times.

- | risked using one long file with enough bar - rests
in between entries to allow me to press escape after a
piano passage, but still leave the next section visible
on the screen to re-press play! Luckily there weiz no
crashes, with a snakes and ladder slide back i the
start. The faster alternative of clicking play on'the
desktop open file window wasn't reliable -it doesn't
always play from the cursor!

In spite of being novices in the an of Computer /
acoustic music, the concert ran w:thout a single
technical hitch. 1t was a stretching and challenging
experience for us all - Sibelius enabling us to bring
our wildest imaginings to a tiny concert room; the
universe in a plastic box.

Perhaps we all came to the conclusion that music -

making with all the non-verbal gestures and exchanged feelings human performers bnng is an
exquisite experience that no computer at present comes near to matching; although we eagerly
embraced the widened aural fandscape that it opened up. We all preferred traditional expressive
beat counting to the microsecond accuracy of the digital R2D2 mind.

The concert also became a wake for the Acorn Computer, much loved by many of us who admire
its simplicity and speed. Since our concert, the BMIC Acorn can now produce sounds (bring your
own sound module } . The new PC's with the next generation of Sibelius installed as yet stand
silent. Who will be next to make them spili out their sound potential in concert?

Primavera Digital Opera
Julia Usher

Enid Luff

Martin Read
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VOCALISM

Words by Walt Whitman Music by Julia Usher
Sfor Rosemary Monaghan
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