ASEM 2724: Jammin’: Technoculture and Improvised Sound
Spring 2013 | Tues & Thur, 3-4:50pm | Sturm Hall 434
Professor: Trace Reddell, Emergent Digital Practices

Office Hours: Thursday 1-3pm and by appt. | Office: Sturm 216B

Email: treddell@du.edu | Web: http://www.du.edu/~treddell/
This course introduces students to the recent history of musical and cultural forms devoted to improvisation, including jazz, free music, contemporary classical music, psychedelic and progressive rock, funk, jam bands, and electronic dance music.  Particular attention will be paid to the ways in which subcultures of artists, producers, concert organizers, and listeners have formed around these types of musical expression.  The act of improvisation will be examined as a response to emerging technological forms (new musical instruments, recording technologies, concert presentation, and distribution, particularly those enabled by networking technologies) by which musicians and listeners embody new personal as well as collective identities.

The class will ask you to listen closely to recorded materials both inside and outside of class, as well as read from multiple sources.  Academic scholars, professional writers for the popular music press, and all sorts of fans of improvised music will provide us with many different ways to approach improvisation as both a concept and a practice.  And we will want to make sure to address the various technological and cultural events that shape and inform the kinds of sounds that improvising musicians make.  Therefore, rather than a music theory class, we will approach improvisation from several different perspectives, including cultural studies, philosophy, history, media studies, sound studies, and critical theory.  
Required Recordings

Grateful Dead, Aoxomoxoa (1969)

John Coltrane, Meditations (1965)

Miles Davis, In A Silent Way (1969)

Predators, Radio Telescope (2011)

Sound Tribe Sector 9, Artifact (2005)

Supersilent, 6 (2003)

Required Texts
Graham St. John, Technomad: Global Raving Countercultures (Equinox Publishing, 2009)

Undercurrents: The Hidden Wiring of Modern Music, ed. Rob Young (Continuum 2002)

Recommended: Mel Ash, Beat Spirit: The Way of the Beat Writers as a Living Experience (Putnam 1997)

Course Objectives
This class asks you to explore the ways in which “jamming” can help you become a more nimble critical thinker, a more creative communicator, and a better writer.  The concept of the “jam” will therefore extend into the class’s writing exercises.  Inspired by Beat writer Jack Kerouac’s notion of “spontaneous get-with-it” as well as his use of jazz music as a productive prompt, several class sessions will provide you with musical cues for you to use as you improvise your own written response.  Small groups of you will also be asked to share collective writing spaces, such as a Google document, in which you will be asked to write together.  Improvisational practices such as “riffing,” “soloing,” and “call and response” will be explored in search of writerly counterparts.
Finally, you will explore different aspects of documenting improvisation as another way of modeling the writing scholar’s practice.  The act of recording, editing and releasing improvised music has proven problematic, even controversial, but essential for such music to reach a wide audience.  Improvised music has exemplary producers like Teo Marcero, who faced the daunting task of editing the free jazz sessions of trumpeter Miles Davis into LP format, or the Grateful Dead members Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh, who first transformed their band’s meandering and prolific output into condensed songs.  These producers suggest methods for editing raw material into formats for widespread documentation and distribution.  You will therefore be asked to explore the creative task of editing both your own and other students’ works.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this course, you should be able to:
1. Describe and assess sound recordings in terms of improvised elements.

2. Distinguish different forms and modes of improvisational techniques, strategies and technologies.
3. Understand the conceptual significance of specific modes of writing about music (informal fan-based; album review; concert review; professional music journalism; academic/scholarly writing).
4. Identify and apply multiple critical approaches to the study of improvisation-based musical cultures.

Assignments
Writing in class will be a big part of our practice this quarter – individually, collectively and collaboratively – and some part of just about every class session will involve writing.  You will be asked to read your work aloud.  You will be asked to comment on, discuss, remix, and edit each other’s work.  You will write together in shared documents, both in real-time and in asynchronous post-production.  And you will be expected to listen, read, and write regularly outside of class, both in ways that extend exercises begun in the classroom, as well as those that work from recordings and artists of your own selection and craft documents for different publication venues.
Assignments and Evaluation Weight
Writing Jams
3 1-page solo writing jams (10%): Three times over the course of the quarter, you will be asked to submit a 1 page example of your individually written word “jams” created in class to musical and conceptual prompts.
3 1-page group writing jams (10%): Likewise, three times during the quarter, you will be asked to submit a 1 page example of your collaboratively written word “jams” created in class to musical and conceptual prompts.
Ethnography
1 5-page ethnography (15%):  The first formal writing assignment will ask you to articulate an ethnographic question to pose to other classmates.  You will have a chance to track some of you own history as a listener, fan, collector, concertgoer, or musician.  You will turn in a 3-page draft describing, discussing and analyzing your ethnographic data.  After a class workshop, you will turn in an expanded 5-page piece.
Reviews
2 2-page reviews (20%):  We’ll consider different formats of the formal music-related review.  Reviews will be read and discussed in class.  You will revise and then post your review on the class blog.
Essay
2-page pitch for the final essay (10%):  Your proposal should indicate what recorded works, albums, and/or artists you will be discussing, as well as a complete list of secondary sources.  Your proposal needs to indicate how your final essay will meet the four learning outcomes listed above.  We will meet in conferences to discuss this plan and suggest revision strategies.
8-page final essay (20%):  Your final essay should fulfill your proposal and meet the four learning outcomes listed above, as well as respond to any revision plans agreed on by the instructor.  The final essay will also go through a draft phase for workshop, revision and edits.
Participation (15%): I expect you to be ready to write and willing to discuss reading material assigned before class.  You will also be asked to do a good amount of listening in class as a prompt for writing and discussion.  We will have regular discussions of each other’s work, and I expect you to be attentive, creative and constructive in your work with each other as reader, commenter and editor.
General Policies
Peripheral Devices

I prefer to keep the seminar free from distractions, so please do not use your cell phones, instant messaging, or laptops in the class except when instructed to do so.  Exceptions to this are jam sessions and workshops, as long as you are working with documents assigned for that class, and electronic texts.  You should keep a notebook or journal for class notes.
Attendance and Participation
Attendance and participation in all class sessions are expected.  I also expect you to listen attentively to presentations, discussions and audio material.  Falling asleep in class constitutes an absence.  After two absences (excused for documented illness or school-related travel), each additional unexcused absence will result in a 10% reduction of your final grade in the class.  Missing 5 classes will result in an F; documentation for major illness or other extenuating circumstances may allow accommodation if you request a late withdrawal or incomplete if you choose to take the class again.   Failure to have work ready by its due date constitutes an absence and may result in failure of the project.
Grade Scale
A = generally, this grade is reserved for those works that surpass expectations. The grade recognizes:

(A = 93-100%; A- = 90-92%)
· sophisticated critical writing  and editing skills;

· incorporation of multiple, different concepts and techniques with excellent results;

· outstanding use of source materials, research analysis, and synthesis of own content;

· written work contributes greatly to understanding of primary works from various cultural and theoretical perspectives;

· consistently original and substantial contributions to class discussions and workshops.

B = meets and in some areas exceeds expectations and criteria. The grade recognizes:

(B+ = 87-89%; B = 83-86%; B- = 80-82%)
· very effective critical writing and editing skills;

· incorporation of multiple, different concepts and techniques, usually with very good outcomes;

· original use of source materials, research analysis, and synthesis of own content;

· written work contributes to deep listening and understanding of primary works from various cultural and theoretical perspectives;

· frequent original or substantial contributions to class discussions and workshops.

C = fulfills all requirements. The grade recognizes:
(C+ = 77-79%; C = 73-76%; C- = 70-72%)
· satisfactory critical writing and editing skills;

· a tendency to stick to a one or two familiar concepts and techniques;

· a reliance on untreated source materials, lack of research analysis, and little synthesis of own content;

· written work states the obvious and does little to contribute to understanding of primary works from various cultural and theoretical perspectives;

· infrequent or rushed and unpolished contributions to class discussions and workshops.
D = fails to fulfill some requirements. The grade recognizes:
(D+ = 67-69%; D = 60-66%)
· less than satisfactory critical writing and editing skills;

· sticks to one key concept or production technique;

· a reliance on untreated source materials, lack of research analysis, and no synthesis of own content;

· written work is insubstantial and fails to contribute to understanding of primary works from various cultural and theoretical perspectives;

· rushed and unpolished contributions to class discussions and workshops, and some inability to keep up with the schedule.

F = fails all requirements. The grade recognizes:
(F = 0-59%)
· an inability to master anything more than basic critical writing and editing skills;

· an inability to incorporate multiple concepts and techniques;

· an over-reliance on source materials;

· written work is incomplete and poorly developed in terms of its contribution to understanding of primary works from various cultural and theoretical perspectives;

· lack of contributions to class discussions and workshops, and failure to keep up with schedule.

Plagiarism

I expect all assignments to represent the outcomes of your own critical thinking and creative efforts.  A student found to have plagiarized another’s work – that is, represented someone else’s written word as your own – will receive an F for the course, and I will report the matter to the AHSS Dean’s office and the Office of Community and Citizenship Standards.

Class Schedule
Please check the class website for updated information, links and more:

http://mysite.du.edu/~treddell/courses-asem. All listening and reading assignments should be completed before the class session on which they are listed.
Week 1, Class 1 (03/26/2013) Course Introduction


  Class 2 (03/28/2013) Spontaneous Get-With-It
Week 2, Class 3 (04/02/2013) Miles Davis, In A Silent Way (1969)


* Erik Davis, “Recording Angels: The Esoteric Origins of the Phonograph”

  Class 4 (04/04/2013) John Coltrane, Meditations (1965)
* Ian Penman, “On the Mic: How Amplification Changed the Voice for Good”

* Tom Roe, “Generation Ecstasy: New York’s Free Jazz Continuum”

Week 3, Class 5 (04/09/2013) Grateful Dead, Aoxomoxoa (1969)


* Edwin Pouncey, “Rock Concréte: Counterculture Plugs in to the Academy”

  Class 6 (04/11/2013) Sound Tribe Sector 9, Artifact (2005)
* Rob Young, “Slapping Pythagoras: The Battle for the Music of the Spheres”

Week 4, Class 7 (04/16/2013) Supersilent, 6 (2003)
* Christoph Cox, “The Jerrybuilt Future: The Sonic Arts Union, Once Group and MEV’s Live Electronics”

  Class 8 (04/18/2013) Predators, Radio Telescope (2011)
* Peter Shapiro, “Automating the Beat: The Robotics of Rhythm”

* Biba Kopf, “The Autobahn Goes on Forever: Kings of the Road: The Motorik Pulse of Kraftwerk and Neu!”
Week 5, Class 9 (04/23/2013) The standard (w/ variations and solos)

* St. John, Technomad, Chapter 5
  Class 10 (04/25/2013) The alternate take
* Ken Hollings, “The Solar Myth Approach: The Live Space Ritual: Sun Ra, Stockhausen, P-Funk, Hawkwind”

Week 6, Class 11 (04/30/2013) The cover tune
* St. John, Technomad, Chapters 3, 4, 6, or 7
  Class 12 (05/02/2013) The dub
* St. John, Technomad, Chapter 2
Week 7, Class 13 (05/07/2013) The drone

* Marcus Boon, “The Eternal Drone: Good Vibrations, Ancient to Future”

  Class 14 (05/09/2013) The glitch
* Peter Shapiro, “Deck Wreckers: The Turntable as Instrument”

Week 8, Class 15 (05/14/2013) The mix
* Peter Shapiro & Philip Smith, “The Ragged Trousered Anthologist: The Secret Worlds of Harry Smith”

Class 16 (05/16/2013) The edit
* St. John, Technomad, Chapters 1, 8
Week 9, Class 17 (05/21/2013) The pitch
  Class 18 (05/23/2013) final essay workshops
Week 10, Class 19 (05/28/2013) final essay workshops
    Class 20 (05/30/2013) final essay workshops
Final (06/04/2013): final essay and class portfolio due at 3pm
