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THE INFLUENCE OF THE MIXED MEDIA CONCEPT
ON CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE AND MUSIC

Prebably the mest exciting develepment in the fields ef
literature, art, music, and cemmunicatiens in the past twenty
yvears is the mixed-media cencept. The idea of using mere than
ene artistic ferm in cenjunctien with ethers te preduce a de-
sired effect is net new, but enly with the develepment ef eour
medern electrenic technelegy did this cencept ceme te tremen-
deusly influence the centemperary literary and musical werld.
Mere impertant, hewever, the develspment of new and hitherte
undreamt ef cemmunicatiens and transpertatien media has had a
prefeund influence upen medern culture and civilizatien itself.

Marshall McLuhan, auther ef Understanding Media, defines

a medium as simply "anyvextensien ef eurselves." The medium

can be an extensien ef any part ef a man, an extensien ef any

of his senses. Bineculars, fer example, are an extensien of
the eyes, just as a slide trembene is an extensien ef a persen's
veice; yet media are mere than mere extensiens ef physical
senses and have a far greater influence upen individuals ahd

the seciety in which they are used. Any medium, ne matter hew
slightly, changes the very spirit ef the user, It is net

what the medium is like that determines its influence: It is

hew it is used. The medium is indeed the message.,



The electric light is an "illuminating" example ef a
medium that is its ewn message. An electric light is pure
infermatien--it has ne message, unless it were used te spell.
sut a verbal ﬁame er advertisement. But leek at the tre-
mendeus impact ef the electric light en eur civilizatien.
Witheut it, nene of eur large manufacturing cencerns ceuld
exist. There weuld be ne mevies, ne televisien, ne autemebiles,
and even ne night baseball. The electric light escapes netice
as a cemmunicatiens medium because it has ne verbal centent,
ne "message;"ibut‘it‘is ebvieus that, te the centrary, the
electric.light has an everwhelming message. Altheugh its
message is primarily ether media (it, fer instance, makes
night reading, newspapers, and radie pessible) it and ether
aspects of electric pewer perferm the staggering task ef
Virtually eliminating time. and space facters in human asseci-
atien, (2)

Peets and authers have leng knewn that literary werks
are made mere appealing when senses in additien te sight are
appealed.tﬁ; In this respect, the_mixed‘madia cencept is -net
new at all, In fact, many traditienal authers understpod
quite clearly the influence of different media upen literature

and culture. Shakespeare's Treilus and Cressida has been

seen as a study, beth psychic and secial, ef cemmunicatien. (2)
Unquestienably, up te the develepment ef electricity and

electrical media, the greatest medium invented was the printing



press, The inventien of the albhabetlcenturies befere Christ,
in itself dealt the eld tribal culture of early man a nearly-
fatal blew. The alphabet meant pawer-—auth@rity:and pewer
ever distant military structures. When cembined with papyrus,
the alphabet spelled the end eof the staticnary temple bureau-
cracies and the priestly menepely ef knewledge and pewer. The
inventien ef the phenetic alphabet ceupled with the develepment
of papyrus and parchment and, later, paper enabled an ignerant
persen te learn the system in a few heours, whereas the elder,
pre=alphabetic writing with its innumerable symbels and applied
te such unwieldy materials as brick and stene insured that enly
the elite~~the nebles and priests--weuld have pewer. The print-
ing press dealt the final blew te the eld system. With its
advent, a vast demecratizatien ef learning eccurred. Communi-
catien became a science rather than an art. The eld tribal
existence of man was dead. The new media were low in parti-
cipatien and cempletien by the audience, unlike the «ld, which
were high in participatien (an example of which might be seen
in the exaggerated gestures cemien te cemmunicatien in culturally
deprived areas--the "tribal'" speaker's conversatien is rich in
gestures and tactile impressiens). (2)

The mechanical culture ushered in by the printing press
detribalized mankind bv specializatien. With the advent of

o

the new electric technelegy. and its nenspecialist character,
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the werld has begun te retribalizc. Electrenic media and the
centemperary develepments in the field are inherently ef a mere
persenal nature than the elder mechanical media because the
essence ef an electrenic presentatien is what the individual
hears, sees, er senses in seme way. Mechanical media tend te
fragment their message and te establish a set interpretatien,

a characteristic ef a culture based upen a phenetic alphabet
and language. The new electrenic art ferms and cemmunicatiens
media have a tendency te retribalize; te allew fer individual
participatien; te establish what McLuhan calls a "ceel" seciety
in which the premium is placed en senses ether than that sense
used in immediate perceptien ef the message and upen the effect
en the individual's ewn perceptien., This is quite similar te
the Oriental ideas abeut music and art: Zen peetry, fer in-
stance, creates invelvement by means ef the interval--what is
either net said at all er enlv implied--rather than the ebvieus
legical cennectien effered by mest Western literature.

Aside frem the great changes in culture which may pessibly
be breught abeut by these new ideas, the primary area in which
the mixed media cencept has been influential in the past several
years is in the field ef the arts--literature, art(painting and
sculpture and -ther related ferms), and music. The great cen-
temperary American cempeser Charles Ives was ene of the first

"artists te recegnize that ene dees net have te be a musician



te be a cempeser, In his Essays Befere a Senata, (itself seme-

thing ef an attempt at mixing media, since Ives used the printed
woerd te cemmunicate his persenal ideas te preface his secend

Pianeferte Senata, Concerd, lMass., 18,5), he asks the questien,

"Hew far is anyene justified, be he an autherity »r a layman,
in expressing or trying te express, in terms of music . . . the
value o¢f anything . . . which is erdinarily expressed in terms
sther than music?" In ether werds, hew far afield can music

or any ether art ferms ge and stay reasenable and artistic?

Of ceurse, this questien can enly be answered en a per=-
senal basis. Ives states in Essays that Thereau was a great
musician, net because he played the flute er sang well, but
because he did net have te ge te Beston te hear the "Sympheny,"
He cempares Thereau te Bectheven: The greatest mements of
beth express prefeund truths, but the intimate nature eof it
affected Beetheven in such a Way that he always shewed it
while Thereau semetimes had treuble expesing it. These twe
artists were beth endewed with remarkable talents, but the
temperament ef each and the difference in the quality of ex-
pressien between the twe arts, music and literature, created
sepafate masterpieces. Music can be a continuatien ef emetien,
net enly a means sf expressing it. Hewever, music is mere
subjective in nature, while peetry is mere ebjective (generally)

and as a censecuence the peet may be reluctant te say exactly



what he feels, such expressien calling fer an intimate expressien
which the physical werds may repel. Ives believed that these
werds revealed mere the nakedness of the seul than its warmth.
Therefere, it is just pessible that a synthesis er even a
tasteful blending ef the twe different media might preduce an
entirely different message, ene which neither ferm ceuld ex-
press individually. This seems te be a geed basis fer justi-
ficatien ef all@wing any art ferm te ge as far afield as ne-
cessary te say what it needs te say; the virtues of beth ferms
may ceunteract seme ef the vices eof beth. (1)

Whether er net this is iegitimate justificatien ¥
mixed medis presentatiens are currently the ragelalmwst every-
where. As in the cemmunicatiens field, the arts had te wait

fer the develepment e¢f new instruments and new metheds o

el

I

presentatien. In the late 1930's, the American cempeser

Jehn Cage invented the "prepared piane"--a piane dectered
liberally with screws, belts, nuts, and strips of rubber. This
instrument is endowed with a range ef rather strange percus-
sive efflects, an unusual side effect ef which is that this
added range cuts dewn en the perfermer's ability te centrel

the seund, thus achieving a spentanecus feelihg in perfermance.
Develepments of this sert led mere er less legically te the
develepment and perfectien ¢f electrenic seund systems, reverb
chambers, and the like, culminating in the develepment ef the

electrenic music synthesizer, the pretetype ef which was develesped



by Rebert Meeg in the middle-1950's. This instrument makes
use ef highly-sephisticated electrenic media te achieve a
freedem and a range unknewn en any aceustical instrument. The
synthesizer puts seunds tegether, disterts seunds, er creates

its ewn. An extremely interesting aspect o¢f synthecized music

is its use of "white neise," a seund preduced by sounding all

o

frequgncies ef seund at ence. As white neise is Tiltered elec-
trenically, the different freruencies mav be heard in almest
any arrangement or distertien ef an arrangement ef seund. (3)

In literary medes, the new electrenic seund equipment has
tremendous pessibilities. At a perfermance (a "happening") at
Ouachita Baptist University in April, 1968, Mr. Merrill Ellis,
head of the EBlectrenic Music Laberatery at Nerth Texas State
University, demenstrated the use of seund distertien, synthesized
music, light distertien and prejectien, and audience participatien
dramatically., During the main "pregram," several cempesitiens
by Mr. Ellis and sthers were perfermed, using the different media,
After the clesing number, a piece fer brass instruments, elec-
trenic tape, light prejectser and seund distertien, Mr. Ellis
divided the audience inte twe sectiens, each led by a directer.
These sectiens made varieus welrd seunds while Ellis imnroviSed
on a synthesizer. A student read sectiens frem the cellege
catalegue (primarily frem the ROTC sectien) thrsugh a seund
distertien chamber while the reem was in tetal darkness except

fer a strebe light. Varieus brass players strelled acress the



stage at randem, imprevising as thev walked, The effect (I can
persenally veuch fer this--I was ene ef the brass nlayers) was
terrific, The disterted catalegue reading was as haunting as
goed centemperary peetry (which, in a sense, it might have
been)--the effect ef the seund distertien cempletely reversed
the message frem ene ¢f dry efficial infermatien te peetry. In
this case at least the medium WAS the message., The audience
becamne invelved deeplvy because each persen present was able te
add his ewn message--in a sense, the entire audience reverted
te the primitive tribal state eof early man fer a few mements.

A number ef well-knewn centemperary peets have experimented
with media-mixing in varying ferms. Lawerence Ferlinghetti
has cempesed several spentanesusly speken "eral messages"
specifically for jazz accempaniment. In a sense, each "message"
is perfermed spentanecusly at every perfermance due te the
centinued experimental readings with jazz. Kenneth Patchen
has leng been neted for his ”p@em-pbstcards,* starkly simple,
pesteard-like cempesitiens which, between Patchen's artwerk
and - simple but prefeund peetry, manage te say censiderably mere
than the cempesitien itself weuld suggest. Patchen's drawings
and sketches are at ence whimsical and frightening, and, ac-
cempanied by such titles as "The Tmpatient Bxplerer Invents a
Bex in Which All Jeurneys May Be Kept," they achieve an effect
similar te Japanese Haiku--shert, te the peint, and illuminating.
E. E. Cummings uses a related ferm in his apparently tetally

illegical arrangemeﬁt of peetry. Hewever, the freedem that



Cummings and other peets whe use this technique give te their
readers by deviating frem cenventicnal peetic ferm is ene of the
strengest peints ef their peetry., Red McKuen, a Canadian peet,
has recently ceme inte fairly wideépread pepularity threugh the
sale of his recerd albums, recordings ef McKuen reading his
peetry te an erchestra accempaniment. The value of McKuen's
werk (er.at least a great deal =f it) is, frem a persenal
standpeint, rather hard te see, but there is ne deubt that

his use ef the mixed media cencept is, te a large extent,
respensible feor his pepularity.

Whether er net the new media will, as McLuhan predicts,
eventually de away with eur "alphabet-based" seciety remains
te be seen, but there is ne deubt that media-mixing has de-
veleped inte a true art-ferm. Frem a purely persenal stand-
peint, I find McLuhan a trifle ebscure en several neints, but
it is quite evident that his philesephy is, fer the mest part,
valid. It remains fer the new generatien te determine whether

he is right.
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