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Having worked with text in a traditionally interpretative mode 

in the past, my aim was to find a way to relate text to sound 

in a more direct, deconstructive manner. To this end, I developed 

a framework for composition, and present here three examples of 

the resulting process in action (including scores).  

My text framework relies on two concepts. First, text is 

translated into musical time based on the length of the words 

in the sentence—each letter is assigned the value of a quaver 

(i.e. eighth note), and the number of letters in the word 

produces the time signature for the associated measure of music. 

For example, a seven-letter word corresponds to a time signature 

of 7/8 (seven quavers), a four-letter word corresponds to 2/4 

(four quavers), and so on. This provides the basic temporal 

structure of the piece. The second concept relates to perhaps 

the earliest instance of digital sound representing language—

Morse code. Samuel Morse “chopped the analogue dance into 

discrete digital signs . . . electro-metallic beats, a rat-a-

tat that foreshadowed the frenetic rhythms of the coming machine 

age” (Davis 2002, 17; emphasis original). These patterns also 

bring to mind the visual appearance of MIDI notes in the modern 

digital audio workstation—indeed, almost any sound flattened 



into the homogenizing world of MIDI might bear this resemblance 

to Morse.  

         The first example draws its inspiration from the essay 

Noise, Sound, Varèse, Boulez by Morton Feldman. Describing the 

music of Edgard Varèse, Feldman (2004, 15-16) says, evocatively: 

“Sound is all our dreams of music. Noise is music’s dreams of 

us” and “. . . music is writing about mankind . . .”. These 

sentences form the temporal framework of the piece, within which 

the instrumentation and orchestration operate. The hi-hat 

pattern in the drum score spells out “between the lines now” in 

Morse code, with each unit equalling one semiquaver (i.e. 

sixteenth note). This was a line of my own invention and seemed 

a fitting instruction to the listener. The score in this case 

includes basic instrumentation, with further ornamentation (the 

Morse code being doubled on piano, for instance) added during 

production. Keeping in mind the spirit of Feldman’s words, the 

soundworld is ensconced in noise, beginning at the periphery and 

taking over by the end of the piece. 

         Example two is based on the work of American artist 

Jenny Holzer, in particular her 1977 series Truisms, comprised 

of close to 300 individual sentences arranged alphabetically. 

Holzer juxtaposes contradictory statements (such as “ANY SURPLUS 

IS IMMORAL” and “MODERATION KILLS THE SPIRIT”) against one 

another to force the viewer to agree or disagree. Holzer has 

“consistently emphasized the artwork as a carrier of ideas that 

stimulate a passive viewer to become an active questioner by 



inviting reflections on intentions, meaning, and authorship” 

(Smith 2008, 27). This is a list of widely-held opinions and 

beliefs, presented as facts—exposing the fragility of ‘truth’.  

Two of these ‘truisms’ encapsulated neatly (and perhaps 

with more than a little humour) what I was trying to achieve 

with this process: “ANYTHING IS A LEGITIMATE AREA OF 

INVESTIGATION” and “IT IS HEROIC TO TRY TO STOP TIME”. The first 

provides the time signatures and the second the fodder for the 

Morse code. The instrumentation and score are more minimal, 

foregrounding the text: analogue synthesizers for the melody and 

bass, with a kick drum for the Morse code. Instead of simply 

looping the sentences, the text is rearranged as the piece 

progresses, to change, question or create new meaning. These 

changes are reflected in the musical structure as well, 

attempting to make the piece self-referential, self-aware and 

subversive—like Holzer’s own work. For instance, “ANYTHING IS A 

LEGITIMATE AREA OF INVESTIGATION” becomes “IS ANYTHING A 

LEGITIMATE AREA OF INVESTIGATION?” and “IS ANYTHING 

LEGITIMATE?”, eventually repeated as simply “ANYTHING?”. “IT IS 

HEROIC TO TRY TO STOP TIME” goes from “IT IS HEROIC TO TRY TO 

STOP” to “IT IS TIME TO STOP”—at both points the music reflects 

these ‘instructions’. A methodological parallel is with William 

S Burroughs’ experimentation with cut-up speech recordings as 

“sonic weaponry” (Young 2002, 47), signalling the violence 

involved in this process of taking apart the text. The idea of 

stopping time is also encapsulated in the tempo changes that 



occur throughout the piece, speeding up when looping the word 

“ANYTHING?” and slowing to a crawl at the very end.  

The final example is based on part five of T.S. Eliot’s 

(1925) The Hollow Men, and is the only piece to feature vocalized 

text—created from a recording of Eliot himself reciting the 

poem. Here, the six main stanzas provide the time signatures for 

the piece, while the italicized ‘asides’ after stanzas two 

through four are represented by Morse code. This choice of an 

inherently rhythmic, musical text—including a distorted nursery 

rhyme and a significant amount of repetition—contrast with the 

previous examples in that the resulting structure includes 

larger repeating patterns of odd-time measures with more subtle 

variations. For instance, each line starting with “between the 

. . . “ results in a measure of 7/8 followed by a measure of 

3/8, with the words that follow providing variation. Eliot’s 

voice is then stretched, word by word, to fit into this new 

temporal structure, disrupting the intended flow, rhythm and 

sound of the poem. His voice is processed in a manner consistent 

with poet David McCooey’s (2012) approach to his own work: 

 I attempt neither to (re)produce a simple ‘documentary’ 

recording of a vocal performance (the ‘poetry reading’ 

model), nor to radically deconstruct audio representation 

and semantic meaning in itself (the ‘sound poetry’ model). 

Instead, I seek to produce an uncanny space in which my 

poems can resonate in ways that are both recognisable 



(mimetic) and ‘alienated’ (non-mimetic) from ordinary 

speech.  

The score in this case is even more minimal, consisting only of 

the text framework and the Morse code (for the first time with 

changing pitch information), the intention being to apply these 

as one sees fit. In the piece the Morse code tracks build into 

harmony before being displaced by a beat at a time. The Morse 

code rhythm is then sidechained to the voice, forcing a sequenced 

interruption, and at the very end the two lines of Morse overlap 

while triggering samples of the text they represent: “For Thine 

is the Kingdom” and “Life is very long”. Eliot’s voice no longer 

belongs to him, but is “its own echo chamber, holding within it 

a vast store of ghostly voices” (McCooey 2012).  
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