Silence Plays the Melody:

William Basinski’s The Disintegration Loops

I: CREATION MYTHS

At some point this melody was played on real instruments. Breath passed down a horn, a bow across a
string. Somewhere in the middle of 2 symphony. After which, we presume, though can never know for
sure, the music moved elsewhere, and other notes came in, notes it is most likely no-one will ever hear
again. These notes were all recorded, though we cannot be sure of the technology used to record them, or
who did the recording, or, indeed, who was playing the instruments, or when this all took falace. An
indeterminate amount of time later, an unknown person played the music on an unknown shortwave radio
station, which was being tuned into and itself recorded by the experimental composer William Basinski
onto magnetic tape. Basinski describes the sounds as ‘coming from the sky’ (Frete-Jones), mystical,
numinous, as though materialising out of thin air: as though origin-less. Then the moment passes, the tapes
are put away in storage and forgotten about, the source of the original music not noted down, and

subsequently lost.

Al of this is to say that the origin of The Disintegration Loops is tied up with a process of forgetting. The
music as we finally hear it — spread across four parts, nine tracks, five hours —would not exist without these
mmal acts of forgetting. By the time Basinski puts his recordings into storage; a process of amnesia, of
memory decay, has already begun, and the still nascent music, thirty years before it will be ‘composed’ in
2001 by a digitisation process yet to be invented, has already undergone a seties of translations and
transformations: from orchestra to recording, from recording to radio signal, from radio signal through
radio receiver to radio speaker, and from radio speaker to magnetic tape. With each stage the previous stage
is partially forgotten, the sounds further removed from the initial process of their creation in human hands
and mouths. At the same time, they are preserved and remembered through the twice-occurting process of

recording. Forgetting and remembering go hand-in-hand.




All this is mostly forgotten when The Disintegration Loops is discussed. It is not until thirty years latet, in 2001,
that we get to the heart of this work. Its initial origins are lost to us, existing only as traces, accessible only
by articulating the myrhos that has come to surround the work, its origin sfory. Below is my attempt to weave
a tapestry, sourced from various articles and interviews, depicting this story, telling not my own ve::sion but
something like a collective version of it. In italics are Basinski’s own words, drawn from various itliterﬁews;

in regular type are others’ retellings. The story goes like this:

PART ONE

In late 2001, he was reviewing old tapes ol tape decks ~ going through his archives
The Land That Time Forgot, we used to call it old work from the 80s and 1 found all
my 0ld tape loops an old pile of old recordings to salvage loops he’d made in the
early eighties some wonderful pastoral pieces 1 had forgotten about big cases of them back
in the storage room beautiful, lush, cinematic, truly American pastoral landscapes
50 grave and so beautiful which he had completely forgotten about He decided to
digitize the decades-old loops to preserve them decided to start transferring the loops
he’d made in the eatly eighties to CDs for posterity to start the process of archiving
and digitizing I didn’t want my old work to be destroyed, so 1 was trying to digitize it
He started a loop on his digital recorder and left it running When he returned
a short while later he discovered that the tapes themselves were literally falling apart
" the tape itself was disintegrating ~ gradually crumbling as it played‘ . Something’s changing,
what the hell is going on?’  The fine coating of magnetized metal was slivering off, and the music
was decaying slightly with each pass through the spindle And 1 thought: ‘Ob. My. God.’
1 had 1o check that it was really recording and it was the iron oxide particles were gradually
turning to dust fragments of iron oxide spalled off the tape’s surface and became ..

dust  dropping into the tape machine, leaving bae plastic spots on the tipe  silence” .

in these corresponding sections of the new recording I sat there watching as this thing wer
the length of a CD-R compietely disintegrated in the most profoundly beantiful way R gradually

breaking down the music into a ghost of its former self that melody just decdyed right mﬁrmt




of my ears and eyes

slowly deteriorating like wood planks on abandoned houses, letting wind

and silence slip through the cracks And I remenber thinking, This is not about yox. You don't need

counter melodies. Keep
thing’ The sustains sort of fell away, and yet
and the basic thythm of the melody ~

was ot the phone burning up the line, calling Antony, calling

the recorders going and let’s sec what's going fo bappen bere. You don’t

hanging on desperately until the very end

need to add a

somehow the core of it stayed — the attack

And T -

mey other friends, ‘Get over here. You won’t

’ églieve what just happened.” The music was decaying The music was dying
PART TWO

Shortly after Allofasudden  The next day In the next days and weeks ~ Almost

simultanecusly ~ On September 11 On Septembét 118 On September 11 2001

less than 1 nautical mile from the World Trade Centre

our beacom, our compass

Basinski had a job interview with the arts organization Creative Time at the World Trade

Center _And I saw a plane flying very low
anything li/ez that.” R
'v:.,_:_{:; ;‘bc door and it was ny ﬁzeﬂd wl:o wa.r bab

-,"I'he appalling events of 11 September were unfoldmg

ml fe"bejbrv tmrveggfe.r

dssappeanng behind trees  Wejustran to the roof

. the Ioops over and over all day long 1l psmg loops

musxc, the gmdual fade w/:tk everyone was stari

death of one New York and the siow fise of another

hell wag gamg on

- dayhght and the project suddexﬂy had a sense of purpose:

_ourccs"' Basioski (2013),

Aﬂofa sudden the world changed

mcomprehensible change -of
the roof of hxs"bmldmg

it wias going on

the death of one"musm and the creation of "oth r

ﬁm:d.f arm’ I dmntegmied in onr o pmm:ai Joaps of fear and terror -

Doran, Frere—]ones, Friedlander, Ge

across the sky. It was very strange. I'd never seen

Tbere was a commotion at L

bummg Tbe two towers are bummg

We saw those toweriizg :t:imém.--- g L

landsape: like # voi'cano

and played

the ;g;possxbly melancholy :

S watching the §low

hile we med ta waﬂe oat wbaf i

wat:bzng as mj‘

ﬁ]mmg thc last houx of

a 'reqmen;fprz the twin towers

ch, Heumant; Medv}iﬁ,:' »




The twin halves of this creation myth are repeated over and over, in every article and interview and think-
plece on The Disintegration Loops, reasserting the story as the work’s origin. The almost ritualistic repetitions
collectively weave a prclapsmian, pre-9/11 world: the false Eden we hear, in the music, the collapse and
- decay of. Yet exact details differ, paniculady in regards to the timeframe of the work and its relation to .

E 9 / 11 (sce the first line of Part Two, abovc) The story, inseparable from the actual music, itself undergoes

3 of pamal destrucuon. 1t is told on loop, altering shéhﬂy with each repetition, details lost or left
out, forgottnrl;'th;: exact facts of the stoty decaymg and leaving its oudme, its trace: the basic mythic shape
ofit Totelia stoty is partially to forget: to omit details and thus shape the chaotic, impenetrable denseness
: the geneml sthe of the story itself is a movement from ‘death and

s st b passed through to understznd the

it magneucally, but also



CIk TI-E LOOPS ‘L\’D 9/ 11

 to 9/ 11. In different retellings of the origin
¢ the day before,

rdéﬁdﬁéhip between the work and

all, made bfore

szggmzmn Loqpns abour‘ 9/ 11 =it was, after

diffcslt ro'say o what extent TlJe
: hel 'ecaii ?’or pe:haps prz-call) the destruction of the towers.  want

o » ic The ioops are szmple circles of melody; the towers
vet both are depcndcnt ona bzgh degree of hidden strucgure. Notes
once, c:&tmg  ielody. Instruments in the
rather éxzn clashing against each other or
: t& held u’p by a high level of organisation

human

cm's. of speaﬁc :zén*rcis and engmeas, composes and orchestras, but the entire

: fmm orgamsmon to chacs. Wchteraﬁv hcar thxs destmctzon in Bas:nclq’s music, a8 the nosta]gic




mbqblamthe music’s
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 high hora playing.

ilusion, a phantom,

s i it o longer sounds fke
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