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Preface, 2017
 
The Institute for Ecotechnics is an extremely interesting private organization that conducts researches into art, consciousness, and technology on a variety of platforms that has included a closed-environment center in Arizona, a seagoing ship of their own construction, a gallery and cultural center in London, and a conference center in Provence. There seems to be no limit to the energy and intellectual curiosity of its associates. It is or has been, however, rather closed, and I may be committing an indiscretion in writing about it here. 
Almost twenty years ago I was asked to participate in one of their annual (or perhaps biennial) conferences in a marvelous old manor house in the countryside outside Aix-en-Provence. The conference theme was characteristically both general and sharp-focussed:  Perception. Participants came from many different countries and represented many different areas of expertise. One woman spoke of perception as it related to botanical experiments conducted in space; another spoke of his work with the fragrances of plants growing in the Amazon forest canopy. Hard and soft sciences were represented; also engineering. But, it was explained to me, not arts and letters. Would I address them as they influence the way we come to perceive, and to perceive that we do perceive?
I have long been interested in the problem of writing about music, and was suddenly struck by the possibility that the nucleus of the problem likes in perception — in how we process our awareness of music, of being aware of sound vibrations: and this whether we are listeners or musicians. And, being a composer, I wanted to organize my investigation as itself a sonic event, in which the speaking voice — my own — would alternate with many kinds of music, in a sonically illustrated lecture meant to discuss but also express the possibility that we can organize sound waves in order to elicit both verbal and nonverbal understanding.
The choice of music would be crucial. It would have to be accessible to the layman — not only accessible, but interesting; meaningful; even moving. There should be several kinds of music, some of it involving words. The examples would have to be the right length, no more than a few minutes; and there should be a common thread, capable of being spun along throughout the lecture. In the end I settled on the Lament as my theme: one nearly all of us have had occasion to profit from. I gathered my musical examples and wrote the following text, delivering it to an attentive audience with the help of my sound engineer, John Whiting, whom I thank for having brought it back to my attention after all these years.
 
 
 
Perception, Good Taste, Quiet Music 
 
 
 
I want to suggest that skilled human perception is endangered, but that the threat can be met—if we take care to consider the danger, and take pains to overcome it.  The way I propose is through the cultivation of taste.
1 The nature of the threat: uniformity, speed, loudness
 
It’s a commonplace: all airports are beginning to look alike.  All resort towns, too.  Bath, Jasper, Carmel—interchangeable English-speaking towns largely dedicated to Laura Ashley, Donna Karan, and The United Colors of Benetton.
The same is true of the fashionable shopping districts in cities of a certain size and degree of prosperity: Paris, Milan, Vancouver, Los Angeles.  As tourists we treasure those that seem exceptional: Venice, Amsterdam, San Francisco.  But residents of even those cities see them evolving the same characteristics.  Metropolitan personality seems to be succumbing to a sort of entropy.  Perhaps this is not immutable natural law.  Certainly this evolution, or perhaps devolution is a better word, does not proceed smoothly.  Occasional local or temporary crises—wars, earthquakes, or economic depressions—have interfered with the process, sometimes spectacularly.  But in what we Americans like to call “the free world,” of which we, of course, are the leader, this trend to uniformity seems irreversible.
All music sounds alike, too.  I don’t mean the music we listen to; I mean the music we hear.  We are continually assaulted by music: in shops, airplanes, elevators, restaurants.  Much of this music is broadcast in the attempt to cover noise, or distract our attention from it.  And indeed we live in an increasingly noisy environment.  In the cities traffic noise has become dangerous.  And our recent obsession with security has added new noises: the backup beeper, the car alarm.  With the result that we prefer our music to be louder and louder, either the better to distract us from the noise, or—in some cases; not us of course—in order to assert our own power by making even more noise.  Who has not heard the car drive by, all its sheet metal reverberating, shaking our viscera with its nearly subsonic thudding beat.  So we raise our voices to be better heard in a noisy environment, thereby making it noisier; or we exclude or overcome random background noise: we hold cellular telephones to our ears in crowded restaurants; we play cassettes and CDs in our cars, the windows closed, the air conditioner whirring.
All food tastes alike.  This is an exaggeration: we are blest with many cuisines.  But all Thai food tastes alike; all Korean food; all Japanese food; all Mexican food.  God knows, all fast food.  It tastes alike for two reasons: first, we classify the differences among these cuisines by overemphasizing the similarities of flavors within each category.  John Cage told the story of the Chinese scholar who attends his first concert of European classical music—Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms—and answers, politely, when asked if he enjoyed the program, “Yes, very much: but why did they play the same piece three times?”
The second reason the food of these various cuisines tastes the same is that it’s badly chosen and badly cooked and often highly seasoned, probably for the same reason that music is broadcast to cover noise.
Such uniformity is largely the result, I would argue, of large-scale corporate production and distribution.  It is only one part of the threat I want to describe, the threat to skilled human perception.  A second is speed and its aural equivalent, loudness.  The quickened pace of metropolitan life affects perception in at least two negative ways.  Stimuli assault many of us more quickly, and in greater number, than we have been trained to deal with.  Perhaps as a result, we become impatient.  Time taken to attend to one stimulus is time lost to an entire set of others.  And in any case the complex nature of many of these stimuli, taken with the speed with which they appear, then pass from immediate notice, makes it difficult to assess them with any degree of finesse.  If we are serious about investigating them, we subject them to scientific examination, with technologically advanced tools extending our own senses, or slowing or stopping their violent trajectories through our cluttered consciousness.
It is easier to deal with simple fast or loud things than complex ones, though.  So we, or someone we can turn to, ll life with multiple examples of previously known or easily assimilable things.  Those examples are manufactured and marketed, and in our society must be mass-marketed.  The law of least common denominators comes into play here.  Clothing, music, food—and the signage needed to market them—must be immediate and memorable.  Fads result.  The world becomes more uniform, at least for the duration of the fad, which is likely itself to be noisy and fast.
 
Lasciatemi morire,
e chi volete voi che mi conforte
in cosi dura sorte,
in cosi gran martire?
Lasciatemi morire.
 
(Let me die;
and who do you think could console me
in so hard a fate,
in so great a torment?
Let me die.)
 
[sound cue: Monteverdi]
 
That was the beginning of Claudio Monteverdi’s setting of the Lamento d’Arianna, the only part he thought worth saving, apparently, of his second opera.  Arianna was performed in 1608, in the first decade of opera as we know it today.  The Italian baroque developed opera out of a long tradition, of course; and as the subject of this opera suggests—Ariadne abandoned on the isle of Naxos by Theseus—it was consciously an homage to classical Greek conventions.
The American composer and scholar Douglas Leedy is working at a reconstruction of the sound of Homeric poetry, and recently I heard him sing part of the tenth book of Iliad.  The sound is not far from what we call Gregorian chant.  It is curiously both fascinating and, you might say, monotonous—though not literally, as he sings four tones, as the paintings of Greek tetrachords suggests is appropriate.  The music puts both singer and listener into a state of receptivity, suspending distractions, focussing attention on the words, heightening the listener’s ability to discern the small differences among chanted speech-sounds.  
Leedy is not exclusively interested in archaic speech-music: he has studied Snoop Doggy Dog as enthusiastically, though not as exhaustively, as he has Homer.)
2: A matter of taste
 
Well: I for one prefer Monteverdi to Hip-hop.  This is a matter of taste.  What is taste? The Oxford English Dictionary: “The sense of what is appropriate, harmonious, or beautiful...”
Do you mind if we look a little more closely at this word? “Taste” comes from Old French taster (French tâter), meaning to feel, to taste.  And the Old French came ultimately from the Latin taxare, which was an intensive form of tangere.  Tangere = touch; taxare = touch hard or sharply, handle, estimate or value.  Tax and taste are variants of the same word.
Taste in a vulgar age, and I would argue that ours is a vulgar age, is viewed with suspicion; it is equated with elitism and snobbery.  Marcel Duchamp, a powerful critical intelligence, warns somewhere about taste, pointing out that the only difference between “good” taste and “bad” taste is a subjective difference.  But I am not talking today about taste as a canon, a style, another regional cuisine.  I am talking about taste as discrimination, which Webster’s Ninth—a more pop, up-to-date, and vulgar dictionary than the OED—differentiates from discernment, saying that “discernment stresses accuracy (as in reading character or motives or appreciating art), while discrimination stresses the power to distinguish and select what is true or appropriate or excellent.”
I try not to be a snob, and I am not a Luddite; I am not merely arguing against technology.  It should go without saying that interchangeable parts, portable telephones, and big-screen television has its place.  Any tool is a good tool when it simplifies, or speeds, or improves the accuracy, of a task serious enough to justify it.  The trick is to develop, and retain, the perceptiveness and judgment needed to assess that degree of seriousness; and to verify the capability of the tool.  Music evolved simultaneously with speech; it is the ear part of communication, hearing—listening—as the tongue and larynx speak.  It enriches verbal communication in many ways, certainly be adding affects of its own: but it primarily, I would argue, focuses attention on the sound that conveys the sense.  The better we listen to music, the better we perceive what is sounded.  And the better we perceive what is sounded, the more accurate our discernment.
 
When I am laid
am laid in earth,
may my wrongs create
no trouble in thy breast.
When I am laid
am laid in earth,
may my wrongs create
no trouble in thy breast.
Remember me -
remember me -
but ah! forget my fate!
 
[sound cue: Purcell]
 
That was another classical lament: Dido’s lament, from the end of the opera Dido and Aeneas, by the English composer Henry Purcell.  He composed it in 1689, eighty years after Monteverdi’s Arianna.  It is almost as if he were replying, with his lament, to Monteverdi’s, across those eighty years.  
 
3 Taste, Discernment, Discrimination
 
Discernment grows out of attention to similarities and differences.  I used to annoy students with a final exam question: given two groups of objects, one in which the objects are all similar, another in which they’re all different: what’s the difference between the two groups? What’s similar? Students invariably chose not to answer the question.
Music is classically defined as sounds arranged to describe melody and rhythm.  (Harmony is a decadent addition.) Sound, of course, is simply vibrations, usually vibrating air.  We hear because we feel those vibrations.  And we recognize those vibrations as sounds because they are regular.  If anything vibrates 440 times a second, for example, we recognize the result as the pitch we call “A,” “tuning A,” six scale degrees above middle C.  If it vibrates exactly twice as fast, we call the resulting A an octave higher.  Half as fast, an octave lower.
Our ears can hear very low pitches, like the lowest note on the piano—another “A,” by the way—and very high pitches, as high as the piccolo can reach.  Some animals, like whales, can hear lower; dogs and others can hear higher.
How, when we listen to music, do we arrange our minute observations of sounds? 
The German composer Karlheinz Stockhausen has pointed out that we hear about seven octaves of sound.  When pitches get much lower than the piano’s low “A,” we hear their vibrations not as pitches but as rhythms, rhythmically regular drummings of various speeds.  When a regularly drummed rhythm gets too fast to hear as a rhythm it becomes a very low pitch.  Stockhausen suggests that we arrange our orderings of perceived vibrations quite regularly: Pitches are arranged into scales, and there are about seven octaves of them.  Below them, as you might say, are the rhythms, again arranged from fast to slow.  When events are so far apart that their repetition, no matter how regular, no longer suggests rhythm, we arrange them as formal sections of a long structure.  So we have pitches, rhythms, and structural durations; and it is by hearing similarities and differences within those scales that we discern musical content.
I can mention one composition which demonstrated this to me very persuasively through two different performances.  The American composer LaMonte Young wrote  “Arabic Numeral (Any Integer), to H.F.” in 1960.  I first heard it a year or so later, when Peter Yates, the musicologist, gave a lecture in San Francisco, and while talking walked up and down the stage beating a wooden spoon against an iron frying pan.  He said he was playing One Thousand for Henry Flynt, by LaMonte Young.  It sounded stupid.
A couple of years later the piece was utterly transformed when the composer Peter Winkler, a young college student at the time, played Forty-One for Henry Flynt, slowly and softly striking a gong that many times.  The performance lasted over fifteen minutes, and it was mesmerizing.
LaMonte Young is generally considered the Father of Minimalism, and you might think forty-one strokes on a gong, about twenty-five seconds apart, would be minimal indeed.  But after a few minutes the audience was clearly divided into two groups, one bored and restless, the other fascinated and attentive.
One reason many of us were fascinated is that we were tuned in, as you might say, to minute sound events.  Within each twenty five second gong note we began to discern an amazing complex of sound.  The attack sound, caused by the blow of the soft beater on the bronze plate, varied slightly from one note to another—though Peter did his best to play quite regularly.  Sounds made by the audience, and by traffic outside the hall, played against the gong in ways that were unpredicted at first, but began after a while to assume a coherent meaning.  And as the notes died away, various overtones rang out louder or softer.  All of these accessory sounds took their places within the reiterated voice of the gong.
“Took their places.” One began to hear the harmonies, the appropriatenesses, of all these sounds.  Everyone in the audience heard the gong; many of the audience listened to the gong.  Those who listened began to discern more than met the ears of those who merely heard.  Through discernment they began to discriminate.
This kind of discrimination is increasingly difficult, I think, in a noisy world.
 
Porgi amor
qualche ristoro
al mio duolo,
a’miei sospir.
O mi rendi il mio tesoro,
o mi lascia almen morir,
o mi lascia almen morir.
 
(O Love, give me
some comfort
from my grief,
from my sighing.
Either give me back my treasure,
or at least let me die,
or at least let me die.)
 
[sound cue: Mozart]
 
4: Hierarchies and discernment
 
Mozart composed Le nozze di Figaro in 1786, just under a century after Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas.  The world of sound hadn’t changed a lot.  Both composers were citizens of thriving, busy cities.  They were noisy with horse-hooves on stone, the cries of peddlers, various hornsignals announcing the arrival of stage-coaches or the post.  When Purcell’s London was foggy, or Mozart’s Vienna lay under a blanket of snow, the sound had a palpably different quality.   I think we do not fully listen to music until we think about the sound-world the composer lived in: Mozart’s bustling Vienna; Schubert’s calmer suburbs; Bruckner’s open Austrian countryside; the silent Finnish forests Sibelius knew.
 
[sound cue: Cage]
 
John Cage lived on Sixth Avenue, and loved it.  He had only to open the window to hear the most fascinating music.  But he had earlier lived in the country at Stony Brook out on Long Island, and he spent his childhood in a Los Angeles quieter than we can now imagine.  He learned to listen in a variety of environments, and knew how to select what was appropriate.
Another American composer who studied the perception of sound from a variety of environmental contexts was Robert Erickson, who grew up in a county seat in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan—the “silence” of forests, running streams, the wind, birdcalls, punctuated by factory whistles, sawmills, and ship’s horns.
 
[sound cue: Erickson]
 
Erickson’s music, like Cage’s, reflects the sounds of his environment.  Unlike Cage, though, Erickson wrote his books in a conventional style, and one of them—Sound Structure in Music—is extremely important in discussing the perception of sound from a composer’s point of view.
One of his most fascinating discussions concerns what he calls grain, the texture of sound-events within a piece of music.  As we have seen some sound-events are slow enough to be perceived as rhythms, even as structural moments; others beat fast enough to become pitches.  But Erickson considers events of much smaller dimensions, all of them perceptible.  There is, for example, the tiny difference between a flute note, say, that’s begin by the player’s tongue saying daaaa... as opposed to taaaa....  There are the subsonic beatings caused by heard or even supersonic pitches conflicting, then reinforcing one another—this is a characteristic of gamelan music, and is very apparent in “42 for Henry Flynt.” There is “rustle noise”: the sound of fine sand being poured onto a drumhead, or a scrape more rosiny than usual of the bow hairs against the violin string.
He deals in this book, as he says, 
 
 ...with short-time events of 10 200 milliseconds (attack lengths); six or seven per second (vibrato); beats, from the fast beating of partials to a beat in several seconds; and spectral glides of various speeds.  ...
 The time intervals involved are so short that a critical reader might feel that such a mass of tiny details has no great musical relevance; he might point out that a performing space is likely to have an appreciable reverberation time, and that it is of small use to talk about events on the millisecond level, which will be smeared anyhow.  Or a critic might say that even if one accepts as true the physical existence of all the short time details described, those details may not be relevant, and that what is important is not the grain of sounds but the grain of music, even the grain of a particular composition.  Nevertheless music is full of short-time events, and one need not go to the attack level to nd times on the order of 100 milliseconds.  ...
If we wish to think of music in terms of grain we might attempt to discover the smallest quantum.  But music is notoriously hierarchical, and the size of the grain would have to vary from finer than a single sound to large groupings of notes, depending upon composed relationships.  Listening to music is an active hierarchic process; therefore, what we hear (understand) will depend both upon the composed relationships and the grain of our listening.
 
Here let me play two pieces without interruption, for about six minutes: First, John Cage’s Solo for Voice 49, “The Year Begins To Be Ripe,” to a text by Henry David Thoreau, from 1970; then, Robert Erickson’s Days and Nights, to his own text, from 1986.
 
[sound cue: Cage; Erickson]
 
5: Half Inch Trim
 
Now here I want to switch from music, for a moment, to architecture, which Goethe famously referred to as “frozen music.” Christopher Alexander has written what I think is a major survey of architecture, important far beyond its immediate architectural relevance, because it is about how people of many times and cultures organize the patterns through which they make themselves comfortable in their environments.
In A Pattern Language he reduces his findings to 253 patterns—one might say axioms—ranging from big to small.  The first 94 deal with the large-scale structure of the environment, beginning with the conclusion that natural limits, equality, and cultural diversity suggest that the world’s population should be  divided among a large number of independent regions, rather than a small number of superstates.  (At the other, smaller, end of this set, he deals with the social need to accommodate sleeping in public, “so that people feel no fear” this perfectly natural desire, “and so that other people feel no fear of people sleeping in the street.”)
He then comes to a group of patterns, 110 of them, dealing with the siting and design of individual buildings.  Here too he proceeds from the large to the small, from the observation that buildings are complexes to the common human urge to have secret places in their homes.
The final set of patterns, not quite fifty of them, describe considerations in the actual construction of a building, from overall design—Structure Follows Social Spaces—to three very small but important details: Different Chairs (rather than all of a kind); Pools of Light; Things From Your Life (pinned to the wall, for example).
Near the end of this section is pattern number 240: 
 
 	Half-Inch Trim
...trim, so often associated with older buildings, and treated as an emblem of nostalgia, is in fact a vital part of the process of making buildings natural.
[I]t is worth adding a note about the actual size of the trim pieces.  Buildings built in the last 25 years often make a virtue out of boldness, and there is a tendency to use very large oversized pieces of trim instead of small pieces.  Within the framework of this philosophy, it might seem right to use pieces of trim 2 or 3 inches thick for their effect and heaviness.  We believe that this is wrong: Trim which is too large, or too thick, doesn’t do its job.  This is not a matter of style.  There is a psychological reason for making sure that every component in the building has at least some pieces of trim which are of the order of half an inch or an inch thick, and no more.
Compare ... two examples of trim.  For some reason the ... one... in which the trim is finer, is closer and better adapted to our feelings than the [other].
[drawings]
The reason for this seems to be the following.  Our own bodies and the natural surroundings in which we evolved contain a continuous hierarchy of details, ranging all the way from the molecular fine structure to gross features like arms and legs (in own bodies) and trunks and branches (in our natural surroundings ).
We know from results in cognitive psychology that any one step in this hierarchy can be no more than 1:5, 1:7, or 1:10 if we are to perceive it as a natural hierarchy.  We cannot understand a hierarchy in which there is a jump in scale of 1:20 or more.  It is this fact which makes it necessary for our surroundings, even when man-made, to display a similar continuum of detail.
Most materials have some kind of natural fibrous or crystalline structure at the scale of about 1/20 inch.  But if the smallest building detail dimensions are of the order of 2 or 3 inches, this leaves a jump of 1:40 or 1:60 between these details and the fine structure of the material.
In order to allow us to perceive a connection between the fine building construction and the fine structure of the materials, it is essential that the smallest building details be of the order of a half inch or so, so that it is no more than about 10 times the size of the granular and fibrous texture of the materials.
Therefore:
Wherever two materials meet, place a piece of trim over the edge of the connection.  Choose the pieces of trim so that the smallest piece, in each component, is always of the order of 1/2 inch wide.
[sound cue: Hernandez]
 
That was a bolero by Rafael Hernandez, from a CD by the Buena Vista Social Club featuring Ibrahim Ferrer—a Cuban singer, 72 years old, a man with seven children, thirteen grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren, making a comeback as a singer after years spent shining shoes for a living.  
 
Silencio
Duermen en mi jardin
las blancas azucenas, los nardos y las rosas.
Mi alma muy triste y pensarosa
a las flores quiere ocultar su amargo dolor.
 
(Sleeping in my garden
are white lilies, valerian, and roses.
My heart, very sad and heavy
must hide its bitter pain from the flowers.)
 
In the second stanza the mezzosoprano Omara Portuondo  continued:
Yo no quiero que las flores sepan
los tormentos que me da la vida.
Si supieran lo que estoy sufriendo
por mis penas llorarian tambien.
 
(I don’t want the flowers to know
the torments of my life.
If they knew what I am suffering
they would cry for my pains too.)
 
And then the two sang, in duet:
Silencio, que estan durmiendo
los nardos y las azucenas.
No quiero que sepan mis penas
porque si me ven Ilorando
moriran.
 
(Be silent, the flowers are sleeping
the valerian, the white lilies.
I don’t want them to know my sorrow
for if they see me crying
they will die.)
 
The technology that brings mass marketing, uniform shopping malls, airports, and backup beepers brings also the means of making available the products of the cultures of a thousand regions.  With discernment and even discrimination, discrimination of the right sort, scholars, artists, and scientists can cooperate “in creating equitable wealth for the metabolic and metaphysical regeneration of humanity in information, science and art.”
We live at a fortunate time: our composers have technology, and they also have historical knowledge.  They can sing Homer, study Monteverdi, read Chinese poetry, reconsider Mahler.  They can readily profit from parallel work in other fields, from speech therapy to acoustics to architecture.
I believe, however, that such cooperation, such work, is endangered by the rising numbers of undiscerning people, and the political and economic power they have in societies increasingly uninterested in discernment—or even actively opposed to it.  Robert Erickson writes, for example:
It is not especially fashionable these days to draw attention to hierarchical structure in any of the arts.  Struggles to articulate new artistic conceptions seem also to demand extensive rejections, renunciations, and reformulations of inherited ideologies; and in an era of news and newsworthy art, such as ours, ideological literature proliferates.  The public occasionally hears an unfamiliar work whose structure is not obviously hierarchical in the manner of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; the journals present reams (some of it mere sportswriting) about mosaics, serial organizations, indeterminacy, and so on.
We can, I think, only counter this state of affairs by assuming personal responsibility; by remaining alert and open-minded to the events and character and quality of our time, by welcoming complexity but seeking to make it coherent, by remaining fastidious, even, in our everyday stance as consumers, auditors, and citizens.  For, as Erickson continues,
 
Regardless of the newsworthiness of the theory of the day, the hierarchical nature of music is not dependent upon aesthetic formulations.  Hierarchy will function in any music or in any succession of environmental sounds that attracts our interest, because it is built into the way we perceive.  H.A.  Simon, writing about hierarchy in physical and biological systems, says: “If there are important systems in the world that are complex without being hierarchic, they may to a considerable extent escape our observation and our understanding.  Analysis of their behavior would involve such detailed knowledge and calculation of the interactions of their elementary parts that it would be beyond our capacities of memory or computation.”
Wladimir Weidle’s Biology of Art presents related notions in a closely drawn biological metaphor: “The tissue of a work of art seems alive because it closely imitates-as closely as possible-the cellular tissues of organisms.  And this is how it does so: it is entirely composed of units of brief duration or of reduced size which, in turn, imitate the internal structure of living cells.”
I  willingly accept the implications of that metaphor as a basis for musical analysis.  If someone protests that the relation between a work of music and a living organism can never be more than an analogy, then my reply is that at least the analogy between music and biological forms and processes has a reasonable basis: art is something peculiar to man, and men are living beings composed of living cells.
 
I believe that humanity evolved art out of play, and that the sociobiological utility of both is to attune ourselves to our environment, both social and natural—that the sensory examination of our world, and the orderly interpretation and contextualization of the results of that examination, are crucial to making a harmonious, just, and appropriate adjustment of humanity to nature.  This is an old notion, going back to the age of Pericles; and it is not contradicted by recent technological development.  Perception, taste, and discrimination remain inextricably interconnected in the human mind, as propriety, justice, and good health are in the social fabric.  Let us continue to maintain a tasteful survey  of all the world around us, and let’s resist any urging to abandon proven systems of making sense of that world, whether they are products of sophisticated cultural analysis or common vernacular awareness and expression.
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