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Fig 1 William S. Burroughs in the Red House recording studio, Lawrence, Kansas, 1992 (Photo: John Blumb)
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Unlanguage: A Critical Analysis of Last Words of Hassan Sabbah and The Disintegration Loops in the Context of Schaeffer’s Theory of the Sound Object. 

This paper will examine parallels between Burroughs’ spoken word work Last Words of Hassan Sabbah[footnoteRef:1], and the sound art of William Basinski’s The Disintegration Loops, exploring how both works are, in effect, sound objects (See Appendices for links to recordings of these works). Basinski’s avant-garde compositions and sound art arguably reach their zenith in his key work, The Disintegration Loops (2002), recordings consisting of tape loops that degenerated by degrees as they crossed the tape head that, while not expressly lingual, produce a voice unexpected and nearly ineffable and stands as an exemplar of techno-human interaction.  [1:  Hassan-i Sabbāh (c. 1050–1124) founded the Nizari Ismaili state and its guerilla military group known as Order of Assassins (often known, due to their reputed hashish use to fuel their murders, as the Hashshashin). Hassan-i Sabbāh was a missionary, converting the natives of the Alborz Mountains of northern Iran to Nizari Isma'ilism in the late 11th century. He later captured Alamut, a mountain fortress. Sabbah appears Burroughs' 
novels as a character embodying subversive potential (Hibbard, 1995).] 

     Oiga amigos! Oiga amigos! Paco! Enrique!
     Last words of Hassan Sabbah,
     The Old Man of the Mountain!
     Listen to my last words, anywhere! (Burroughs, 2014)

So, begins Last Words of Hassan Sabbah (Burroughs, 2014) by William Seward Burroughs (February 5, 1914 – August 2, 1997), in Spanish, gesturing to his years of exile in Mexico evading charges in Louisiana for falsifying narcotics scripts, meanwhile accidentally shooting dead his common-law wife in a misbegotten recreation of William Tell (Morgan, 2012). Burroughs, a gaunt, grey man – ghost and machine. Using cut-up Burroughs disintegrated the English language, with his mentor Brion Gysin[footnoteRef:2]. In his final novel, The Western Lands, Burroughs is the “old writer who had come to the end of words, of what can be done with words” (Burroughs, 1989).  [2:  Brion Gysin (1916-1986) was a multi-disciplinary artist born in Taplow, Buckinghamshire. Renowned as the originator of the cut-up technique adopted by his close friend William S. Burroughs, Gysin was adept at painting and drawing, and an accomplished calligrapher (Geiger, J. and Fetherling, G., 2006).] 
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Figure 2 William S. Burroughs (left), Laurence Lacina (back turned) and Gysin's invention, the Dream Machine 1974
Burroughs footprint across the Anthropocene is as deceptively heavy as his voice. Burroughs is one of the great spoken word artists of the 20th Century whose expression in readings may be considered sound art and object.  The subject of extensive criticism on multiple fronts for decades, by the Eighties the wheel had turned so that he was regarded as a paragon of post-modernism. By degrees, compared with influential American and French theoreticians, and considered their equal. With the dawn of the Nineties, Burroughs’ work also became situated within the context of gender theory (Skerl, 2004). 
However, Burroughs was never germanely a theorist; indeed, he explicitly favoured experimentation over theory. His collage work he called an activity rather than anything to argue (Burroughs, Gysin, 1982). Beginning in 1966 with the ESP album Call Me Burroughs, comprising excerpts from his landmark novel The Naked Lunch, Burroughs’ spoken word, characterised by his dry Midwestern, proto-dystopian, staccato delivery, spans a plethora of releases, and Last Words of Hassan Sabbah is perhaps its apotheosis. Appearing first in a 1960 letter to fellow Beat Generation progenitor Allen Ginsberg, later published in The Yage Letters (1963), then cannibalised to reappear in his novel Nova Express (1964), the spoken version surfaced first on the 1981 Industrial Records release Nothing Here Now but the Recordings (Allen Ginsberg Project, 2014).

Other artists occupying a wide spectrum of media have found inspiration in his work, possibly, due to the array and discord of his appeals to diverse media, making his point by any means necessary (Punday, 2007).

“Listen, listen, listen,” intones Burroughs with a paradoxically heretical, sermonising somnolence: 
     I rub out the words of Marx Lenin Einstein Freud fraud forever…
     I rub out the formulas of Einstein Oppenheimer forever
     I rub out their words forever
     I rub out the Qabalah forever
     I rub out the Talmud forever
     I rub out all the formulas and directives of the Elders of Minraud forever
     I rub out the word forever… (Burroughs, 2014)

This rubbing out of the word is, arguably, the role of the sound object, synchronously effacing and celebrating what is. It is no surprise that Basinski acknowledges Burroughs in the genesis of his work. “In 1980,” he reported, “I would just use the Burroughs-esque cut-up techniques and see what happened…pulling the loops out of little snippets of music off the radio” (Basinski, 2017).
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Figure 3 Nothing Here Now but the Recordings album cover, 1981
Burroughs’ reading of his Sabbah text, while dependent on words, drives towards treating them as things – objects – meanwhile commuting them, liberating language. Burroughs’ questing to rub out language induces a tension in his delivery, objectifying some phrases with a machine-like dispatch, rendering them “objects in their own right, bearers of properties, and identifiable separately both from the things that emit them” (Scruton, 2009, p.1).
Disintegration in sound – whether human or as the voice of the machine – is a leitmotif of the Anthropocene, a zeitgeist chorus. The Ghost in the Machine (Koestler, 1967), a title cum trope, constitutes shorthand for the machine’s lurking sentience. Burroughs, L’hombre invisible (Miles, 2002), with Last Words of Hassan Sabbah and his other alienated spoken word, bullied language almost into an unlanguage (Robinson, 2011). Basinski, very human, captured the machine as ghost, all too human just by being so broken. With Burroughs gone, his live performances passed, Last Words of Hassan Sabbah and his entire recorded canon remain, rendering his legacy sound objects mediated via machine, symbiotically joined to Basinski’s living, growing body of work.
Seeing Sabbah and his other recordings as anything other than art objects, Burroughs used the tape recorder to delve into his preoccupation with magic and control, convinced that the recordings might unveil the animus of the unconscious, or the authentic voice concealed in the interaction between speaker and machine (Spragg, 2015). This creation of sound objects, as opposed to art objects, lies at the heart of Burroughs’ spoken word craft, blurring boundaries and using the tape recorder – the machine – as an intimate extension of his consciousness.
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Figure 4 William Basinski, 2019, London. Photograph: Christian Sinibaldi, The Guardian
The origins of the elegiac lullaby that is The Disintegration Loops lie in 2001, when Basinski, penurious and aimless, recommenced studio work. While digitising his archive of analogue Muzak[footnoteRef:3], recorded from some nameless Eighties radio station, the tapes began disintegrating, their surface flaking off. The coincidental music resulting conjures a liminal zone, saccharine melodies transmogrifying into sound art that “…when you slowed it down, like looking into a microscope, there [was] this huge well of melancholy there…In two days I had this five-hour extraordinary masterpiece” (Ayers, 1993; Basinski, 2019).  [3:  A term for recorded background music played in public places (e.g. hotels, airports, and shops) and offices, to create a soothing atmosphere, to enhance workers' productivity, etc. The recordings used typically consist of a seamless string of bland, unobtrusive orchestral arrangements of pop and light music, with a narrow range of dynamics and tempo. Such music was first broadcast in 1922 by the American company Wired Music, later renamed Muzak (hence this generic name), but it is now available commercially worldwide. The term has also come to be applied pejoratively to any characterless recorded music. (Oxford Companion to Music, 2011)] 
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Figure 5 Cover image of The Disintegration Loops Volume One
Despite worthy exploration of terrain resembling that of Basinski, other sound artists, including Gavin Bryars, Philip Jeck, Burial and The Caretaker, have enjoyed less exposure (Stubbs, 2018). Basinski is believable when he claims that with The Disintegration Loops he “hadn’t really thought of trying to “achieve' anything,” but with it he found himself the composer of a euphony with profound associations (Basinski, 2011). The Disintegration Loops became identified with one of the most catastrophic events of the new century, the falling in September, 2001 of the Twin Towers; its creator had been listening intensively to the embryonic Disintegration Loops through August of that year and the album was released in the shadow of the disaster, its melancholia cathartic for a nation in mourning (Basinski 2019). Schaeffer tells us tape recorders permit experiencing sounds as acousmatic: we hear their acoustic aspects, not the sources of the sounds produced. Novel acoustic technologies do not unfold reality but, as they alter our perceptions, reshape it, erasing clear distinctions between us, technology and world (Kane, 2007).

     The music was dying. I was recording the death of this sweeping melody. It was   
     very emotional for me, and mystical as well. Tied up in these melodies were my 
     youth, my paradise lost, the American pastoral landscape, all dying gently, 
     gracefully, beautifully. Life and death were being recorded here as a whole: death 
     as simply a part of life: a cosmic change, a transformation (Basinski, 2011)

Given its attributed connotations, The Disintegration Loops was still very young when already its influence was felt. Electronic classical and experimental composers such as Alvin Lucier, Oval, Penderecki, and John Adams have all demonstrated in their work close attention to Basinski (Stine, 2015). Less predictably has been its impact on a sub-genre of heavy metal, doom metal, where compositions are played at excruciatingly reduced tempos, rendering them quasi-ambient sonic wildernesses (Morgan, 2011). 
The Disintegration Loops typifies Basinski’s tape-loop obsessions. Moved by Cage, Reich, and Eno, his work in the area began in the Eighties, though his debut release on his 2062 label did not come until 2000, by which time he had for many years been scraping a living in New York City (Jurek, 2019; Sugimoto, 2018). The Disintegration Loops having finally broken him through, he has since released a substantial body of new and archival work on prestigious niche labels, including his own (Jurek, 2019; Sugimoto, 2018). 
In the lateral sense, The Disintegration Loops may be considered acousmatic, that is “If [the tape recorder] creates new phenomena to observe, it creates above all new conditions of observations” (Schaeffer, 2017: 20). In respect of the acousmatic nature of Basinski’s Loops, it is also useful to invoke mereology, the abstract study of the relations between parts and wholes (McDaniel, 2014; Varzi, 2003). Mereology speaks to The Disintegration Loops in that the machine, surrendered to its function, facilitates the progressive disintegration of the sounds, generating a sphere of word-shapes, a lament resembling the supplications of priests and cantors:
     …the ‘acousmatic’ experience of sound—removes nothing that is essential to the  
     sound as an object of attention. […] sounds, thus emancipated from their causes,   
     are experienced as independent but related objects, which form coherent 
     complexes with boundaries and simultaneities, parts and wholes. There is a 
     mereology of the acousmatic world that mimics the mereology of the world of 
     physical objects, although it is dealing with temporal and not spatial wholes. 
     (Scruton, 2009, p. 8) 

Burroughs’ text possesses a terrible beauty, Basinski’s a beauty that became associated with terror. Language is defined as “the method of human communication […] consisting of the use of words in a structured and conventional way” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2004). To critically consider these works in the context of Schaeffer’s theory of the sound object is to recognise that language and sound create a relational context producing acousmatic work that is not only the spoken word, but the world expressing. Yet, decay – chaos – leads to order, and energy released, a form of freeing. It is intriguing therefore that Punday (2007) finds that Burroughs’ objectifying of language can reflect his focus on his characters’ physicality. A fixation on the possibility of uprooting the human sources and expressions of language compels a desire to rub out the word in pursuit of eliminating what he characterised as the “language virus.” Conversely, Burroughs avers the conspicuousness of the material ground of language (Punday, 2007).
This emancipation of language Burroughs effects turns it into a hash of sound objects that, though deceptively formal, is disintegrative, colliding with attention (Garnett, Hickson, 2013).  These word-objects negate “the objects that emit them [and] the regions of space in which they are unheard” (Scruton, 2009, p.1). This objectification makes possible, in Basinski’s work, a transcendence of musical boundaries, lumpen aesthetics molded by hazard and verve into a sequence of semi-precious moments.
In considering Burroughs and Basinski’s works sound objects, it is instructive to investigate their provenance. Basinski’s debt to Burroughs has been evidenced; Burroughs debt to his own predecessors in word and sound includes, significantly, the Dadaists, especially Kurt Schwitters, and Tristan Tzara, the latter commonly credited with innovating the proto-cutup technique (Maconie, 2008). 
Understanding Burroughs’ Sabbah reading as a collection of spoken words transformed into sound objects and The Disintegration Loops as an abstract collection of sound objects seamlessly evoking a machine voice, is a premise for regarding the two as mutually, though not directly, intertextual; intuitively they connect—not least through the role of tape recorders. 
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Figure 6 William S. Burroughs in his room at the Beat Hotel, Paris, 1960
This intertextuality, as demonstrated by Burroughs and Basinski, may include, in the modern artist’s arsenal, appropriation. Burroughs’ exhortation in his essay Beauty and Bestseller – “Everything belongs to the inspired and dedicated thief…belongs to the living artist. They belong to anyone who can use them. …Originality, the sterile and assertive ego that imprisons us as it creates…We are not responsible. Steal anything in sight.” (Burroughs, 1993: 21) – belies the exceptional originality of its author, and by extension of Basinski, but there is no doubt their works often proceed by degrees of appropriation. Burroughs’ appropriation, existential and self-consumptive, cannibalises him, and the world he lives in, the latter framed in withering terms; Basinski’s is more literal, in the Loops unwittingly taking the music – Muzak – of others and manipulating it. 
What is interesting here is how both artists appropriate sound objects. Burroughs’ protesting mediocrity and banality informs his writing and reading, through iconic, schooled attempts to tease out the very anatomy of the soma of writing (Punday, 2007). By his delivery of words, Burroughs, fully cognisant of their import and implication, converts them into sound objects, meanwhile appropriating his own oeuvre into one long, penetrating sound. By contrast, Basinski enters the realm of sound objects innocently, by machine intercession stumbling upon the sound objectification of source material as anodyne as is imaginable: Muzak, subliminal sedative designed to put to sleep any resistance to consumerism.
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Figure 7 Hassan I Sabbah Leading the Initiations at Alamut Giving His Followers Drugged Wine, from the 'Livres Des Merveilles Du Monde', C.1410-12

In becoming sound objects Burroughs’ and Basinski’s different but connected work is weaponised. “When you cut into the present the future leaks out,” Burroughs said famously of the potency of the cut-up technique (Burroughs, 1968). Both Last Words of Hassan Sabbah and The Disintegration Loops demonstrate a peculiar cut-up intertextuality that is a trait not just of art, but of life. The power of Burroughs and Basinski’s works is precisely their cutting deeply into their present, and bleeding futures so telling: for Burroughs this is, amongst other things, the insidious conspiracies of control corrupting and directing our lives; for Basinski, an elegy for a world past but still close in time, not necessarily kinder but maybe not as cold as ours.
In Burroughs’ novel The Soft Machine a machine of control is instructed to dismantle itself: “Smash the control images”. With his vocal sound object Burroughs effectively smashed them (Burroughs, in Wilson, 2008; McDonald, 1983). Basinski, with The Disintegration Loops, is gentler but as acute, weaponising sound to disarm us. 
By stripping out the humanity of his reading, Burroughs makes it implacable; decelerating Muzak into a narcotic croon, Basinski humanises it at the brink of abject poignancy. Burroughs’ characteristically visionary disintegration of voice derived from reading his radical cutup; Basinski’s beautiful sonic ephemera from the regenerative death throes of Muzak.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The situation of these works in Anthropocene theory and practice, and abstracted environmental sound generally, are avenues worthy of further research. Burroughs putative disintegration of the venal world he frames finds its consummation, and redemption, in Basinski’s suite. These artists’ sound object explorations, their unlanguage, suggests the sound object is an artefact with the potential to pierce the illusion and existential isolation of life. 
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Appendices

Appendix A
The major parts of The Disintegration Loops suite, 1.1 and 2.1, are playable on William Basinski’s Bandcamp page, that also features a number of his other recordings. 
Appendix B
YouTube features several videos of William S. Burroughs’ The Last Words of Hassan Sabbah from the album "Nothing Here Now but the Recordings" (Industrial Records, 1981).
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