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Module/Assignment #3:

Narratives of the Seattle Music Scene: Dissent, Commodification, and Co-optation

For this assignment, you will be putting together different types of texts to get a better understanding of the Seattle music scene in the late 80s and early 90s, its emergence as a national phenomena, and its deeper cultural meaning.  This type of exercise is sometimes called an "ethnography"—that is, a close study of a cultural group.  To do a successful ethnography, you need first to be aware of your own cultural practices and assumptions—something you started to do in the first module by identifying your "subject position."  In studying another cultural group we need to set aside our assumptions about what is "normal" and strive to understand the culture "on its own terms."  In this module, we are examining a subculture—a group of people that were both self-identified and identified by others as being outside the mainstream.  We are also examining what happened when this culture came into contact and was absorbed to some degree by the mainstream culture.

This assignment brings together a number of the themes we have been exploring thus far in the course.  From the first module, we will be revisiting the commodification of dissent, looking specifically at the intersection of capitalistic priorities and cultural rebellion (the bourgeois/bohemian agendas that Brooks describes).  From our discussion of American Beauty, we will examine how effective a cultural text can be if it doesn't lead a person to actively question some part of his or her life.  We will also explore the effects of a cultural institutional discourse (in this case, corporate pop music rather than Hollywood cinema) in limiting the possibilities of dissent through a cultural text.  From the second module, we will consider the way corporate media outlets control access and distribution to particular points of view, deciding what is acceptable/saleable and what is not.  At the same time, we will integrate a consideration of how different audiences make sense of the messages they receive from both the mainstream and marginalized media.

Our basic "problem" for this module is this: Did the Seattle music scene of the late 80s and early 90s (as a whole or in part) offer an opportunity for ideological dissent, and what became of that opportunity after it was selectively "discovered" and absorbed into the mainstream by the early 90s?  What are the possibilities and limitations of generating ideological dissent through cultural texts that are, from the start, commodities to be bought, sold, and distributed?

Part One: Interview a participant

If you haven't already done so, identify and arrange to interview someone who was involved in the Seattle music scene sometime between 1987 and 1995.  A participant is defined here as someone who regularly listened to and/or purchased music, wrote for/published zines, went to clubs, organized concerts and/or played the wide range of music intended primarily for teens and young adults.  You MUST get a signed Release Form from the interviewee and complete a Basic Information Form (download the forms from the course web site) .  Include both of these forms when you turn in your assignment.  The interview should last between 30-60 minutes.  Take notes during the interview, then add to them when it is over.  I would encourage an open-ended format in which you encourage your informant to talk about their memories of the scene, and what it meant to them.  However, here are a few topics that you will want to cover:

1.  Did the scene help shape their identity, and if so, how?

2. How did they identify themselves as being part of the scene?  (music, clothes, hair, clubs, activities, types of dancing, etc.) Did they attach a larger meaning to these elements, and if so what was it?

3. What was it about the music that mattered to them?  What meaning did they attach to it?

4.  How do they view the "narrative" of the scene, especially the experience of being "discovered" by mass media and mass culture?  (Is it a tragedy, a natural progression, a tale with certain enemies, decay from within, etc.)

5.  How do they assess they experience after the passage of years?

For more tips on doing oral history interviews, visit: http://bancroft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/rohotips.html
When you are finished, type up a 2-3 page overview of the interview, covering the questions noted above and any other discoveries you made.  Post the interview to the Blackboard Oral History Forum by 11AM on Wednesday, Dec. 3 (earlier if possible), attaching it to the message as a Word document, and pasting in the results of your information form in the text area of the message.  Follow the posting instructions on the forum.  Turn in a hard copy of the overview, your notes, and the Release and Basic Information Forms when you turn in your entire assignment.

Part Two: Visit EMP

The class will be visiting the Experience Music Project (EMP) on Feb. 10 as a class.  The group discount per person is $10, for which you will be responsible.  You may also visit EMP on your own time (normal admission is $20, basic yearlong membership is $45).  I would strongly advise you to complete the visit before class on Monday, Dec. 1, when we will discuss the exhibit.

We will be focusing on the "Northwest Passage" section of EMP.  You must use the "MEG" headset, which provides additional information about the exhibits as you view them.  Unless you plan to spend hours at the museum, I strongly encourage you to follow the instructions about bookmarking parts of the exhibit and downloading the bookmarks to the web.  You can then access this information later as you work on your assignment.

1. Take careful notes as you view and listen.  Type up the notes soon after you take them.  Be aware of the museum's input—not just textual commentary, but also design, as well as the choices made for the collection: which artists are included and excluded, how much space is given for various artists and periods, which songs and artifacts, etc. Some things to think about: what are the main themes of this exhibit?  Can you describe a basic narrative?  Consider carefully the language used in the museum descriptions: are there ways of expressing a range of approval or legitimacy for various types of music or artists?   How are issues of race, class, gender, sexuality, and region addressed (or avoided)?  For example, does the exhibit address "white" culture as well as "black" culture?  How does the exhibit address issues of ideology, dissent, commodification, and capitalism?  Take care to examine a number of individual texts (clothing, album covers, posters, guitars, lyric sheets, etc.) in depth, and to apply semiotic analysis.

Optional: Visit the "Riot Grrrls Retrospective" online in EMP's Digital Collection (http://www.emplive.com/explore/riot_grrrl/index.asp).  Compare their treatment here to Northwest Passages.

2. Write up a 500-750 word description of the narrative portrayed by "Northwest Passages," spending about a third of the article on the scene in the late 80s-early 90s.  (In the exam for the module, you will be contrasting this with other portrayals, including Hype, the readings, and oral history "informants").

3.  Include all of your notes taken during the tour and after examining the digital collection when you turn in this assignment.

Part Three: Create Your Own Narrative

Create a narrative told through words, music, video, still images, performance—you name it.  You will have three minutes per person to relate your narrative to the class on Dec. 8 or 10.  You may present as an individual or as a group as large as five.  You may use the Blackboard forum to discuss possible ideas, recruit co-conspirators, etc.  Your presentation should communicate an in-depth understanding of key moments of the story—don’t try for a broad survey.  Focus on at least one song in depth (per person).  

