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Arwulvian theory of radio & poetically explained contexts for WCBN FM
WCBN was and is a direct outgrowth of the cultural environment at the University of Michigan and throughout the surrounding communities. Let’s look back at the history of WCBN for just a few minutes.
From 1952 to 1972 WCBN sent music and talk through a carrier current to various buildings on the central campus of the University of Michigan. Carrier current means low power AM radio transmission employing the AC electrical system of a building to send a signal throughout the building or to a group of buildings. So for twenty years WCBN was heard in dormitories and places like the Michigan Union, which was very quiet and old fashioned back then. WCBN moved into the Student Activities Building in 1965. In January 1972 WCBN obtained a 10 watt transmitter and began broadcasting at 89.5 megahertz. The existing AM carrier station was named WRCN, and continued to behave like a conventional college AM radio station. WCBN, however, was hitting the public airwaves at a time when Ann Arbor’s deeply rooted alternative and socially progressive culture was cresting after a very eventful decade during which important topics like free speech, civil rights and antiwar protest had been explored and publicly debated on the University of Michigan campus and throughout the Ann Arbor area.

Staffed by outspoken and open minded students, WCBN quickly became a forum for progressive ideas, which had been coursing through the community for many years, in direct defiance of the militarism and conformity that characterized the 1950s and early ‘60s. WCBN developed into a truly alternative force within a community that had hatched the nation’s first university Teach-In, a huge festival of seminars about important social issues that took over much of central campus in March of 1965. This education-based form of protest was partly masterminded by a benevolent psychology professor by the name of Richard Mann. The idea of using creativity and intelligence to resolve problems exacerbated by conformity avarice and ignorance is firmly rooted in Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan.

WCBN came up at a time when alternative education was thriving in this town, as various “free schools” in the ‘60s were followed by experimental learning exchanges like Solstis School and the Free University, Pioneer II which became known as Earthworks High, and Community High which has inspired other alternative schools in this area. Since going public in 1972, WCBN has always to some extent embodied the spirit of alternative education, and it endures as U of M’s longest running alternative education community outreach program.

Another important parallel that must be recognized is with the Ann Arbor Film Festival, founded in 1963 by U of M professor George Manupelli. The festivals, which for years were held at the old Architecture and Design Auditorium (today known as Askwith Auditorium in Lorch Hall) taught thousands of people to reconsider the art of perception, and to devote themselves to the search for different ways of seeing. In 1965 Andy Warhol’s Exploding Plastic Inevitable came to the Ann Arbor Film Festival, where the Velvet Underground performed on a stage which today is primarily used for PowerPoint Econ lectures. Our own Vicki Honeyman gave many years of her life to the Ann Arbor Film Festival, a constantly changing entity that has influenced creative and intellectual life in this town for generations.
In 1972 the Ann Arbor Blues Festivals morphed into the Ann Arbor Blues and Jazz Festivals, mammoth outdoor events which permanently changed the lives of everyone who participated. Poet and activist John Sinclair was the primary force behind those festivals as well as the free rock concerts which took place at West Park, Gallup Park and on what John christened Otis Spann Memorial Field next to Huron High School on Fuller Road. Those festivals taught us that African American culture is larger, wider, deeper and infinitely more relevant than media controlled by the dominant social group had ever acknowledged, let alone led us to learn about and understand. 
Performers at these events included John Lee Hooker, Sun Ra, Howlin’ Wolf, Archie Shepp, Dr. John, Yusef Lateef, Pharoah Sanders, Luther Allison, the Art Ensemble of Chicago, mingled with dozens of similarly brilliant and influential artists. Catching them in live performance was an incredibly transformative experience. Sinclair was directly responsible for changing the lives of countless individuals in this way.  For a brief while WNRZ 102.9 allowed people like him to broadcast whatever they chose, including recordings by Albert Ayler, Archie Shepp or Malcolm X.
Here in John Sinclair’s own words is a brief sketch of his involvement in local alternative broadcasting:  
In the late ‘60s I did a slew of guest spots with my friend Jerry Lucin at WABX-FM in Detroit and then got my first real show at WNRZ-FM in Ann Arbor in 1972, a six-hour stint on Sunday nights from 7:00 pm to 1:00 am called “TOKE TIME: The Ann Arbor Blues & Jazz Festival of the Air” and featuring “those tasty tads of rhythm & blues, soul and jazz.” When WNRZ abruptly switched to a country music format I moved to the University of Michigan’s student station, WCBN-FM, where I produced a series of programs between 1973-1981 called variously “Ancestor Worship,” “RE:VISIONS—Another Look at Modern Music,” and “The Sound of Detroit.”
Another important inspirational force was the music scene in this town, which throughout the 1970s and much of the ‘80s offered a bewildering variety of live appearances by every conceivable kind of rock, funk, blues or jazz performer. U of M students formed an organization called Eclipse Jazz and began booking musicians like Johnny Griffin, Dexter Gordon, Anthony Braxton, Chico Freeman, Cecil Taylor, Dizzy Gillespie, Jerome Cooper, Mary Lou Williams, Dewey Redman, Amina Claudine Myers, Ornette Coleman, Miles Davis, Charles Mingus, Rahsaan Roland Kirk, The Heath Brothers, Marilyn Crispell, Ronald Shannon Jackson, Joseph Jarman, Leo Smith, Max Roach, Roy Brooks’ Aboriginal Percussion Choir, Toshiko Akiyoshi, Makoto Ozone and Olu Dara. 
The parade of jazz musicians brought through this town by Eclipse Jazz and WCBN FM also included Sunny Murray, Ella Fitzgerald, Freddie Hubbard, David Eyges, Don Cherry, Ed Blackwell, Dave Holland, Count Basie, Charlie Haden, James Newton, Andrew Cyrille, Old and New Dreams, Odean Pope, Oscar Peterson, Courtney Pine, Sonny Rollins, Sarah Vaughan, Black Arthur Blythe, Steve Turre, Abdullah Ibrahim, David Murray, Willem Breuker, Griot Galaxy, Last Exit, Sonny Sharrock, Vernon Reid, Abbey Lincoln, David Grisman, The Mingus Dynasty Band, Roscoe Mitchell, McCoy Tyner, Milt Jackson, Julius Hemphill, The World Saxophone Quartet, Lester Bowie’s Brass Fantasy, The Marsalis Brothers, Jayne Cortez, Henry Threadgill, Art Blakey, Sun Ra and his Arkestra, The Art Ensemble of Chicago and Muhal Richard Abrams, co-founder of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians.   

Eclipse lost money trying to present Bobby McFerrin at the Power Center before anybody had heard of him. U of M students worked hard to book this astonishing array of live jazz events, and most Eclipse staffers had shows at WCBN FM. 

In 1977, apparently to make room for WEMU’s signal at 89.1, WCBN was moved by the FCC from 89.5 to 88.3 FM. We have been conducting on-air fundraisers annually since 1978, and our transmitter got goosed up to 200 watts in 1984.
If WCBN could be said to have an overall format, the word to describe it would be Freeform.

When we air Flossie and the Unicorns, we are making a difference. When we spin a series of seven inch thrash singles, reality is being modified at a terrific pace. When two copies of the same Mary Poppins record are aired at once, one forwards and one in reverse: that is progress. When we air a set combining Booker Ervin, P Funk and Lee Morgan, Eugene Chadbourne and Peter Stampfel, P J Harvey, Eric Dolphy and Edith Piaf, there is hope for the world. When Captain Beefheart and the Dead Kennedys meet Toots and the Maytalls and Tiny Tim, perfection is attained.
Long term participants have seasoned takes on reality which are useful for newer and younger DJs working to achieve a voice and approach of their own. At best, wickedly astute choices and disarmingly candid commentary are bracing examples of how the medium is used to pull people out of complacent ruts and encourage a more rapid cognitive development among listeners. This approach represents an accelerated evolutionary process. It is also important to remember that what we don’t say or play is at least as important as what we do play or say over the air.
poetic variations:

freedom is a discipline whereby 
we might dare to air 
six recordings simultaneously 
to see what can be achieved

the movie within is directed by itself but we’re open to the plot because it’s written by itself

wcbn operates within a curriculum invented gradually with few restraints and still in progress

the madness of being alive in this world is potentially difficult

this is why we act out variations and look for impossible tropes

old time folk saying from the streets of ann arbor: be realistic – demand the impossible
everything each of does is simultaneously a self portrait and a landscape portrait of the world

we spell things out to examine for ourselves & each other what our heads work like

we will listen to what asks us to listen

and sometimes mum’s the word

there is too much talking in general

not that we shouldn’t talk at all

but word up from the divine mother

is that incessant talking

dissipates your life force

and a lotta people never stop talking!

on the other end of the transmission hopefully

radio is a great tool for shutting up and listening 

another good thing about this medium

no visuals to distract the mind

once upon a time a coin in the slot gave us soundies to watch

a little three minute movie to which the musicians would lip-sync

fats waller made ‘em, so did cab calloway duke ellingotn & louis jordan

but later came the music videos
so many of them seeming like

morbid rituals of narcissism

singing into the mirror

with their lips puckered

go ahead and do it but do we have to watch?

if we must watch someone singing into a mirror

let it be diamanda galas

shrieking diva given to the art of emotional extremes

how wonderful that from time to time 
we have almost overplayed diamanda galas

now that is beautiful

it is given to us to communicate with listeners on unusually deep levels

far deeper than is generally encouraged or even permitted in mass media

mystery is an essential component in our elemental alchemy

we are frequently, some of us perpetually devoted to the mysteries

without apology and really as a matter of course

from our perspective the medium of radio seems to call for it

from at least a good rich swath of our perspective

obey, violate or at least acknowledge the laws of chance

like Jean Arp

strive to employ the use of found material

like Kurt Schwitters

the medium of radio is exceedingly painterly

radio, especially freeform radio, is a form of action painting

or finger painting or painting with your chest and belly and butt

let us paint you an x-ray portrait of your mind with our feet

squeezing the pigment of music between our toes like raw honey

freeform radio is conceptual art with no grant money

and no senate advisory committee

we are under the radar up in here

low budget is the key to survival for real alternatives

the more money is involved

the more some people feel entitled to establish and enforce controls

when more than a trickle of money is involved

all kinds of people with no idea of what is really important to a living culture

get all horny for imposing controls

keep it low budget and maintain the anarchic controls

that make wcbn so resilient and predictably unpredictable

so interesting invigorating and endurable

anarchy is hard work

and art is art because it’s art

we teach young people to use more than 12% of their creative brains

this is also the general effect upon truly receptive open minded listeners everywhere

there is a dedication to exploration here that changes the way people think and act

you can see it happen over time

not only here in the studios

and that’s a beautiful thing in itself

but out there on the other end of the transmitter

where radio waves enter into people’s cars and trucks and workplaces

our kind of radio waves enter into the food when meals are being prepared

our kind of radio waves get into bed with our listeners 

when they’re screwing sleeping relaxing reading

it’s a special kind of magic comes together through the art of freeform broadcasting

the correct approach to layered mixing of sources and resources

may in fact cause some people’s refrigerators 

to get up and walk around like somnambulists in drag

but freeform’s fullest potentials can only be realized

when you put away your ego and become a conduit

this kind of radio when it’s working correctly should be terrifically humbling for you the DJ

if you think you’re hot shit it is quite likely that nobody will have reason to listen to you

with this in mind: now for some words from Karlheinz Stockhausen. 

{feel free to exchange the concept of “musician” for that of “freeform DJ”}  

“The most profound moments in musical interpretation and composition are those which are not the result of mental processes, are not derived from what we already know, nor are they simply reducible from what has happened in the past. 
“Musicians must learn to become the opposite of egocentric; otherwise you only play yourself, and the self is nothing more than a big bag full of stored information. Such people are closed systems.
“But when you become like what I call a radio receiver, you are no longer satisfied with expressing yourself, you are no longer interested in yourself at all. There is nothing really to express.

“Then you will be amazed at what happens to you when this state is achieved.
 When you become aware of what happens through you

 even for short moments

 you will be quite astonished.

 You become a medium.”

So if we equate “musician” with “freeform DJ”

This becomes very intriguing when one is compared to a radio receiver

While working away on the transmission side of the transmitter

We are conduits

music is more than something to be stuffed into an ipod

and jealously guarded as one’s own private stash

to be listened to in silence with tiny white earplugs

while avoiding eye contact with strangers

although stash is good
and privacy however rare is important

in the larger sense music is powerful magic

a force with which large numbers of people may interact

and be inspired to move outside apart from and independent of

the influence of mainstream pop culture

stupid-as-your-butt  infotainment

know-knothing rhetoric

and propaganda

music is always about transformation
we figured this out long ago

and we’re still acting on it

freeform radio is therefore medicine

and transformational juju

freeform sensibilities

which also inform what are termed “specialty shows”

transform what Dewey Redman referred to as

the ear of the behearer

so you’re not doing this just for yourself

true, a regularly presented radio show is like a diary

but it is also obviously a public action

people gradually become one with the air signal

the spirits of devoted listeners who pass away
literally become inseparable from the radio waves

that comprise our frequency in the ethers
people are conceived, birthed, raised, ripened and hospiced

all to the sounds around of them

think of listeners engaging in nearly every one of these transits

while listening to WCBN FM

radio is a verb
radio is a responsibility

you are responsible for what you send out into the air

and over the stream if the server is working properly

radio is performance art

and performance poetry

but radio is more than performance

radio can be street theatre

and theatre of the absurd

but radio is also chemistry

freeform is about changing the brain chemistry

in everyone involved on both sides of the transmitter

or the stream if the server is working properly

the earth’s atmosphere is coated with ions

we bounce off of that prophylaxis

and land in another place

there to alter the electromagnetic syntax

of the brain mass of listeners

who are thereby transformed

freeform literally invokes primordial sea god Proteus
who morphed and shape-shifted like a big dog

which is exactly what we are up to

freeform is protean

and on the level

freeform is protein as well

radio takes place on molecular

and subatomic levels

it affects blood count

heart rate

serotonin uptake

radio when used properly

is much more like

psychedelic deprogramming
than anyone ever wants to admit

freeform at its best

may serve to liberate

citizens raised on lies

and oppressive delusions

radio is a controlled substance

which is what the government calls

anything they’re unable to control

radio is a series of invocations

blind willie johnson is alive:
dark was the night

cold was the ground

kyrie eleison

ankhnaten’s stone relief
had rays of sunlight

each ray terminating

in a set of fingers

each ray of sun 

touching with a little hand

equipped with fingers of the sun

this is precisely how freeform radio works

the belly of the air is cradled by the ionosphere

radio waves ricochet radio waves

dance in a bath of ions

marconi—you salty dog!

the atmosphere of the planet is ladled in a bath of ions 

when you play a roland kirk record

over here

somebody else is getting the feeling

somewhere there

the transmission and reception
of radio signals

is different from anything else

it’s great to be on line

also good to get offline

nothing can compare exactly

with transmission and reception

of radio waves

megahertz

in the solar plexus

we have discovered the authentic biological secret of radio

it is called freeform and we now know that the term

refers to transformation

i’ll never be the same but i would have changed anyway

and honesty is always the only trustworthy policy

it’s my party and i’ll cry if i want to

the truth shall make you flinch

volunteered slavery or special ed
music is more than a commodity

it is a variant on the life force

that animates living beings

it is primal energy

so you cannot control it

music will defy attempts at control

much as we have defied convention
for generations as we infiltrate

and subvert the dominant paradigm

that’s the real mission and you know it too

we devoted entire radio marathons

to charles mingus and lenny bruce

sun ra dropped in

and to every question he was asked

he responded with an answer to some other question

take the time to air cecil taylor in the mornings

pray that his piano technique registers

with children enrolled in second grade

the tradition here is to show young people
how truly unlimited the possibilities are

more varied and unlimited

than anyone in the mainstream

where marketing and profit margins are the only coordinates

would ever care to imagine or admit

and then we send our seasoned children out

into the body politic and they make

enormous differences wherever they go

we are collaborating

and there are no limitations

to what we can do with this medium

everything is possible

everything’s included

for everyone who has anything to do with WCBN 88.3 FM
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