
Chapter Five
American Musical Culture
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Technology and Innovation

Much of the change in American music has been brought about because of the desire for
a particular sound. This same need has created innovation in the development of musical
instruments. One such instrument is the guitar. Over decades, the guitar has been altered
to meet the specifications of individual musicians. Explore the types of technological
advances that have taken place in manufacturing of guitars. Explore the internet using
“guitar innovations” as a possible search title. Look at the ways in which this information
folds into the discoveries that you have already made about American music. Investigate
the website for the Experience Music Project (www.emplive.com) which houses a gallery
of over fifty guitars. Each was developed for a particular artist to meet specifications for
louder sound, smoother tone, a particular twang or other feature which the artist
envisioned.
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Performance Innovation

The performance group STOMP has challenged the boundaries between instruments and
sound makers by choosing to use found materials as their sound sources. Watch a
performance by STOMP (several videos are available) and have students identify all of
the everyday objects that are being used to create music. Why do we consider this music
instead of noise? What qualities does it possess? How do the musicians interact with each
other?

Look around your classroom for objects that could be used as instruments. Determine
how your students could organize a composition using these sound sources. Observe the
creation process. Is it a group creation through cooperative experimentation, or an
improvisatory event? Is there a leader or do all students contribute to the decision-making
process? 

http://www.emplive.com/
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Building Instruments

Spend time explaining to students how sound is produced in various types of musical
instruments. Look for books which may help with this. There are several available at
different levels for students. Make a simple kazoo with students using a comb and wax
paper to show how basic the principle of an instrument can be. Wrap the piece of wax
paper around the prongs of the comb, have students place it next to their mouth and hum.
They will feel the vibrations on their lips.

Collect recycled materials such as milk jugs, plastic bottles, shoe boxes, cardboard tubes,
nails, rubber bands and pipes. Provide tape, scissors and other basic tools which may be
needed for construction. Ask students to make a musical instrument using the materials
provided and others that they may be able to access. Provide planning time to help
students think about what type of instrument they might make and how the sound will be
produced. The planning process is important so that the time spent building is productive.
When the instrument is built, have students write about how they made their instruments,
if it has the sound they envisioned and what they would try differently if they were to
make another one. These concepts will help them understand the process of technology
and innovation that instrument builders use.

For suggestions, ideas and directions see:

Waring, D. (1990). Making wood folk instrucments. Music Sales Corp.

Shephard, M. (2001). Simple flutes: A guide to flute making and playing or how to make
and play a flute of bamboo, wood, clay, metal, PVC plastic or anything else. Shephard
Publishing.

Sabbeth, A. (1997). Rubber-band banjos and a java jive bass: Projects and activities on
the science of music and sound. Wiley Publishing.
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Putting It All Together

Technology has given performers the ability to sing with those that are not in the same
location. The final segment on A Vision Shared: A Tribute to Woody Guthrie and
Leadbelly (Sony, 1988) is a compilation of “This Land is Your Land” being sung by
Woody Guthrie, his son Arlo Guthrie, and all of the other performers who paid tribute to
his music on this recording. Listen for the individual voices (identity), the differences in
timbres (diversity) and the way that the song comes together in celebration of America
(unity).
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Additional Children’s Book Resources 

Bates, K.L. & Minor, W. (2003). America the beautiful. G.P. Putnam’s Sons.

Bates, K.L. & Waldman, N. (1993). America the beautiful. Atheneum.

Berlin, I. & Munsinger, L. (2002). God bless America. Harper Collins.

Frazee, M. (2003). Hush little baby. Voyager Books.

Guthrie, W. & Jakobsen, K. (1998). This land is your land. Megan Tindley Publ.

Kellogg, S. (1996). Yankee Doodle. Aladdin Books.

Spier, P. (1992). The star spangled banner. Dragonfly Books.

Weiss, G.D., Thiele, B. & Bryan, A. (1995). What a wonderful world. Atheneum.

Winter, J. (1992). Follow the drinking gourd. Dragonfly Books.
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