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Choices in Editing Oral History:
The Distillation of Dr. Hiller

J. A. Progler

After completing an interview, we begin the task of organiz-
ing and editing our tapes and notes. During this process, we must
continually make choices, and often these choices are interrelated
and interdependent; making one choice often lead us to confront-
ing another. This article considers such editing choices on several
different levels, ranging from the mechanics of transcribing a dis-
tinct set of interview problems, to the question of making them
useful in presentation, to the broader issue of editing sound as well
as written documents. On this last level, we will see how new tech-
nology now gives the old issue of orality a particular vitality. Editing
permutations will be presented, culminating in a demonstration
and comparison of two routes to a final prose transcription—one
route derives from editing a visual document; the other explores
editing the aural document, before transcribing, with new tools of
sound-processing designed for an aural medium such as radio.

These issues were encountered in work on a series of inter-
views with Dr. Lejaren Hiller, a well-known modern composer and
computer music specialist. The circumstances of the interviews,
the contexts in which the transcript might be utilized, and the sub-
ject matter itself raised editing challenges and suggested particu-
lar editing criteria. Before elaborating upon these issues, some
background of the interviews is necessary.

Interviewing Lejaren Hiller

Throughout his long career, Lejaren Hiller continuously uti-
lized the available computer technology to make music, and his
techniques and approaches evolved side by side with the technolo-
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gy itself. Originally schooled in chemistry, he became a pioneer
in the field of computer and electronic music in the late 1950s,
and has always been highly respected for his work. He has pub-
lished numerous pieces, as well as several technical documenta-
tions of the computer programs and techniques that he used to
produce his compositions. Many of Lejaren Hiller’s works are in
the Music Library of SUNY at Buffalo, where he was a professor
from the late 1960s until his retirement in 1989.

When I came to Buffalo to study with Dr. Hiller in 1988, 1
was very impressed with his approach to music composition with
computers. After working with him for several months, I realized
that his vast knowledge and experience would make for some very
interesting oral history, and I subsequently began a series of inter-
views in April 1989. In order to interview Dr. Hiller effectively,
it became necessary to familiarize myself with his work and more
broadly with the role of computers in music. This background
preparation freed Dr. Hiller to talk about his work on its own terms,
without his worrying whether or not he was speaking beyond my
level of comprehension. The interviews centered on the intellec-
tual process of making choices in composing as well as on his ex-
periences in designing and producing computer programs and other
tools for electronic music composition.

An important factor influencing my own choices in editing was
the consideration of who would read and utilize the interview tran-
script and its various permutations. The interviews basically con-
tain Dr. Hiller’s reflections on his work with computers and
electronic music throughout a career that spans virtually the en-
tire history of the field. His reflections can be especially useful
to anyone researching the history and development of electronic
and computer music, and excerpts from the interviews can be uti-
lized in journal articles and the like. In the future, someone may
wish to undertake a complete biography of Dr. Hiller, in which
such interviews can have a prime role. While editing the interviews
I'had such ends in mind, and the diverse possible uses of the materi-
al had much to do with the various editing permutations that result-
ed. Dr. Hiller’s health was another key factor influencing choices
in editing. Prior to the interviews, he had suffered a serious ili-
ness that affected his short-term memory and slowed his long-term
recall. The interviews demanded patience, and I later had to make
some important editing choices stemming from this situation. To
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illustrate these and other choices, I will use an excerpt from one
of the interviews as a demonstration of the various stages of editing.

Distillation #1: The Verbatim Transcript

After finishing the first interview, I immediately began the tran-
scription process. For the initial verbatim document of this inter-
view, I decided to transcribe each and every utterance from the
forty-five minute tape. This included every “oh”, “‘um”, and “ah”,
as well as all other vocalizations, hesitations, and repetitions. Dr.
Hiller often hesitated and faltered while struggling to recall dates,
names, and other specifics, but beneath this his stories were very
detailed and interesting. What I was unsure of was how these sto-
ries would be transmitted once the transcription began to take shape,
and this is the main reason why I decided to include everything
in the written document from the outset, instead of removing seem-
ingly useless utterances right away.

I view the verbatim transcript as a written record of every-
thing that was aural during the interview. But at the same time it
is a written record of an oration, not a replacement for the ora-
tion. Therefore, 1 did not think it necessary to try to capture in-
flections, stresses, or the sonic and time details. This type of
notation would have cluttered up an already busy document, and
the resulting nightmare of nomenclature can only complicate the
oral history process. I did not want the reader to be distracted by
the timings and other markings which some oral historians use to
fix an oration into precise written form. To this end I chose to type
the text in a way that prunes transcription to its barest essentials.
The idea was to gradually distill the words down to something that
would eventually become very readable, and impart Dr. Hiller’s
story to someone who was interested in the story itself, not neces-
sarily the exact manner in which it was told.

The sense of orality that can be retained in this kind of tran-
script results from using a stream of consciousness style of presen-
tation, characterized by little or no capitalization and punctuation,
which seeks to capture the flow of ideas as they come. The ap-
proach appealed to me after re-reading some of the works in this
style by novelists like William Faulkner, William S. Burroughs,
and James Joyce. In this pared-down style, typographic conven-
tions do not hinder the visual flow, which can then draw the read-
er into the material by suggesting the informal continuity of an oral
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presentation. Some non-European languages read like this as well,
for example Arabic with its strong and still intact oral roots that
are accentuated and enhanced by a minimal usage of punctuation.

Thus I chose to avoid capitalization and most punctuation, and
also avoided the intrusive poetic method of transcription. I did,
however, use comimas to suggest pauses in the narrative flow, and
these do give some clues as to the overall temporal progression
of the interview. In a sense, my verbatim transcript can be consi-
dered as a catalogue of what words were used and in what order
they were presented. For details of vocal articulation beyond what
is presented here, the researcher who desires these facets must con-
sult with the tape. The verbatim transcript is nothing more than
the first step as the oral record enters the visnal world.

The excerpt I present here for illustrative purposes is a 3 minute
23 second segment from the original tape of our first interview,
which features Dr. Hiller’s description of a music transcription
device. The numerous hesitations and repetitions which charac-
terize his speech are very apparent, and at first make the docu-
ment quite difficult to read. At the same time it was clear to me
that under the extra verbiage there was a unique voice telling a
fascinating story.

Verbatim Transcript:

lh: uh, well that was written in um, that was written in um, oh by
the way i should mention with the illiac, ch subsequent to the illiac
suite we did some, we did some um, programming of um, of um,
score composition, in other words how to lay out an actual score
with musical notation and i went um, uh to a um, fellow in denver
colorado his name was um, um, um, he was a composer, and he
devised this thing called the um, oh boy the music, it was called,
it was a musical typewriter and you could lay out the material, uh,
uh, uh, you could lay out musical score, and with a typewriter,
and then um, again i could show you some photographs of that if
you're interested

jp: oh i'd love to see those yeah

lh: yes, but i don’t have them here, i have them at, at least i think
i have them at home, uh yes i do and um, and um, so it was very
tedious but with the music typewriting system we are i wrote enough
um, uh algorithms, uh for the music typewriter so that you could
automatically uh, make the thing justify on the right hand margin
and all that the first this was the first of the very of the um, of the
um, um, first of the uh music um, compositional you know to lay
out score it was the first thing
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jp: graphics yeah

lh: yeah te do graphics, and uh so uh, with this um, composer, gee
i've forgotten his name would, probably come 10 me in a minute
but let’s not waste time on it, uh, uh i was able to write algorithms
so that you could justify the right hand margins and things would
line up by inserting spaces and so on and so forth i wrote this program

jp: extend a measure here and there

Th: yeah, uh to extend it and insert space and so on so you you get
neat neat uh printout

jp: mm hm

Ih: and i will show you some photographs of how the machine
worked, and show you examples of um, some of the results we got
before and after before you had everything all higgledy piggledy (jp
laughs) and then afterwards, uh when it came out as neat uh, as
neat score

jp: uh huh, good

lh: and then i also wrote a program with this same machine to ex-
tract performance parts

jp: ohh boy

lh: yeah, and to transpose them

jp: this was in in the late 50s?

lh: this was this was in um, this was in the same period of the itliac
suite which is 1945

ip: ohh boy

Ih: yeah, 1945 or 46, lets see, what was the uh, 40, when did i write
the illiac suite, uh 58

jp: yeah

lh: yeah of 1958

Jjp: so in conjunction with that is, you had this, uh, notation, pack-
age in a sense

lh: this no, notation package yes, and um, and um, so i wrote that
at the same time since we were working with the same um five chan-
nel tape with the illiac computer

The main thing I realized from transcribing this excerpt was
that no matter how much we tweak and modify or clarify our sub-
ject’s phrases, we are still and will always be dealing with a typo-
graphic, and therefore, purely visual medium. We are fixing an
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oration with print, and once in the new medium it will be viewed
as such. It is not feasible to expect people to learn to read another
form of typography, much worse a more complicated one, in ord-
er to appreciate oral history. We've been typographic beings for
several centuries, and it is not the task of oral historians to change
that tendency and its implications. But we can play with it a little
here and there, especially by taking things out.

Distillation #2: The Edited Transcript

The next stage involves taking the verbatim transcript and dis-
tilling it down to an edited transcript, a form tending towards the
visual conventions of typography.

The resulting document is intended to approximate the kind
of interview presentation one might find in a periodical or jour-
nal, and also to provide a basis for extracting quotes for use else-
where. I tried to envision the contents of the interview in various
contexts, asking myself in what form can Dr. Hiller’s story be most
appreciated and who would be reading it in that form? This is an
oral history of a technological process, intended to make sense as
an informative document about Dr. Hiller’s use of technology in
music composition—not as a document of Dr. Hiller’s speaking
ability or speed of recall. I concluded that the inclusion of any ex-
traneous utterances or notations, as well as repetitions, would only
detract from the story being told in its present form. I decided again
to leave out most capitalization and to keep punctuation to a mini-
mum, the intention being to retain some of the original stream of
consciousness flow. My interjections were also retained for the time
being. At all times, T strove to keep intact the original voice of
Dr. Hiller, and the story began to emerge with more clarity. All
the constructs of his orations remain intact, and his voice can in
a sense still be “heard” as the transcript is further distilled. But
the important thing to remember is that we’re now moving along
a path in which we’re editing a visual document meant to be read,
and consequently moving further away from the aural realm.

Edited Transcript:

LH: subsequent to the Illiac Suite we did some programming of
score composition. in other words, how to lay cut an actual score
with musical notation, and I went to a fellow in Denver Colorado,
he was a composer, and he devised this thing, it was a musical type-
writer and you could lay out the material. you could lay out musi-
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cal score with a typewriter. it was very tedious, but I wrote enough
algorithms for the music typewriter so that you could automatically
make the thing justify on the right hand margin and all that. this
was the very first of the music compositional tools, to lay out score.
it was the first thing. I was able to write algorithms so that you could
justify the right hand margins and things would line up by inserting
spaces and s0 on and so forth. I wrote this program.

JP: extend a measure here and there

LH: yes, to extend it and insert space and so on, so you get neat
printout. I can show you some photographs of how the machine
worked, and show you examples of some of the results we got be-
fore and after. before you had everything all higgledy piggledy and
then afterwards, when it came out as neat score. and then I also
wrote a program with this same machine to extract performance
parts, and to transpose them.

JP: this was in the late 50's?
LH: this was in the same period of the Illiac Suite, which is 1958.

JP: so in conjunction with that you had this notation package, in
“a sense...

LH: this notation package, yes. I wrote that at the same time since
we were working with the same five channel tape with the Illiac
computer

We may wish to call this type of transcript “smoothed-over”
verbatim. I modified the typography to make it more readable, and
to be read quicker. We mustn’t forget that the end result of these
labors will eventually be read by someone else, someone who didn’t
go through the editing process and someone who just wants to sce
what Dr. Hiller has to say about his work. Whether we like it or
not, we are now working within a purely visual, typographic medi-
um. The use/abuse of capitalization, punctuation and form may
be debatable—but [ made all choices based on evolving visual sen-
sibilities, in a conscious effort to retain a sense of the aural in a
increasing visually oriented document.

Distillation #3: The Prose Transcript

The third editorial permutation appears as a prose transcript.
This is a form intended to be scanned as straight, unobtrusive typo-
graphic prose, almost as if it was intended as such from the begin-
ning. All of my questions and comments were eliminated, and
standard visual conventions are used throughout. This meant full
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capitalization and punctuation, as well as relatively complete sen-
tences. Regarding this last point, I chose to add rejoinders in ord-
er to make sentences read more easily, and I also occasionally
regrouped or eliminated statements,

Prose Transcript:

Subsequent to the Illiac Suite we did some programming of score
composition. In other words, how to lay out an actual score with
musical notation, and I went to a fellow in Denver, Colorado, he
was & composer, and he devised this thing, it was a musical type-
writer and you could lay out the material. You could lay out musi-
cal score with a typewriter, It was very tedious, but I wrote enough
algorithms for the music typewriter so that you could automatically
make the thing justify on the right hand margin and all that. This
was the very first of the music compositional tools, to lay out score.
You could justify the right hand margins and things would line up
by inserting spaces and so on and so forth. I wrote this program,
to extend it and insert space and so on, so you get neat printout.
I remember some of the results we got, before and after. Before you
had everything all higgledy piggledy, and then afterwards, it came
out as neat score. And then I also wrote a program with this same
machine to extract performance parts, and to transpose them. This
was in the same period of the Illiac Suite, which was 1958. I wroie
that at the same time since we were working with the same five
channel tape with the Tlliac computer.

The prose style of transcription is especially useful when space
becomes a limitation. It can be used as an insert in another per-
son’s work, or can stand on its own as narrative oral history. This
is a fully visual typographic rendition of the original aural docu-
ment. After reviewing it, however, 1 felt that the process didn’t end
there, and decided to return again to the original sound document
and try some editing from a different point of view, trying a different
route toward the same end. What would happen if different initial
choices were made while the document was still in its aural form?
How could earlier aural based choices affect the later visual based
choices?

Massaging the Means

While working with the written document, I used a computer
to juggle and process my transcriptions and was able to retain previ-
ous permutations while constructing others. In essence, I simply
sculpted a copy of the previous document into a new form. This
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method of editing got me thinking about applying computer tech-
nology to the aural document. I was interested in the production
of radio documentaries and listened closely to radio documentary
programs that made use of interview excerpts—scrutinizing them
more closely than they were intended to be. The most striking fea-
ture I discovered was that I heard very little extraneous speech,
and soon realized that radio is a very tightly controlled oral/aural
medium. This is partly due to time constraints analogous in a sense
to the space constraints of the written medium.

Upon returning to the Hiller tapes with an ear towards radio
documentary, I immediately heard that the interviews could not
work as radio documentary in their original form. There was sim-
ply tco much hesitation and extraneous vocalization to make the
interview listenable in a controlled environment. These utterances
don’t seem to bother us much when rendered by a live person in
an interactive situation, but they suddenly become very tedious
on radio, especially when paired along side with the calculated
speech of a well-trained radio orator, whose statements, it turns
out, are actually often re-done and added after the interview is over.
As in the visual realm, the aural realm itself suggests certain choices
in editing. At this point, I was curious as to how aural-based choices
early on would affect later visual based ones.

Editing the Sound Document

During the past few years, a series of relatively inexpensive
computer sound processing software/hardware packages have ap-
peared in the mainstream home computer market. I came across
a device called an analog to digital converter, or a “digitizer”, which
converts analog sound into digital data, and an accompanying soft-
ware package, which allows computer editing of digitized sound
data. I couldn’t resist the irony in trying some experiments by dis-
tilling Dr. Hiller’s orations with the subject of his story—the com-
puter. After wiring the tape recorder directly to the digitizer, I fired
off a minute’s worth of data into the computer. 1 say fired, because
the computer can sample a sound 22,000 times per second, so you
are literally rapid firing a stream of sound data directly into the
computer’s random access memory bank. Once digitized, the soft-
ware allows the user to stretch out and enlarge an excerpt, to mag-
nify it in order to more closely isolate the minute details of speech
if necessary. At the same time, one can compress an excerpt and



