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Rasbury brings sound dsgn to U.Va.

BY PETER MANSEAU

ound can take you places. Anyone who

has ever plugged in a pair of headphones
and let the worries of the day fade will tell
you that. Whether you favor the sylvan trickle of
new age music, or the pounding drums of arena
rock, there is often no quicker route away
from where you are than the one that runs
through your ears.

No one knows this better than Michael Ras-
bury. Before joining the drama department fac-
ulty in 2004, Rasbury spent seven years as a
musician, playing a “mixture of reggae, salsa,
merengue, blues and mambo” at dance halls and
music festivals. Born, raised and educated in
Louisiana, he learned early on to use sound to
see the world. After earning degrees in music and
theater, he composed scores for theatrical pro-
ductions and traveled with touring companies
throughout the United States and Europe.

Rasbury’s history of sonic exploration is prov-
ing useful in his latest role. As assistant professor
of drama specializing in sound design, he
teaches students how to transport an audience
from the comfort of their seats to the varied
worlds created on stage. In the process, he is
bringing one of the newest, and fastest growing
fields in the theatrical arts to U.Va.

“It seems more and more people are interested
in sound design everyday,” Rasbury said. There
are, however, few places equipped to train them.
In many drama departments, he explained,
“there is usually someone who knows about it,
maybe a lighting designer who can also work
with sound. But to have an actual sound design
faculty, that is more rare than people realize.”

According to Rasbury, fewer than 15 schools
nationally offer courses similar to those he began
teaching in fall 2004. Under his leadership, U.Va.
is in good position to meet a growing demand.

“Rasbury’s artistry and expertise bring a whole
new dimension to what we are putting on the
stage,” said Tom Bloom, chair of the drama
department. “Available spots in Michael’s courses
are limited by existing lab facilities—so his
courses fill quickly.” Currently courses are taught
in Wilson Hall but plans are underway to create
alab in the Drama Building so sound design will
be close to production at all times.

As the field develops, sound design seems to
have as many definitions as it has practitioners.
Some are technicians; others are composers;
many, like Rasbury, do it all. Whatever their forte,
most sound designers would agree that their job
comes down to meeting the wide-ranging audi-
tory needs of theatrical production.

Once upon a time this might have meant sim-
ply making sure the actors could be heard from
the cheap seats. In recent years, though,
advances in audio recording, editing and ampli-
fication have drastically changed both the pos-
sibilities and demands of the field.

“When I started working with sound, we had
reel-to-reel machines and cassette decks,” Ras-
bury said.

Both he and the technology have come a long
way since then. Using the most up-to-date
computers and mixing software, designers
today must master the creation of sound effects,
the meticulous crafting of audio environments
and the production of original music. They
are responsible for every sonic element re-
quired to complete the illusion being conjured

on stage: anything from the wallop of a full
orchestra to the whine of a swarm of bees.

This spring, the U.Va. community will have
several opportunities to hear the work of Rasbury
and his students. Their sound designs will be fea-
tured in the drama department’s productions of
“Truth and Beauty” and “Luminosity.” Rasbury
also created an orchestral and pop piece for last
fall’s production of “Cloud 9."

Fourth-year student Ben Justice has taken sev-
eral sound design classes. The self-described
computer geek likes Rasbury’s hands-on, exper-
imental approach. “He's a strong proponent of
learning as you go,” Justice said. “There's no text-
book or manual to tell you when you've done
sound right; you just need to work at it.”

Rasbury would agree with that assessment of
his teaching style. “My goal is to put people on a
path,” he said. When teaching the introductory
Survey of Sound course, he added, "I like to lead
the class into an enclosed space and just clap my
hands. I want students to hear how the sound
reverberates, how it decays. All of its elements.”

To hear Rasbury talk about sound is to gain an
understanding of how something so intangible
can summon such powerful emotions.

“Every day on my computer, I look at sound as
wave forms, and in those wave forms you see a
perfect balance occurring,” Rasbury said. “You
see air moving this much in one direction and
then, because of Newton's Law, you see it mov-
ing equally in the opposite direction.

“That fascinates me,” he continued,
“because when I look around the world I see the
same kind of cycles happening. We see this bal-
ance everywhere. Sound is a neat way of looking
at how everything in the universe works.” W



