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Composing the now

Composing electronic music beyond the illusion of control.

Composing electronic music on stage in the now, with prepared computers that
contain sounds, algorithms hooked up with sensors and the presence of a
dedicated audience.

Involved performative composing of music with new integrated composition and
performance instruments.

Illusion of control versus rules of engagement.

Algorithmic machine composing nudged and steered by the performing
composer.

Sound communication instead of sonification of communication.

Composing by ear.

Composing is meta steering of performance actions.

Preparing a performance is not the same as composing, neither is it studying the
piece and/or rehearsing; rather it is designing behavior and providing sounds and
sound processing tool set ups; it is like preparing an operation; a lot will be
known in advance but most of it can be different at the theatre.

We will see composers who re-compose their work every time they perform and
some who try repeat their performance every time.

We will see new performers that act and engage fully bionically merged with their
instruments.

This is not unlike traditional music instrument practice in a metaphorical sense.

Being in the now:

Another paradox like Zeno's.

The exact now will never be reached.

When we think about it we are always too soon, too late.

Happily being caught in a stream of unconsciousness?

Augmented awareness of music reality?

Hyperawareness of the sonic space and the moves one can make towards the
sounds and the audience?

Tunneled awareness perceived as concentrated?

In terms of trying to de-construct moments closely around the now the loop can
be a valuable tool.

We have experienced how it also can become the lazy mans composition tool.
Several times in music history of the 20th century there have been huge polemics
about 'cyclic' versus 'non-cyclic'. Almost as severe as the discussions about
'particles' versus waves' in physics

Today in the looped-scene flow (everything non-loopy) is called ambient' and this
term is made to contain many different categories.

In the 'electro acoustique' scene 'loop based pop' is often considered as 'composed
by the software'.

I'm worried that if the more dogmatic approaches amongst these parties persist it
can slow down interesting cross fertilization.

The loop is a very good microscope to study time and particularly the now. Its a
fantastic manner to deconstruct the associated meaning of sound and reveal, or
create other or new ones

Surprisingly repetition either puts our minds asleep, or heightens our awareness.
Cyclism makes us assume we do not need to anticipate change.

Put our scanning of the data stream to rest. This is sometimes perceived as a nice
state of mind; that has room for 'other' thoughts and observations.

Technology invented the perfect loop in time: via clockworks, player piano, film-,
tape-, computer memory loops, etc.

Many of us still have to deal with creating the perfect musical loop sequence.

22/02/07 23:49



The more flow oriented music often contains slow hidden loops.

People use the same technologies but with different pace and sometimes different
ways to hide their making process.

Hopefully in the near future this subject of loops will be looked at in a more
creative and less dogmatic way by all involved parties because it deals so much
with the musical now in it's own special way!

Touch

There is an opinion that the absence of direct manual intervention creates machine
music with a quality more closely related or even elevated to our 'mind processes'
and 'nature' and even the 'cosmos'.

Others insist that the interaction of our physical body with electronic music
instruments adds a musicality that goes beyond machine music; some even speak
about the occurrence of musical magic caused by this physical interaction.

In my vision the magic lays in the engagement and the convergence of both our
mind and body with electronic/physical instruments while interacting with other
musicians preferably in the presence of an audience!

Physical engagement - touch - adds more data streams, back and forth between
the performer and the instrument.

We do not understand the meaning of all these data streams and leaving out some
of these streams has been empirically shown to lessen the perceived musical
quality.

In my personal vision for electronic music instrument design I have almost
always pragmatically opened as many as possible data channels and their
feedback between my body and the instruments.

In the early eighties I formulated thoughts about the importance of forcing the
performer to apply physical effort when playing sensor instruments. I assumed
that also this effort factor was crucial in the transmission of musicality through
electronic instruments.

Now I think the crucial aspect of perceived musicality is not the notion of effort
itself, but what we feel and perceive of how the physical effort is managed by the
performer.

This is also why laptop performance - where the performer is sort of hidden
behind the screen is so un-engaging to the audience when played outside of a
dance context.

A tiny bit of history

In the beginning of electronic music development there was a consistent presence
of dedicated physical interfaces. When the music industry started to
mass-produce synthesizers with the traditional organ keyboard as its main
interface, these developments became largely ignored.

Small scale initiatives of individuals and smaller institutes / companies continued
to develop gestural controllers.

Those who, at the time of IPEM's 20th birthday, advocated gestural control
encountered resistance from the computer music community, but less from the
electro-acoustic scene.

There was an almost 'classic’ disdain for manual labor as if it would lower the
quality of the musical aesthetics and infect the clarity of clean computed data
streams with the subjective data of shaky finger movements.

Now scientific and industrial efforts have allowed the computer technology to get
miniaturized to such a degree that the interface will soon 'swallow' its computer.
Ergonomic and metaphoric motives will dominate interface design considerations
totally.

In many branches of science like in space-, the war- and the medical theatres
manual override of process control systems has been rediscovered as a necessary
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and more reliable way to control electro-mechanical instruments and tools.

Now gestural control is on the agenda of many electronic or computer music
institutes.

However unlike in the industry a lot of the work is aimed at trying to embed the
human 'system' into the musical system.

Like the slightly incalculable agent that the electronic music score needs to follow.
Or as the conductor who can mainly trigger the next preset and only control a
limited amount of the parameters of the 'orchestra'.

Or as the amateur juggler that is given a virtual instrument a physical model that
allows for refined virtual gestures and feed back but that produces music merely
as a 'side effect'.

Or the dancer whose moves produce a heavy sound shadow that constantly
follows each and every dancers move, without ever leaving the dancer space to be
silent or giving the dancer room to respond or dialogue with the sound monster
that is locked into the dancers motoric system by motion tracking.

Or the performer that with lots of dynamic movements plays back multitrack files
and moves like every note has been crafted with intense effort and sacrifice at that
specific moment of performance by his own hands, live on stage deeply dedicated
and generously catering its audience.

Intention space

I propose 'intention space' as a notion that creates a calculable and logical model
of the relationship between the performers musical intentions expressed through
possible motoric movements. It's a model that works on creating sets of
connected and sometimes overlapping sensing spaces that allow for defining
combined physiologically and psychologically weighted layers and boundaries.
Instead of working with sensors as linear displacement analysts, sensors can be
set up in various combinations in order to define the space which the performer
occupies and modifies.

The data interpretation is based on correlating the analyzed data changes of the
defined sensing spaces with musical synthesis or processing procedures that have
been constructed in a symmetrical way.

The notion of symmetry between intention space and sonic space is crucial. Here
we define artistically and technically what effort, gesture trajectory, gesture
rhythm, gesture presence will mean in musical sense.

An example of musical gesture interpretation:

Throwing sound: Sensors detect during a short amount of time direction and
speed of a hand gesture.

Lets say the system is defined to analyze this into one of 16 different possible
outcomes.

Each possible outcome triggers the sending of a specific package of control data
to the sound synthesis/processing system.

This can be for instance the triggering of a specific sound evolution

After this initial throwing of the sound the gesture is not interpreted unless it
moves faster than a set threshold value.

Movement is then consistently analyzed in terms of speed and direction and this
data is compared with reference values pre-designed to form conditional sets. If a
conditional set is met then this will modify the ongoing sound process

Specific gestures can be programmed to stop the sound evolution or to trigger
other sound processes

On a meta level while analyzing the data-stream and doing translations of the
gesture flow one can also set-up the system to look at recognizable patterns in the
gestures and use these for meta control.

Meta control can be setup for influencing more generic musical values, or even
non-musical values:

Groove steering
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