Notes to Edge City

In a very real sense, we were making music for bats and dogs in Dei Due Mondi and Canned Bits Mechanics.

One of the core techniques that I employed in Dei Due Mondi to generate sound materials for the Device Driver Module is a software program I wrote that starts with a given sound file or sample and creates a spread of 24 instances of that sound. I can then shift the playback speed or pitch of each instance, as well as its position in a stereo or 8 channel recording, in real time. One way I use this is to create "harmonics" with the sound files; essentially integer multiples of a base speed or frequency, similar to the harmonic frequencies that make up individual notes or tones of a traditional instrument. I then start all the files playing back simultaneously and looping, and instantly a rich texture encompassing a complex gamut from extremely high to extremely low frequencies is created. I then record the results and extract materials from these recordings, using them as raw material for compositional purposes. Similarly, I enjoy having each sample playback with very slight speed differences (i.e. 1.0, 1.01, 1.02) to create complex phasing sound files, where a single voice can shift in and out of phase with related versions of itself, creating a hybrid otherworldy choir with frequencies above and below what the human ear can hear. 

In Canned Bits Mechanics, we applied a similar technique to a complex sound file of a recording of a prepared player piano.  As the avatar under my control moved towards and away from certain points we had marked within the Sirikata scene, playback speeds shifted in the sound file, allowing me to rapidly move from an extremely slow presentation of the material (with a corresponding extremely low frequency) to an extremely fast and high frequency playback. 

So, not only were we inhabiting the region between perceptible and imperceptible frequencies, but also between perceptible and imperceptible rhythms as well as musical structures. A highly metrical and rhythmic musical phrase—for example, a march by John Philip Sousa—can be transformed into readily perceived tone by speeding up a recorded clip beyond the point where the rhythm of individual notes is perceivable. This effect was famously described in sound by Karlheinz Stockhausen, at the center of whose electronic composition Kontakte a high tone gradually descends until it becomes clear that the pitched material actually consists in very fast rhythmic pulses “blurred” into a tone when one crosses a given threshold of speed.
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