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Music from things you touch every day
(Source: The Advocate)

With a little imagination, you could look at the young men and women playing on the stage Monday night at the Manship Theater in
Baton Rouge and see any other workaday musicians performing for an audience.

Well, maybe more than a little imagination.

Instead of violins and trumpets, the nine musicians — seven LSU grad students and two LSU professors — were typing on laptop
computers, moving objects in front of webcams, manipulating joysticks and waving around wiimote controllers. They even created an
instrument called a “gua” — played on an iPad.

“What we're trying to do with this laptop orchestra is take these ordinary objects — ordinary computer objects — and use them in
extraordinary ways, ways that people don’t normally think of for music-making,” explained Stephen David Beck, an LSU music professor
and a director of the Laptop Orchestra of Louisiana.

LSU dietitian major Sarah Kelly, who has a friend in the orchestra, was one of about 50 people who braved bad weather to come to
Monday's show. She said she was happily surprised that unlike other electronic music she’s heard before, the laptop orchestra was not
all “squawks and beeps.”

“Usually, when you watch music you hear instruments that you never touch in real life,” Kelly observed. “Here, you're hearing music from
things you touch every day.”

Laptop orchestras are not new. Stanford and Princeton have had them for years. Beck said he resisted forming one for years at LSU.

“The last thing | find interesting is to watch someone type on a computer and make sounds,” Beck said. “That to me is completely
boring.”

“We do it in our office all day,” added Jesse Allison, a fellow LSU music professor and co-director of the orchestra.

The possibilities, though, were too interesting to pass up, Beck said.

So, the Laptop Orchestra of Louisiana was born. It's a collaboration between the LSU Center for Computation and Technology’s Lab for
Creative Arts & Technologies, the AVATAR Initiative in Digital Media and the LSU School of Music.

The resulting orchestra is a bit different from its brethren at Stanford and Princeton. There, large groups of undergraduate students
perform music composed by others, while LSU’s orchestra is peopled with grad students who both compose the music and help write the
code that drives it, Beck said.

The student players are Jeff Albert, Lindsey Hartman, Nick Hwang, Corey Knoll, Andy Larson, Yemin Oh and Brandon Thomas.

Beck said they try to keep the performances lively and recognizable, with talking and joking among the players and gestures that people
recognize from watching live music.

“The physical interaction is really important to the way we experience music,” Beck said. “We didn’t want to lose that aspect of it.”

Another twist is that the musicians supply information to and are supported by a team of computer researchers: Chris Branton, Shantenu
Jhu, Sharath Maddineni, Jeff Modell, Cornelius Toole, Brygg Ulimer, Ole Weidner and Michael Straus.

A key role the researchers play is coming up with ways to allow for quicker transitions between songs, a big problem at the beginning,
Beck said.

“Instead of taking 20 minutes, it takes us 20 seconds now,” Beck said.
Although it's called a laptop orchestra, it's more of a mobile computing ensemble.

“When we say laptop orchestra we're really referring to any kind of mobile device, and mobile has gone beyond just the laptop,” Beck
said.

The musicians are also creating new instruments, for instance, the “gua,” a product of a LSU 2009 class that was the genesis of the
laptop orchestra.

“The idea was to capture real audio as it's happening, and then have somebody else manipulate it as it's happening,” Beck explained.
The orchestra uses the “gua” to great effect on the song “Improvisations & Transformations.” While three students played a flute, a
saxophone and a French horn, three other students stood behind them with iPads, capturing their sounds and recycling them into new

sounds.

Albert, an LSU doctorate student, shows off the iPad interface that is the face of the “gua.” A jazz musician, Albert said, he has long
played trombone to support his “computer music habit.”

“Our goal is to create an organic music experience,” he said. “And part of doing that is designing the instruments in a way that they
behave intuitively.”

The orchestra held its first full concert in spring 2010. It now has a repertoire of 14 songs.

In January, it went on a four city tour. On March 15, it played in LSU’s Free Speech Alley. And on Thursday, it is planning an informal gig
at Highland Coffees, next to LSU.

The music itself ranges from accessible to experimental, structured to unstructured.

“It's sounds organized in ways that people aren't used to hearing them,” Albert explained. “But they’re not particularly strident, harsh,
offensive sounds in and of themselves.”

“We're working on songs that have offensive sounds,” Beck quipped.
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One example of an unusually organized piece is called “In Twerp,” composed by grad student Lindsey Hartman. It sets up a bed of
droning sounds on top of which the players play programmed musical scales.

“I took a (Indian) raga scale | had found and changed it up a bit,” Hartman said. “It changes constantly. There’s no specific beat to it.”
Beck said while the orchestra generates excitement, it also produces confusion.

“People, they hear the name laptop orchestra and they think, ‘That's really cool,” and they just stop. They have no idea what we really
do,” Beck said.

In some ways, the orchestra is not sure what it really does or what it's going to do next.

Grad student and researcher Straus said he plans to program robots to play music with the humans. Other ideas being considered
include more digital media, incorporating more acoustic instruments into the mix, dancing and having the audience contribute music
through their smart phones. The possibilities for future laptop orchestra pieces go on and on.

“The amount of flexibility the computer gives us almost forces us to rethink from the ground up how music is made,” said Beck.

Publish Date:
04-06-2011

Home | About | Research | Programs | News | Events | Resources | Contact Us | Log In | LSU | Feedback | Accessibility

Center for ompuation ! Technology

2003 Digital Media Center « Telephone: +1 225/578-5890 « Fax: +1 225/578-8957
© 2001-2025 Center for Computation & Technology ¢ Official Web Page of Louisiana State University.



http://cct.lsu.edu/
http://cct.lsu.edu/about
http://cct.lsu.edu/research
http://cct.lsu.edu/programs
http://cct.lsu.edu/news
http://cct.lsu.edu/events
http://cct.lsu.edu/resources
http://cct.lsu.edu/contact-us
http://cct.lsu.edu/staffresources
http://www.lsu.edu/
http://www.lsu.edu/feedback/
http://www.lsu.edu/accessibility/

