program note for EMPREINTES

EMPREINTES seeks to steal bits and pieces of movement and color from a musical evolution, using them to create something new : a sort of halo spiralling around a musical process. At times it may seem simply an imprint of its surroundings, enriching without truly altering its context; however, at other moments, it may become a force of transformation itself. By capturing fragments of one object and transmitting them to another, both it and the objects from which the material has been captured are changed. Thus textures and colors do not interact directly, as in most pieces : they must pass through this conduit, whose presence may be more or less felt depending on the moment. The evolutions become oblique, in a way : objects maintain their own inertia while slowly being pulled toward each other. In the space between and around them is the new object, which exists as a kind of transformed reflection of its surroundings.

Realizing this piece came after more than two years of research and development at IRCAM. Using an algorithm created by a German psycho-acoustician Ernst Terhardt (this algorithm allows an analysis with hundreds, or even thousands of values to be reduced to only the few that are most significant to the perception) we were able to analyse extremely complex sounds and, without pretending to acquire a complete picture, capture and exploit the essential imprint of the sounds. For this piece, the algorithm was implemented in 'real-time', permitting the computer to 'listen' to  and in a sense 'understand' what the ensemble is playing. Thus the machine can react musically, stealing the bits and pieces of the realization that are most important in the current execution. If pitches are slightly higher or lower, the resulting sounds produced by the computer will be changed (as in an ensemble, with players constantly adjusting their intonation) but much more subtle changes will also be taken into account ( the brilliance of the flute, or the violinists vibrato, etc...).

Through this approach we have, I believe, been able to generate a sort of musicality from a machine. It no longer need be either master or slave, but, like the halo - reflecting back the stolen bits of material from which it is made while producing a new musical object - may find a way of capturing an essence and making it into something else, something musical rather than mechanical.

The work of development was central to the creation of EMPREINTES. I would like to especially acknowledge the work of three people without whom the piece could not have been realized. Gérard Assayag, to whom the piece is dedicated, worked on the first implementation of the Terhardt algorithm at IRCAM and created a real-time interpolation object for use with the current version. Todor Todoroff  performed the daunting task of bringing the algorithm  into real-time and tailoring the implementation to our needs. And finally, Eric Daubresse who realized the real-time synthesis environment, collaborated on every stage of the technical realization of the piece, as well as generally kept everything from falling apart.
