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…or: a proposal to turn the field behind my house into a music instrument.

Research Questions

Take a deep breath.

Imagine a large, square field of grass.

Music floats in the air, blending with the sounds of nature.
As you walk across the field, the timbre changes gradually.
It starts soft, then becomes increasingly piercing as you approach the far end of the field.

Imagine that the field of grass is the morph pad on a digital synthesizer.
A touch interface whose axes map to qualities in the instrument’s sonority.

💡 If a landscape can be turned into a complex input device, controlling multiple parameters in
a stochastic music-generating algorithm, how do we de!ne its poetics?
What is performance technique, when musical expression is location-based rather than gestural?
How does the geometric/geographic scale relate to the temporal dimension of music?
Can we spend a lifetime inside this music environment?

💡 If the environment is a music instrument, what are the ethics of performance?
Do we try to master performance, by mastering the environment—or do we choose a path of
ecology, reintegrating our activity with the more-than-human world? Can we use musical
landscapes to promote music making in everyday life, and rehabilitate the role of musicianship,
as a contribution towards reorienting our culture for sustainability?

Telematic Music Systems

I want to use nature as a musical instrument, write for and perform with it. My proposal
entangles music, ecology and technology, in the spirit of Pauline Oliveros, David Tudor, and
Bernie Krause. I make musical systems, in composer Harry Partch’s sense—a union of material,
instrument making, composition and performance (cf. Partch 1974). My systems are digital,
algorithmic and networked—part of the NIME1 field—crafted through digital lutherie (cf. Jorda 2005).

In NIME, any electronic device, interface, or data-stream can become musical input. My
systems are controlled by the phone in my pocket as I move through the field. Performance is a
telematic (cf. Ascott 1990) interplay with a technical framework involving GPS signals, Internet
infrastructure, and a generative music process, running in the cloud and streaming audio to the
performer’s device.2

In my daily work as a software developer, I create and configure resilient and scalable
systems using cloud technologies. The cloud is built on containerized software, a standard developed
to meet extreme demands of availability in digital services. Containers have revolutionized

2 Lemmon (2019) argues for the cybernetic nature of telematics as distinct from other technological music making.

1 New Interfaces for Musical Expression, see nime.org.
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software development, like shipping containers revolutionized logistics.3 But while digital tools
have proliferated in creative practices—not least music making (cf. Magnusson 2019), the
underlying infrastructures remain under-examined, both as tools to build robust digital
artworks, and as artistic metaphors.

My proposal contributes to digital lutherie by adopting the cloud paradigm for
algorithmic composition and performance. It does so in an ecologically sensitive way, installing
no technology in nature, emitting no sound beyond the performer’s movements.4 The on-demand
music server’s energy use is minimal, and can be measured and offset.5

Digital infrastructure has shaped my lifestyle, working online while living in a village
close to nature. Too often, technological innovation makes musicianship more precarious and less
sustainable. My research aims to demonstrate ecological uses for technology in music making.

Transdisciplinary Improvisation

Since graduating KMH’s Master Program in Jazz, my music has evolved to become more
exploratory. I have picked up new instruments, and played things that are not music
instruments—materials, like glass and clay, and environments. I have decided to make music with
whoever wants to, not just with other professional musicians. And I have adopted generative
music software—mainly SuperCollider—for algorithmic composition and performance.

Algorithmic composition unfolds as a network of musical possibilities, a rhizomatic
structure beyond linear or cyclical form. Performing it is one level abstracted from mechanical
execution. Instead of individual notes, the evolving character of the piece is played, as conductors
“play” an orchestra. Thoughtful interaction design can use this abstraction to invite non-musician
practitioners into improvisation, by repurposing their familiar tools as music instruments.

In projects during the last decade, I have made music with craftspeople, sculptors,
designers, and visual artists. During my research project Sounding Craft at Konstfack I formulated
a methodology for these collaborations, based on transdisciplinarity. (cf. Nicolescu 2002)

Transdisciplinarity goes beyond using methods from different fields—it fuses them into a
shared framework. In Nicolescu’s argument, the rupture in classical physics caused by the
unveiling of the quantum world, forces us to acknowledge a multi-layered reality, evident to
pre-modern societies, but shoved aside by positivist thinking.

In Sounding Craft, I used the heritage of work songs to argue for reintegrating music and
crafts practices. This proposal deepens my commitment to transdisciplinary improvisation by
extending the invitation to perform music, not as a dimension of practice, but as a dimension of
everyday life. The music systems I install in nature are meant to be left there for people to
discover. Anyone with a phone and a pair of headphones will be able to initiate the music system,
and start improvising with music composed for that specific site.

5 A virtual server is created on-demand in the cloud. The use of computation resources can be translated to energy.

4 To address environmental sound pollution, performer and audience wear headphones. (cf. Shannon et al. 2016)

3 See Buyya et al. (2011) and Hightower et al (2017) for foundational and applied perspectives on cloud computing.
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Performance Ecology

Ecology is the study of relationships within systems. Sustainability is the normative application
of ecology, aiming to maintain those systems in the face of disruption. A goal of my research is
the synthesis of different ecologies—musical, technical, social, environmental—into a sustainable
form of musicianship adapted to the challenges of our times.

During my music career, the industry has been disrupted repeatedly by developments in
digital technology. I have found it exhausting trying to adapt my practice to trends in digital
markets that keep changing. It is not an exaggeration to say that musicianship is in an ecological
crisis, and has been for a long time.

In Art and Sustainability, Sacha Kagan develops a powerful argument for the critical role
art must play in our transition to environmental sustainability. He identifies the roots of the
current climate crisis in a culture of unsustainability in Western thought, culminating in scientific
positivism and its siloed, fragmented modes of knowledge.

In Sounding Craft, I used Schafer’s acoustic ecology to explore how industrialization broke
the bonds between making and music, forcing both out of the everyday and into bounded
contexts on the peripheries of social life. Kagan reminds us that we have a responsibility as artists
to break out of these boxes, and seek reintegration with the rest of society.

My performance ecology is embodied musicianship resisting obscurity by engaging head-on
with digital technology, environmental and social issues. Embedded in rural community and
post-industrial landscape, it creates sited music objects inextricably tied to their environment,
and invites everyone to experience the depth, joy, and presence of making improvised music.

Methodology

My research contains four interlinked components—material, instrument, composition, and
performance. Material is gathered in nature. Participatory field recording blends documentation and
performance. Recordings are processed through curation, restoration and archiving.

Instrument design uses mapping strategies (cf. Miranda & Wanderley 2006) and prototyping.
Various methods and concepts from software design are used, like agile development, microservices,
auto-scaling, API design and API integration.

Composition uses affordance mapping (cf. Gibson) to encode emergent musical behaviors,
and reflective live coding to balance feedback loops. Software methods like iterative development
with version control, and minimum viable product contribute to a shift in the ontology of the
musical work from a fixed to a living entity (cf. Goehr 1992).

Performance uses embodied practices like walking and dancing, informed by deep listening
(cf. Oliveros 1984).6 Performative autoethnography to document enactment of progressively
complex performance scores (cf. Halprin 1995) based on scenarios listed below. Reflective writing,
field notes, and collaborative accounts to create a vocabulary for ecological music performance.
Audio, video and metadata recordings of the performances are the project’s main artistic outcome.

These scenarios will use diverse NIMEs and compositions, generating recursive variation:

6 The ecological walking-based land art of Richard Long has been a decisive inspiration for this project.
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1. One performer, moving freely in a field. Music generation is based on GPS data.
2. Like 1, but multiple performers with distinct musical roles—harmony, rhythm, melody etc.
3. Like 1 and 2, but using other sensor input—like gyroscope—for gestural performance.
4. Like 1 and 2, but integrating external data-streams, like weather, pollen levels, or air-quality.
5. Geographic-scale composition. Map layers—terrain type, topography—guide performance.
6. Social-scale composition. Passive participation, using wifi and bluetooth signals as inputs.7

Research Plan8

I look forward to taking part in institutional work at KMH through teaching, organizing, or peer
review, and contributing to artistic music research. I hope to collaborate across institutions, and
participate in inter/transdisciplinary contexts. I strongly prefer Open Access publishing,
especially journals following the Diamond standard, (c.f. Bosman et al. 2021) such as Network
Music and Arts, Journal of Sonic Studies, the Journal for Artistic Research and others.

Y1: Create a simplistic music system, perform and document scenarios 1, 3 and 4. First
paper based on conceptual and technical groundwork. Apply to conferences for Y2. Investigate
interest from institutional partners. Create comprehensive music material for later use.

Y2: Refined and scaled-up technical solution. Article on participatory field-recording.
Conference contribution with live-coded performance. Apply for travel/project grants for Y3,
including to permanently install music systems in specific locations.

Y3: Permanent installation of music system, assessment of community impact. Refine
generative composition, enact scenarios 2 and 5. Paper on scales of geographic improvisation.
Conference talk including audience performance. Seek collaboration, and apply for grants to
conduct scenario 6 (social) in a specified location.

Y4: Enact scenario 6. Structure and write dissertation, prepare for defense and book
publication. Organize a festival in my field, with other composers and performers using my
music system. Opening it up to collaboration would be an artistic highlight of the project for me.

Conclusion: Jazz in the Expanded Field

The title of this proposal paraphrases a foundational text in postmodern art theory.
Rosalind Krauss’ inclusive redefinition of sculpture helped establish a relational aesthetics, used
to legitimize conceptual, performative, and site-specific forms of expression, including in eco-art.

In Sounding Craft, I positioned transdisciplinary music practice relative to jazz tradition,
and explained the fracturing of music and making in the modern world as an ecological crisis.
This proposal continues my research by applying Krauss’ frame to jazz—not to dislocate it from
its historical and social roots, but to reintegrate its core improvisational ethos into everyday life.

The actual field—my view through the window as I write—also expands. By encoding
music into its geography, this unassuming place—where my neighbors walk their dogs and carry
fishing rods to the lake—becomes a site for spontaneous musical expression, cultivating
ecological dialogue with the biotope and a personal sense of stewardship for the environment.

8 I don’t foresee significant technical or ethical risks in the research plan, but welcome discussions with the jury.

7 Distinct ethical considerations in this scenario fall outside the scope of this text but will shape the research process.
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