Notes to Edge City

Probing the limits of audibility means more than generating music for bats and dogs (i.e., using high-frequencies that only certain animals can hear but not humans): it also means playing with barely perceivable subtleties of volume, with sounds that emerge from the dark of silence, with sounds that are masked and unmasked by other musical events. To achieve these sorts of musical effects, networks, remote locations, and virtual worlds aren’t necessary strictly speaking.  But they stage the problematic in an entirely new way inasmuch as sound is generated not just by local, readily identifiable sources, but emanates from distant locations that are sometimes impossible to pin down. 

This brings me to another key feature of the audibility/inaudibility threshold: the one shaping musical structure. Multi-located performances—performances carried out in disparate physical and virtual locations—introduce problems of phasing by their very nature.  Phasing is not a “problem.” Rather it becomes yet another expressive element that can be marshaled to produce intelligible (audible) and unintelligible (inaudible) effects, effects that bounce like a ping pong ball between locations (real and virtual), media (visual and acoustical), along the infrastructures that support both (data networks, sirikata).

Performers inside virtual world crystallize this complexity.  Their actions and the resulting effects oscillate between legibility and illegibility. What exactly is avatar X doing? The musical effects of his actions confirm that the actions in question are meaningful. But what about the other avatars in circulation? Who leads and who follows? And given that the music arises from interactions, who exactly “produces” it?

In short, we are talking here about new continent that we have barely begun to explore, but one whose musical and aesthetic implications have already proven extraordinarily rich.


 







Juan-Pablo Caceres

