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I felt under a lot of pressure during the final project. I wanted to create something that
encompassed everything I had learnt over the last year, whilst at the same time reflecting
both my personal interests and feelings. I also wanted something ground-breaking and
innovative. This pressure somewhat ‘clouded my vision’ and perhaps halted me from getting
a clear idea of what it was I wanted to make. I knew that I wanted to make something that
involved both music and imagery and of course be interactive. I have always been interested
in the combination of music and imagery and in particular the art form visual music.
This led me to think of some sort of interactive visual music installation. I wanted to work on
a bigger scale than I had done in any of the previous projects, keen to explore the use of
space and projections. My first thoughts were to make a type of instrument, one that users
could learn to play and simultaneously produce both sounds and imagery. I was interested in
including other ideas surrounding abstraction, video art and immersion.

During the first tutorial it became clear that much of this had been done before and that if I
really wanted to engage an audience I should look gain a more emotive response.  I spent lots
of time thinking about this and researching the works of installation artists such as Anthony
Gormley, Diana Thater, Angela Bulloch and Camille Utterback. I had some ideas that would
reflect my personal apprehensions at the time, but I didn’t really feel great about them. I
began to feel that the ideas I was having were slightly contrived and that I was getting further
away from my original interest, visual music.

So I went back to look at more examples of visual music and how
current installation artists such as Golan Levin, Jennifer Steinkamp and
Jim Hodges are taking influence from it. My main conclusion was that
most of the work I came across was quite abstract, and that the works
were offering an experience rather than signifying a direct meaning. It
was this that led me to explore a more abstract route, hoping that by
using the right colours and sounds I could create something immersive
and hopefully ambiguous enough for users to engage with and
experience their own meaning.



I liked the idea of web-cam tracking most, as it was something I hadn’t used before and
thought it might be a good chance to learn more about it.
I approached Anthony Head at the end of semester two, I explained my rough ideas and he
told me about possible ways of inputting to a web-cam. One of these being the Reactivision
engine. A freeware application that allows web-cams to track special symbols and output
data to other software. This seemed to me like a really good way of interacting with a system,
allowing free movement and multiple controllers. I was really excited about this software and
discovered that it worked well with the graphic programming language Max/Msp. A package
that I came across in the second year of my music degree but hated at the time because I
found it to be completely un-musical. I didn’t see how numbers, maths and small boxes could
aid any composition, which was then my main interest. Although I wasn’t looking forward to
using it, I had gained much more interest in the possibilities of interactive performance, I
knew that max was best for this and that it would be a good chance to re-learn it. Although I
had to completely start from scratch, I used the tutorials and built a patch that separated the
Reactivision signals, so I could map them to any parameter of the sound manipulation.

My main worry at the time was how I would achieve such a
thing technically because I was very keen to create at least a
working prototype. I decided that I should get on with
experimenting. I first had to decide how the user would interact
with the system and give it information. I considered options
such as touch sensitive triggers, midi controllers, light sensors
and web-cam tracking.

After another tutorial I was pointed in the direction of Isadora, another
graphic programming environment but this time for manipulating video
in real-time. I downloaded the demo and instantly loved it. One of the
most exciting things I discovered was that it could input OSC (open
sound control) data, which I knew Max/Msp could output. I could
already see a system working; all I had to do now was make it. For a
more detailed description of this development please refer to
experimentation videos one and two.
Even when I got just the simple stages of it working I was really
pleased, I found it both playable and fun and loved that fact that
because of the simplicity of the Reactivision engine I eventually had it
all working on my one computer in my bedroom.
I experimented a lot with mapping movements of the Reactivision
symbols to parameters manipulating the video or audio output, trying to
create something that was both intuitive and easy to pick up as well as
playful and intriguing.



I also played around with the linking of sounds to the
visual elements, trying to find the most syneasthetic
combinations. One of the ways I did this was to make the
output of the visuals directly affect the output of the sound,
using OSC signals. One simple experiment, which features
in Video One, was to make the brightness level picked up
by the web-cam, feature as the frequency for a synthesizer
and the amount of motion blur on the imagery. So as more
light was let in to the camera, the frequency went up and
the motion blur filled the screen.

This experiment formed a direct link between the sound and imagery and also provided a
nice and simple way of interacting with the system. By covering or uncovering a small
desktop lamp I could control both the sound and visual output. This was something I really
liked, both because of the increased syneasthetic nature but also the fact I was playing with
an actual tangible object. A blend between the real world and the digital world created on-
screen. However, unfortunately I quickly discovered that the light vastly affected the
visibility of the Reactivision symbols, because of the light reflecting off them the camera
couldn’t pick them up. I had to make a decision to stick with one or the other and decided to
go with Reactivision. Mainly because of it’s multi controller capabilities and its more precise
movement tracking.

As time went on the difficulty I came across was whether to try and make an ‘instrument’,
one that a user could ‘learn’ and would perhaps require some skill and previous knowledge to
play. Or to make a more simpler type of installation that anybody could easily pick up,
explore and enjoy.
One simple example I made using two orb shapes seemed to work well, I liked the
relationship between the round shape of the hand controllers and the round shape on screen.
I tested this on some friends and it seemed that they enjoyed simply playing with it and
exploring the screen, they also commented that the relation between the sounds and visuals
was good and that they ‘kind of experience it as one thing’ which is exactly what I wanted.

It was at this time that I thought that it might not need to be anything more
than that. That just by creating an intuitive interactive environment I could
allow the users to play with the piece. This is when the idea of the ambient
toy came about. Something that would not need to be more than something
to play with. At the time I was using some time-lapse stock footage and
some abstract photos.I created some sounds that matched these and
together they created a very ambient and relaxing atmosphere.
This furthered the idea that it could just be an ambient environment that
users could play with to unwind.



Developing the idea further I thought about the possibility of
making multiple atmospheres that could reflect different moods.
So users would choose a preset environment depending on their
mood at the time and then play in it offering an experience rather
than a prescribed meaning.
As time went on I realized that because of the time scale I would
probably only be able to create one or two different mood options.
In the end I had to stick with just one, I thought it would be better
to concentrate on making one setting work really well by focusing
on the interactions and the technical aspects.

From the start I was keen to include something that would make the audio/visual composition
unique to each user. A more ambient type of interaction where information would be inputted
from the users appearance or presence and manipulated in front of them. In the early
experiments I used a web cam to input images into Isadora and manipulate them in real-time.
The problem was, because the web-cam was already inputting the Reactivision data I
couldn’t do this without using another computer, which slowed the system right down. So I
decided to go with sound, I added a section to the max patch that inputs ambient sound from
the microphone, puts it through a delay and then outputs the volume level to Isadora so that it
could affect a parameter of the visual output. This added another level of interaction and I
thought it worked well with the ambient nature of the piece.

I felt all along that the piece needed to have direct feedback between the user’s movements
and what was seen and heard, much like an instrument. But I also wanted the imagery and
sound to be flowing and ambient to create more of an atmospheric and immersive
environment. I found this a bit of a contrast and worked hard to try and combine the two.
During the final tutorial it became obvious that I needed to make the feedback even clearer. I
had become so used to my own system that it was hard to ‘step back’ and envisage what it
would be like coming into contact with the piece for the first time. I played around with
volume and panning of sounds and experimented with the visuals by adding interaction into
the manipulation of more parameters.

The difficulty was in not adding too many that the user would not be able
to find all the controls intuitively. I like the discovery within interaction
and hopefully I ended up with a good balance between what can be used
immediately and what can be found by playing with the piece.
Overall I am pleased with the outcome of my final piece, I think the
audio/visual environment I have created is something quite immersive
and playful. My biggest hope is that users will enjoy playing with it and
perhaps even find it relaxing or immersing. It is quite different to what I
first envisaged and with perhaps more time I could have developed it’s
potential further.



In contrast though if I had had more time to calibrate the Reactivision engine and had perhaps
used bigger symbols with more light and perhaps a flatter screen, then I think it has great
potential to be the basis of an exciting new instrument. When controlled by someone with a
knowledge of the system it could be played more like an instrument. I think this type of more
precise web-cam input has great possibilities for the future and is something I am definitely
keen to explore further.
I also think if I was to approach a similar project again I would firstly decide what exactly I
would want to make and what a user would want from the creation. I think I jumped into this
one excited by the thought of making my own interactive visual music installation and
thought that that was enough to begin. I began too quickly with trying to accomplish it
technically and going under the proviso that the content could come second to that.
I think perhaps the lack of a brief threw me a bit and I needed to set a more detailed set of
aims for myself at the very beginning.
I can’t help but think that the ambient toy idea is in some ways a ‘cop-out’, in the way that
the final setup was quite striking and immersive and with the right content it has the potential
to trigger a deeper meaningful engagement. I feel that I was un-successful in this aspect.
On the other hand I am really proud of what I achieved technically and in that respect I
accomplished what I set out to do. I learnt and implemented 3 new types of software, created
a large stereo-multi-screen installation and created something syneasthetic and interactive.
Throughout the project my interests and skills seemed lay more on the technical side and I
didn’t want to try and force a meaning upon the piece as in the end it would probably seem
contrived and completely un-effective.

Most of difficulties I have had with the installation in situ have been with the
Reactivision engine. The advent of the hand controllers invites quite precise
movements and because of the low light and the temptation to follow the
curvature of the screen, the camera doesn’t always pick up the symbol and so
doesn’t always trigger the audio/visual output. Perhaps I should have gone
with the other route of using a tangible light source for simpler interactivity,
this may have matched better with the sound input too. These would have
been more ambient and perhaps more playable, so if I was to do it again I
would at least explore that route further.

I also think with the development of technology there is perhaps more
room for this type of entertainment, people aren’t always after something
as involving as computer games but want a more physical engagement
than just listening to music or watching a film. Perhaps with more refined
controls and more user-generated content there will be a time when
ambient toys similar to this will feature in people’s homes. The success of
interactive audio/visual toys such as Toshio Iwai’s Electroplankton
already prove that there is a potential market for this type of playful
creation.


