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Dlrectar Ge Wang helps co-director J:enun Oh reset a computer — the screen is seen belnw

Stanford’s orchestra of laptops

and Acouistics, The namé — an
acronym for Stanford Laptop
' .Orchestra — deseribes the
parameters of the thing with
crisp efficiency, but it doesnt
_quite convey the range and
“variety of sounds that emerge
from thas compuferized con-
fah,
o Among the works 1eamred
_oit Wednesday's spring concert-
are the burbles and bleeps of
old-style electronic music, the
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Tas prachce £oott 011 the Stanford campus last
'week an ensérnblé of more than a dozen performmg
-musicians gathered to rehearse for an upcoming -
.chamber concert of student work. One young com-
- poser after another stepped to the front of the room,
“distributed scores, and started cueing entranCes and a
“ironing out details of cootdination. -~ - .

- Justanother day in the chamber-music World ex counds of teaditional imeteu-
cept for one key detail: Every musician in this ensem- B . ments (both real and syn-
ble was playing the same instrument — a MacBook. . S!nsrk The Stanford Lapmp ©thesized) and muchinbe-

- You've now entered the world of Slork oneof vari- . Crchestra's Sprirg Coneert is at' tween,
ous high-tech musical projects under way at CCRMA, 8 p.m. Wadnesday at Dinkel: One composer, Matisol

R 0T splal Auditoriyrn, Stanford; ‘Jmeneg, has created an array
Stanford’s Center _f(_’f_ Computer Beseﬁrdi in Music . Free, slerk.stanford.edu. S Laptop continues on E8




Makmg
‘music
on Macs

Laptop from page E1

aof somethmg she calls “noise
harps,” each one a bell-shaped
apparatus strung with amplified
wire to be played with a violin
bow. Chris Chafe, the head of .
CCRMA, will present a piece
that combines laptops in the
concert hall with live musicians.
offsite.

Slork isTun by Ge Wang, 33,
an affable, caffeinated prefessor
with a joint appointment in the .
music and computer science.
departments

“What we’re éxploring here is
how computers can be made .
into new types of musical in-
struments,” he gaid, “We want
tomake orchestra and chamber
music with these new sounds,
and try to figure outhowto
connect people and machines .
musically.”

Wang, who came to the Unit- -

ed States from Beijing when he
was 9, started Slork whenhe
joined the Stanford faculty in
2007 s modeledonnanen-
semble he participated in as a

graduate'student at Prmceton, .
called you guessed it~ Plork. -

Best of computers, yeople

The impetus behind it seems

to owe as much to ideas in cogni-
tive science as in muysic, Wang
says. “One of the basic Questions
we're asking is, What are com-
puters good at doing and what
are people good at?”

“Computers are greatat pro-
ducing sounds — anything we::
can write an aIgomthm for, we
can hear, They don’t get tired, -
they have a lot of processing '
power, and they’re easﬂy net-
worked. .

“People, on the other hand,.
are adaptable. They're social.
The notions of expressiveness -
and intention more readily ap-'
plicable to people.

ial to The Chmnk:le

Members of the Stanford Lapmp Orchestra rehearse with
their MacBooks at the university’s computer music center,

“We Want to.., try
to figure out how to
connect people and

_ machines musically.” |

Ge Mmg, ]mad of Stanford Center
for Computer Research -
in Masic and Acoustics

“You g)tli ali these elements:

together, and then- you _see where_

the intersection is.” :

But why use an array of Iap
tops to produce sounds that
could easily be made to come
from a single machine? One
reason, Wang says, is the spatial
aspect, :

Rather than routmg all the

.| sounds of the enisenible through

a single set of speakers, each

1 Slork laptop is fitted out with its

own six-channel bub of omnidi-
rectional speakers. Just asin a
traditional orchestra, the result
is a blend of different sounds
coming from distinct locations.

.. Another concern is the com-

-’ munal aspect of agroup playing

together. Members of Slork sit
on cushions on the floor, with
their laptops on low tables for

- better sightlines; the resulting
. aura is more like that of a gam-

elan thana eomputer fab,

“When a string quartet plays,
they're very visual,” says Wang.
“If an ensemble has been togeth-
er for a while, they lknow how to
respond to each other, and that's
very much part of the perfor-
mance, Computers aren’iso
good at that ahpecl "

Orchestra of mobile phones

Slork is not the only electron-
ic ensemble Wang oversees. He's

“*also founded MoPha, the Stan-

ford Mobile Phone Orchestra
which, again, is just what it

“sounds like.

“MoPho is like a mobile ver-

| sion of Slork, which is an en-

‘semble that has a large footprint.
Whereas MoPho can rehearse
and play anywhere, at any time.”
- Andmore js probably to
come. Wang waxes as enthusi-
astically as any early adopter
about his new iPad, and promis-
es to explore the musical possi-
bilities of cloud computing.

“As Chris (Chafe) says, ‘Hwe
knew what we were doing, it -
wouldn’t be research,” This is all
about taking the ill-defined into
the realm of the well-defined.”

i\ E-ma#l Josbua Kosman at -

Jhosman@sfebroniclecom.




