Apart Study at Sarc 
March 4, 2007

Aims: To observe communication and interaction between three different musicians, each placed in a separate space. Observations by an anthropologist from Queen’s University Belfast
Observations:

Practice session:  

Each musician was placed in a separate space within the SARC building.  Pedro, playing piano, was placed in the largest space, the sonic lab.  He sits at the right hand side of the stage.  The room is dimly lit – the lights are focused on the piano where he sits.  There is a computer screen on the stage with him but for the first portion of the tests he does not glance at the screen (the screen is not facing him).  I begin my observations in the sonic lab where Pedro is playing piano.  The room contains rows of chairs, all of them empty except for my own.  The chairs are arranged in rows.  The floor is made up of a grid system which can be seen through.  The floor is not covered, allowing you to see into the basement below. There is also a sound board in the room, and in the beginning a young man comes in and checks the sound board.  But the sound board is not monitored after this.   


There are several people going in and out of the rooms, including the sonic lab.  There is also a studio attached to the lab where I can see two or three men monitoring the recordings and checking equipment.   They occasionally speak into the microphones and can be heard in the sonic lab.  


Before beginning the actual recordings, Pedro enters the auditorium with a canvas bag (something inside that clangs) and arranges some music at the piano.  There are two microphones picking up the sound from the piano.   He hits a few keys, and then moves off the stage again.  There is another man who comes in looking for music stands – I can hear faint sound through the huge speakers in front of me just near the stage.  But I can’t tell where the sound is coming from.  


When I look at the computer screen near Pedro I can see that there is another room being shown on it.  But I can’t tell who is in the room.  In the background I can hear drums being practiced through the speaker in front of me.  There are voices in the speakers now, doing audio tests.  A voice says, “Pedro can you hear me?” 

“Yes I can hear you talking.”  There are jazz rhythms being played by a saxophone, drums and a piano.  


There is a lot of effort to try and coordinate everyone.  All instructions are given through the microphone.  It seems that everyone is attempting to get in their correct positions in order to begin.  Pedro is using large hand gestures and someone is asking him if he is at the piano yet.  He can be heard but not seen.  There are 3 musicians involved, Pedro, Francesca and Steve.  There are also two coordinators involved (the two men in the studio, Alain and Fernando?) and then two individuals, Florien and Damien who are helping with recording equipment and sound etc.  Alain comes out of the studio and into the lab frequently at the beginning to turn on the camera.  A rush to get things coordinated; Pedro moves from the sonic lab to the studio and runs back up to the piano again.  It seems that Alain is coordinating the majority of these activities.  Pedro tells Alain he can’t hear anything – Pedro then plays a few notes on the piano, but no one can tell if he is playing.  There is a request for Francesca to play  - she plays a little and they try to tune their instruments through the microphone.  Francesca is in another studio.  Pedro and Alain work to try and increase the volume for Francesca. But Francesca complains about getting a reverb.  She says “I’m getting reverb, feedback almost”.  After Pedro has adjusted the volume then Francesca comments that it’s a bit better.  Pedro then complains that he can hear the piano back and that it is ‘ringing’.  Damien is trying to get Pedro’s attention from one of the studios but he is not being heard through the microphone.  The drums are heard at this point and come in quite loud.  They are trying to get the volume right for all three instruments but they seem to be struggling and are getting slightly frustrated.  They attempt to play a piece together.  They are almost in sync but I feel it is hard for them to hear each other and each other’s instructions.  Damien is attempting to be heard.  Steve is asked to play something on the drums.  Francesca feels the drums are too quiet.  


The saxophone and piano are playing in sync but I have the feeling they are not hearing each other so well.  The drum player is having difficulty hearing both the sax and the piano.  Pedro gets up and adjusts something in the studio (?) – the drum player can now hear.  In the sonic lab the drums are really loud.  Francesca is getting feedback from her own instrument.  She requests to hear something from the piano.  But Pedro is not at the piano when she requests this.  Steve is asked to play certain parts of the drum to try and keep the piece together.  Steve is having trouble being heard however, “this is the drums, is anyone listening to me?”  


There are efforts to try and coordinate everyone to play the piece together.  They are counting in together.  The levels of the different instruments are not being heard equally.  There are requests for more piano, followed by a comment that there are “too much drums”.  Francesca says that the volume is good for her.  They seem to playing more in sync at this point.  (Jazz piece).  There are some difficulties counting in the pieces.  I would say it is probably difficult to count in a piece without visual contact. Pedro is aiming all of his verbal comments at the piano.  He was not talking into the microphone, or looking into the studio but was focused entirely on the piano.  There are new instructions given to Steve in terms of the rhythms etc.  It seems that everyone is following his cue and his pacing: though I think he is becoming frustrated at having to keep the pace and, to some extent, maintain leadership over the ensemble.  Pedro is also giving instructions, saying the piece needs to be played faster.  


After about 15 minutes they can all hear each other well.  They practice slower and then pick up the pace.  This time Pedro is counting them in.  Francesca sounds a bit frustrated at this point, saying that Steve is dragging behind.  They discuss whether or not to have the drum beats on 1 and 3, or on 2 and 4.  They then attempt to play everything in unison.  Pedro asks for a continuous snare with accents wherever.  There is an effort made to coordinate the piano and the drums.  Again, worries about the piece being too fast – and trying to coordinate.  Pedro grimaces.  Pedro begins to count them.  The piece is played through in its entirety.  Francesca says “the piece is messy”, Steve agrees with her. 


There is a problem with monitoring the piece – a fundamental problem.  Steve comments that ‘they are feeling the swing thing differently – we need to find where that is, everyone is hearing it differently’.  At this point Steven has taken over leadership  - they are sounding more in unison though, at this point.  Steve has begun to count them in.  Coming in at the right point seems to present a problem for them.  


They try the piece from different points.  (for example, last 5 bars, last 6 bars).  The issues at this point seem to be rhythmical and musical rather than monitoring problems.  They can hear each other fairly well.  The people in the studio are relaxed, talking amongst each other.  There are attempts to pick up the pace.  Timing is an issue.  Pedro is having some issues hearing the saxophone.  Difficulties coming in at the right place at the end of the piece.  They have been working on the piece for 39 minutes.


After a lot of practicing they seem to get the piece in unison.  Pedro comments ‘there is a latency in the monitoring.’  Pedro tells Francesca she is late all the time; she says she felt like they were together.  


1A)

Turn off the recording equipment and then turn it back on.  All three men who are working on setting up the equipment leave the studios.  There is communication between Alain, Damien and Florien to ensure that all three cameras have been turned on and that they have exited the studios.  There is a few seconds of silence before the performance.  The performance has begun  - Steve starts the drumming (would be difficult if all three performers had to begin at the same time).  Pedro is listening to the other two performers through the speakers, but is not glancing at either the studio or the screen that is on the ground near the piano (it is faced away from him so he can’t see the image).  


They try the second piece – it is slower and freer – the conditions for this piece seem to be the same  - the monitoring hasn’t been adjusted.  Steve says that he is getting feedback.  Pedro uses a whisk brush on the piano strings.  Again the cameras are turned off and on for this piece.  


Alain swaps the tapes.

1B) The conditions of the communication between the three musicians has been altered.  There is now latency.  Pedro comments that ‘now the fun is going to start’.  They play the tune together.  There will be delays.  There is concern from Pedro and Francesca – should they be listening to each other or to Steve?  They try to follow Steve.  They start the cameras in the three studios – there is an effort made to coordinate the cameras.  Damien, and Florien are working on monitoring the cameras.  The musicians still can’t see each other.  The tapes seem to be recording fine but there is a glitch that needs to be fixed – a technical recording problem.  Francesca is calling for Pedro but he can’t hear her since he has left the auditorium and is in the studio.  She is getting no response back.  There is an issue with one of the cameras.  There is no place to change a tape – there is only a place for a memory stick.  Pedro, Alain and Florien joke ‘how many PhD’s does it take?’.  Pedro comes back into the room.   There is reverb – they can hear their instruments echoing back.  Pedro’s face is concentrated.  His body moves in time with the piano, the drums are playing, he says he can’t hear the sax.


They begin playing the piece again. It seems to me that they are listening to themselves instead of each other – trying to keep the time is more difficult now that there is reverb.   At the end of the piece there is a comment by Francesca ‘oh my god!’  They fill in the first part of the questionnaire they are using to monitor the experiment.  The cameras are kept rolling at this point.  They start the second piece.  Pedro is concentrating on his piano.  He does not look up toward the audience at any point (where I am sitting) nor does he look into the studio.  He still can’t see the visuals displayed on the screen at his feet.  

1C)  I am now in the studio with Steve.  It is a small space, shaped like a cube with computer equipment taking up most of the room.  Steve is set up with the drums close to the entrance.  His back is facing the door.  He is facing all the equipment in the room and me.  He is practicing when I come in.  He asks the others through the microphone if he is playing at an ‘okay tempo’.  Damien is there, waiting to start the cameras.  They are rolling.  Pedro counts in the drums, there is static and Steve grimaces quiet a lot.  It is as if he is listening intently – straining to hear the others.  He is facing the wall.  He is facing his music and seems focused on it during the piece.  He laughs when the piece is done.  He said ‘we are all hearing different things’. There is some confusion over the different parts.  Pedro claps into the microphone (from the auditorium) to hear how out of synch they are.  They all clap together to hear how out of synch they are.  Francesca seems to be frustrated at the amount of feedback and distortion she is hearing – I can hear it in her voice.  Francesca wants to do the piece again.  Steve thought that the piece went okay.  Damien is coming down to Studio 3.  I can hear him being instructed through the microphones.  Steve is drumming out the beat on his legs.  Francesca is telling Pedro to be flexible in how he plays.  She wants him to listen to her and to adjust to the sounds and rhythms she is playing.  He doesn’t seem to respond to her request.  She comments that otherwise ‘it sounds like she is playing shite’.  Steve is following the music but grimacing.  He seems to mostly be focusing on his own part because the distortion is so bad.  They repeat the piece.  Steve laughs again at the end.  

2nd Piece:  Francesca says there is a problem with ‘this piece and performance scenario – tell me what the difference is?’  I’m not sure what she means by this.  There is nothing being shown on the computer screen.  Steve prepares but then the pizza arrives.  Francesca is waiting for Alain’s instructions, Steve is focused on playing this next piece –  it can be seen in his face.  It seems easier for him and he seems to be enjoying it more.  At the end he grimaces though.  He is careful to be extremely silent after the piece finishes – then he gets up and we all leave the studio.

There seem to be leadership issues in the group.  It may be  hard for them to follow each other without visual communication.  They are making do with the verbal communication but there seems to be a certain amount of frustration at having to play together without actually being together.  No one is sure who to follow, no one has assumed actual leadership and therefore there is confusion surrounding the beginnings of pieces, and instructions concerning how to play the pieces.    

2A) ichat

I am sitting in with Steve.  Steve can see himself on the computer screen as well as Francesca and Pedro.  He is now facing and watching the screen as opposed to facing his music only.  He seems to be visually interacting with the 2 other musicians.  Francesca is concerned about where she should look, and whom she should be facing.  She doesn’t want to turn away from the microphone but at the same time doesn’t want to turn away from the screen or camera either.  Pedro hasn’t been looking at the camera at all but seems to be facing the computer screen in the Sonic Lab.  Steve occasionally glances at his music, he is concentrating on his music – when the solo portion of the piece comes along, he watches the computer screen.  Pedro does not seem to be watching the camera but perhaps he is looking at the screen (in the sonic lab).  At the very end of the piece, Pedro glances into the camera.  They are filling in their forms now.  There is a comment made that no one wants to use the video (though I am not sure what they mean by this).  Francesca sounds slightly frustrated in her studio, but Steve seems to be more at ease with being able to see the others.

2nd Piece – Steve is looking at his drums, Pedro is not looking at the camera.  Francesca is using the camera – looking into it.  Steve is using the screen; he seems confident in looking away from his music at this point.  Pedro is looking at the computer screen, and also looking into the camera from time to time.  At the end of the piece the cameras are stopped and they write up their notes.  

2B) 

I am now in a different studio with Francesca.  She is focused on the screen in front of her.  When she starts playing she looks mainly at the music but glances from time to time at the screen.  When she is resting (during the piece) she looks at the computer screen where she can see her two colleagues.  During her solo piece she looks at her music.  She laughs at the end of the piece and looks into the camera and fills out the forms.  The camera doesn’t seem to help in terms of them being in synch with each other because there is a delay (in sound).  There is a difficulty in them staying together – playing in unison.  Francesca comments that she feels the latency was much better in that piece.  

2nd piece – Francesca doesn’t look at the screen at the beginning but then turns to the screen about halfway through.  She is now focused on looking at Pedro and Steven.  Pedro seems to be looking mainly at his piano (though it is hard to tell from where I am).  The three seems to be interacting however, on the screen, especially at the end of the pieces.  Francesca is facing the screen and talks into the screen – her body is turned in the direction of the screen.

3A) There is no video for this particular recording session. There are only microphones.  Franziska says “its really awkward, you’re going to get lots of feedback”.  She comments that the length of the cable is not good.  She’s concerned about the feedback.  She says that the microphone interferes with her mouth piece.  She says ‘that’s what you want’ (referring to the feedback).  She has turned away from the screen.  She is turned toward her music stand now and she is facing straight ahead. She is focused on her music.  There are some issues with the monitoring that are tested.  She should only be able to hear the other players in the left speaker.  Adjustments are made and they are ready to record.  Franziska says, “I’m always wondering where they are?” (not sure what this refers to).  They ask to hear the sax only  - in theory they should be heard in both speakers for Pedro and Steve.  Franziska plays, Steve is now trying the drums.

The cameras are switched on.  Franziska is standing in the middle of the room, she glances at the screen once but there is nothing appearing there.  She only focuses on her music for this piece. Her body is still.  It doesn’t look like she is really enjoying this piece.  She is focused intently.  The piece is in synch this time and they seem to be happy with their results.  She says, “We’re getting better.”  

2nd Piece – Franziska looks at the speaker for her cue.  Her eyes are closed and she is relaxed.  She hasn’t looked at the computer screen.  She is not looking at her music either.  She is focused and facing in one direction.  At the end of the piece she opens her eyes and listens.  The cameras are stopped.  

