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Och därnere längst i mörkret
syns en dynamo som surrar,

så det gnistrar omkring hjulen;
svart och hemsk, i det fördolda

mal han ljus åt hela trakten.
– August Strindberg, Gatubilder

1. INTRODUCTION

Urban Swell

It is the nature of cities to always be in a state of flux. But a variety of forces 

in the present day have given transformation in urban environments a new, 

more absolute quality. As the franchise model crowds out more locally-based 

businesses, mass duplication of spaces which are designed for commercial 

uniformity becomes the norm the world over. With this new way of building 

and doing business, the smaller curiosities and eccentricities are often what 

disappears the fastest. The next group of people who come to a place which 

has been converted to franchises and corporate architecture has little chance to 

develop any connection to the memory of that place in previous eras—and 

thus little chance to imagine alternative futures with any roots.

! In this work, I have been repeatedly confronted with nostalgia. In 

modern times many have judged the brutalism of the destruction of the 

Klarakvarteren (a former neighborhood at  the center of Stockholm) harshly. In 

many ways we are absolutely  right to do so. Lennart  af Petersen’s brilliant 

photo-documentary work on the area is saturated with a noble kind of 

nostalgia, along with righteous injustice for the destruction of this place, 

unique to the very soul of the city, to build something large, grand and more 

face-less. But it  is also important to remember the idealism on the other side 

of the picture. The Kulturhuset (“House of Culture”—a vast edifice at the 

center of the city housing several theaters, galleries and libraries for the free 

use and enjoyment of the public) is the impressive herald of another idealism

—of hope for a special sort of modernist future society, where culture would 
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be something all people should have a chance to participate in. In seeing this 

potential, perhaps we can find ways to transmute other possible errors into 

better possibilities.

Herkulesgatan 12, Klarakvarteren (Photo: Lennart af Petersen)

 In 2007 I visited the Tate Modern in London, where the Global Cities 

exhibition was happening. The exhibition’s disturbing picture of cities 

buckling and burgeoning under far too rapid growth was weirdly reassuring. 

The gentrification-based destruction of the things I’d loved best about both my 

former hometowns—Ann Arbor and Boston—were placed in a perspective of 
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globalization and long-term re-urbanization. Arriving in Stockholm, I found 

the same pressures being brought to bear upon the city.

! I first conceived of this project in Boston. There, where access to 

resources like EMS and Fylkingen was utterly inconceivable, I thought to 

build “ghosts” of rapidly disappearing, much-loved places with cardboard 

puppets, fellow artists, activists, megaphones and broken Walkmans, drawn 

from the colorful resources of the myriad of temporary, quasi-legal art spaces 

that burned and faded through the city’s rapidly up-scaling commercial and 

industrial space. But Stockholm has different resources to offer. This and the 

differences in history  and culture in my  new home gave radically  new 

perspectives to my thoughts about these world-wide urban transformations. 

And this demanded a new way of articulating the project. I turned instead to 

those new materials which were at hand, commenced work on a set  of 

electroacoustic and related works, and made this pursuit the center of my 

master’s work at KMH.

Ghosts

The metaphor of ghosts for the disappeared or not yet imagined cities, which 

ephemerally inhabit transformed urban spaces, has been a constant force in 

this work. There are two sorts of ghosts which inhabit the pieces—for two 

different sorts of collective memory.

! One is the ghost of the place as it has been in the past. Some of these 

ghosts remain in some physical form. For instance, the old Norra Station 

building is still fully  intact, sitting out of sight behind the Clarion Hotel. Down 

by the water at Luma there is the factory  building where Luma Lightbulbs 

were produced, rapidly being converted for new uses, and one of the old 

cranes used for lifting cargo off  ships in the formerly  industrial harbor. The 

sign for the Gröna Paletten art gallery, which turned into a high-end 

upholstery  store three years ago, is just  as green and neon, portending to 

another use. There are sounds which carry  ghosts as well—for example the 
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sound of the railway in Norra Bantorget. A “former” image of the place as it 

was can be conjured from selective listening to the trains. Then there are the 

disappeared places, the Stockholm University  students who studied across the 

street from Spökslottet (the Ghost Castle), the round cafe with a bus station 

beneath, the Ice Cutter, which was at the south of Söder until summer of 2013. 

These sorts of ghosts are in the memories of people who inhabit the 

transformed space at a later date, and they present issues in composing 

memory-based work. Are there enough people who remember these places, or 

enough anecdotes still in circulation, that an electronic “song” of them might 

conjure them again?

! The other sort of ghost is the human ghost—a hypothetical or 

imagined historic person we cobble together a “memory” of from stories and 

evidence. In looking at the empty yard of Norra Latin, we can perhaps “see” 

the students assembled there in another time. In these pieces I illustrate such 

ghosts fairly  literally—perhaps a 1950’s man walking on a winter street, 

builders and night-men calling to one another, an orator from a few or many 

years ago—even a ghost ship takes on this more anthropomorphic aspect, with 

spirits dancing on a spectral ballroom floor.

Influences

In 2011, I was fortunate to hear Trevor Wishart’s work Encounters in the 

Republic of Heaven at Audiorama (a unique listening salon in Stockholm, with 

21 speakers for detailed listening to multi-channel works). The piece affected 

me deeply. This, too, was made of recordings of a disappearing place, and this 

time in the form of stories told by its residents. Wishart lets the voices speak 

for themselves, and also transforms them into landscapes, songs, rhythms and 

a final, unearthly electronic requiem for that place. This, for me, was a 

masterfully  achieved balance between sound and memory. It  is also a study of 

the use of the human voice in a myriad of different ways, which is a central 

focus in Wishart's work. Interestingly, the narrative of the work which has 
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been so important to me seems to have been a late and even slightly reluctant 

development for Wishart:

“. . . it  was no longer possible to ignore the narrative content of the 
speech. In most  of the scored vocal music I have composed, I have 
used invented languages (with no explicit semantic content) to allow 
me complete control of the sonic content. Here, however, there was no 
way to avoid dealing with the narrative, so the piece combines story-
telling and sound art, reshaping the telling to musical demands.” 1

In this reluctance Wishart had, to let the objects tell a story, there is a parallel 

to the way  in which the mundane, everyday aspects of urban life work their 

way into ones’ deepest sense of identity, and form iconic stories about who we 

are, where we live and where we come from.

! Hearing Encounters in the Republic of Heaven, I was reminded of 

another, much shorter work I had heard years earlier, at a celebratory concert 

for quite another EMS—that at the University of Michigan. Upper 

Midwestern Apologia, by Evan Chambers, is an electroacoustic setting of a 

poem by  Keith Taylor, about his love for the grey and everyday world of the 

Midwest of the United States with sounds only those from the area could feel 

a deep relation to—the crickets we all heard summer evenings growing up, the 

waters of its small rivers. This is another environment that has undergone vast 

changes in recent decades. Chambers writes:

“Keith Taylor's poem Upper Midwestern Apologia seemed to capture a 
sense of the unique and often maligned beauty of the northern 
Midwestern United States; a beauty that is increasingly being 
destroyed. […] I have woven sounds around the poet's voice in the 
hope of revealing […] the colors, shapes, textures and seasons of the 
land, and a shared love for the forests, fields, dunes, and waters of this 
part of the world.” 2
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The most well-known piece about  Stockholm’s urban landscape is Bill 

Fontana’s 1986 work Metropolis Stockholm! This was both a radio work and 

an outdoor sound sculpture at Stadshuset (Stockholm’s city hall), comprised of 

recordings taken throughout the city  and played more or less simultaneously. 

With this method, the identifying factors between different locales are easily 

lost in the metropolis-like density of Fontana’s work. Although it pictures the 

city in all its complexity, and a few soundmarks such as church bells and the 

tunnelbana are apparent after close listening, it may  not grab the memory in 

such a specific or marked way as something where sounds are framed more 

separately—or even subjectively.

There are also compositions that might be characterized more as “sound 

walks” which have influenced this work. Hildegard Westerkamps’s 1989 

composition, Kits Beach Soundwalk, is a journey  out of the urban and into to 

the natural realms which lie simultaneously  in, under and beside it. 

Westerkamp writes:

“In this soundwalk composition we leave the city behind eventually 
and explore instead the tiny acoustic realm of barnacles, the world of 
high frequencies, inner space and dreams.” 3

In a way a journey  into the history or lost future of an established place is just 

as much a trans-dimensional shift into another world. Much of Janet Cardiff’s 

work, such as The Walk Book  or Alter Bahnhof Video Walk, also explores the 

multi-layered nature of memory in urban environments, this time taking up 

everyday personal experiences as other worlds we might  walk through 

simultaneously  with the immediate or objective environment, yielding a 

secret, identifying experience.
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! Christina Kubisch’s Electrical Walks are another example. These are 

the opposite of memory, depicting a hidden, parallel world which is always 

present but never felt. They uncover one of the many invisible cities, which 

are layered one upon the other in nearly all urban environments. I watched 

videos of the work with fascination—both for its ephemeral qualities, and also 

for the way in which the sounds all had a familial quality.

! These kinds of works can be compared to a kind of modern vision 

quest—a sonic magical realism whose other-worldly nature comes from the 

iconified identifiers of lost eras, past and future. These become guides to an 

environment which give us new stories—ghosts who ultimately lead us back 

to reality.

Remembering the Future

I found R. Murray  Schafer’s book, The Soundscape, both useful and beautiful, 

but also intensely  nostalgic. He defines more natural sounds from a mostly 

pre-industrial age “hi-fi” and post-industrial sounds “low-fi”—often decrying 

the loss of the first under the din of the second. Although one can empathize to 

some extent, these classifications exclude many wonderful new sounds, as 

well as the experience of entire generations who have grown up with all of the 

new and none of the old. When architect and sound artist Björn Hellström 

gave a guest lecture last year at  KMH, the assembled group discussed 

different attitudes towards the sound of traffic. Some found it as distasteful as 

Schafer. Others found it lulling, and even felt a little anxious in places where it 

was not relatively constant, such as rural areas. A substantial portion of 

Hellström’s work T.I.K.S. (Transparent Information of the Klara Systems) is 

largely drawn from traffic sounds, which were worked upon in collaboration 

with Sten Sandell, who weaves organ music through the field recordings.

! Nostalgia can be a vitally important red flag, warning us not to lose 

things which give our environs life, passion and meaning. But it is also 

dangerous because it treats the object of yearning as something irretrievably 
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lost, gilded in disappeared years, never to replaced, developed or bettered. The 

great nostalgia here—both for the heyday of postwar Sweden and for the vast 

Social Democrat-led modernization projects which commenced from the 

1920’s to the 1980‘s—is well-known, and contains vital information about 

history, identity and alternative futures. These ambitious programs led to a 

time of new affluence for many people in Sweden. And because of Sweden’s 

long standing position of neutrality—whose complexities are too broad for the 

scope of this paper—the country emerged from war in better shape than many 

of its neighbors. The optimistic modernism which had begun in the 1920s took 

hold in everything for the next sixty  years, from engineering, architecture and 

massive infrastructure projects to interior design, visual art and electronic 

music. Things changed in the 80s. The assassination of Olof Palme by an as-

yet unknown assailant  on February 28, 1986, is, in some ways, a tragic marker 

of new times. But nostalgia places the possibility of an equally optimistic 

future, perhaps not even imagined yet, firmly in the past. I hope, rather than to 

indulge nostalgia, to give back a sense of place in the present time, with all 

that is disappeared re-included by virtue of the stories these imagined and 

algorithmic ghosts tell.

! Before the renovation in 2013, Fylkingen (a legendary, 80 year old 

organization presenting new and experimental art) was a repository of all 

manner of historic debris. Tapes made by composers from the last many 

decades shared shelf space with photographs of well-known composers and 

bulletins featuring all manner of new music mavens and luminaries from the 

1940s to the present day. Rambling upstairs digitalization, video and storage 

rooms tumbled into one another above the main theater, with strange old 

machines, forgotten slide show arrays in dusty carousels, and great wooden 

cabinets left from the days when EMS was still a part of the Swedish Radio. 

One almost failed to notice the brown intercom telephones on some of the 

walls throughout the space. These must have served as intercoms between 

different studio and backstage areas during performances when all the rooms 
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were in more frequent and active use. Just before the renovations were to 

occur, I picked one up.

! They must  have been connected—or misconnected—to another place. 

I heard seagulls, women talking, metal carts being pushed. I recorded each 

telephone in wonder. During renovation those rambling old rooms were 

emptied and de-coupled into a single, two-story  open area, with sunlight 

pouring through the once blockaded windows. Historic detritus was shipped 

off to state archival facilities. It is empty, airy and awaiting new histories. And 

the phones have since fallen near silent, only the faintest hiss portending of 

their former strange birds.
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2. SOUND SOURCES

Field Recordings

In taking recordings, I sought both to find and re-create traces of the city’s 

previous lives, and to locate what was unique and identity-creating about 

modern additions.  The “soundmarks” of a city, as Schafer would call them, 

are a rich part  of our sense of place. Even the most delicate of sounds can be a 

soundmark. The Skogsalm (ulmus glabra) tree has papery, gold seed pods. 

These flutter through the air for about a week at the beginning of summer, 

shimmering in the wind and over sidewalks with a soft, high rustling. This 

fragile soundmark is as much a part of Stockholm’s unique sonic environment 

as the train announcements, church bells and ferries.

! Taking field recordings from the city  at large was a less focused affair 

than taking them for Norra Bantorget. While some areas were deliberate 

choices, others were spontaneous visits or recordings. In trying, as an outsider, 

to determine what was iconic about the city, I had conversations with as many 

people as I knew; asking them what they thought was in transition or in 

danger of disappearing.  Everyone had a different answer, and I ended up with 

a vast library  of sounds rather difficult to categorize. But, in dealing with a 

city the size and variety of Stockholm, perhaps that is most accurate of all.

 I did not record these conversations because I was still learning 

Swedish and thus they were in English, which seemed strange to use as source 

material. Instead, I used the stories they told me as an impetus to go out into 

the city in search of sounds that were recounted. This has meant that the 

pieces have almost no verbal elements, as I chose to omit rather than try  to 

fabricate them as an outsider. However, this leaves a great deal to the listener’s 

imagination, perhaps giving them each the opportunity to imagine the words 

of their own individual memories.

! Some sounds only required subtle EQ, using the SSL console in Studio 

A at KMH, to bring out their pertinent qualities. This first-class device has 
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marvelous capabilities, and the sounds emerged more real and immediate 

sounding with very little alteration. Some were used as material for 

transposition to the violin, some processed through the SuperCollider 

programs I have written, which were used to generate a great deal of material 

for Sånger för Spökkvarteren, Stockholm, and are the core of the Ghost 

Installations. Others were used in work with the Buchla.

! Another aesthetic spectrum which has been a constant consideration in 

this work is that between subjective music about a perceived place or event, 

and a more objective “audial archeology”. This term is borrowed from Bruce 

R. Smith, who has done extensive work trying to un-earth—or “un-air”—the 

sounds of Elizabethan England. Even this end of the spectrum is subjective. 

As Smith writes:

“However dubious as a scientifically demonstrable proposition, the 
findableness of sounds that  occurred in the historical past  exited my 
imagination- and challenged my skills as a scholar trained to deal with 
tangible physical objects.” 4

There are new, much more bizarre forays into this field. The practice of sound 

archeology can be taken still further. A recent book by Patrick Feaster, 

Pictures of Sound: One Thousand Years of Educed Audio, 980–1980, 

chronicles attempts to extract anachronistic sound from “visual” ephemera, 

such as diagrams, objects and mechanical tablature charts—a step further 

removed form Smith’s work trying to educe historic sound from building 

materials, historic accounts and text  descriptions. My own work has been 

more along the lines of Tony Schwartz’s quixotic work in mid-century New 

York. But my own search for different eras of a changing Stockholm is, in 

part, one of speculation and retrospect, unlike Schwartz, who recorded only 

his immediate neighborhood. My work with field recording falls somewhere 

between these two approaches. I have recorded hundreds of sounds which are 
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part of contemporary life in Stockholm. But I have also tried to find sounds 

that seem on the verge of disappearing, like industrial or wooden ships, 

brunnsmusik bands (old fashioned brass band music) and centrally located 

“Loppis markets” (flea markets), or which are unusual in contexts that were 

once imagined as more ubiquitous futures, such as newspaper reading rooms, 

an airport convocation or the presses which printed newspapers up until the 

1980’s.

! The subjective music one makes about the real or imagined history  is 

at the other end of this spectrum. Sound collage work gives us the opportunity 

to create anything from music about a place or event to imagined theatrical 

tableaus, and present them in a context of a more seemingly objective reality. 

In the Nautical movement of Sånger för Spökkvarteren, Stockholm, waters full 

of creaking wooden sailing ships are depicted, which then transform into 

hydrophone recordings of the quasi-industrial waters near Luma. One can also 

create metaphors, like extracting the tonal material from traffic to form a 

“choir”, which occurs in several places throughout these works. Perhaps the 

most subjective musical allegory I have made from these field recordings and 

stories of Stockholm emerges from my choice of a specific instrument. I have 

indicated both the past and alternative imagined futures through the use of the 

Buchla, which contains connotations of both.

Buchla

Radio is the de-modulated extraction of the ghost of a modulated sound which 

has traveled. The image of Stockhausen making some of the first synthesis-

based music on radio equipment (first with Studie I and then in his 

masterpiece, Gesang der Jünglinge), combined with the towering history and 

presence of the Swedish radio, have deeply informed my imagination. And 

radio, itself, is a thing in transition in the modern day. I am fascinated with 

modular synths in part because they  are, in many respects, glorified radio 
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equipment. Alan Strange writes at the very beginning of his book about 

technique:

“Looking back on the years between 1950 and 1960, one's first 
observation is that the practitioners were making music with devices 
designed for other purposes. The tape recorder, the oscillator and early 
computers were designed as tools of science and not tools of art.” 5

The Buchla has a certain kind of brutal simplicity, for all its sophistication. It 

has deceptively anachronistic limitations, and produces endless surprises 

through highly sophisticated electrical engineering, which gives many 

modules quasi-secret secondary and even tertiary functionalities. These 

qualities are analogous for me to the older buildings in the square, co-existing 

with the new, either comfortably or antagonistically.

A module in the system I used frequently, Studio 4, EMS (Photo: Katt Hernandez)

! There were two Buchla systems I used for this work. One is the 

smaller (but still quite impressive) system in Studio C at KMH. I made use of 
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three Model 258 dual oscillators, two 266 Source of Uncertainly (noise 

generator) modules, two 285 Frequency Shifter/Balanced Modulator modules, 

the combined 281 Quad Envelope Generator/292 Quad/Lopass Gate module 

and the 296 Programmable Spectral Processor module. The newly remodeled 

Buchla at EMS (Elektronmusikstudion, or Electronic Music Studio, a unique 

and fantastic institution in Stockholm) has a plethora of both Buchla and 

Verbos modules. Of these I used the four 259 Programmable Complex 

Waveform Generators, two 266 Source of Uncertainty modules, two 285 

Frequency  Shifter/Balanced Modulator modules, the two sets of combined 

281 Quad Envelope Generator/292 Quad/Lopass Gate modules, the 245 

Sequential Voltage Source module and the three 296 Programmable Spectral 

Processor modules. At EMS I also used a later module with a somewhat 

different design—the 288 Time Domain processor, which has a very 

distinctive sound quite different from the older, more purely analogue 

modules. This is because it contains a primitive digital processor, which 

captures samples to create a very unique kind of delay effect.

! I have processed the sounds for the extraction of their living or 

“ghostly” qualities with this metaphor of radio in mind. So I have used a fair 

amount of FM  synthesis in this work. I also made fairly  extensive use of the 

noise generator—poetically called the “source of uncertainty” in Buchla 

systems. I often found that if I started a patch with the Source of Uncertainty 

as a control, I could then substitute a real-world sound and get  a fine-tuned 

result. Letting the real-world sounds modulate an oscillator gave a subtle, 

haunting quality  to the pitched material. Filtering them brought forth 

shimmering choir like qualities. But the module I returned to most of all was 

the Pitch shifter, and particularly the sum and difference functions it  contains, 

for its “ghost” quality of extracting different pitches from those presented in 

the source material and playing them in parallel. It gave inanimate things a 

living quality, and also allowed sounds in a relatively limited frequency 

spectrum to have their qualities stretched into higher or lower pitch worlds.
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! This past fall students both in the electroacoustic music program at 

KMH and at some other institutions had the opportunity to work with sound 

artist Tarek Atoui in his project at  Spökslottet. Atoui build an algorithmic 

computer instrument which created a sound collage from the collected EMS 

archive. The collage was built upon principles similar to those I wanted to 

work with—it drew randomly  from a large bank of historic sounds, reworking 

them through arrays of envelope generators. Each participant was given a 

room at the Spökslottet to inhabit for the duration of the three hour piece. My 

room featured a large oil painting of an old woman reading tea leaves for 

some enthralled girls. I placed household radios throughout the room on 

embroidered linen serviettes, and broadcast Atoui’s EMS archive instrument 

to them through an FM transmitter intended for broadcasting the output of an 

iPod to a home stereo. I played a violin duet with the radios, emulating and 

mimicking sounds from the archive.

! The technical information garnered from this project was useful for 

Ghost Installations. An FM radio transmitter of the kind available on the 

consumer market emits a very  noisy, Lo-Fi signal. When picked up  by 

consumer-grade radios, the sound is further degraded. In order for a cohesive 

sound to come through several radios, the volume had to be quite loud. Thus I 

have let  the Buchla stand in for the process of ghost modulation, and left 

sound transmission up to more reliable methods.

Violin

I have developed many extended techniques on the violin over several years 

for drawing out partials, harmonics and other acoustic artifacts, and using 

them to overshadow the more fundamental violin information. Tuning the 

instrument down a minor third from its usual configuration (from G–D–A–E 

to E–B–F#–C#) helps to bring forth more colors, tones and variety  from these 

techniques. Some of these techniques are familiar from a large variety  of 

modern composers, improvisers and older folk traditions. Others I have yet to 
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encounter in other violin work. I have strictly eschewed multi-track recording 

as a matter of purity for all of my previous work with the violin. But since this 

is electroacoustic work, I have used the instrument differently  here. In Norra 

Bantorget, the violin is used as a drone generator alongside the oscillators, 

multiplying beat-tone generating, and microtonally shrunken major seconds to 

create rich textures of extra sound. I have also often sung pitches in unison 

with the violin in order to make the sound richer, and reference a possible 

choir. In Sånger för Spökkvarteren, Stockholm and Ghost Installations I chose 

to use recordings of other violinists—Swedish folk fiddlers in public squares, 

and young classical musicians playing Greig—in order to focus more fully on 

Stockholm. I have also made an acoustic violin solo work, So(u)lskin(ner), 

which is covered in detail later in this essay.
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3. WORKS COMPLETED AND INITIATED

NORRA BANTORGET

City Space

My first project was to make an acousmatic piece about Norra Bantorget6. I 

did not want to make a piece about Klarakvarteren, because this seemed to be 

an indulgence in nostalgia, and a repetition of many  other works. Although 

Norra Bantorget is a different  quarter, there are echoes of that process in the 

square. The north side is still comprised of buildings of the same era and type 

as those in the old Klarakvarteren, and the Folkets hus, which has also houses 

Dansens hus since 1991, was built  at the same time and in the same style as 

those of the 1950‘s–1960’s demolition of Klara and subsequent urban renewal. 

The square illustrates many of the issues that made me want to work on these 

projects, with these sounds.

! The Clarion Sign hotel’s starkly  angled edifice warps both sound and 

air on the western block of the square. There is near-constant wind tunnel in 

front of the black, glass building, which quickly  clears people from its 

sidewalk. While recording the marching bands on Första Maj (the First of 

May, when tens of thousands of people march to commemorate the worker 

movement and support the Social Democrats, Vänsterpartiet (Left Party) and 

other political parties, causes and activist  groups), I turned the recorder 

towards the hotel from my vantage point in the park. The effect was bizarre—

a hollow, slapping echo swallowed that  which, when the recorder was turned 

even a bit to the left  or right of the structure, sounded like energetic marching 

bands on a spring day. Bouncing off the glass, they sounded alien and forlorn, 

the voices of the orators bouncing weirdly in disintegrating reverberations 

around them.
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Norra Bantorget, 1939 (Photo: Gunnar Lundh)

The most prominent sounds in the square are the trains and the traffic washing 

by. Then there is the winter gravel, one of Stockholm’s unique soundmarks, 

children bounding through leaves in the park, kajor (or jackdaws), workmen, 

buses, and although Hjalmar Branting is silent, I was able to find a recording 

of him. To emulate the old Rotundan cafe, which was in the square until 2006, 

I recorded the round cafe at Östra Station. There were leisurely groups of 

long-time Stockholmers having super there when I recorded. I also found a 

recording of a Solna 425+ printing press, of the type used to print the 

newspaper in Sweden up through the 80s—in reference to the Aftonbladet 

building which was once on the south block. One of the most famous sounds 

associated with the square are the demonstrations of Första Maj, and the many 

civic marching bands which herald them. They  dwarf the more common, 

everyday sound of accordion buskers, and refute the highly  designed music 

experience inside the Clarion. It is also worth noting that attempts to record 

the original Norra Station building yielded only silence.
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Then and Now

Norra Bantorget is interesting as a site for this work on two levels. One is that 

it is a centrally located city square which functions almost exclusively  as a 

point of transition. Most people only pass through the square on their way to 

its edges or elsewhere. In this way it  echoes the transition of the city itself, 

from living neighborhoods to commercial waypoints, while still holding the 

square’s most constant aspect—that of the trains passing to the west.

! The other is that Norra Bantorget is a frozen picture of decades of 

previous transition. The most striking contrast is between the LO building—

with its attendant labour movement and social democratic monuments—and 

the relatively  new Clarion Sign Hotel, owned by a massive corporate 

conglomerate, priced exorbitantly and built in a very modern style easily 

associated with the most orthodox capitalism. Huddled between these two 

edifices are buildings of the sort that were common in the old Klarakvarteren. 

There is even a re-opened version of August Strindberg's short-lived “Intima 

Teatern” in its original location. Next door is the Kafe Röda Rummet where—

contrary to the touristy name—local building workers and long-time 

Stockholm residents eat husmanskost made by people who seem to known 

them on a first  name basis, talking of the news and the neighborhood. The 

vision for a society  expressed on the plaque entitled “En gränslös facklig 

kamp för Arbete och Rättvisa” on the LO building, and the Hjalmar Branting 

and Mäster Palm statues in the square, are a sharp contrast to their neighbor, 

the business conference center which now occupies all of Norra Latin (a 

former high school) and parts of the Folkets hus/Dansens hus (Citizens Hall/

Dance Center). When Norra Latin was a high school it  was underfunded. The 

ceilings were in danger of falling, and there were mold and water problems. 

But in 1984 the school was moved to Tensta, and the building completely 

renovated in order to turn it into a business conference center, which opened 

in 1989. The Folkets hus/Dansens hus was built in the early 60s, the same era 

as the redevelopment of Sergelstorg and tearing down of Klarakvarteren. It is 
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the city’s largest center for dance. The previous Folkets hus housed a theater. 

These strike me as a remnant of the era when the “kulturarv” (or “cultural 

heritage”) was taken up  as something to be shared with the entire population. 

There was a video of a Norra Latin graduation in the 60s from SF-journalen 

on Youtube (which seems to have disappeared now). It was a very different 

affair from the trailer-trucks filled with dancing, beer splattering teenagers. A 

small brass band played and boys thronged the yard sports jackets. Stately  old 

Saabs decked out in flowers cruise by, other boys cart each other in wooden 

wagons—well! The signs with pictures from early childhood are still the 

same. It is also worth noting that attempts to record the original Norra Station 

building yielded only silence. 

Structure

The piece opens with a collage of the traffic on different corners, mapped onto 

the space in 8 speakers. I made phrases out of doubled tracks of the traffic, to 

give the impression that it  is moving and spinning unnaturally, mixing with 

leaves, trains and footsteps—so the listener experiences a distortion of space 

and time perception, as if the environment is blowing away. 

! There comes someone walking. One of Stockholm’s unique 

soundmarks is that of gravel. The combination of gravel walkways with an 

environmentally  informed refusal to use salt means there is the constant sound 

of gravel throughout the city in winter. These fade into processed sounds, 

made from old recordings of Hjalmar Branting which have been heavily 

processed through the Buchla. I juxtapose this with the robotic voice of the 

train information system. As it progresses, heavily  processed, shrieking train 

sounds come forward as melodic material. The section ends with a train 

departing over bumpity  tracks, accompanied by a melting harpsichord taken 

from a rehearsal I happened upon in Adolf Fredriks Kyrka.

! The second section is built to emulate the old Rotundan cafe which 

was in the square until 2006. I mixed recordings of the cafe at Östra Station 
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with those from Kafe Röda Rummet. I create my  “ghosts” here in scuttling 

phrases made from consonants, laughter and silverware—they flutter about 

the room, and the chatter hums into sum and difference processing—the 

synthesized echo of other days in the imagined establishment. At the end of 

this commuter cafe section the trains return, ending with a faint processed 

quip from Branting.

! The third section juxtaposes the activities of May 1 with the sound of 

the interior of the Clarion hotel—to illustrate the contrast between them. I 

have tied these together with a seasick mixture of careening Buchla drones 

and cut-up street accordions (which are heard throughout the entire city in 

summer). This emulates the strange, cold wind tunnel along the length of the 

Clarion’s front edifice, and also emulates a recording I heard from the 1940s 

of air raid sirens from the Swedish radio. I decided to imply  this, rather than 

using the literal recording—in the same way the Second World War is implied 

without being spoken of in so many contexts here.

Clarion Sign Hotel (Photographer unknown; source: Wikipedia)

Inside the hotel are signs everywhere proclaiming “CLARION LOVES MUSIC”. As one 
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passes through the hotel, loudspeakers shift from one song to the next in 

different areas—even the elevator and the water cooler have their own 

soundtracks, with a silky female voice (far suaver than that of the robotic train 

announcer) informing patrons of elevator arrivals. I contrast this with a 

processed, cut-up set of samples from a Social Democratic marching band of 

the type one finds marching on Första Maj around the monuments important 

to that movement in the square. A speaker from the rallies7 ululates over these 

sounds. The voice is sent through the time domain processor in the Buchla 

system at EMS, giving a glitch delayed, splattery sound. The section 

culminates in the sounds of a Solna 425+ printing press8  in reference to the 

Aftonbladet building which once stood in the square.

! Now the trains return again to herald the evening, their whistles and 

screeching wheels melancholically re-arranged, with signal bells from further 

along the track to the north. Then there are the Kajor9, which I associate with 

the evening falling on Norra Bantorget and other Stockholm city squares.

! The last section of the piece is the most removed from realism and 

concrete sounds. Here I have tried to imply  a choir. Many of my friends here 

who were born in the 50s recount that Lutheran church services started every 

day at school. The choir remains a large part of Swedish life today. The birds 

melt into a sound made from a clock at the Stadsbiblioteket (Stockholm Public 

Library) whose engine-works is very like that of the sound of candles burning. 

These I associate with the oncoming “night” of winter in Sweden—another 

sort of evening onset, and also indicative of things passing into time. The 

choir is built from Buchla, violin and voice. The first section is a melody on 

patch of modulating oscillators being “played” in the live sense, with 

processed traffic sounds alongside them. Violins enter in the next section, 
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rising over a set of chords played on the Buchla which were transcribed from 

a fragment of a radio broadcast tape I heard from the square during wartime. 

In the third section I add voice, and also add back fragments of concrete 

sounds—construction workers calling to each other, the Första Maj orator, and 

children running through the leaves in the park. The fluttering of the processed 

traffic transforms into the sound of the walk/don't walk signs ticking and 

spinning, mixed with birds, traffic and a final melodic intonation built from 

the Clarion hotel elevator. I envisioned this as a kind of night in the square. It 

is largely  uninhabited then, and one hears only the faint hum of building 

ventilation systems and the occasional car as the sounds of the day fades. The 

beat tones and acoustic artifacts are “ghosts” which inhabit sound. They  figure 

prominently  in the tonal material here. The sonic picture of the square returns 

as a coda, spinning mechanically as it fades out.

! Norra Bantorget was a first foray into the sounds and sorts of 

techniques I wanted to use for all my work surrounding these pieces about 

Stockholm. It  is “stationary”, in that it is composed and never changes, and is 

based in a single area of the city. It is a model of and a study for the more 

broad, fluid set of pieces I worked on during my second year, all of which 

have far more random elements. But this piece is, perhaps, the most specific 

and focused of the projects.
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SO(U)LSKIN(NER)

Violin as Non-Human

Stockholm has a very unusual relationship  to nature. It is ever present, even in 

the most urbanized sections. The unusual geology of the area means that much 

of the ground is composed of solid granite. The building of a structure of any 

size often involves the use of dynamite. The architecture of the city seems in 

concert with its heavy stone foundations. Most buildings are remarkably 

substantial, with walls routinely built more than a foot  thick in concrete, stone 

fiber mortar or solid rock.

! Stockholm is also one of a very few large cities in the west  which has 

such an extreme proximity to the sun. The variation in light and dark here 

affect everyday  life in ways that most people here take for granted, given a 

more extreme tenor to the introspectiveness of winter and social, festive 

atmosphere of summer.

! While doing electroacoustic work, the violin has been a near constant 

companion. It is a good tool for articulating sound quality, phrasing and 

tonalities in a single, intimate step, rather than the more distant, multi-step 

process required by  most of the electronic tools used in these projects. But the 

more I learned the intricacies of those tools, the more I worked upon them in 

their own right. As the electronic work seemed to shed the violin after Norra 

Bantorget, I also found myself exploring this particular aspect of Stockholm 

on the violin. “The nature” (a kind of “swenglish” word almost everyone in 

Sweden uses for an idea about nature and our relationship to it), seemed more 

intractably permanent and free of human creation and interference than the 

environments depicted in the field recordings and subsequent electronic 

works. It became a separate piece on this separating instrument.

 In October of 2012 I attended a concert of Angels 9—a jazz and free 

improvisation ensemble led by  saxophonist Martin Küchen, and largely made 

up of musicians who live in or come from Stockholm, playing music which is 

influenced, among other things, by that played in Baptist churches in the 
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United States, many degrees removed by time, distance and culture. It was the 

darkest time of the year, and the concert was held in Allhelgonakyrkan—a 

wooden church at the top of a stone hill, where a very modern and open 

Lutheranism is practiced. The music issued forth into the heavily present 

darkness of winter, like the lost ghost of another place, hollered from the 

wooden church to the vast sky  in joyful defiance. It was then that I really felt 

the sun (from the darkness) and the stone (under the church) as constant forces 

in the city.

Stone

The first movement is drawn from playing with and trying to transpose the 

sound of stone in the city. Some are stones I held in my hands, others are 

moved by giant machines during the construction of the new KMH buildings. 

Some are the gravel ever-present in Stockholm’s winter soundscape. Others 

are a part of the old fashioned stone streets, or vast stones which lie just  under 

and are moved by the water.

! The most useful technique for emulating these sounds was extreme 

over-pressure of the bow on the lower strings. The sounds available on the 

violin using this technique are quite varied. One can play a distorted pitch 

which is an octave below the fingered tone; achieve a great distance between 

those lower pitches and sprays of distorted harmonics and sol ponticello 

sounds, all in a single stroke; get sounds not unlike a telegraph, but played at 

different pitches, which correspond to the usual placement of the fingers of the 

left hand. At some points on the A string one can draw forth clusters of 

extremely rapid pitches, which sound fingered, but  are actually played with 

the left hand held still—harmonics whose fundamentals fluctuate with 

different pressures on the string. I worked through some of the material for 

this piece in another project—my longtime collaboration with Daniel M 

Karlsson—for our works Anorthosite and Catalclacite. Ultimately, this 

movement is an attempt to mimic the act of electronic processing with the 
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violin, and working with Karlsson’s particular electroacoustic language at the 

same time was informative, in that the sorts of techniques required to make 

the seemingly impossible melding between acoustic violin and complex arrays 

of distorted ring modulators was similar to that  which worked well with the 

stones.

! The movement is structured as a kind of block piece, with different 

techniques functioning as sections the player can chose. I have also 

incorporated a fair amount of rhythmic material, which was apparent in 

recordings where there was machinery or naturally repeating activity. Other 

parts are arhythmic and focus more on texture a color. The only parameter I 

have set for myself in playing this movement is to decide whether it will start 

with rhythmic material and move towards the arhythmic, or move in the 

opposite direction.

Sun

The second movement is taken from sunrise, sunset, sun angle and sunspot 

data for Stockholm. For the concert at Audiorama, I used sunrise, sunset and 

sun angle data from the year 2000 and sunspot data from the year 1900, to 

cover the century the accompanying electronic works draws mostly upon.

! The data is mapped onto intervals from the Maneri-Sims 72 pitch 

continuum system, a well-tempered microtonal system in prevalent use in 

Boston, where both Joe Maneri lived and Ezra Sims live. The system takes 

each semi-tone and divides it into six parts at intervals of 12, 33, 50, 66, and 

83 cents. I chose it because it is the microtonal system with which I am most 

familiar. When used in combination with harmonics, which are just-intoned by 

nature, the violin sounds like more than one instrument owing to the 

complexity of pitches issuing forth from different systems in simultaneous 

use.

! Harmonic techniques have been a constant part of my violin work for 

many years, but it is only recently  that I have begun to try to categorize them 
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in the way a composer might. I began this process in Philadelphia, when 

Andrea Clearfield called and asked my advice about how to expand the 

possibilities of a drone on middle F on the violin. She was making a piece 

based on Tibetan Buddhist chant, and wanted to understand this use of 

harmonics better. It was fascinating to write down what I was doing, and my 

practice was deepened by  long stretches in a very  short time. This was one of 

the experiences which led me to want to return to composition after a long 

stint as a purely  improvising musician. Most improvisers I have known do not 

articulate their practice with any sort of written language or tablature. It is an 

aural tradition in the most literal sense, even a kinesthetic one. But applying 

language to my  practice only broadened it, and gave further reign to my 

imagination for what was possible. 

! One of the first things my professor Bill Brunson asked me to do as a 

part of my masters studies at KMH was to try to catalogue the harmonics on 

my instrument. This was very close to the time that Garth Knox visited, and I 

had the opportunity to see him play and give workshops both in Stockholm 

and in Lyon. Knox’s deep and poetically articulated knowledge of how 

harmonics worked on his own instrument was very inspiring. Watching how 

verbal his understanding of the complex, multi-layered map of harmonics was 

on his viola drove me to want the same friendship with my own instrument. 

What’s more, I was excited by  the prospect of being able to communicate 

what I do well enough to other string players that they might also be able to 

employ some of the same practices.

! The scores for these pieces, though more structured and articulated 

than any of the previous work I have done with live violin, bear more 

resemblance to process instructions than to a traditional violin solo work. 

Using these methods as a structure gave the opportunity  to consider other 

ways to articulate practices on the violin which live somewhere on a spectrum 

between composition and improvisation. They  represent  a first act towards 

writing more composed music for strings in future.
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 In winter it is common for people to burn candles in their homes. The 

sun becomes white and anemic, lighting the horizon with strange refractions, 

and the winter days are mostly long, azure twilights which fade into a thick, 

massive and archetypal darkness. The darkness is like a Presence, the candles 

silently holding vigil before it. As winter approaches, Allhelgonadagen (All 

Saints’ Day) is practiced on the First of November. I do not say  celebrated, 

because it is a time for contemplating and remembering the dead. 

Skogskyrkogården (“Forest Church Yard”, which I found translated most often 

as “Woodland Cemetery”) is a vast cemetery in the south of Stockholm, 

designed by Gunnar Asplund (the same who designed the Public Library) and 

Sigurd Lewerentz. In addition to being a functioning cemetery, it is seen as an 

architectural masterpiece, and is on the UN list of international heritage sites. 

On Allhelgonadagen, candles are lit at gravesides all over the city—but 

thousands upon thousands of candles are lit in Skogskyrkogården. They are 

like those in the winter houses—tiny suns, gentle and steady—a twinkling, 

whispering choir standing over those who sleep in the earth.

29



SÅNGER FÖR SPÖKKVARTEREN, STOCKHOLM

Musique Concrete and Foley Work

Given the opportunity to do a Masters concert at Audiorama, I decided to 

create an acousmatic piece with sounds and phrases generated from the 

SuperCollider programs from my installation work. Since Audiorama is such a 

focused space for listening, with a high end system of carefully placed 

speakers, it seemed inappropriate to play randomly generated music from low-

fi devices created for noisy, outdoor urban environments. This also provided 

an opportunity to further develop the SuperCollider programs, and to better 

understand the sizable collection of field recordings from the previous year 

and half from the larger city. This next piece was an attempt to picture 

Stockholm from a much wider view than that of a single neighborhood. The 

larger city  takes on more archetypical aspects. Hazy, burgeoning and less 

defined, with more sweeping stories to tell.

! Work on this set of pieces raised considerations about some of the 

differences between pure Musique Concrete and Foley  work. Schaeffer’s 

original definition of Musique Concrete has to do with extracting musical 

qualities from sounds—using them as a source material from which ideas 

emerge. His four-stage listening process, which move into greater modes of 

abstracted listening as a kind of higher mode of order, refute storytelling.

“The whole problem of the sound-work is distancing oneself from the 
dramatic. I hear a bird sing, I hear a door creak, I hear the sounds of 
battle; you start to get away from that. You find a neutral zone. Just  as 
a painter or sculptor moves away from a model, stops representing a 
horse, or a wounded warrior, and arrives at the abstract.”10

Foley work is the opposite in many ways. In Foley work, one imagines a 

required theatrical sound effect, and then tries to produce it—often with 
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materials that are utterly unrelated, such as a sheet of metal to produce 

“thunder”, or a wooden crank wrapped in torn sandpaper to produce “wind”. 

Foley equipment is rarely  to be found in formal electronic music studios. 

There is almost a kind of aesthetic illegality about it—like a lowly craft in the 

face of a higher art form.

! Limitation is a fundamental tool in electroacoustic music. It can be an 

extremely useful tool in making coherent work. In much of the electroacoustic 

music I have encountered, there is an attempt to enforce a kind of minimalism 

upon one, another or even every aspect of a compositions musical, procedural 

or form parameters. Pieces are made from a very limited number of sound 

sources or processes. Composers chose materials and processes as ideals and 

absolutes. The focused work on voices employed by Trevor Wishart, the FM 

work of John Chowning, or earlier synthesizer work from the Cologne studios

—and their fierce ideological differences with composers at IRCAM  over 

what sorts of practices and materials were legitimate—are earlier examples. In 

more recent times there are musicians plying the minimalistic depths of every 

electronic instrument imaginable, from singular drones to Pythagorean 

SuperCollider synth arrays to low-decibel no-input mixing boards to single-

object contact microphone work.

! However, in these anecdotal sound collage works, there are elements 

of both material abstraction and Foley work. There are combinations of tonal 

and non-tonal materials, mixes of synthesized sounds and field recordings, 

spatializations intended both for musical phrasing and for nearly theatrical 

place re-creation. All of these pieces deal with concrete places and the attempt 

to evoke a combination of individual and collective memory. It is 

programmatic music in many respects, even as it  is also an abstract 

exploration of sound, and a musical exploration of the relationship between 

field recordings, synthesizer techniques, microtonality and material textures. 

Perhaps this approach could garner criticism from many of my colleagues, 

who make a myriad of fantastic musics employing carefully limited materials 
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and strict ideologies. But I have criticism for neither. This simply seems, 

practically, the best way for me to use the tools available to make cohesive, 

timely and engaging music about urban identity and history in Stockholm.

Process and Materials

I employed the SuperCollider programs which are the basis for the eventual 

installation work in these acousmatic pieces. The SuperCollider programs do 

not generate sound at all. They are only arrays and sequences of envelope 

generators, with a variety  of planned and random elements. They  generate 

both textures and phrases from the same library of field recordings and Buchla 

sounds that fuel all of these projects. I have written more extensively about the 

SuperCollider programs in the Ghost Installations section of this paper.

! For Sånger för Spökkvarteren, Stockholm, I divided the sounds 

themselves into those related to three sorts of places and ways of life in 

Stockholm—Streets, Institutions and Nautical areas. This was mostly for 

pragmatic reasons—these categories yielded the most sonically distinctive 

groups, to give three different characters to the three different sections. Two 

additional categories emerged which are present in all three movements—

Nature and Abstract (these are mostly  Buchla sounds which are either not 

generated from interactions with field recordings).

! Although many of my colleagues are working with ambisonics, these 

pieces were not  built  that way. The spatialization is done intuitively and 

manually, utilizing basic panning and reverberation. This is because there was 

not enough time to learn the ambisonics system well enough to use it with any 

depth during the span of the Master’s program. But it was useful to work 

manually  as well. That process yielded a great deal of pedagogical information 

about how the illusion of motion and space is created—perhaps more than 

ambisonics plug-ins would have. And perhaps it gives back a little of the 

anachronistic sound that can indicate collective memory.
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Streets

Older cityscapes, of the kind we encounter daily on the streets, have more 

spaces and opportunities for individuals and smaller processes. They are often 

too small and transient to bear the actions of larger scale uses. The great glass 

facades of many modern buildings, and white, hard-echoed walls of the new 

gallerias, are very singular in a non-individualistic way. Their designs are 

about pursuits much larger than daily life—international markets, providing a 

clean, controlled shopping environment, privatizing public space or 

preventing crime. Smaller or more ornamented structures of the type built in 

previous times might have eccentricities like an extra room for unusual uses, 

an in-law apartment for an outsider or strange short walls and window sills 

which provide unintentional places for passers-by to sit or gather. In more 

modern structures, the social controls of a very different kind of urban ideal 

prevail.

! Sociologist Mitchell Duneier wrote about sidewalk-based book 

vendors in a very specific area of Greenwich Village in his book Sidewalk 

(1999). Although he focuses on a very specific locale in New York, his 

observations about city policy  are reflected in the newest architecture in cities 

world-wide:

“I look at  all these aspects of sidewalk life […] as is the approbation of 
influential business groups. When government  does assume 
responsibility in the lives of people like those, it attempts to eradicate 
them from the streets or to shape their behavior. These “social 
controls” […] are the intended and unintended results of what has 
become the most influential contemporary idea about deviance and 
criminality; the "broken windows" theory, which holds that minor 
signs of disorder lead to serious crime. What are the consequences of 
this theory, its assumptions, and the formal social controls to which it 
has led?”11
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Duneier’s work with the New York books-sellers, many  of whom are 

struggling with severe personal, social and financial problems, reminds me of 

anecdotes from several friends about Kungsträdgården. At one side of the park 

are a row of very  new cafes. They are more permanent structures than food 

stands, but are less permanent looking than proper buildings, made mostly  out 

of glass with frames of finely  sanded wood and metal. But, according to 

friends and acquaintances, there used to be a number of booksellers where 

these establishments stand now, who arrived each weekend with tables. The 

stylish, pricey  cafes must certainly pay a higher rent. A very different group 

must gather there now—certainly not crowds of eccentrics who will buy 

books from tables—and certainly no one who must decide between buying a 

used book or an expensive cup of coffee.

New Cafe/Pavillion at Kungsträdgården (Photo: Ingrid Johansson)

Sonic changes are far more subtle than visual ones. The most noticeable 

difference between smaller scale or older places and contemporary franchise 

or corporate-driven environments more common to the era we are living in is 
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that the surfaces are harder in newer places, so there's a hard sort of 

reverberation. There's no wood or soft old furniture or curtains to absorb 

sound, giving a sharp, high-end heavy quality to these sonic environments. 

Gallerias, with their un-ornamented concrete, glass and construction grade 

plastic interiors, are especially like this. There is something about the echo in 

a church or library  that is boomier and absorbs more of high end sounds (like 

fretful children, squeaky carts, or high pitched electronic beeping), whereas 

gallerias, office tower lobbies, franchise eateries, chain shops and food courts 

seem to amplify those sounds.

! This movement was built with sounds from several places: old 

fashioned fabric shops, the “loppis” in Hötorget, different clothing racks in 

Myrorna and Lindex, sidewalks, cafes, horses and street buskers. Included is 

the busking accordion player who could be heard at the bakery  in the 

Hornstull station. He played a mocking, harsh song—the same one, day in, 

day out—throughout most afternoons, and was the strongest soundmark of the 

station. He seems to have disappeared with the new Galleria.

Structure

This movement opens with a great whooshing of dishes, people, metal, 

footsteps, tools, objects, as if one has opened a door out into the street. This 

goes directly into the real streets—a recording taking on Drottninggatan. 

There was an old woman there, tall and grandiose, who was dressed in very 

fine clothing—a red wool greatcoat, a white hat with ribbon and matching 

white patent leather handbag and shoes. She was hollering and singing at 

passersby. Every so often she would stop, dancing, with the most child-like 

smile on her face, holding a hand up  to one ear as if someone spoke to her 

from her palm. It is her voice singing, she was like a ghost of an earlier time, 

or someone living in a parallel dimensions Stockholm. Some ladies pass her

—“God dag madam” (Good day, Madam).
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 The next section is comprised of shops throughout the town. It is 

announced with the owner of a Chinese import shop near Konserthuset 

(Symphony Hall), pointing out jars of pickles to a shopper. There are women 

in one of the many fabric shops, exited over a particularly nice bolt of cloth. 

There are clothing racks and other moving shelves in Myrorna and 

Stadsmissionen (Swedish second hand stores), as well as Lindex and Ströms 

(Swedish clothing stores) which sing in the shops’ background. There are cash 

registers, counting machines, and all sorts of small items for sale—beads, 

telephones, flatware, and tools in several shops throughout the city, as well as 

the plates and kitchen machinery in several Lunch cafes. There are almost no 

franchise sounds in this section. It’s a very biased picture of the streets in 

many ways—a past which was brief, or a future which never was, perhaps. 

But many of the objects we hear are made in in faraway places, as is the 

normal procedure in the globalized economy.

! The sweep of concentrated sound at  the beginning piece is used as a 

kind of punctuator throughout. The next section is built from the voices of 

Hötorget and Vårberg loppis merchants and produce vendors, as well as the 

Christmas market at Sergelstorg, and the sounds what they sell—an even older 

form of commerce which is still very much in practice today. The sellers of 

vegetables in Hötorget are here alongside the same square’s weekend loppis, 

as well as that at. These are not old fashioned markets at all, as the goods sold 

at them are very much a part of the new global economy. The functioning of 

this type of market is something very  much related to the present day, even at 

the same time as it is an ancient usage for the streets.

! The streets melt into bells and music boxes. At Christmas time there 

were toys with electronically manipulated songs, voices and animal sounds. 

Here I mix them, slowed, with church bells, workmen calling from trucks, and 

the first busker in the piece—a glass harmonica player in Gamla Stan. The 

section ends with the fluttering of the gold seed pods which arrive in summer.
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 The next section begins with accordions and marching bands—two 

kinds of music which are ubiquitous in the spring and summer throughout the 

city’s streets. This moves into children at protests. These were taken outside 

Kungliga biblioteket (the Royal Library) on Första Maj, and at Sergelstorg in 

autumn. The sweeps are more concentrated here, and are subsumed in the 

arrival of a chorus of Buchla drones. Fireworks on the New Year rise, 

followed by a catastrophic roar built out of more accordions; then we are in 

Odenplan, in the rain, with its church bells, coupled with the fading footfalls 

of horses.

Nautical

Stockholm is unique in its relation to waterways. It is a nautical city in the 

deepest sense. But Stockholm's relationship to its waterways has, like many 

nautical cities in the west, transformed from utilitarian to leisure-based. The 

2014 exhibition “Stockholm genom tiderna” (Stockholm through the times) at 

Åmells, an art gallery and auction house, featured paintings and photographs 

of Stockholm from the late 1600’s to the 1970’s. The paintings leading up 

through the beginning of the 20th century  featured waters that were festooned 

with sailing ships of all kinds. Then, on the second floor of the gallery, the 

scene suddenly changed with a painting from the early  1940’s, which depicts a 

modern blue evening over waters traversed by  steamboats and early  industrial 

liners.

! The sort of nautical activity which is prevalent in the city  is changing 

with great breadth and fervor. The nature of modern shipping gives ports the 

world over a similar quality. Goods are shipped on huge iron freighters, which 

carry  the same metal containers which are trucked by lorries. Shipyards are 

arrays of tall metal cranes, whose operators sit in enclosed cubical operating 

rooms in the air, for the lifting and stacking the containers. There is hardly a 

human to be seen walking in these areas—the vast metal machinery. 

Meanwhile, the ships along the shores of the city become more oriented 
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towards pleasure and leisure, and less towards travel and work. The mixture of 

industry, tourism, pleasure, military  and commerce that was the hallmark of 

nautical environments everywhere gives way to the same service-economy 

oriented uses that are prevalent in other areas.

! But there is still a rich and varied world in the waters which are an 

integral part of Stockholm, which is spread out  over fourteen islands, 

connected by bridges of every  size. Many of the urban shorelines and lined 

with sailboats, bowriders, freighters, ferries, yachts, cruise ships, trawlers, 

tugboats, industrial barges and even a handful of older wooden ships with 

great masts and creaking wooden hulls. Although the lion share of the ships 

along the shores are pleasure crafts and house boats, some are still in 

operation for other purposes.

! The ferries that travel to the Archipelago leave from the Grand Hotel, 

near Skeppsholmen. As one travels east out to sea, the strange waters where 

thousands of islands rise, the geological relationship  of Stockholm to its 

waters becomes apparent. The city’s many small granite hills—like miniature 

mountains—were once islands rising from waters where the city  spreads out 

now.

Söder Mälarstrand, outside EMS (Photo: Katt Hernandez)
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Structure

The opening of this movement is built from recordings of Frihamnen. I also 

took recordings on Beckholmen, a former military island in the east of the 

city. There are vast clefts cut  into the stone with locks, so that ships may  drive 

into them and then have all the water drained away so that their entire hull 

may  be worked upon. The workmen there told me they had been in operation 

since the eighteenth century. The men working there told me it had been there 

since the 1700’s, and used to repair ships in Sweden's naval fleet  from then to 

the present day. Frihamnen is modern shipping and receiving yard, where 

great cranes lift metal containers from industrial liners, most of which bear 

Chinese insignias. On Beckholmen the workmen are an apparent part of the 

environment. Their shouts and hammering can be heard above the din of 

repair machines, and they  get about on bicycles and scooters. Frihamnen, on 

the other hand, is filled with vast  machines. The sounds deep, vast clanging 

metal of containers being moved, and the motors of the cranes which move 

them, dominate the yard. The old terminal buildings are also huge. The only 

people I encountered worked in the antique and theater tech and costume 

shops which rent space in the warehouses. The sounds from Frihamnen are 

processed through the waveform generators at EMS, and then the arrays of 

envelope generators in the SuperCollider programs.

Frihamnen, Stockholm (Photo: Katt Hernandez)
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Then there are the ships that line all the shores of all the city  islands, each with 

its own unique sounds of sails, engines, creaky boards and metal and the 

hollowness of the water against their sides. I made many recordings of ships 

throughout the city, either rocking gently back and forth in the dock or 

traveling. Much of the piece after the introduction is created from these 

sounds—once again, most all of them processed through the SuperCollider 

programs and their arrays of envelope generators.

! Hydrophone recordings have also figured heavily  this movement of the 

work. I borrowed an industrial hydrophone (for use on ships), so they  can 

monitor the sound of their engines, from EMS. There are underwater 

recordings from Luma, Slussen, Konditori Lyran, Årstaviken and Gamla Stan. 

Those at Slussen I made together with my colleague Jacek Smolicki, who is 

doing very extensive field recording documentation from and music about 

Slussen and its immanent disappearance. He knew a particularly nice set  of 

places to drop  a hydrophone from, between Slussen and Gamla Stan, where a 

variety of boat engines, trains and other machines could be clearly heard, but 

from just  the right distance! Hydrophone recordings appear, processed and 

unprocessed, throughout this movement. I had hoped to get  the sound of the 

water freezing, but climate change has meant that these sounds were not with 

us this winter.

! Historical sounds which are in the public domain have been difficult  to 

find. I did come upon a promotional film from the early 70’s for a cruise ship 

line that  was in the public domain. I have used the jazz dance band music 

from that film to make a ghost ship at the end of the piece.

! Up until a year ago, there was a 1940’s ice cutter on the south side of 

Södermalm where several artists, poets, musicians and the like lived in tiny 

sailors cabins. The captain was a proper “raggare” (a subculture in Sweden of 

mostly  working men who buy and fix very large, American cars from the 

1970’s and wear biker and rockabilly clothing), complete with unlikely tales 

of emergency  surgeries from beautiful women in Thailand. The ship had never 
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been modernized, it still had a radar apparatus with a phosphorescent green 

circle, and all sorts of old fixtures and engines. In 2013, it was suddenly  sold 

to a high class tourist  company in Norway  which gives tours of whale habitats 

to wealthy tourists. The people who lived in that boat, sometimes for years, 

have scattered all about  Europe since. But I have a recording of the engine 

room, anyway.

Institutions

Institutions dot the landscape in Stockholm with a constance and uniformity 

that still amazes me. Medborgarhusen (citizens halls), Folkparkerna (national 

parks), the Lutheran Church, Arbetsförmedlingen (employment office, as 

opposed to unemployment office), ABF (adult education centers founded by 

the workers movement) and other institutions which have only recently  been 

privatized like SJ(the railway system) or the Apotek (the pharmacy) system 

are never hard to reach, as is often a problem in American cities. This gives 

the impression the older, “folkhemmet” society  (“the people’s home”—not an 

actual place, but  a term used for the program modernization and infrastructure 

building projects in Sweden mentioned earlier in this essay) whose remains 

are still here, transforming or fading. In the cityscape they  are prominent, 

however stronger or weaker each may become in the present day.

Stadsbiblioteket, 1967 (Photographer unknown)

41



Stadsbiblioteket is a striking building, completed in the 1920’s. Gunnar 

Asplund designed the main building and the park beside it. The iconic 

structure is very much a product of its time, featuring a Scandinavian 

approach to classicism. Looking at the park, one can easily imagine it in koda-

chrome. But inside the library, changes are afoot. Privatization has arrived 

here, too, in the form of a new cafe. An area once earmarked for anyone at all 

to sit has become the privileged lounge of those who shop there. In the 

tidningsrum (newspaper room) there is no one under the age of forty. The 

reading room for the music and arts section, with its fantastic tapestry, is 

nearly always filled to the brink with people of all ages and walks of life, 

reading paper books, rather than working on their laptops as those in the 

larger, outer reading room are wont to do.

! The city’s Swedish Lutheran churches are a ubiquitous sight and 

soundmark. Their bells are a constant, distant  companion throughout the day. 

More conversations with friends from different generations reveal a changing 

relationship  to this institution as well. Sweden is, by-and-large, a secular 

society. But choirs are a large part of civic life. Although regular Sunday 

services were fairly  sparsely attended, the midnattsmässa (midnight mass) on 

Christmas Eve that I attended and recorded at Högalidskyrkan was fully 

packed, and most said they  were there for the music. There are also huge 

youth choirs in Sweden which sing both Christian and secular traditional 

music. Many churches also host afternoon cafes, organ concerts and even Tai 

Chi courses.

! There is a single work of iconic science fiction in Sweden, Aniara—an 

epic poem from 1956 by Nobel prize winner Harry Martinson. It was set as an 

opera not long after its publication in 1959, by Karl-Birger Blomdahl, with the 

libretto by the Swedish poet Erik Lindengren. The work could be seen as 

depicting the institution as a far-off entity, with an isolated public encouraged 

to dance as the spaceship  wanders lost and buffeted by asteroids in deep space. 

42



Blomdahl himself was working with the Swedish Radio, and was instrumental 

in getting support from the Radio for the founding of EMS.12

! Walking down Karlavägen or Vallhalavägen to Gärdet  (a large park the 

north of the city  center), where these two main throughways end, one is 

confronted with the impressive structures which house Sweden’s two public 

broadcasting institutions—the Radio and the Television. Filmhuset is not far 

away. The structures are iconically modernistic in the now old-fashioned sense

—even as they shrink beside their new private counterparts, and the tsunami 

of the internet. Conversations with my friends who were born in the 50’s 

reveal a time when Sweden had only  two television channels. This institution 

must have created a staggeringly  shared experience. Many of these friends 

vaguely resent those times, even as they are simultaneously nostalgic for 

them. The relationship between individual urban dwellers, and even individual 

urban communities, to the various institutions which have helped to define life 

in Stockholm are mixed.

! Recent political changes in Sweden have brought the institution of the 

Social Democrats into transition and confusion. The Social Democrats were 

originally  an outgrowth of Sweden’s worker movement, early in the last 

century (although their history is far more complex, and beyond the scope of 

this essay). They were almost unilaterally  in power for many  decades, and, 

other than the churches, most institutions in Sweden were built under their 

long period of running the country. Modernism is apparent in every aspect of 

those times. Vast public infrastructure projects were built in every  part of the 

country, some of them a wonder. For example, all of the hot water for the city 

of Stockholm emerges from a single heater. One can see the vast clouds of 

steam rise from it on the northern horizon from vantage points on Söder on a 

chilly night. But since the 1980’s, the society has wrestled with questions 
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about collectivism and private enterprise. A conservative government has 

taken radical new strides towards privatizing everything from the railway to 

the post office. Some people I speak with are enraged over these changes. 

Others shrug their shoulders and say  “We must try it, to find out how it would 

be to do things differently. We’ll see what happens!”

Structure

The movement opens with an utterly imagined environment, built from library 

reading rooms, older, mechanical office equipment, trolley engines, escalators 

and night utility  trains from the tunnelbana. These are punctuated with a sound 

made from processing slowed down church bells from Högalidskyrkan and 

Adolf Fredriks kyrka through the Buchla’s 256 sum and difference analyzer.

! The next section is made from churches—organs, choirs, preachers. 

Here I have substituted pitch-shifted organs for the “organs” I created from 

Buchla drones in most other circumstances—as if to peel back time for a 

moment. The choirs are processed through the 256 module, where the sound 

of rustling feet replaces a while noise generator as a control source. The 

preacher is processed in SuperCollider.

! The final section changes again into Hjalmar Branting, His 

disintegrating exclamations are created in SuperCollider, and are set  against 

KMH practice rooms and a Kulturskolan (cultural school—a public school for 

the teaching of music and the arts) string group which played, as part of their 

school program, in central station on Första Maj 2012. The string recordings 

are processed through the Buchla Time Domain processor. Next I found two 

public domain films—one of a child narrating a rhyme about Stockholm put 

out by  the Stockholm city  tourism office in the 1950’s, and one of a man 

speaking about the building and inauguration of Arlanda airport in the 1960’s. 

These are run in SuperCollider through arrays of very  rapid envelopes, which 

cut them into repeating, circling bits. The movement ends with snow, dry 
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branches and birds on the island of Beckholmen, between Stockholm 

University and Bergshamra, taken in 2012 on Christmas day.

! Creating these acousmatic pieces helped me to better understand the 

materials I had collected. It also gave me the opportunity to learn that the 

phrase generators I’d initially built were too uniform, and needed greater 

variation in phrase length, silence and texture, which I did in order to 

complete these works.
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GHOST INSTALLATIONS

Into the Streets

The pieces I have made feed into a fourth and final pursuit, which is in 

progress as of this writing. I am now building Ghost Installations—

mechanical ghosts that will sound and sing about history in the material voices 

of the transforming places they inhabit. They  are lo-fi, outdoor guerrilla 

installations made with consumer grade electronics. This fourth and final 

project also holds a fascinating inherent contradiction—approaching activism 

from inside an institution. The installations are, in addition, a meditation on 

activism, and questions activists can start to have about the efficacy and actual 

benefit of their work.

! In the last several years, the “Occupy!” movement resonated strongly 

with street activists throughout the West. This happened in concert with Arab 

Spring, the indignant protests in Spain, and some of the first massive uprisings 

of workers in China. I spent many years marching in the streets against the 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the policies of former president George W. 

Bush. And when the gentrification of Boston was driven to a fever pitch by the 

sudden disappearance of rent control—not unlike the “bostadsbrist” we are 

experiencing in Stockholm now—I became very involved in local activism to 

save my neighborhood and its community. All these actions failed on a 

massive scale, and the passage of time has given us all time to reflect if we 

chose. How effective was this street activism? As the Occupy! movement 

dissipates in the United States and disappears completely from Sweden, it 

seems a good time to question the ultimate effectiveness of these movements. 

Many activists arrive at a similar point, and engage in personal, isolated 

contemplation. Making these installations seems a better way—it is a direct 

intervention that questions the ownership of space, but as a broader pursuit, it 

also contains the potential to be more inclusive of many views. Street 

protesters shout. I envision the sounds these electronic ghosts make more as 

singing. There are heartrendingly  brave instances of very effective activists 
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who sang, particularly during the American civil rights movement. And they 

reached Sweden—one can recall the main character in Vilgot Sjöman’s movie 

Jag är nyfiken – gul walking slowly through a meadow, far to the north of 

their then-simultaneous struggle, singing the words in a lilting accent—“We 

Shall Overcome”.

! Because it  is intangible, sound occupies space in a way builders, 

tenants, real estate interests and municipal projects often cannot. It is, together 

with the air, ephemeral. But sound can utterly alter an environment. Perhaps it 

is better to sing than to shout.

Influences

One of the best made and most  mischievous pieces of “graffiti” I have ever 

seen was in Stockholm. These were the life sized concrete sculptures of 

hyenas which were installed on cement blocks embedded into the sidewalk on 

Biblioteksgatan near Stureplan in 2011. The installation was so professional 

and flawless that they looked like a public art project, thought out  for years, 

and installed by a professional firm. But they  were guerrilla street art—a 

group of red glass eyed hyenas, with real tails made of some sort of hair. They 

were accompanied by a plaque featuring Saint Erik (the patron saint and 

herald of Stockholm) with an eye patch, accompanied by a satirical text 

mocking the leisure-class club goers who have come to characterize Stureplan 

on weekend nights. Additionally, there was something in the sculptures—

perhaps mixed into the hair and concrete—which made dogs lividly upset. 

Every  fur coat clad lady with a poodle, Chihuahua or terrier who walked by 

had to walk by quickly as their dogs went into vicious conniptions at the 

spectacle, passing the perplexed viewers of this new “public art”. It took the 

city weeks to remove the hyenas.

! I have only seen the improvised musicians I work with reclaim space 

using their own practice and language once, in all the many years I marched in 

the streets in the hope of stopping the wars my country was engaged in. This 
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was Collateral Damage, organized by Tom Plesk, a trombone player who 

lives in Boston and teaches at the Berklee School. Another participant, Monica 

Raymond, describes:

“Gradually, the musicians arrived. Most wore jeans, and looked well-
worn and familiar, like travelers gathered in a hostel you’d met all 
your life in dreams. As we clustered in the center of the plaza, Tom 
read a quote from the Dalai Lama – basically that war is hell, and now 
that it’s automated, it’s even more hell. He wanted each note to be 
heartfelt, pure, beautiful, delivered with full attention, he said. After 
all, it was a human life.”13

I was one of 70-odd participants I counted. The score was simple. We were to 

stand in a circle. Each participant made one sound event during the duration of 

the piece—an hour, as I recall. Each sound event, played by each individual, 

was to symbolize a single life lost to the ravages of the war we were 

protesting. It was a strange marriage between the activist community  and the 

art music community. The gentle, poised way this circle stood still and 

contemplatively played out their symbolic lives was a quiet protest, in 

absolute contrast to the people marching, chanting and orating throughout the 

surrounding area.

! But perhaps the most profound “guerilla” installation is one I 

encountered many years earlier. It was not made by anyone well known. There 

was a man named Michael in Ann Arbor who was a Catholic mystic. He kept 

tabs on sightings of the Holy  Virgin through tiny, self-published catholic 

newspapers from all over the world, and zipped about on a moped with the 

word “pray” painted on it. I met him as he emerged from the tiny Huron River 

in tall fishing boots. I asked him what he was doing in there. “Tuning the 

stones” he replied. He told that he had picked up a large stone one day, feeling 

“called” to look beneath it. There he found a rose quartz cross and decided it 

was a sign that he must build a place in the city’s arboretum for people to 

48

13 Monica Raymond, “Notes on Collateral Damage Noted”, http://qarrtsiluni.com/2010/12/22/
notes-on-collateral-damage-noted/



meditate and pray. So he lined up  stones in the river, in two curves—the form, 

he said, of the sacred heart. And every few weeks he would wade in, and listen 

carefully  to the water hitting each stone, “tuning” them. This work, he told 

me, was called A Whitewater Symphony to the Glory of our Lord Jesus Christ 

and the Blessed Virgin Mary. Although neither I nor many of the other people 

I met  who sat with its song over the years shared Michael’s religious beliefs, 

this was the gentlest  reclaiming and reshaping of space with sound I have yet 

seen.

Process and Methods

The installations I am building utilize the same library of sounds as the 

previous work. I use SuperCollider as a structuring tool, with controllable 

random elements on nearly every structural parameter to generate these pieces 

as “ghosts” which awaken, fly and sing about the places they inhabit to by 

passers. The SuperCollider programs are run from tiny, cheap computers 

which use the same sort of ARM processors that drive smartphones. These are 

connected to small speakers, and will be hidden in different sites in the city on 

different occasions. They can then be controlled from a computer over a 

wireless network, using a secure shell terminal.

Early hand-drawn schematic, the design has since changed quite a bit!
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SuperCollider

SuperCollider seemed like the best vehicle for this work for a variety  of 

reasons. Asking the advice of all those I knew who were more experienced 

with programming than me, it seemed the most flexible, versatile, powerful 

and least memory intensive way to go. It was also most compatible with my 

chosen equipment, since it is open-source and can be used without a GUI. I 

have seen SuperCollider used to great effect in a wide range of music, from 

live improvisational concerts to through-composed music. It has hundreds of 

possible functions—oscillators, filters, clocks, sequencers, noise generators, 

ring modulators and many more—combined with the ability  to use 

mathematical functions in the manner of a more traditional computer program. 

This gives the user a very fine control over the spectrum between composed 

and random material. I also found that  I did not want to work with tools that 

pretended to be other tools—such as MAX or PD, which picture “modules” 

and “cables”. The learning curve for programming is steeper, but I would far 

rather the device I was using for this look and feel like what it is —a computer 

program.

! I had no experience what so ever with music programming. So I took 

an introductory course in SuperCollider with Mattias Petersson during my 

second term at KMH. Because of the short time allotted to learn the program, 

I decided to focus very heavily  on a very limited set of procedures, in order to 

use them with a greater degree of depth. In this way, I built  many programs 

which I called “Phrase Generators”. The Phrase Generators do not generate 

any audio—sounds from the library of sounds I have been working with all 

along are streamed through them in sequences which can be random or pre-

determined. They  are groups of nested envelope generators, with a spectrum 

of set and random elements determining their length and shape. They can be 

taken in smaller parts and recombined, which gives further planned and 

unplanned possibilities. This is a way to invite a “ghost” into the creation of 

the phrases—to merge my own directive with that of an unplanned visitor.
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The programs which generate each longer piece have four components:

Buffers: Each sound which will be used in a given Phrase Maker is currently 

loaded into a buffer from which it is streamed, like this:

~bufferName = Buffer.read(s,"/filepath/soundfile.wav", 

  bufnum:x);

I used the Buffer.read command for this purpose while working on Sånger för 

Spökkvarteren, Stockholm, but am exploring less memory intensive methods 

for Ghost Installations.

SynthDefs: The SynthDefs for map out instructions and define variables for 

the playing of sounds from buffers through envelope generators. There are 

SynthDefs for smaller, more rapid groups of envelope generators, which are 

for creating textures:

//sample player//

~panControl=rrand(0.1, 1);

SynthDef(\sampleplayer, {|buf, speed, pos, attackPlayer, 

sustainPlayer, releasePlayer, amp, outBus|

 var sig,env;

env = Env.linen(attackPlayer, sustainPlayer, releasePlayer, amp);

 s i g = P l a y B u f . a r ( 1 , b u f , 

speed*BufRateScale.kr(buf),startPos: 

 pos)*EnvGen.kr(env, doneAction:1);

 Out.ar(outBus, Pan2.ar(sig, FSinOsc.kr(~panControl), 

1));

}).add;
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And there is second or final SynthDef with over-reaching envelope generators:

SynthDef(\masterEnv, {|out1, out2, inBus, attack, sustain, 

release, amp, pairs, outputChannels, out|

 var in,env;

 in=In.ar(inBus,2) ;

 env = EnvGen.ar(Env.linen(attack, sustain, release, 

amp),doneAction:

 2);

 Out.ar(out1, Limiter.ar(in[0]*env)); 

 Out.ar(out2, Limiter.ar(in[1]*env)); 

}).add;

This shapes the larger phrase each sound or group of sounds is played through. 

These differing types of SynthDefs are connected in the Routines through 

buses.

Subroutines: Each subroutine specifies a sound or group of sounds from the 

buffers to be played with the SynthDefs:

~subRoutine =Routine {

 30.do{|i|

 var attack = rrand(0.5, 1);

 var sustain  = rrand(1, 3);

 var release  = rrand(3, 5);

     var amp    = 0.7;

     var speed   = 4;

 var pos    = rrand(100000, 250000);

var outputChannels= (0..1);
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 var pairs = 2;

 var out = (outputChannels.scramble.keep(pairs));

 Synth(\sampleplayer, [

  buf: ~bufferName,

  attackPlayer:rrand(2, 2.5),

  sustainPlayer:rrand(4, 5.5),

  releasePlayer:0.001,

  amp:amp,

  speed:speed,

  outBus:100 

  ]);

 if(i==0, {

 Synth.tail(s, \masterEnv,[

  inBus:100, 

  attack:attack,

  sustain:sustain,

  release:release,

  amp:amp,

  out1: out[0], 

  out2: out[1] ])

  }) ;

 rrand(1, 2).wait;

 }};

The parameters of all the envelope generators in the SynthDefs are defined 

here as well. The decision about whether the sound will be played as is, or cut 

up and played in a rapid series of smaller envelopes to create different 

textures, is determined here, as well as how long it will play. The length and 

shape of the envelopes is sometimes random, sometimes fixed.
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Meta-routines: this final routine plays all the subrountines in sequence.

~phraseMaker= Routine({

 ~subRoutine_1.play;

 "subRoutine 1. . .. waiting".postln;

 rrand(6, 7).wait;

 ~subRoutine_2.play;

 "subRoutine 2. . .. waiting".postln;

 25.wait;

 s.freeAll;

   "freeall".postln;

 ~subRoutine_1.free;

 ~subRoutine_2.free;

 "free Buffers".postln;

}).play;

Transitions and the pauses between them are determined here, some set, some 

random.

Equipment and Materials

The installations were planned to be cheap and highly portable. There are two 

reasons for this, one practical, and one ideal. The practical reason emerged 

after hearing a presentation by  Björn Hellström. He described a nightmarishly 

complex process of over a year for permission to install a very low-volume 

sound installation in Mariatorget, build to blend almost seamlessly in with the 

surrounding sonic environment, and played at a volume lower than that  of the 

normal passing traffic! It seemed very unlikely that I, as a student, would be 

having the time or resources to go through such a procedure. So the 

installations must be easy to install or remove quickly.
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! There was another reason. The work with these installations is an 

attempt to bridge a gap between the respect, nuance and spirit of generosity 

and exchange I associate both with the playing for music for another person(s) 

and the idea of “occupying” space. Street activism rarely concerns itself with 

permission. And there is a strong element in this work of a desire to explore 

the idea of the occupation of space in all its aspects, from dwelling to 

confrontation.

Raspberry Pi

The tiny, bare-bones computers which make a project of this sort possible are 

very new to the market, and are run entirely with open-source (linux) 

programs and operating systems. This means any step  of the procedure of 

making them functional is, even for professional computer programing 

engineers, fraught with errors, crashes and irregularities which have not been 

seen on more ordinary  computers since the 1980s. Still—if they are to be 

glued into plastic boxes and hidden in trees, bushes and stairwells, one can 

hardly use a Powerbook Pro. 

! I initially chose Raspberry Pi (RPi) because the Beaglebone Black 

(BBB) was entirely sold out in Sweden and many other places I searched. I 

did manage to find a single BBB for sale in New York, but other issues 

became apparent. After many days of trying, it still would not boot from one 

of the more sophisticated operating systems like Ubuntu or Debian which 

would be required to run SuperCollider. There were also difficulties with 

powering the device. While it had a micro USB power intake, suitable for the 

lithium-ion cell phone batteries that will power the processors, most 

operations require a barrel-and-pin 5 volt DC connection, which makes battery 

operation much more difficult and expensive. The RPi, on the other hand, runs 

very well from a standard 5 volt, 2100 amp battery  built for cell phones from 

the micro USB power input, even with a WiFi receiver and stereo sound card 
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plugged in. And it  boots easily  with Raspbian, a special version of the Debian 

operating system built for the device.

Raspberry Pi computer (Photo: Jeremy Blythe)

Each installation requires a minimum of 3 RPi computers. This allows for a 

kind of crude spatialization. The limitations of these devices’ memory capacity 

and the open-source programs used to run them make actual multi-channel 

work from a single unit extremely problematic. It is also much easier to find 

inexpensive stereo sound-cards which are compatible with the devices than 

multi-channel varieties. Each RPi can have between one and several speakers 

coming out of its stereo USB sound card with the use of headphone splitters. 

This allows for a (albeit very crude) spatialization, with each machine running 

a stripped down version of a Phrase Generator.

! Once the RPis have been placed and booted, they can be controlled 

from a laptop in the vicinity, using a secure shell terminal over a wireless 

network. One may copy, cut and paste Phrase Makers from the controlling 

computer into SuperCollider on each RPi, and play them at will. Theoretically, 

it should be possible to either trigger all the phrase components live and create 

a kind of spatialization in an intentioned, performative manner, or have them 

interlock randomly with longer arrays of phrase generators playing at random 
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intervals on each device. Thus it  is a cross between an installation and an 

interactive, improvisational piece using the materials in the Phrase Maker 

programs.

! After my experiences with the radio transmitter in Atoui’s Spökslottet 

project, and asking several colleagues experienced with sound installations if 

they  thought bluetooth or other wireless speakers would function well, they all 

said there were multiple issues as the current  technology stands. This is 

another reason for using several separate RPi units instead of a single one–so 

that speakers can be placed in close groups, without the need for longer wires 

and cables.

! As of this writing, the prototype installation array  is still in progress. 

Although I have been able to load sounds into it, send SuperCollider code to it 

via SSH over a wireless network, and sometimes play very  stripped down 

Phrase Generators cleanly and clearly through it, the devices are still not 

stable enough to take into a public environment. Work remains to find more 

efficient ways of using the system’s memory to avoid glitches, errors and 

crashes. This will involve a great deal of testing with different combinations 

of drivers, libraries and background software, as well as re-working the 

SuperCollider code. There is also still work to be done to get the wireless 

receivers functional, and automatically  connecting to a portable wife network 

for the purpose of long distance control. But this work becomes progressivly 

easier with regular new software updates and further study at EMS and with 

colleagues. Thus I plan on placing the machines in public in the autumn of 

2014.
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4. CONCLUSION

As I walked through Sergelstorg one afternoon, contemplating the urban 

renewal that resulted in the tearing down of Klarakvarteren, a friend happened 

to walk by, and speculated that perhaps installing hot water or other basic 

modern amenities into the buildings of that neighborhood would have been 

impossible in the 1960s. This was a possibility I had not considered before, 

swept away as I was by  the fantastic work of Lennart af Petersen which was 

then on display at the Kulturhuset. More recently I had the good fortune to 

take three Swedish musicians to the United States. One of them was utterly 

keen on visiting Boston’s city hall. Boston has a somewhat parallel history to 

Stockholm’s Klarakvarteren story  in the tearing down of a neighborhood 

called the West End around the same time. A huge, empty brick plaza replaced 

most of the houses, shops, taverns and schools, with a gigantic, modernist 

(some say brutalist) new city hall in the middle. As a long time Bostonian who 

had been through the end of rent control, I had never really looked at that 

building. It was the enemy embodied, and I avoided that brick plaza like the 

plague.

Kulturhuset (Photo: Holger Ellgaard)
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But my friends from Sweden were utterly  captivated by it. “Look at  the new 

concrete future rising from the brick!” one said. “Oh wow, there are cubes 

floating inside other cubes!” another chimed in. Suddenly  a new building was 

standing in front of me—one which, while still very problematic, did indeed 

contain a kind of idealism about a possible, better future. My friends gave me 

new eyes to see the thing I repudiated with blindness before. When I returned 

to Stockholm, I could see the idealism in the Kulturhuset and Sergelstorg, in 

parallel to the beauty, uniqueness, individuality  and depth of the life of the 

Klarakvarteren which was lost to these structures. I hope the field recordings I 

have collected, even can give this same choice and inhabitation of possible 

conflicting ideals, histories and futures to people who encounter them.

! As I write this, Konditori Kungstornet has shut down on the last  day of 

April. There is a public outcry  online and in the papers—how can a busy, 

successful, well-loved place like that disappear, and in such short notice? One 

woman writes that she had her first hot chocolate there as a child, back in the 

1950’s. Another laments that there will be no place calm to go in the evenings 

in that area, another that the konditori is “not plastic like all the others”. All of 

them marvel in sadness at the loss of an 80 year haven at the center of the city. 

At the same time in Bredäng, where I live, students at a nearby high school 

rally in the square. They bring petitions, megaphones and spontaneous hip-hop 

songs in order to try and save their classmate from deportation to Egypt. 

Across the square, the kulturskolan presents its annual array of programs, 

from euro-pop songs to African and Indian drummer classes composed of 

children of different ages. Along the small stone mountains of granite that rise 

throughout the city, vitsippor (delicate white wildflowers which come up in 

the first weeks of spring) and daffodils emerge. The ghostly world of the snow 

and endless twilight seems as if it has never been here.

! Another day, several years ago, I was walking through Times Square. 

As I passed over one of the massive grates over an open service tunnel far 
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below, I stopped. Emerging from deep  below was the sound of a strange and 

singing engine. It was like the ghost of a machine, and I stood there, 

wondering what sort of vast but gentle mechanism could be working beneath 

my feet. It was only after I moved to Stockholm that I learned about Max 

Neuhaus, and understood that  I had experienced his piece, Times Square. In 

another city, Boston, I had a similar experience of another grating, this time 

leading down a narrow shaft deep under one of the larger buildings at 

Harvard. There were dry old leaves caught in it, which rattled softly over the 

sound from far below, which caught me and other friends mesmerized many 

afternoons when we passed. There was no composer behind this other place. It 

was a secret only those who lived there came to know—a singing tunnel 

ghost, or a choir of them, on a dark and seldom noticed little street at the edge 

of Harvard Square. The one is an echo of the other, each a hallmark of some 

deeper long-time dwellers knowledge of the underground.

Boston City Hall (Photographer unknown; Public Domain)

There are a thousand traps of dogma and nostalgia one can fall into when 

observing the very real disappearance of things in Stockholm and other cities 

before large forces from both within and outside the city. The difference 
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between succumbing to this nostalgia, and observing its very strong and real 

presence, is a razor sharp line. The line, too, between a forward-looking 

modernism or utopianism and the onward march of sterilizing globalization, 

can also be thin. I hope my work on these pieces can give or return a sense of 

place for these sites that is as possible in the Now as those remembered senses 

of place they also depict.
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