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Music of the Spheres

About the Work
In 2004, I discovered some rather beautiful and exotic sounds that had been produced by Dr Donald Gurnett in the department of physics and astronomy at the University of Iowa. These extraordinary sounds were the result of the sonification of data collected from scientific instruments onboard NASA spacecraft.  Several months later, an opportunity arose in which I was able to explore the integration of similar fragments within a composed piece of music.  The initial miniature Sphere was written to fulfill a given brief specifying a solo work of approximately one minute in duration suitable equally for professional, amateur and student pianists. Having worked with fixed audio and live electronics for many years, I decided to explore the possible combination of piano and space sounds further. These unusual and highly evocative sounds from space provided so much material that I later decided to complete a set of six miniatures based upon them. 
Between 2005 and the summer months of 2008, new sounds were created from data provided mainly by Dr Donald Gurnett and Larry Granroth and the radio and plasma wave research group at Iowa University.  The majority of this data came from the Voyager I and II spacecrafts and revealed particular sonic characteristics when the data was translated into audio.  These characteristics, although similar for each planet, revealed unique identities specific to each planetary passing.  After researching many hundreds of files of data for prominent sonic characteristics in their sonogram image and audio representations, a small representative group of sounds was chosen for each planet.  These selected sounds were extensively cleaned and filtered to reveal their tonal essence above the surplus noise of space static.  Subsequent acousmatic tracks were created with as little modification to the cleaned originals as possible although it was not always possible to keep such purity and retain some sense of musical interest.  The piano and acousmatic parts, although strikingly different in their design, form part of a whole. 

These miniatures are aptly titled Music of the Spheres and comprise six pieces that progressively increase in difficulty. Despite this project taking nearly four years to complete, it has been an extraordinary process of discovery. These miniatures are dedicated to Thalia
About each miniature

Sphere was the first miniature to be written. The acousmatic sounds are made from plasma wave data taken from the planet Uranus and were recorded by the NASA spacecraft Voyager II. Without the presence of air in space, the sounds (which are just vibrations) are unable to travel unlike sound on Earth. The performer is encouraged to listen and interact with the space sounds - whale-like downward glissandi and sharp whooshing sweeps. These sounds act as musical cues to indicate to the performer when to begin the next musical fragment.
Ice Giant uses sounds that are made from plasma wave data taken from the planet Neptune and were recorded by the NASA spacecraft Voyager II. By elongating the prominent partials of the space sounds, beautiful and deeply rich choral qualities were created. The low tremolos in the piano should blend in and out of the moving tessitura of the space sounds – rising towards the mid-point before falling away toward the end.
Giant Failed Star accompanies the sounds made from plasma wave data taken from the planet Jupiter and were recorded by the NASA spacecrafts Voyager I & II. The sounds of Jupiter are similar to those found in a tropical rainforest here on Earth such as groups of monkeys, chattering birds and insects. Many of the 'whoops' and 'whistles' that slide in pitch form the basis of the notes used in the piano.  The performer is encouraged to blend into these sounds - especially the repeated Bb's.

Ganymede uses sounds that are made from plasma waves observed by NASA's Galileo spacecraft as it flew past Ganymede, a natural satellite of Jupiter. The sounds are acidic in nature with fast and furious rushes of static as though one is travelling through a storm at great speed. In this piece, the order of fragments is left to the performer although a suggested sequence is given. The performer is also encouraged to use given pitches and instructions to compose new fragments. The final crescendo and abrupt end in the CD part leaves the performer the possibility of a hanging resonance left in the piano or to conclude with one final fragment.

Earth accompanies sounds from our own planet Earth. They consist mainly of natural VLF Radio recordings of the magnetosphere recorded by NASA. The piano part forms a dialogue with the fascinating sound world represented on the CD. Many sounds are almost earthly in effect, like those heard in rainforests, for instance, or those made by underwater creatures.

The Ringed Planet is the most difficult in terms of skill level. The piano accompanies sounds created from plasma wave data taken from the planet Saturn and were recorded by the NASA spacecrafts Voyager I & II. In this miniature, the piano takes on a narrative role representing, at first, the impact and shattering of emissions after Voyager enters the bow shock. As the spacecraft enters into orbit around Saturn itself, the piano imitates the floating and frequent colliding of these emissions. As the increasing activity of high winds whip around the giant gas ball of mostly hydrogen and helium, the piano is subsequently propelled into increasingly dramatic gestures.  The performer is encouraged to attain a higher level of control in blending the material - to weave in and out of the acousmatic sounds - sometimes in the foreground and sometimes in the background.

I would like to express my deepest gratitude and thanks to Dr Donald Gurnett and Larry Granroth (PWI, The University of Iowa Department of Physics and Astronomy) and NASA for the use of the data and sounds in creating the acousmatic audio files for the above work and to Thalia Myers for her faith, commitment and support in the creation of this work.
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