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ABSTRACT 

In this paper we present the execution of an idiographic approach to one piece entitled Somnium translated 
into three iterations. We describe the origins of the piece and its versions along with the specific technical, 
performance and mapping strategies. The tailoring for varied performers, users and venues is also detailed. We 
discuss our strategy for translating works between different presentation settings, highlighting elements that 
remain constant and aspects that are customizable.  
 
INTRODUCTION 

Somnium is based on Johannes Kepler’s fictional work (Somnium Project) which is considered the first work of 
science fiction according to Isaac Asimov and Carl Sagan. In his short story a spirit takes a young man and his 
mother on a journey from the earth to the moon while sharing the workings of the trek. Our piece is a journey 
through the first five planets of our solar system; it is an interactive audio experience between human and 
computer as well as human to human. It includes processing 400 years of planetary data, mapping various 
controllers and spatialization. Each version was tailored based on the performers, the spaces they were in and 
venues systems.  

SOMNIUM(S) 

1) Cubefest 

Somnium was created by the authors along with collaborators DJ Malinowski and Sofy Yuditskaya and was 
performed as the first movement of a four-movement piece, Mysterium Copernicum. A collective of composers 
and technicians, known as Concordia, presented this work in 2019 at CubeFest, Virginia Tech (Snook et all). 
See Fig. 1. The technical set-up for this first version of Somnium consisted of Ableton Live, two Max patches, 
Mi.Mu gloves, Glover software, and iOS application Gliss. We ran one Max patch, Glover and Ableton on a 
laptop, and then sent eight channels of audio to Virginia Tech’s computer to diffuse the eight channels to the 60 
speakers at head height in the Cube. Ableton Live was used as a dashboard for the journey, and held the sound 
design, lead melodies and sonic environments for the first five planets in our solar system. Each planets’ 
melody, key/time signature, and timbre were included in the live set and was based on its respective orbital 
period and atmospheric chemical makeup.  

Performers were able to sonically “move” from planet to planet by choosing a lead planet on the iOS device. 
The volume for each planet was controlled by distinct hand postures per planet followed by an up and down 
gesture with Mi.Mu gloves. Once a lead planet was chosen and its individual melody began to play, performers 
could bring in the other 4 planets to harmonize with it. The chromaticism or dissonance level of the harmony 
was affected by the rotation of the performers’ wrists as Max rounded the calculations to allow only octaves, 
fourths, and fifths, through major and minor thirds and sixths and finally all twelve tones. We were inspired to 
mirror planetary orbits with the body’s movements Rudolph Laban’s in his works on Choreutics and The Body 
& Kinesphere. See Fig. 2. Laban introduced “circuits in the kinesphere and their ‘mirroring of the ever-circling 
motions in the universe (McDaw, 178).” A starfield was projected through lasers controlled by the sum of the 
performers’ movements to change the density and space between points. 
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Figure 1: Somnium , Virginia Tech, Cubefest 2019 
 

Figure 2: Space Modules of the Arms and Legs 
(Kirstein et al., 1953) after Rudolph Laban. 

2) Concordia Launchpad 

For Somnium Installation, see Fig. 3, we kept Ableton Live, Max and gesture training/mapping in Glover just as 
we had at Cubefest. This version was designed for a single user at a time. We switched the iOS device, from the 
with a Stream Deck button array and kept the same MIDICC assigned to choose the lead planet. Affordances 
such as illustrations of hand postures that correlated to each planet were displayed on the buttons so that users 
could easily perform the piece using an infrared hand tracking device called the LeapMotion which we used in 
place of the Mi.Mu gloves. Users listened to the audio on headphones using HRTF to model the 360o immersive 
experience. 

  

Figure 3: Somnium Installation, 
Concordia Launchpad, 2019 

Figure 4: Space Modules of the Arms and Legs 
(McCaw, 2020) after Rudolph Laban. 

3) Alliance of Women in Media Arts & Sciences 

Somnium for Four was an adaptation where we added two players and Sensel Morph controllers to 
expand upon the original piece and perform at The University of California, Santa Barbara for the Alliance 
of Women in Media Arts and Sciences conference in February 2020 (Green-Mateu, 2020). See Fig. 4. As in the 
Cube version, the authors wore gloves and were able to move about freely while the other two players, Morphs 
with custom mappings and overlays, positioned on the floor. The piece began with each person clearly in control 
of their own planet and occupying their own spot on the corner of the small stage. As the piece progressed 
players were encouraged to interact with one another, switch controllers with coordinated dynamics and petition 
for/signal consent through nonverbal communication.  
 
We used the same Max/Ableton/Glover programs to parse data, play content and train/MIDI map Mi.Mu gloves. 
The piece was scaled to the stereo field; though there was a seemingly limited range of motion in the physical 
and sonic space, we were able to bring a complete experience to the audience and one another by expanding the 
range through the use of our intimate knowledge of the ways our tech could be trained, mapped and customized. 
The building of visual complexity of bodies in motion, trading spaces and focus along with the delicate dance 
created by these elements became another demonstrative dimension of the planetary journey, without the 
massive speaker array or laser projections of the initial version.  

CONSTANTS & CUSTOMIZATIONS 

Somnium is not a traditional piece that is meant to sound the same each time it is played. Consistent elements 
have been built into the piece that hold the same framework, regardless of venue, performer/user or interactive 
control device. However, we have purposefully designed elements that can be customized based on the who, 
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what, and where of the piece to elicit “enchantment with technology [which] involves being carried away by the 
power behind the technology.” (McCarthy et all, p. 370). 

Constants 
1. The planetary orbital data that runs through the patches.  
2. Sound design and melodies assigned to each planet. 
3. The order of the journey in which each planet is “visited.” 
4. The mapping of interactive devices to control planets, volume, chromatism, journey jumping. 

  
Customizations 

1. When performers journey to the next planet. 
2. Duration of the visit to any given planet. 
3. Number of planets being heard harmonizing with the main planet. 
4. Volume of each planet at any moment. 
5. Chromaticism of each harmonizing planet that is being heard. 
6. When the piece ends. 

 
CONCLUSION 

Arranging works for different venues, purposes, and performers allows electroacoustic creators to tailor work to 
unique environments without creating wholly new work. As familiarity with the material grows, performances 
become more nuanced while the novel performance elements retain engagement. By identifying constant and 
customizable elements within a pre-existing piece, presentation methods can then be tailored to successfully 
translate musical affect across multiple performance paradigms. While certain aspects of the piece act as an 
anchor from one version to the next they hold a structure in place which allows for more dynamics in resources, 
spaces, performers, and opportunities to experiment. Finally, varying the ways in which a piece can be 
experienced opens a multitude of perspectives into and out from the work by audiences and performers alike. 
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