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Engineers refer to the design of objects that are intended to work together as being either loosely coupled or tightly coupled, which refers to whether an object can connect to many different objects (loose) or just one particular object (tight). Both ways of designing have their advantages and disadvantages. Dynamic coupling is sometimes referred to as the “magic circuit board” that allows for the type of connections to change as needed, and really exists more in the philosophical, rather than physical, realm. The notion of dynamic coupling appeals to me in several ways. It seems to describe basic aspects of music and musical performance. Yet as a composer working with electronic music, I’ve often struggled with the idea of producing entirely new systems for the creation of sound that existed only for a single piece. More recently I’ve found it difficult to reconcile my aesthetic approaches to composing music for acoustic instruments and computer. This work has been part of a pathway to finding new couplings. The computer-processed audio depends largely on physical models of resonating plates. Physical modeling uses mathematical equations to describe how a system produces sound, rather than sampling a recording of a sound and playing it back in different ways. For a bassoon, one would create equations to model the flow of air into the double reed, and the vibrations in the instrument related to its size. Once modeled, the prospect of the 40-foot oboe or the 6-inch bassoon is just as possible in the virtual world as the real instruments we’re familiar with in the physical realm. For this particular piece sounds from the bassoon, along with other sources, are used to resonate models of large metal plates. Most of the variations in the resulting audio come from changing how the source sounds excite the metals – in other words, how the couplings between source sound and process change dynamically throughout the piece. Dynamic Couplings was written for, and dedicated to, Keith Sweger, a wonderful colleague and friend. [KK]

