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Aix-en-Provence Spatial Clock Sonics
Overview
Aix is the historic capital of Provence, a southeastern region of France which enjoys a reputation for luxury. Since the the
1500's, the city's inhabitants have set their clocks to a giant bell tower in the center of town. Clock towers during these
times served as a central reference to the living routines and rituals taking place everyday. In fact, the rhythm of the town
still seems to be in sync with the signals broadcast by the clock tower. Aix's main square, Place de l'Hotel de Ville,
contains the 16th century belfry housing bells that are still active today, and they ring in the hour every sixty minutes with
the number of chimes of that particular hour. On the front of the tower is an astronomical clock face (as pictured in fig.3). I
am building a clock patch in Max/MSP using the sounds of this clock tower.
Physical Description
The general idea involves the construction of a clock with an hourly chime system that represents the space of the Aix-enProvence city center. I begin by overlaying an image of a clock face over a satellite image of the old city center.
Overlapping these two images produces a spatial map with twelve distinct locations, plus the sound source represented
by a point in the center of the clock face (see fig.1). The twelve enumerated locations are the sites at which I am making
my binaural field recordings. Recordings are made while facing north so that the perceived location of the bells changes
each hour. Although it may be impossible to deduce the location of the clock tower by sound alone, each space enjoys its
own flavor of ambience and sound signature.

Aix-en-Provence Centre Ville & Clock Face (fig.1)
Intended Experience
The project can be presented in one of two possible configurations. The first method offers the most controlled
environment for presenting binaural field recordings with minimal acoustical interference. Using a set of headphones and
a computer running a Max/MSP patch, the installation can run freely, completing one cycle every twelve hours. Many
European towns follow a punctuated work schedule, often opening shops at ten in the morning, then closing for two hours
at noon, and reopening the shops again at two in the afternoon. It is my hope that these periods of high and low activity
are reflected in the spatial recordings made throughout the city during the respective time periods. The Max/MSP patch
will indicate the accurate time with lights near the appropriate hours. The second possible configuration employs the use
of loudspeakers in a face coherent orientation. Ideally this requires that the speakers form an equilateral triangle with the
listener's head position. This method is sufficient to present binaural recordings, but suffers the disadvantage of more
sound interference from the immediate surroundings than method one. Ultimately, there is a third arrangement in which
the installation can be presented. This is a simple recording that plays all day, and this is possible without requiring a
computer running the Max/MSP application. This method unfortunately lacks the visual aspect of the clock face indicating
the current time that is shown within the Max/MSP patch, but it does have the advantage of requiring an extremely minimal
and streamlined setup in order to still be functional. This would be an ideal setup within conditions of very little space.

Research
I am using a pair of Core Sound binaural microphones to capture audio for this project. Binaural recordings preserve the
delicate cues our hearing system uses to determine sound source location, such as interaural time delays1 and interaural
level differences2. Despite the fact that each location is equidistant from the bell tower in the city center, each recording
will maintain it's own 'flavor' of spatialized bell sound and city ambience due to the time of day, the differing orientations of
buildings, people, and other objects in the immediate surrounding area. As with any inhabited space, the day and night
ambience of the town are drastically different. I will also need to fill the hour of time in between the chimes with the
sounds of the city ambience in between the various locations, much like an auditory slide show featuring clips of
incidental sounds around town. The collection of soundfiles has concluded, I have collected many of the sounds using a
non-compressed file format on a solid state recorder rather than minidisc format, which I have often used in the past. I feel
that because minidisc sound data is compressed, the format has a destructive effect on the fine structure of the waveforms
and thus is also having an undesirable effect on the subtle information our ears rely upon to carry out accurate sound
localization. The image in fig.1 is used as a background underneath Max objects indicating the current time. LED and
Toggle objects are placed near the clock face digits to symbolize the hours, minutes and seconds, and illuminate when
the clock's hands point to that particular digit.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that during many of the recording sessions associated with completing this project, I
frequently found myself in the vicinity of sculpted water fountains, which also share historical significance. Like many
other towns established by the Romans, including Rome itself, there are functioning fountains scattered throughout the
town centers. It is actually safe to drink from these fountains, and I often found people doing so. The sound of the various
fountains is often heard in many of the recordings I have made, and so I have the intension of including the option for the
listener to hear each one by pointing to them on a map included on the Max/MSP patch (see fig.2). This will be a
tangential feature of the project, but I feel it will add an important historical perspective to the project as a whole, and will
require only a modest amount of additional recording.

A map of all public fountains that can be found in the Aix city center (fig.2)

Budget
The budget required to carry out this project is minimal. The only piece of equipment I needed to make recordings was
available to me at the Aix school sound studio. I may need a large monitor display for the presentation of the installation,
which I will need to check out from the media center at SAIC.

Tour de l'Horloge (fig.3) The Clock Tower. Former belfry of the town and symbol of local government power, the tower
spans the street on Roman foundations. Erected in 1510, it houses an astronomic clock built in 1661, containing four
wooden statues. The Four Seasons fountain by the sculptor Chastel in the 17th century is surmounted by a Roman
column in its core.
______________________________________________________________________________________________
1 - An interaural time delay represents the finite time duration a sound requires to travel the distance between the two
ears. A sound source in the center of the field of vision produces no interaural time delays and is perceived at the two
ears at the same moment.
2 - An interaural level difference is the difference in loudness a give sound source produces when perceived beyond the
midline. Therefore, a source producing sound in the center of the perceptual field produces no interaural level differences
and produces equal loudness at the two ears.

5 O'Clock location (fig.4)

