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Proposal for a presentation

Doing Good by the “Bad Boy”: A Robotic Solution for Performing 
George Antheil’s Ballet mécanique
In 1924, a young American composer named George Antheil wrote the most outrageous piece of concert music ever conceived: Ballet Mécanique, for three xylophones, four bass drums, tam-tam, two pianists, three aiplane propellors, seven electric bells, a siren, and 16 synchronized player pianos. Since synchronizing multiple player pianos was beyond the technology of the day, the piece could only be performed in a reduced version, and the composer never got to hear it the way he envisioned it. Antheil rightfully gained the nickname “The Bad Boy of Music.”

In the late 1990s, present author Lehrman, working with publisher G. Schirmer, put together a performable version of Antheil's original work using a MIDI sequencer and MIDI-compatible Yamaha Disklavier player pianos. The piece had its world premiere at the University of Massachusetts Lowell in 1999, and has since been performed over two dozen times in North America and Europe.

In 2005, Lehrman was contacted by the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC, which was in the process of mounting a major exhibition of Dadaist art. Ballet mécanique is considered by many to be “Dada in music,” and the gallery wanted to have some sort of installation that would play it automatically several times a day, for the pleasure of those visiting the Dada exhibit.

Lehrman had recently met Eric Singer, director of the League of Electronic Musical Urban Robots (LEMUR), whose specialty is programmable musical robots, and he brought Singer and his team into the project. LEMUR rented the appropriate percussion instruments and built complex robotic assemblies based around solenoid-driven mallets to play them.
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The airplane propellor sounds were simulated using industrial electric fans and a solenoid-driven mechanism which pulled several strips of nylon into the spinning fan. The seven bells were driven by an array of MIDI-controlled relays, and the siren was controlled with a MIDI-controllable 110-volt light dimmer.

The Gallery secured the loan of 16 Gulbransen MIDI player pianos. To the authors' delight, these were grand pianos: it was to be the first time Ballet mécanique had ever been played with an ensemble consisting entirely of grand pianos.

The orchestra was set up on the mezzanine of the East Wing of the National Gallery, with the pianos in a long arc. The ensemble was controlled by Mark of the Unicorn's Digital Performer software running on a Macintosh G5 desktop computer.

The Ballet mécanique installation was originally scheduled to run for 17 days, but due to its overwhelming reception by the public and the press (it was featured on "CBS Sunday Morning" and twice on NPR), it was extended for another six weeks. A multi-camera, multitrack recording was made of the installation, and a screening of the 11-minute video (with surround audio) is proposed as part of this presentation.

In December 2007, Lehrman and Singer were contracted by the Wolfsonian Museum of Florida International University, in Miami Beach, to re-create the installation, this time in a much smaller space, using eight Yamaha Disklaviers and Clavinovas. The installation was one of the major exhibits in the city’s annual ArtBasel festival, and was again very enthusiastically received.
The Ballet mécanique robotic orchestra is scheduled to be installed at the Three-Legged Dog performance space in New York City in June, 2008, where it will perform the Antheil score, and also be used to play original music for a new play by Elysse Singer (no relation), “Frequency Hopping.” The play deals with the unusual relationship between the composer and Hollywood actress Hedy Lamarr, which resulted in the invention of spread-spectrum technology. 
Other venues are currently under discussion.

More information is available at http://antheil.org and http://lemurbots.org.
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BIOS

Paul D. Lehrman (principal author) is a composer, writer, music technologist, and educator. He studied electronic music at Columbia University with Vladimir Ussachevsky and Charles Dodge, and holds a BFA in orchestral performance from SUNY Purchase, and an MA in electronic music performance from Lesley University. He is currently writing his PhD thesis at Tufts University. His film scores have been heard on PBS, The History Channel, and The Learning Channel. The author of over 500 articles and six books on music and audio technology, Paul has been the “Insider Audio” columnist for Mix magazine since 1995. He created the programs in synthesis and digital audio production at the University of Massachusetts Lowell, where he taught for 12 years, and has been on the music faculty of Tufts University since 2000, where he is currently Coordinator of Music Technology and Co-Director of the Musical Instrument Engineering program.

Eric Singer is a musician, artist, engineer, and programmer, and the Founder and Director of LEMUR. He holds a BS in Computer Engineering from Carnegie Mellon; a Diploma in Music Synthesis (Magna Cum Laude) from Berklee College of Music; and an MS in Computer Science from New York University. He performs with electronic musical instruments and teaches workshops on art and technology subjects. He is a founding member of the Brooklyn-based arts collaborative The Madagascar Institute and led a team to the semi-finals on The Learning Channel’s Junkyard Wars. In addition, Singer runs Eroktronix, which creates and markets electronics technology for the arts, and has been an Adjunct Assistant Professor at the NYU Interactive Telecommunication Program.

