










Ordnance Survey: Exploring Activity Through 
Large-scale Topologies and Auditory Mappings
TOM DAVIS, PHD & NICHOLAS WARD, MSC

PARSONS journal FOR INFORMATION MAPPING
volume I I  issue 1,  WINTER 2010
[page 6]

© 2010 PARSONS JOURNAL FOR 
INFORMATION MAPPING AND PARSONS 
INSTITUTE FOR INFORMATION MAPPING

Node 5 (Telephone): Node 5 was the simplest of all the 
nodes. It consisted of an empty can suspended above the 
main stage of the event, it was connected to the listening 
room by way of a long stretched wire. It acted as a pure 
bean can telephone — relaying sound from the main stage 
along the wire to the listening room.  

Node 6 (Install): This node combined an ultrasonic 
range finder with a solenoid in a similar manner to that 
used in Node 2. The sound from each node was picked  
up at the receiving end of each piano wire by a compact  
electric microphone located in a metal can (figure 3).  
These cans (one for each node) were mounted in a verti-
cal line to the outer wall of the listening room, some 
twelve feet above the ground. The microphones signal 
was amplified to line level by a prea mp and fed into the 
listening room to a motu828 eight channel audio card, 
which in turn, made each audio stream available within 
the Max/MSP software.11 

The listening room

The listening room was contained in a stone building dat-
ing from the seventeenth century. The room was approxi-
mately fourteen feet wide and twenty-four feet long. The 
two windows of the room were completely blacked out 
and a heavy lightproof curtain hung over the door. Po-
sitioned around the darkened were six beanbags. Hang-
ing from the ceiling were three, bare, incandescent light 
bulbs. Positioned around the periphery of the room were 
six active speakers on stands. The computer, sound card, 
and associated electronics were concealed in a plinth in 
the far corner of the room and away from the door. 

Figure 4: The Listening Room (with house lights on for 
purpose of photographic documentation)

The software

The software, written in Max/MSP, was designed to carry 
out a few simple functions. It assigned each audio stream 
to an individual speaker. It also monitored the sound 
level of three of the audio streams and used this value to 
control the brightness of three light bulbs. This set up an 
inverse relationship, whereby an increase in sound level 
led to a decrease in light level.

The software also applied compression and limiting 
to the sound in order to set a maximum on the pos-
sible sound level. Finally, it adjusted the volume of each 
stream in a slowly moving cycle from a minimum point 
to a maximum over the course of fifteen minutes or so. 
This gentle volume adjustment was programmed in such 
a way as to ensure an evolving relationship was devel-
oped between each audio stream over the course of the 
day. In this way, the volume of each stream as experi-
enced in the listening room, was affected by two things: 
the actual activity of the corresponding node and the 
state of the software controlled fade. 

  
Conclusion The design and construction of this  
installation presented a number of challenges to the artists. 
The overall aim was to create a sensory experience that 
related in real time to the activity (sonic and otherwise) 
of the music festival in which the installation was situated. 
This posed some problems to the artists, most notably 
issues relating to the brain’s ability to perceive simul
taneous streams of auditory information. More concern 
was placed on the creation of an experience that related to 
activity, rather than a literal transference of data from site 
to source. This enabled the artists to achieve the percep-
tion of an integrated aesthetic experience through the 
filtering and sculpting of sounds, such that simultaneous, 
yet distinct streams, were perceived as an aesthetic whole. 
Research-informed design processes were applied to 
the data, as well as to the creation of the listening space 
in order to create a space that promoted contemplative 
listening as the main activity.

Over the course of the two-day festival the installa-
tion was visited by approximately one hundred listeners 
with many choosing to revisit several times. The dim 
lighting and immersive sound enticed many visitors  
to stay for over an hour. Informal interviews with par-
ticipants indicated they found the piece enjoyable and 
interesting regardless of the process that was involved in 
its creation. When informed of the connection between 
onsite activity and the generated soundscape many chose 
to revisit the listening room to investigate the relation-
ships aurally.
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