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ABSTRACT

Sonic City is a wearable system enabling the use of the urban
environment as an interface for real-time electronic music making,
when walking through and interacting with a city. The device
senses everyday interactions and surrounding contexts, and maps
this information in real time to the sound processing of urban
sounds. We conducted a short-term study with various
participants using our prototype in everyday settings. This paper
describes the course of the study and preliminary results in terms
of how the participants used and experienced the system. These
results showed that the city was perceived as the main performer
but that the user improvised different tactics and ad hoc
interventions to actively influence and participate in how the
music was created.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sonic City [2] is a new form of interactive music instrument
where the urban environment is used as an interface, promoting
the incorporation of everyday life settings and practices into
personal forms of aesthetic expression. It enables users to create a
personal real-time soundscape of electronic music by walking
through and interacting with urban settings. Sonic City considers
the user's path as a musical composition and her mobility through
the shifting contexts of a city as a large scale musical gesture. We
have previously designed and implemented a wearable prototype,
where sensory information about the user's actions and about the
context through which she walks are retrieved, combined, and
mapped to the sound processing of urban sounds, resulting in
music output through headphones. Musical control is designed to
be a balance between user and environment influence. Sensory
and bodily information are mapped on two levels. On alow levd,
discrete parameters (e.g. presence of metal, turns) and continuous
parameters (e.g. light intensity, pollution) are respectively mapped
to short musica events and spectral sound qualities. On a high
level, combinations of action and context information (e.g.
standing still at night) retrieved from low-level input, affect the
structural composition of the music (for more details, see[2]).

Figure 1: Video-filming a Sonic City user in action

As anext step in this project, we wished to determine how people
would actually use Sonic City in everyday settings. We therefore
conducted a short-term user study with the prototype. This study
partially served as an evaluation of our design choices in terms of
enabling users to play the urban environment as a music
instrument, but foremost helped us understanding characteristics
of how people use Sonic City. Focusing on the latter aspect, this
paper describes the process of the study and preliminary results
based on feedback collected from users.

2. USER STUDY

We focused on investigating the following questions: would
people consider Sonic City as an urban exploration tool, as a
dynamic walkman, or as a music instrument through which they
would actively use the city to produce music? Most importantly,
how would users incorporate the urban environment, their
everyday actions, and relationships to their surroundings, into
their use of Sonic City?

The study therefore consisted in observing the interaction details
of how a variety of participants used the prototype in one of their
own everyday environment during a limited period of time, and in
collecting their feedback about it.



