Contest Entry Statement:

Musical Chairs 

  A Second Take

By Garvie Garzo 

(L. Garvie in so called ‘real’ life)

The project draft statement, “It takes several players working together to create a great piece of music”, captures my original intent for the exhibit very well. Musical Chairs is about having fun with music, about making music by simply playing with it and with each other. The first version of the Second Life exhibit was indeed a circle of chairs facing outward from a revolving stage. Players could select chairs in any order at any time producing a variety of musical sounds by simply sitting on the ‘scripted pose balls’. However, I was inspired by the designers’ idea for the real life exhibit to use chairs shaped like musical instruments. 

The new version of Musical Chairs keeps the variety and whimsy of the first, but features seating that is a hybrid of chairs and musical instruments. This greatly enhances the visual appeal of the installation and also increases its intuitive accessibility. If visitors’ first language is not English, or they are too young to read or just too impetuous to bother, it won’t matter – a chair shaped like a saxophone or a cello will be enough of an indication and invitation to join the show. I took accessibility into account in another way as well. Rather than rely solely on chairs and the ability to sit in them, one of the instrument interfaces uses a microphone stand arrangement with a lowered control where a person in a wheelchair can participate without feeling out of place. Likewise, the piano bench allows for dual seating so that a parent might sit next to a child who is too small to safely climb on one of the other instruments. 

Freed from the constraints of standard chairs, the exhibit now offers more modes for self-expression, (not to mention more photo-ops). Visitors may want to recline on the cello chair, perch on the drum, sink into the saxophone, join someone else for a duet on the piano, or pose at the microphone. A conductor’s music stand at the front of the exhibit turns the ‘audience’ into participants as well. Visitors can touch-select a variety of backing tracks and tempos, so that anyone too shy for the stage can still be part of the music being created.

In real life the exhibit could have educational qualities as well, though these might be well and wisely disguised as play. Visitors will learn about instrument sounds and how these can be fit together into complex wholes to form music. A real life Musical Chairs would offer great potential for learning the differences and also the commonalities between various musical genres, eras and ethnic styles. Novices as well as those with some musical understanding are invited to make mash ups and improvisations limited only by their own curiosity. Most importantly, the exhibit will teach by demonstrating that cooperative efforts allow everyone greater opportunity for creative expression. Perhaps more than any other art form, music shows that playing together makes the whole greater than the sum of its parts, and that every player has something to contribute to the song.      

Rather than explain the ways that this exhibit ‘relates’ to the role of technology in music, I would emphasize instead how utterly reliant the exhibit is on technology. In the Second Life version that much is obvious. But the real life version relies on technology as well. There is the simple fact of prerecorded music itself, and also the technology used to synchronize and mix various tracks. However, because this exhibit makes music in such a novel way, it further relies on the technology of pressure sensitive cushions to trigger the sounds. It was the advent and availability of prerecorded music technology that inspired the creation of the game of musical chairs in the first place. Now technology can give this old birthday party standard new forms in both real and also in Second Life. Technology needn’t invent entirely new games, or make new kinds of music. Instead it can borrow and recombine what we already know how to do, giving us new and unusual, and often better ways to do things. It can also give us better ways to play the games we play. 

The original version of musical chairs involved eliminating players at each round when the music stopped. This version seeks instead to include as many participants as possible and to keep adding more. It also intends that as long as there are people joining to interact and create and play, or even just to watch, that no one will be left out and the music will never stop. And that is why The Musical Chairs Exhibit and Silicon Valley are kindred spirits.  

