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4.5 Abstracted spatial syncopations

Hydrophilic Pulses (21:34)

Hydrophilic Pulses is a three movement fixed media work for 8 channels, (8.0). The piece 

has also been realised in 5.1 and stereo formats.165 The three movements are:

Phase Transitions (08:48)

Programme Note

Phase Transitions is an 8 channel piece and is the first movement from a three part work 

entitled Hydrophilic Pulses. The piece plays with abstracted shifting rhythms, syncopated 

collisions, contorted reflections and shaped resonances. The original source materials were 

captured in a single ambiguous location. 

Deluge (07:20)

Programme Note

Deluge is the second movement from a three part work entitled Hydrophilic Pulses. This 

movement is constructed solely from a recording of a rhythmic leak that sprung up in my 

home during a particularly heavy storm in Northern Ireland. The piece explores, extends and 

interplays found rhythms, in the rain, the resulting leaks indoors, and in the capture of 

droplets in various real and imagined resonant containers.

Effusion (05:26)

Programme Note

Pump, spray, spatter, souse and disperse. The irrigation of the sound space. Effusion is the 

third and final movement from a three part work entitled Hydrophilic Pulses.
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165 A studio reduction and binaural version are included in the portfolio. 



Overview of the Work

The work’s predominant theme is the movement of  water, with the primary sound sources 

derived from varied forms of  propelled or moving water. The piece is composed as three 

distinct movements with thematic interrelationships, however each movement may also be 

considered and presented as an independent piece.166 Conception of the work evolved from 

a series of  four recordings of different types of  water movement, in different scenarios and 

contrasting environments. Abstracted natural rhythms are a primary feature of the first two 

movements, and in these rhythm is a significant structural element.167  The rhythmic 

materials heard in these two movements are derived directly from the source recordings. 

These naturalistic source rhythms are artificially extended, developed or transformed. 

However, the intrinsic rhythmic patterns and structures of the materials are preserved to 

some degree, and never fully departed from. Whilst some of  the sound transformation 

processes alter tempo, the inherent timing relationships between pulses are frequently 

retained. Natural rhythms are at times unnaturally extended through the use of  interwoven 

materials at different tempi, creating cross-rhythms and syncopated interplay. The use of 

regular rhythm is most stark in the second movement, Deluge. Sections of  this movement 

are suggestive of other musical idioms, particularly when increasingly metric and repetitive 

rhythmic forms are established. These rhythms are extracted or derived from the source 

recordings and further abstracted, and are not the product of grid based metric sequencing 

techniques. At other points in this movement, the naturally occurring rhythms of  the source 

recordings are decimated, creating dense textures.    

Phase Transitions

Phase Transitions presents an ambiguous and undefined space. The primary source for the 

piece is not explicitly identified in the programme notes for the work, and no clear insight into 

the direct source of the materials is provided. Unequivocal identification of the primary 

source is avoided so as not to impose associations that may influence the listener’s 

perception of the physical objects and the space represented. It is not intended for the 

listener to relate or frame the experience of  the unfolding piece directly to a previously 
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166 Movements have been performed as independent works. 

167 “Then there is the decades-old question concerning (ii) the presence of pulse. Clearly, there was a great deal 
of avoidance of any sense of beat in much electroacoustic E music throughout the decades. This is diminishing in 
time...” Landy (2007), pp. 173.



revealed, and therefore known physical source object and location. Ambiguity and an 

increased level of abstraction is encouraged. It is hoped that the listener will conjure 

individual interpretations of the fabricated environment and sound world.168 

All sounds heard in the work are captured within a 

single space, with the intrinsic features of  the 

original source recording explored and extended. 

Syncopated rhythmic droplets are presented 

within and around the undefined space. These are 

accompanied by erratic, intermittent punctuating 

collisions,169 with all other mechanistic and chime 

like materials featured also present in the original 

recording environment. Intricate interwoven 

rhythmic patterns and spatial syncopations are 

primary features of the piece. Composed rhythms, 

augmentations and interjections are entwined with 

the naturally occurring rhythms and descending 

collisions. The piece repaints a particular 

unspecified space, and where the contrasting 

nature of the materials may suggest artificial 

environmental constructs, in fact, all of  the original 

sound materials used in this movement are 

sourced from a recording made within a single 

environment.  

Spatial Approach

This movement adopts an impressionistic, 

suggestive and abstract spatial approach. The 

pursuit of explicit realism is not an intended 

aesthetic goal.170  Independent spatialization of 

layers of transient materials with intrinsic rhythmic 
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169 A feature of the recording environment.

170 Implied realism is explored though.
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structures, and varied dynamic morphologies results in a detailed and lively spatial sound 

space, and intricate spatial counterpoint. For the majority of  the work, each component part 

is individually spatially positioned within the listening environment. Stereo relationships of 

the original source materials171 are for the most part retained. Spatial placement of the left 

and right channels is limited across the centre point of  the performance space, so that in 

most cases the right channel remains on the right, and the left channel on the left.172 Even 

with this restriction spatial parameters such as depth or distance, frontal or posterior 

positioning and width are available.

Stereo materials are spatially extended and scaled to create the eight channel work.173 The 

eight channel performance space is considered as a series of  stereo pairs in which 

movement in the z axis (depth), and stereo width can be controlled, whilst retaining aspects 

of the inherent stereo spatial features of the original source recordings. On occasion, left and 

right channel relationships are presented in the front and rear174  to achieve a contrasting 

spatial effect. 

The piece opens with a front loaded spatial 

distribution, with the majority of the sound 

materials positioned in the frontal area of  the 

performance space. Sound materials are 

initially organised in space according to their 

level of perceptual abstraction. Categorisation 

and organisation is frequently related to the 

level of  sound transformation processes 

undertaken. During the first minutes of the 

work, lucid or obscured sounds are positioned 

in the frontal area of the performance space. 

Transformed reflections that could be 

classified as being more towards the abstract 

end of a perceptual continuum are placed in 

the posterior of the performance space, as 
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171 Originally recorded in stereo. 

172 See Figure 36. 

173 The spatialization of the work could therefore be defined as studio based diffusion. 

174 As represented in Figure 37. 

Figure 38. Spatial Distribution 
of Perceptually 

Organised Materials



represented in Figure 38. This cohabitation and interplay between the frontal space (more 

explicit materials) and posterior space (more abstract materials) creates an imaginary 

environment in which different spatial areas exhibit different levels of abstraction and 

ambiguity. In this first section, a significant amount of the uncoloured abstracted rhythms can 

be heard in the frontal area, with the more ambiguous transformed reflections heard in the 

posterior used as intermittent decorations and expansions of the sound space.  

As the piece progresses, more intricate syncopated spatial rhythmic interplay is introduced. 

This is achieved through the introduction of further lucid or obscured materials in the 

posterior of  the performance space. As a result, spatial counterpoint and syncopated 

interplay becomes more animated. 

Features

The work begins with faint droplets of percussive resonances at a quiet dynamic. A 

descending collision pattern initiates the main section, consisting of  spectrally broader 

colliding rhythmic events, opening with the chime-like materials.175 Percussive impacts and 

collision event sequences interject and rhythmically decorate the gentler micro droplet 

events throughout. Ambiguous resonances emerge in the rear of the performance space, 

augmenting spectrum, space and rhythm. Descending collision sequences instigate shifting 

patterns and rhythmic variations. Interplay between natural rhythm and more abstract 

composed interjections also develop and intertwine. Augmenting resonances shift and 

change form, tone and colour. More weighty percussive impacts then become active,176 

seemingly initiating the approach of an aircraft which invades the space, exciting further 

syncopated spatial and rhythmic interplays. When the aircraft moves into the distance, the 

syncopations subside and reduce in rhythmic and spatial counterpoint, signifying the closing 

section of the work.
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175 Heard at 00:54.

176 Heard at 05:48.

Figure 39. Sonogram | Phase Transitions



Deluge

Deluge explores abstracted rhythms derived from water droplets. In contrast to the previous 

movement, the source of the sound materials is deliberately identified. It is intended that 

listener understanding of the source provides an identifiable frame of reference which the 

treatment of the materials can be related to. The sole source of the materials used in the 

piece is a recording of a rhythmic leak that appeared in my flat in Holywood, Northern 

Ireland, during a particularly heavy storm. The recording captures the periodic dripping of  the 

leak, and its collection in a receptacle. Its tone and character changes over time as the 

receptacle gradually fills with water. A glass skylight was in the vicinity of the recorded leak, 

and the distant spattering of the rain outside is also evident in the source recording. 

Quasi-metric rhythms are a significant feature of this movement. Polyrhythms are created 

through layering of different transformed materials with different tempi, but with the 

fundamental rhythmic relationships of the original recordings retained.177  The abstracted 

rhythmic rain droplet structures at times become musically suggestive, with this dimension 

providing an alternative form of abstraction. 

The piece moves boldly between abstract domains and representations of  the ‘real’. For 

example, the highly rhythmic and musically suggestive section heard at 02:55 dramatically 

shifts to a more representational and lucid section heard at 03:30. This stark shift in 

perspective of the sound materials reinforces their source and origin, providing a form of 

retrospective context for what has preceded. This pivotal point in the piece is spectrally, 

dynamically and perspectively abrupt, and is a key structural moment in the work which can 

be clearly observed in Figure 40. 

Brief Comments on Spatiality

A similar spatial approach is adopted as is used for Phase Transitions. Stereo relationships 

of the original source recordings are again generally retained, with placement of  individual 

streams of droplets in circumspace resulting in spatial counterpoint. Frontal/posterior stereo 

pair placement is used for some of the lower frequency materials to ground the work 

centrally. Materials which have wide spatial stereo characteristics are also sometimes 
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positioned in the frontal/posterior to accentuate depth and enhance envelopment. Overall, 

greater spatial emphasis is given to the frontal area of the performance space. 

Features

The movement opens with imaginary resonances intertwined with more explicit materials.  

The use of resonators is suggestive of the water droplets being caught in imaginary 

containers. Individual rhythmic droplet patterns emerge in different areas of the performance 

space, creating polyrhythms and spatial counterpoint. In the first section of  the work the 

emerging rhythmic patterns are explored. Attention then moves to a single dripping pattern 

entwined with more abstract materials. A synthetic intensifying of droplet density follows, 

eventually instigating a militant rhythmic structure which is directly derived from the intrinsic 

rhythmic structures of the source recording, albeit transformed.178  Rhythmic layers are 

introduced around the space, creating spatial polyrhythms that crescendo to a stark pivotal 

transition. This is a blunt perceptual shift to the more recognisably real. Militancy ceases, 

and rhythmic rigidity subsides. In the middle section that follows, softer resonances, 

fluttering textures and a much quieter dynamic is evident. A sense of tension is intended 

here, which builds to the reintroduction of the more defined rhythmic droplet structures heard 

in the opening of  the movement. Spatial polyrhythms are a returning feature here. These are 

destabilised through the introduction of further rhythmical materials, and the rhythmic 

structure fragments and breaks down, finally disappearing as a spectral trace during the 

closing section.   
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178 But not re-sequenced. 

Figure 40. Sonogram | Deluge



Effusion

Overview

Effusion is the third and final movement from Hydrophilic Pulses. Its themes relate to the 

movement, displacement and irrigation of water. As in the first movement, the source sound 

objects or environments used for the original recordings are not explicitly revealed. The idea 

of displacement of  water is central, but the actual objects and associated imagery are not 

explicitly identified. An abstract space is presented within which imaginary machinery 

pumps, collects, and disperses water. The sound world created is quite different to the 

previous two movements, in that strongly defined rhythmic structures are departed from. The 

piece metaphorically siphons and spews water collected in the performance space during 

the previous movements, with this idea influencing the treatment of the materials in this final 

movement of the larger work. 

The contrast in materials compared to the first two movements is reflected in the 

development of the approach to space. Whilst similar techniques to the previous movements 

are used for elements of the work, structurally significant focal materials are more spatially 

dynamic, energetically moving through circumspace. Spatial modulations explore an intimate 

coupling of the amplitude contours (or envelope) of the sound materials with spatial location. 

Spatial motion is determined by the dynamic morphologies (amplitude) of the source, with 

wider dynamic contrast resulting in more exaggerated spatial modulations.    

Features

The piece opens with suggestions of  water movement in an imaginary space. Abstract 

resonances are introduced, accompanied by a pedal resonance signifying a distant engine 

drone. The flicking of a switch by an unrevealed individual at 01:00 instigates the next 
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section of  the work, in which weighty and spatially dynamic abstract materials move 

aggressively through the space. Sounds reminiscent or suggestive of  water pumps, 

spattering and dispersion gain momentum, and gradually begin to dominate the space. 

Varied representations of imaginary pumps and dispersed water are intertwined to create 

textural counterpoint. At 02:12 the first stage of irrigation ends. At 02:17 a distant machine 

starts up, closely followed at 02:23 by a second imaginary irrigation machine, this time at a 

closer proximity. Irrigation and dispersion intensifies. At 02:59 a second switch is heard 

which ceases the intensity of  the process. Textures gradually settle and dissipate, and the 

metaphorical drainage process draws to an end. The machines are heard quietly working 

away until the final switch at 04:51, signifying the close of the movement and the work.

Final Comments

This three movement work reflects a constrained approach to composition, in that specific 

concrete materials and themes inform the compositional ideas and processes, and the use 

of a broader palette of sound materials is restricted. Whilst sound materials are structured 

and composed, intrinsic features of  the source recordings are to some extent preserved. The 

abstraction, development, augmentation and extension of the sources play with shifting 

perspectives. Consideration of perceptual features of the materials informs the 

compositional process and their treatment and structuring, but it is again noted that 

discussion of perception is from the composer’s perspective, and no definitive assumptions 

are made about the listener’s possible perceptual experiences of the work.   
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