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ABSTRACT 
Glimmer, a composition for chamber orchestra and 
audience, uses novelty light sticks, video cameras, 
computer software, multi-colored stand lights, and 
projected video animation to create a continuous 
feedback loop in which audience activities, software 
algorithms, and orchestral performance together create 
the music. This paper establishes the aesthetic 
background and motivations behind Glimmer, describes 
the conceptual and technical design of the piece, and 
evaluates Glimmer’s successes and failures in meeting 
its design goals. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Glimmer, a composition for chamber orchestra, engages 
the concert audience as musical collaborators who do 
not just listen to the performance but actively shape it. 
Each audience member is given a battery-operated light 
stick which he or she turns on and off over the course of 
the piece. Computer software analyzes live video of the 
audience and sends instructions to the orchestra via 
multi-colored lights mounted on each player’s stand. 

Typically, audiences at orchestral concerts have little 
interaction with the performers and composers of the 
music they hear. They sit quietly in their seats, watching 
a conductor whose back is turned towards them, and 
they must wait until the music is over to respond with 
their applause. By that time, of course, it is too late for 
their response to affect the performance they just heard. 
They are passive spectators of an event, not participants 
in it. With Glimmer, I was interested in reimagining 
these boundaries in order to create a more collaborative 
musical experience and to encourage audiences to 
discover their own creativity as they listen in new ways. 

1.1. Musical Precedents 

Glimmer follows in the tradition of musical works which 
facilitate real-time participation by a large audience 
during their performance. 

In many such works, audience members become 
performers, creating some or even all of the music. For 
example, in Jean Hasse’s Moths (1986) , the audience 
whistles as directed by a conductor and a graphical 
score to perform the piece [7]. During La symphonie du 
millénaire (2000), an outdoor performance event in 
Montreal, 2000 audience members rang handheld bells 
at designated times [3]. And many Fluxus scores specify 
or imply more open-ended audience participation, as 
with Tomas Schmit’s Sanitas No. 35 (1962): “Blank 

sheets are handed to the audience without any 
explanations. 5 minutes waiting” [11]. 

In other works, the audience contributes input which 
affects the musical performance, rather than creating 
sounds which are part of the performance. For example, 
in Thomas C. Duffy’s The Critic’s Choice (1995), a 
film-music takeoff for concert band, the audience votes 
for one of three alternate endings [4]. And in a 
performance of Terry Riley’s In C (1964) staged by the 
Eos Orchestra, audience groups seated at tables tapped 
electronic dome-shaped centerpieces to advance a MIDI 
instrument to the next musical motive [1]. 

A final category of projects use technology to 
engage a live concert audience in new ways while 
retaining the audience’s fundamentally passive role. 
Golan Levin’s DialTones: A Telesymphony (2001)  
creates music by triggering audience mobile phones to 
play pre-composed ringtones [12]. And the Concert 
Companion provides real-time program notes about 
orchestral repertory via wireless PDAs [9]. 

1.2. Gaming Precedents 

Glimmer is also inspired by mass-audience games which 
use technology to enable large audiences to participate 
without leaving their seats. In projects developed by 
Cinematrix, audience members hold up the red or green 
side of a paddle to collectively navigate objects on a 
video screen [2]. More recent systems have used video 
tracking of audience members as they shift left and right 
in their seats [8] and motion tracking of giant weather 
balloons which circulate through the seating area [10] to 
facilitate similar types of interaction. 

1.3. Goals 
Glimmer follows in the spirit of the Duffy and Eos 
works and the gaming examples; I wanted the audience 
to play the role of a Greek chorus rather than of the 
chorus at a Messiah “Sing-In.” Audience activities 
influence the actions of the orchestral musicians on 
stage rather than directly creating the sounds of the 
piece. I did so in order to maintain some separation 
between audience and orchestra and to make non-
musicians and musicians alike comfortable in 
participating. 

I also wanted to give the audience an opportunity to 
contribute not merely surface content to the work, nor to 
simply choose from a limited menu of pre-conceived 
paths, but to influence the work at a lower level, 
affecting even which notes were played by which 
players at which times. 




