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PROJECT PROPOSAL


At the beginning of the semester, we began with a discussion about the number of ways in which problems of text search and retrieval are simpler than those of music search and retrieval. Judging from the proliferation of search engines on the web, it would seem that the text search and retrieval process is indeed much further along than similar cases for music. Of course, this fact is understandable given the wider appeal and support (financially or otherwise) for text-searching methods.


Upon hearing this, it occurred to me that part of the issue might solved by focusing on text-based representations of music. In this way, one could take advantage of the existing routines that allow one to gather information from text and make them available for music. Scholars have developed several of these systems in the past, including Jerome Wenker’s MUSTRAN and Erickson and company’s DARMS. In these cases, staff notation was converted into a text-based notation. I was interested in text-based representations that the musicians themselves use to perform the music represented.


I am specifically thinking of the system developed by individuals who wanted to share hand drumming patterns in newsgroups on the world wide web. They based their text-based drumming patterns on a system of notation created at UCLA by Philip Harland (Koetting 1970: 117). Harland developed the Time Unit Box System (TUBS), which divides time into discrete, atomistic boxes of equal value. Within each box, the annotator may place a symbol to indicate if and what type of stroke should be played on a percussion instrument, whether it be a drum, cowbell, or rattle. The system proved effective both for performance and analysis of West African drumming ensembles, as it allowed the observer to see how different patterns aligned with each other in time. See the following example for the rhythm known as Abofoo (Koetting 1970:136):
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	*
	
	/
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By the time I first saw this system on the web, the boxes had become individual characters, with empty boxes being represented with dashes. The above example now became: 

dawi *--*-*--*---

kete **-/-**-/---

This shorthand not only makes the patterns easier to input through a computer keyboard but also allows text-based search tools to work on them.


My project aims to create a database of seventy of these rhythms in order to be able to apply text-based search tools on them. When these rhythms are paired with cultural information, such as ethnic group, country, event, etc., such tools become useful for comparative analysis. I want the algorithms I develop to be able to find rhythms that match structurally, i.e. that have dashes in the same places, in order to look at geographic distributions. This would include not only exact matches for strings, but allow use of wildcard characters as well. If possible, I would like the engine to recognize variations of the basic rhythms. 


The reasons for attempting this project are three-fold. First, I would like to create a tool that I feel might be useful for others. I think that at least hand drumming ensembles might find this tool useful. Second, I want to learn more about text-searching techniques, a solid understanding of which I feel is essential before attacking the larger problems of music information searching. Finally, I suggest that ethnomusicology, with its different approaches to transcription and wider range of subject matter, may provide useful clues to the problems of music informatics.
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