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Music technology: music software and the art of the DVJ

While academics at Bath Spa University-College are devising new ways to deliver music education, students at the Arts Institute at Bournemouth are learning the art of video scratching, loops and instant cues with the latest innovation in DJ (DVJ) technology. Both are developments in music technology from Higher Education Institutions in the South West.

The Music Key, Bath Spa’s innovative music education software, is the UK’s first music package to be tailored to the national curriculum and represents a departure from ‘traditional’ music teaching. The nine courseware packages – from Key Stage 2 through to GCSE and A-Level – provide teachers and students with an integrated and easily accessible classroom resource for the first time. 

“Music education has always included technology” said Joe Moretti, creative projects manager at the Centre for Digital and Audio at Bath Spa. “Sound recordings, audio tapes, videos and films are standard practice in music ed. However, these have not always been integrated and more importantly, they have not necessarily been tied to any curriculum.  The great thing about the Music key is that it brings all this together providing a simpler, richer and more intuitive interaction” 

The Music Key consists of a multitude of lesson plans, online tutorials and a range of practical projects that allow students to compose music. Each Music Key file is accessed via a multi media interface, which runs in conjunction with Apple’s logic software. The interface shows users what to do; it explains every concept and provides samples of song files. The students can then play, edit or recompose the samples with different instruments. Teachers can also use it as a toolkit to conduct music classes, with all the information and topics that need to be covered in the National curriculum included. This covers: singing, composition, arranging, theory, notation, performance, improvision, keyboard skills and writing for multimedia”.  
And at the Arts Institute at Bournemouth students have been testing and producing content for a prototype audio-visual product called the DVJ-X1. Developed by pioneer the product combines video mixing with traditional DJ-ing to produce a full audio-visual performance all controlled from the same mixing decks.

“Everything that a DJ can do with vinyl such as scratching can now be done with CDs and DVDs” said Dr Charles Kriel, senior lecturer at the Arts Institute and professional DVJ. “The technology has created a new role in the world of the DJ and a new performer – the DVJ”. 

The technology works like a CD mixer, replicating the way vinyl was traditionally used for mixing. It allows for scratching and looping, but because it can absorb 3 gigabytes of ram buffer, users can manipulate high quality images as well as music. Thus, synchronised audio and video can be manipulated and played back in exactly the same way as the old DJ scratched a vinyl record. The result is a tool that introduces a whole new era of audio-visual performance. 

Commenting on the involvement of students with the project Phil Beards, course leader for Interactive Media at the Arts Institute, said, “learning the art of video scratching and mixing is not easy for the students. It requires an understanding of music structure and the structure of a music tune, which is critical if the video is to mirror what is happening with the audio”.

The students at the Arts Institute at Bournemouth first collaborated with Charles Kriel as part of their professional practice, which involved producing video content for a live BBC telecast (Glastonbury 2004). Now as well as learning how to VJ themselves, the students are producing a “how to VJ” DVD to accompany the product when it is released commercially. 

“There’s a lot of feedback that comes from the students” said Charles. “Everybody that touches the machine sees it in a different way and everyone that touches the machine works on it in a different way. So all that information comes back to me and I end up with a more complex understanding of how it works. I then go off with pioneer and the engineers who are working on the next versions of these machines. Suddenly all this information gets fed back into the product’s development, which is fantastic for everybody concerned”.

The DVJ-X1 project at the Arts Institute at Bournemouth teaches both the art of the audio-visual performance, and the discipline of working with industry. Above all the students get experience working with cutting-edge technology, which will open up new areas of art and performance through the simultaneous manipulation of video and audio.
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Notes

1) The Music Key was developed by the Centre for Audi and Visual (Cendia) at Bath Spa University College and Sound technology PLC. Further information can found at www.soundtech.co.uk, www.cendia.co.uk and www.themusickey.com 

2) A news clip featuring these developments will be broadcast by Research-TV on Tuesday the 22nd of March. 
Research-TV produces video news releases, filmed and edited by news professionals and distributed to over 2000 news organisations worldwide via a leading international press agency.  Each story is tailor made for TV news, timed to fit standard slots and highlight newsworthy issues such as groundbreaking research or new discoveries. The Research-TV website is a comprehensive research resource that is actively marketed to broadcasters, senior business executives and potential investors. For further details see http://www.research-tv.com 

