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I. RESEARCH  

My research and creative work over the past several years have focused on the expressive 

potential of human gesture. This broad area of inquiry takes a number of specific forms, from 

the creation of new music and video pieces to the design of software and hardware for 

interactive performance. In all these endeavors I am concerned with exploring the limits of 

human-computer interaction and harnessing the body’s movement to enable new forms of 

musical expression.  

Since coming to Brown in 2004, my work has evolved along three streams of related activity: 

the development of real-time interactive software systems for use in live performance; the 

development of audio and video processing techniques to create new works for video and 

sound; and the design and building of new musical instruments. All the materials in this 

dossier reflect these concerns in different ways. I will discuss each area in turn to place the 

work in its proper context.  

Software systems 

The interactive software systems I create are designed to listen to input from a live 

performer—in the form of audio or sensor data—and to generate new musical events from 

that information in real time. Such events can range from sophisticated timbral modifications 

to the creation of entirely new musical material via algorithmic generators. The value of any 

such system, of course, lies in its capacity to enhance a performer’s experience. As a 

performer myself, I have thus worked hard to design systems that feel natural to play—

systems that, one might say, mimic the effect of playing chamber music.  

Shortly after arriving at Brown, in fact, I began work on a project that I called MiMICS to reflect 

this sensibility. The term is actually an acronym for Macro-instrument Musical Interface & 

Confrontation System, and, as the name suggests, it was conceived as more than software. I 

wanted to create a whole new type of instrument, a “macro-instrument,” whose attached 

hardware would interact seamlessly with my custom software. To do this, I taught myself how 

to build and program microcontrollers. The result was a new musical interface, attached to my 

alto clarinet, that not only responded to my playing but also harnessed the power of the 



Butch Rovan Statement on Research, Teaching, and Service 2
  

instrument itself, allowing me to control sound even when I was no longer blowing. (A book 

chapter I published about performing with this system [“Living on the Edge,” 2009] is included 

in the dossier.) The work found an immediate outlet in two ensembles I developed between 

2005 and 2006—envyloop and Gray Code—which specialized in improvisation and free jazz. 

Over the next five years, a string of national and international performances culminated in the 

two full-length recordings also included in the dossier. More importantly, perhaps, this project 

led me into a whole new field of instrument design.  

My approach to software design has evolved over the past seven years, owing in part to the 

demands of teaching its concepts to significant numbers of ambitious students. The evolution 

is audible through all the work I have done since 2004, but it is most obvious, I think, in 

imperfect transmissions, a piece for laptop ensemble that I recently completed for a 

performance in New York. Here, my research into interactive systems for a single player is 

extended into the space of a whole network: data is passed among an ensemble of 

connected computers that listen and react to the received messages in various ways. In this 

piece, as before, I remain interested in the extent to which the networked system itself can be 

treated as a new type of instrument, one that now has the capacity to respond to, and to be 

played by, a much larger number of performers.  

Video and sound 

If my projects between 2004 and 2006 expanded my interests in live performance, my work 

after 2006 allowed me to turn (or return) to video. Many of the live shows with envyloop had, 

in fact, featured interactive video. But in 2007 I had the opportunity to create a full-length 

piece for video and sound to commemorate the 150th anniversary of Charles Baudelaire’s Les 

Fleurs du mal. The result was Correspondences, after the famous sonnet of the same name.  

This was, interestingly enough, the first piece for fixed media I had ever made, but the visual 

and sonic landscape of Correspondences draws on many of the same processes I use 

regularly in real-time audio and video synthesis. All of the sonic material is derived from the 

sounds of the objects, spaces, and figures that appear on screen. And, although the piece is 

for fixed media (a DVD with 5.1 surround sound), it nonetheless explores many of the same 

issues that inform my work for interactive performance, most notably, the expressive power of 

gesture. The video imagery, for example, features a hand that explores the material of the 

poem as paper, as writing, and as a disembodied movement. Less obvious, perhaps, the 
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piece as a whole is conceived as a close reading of Baudelaire’s “Correspondances,” and so 

it deals quite intentionally not only with the poem’s proportions but also with what we might 

call its poetic gestures. It was an enormously satisfying piece to make, and has been even 

more satisfying to show. Since its premiere in 2007, Correspondences has been featured on 

19 different concert and festival programs worldwide.   

The success of this video has encouraged me to make other pieces for fixed media. The most 

recent was in place of the unfolding, shown for the first time last November at Brown’s Bell 

Gallery. Unlike Correspondences, this video piece was imagined not for a concert audience 

but for a gallery installation. As such, it employs a deliberately restricted sound and image 

repertoire, and follows a continuously repeating formal logic rather than a strict teleology: the 

meaning can be gleaned at any point in its form. Nonetheless, in place of the unfolding also 

speaks to my ongoing concerns with the expressive potential of human gesture. Here, that 

concern is explored in the form of disruption or discontinuity, evident in the almost violent 

movement of the video’s montage: the shock of a single gesture unfolding on itself.   

Installation and Instrument design 

This most recent video installation evolved, in fact, out of a much larger project that occupied 

most of my time from 2007 to 2009, a work I call Let us imagine a straight line, featuring the 

movement of dancer Ami Shulman. Like many of my pieces for live performance, Let us 

imagine a straight line is also an interactive work, but now the interactivity is conceived on a 

completely different scale—not for a single performer but for countless agents convened freely 

in a large gallery space. Comprising a total of six separate installations, the work explores the 

scientific studies of human locomotion executed in the late 19th century by the famous French 

physiologist Etienne-Jules Marey and their philosophical rebuttal by Marey’s contemporary 

Henri Bergson. In its intellectual breadth and its technical requirements, it represents the most 

significant achievement of my career so far, bringing together not only my interest in the study 

of human gesture but also my efforts in sound and video synthesis, software systems, and 

instrument design.  

The dossier includes extensive video documentation and program notes that offer a more 

complete account of this project. But it is worth underscoring here that Let us imagine a 

straight line also offers the most extensive evidence of my work in physical computing and 

new musical interfaces. As I note above, my Brown career has been defined in many ways by 
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this new area of research, which has manifested itself in my teaching and in a whole series of 

new instrumental projects, most of which are documented in the dossier. One can begin to 

see the point of all this research, however, through Let us imagine a straight line, whose 

interactive tables, and telegraphs, and projection walls become the vehicles for a much more 

engaged understanding of the body in motion. Already more than 6,000 people have 

experienced the work in gallery exhibitions at Brown, as well as in New York, Australia, and 

Poland. I am grateful for the support I have had from the University to develop and realize this 

work. 

I should mention that the two pieces featuring dancer Ami Shulman—Let us imagine a straight 

line and in place of the unfolding—were conceived as the first two installments of a larger 

project I call “Studies in Movement.” I am currently developing three more projects in this 

series, which grow out of my work with Ami as well my work with custom instruments. The 

first is called Pneuma, an interactive installation that uses the breath of participants as the 

motivating force. The other two pieces—which I have tentatively titled Mondadology and to 

picture is not to remember—are solo performance pieces for sound and video composed for 

my alto clarinet system and my Globe controller, respectively. I am also involved in an 

intriguing project, currently called Ripple Effect, that is being proposed as a large-scale 

installation for the Money Museum in Zurich, Switzerland. I am looking forward to my next 

sabbatical leave to be able to bring these projects to fruition. 

 

II. TEACHING  

Teaching is central to the Brown experience, and I have had no shortage of opportunities to 

hone my craft since coming to Brown in 2004. As one of two faculty members responsible for 

both a Ph.D. program and an undergraduate concentration in computer music and 

multimedia, I have had to develop a wide range of new course offerings, both undergraduate 

and graduate, while also supervising multiple honors theses and serving on Ph.D. and M.A. 

committees. The table at the end of this section offers a summary view of my teaching effort 

since 2004. In the past seven years I have designed and taught 14 new courses, supervised 

14 honors theses, and served on 10 doctoral committees.  The Ph.D. in computer music was 

launched the year after I came to Brown, and by now its first three students have moved 

through the program. I am particularly proud of one of them—my student Kevin Patton—who 
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finished his degree in May, won the University prize for outstanding dissertation, and 

successfully competed for one of the few tenure-track jobs in computer music in the country. 

He began his own teaching career at Oregon State University this fall. 

I love working with all kinds of students and see my teaching as a way to expand not only the 

student’s capacities but also my own. By definition, much of what I teach is technical in 

nature—interactive systems, audio and video synthesis, hardware and software design, 

programming—but in my classes and in one-on-one tutorials I always emphasize the creative 

and the cognitive over the technical. Technology can never be an end in itself. We develop 

musical tools in order to make other things possible: to create new worlds of sound, to extend 

the body’s expressive capacity, or to “say” something unique in performance. As I tell my 

students, they are not in class to learn how to use a particular piece of software or hardware. 

My courses are designed to expose, on the one hand, the mathematical and engineering 

principles that that underlie a certain class of tools, and, on the other, the compositional 

principles that will put those tools to good use. Because my classes tend to be filled with 

students who are either talented musicians or talented computer scientists (or both), I have 

learned a great deal through my teaching, and my students always learn from each other. 

Brown has afforded me the opportunity to develop courses for non-specialists, too, and a few 

of these experiences are worth mentioning. Music 450, “On Songs and Songwriting,” which I 

co-taught with Katherine Bergeron in Fall 2008 and again last spring, is an exploration of song 

from a critical and compositional perspective. Students learn how to write about music while 

also learning the craft of songwriting. The course culminates in a class concert and a double-

CD of original songs, which I record and mix myself in our on-campus studios. This final part 

of the course is a big commitment, of course, but somehow it always seems worth it, to 

showcase the extraordinary talent of the students. The results of the first version of the course 

are included in the dossier (a CD called “Music 450: Song Sessions”) and can also be heard at 

www.soundidea.org/music450. The songs from Spring 2011 will be released sometime this 

semester. 

Brown’s First-Year Seminar program has been another platform for expanding my teaching 

portfolio. In Spring 2010 I had the pleasure of creating Music 0021E, “The Music of Everyday 

Objects,” a course that introduces ideas about music and music making through speculative 

readings, listening exercises, hands-on experiments, and performance. Students learn about 



Butch Rovan Statement on Research, Teaching, and Service 6
  

the acoustic environment, the concept of an instrument, and ideas about resonance and 

resonant circuits. They learn to solder and built contact microphones to explore the resonant 

properties of different materials. They design their own instruments from everyday objects and 

use them in performance. They even open up children’s toys to manipulate the electronic 

circuits inside (a process called “circuit-bending”) in order to create entirely new sonic 

responses. The energy, enthusiasm, and sheer creativity of the first-year students are always 

an inspiration. In Spring 2010, the remarkable final concert the students mounted to complete 

the semester was an experience I will remember for a long time.  

Many of the ideas I developed in that first-year seminar proved useful, in fact, in a more 

advanced course that I taught in the following year, as part of the kickoff of the new Granoff 

Center for Creative Arts. “Experimental Musical Instrument Design” (Music 1210D) was a 

course I developed with Paul Myoda, from the Department of Visual Art, to take the idea of the 

musical instrument to a new level. Here, the emphasis was on design, and the students, who 

came from a variety of backgrounds, learned not only the mathematical and physical 

requirements for tuning but also methods for fabricating wind, string, and percussion 

instruments from different materials. The final event for this class was like a concert and an art 

opening rolled into one, as the audience listened to student performances and then had a 

chance to discuss the extraordinary creations with the artists.  

Documentation of these student projects—including some wonderful senior honors theses—

can be found on the “teaching” tab of my website www.soundidea.org/rovan/teaching.html.  

I am most proud of the fact that some of these student creations have found an audience 

beyond Brown. A number of my students, for example, have taken their instruments “on the 

road,” using them in their own experimental ensembles. Even more impressive, they have had 

their work selected for performance at national and international festivals, including the 

International Computer Music Conference, the Electronic Music Studies International 

Conference, the Visiones sonoras festival, and the Guthman musical instrument competition. 

Indeed, through the work of our students, Brown is becoming known as a place of innovation 

in the field of computer music, and I am happy to have played a part in that development. 
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TABLE OF TEACHING, Butch Rovan, 2004-2011 

 
TERM Course #  enrollment Honors 

theses 
Independent 
studies 

Ph.D. 
committees 

M.A. 
committees 

Fall 04 Mus 11* 
Mus 286A* 

75 
9 

    

Spring 05 Mus 182* 
Mus 286B* 

19 
5 

    

       
Fall 05 Mus 11 

Mus 280A* 
85 
11 

3  2 4 

Spring 06 Cogut 
Fellowship 

 3 3 2 4 

       
Fall 06 Mus 11 

Mus 182 
Mus 280B* 

30 
12 
6 

3 2 3 2 

Spring 07 Mus 286 
Mus 288* 

7 
6 

3 2 3 2 

       
Fall 07 Mus 200 

Mus 2200A* 
56 
6 

3  5 2 

Spring 08 Mus 2200B 
Mus 2260* 

8 
2 

3 4 5 3 

       
Fall 08 Mus 450* 

Mus 2200C 
26 
3 

1 1 3 2 

 
Spring 09 

 
On leave 
 

     

       
Fall 09 Mus 1210 

Mus 2230* 
16 
8 

1 1 6 2 

Spring 10 Mus 0021E*  
Mus 2200B 

18 
9 

1 1 5 2 

       
Fall 10 Mus 1210 

Mus 2240* 
GISP 0014* 

19 
7 
8 

1 6 7 2 

Spring 11 Mu 1240D* 
Mus 450 

16 
30 

1 7 6 2 

       
Fall 11 Mus 2230 

Mus 1210 
7 
27 

3 4 7 2 

       
 
Please note: 
—Course numbers in italic with asterisk (*) denotes new course 
—Course numbering scheme changed in Fall 2007 
—Last pages of my CV contain a detailed account of my teaching, including course titles and names 
of doctoral, masters, and honors thesis advisees. 
 



Butch Rovan Statement on Research, Teaching, and Service 8
  

III. SERVICE 

A small department requires service from all faculty members to function well, and as co-

director of the MEME program (Multimedia and Electronic Music Experiments) I have done a 

significant amount of service for the music department—from website design, to studio 

overhauls, to equipment purchases, to advising. When the new Ph.D. program was launched 

in 2005, I designed and built the program website to disseminate information to potential 

applicants. I have served on our graduate admissions committee every year (even during my 

sabbatical), and have participated in the M.A. and doctoral examinations for every student in 

the program. For the past two years, I have been serving as director of graduate studies and, 

in that capacity, I have been developing some new recruiting practices and professional 

development programs to help prepare our students for the job market. 

The vibrancy of the MEME program requires investment in people outside the department, as 

well, and I have expended considerable effort bringing artists and scholars to Brown for the 

benefit of our students. In the past 6 years I have organized more than 15 colloquia, master 

classes, and residencies by national and international artists, not only securing funding but 

organizing concerts, lectures, and media events. I have also been invited to present my own 

work to the Brown community, in faculty forums during Family Weekend and at 

Commencement. All these efforts are listed on my CV. 

This type of campus involvement—especially in a place as intimate as Brown—has naturally 

expanded to the Providence community. In 2005, I became principal organizer of Pixilerations, 

an annual media arts festival in Providence connected to “Firstworks.” I developed a 

systematic call for works, selected pieces, programmed concerts, set up spaces downtown, 

and involved our graduate students and undergraduates in the work. In the past five years, the 

event has become an important feature of our graduate program, kicking off the fall semester. 

And not only that: Pixilerations is becoming known beyond Providence, beyond New England, 

and even beyond the U.S.  In the past two years, the festival has attracted an increasing 

number of international composers as well as artists from across the U.S. 

Finally, I have served the University as an advisor in three very different capacities. As one of a 

small handful of faculty working in the digital humanities, I have been called on to offer 

technical expertise, functioning as a consultant for both the Cogut Center for the Humanities 

and the Granoff Center for the Creative Arts as these projects were in development. In the 
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past two years, I have also participated in two different committees for Computer and 

Information Services (CIS): in 2009, I was asked to become a member of the IT advisory 

board; since 2010, I have chaired the Academic Technology Steering Committee (ATSC), a 

committee that worked in the last year to select Brown’s new course management system. I 

am now testing the product as an “early adopter” in one of my courses. I have also served the 

University in its broader mission to support students in the Brown curriculum, having enjoyed 

several years working with undergraduates as a first-year and sophomore advisor.  

 


