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Sound	objects	in	space:
Schaeffer,	allure

tangibility,	3D	sound



As the popularity of ambisonics and other 3D panning techniques in composition has increased, many
of the tools available for spatializing sound encourage a ‘point in space’ rather than ‘image in space’
way of working. This presentation investigates the acousmatic spatial-object as a musical
phenomenon, tracing back to Schaeffer’s idea of ‘allure’ as a way to contextualise tangible images that
occupy the same real space as the listener. Musical examples are drawn from my recent work
underpinned by an array of technical solutions developed over many years of working with high-order
ambisonics.

3D acousmatic composition easily neglects the spatial equivalent of what was a unique element in the
acousmatic stereo image: sound identity. Identity in terms of spatial movement has been bypassed by
immediately exciting, technically straight forward, yet broadly mundane solutions based on geometric
or ad hoc improvised motion, at best controlled by data correlated to some element of the sound’s
dynamic profile, else a generalisation of near and far. Inspired by a re-reading of Schaeffer’s ‘allure’, I
tackle this problem as a tangible, spatial phenomena in ambisonics.

Abstract



Many	spatialisation	options:

• Higher-order	ambisonics	(HOA	-3D	spherical	harmonics).
• Vector	based	amplitude	panning	(VBAP,	DBAP	and	their	extensions	- 3D	panning	techniques).
• Wave-field	synthesis	(WFS)
• Binaural	and	transaural.
• Channel	based.
• Other	‘exotic’	(Icosahedral	loudspeaker	- IKO).
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many	spatialisation	options:

• ambisonics	(3D	spherical	harmonics)
• VBAP,	DBAP	and	their	extensions	(3D	panning	

techniques)
• WFS
• Binaural	and	transaural
• channel	based
• other	‘exotic’	(IKO)

musically,	this	has	encouraged:

• Points
• Trajectories
• Spreading	solutions



Real	sound	– as	we	should	remember…

Image:	Actran Acoustics



’Abstract’	sound

No	clear	source	or	causation	identity	to	tell	us	where	we	think	the	sound	should be	in	
relation	to	our	location.

The	spatial	image	is	a	key	element	in	placing	the	sound	in	a	physical relation	to	us.	

Tangible	spatial	sound

Embodied	cognition:	sound	connects	to	our	motor	skills,	and	we	internalise	a	
concrete	image	through	our	listening	imagination.

The	clearer	the	location,	size,	dimension	and	motion	of	the	sound,	the	stronger	is	
the	sense	of	spatial	tangibility	and	character	of	the	sound



Enter	Schaeffer!



Enter	Schaeffer!
Allure

• The	unique	character	of	the	sound	defined	by	the	material	and	the	way	it	behaves.

• It	is	about	revealing	the	energetic	agent’s	way	of	being	and,	very	broadly,	whether	
this	agent	is	living	or	not.

• … we	first	perceive	the	general	profile	of	the	sound,	then	the	nature	of	the	allure,	
and	then	afterwards	become	aware	of	the	presence	of	a	microstructure.

• … yet	in	Schaeffer’s	summary	the	spatial	aspect	is	essentially	missing.

P.	Schaeffer,	Traité des	objets musicaux (Treatise	on	Musical	Objects,	translation	by	Dack,	J.,	and	North,	
C).,	Oakland,	California:	University	of	California	Press,	1966	/	2017,	pp.	190,	443-446,325,	464-467



The	spatial	projection	of	allure	as	a	compositional	focus

The	acousmatic	object	as	a	spatial	image	can	therefore	be	characterised	
by	the	manner	in	which	the	energetic	agent’s	way	of	being	moves	and	

behaves in	space.



projecting	spatial	allure	in	Higher-order	ambisonics

Why	HOA	(rather	than	VBAP)?	– some	simple	points	:

• Composers	can	think	about	space	independently	from	loudspeakers	
(separation	of	encoding	from	decoding).

• Spatial	results	appearing	to	be	more	‘in	space’	than	hugging	the	loudspeakers.

• Advantageous	use	of	ambisonics	blur.

• Many	compositional	processes	are	easier	in	the	spherical	harmonic	domain.



Projecting	spatial	allure	in	HOA

Create	complex	images	from	a	number	of	component	
sources.

The	component	sources	have	somethings,	but	not	all	
things,	in	common:

• Spectrum
• Yaw
• Texture	variations	and	temporal	dynamics.
• Motion	behaviour

Number	of	sources:	importance	of	the	HOA	blur.

Simple	cartesian translation	of	the	complete	image.

Profile,	allure	and	grain	revealed	in	distance	changes.



	

	

The	micro-movements	of	
component	sources	are	
controlled	by	variations	in	
individual	features	such	as	
peak	RMS	or	spectral	
centroid;	useful	if	the	
spectral	dynamic	
difference	between	
component	sources	is	low.	

If	there	is	a	naturally	high	
spectral	difference	
between	component	
source	(e.g.	resulting	from	
source	recording),	then	the	
image	can	be	globally	
spatialised.	

	

	

The	micro-movements	of	
component	sources	are	
controlled	by	variations	in	
individual	features	such	as	
peak	RMS	or	spectral	
centroid;	useful	if	the	
spectral	dynamic	
difference	between	
component	sources	is	low.	

If	there	is	a	naturally	high	
spectral	difference	
between	component	
source	(e.g.	resulting	from	
source	recording),	then	the	
image	can	be	globally	
spatialised.	

If	the	spectral	dynamic	difference	
between	component	sources	is	low,	
micro-movements	are	controlled	by	
variations	in	individual	features	such	
as	peak	RMS	or	spectral	centroid.

Return	to	the	source	recording	process:	
capture	natural	differences	between	
components	of	the	image	(then	
consider	global	spatialisation).

Enhancing	motion	
behaviour	internal	

to	the	image


