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Remember those time-lapse films from biology class that showed flowers blooming in a matter of 
seconds, and tender shoots turning into blades of grass in the blink of an eye? Of course you do. 
And now, thanks to composer, programmer and laptop artist R. Luke DuBois, you can experience 
the wonders of compressed time all over again. In sound. 
 
DuBois, who teaches computer music at New York University and will direct the Princeton Laptop 
Orchestra next spring, has developed a technique he calls "time-lapse phonography." With the 
help of Max/MSP, a graphical development environment designed for music and multimedia 
applications, DuBois devised an algorithm to compute the statistical average of all frequencies in 
an audio sample, reducing vast swathes of music to tiny, amorphous sound clips. 
 
DuBois' method strips out many of the features that people associate with music. A time-lapsed 
piece of music is basically a set of frequencies devoid of melody or rhythm; you can sometimes 
hear various frequencies "beating" against each other in oscillating waves of interference, but 
there's little to make you hum along or tap your foot. Yet time-lapse phonography reveals other 
kinds of information that aren't normally accessible to listeners. 
 
For his recent CD, Timelapse, DuBois fed all 857 songs that topped the Billboard Hot 100 chart 
between 1958 and 2000 into his algorithm. He then allotted the time-lapsed version of every tune 
1 second of playing time for every week the original spent at No. 1. The result, called "Billboard," 
traverses 42 years of pop music history in 37 minutes, with songs appearing and disappearing 
every few seconds. A QuickTime movie displays the names of the songs and their performers as 
the years fly by. (DuBois has done something similar with video, cramming 76 Academy-Award 
winning films into 76 minutes of blurred images and time-lapsed soundtracks to create Academy.) 
 
Some intriguing patterns emerge from the ensuing string of sonic gestalts. One of the few things 
that DuBois' algorithm preserves is a sense of key, and almost all of 1978 is in F -- the result of 
the Bee Gee's hegemony over late-'70s disco, and their fondness for that particular key. 
 
And while DuBois' method obscures many small-scale features of individual songs, it underscores 
large-scale shifts in musical taste. Material from the 1950s and 1960s, which favors vocal 
melodies, guitar parts and horn punches over bass and drums, comes out the other end of 
DuBois' time-lapse algorithm sounding like a series of ethereal chords sung by a ghostly choir: 
The textures are clean and clear, with a high end that resembles an old vocal synth patch. 
(Compare a snippet of "You Just Keep Me Hanging On," by Diana Ross and the Supremes, from 
1967, with its time-lapsed counterpart.) 
 
But '90s-era hip hop, like Notorious BIG's "Mo Money Mo Problems," from 1997, with its 
emphasis on drums, bass and ordinary speech, translates into noisier bursts of sound. Subtle 
stuff, but for those attuned to such aural clues, listening to "Billboard" in its entirety is like getting a 
crash course in evolving production values. 
 
What's more, the overall ebb and flow of "Billboard" reflects changes in the way the Hot 100 has 
been compiled over the years. 



 
From the 1950s through the 1980s, Billboard ranked songs based on manual reports provided by 
record stores and radio stations. With actual human beings seeking to influence the rankings, the 
No. 1 spot on the chart tended to flip fairly quickly; so when a time-lapsed tune from that period 
lasts more than a few seconds, it gets your attention. Sandwiched between one-week, one-
second wonders like "Sleep Walk" and "Mr. Blue," Bobby Darin's "Mack the Knife," which spent 
nine weeks at No. 1 in 1959, seems to go on forever. 
 
But when Billboard began basing its chart rankings on automated Nielsen Soundscan data in 
1990, the rate of chart churn slowed considerably. Fewer songs made it to the top of the Hot 100, 
and those that did stayed there a lot longer. Listening to the time-lapsed version of Los Del Rio's 
"Macarena," from 1996, grind on for a full 14 seconds, you have to wonder what could have led 
so many people to lose their minds so completely for so long. Apparently, lapsed time can reveal 
lapsed taste, as well. 


