
The LAC Times
Welcome to the first edition of the LAC Times. In this edition you will 
find a couple of articles that provide some background for the Linux Au-
dio Conference 2010. We intend to keep you informed of the conference 
on a regular basis while at the same time welcoming your input.

Topics in this edition:

	 	 Introducing the LAC 2010
	 	 Finding a new business model for cyber music
	 	 A short history of recording sound [part one]

Digital technology can fundamen-
tally change the music industry. 
For the first time in history, musici-
ans and music lovers can actually 
shape the music landscape. This 
article describes the influence of 
‘Cyber Indie’ on the future of the 
music industry.

Digital technology for the first 
time enables a music medium that 
-due to the binary representation 
of information- does not depend 
on physical properties and can be 
copied, modified and distributed
without loss of quality.

Thanks to digital technology, 
anyone with a computer, the right 
software and internet access can 
produce, remix and distribute high 
quality music. Amateurs have tools 
at their disposal that come closer 
and closer to those of professionals 
and contributing music has be-
come easier. Together with the ever 
increasing availability of both legal 
and illegal music on the internet, 
this makes the digital music culture 
much more democratic.

Within the culture of digital music, 
musicians can enrich the music 
landscape with their own creations, 
while music lovers, thanks to the 
internet, have access to an almost 
endless and varied pool of music. 
This enables a future in which 
musicians as well as music lovers 
set the rules without having to cope 
with the whims of record compa-
nies, radio stations and opinion 
makers. But to realise this ‘achieva-
ble Utopia’, the will to innovate is 
necessary.

The conservative reaction of esta-
blished record companies to sharing 
music over the internet -which has 
become common behavior among 
‘netizens’- proves that the music 
industry is anything but ready for 
the digital music culture. They 
single-sidedly reject and fight most, 
if not all new ways to deal with 
music and other creative content in 
the digital realm, rejecting them as 
infringing copyright and harmful to 
the cultural industry of music. And 
all in the name of the poor musici-
ans.
That same copyright on music is 
-not entirely without coincidence- 
one the most valued goods in the 
traditional music industry.

“ it’s not the musici-
ans but the established 
record companies that 
control most of the co-
pyrights for music.”

Power is strongly centralised in the 
music industry: just four record 
companies -Universal, Sony BMG, 
EMI and Warner- together have a 
market share of roughly 70 per cent 
of the total music sales. On top of 
that, these ‘Big Four’ own practi-
cally all music distribution chan-
nels.
Musicians who want to use these 
channels depend on these compa-
nies.
An interesting fact in this regard is 
that musicians dealing with one of 
these parties usually have to hand 
over the copyrights to their creative 
works as ‘part of the deal’. This im-
plies that it’s not the musicians but 

the established record companies 
that control most of the copyrights 
for music.

The extensive copyright catalogues 
of the established record companies 
represent a very large monetary 
value. This explains the defensive 
attitude towards the digital sharing 
of music on the internet. Neverthe-
less the social desirability of this 
reaction can be questioned. The 
original purpose of copyrights was 
not just to reward authors for their 
creative work, but just as well to 
stimulate a lively and diverse cultu-
ral landscape.

The current focus to economic inte-
rests totally bypasses the social and 
cultural advantages of the digital 
music culture. This is a short-sigh-
ted approach of digital technology 
that obstructs major innovations in 
the music industry.

Seen from this perspective it’s seri-
ous that politicians often let lobbies 
from the established music industry 
persuade them to extend copyright 
for music while it’s unclear whether 
musicians, music lovers and society 
as a whole benefit from this. Both 
the established music industry and 
policy makers show lack of vision 
with respect to the opportunities 
offered by the digital music
culture.

Fortunately, for musicians that do 
have vision there is a way to ex-
plore the the digital music culture’s 
opportunities. These innovative 
musicians understand that digital 
exchange of music can
not be stopped and embrace this 
reality by applying it to their ad-
vantage.

With the help of a Creative Com-
mons licence, which is freely 
available on the Creative Commons 
website <http://creativecommons.
org>, they can explicitly allow 
specific forms of use of their music, 
for example to entirely legally 
distribute it. The music lover is in 
this case not bound by strict copy-
right legislation, as the established 
music industry and policy makers 
try to enforce, but instead encoura-
ged to exchange the music, legally. 
This creates clarity for all parties 
involved. 

The music industry desperately 
needs a new business model. The 
internet took away the shortage of 
music that was available. Consu-
mers therefore are less willing to 
pay for the music itself, which in 
turn implies that freely distributing 
music under a Creative Commons 
licence in many cases does not lead 
to loss of revenue.
Instead, the unlimited distribution 
of music, made possible by Crea-
tive Commons licences and digital 
distribution channels, leads to an 
increased exposure for the musi-
cian.
Thanks to this the free distribution 
of music can generate alternative 
ways of revenues, for example 
by realising yields from concerts, 
merchandising, sponsoring, com-
mercial re-use of the music in e.g. 
advertisements and the sale of 
special editions.

Making money by free distribution 
of music is relatively unknown and 
therefore unpopular but when this 
innovative model will prove itself 
as an alternative to merely selling 
music recordings, it will grow to a 
fundamental part of digital music 
culture.

In 2008 Nine Inch Nails released 
their album Ghosts I-IV under a 
Creative Commons licence.
Six different versions of the album 
came out simultaneously, from a 
free digital download up to an 
“Ultra-Deluxe Limited Edition” 
costing 300 dollars.

In just one week the band raised 1.6 
million dollars, while at the same 
time the music was freely available. 
The ultra-deluxe version was sold 
out the day it was released.

This example proves it is possible 
to make a living as a musician in 
the digital era by making your mu-
sic available to the general public, 
while at the same time finding ways 
for creating added value for which 
music lovers are willing to pay.

In some ways the digital revolution 
in the music culture resembles ear-
lier cultural revolutions. In reaction 
to the dominance of over-produced 
pop music, in the 1970s the punk 
movement came into existence. 
Punk tried to change the music cul-
ture in a pragmatic way by introdu-
cing an alternative.
The punk movement created a sur-
ge of new bands and independently 
produced music. Punk music was 
released by independent labels and 
distributed by cooperation with like 
minded international punk labels 
and record stores.

Despite its good intentions and 
clear strategy, the punk movement 
didn’t manage to change the domi-
nant music culture. Likewise, the 
second emergence of the ‘Do-It-
Yourself’ mentality inside the Indie 
sub culture of the 1990s also didn’t 
deliver the promise.

In both cases the access to effective 
distribution channels proved neces-
sary to reach a mass audience and 
musicians had to chose between 
surrendering to an established 
record company – to gain access to 
its monopoly of efficient distribu-
tion channels – or be independent 
and lead a marginal existence. 
The digital revolution is different 
though and finally enables musici-
ans to take control.

Thanks to the internet, for the first 
time in history musicians can reach 
a mass audience on their own and 
using commonly available means.
The distribution and promotion 
channels of the established music 
industry are no longer indispen-
sable, thus reducing the need for 
collaboration and forced artistic 

concessions. The digital music 
culture gives ‘Cyber Indie’ the op-
portunity to grow. 

Musicians have to act now and take 
matters into their own hands, while 
the industry is clearly struggling in 
its quest for a new business model. 
Making use of the opportunities of 
the digital music culture requires an 
active attitude, the guts to innovate 
and  the insight into the wants of 
the present-day music lover. Now is 
the time for musicians take control.

“the digital music cul-
ture can’t be stopped. 
the reality of this has 
to be accepted.”

In a more democratic music lands-
cape things will not necessarily 
become easier for musicians. They 
will have to set themselves apart, 
perhaps even more than they had to 
in the past. One important differen-
ce is that the power of the establis-
hed music industry is declining, 
while the music lover gets more 
influence. The internet is becoming 
the music channel of the future
and brings music lovers in touch 
with a bigger and more diverse 
market.
The digital music culture can’t be 
stopped. The reality of this has to 
be accepted.

Musicians who support the distri-
bution of their work increase the 
chances of being noticed within the 
abundance of music. Because in the 
digital music culture, attention is 
becoming the most valuable asset.
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This year, 2010, it is 150 years 
ago that the oldest sound we can 
listen back today, was recorded. 
This anniversary is a very good 
opportunity to review the history of 
the technologies available for the 
recording of sound.
For as Mark Katz states: “Far from 
being simply a tool for the preser-
vation of music, the technology is a 
catalyst.”

“Far from being simply 
a tool for the preser-
vation of music, the 
technology is a cata-
lyst.”  - Mark Katz

This oldest sound fragment, of 
Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville 
singing ‘Au Claire de la Lune’, 
was recorded in 1860 with his own 
invention, the so-called phonauto-
graph and can be listened at: http://
www.firstsounds.org/sounds/scott.
php.

The phonautograph could trans-
cribe sound to a visible medium, 
but had no means to play back the 
sound after it was recorded. The 
transcriptions, known as phonau-
tograms, were first successfully 
played back in 2008 at Lawrence 
Berkeley National Laboratory.

The device consisted of a horn or 
barrel that focused sound waves 
onto a membrane to which a hog’s 
bristle was attached, causing the 
bristle to move and enabling it to 
inscribe the sound onto a visual 
medium. The phonautograph was a 
laboratory curiosity for the study of 
acoustics. It was used to determine 
the frequency of a given musi-
cal pitch and to study sound and 
speech.

Edison
The first practical sound recording 
and reproduction device was the 
mechanical phonograph cylinder, 
invented by Thomas Edison in 
1877. The invention soon spread 
across the globe and over the next 
two decades the commercial recor-
ding, distribution and sale of sound 
recordings became a growing new 
international industry, with the 
most popular titles selling millions 
of units by the early 1900s.
The development of mass-produc-
tion techniques enabled cylinder 
recordings to become a major new 
consumer item in industrial coun-
tries and the cylinder was the main 

consumer format from the late 
1880s until around 1910, when the 
Gramophone record overtook the 
cylinder.

Electrical recording
Sound recording began as a mecha-
nical process and remained so until 
the early 1920s (with the exception 
of the 1898 Telegraphone) when a 
string of groundbreaking inventions 
in the field of electronics revolu-
tionised sound recording and the 
young recording industry. 
The advent of electrical recording 
in 1925 made it possible to use mi-
crophones to capture the sound of 
the performance, but notably also 
drastically improved the quality 
of the recording process of disc 
records, because before that time 
cylinders and discs were played on 
mechanical devices (most common-
ly hand wound with a clockwork 
motor).

It was by means of electrical recor-
ding that, so-called, overdubbing 
was made possible and this new 
technique was first used around 
1920.

End of part 1...
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Since 2003 the Linux Audio Con-
ference has become a yearly re-
curring international 4-day event 
where users and developers of open 
source music software and Linux 
Audio in particular get together.

This time, the LAC, as it is known 
by some, will take place in Utrecht, 
The Netherlands.
Why Utrecht ? Well, Utrecht is the 
capital of the Hogeschool voor de 
Kunsten Utrecht and this year we 
have the honour to host the LAC.

Our institute offers bachelor and 
master programmes for various 
disciplines such as Music, Theatre, 
Design, Media, Games, Interaction 
and Music & Technology. Students 
and alumni of the HKU participate 
in the organisation and contribute 
to the conference. By involving 
the generations that will shape the 
future we hope to enrich the Linux 
Audio community.

The Dutch name Hogeschool voor 
de Kunsten Utrecht is abbreviated 
to HKU, which we share with the 
University of Hong Kong. To pre-
vent part of the LAC crowd to look 
for us in China, I’d like to stress 
that we have our base in Utrecht.

The English name for Hogeschool 
voor de Kunsten Utrecht is Utrecht 
School of the Arts. Though the 
LAC may be organised somewhere 
in the USA in the near future, I’d 
like to say again that we are in The 
Netherlands in May 2010.

Now, with all these opportunities 
for confusion out of the way, let me 
direct you to the LAC website 
http://lac.linuxaudio.org/2010 
where you will find information 
about travelling to Utrecht, where 
to stay and how to register.

For those who haven’t read this 
in time: the entire conference will 
be streamed in real time, so if you 
can’t make it to Utrecht you can 
still participate in cyberspace.

About the Linux Audio Confe-
rence 2010
The Linux Audio Conference 
2010 is a three-in-one conference. 
Three closely related fields with a 
lot of overlap but at the same time 
enough diversity to attract people 
with different backgrounds and one 
common denominator: their devo-
tion to open systems.

1. Linux Audio
2. Open Source Music Software
3. Open Content

Linux Audio
This is probably the most technical 
part of the conference with papers, 
discussions and workshops about 
the core of the Linux Audio system 
as well as music and sound research 
and applications specifically for 
Linux or developed using Linux.

Open Source Music Software
Open Source Software is generally 
not limited to Linux. The nature of 
Linux makes it an excellent plat-
form to develop OSS, but Open 
Source applications are often deve-
loped for multiple platforms. This 
part of the conference focuses on 
the use of Open Source Software 
in every conceivable application of 
music and sound.

Open Content
The Open Content part of the Linux 
Audio Conference 2010 focuses 
on the creative works themsel-
ves.  Backed by a licence like e.g. 
Creative Commons, creative works 
become available to everyone 
while preserving ownership and the 

possibility to re-use, improve and 
benefit. Although the LAC is very 
OSS-oriented, the Open Content 
part of the conference applies to 
all creative works, whether created 
using Open Source Software or not.

Rationale behind this approach
While musicians and composers 
may be drawn to one subject, pro-
grammers to another and hardware 
designers to yet another, they all 
share the belief in the power of col-
laboration. If there is one thing that 
Open Source Software, Open Con-
tent and Linux have in common, 
it is freedom: freedom of choice, 
freedom to share, modify, distribute 
and even make money.
During the conference we will faci-
litate the need to meet, deliberate, 
learn and work within each discipli-
ne as well as encourage interaction 
between the various groups.
My personal hope for the LAC 
2010 is that it will contribute to the 
acceptance and use of open systems 
for creating, producing, understan-
ding and enjoying music.
Therefore I hope that musicians, 
programmers, composers, audio 
hardware manufacturers, resear-
chers and students will come to 
the conference and join forces to 
create a momentum that will further 
advance the proliferation of Linux 
Audio and other open source music 
applications.

Fun
Last but not least: let’s not forget 
to enjoy the experience. The LAC 
offers a day programme and an 
evening programme. During the 
day you’ll meet nice and interesting 
people, learn about their point of 
view and their approach to that one 
issue you’ve been trying to solve 
for months. You can follow paper 
presentations, participate in or give 

a workshop, present your work or 
ideas by means of a poster presen-
tation or an installation, go out and 
socialise during lunch or dinner and 
possibly join an excursion.
The evening programme consists 
of one or two concerts and a so-
cial event. You’ll hear more about 
these in the next edition of the LAC 
Times.

Looking forward to seeing you in 
Utrecht !
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