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Tristan Perich: Man and Machine

Simply staring at Tristan Perich’s 1-Bit Symphony is satisfying enough: A feat of minimalist design, six components sit in 
a perfect row on the interior plastic of a CD case, an array of silver and black pieces connected by 10 elegant arches of 
black wire. At the far left, there’s the power, a 3-volt Lithium battery. At the far right, there’s a simple output for an eighth-
inch jack, its lips poking just out of the jewel case. Somewhere in between, there’s sound.

And that sound is as interesting as its sleeve: Perich-- a 28-year-old graduate of Columbia University in mathematics, mu-
sic, and computer science-- pushes the sound of the case’s one bit to its stylistic limit. With melodies that bend and warble 
and rhythms that stack and shift, 1-Bit Symphony explores its sound exhaustively.

We caught Perich taking a bus into New York City, talking quietly so as not to disturb his public transportation neighbors 
but talking at length so as to explain that 1-Bit Symphony is more than a series of bleeps and bloops housed in an appeal-
ing package.

Pitchfork: There’s the music, of course, and there’s the packaging. How much do these ideas interact with each other? 
Does the music inform the packaging, and vice versa?

TP: They really do. For me, all of it-- the one-bit albums, my work for television or video, those machine drawings that I 
make-- all have a very direct relationship between the physical object, like the system, and the software that runs on it. 
Like 1-Bit Symphony, I’m using these microchips that are very, very basic computers, and they can only send 1s and 0s 
out of their input and output bins. If you want to do 8-bit audio, you have to then use a second chip and run eight 1s and 
0s from this one chip into the second

By cutting out that part of the process, it’s sort of like getting the listener one step closer to the software that’s ultimately 
running on this machine. That’s really different from creating music on a laptop, which is a very high-level experience. You 
can be working with data through all these different layers of emulation, where certain data is made to look like a window 
on your computer and other data is a visualization of a soundwave. These are all just layers of translation on top of what 
you’re actually working with.

Really, the CD case is just an answer to trying to put the listener as close to the original source of the music as possible 
and not have any excess in hardware.
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Pitchfork: Computers and synthesizers are often about how far the user can be removed from the raw data itself, about 
how much we can create a virtual reality from information.

TP: That’s their strength, of course. That abstraction means they can become anything. Especially with iPhones, iPads 
and apps, there’s just so much detachment that you’re just flicking your fingers on a smooth surface to get the weather 
or whatever.

Pitchfork: We’ve e-mailed one another, and a chunk of the work for this project was done with computers. But at what 
point does your or our dependence on those systems frustrate you? 1-Bit Symphony is obviously an attempt, after all, to 
be more fundamental.

TP: The sort of formality that goes into my artwork I would not expect from everybody in the world. I’m sort of pushing 
that point to its limit, in my mind, but I think there’s absolutely nothing wrong with using a laptop so long as we have 
some understanding of how it works a little bit. As our way of interacting with the web becomes softer and softer, we 
have less and less idea of what’s actually happening. And maybe we don’t actually need to know what TCP/IP stands 
for, but it’s kind of like how you learn about physics or how you learn about biology or any of the sciences. It’s basi-
cally about understanding the world around us. We’re spending less and less time in those worlds-- the outdoors-- and 
spending more time with the computers. That isn’t necessarily being complimented with a new understanding of com-
puters.

Pitchfork: We all use cars, and most of us have some basic understanding of how they work and maybe even how to 
fix them. We don’t have that with computers, really. It’s almost like they’re beyond our basic carrying capacity for learn-
ing new systems.

TP: Yeah. It gets tricky, because miniaturization is great. Having all this technology, this information, is something that’s 
here to stay. I think, generally, it’s something that’s pretty great. It’s hard to fight.

I think what’s more important is understanding the power systems behind it and what it means when almost all of 
our social information right now is owned or controlled by Facebook. With every interaction, there are things that are 
implied. The opposite of that is having some sort of authorship. If you have any idea of writing your own software, you 
scan those systems and understand that you can be free, maybe. You can create your own if you want. If you opt into 
one, you understand what you’re doing a little more. We’re only going to see more and more of this stuff.
Pitchfork: Which stuff, exactly?

TP: We’re going to see more and more of our interactions with each other, with our own data, with everything, mediated 
by third parties that essentially control the systems. Even if 99.9% of their actions are good and totally in line with us, if 
they censor .01% of the population, and everyone else is using the system, they’ve kind of locked those people out. It’s 
the whole idea of [placing] a system into the hands of the few. And all of the sudden we got into this political discussion 
but it really stems, for me, from that idea of centralization of control of information and how that could be better under-
stood through more transparency and enabling people to kind of do it themselves-- which is actually very, very simple.

Pitchfork: When we talk about these websites, though, they’re generally lauded as a means of empowerment, of giving 
platforms to those without them.

TP: That generally works because it’s in Twitter’s business interests. Even something like Twitter, what it also does is it 
tempts people in power, like another platform, because people generally like to subscribe to celebrities. It’s just another 
way of having another platform for those mainstream voices. At the same time, yes, it is very much a democratizing tool, 
and clearly lets a lot of people have voices that they wouldn’t before. But it’s a very complicated balance, and I don’t feel 
like it falls one way or the other.

Pitchfork: So 1-Bit Symphony and the like are intended to give people a direct window into how what they’re process-
ing is being made.

TP: I think that is there, and that it’s a little harder to get into that stuff than the minimal aesthetics of it or the fact that I 
really love the sound of one-bit audio or that a lot of that project was inspired by the more theoretical limits of mathemat-
ics or computer science. It’s kind of hard to unwrap. It’s also something that can’t be consumed digitally.



Pitchfork: But 1-Bit Symphony is available as a digital download, correct?

TP: It is. The distinction for me is I think people should consume their music any way they want. If it’s more practical for 
them to listen to it on an iPod or something, that’s fine by me. They’re going to probably download it anyway, so why not 
give it an MP3 release? To me, there’s a difference between going to a concert and getting a recording. It’s almost like 
a different release. The physical album itself is the more meaningful one for me, but I don’t want to tell people how to 
listen to music.

Pitchfork: I haven’t downloaded the MP3s, but, on the physical version, the last track is infinite. That’s an interesting 
breach of what it means for something to be a recording or an instrument. How do you handle the infinite track on a 
digital release?

TP: That’s another thing. If you’re going to download an MP3, as a recording, it’s sort of like an archive of something 
that has happened-- that has a beginning and an end and can be released. The infiniteness escaped. All I did was let it 
go for eight minutes and then turn it off. So, in a sense, it’s like a recording of what I listened to one day last spring in my 
studio in New York.

Pitchfork: One of my favorite aspects of the design is that it requires active listening because there’s no track indicator. 
If you want to know whether or not you’re on track two or four, you have to, well, listen.

TP: I don’t think it’s really against that. One of the things I was trying to do was use as few components as possible. I 
got rid of anything I didn’t think was necessary. I didn’t think a pause button was necessary. I didn’t think a rewind button 
was necessary. A lot of people suggested having an LED light up to let you know what track you’re on. If the experience 
itself is just listening to music, let’s just pare it down to that as much as possible.

Even the first album is even more involved. The volume knob is actually two knobs for the left and right speakers in your 
headphones. You have to turn them together, but I actually like that more. It made people aware that all that’s really 
happening is electricity’s going through one wire to your left speaker and one wire to the right headphone. And when 
you turn this potentiometer, you’re basically just changing that voltage.

Pitchfork: You mentioned the aspects of mathematics that inspire this design and this music. Which aspects in particu-
lar?

TP: There’s a branch of math called the foundations of math. It’s kind of like quantum mechanics. It’s about how this 
very complex theory of math can be built up from very basic parts. It’s a study about how basic you can get stuff, how 
much information you can cut out and still end up with this mathematical theory. In computer science, there’s a similar 
study, which is about the formal theory of computation: Computers are only capable of a certain kind of randomness 
because computers are finite devices. Real randomness requires an infinite amount of information. In a way, what I was 
trying to pull out was to identity of these simple computational systems-- looping structures, randomness stuff.

Back in high school, there was this one mathematician that really blew my mind at the time, this guy Kurt Gödel. Doug-
las Hofstadter wrote a book that a lot of people know called Gödel Escher Bach. Gödel’s work is all about the funda-
mental limitations of mathematics and computer science and how the limitations of these sciences are not about how 
it’s hard to create a computer like a robot or something, or how it’s hard to do three-dimensional motion capture. The 
limitations are much, much simpler than that. Gödel’s main idea was that for any formal system with a certain degree of 
complexity, there are true statements that can be stated within the language of that system but are fundamentally out-
side of its reach, that there are fundamental limitations to any formal system. Some ideas in particular I find really, really 
beautiful make me aware of how rich very, very simple systems are. I don’t necessarily draw directly from those ideas, 
but they are kind of very much a part of the aesthetic and sort of philosophical ideas I’m trying to explore.

Pitchfork: What was the compositional approach on 1-Bit Symphony?

TP: The first album was, in my mind, a little simpler than this one. It was a bit of noise, a bit of minimalism, and a bit 
of electro, which I was listening to at the time. Since then, I’ve been writing a bunch of music for acoustic ensembles, 
string quartets, accompanied by this music. I’ll have speakers onstage with the musicians, so I try to treat the speakers 
kind of like instruments. When I send a one-bit waveform to a speaker and the electromagnet pushes in and out, it’s all 
of the electric-ness of the waveform that creates sound. To me, it’s almost identical to the way a violin string vibrates 
because of a violin bow gets put it in motion, and that creates audible frequencies.



TP: These interactions between the classical instruments and electronics was an interesting experience because it 
taught me a lot about classical instruments, and it taught me a lot about electronics. Each piece became like an ex-
ploration of a different identity of the system. With this new album, I knew I wanted to do a follow-up album. It became 
something more and more composed as I thought about it until it eventually made its way to this idea of creating a sym-
phony, this long form piece of music. I tried to essentially push the whole one-bit thing as much as I could and still keep 
it based on simple tones-- with the structures that are always shifting, the meters that don’t fall into 4/4 necessarily.

The way I write the music is one of the differences between the two albums. The first album I wrote all the music in 
numbers. I would program and listen back. I would change a little bit, program a bit, and do a bit of experimentation. 
With this one, I wrote a new software that could take MIDI information from the computer and basically synthesize it with 
hardware that would allow me to write music on the computer and then later on go through, note by note, and convert 
them to numbers.

Actually, going back to the math, one subject I thought a lot about was information theory-- the math of how much infor-
mation is actually present in something. With these chips that only store 8k of data-- and that 8k is both for the actual 
software and the music-- if you want to generate 45 minutes of interesting music content, only 8,000 characters es-
sentially, it becomes an interesting question of how you structure things to use less information and have these looping 
structures unfold. Whenever you have something looping, you essentially have something generating information with 
less information. When I finished writing the music, I had to remove some parts of it because it was a little too big for the 
particular microchip.

Pitchfork: Do you worry about being discounted as a composer because people will overlook the music as just the ac-
companiment to a visual gimmick?

TP: I don’t really care that much about that. I think that if there are enough people to sort of go a little bit deeper than 
that, that’s what’s rewarding. The packaging, for me, is very, very meaningful. It is something it’s easy to write off as a 
visual gimmick, but ultimately, it’s very, very tied to the music itself.

Pitchfork: How are these things assembled?

TP: I’ve got about four or five people working, and we’re starting back up production tomorrow, which is great. We’ve 
actually sold out of all the ones we made on the first run. We made 1,500 of the 5,000-unit run that we’re doing.

There’s a few steps. We’ve got it pretty streamlined where we have buckets of these parts and they get prepared. Some 
of them get sanded down a little bit, other ones have pins down flat where they need to be sticking out. The CD cases 
have to be individually drilled, and then all the parts need to be glued down as perfectly as possible. Then the wires 
need to be soldered on, which is a three-step process. It gets tested, then it gets closed and packaged and put in a box 
with the liner notes. It’s pretty involved, and that’s why the price is so high. That is a little sad, when people say it’s ex-
pensive. It is expensive, maybe, but at the same time, we’re used to really cheap stuff. This is local production in small 
quantities.


