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Abstract

This paper presents “Pop Music,” a semi-edible gastroacoustic installation that would be presented at alt. NIME in a hybrid installa-
tion/paper presentation. This paper documents the creation of the installation, considers popcorn and corn-related art and music, the
uses of corn in NIMEs, and the potential scarceness of that space being addressed by this installation and paper. The mechanics of the
installation are presented, along with a discussion of theoretical background and commentary. Users were fed, and user feedback was
evaluated. The paper concludes by connecting this seemingly "trivial" installation to the interrelation of play and research, conversations
on NIME self-seriousness and aesthetic conformity, the value of interactive installations, the interactivity of valuable installations,
questions of edibility and ethical implications in installations, universality of moral codes, government structures and syntactical
relations, astronomical quasar deduction, and the profound unseriousness of this work.

Additional Key Words and Phrases: corn

1 Recommended Drink Pairing
This paper pairs well with a classic Corn ‘n’ Oil cocktail (Figure 1):

o 2 ounces blackstrap rum (or aged Barbados rum)
e 1/2 ounce falernum

e 1/2 ounce lime juice, freshly squeezed

o 3 dashes Angostura bitters

e Garnish: lime wedge

2 Introduction

In all the ways that matter, and a few that don’t, this installation was
inspired by the work Vida, Muerte, Resurreccion (Victor Grippo, 1980) at
the New York Museum of Modern Art, which features a broken violin
filled with corn kernels.® From this static, sculptural piece, we saw the
potential to utilize the potential energy of the unpopped kernels to
create a dynamic, stochastic, energetic sound-collage. In other words,
we wondered what would happen if we put it in the microwave.

Fig. 1. A cold, crisp Corn ‘n’ Oil cocktail, recom-
mended to enhance the experience of reading this

paper.

IReviewer 2: we will bring you extra popcorn. Please like us :)?

ZPlease please please please please pleeceeaaassssseeecee®

3Some would argue that this might be bribery. We argue that bribery is a politically subversive act that is entirely appropriate for alt. NIME.*

4The authors would like to note that they were delighted to receive an acceptance review that began with the words "This is NIME’s Corniest Submission
ever,' but that it was in fact Reviewer 3 that gave us this high praise (high maize?, no that’s not really that funny, we should probably not put it in the

paper).”

Chttps://www.moma.org/collection/works/106711, (image 2, far right).
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The museum sta would not let us do this. Forced to take matters into our own hands, we envisaged our own corn-based
instrument that would use popped corn kernels as projectiles to excite the strings of an acoustic instrument. Popcorn can
be seen as an approximation of a dirac delta function [cite a quantum mechanics textbook or something], creating an
impulse that excites resonant modes of a damped oscillator, and makes some cool sounds. Instead of creating an installation
merely including corn and an instrument, we wanted to bring about Mais als Instrument (corn-as-instrument), to give
voice to corn, to allow corn to speak, and even potentially to allow ourselves and others to become one with corn.

3 Background

Corn is uniquely situated as a historical and cultural artifact. It also tastes good.

From a Eurocentric point of view, corn is a culinary novelty, having only been brought to the continent after 1492
when Columbus sailed the ocean blue. However, corn had been cultivated as a dietary staple for thousands of years in the
Americas.

The authors, all from the United States but having lived in Europe for varying amounts of time, noticed the comparative
lack of corn-based foods in Europe. Author 1 is from Indiana (a state famous for its corn production), Author 2 is from
Kansas where corn ows like water, and Author 3 is from New York and has eaten corn before. Given our a nity for corn
and our interest in computer music, the lack of corn-based musical instruments presented an opportunity.

In want of corny instruments, we searched the NIME literature to nd evidence of corn-based instrumental praxis,
which led us to unshuck questions of food in NIMEs, semi-edibility in musical performances, and the idea of mais comme
instrument (corn-as-instrument). We present this prior work in Section 3.1, followed by a broader discussion of corn in
popular media in Section 3.2. We then corn-based musical instruments in Section 3.3, and conclude with a summary of our

ndings in Section 3.4.

3.1 It's Dinner Time! Edibility in the NIME Literature

After a shuckingly thorough review of the NIME literature, we have unearthed the following:

NIME has no papers

that mention raw corn. However, processed derivatives like corn akegfand cornstarchll have been employed.
This leads to a broader point regarding food in NIME: the lack of edibility or semi-ediilityhile there are a multitude
of works that refer to the process of eating or the concept of food, and while the NIME conference itself generally provides
food, only one work was found in the body of NIME literature that actually fed the audience or performers [14].

Taking stalk of the literature, food in relation to NIME tends to fall into three categories: referencing (but not engaging
in) the physical or cultural act of eating[l][ 1], food as an incidental occurrence in the research procg§df, and
food-as-instrumentL§[ 11]. Incidentally, both food-as-instrument papers utilize corn byproducts, indicating that corn is a
core(n) ingredient in a majority of food-based-NIME literature.

Furthermore, scienti ¢ research on the popping of corn kernels likens their trajectory through the air as similar to an
acrobat doing a somersaullf], suggesting that popcorn has an innate connection to dancing, and therefore potentially to
music as well.

Between these observations and the fact that 58 NIME papers mention kernel (with various avors ranging from
convolutional kernelsL{ to gaussian kernels]] to operating system kerneld[?), it is apparent that the intersection of
corn, technology, and music is already deeply rooted in the subcornscious of the NIME community.

3.2 Cornin the Public Sphere

As far the authors are aware, corn is a public domain corncept (though most physical corn is private property). It is not
surprising, then, that corn has rmly entered the public entertainment sphere. The new Broadway show Shutled
entirely about corn. The musical features raunchy humor, connecting it to another exploration of the sensual and sexual
properties of popcorn in the movie Troll 2, in which raw corn begins to pop during a particularly "steamy" sex scene.

Corn has captivated the public imagination, with a viral interview on TikTok with #cornkid describing corn as a big
lump with knobs; it has the juicé. Indeed, #cornkid, indeed it does. This interview has been remixed multiple times into
corn-based songs.

By semi-edibility, we mean a portion, but not the whole, of the installation is fully edible, rather than the entirety of the installation being semi-edible.

As an example, a synthesizer made from bananas and other non-edible components like batteries and wires would be semi-edible (provided that you are
allowed to eat the bananas). However, a synthesizer built out of pots of dirt would not be considered semi-edible even though dirt could technically be
considered somewhat edible.

8https://shuckedmusical.com/

https://www.tiktok.com/@recesstherapy/video/7387062074410601771?lang=en
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However, public fascination with corn-centric electroacoustic composition long predates recent viral trends. The 1969
electronic instrumental song "Popcorn" by Gershon Kingsley (later covered by the band Hot Butter) is considered one of the
earliest hit electronic pop singles, an early indicator of mass maize appeal and a seminal step towards the corntemporary
cornception of maiz-como-instrumento (corn-as-instrument).

The multi-Emmy-Award-winning sci- space exploration show Rick and Morty investigates a corn-based world (season
2, Ep. 10), in which, after observing strawberries on a cob, owers on a cob, mountains on a cob, and even atoms on a cob,
the corntroversial protagonist Rick Sanchez fearfully shouts, EVERYTHING'S ON A COB!! THE WHOLE PLANET'S ON
A COB! [9]

Corn is also important in traditional American folk music. Folks who care whether Jimmy crack corn will know what
we are talking about? Similarly, folk art has also been based on corn for example, a palace made out of corn in South
Dakotal!

Corn has long sustained human tummies and spirits and held spiritual and ritual signi cance in Mesoamerican cultures.
Additionally, corn can be distilled into spirits.

3.3 A Cornucopia of Sound: Review of Corn-Based Musical Instruments

Since antiquity, corn has sounded.

While our literature review has centered mainly on modern or technologically innovative approaches to making music
with corn (and that one paragraph where we talked about Rick and Morty), there are plenty of traditional instruments that
use corn. Here we acknowledge these instruments, re ecting the importance of considering old interfaces for musical
expression, or the "O" in the NIMEJ. Here, by considering old corn-based musical instruments, we hope to suggest not
only the O in NIME, but also the C, the R, and the N.

Maracas are typically lled with beans or seedd], but the Fort Wayne Philharmonic suggests making one's own
maracas with corn kernel$? The cornstalk ddle is also an important North American folk instrument[20].

The "corn cob organ" is not built using corn, but the piano-roll mechanism resembles a cor24obj the realm of
other corn-adjacent instruments, we investigated the Cornet, but were disappointed to nd that the cornet is a kind of
trumpet and does not have anything to do with corn.

Finally, K&in (the band) deserves brief mention. Surprisingly, as shown in Figure dnkwver uses the word corn
in their song lyrics. While the nu-metal band does not constitute corn-based art, the band's name does provide a fertile
ground for misunderstanding.

3.4 Summarizing our Findings

In the eld of New Interfaces for Musical Expression, upon such fertile
ground for misunderstanding, we planted our seed of truth, watered it from
the hose of curiosity, fertilized it with the manure of research, and watched
as a towering cornstalk of knowledge grew from the Earth (Genesis 1:32).

With this newly acquired knowledge, we were ready to begin designing
our installation.

4 Designing the Installation
Our initial design was guided by the research question:

What if we made an installation with popcorn popping and you Fig. 2. K&In has never directly mentioned corn in
could hear the corn kernels popping and also they landed on gpy of their songs.

guitar strings and then something happened with guitar pedals

or a computer or something that made interesting sounds but

there was still popcorn so people could eat the popcorn and maybe

there was butter toé®

While we initially imagined using a microwave to pop the popcorn, the guitar would not t inside. A hot pan was
cornceived, but that would potentially splash hot oil on the guests and the guitar. Thus, we elected to use an electric air
popper, which had a convenient funnel with which to direct the popcorn kernels to the guitar where they could become
sound-producing grains. Figure 3 shows the initial design sketch which we envisaged.

1%0r those who don't know or don't care, "Jimmy Crack Corn" is a traditional American folk song
Uhttps://www.travelsouthdakota.com/mitchell/worlds-only-corn-palace
https:/fwphil.org/wp-content/uploads/FWPhil-Instrument-Playground.pdf

13For more on the butter, see Ethical Standards (Section 9)
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Some may call this installation corny, but we see it as a core need, artistically speaking (this sentence is funnier spoken
then read)t*

5 Theory
John Cage once said, -[4]

6 Methods
Our installation has four key components:
(1) popcorn hit string

(2) string make sound
(3) sound go into computer
(4) people eat popcorn

We set up the air popper over an electric guitar connected to an audio
interface and a computer running Ableton. Popcorn falls out of the machirfdd- 3. The third figure, which shows the initial
and hits the guitar strings, creating a signal that goes into Ableton arféSign sketch which we envisaged.
triggers a vocoder playing a basic pop chord progression (See Fig 4).

That's pretty much it.

7 Results and Discussion
7.1 Semi-Edibility

This installation allowed us to conduct exploratory research into which
components of a semi-edible installation people will choose to eat. The
installation was advertised as semi-edible, yet it was not made explicitly
clear exactly which part of the installation was edible and which was
not. Nevertheless, 100% of the participants who ate some part of the
installation ate the popcorn, and no participants attempted to eat the
computer or the guitar.

We are eager to repeat this study on the audience at NIME 2026
to determine if we nd di erent dietary preferences among a more
international audience.

7.2 Memories
of Maize: Sonic and Gastroinestinal Echoes of Experience

The exhibit engages with appreciation and memory on various temporal
scales. Accessible in the moment, the novelty and inherent silliness of
the installation also inevitably results in people taking their phones out
to capture videos or photos. Just like these photos serve as a reminder
that they may reference later, the ultimate excretion of the popcorn
serves as a gastrointestinal reminder of the installation.

7.3 Embodiment

This installation embodies embodiment; people embody their bodies

and walk around the popcorn with their bodies and their buddies and

they put popcorn in their body, and maybe in their buddies' bodies.

This embodiment makes things more embodied. How does one write

about embodiment? We used our bodies to write about embodiment;

author 1 used his ngers to type these words on a computer to make

a sentence with the word embodiment and mostly gramma,tically cor-

rect, maybe, too, many, commas, comma, comma, , comma comma, , ,

comma, comma, cornma, cornrna, cornrna, , ,cornrna cornrna cornrna,

Sy C e s e 15 comma comma typing that many Fig. 4. The original iteration of Pop Music

14actually, upon further consideration, it's not that funny either way.
15after the 101st revision, the authors realized that this visual rhythm of commas could re ect the stochastic rhythm of popcorn popping.
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