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MULTIMEDIA VOYAGE: The Kronos Quartet rehearses Terry Riley’s “Sun Rings” before its premiere.

Music of the stars

‘Celestial whistlers’ turn a sound-video collaboration into an unearthly extravaganza.

By MARK SWED
Times Staff Writer

Towa City, Iowa
ONALD Gurnett can’t say exactly what it is
about the sound of whistlers that he loves,
but he is more than happy to try. In his office
at the University of Iowa physics depart-

box and pops open a Radio Shack cassette player from the
early *70s. But before pressing “play,” he figures he’d bet-
ter close the door to the hall, or else “they’ll all say, ‘There
goes Don Gurnett listening to his whistlers again.” ”
-Finally, the tinny speaker spews out short sibilants that
rise and fall against a crackly background, not unlike the
hiss of fireworks before they explode. It’s the sound pro-
duced by lightning disturbing the plasma, the charged gas
that makes up most of space outside the Earth’s atmos-
phere. A beatific smile lights up Gurnett’s face. “It’s like

ment, he pulls a tape out of an old cardboard.

the electrons get together and whistle,” he says.

For 40 years, Gurnett has been recording whistlers and
other space sounds, and the very thought of them can
send shivers down your spine. Gathered by instruments
he designs for NASA spacecraft, they are the authentic
music of the spheres.

As one of the leading authorities in plasma physics,
Gurnett is emphatic about the scientific value of these
sounds. His discovery of whistlers on Jupiter, for instance,
was the first indication that there was lightning some-
place other than Earth. But whistlers and similar phe-
nomena are also musically engrossing, as rich in complex
overtones and as unusual as electronic music. At their
most alluring, they resemble cosmic speech whistled
through some great celestial mouth with starry gap teeth.
They are always changing; they [See Kronos, Page E42]
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