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In contemporary everyday life as well as in artistic practice, 
presence itself is transformed and distorted through trans-
mutations of visual, auditory and haptic percepts—unbound 
to physical time and space. From snapchat filters to multi-
modal interfaces for artistic expression, digital technology 
performs the alchemic transmutation needed for one thing 
to become something else. In Nordic medieval narratives and 
ballads, a recurring theme is that of transformed presence. 
In peasant society, visual impressions were often vague and 
blurry, as few people had glasses and lighting conditions were 
poor. However, for auditory impressions, the conditions were 
different, as the lack of background noise made it possible for 
even faint sounds to be heard and be subject to fanciful inter-
pretations. The belief in the existence of supernatural beings 
was constantly nourished through inexplicable sensations, 
especially at dawn and dusk. In the moonlight’s shadows, 
people thought they saw strange shapes prowl. Supernatu-
ral beings were thought to live in a world parallel to ours, 
inverted and mirrored. For residents of a present-day urban 
society, this all seems unlikely—but court records are full 

of accounts of contact with supernatural beings. Extraordi-
nary experiences and strange disorientation were a palpable 
 reality [1].

At the outset, our project was to explore such transforma-
tive aspects of ancient narratives. We chose a set of beings 
and narratives that revolved around some kind of transfor-
mation or shape-shifting. In order to musically portray these 
narratives, we created a set of digital musical instruments 
that in different ways transformed movement qualities to 
music and sound. Our core artistic team consisted of the 
authors of this paper: a composer-singer (Carl Unander-
Scharin), a choreographer-dancer (Åsa Unander-Scharin) 
and a digital artist (Ludvig Elblaus). Three other artists were 
also involved in the production: a singer-dancer, a narrator 
who performed on stage and a poet; all participated in the 
creation of the commissioned piece. The interfaces of our 
digital instruments were inspired by the different kinds of 
materiality found in the ballads and poems, e.g. wood, water, 
strings, wind, body parts, voices.

Contemporary digital mediation technologies can be cat-
egorized into two main functionalities: that of transportation 
and that of transformation. The former deals in recording 
and reproducing percepts, with the two activities separated 
by time, space or both. The latter category involves the ma-
nipulation or translation of percepts. Both categories are 
often haunted by the uncanny, i.e. the idea of the familiar 
becoming unfamiliar. Other older nondigital mediation 
technologies have their own phantoms, like spirit photogra-
phy using analog photography or instrumental transcommu-
nication in which radios or tape recorders are used to record 
messages from the dead [2]. In the digital contemporary, the 
source of unease is more often the flickering uncertainty of 
presence than the possibility of divining the voices of the 
dead in analogue noise. In robotics, the Uncanny Valley, 
first conceptualized by Mori in 1970 [3], drew the connec-
tion between how human-like a robot was and how eerie 
and disturbing it was. An intuitive assumption might be that 
the more realistic a robotic human is, the more familiar and 
comfortable interaction with it would feel. Mori suggests that 
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In the medieval tradition of ballads, a recurring theme is that of 
transformation. In a staged concert for chamber orchestra, singers and 
dancers called Varelser och Ballader (Beings and Ballads), we explored 
this theme using ballads coupled with contemporary poetry and new 
music. The performance made use of custom-made digital musical 
instruments, using video analysis and large-scale physical interfaces for 
transformative purposes. In this article, we describe the piece itself as 
well as how uncanny qualities of the digital were used to emphasize 
eerie themes of transformation and deception by the supernatural beings 
found in the medieval ballads.
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this is true up to a point, but when the likeness becomes too 
close to that of a real human, a sudden valley-like drop is 
experienced where the robot evokes that which is human-like 
but removed from natural life, such as a corpse or a zombie. 
Explorations of the Uncanny Valley of human likeness in 
robots have also raised the question whether eerie qualities 
could be a design resource in some situations [4], while oth-
ers have explored the possibilities of using the uncanny to 
produce an appropriate sense of unease in sound design for 
video games [5].

backgroUnd

The project started as an invitation from the chamber or-
chestra Musica Vitae to create a staged concert for them, 
exploring interaction between music, voices, bodies and our 
custom-built digital musical instruments. Conceptually, we 
based the piece on medieval ballads and narratives found 
in the region in the south of Sweden where Musica Vitae is 
based, Småland. We chose our ballads from the first volume 
out of four that collate Scandinavian medieval ballads, Sven-
ska Medeltida Ballader—Naturmytiska Visor (Swedish Medi-
eval Ballads—Songs of the Supernatural) [6]. In this volume, 
we found three songs that in complementary ways depict 
intriguing narratives about transformation, featuring super-
natural beings: the dangerous, seductive male water spirit 
Necken, the female Sovereign of the Woods and a maiden 
transformed into a Linden Tree. What these characters have 
in common is that they evoke a change of shape in themselves 
or in a counterpart during the run of the ballad.

Another source of material was a newly released collection 
of poems, Sånger och Formler (Songs and Formulae) [7], in 
which the poet’s inspiration is drawn from the theme of su-
pernatural beings and the entrancing materiality of nature. 
Furthermore, in order to deepen our knowledge regarding 
the medieval ballads, we visited a festival for oral storytelling, 
Ljungby Berättarfestival. We understood that the tradition 
around oral narration is a constantly evolving and innova-
tive art with strong connections to the medieval ballads we 
wanted to explore. We invited one of the festival’s storytellers 
to take part in the performance.

Finally, we built on our own previous experience of cre-
ating new digital musical instruments and installations to 
support particular stage and performance concepts [8–14].

LUring ThE aUdiEncE  
inTo a sUpErnaTUraL WorLd

Varelser och Ballader (V&B), or Beings and Ballads in En-
glish, came to consist of musical compositions based on three 
medieval ballads and five new poems. We devised the staged 
concert so that it would stimulate the audience to perceive 
the entire performance as an obscure forest consisting of 
uncanny creatures that emerged, prowled and disappeared. 
In the Prologue, the narrator lured the audience into the su-
pernatural world of the ballads while the dancer created the 
sound of howling winds, creaking branches, whispering crea-
tures and creeping steps by touching, pushing and pulling the 
strings of our Linden Tree Instrument (Fig. 1).

The soundscape was then taken over by the orchestra 
performing the Air Overture (Fig. 2). The musicians played 
without the bows touching the strings, producing music only 
with their movements. To create this scene, we designed a 
computer vision system, the Observer Instrument, that in-
terprets body movement using a video camera mounted in 
the ceiling. The instrument generated music by resynthesiz-
ing recordings of the orchestra divided into violins, second 
violins, violas, violoncellos and double bass. Propelled only 
by their bodily activity and the conductor’s gestural inflic-
tions, the orchestra performed a five-part counterpoint  
composition.

By starting the performance with a juxtaposition of the 
visual and the auditory, we wanted to alert the audience to 
the fact that a renegotiation of the roles of the performers 
was underway and invite them to enter a state of heightened 
listening and attention.

bEings and baLLads

One of the central mythological characters in V&B is Necken. 
In folklore, out in the forests and wilderness, near lakes and 
rivers, people could hear the most beautiful violin music, 
far more beautiful than any human musician could create. 
With his sweet music, Necken lured people into the water to 
drown them. He was a dangerous erotic entity. Necken took 
the shape of a desirable object, such as a string of pearls or 

Fig. 1. The Maiden transformed into the Linden Tree. (© Carl Unander-Scharin, 
Åsa Unander-Scharin and Ludwig Elblaus. Photo © Bosse Söderström.)
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a silver bowl, that would lie in or close to water. When an 
unsuspecting victim would try to grasp the object, Necken 
could transform back into his humanoid form, grab the 
hand of the victim and drag him or her to the deep waters 
to drown.

In V&B, during a piece called The Ballad of Necken, a 
maiden realizes that the person she is about to marry is not 
who he seems to be but rather the feared water spirit. Despite 
her bewilderment, a priest marries the odd couple. Necken 
brings the maiden with him to his underworld realm. This 
ballad was given a musical gestalt partly built on fragments 
from a medieval ballad and partly on a chord sequence that 
would resound well with our Water Instrument, creating an 
entrancing soundscape (Fig. 3). When the singers touched 
the water, a combination of manipulated recordings of song 
and synthesized orchestral timbres were played back, allow-
ing for the singers to perform as if from another element and 
accompanied by the water.

After the ballad of Necken followed Morgondagar (Morn-
ings), a composition based on an eponymous poem by Fro-
stenson. In the poem, a man is crawling out of the woods, 
gnawing on a wooden branch, singing words “as if they drip 
down the bark of a tree.” There he sees a roe deer. Their meet-
ing is filled with awe, a sublime, poetic situation wherein ani-
mal and human interact. The composition was based on three 
components: a violin solo, a duet between a tenor’s voice and 
the violin and finally a dance solo performed using the Ob-
server Instrument. This allowed for the roe deer (performed 
by the dancer) to dance musical material prerecorded by  
the violin (Fig. 4), gently evoking a transformed and resyn-
thesized violin part. Like a roe deer on thin ice—attentively 

Fig. 2. Air Overture. The string orchestra plays on the Observer Instrument without touching the strings. (© Carl Unander-Scharin, Åsa Unander-Scharin 
and Ludwig Elblaus. Photo © Carl Unander-Scharin)

Fig. 3. The seductive Necken and the Water Instrument. 
(© Carl Unander-Scharin, Åsa Unander-Scharin and Ludwig Elblaus.  
Photo © Åsa Unander-Scharin.)



 Elblaus et al., Uncanny Materialities 65

listening to the sounds of motion and stillness—she played 
the echoes of crystal clear pizzicatos and fragile violin tones.

As a prologue to the third ballad, Bäcken—sång, guided 
by the themes in the medieval ballads, we wanted to ex-
plicitly stage the ambiguous and transformative aspects of 
the  contemporary poetry. Using a poem of the same name 
by Frostenson, playing on the double meaning of the word 
bäcken (Swedish for both pelvis and small brook), a cho-
reographed exploration of a short section in the upcoming 
 ballad was performed as a solo by the singer-dancer.

In this scene, the singer-dancer played games with her own 
prerecorded voice singing about an eel that slips around on 
a table. The meandering movements of the voice propagated 
through her body while she slid and slipped across the floor 
singing in response to what she heard. The dance was per-
formed in view of the Observer Instrument, set up in a similar 
way to the Air Overture and Morgondagar, transforming the 
movements of the singer-dancer into a digital soundscape 
constructed from fragments of a recording of her singing 
voice. After interacting with loops of her voice through 
bodily movement, the singer-dancer transitioned into a vir-
tuoso soprano singer accompanied by the orchestra. In the 
aria, she performed with ropes attached to her hips, dancing 
a choreography that further played with the meanings and 
themes of the poem (Fig. 5).

The last two ballads, Hindhamn (The Transformed Hind) 
and Linden (The Linden Tree), were two tales of transforma-
tion, love and tragedy. In Hindhamn, a mother sings a magic 
formula to her son, warning him about an upcoming hunting 
trip. There is one particular animal that he should refrain 
from shooting, the hind. The mother suspects that witchcraft 
is being used to set a trap for her son and his fiancée. When 
he goes hunting, a hind appears and is shot dead by the in-
solent and careless son, only to be revealed to be his beloved.

In Linden, a vicious stepmother has transformed the 
daughter of her husband into a linden tree that is just about 
to be cut down and burned. Wandering in the forest, the 

girl’s stepsister finds herself in front of the 
enchanted tree. She realizes that it is her lost 
sister transformed into the tree and tries to 
help her. The hexed tree urges her to ask a 
raven to fetch the only man that can reverse 
the spell. The raven brings Count Magnus, 
who kisses the roots and branches of the 
tree. Through his love, the tree transmutes 
back to a girl.

The representation of the linden tree was 
a custom-built digital musical instrument, 
consisting of long ropes that were stretched 
from the floor towards the ceiling, seen in 
Fig. 1. The ropes were sensitive to pulling 
and pushing—making the mode of interac-
tion somewhat similar to climbing a tree. 
Also, the strong wooden connotations of 
the creaks, cracks and rumbles of the audi-
tory output of the instrument provided a 
distinct layering between the instrument’s 
visual, haptic and musical aspects.

digiTaL Uncanny

Building on Freud’s use of the uncanny [15], we utilized this 
concept in the process of creating Varelser och Ballader as the 
unease that arises when something that is familiar becomes 
unfamiliar by the presence of a foreign or unexpected qual-

Fig. 5. Soprano performing Bäcken—sång (Brook/Pelvis—song) hanging by 
her pelvis. (© Carl Unander-Scharin, Åsa Unander-Scharin and Ludwig Elblaus. 
Photo © Carl Unander-Scharin.) 

Fig. 4. Interaction material for the Violin in the Observer Instrument—prerecorded and later played 
by the dancer’s movement acting as the roe deer. From the score. (© Carl Unander-Scharin)
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ity. The medieval ballads that were the foundation of V&B 
contained themes of supernatural transformation and the 
presence of treacherous figures hiding in plain sight. Our 
custom-made digital musical instruments—the Observer In-
strument, the Water Instrument and the Linden Tree Instru-
ment—used video analysis and large-scale physical interfaces 
for transformative purposes, bringing the erotically luring 
Necken, the hexed Linden Tree and the elusive Sovereign of 
the Woods to life. From a world parallel to ours, inverted and 
mirrored through digital transformation, our instruments 
brought forth unfamiliar qualities to the audience that visited 
the supernatural forest of the concert.

With a subject matter as rich in transformation, decep-
tion and illusion as the medieval ballads, a new strategy for 
the staging and presentation of the digital elements of V&B 
emerged. Where in our earlier productions each introduc-
tion of a new digital system was devised to ease the audi-

ence into new ideas and to balance the novel and the familiar 
in order to allow them to follow the cause and effect of the 
stage reality, that very disjunction between action and con-
sequence was now turned into a tool to produce the eerie 
qualities that the material called for. Rather than a problem 
that needed to be mitigated by having a pedagogical strategy 
for the education of the audience, the uncanny incongruity 
between the unknown and the familiar could be used as an 
artistic asset. The texts and music of the medieval ballads 
coupled with new poetry informed the creative process by 
providing central themes. Together with the digital musi-
cal instruments, voices, bodies and the acoustic orchestra, 
the material aspects of the supernatural creatures in all their 
shape-shifting forms could emerge. In this fusion of materi-
als, exploiting the digital uncanny was central to our ability 
to portray the eerie themes of transformation in the medieval 
ballads.


