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Turbo-Sonic Whopper 
 

 The Turbo-Sonic Whopper (TSW) is an instrument which has been 

designed in the spirit of technology based musical creation. With a majority of its 

parts being constructed from found materials, the TSW is truly a piece of 

experimental music technology.  

 The inspiration for the TSW comes from Nicholas Collins’ book Handmade 

Electronic Music as well as from various class discussions. I was intrigued by 

Collins’ use of tape heads to read credit cards and I enjoyed the unique sounds 

which this practice made when we created instruments from tape heads in class. 

I found that just using ones hands to wave a tape head over the magnetic strip 

was rather rudimentary, and thus I decided that I wanted to create another 

medium with which to use the tape head and with many class discussions of both 

turntables and various controllers, the idea for the TSW was born. 

 The Turbo-Sonic Whopper, so-called because of the “whop” noise it 

makes as it spins, is consistent of three main components. The first of these is 

the turntable unit shown in Figure 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Turntable with mag-pad 



The turntable itself is made of metal popcorn container lid with a large magnetic 

pad (Mag-pad) attached to its top. The platter’s rotation is driven by a small 

battery powered motor which was pilfered from a K’Nex toy set and is controlled 

by an on/off switch affixed to the unit. The second main component of the TSW is 

the tape head arm (Figure 2). This arm supports the tape head (Figure 3) which 

in turn “reads” the magnetic turntable pad as it spins. Similarly to a conventional 

turntable, the arm has the ability to read one section of the disc by being held in 

place with a rubber band. The magnetic tape head is a stereo head attached to a 

set of coaxial cables which plug into the auxiliary jack of the third component, a 

Fender guitar amplifier shown in Figure 4. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Close-up of the magnetic tape head.  

 

 

Figure 2: The tape head arm configuration. The arm 
consists of an appendage to support the tape head 
on the left and a handle with which to play the TSW 
on the right 

 

 
Figure 4: The amplifier. Note that the 
yellow and red coaxial cables lead 
directly from the tape head into the 
amp. 

 

 



To play the Turbo-Sonic Whopper, the user must first plug in and turn on 

the amplifier. Secondly, the turntable must be started spinning by placing the 

switch in the “on” position. The tape head will begin to pick up signals from the 

magnetic field of the mag-pad and these will be sent to the amplifier which will 

raise the signals to an audible volume. Unlike the credit cards which were 

“played” in class, the mag-pad is not encoded with data, and thus it has a uniform 

signal across its entirety. Therefore, when the tape head arm is stationary, a 

relatively steady tone is emitted from the amplifier. The user can change tones by 

using the arm handle to rotate the arm to read the mag-pad at different 

diameters. Since the outer edge of the mag-pad is rotating more quickly than the 

center, the sounds emitted from this region are of a higher pitch. In addition, as 

the tape head moves vertically away from the mag-pad, the signal it receives is 

weaker and thus is of softer volume. Therefore, the user can modify dynamics by 

moving the arm up and down.  

 The TSW is, in a historical context, the combination of magnetic tape 

technology and turntablism. Much in the same way that turntablists can scratch a 

record by moving it with their hand, the TSW produces a scratch-like sound when 

the arm is moved allowing for the user to play the instrument in a similar fashion 

to the way one would play a turntable. 

 The sound produced by the TSW is quite versatile. The instrument has the 

ability to play a wide range of tones which are melodic to the ear. However 

despite the sound quality of the device, there are a few areas which could be 

improved. First of all, the system would benefit from a mechanism designed to 



change the speed of the motor. This would allow for an even greater range of 

pitches and thus more musical possibility. Furthermore, the motor could be 

outfitted with a break device such that turning the power off would not only stop 

current to the motor, but also stop the plate from spinning. Also, there is great 

room for experimentation with different magnetic objects being placed on the 

platter. For instance, credit cards could be used, although this may be difficult 

considering the linearity of their magnetic strips. Perhaps, a disc laminated with 

cassette tape could be created which would be another interesting musical 

feature. 

 The Turbo-Sonic Whopper is a prime blend of old and new technology. It 

presents various channels through which the user can undertake musical 

experimentation.  The TSW presents a new controller for an old medium and 

thus it is a great example of the progress of music technology.  

 

 

 

Works Cited 

Collins, Nicholas. Handmade Electronic Music. 2nd ed. Routledge. Print. 



MIT OpenCourseWare
http://ocw.mit.edu 

21M.380 Music and Technology (Contemporary History and Aesthetics)
Fall 2009 

For information about citing these materials or our Terms of Use, visit: http://ocw.mit.edu/terms. 

http://ocw.mit.edu
http://ocw.mit.edu/terms


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [300 300]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




