
Baltimore City vs County 
Dueling Populations
A sonification by Jenn Kotler

Download Sonification Here: 
https://github.com/Jenneh/Dueling-

Bmore/blob/main/Bmore%20City%20vs%
20County%20Sonification%20Story.mp3

https://github.com/Jenneh/Dueling-Bmore/blob/main/Bmore%20City%20vs%20County%20Sonification%20Story.mp3




I explored data sets about 

Baltimore City 

Housing and 

Population









Initially I had a 
strong vision to 
work with data 
related to the 
age of houses 
in the Hampden 
neighborhood…



…but the data wasn’t there in the open
https://www.city-data.com/neighborhood/Hampden-Baltimore-MD.html

Pre-1939 is the part of the 
data I find most interesting, 
but frustratingly it is all 
lumped into one datapoint.

https://www.city-data.com/neighborhood/Hampden-Baltimore-MD.html


I tried really hard to find this 
information. It’s on all of the housing 
market websites like Zillow and Redfin, 
so I knew it existed somewhere.

I learned that those websites use APIs 
like Estated, which have this information 
behind a paywall, breaking the intention 
of this project



I felt very disinterested in building the visualization I initially 
imagined with only a portion of the data, so I decided to pivot and 
entirely change my project to rebuild my own excitement. 
I didn’t want to tell half a story.

I looked back at the open data sets I had collected and found 
another one that interested me because it went back FAR in history, 
all the way to 1790! Plus, it was complete up until the 2010 census. 
I knew I would be able to find the final 2020 census information and 
complete the dataset.

https://planning.maryland.gov/MSDC/Documents
/Census/historical_census/histcens_1790-2010.xls

https://planning.maryland.gov/MSDC/Documents/Census/historical_census/histcens_1790-2010.xls


A common story I have heard since moving to Baltimore is the 
tension between the city vs the county.

There is a lot of beef between the outlying suburbs and city. Even 
the name. Baltimore county refers to itself as Baltimore and to 
the city as Baltimore city. City people call the city Baltimore and
Baltimore County is just the county. (With a air of distaste on both sides)

They fight over the name Baltimore itself. 



I’ve been exploring sonification over the past couple of years, 
but have never used it for a personal project. The idea of 
exploring sound to tell a story for this project seemed fun.

Thinking about the city/county 

tension, I was quickly inspired 

by Dueling Pianos



Note: this is not read from 
right to left - if you do you 
are reading from present 
day back in time

I spent some time visualizing the 
information on a graph using 
Excel to find out if I could see the 
story before I listened for one.



I only had data until 2010, so I found the most recent census to complete set

It was more challenging to find that I expected. For a bit, I thought I would have to 
come up with the number by adding all the populations of different jurisdictions in 
the county, but luckily I found the data I was looking for: 
https://planning.maryland.gov/MSDC/Documents/pop_estimate/ARS/July-2020-Total.pdf

https://planning.maryland.gov/MSDC/Documents/pop_estimate/ARS/July-2020-Total.pdf


I knew I wanted to use the FOSS

sonification library 

Astronify
which I was involved in designing

https://astronify.readthedocs.io

It is meant to be used with lightcurves,
but I knew it would work as long as I 
had a list of numbers

https://astronify.readthedocs.io/


First I Installed 
some required 
libraries and Python



Then I created a 
Jupyter notebook 
and pulled in the 
census data



I created a table 
that Astronify
could use to sonify



Then I generated separate 
sonifications representing the city 
and the county’s population data



I spent some time playing with 
different sonification settings: pitch, 
speed, adding extra beats, etc.



I could hear something that I hadn’t noticed 
when inspecting the data visually. 

There were 3 main sections of  differing trends.

Since the sonification by itself is not self 
explanatory, I decided to write a script and use 
that as an opportunity to hone in on those 3 
section trends. 



My Script:

This sonification compares population in Baltimore City with Baltimore County through time. 
Using census data from 1790 to 2020, We get a snapshot of both populations every 10 years.

To understand this sonification, here is what you need to know. Population size is represented 
through pitch, a lower number of people is represented through a deeper pitch and a larger 
number of people is represented through a higher pitch. The first tone you will hear 
represents Baltimore cities population in 1790. The next tone you heal represents Baltimore 
county’s population in 1790. The tone with a higher pitch is the area with higher population. 
Then there will be a pause as 10 years passes, and you will hear another tone representing 
Baltimore cities population in 1800, then Baltimore county’s tone, another pause, and so on—
ending with the two tones representing the city and county’s population in 2020.

You just listened to 240 years of population data! Let’s listen again. This time I am going to 
break it into 3 sections whose trend tells different stories.

For the first 50 years (1790 - 1830), at first the outlying county has a larger population, they 
are both growing but Baltimore city grows faster and eclipses the counties population. ((Play 
both together)) Now here is the city’s data by itself ((Play Baltimore)) and the county’s by itself 
((play county))

For the next 110 years (1840-1950), both the city and the county’s population trend upward, 
but the city grows at a much faster pace. The city reaches its peak population in 1850, while 
the county population is still significantly lower. (Play both together)) Now here is the city’s 
data by itself ((Play Baltimore)) and the county’s by itself ((play county))

But the county is about to hit its stride. In the next 20 years, the county’s population explodes 
upward, over doubling itself.((Play those 2 tones next to each other)) While the city starts to 
decline. The most notable population drop between 1970 and 1980. ((Play those 2 tones next 
to each other))

Here are the last 70 years of data, bringing 1950 to the present day (Play both together)) Now 
here is the city’s data by itself ((Play Baltimore)) and the county’s by itself ((play county))



I recorded a few takes of 
myself reading the script. 
(I tried to limit outside sound, but I 
don’t think I achieved that well)

Then edited the recording 
and sonification together in 
Audacity (also FOSS)



I shared the final recording on Github along 
with the notebook I used to generate the files.


