
The Process of Hearing Gravitational Waves
Temuugee Battsooj1

Burlingame High School, Burlingame, CA, United States
Abstract

Gravitational waves, as theorized by Einstein's theory of relativity, are ripples in the fabric
of spacetime. These waves have emerged as a topic for research. In this paper, we review the
Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO). LIGO employs laser
interferometry, a measuring technique that utilizes the interference of lasers to detect
displacements. This state-of-the-art observatory is specifically designed to detect these waves.
In this paper, we explore the techniques employed by LIGO in utilizing laser interferometry to
gather data and their exhaustive analysis of this data. The achievements of LIGO are genuinely
extraordinary, not only confirming Einstein's prediction regarding waves but also ushering in a
new era of astrophysics. Moreover, by disseminating LIGO data, it becomes possible to convert
these waves into sound samples. In conclusion, this paper emphasizes the significance of LIGO
and its research on waves, reshaping how even non-physicists can comprehend monumental
events, like ripples, in spacetime itself.
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Introduction
In the 1900s, Albert Einstein put forth a series of equations that led to the prediction of

gravitational waves(1,2). General relativity, which Einstein published in 1915, introduced a way
of thinking about gravity(3). Unlike Newton's idea that gravity is a force caused by the interaction
between mass and distance, Einstein proposed that large celestial bodies like stars and planets
bend space and time around them(3). This bending is what we commonly refer to as gravity,
causing objects to move along paths. According to Einstein's equations it states when massive
objects collide, they will emit waves as they travel through the universe(3).

When two massive objects collide they release significant gravitational waves, which play
a role in our understanding of the cosmos since they are released at the speed of light(4). These
phenomena can travel through matter without affecting its properties. This makes them
particularly challenging to detect because they interact with everything in our world but with very
little influence(5).

Gravitational waves primarily originate from the merging of black holes and neutron stars.
These mergers can involve not similar entities combining but different variations of these objects
coming together. The study of waves offers a perspective on the cosmos, allowing us to
discover celestial objects and phenomena that would have otherwise remained hidden from
electromagnetic measurements. The frequency and amplitude of waves provide information
about the dynamics and characteristics of the merging entities, such as their mass and distance
from Earth.

For my information on the history of understanding gravitational waves, refer to (6, 7, 8).
The idea of detecting effects caused by gravitational waves emerged in the late 20th century.
Rainer Weiss, contributed to establishing LIGO (Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave
Observatory) by proposing laser interferometry to detect and measure distortions(9). LIGO uses
4 kilometer long arms to reflect light back and forth to create an effective length of 1200
kilometers, which provides more opportunities to capture disturbances created by gravitational
waves. Two observatories are placed in Livingston, Louisiana and Hanford,Washington to create
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a significant distance which is used to observe the rate at which the gravitational waves travel
such distance, the difference in the time an event is tracked is noted as a time delay.

Fig. 1: Basic Schematic of LIGO’s Interferometer(Courtesy Caltech/MIT/LIGO Laboratory)
Kip Thorne and Ronald Drever collaborated to make substantial advancements in this

field(10, 11). Through developments, LIGO has become an established observatory known for
its improved accuracy. On September 14, 2015, the LIGO detectors made an observation:
successfully detecting a wave that originated over one billion years away with a time delay of 7
milliseconds(12). This detection has confirmed these waves' existence and demonstrated
LIGO's ability to observe and interpret them. This discovery provided evidence of the black
hole's presence. It has also revealed instances like the merging of neutron stars, shedding light
on binary systems' characteristics and dynamics and how high-mass components are formed in
the cosmos.

e
Methods
As of November 12, 2023, LIGO has 14 events worth of data to compare and analyze.

We will now transition into the process of hearing gravitational waves. The process starts with
rigorous preprocessing, which removes instrumental noise, calibrations, and other conditions
like false events to enhance the quality and useability of the raw data. Some techniques include
mitigating instrumental noise, eliminating environmental noises, and data conditioning and
filtering.

Instrumental Noise Mitigation addresses challenges that stem from external factors such
as seismic vibrations, variations in temperature leading to fluctuations in the length of the
interferometer arms, the lasers themselves, and mirror imperfections(13).

Earth’s surface vibrates on subtle and dramatic scales; these vibrations triggered by
geological processes and external factors can create unwanted noise in data collection as the
instrument's sensitivity is to the highest degree, subsequently masking natural phenomena like
gravitational waves. Seismic isolation creates a fit environment for the device and detectors.
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Active seismic isolation uses control mechanisms that counteract ground motion in real-time.
They work by having sensors detect ground motion and deploying counteracting forces, keeping
the instrument in place and capable of working. The instrument is moved through motors and
electromagnetic devices. Passive seismic isolation relies on mechanical elements that dampen
vibrations and are more preemptive than reactionary precautions like active seismic isolation.
An example of a passive seismic isolation technique is pendulum-based suspension, which
generally uses materials that absorb and dissipate vibrations and energy. Another way that
scientists are reducing noise is by placing laser interferometers underground. If placed on the
Earth’s surface level, the amount of noise that must be reduced would be immense and complex
to mask fully. Engineers and scientists continue refining the isolation systems to get the best
data and reduce the most noise possible.

Suspension systems for mirrors are components in wave detectors like LIGO. Their
primary purpose is to reduce noise and improve the accuracy of measurements. These systems
work by isolating the mirrors from disturbances, ensuring they stay motionless when there are
seismic vibrations or temperature changes. The mirrors are suspended using stages of like
supports, making them free-falling objects, enabling them to follow the natural paths of
spacetime. Materials with low energy dissipation properties, like fused silica and multi-layered
suspensions, are used to minimize noise. This way, mirror suspension systems reduce
interference and allow detectors to capture the faintest signals of gravitational waves, leading to
a deeper understanding of the universe's most mysterious phenomena.

Data conditioning and filtering play a role in gravitational wave analysis by transforming
raw data from gravitational wave detectors into valuable scientific information. The initial step,
data conditioning, involves cleaning and preparing the data for further research. One primary
source of noise in these detectors is noise caused by imperfections, vibrations, and mechanical
disturbances. To address this issue, engineers and analysts meticulously align the sensors to
minimize errors. They also utilize control systems to maintain stability and reduce instrumental
noise. Data conditioning techniques involve removing outlier data points, correcting instrumental
artifacts, and applying calibration factors for consistency. Analysts carefully examine the data to
enhance its quality using methods. Following data conditioning, the next crucial step is filtering.
Filtering methods are employed to isolate frequency bands relevant to gravitational wave signals
to extract them from background noise since different sources of gravitational waves have
distinct frequency characteristics.

In wave analysis, time-domain filtering techniques are commonly utilized to separate the
desired signals from the data. These techniques employ mathematical operations on the time
series data to emphasize or reduce specific frequencies. For instance, bandpass filters can
isolate frequencies within a range, eliminating unwanted noise components. On the other hand,
frequency domain filtering involves transforming the time series data into the frequency domain
using methods like Fast Fourier Transform (FFT). Once in this domain, experts can. Extract
gravitational wave signals by focusing on particular frequency peaks corresponding to potential
sources.

Matched filtering is a method employed to detect gravitational wave signals that match
theoretical waveform templates. This technique involves the data with a template waveform.
Analyzes the resulting output to identify significant peaks. The strength and location of these
peaks offer insights into potential gravitational wave events. Notably, the filtering process
encompasses more than isolating frequencies; it also entails evaluating statistical significance
for potential gravitational wave candidates. Experts assess signal-to-noise ratios and estimate
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false alarm probabilities to determine whether a detected signal is likely genuine or simply a
random noise fluctuation.

Data conditioning and filtering are steps in the analysis of gravitational wave data. These
steps help convert raw sensor measurements into scientific findings. By addressing noise from
instruments and the environment using effective data conditioning techniques and employing
advanced filtering methods, scientists can uncover the elusive signals of gravitational waves
originating from cataclysmic events in the universe. This process deepens our comprehension
of astrophysics and enhances our understanding of the nature of spacetime itself.

The detection of waves heavily relies on advanced algorithms for processing signals.
These algorithms are crucial to analyzing the data collected by detectors like LIGO and Virgo,
enabling scientists to identify and understand the gravitational wave signals amidst the
background noise. In this exploration, we delve into the fascinating world of advanced signal
processing algorithms and uncover how they work, helping us unravel the mysteries of our
universe. At the core of wave data analysis lies a technique called matched filtering. This
technique is designed to identify signals that closely match waveform models(14). These
models describe how gravitational waves evolve as they originate from sources. To perform
matched filtering, scientists create a bank of waveform templates covering a range of possible
signal parameters, such as the masses and spins of merging black holes or neutron stars.
These templates represent what we expect the shapes of wave signals to look like.

Next, these template waveforms are cross-correlated with the detector data. This
involves sliding each template across the data in time and measuring how closely the data
resembles each template at positions. By assessing the significance of these correlation values
scientists can distinguish between accurate signals and random fluctuations. A high level of
signals indicates a detection. By employing signal processing algorithms like matched filtering,
scientists can extract meaningful information from complex gravitational wave data, ultimately
leading to exciting discoveries about our universe.

Matched filtering gives us information about the presence of waves, but Bayesian
parameter estimation techniques take the analysis to the next level. These techniques help us
extract physical details of the gravitational wave source, like their masses, spins, and distances.
Bayesian parameter estimation uses an approach to find the best parameters that describe the
origin of gravitational waves. It starts with a probability distribution based on existing knowledge
and updates it using observed data to get a final distribution of parameters. These algorithms,
including matched filtering, Bayesian parameter estimation, noise modeling, and more,
showcase how physics intersects with data science and high-performance computing. As we
continue to explore wave astronomy, developing and refining these algorithms remains a crucial
aspect that promises even deeper insights into our universe.

Python and libraries like the GWpy, NumPy, and Librosa were utilized to transform the
wave data into sounds that can be heard(15, 16, 17). The process to convert data into audio
involves converting the time domain gravitational wave data into the domain so that it can be
interpreted through sound. To achieve this goal a technique called Q transform is employed.
Using the GWpy library implementation of Q transform, the evolving frequency content of the
wave signal over time is extracted(18). This enables the creation of a spectrogram which depicts
how frequencies in the signal vary with time, also serving as a basis for making audible
representations. The application of bandpass filtering to improve the clarity and audibility of the
wave signal. This technique helped isolate frequencies of interest while reducing frequencies
outside that range. Various sources of interference can influence gravitational wave detectors.
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Notch filtering is used to eliminate components caused by terrestrial and instrumental factors to
ensure that our signal remains pure. This filtering process effectively eliminated noise from the
data, ensuring that the gravitational wave signal was clear and accurate.

Once the data is thoroughly prepared and processed, transform wave data is mapped
into sound. With Librosa's assistance, we assigned frequencies based on the content extracted
through Q transform. Higher gravitational wave frequencies were translated into pitched tones,
while lower frequencies corresponded to lower pitched sounds. The gravitational wave data was
then converted into sound with the amplitude determining the loudness or volume of the
representation.

Results and Discussion
The audio clips demonstrate how gravitational waves can be best described as small

chirps. The sound files come back with differences in the moment of time in which the chirp is
played. This can be attributed to the distance between the observatories and when the
observatories are impacted by the gravitational wave.

Fig. 2: Strain data from GW150914 (first detected gravitational wave event). Orange data is from
Hanford, blue data is from Livingston.

When looking at Fig. 2, we can notice that the 3002 kilometer distance was covered in
approximately 3 seconds. Each event can be translated to be uniform on the same time fixture
so that the events are played in audio clips in the same retrospect.

Although the strain data can show us great information, a frequency over time graph best
demonstrates the gravitational event.

5



Fig. 3: Frequency(hertz) on y-axis, Time(seconds) on x-axis of GW150914
The frequency-over-time graph serves as a dynamic and comprehensive representation of
GW150914. The bright spot in the data represents a significant frequency component, which is
the moment of the merger. The amplitude and frequency of the bright spot provides insights on
the strength and nature of the signal that is emitting the bright spot. This frequency could inform
us on how the distance and size of the black holes that merged for the gravitational wave to
emit(19).

To start transforming the gravitational wave into audible clips, we apply the Q transform,
notch analysis, and bandpass filter to clarify the data. We use the GWpy library to implement the
filters onto the data. This process leads into us using that transformed, filtered data into a sound
clip using Librosa.The final outcome is a .wav file that resembles a chirp noise.

The way we turned the wave event GW150914 into sound showcases how astrophysics,
data analysis, and our sense of hearing can work together. By using Python, GWpy, NumPy,
Librosa, and the Google Drive Python library in a detailed manner we transformed the
gravitational wave data into an audible clip that captured the essence of this significant event.
We employed techniques, like Q transform, bandpass filtering, and notch filtering to ensure that
the resulting sound was both scientifically meaningful and captivating to our ears. This process
not only deepened our understanding of GW150914 but also provided a new way to
communicate science. It allowed scientists and the general public to experience this event in a
rough sense. As we continue to explore the universe through sound, sonification holds potential
in astrophysics as a means for inquiry and engaging with wider audiences.

Conclusion
Gravitational waves were once considered elusive, stemming from Einstein's ponderings

about spacetime. However, their solid theoretical foundation sparked curiosity and innovation.
Despite doubts, these foundational theories became more established, ushering in an era in
astrophysics. The ambitious vision turned into reality with the establishment of LIGO. This
groundbreaking observatory marked a shift in our understanding of the universe. With laser
technology, LIGO interferometers opened up a perspective on cosmic exploration by detecting
even faint whispers of gravitational waves. Its role in detecting waves spanning from the
merging of binary black holes to collisions between neutron stars marked a scientific revolution.

6



The achievements of LIGO opened up an era of wave astronomy, deepening our
comprehension of the cosmos and confirming Einstein's prediction.

Moreover, this research paper has contributed by introducing a method for interpreting
gravitational wave data—using audible clips. By converting data into representations we
enhance our connection with the universe. These meticulously crafted clips, generated through
data analysis and sonification techniques, allow scientists and the general public to perceive the
universe completely. This sonic interpretation unveils waves' essence, exposing their subtleties
and complexities through sound. It fosters a bond with the cosmos by bridging gaps between
concepts and tangible experiences, theoretical knowledge, and perceptual understanding.

In summary, the journey undertaken by waves—from Einstein's prediction to LIGO's
groundbreaking observations and the creation of audible clips—symbolizes humanity's
unyielding quest for knowledge and insatiable curiosity. This transformative voyage highlights
the enduring influence of physics, technological innovation, and creative exploration. The
enchanting melodies of waves have surpassed theory, captivating our thoughts and emotions.
They remind us of the marvels of the universe and our relentless pursuit to understand them.
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