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Abstract 

Tuppurainen, Pekka (2012). Thinking in design: Principles of design and narrative as 

creative music production tools (Master Thesis). Royal College of Music in 

Stockholm (Kungliga Musikhögskolan), Department of Music and Media Production 

/ Music Design Master programme. 

This Master thesis is about applying creative production methods and principles of 

design (from applied- and fine arts) to a music production process. The aim is to 

analyse and describe a musical process where instead of music theory-based 

principles and thinking; principles and aesthetics of design were converted to musical 

ideas through cross-disciplinary thinking and analysis. This thesis is mostly delving 

on the editing and mixing aspects of creative music production: how a change of 

perspective and principles influenced the musical results. 

Keywords: Creative Music Production, Design Principles. 
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Reflective introduction 

Sorting out differences between modern music production techniques and modern 

composing techniques and how the results could be defined is interesting. For me a 

genuine composition process, regardless of music's genre, still consists of working 

with a pen, eraser and notation paper. Roughly meaning that:  

• I think that a concrete composition process has nothing to do with a computer 

or a software, in the beginning at least. 

• I think that computer based music production- and creation methods lead in to 

qualitatively different results than the ones resulting from a “genuine and 

deliberate” composition process. 

What I’m after is this: As I see it, regardless of the music's composer, or even the 

context, one could say that the working method defines the result (or sometimes a 

certain part of the work) as being either a composition or a production. The methods 

can of course be combined in one context, as for example in form of a recording, 

produced tape or live-electronics. Still the method and the process they were 

originally created with are qualitatively separating the different parts/sections from 

each other: the semiotic resources in sound 1 (incl. pitch, melody and phrasing) and 

sound qualities are parametrically defined during the production-, playback- or 

performance process - an issue that makes the production element’s output more pre-

defined than those of composed and acoustic elements’, which are mostly defined in 

the end by the human variable (performance)2. So, production element’s modality is 

defined by the production’s quality and could be in its final form separately described 

as a monomodal component as most of composed music’s components are 

multimodal by their quality and output. 

Unlike in painting, in musical context the act of producing is connected to the 

technical production process (incl. mixing, editing and mastering), the artistic- (e.g. 
                                                
1 David Machin 2010 
2 Note: Somehow it feels like the human variable was more present at the early stages of the generation 
of sound structures in electro-acoustic music: the tapes had to be actually and concretely cut and 
adjusted by hand, which brought a more vivid quality to the process. The (analogue) tape was also 
“living” and concrete material. Analogue synthesizers needed to be tuned by hand etc. Digital 
“material” is, currently, invariable and in a way rather abstract. 
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Manfred Eicher, Nigel Godrich, George Martin, etc.) or the financial (e.g. Chris 

Blackwell, Richard Branson, Alfred Lion, etc.) production process and job 

description. Meaning that the production process is separated from the composition 

process in musical context: a (music or sound) piece is called a composition even 

though the creation method would be a production method3.  

 

I consider my own works as productions instead of compositions: 

 

• I create, edit and assemble the audible material in music production 

(sequencer) software.  

• The music I create, even with bands, is often produced, designed and crafted 

to unrecognizable results when compared to the original version - without the 

intention of creating an arrangement of the music.  

• Exact reproduction/performance of the work is of secondary importance e.g. 

lacks notation. 

• When I create or record something audible I don’t “think compositionally”. 

Instead I think that the sound material has a quality that could be produced 

into something new with production methods. The material could result as a 

sound that is produced, or sometimes designed, to be musical. The result is not 

composed, in a traditional sense4. 

 

By saying this, an assumption could be made: I think that many of the people today, 

who are using computer directly from the beginning when creating music from a 

scratch, are in fact mostly producing music: 

 

• The options and total accuracy are almost indefinitely adjustable when 

working with software composition tools.  
                                                
3 Note: Here it would be interesting to discuss remixing. A remixer is very seldom credited as a 
composer even though his/her results are often totally different from the original version. A remix is 
not an arrangement either: the original structure, rhythm, tempo, lyrics, harmonics, melody and 
instrumentation can be crafted into a totally new version. The amount of involved variables exceeds the 
description of an arrangement. Still the remixer is not called a composer, but instead a producer. Why? 
The method defines the result (I guess). Why does this fact not apply to music created originally with 
the same methods? In both cases the creator has the chance to create something totally new. Of course 
a remix is based on something existing, but what is not? A composer is often “remixing” his existing 
works or inspirations and converting them in to something new.    
4 Note: The material can of course be experienced as compositional, but again the method has defined 
the result. 
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• Even though one would set up restrictions, the possibility of quickly having 

the artificial and facilitating options at hand makes the thought of traditional 

musical composing as a craftsmanship almost to disappear5.  

• The “simple to use tools”, that are still performing complex tasks, provided by 

a computer today are reducing the actual amount of knowledge (of the subject) 

required in such a great depth that it also decreases the overall quality and 

affects the modality of the work(s)6. The work process in itself transforms at 

the same time more into a production or design process7. 

I guess that in addition to the method, discussion could be concentrated on the way of 

thinking. Is there a difference “in thinking” during the work process between a music 

composer and a creative music producer? Maybe a creative music producer is 

thinking about the sound quality, result, role model8 and “how to get there” in 

technical and practical way. Maybe a composer is thinking about the harmonies, 

melody, structure and instrumentation in more detailed and theoretical (learned) way. 

I could almost claim that most of today’s “everyday music creators”, and even some 

professionals, are so used to technical facilities that they don’t think very 

compositionally, in traditional sense, anymore - they let the computer produce the 

result (mostly) instead9.  

The traditional demand of music theory knowledge has almost vanished in connection 

with the fast development of technology. Maybe it could be polarized that anyone can 

                                                
5 Note: Of course the use of a computer and software require ”some kind” of craftsmanship also… 

6 Note: I think that the fact of modern technology converting music creation to a very mundane and 
rather easy thing is, and already has been for a while, actually. The amount of daily produced music is 
incomprehensible and extensively exceeds the demand (and need) for new music. At times like these I 
would like to think that the profession of a composer is something that should be appreciated as a 
craftsmanship, the qualities of a work that is to be called a composition should be notable and the title 
of a composer should not be used too lightly (e.g. when millions of people are, for example, using 
exactly same software synthesizers or sample libraries and the produced sound is exactly same: the 
artistic quality, credibility and value is naturally reduced). Terms production and producer embrace 
different qualities and quantities instead. I consider these terms as more appropriate when describing 
the abilities, knowledge and process’ affiliated with today's general music creation. 
7 Note: I think that this is especially apparent in the genres involving electronic- or electroacoustic 
elements. 
8 Note: A music producer has often quite clear inspirational and structural “model” of how the product 
should result. (E.g. imitating an existing hit to create a new). This feature/property of a producer is in 
different scale than a composer’s respective. A composer has to avoid imitation in higher extent than a 
producer. 
9 Note: An example could be the Garage Band-software. 
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produce music today, but few can actually compose, in a traditional sense10. Today all 

the different music software provides rapidly evolving platform(s) for music creation. 

Be it sequencer software mainly for recording and producing or notation software 

mainly created for composing purposes, one can almost certainly count on that every 

year the program gets brand new functions. At least for me, today, it is really hard to 

follow, understand and benefit of the yearly presented new functions. Music creation 

has, during the past 20 years, transformed maybe quicker than ever, but Western 

music theory evolves relatively slowly. It just feels that the gap between the (music) 

theory and the practical (music) creation is getting wide11. We know less, but can do 

more. Currently, for me at least, the term and concept of composing becomes alien 

when I start to create music with a computer. For me the computer and the software 

present (together) a tool of production - maybe because I don’t use notation software 

so often12.  

Before computers and music technology, “the composer” “heard” the music in his/her 

head and notated “the thought” or used an acoustic instrument (or voice) as creative 

aid in the process of making the music audible. The composer had to have either the 

skills to notate the results or actually play an instrument (or sing) in case he/she 

wished that the work would be stored and/or reproduced through oral tradition or 

notation. Today neither of the mentioned skills (playing or notation) is required when 

creating music with a computer. 

Maybe here it could be possible to make comparison to Lev Vygotski’s concept of 

silent inner speech and oral language. According to Vygotski (1962) the silent inner 

speech, we use in our thoughts, is very different from the oral language: 

                                                
10 Note: Of course a lot of this involves the concept of how ones thinking changes when creating music 
with a computer and a software instead of concretely and carefully “by hand and through theory and 
knowledge”. 
11 Note: In a way a time of music’s mass production has begun… As I feel it, the theory is no longer 
needed as the tools make it increasingly unnecessary. 
12 Note: In addition to the method, for me, one of the main differences between a production and a 
composition is the fact that a composition process has by its origin a purpose and function in resulting 
as handwritten or printed sheet music. I’m meaning that usually a musical composition “includes” the 
intention and wish of reproduction (e.g. performed in a concert). A music production instead, even 
when presented as a composition, quite seldom results as or is documented from the beginning as 
thoroughly written notation. In most cases the reproduction of an original music production is not the 
main intention of the work. 
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Inner speech is not the interior aspect of external speech – it 

is a function in itself. It still remains speech, i.e., thought 

connected with words. But while in external speech thought 

is embodied in words, in inner speech words die as they 

bring forth thought. Inner speech is to a large extent 

thinking in pure meanings. It is a dynamic, shifting, 

unstable thing. (Eoyang, 2003, p.95, Vygotski, 1962,  

p.149).  

Maybe one could presume that if we would consider the music, a composer or a 

producer hears in his/her head, as a form of silent inner speech and would like to 

reproduce it as a musical output, rich in content, then deliberate and accurate notation 

or production would be/is required to make the result intelligible. Or we could try to 

produce the silent inner speech in to an audible result through “spontaneous” 

improvisation or direct reproduction. But if I continue to associate with Vygotski’s 

concept about inner speech, one might consider it actually so complex and layered 

that immediate reproduction of it would not be possible. While saying this, maybe one 

could assume that the inner speech includes such qualities that only a (e.g.) skilled 

composer or producer has the abilities to transform these qualities in to a qualitative 

result - and even then it would take a lot of time. Then instead the everyday music 

creators, producers and also improvisers could be described to be working at the oral 

language level of music creation, which is faster, simpler and more direct - and in that 

way closer to production aspect (cf. output of speech) than composition aspect.  

During the past 10 years I’ve been more or less working with music production all the 

time. Being inspired a lot by artists who have filled their music with surprising 

inspirational sources and applied different creative concepts in music production, I 

started to look for fresh production techniques and methods. From our Music Design 

lectures I picked up an idea of applying design principles concretely in music 

production process: some of the principles were used during the mixing stage and 

some were used during the production stage. The applied principles were chosen from 

the book Universal Principles of Design (Holden, Lidwell and Butler, 2010). I did not 

only apply design principles in practice than also restricted myself with a method, 

which was meant to work as a qualitative aid and to support my opinions presented 

earlier here: I tried to include human variable and also compositional quality to my 

music productions and production techniques. 
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Central concepts  
 

Before going on to describe the artistic questions and process of this thesis, I want to 

introduce the main concepts that have been central to my work. These concepts have 

functioned as a kind of theoretical framework guiding the artistic process, but I would 

like to stress that some of these concepts have been applied quite creatively. 

  

Inner Speech 

I have applied, quite freely, Lev Vygotski’s concept of inner speech when describing 

the birth, development and/or output of a creative process:  “Inner speech is not the 

interior aspect of external speech – it is a function in itself.” (Vygotski, 1962, p.149). 

 

Modality 

A definition describing the “credibility” of sound: “This term has been used to 

describe the resources in language that we have for expressing degrees of truth. In 

terms of sound we can also ask if the sound in a movie or on the radio is heard as it 

would have been had we been there.” (Machin, 2010, p.218) 

 

Multimodality  

Describing the “whole” experience of something: “Multimodality theory is a form of 

semiotics: a theory for the analysis of sign systems, or modes of communication. Its 

aim is to understand how we communicate with each other in many different ways, 

some of them mediated through the human body, such as speech, gesture or dance; 

others mediated by various technologies, such as writing, visual design, film, the 

internet and so on. It looks for semiotic principles common to all forms of 

communication that are relevant in any given instance (for example, if we are 

analysing a film, to consider how patterns of editing, spoken language and music 

might all contribute to the overall effect which we recognize as rhythm). And it looks 

for ways to describe systematically how these modes relate to each other: how the 

meaning of words might be changed by accompanying gestures; how images of outer 

space are changed by their combination with a Strauss waltz in Kubrick’s 2001: A 

Space Odyssey.” (Burn & Parker, 2003, p. 4) 
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“All multimodal presentations unfolding in context are like Richard Wagner’s 

conception of an opera as a Gesamtkunstwerk, where the different contributions are 

woven together into on unified performance.” (Royce & Bowcher, 2007, p.3) 

 

Non-exhibited property (Mandelbaum, 1965)  

A property, which is not actually or concretely observable/perceivable:  “His 

(Mandlebaum’s) challenge to both is based on the charge that they have been 

concerned only with what Mandelbaum calls “exhibited” characteristics and that 

consequently each has failed to take account of the nonexhibited, relational aspects of 

games and art. By “exhibited” characteristics Mandelbaum means easily perceived 

properties such as […] that a painting has a triangular composition, that an area in a 

painting is red, or that the plot of a tragedy contains a reversal of fortune.” (Lipman, 

1973, p.120) 

 

Provenance  

A definition describing the origin of a sound: “When a sound is imported from one 

‘place’ (one era, one culture, one social group) into another, its semiotic potential 

derives from the associations which the ‘importers’ have with the place from which 

they have imported the sound.” (van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 210). 

 

Salience 

A definition describing the depth and contrast in (e.g.) sound: “Salience is where 

certain features in compositions (visual or sound) are made to stand out, to draw our 

attention.” (Machin, 2010, p.48) 

 

Semiotic resource 

Could be described as the means of meaning making: “Semiotic resources are the 

actions, materials and artefacts we use for communicative purposes, whether 

produced physiologically […] or technologically […] together with the ways in which 

these resources can be organized.” (van Leeuwen, 2005). 
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Semiotics of sound 

Describing the different meanings a sound can include: “This is the study of the 

meanings of sound types, qualities and arrangements. Sounds in this approach are 

treated not unlike words as having arbitrary meanings that have been established in a 

particular culture.” (Machin, 2010, p.220) 

 

Soundscape  

The whole of something we hear (e.g. In a concert situation we hear the music played 

by the orchestra, but we also hear sounds produced by the one sitting next us or the 

hum of air conditioning etc.): “This refers the entirety of the qualities that comprise 

what we hear, the kinds of sounds, how they are arranged.” (Machin, 2010, p. 220).  

 

The Language of Music 

Referring here to a famous book by Deryck Cooke (1959): “Cooke has argued that in 

contemporary music we can think about kinds of melodies, harmonies, instrumental 

sounds and vocal styles, all as carrying meanings.” (Machin, 2010, p.99) 

  



 9 

Artistic questions 

In this thesis I’m trying to find an answers for the following question: 

How does the applying of a design concepts and narrative principles influence the 

music creation process and result?  

How does restricting the use of computer-based software tools influence the musical 

result? 
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Method 

Throughout this project I’ve been focusing on creating and producing music that has a 

natural feel, aims in resulting as a credible end product with artistic quality. The basic 

conditions for the production is: 

1. Is being stored, assembled and produced in an artificial and digital 

environment (laptop computer + software sequencer) 

2. Is recorded in separate parts by only me 

3. Consists of both electronic and acoustic elements 

Since I’m after a vivid and plausible result, I’ve set limitations, restrictions and ideals 

for the usage of production techniques in this project. The basic aims of using these 

methods in this project are: 

• Avoiding over-producing and “mechanizing” the material. 

• Concentrating on not disposing the human variable and quality of the 

performance  (dynamics, timing and timbre variations).  

• Trying instead to include the “human” variable in production processes that 

include working with electronic and/or electro-acoustic instruments and 

production techniques.  

Here follow detailed descriptions of the creative and technical methods I’ve been 

applying.  

Creative methods: 

• Every production has to have explainable and concrete musical, narrative and 

visual inspiration. 

• Try to use intuitive first takes whenever possible. 

• Record long takes from the beginning to the end. 

• Avoid assembling big whole from small pieces. 

• Concentrate on details in the last phase (post-production). 

• Leave performance and technical mistakes intact (if not really disturbing). 

• Every production must have a planned pre-production and planned post-

production phase. 
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o The preproduction phase includes the applying of the musical 

inspiration(s). 

o During the production phase intuitive and unplanned choices are 

allowed, but the narrative function(s)/inspiration(s) must be applied. 

o The postproduction phase includes the applying of design principle(s). 

The purposes of including the inspirational background ideas and cross-disciplinary 

production techniques are: 

• The pre-production phase’s demands of musical inspiration are purely meant 

to function as a creative springboard. 

• The production phase’s demand of including narrative inspiration 

compensates for the instrumental music’s lack of lyrics. The narrative 

inspiration is a non-exhibited property (Mandelbaum, 1965) – a quality that 

has influenced concretely the work, but is not concretely visible or audible. 

• The post-production phase’s demand of applying design principles13 as cross-

disciplinary production method is meant to function as an aid and resource in 

finding new values and perspective for the end product. 

Technical methods: 

• No software quantizing. 

• No software synthesizers. 

• Tempos between hardware synthesizers and the software sequencer have to be 

manually adjusted not synched (e.g. drum machine). 

• Only self-recorded samples in Kontakt 414 allowed. Mentioned if other used. 

• Work mostly with acoustic and analogue sound sources at hand.  

• Avoid digital sound sources (Nord Electro 2 keyboard15 is an exception, 

because I did not have a Fender Rhodes16 or Hammond at hand). Mentioned if 

used. 

                                                
13 More about how the principles were chosen in the Discussion section. 
14 A software sampler by Native Instruments. A program that allows to play and edit recorded audio 
samples. 
15 a Electronic keyboard created by Clavia in Sweden. Nord Electro-keyboards are digital emulations of 
electro-mechanical keyboards. 
16 Electro-mechanical keyboard 
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• Non-quantized (without a click- or tempo track) audio cutting and adjusting 

“by hand” is allowed. 

• I have not notated anything or started to create from notation basis, so I try to 

explain everything from the production perspective (e.g. no actual notation 

examples). 
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The Production process 

In the following section, I will describe the process of making three different audio 

productions. I tried to choose examples that would have different processes, results 

and creative methods. The detailed emphasis of the analyses is always set on the part 

where the applying of the design principles happened. 
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Instrumental production 1: Shiosai 潮騒 (The Sound Of Waves) 

Instrumentation:  

Washburn D49CESP acoustic-electric guitar, Washburn R314KK acoustic guitar, 

Fender Telecaster, Fender Jazz Bass, Nord Electro 2, Musser M645 glockenspiel, 

Yamaha PortaSound PSS-260, Kangasalan Urkutehdas harmonium, Yamaha U-3 

piano, Musima zither, sounds of waves and foghorn recorded with a portable Zoom 

H-4 recorder. 

Background:  

In this production the keyboard sound and the background sequence were originally 

inspired by Brian Eno’s melodic keyboard line on the first bar of the song Emerald 

and Lime from the album Small Craft on a Milk Sea (Warp, 2010). The narrative 

production idea is taken from Yukio Mishima’s book The Sound Of Waves (Vintage 

Books, 1994) and the visual idea is inspired by the Hiroshige print Mount Fuji Seen 

from the Beach (Prestel, 2001). The used design principles were Figure-Ground 

Relationship (Lidwell et al., 2010) and also Inverted Pyramid (ibid, 2010). 

Pre-production and musical inspiration:  

When I began to work with this production my starting point was the melodic first bar 

of the (earlier mentioned) composition Emerald and Lime. I wanted to create a 

keyboard sequence with similar phrasing and pitch as the Brian Eno piece had: 

• The phrasing in the original has a short attack, though with quick soft curve, 

and medium long decay. 

• The pitch is mostly ascending, only the last note in the first bar of Eno´s 

sequence is descending and spelling out an E major chord (e - h - E1 - B1 - 

G#1). 

• The keyboard sound in the original has a digital and synthesized quality, 

slightly similar to a Yamaha-DX717. 

                                                
17 Yamaha FM Digital Synthesizer from 1983  
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Using these mentioned parameters as a starting point, I created my own sequence with 

slight variation: 

• The aim was to imitate the phrasing with Nord Electro 2’s Rhodes-instrument 

that I had edited with the EQ-parameter editors18 the instrument provides. 

Though Nord Electro is also a digital instrument, I tried to avoid the 

“synthesizer –timbre”. 

• Instead of the five-note sequence found in the original, I created a four-note 

sequence with wider pitch range and imitated the descending last note 

movement (c - g - C2 - G1). 

• I decided to leave the original’s (major) third out of my first bar sequence. I 

considered it too restrictive and strong. In that way I also took a long enough 

distance to the original inspiration. 

At this point I left the song Emerald and Lime and continued the production on my 

own19, but the inspiration of the song created a ground for the whole production. 

Production and narrative inspiration:  

I had recently seen the movie Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters (Schrader, 1985), 

which is a (partly) fictionalized story about the Japanese author Yukio Mishima. 

Finding the film’s story compelling I read more about the man and bought one of 

Mishima’s early books called The Sound of Waves (Shiosai). Roughly summarized 

The Sound of Waves is a story about first love, sea, jealousy, willpower, storm and 

finally engagement. 

At this stage I had already recorded quite much material in relation to the basic 

keyboard sequence. The swaying feeling of the production so far reminded me of the 

movement of waves, and as the production proceeded I became more and more 

determined to add a narrative idea from the book I was reading.  

After having finished the first proper draft, I began applying weight on the execution 

of the narrative idea. What I needed was: 

                                                
18 Equalizer 
19 Note: Excluding the inspiration provided by the first bar, Emerald and Lime differs totally from this 
production. 
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• Narrative and dramatic structure that could metaphorically portray parts of the 

story in the book The Sound of Waves. 

• Sounds with provenance of Japanese culture. 

• Sound design elements. 

Applying the Inverted Pyramid principle20 (Lidwell et al., 2010) as a production 

method, I decided to start with the most critical part of the production: the first thing 

was to strengthen the chord sequence appearing in the bridge-section. I wanted to 

create a tension that could naturally erupt into the dynamic peak of the production and 

considered the function of the bridge section as essential in portraying (musically) the 

raising storm, which appears in the book. So, according to the Inverted Pyramid 

principle, I considered the bridge as the lead (critical information) of the production 

and the rest as the body (elaborative information). The harmonies and the structure of 

the Shiosai-production are shown below: 

 
Chord:  Position:  Seq.nr: 
 
C(no3)   Verse   1 

Eb   Verse   2 

Abm   Bridge   3 

Abm / Bb  Bridge   4 

Abm / Cb  Bridge   5 

Abm / Db  Bridge   6 

The structure of the production is as follows (excluding intro and outro): 

 
Sequence (nr.)            “bridge” 

Length (in bars, 4/4) 
 
At this point the production had grown to four segments (or chapters) and the 
narrative idea from the book started to actually concretize: 

1. First chapter: Calm (soft) 

2. Middle chapter: Storm raises (tension) 

                                                
20 A method of information presentation in which information is presented in descending order of 
importance (descending from critical to elaborative information). 

1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 1 2 1 2 1 
8 2 2 4 2 2 4 2 2 2 2 2 2 ½  ½  ½  ½  2 2 2 2 2 14 
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3. Final chapter: Storm (loud) 

4. Outro: Engagement (soft) 

Now I’m making an assumption: if this production would be released officially on an 

album, the narrative story would remain unknown for the listener as it (the narrative) 

is meant to function as a production method. The name of the production and graphics 

would provide a hint, but otherwise the narrative would be a non-exhibited property 

(Mandelbaum, 1965). 

Post-production and applying of design principle(s): 

The production had now proceeded to the mixing stage, where I applied the Figure-

Ground Relationship principle (Lidwell et al., 2010) in practice. The Figure-Ground 

Relationship principle concentrates on defining the perception of elements as either 

figures or ground. The principle’s goal is to “clearly differentiate between figure and 

ground in order to focus attention and minimize perceptual confusion.” (Lidwell et al., 

2010, p.96). The determining cues, which are most appropriate to be applied in a 

musical context, are following: 

• The figure has a definite shape, whereas the ground is shapeless. 

• The ground continues behind the figure. 

• The figure seems closer with a clear location in space, whereas the ground seems 

farther away and has no clear location in space. 

I had started the whole process according to the first bar of the piece Emerald and 

Lime by Brian Eno. The salient keyboard line, which was my main inspiration, was 

the key element of the Eno-production; the small accents and pulses are foreground 

throughout the song. My production had that perspective as a starting point also, but 

as mentioned earlier I had also built (all) the rest of the material on that figure, which 

converted it (without me first realising it) actually into a ground instead: the keyboard 

sequence provided the tempo and basic pulses for the whole production. In the first 

drafts the keyboard sequences are very much mixed to the surface of the whole 

production, according to the inspirational role model of Emerald and Lime. But as the 

narrative element had grown to include such a strong function, I decided to rethink the 
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mix by dividing the material into ground- and figure groups according to both the 

narrative idea and to the principle’s cues: 

Figure elements (objects of focus) 

Element Instrumentation Pitch Register 

Rhythmic guitar string effect Electro-acoustic guitar Very high 

Provenance-accent Zither High 

Melody 

Glockenspiel w. RPS-10 

 Electro-acoustic guitar  

Piano 

High and medium 

Primary “wave-imitations” Nord Electro 2 – Hammond High and medium 

“Dramatic bridge-chords” Yamaha PSS-260 Medium  

Outro: Melodic “provenance 

pulses” 
Acoustic guitar Medium and high 

Outro: Harmony Harmonium High, medium and low 

Outro: Foghorn Foghorn Narrow soundscape 

 

Ground elements (the rest of the perceptual field) 

Element Instrumentation Pitch Register 

Harmonic keyboard sequence Nord Electro 2 - Rhodes Medium and low 

Rhythmic guitar accompaniment Acoustic guitar Medium 

The (quiet) “scale justifying” 

sequence in the background 
Electric guitar Medium 

Secondary “wave-imitations”  Harmonium Medium and low 

Bass line Electric bass Low 

Accent (directly after the bridge) Piano Very low 

Outro: Waves Real waves Wide soundscape 

Outro: Zither-decay imitating 

and repeating foghorn 
Zither Medium 

Outro: Sacral provenance Zither High and medium 
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The next step was to mix the music and sounds according to the principle’s aim: 

“When the figure and ground of a composition are clear, the relationship is stable; the 

figure element receives more attention and is better remembered than the ground.” 

(Lidwell et al., 2010, p.96). I started the process by adjusting the volume- and 

equalization balance between the ground elements and then did the same for the 

figure elements. Then I finally combined the two elements and the method worked for 

the most part. I had to edit the intro sequence with fade-ins and outro with fade-outs 

afterwards, because in those parts there was separate and less frequent material, which 

I didn’t hear playing together when mixing the separate elements. But otherwise the 

balance was good.  

Analysis of the results 

According to the Figure-Ground Relationship principle, what did I do different than 

usually? 

1. The main benefit from thinking in this way was that the material was naturally 

and logically divided into two groups according to the principle. Instead of 

thinking musically I had the ground and the figure element. 

2. Instead of just trying to “freestyle” things in balance and to sound good (as I 

usually do), I saved time because I was systematically working according to 

the method. 

3. The original inspiration of Emerald and Lime transformed in to a ground 

element. Otherwise I would have had the keyboard sequence on the surface as 

in the first drafts. 

4. Working according to the principle provided depth and contrast in the final 

mix. 

According to the narrative production idea: What did I do different than usually? 

1. After coming up with the idea, I produced everything according to the 

narrative instead of just producing instrumental music out of my head. 

2. I produced and recorded sounds that I would not have done without the 

narrative and the narrative gave them a function. I tried to produce a story 

musically. 
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3. The narrative provided a structure for the whole production. 

4. The narrative provided the “fictional” provenance, characteristics and timbre. 

 

- - - 
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Instrumental production 2: Marseille 

Instrumentation:  

Washburn D49CESP acoustic-electric guitar, Washburn WI200Pro electric guitar, 

Fender jazz bass, Harley Benton Ukulele, Tama snare drum, Ikea toy kettles, Yamaha 

PortaSound PSS-260, Weril Regium II Bb-trumpet, Jupiter Flugelhorn, Yamaha U-3 

piano, Korg Electribe ER-1 drum machine. 

Background:  

The musical inspiration in this production originates from two films and their 

soundtracks, Babel (Iñárritu, 2006 / Original soundtrack by Gustavo Santaolalla) and 

Broken Flowers (Jarmusch, 2005 / Original soundtrack includes music by, among 

others, Mulatu Astatke). The narrative idea was more abstract and metaphorical, 

though based on own “experiences” (discussed more in the production section). The 

narrative idea results most concretely as (and in) the name of the production: 

Marseille. The visual idea is inspired by the narrow-strip textile “adwineasa: my skill 

is exhausted” from the book African Art in Detail by Chris Spring (The British 

Museum Press, 2006) and also by “Lavande” a soap label from 1925 (Euro Deco, 

Chronicle Books 2004). The used design principle was Highlighting (Lidwell et al., 

2010). The definition of Lo-fi and Hi-fi soundscapes by Machin (2010) had also a 

high influence on the production. 

Pre-production and musical inspiration:  

Now I’m trying to avoid sounding ridiculous, but the main associations and musical 

inspirations I had were:  

• Bad guitar sound quality that still sounds good (inspired by Broken Flowers’s 

and Babel’s soundtrack). 

• Polyrhythmic21 material (also from both soundtracks). 

                                                
21 Polyrhythm is the simultaneous use of two or more conflicting rhythms (New Harvard Dictionary of 
Music, 1986). 
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I started by recording a polyrhythmic rhythm track by hitting the guitar body with 

hands and compressing the resulting sound a lot. 

Production and narrative inspiration:  

As I had the recollection of Broken Flowers’s soundtrack having “a good bad guitar 

sound quality”, I decided to plug my cheapest electric guitar to a cheap bass amp 

without preamplifier 22 . The resulting sound was bad, clean and cheap, but 

unfortunately not in a good way. I came up with the idea of recording the guitar with 

a Panasonic RQ-L335 (tape) Dictaphone23. As the Dictaphone has it’s own speaker I 

was then able to re-record the material via the Dictaphone’s own speaker and through 

another microphone to the computer. Now the sound was bad in a good way and 

reminded mostly the sound of a radio’s loudspeaker. I came up with a simple guitar 

riff, which worked well with the rhythmic background. The rest of the material was 

built on these. 

Narrative inspiration 

In the previous (“Shiosai”) production I had a concrete narrative, which I applied 

consistently to the production. In this case I only came up with an abstract narrative, 

which may (and is allowed to) sound “funny”: 

• I wanted to create music with some kind of “immigration-quality”. 

• At home, for a long time, we had a soap bottle with the Savon de Marseille24 -

label. The soap in our case was a modern product, but when we received the 

soap as a gift, I heard that it is associated with very long soap production 

traditions. 

• I had an association that Marseille has a large immigrant population, which is 

correct, but I don’t remember how I’ve received the association. 

• I got an association that the music’s current provenance could fit to 

Marseille’s atmosphere.  

                                                
22 Electronic amplifier that prepares microphone signal for further processing. A device that increases 
the signal to line level, aiming to increase gain and improve sound quality.  
23 Note: I had previously used this lo-fi recording method at few different occasions. 
24 Note: Marseille is known for it’s traditional soap production…  
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The actual melody was still missing: an association I got (when listening to the 

produced backing track) was South African trumpeter Hugh Masekela, whose music 

has been an inspiration for me when I still played trumpet. I started listening to his 

1966 album Grrr (Mercury/The Verve Music Group) and from the first song 

appearing on the album, U, Dwi, I got the idea of producing a “question and answer” 

kind of melody.  

Post-production and applying of design principle(s): 

Though the sound segment was functional, it didn’t sound right: the (fictional) 

“undefined immigration provenance” was not credible. I had managed to record a 

good bad guitar sound, but the rest was recorded as usually. When listening to the 

material it was easy to notice that the soundscape25 (Schafer, 1977) and modality were 

not in balance. I had a, wrong kind of, combination of hifi- and lofi soundscapes. And 

by listening to the hi-fi-part of the soundscape, it was easy to conclude that I had to 

convert the production into a lo-fi soundscape instead. I reasoned that this could 

convert the modality of the soundscape to the correct direction (or hopefully better at 

least). 

According to Machin, who refers to Schafer, in a lo-fi soundscape (for example in a 

city) “there is such a jumble of sounds that we do not really hear any of them 

distinctly” (Machin, 2010, p.119). That was the first perspective I decided to apply at 

the post-production process. I started to record more material, which was meant to 

support the lo-fi soundscape idea. 

After recording some more material, the production now proceeded to the stage where 

I started the applying of the design principle, which in this case was Highlighting 

(Lidwell et al., 2010) in combination with the lo-fi soundscape definition (Schafer 

1977, Machin, 2010). The concept of Highlighting is concentrating on “bringing 

attention to an area of text or image” (Lidwell et al., 2010, p.126) and provides 

guidelines for the use of the technique. Highlighting includes the following 

definitions: 

                                                
25 “This refers the entirety of the qualities that comprise what we hear, the kinds of sounds, how the are 
arranged.” (Machin, 2010). 
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• General: Highlight no more than 10% of the visible design. 

• Bold, Italics, and Underlining. 

• Typeface. 

• Colour. 

• Inversing. 

• Blinking. 

My aim was to adapt the principles for use with sound. I reasoned in the following 

way: The principle of Highlighting has to do with visible material and the quantities 

can be measured concretely. When working with audible material I had to come up 

with similar concrete material26, which could be measured. In that way I had to create 

a value for the whole project (100%), separately for the tracks (each 7,143%) and the 

audible material (percentages shown in the chart below): 

The % distribution resulted approximately as follows (0,5sec marginal): 
Track: Start and end time: Overall audible 

duration (from longest 

to shortest): 

Percentage of audible 

material (in relation to 

length and track amount): 

Bass 1 (high) Start 00min04sec.  

End 05min02sec. 

04:58 = 298 sec. 87,647% of 100% length 

6,261% of 7,143% track 

Ac.-elec. gtr rhythm Start 00min04sec.  

End 05min02sec. 

04:58 = 298 sec. 87,647% of 100% length 

6,261% of 7,143% track 

Bass 2 (low) Start 00min22sec.  

End 05min02sec. 

04:40 = 280 sec. 82,353% of 100% length 

5,883% of 7,143% track 

Guitar “fast 

accompaniment” 

Start 00min04sec.  

End 04min43sec. 

04:39 = 279 sec. 82,059% of 100% length 

5,862% of 7,143% track 

Guitar “dictaphone 

riff” 

Start 00min06sec.  

End 04min21sec. 

04:17 = 257 sec. 75,588% of 100% length 

5,399% of 7,143% track 

Ukulele 1 (plays the 

“riff” in the end) 

Start 01min26sec.  

End 05min02sec. 
03:36 = 216 sec. 63,529% of 100% length 

4,538% of 7,143% track 
Drum machine Start 01min16sec.  

End 04min39sec. 
03:23 = 203 sec. 59,706% of 100% length 

4,265% of 7,143% track 
Keyboard “hit”  19 x 9 sec. 02:59 = 171 sec. 50,294% of 100% length 

3,593% of 7,143% track 
Piano Start 03min16sec.  01:46 = 106 sec. 31,177% of 100% length 

                                                
26 Note: As the design principle’s perspective is to measure visible material, my (design) perspective 
included only what was audible. I have absolutely none skills in measuring of the (musical) acoustics. 
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End 05min02sec. 2,227% of 7,143% track 
Brass melody 

segment  

5 x 16 sec. 01:20 = 80 sec. 23,529% of 100% length 

1,681% of 7,143% track 

Ikea kettles Start 03min26sec.  

End 04min42sec 

01:16 = 76 sec. 22,353% of 100% length 

1,597% of 7,143% track 
Snare “hit” 18 x 4 sec. 01:12 = 72 sec. 21,177% of 100% length 

1,513% of 7,143% track 
Ukulele 2 (played 

with thick pick) 

Start 03min38sec.  

End 04min38sec. 
01:00 = 60 sec. 17,647% of 100% length 

1,261% of 7,143% track 
Intro / Outro Intro 00:00 – 00:04 

Outro 04:51 - 05:40 
00:53 = 53 sec. 15,588% of 100% length 

1,114% of 7,143% track 
  Total 2449sec. (of 

4760sec.) is audible 

material. 

Total  51,45% of 100% 

is audible 

The rules that I setup for myself: 

• I had 14 tracks. All the tracks would first receive the same percentage 

value of the whole (100%27):  

100 / 14 = 7,143. So the “material” value of one separate track is 7,143% 

of the whole production. 

• The whole production had now a length of 05min40sec = 340 seconds. 

I then counted how much audible material was on one track and then 

counted the percentage (of audible material) compared to total length:  

Audible (sec.) x 100 (%) / 340 (sec.) = xx,xxx% (of 100%) 

• I then converted, as regarding more to “material”, how many percentages 

of the (respective) track’s value (with the value of 7,143%) was audible: 

7,143 x 0,xxxxx = x,xxx% (of 7,143%) 

                                                
27 Note: When exporting and converting an audio project (from a sequencer software) to a listenable 
audio file format (e.g. wav-, mp3, -m4p, etc.), all the tracks are “squeezed” to one whole and length, 
the tracks cannot be separated anymore. That’s why all the tracks got the same “ground value”.  
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• I wanted to convert the percentages in relation to the track value to be able 

to work with smaller numbers and I considered the relation as more 

describing. 

• I then summed up the audible percentages (result: 51,455%) in relation to 

the all the tracks (14 x 7,143 = 100%28). I then allowed myself to reason 

that of this “concrete” audible material I was allowed to Highlight 

maximum of 10% according to the principle.  

• Note: The other way to make the (total) audible % calculation was: 

whole length (340secs) x tracks (14) = 4760sec. 

count together all the audible seconds = 2449sec. 

2449 x 100 / 4760 = 51,45% of whole is audible material 

But I needed the separate “track values” to be able to count the exact 

percentages when choosing the highlighted material. 

Then came the time to choose the highlighted elements. Naturally the melodic 

segment was to be highlighted, but then came the harder choices, which would have a 

defining quality to the end result. And the fact of intro and outro being highlighted 

naturally: these would be “solo” audible in every case as they were placed separately 

from the rest of the material. So I had to decrease melody (1,681%) and intro/outro 

(1,114%) from the 10%. At this point I had to test, which options I would get to 

function and according to the original inspiration and lo-fi idea, I took the “bad in a 

good way” sounding guitar “riff” (5,399%) and the last choice was the snare “hit” 

(1,513%) – it did not sound good in the background. The calculation below shows 

how much was left unused:  

10% – 1,681% – 1,114% – 5,399% – 1,513% = 0,293% 

 

 

                                                
28 Actually 100,002 
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The rest of the material was left to form the lo-fi soundscape: 

 
HIGHLIGHTED  LO-FI SOUNDSCAPE 

Guitar “riff” (Dictaphone) Bass 1 (high) 

Melody segment (Brass) Bass 2 (low) 

Intro/Outro Ukulele 1 

Snare “ hit” Ukulele 2 

 Drum Machine 

Keyboard “hit” 

Ikea kettles 

Piano 

Ac. Elec. guitar rhythm 

Guitar accompaniment 

 

Then was the time to start building the lo-fi soundscape: according to the two of the 

lo-fi soundscape definitions of “There is such a jumble of sounds that we do not really 

hear any of them distinctly” and  “the individual sounds and their origins are 

obscured” (Schafer, 1977, Machin 2010 p. 119), I started to mix the soundscape. First 

I made three mix groups29: 

• 1st channel: Basses, guitar accompaniment and polyrhythmic sequence 

(guitar body). 

• 2nd channel: Ukuleles, kettles and piano. 

• 3rd channel: Keyboard hit and (sampled) drum-machine sequence. 

Then, through trial and error, I started experimenting with various effects and mixing 

techniques. Similar for all the tracks were the following facts:  

                                                
29 Note: For example one can direct one or more audio channels directly to a group: then there is a 
possibility to add, for example, one or more effects, which are all then (in the group channel) applying 
to all the sounds (coming from separate channels) directed to the group. Or you can create a group 
channel with, for example, reverb-effect and then, through send-channel, send audible material from 
one channel to the group. Then you have the respective channel sending material to both the own 
output and to the group channel. One channel’s material is coming from two sources. 
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1. I added a compressor with quite slow attack and quick release. The 

compressor’s function was to help in hiding (or confuse) the original audible 

accents and pulses. It didn’t do the job totally, but helped a lot. 

2. I adjusted the stereo image to be narrower. The function of this was to make 

the sound characteristics less audible30 

3. I added a filter, which took the sharp treble quality away31. This really 

decreased the audible and recognisable characteristics. 

4. Then adjusted the volume level of all (group) channels to approximately same 

level. 

The lo-fi soundscape started be functional: it was quite hard to describe what it was 

that was audible and sounds merged with each other. Especially the ukuleles, piano 

and the kettles lost their characteristics almost totally. The hardest thing was to 

maintain the rhythmic quality somehow. Luckily the “highlighted” material was still 

to be added:  

• The (Dictaphone) guitar “riff” proved to be rhythmically a driving force – it 

kept the production going forward. The radio-like provenance provided also a 

high modality aspect to the whole: I considered it to sound realistic without 

actually being it.  

• The (brass) melody segment, which I also filtered and made narrower by its 

stereo image, was kept highlighted by turning up the volume.  

• The snare “hit” was quite easy to adjust as one of the highlighted. The accent 

was naturally well audible. 

• Outro/intro. Well these were highlighted anyway. 

There was one problem though: I had narrowed the overall stereo image so much, that 

the production was lacking, just slightly, some attention factor. I took one more aspect 

of the Highlighting principle to use. The concept of bolding: “Use bold…when the 

elements need to be subtly differentiated. Bolding is generally preferred over other 

                                                
30 Note: this worked surprisingly well with the ukuleles and the kettles. 
31 Note: To 3rd group channel, including drum machine and keyboard hit, I left some treble, because the 
drum machine started to sound bad, “in a bad way”, without it (treble). And here I made a mistake: the 
drum machine sequence was not, in the first drafts, in the lo-fi soundscape, because of the treble. I had 
to adjust this fact to the final version again. 



 29 

techniques as it adds minimal noise to the design and clearly highlights target 

elements”. 

Already the description sounded really functional and it was easy to decide, which of 

the already highlighted material should be bolded: the Dictaphone guitar “riff”. It was 

in mono, and almost solely keeping up the rhythmical (moving forward quality) of the 

production now. I decided to bold it by recording the same sequence once more. I 

duplicated the sequence from the same pitch, but so that I played it always in two bars 

length and kept two bars pause32. Meaning that the “bolded” section was audible at 

intervals. I then panned the new mono take slightly to the left side of the overall 

stereo image. The bolded “riff” is audible from 02:14 to 04:21. I did not consider this 

last addition as “breaking of the principle”, as I was only bolding the already 

highlighted material (and in the same pitch and with the same note sequence, nothing 

new was added harmonically or rhythmically). 

Analysis of the results 

According to the design principle: What did I do different than usually? 

1. The mix ended up totally different than I had originally planned. Even though 

the lo-fi soundscape is counted as a sound quality instead of design principle, 

it was very well applied in connection with the design principle. They both 

were touching on the same area of (sound) quality.  

2. The lo-fi soundscape “saved” the (fictional) provenance from being ridiculous 

to being functional and even realistic by its modality. 

3. The method provided, for me, a totally new perspective to assorting and 

handling material in a music production process33. 

According to the narrative production idea: What did I do different than usually? 

1. I went looking for audible multi-cultural provenance… 

                                                
32 Note: I guess I made few mistakes there also (counting the two bars length), but left the mistakes 
intact. 

33 Note: Without the principle I would have never tried to calculate percentages of audible material and 
try to act according to the result. 
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2. The fictional setting and the creative associations provided by the name of the 

production, Marseille, were of great help when producing the music. 

3. Without the association(s) provided by the production name, Marseille, this 

music would not have surfaced34. 

- - - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
34 Note: I consider the association(s) successful in direct relation to the audible material. Meaning that 
the name has a narrative quality in this production, which supports the audible material. 
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Instrumental production 3: Le Merle Noir 

Instrumentation:  

Roland Juno-106, Yamaha PortaSound PSS-260, Nord Electro 2, Yamaha 

vibraphone, Fender Jazz Bass, Alhambra 2-C acoustic guitar, Yamaha U-3 upright 

piano. 

Background:  

The musical inspiration was provided by a blackbird, which woke me up at 04:00 on a 

serene spring morning. I recorded the bird through a ventilation shaft, which leads to 

our home. In this production I had the naïve idea of creating music, which would fit to 

the atmosphere of that morning. The band Air inspired the instrumentation. The visual 

inspiration was provided by Lenke Rothman’s art (in general) appearing in the book 

Lenke Rothman (Arena, 1995). If a detail should be mentioned: the bird in the 

Hud/Lien-collage (Ibid, p.143)35. The applied design principles were Self-Similarity, 

Mimicry and Rule of Thirds (Lidwell et al., 2010). 

Pre-production and narrative inspiration36:  

The first thing was to try and analyse the pitch and melody of the blackbird’s “song”, 

which was not easy. I managed to pick up one tiny sequence37 with quite clear pitch38 

despite high amount of portamento sliding between the notes: 

 

I started working with that sequence and those notes, but to me nothing “natural” 

came of it. So, I decided that the bird was allowed to decide the key instead. A quick 

analysis of the notes and the slide between the notes C – F, and I could assume that 

the bird was singing in F-major… 

                                                
35 Note: Otherwise that collage has nothing in common with this production. 
36 In this production the narrative inspiration came before the musical inspiration, so those two have 
production elements have swapped places 
37 Note: Rhythm too hard to write. 
38 Note: The bird’s tuning was slightly higher than our A440Hz based, but it was closer to C than C#. 

Octave 4 lined 3 lined 4 lined 4 lined 4 lined 

Note C Bb C F C 
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When I had decided the harmony of F-major, I started “experimenting” with Nord 

Electro 2’s Rhodes sound and came up with a simple two part melodic sequence39:  

1st part  
METER 

2nd part  
METER 

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

E (two lined)         x      D (two lined)   x            

C (two lined)            x C (two lined)      x         

A (one lined)   x            B (one lined)         x      

F (one lined)      x         G (one lined)            x 

F (great oct.) x D(great oct.) X                                 (x sometimes a G here) 

=Fmaj7 1 Bar 1 Bar Gadd11/D 1 Bar 1 Bar 

Note: Both parts repeat itself once (actually 1st = 4 bars and 2nd = 4 bars), until 

moving on to the next part. 1st part comes always after 2nd part and 2nd part comes 

always after 1st part. 

When analysing the chords, the sequences form (if the separate notes are played 

simultaneously), the 1st part’s chord is an Fmaj7 and the 2nd parts chord a Gadd11. When 

creating the melodic sequence, I thought that the 1st part’s major 7th (E note) had a 

dreamy quality. According to Cooke (The Language of Music, 1959) that note has 

been associated with the feeling of longing. In the 2nd part, the descending line 

includes the note C (which is the 4th note in G major scale). According to Cooke that 

4th note instead is associated with moving forward and it can give a sense of space and 

possibility. I considered the ascending sequence more as a kind and positive answer to 

the 1st part’s sequence. The tempo, which I felt was natural for the sequences, was 

medium slow and the Nord Electro 2’s Rhodes sound, which I had equalized, was 

sounding dreamy enough. When afterwards comparing the Rhodes’s sound quality to 

Cooke’s descriptions of respective notes’ communicative functions, they both support 

their functions crosswise in this context (which was meant to describe a calm morning 

when the sun is rising). I then recorded the 4 bar segments successively in 5 minutes 

duration (without click-track). The recorded sequence provided a ground for 

everything else. 

 

                                                
39 Note: Approximately at the middle (length) of the sequence I duplicated the higher sequences (not 
the “bass notes”) simultaneously one octave higher. 
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Production and musical inspiration:  

Then came the more intuitive part of this production: the synth- and guitar pads under 

the Rhodes sequence. I improvised 4 different pad tracks under the Rhodes material. 

After having finished the pad sequence, I realised that this material sounded 

extremely familiar and soon associated it to the music of Air40. I started listening to 

their albums and the terrible fact of similarity struck me when I heard the track Night 

Sight (from the album Pocket Symphony, EMI 2007). This had to be an unconscious 

coincidence, which I had to now go round somehow. Luckily the harmonies, melody 

and rhythm were still for the most part different. 

Post-Production and applying of the design principle:  

I started drafting a melody sequence by looking for inspiration, once again, from the 

book The Universal Principles of Design. I came up with the idea applying the Self-

Similarity-principle (Lidwell et al., 2010) when creating the melody. Self-Similarity-

principle is defined as following: “A property in which a form is made up of parts 

similar to the whole or to one other” (Lidwell et al, 2010, p.218). This was maybe 

most applied approach of applying the principles: 

• The aim was to make up a form (a melody) of parts similar to the whole. 

• As I did not yet have a whole, I had to restrict the approach and choose one 

existing part of the material, which I would consider as a whole: That was 

easy, as I already had a salient and harmonic sequence with clear accents (the 

Rhodes sequence). I considered that sequence as the whole41 in this case. 

• I then dismantled the sequence to the core to see the separate parts, which 

formed the whole: A – F – E – C (1st part) D – C – B – G (2nd part)42. 

• Of those parts I was allowed to form a whole (in a different scale), which 

would then be similar to the whole I borrowed the parts from. 

• I was allowed to use all the notes once. 

• After testing different possibilities I ended up picking successively one note, 

in turns, from both four-note sequences, but so that the note sequences would 
                                                
40 Note: A French band. 

41 Note: The bass and the pad-sequence were out of calculations by their form and function. 
42 Note: So, I decided to dismiss the repeats, they were kind of self-similar… 
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be correctly related to each other43. The new sequence was: A – D – F – C – E 

– B – C – G. Here is a chart, which shows the overlapping parts: 

 

 

• Being sometimes slow I was first then actually realising that to make the 

form(s) similar to the whole in a different (length) scale, I should apply the 

rhythm from the whole: the proportions between the notes should be 

cumulatively correct. The pulses should be at a correct distance from each 

other when compared to the original whole44.   

And now when realising the mess I was in: I gave up. The idea seemed extremely 

exciting and could be applied to musical context very well and (of course) probably 

has been (I just don’t know what term would be called in music). But this would 

result in a complex rhythm and the already created ground rhythm was very simple: I 

had already created the pad and the bass, and was pleased with them, so I decided to 

choose the music instead of the concept this time. 

But I still had the new note sequence, which sounded good when played successively. 

I decided to make a simplified conversion (a “pop-principle”) of the Self-Similarity 

principle: 

• I should keep the distances between the two parts’ respective notes identical, 

but they would not have to be in cumulative scale relation to the original 

whole’s rhythm. That would be simplified self-similarity in a pop-context. 

• Both the 1st and 2nd parts had a length of 2 bars, 4 bars with the repeat, and my 

melody sequence was A – D – F – C – E – B – C – G (note: the parts still 

overlapping each other in the sequence).  

                                                
43 Note: So, the notes only appear in a different sequence because the parts are overlapping each other 
(if analysed linearly). But if concentrating only on respective parts’s notes the notes appear 
successively correct. 
44 Note: Meaning that if one would pick only e.g. the 1st part’s notes separately from the sequence, the 
notes would also be (in addition to order) at right distance from each other when comparing to the 
original whole (so forming exact the 1st part, but in a different scale only). 

1st part  A  F  E  C  
2nd part   D  C  B  G 
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• I decided to play one note of the melody sequence always during a four bar 

part-cycle successively: so the melody sequences separate notes would be 

audible at the respective part also (where the notes had originally been taken). 

• Then I had to come up with a way to keep the distance relation, between the 

separate sequence’s notes, somewhat correct and a easy solution was found: 

When the 1st part (Fmaj7) started I played the A-note (from the melody 

sequence) at the same time when the A-note was first played at the beginning 

of the Rhodes-sequence45. I was not allowed to play any more notes during the 

1st part (4 bars). When the 2nd part (Gadd11) started I played the G-note at the 

same time when the G-note was played at the Rhodes sequence and no more 

notes were allowed to use during the 4 bar sequence46. I continued the same 

way: when the 1st part stared again I played the F-note at the respective place 

when the F-note was played in the Rhodes sequence. 

Now I stop trying to explain this in words and present a chart, with 4th note’s 

accuracy47, of the melody instead: 

Cycle 1 

Part 1st 2nd 

Bar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Melody  A                D               

Rhodes  A  F E  C  A  F  E  C   D  C B  G   D  C B  G  

 
Cycle 2 

Part 1st 2nd 

Bar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Melody    F                C             

Rhodes  A  F E  C  A  F  E  C   D  C B  G   D  C B  G  

 
Cycle 3 

Part 1st 2nd 

Bar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Melody     E                B            

Rhodes  A  F E  C  A  F  E  C   D  C B  G   D  C B  G  

 

                                                
45 Note: I left out the Rhodes’s low bass accent and conctrated on the higher melodic sequence.  
46 Note: So the accents landed simultaneously with the same notes in the Rhodes sequence – the 
distance between the accents was only much longer than in the original Rhodes sequence. 
47 Note: If I had made the chart to show the exact locations of the 8th notes it would have been 2 pages 
long. In other words: the Rhodes sequence’s 8th notes are approximately placed to closest 4th note. But 
the main thing is to demonstrate how the melody sequence’s notes are divided and placed in the whole. 
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Cycle 4 

Part 1st 2nd 

Bar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Melody       C          B       G           

Rhodes  A  F E  C  A  F  E  C   D  C B  G   D  C B  G  

 
Note: As I already had transformed the principle, I allowed myself to change the 4th 

cycle’s 2nd part according to my own musical taste: I added a separate accent (note B) 

to mark the end of the whole melody sequence. I considered it made the whole 

melody segment better defined. 

 

I had not forgot how similar the backing track was to the Air’s Night Watch song and 

I had to establish a distance to that particular song. But I thought that maybe I could 

create this Air-pastiche of this production instead: to somehow strengthen that group’s 

influence, even though it (the influence) was an unconscious coincidence by origin. 

As I felt that the applying of the first principle had failed to complete (in full-scale), I 

took another principle in use: the principle of Mimicry (Lidwell et al., 2010). The 

principle of Mimicry is described as follows: “The act of copying properties of 

familiar objects, organisms, or environments in order to realize specific benefits 

afforded by those properties” (Ibid, p. 156). The principle has three sub-categories: 

surface48, behavioural49 and functional50 mimicry. I did not want to create something 

that could be called plagiarism, but I wanted to mimic some common properties of the 

group Air. Using the same instrumentation can hardly called plagiarism, so I decided 

to apply the principle of surface mimicry 51 by using some of the instruments 

associated with the group Air: 

 

• Piano 

• Vibraphone 

• Acoustic guitar 

 

                                                
48 Making the design look like something else. 
49 Making the design act as something else. 
50 Making a design work as something else. 
51 Note: In this case I changed the description of ”making a design look like something” to ”making a 
design sound like something”. 
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After the recording of the new parts, and also adding finally the blackbird’s singing to 

the mix, I was still being annoyed by the fact that the principle of Self-Similarity did 

not work out fully.  

I decided to place the melody segment partly (horizontally, not vertically) according 

to the principle of Rule of Thirds (Lidwell et al., 2011). The principle of Rule of 

Thirds is the following: “A technique of composition in which a medium is divided 

into thirds, creating aesthetic positions for the primary elements of a design” (Ibid, 

2010 p. 208). My backing track’s length was now 4min42sec and it began now with 

the blackbird singing in the beginning and at the end. But as the intro (19sec.) and the 

outro (19sec.) were not at all “structured52” I reduced the length of those from the 

overall length and actually structured material. The result for the whole structured 

material was 4min4sec. I converted the length to seconds (= 244sec.) and divided it 

by three (81,3sec.). According to the principle I should place the melody segment’s 

first accent to start near the point of 1min21sec53 and the last accent of the melody 

segment should be then placed close to the 2min42. I checked the places: 

• Exactly at 1min21sec. it was not possible to add the melody’s first accent to 

start, as the cycle was in the middle. I moved the melody segment to start from 

the beginning of the next whole sequence at 1min52sec. The segment had not 

been recorded in connection to that particular point, but the vivid result of 

accents being slightly out of time sounded only good. 

• I then scrolled to see how close to the principles’ end point of 2min42sec. the 

final accent would fall: The last accent was exactly at the right place. Pure 

luck! 

I then adjusted the fade in and fade out locations so that a natural sounding whole was 

created and I did this totally on music’s terms. I cut away the bird’s intro, but 

otherwise left the intro as it was. In the outro the bird was present together with the 

guitar, and the one phrase that I managed to analyse sits nicely together with the 

guitar part. The final version’s length is 4min39sec (3 seconds less than the previous 

version, due to a few slightly earlier fade outs).  

                                                
52 Note: the bird’s song was not structured (to me)… 
53 Note: Not counting in intro’s 19 seconds. 
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Analysis of the results 

According to the design principle: What did I do different than usually? 

1. The principle of Self-Similarity was really inspiring even though I could not 

get it to totally work in this context. But it led to the creation of the melody 

sequence. 

2. The Mimicry-principle was more a way of thinking: the idea of surface 

mimicry applied as “the way how something sounds (instead of looks)” in a 

musical context provided a different thinking aspect when searching for 

inspiration from others’ music. 

3. The Rule of Thirds functioned mostly by luck I guess, but it definitely could 

be well applied (and probably has been) in a musical context. 

According to the narrative production idea: What did I do different than usually? 

1. I let a bird decide the key… 

2. I was concentrating on creating serene and stagnant music. 

3. Somehow the whole was easier to create, when the inspirational idea was so 

strong. 
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Discussion 

I’ll start with self-criticism: I’m slightly disappointed of the sound quality of the 

results and can come up with many improvements, but I have to mix these at a 

different location. The productions still work well enough in this context. 

My first artistic question was “how does the applying of a design concepts and 

narrative principles influence the music creation process and result? ”. My experience 

from this project is that the applied design principles have provided me with many 

new ideas for future music creation. Some of the used principles have been general 

and some very detailed:  

• The more general principles have provided a different way of thinking and 

fresh perspective. 

• The detailed principles have worked surprisingly well in a musical context: I 

was really excited at times when I realised that these would function in 

practice.  

I chose the principles by trying to first locate the problem in the music and then 

searching from the book Universal Principles of Design (Lidwell et al., 2010) for 

something which could be associated with the problem: I chose principles that would 

help and work in this context to get the respective result further and in most cases it 

really did - and that logically. There are many principles left which could be applied 

to musical context. Probably these principles are everyday for the people e.g. at 

composition department, maybe they just have a different name. For me this was all 

new. 

My second artistic question was “How does restricting the use of computer-based 

software tools influence the musical result? ”. My experience from this project is that 

the method made the result much more vivid, I think. The result doesn’t directly 

sound digital or over-produced and I was especially happy with not using quantizing: 

It gave a more listenable quality to the whole – the result sounds more like a “band”. I 

was also pleased with the Mandelbaum’s definition of non-exhibited property and I’m 

definitely going to apply that in the future productions also. 
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After creating the music with the restricting method, I actually got more perspective 

on the thoughts discussed in the introduction. I guess that the answer, which could 

clarify slightly the dilemma I experience today, could be partly explained by applying 

Vygotski’s thoughts quite creatively: maybe the difference I experience, between the 

composition and production process, could be described in the following way:  

• A concrete musical idea (e.g. I’m going to create club music, it should sound 

like 80’s house and has to have a tempo of 124bpm with backbeat) leads to a 

direct, simple and fast production process because there are already enough 

defining attributes.  

This fact transforms the process into a production process and could be 

creatively compared to Vygotski’s definition of oral language: the vocabulary 

exists. This could be also compared directly to how some easy to use and 

popular music software work: the functions and the sound libraries define the 

result before the creation (or production) has even started. The pieces of the 

jigsaw puzzle already exist and the placing of the pieces is also quite pre-

defined.  

This process does not require actual knowledge of the subject. 

• A musical thought / conception (e.g. I experienced this moment so strongly 

that it gave me a thought of a timbre, which could describe the moment. But it 

was not a concrete idea but only a thought of how it could be described 

musically) leads to a slow composition process because it is not pre-defined 

but only a conception: the vocabulary does not actually exist. 

As an experience this could be creatively compared to Vygotski’s definition of 

silent inner speech: many conceptions at the same time, which cannot be 

directly described. A process were one cannot have restrictive or pre-defined 

jigsaw puzzle pieces to be able to reach result, than these pieces must be 

created by one self. 

This process requires actual knowledge of the subject. 
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I don’t know if this actually makes any sense, but the conversation or future study of 

the subject could concentrate on the creation method compared to the way of thinking 

and amount of knowledge on different aspects of music creation (composition, theory, 

production, technology, instrumentation, orchestration etc.) in relation to the result 

and it’s function, context and quality. 

During this process one of the issues I thought interesting was the fact of music theory 

and -technology knowledge has been run over by today’s music creation techniques. 

To do these things, I did here, required a large amount of theoretical and technical 

knowledge and understanding in the past. Does the technology then makes us 

smarter? Should it not be described the opposite, we know less but can do more. I do 

not consider it as being smarter… 
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