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Hello, I'm Astrid



“What are you doing at a developer
conference?”
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What this talk is about:



What this talk is about:
The cultural language of musical
interfaces



What this talk is about:
(or, how musical interfaces are like
Doritos)



- What are the patterns in the design
of musical interfaces?

- Why do these patterns exist?

- What digital musical interfaces and
Doritos have in common




Part 1:
Patterns



DAW patterns
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Controllers!
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Keyboards!



























“Hey Midjourney,
show me a midi controller”
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(I need a better strategy)



“A MIDI controller made of stone”






"A MIDI controller made of clay”






“A MIDI controller made of wood”






"A MIDI controller made entirely of feathers”






"A MIDI controller made entirely of lettuce”






What if I add a cultural cue?



New York!



New York!




London !






Sao Paulo!






Shanghai !






Berlin !






Nairobi |






For girls |



For girls!




Patterns

Grey/black ground

Glowing RGB colours

Grid layout

Square/rectangular buttons
Knobs

Lots of piano-based interfaces
Everything sits on a table
There's an assumption there is o
table









Part 2:
Why they look this way



Hegemony
&
Money






Hegemon
Y

The dominance
of one structure

of power over
another




- The piano keyboard was one
Hegemon of the earliest interfaces

\Y applied to modular synths

The dominance - Influential manufacturers like

of one structure grids, grey, and glowing

of power over rectangles

another

- Computer interfaces were first
commercially developed by
and for techno musicians




“Minimal techno is
Berlin folk music.”

— David Pocknee









Why does it sell?



Interface Sound






Sound
depends
on:

- Shape

- Size

- Material

- Way of
playing
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Intertace
Sound



Control dislocation

The instrument’s size,
shape, materials, and

the way it's played are

entirely separate from
the sound it creates.




There’s no physical parameters
that can guide what an interface

should look like.




So, we base expectations on:




So, we base expectations on:

9 13

- What's “always been done” (in the
last 30ish years, by a small
number of people)

- What's commercially available




[t sells because we have come to attach
our expectations of instruments

to these commercial
conventions.












Cultural context matters.
Materials communicate culture.










Part 3:
Why musical interfaces are like
Doritos
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Community
Love
Socialising
Exploration
Creative
Tradition
History
Culture

Expression
Connection
Seasonadl
About what
surrounds us
Connecting
with the past
Technical



Complex
Difficult
Time-
consuming
Non-linear
Mentally
demanding

Requires a lot
of learning
Creatively
taxing
Overwhelming



A lot of innovation has occurred to
make a complicated process

eqsier.







“Our world is ultra-processed. Our phones
are ultra-processed, our apps are

ultra-processed, our music, our television,
our games ... ultra-processing is a

mechanism for creating something that is

almost impossible to avoid
over-consuming, and its a brilliant way of
generating money.”



Ultra processed food:

Has natural ingredients imported, industrially
processed, changed, added back in

Is devoid of any personal, cultural, social
connection, but

Simulates culture by adding
industrially-processed ingredients



















“Ultra-processed™

A product that is engineered,

designed, and/or augmented with
the goal of over-consumption for

the primary goal of profit







Ultra processed food:

... is engineered to operate on and produce
feelings of:

- Nostalgia
- Familiarity
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Doritos are
delicious



How this relates to
instruments



Instruments have always been
“orocessed”


















What might make an instrument
“ultra-processed’?



Borrowing playing
interactions from other
instruments



Using materials that
have nothing to do
with any culture,
anywhere






Framing music as a
“problem” to be solved






Presenting musical
interfaces as primarily
a lifestyle choice






Output is primarily
imitation of
well-known pop songs



Shape Of You

Original by Ed Sheeran




Some signs of an
ultra-processed
interface:

Interactions detached from any cultural context

- Materials that are detached from cultural context

- Music is a “problem”

- Instrument as lifestyle choice (and buy the
instrument to have that lifestyle)




Ultra-processed
instruments can
still be useful and
fun
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Ultra-processed interfaces (like ultra-processed
food) usually do not meaningfully engage with the
social, community, or artistic aspects of music,
and/or only represent a tiny sliver of music culture.

How can we add our own?



In the same way that eating too much
ultra-processed food can make you feel
disconnected from culture and generally gross,
ultra-processed interfaces have the potential to
do the same thing



Enjoy and eat ultra-processed foods, but be
honest with yourself about what they are.

Enjoy and use ultra-processed interfaces, but
be honest with yourself about they are.



Ultra-processed food can
be available, convenient,
and fun.

Ultra-processed
interfaces can be
available, convenient,
and fun.



Consider ...

Be critical of what you

use and what you buy
What are you being sold
and why?

What kinds of music do
these tools encourage you

to create?

Hack stuff, add stuff
Decorate your own stuff
Centre culture , not tools
Tell companies what you
want




hanks!




























Tasty
Consistent
Fast
Convenient
Calorie-rich
Moreish















Interface Sound



Intertace
Sound









"Any sound you can imagine”
"Anyone can play music’
“No talent required”



Import, edit, make your own remix
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Complex
Difficult
Time-
consuming
Non-linear
Mentally
demanding

Requires a lot
of learning
Creatively
taxing
Overwhelming






“Our world is ultra-processed. Our phones
are ultra-processed, our apps are
ultra-processed, our music,'our television,

our games ... ultra-processing is a
mechanism for creating something that is
almost impossible to avoid
over-consuming, and it's a brilliant way of
generating money.”



Part 3:
Exploring an ultra-processed

interface






MAKE BEATS ON THE GO!
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Dafting 5
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Hesitantly downloaded
a mobile game 3 months
ago hoping to make an
extra $1-3k/month



Hesitantly downloaded
a mobile game 3 months
ago hoping to make an
extra $1-3k/month




Shape Of You

Original by Ed Sheeran
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Shape Of You

Original by Ed Sheeran
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Ultra-processed interfaces (like ultra-processed
food) are not about social, community, or artistic
aspects of music.

However, nostalgia and consistency play an
important role.



In the same way that eating too much
ultra-processed food makes you feel terrible,

ultra-processed interfaces also make you feel
terrible.



It's fine to make/eat/enjoy ultra-processed food,
but be honest with yourself about what it is.

It's fine to make/use/enjoy an ultra-processed
interfaces, but be honest with yourself about
they are.
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