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Abstract

This thesis explores the transition from a visual to an audible field by means of 

songwriting. The research was motivated by a will to bring outside influences into the 

pop/rock medium. By making the visual field, here represented in form of abandoned 

places, the starting point for a songwriting process, the premises were different from 

what is normative within the genre. The premises for songwriting were also different 

from my earlier experiences within the field.  

The aims of the research are to explore what sorts of sounds and ideas photographs of 

abandoned buildings can inspire, and in what ways they can be used in pop/rock 

songs.

The artistic outcomes of this research are eight pieces of music; four instrumental 

songs, and four pop/rock inspired songs. The method turned out to be applicable as an 

extended songwriting exercise as well as a songwriting method.

Keywords:

songwriting, photography, rock, pop, lyrics, abandoned buildings, abandoned places, 

instrumental music, inside/outside the box. 
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1 Introduction

1.1 Conventions within pop/rock music

Music is constantly developed from different angles; it is an ongoing process throughout the world. 

Still my experience of songwriting in genres deriving from pop and rock music is that pre-existing 

songs and genre based tacit rules often have a huge influence on songwriting processes. Musical 

conventions tend to lead the way for better or worse. This seems to permeate all aspects of a song; 

music production, song structure, choice of notes and harmony, instrumentation, and lyrical content. 

Conventions are not necessarily problematic. It is, however, a good idea to become aware of them 

as a songwriter. There are countless ways to re-use and turn around ideas developed by others. A 

‘borrowing approach’ to songwriting is an art form in itself, but there is a fine line between 

imitating and stealing. The supposed Picasso quote ‘good artists copy; great artists steal’ has its 

validity. The poet W.H Davenport Adams discusses this theme in an article published in 

Gentlemen's Magazine (1892). His point is that great poets imitate and improve, whereas small ones 

steal. I think this stance is worth consideration as well. The ideas these quotes convey are not 

necessarily in opposition. There are both practical and artistic advantages to borrowing when 

writing music, and I daresay that it is impossible to completely avoid it. Most songwriters agree that 

a glance at pre-existing songs for inspiration is a potent problem solver whenever they get stuck 

with a song. Songwriters treating their inspirational sources respectfully (or even the opposite!) 

have also created countless fantastic songs. This does, however, mean that genres evolve from the 

inside. Conventions are cultivated rather than questioned. What happens if an outside element 

serves as the main source of inspiration when creating pop/rock music? This question was the 

embryo of this thesis. It led me to a silent point of departure; photographs depicting abandoned 

buildings. By combining my interest in the aesthetics of such buildings with my practices as 

songwriter, I set out to explore their visual qualities through musical composition. A question of 

lyrical inspiration is also entangled in this thesis. Lyrics within the pop and rock tradition are often 

based on human relationships. Abandoned buildings are interesting in relation to that; they would 

not be called abandoned without a former human presence, but are devoid of human activity.
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1.2 Objective and research questions

The objective of this thesis was originally to find ways of introducing new musical concepts and 

sounds into the pop/rock genre, and also to deepen my knowledge within the field of songwriting 

and music production. Since lyrics are a significant part of this genre, I also wanted to explore the 

challenges of interpreting abandoned places in a lyrical context. These considerations led me to 

formulate the following research questions:

What sort of sounds and conceptual ideas will I find when trying to transform the visual field to the 

sounding field of music?

In what way can sounds and conceptual ideas found during this process be included in pop/rock 

songs?

How can I use the ideas developed during the process in my own artistic practice?

During the process, the objective broadened and came to encompass more than just pop/rock music; 

the musical outcome also includes instrumental pieces with less pronounced genre affiliation. 
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2 Background

2.1 Personal background

I grew in a small village called Håkmark outside of Umeå, Sweden. A vast forest, back then used as 

training area for the military, surrounds this village. A few kilometres away from our home, there 

was an abandoned village called Östra Tjälamark. The Swedish state bought the houses to enable  

military exercises in the area, and Östra Tjälamark was turned into a ‘ghost village’. I found this 

place intriguing as a child. I still have vivid memories from the few times our family visited the 

place, and have, unsuccessfully, tried to locate it a few times as an adult. An interest in abandoned 

buildings has stuck with me since then. It has led me to visit many similar places. I think they 

possess unique aesthetic qualities. They have a scattered kind of grace; existing somewhere in the 

middle-land between life and death. It is the ‘in between’ that fascinates me. There is a human 

nearness and a human absence present at the same time. Most withering houses were after all once 

filled with life. They often remain after their former inhabitants are long gone. There is undoubtedly 

a kind of dreariness surrounding the subject matter, but the stories of abandoned buildings and 

places are not necessarily melancholic. The inhabitants may have left the place for a better future. 

The echoes of history in Chernobyl or Pompeii are, however, humming on a different kind of tune.

The village I grew up in was also the place where I played my first instrument. My school offered 

the opportunity to play brass instruments, and I started to play baritone tuba. The ‘love affair’ with 

that particular instrument was short-lived; I put it down as soon as I could. A few years later, at the 

age of ten, I got an electric guitar and begun writing music. Writing music seemed more interesting 

than learning songs by others, and together with two friends I formed a band. This particular band 

did not last long, but it was in different bands that I learned to play guitar and write music. Music 

lessons came later, when I started studying music at the age of sixteen. My musical life has since 

then been a balancing act of repeating what others have done, and an ongoing endeavour to further 

explore music through composition and improvisation. My main trait of professional work within 

music has been as a guitarist within genres related to pop, rock, metal, and alternative genres. The 

field of practice stretches from performing as a session musician, band member, and writing music 

for different projects. The fascination I have with music is constantly sustained by the creative 

possibilities when practicing, performing, improvising, and composing. Music, it seems, is endless. 
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Whenever a creative dead-end seems to approach, new possibilities emerge either by invention of 

new instruments, technology, or new approaches to composition and performance. Sustaining a 

creative approach to songwriting is demanding. The chance to combine my interest in abandoned 

buildings with my interest in songwriting felt like a good topic for a large musical project such as 

this. The premises set up were bound to challenge my habits as a songwriter in a familiar field: 

pop/rock music.

2.2 ‘Pop/rock music’: an ambiguous definition

I will refer to parts of the music written throughout this thesis as pop/rock music. This broad term 

comes with a number of problematic issues that I feel have to be illuminated before we proceed. 

What does ‘pop/rock music’ mean today? I studied for three years at a programme called ‘rock 

musician’ in the Department of Arts, Communication and Education at Luleå University of 

Technology. Within this programme the term ‘rock music’ came to encompass a multitude of 

genres. This programme is not an anomaly. I have noted that almost any style of music that is not 

jazz or classical music tends to get summed up as ‘pop/rock music’ in different contexts. Whenever 

I ask my guitar or ensemble students, aged between seven and nineteen, what kind of music they 

enjoy, their answer is often ‘pop and rock’. When asked to give specific examples of bands and 

artists, their answers have varied from Rihanna to Pearl Jam to Iron Maiden. There are also many 

schools that offer ‘pop/rock education’. De Clercq and Temperley (2011, p.69) write that ‘rock, is 

clearly a fuzzy and ill defined term, and we cannot expect to find unanimous agreement as to its 

boundaries’. Bringing pop into the equation does not simplify it. There are a few musical genres, 

notably genres with connections to specific sub-cultures, that seem excluded from this tacit rule. To 

refer to a genre such as ‘dark ambient’ as pop or rock music seems far-fetched. The term pop/rock is 

nonetheless made representative of a huge body of music. Afro-American music, or even ‘afro’,  is 

another common expression for non-classical music. This is understandable. A lot of modern music 

is traceable to the roots of blues, jazz and country; but it could just as well be called Afro-European-

American music, considering the influence European folk music has had. The term Afro-American 

music is also getting more problematic in a globalised world; what about the influences of Arabic or 

Asian music we hear in contemporary music?

‘Pop’ in the musical context originally meant popular music. Given the massive amount of music 

that exists today, and the way music is evolving, it is however fair to say that there exists pop music 
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with very few listeners. Is this ‘unpopular pop music‚ not pop music? There have been plenty 

attempts to define pop music. Hatch and Millward (1987, p.1) refer to it as ‘a body of music which 

is distinguishable from popular, jazz, and folk musics’. Frith, Straw, and Street (2001, p.95-96) 

define it as a genre with ‘an aim of appealing to a general audience, rather than to a particular sub-

culture or ideology’. To me, these definitions seem to fall short by either including too much or too 

little. The problem of definition might be due to music evolving at a fast pace. Musical genres are 

fleeting phenomena, transient even, as they, in many cases, develop quickly and sometimes in 

unpredictable directions. Some bands and artists have pushed their music into borderline areas with 

respect to genre, and fusion genres such as country-rock and rap-metal have emerged. The 

definitive borders between genres is sometimes hard to pinpoint. Furthermore, the addition of 

prefixes such as ‘post’ or ‘alternative’ to well established genre names also seems to steer music in 

new directions. The emerging of sub-genres has been massive since the late seventies. Today we are 

at a point where sub-genres even have their own sub-genres; the genre term ‘post black metal’ is 

indeed an example of that. It is possible that the problem with definition is a non-issue, and positive 

even. Open definitions might be a sign of modern genres still being open for creative exploration.

Admittedly, it is impossible to create a all-embracing definition of pop/rock music today, but there 

are certain musical conventions and formulas that seem standardised. There are at least three 

elements that most modern genres referred to as pop/rock music have in common: harmony, song 

structure, and line-up. I would like to add that the conclusions drawn in this section are based on 

my experience as a musician having learned thousands of pop/rock songs for concerts, teaching, and 

for my own pleasure. There are plenty of academic texts examining, for instance, pop and rock 

harmony. Moore, Stephenson, Everett, De Clercq and Temperley have all published texts on the 

subject. Richard J. Scott has mapped out the subject extensively in an instructional songwriting 

book entitled Chord Progressions for Songwriters (2003). The objective of my thesis is not to find 

the ultimate definition of ‘pop/rock music’. I do, however, find it relevant to narrow it down, as 

these genre-based restrictions are of importance to the musical part of this thesis. To keep the field 

comprehensible, I have chosen to completely exclude instrumental music in this section.

2.2.1 Musical harmony

Musical harmony in genres as diverse as hip-hop, country-pop, and dub step is not identical, but 

still related. It is in most cases key-centred, whereas some genres are more ‘out there’ harmonically. 

An example of simple, key-centred pop/rock harmony is made obvious in the song ‘4 Chords’ by 

Axis of Awesome, where melody excerpts from 73 different songs are sung over the same I-V-VIm-
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IV progression. A great deal of the songs in it are originally performed by pure pop artists. Most 

listeners would, however, disagree that The Smashing Pumpkins, Bon Jovi, Toto, or Bob Marley, 

who all have songs represented in ‘4 chords’, are representative of the same genre. I am not 

claiming that pop and rock music consists of four chords, although different combinations of the 

aforementioned chords are very common. Pop songs like ‘The Long and Winding Road’ by the 

Beatles, ‘Toxic’ by Britney Spears, ‘Clocks’ by Coldplay, or ‘Hurt’ by Christina Aguilera, would 

instantly prove me wrong. Even when a specific kind of tonal language develops within a genre, it 

usually does not stray very far away from the harmonic, key-centred chordal approach. The table 

below shows a few variations or ‘outside chords’ that are commonly used within genres related to 

pop and rock music. These are not the only possible variations, but serve as a quick overview of the 

harmonic language in pop and rock related genres. To keep this overview as basic as possible, I 

have only listed major and minor chords.

 

Chords in a major key I IIm IIIm IV V VIm VIImb5

In C major C Dm Em F G Am Bmb5

Common variations II III IVm Vm bVI bVII

In relation to C major D E Fm Gm Ab Bb
 

2.2.2 Song structure

The second common denominator in popular genres is song structure. This is a less diverse topic 

than harmony. Most modern genres are based around songs lasting somewhere between two and 

eight minutes. The songs in themselves are the focal points. When deconstructed, they often contain 

variations of the following components: verse, pre-chorus, chorus, bridge, bridge, riff, and solo part. 

Listed below are a few common variations used in modern genres:

      1.   Intro, verse, pre-chorus, chorus, verse, pre-chorus, chorus, bridge, chorus, chorus.

2. Verse, verse, pre-chorus, chorus, verse, pre-chorus, chorus.

3. Intro, verse, chorus, verse, chorus, instrumental solo, chorus, chorus.

These song structures exist in genres as diverse as country, soul, punk, pop, rock, heavy metal, or 

hip-hop. Another common song structure is the AABA form. This form consists of four parts, each 

one often lasting for eight bars. The AABA form could also be seen as verse, verse, bridge, verse.
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2.2.3 Line-up

A third recurring factor in modern genres is that a rock-based (often four or five-piece) line-up is 

the norm. This line-up consists of drums, bass, guitar and/or piano, and vocals. In electronic music, 

a physical band is generally excluded. The ‘rock band ideal’ often makes up the musical foundation 

anyway; electronic instruments are used to emulate the musical functions of a physical band. One 

might argue that an artist relying on a chord instrument and vocals would be excluded from this 

‘band line-up theory’. I would, however, say that the stereotypical singer/songwriter, who relies on 

vocals and guitar, has all the components of a band: chords, vocals, strumming rhythm (replacing 

the drummer), and bass notes in the chords. It is common practice in many genres to add more 

instruments in the studio, but these are often added ‘on top’ of this common band line-up. My line-

up theory is, again, a generalised view. The line-up variations in pop and rock bands stretch from 

one-man-bands to large ensembles. 

Throughout the work with this thesis, it has become obvious to me that the term ‘pop/rock’ might be 

needed to make things tangible, especially when writing about modern genres. I will use the general 

term ‘pop/rock music’ when speaking about modern genres in a broad sense, and be more specific 

whenever the music enters a distinctively recognisable genre.

2.3 Music inspired by the visual field

The visual field, broad as the term is, has inspired a great deal of music throughout the years. It 

extends over a vast spectre of music style; nothing seems to imply that the visual field as 

inspirational source belongs to a certain genre. There is, as I see it, a dividing line between 

instrumental music and music with text. Mona Lisa is mentioned plenty of times throughout pop 

and rock history. ‘Picasso Baby’ by Jay-Z, ‘Mona Lisa’ by Nat King Cole, ‘The Mona Lisa’ by Brad 

Paisley, ‘Masterpiece’ by Madonna, and ‘Främling’ by Carola all relate to Da Vinci's painting. It is, 

however, uncertain whether the painting has had any influence on the music. Most of the songs 

clearly use the motive as a metaphor in the lyrics. In instrumental music, Mussorgsky's classical 

piano composition ‘Pictures at an Exhibition’ is a concrete example of transition from the visual 

field to the audible field. The music portrays an imaginary tour of an art collection.
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I have completely excluded film music, as well as music inspired by movies, when researching the 

background. Since the field is so vast, I have narrowed it down to music inspired by photographs.

2.3.1 Music inspired by photographs

When it comes to music inspired by photography, bands and artists seem to use two different 

approaches. The first approach is that of conceptual albums based on photography, or at least 

albums in which photographs are a recurring theme. The second approach is to use photographs to 

inspire individual songs. What is given here are only a few examples; the field, especially when it 

comes to individual songs, is vast.

Nine Inch Nail's album ‘Ghosts I-IV’ (2008) came with a 40 pages PDF file including one 

photograph for each song. It seems unclear whether the particular photographs have inspired the 

improvised songs or not. On the Nine Inch Nails webpage, main man Trent Reznor states that ‘this 

collection of music is the result of working from a very visual perspective - dressing imagined 

locations and scenarios with sound and texture’. The band Mount Eerie released a combined 

photograph book and 10” vinyl called ‘pts. 6 & 7’ in 2007. The relationship between the 

photographs and the music is not really made clear. Their record label refers to the product as ‘a big 

white photograph book with a record of vaguely corresponding music’. The photographic works of 

Hannah Starkey and Cindy Sherman influenced the album ‘Evidence’ by Jimmy Eat World. In an 

interview conducted in 2010, singer/guitarist/songwriter Jim Adkins says that before writing he 

would take ten to fifteen minutes to think and write freely about the characters in the photographs. 

This would later be followed by songwriting sessions, during which the ideas from the earlier 

observational phase would find their ways into the music. In 2011, composer and photographer Hali 

Santamas released a combined photograph book and CD entitled ‘Waves’. The album is based on 

aural work with accompanying visuals, something that Santamas refers to as a ‘a notable failure’ as 

he had set out to create an audiovisual entity. There is however a strong connection between the 

photographs and the music. Swedish musicians Jonas Knutsson and Johan Norberg released an 

album called ‘Norrland’ in 2004. According to a text on Knutsson's webpage, the improvised music 

was inspired by photographs his father had taken in Västerbotten, Sweden, in 1958.

There are also many examples of individual songs inspired by photographs. In these cases, it seems 
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to me that their influence is obvious in the lyrics and not the music. The cover photograph of Patti 

Smith's album ‘Horses’ inspired KT Tunstall to write the song ‘Suddenly I See’. Lawrence Beitler's 

famous photograph of two dead men hanging in a tree inspired the poet Abel Meerpool to write 

‘Strange Fruit’. Photography included in a National Geographic article inspired James Taylor to 

write ‘The Frozen Man’. The article was about a man found a hundred years after he was lost 

during an expedition from the Atlantic to the Pacific across the North Canadian coast.

2.3.2 Academic research

In terms of academic research, very little has been done on the relationship of music and 

photography. Within the frames of artistic research, the topic is barely touched upon. Hali Santamas, 

a composer, photographer, and PhD student at the University of Huddersfield, is currently 

conducting practice based research on the topic. His published work is the closest I have found to 

the subject in matter in my thesis. On the relationship between photography and sound, Santamas 

(2013, p.2) writes that ‘music and photography work well together as creators of atmosphere’, and that 

‘the use of two artistic mediums allows for more possibilities to use qualities which create a 

particular atmosphere.’. As far as I understand, the core of his research is in the exploration and 

fusing of sounding and visual atmospheres. His PhD is due to be finished in 2015.
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3 Method

This thesis is conducted within the frames of artistic research; a branch of research that is practice-

based, and done by someone with practical knowledge of his or hers chosen topic. The method 

revolves around my practice as a musician and songwriter. Lesage (2009, p.5) describes an artistic 

research process this way: ‘an artistic project [that] begins with the formulation ... of an artistic 

problem, which necessitates an investigation, both artistic and topical (…) [it] may or may not lead 

to an artwork, intervention, performance or statement, with which the artist positions 

himself/herself with regard to the initial artistic problem and its context’. This has been my 

approach in full-filling the objective of this thesis. The intended use of my results is within a 

practical songwriting and music production context.

3.1 A three stage process

The artistic process described in this thesis has gone through three stages. During the first stage, the 

visual field was in focus. Four photographs depicting abandoned buildings were the starting point. 

The process during this stage was one of observation and interpretation; it begun with observing the 

photographs, and was followed by an interpretational phase inspired by phenomenological ideas. 

The idea with the first stage was to extract audio-based or conceptual ideas from the photographs to 

be used subsequently in musical composition. 

The second stage dealt with finding ways of transition between the visual and audible field. The 

process of composing music at this stage was free from genre based restrictions or implicit musical 

‘rules’. This sense of artistic freedom did not, however, exclude conventions or genre based ideas. 

The idea was to let the photographs determine the way of composing, without any pre-assumptions 

of the musical direction. The main goal of the second stage was initially to find conceptual ideas 

and sonic raw material to subsequently use in pop/rock songs during the third stage. During the 

work with the thesis, this music did, however, develop into more than that; the musical importance 

of the material became independent. 
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The focus during the third stage was more conventional ways of songwriting within the pop/rock 

idiom. Genre-typical features such as band-lineup, song structure, and key-centred harmony were 

here used as musical tools. There was, however, a strong connection to the second stage: I have 

looked for ways to incorporate the sounds and conceptual ideas developed there in pop/rock songs. 

The idea was to find a form where the musically conventional and unconventional could fuse. 

Each stage has thus been further developed in the following one, and the process has been quite 

linear. I have, however, kept an openness to let the different stages intertwine and influence each 

other throughout the process. In some cases, ideas suitable for the third stage emerged already 

during the process of interpretation of the photographs.

3.2 Phenomenological influences

This thesis is partly inspired and influenced by phenomenological thinking. I have, however, not 

used a strictly phenomenological method, nor developed a phenomenological method of my own. 

Phenomenological thought has rather been an underlying source of inspiration. In some cases, 

perceptional techniques influenced by Don Ihde's books Listening and Voice: a Phenomenology of 

Sound (2007), and Experimental Phenomenology (1986) have been a part of the method. In other 

cases, ideas I have come across while reading phenomenological literature have had an impact on 

the process and the results. The aim of using phenomenology as a source of inspiration was to find 

methods that would lead to more multi-faced forms of interpretation of the photographs. It has also 

been a tool to find new approaches to musical composition.

Edmund Husserl introduced the term appresentation (or analogical apperception) to describe the 

implicit in every perceptive act. The term describes that which is presented with something. Husserl 

added the Latin prefix ‘ad’ (meaning: to) to ‘presentation’ in order to underline that there are more 

things present than the immediately experienced. Bengtsson gives several practical examples of this 

in his book Sammanflätningar (Swedish for ‘Intertwinements’). He also describes how our different 

senses intertwine. ‘The immediate experiences contain a field of qualities that aren‘t directly 

experiences (…) I can see that the ice on the water pool is cold even when I have not touched it; 

when I hear the sound of a tram it isn't just any sound, but the sound of a tram, already in this sound 

I can hear what the objects looks like’ (Bengtsson, 2013,  p.29, my translation). He also uses the act 
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of observing a house as an example. When we look at the front of a house, implicit features such as 

rooms, a backyard, and a roof, are a part of our perception of it. That which is appresented in an 

object gives it a denser kind of meaning. I have used this way of thinking to vivify the frozen nature 

of the photographs during the artistic work with this thesis. 

Another phenomenological term that has had some importance to the thesis is the concept of 

intentionality. Ihde describes intentionality as ‘the form that gives an experience direction’ and ‘the 

fundamental structure of experience’ (Ihde, 1986, p.37). During the first and second stage, I have at 

times dedicated myself to something that could be called intentionality exercises or intentionality 

experiments. This means that I have tried to zoom in on specific parts of photographs and sounds, 

and thus changed my perceptual direction by will. This concept has also inspired a sonic way to 

approach ‘the sounds themselves’, which entailed examining what is within the sounds. Ihde 

compares how ‘seeing’ and ‘hearing’ have been used within the history of philosophy and science. 

He mentions how the invention of the microscope revealed ‘a mini world never before seen even if 

its existence had been suspected’ (Ihde, 2007, p.5). Ihde calls this extensions of vision. I have at 

times aimed for an ‘extension of hearing’ when working with the music. This has been done by 

using different software plug-ins to zoom in and focus on specific parts of sounds. I have for 

instance experimented with raising and lowering the volume of certain frequencies in sounds to 

highlight different sonic qualities, and used a software sampler called Iris to explore ‘sounds within 

sounds’.

In Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-Ponty discusses the motor skills and spatiality of the own 

body. Merleau-Ponty uses an example a blind man and his cane as an example: ‘the blind man's 

cane has ceased to be an object for him (…) the cane's furthest point is transformed into a sensitive 

zone, it increases the scope and the radius of the act of touching and has become analogous to a 

gaze’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p.144). I have tried to keep a similar (which might be a far-fetched 

interpretation) approach to the use of my home studio throughout the thesis. Everything tends to get 

habitual after a while. This is not necessarily a negative thing when writing music. By returning to 

the same plug-ins in Pro Tools over and over, they have become extensions of my inner listening. 

Tools more often associated with music production than songwriting have become more similar to 

musical instruments than mere effects. This has definitely had an impact on the music I have 

written.

One aspect of creative processes is the desire to get closer to the essence of things, which, in 
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different ways, is something common to philosophy, art, and science. ‘It is through descriptive 

phenomenology that the existential dimension is first grasped in its significance’ (Ihde, 2007, p.23). 

This quote has rung in my mind throughout the work with the thesis. Ihde is describing how to 

approach existential levels of experience through a process of phenomenological reduction. It has 

inspired me to bring to the photographs existential qualities through the act of composing music. 

Going to the different physical phenomena in the photographs, as well as the emotions raised by the 

photographs, does, after all, entail an effort to describe them and the affect they have had on me.

3.3 Stage one: photographs depicting abandoned buildings

The first step of the process was to look for a series of photographs depicting abandoned buildings. 

The only criterion I had set up beforehand was that all the photographs should display abandoned 

buildings. I also wanted the photographs to portray buildings that have served different functions in 

the past. The theme of abandonment set up a form of restriction, whereas the former functions of 

the buildings opened up for more versatile forms of interpretation. I wanted each photograph to 

offer me a different possibility for the subsequent transformation into music. Knowing that each 

photograph was supposed to inspire music also influenced my choice of photographs. I daresay that 

music qualities can be found in almost anything, if one looks close enough.

Photography displaying the barren and abandoned is a frequently occurring phenomenon in social 

media today. There are several web pages listing ‘the most beautiful abandoned places’. I am a 

member of a Facebook groups where enthusiasts share pictures of abandoned houses, factories, 

playgrounds, and a multitude of other buildings and places. There are web-pages of photographers 

who focuses on abandoned buildings as their main motifs. After some research on the internet, I 

made a selection of four photographs, and contacted each photographer in order to get their 

approval to use them. In three of the cases I got their approval, and felt satisfied with the 

photographs. In one case, I visited an abandoned house and photographed it myself. 

3.3.1 Interpreting the photographs

The process of interpretation continued throughout all three stages of the artistic process. At the first 

stage, the primary object of investigation was the visual field. A combination of observing the 

photographs, and letting them come to life through audible and visual imagination was employed 
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here. Although the visual field is in focus, a kind of ‘musical seeing’ was employed during this 

stage. This means that I have searched for sounding qualities in the photographs. Studies of 

phenomenological philosophy related to the perception of seeing and listening antedated this part. I 

have employed three different approaches to interpretation.

An introspective approach

The introspective trait of interpretation is based on question-asking. This approach intertwines with 

the two approaches mentioned after this. The questions I answered were the following: what is my 

initial thought when watching the photograph? What becomes clear, if anything, at a closer look? 

What sort of emotional state does it put me in? What sort of music comes to mind at first glance? Is 

my perception affected by earlier experiences of similar, albeit different, buildings? 

Even when the act of observation has been more relevant than that of story telling, the modus 

operandi always took the form of watching the objects, returning to what I see, feel, or hear, to 

subsequently return to the objects through a musical manifestation. The introspective approach led 

to two other categories of interpretation: a descriptive approach, and a narrative approach.

A descriptive approach

A descriptive approach in this context involved paying attention to the physical attributes in the 

photograph. The phenomenological suggestion to go ‘to the things themselves’ inspired this 

approach. It should, however, be kept in mind that the aim was to find a transition from visual 

qualities to audible ones at a later stage. This affected the act of observation. In some cases, I have 

paid attention to the materials in the photographs. In other cases, I have paid attention to how the 

photographic content has revealed itself to me. I referred to the latter approach as ‘intentionality 

exercises or experiments’ in the ‘phenomenological influences’ section.

A narrative approach

A photograph captures and freezes the moment. I consider music a language of imagination, and the 

idea with a narrative approach was to let the act of observation lead to an animation of what has 

happened, might have happened, or might happen within the picture. In visual art, abstract and 

naturalistic paintings may seem to exist in opposite corners. They can, however, be closely related. 

An artist focused on realism, and an artist focused on the abstract might very well be describing the 

same thing. Whereas the descriptive approach I chose for some photographs has more in common 
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with realistic paintings, the narrative approach has more in common with abstract art. 

My earlier experiences of buildings or objects similar to those in the photographs had a big impact 

here. The narrative approach is also affected by the history of the place and, to a high extent, by my 

imagination. In relation to phenomenology, this approach primarily relates to the concept of 

appresentation. As with Bengtssons's example of the house and its implicit features, my earlier 

experiences of buildings and concepts were bound to colour my perception of them. I believe that it 

is impossible to look at a photograph depicting a place with a well-known history without being 

affected by its historical background. A photograph of the victims in Pompeii will most likely evoke 

different feelings for a person with knowledge of the disaster 70 A.D than for a person lacking 

knowledge of it. Imagination is, however, free from restrictions. Both individuals could potentially 

make up a story based on a picture of it. The narrative approach in the context of this thesis has 

leaned towards musical story-telling. In some cases, turning to a first, maybe even childish, 

impression has served the artistic purposes the best. In other cases, searching for a more 

polymorphic view of the photographs have yielded more interesting results.

3.4 Stage two: translating the visual field into a sound field

When the photographs had provided me with a sufficient amount of ideas, the second stage dealt 

with exploring ways to translate the visual field into an audible field. The possible approaches to do 

this were all intertwined with, and connected to, the outcome of the first stage. There were two aims 

at this stage. One was to create the musical pieces in themselves. The second aim was to find new 

sounds and conceptual approaches that might have seemed too weird if they had been immediately 

placed in a rock/pop songwriting context. Throughout the process, I have tried to avoid epithets 

such as ‘quality music’ to make the horizon for potential results as wide as possible. The  

photographs were the focal points, regardless of the musical outcome. I have followed two main 

traits during this stage: sound based approaches, and conceptual approaches.

Sound based approaches

The sound based approach relates to the descriptive approach of the first stage. The goal was to find 

and explore new sounds. A concrete example of this entailed gathering and recording sound of 

physical materials present in one of the photographs. I was looking for sounding qualities in 

materials not normally used in music. Technology has opened up for the possibility of finding 
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musical notes wherever there is audible vibration; any hearable sound can literally be turned into an 

instrument by means of musical sampling. I have also explored the possibility of using 

unconventional sounds to create rhythmical patterns.

Conceptual approaches

The conceptual approach relates to the narrative approach of the first stage. I extracted conceptual 

ideas from the photographs and used them as a foundation for composition. This approach dealt 

with creating stories, or possible events, in the photograph motifs. Visual and aural imagination 

played important roles here. There were very few restrictions to this approach, and the chain of 

thought has at times moved quite far away from my first impression.

3.5 Stage three: combining the conventional and 

unconventional in pop/rock songs

The third stage was all about bringing the unconventional and unfamiliar into a familiar field. The 

focal point here was songwriting within the pop/rock idiom. This entailed conventional song 

structures, key-centred harmony, vocals, lyrics, and a band line-up or a production that emulated a 

band line-up. The conceptual and sound-based material developed during the second stage were 

here introduced in pop/rock songs; they poured over from the former stage, and acted as sonic 

building blocks to the music written during this stage. ‘To think outside the box’ is a well- known, 

rather trite, expression. The idea with the three stage method reaches its end here; it may be 

summarised in ‘bringing the “outside” back into the box’.

Figure one: the three stage method.
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3.6 Musical sampling

Musical sampling has been a big part of this project. It is an act of taking a portion of a recorded 

sound to re-use it as an instrument. This method was first used by experimental artists active within 

musique concrète and electroacoustic music, who physically manipulated tape loops or sampled 

vinyl records on a phonograph. Musical sampling later came to play an important role within hip-

hop music. DJs experimented with manipulating vinyl on two turntables and an audio station, which 

later developed into musical backgrounds for hip-hop music. Musical sampling has since then been 

used in many different genres. Today, the use of it includes sampled drum loops, using 

unconventional sounds to create instruments, or re-using samples from music records in new ways. 

It is a field pretty much built on experimentation. Modern artists that have used musical sampling in 

their music include Björk, Gotye, Depeche Mode, and a multitude of rap and hip-hop artists.
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4 Material

4.1 Written material

The written material used for this thesis has mainly been within phenomenology. Books that have 

influenced this thesis include Experimental Phenomenology (1986) and Listening and Voice: a 

Phenomenology of Sound (2007) by Don Ihde, Husserl and the Cartesian Mediations (2003) by 

A.D. Smith, Sammanflätningar (2013) by Jan Bengtsson, and Phenomenology of Perception (2012) 

by Maurice Merleau-Ponty.

4.2 My home studio

There is a fine line between music production and writing music in many modern genres. This is 

especially true for electronic music. Conducting the compositional process directly in my home 

studio has enabled me to try out and really experiment with ideas during the compositional phases. 

The studio has been as much of an instrument as the traditional ones I have used.

My home studio is not a professional one. It is not prepared with perfect damping and does not offer 

perfect listening possibilities. There are of course cons to that, but it does enable me to record, work 

on mixes, and write music at any hour of the day. I use Pro Tools 10, and a MOTU 4Pre interface. 

The microphones I have used are the following: AKG 414, Sennheiser MD 421 and a SM57. When 

mixing the material, I had help from the sound engineer Marcus Sjöberg. The major part of the 

mixing took place in my studio, but I spent eight hours in his studio discussing, taking advice, and 

listening to the songs in a room designed for music mixing.

4.2.1 Music software

Since the main topic of this thesis is music, and not sound engineering, many technical aspect 

related to recording or mixing will be left out of it. There are however a few things that need more 

of an in-depth description, either because they have been frequently used throughout the process, or 

because they are not very well known.

18



Figure two: Iris

Iris

Iris is a virtual instrument created by Izotope Inc. I have used it extensively throughout this thesis. 

Izotope's slogan for it is ‘find music in everything’. I daresay that they keep their promise. Iris is 

fairly simple to use. It maps out the spectral contents of a sound when it has been dragged into the 

window. It is possible to combine three separate audio files, and add a simple sinus wave working 

on sub bass level. The visual form of the audio file can be seen as a three-dimensional spectral 

image, as a normal waveform, or as a transparent version of both. The setting used in figure two 

displays the transparent version. The Iris window has a horizontal axis that represents time, and a 

vertical axis that represents frequency. The low frequencies reside at the bottom of the image, and 

the high frequencies at the top. The window is visually reminiscent of an ocean. The root note, as 

well as harmonic overtones, appear as blueish bright, while the frequencies ‘in between’ have a 

darker colour. Iris detects the root note of each imported sound. It succeeds with this in most cases, 

but it is possible to fine-tune the audio file. It is also possible to transpose the sounds by half steps. 

There is a toolbar reminiscent of the ones found in image editing software such as Adobe 

Photoshop. The various painting tools are used to draw in the spectral field. Iris plays back the parts 

of the sound that have been marked by whatever painting tool one has used. Basically any sound 

can be transformed into a sounding instrument in an instant. Iris also has features of a synthesizer, 

and a few possible parameters to alter the sound such an amp envelope, distortion, chorus, LFO, and 

filter. I have used the LFO feature extensively in the music. LFO is short for low-frequency 

oscillation. It is an electronic signal, usually below 20 Hz, which creates a rhythmic pulse or sweep.
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Altiverb 7 and convolution reverb

Altiverb is a convolution reverb created by Audioease. This particular reverb is very diverse, and 

has many features. I have found several different ways to use it throughout the work with this 

thesis. A convolution reverb is based on the mathematical convolution operation. It uses a pre-

recorded audio sample of the impulse response of the space being modulated. A reverb sound of this 

kind can be captured by recording for instance a round from a starting gun in the place that has the 

desired form of natural reverb. This offers the impulse and response of the room, and the 

characteristics of the chosen room can be extracted. Another way to extract reverb is by using a sine 

wave in pitch across the audible frequency spectrum. A convolution reverb simulates the acoustics 

of real buildings or often expensive external studio reverbs. The ideal situation for me would have 

been to record my own impulse responses from the different buildings, but this has not been 

possible. I have, however, been able to use reverb from places with similarities to the ones 

portrayed in the photographs.

Additional plug-ins and virtual instruments

A number of other software plug-ins have been used. For compression, I have mainly used CLA 76 

and CLA-2A compressors from Waves. The SPL Transient Designer has often been employed for 

similar purposes. Several different equalizer plug-ins have been used: SSLequalizer and Kramer 

HLS from Waves, Passequalizer and Freeranger from PLS, and the 7 band equalizer in Pro Tools. 

Waves H-Delay was used for most of the delay effects. Saturation knob from Softube, and bx 

Saturator from Brainworx have been used to add harmonic distortion. The virtual instruments used 

have been Reaktor-5, Addictive Keys, Addictive Drums. Bass Amp Room from Softube was used 

for the electric bass tracks.
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5 Process

What follows now is an in-depth description of how I have worked with the different photographs 

and music throughout the three stages. Very little of the musical material is presented as notated 

music. Different aspects of music production have been as important as the tonal material; digital 

effects and music software have been a big part of the compositional process. This way of 

composing and arranging music is, I daresay, impossible to render in musical scores. My intention 

has been to describe the songwriting processes in a way that enables the reader to use similar 

methods and approaches when writing or mixing music. I strongly recommend the reader to 

download the musical pieces, and listen to the respective songs when reading about them.
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5.1 The abandoned hotel

Photo 1: an abandoned hotel in Colombia. Photographer: Luis Alveart Guerrero
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5.1.1 Stage one: observation and interpretation

The first thought to emerge when looking at this photograph was that it would be a great place to 

film a horror movie. It has this classic ‘haunted house’ appearance. The angle of the photograph 

captures a sense of moving towards it. It feels like I am approaching it with a thrilling sensation. 

The nuances of horror are subtle. They are not necessarily unpleasant, but feel rather romantic in a 

sinister way. The building immediately makes me start fantasizing about its interior parts. What is 

not seen seems more important than what is seen. Is the inside empty? If not, will the functions of 

the rooms still be recognizable through design and furniture? If it is empty, what will my voice 

sound like in there? What do the stairs look like? Is there an attic on top, or is the upper window a 

hint of high headroom on that floor? What sort of clientele used to take in here? Who was the last 

one to pay for a hotel night here? The photograph gives away nothing about its interior or its past. 

The TV mini series Rose Red (2002) came to mind. ‘Rose Red’ is the name of a house in what I 

consider the filmatization of the haunted house concept. It sums up so many characteristic features 

of the legendary haunted house. A group of people, most of them possessing extraordinary or 

psychic powers, enters the house for a weekend to investigate the supposed paranormal activities in 

it. Throughout the movie it becomes apparent that the instigator of the mission has the agenda of 

‘waking up’ the house by agitating its ghastly powers. There are a number of interesting and 

eccentric characters in it, but I daresay that the house itself plays the main role. The house is 

expanding by itself; more and more of it unveils throughout the course of the movie. I decided to let 

the angle of the haunted house be the guiding star for the music. It is an interesting, archetypal 

concept. I reckoned that the spatial qualities of rooms, combined with a play on human fears would 

be interesting concepts for musical composition.

Movie makers and authors within the horror genre are professionals when it comes to fear. The way 

I see it, they arrive at that goal of creating fear by two main traits: either on a very direct route that 

appeals to instinct, or by a route that invokes a more subtle and uneasy sensation of fear. There is a 

calmness to the Colombian hotel that I think corresponds with the second trait. I find its appearance 

filled with horror, but not in a repulsive way; it is on the opposite rather attractive. What evokes that 

subtle sense of almost pleasurable fear? The first recurring concept I can think of in this field is the 

addition of something deviant to the safe or familiar. This often entails something ‘human that isn't 
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quite human’; either in the form of something paranormal fused with human qualities, or in the 

form of something sinister and dangerous fused with an appearance of innocence. Orphan (2009), 

Rosemary's Baby (1968) and The Shining (1980) all portray children that there is something deviant 

and not quite right about. To bring something dark and dangerous into our notion of an innocent 

child creates a powerful collision within intellectual safe spots. Paranormal horror creatures such as 

the vampire or werewolf are intertwinements of human and paranormal features, and this follows 

the same sort of logic. Another recurring concept is the strictly paranormal. It is indeed hard to 

separate the ‘human’ from the ‘paranormal’ in any artistic context. Its existence is dependent on a 

human perspective and human fears, but it is obviously effective and probably the most common 

concept employed in horror movies. Horror movies on paranormal themes rarely take place in 

metaphysical places. The notion of a (not always explicit) crack in between worlds often plays an 

underlying role. The middle-land between our world and a made up world is the setting of the 

scenes. Another example of the innocent fused with the sinister can be seen in horror movies that 

take place in someone's home. The safety of home is sacred to most people. If this place becomes 

dangerous, haunted, or a playing ground for demons, most people will react with fear. The movie 

Paranormal Activity (2007) has an interesting spin on this theme. It takes place in the house of a 

couple, but the dangerous element remains invisible throughout the movie. The demon in the film 

makes itself tangible by means of other physical phenomena. One sound plays an important role in 

perceiving it; a low-frequency sound signalizes the presence of the paranormal. It is used in a rather 

subtle way, but adds a great deal to the eeriness of the film.

When returning to the photograph, I look at the building differently now. The above described chain 

of thought is turning the hidden interior into an imaginative visual and audible field. The furniture is 

sparse and time-worn. The hotel is all of a sudden hosting a strange presence. My steps reverberate, 

my breathing seems loud, and whenever I stand still my listening is very alert. I can hear 

whispering. A dissonant piano chord sounds on another floor. My listening is directed toward the 

‘not seen’ and wants to hear noises from the other floors. It is comparable to the way I wanted to see 

something of its inside when first looking at the photograph. My imagination is creating the crack 

needed to tell stories of the middle-land between our world and an unknown one.
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5.1.2 Stage two: ‘Deviant Voices’

What does fear sound like? Or more precisely put, what sort of music or sounds, creates fear and 

uneasiness? I wanted to turn to my first impression of the hotel and allow the building to take on the 

role of a haunted house. This led me to an imagined visit within the house. Its exterior part felt less 

important and the interior was in focus. Horror houses in movies and literature constitute my 

conception of the phenomena. My intention here was, however, to avoid obvious influences from 

horror film music, and rather turn to what I imagine the tools of horror movie makers to be. As I 

find the aura of the hotel inviting rather than repulsive, I decided to turn to subtle methods used to 

create fear. I expected this to be the easiest concept to use for the transition between photograph and 

music, but it turned out to be the most time consuming piece to work with. Two unsuccessful 

attempts were made before I was satisfied with the result. The two first attempts are presented as 

short audio files, while the third one is presented in its full form. Describing the unsuccessful 

attempts may seem superfluous, but since I found conceptual ideas that were employed later on in 

this thesis, I have chosen to include them here.

5.1.2.1 Failed experiment one: ‘Rose Red and the Five Floors’

The aforementioned mini series ‘Rose Red’ inspired this piece. I wanted to emphasise the individual 

floors of the building. Four floors are obvious from an outside view. The window on top is either an 

attic or a sign of high headroom on the upper floor. I decided to treat the upper part as an attic, and 

thereby had five levels to work with sonically. My idea was to let an individual sound represent 

each level. I tried out two approaches: separating the ‘floors’ by frequency range, and using a 

different sound for each of the floors. The combination of a frequency analyser and several different 

equalizer plug-ins made it possible to see and alter the frequency ranges of each sound. This method 

ensured that the frequency ranges of the ‘sonic floors’ were separated. Different sounds and 

instruments constitute each separate floor, ranging from a low bass sound in the basement to a high 

frequency sound in the attic. I wanted the house to wake up in the same way as the mansion in 

‘Rose Red’ does. The different floors are therefore introduced one by one, starting from the bottom 

floor.

The sound for the basement level comes from a pre-setting called ‘Pichella’ in the Gauger 
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synthesizer (featured in Reaktor-5). This sound of it was originally harsh and aggressive, almost 

reminiscent of the sound of thunder combined with falling bombs. I used three equalizer plug-ins, 

and limited the sound to frequencies ranging from 25 to 125 Hz. The sound lost its aggressive 

character when the low frequencies were isolated. A piano chord with a long and tight delay effect 

was used for the next floor. I dragged the audio file into Iris, and marked frequencies between 150 

and 250 Hz. Iris proved to be more efficient than equalizer plug-ins when it came to isolating 

certain frequencies. I used a synthesizer called Steampipe 2 (featured in Reaktor-5), and I tried out a 

pre-setting called SteamGhost for the middle floor. I tweaked it a bit, and used three equalizer plug-

ins to limit its frequency range from 250 Hz to 1500 Hz. The next floor is represented by a picked 

electric guitar part. I dragged the audio file into Iris and marked frequencies between 1000 and 4000 

Hz. The last sound also comes from the Steampipe 2 synthesizer, but this time from a pre-setting 

emulating a cello. I dubbed the guitar melody, played it in a high register on the midi keyboard, and 

used two different equalizer plug-ins to limit its frequency range to sound between 4000 Hz and 

16000 Hz.

I was not satisfied with the result. It had no musical appeal to me when I listened to it. I did not feel 

that I had managed to do the photograph justice. I also realized that the time-consuming work with 

limiting each sound to a certain frame of frequencies did very little for the final result. It simply 

sounds like a bad mix of five purposeless sounds. I decided to go for another approach.

5.1.2.2 Failed experiment two: altering the ‘voices’ within a guitar 

part

The second attempt was a sonic experiment rather than a musical piece. I did not spend much time 

on performing, writing, and mixing here. The idea with this piece was to subtly change something 

we are used to hearing. I recorded a picked electric guitar part that appears to be one guitar track. It 

actually consists of four separate tracks. The first arpeggio consists of four guitar takes, each one 

consisting of a single note. This method allowed me to alter the voices within the chords with 

different effects, and gradually break the initial illusion of it being a single guitar take. The effects 

were put on aux channels. This enabled me to gradually raise the amount of effects by volume 

automation. 

I quickly realized that there was no reason to keep on working with this piece, as I disliked the idea 

26



and the chord progression. It seemed less interesting every time I heard it. The concept of dividing 

the voices of a chord into single notes on separate tracks has, however, been used at other places in 

the sounding part of the thesis.

5.1.2.3 The final piece: ‘Deviant Voices’

I changed direction again and returned to what I had written in the interpretational part during the 

first stage. I felt that the hiatus between music and photograph had grown too wide during the work 

with the two previous pieces. The initial idea was to find musical ways to use the tools of movie 

makers and authors in the horror genre. I decided to find a way to manifest the ‘human-not-quite-

human’ idea musically, and realized that the human factor had been marginalized in the previous 

pieces. The guitar part in the second piece is of course played by a human being, but there are 

strings, pick-ups, music cables, an amplifier, an interface, more cables, and a computer, between me 

and the audio files. This does indeed work well with the ‘human-not-quite-human’ concept, but did 

not realize my goal here.

Two different approaches were explored in this piece. The goal was to create a feeling of being 

within a haunted building. The first approach is based on voice, and a fusion of human and non-

human sounds. The second approach is based on mind-altering instruments, traditionally used in 

spiritual or magico-religious contexts.

The Voice

In music, nothing is more human than the voice. Therefore an idea of altering the human voice 

digitally felt like a good approach. Singers such as Diamanda Galas and Attila Csihar are good at 

producing weird and ‘inhuman’ sounds with their voices. This was one possible approach, but I 

decided to take the digital processing route. It enabled me to work more independently. Two 

separate approaches were used for the vocal part; one that consists of a recorded human voice, and 

one in which I have tried to emulate the human voice digitally.

Human Voices

Recording the human vocals was the first step. The singer's voice was used to create a choir like 

effect. I figured that the idea of a ‘one-person-choir’ would add to the feeling of something human, 

and also have a sense of uneasiness to it. The overall approach to her vocal parts has been leaning in 

27



this direction. The first part where her voice is distinctly hearable extends from 00.32 to 02.16. The 

voice enters in a slightly out of pitch unison vocal part that gradually distorts. I begun by creating 

four midi tracks with sinus tones playing the same note, and used the bending knob on the midi 

keyboard in order to make all tracks slightly out of tune in relation to each other. Each of the sinus 

tones were played back as solo tracks in earphones while the singer was asked to intonate to the 

sinus tone. She was, in other words, not able to intonate to her own voice. She was also asked to 

sing as long notes as she possibly could. The voices created a subtle, dissonant sound. I also asked 

her to do one take where she naturally distorted her voice to create a creaky sound (this ‘technique’ 

is also known as vocal fry). 

The next step was to digitally edit the vocals. I begun with editing parts of the vocal takes to 

produce unusually long notes. I cut the audio files into shorter segments and overlapped them by 

using the editing tools in Pro Tools. One of the creaky notes was originally fifteen seconds long, but 

this way of editing extended its duration to about two and a half minutes. A large reverb from a 

mausoleum was added to make the crossed over parts less obvious, and also to give the track a 

large, spatial sound. The gradual distortion of the one-person-choir between 00.32 and 02.16 comes 

from a distortion plug-in called Sansamp. The effect was put on a separate aux channel in Pro Tools, 

and the volume of the effect was raised in a rising straight line. The second part in which the 

singer's voice is used extensively starts at 04.20 and lasts until the end of the piece. The one-person-

choir is here not in unison, but the unnaturally long notes were created by the same method of 

editing as before. There were a few ‘choppy‘ sounds in the creaking voice track. I experimented 

with these audio files, and found a portion of it suitable to add a rhythmic effect to the track. The 

vocal-loop is clearly heard from 04.34 and onwards.

Fake voices

When the human vocals were recorded, I started to experiment with instruments possessing voice-

like characteristics. I recorded sustained notes on electric slide guitar and violin, as well as the 

sound of a singing bowl and a meditation bell. The slide guitar and violin are reminiscent of the 

human voice not only by their timbre, but because they require intonation. The sound when vibrato 

is added to the performance also enhances a vocal-like character. The meditation bell and the 

singing bowl have vocal-like characters due to their vibrating sounds. These instruments have been 

used in different ways. In some cases, their original sounds have been used. In other cases, I have 

digitally processed the audio files. My idea was to subtly fuse the instrument sounds with the 

singer's voice.
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During the process, I came up with another idea. I wanted to transform the instrument sounds into 

‘fake voices’. The fake voices were created both by paying attention to their natural timbre, and by 

using digital tools. I recorded samples of the different instruments and dragged the audio files into 

Iris. It was important to constantly listen to what the experimentation led to, and therefore 

convenient to be able to hear the sounds by simply hitting a key on the midi keyboard. I started by 

analysing the singer's voice with a frequency analyser, and tried to highlight the strongest 

frequencies in the instrument tracks. It did create some sort of reminiscence of voice, but the sounds 

were still far away from that of a natural voice. The human voice covers a vast range of frequencies, 

and none of the instruments were as rich in sonic information. I had to come up with other methods 

to realise this goal. Reverb effects, delay and an auto-wah plugin enhanced the vocal-like character. 

Adding harmonic distortion to the tracks also strengthened a vowel-like quality in the sounds. When 

experimenting with different approaches, I realized that slightly bending the notes using the bending 

knob on the midi keyboard added something vocal-like to the sounds. I ended up using this 

technique for all ‘fake voices’. After a great deal of experimentation, I decided to use the sounds of 

the meditation bell and the violin. Not only did they create an interesting sound together, they were 

also the ones I managed to get the most convincing voice-like sounds from. In a high register, the 

sound of the meditation bell was somewhat reminiscent of a soprano voice. The violin was more 

akin to a male voice singing the vowel ‘A’. The ‘fake voices’ of the meditation bell are used 

throughout the piece. They are easily discernible during the first thirty seconds. Both ‘fake voices’ 

are clearly discernible between 03.15 to 04.00. No human vocals are used during this part.

Mind-altering instruments

The idea of a ‘crack in between worlds’ was mentioned in the interpretational part. I wanted to 

somehow incorporate it in ‘Deviant Voices’. To achieve this, I turned to instruments traditionally 

used to alter the mind: singing bowl, meditation bell and shaman drum. There are several theories as 

to why the drum has been of importance in Shamanic practice. One is that the beating sound enables 

the Shaman to enter a desired brain wave state. The singing bowl is designed to have a 

psychoacoustic effect. It is traditionally used in some buddhist practices, where the sound of it 

either signals the beginning or end of periods of silent meditation. It is also used along with 

chanting. The sound of the meditation bell also signals the beginning or end of meditation. I 

recorded samples of all three instruments but ended up mostly using the shaman drum and singing 

bowl. I used the shaman drum to produce a repetitive and meditative beat. The singing bowl was 

used in two different ways. I wanted a deep, dark bourdon note to sound throughout the track. A 

29



sample of the singing bowl was dragged into Iris where I marked its low frequencies, added a bit of 

distortion, and recorded a single note in a very low register. It resounds throughout the whole piece, 

and volume automation was used to highlight it at certain points. The natural sound of the singing 

bowl was also used at a few places in the piece.

5.1.3 Stage three: ‘Nowhere’

When entering the third stage for the hotel photograph, I had a clear idea for a compositional 

approach. I wanted to avoid a clear demarcation between the two compositional phases, and treat 

the third stage as a direct continuation of the second stage. The songwriting process started right 

where the work with ‘Deviant Voices’ had ended. This song is entitled ‘Nowhere’.

Harmony, melody and song structure

I had ‘Deviant Voices’ playing on repeat in the background while was working on chords, lyrics, 

and song melodies for the song. The tonal elements in ‘Deviant Voices’ are largely based around the 

key of E natural minor. This is a particularly guitar-friendly key, due to the possibilities of using 

open strings and natural harmonics, so it made sense to start writing it on acoustic guitar. The pre-

determined key and nature of the track came with musical restrictions, but it also kept the door open 

for both consonant and dissonant chords against the background. I begun by simply improvising on 

the acoustic guitar. I tried out various chords that sound good with an E as top note (such as Cmaj7, 

Dadd9, F#m7, A/C# and G6) and made short progressions out of them. I also tried out altered 

versions of the dominant chord to add something with a bit more nerve to it. The Pro Tools session 

for ‘Deviant Voices’ was open the whole time, and I recorded every musical idea. After a while, one 

particular chord progression started to re-occur and a verse part crystallized. I pinned down a few 

random sentences and experimented with different ideas for song melodies. I quickly found 

something that seemed to fit.

While the verse was crystallizing, I noticed that it lacked the qualities of a typical verse leading 

towards a pop-chorus. I decided to turn the song structure into an AABA form instead. I wrote a 

chord progression for the B part and immediately found a melody for it. When I connected the 

parts, it did sound like a finished song. 
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Lyrics

Edgar Allan Poe has had a great impact on my appreciation of the English language. He made me 

appreciate words. I first read Poe as a young teenager. At that point, I was, to say the least, not very 

well-versed in the English language. Most of the sentences made absolutely no sense to me, but I 

still kept on reading his novels. Why? The words and sentences created something special. The 

combination of unknown words and suggestive sentences evoked states of mind that I could not 

really define. It stirred my imagination immensely. Sentences such as ‘To the right and left, as far as 

eye could reach, there lay outstretched, like ramparts of the world, lines of horridly black and 

beetling cliff, whose character of gloom was but the more forcibly illustrated by the surf which 

reared high up against it its white and ghastly crest, howling and shrieking for ever.’ (Poe, 1994, 

p.155) created new mental rooms wherein the unknown felt intensively near yet far away at the 

same time. I still have no idea what this sentence means, but it still sounds beautiful to me. I have 

ever since appreciated texts that make little sense logically, but somehow do make sense 

emotionally. Poe did of course not apprehend his writing as random and incoherent, but that makes 

no difference to my experience.

When writing the lyrics for ‘Nowhere’, I tried a method that was new to me. ‘Deviant Voices’ was 

playing in the background while I was pinning down random sentences on a number of thin papers. 

A draft version of the melody and lyrics already existed, but I tried to avoid being limited by that. 

When a sufficient amount of words and sentences were finished, I started to connect and combine 

them. The goal was to create a similar kind of mental room that Poe led me into in my teens. I do in 

no way claim to be the literary genius that Poe was, but my vague understanding of his writing did 

inspire this method. The lyrics did, however, not end up in a random mess. Some sentences inspired 

others. Some of them had to be changed to better fit the rhythm of the melody. A kind of story-line 

seemed to emerge while connecting the sentences, but it might as well be pure gibberish!

Nowhere

  the light you saw

you couldn't even wait to bury it all

and we cease to wait all over again

I thirst for more

while devouring the salt

we get close to the core
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we cease to dance   

to the moving bright lights, to the sting of the cold

slit the throat to cover the wounds

we cease to dance in hollow rooms

and there we walk, from nothing to the all

as we go through the walls

and we fall asleep, all over again

our names are lost

while stealing time from someone

who really had none

and we see ourselves

in the cold bright star, in the first uttered word

silence, singing, mayhem

in nothing and more

we cease to dance in hollow rooms

some things are never really there

we take it all for granted here

some lies are gone before they turn into our truths

some trees will fall when no one is there

we only hear the things we are near

some stars are gone before their light reaches our eyes

and there we walk

from nothing to the all

as we thrust through the walls

and we fall asleep, all over again

and we thirst for less

growing tired of the salt

we get close to the core

we cease to dance, we cease to dance, we cease to dance

in hollow rooms
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Instruments, arrangement and vocals

The music production and arranging process also took place in the ‘Deviant Voices’ Pro Tools 

session. Whenever I am writing music in Pro Tools, I start by creating more audio, instrument, and 

aux tracks than I expect to use. This is convenient and improves the flow of the compositional 

work. It is a means to avoid the interruptions caused by creating new tracks and supplying them 

with the suitable plug-ins. Having different virtual instruments, and tracks prepared for guitar, 

vocals and bass, a click away also makes the writing process more creative. It is a digital equivalent 

to having a room filled with different instruments, and musicians waiting for instructions. I used 

this method when working on the arrangement for ‘Nowhere’. I assume that most people who work 

with digital audio workstations have experienced odd problems in their respective music production 

software at some point. Adding a big number of new tracks in a Pro Tools session that already had 

about thirty audio tracks in it (many of them with multiple CPU demanding plug-ins) was 

potentially a risky move. This was the last song I begun working on, and a system crash would have 

been a bitter way to end the project. The oddities started to occur quickly. Some of the tracks that 

had Iris instruments on them stopped working, and Pro Tools crashed a few times. The solution was 

to discriminate among the tracks and choose a number of the tracks rather than keeping all of them 

playing in the background. I marked some of the vocal tracks and used the ‘hide and make inactive’ 

option in Pro Tools. I kept a few of the vocal tracks, as well as most of the instrument tracks.

At this point I had an ambient sounding background track and a finished song. I started to record the 

guitars. I have always loved the way Jeff Buckley performed his cover version of ‘Hallelujah’ on 

guitars and vocals alone, and I decided to use this as an influence. I recorded a guitar part similar to 

Buckley's, but realized that the magic of his guitar playing was largely dependent on his ability to 

balance vocals and guitar dynamically. It was all about the momentary musical interplay between 

his instrument and voice. Achieving this turned out to be incredibly hard without a singer. I daresay 

that it requires a live take. Being too restless to wait for the day set to record vocals, I decided to 

start over and look for another way to build up the song.

I recorded a new guitar part based on chords ringing out for whole bars, and I begun experimenting 

on top of that. I dragged a few of the sounds recorded during the ‘Deviant Voices’ session into Iris 

and started to explore their sonic potentialities. This ended up in an entire ensemble of virtual 

instruments. The sound of a violin note was turned into a bass-like instrument by highlighting its 

low frequencies, and adding plug-ins commonly used for bass to the track (light distortion, a 
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transient designer, equalizer). I used the LFO feature in Iris to make it pulsate in sixteenth notes. 

This added a driving groove on top of the rather static guitar part. The violin I had used to create 

one of the ‘fake voices’ in ‘Deviant Voices’ was turned into a melody instrument. I reduced the wah 

effect, and added a bit of extra distortion to make it more harsh. The harshness was a nice contrast 

to the clean guitar sound. The sound of the meditation bell was used to create something similar to a 

kick drum. I highlighted frequencies needed to create the sound of a kick drum, and used plug-ins 

commonly used for kick drums (compression, equalizer plug-ins, transient designer). This sound 

was rather thin and had a tendency to disappear in the mix, but I wanted to keep it because to its 

interesting sound. A track with digital drums was created, and the hits of the ‘meditation bell kick 

drum’ were dubbed with another, electronic kick drum. It added a much-needed punch to the sound. 

The snare drum also comes from a digital drum kit. I used a short audio file of voice recorded 

during the ‘Deviant Voices’ session as an impulse response for it. Using reverb this way added both 

spatial and melodic qualities to the song. There was still a lack of depth in the the overall sound, but 

the addition of piano, and a guitar track with tremolo effect added that final touch of liveliness and 

depth to the song. When the instrumental track was finished, the remaining element to record was 

vocals. The singer was given free hands when it came to interpreting the lyrics. I immediately liked 

the attitude, singing style and vocal timbre she brought into it. 

I wanted the song to possess an atmospheric quality similar to ‘Deviant Voices’. To enhance the 

spatial feeling in the song, I added more reverb in the mix than is common practice in pop/rock 

music. Several different reverb and delay-effects were used on the different instruments. Reverb is 

often the common denominator in music referred to as ‘atmospheric’. Bands such as Promise And 

The Monster and  Reverorum Ib Malacht, whose music often gets praise for the atmosphere it 

possesses, use it as a crucial part of their sound rather than a subtle effect. The B part was the only 

issue; it needed an even bigger sound. I came to think about a method we tried out when recording 

vocals for ‘Deviant Voices’. The singer was asked to record multiple tracks singing the same note, 

but was not given the possibility of hearing the other vocal takes. We tried a similar, albeit different, 

approach here. I told her to do an ad lib take, singing like a ‘wild natural force’ over the B part. My 

experience of giving ambiguous and unclear performance instructions to musicians is that it either 

works very well, or does not work at all. There is no way to tell what ‘a wild natural force’ sounds 

like, and whether it will work or not is in the end a matter of mutual taste between producer and 

musician. In this case it felt like a refreshing, new element to the track. She did four different takes 

without the option of hearing the other vocal tracks. The vocal takes were panned to left and right in 

the sound-field and mixed in the background. To add more depth to the B part, the bass player laid 
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out a simple electric bass part. The very last touch was added when I reactivated a few of the vocal 

tracks from the ‘Deviant Voices’ session. With all the instruments and vocals in place, these were 

used to add a final touch of atmosphere to the song. There were a few places in the song that stood 

out as less interesting. Having the ambient-like background in the session to directly pick audio 

from was a quick and efficient way of filling these gaps.

5.1.4 Final result

The entire process with the hotel photograph was very linear. There is an obvious continuity 

throughout the three stages. Restarting the writing process twice during the second stage did bring 

about an element of stress to the work. I would, however, say that re-evaluating the possibilities 

changed it to the better. The influence ‘Deviant Voices’ had on ‘Nowhere’ is obvious; it permeated 

all aspects of the song. Having an ambient-like background track when starting a new songwriting 

process was interesting. Not only did it colour the sound and atmosphere of ‘Nowhere’; it also 

proved efficient to have a sounding material to quickly choose from when working on the song's 

arrangement. The common denominator between all stages is a spatial feeling that emerged already 

at the first stage. The imagined, reverberating sounds of the hotel's inside came to resound 

throughout the three stages.
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5.2 The abandoned house

Photo 2: the abandoned house in Stockholm. Photographer: Johannes Kvarnbrink.
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5.2.1 Stage one: visiting the house, and observation

This house is the only abandoned one in the middle of an inhabited neighbourhood in Stockholm, 

Sweden. I was the one behind the camera here. I chose this motif because of the richness of 

different physical materials in and surrounding it. Inspired by the phenomenological suggestion to 

go to the things themselves, I had decided beforehand to use sampled audio of the materials present 

in the photographs when subsequently composing music. This had to be preceded by examination 

of their physical appearance as well as their potential sounding qualities. No research on its history 

was done prior to my visit. I wanted to avoid a narrative approach, and focus on the exterior parts of 

the house. The concept of a house is after all constituted by a collection of objects. A door, window, 

or stairway seen as individual objects are but parts of a house. The idea of a house emerges first 

when these objects are combined. 

Music for three of the photographs used in this thesis was already in progress when I visited the 

place. This changed my perception of the area even before the photo shoot begun. When entering 

the yard, I started to think about ways to find music in objects present in the area. I started to think 

about what kind of sounds the different materials could produce; about how they could be used in a 

songwriting context, and how to digitally develop, process, and manipulate their sonic character. 

Each material was thus examined by its tacit sounding quality. The details and materials felt 

intensely present both in terms of physical nearness and in an imagined sound-field. I noticed 

details in a way I usually would not do. The structure, colours, and different details revealed 

themselves in a very clear way.

Back from the photo shoot, I made a selection of the photographs and ended up choosing three 

different photographs. I decided to exclude the back side of the house, as it offered nothing new in 

terms of physical material. When the selection was finished, I tried to reanimate my stroll around 

the house. I wanted to know in what order the different objects would catch my eye. My idea was to 

later present sounds of these objects in that order when composing the musical piece.

Front of the house

The first thing I took notice of was the garage door and its time-worn wood. Next up was the upper 
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right glass window. My eyes then fell on the stairs. I followed them step by step to the nailed-up 

door. The door exposes the house as abandoned and not just an unkempt building. After this, I 

noticed the crackled planks in the ceiling above the door. 

Right side of the house

The first thing that attracted my focus here were 

the windows. One is nailed-up, one broken, and 

five of them in seemingly ‘good’ shape. Some of 

them are covered by window blinds. Next up was 

the drain pipe and its rusty bottom. I followed it 

from bottom to top. The last thing I took notice of 

here was the crackling wall at the second floor.

Photo 3: right side of the house.

Left side of the house

This perspective offers little new in terms of 

material, but somehow brings about a stronger 

sense of human nearness. The first thing that 

caught my eye were the nailed up doors. Their 

appearance tells me that this could be the 

definitive point of abandonment; the point where 

a home turns into an abandoned building. A 

hammer thrusting nails into the planks might 

have been the act transforming a home into an 

abandoned building.

Photo 4: left side of the house.

5.2.2 Stage two: ‘Deconstruct’

The idea I had for this piece was to deconstruct the house and re-build it sonically. The different 

materials are presented in the order that they caught my eye. The main method was musical 

sampling. To set some restrictions, I decided to put emphasis on glass and wooden materials. My 

approach for a transition to the musical field has partly been described in the interpretational part. It 
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is descriptive rather than narrative. Since I had decided on a musical method beforehand, the 

compositional process started already during the photographing session. The audio files were, 

however, not recorded on place. I gathered material of a similar character at home and recorded 

them there.

I often have pre-determined ideas when I write music. It might be an idea for lyrics, a certain mood 

in the song, or ideas for the musical production. Whenever I paint, my approach is different. I draw 

things out of the blue, following the movement of the pen. It might be due to painting being a 

recreational act to me. As opposed to music, it is unlikely to ever determine or affect my monthly 

income. The end result is  rather unimportant. I wanted to use a similar approach when working 

with the music for this piece. The sound of the sampled audio, and the way I chose to treat and 

process the audio files, led the way for the composition. From then on, it was all experimentation.

Recording audio material

I begun by recording the glass from a picture frame and two glass bottles. I used different materials 

to hit them: a drum mallet, a pen, a hammer, and my fist. Metal nails were used to scratch the glass 

surface. I experimented a lot, and wanted to produce as many sounds as I could think of. When 

enough audio material was recorded, I took a hammer and smashed all the glass material. I moved 

around the shattered pieces with a stick and recorded the sound of that. When the audio files were 

dragged into Iris, I realized that glass materials possess a wide range of sonic qualities. The sounds 

ranged from high-pitched to low-frequency sounds.

Several different wooden materials were then recorded. The first ones were two wooden planks that 

I hit against each other to create a punchy sound. I experimented with them in several ways. The 

audio files were dragged into Iris, but I quickly realized that the wooden material would be better 

suited for rhythmical purposes, rather than tonal ones. When I was done with the planks, I recorded 

myself walking in the stairs. A microphone was placed in a small space right underneath the stairs. 

The door to my bedroom is not exactly well-oiled. It produces a squeaky sound whenever it is 

opened or closed. While recording it, I noticed that there was a melody in it. Reckoning that this 

could be used in the piece, I did a few extra while moving the door in different rhythms and speeds.
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When I started to process and explore the sounds, 

it became apparent that the glass audio lacked the 

sonic qualities to cover the mid-range area. They 

were better suited for high- and low-pitched 

sounds. The solution was recorded audio of a 

drain pipe. It turned out to cover the mid-range 

frequencies in an efficient way.

Photo 5: recording the sound of a drain-pipe.

Composing

When I initiated the compositional process, I realized that many of the sounds possessed immanent 

rhythms and melodies. The sound of steps in the stairs had an inherent triplet rhythm. Several 

materials, most notably the glass materials, had natural melodies in them. The natural musical 

qualities inherent in the sounds were interesting to work with. They made me change compositional 

direction at several points. Paying close attention to them turned the process into an interplay 

between me and the recorded materials.

I experimented a lot with this piece. Different samples and effects were used to see what sort of 

sounds they could develop into, and the process was not very well structured. One of the most time-

consuming challenges was working with the sampled audio from glass materials. Several of them 

possessed frequencies that were exhausting to listen to. I often had to use several equalizer plug-ins 

to reduce the unpleasant frequencies. The use of equalizer plug-ins, as well as Iris as a frequency 

filter, played an important role throughout the work with this track. It made sense that problems like 

this would emerge, given that none of the materials used are intended as instruments. The challenge 

of this was rather interesting; it was hard to foresee what sorts of sounds I would end up working 

with. I would not recommend working this way for too long sessions at a time since the necessary 

process of finding the discordant sounds was exhausting. This piece required more headache pills 

than any of the others, to say the least. At one point, a few of the sounds had naturally developed a 

digital ensemble of rhythm section, melody instruments, and bass. The eerie character of the sounds 

developed the mess of random sounds into a hip-hop influenced part, starting in the middle part of 

the piece. 
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There is a lot going on in  ‘Deconstruct’. Exploring the sonic potential of the sounds was more 

important than the musical outcome, and therefore all of the sounds were used in the piece. What 

follows now is short information on the individual sounds; how I have worked with and processed 

them, and where they appear in the time-line of the piece. They enter the piece in the order of 

observation described in the interpretational part. Apart from being a musical ‘stroll around’ the 

abandoned house, the piece is something of a deconstruction and re-building of the house.

‘Deconstruct’ sound by sound

00.00  The first sound was created by rubbing two wooden planks against each other. I wanted to 

somehow emulate a snare drum rhythm played with brush sticks. The audio file was put on two 

different channels, and a delay effect was added to one of them. I used an equalizer plug-in to 

remove most of the bass frequencies.

00.11 This is the sound of two wooden planks. I put one of them on the floor and dropped the other 

on it. This created a rhythmical sound, which I edited in Pro Tools to keep it in time with the click 

track. The reverb is an impulse response from a wooden area in Austerlitz. I used the transient 

designer plug-in to remove a great deal of sustain, and add some attack to the sound.

00.16 This sound was created by hitting the glass from the picture frame with a soft drum mallet. I 

added a large reverb with a long tail to the track. Achieving sustained notes from the glass frame 

required some experimentation. Holding it at a certain angle proved to produce the richest sound. 

When balancing the glass with one of the lower corners on a wooden piece while holding the 

opposite upper corner with my fingertip, a rather loud sound was producing when hitting it with 

different materials.

00.18 At this point, another sound of the wooden planks was used. This was left natural sounding, 

and no plug-ins were used.

00.28 The sound entering here was created by hitting the glass frame with a pen. I marked 

frequencies between 1000 Hz and 2000 Hz in Iris. This sound has a natural melody that alters 

between root note, diminished second, root note, and major seventh (this relationship in the melody 

is intact regardless of what key is hit on the midi keyboard). The sounds enters at 00.15 but is easily 

discernible at 00.40.
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00.34 This is the sound of steps in stairs. I removed some of the bass frequencies, but wanted to 

keep it natural so no further plug-ins were used. I manually quantized the triplet rhythm by using 

the editing tools in Pro Tools, and adjusted the BPM of the track to work with it. 

00.53 The melody entering here is played by another glass instrument created in Iris. The original 

audio file is the reverb tail of a sound produced when I hit the glass from the frame lightly with a 

hammer. Frequencies between 1000 and 2000 Hz were highlighted.

01.21  A hammer hitting a nail into the wooden plank enters here. I ended up using sound from a 

single hit, and created an eighth note rhythm out of it. A large reverb, which brought a shimmering 

quality to the sound, was added to it.

01.30 The bass sound entering at this point was once again created by using a sample of the glass 

frame hit with a drum mallet. The sound was rich in the low frequencies. I decided to turn it into 

something reminiscent of an electric bass guitar. The sample was dragged into Iris wherein I marked 

the low and mid-range range frequencies. I added distortion in Iris, and played in a very low register 

on the midi keyboard. A compressor plug-in was used to even out the volume. When I played it on 

the midi keyboard, I noticed that the sound had a natural, vibrating rhythm in it. This rhythm was 

almost in sync with the BPM of the track. I liked the tension it created by being slightly off in time, 

and decided to keep it that way.

01.43 At this point the hip-hop inspired section enters. Several different sounds were used to 

emulate a drum kit. The sound of a drain pipe was also used to add richness to the mid-range of the 

sound field.

The kick drum substitute is the sound of a glass bottle being crushed with a hammer. It has been 

processed with different equalizer plug-ins, the transient designer, and Brainworx saturator. The BX 

saturator is a plug-in which makes it possible to add distortion to different frequency areas. In this 

case, distortion was added in the low-frequency area. The transient designer was used to remove 

sustain, and add a bit of extra attack.

The hi-hat substitute is sampled sound of a hammer gently hitting a glass bottle. I put the sound on 

two different tracks. I chose to use two tracks to let each sound extend for an eighth note’s length. It 

42



made the overall feel of the sixteenth note pattern less halting. An equalizer plug-in was used to 

highlight the high frequencies.

The sound supposed to represent a snare drum consists of audio from the glass frame being smashed 

to pieces with a hammer. The sample has been left quite natural sounding. An equalizer plug-in was 

used to reduce some bass, and add treble frequencies.

There is a sound from a drain pipe here. I hit the drain pipe with a drum mallet to produce a soft 

sound. I dragged it into Iris, wherein I highlighted frequencies between 250 and 800 Hz. It plays a 

bourdon note until it disappears at 02.35.

02.08 This weird sounding rhythmical sound was also created using audio from the drain pipe. The 

difference in character is due to it being hit with a hammer. I used the editing tools in Pro Tools, cut 

the audio file into small pieces, put the grid value to sextuplets, and created a rhythm based on that. 

It was then consolidated, and dragged into Iris, wherein this rhythm could be reproduced by 

pressing a key on the midi keyboard.

02.27 This sound is used earlier in the track, but is easily discernible at this point. The weird sound, 

somewhat reminiscent of a brass section playing out of tune, comes from the squeaking door. 

Frequencies between 60 and 2000 Hz were highlighted in Iris. I added distortion to enhance the 

brass-like character. The melody it plays comes directly from the door squeak. It was only by sheer 

luck that it turned out to be a sound reminiscent of a blues phrase. All I had to do was to adjust the 

tuning a bit. I used another sampled audio file of the door. This one did not have the melody in it, 

which meant that I could use it as a melody instrument. It reminds me of a winding horn played in a 

low register. This sound enters right before the ‘blues phrase’.

02.41 The last sound used in the piece is sampled audio of a key locking a door. The rhythm of this 

sound was edited using tools in Pro Tools. Other than that, it was left natural sounding. This is 

followed by the sound of hammering, which ends the musical stroll around this house.
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5.2.3 Stage three: ‘Doorways’

During the work with ‘Deconstruct’, I grew especially fond of the versatile, sonic possibilities of 

glass. I wanted to further explore this, and use glass material as one of the building blocks for this 

song. The starting point was similar to that of stage two. I experimented with the sounds, and 

allowed the song to unfold while I was doing so. There are many ways to begin a songwriting 

process. I prefer to start working on songs with a chord instrument and vocals. Beginning with 

productional or conceptual ideas often over-shrouds the song itself. There is a general rule for many 

songwriters: if a song sounds great when performed on chord instrument and vocals alone, it will 

remain a great song to end product (unless something goes terribly wrong with production or 

performance). I took another route here, and began with processing the glass sounds into virtual 

instruments. This led me to create a background track before I had written melody and lyrics. The 

only compositional guideline was that I wanted to further develop and create something dark and 

hip-hop sounding, inspired by the middle part of ‘Deconstruct’. This song is entitled ‘Doorways’.

Creating glass instruments

Compared to the process of developing instruments in ‘Deconstruct’, there was less of ‘blind 

experimentation’ going on during the process of writing ‘Doorways’. The work with ‘Deconstruct’ 

had provided me with a multitude of different techniques to develop sounds suitable for a digital 

ensemble. Since I wanted glass material to play an important role in this song, I was able to rather 

quickly produce a digital ensemble of bass, chord and melody instruments, from the sampled glass 

audio.

None of the materials recorded during the work with ‘Deconstruct’ were particularly suitable for 

chords. Some of the glass instruments were suitable for melodies, but proved to be harder to use for 

chords. The solution was wine glasses filled with water. A rather loud sound can be produced by 

filling a light wine glass wine with water, wetting the tip of one finger, and circling the finger 

around the rim of the glass in medium speed. It is easy to produce strong sounds when the glass is 

filled half way. The amount of water does, however, determine the pitch of the notes. I recorded 

audio from a few different glasses, and experimented with them in Iris. I had thus far only used one 

audio file when experimenting with Iris. It is, however, possible to work with three different audio 

files when creating an instrument in Iris. I ended up using two different audio samples of wine 
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glasses, and one noisy sound coming from a nail being rubbed towards glass. Using three audio 

files enabled me to mark different frequency areas in the individual audio files, and work with them 

separately to create a good balance between bass, mid-range and treble frequencies. It also provided 

a possibility to use several different combinations of the sounds. When the overall sound was close 

to what I had in mind, the pitch of the individual audio files had to be fine-tuned. At this point, I 

found myself playing around with a dirty sounding synth pad instrument. I ended up using this for a 

major part of the song. This sound proved to be sufficient to cover all my needs for chordal parts. 

I did try out a few more combinations suitable as chord instruments, but they seemed superfluous 

when the compositional process begun. Sometimes less is more. Next in line was producing a bass 

sound. The bass sound in ‘Deconstruct’ could have been re-used here, but it had rhythmical sound 

in it, which made it inflexible to work with. It was, however, easy to create a similar sound. I 

recorded a new audio file, striking the glass from a frame with a drum mallet until it produced a 

steady note. I processed the bass sound in the same fashion as in ‘Deconstruct’.

I figured that a selection of instruments to choose from when working with the song would prevent 

unnecessary interruptions in the songwriting process. Three digital melody instruments were created 

by further exploring the possibilities of glass materials in Iris. I wanted one instrument suitable for 

high-pitched melodies, and one with a rhythmical drive. The process of making them was based on 

my experiences when working on ‘Deconstruct’. I experimented with highlighting different 

frequencies in the audio files, adding reverb, distortion, adjusting the attack and sustain, until I had 

three different sounds sufficient to fill my needs.

I wanted one sound to provide both melody and a 

rhythmical drive; an instrument with these 

qualities was not used in ‘Deconstruct’.  The 

rhythmical effect was achieved by using the LFO 

in Iris. It was set to produce a distinctive tremolo 

effect, vibrating in sixteenth notes. This sound is 

distinct in the chorus part.

Photo 6: recording glass materials. 
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Composing the background track

I had a fairly clear vision for this song and that speeded up the writing process. The idea was to 

combine dark sounding hip-hop - excluding the genre typical rap vocals - with common features of 

pop music, such as a standardised song structure and conventional pop vocals. The idea is close to 

the music of trip-hop bands such as Portishead and Massive Attack. Admittedly, the atmosphere of 

the album ‘Dummy’ (1994) by Portishead served as an inspirational source here. The song structure 

I ended up choosing, as well as the distinctive chorus, took ‘Doorways’ into a more pop inspired 

field. Having a genre in mind before the writing process begins often brings an effectiveness to the 

writing process, enhancing its speed. Imagination and creativity are crucial ingredients in all forms 

of songwriting, but the conventions of a specific genre does offer a musical recipe as starting point. 

I begun by recording a chord progression and a simple digital drum beat. The key of the song is F 

minor, with the addition of the ‘outside chord’ Dbm. Having spent countless hours of listening to 

black metal music has made me appreciate minor chords in mediant combinations. It felt refreshing 

to use this harmonic approach in another context. Mediant combinations are not exclusively used in 

black metal. Bands in the peripheries of several modern genres (typically defined with the prefixes 

‘alternative’ or ‘post-’ before the genre name) use it as well. This harmonic approach is heard in 

songs like ‘Haw’ by the alternative country band 16 Horsepower and ‘Paper-hanger’ by the 

alternative rock/post-hardcore band mewithoutYou. The next step in the arrangement was to create a 

bass line. I decided to make it rather lively and busy. When it was finished, it became apparent that 

this song would sound the best without too many instruments in it; it felt close to finished with bass, 

drum beat and chords alone. I added a few melodies on top of the parts that would later develop into 

a pre-chorus and chorus. The background track, largely based on two chords, ended up rather slow 

and meditative.

Song melody and arrangement

Working on lyrics, vocal melody and arrangement was an intertwined process. One thing came to 

influence the other. I had the background track playing as a loop while trying out phrases, melodies, 

and sentences over the different parts. I had a hard time coming up with something for the verse, but 

quickly got an idea for pre-chorus and chorus melodies. There melodies required a faster tempo, 

and also called for a few changes in the chord progression. 
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Whenever one thing feels definite in a song, more ideas tend to follow naturally. When the chorus 

melody was finished, several musical elements were added or changed in the arrangement. The 

song needed more musical movement and a stronger rhythmic drive. I added a quiet hi-hat rhythm 

based on a sixteenth-note pattern, dubbed the rim hit on the snare drum with a regular snare hit, and 

raised the volume of the rhythmical synth melody. The difference was rather subtle, but these 

changes did increase the rhythmical drive. 

The song was close to finished at this point. It was, however, lacking two crucial elements; there 

were no vocal melodies for the verse or bridge parts. I had come up with several different lyrics and 

melodies for the verse; all of them seemed too dull or too daring in terms of note choices. I wanted 

the verse to connect with the chorus without challenging it too much. The melody I ended up using 

was chosen due to the way it carried the lyrics. It does not, to be honest, rock my world, but that is 

not always a bad thing when it comes to verse melodies. It simply connected well with the pre-

chorus and chorus. The bridge was an eight bar drum loop. Leaving it unfinished before recording 

vocals was a conscious decision. I was hoping that an idea for it would emerge during the coming 

recording session. Having unfinished elements in a song sometimes helps to keep up a creative 

mind-set during recording sessions. When we were recording the vocals, I found myself repeatedly 

humming the phrase ‘we turn into dreams’ over the bridge part. I asked the singer to use her head 

voice, and sing this phrase in an airy and fragile way. It added a contrast to the loud singing in the 

chorus. We did a few takes of the same thing in a lower register, and kept one of them to add 

steadiness to the lead vocal track. The bridge vocals called for one last adjustment; the musical 

background felt too sparse. I tried out the glass instrument used for the chords, but did not really 

like the sound. I tried duplicating this instrument, and used various tools in Iris to alter the sound of 

it and thus create a new instrument. I added more distortion and marked other frequencies to avoid 

sonic clashes with the original chord instruments. I used the LFO feature to give it a rhythmical 

twist. I used the waveform to S+H (sample and hold) to create more rhythmical tension. The last 

change to the song came when I was mixing the track. I doubled the bridge section, and made the 

first eight bars instrumental.

While working with ‘Deconstruct’, it became obvious that glass materials (in the way I have used 

them, at least) lacked distinct frequencies in the low-mid area. In such cases, I used audio from a 

drain pipe was to fill the sonic gap. In ‘Doorways’, the lack of mid-range was, however, positive for 

the outcome. The lack of it added something to the atmosphere.
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Lyrics

Creating melody and text was, as already noted, an intertwined process; I was humming improvised 

sentences over the chords. I often end up saving sentences that are rhythmically in sync with the 

melody. This method tends to result in random words and incoherent sentences, lacking internal 

connection with each other. Many of the sentences spawned this way often appeal to me. At times, I 

even use them as a foundation for lyrics. They tend to acquire suggestive qualities, and I like to not 

really grasp their meaning myself. For some reason, I find lyrics more interesting when they border 

between meaninglessness and meaningfulness. 

I returned to the photograph for lyrical inspiration. It is apparent that the house is still very much a 

house, but it has lost its function as a home. It is either a dead home, or one in deep sleep. There are 

semantic expressions that connect sleep and death. In Sweden, the phrase ‘has gone to sleep’ is 

commonly used to describe a persons demise. The more crude term ‘dirt nap’ has a similar meaning. 

It seems inevitable to avoid the subject of death when working with the theme of abandonment. I 

wanted to do at least one song on this topic, and this song felt like the right one. The improvised 

text was also heading in that direction. I wanted to somehow connect the topics of death and the 

sleeping state, and also touch the subject of remembrance. Taking a step into a highly non-scientific 

area, I started to think about the ability of lucid dreamers to consciously enter dreams. What if this 

could be applicable to that final sleep?

Doorways

play your part and play it well

let the others see

the same old priest will ring to bell

to let the others feel

lights are out and we turn into dreams

curtains fall but we're okay

at least we're in the scene

and now our ghosts are going to sleep

and we will follow

to see what promises they'll keep, they'll keep
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if you will remember, remember

if you will remember

remember who we were, remember who we are

if you will remember

a dirt nap for the longing ones

well, no one really cares

a faithless priest will ring the bell

to let the others feel

lucid dream walks into the unreal

the world is new and we're okay

we made it through the scene

and now our ghosts are going to sleep

and we will follow

to see what promises they'll keep, they'll keep

if you will remember, remember

if you will remember

remember who we were, remember who we are

if you will remember

we turn into dreams, we turn into dreams

then you will

be there staring, staring

at something

that once made out your world

 and you will remember, remember

yeah, you will remember who you were
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5.2.4 Final result

The concept of ‘zooming in’ connects the three stages. This perceptive act encompassed both 

observation and listening. During the first stage, I was visually zooming in and out on specific 

features of the house. Auditory imagination also played a big role at this stage. I was not striving for 

imaginative listening when I visited the house; it came naturally. The perceptive acts during the 

succeeding stages were also both visual and audible. Ihde writes about the importance telescopes 

and microscopes have had to modern science. He also mentions audible equivalents such as 

amplification, and ways to make infra- and ultrasounds hearable (Ihde, 2013, s.15). During the work 

with stage two and three, I employed Iris, different equalizer plug-ins, and harmonic distortion to 

explore sounds within sounds. Iris took on the role of an audio-microscope. It enabled me to zoom 

in on specific areas and segments of the chosen sounds. Equalizer plug-ins, distortion, and reverb 

were further used as tools of amplification.

In terms of instrumentation, ‘Deconstruct’ and ‘Doorways’ are quite similar. The goals of the 

writing processes were, however, different. The path was the goal when working with 

‘Deconstruct’. It was all about experimentation, recording audio material, and turning them into 

instruments. The process with ‘Doorways’ had a defined musical goal from the start. It was all 

about applying the sounds produced in ‘Deconstruct’ in a musical context, in order to create a trip-

hop inspired pop song. The techniques I had employed and developed during the second stage were 

a means to this end. The eeriness of the sounds in ‘Deconstruct’ did inspire a dark hip-hop sounding 

part that undeniably influenced the music for ‘Doorways’. This, I believe, has to do with personal 

preferences. I have always liked dark hip-hop (or hip-hop influenced) bands such as Death Grips, 

Jedi Mind Tricks, Necro, and Portishead. A person with different musical preferences would 

naturally have used the sampled audio material in a different way.

The last connection between the stages are the lyrics. Since the interpretation of the photograph was 

descriptive, it did not provide a story-line to inspire the lyrics. The idea of a house being dead or 

asleep came during the third stage. It is true that the photograph did inspire the lyrical theme. Any 

other abandoned home could, however, have done that.
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5.3 City Hall subway station

Photo 7: City Hall subway station. Photographer: John-Paul Palescandalo.

5.3.1 Stage one: photograph, background and 

interpretation

City Hall was the first southern terminal of the New York subway. The terminal opened in 1904, 

and regular traffic ceased in 1944. The station is one of many ‘ghost stations’ throughout the world, 

and probably one of the most well-preserved. When I was observing the photograph, my thoughts 

were immediately directed towards the spatial qualities of the room: how would this place react to 

sound? The stone walls and architectural structure of the place is bound to produce a massive 

amount of natural reverb. The City Hall terminal is a place of large sounds.
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I decided to do some web-based research on the place and its history. In the course of this research, 

I stumbled across video footage from the place. I found Youtube videos displaying present day 

guided tours to the terminal, as well as footage of an ‘urban explorer’ intruding into the place with 

film equipment. These videos offered a multi-faceted view of the place. They also provided me with 

good insight as to the aural dimension of the station. Beside the present day footage, I found several 

old documentary films about New York, recorded before the station closed down. They provided a 

different angle to the place and its surroundings. The concept of a ‘before and after abandonment’ 

perspective was appealing. It inspired me to take a narrative route of interpretation.

With the photograph in front of me, I started to imagine the activity within the terminal during its 

active years. I created imagined scenes within the terminal, and allowed my mind to wander and 

develop the scenes without pre-determined ideas. As I was mentally crowding the terminal with 

passengers, I noticed that the imagined activity was silent and reminiscent of old movie scenes. 

There was even a sepia-like colour enshrouding it. To further develop the density of the scenes, I 

tried to push the imaginative field of perception into the dimension of listening. I started to ‘hear’ a 

clear contrast between noise and silence. The noise of trains during daytime followed by silence 

during closing hours was unfolding. The sounds of machines and those of man created a sonic 

clash: conversations, laughter, and steps were contrasted by the mechanical noises of trains. There is 

also an inner, utterly human, contrast in the life at subways stations; a tension in the mixed 

emotional states people tend to be in while waiting for trains. Stress meets calmness, hate meets 

love. Happiness, anger, and frustration are embodied side by side.

Having visualised the made up past for some time, I begun experimenting with an intentionality 

exercise inspired by Don Ihde. This exercise encompassed a conscious shift of focus between an 

imagined field and the field of plain observation. I opened and closed my eyes while trying to 

alternate between what could have happened there, and what is physically present in the 

photograph. Having done this for some time, the clarity of the fantasy increased; it was almost as if 

a blurred filter was lifted from the imagined scene. This added a strong sense of life and movement 

in the imaginative field.
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5.3.2 Stage two: ‘Collision’

When working with the music for this piece, I wanted to combine a narrative approach with a 

descriptive one. Steven Spielberg's filmatization of The Shining (1982) has a brilliant spin on past 

and present merging. The story line of the movie takes place in the eighties, but in the last scene the 

main character shows up, looking exactly the same, in a black-white photograph taken in 1921. This 

dramaturgic move drastically changes the entire plot of the movie. There is a similar aspect to our 

apprehension of time within dreams. Time becomes something fleeting, in contrast to our linear 

experience of time during waking hours. I wanted the narrative aspect of the music to somehow 

reflect this, so I set out to combine imagined scenes of the past with present day sounds from the 

terminal. The idea was to create a musical fusion of the past and the present. The present day 

sounds are of a descriptive nature while the ‘past perspective’ naturally becomes narrative. I entitled 

the piece ‘Collision’.

Sampled audio

City Hall is still used as a turning point for trains. The contrast between noise and silence remains. 

Not only do the trains pass through with a sound boosted by the natural reverb of the room; a high 

frequency screeching sound is also produced due to the modern trains being too wide for the 

station's curve. I have used audio files from the internet film clips for the descriptive part of the 

music. The train sounds were used to create the main rhythmical elements in the track. The 

screeching sound of the train was manipulated to create a sound reminiscent of a synthesizer pad. I 

could not find any video material containing sounds from the terminal's active years, so all the 

mechanical sounds were sampled from the Youtube videos. 

I begun the compositional phase by creating a few rhythmical patterns using the train sounds. To 

achieve an in-the-past quality, I created a Pro Tools session in which I imported the audio files of 

train sounds and added reverb extracted from a room with stone walls to the individual tracks. I 

bounced down each audio file, imported the reverb processed track, and used the editing tools in 

Pro Tools to remove some of the attack of the sounds. I chose this method to put emphasis on the 

reverberating sound qualities of the terminal, and also to give the sounds a ‘past quality’. The reverb 

effect added something lingering; it made the feeling of ‘now’ less prevailing. I did, however, make 

sure that there was enough attack left in the sounds to make distinctive rhythmical patterns possible.  
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The screechy sound of the modern trains passing the curve produces was very close to a B note. I 

decided to let this determine the key of the track, and went for the tonality of B major. I dragged the 

audio file of the screechy sound into Iris, wherein I marked frequencies that combined the 

recognizable train sound and a pad-like synthesizer sound. This instrument is used throughout the 

track, both as an ambient background sound and as a melody instrument. The screechy sound 

connects the past with the present when it fuses with one of the guitar melodies at the end of the 

piece.

Sampled audio from the two documentary films was also used in ‘Collision’. A short sample of 

orchestral music, and two excerpts from the voice-over monologues were used in the piece.  

The guitar part

’The Past is alive!’ 

- Pelle Ohlin (‘Pagan Fears’ by Mayhem)

For the imagined approach, I used my fantasy of the station in past times; filling it up with imagined 

travellers entering the place during early hours. I put myself in the position of a silent spectator, 

standing at the same spot as the photographer did. The imagined scenario brought about a bitter-

sweet mood. A diffuse feeling of ‘morning among strangers’ came with it. There is something 

pristine about mornings. I always feel more related to strangers on the subway during really early 

hours. Morning makes us equal in some weird way. We are all likely coming from a similar place, 

having recently gone from a sleeping state to a waking one. I also find silence more pleasurable in 

the morning. There seems to be a tacit agreement that silence is a holy thing during early hours. 

People are more mellow. Some phenomenologists argue that we apprehend other people as 

psychophysical entities (Bengtsson, 2001, p.77). In other words, we do not perceive them as 

naturalistic objects. Where one person ends, the other one begins. Even made up people stir up 

emotions. Why else would we be moved by literature or film? It is, however, always hard to really 

understand the emotions of a stranger. It is equally hard to objectively describe emotional qualities 

in music, or understand the impact music has on others. I am sure that consensus could be reached 

that, for instance, the song ‘Happy’ by Will Pharrell sounds happy, and the song ‘Hurt’ by Nine Inch 

Nails sounds sad. What about a feeling that seems to be recurring whenever you are surrounded by 

strangers at the subway during the early hours? The emotion lacks both name and definition, so my 

issue here was to find a musical way to express it.
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The guitar part that enters at 04.34 represents the imagined scenario of people filling the station to 

catch the first trains in morning. I set out to give the part a mellow feeling in tune with the ‘morning 

among strangers’ idea. I turned to electric guitar, and begun working on a chord progression. I 

recorded several different arpeggios and used them in layers while paying close attention to the 

different voices within the chords. To achieve the desired mellow feel, I used chords that have tonal 

qualities bordering between major and minor sounds, such as 6/9 or maj13 chords. The layered 

arpeggios produced a consonant cluster. While the individual chords all possess different qualities, 

the overall sound might imply a maj13 chord. Chord names, and the experience of chord sounds, 

are not always definitive; musical harmony is sometimes ambiguous. Some might hear the part as a 

G#m7 sound, whereas some might hear it as an Emaj7#11 sound. I added two melody lines on top 

of the arpeggios to add a sense of movement to the part.

Example 1: the electric guitar part in ‘Collision’.

During the visual intentionality exercise conducted at stage one, I mentioned that the fantasy of 

went from blurred to clear over the course of observing the photograph. In order to include this 

‘muddy versus clear’ aspect in the music, the whole guitar part was dragged into Iris wherein I 

marked frequencies that made it sound less close up. I used Iris was used to create something 

reminiscent of a sonic blur filter. 04.28 into the piece, this filter is removed and the original sound 

of the guitar part emerges, creating a clash between the initially blurred and the subsequently clear.
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5.3.3 Stage three: ‘Exile’

When I begun writing music for the third stage, I realized that ‘Collision’ gave me very few ideas 

for a song in the pop/rock style. There were a few obvious alternatives, such as using reverb tails for 

drum hits, or the train/pad sound for melodies, but I could not hear a song emanating from this. 

Not entirely satisfied with the musical ideas in ‘Collision’ as starting point, I returned to the 

interpretational part for inspiration. The photograph portrays a very clean and beautiful place. In 

comparison to most subway stations I have seen, there is something pristine and innocent about it. I 

remembered the old documentary films I had watched during the first stage of this process. In both 

documentary films, the voice actors describe New York as a paradise-like place. No negative side of 

New York is displayed whatsoever; they tell stories of an urban paradise. Even if this was incorrect, 

and more of an opinion than fact, it does say something about human idealism. It led me to think 

about the biblical story of the fall. Adam and Eve had the choice of spending eternity in the 

calmness of Eden, but the desire for knowledge (as promised by the serpent) makes them eat from 

the forbidden fruit, even though they were aware of the consequences. Not eating from the fruit on 

the tree of knowledge was the only rule God had set up, so why wouldn't they obey it? This ancient 

story tells us a lot about the human need to revolt, and also about growing up to become ‘our own’. 

The story is still relevant. It is still retold in different ways. The movie The Village (2004) has a 

similar theme. It tells a story of abandoning a safe ‘paradise’ in favour of a more violent, dark and 

dangerous world. The Matrix (1999) tells a similar story. People leave their safe havens all the time. 

One form of exile that most people experience is when the former child enters adulthood to create 

his or her own world. At some point the innocent child will transform into something else. I 

personally think that abandoning the safe spots is necessary in order to evolve as a person. 

Lyrics

Writing this song began with these thoughts in mind. The lyrics were the starting point here. It felt 

interesting to develop the story of a lost paradise, and somehow let it merge with the ideal vision of 

an urban place such as New York (a nickname for New York is, by coincidence, ‘the Big Apple’). 

The aforementioned documentary films sparked this idea. The beautiful nature of the photograph 

also makes the specific place relevant to an Edenic interpretation; as beautiful as it is, City Hall 

normally lies out of reach for humans.
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I often write lyrics without an existing song in mind, and subsequently change the words to fit the 

rhythm of the melody. I find it to be a good method as it often results in more text material than 

needed. This is positive whenever the stream of ideas is running out. Re-writing the lyrics to fit a 

song has to be carefully done though. It is important to not deprive the text of its meaning and 

integrity. The references to New York were more obvious in the first draft. When we were recording 

demo vocals, it became obvious that some words needed to be replaced. The phrase ‘urban Eden’ 

was for instance replaced with ‘virginal Eden’. I chose the title ‘Exile’ for the song.

Three things are central to most pop/rock lyrics: the questions of when, where and who. The when-

perspective in ‘Collision’ fused the past and the present. I wanted to take off there, and write 

something rooted in the present, but heading towards the future. This perspective is apparent in the 

relationship of verse and chorus. There is no definitive place for the story supplied in the text itself. 

The image I had in mind was that of two persons entering the wilderness in the outskirts of New 

York; kind of like an urban version of Masaccios's painting ‘The Expulsion from the Garden of 

Eden’. The critical difference is, however, that the couple willingly leaves the city. As for the 

question of ‘who’, I decided to use the common pronoun ‘we’. This pronoun opens up for stories of 

a certain group or couple, but also for stories of the universally human. I prefer using a ‘we-

perspective’ rather than a perspective centred around a single person. It depends on the context and 

meaning of the text, but I often find this perspective to add a certain kind of strength to the text. The 

theme of abandoning a paradise is also quite universal, so it made sense to make it less personal and 

more common. 

Exile

the tree, they planted it here for us

it singsa song of a paradise lost

and we hum along to the same old song

tearing the dream-world apart

we move the laws and decrees aside

cause it keeps a blind status quo alive

and we hum along to the same old song

tearing the dream-world apart
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it gets darker now, and we drink the wine

it gets darker now, it's so dark

cause everything we knew falls apart

but we will build anew, anew

let it pass, and we will be a

we will be a, we will be as new, as new

let it pass and we will be as new

the door, they left it ajar for us

to leave the virginal Eden behind

and we sing along to a brand new song

de-constructing our innocent minds

it gets darker now, and we drink the wine

it gets darker now, it's so dark

cause everything we knew falls apart

but we will build anew, anew

let it pass, and we will be a

we will be a, we will be as new, as new

let it pass and we will be as

it gets darker now, it's so dark - we will be as, we will be as

it gets darker now, it's so dark - we will be as, we will be as

Harmony and melody

I turned to acoustic guitar when I begun writing the music. My aim was to have a finished song on 

guitar and vocals before the recording and arrangement phase started. I wanted to use a similar kind 

of musical harmony as in ‘Collision’. This, again, called for chord progressions bordering between 

a major and minor feel. To achieve this goal, I experimented with chords such as 6/9, maj7, maj13, 

and add11; chords that have a ‘less happy’ major quality to them. There is some truth in the notion 
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of major chords sounding happy, and minor chords sad. The mood a chord gives away is, however, 

largely dependent on its place in a progression and the choice of notes for the melody over it. I was 

initially playing and improvising in the key of D major, but tried out some mediant combinations 

using a Bb major and Eb major chord. I paid close attention to the voicings of the chords. When 

composing, many guitarists tend to use familiar chord shapes rather than focusing on the individual 

notes within the chords. I find this approach limiting, and prefer to treat each note in a chord 

progression as of equal importance. This way of writing often adds a greater sense of melody to 

finger-picked guitar parts. The main issue with this approach is that it often results in rather 

awkward fretting hand positions, requiring some extra practice. Since one of the aims of this thesis 

is to broaden my songwriting perspectives, I have tried to avoid musical shortcuts. Laziness is 

definitely not a virtue when trying to improve one's songwriting skills. When subsequently 

arranging the song, I had to rework the guitar part and remove a few notes. The basic idea for the 

acoustic verse part is, however, notated here below. Tablature is included to show the proper chord 

voicings.

Example 2: the acoustic guitar part for the verses in ‘Exile’.

The pre-chorus and chorus parts developed naturally when the verse was finished. I realized that the 

Bb and Eb chords steered the song towards the key of C natural minor. I wanted the pre-chorus and 

chorus to have a more basic pop/rock sound, so balancing the  slightly unusual (for pop music) 

verse progression with something key centred felt like the right way to go.
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Example 3: basic overview of the chorus and pre-chorus chord progressions in ‘Exile’.

I was humming melodies on different sentences from the finished lyrics while playing through the 

chord progressions. I quickly found something that worked rather well. I prefer to let a real singer 

try out the melodies before I move on to arrangements and recording. Experienced singers can tell if 

some words need to be re-written. I had the opportunity to try out the vocal parts with the singer 

intended to sing in the final product, Michaela Stridbeck. This was a great asset, as her vocal 

timbre, phrasing, articulation, and pronunciation brought about new musical ideas. The common 

method of using demo singers can sometimes restrain the ‘real’ singer's approach to the song. Most 

of the melodies I had come up with worked, but it was inspiring to go through the song with 

Michaela. We added a few musical elements during this session. The idea for the ‘aaaa’-part in the 

chorus, as well as the backing vocals towards the end of the track, came when we were 

experimenting with the song. 

Arrangement and production

The initial idea for the arrangement was, in a way similar to ‘Collision’, to base it on layered guitar 

parts. This came to play a lesser role for the end result, but was the starting point for the 

arrangement. Using the guitar chords in that way produced an interesting sound, but not interesting 

enough to base a song on. Not knowing in what direction to continue made me stop for a while, and 
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contemplate what sort of song I wanted this to become. I was reminded of the initial idea of the 

second stage of the method, which was to treat the music created during that stage as a reservoir of 

sonic raw-material for the third stage. I returned to ‘Collision’ and looked for inspiration therein. I 

liked the rather dynamic way in which that piece builds up throughout the track. The piece is 

building up in a rather dynamic way. I decided to try out a similar idea for the arrangement of 

‘Exile’. By subsequently introducing more and more instruments during the song's time-lapse, the 

arrangement developed into something dynamic.

The arrangement was, however, far from finished. Vocals and lyrics make out the heart of many 

pop/rock songs. Few songs in this genre are interesting as instrumental songs. If the melody and 

lyrics are finished before arranging the song in a digital audio workstation, I prefer having demo 

vocals recorded at an early stage. This enables me to build up the track around them. A lot of ideas 

came naturally when the demo vocals for ‘Exile’ were recorded. There is nothing revolutionary 

about the song arrangement. It consists of conventional pop/rock ingredients: the four-on-the-floor 

drum beat, the bass pumping out eighth notes, the organ-like instrument produced in Iris, the finger-

picked acoustic guitar part, a few different electric guitar parts. The least genre-typical component 

is sampled audio of orchestral music from one of the documentary films about old New York. This 

audio file was, however, in the wrong key and had a different tempo. I dragged the orchestral 

samples into Iris, wherein I was able to fine-tune them to correct pitch, and bounced down the 

samples as wav-files. They were then imported into the Pro Tools session, where I used the time-

stretch tool to adjust the tempo of the audio file to fit the tempo of the song.

There were a few issues that required additional work. The overall sound of the track was very 

polished, and the chorus felt dull. The polished sound made the relationship between text and music 

unclear. There is a certain darkness to the lyrics. I wanted this to reflect in the music as well. There 

are two main approaches when it comes to connecting text and music. One is to emotionally match 

text and music, and one is to contrast them (often by using a sad text to accompany a happy 

sounding song). The songs mentioned above: ‘Hurt’ by Nine Inch Nails and ‘Happy’ by Will 

Pharrell are clear examples of the first approach, whereas songs like ‘Misery’ by Maroon 5 or 

‘Dansa, fastän’ by the Swedish artist Säkert! are clear examples of the second approach. I wanted to 

work with the first approach with ‘Exile’. Fusing the text and music demanded a less polished 

production. I tried out a crackling sound used in ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’ (p.66 in this thesis), 

and recorded a short segment of it. The randomized pattern was edited in Pro Tools to become 

rhythmically in sync with the rest of the song. I also dragged an audio file of a brush-stick drum 
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beat into Altiverb, and used it as an impulse response on the crackling part. The sound of it bordered 

on the kind of noise cheap mixer boards tend to produce. I decided to keep it, since it added a bit of 

depth to the song; the production seemed to lack something whenever the reverb was muted. The 

kick drum was also made more rough sounding. I duplicated the instrument track, which consisted 

of a rather clean digital kick drum sound, and used a sample of a vintage sounding kick drum with a 

lot of distortion on the new track. This added an analogue, rough sound to it. A similar method was 

applied for the vocals. I duplicated the chorus part, and added distortion to this track. 

Working with this song felt like a never-ending process. It still lacked something in the chorus. The 

melody was fine, the chords worked well, but it lacked rhythmical drive; it was all too static. I 

experimented with raising and lowering the volume levels of the different instruments for a while, 

but found no solution there. I did, however, find a solution that required a few more instruments. 

Three rhythm instruments, all playing sixteenth notes in different patterns, were added in the 

chorus: toms, a shaker, a snare drum pattern. The toms and shaker are low in the final mix, and are 

not intended to attract the listener's attention, but their presence completely transformed the chorus 

for the better. 

5.3.4 Final result

The relationship between the three stages has linear tendencies, but the stages are only partly 

connected. My interpretation of the photograph had a big influence on the music in ‘Collision’. The 

combination of a descriptive and narrative interpretation sparked all musical ideas in it. The 

photograph's influence is, however, not very clear in the music of ‘Exile’. During the transition 

between the second and third stage, the descriptive elements (sampled audio material from the 

subway station) were almost entirely lost. There are no train sounds from City Hall in ‘Exile’. The 

only remaining sound from it is a part of the orchestral music sampled from one of the documentary 

films. 

The musical harmony is a common denominator for ‘Collision’ and ‘Exile’. Since it stemmed from 

the narrative interpretation in the first stage, there is a linear development throughout the different 

stages. Whereas the musical connection between the first and third stage is slight, the lyrics for 

‘Exile’ are directly connected to my interpretation of the photograph. The seed of the idea of an 

‘urban Eden theme’ as lyrical theme was planted when researching the history of the City Hall; it 
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stemmed from the old documentary films. There is also a connection between the documentary 

films and the photograph: the calmness and beauty of the subway station, qualities related to 

paradisal myths, made it a suitable representative of an abandoned paradise. The question of 

influence between the three stages is hard to answer, it is impossible to say what ‘Exile’ would have 

sounded like without influence from the  photograph. It is, however, safe to say that it would not 

have come into existence without it.
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5.4 The Chernobyl classroom

Photo 8: the Chernobyl classroom. Photographer: Gerd Ludwig

5.4.1 Stage one: photograph and interpretation

Chernobyl is by far the most well-known place used in this thesis. The catastrophe in 1986 was the 

worst nuclear reactor disaster in history in terms of cost and casualties. The number of deaths 

caused by it is hard to fully estimate, and is still growing since radiation-induced cancer is expected 

to cause more casualties in the future. The disaster has caused more than one abandoned building. 

Over 350.000 people have been evacuated and resettled since 1986. Sweden was affected by the 

catastrophe when radioactive particles drifted with the wind and caused fall out over large areas. 

According to my mother, I was sleeping outside in a baby buggy when contaminated rain fell over 

our home. This might seem like unnecessary curiosa, and the effects in Sweden were nothing 
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compared to the disaster area. The fact that I have known of the Chernobyl disaster since I was a 

child has, however, affected my relation to its history. I have also watched many documentary films 

about the city throughout the years, and thus been able to follow the area's development.

I am sure that any mention of Chernobyl brings about thoughts of disaster, tragedy, deformation, 

and ultimately death. When looking at the photograph, I cannot help seeing an incredible sense of 

calmness in it. The motif invites us to take part of something cyclic. Nature slowly takes over the 

place. Mother earth re-claims what is hers. The disaster has made life go on in different ways; it has 

forced life into different forms. It is a meeting of life and death. In my opinion, the essence of the 

photograph is the dynamic force of nature, and not remembrance of a great tragedy. It might sound 

cold-hearted, but do note that I am examining this particular photograph, and not the disaster per se. 

The political leaders on the wall seem ironically small in contrast to the invading trees. Nature, as 

seen in the left part of the photograph, feels like a different world in contrast to the right part of the 

photograph. The world outside is a new one in the making, and the old homes are now inhabited by 

animals. In this sense, this photograph represents an interesting meeting of the hopeful future and 

the dire past. It tells a remarkable story about nature.

If allow myself to take this into another context, there is a micro and macro perspective to the 

phenomenon of destruction leading to recreation. This phenomenon could be negative as well as 

positive. I think that the photograph tells a story of something very human. In The Chock Doctrine 

(2007), Naomi Klein writes about how a theory of tearing down for the sake of rebuilding was used 

within American psychiatry (and also in economics). A form of chock therapy including torture-like 

methods of isolation for long periods was used to basically set the patients to zero, to let them start 

over again. It is similar to the concept in the movie Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004), 

but had devastating effects and only led to further damage for the patients. This was of course 

highly destructive. To rebuild from something torn down could also be set in a positive light. Break-

ups in love relations often leave couples with a feeling having their mutual world being destroyed. 

In retrospect, this might however lead to a greater happiness in loneliness, or with a new partner. 

The sorrow caused by a break-up might leave a person with an experience that can make the next 

relationship work better. The disaster in Chernobyl cannot, of course, be seen this way, but it is 

interesting as an analogy.
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5.4.2 Stage two: ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’

I wanted to musically manifest how nature in Chernobyl rises from polluted soil. There is a rhythm 

to nature that is non-metric and uncontrolled. My aim was to somehow find a musical way of 

expressing this, and contrast it with something ‘contaminated sounding’.

Contaminated sounds

I started by creating a musical background representing the contaminated aspect of the photograph. 

I created two rhythmic loops using a software synthesizer called Carbon2 (featured in Reaktor-5). I 

tweaked the knobs until it got a scratchy, crackling sound, reminiscent of vinyl noise combined with 

a geiger counter. In order to make this element purely rhythmical, many of the synthesizers' tonal 

features were withdrawn. Both patterns are in common time, but whereas the first loop consists of a 

four bar pattern, the second loop is three bars. Combining the two created an interesting rhythmic 

interplay, and their shared pattern restarts when the four bar loop has been repeated six times (4 x 6 

and 3 x 8 both sum up in 24). The synthesizer created a randomized rhythmic pattern. I made a 

bounce of the first four bar pattern loop, divided it into pieces, and quantized it manually in Pro 

Tools to create a more organized pattern. The three bar pattern was used in its original form to 

create an unsettled element. The sound of the loops were quite unpleasant to my ears. I ended up 

cutting a large portion of their high frequencies. A limiter was also used, and it greatly reduced my 

headache. I took my fading headache as a sign of the loops being listenable. The second loop 

representing the contaminated aspect is a monophonic drone note, which is featured throughout 

most of the track. This sound comes from a pre-setting called ‘heavy vinil’ in the Gauger 

synthesizer.

Note choice and harmony

I first turned to piano and electric guitar when looking for a way to translate the aspect of nature 

into sound. There are two forms of musical harmony in the track. The intro and middle part consists 

of perfect fifths stacked on each other, followed by an upbeat piano phrase leading the main musical 

theme. The upbeat phrase is mainly based on a repeating intervallic pattern of a perfect fourth 

followed by a major second. For musical purposes, I moved the pattern down an octave when it 

reached the F3 note and restarted on a F# note. The phrase continues until it reaches an Eb note, 

which functions as a chromatic approach note to the main theme. The ‘intervallic’ approach was a 
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suggestion from my artistic supervisor. His recommended me to avoid leading the listener into a 

certain mood in the way major and minor tonalities tend to do. The  score below shows the notes for 

the fifth based harmony, and a rhythmically simplified version of the upbeat phrase.

Example 4: stacked fifths. 

Example 5: intervallic pattern in the upbeat phrase.

After some experimentation, I decided to balance the intervallic harmony with something key-

centred. The minor sound of the main theme might seem to contradict the positive interpretation of 

the returning nature, but there are undoubtedly two sides to this photograph. The first version of the 

theme can be heard 00.40 in the audio file, the second version at 01.18, and the third version begins 

at 02.50.

Example 6: variations of the main theme.
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Non-organized rhythms

The next step was to achieve a non-static feel of growth within the rhythms. The idea of nature 

being rhythmic, but not necessarily metric or organized in structure, inspired me here. I have used 

three different approaches to achieve this effect: working with delay effects, altering my timing in 

the musical performance, and altering to note values manually in the midi files.

Delay effects play an important role in this piece. A granular synthesis plug-in called SaltyGrain 

from SampleSumo was used to achieve a rather uncontrolled delay effect. Granular synthesis is 

based on the same principle as musical sampling, but instead of playing back the sampled audio, it 

splits it into small pieces called grains. It can be used to produce a large variety of sounds, but was 

here employed to produce a randomized delay effect. I added the granular plug-in to four separate 

aux channels. The volume and amount of delay was controlled by volume automation. Using four 

separate aux channels enabled several different delay settings to affect the tracks. This resulted in a 

more dynamic, randomized, and lively feel. 

At first, the delay effects was far too dominant in the mix. The solution was to use different 

instrument tracks for parts of the piano. I came up with this idea when working on the second failed 

experiments for the Colombian hotel (p.25-26 in this thesis). The piano part that enters at 01.56 was 

split up into three different midi tracks. One of the tracks consists of the notes in the bass clef, and 

has no delay effects. The F# note in the treble clef was, however, used on two tracks with separate 

delay settings in SampleSumo. I tried another approach for the guitar version of the main theme 

(01.56). Two different delay effects were here put after each other in the effect channel.

Another way to achieve a free sense of rhythm lies in performance. If my aim had been to create a 

steady and consistent rhythm in the main theme, I would have recorded it once, made sure that the 

rhythm was exact by quantizing the midi information, and then used a ‘copy and paste’ method to 

re-use the same sonic information. For this piece, I played the musical themes throughout the song, 

and had different approaches to my timing in relation to the static beat of the track. Sometimes the 

phrases are in sync with the beat, and sometimes played behind the beat. This approach also made 

the delay produced by the SaltyGrain plug-in more lively. The delay is affected by how hard the 

keys on the midi keyboard are hit.
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The third method employed to achieve a free sense of rhythm was to manually re-write and alter the 

midi information. Technology was used to produce rhythms that I am unable to play. This can be 

heard at several different places throughout the piece. I typed in fast note values within the phrases, 

and moved them around in a randomized manner at several places. This can be heard at 03.17, and 

looks incredibly messy when the midi information from Pro Tools is imported in Sibelius. Few 

pianists would be happy to find that kind of chaos in a score!

Example 7: midi information imported in Sibelius.

Other sounds

I added a few other instruments. The second version of the main theme was recorded on guitar. I 

dragged the audio file into Iris, and selected frequencies between 700 Hz and 2000 Hz. I used it in 

two different ways: firstly to play the theme with a different sound by simply hitting the correct key 

on the keyboard (replaying the entire audio file), and secondly to play the theme in different 

octaves. The higher notes on the midi keyboard replay the same audio file, but at a faster pace. 

Whenever I hit two notes one octave apart, the theme was played once in the lower octave and 

twice in the higher octave during the same time span. This sound is used here and there throughout 

the song, but is clearly discernible between 01.05 and 01.44. The high frequency sound at 01.42 

comes from the same guitar theme, but was here programmed as 64th notes in a high register.

Throughout the track there is also a slide guitar part, played with a glass bottleneck and an e-bow. 

An e-bow is a battery-powered electronic device that produces sound when placed on a guitar string 

above a pick-up. The resonator uses the pick-up, a feedback circuit, including a sensor coil, driver 

coil, and amplifier, to induce forced string resonance. It creates a sound reminiscent of using a bow 

on the string, and makes long sustained notes possible. A consistently sustained note will eventually 

cause feedback, but the ebow makes it possible to control the pitch of it. I wanted to create a guitar 

part of a less organized nature in contrast to the main theme and piano chords: the idea was to play 

long notes and vary the sound of the slide with the pitched feedback. I played through the entire 

song, and later used volume automation to make it distinguishable at a few places. The last sound I 

added was a part of the piano part dragged into Iris. This sound is distinguishable at 03.41.
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5.4.3 Stage three: ‘We were Here’

The route my interpretation of the Chernobyl photograph took during the two earlier stages opened 

up for a number of possibilities for a pop/rock song. The musical ingredients in ‘A Classroom in 

Chernobyl’ were more diverse than in the other three pieces: out-of-time rhythms over static loops, 

crackling noises making up a rhythmical background, the contrasting sounds of the sterile versus 

the vivid, the combined sound of ‘intervallic’ and key-centred harmony, and a clear musical theme. 

All this left the door ajar for many possible beginnings to this phase of songwriting.

Harmony and song structure

When I began working with music for the third stage, I came to think about a song I had written a 

few years back. It was never finished, and was stored away for a more creative day. Its chorus had a 

similar chord progression as the main theme in ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’. The lyrics also dealt 

with leaving something behind. I do not think that re-using old material obstructs the main ideas or 

integrity of this project. Returning to musical ideas is on the contrary something I frequently do 

when writing music. Having incomplete music stored somewhere is a great asset whenever the well 

of inspiration dries up. I could, however, only recall the chords and melody of the chorus. Since the 

rest of it was lost from my memory, I had to write something leading up to the chorus. The melody 

for the verse and pre-chorus developed quickly. I finished most of the song in one writing session. 

The parts felt complementary to the chorus, and the basic song-structure felt all right. The song 

structure is a fairly similar one: intro – verse – pre-chorus – chorus and chorus-tail – verse, pre-

chorus, chorus and chorus-tail. The word ‘chorus-tail‘ entails an extension of the chorus, differing 

from it in terms of harmony and melody. It does, however, still feel connected to the chorus. As 

with most of the songs, writing chords, lyrics and song melody was an intertwined process. The 

chords all stem from the key of G minor, but since emphasis is put on the D minor chord it makes 

more sense (to me, at least) to refer to it as in D minor. It is only the Ebmaj7#11 chord that suggests 

G minor tonality. 
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Example 8: basic overview of the chord-progressions in‘’We were Here’.

A first draft was recorded with piano, click track and vocals. While doing this, it became obvious 

that the melodies for the verse and chorus were written in different tempos. The verse sounded good 

in 80 BPM, but the chorus melody sounded way too rushed in that tempo. This was problematic. 

My idea with the chorus was to create a lift in the song, and lowering the tempo seemed to be the 

wrong move. I changed the tempo to 75 BPM in the pre-chorus. I figured that a short break in the 

drums would make the transition smooth.

Arrangement

I was excited to start working on the song arrangement in Pro Tools. Treating ‘A Classroom in 

Chernobyl’ as a well-spring of musical ideas gave me a lot of different material to pick from. The 

musical harmony already connected the two pieces. The process of arranging the song was quite 

experimental. I decided to try out a number of different approaches used in ‘A Classroom in 

Chernobyl’.
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Rhythmical tension and release

I wanted to introduce elements of rhythmical tension and release in this song as well. The way that 

the midi information was altered for the piano parts in ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’ appealed to me. 

I tried it out in a few places, and used it to create a short up-beat rhythm to the chorus. Not only did 

I like the sound of it, it also took away focus from the tempo change. The transition felt more 

natural. I tried it out in a few different places, but it became obvious that it would serve the song 

better to use it with moderation (it is, however, used in the second verse as well). I also tried out 

SaltyGrain plug-in I had used as a delay-effect on the piano in ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’. I tried 

to use it on the piano track, but the result was far too messy. There was, however, one place in the 

chorus that needed to stand out, so I tried it on the vocals there and decided to keep it. 

While programming the drums, I wanted to combine the straightforward piano with a contrasting 

rhythmical approach more common common in jazz than in pop music. The rhythms in this song 

are largely based on eighth note rhythms, and the overall feel was initially very straight. I tried out 

adding an triplet-based element to create some tension in relation to that. When programming the 

drum track, I added a single triplet note in the sparse drum pattern. This added a sort of interruptive, 

almost stumbling, rhythmical feel. Placing the triplet there also prevented the song from getting a 

shuffle feel, which would make the groove smooth rather than tense. At first, the drum beat felt too 

odd. The slow tempo of the track made the triplet stand out. But whenever I removed the triplet, the 

song lost a needed element of tension. I also felt that it sounded more and more natural every time I 

heard it. 

Example 9: the basic drum pattern for the verses in ‘We were Here’

To reduce some of the oddity in the groove, I added another triplet based element to the track. I 

used sampled audio from a guitar playing the note D one octave apart, and created an instrument out 

of it in Iris. I set the LFO in Iris to pulsate in a triplet rhythm. Having other instruments providing 

triplets made the drums sound more natural. I ended up using the LFO feature differently on four 

different instruments, all of them created using the audio file of the octave guitar in Iris. Apart from 

the one pulsating in triplets, there is one instrument track with the rate set to sixteenth note triplets, 
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and one to sixteenth notes. I chose a S+H waveform for two instruments, which brought in an extra 

element of rhythmical tension.

Lyrics

The lyrics for ‘We were Here’ was inspired by one form of abandonment; the idea of unwillingly 

leaving something behind. 

We were Here

stand back back, we can make it all fall

it's always the same with us

tear down walls, don't react, don't recall

it's always the same with us

and your voice lingers in empty buildings

it's always too late with you

one step back, we can make it all fall

it's always the same with you and me

and we leave

the air we breathe is thick in here

and I know we have to leave

the world we had, we fucked it up

and I'm sure were gonna bleed

before we leave, before we leave

and we leave, we leave

'cause the world isn't ours anymore

'cause the world isn't ours anymore

'cause the world isn't ours anymore

the world isn't ours
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5.4.4 Final result

‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’ and ‘We were Here’ are probably the tracks with the most similarities 

in this thesis. They have a lot in common: chord progressions, instrumentation, musical ideas, and 

the use of effects. Going from the second to the third stage was also easier here. The reason is 

probably simple: ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’ was sort of a ‘masked’ pop song. It is often easier to 

write music when there are plenty of ideas from the start. The musical elements in it were easily 

transferable to a pop/rock song. 

The lyrics have an obvious relationship to the photograph, but I wanted to bring the micro-macro 

perspective discussed in the interpretational section into it. Parts of the lyrics were written several 

years ago, in the aftermath of a break-up. I decided to keep it as a basis for the lyrics, but allowed 

the photograph to inspire and further develop it. It was thus re-written during the process.
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6 Discussion

The musical quality of the outcome is really not for me to judge. What follows in this section is 

rather an analysis of the process; what influence the research questions have had on the results, the 

impact of the method employed, and further possibilities to explore songwriting by using similar 

approaches.

6.1 Research questions

The first research question was: what sort of sounds and conceptual ideas will I find when trying to 

transform the visual field to the sounding field of music? The question has been thoroughly 

answered in the process description. As regards the sounds, the answer is probably best heard in the 

sounding material. The interpretational part, and more than anything the possibilities of taking a 

narrative or descriptive route to interpretation, completely changed both the premises and the 

results. The two approaches led to quite different results.

The relationship between the visual and the audible was obvious when the compositional approach 

emanated from a descriptive interpretation. The abandoned house and its accompanying music is a 

clear example. The photograph of the abandoned house in Stockholm, and the sounds subsequently 

developed in ‘Deconstruct’ are hard to separate. Each sound is directly traceable to different 

materials in the photograph. The link between photograph and music remained obvious when the 

sounds for ‘Doorways’ were developed as well. The descriptive aspect of ‘Collision’ has a similar 

connection to its related photograph. The sounds were in both cases created by the use of musical 

sampling.

When I formulated the first research question, I was expecting the exploration of unconventional 

sounds to play a bigger role in the thesis. I initially had different ideas in mind. I did, for instance, 

intend to pay attention to the physical, structural qualities of the photographic motifs when 

composing music. This idea disappeared along the way. In retrospect, it is obvious that the narrative 

approach to interpretation had a bigger influence on the music. This approach did, however, connect 

75



the visual and audible field in an implicit way. The connection between the Colombian hotel and 

‘Deviant Voices’ is rather non-specific. If another motif reminding me of a stereo-typical haunted 

house had inspired the music, it may very well have ended up sounding the same. It is perhaps true 

that a picture says more than a thousand words, and logical that it is possible to extract a great deal 

of conceptual ideas from a visual source of inspiration. It is worth noting that the narrative approach 

inspired different forms of story-telling; the conceptual ideas it sparked were both musical and 

lyrical. The musical form of story-telling had a notable impact during the second stage of the 

process. This impact was more implicit in the pop/rock songs, even though the linear nature of the 

method connected the stages. The narrative aspect of ‘Collision’ came in the form of a chord 

progression representing an imagined scene in the photograph. The concept of rhythmical tension 

and release, used in both ‘We were Here’ and ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’, emanated from the wild 

nature in the Chernobyl photograph. The narrative approach had a big impact on all the lyrics 

written during the third stage; all of them contain ‘traces’ of either the photographs or the narrative 

interpretation of them.

It is interesting to see how the research question affected the songwriting process. The nature of the 

research question opened up for many possible points of methodological departure. When 

reviewing my method, I have noted that the starting points when composing the different musical 

pieces have varied. I believe that this diversity stems from the interpretational part as well. 

The second research question was specifically related to pop and rock music: in what way can 

sounds and conceptual ideas found during this process be included in pop/rock songs? Whereas the 

first question has an underlying presence throughout the thesis, this question is related to the third 

stage of the chosen method. This question was, again, answered in the course of the process. The 

two research questions are closely related. The unconventional elements that were brought into the 

pop/rock format during the third stage are all traceable to the first or second stage. If the second 

question had been the only one, the results would have been completely different. 

As with the former question, the initial premises of the interpretational part had a big impact on the 

results. There are both general tendencies and more specific tendencies in the results. The narrative 

route led to more general, conceptual ideas, whereas the descriptive route led to specific ideas 

‘physically’ traceable in the photograph. It was easier to foresee the results when the approach was 

descriptive. One clear example of that is, again, the use of musical sampling when a descriptive 

interpretation preceded the act of composition. The narrative route of interpretation had a larger 
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impact on the pop/rock related songs, but the influences of the photographs were less explicit. There 

were no rights or wrongs inherent in my research questions, and that kept the field open for a great 

deal of creativity. I believe that the narrative route had a bigger influence on the pop/rock music 

because the conceptual ideas it spawned offered more possibilities, and because it allowed me to 

use songwriting tools that I already knew. 

The question of lyrical content also needs to be commented on here. The music for the first stage 

was instrumental, but the second question required vocals and lyrics (they are, after all, a big part of 

pop and rock music). In three of the songs, the lyrical inspiration came from the first stage. The 

interpretation of the photographs influenced the stories. The process with the lyrics for ‘Nowhere’ 

was different. They were directly inspired by the musical atmosphere in ‘Deviant Voices’, and 

written without a pre-determined story-line. In the introduction, I mentioned that human 

relationships make out the prevailing theme in pop and rock music. I thought that the human – non-

human dichotomy inherent in the motifs of abandonment would lead me into unfamiliar areas. In 

retrospect, I have done the opposite, and instead returned to very human themes. I have no good 

answer to why that happened, but it does rhyme with using conventions as a creative tool during the 

third stage. 

There are constraints inherent in the first and second research questions, and these have affected the 

results. The first question limited the field of inspiration to the photographs. It entailed no musical 

restrictions, but did limit the field of story-telling to music alone. The second question contained 

musical restrictions, but kept the field of story-telling more open. The tacit rules of a pop/rock song 

were here fused with an outside influence. If one was to judge the quality of the method, I daresay 

that the research questions have to be seen in relation to each other.

When reviewing the method and results, it struck me that the three stage method yielded many 

musical and lyrical options for the third stage. Had the second stage been omitted, the connection 

between music and lyrics might have been more coherent in the pop/rock songs. 

The third research question dealt with my personal practice as a songwriter: how can I use the ideas 

developed during the process in my own artistic practice? This has, once again, partly been 

answered in the course of the process. I plan to have the pop/rock songs released in some form, as 

soon as I can afford to pay a proper mastering engineer. I can see many possibilities to make use of 

the knowledge I have gained when working with this thesis.
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First up is film music. In the past year I have composed music for two short films and one short 

mini-series, and I hope to continue writing music for film. The tools and techniques I got from 

working with the music of the second stage will definitely be used in future projects. Composing 

the instrumental music was in fact not that different from how I have worked with music for short 

films. I like to think that the process during the second stage has enhanced my compositional skills, 

and my ability to find strong relationships between music and visuals. Making use of conceptual 

ideas for musical story-telling has, I hope, made me a better composer.

The use of musical sampling has given me plenty of ideas for future projects. I have already 

incorporated the sounds developed in ‘Deviant Voices’ in a song that is due to be released later this 

year. I will probably continue to explore sounds in Iris when writing music. It has been inspiring to 

look for musical qualities in concrete sounds, and this inspiration alone is reason enough to keep on 

exploring this field. The reason is simple: an inspired songwriting process often yields better results. 

The compositional method used in ‘Deconstruct’ has inspired an idea to create an album without 

pre-determined musical ideas. It was interesting to write music in an unfolding way, similar to my 

painting-method, and this is something I would like to explore further. This is just an idea for the 

time being, but I hope that it will happen in some way.

6.2 Objective

The objective of the thesis was to explore the pop/rock idiom by starting from an unfamiliar point. 

During the work with the second stage, it became apparent that the music created there would be 

equally important to the music of the third stage. Considering what I learned during that stage, and 

the large amount of time devoted to the different pieces, it was obvious that they would be more 

than ‘sonic building blocks’ for the third stage. The idea of bringing unconventional elements into 

pop/rock related music was never intended to free myself from using conventions related to pop and 

rock music. The premises rather forced elements of an unconventional nature into a familiar 

musical idiom.
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6.3 Notes on the method

The three stage method could be seen in two different ways. On the one hand, it has been a 

songwriting method. On the other hand, the method could be seen as an extended songwriting 

exercise.

6.3.1 The method as a songwriting exercise

It was not until all the music was finished that I realised that the method is applicable as an 

extended songwriting exercise. I was not only looking at eight pieces of music, but also at new 

approaches to composition and music production; tools that I will be able to use in other musical 

projects. In that sense, the method had similarities to practicing methods or strategies on an 

instrument. I have never really contemplated the concept of practicing songwriting skills; not in 

depth, at least. I find it quite odd that this never occurred to me before. As an instrumentalist, I am 

used to make a clear difference between practicing and performing. I have been taught to narrow 

down the musical possibilities, and create practicing strategies when learning new techniques and 

concepts on guitar. These strategies often put an emphasis on a small segment of the goal. If the 

goal is to improvise freely over a II-V-I progression, practicing strategies might be to approach 

every chord note from a half step below, making use of different pentatonic scales over it, or limit 

the improvisation to use a specific note value.

What is the difference between this ‘instrumental’ approach to practicing, and practicing 

songwriting? I have done plenty of songwriting exercises while studying music. When thinking 

about it now, it is in no way a new phenomenon to me. Still, how can two so familiar words as 

‘songwriting’ and ‘practicing’ feel new together? One answer is that songwriting never has been my 

main subject during my music studies. I have never attended a programme solely devoted to the 

subject, and therefore would not be able to tell what it is like.  There are three more things that 

differentiate this process from other songwriting exercises I have seen: the time-span of the project, 

the goal of the project, and the pre-determined premises for composition.

In my past experiences, songwriting exercises have never been extended for long periods of time. 

The work with this thesis spanned over eight months. The generous amount of time available 

enabled me to throw away large quantities of music, and made possible a great deal of 
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experimentation. It has enabled me to re-start the writing process at several points. It has also 

enabled me to question the songs. It would be possible to write a song inspired by a photograph in 

an hour; I would not even be surprised if it turned into a better song than the ones here! The 

generous amount of time came with other opportunities. I have found techniques to work with that I 

would not have found in a short-term music project. The use of musical sampling and instruments 

developed when working with the abandoned house motif required a lot of time. Recording the 

audio files for ‘Deconstruct’ took longer than a standard pop/rock songwriting session. The results 

of an extended projected like this are perhaps more obvious in music production, than in the songs 

per se.

The goal also made this process different from other songwriting methods I have tried. The goal of 

most songwriting exercises is a finished song. There is often something implicit in this goal; the end 

result should be a good song. Musical exploration, rather than setting out to write the best song in 

the world, has been a big part of this project. If I had aspired to ‘write the best song in the world’, 

another kind of method would be better suited. An effective method to reach that goal could include 

studies of hit songs, and have an emphasis on writing as much music as possible. 

I will return to my II-V-I practicing example. The expectation when practicing a narrowed down 

musical concept is hardly to play the most magical jazz solo of all time. Few musicians master an 

improvisational concept when trying it out for the first time. The practice method is a means to an 

end. It belongs in the practice room, and not on a stage or in a recording studio. Why is not a similar 

approach more common in songwriting? I am not claiming that the idea of practicing specific skills 

is non-existent in songwriting education. I do however think that it is an area that could be explored 

further. Maybe less emphasis on words such as ‘quality’ or ‘good’ would lead to better songs in the 

long run? The objective of my thesis forced me into new territories. It also forced me to follow 

through with musical ideas, even when they felt questionable. One of the failed experiments when 

working on music for the hotel motif was based on an electric guitar part. In order to let the 

individual notes be digitally altered, I recorded each note on an individual track. I set out to make it 

sound like one guitar take. I started to dislike this particular piece of music. The idea of separating 

individual notes from chordal passages, and altering them by digital means, was, however, used 

extensively in ‘A Classroom in Chernobyl’. In that case, the top notes of the arpeggios were 

sometimes placed on individual tracks with a granular delay effect. This idea was born in a failed 

experiment, but found its way into another song.
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A third difference between this process and most songwriting exercises are the initial premises. 

Many songwriting exercises have well-defined premises; they have clear guidelines that tend to 

steer the process in a clear direction. If the exercise is to write a country inspired pop song in the 

key of G major, it is only natural that it will follow conventions within the country/pop genre. It is 

likely that the song will include the chords G, C, D, and Em in some combination. The song 

structure is likely to end up intro, verse, pre-chorus, chorus, verse, pre-chorus, chorus, bridge, and 

chorus, or something similar. The instrumentation will probably consist of a pop band line-up 

(drums, guitar, piano, bass and vocals), with the addition of instruments specific to country music 

such as pedal steel, banjo or violin. The lyrics are likely to have a story-telling character. This is not 

that different from my improvisation practicing example. If the chosen restriction is to approach 

each chord note from a half step below, it is easy to foresee what it will sound like. The premises I 

had set up by choosing visual motifs, interpretation method, and a two stage musical method, were 

both restricted and open at the same time. The musical guidelines were basically that the music of 

the third stage would fall into my definition of pop/rock music, and that the music of the second 

stage would be written without genre based rules.

6.3.2 The method as a songwriting tool

I experience a difference between composing music inside and outside of academic studies. When 

working on the music for an album entitled ‘Grape of the Vine’ (2014) with my band Mortuus, we 

re-wrote parts of the songs several times during the time-span of a year and a half. During the 

process with that album, I never even thought about having taken music lessons. There is an 

expression that says ‘education is what remains when we have forgotten all that we have been 

taught’. The origin of the quote is obscure; it has been attributed to several different persons and 

there are several quotes with similar meaning. To me, this is the goal of music education. This thesis 

has been moving in a middle-land between my experience of writing music inside and outside of 

academia. The work with the thesis has been similar to the writing-process with ‘Grape of the Vine’ 

in the sense that the sounding material has been re-written until I have felt satisfied. I have however 

had an analytical view that I relate to learning rather than instinctively using tools learned.

One of the things that were specific to my method was fusing the conventional and the 

unconventional. The song ‘Doorways’ is a good example. The use of glass materials to emulate a 
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pop/rock ensemble is not a common method. The rest of the song does not, however, venture into 

unknown territory. In this case, I created an instrumental background before lyrics and song melody 

were written. The song-structure of this background was one of the most common ones in pop 

music: intro – verse – pre-chorus – verse – pre-chorus – chorus – bridge - chorus. Since I have 

written many songs using that structure, it was easy to finish the song. During the process with 

‘Nowhere’ I ended up with verses that did not inspire a pre-chorus or chorus. Using the AABA form 

speeded up the process there, and neither a pre-chorus nor a chorus was needed.

Overall, I can see a kinship between this aspect of the method and cooking. If the conventional 

ideas or tacit rules are treated as food recipes, starting from them is likely to work well. Instead of 

developing a new dish from scratch, new ingredients can be tested one by one. Some fine dining 

restaurants have test kitchens in which they develop brand new dishes. I find it unlikely that their 

experiments start completely from scratch. The process of creating a new dish is bound to contain 

familiar elements. It is likely that an already known cooking method, ingredients with a well-known 

taste, or familiar cooking techniques are employed; the Chefs are however experimenting with 

combinations of the conventional and the unconventional. I am not comparing my music to the 

work of the world's best Chefs, but the method I have employed is somewhat similar. As far as 

songwriting goes, I think that this approach can be further developed. It does, however, require 

awareness of what the musical conventions actually are.

This method came with musical constraints as well. This topic has been covered by the musicologist 

and songwriter Joe Bennett. Bennett writes that ‘over many decades of consumption, popular song 

has established a set of musical and literary constraints within which creativity operates’ (2012, 

p.139). Bennett also concludes that the use of musical constraint is especially common among 

songwriters focusing on commercial music. The musical constraints in this thesis have been of a 

new character to me. Starting from the abandoned motifs did set a clear limitation to the entire 

process. Introducing new elements into the well-known pop/rock format created another form of 

constraint. It can, however, also be seen as a widening of the musical possibilities within this rather 

narrowly defined genre. The notion of writing music without pre-determined genres as models 

implicitly came with limitations; why else would the pieces written during this stage have so few 

pop and rock elements in them? This possibility was not excluded from the task. Since pop and rock 

music is a familiar area to me, it would have made sense if it affected the material. These 

constraints have probably been the most challenging aspect of the thesis. Unfamiliar premises 

premises inevitably lead to new challenges; and new challenges are by their nature harder to handle.
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6.3.3 The influence of phenomenology

The influence of phenomenology has been an underlying factor throughout this thesis. Its presence 

has not always been explicit. I would, however, say that it has had a big influence on the material. 

The interplay between the visual and the sounding is rooted in perceptive acts. The material I read 

on phenomenology was mainly revolving around the nature of perception. Studying 

phenomenological texts was the first step of the thesis. I think this naturally affected the music I 

subsequently wrote. The notion of imagination being ‘real’ to the one imagining, influenced the 

interpretation and music of City Hall. The concept of appresentation clearly affected the music for 

the abandoned hotel. It was not inspired by a perceptive act rooted in the physical world, but my 

earlier experiences of horror movies was appresented in the fantasy leading to ‘Deviant Voices’. 

The suggestion to go ‘to the things themselves’ was explored sonically when working with the 

photograph of the abandoned house. 

Many of the conceptual ideas that made their way into the music came when combining 

photographs and phenomenological concepts. The conceptual ideas came to influence the 

songwriting process in a way that differs from my earlier experiences of writing music with lyrics. 

Earlier on, I mentioned that there are several pop and rock songs related to the painting Mona Lisa. 

I also mentioned that these songs used the painting as a metaphor. It is not uncommon within pop 

and rock related genres that the instrumental background mainly supports a story. During the work 

with the music, conceptual ideas have influenced the lyrics, but they have also had a big impact on 

the instrumental parts of the songs; composing music has not only been about providing the right 

‘feel’ for the lyrics. This is not always obvious, or even at all present, in the songs. I came to think 

about this when reviewing my method. If I had paid attention to it earlier on, I would have aspired 

to do this in a more explicit and thoughtful way. I do, however, believe that it has an influence on 

the songs.

6.3.4 Further possibilities to develop the method

The vagueness inherent in the premises of my method has, in many cases, worked as a catalyst for 

conceptual ideas, rather than engendered concrete ideas. A conceptual idea, such as creating a song 

against an ambient-like musical background, could be used in many different ways. Using the 

concept of rhythmical tension and release could be further developed in any genre. 
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The core of the method is an unfamiliar starting point. It could be further explored in countless 

ways. I am sure that any form of sound-less model would lead to new songwriting approaches. 

Employing a three-step method is not necessary. I am certain that bringing a sound-less source as 

inspiration directly into a familiar songwriting method would be an efficient way to explore new 

musical areas in many different contexts. It could be used to bring an outside element into any 

genre. As a tool designed to practice songwriting skills, it could be used to explore music without 

necessarily having the goal of creating a good song. It could of course be used in a ‘real’ 

songwriting process as well. A writing-process could even start with an unfamiliar musical source 

as inspiration; bringing elements of musique concrète into a reggae song is likely to open new doors 

for composition. The method employed in stage two and stage three of this thesis could make out an 

entire creative process. Creating a reservoir of sonic raw-material has worked well for me, so I see 

no reason why others could not learn a great deal from it. None of the tracks in my thesis contains 

musical improvisation. This is another field that could be further developed by starting with a 

soundless source as inspiration. 

6.4 Final words

When looking at the process as a whole, it is obvious that the path has been more important than the 

goal. Inherent in my objective was the question of originality. I have avoided to comment on it thus 

far. I have ambivalent feelings regarding the word. I personally love a great many songs and records 

that ‘stay true’ to specific genres. I do not think that originality as such determines musical quality; 

what sounds good, is good. I am not even sure if it is possible to label certain things as better. 

Another parable to food could be used here; good food is good food. It is a matter of taste, but 

during the act of eating, it is probably not harder than that. The same goes for music; when music 

feels good to the listener, it is good music. But new ideas are necessary. Without a thirst for 

originality, stagnation is inevitable. None of the songs I have written here show any great amount of 

originality; musical sampling has been used in many songs, songs inspired by photography is 

nothing new, and neither are songs inspired by buildings. I am sure that most of the songwriting 

strategies have been used in some way before. The songs would not, however, have existed without 

the method employed here. The conclusion I can draw from all of this is that music is developed by 

adding one new ingredient at a time. There is no way around it. In that sense, I feel that this thesis 

has planted plenty of seeds for me to harvest in the future.
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