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Dissertation Proposal 

Within my dissertation proposal, I plan on looking at 3 key words that relate to music theory to form a question for my independent research. In more detail, I will be researching into what effects have shaped the way modern music is and has been written. I plan on looking at affects such as, religion, cultures and modern technology and how these specific points have affected the writing process of certain artists, the popularity of techniques for composing and the obstacles faced by them. The three key words I have chosen are Limits, Influence and finally Systems. 



Limits 


Music has always been surrounded by limits. From the inability for a composer to share audio of their composition, to modern day musicians unable to get any of their songs heard through the gigantic cloud of competition. Nonetheless, limits have not always constrained the creativity of these artists. “Every situation and environment has its own constraints, including some combination of time, money, space, people, and competition. These constraints sharpen your imagination and enhance innovation” (Seelig, 2017). 

A simple example of limits applying pressure for something new in the music industry, is in the late 19th century, the constraints of being unable to listen to music without seeing a live performance caused a means for an audio player. In 1878 Thomas Edison patents a Wax Cylinder phonograph which then led to a wax disk phonograph due to the reproductive factor (Foreman, 2011). Multitracking recording became available in the 1940’s along with AC-biased tape recorders. Between 1878 and 1940 the limits of no editing and mono mixes meant that performances would often have to be done in one take with all instruments playing at the same time, which lead to a better performance from each musician and also gave songs a natural feel. 

In the late 1970s to the 1980s the newly discovered sounds of hip hop coming from The Bronx was pushing its way into mainstream music with artist such as DJ Kool, De La Soul, Public Enemy, The Beastie Boys and The Sugar Hill Gang, creating music that would be admired by many and developed in the years after to still be popular today. Hip Hop as a culture and a music genre has many defining features including rapping, breakdancing, graffiti, synthesized beats and the most controversial, sampling. In hip hop culture, sampling is the process of taking a snippet of audio from another record, usually an old R&B record and creating something new (Reynolds, 2018). Due to sampling being something new in the late 1970s, the legality was very cloudy and there were no clear rules stating the use of sampling at the time. The lack of limits here represents a cause of why sampling became so popular at this time. On the other hand, sampling was a useful tool for artist lacking musical skills. It gave the opportunity for them to create without restrictions and get recognized as DJs and rappers. The samples used would come from a diverse style of songs. Public Enemies Hank Shocklee explains that rap culture is becoming a scavenger of cultures by “mixing all the colours together” (Bartlett , 1994). With the price of renting out studios and musicians being way out of budget for even rappers and DJ’s on the rise, the sampling machines gave a leeway for these artists to create high quality soundtracks out of another person’s music. While discussing the use of sampling machines in the late 1970s, Marcel Swiboda describes the need for these machines as “driven by economic imperatives, such as a need to mitigate the rising costs of studio time” (Swiboda , 2014) Therefore, the limit of these artists budget brought the art of sampling to DJ’s and rappers leading to the rise of hip hop as a genre and culture. 

Even with music theory there are limits. Although musicians are not obliged to, most musicians compose within the restrictions of certain rules including tunings and rhythms. The tuning of most western music splits an octave into 12 equal temperaments, therefore giving composers and musicians the limits of 12 different notes to use within an octave, each note being a semitone apart. There are many cultures that have even used the 24-tone equal temperament therefore having notes that are a quarter tone apart, this is used in the middle east and is known as ‘gadwall’ in Arabic (Heukeshoven, 2012). Within the limitations of what style of music is considered pleasing in their cultures, many composers and musicians have experimented with different tunings and instruments. A composer named Julian Carrillo born in Mexico 1895, was one of the earliest examples of a composer experimenting outside of their cultures normal tuning which is the 12-tone equal temperament. Julian Carrillo has compositions that are in 96 tone equal temperament, meaning that the octave is shared into 96 different notes. Carrillo was an advocate for distancing from the 12-tone equal temperament and even had his own theory called ‘Sonido 13,’ which translates to the thirteenth sound. He hoped that the works of Wagner, Beethoven and Strauss would one day only have archaeological value and that “the thirteenth sound will be the beginning of the end and point of departure of a new musical generation which will transform everything” (Madrid , 2015). Indicating that he believes there is a need for musicians to break through the limits and explore past the 12-tone equal temperament. 
Therefore, the pressure that limits can put on an artist will often increase creativity by both discovering a new system of doing what they intend to do like with Julian Carrillo, or by creating efficient ways past a certain obstacle an artist may face, such as Hip-hop artists with sampling and the development of new machines.  




Influence 

Cambridge dictionary defines Influence as, “to affect how someone or something develops behaves or thinks.” In the world of music, influence has been one of the biggest factors of the way music has been shaped. From the beginning of the 20th century, blues had major effects on many other genres. In the article ‘The Rebirth of the Blues’, the writer reflects on the effects of blues on other genres by highlighting the blue notes. The writer explains how the blue notes are not classified as major or minor “but are somehow both at once, the ways of using this theory has had its effect on everything from jazz to Broadway shows” (Anon., 1996) which indicates its influence in a diverse range of genres.

 As Previously reviewed, hip hop takes influence from different genres such as soul Rnb and jazz, shown best by Hank Shocklees quote of “mixing all the colours together” (Bartlett , 1994). Besides this, Soul music is one of the biggest influences on hip hop and remained a strong influence to this day. While discussing his next release in 2006, rapper Common describes his album ‘Finding Forever’ 2007 also featuring Kanye West, as a mix of “vintage soul” and “progressive jazz” (Lorraine, 2006). This displays the use of influences in later Hip-hop music. 
Similarly, blues, soul and many other genres are highly influenced by traditional African music. Like many different cultures, African cultures use music and dance as a form of expression. The main aspect that’s influenced by traditional African music is the rhythm, we see this most notably in jazz and dance music. In modern music, a popular African inspired rhythm is cumbia. This rhythm is known for being a Columbian rhythm, although it came from African slaves who were captured by Spanish ships and taken to Columbia where they escaped and gathered to create a community in San Basilio de Palenque (Arnaiz-Villena, 2018). This rhythm most notably plays the upbeat on beats 2 and 4 in a 4/4 time signature, this is played by a Llamador which is a percussion instrument that was built using the same techniques that people from African cultures used (Rucker , 2015). This style of rhythm first had its major breakthrough with Shakira using it in many of her songs, from there it has blossomed into the mainstream. This style is very prominent modern Latin American pop music. The song ‘Despacitio’ by Luis Fonsi is an example of a modern song which features this African influenced Columbian rhythm known as Cumbia. 
  
Another mode of influence on music comes in less of an artistic and more of an influence of power. Music has developed to carry many roles in our lives, including pleasure, entertainment, creating an escape and as a component to moving image, although, music has heled much more responsibility in the past. Music has been used by religion to communicate thoughts and inspiration for many years. Equally religion has affected the development of music by inspiring the creation of instruments such as the pipe organ. From the beginning of the relationship of music and religion, composers have been employed by the church to compose. John Sebastian Bach throughout his career was employed by the church to write music, his first job was in a church in Arnstadt where his career developed into more opportunities where he could work for it. The restriction of working for the church did frustrate Bach and even led to him being incarcerated in prison for trying to leave. Bach’s most notable work occurred when he was employed by the St Thomas Church Leipzig in 1723 where he would be expected to compose weekly cantatas, among these where the famous Magnificat ‘BMV 243a’ (Wolff, 1999). Being employed by the church meant that it would have a massive influence over what he could and couldn’t write and what would be heard by the public. Bach would also have a limit to what emotions he could express through his music, therefore the influence leading to restrictions on his creativity. In contrast, Richard Wagner worked on more artistic projects such as operas, therefore having more freedom as there were no influences to filter his compositions. Due to this, Wagner had more room to experiment, and one of his focuses included unresolved tensions, which was not used often in music at the time. Wagner’s use of this led to what became known as The Tristan Chord, which he boldly used at the start of Tristan und Isolde in 1859 (Latham, 2011). Wagner’s experimental techniques inspired many other musicians to do the same, including German heavy-metal band Rammstein who describe who have been rumoured to describe him as “The Father of Heavy-metal” (Music101, n.d.). 

In conclusion, influence plays a major part in how music is shaped. The biggest factor being how other artists music can be used as influence on how another’s is shaped, thus leading a cycle of affects which results in a music with diverse flavours. 




Systems

Within the writing process of musicians, there is always a system to be used, such as a collection of notes to choose from that relate to each other in the most pleasing way, or a structure to follow like the favoured 32-bar song form. Many musicians have experimented and challenged these systems and any well studied musician has a good understanding of them. The need for systems in music has deteriorated due to many factors. In this part of the essay I aim to discuss the power of systems in a musical setting, such as, how the popular systems of western music put restrictions on artists which leads to repetitiveness and how and why the need to know these systems in declining due to new software.
 
Let it be by The Beatles, Africa by Toto, Under the Bridge by The Red Hot Chilli Peppers and Adele’s Someone Like You have all been in the top 100 by the official charts company (Official_Charts, n.d.), they all also feature the same chord progression which is the Tonic chord to the major fifth to minor sixth and ending on the major fourth. This chord progression is very popular and is used throughout Pop and Rock music. This could be due to the simplicity of the structure and diatonic nature of the related chords, or is it plagiarism? Although there is no limit to what key or order of chords to use, there have been many lawsuits regarding plagiarism in music. A popular example of this is George Harrisons My sweet Lord 1970 and its 10 year lawsuit for the use of  a similar melody to He’s So Fine by the Chiffons in 1962, where George Harrison was found guilty of unintentionally imitating He’s So Fine (Dittmar , 2012). Although George Harrison had lost money on the song, the lawsuit inspired him to write ‘This Song’ in 1976 which also charted (Gillian, 2004). The theme of plagiarism is very controversial in the music business, with many people arguing over whether someone can own the rights to a system of chords or notes that are picked from a key in music, or weather these are just tools for writing as song or composition that anyone can choose. Either way it is inevitable that many songs will be written using the same chord progressions due to small system of choice available to artists.  

Since 1960s the need for knowledge of these systems has declined. Instead most musicians use a mix of a very basic understanding of the theory for chord and melodic systems and improvisation. Intellectual Takeout’s research on the decline of music literacy indicated that the decline for the knowledge of these systems is due to the decline in quality of music, the author speculates it’s because of the two primary writers of songs that are in the top 100 which are Max Martin and Dr Luke (Henschen, 2018). With two people writing dozens of songs it is inevitable that those songs will all share a similar quality and therefore sound the same. The repetitive use of the knowledge of systems these artists use is what causes each of their songs to sound the same as their others. These songs also inspire many new artists, this is a reason as to why many modern pop songs sound similar to each other.

Recently artist have even turned to using plugins to produce rhythms and melodies, completely eliminating the need for music theory at all. Captain Plugins is a plugin set from mixedinkey, it is advertised as a plugin “to write your own chord progressions, hooks, melodies and basslines” (Captain_Plugins, 2020). The pack they sell includes Captain Chords, which is the main tool of the pack, it allows the user to select the key, the chords in the progressions, extensions of the chords and creates a midi track for editing. The other plug ins include Captain Melody, Deep and Beats which create the melody, bass and drum part for the song. Although the plugin is advertised to help create the users own chord progression, it predominantly writes a whole song for them. There are many plugins just like these that allow an artist to skip learning music theory therefore eliminating musical the need for knowledge of systems in music.

The knowledge of systems in music has been a vital part of composition up until the late 1960s. The decline of is caused by the decent of the quality in music. This then influences more lower quality music to be made. Another effect of systems in music is the creation of modern plug ins that create a leeway for artists who do not know music theory to still create music. Although controversial, this is creating songs that sound similarly with anyone else who uses it. There is a rise in these products due to their presence in modern trap and rap music. 


Conclusion 
While exploring these three key words it is clear to see that they are strongly related to one another. Each key word has a key function within music, with the presence and absence of limits and influence having a major effect on how artists compose with religion and culture effecting these, and how the knowledge of systems in music theory helps with creating music and in contrast how improvising does the same. The effects of technology feature many times during my research; therefore, I have chosen to research more deeply into this subject for my dissertation. This has led me to propose to write my dissertation on the subject of How technology is becoming the most significant influence on the construction of music post 1960s, where I aim to delve deeper into the relationship of technology and music.
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