Blog posts

Blog post 1 – Empathise
For this assignment we were tasked with creating a site-specific sound work that evaluates historical or contemporary issues and their impact on today’s society using the design thinking process. Our chosen topic should fall under one of the following topics:
· Mindfulness and Wellbeing – Ancient Paradigms and Modern Methodologies
· An Inconvenient Truth – Visions of the Future
· The Future is Human – Rise of the Machines
· Disinformation – Knowledge and Ignorance
· Dreams and Psychodelia – Beyond Limitations
I started by looking for some examples of contemporary issues and looking for some that I could relate to a location in Swansea. I looked at a list of contemporary issues[footnoteRef:1] to get an idea for potential topics. From this list I saw plenty of issues that I could relate to various areas in Swansea however I struggled to think of ways I could represent them sonically. I then googled contemporary issues specific to Swansea and found a Wales Online article about poverty, some of the causes listed were a lack of investment from the government and drugs. I realised the drugs issue falls nicely into the Dreams and Psychodelia topic. While researching Swansea’s relationship with drugs I found that Swansea is Wales’s capital in terms of drug related deaths and is almost in the top third of drug related crimes in the UK. [1:  https://simplicable.com/en/contemporary-issues] 


Blog post 2 – Define
This week we were assigned groups and within our groups we had to follow the design thinking process, this week was to define our topic. We bounced between many different ideas initially, we started by just brainstorming topics that could fall under our broader topic of “An inconvenient truth – visions of the future” We thought about climate change, littering, extinction and space exploration. Initially we were going to go for the idea of space exploration, drawing inspiration from films like Star Wars, Star Trek and Interstellar. We were planning on using samples from those films and using their themes as inspiration, for example Star Wars’ theme song is very grand, it uses an orchestra and sounds very royal. We decided against the space exploration idea because we couldn’t think of any locations that would work well, the only location we could think of was the observatory but that is now a café which doesn’t work as well as a space exploration location. We leaned into the idea of a post-apocalyptic sound walk. I did some research and found that the virus in The Last Of Us is based on a real fungus called Ophiocordyceps, once it’s in its insect host it takes over its mind and when the host dies it takes over its body and uses it to grow from. We struggled to think of a location for it though so we decided to think of locations that we could use for various ideas, such as the Llanelli wetlands and various castles in Swansea. We decided to go with Swansea Castle because of its history with war. Swansea was a primary target during the Blitz when the Nazis bombed major cities in the UK. Swansea’s blitz lasted 3 nights, from  the 19th to the 21st of February 1941, killing 230 people. Before the Blitz, the area around the castle was a bustling high-street, the Ben Evans store being the main attraction, known as ‘The Harrods of Wales’ during the Blitz, the area was turned to rubble, the area hasn’t returned to it’s heights pre-blitz, making it a perfect location for a piece about the effects of war.

Blog post 3 – Ideate (musical ideas)
To create the piece, initially we toyed with the idea of each of us creating a 2 minute piece individually but we decided against that idea because we realised that we would have 5 incoherent piece and would have to alter each one to fit together. We instead decided to split off into 3 smaller groups to make pieces about the history, the present and our visions of the future. My group was tasked with making the piece about the past, we decided to make it from the perspective of someone during the blitz.
We started with a piano melody on a Rhodes keyboard, we decided on the Rhodes because it sounded darker than the other presets available to us. We used soldiers marching as the percussive element of the piece so that we could ground the idea of war in the piece. I added a three choir patterns, one played octaves of the root notes, one played the piano chords and the third played the same chords but the octave above. We met up again over easter and decided to use a Winston Churchill speech at the start and end of our piece. The first speech is pre-Blitz and the other is post-Blitz. We’ve also split the piece in two, I’m in charge of the first part leading into the Blitz part of the piece.

Blog Post 4 – Prototype and Test
We had a couple of prototypes, initially, we were doing it on the environment so I started to make an instrumental with David Attenborough talking about the future of the environment to be used as an intro to the walk, we decided against the idea of the environment though because to walk from our starting point, St Helens, to our end point, Mumbles pier, would take an hour and a half. Fortunately, I was able to re-use the piano part in the second half of our new piece. We tested our walk on Tuesday, and found that the echoes weren’t placed properly, the first one started on the wrong side of the road, then the gap between the end of that one and start of the second one was too long. So we decided to make the second echo longer so the gap isn’t as long and it doesn’t feel as disjointed. The gap between the second and the third echo worked well so we didn’t need to change anything there, we did hang around the castle for a minute or two which we assume those walking the walk would do the same. For the cover of each echo we used pexels for the present echo, AI for the past echo about the blitz and for the futuristic echo. I tried a few different prompts for the Blitz generation and eventually settled on the photo used. After this was done we went back out to test the final version, making sure the echoes started in the right locations and didn’t drag on longer than they were meant to.

Blog post 5 – The Design Thinking Process Hindsight
After going through the design thinking process, I have mixed feeling about it. I see how it could be used to inform a task, be that a marketing campaign, or making a piece of art such as the sound we’ve been tasked with. It has helped me think about what I’m creating in a different way to how I’m used to, that could also be attributed to the fact that I’ve never made a piece of music for a specific location but using the process helped inform me about the historical features of the area. Using the process, I had the same process to make the piece initially of I just want to make what sounds good but when I leaned into the process more, I started to question why I was using specific parts, for example I knew I wanted a speech in the piece, but when I thought about it through the design thinking process, I started thinking about what speech to use. We decided on using two different speeches by Winston Churchill – the prime minister during the period we were tasked with – one was from before the blitz and was from before the Blitz and felt far more positive and inspirational. As the piece ended, we used a speech from after the Blitz which is still positive and inspirational but in a different way. This speech is from after the war where he addresses the nation, reflecting on the war but also looking forward to the future optimistically, which feeds well to the transition to the piece about the present.
That being said, I wouldn’t say I’ve enjoyed using the process, I found it useful however also draining, the research part specifically was draining, finding a location, that had historical links to our theme, or trying to work our theme around our research. I didn’t really like the idea of the task either though as I’d rather just make music that sounds good to my ears rather than force myself to tackle a specific issue. Maybe if I used the process to make the sort of music I gravitate to make, I’d enjoy it more. I guess to some extent I do, listening to music that I like and trying to emulate it or a specific aspect of it could be seen as research, then testing it out by showing it to people and getting feedback to work on.
To conclude, I see the benefits of using the process however for this specific task I haven’t enjoyed the process, whether that’s because of the process or the nature of the task itself.
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