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Abstract

Thesoundmade by early videogame consoles has become synonynouswith
representing the soundof playing all electronic games. A muscal movement called,
Chiptunes, is embracing these soundsand reinterpreting them for self-expression. In
recent years there has been resurgence in the popukbrity of this musc, throughthe
accessibility of creative software and the proliferation of online communities. However,
theliterature surrounding this topic is predomnantly joumdistic and therefore lacks
depth and academic credibility. In respon to this thefollowing research project
undetakes athoroughinvestigaioninto moden Chiptunemudciansand the cultural
and artistic significance of ther musgc. It achieves this by induding surveys and
interviews with a number of active Chiptunemuscians aswell asincorporating the
author@ own experience in creating this music. The results of this study reved a
detailed undestanding of theeffect of technology on compostion, theimportance of

human-machine interfaces and the development of participatory culture.
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Introdudion

Throughouthistory, musc composers have been influenced by ther artistic
surroundings often incorporating elements of other influential art formsinto ther own
work. Jug asit is commonplace for composers to beinfluenced by books podry,
theetre, art and films, so too many Generation X and Y artists are influenced by
videogames because these represent some of the mos prominent art forms of ther
childhood(Curran, 2007). In recent years this hasinduded people creating their own
hardware and software applicationsto compos musc based on the use of video game
technology.

Early computers and video game consoles feature a specific timbre and qudity of
sound.These soundssignify a connection to video games, even thoughit has been
decades since they were first heard, the eeps and bloopof these early games may
seem harsh and annoying to mog listeners. However, for thegeneration of people tha
grew up with the sounds they hold a semiotic value of childhoodand hgppiness
(Ramocki & Strawhand, 2009. Thisform of electronic video game musc isreferred to
as @hiptunesO

Thisfield is predominantly left und scussed within academic circles, and most
literature regarding this mudc is joumdistic in nature and relatively shdlow in content.
Theauthor, as apractitione of thismudc feelsit isimportant tha the significance of
this mugcal and cultural movement be discussed in relation to its artistic value and not
be hindeaed by the e ements of publicity hypeor supeaficial gimmickry tha is present
within thejourndistic writing.

This pgper details therecent resurgence of Chiptunes, providing an in depth
discussion regarding the creators of this musc andits artistic and cultural value Firstly
a historical backgroundis provided to explain context and definitionsof themusc. This
isfollowed by areview of thesurrounding literature. Theresearch questionsare then
presented to address theareas lacking in theliterature. A methodobgy utilising the
author® postion as a participant within this culture is then presented to address these
guestions Thisisfollowed by an explanaion of the research ingruments, which indude
guestionnares and interviews with Chiptunemuscians Findly theresults are presented
and discussed. The study encompasses a badanced view of themusc and culture of
Chiptunesto create undestanding for people beng newly introduced to themusc, as
well as provideinteresting points of discussion within the community.
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Historical Background

Chiptunes could be overlookd as jus oneof hundedsof emerging electronic musc
sub-genres. Monroe (1999)discusses how the velodty in technological advancementsis
mirrored in the creation of electronic musc sub-genres. According to Monroe (1999
this applies to both retroactive and moden sub-genres because the creation of a sub-
genre based on new technology will often cause a retraction or GnutationCback to the
genre@ origins

Chiptunes seem to hold no singular genre as its predecessor. Theonly things
congstent within Chiptunes are thetools, which are appropnated from videogame
technology. All other muscal elements such as rhythm, melody and even timbre, which
are often defining el ements of amuscal genre, vary drastically between artists. As
Swedish Chiptuneartist Random (2007 wrote,

Chiptuneisn't agenre like rock for indance, where the characteristic lines of the
genre isdrawn from the arrangement and condruction of themusc, aswell asthe
ingruments. No, "chip” istheingrumentitself, and with it (or should | say "them")
you can make mudc from all kind of genres, like rock, pop,dnb [drum and bass],
hous or dub(para. 2).

Therefore Chiptunes may not necessarily beregarded as an electronic musc sub-genre,
rather, astand-alonegenre, which, unlike the sub-genres that mutate regularly, will take
anew pah with an unknown and intriguing future. Subsequently, the culture assodated
with Chiptunes may hold distina characteristics tha are worth exploring.

Thetools used to make Chiptunevary from each musician. In themid-19803,
all computer systems had ssmple soundchipsand these were generally used for game
soundtacks, but often musc software was also available or self-programmed. These
computer systems such as Atari, Commodote 64 and ZX Spectrum were some of the
first systems onwhich Chiptunes were created. So throughthe 19806903 these
systems developed a dedicated following of programmers and muscians, many groups
of which are fill active.

Themoden Chiptuneresurgence can be seen occurring from aroundtheturn of
themillennium with afew key events leadingto itsrise since. In thelate 906,
development tools became commercially available for writing Nintendo Game Boy
cartridges (Wittchow, 2007) With this technology in mind, two programmers Johan
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Kotlinki and Oliver Wittchow, indvidudly developed two distina musc sequencer
programs for the Nintendo Game Boy. Kotlinski used his programming skillsto create a
complex Game Boy musc program called Little SoundDJ (L SDJ), which hebegan
selling from hiswebste in 2000until heran out of cartridges. Now the program is only
available for those who purchase it second hand or who bum it onto ther own
cartridges. Wittchow created a Game Boy program called Nanoloopfor an experimental
musc competitionin 1998and has since been developing the program. Nanoloophas a
minimal butintuitive graphical interface andisregularly available for purchase from his
webste (Wikipedia, 2007) These two programs are the mog populr and well known
pieces Game Boy mus ¢ software and soon became a starting point for ChiptunesO
acceptance into awider audience. Thiswas furthered by articles in maingream pressin
2003and therelease by Beck, the maindream artist, of Game Boy Variationsin 2005
Thiswas a CD of Beck@ songsremixed by Chiptune artists. 2006saw theinaugural
Blipfest, a 4-day Chiptuneonly festival, take place in New Y ork. This coincded with
the 50" release by 8bit Peoples, the popubr Chiptune Internet labd that was a
compilation albumwith 50 different Chiptuneartists from all aroundthe globe Mos
recently, in 2007, a CD was commercially released entitled 8bit Operators which
induded Chiptuneartists covering Kraftwerk songs. This CD was reviewed and
discussed in mog maindream musc journds. These events are jus some of the
contributing factors to thenumber and diversity of practising Chiptuneartists currently
aroundtheworld.

ThelLiterature

Many musc-focussed subaultures are geographically based, having pehgpsasingle
city where the culture originated and flourishes. This suppotsthegenera definition of
subaultures as being Ga group of people tha differentiate themselves from others and
find identity amongg themselves throughthe appropriation of space and throughstyles
of visud and aural sdlf-representationQ(Thomton, 1997,p. 7). In the case of modan
Chiptunes, the space appropriated is notgeographic, butvirtud. TheInternet makes
geographic boundaiesirrelevant, allowing people to share musc and build a subaulture
primarily existent online

Theinfluential naure of videogames on Chiptunesis clear and direct. However, the
effect of videogames on theinternationd cultural and art communtity is poaly
undestood. Thisis duepartly to thefact tha Qve still cannottake play serioudyO
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(Zimmermann, 2003 p. 2) and also because of the negdive stereotype of videogames
being only for adolescent boysand hence having no externd cultural relevance (1bid).
Thislack of credibility isafactor tha has led to adeficiency in academic studiesinto
thisfield, especially in the area of the cultural significance of videoganes on other art
forms.

Lysloff (2004)conduded an academic study on Chiptunes, usng Gan Internet
ethnogaphyQ(p. 23). This study involved participating in forum discussionsand
becoming immersed in an Internet culture. His study focuses primarily on the Glemo
and mod scened(p. 39). This community, mainly based in Europe congsts of young
programmers who compete with oneanother by getting the mos out of specific pieces
of computer hardware. Thisinvolves the creation of @emosdin which a programmer
shows off graphical and muscal programming ability. Themuscal programming
utilised thelimited soundchipsof the early computers and are therefore Chiptunes.

In relation to this research project, therelevance of Lysloff@work is varied. His
study provides a detailed accountof the history of Chiptunes. However, it falls short of
explaining the moden phenomenonthat has opened this musc to an audience beyond
the @emo-scened Today many musicians and non-programmers create Chiptunes, and
thereis actudly atypeof @eneration-ggpGdevel oping between the demo-scene and
moden Chiptunists (VORC, n.d.). | bdieve thisisdueto therecent development of
accessible mudc software for variousvideogane systems. In particular, as mentioned,
thisis occurring with the Nintendo Game Boy (Wittchow, 2007) The demo and mod
scenein many ways can be seen as the pioneers behind the current Chiptunetrend.
However, whilst they are till active today, they are very undegroundand keep to
themselves, unlike many other modern Chiptuneartists who expand and promote the
musc to new audiences.

Whilst the Lydoff study provides an ovarview of Chiptune@ origins, thefield of
modean Chiptunesis still largdy left undiscussed in academic literature. However, there
isalargebodyof joumdigtic articles and onlinediscussions Interestingly, Lydoff is
guoted in an article in established technology magazine, Wired, aboutmoden
Chiptunes saying that Qherelative low-tech angle ... wears thin very quickly. It jus all
soundsrather flaccid. | might even add that it isn't even very goodQcited in Null, 2005,
paa. 11). This statement indicates tha perhgpsLyd off isunwilling or unable to
examine matters beyond qudity of soundin order to further explore thelarger sodo-
cultural and artistic impacts of this mudcal practice.
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Suppot for thecultural significance of this musc is provided by avariety of
joumd articles. Onearticle in paticular, written by Macolm McLaren (2003 for Wired
magazine, provided Chiptunes with wide exposure and solid suppot. McLaren is best
known for beng themanager of Fhe Sex PistolsCand general creator of the Punk style.
Also in theearly 803, heintrodued Hip Hopto awider audience with his album Duck
Rock. Dueto the commercial success of both Punk and Hip Hop following McLaren®
involvement, heis both revered and despised within popukr culture. In thearticle 8-Bit
Punk, McLaren (2003)predicts Chiptunes as beng @Qhe new soundof theundegroundO
(p- 1). In so doing, he not only created media hypeaboutthe genre, but also explained
its cultural and artistic significance. Thekey paint of this significance, according to
McLaren, istha Chiptuneartists imbuether work with such passion and obsession that
it has a certain integrity which is lacking fromthecommercial musc indugry (Burke &
McLaren, 2004)

The Chiptunecommunity® respon to McLaren@ interest and involvement is well
doaumented and demondrates the discrepandes between wha the literature says about
themusc and how the practice actudly occurs. Chiptuneartist, gweEm (2004) wrote an
open letter to address the discrepancies between McLaren@® views and theredlity of the
community. Some of the opinionsindudethefact that this music isn@a cheap
aternaive to making musc on computers. In fact, the cheapest way for aspiring artists
to make Chiptunesis by downloading free software to use on a Persond Computer
(PC). Oneaspect of Chiptunes that isincorrectly raised by mos press (McLaren, 2003;
Null, 2005;L oftus 2003;Culshaw, 2004)is tha creating this musc involves hacking
videogames. For themusc program creators, it isa simple matter of downloading free
programming applicationsfor these videogame systems. For the users of these
programs, they mog often buy physcal software cartridges from the creators webdgte or
use free software onther PC. Thefind point which gwEm (2004)approachesisthe
Chiptunecommunity@ concern that McL aren seeks to pillage and claim ownership of
Chiptunes, as he previoudy did with Punk Almod fouryears on, it can be seen that
McL aren has not sold Chiptunes out to the maingream. However, the point remainstha
much of thejoumdistic literature does not directly reflect theartistic practice.

Chiptunes are not created because, as McLaren (2003) mentions practitiona's can®
finandally afford an alternaive, nar isit because artists are trying to make a statement
aboutthemusc indudry. These points are seemingly a stylish fabrication by McLaren
to create hypeaboutthe musc, as Barakowski (cited in Culshaw, 2004)said, Qvialcolm
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proved that hypewas art and tha the mediais a canvas tha demandsto be shapedO
(para. 8).

The Research Questions

Theideas presented in theaboveliterature forms several key areas regarding moden
Chiptunes. Thereisacertain lack of facts and details pertaining to Chiptunes. Whilst
Lydoff has explored some areas, thetopic of moden Chiptunes and thar artistic
significance remainsundiscussed. As shown above whilst there is enthusasm and
suppot for the genre within journdistic media, the details often do not reflect the actud
practice. Therefore this study aims to discover thetrue attributes tha unify Chiptune
musgciansand what relevance the musc has on thebroader artistic community. So the
guestionsposed by this study are:

*  What are the unifying and conflicting attributes of modern Chiptune musicians?

*  What elements of cultural and artistic value are present within the Chiptune genre?

A Research Methodobgy has been developed (see bdow) to address these questions
and provide daafor discussion of the questionskey issues. The questionswill then be
approached separately with thefirst question bang discussed within the Results section
(p. 10) andthe second question providing the basis for the Discussion (p. 20). Thefirst
guestionisaway to gan undestanding into the art form whilst the second question
discusses the points of valuewithin theart form.

Research Methoddogy

At this point it isimportant for me to explain my own relation to this topic as arationde
for theresearch and also provideauthority for the opinionsand views | express. For the
last two years | have been an active member of several online Chiptunesodal neworks.
This hasinvolved participaing in online forum discussions immersing myself in awide
variety of Chiptunerelated media, and creating and performing my own Chiptunes. So
for thisresearch | am employing the ethnogiaphic techniqueof participant obervation
(DeWadt & De Walt, 2002)

This type of research involves a certain amountof interaction and field study, but
dueto the geographical spread of this subaulture and thelack of a sizeable scenewithin
Audralia, themgjority of the study took part with online soda networking. As with
Lysloff@ (2004)Internet Ethnography, it is possible to gan arappott and depth of
ingghtinto the members of this subaulture throughthe established community webstes.
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Online communities make participation much easier, because anybodycan signupto
discussion boadsand take part in convasations This community is already fairly
close, however they all welcome newcomers. To build rappott and close relationships it
was important to single outindividud members and communicate with them separately
and privately, as mentionad in De Walt and De Walt (2002 p. 35).

Community-based webstes are designed to allow artists to share musc, comments,
and discussions, which is an important aspect of the environment because it connects
theartists, aswell as providing standadsas to wha the mgjority like and hence, wha
direction the genre will go. Two sodal networking communities | have been involved
with are 8bit Collective and Micromusic. These communities vary quite drastically and
providedifferent ingghtinto howtheoveral culture and musc is developed and
created by its participants. Micromusic is ahighly developed and organised hierarchical
community, with discussion boadsand controlled media shaing. 8bit Collective is
more democratic, having completely open discussion boadsand media sharing. Within
these communities, | am not oneof the mog active participants, but because of my
congstent minor involvement, | am recognised and feel part of the community.

Being a primarily musc based subaulture, it was important tha | took part in
creating, performing, and sharing my own musc. Thisinvolved theacquisition of the
variouspieces of equipment, tryingto get to knowther inneg workings and writing
musc onthem. | try to use aswideavariety of todsasisfinandaly possible. This
l[imits my participaion because | still do nothave adeep undestanding of how some of
themudcis made Inregadsto peformance, | have played live solo showsin
Brisbane Audralia. Discussionsfollowing my paformances, with audience members
who have never heard of Chiptunes, provide an objective indghtinto how Chiptunes are
perceived by the general pubilic.

The ob=ervation can take place within these online communities without seeming
obtrusive and withoutaffecting theindividud membersGbehaviour. In this case,
observation involves going throughmany different media sources, listening to themusc
or community based Podcasts, watching videos of live performances, reading blogsand
forum pods, and checking many different community or individud artist based
webgtes. All of these details, when combined, allow me to correlate the similarities and
differences, and realise wha thingsare important within the community. This processis
very similar to Schenschul et. al@ (1999 process of GenculturationQ(p. 74). Thisisthe

process of sodalisation and immersing oneself in the culture of theresearch subject.
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The Research Ingruments

Thesignificance of the Chiptunes genre, both culturally and artistically, is best
undestoodthroughtheopinionsand practices of the artists themselves. For this study to
gan ingghtinto the backgroundand artistic intent of Chiptunemuscians members of
the community took part in email based interviews and questionnares. Thisinformation
iscompared to ideas raised in the aforementional literature, as well as my own
expeience in creating and peforming Chiptunes. This provides daafor an in-depth
discussion on Chiptunesin relation to the artists and ther practice.

Thevariousartists are selected to participate in thestudy usng judgnental
sampling (Fetterman, 1998,p. 33). Thisinvolves usng my postion as a paticipant
observer within the Chiptunecommunity to make ajudgement in selectingwhois
appropriate to my research. Thisinduded both prominent long-term members of the
community as well as active newcomers (see Appendix A: Details of Participaing
Artists). Thesampleisintendel to bearelatively small grouptha indudes awide
variety of artists, providing abdanced cross section of the Chiptunecommunity, hence
providing thestudy with an overview of varying aspects of the current Chiptunegenre.

The selected participants were given the optionto answer either an email
guestionnare or paticipaein an onlineinterview. The same questionswere used for
both. However, theinterview allows for probing and interrogdionto gan clarification
and greater detail on matters of importance to this study (see Appendix B:
Questionnare). Thequestion design involves al open questionsin an attempt to allow
the participants to express thar views fully and openly (Flick, 2006 p. 149) The
guestionsare aimed to address theresearch questionsby providing details on the
Chiptunecompoger@ musical and technical background,ther compostiond tools and
process, thar artistic intentionsand some specific cultural and community based issues.
This provides daa useful to address the research questionsby discussing the unifying
and conflicting attributes of ChiptunecomposersCas well as raising points of cultural
and artistic significance.

Theformat of interviews and questionnares is comfortable and unthreatening for
the paticipants as they regularly communicate online Because | already participatein
the community, my questioning allows the participants to feel they are communicating
with afellow Chiptunecolleague This enables thedevelopment of arappott that
deliversahighe level of persond and honest detail from the paticipants (Creswell,
2003,p. 181)
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Figure 1 explainshowtheresults from theinterview and questionnares will be

presented; it is a concept map that visudly depicts the structure of the pgper and the

entire research project. It shows the survey and interview dataleading to five themes

tha address thefirst research question. Thisis presented in thefollowing Results

section (p. 10). Theinformation from the Results sectionis then andysed in relation to
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my postion as participant oberver to discuss three areas of cultural and artistic value
tha address the second research question. These three sectionspresent different aspects
of cultural and artistic valuewithin Chiptunesin the Discussion section (p. 20). So the
two research questionsare approached separately within the pgpoer with thefirst adding
to thediscussion of the second.

Within theresults, the paticipaing artists will often bedirectly quoied or have
thar opinionsreferred to. Thiswill be cited usng the same referenang system as the
rest of thepgoer. Thequestionto which theartist isresponding, will appear as part of
thereference, for example (Pixelh8, 2007 A3), would refer to Pixelh8@ answer to the
third question, Do you post-produce, mix and master your own recordings? (refer to
Appendix B for question numbers). This system will work for both theinterviews and
guestionnares. However, if any specifically new questionsare raised in theinterview,
thiswill bediscussed in text.

Results

Thedata collected from theinterviews and questionnares reveal s details of the
differences and similarities of variousChiptunemuscians and why their musc is part
of asignificant artistic and cultural movement. The data gained from theinterviews and
guestionnares will be presented in five themes which arose from andysis of the
musgciansresponss. These themes address thetrendsof unity and contrast within the
paticipaing ChiptunemusciansQinterview and questionnare answers. This data will
shed lightonthefirst research question, what are the unifying and conflicting attributes
of modern Chiptune musicians? Tha will, in turn, provide agreater undestanding of

Chiptunemusc and culture.

1. Musical and Technical Background

Out of theseven Chiptuneartists questioned, only two had ahighlevel of muscal
training within ther education. The majority had backgroundsin untrained popor rock
musc that progressed into basic electronic musgc produdion, and from thereto
Chiptunes. Oneartist had abslutely nomuscal backgroundwhasoever: the artist
Sm@@, from Gothenburg, Sweden, only made musc with loop-based programs such as
Garageband before beginning to make Game Boy musc with the software LSDJ
(Smd, 2007,A4), meaning hehad no muscal theory knowedgeat all, and has taught
himself the basics of wha soundsgoodin musc throughthe Game Boy. Interestingly,
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when asked if LSDJ has broadened his muscal knowledge he said herecently

perfected an aural pitch recognitiontest tha may have had something to dowith usng
the Game Boy (Ibid.). Similar situaionsare abundant with many newcomers who come
to themusc from agamer or musc fan backgrourd and teach themselves the programs
and mudcal theory throughtrial and error. Bit Shifter, who according to a recent survey
is currently oneof theworld® mosg populbr Chiptunemuscians (Roge's, 2007,p. 49),
responded to the question of his musical background by stating Ot's mostly
characterized by total pursuit of impulse and total disregard for discipline or practiceO
(Bit Shifter, 2007,A4).

As mentioned, however, notal artists are like this. There are afew artists with
highly developed muscal theory and education. From my study, it was namely Pixelh8
(2007)who aso creates experimental concert mugc, and within the questionnare he
listed Cage Ligeti, Penderecki, and Schoenbeg mixed with Sly & The Family Stone
and Marvin Gaye as his main influences (A4). Theother is Syphus(2007, A4) who has
astrong history of academic study, recently completing a Masters degree in musc, and
who aso teaches violin professiondly.

In terms of soundengineering skills and technological ability, again, themgjority
are self-taught Thisinformation came from thethird question: do you post produce,
mix and master your own recordings? To which the ansver was always, yes. However,
they often do not have experience or training with audio technology. Predominantly
they learn techniques throughself-education and online communities. 8bit Weapon
(2007,A3) does outsource al ther mastering. Thisis primarily dueto the commercial
naure of the group®@ CD releases, which are still completely independent. Syphusraises
apoint, which isdiscussed in great detail in his Masters dissertation, tha if heis
releasing the songas audio, hewill mix it usng varioustechniques to get agoodqudity
soundand then compressit to MP3. However, when usng some varieties of Chiptune
software, you can export thefilein its module format, which is much smaller than an
MP3 and can bereopened in the software to actudly see how the songwas congructed
(Syphus 2007, A3). In this case, no pog-produdion is required. Whilst Pixelh8 does
record, mix, and master with variouspieces of modern software, he never adds@peciad O
effects, such asreverb or chorus Thisisto keep the soundauthentic to theorigind
soundof the machines (Pixelh8,2007, A3). To completely contradict this, however,
Henry Homesweet (2007) whois ayoungdeveloping artist, uses guitar pedd effectsto
make the Game Boy soundless Lo BEFi and different, which in hisopinionisagood
thing (A3).
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For some Chiptunemuscians electronics and programming skills are an important
element of creatingthemudc. From my study, thekey example is Pixelh8 (2007) who
athoughbeng salf taughtby pening up machines and reading technical doauments
off the InternetO(A4), was able to program an entire albumworth of material from
scratch for awhole plethora of Chiptunemachines. This has resulted in Pixelh8 actudly
choosngto sell some of the programs so they are available for therest of the Chiptune
community, such as the Game Boy real-time synth Pixelh8 GB Music Tech. Theaeis
also a connection between Chiptunes and Circuit Bending, which is aprocessinvolving
electronically modifying toysor ingruments so they make new sounds Many Chiptune
musgcianswill use a Circuit Bent toy in thar set up and alarge number modify (mod)
thar Chiptuneingruments (Pixelh8,2007;Syphus 2007) The mog common of these
isthe Pro-SoundMod for Game Boy. Thisis an electronic modificationthat allows for
alower noise floor and extra outputlevel from the Game Boy headphonegack. |
persondly have donethis modification following ingructionslinked from oneof the
community webdgtes and, even with no electronic experience it was rather easy. Whilst
some of the studiesOparticipating muscians have so far avoided electronics and
modifying ingruments, they haveinterest in it and, within thecommunity, itis an
encouraged past time.

Within themuscal andtechnical backgrounds notwo Chiptunemusciansseem to
bethe same. Themog unifying attribute is tha, generally, all of them record and mix
thar own material at home, whether they are experienced or not However, in terms of
musdcal training and aesthetic preference, artists seem to come at it from many different
directions being attracted to it from backgroundswith creative similarities, as oppogd
to direct sonic or technical smilarities.

2. Creative Intentions

Thereisonemain reason quoted by mog Chiptunemusciansasto why they are
creatively attracted to Chiptunes, that is, the exploration of thelimitationsof a piece of
hardware or software. For example:

| think tha thecharm of this kind of composng isthelimits DSmd (2007,A1)

| discovered tha, creatively, | work best when working unde technical
condraints and limitations BBit Shifter (2007, A4)
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El aso like pushing machinesto thar limit. DPixelh8 (2007,A5)

| lovethefact tha yourlimited as to what you can do and the soundsyou can
make. BBig Chip (2007, A5)

However, again, thisis notthe case across theboad for al mudcians Henry
Homesweet, who is arelative new comer, gives aperspective tha seemsto reflect many
of theyounge generation of Chiptuneartists. Ingead of replying to thefifth question,
why do you compose Chiptunes? like the examples above Henry Homesweet (2007)
replied, Because it is fresh, new and exciting, | know there are hundeds of other chip
musciansbut there are millionsof people out there who still haven®heard itO(A5).
Interestingly, Chip music has been around for many years and so it is not exactly Gresh
and nevQ but, relative to the newcomers, it is perceived as something new. It isthis
cultural reasoning, as oppo®d to amusgcal credtive reason, tha seemsto attract many
newcomers and will be discussed later.

The other mos common reason relates to thetimbre of Chiptunes. As aready
mentioned, thisisthemos defining characteristic of the genre, and for avariety of
reasonsis an attractive creative element of Chiptune musc. Some quot the nogalgia of
the sound(Pixelh8, 2007;Syphus 2007 or the hgppiness and warm friendly qudity
(8bit Weapon,2007) others, thedistorted crundhy noise aspects (Big Chip, 2007)and
surprisingly, nonespecifically mention videogames. Even thoughthe nogalgia and
hgppy aspect may come froma semiotic link in thesoundsto videogames, it isnotas
important part of themusc as may be surmised. Mog Chiptunemuscianswould not
call themselves @amersCand only occasiondly play specific games. Theonly time
videogames are specifically mentioned was in regardsto interview questionswhere |
mentioned them first (Big Chip, 2007;Smd&, 2007). This can also be seen in the
discussion boadswith very few, if any, pods aboutvideogames.

Theunifying aspects in regard to the creative intentionsof Chiptunemudciansare
quite evident. Thelimitationsimposed by thetechnology are generally the mogt
common respon, followed closely by a passion for the soundsand for some,
especially thenewcomers, it is aboutjoining an exciting new cultural movement.
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3. Community and Culture

Thesense of bdonging and community is quite strongfor mog Chiptunemuscians
Thetwo onlinecommunities this study focuses on, Micromusic and 8bit Collective,
have a history tha contributes alot to thefeeling of community and creation of culture
present within Chiptunes. Micromusic has been aroundsince 1998andis an incredibly
strongcommunity By 200Q they had progressed beyondthe Internet, and began
organising community based concerts and CD releases. Thewebdte opaates with the
text based material being supplied by all members of the community in aformat similar
to adiscussion boad or awiki. Theonly audio content tha is poded, however, mug
first gothroughwhat islabdled the Qudity Filtering System (QFS). TheQFSis
comprised of senior members and creators of thewebste modeaating the audio content
supplied by Micromusic. Theproblem with thisistha @udityG's a subjective term and
wha makes a goodChiptunemay be different for many people. This means
Micromusic, whilst providing a solid community with only high qudity downloads
lacks wide diversity and often puts newcomers off with the elitist naure of the
community. An example of thisisthefact that a digital download compilation, released
in 2005, entitled Dissed by the QFS, containsa variety of Chiptunes that were often
more aggressive or more abgract than wha can befoundon Micromusic.

8bit Collective is arecently nevcomer and started off as asmall discussion board
and upload site called Game Boy Music Mall. Its current incarnaionisincreasing in
popukrity and is one of themog active Chiptunebased community websgtes. Theaim
of 8bit Collective isto provide a space for musc, image and video uploads, aswell asa
discussion boad. Theranking and ratingssystem was abandonel early on, in favour of
comments only; this promotes more persond discussion and encouragement for
improvement ingead of shutting people outor beng competitive. It rewardscreativity
and origindity aboveall else and, fromtha, it appears to bea community that will
create and nurture future artists in new directionsfor Chiptunes. | joined 8bit Collective
in its early formation and currently it has many active members, with newcomers
interacting with veteran artists who are often the latter@ idols.

All theartists | interviewed are now members of 8bit Collective (except Pixelh8)
and mog have been involved with Micromusic. Mog of them have a sense of loydty to
the Chiptune community, gained throughonlineinteraction that often leadsto red life
releases, conaerts or collaborations Big Chip (2007) says he composes equdly for the
musd ¢ and the community, meaning alarge pat of writing themusc is not self

gratification, butto feel you are contributing to a community which will ingpires others
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to paticipae (A5). An example of thisis Henry Homesweet (2007,A4) stating that he
learnt everything he knows about Chiptunes through discussionswith Big Chip.

Question 7 of thequestionnare, Do you feel there is a 'generation gap' between the
demo/mod scene and new artists who don't program/hack? was written to establish
whether or notthemodean Chiptunecommunity has a connection to the demoscene Bit
Shifter (2007)says heis only distantly aware of the demoscene but respects the skills
they have (A7). Henry Homesweet and Big Chip were mogly unaware of the
demoscene and so did not answer this question, this, in itself, showing that the
geneation gap definitely exists for the newer community members. Because of the
prevaence of the demoscenein Sweden, Smd (2007) has many friendswho are part of
it and saystha, whilst laughing at hisignorance in technica knowiedge they are all the
same in tha they are doingit dueto alove of Chip mudc (A7). Thisis a sentiment tha
is echoal by both 8bit Weapon (2007, A7) and Pixelh8 (2007,A7). However, theonly
surveyed mudcian who has actud experience and connectionswithin the demosceneis
Syphus Syphus(2007) bdievesthat there was Calevel of undestanding of, and
synchronicity with those who did the programming and hacking which conaeivably
does not exist today in many of the newer communitiesO(A7). So, in essence, thereisa
gap broughton namely by the Internet and ease of access to information and software
(Ibid.) This meanstha, whilst the demosceneis responsgble for much of the
infrastructure on which moden Chiptunes are built, it seems tha it has become quite a
separate community. However, it is a noticeable phenomenontha, as nevcomers
become more informed of the history of Chiptunes, they develop an interest in the
demoscene This has been leading towards areunification of sorts and they are by no
meansdestined to remain disconnected.

4. Live Performance

An interesting aspect of Chiptunesis theamountof live paformance invaved,
especially for an electronic musc genre. Thefirst question aboutequipment and
whether it differs between live and composing contexts, was induded becauseit is
assumed tha Chiptunemusdcianspeform live or wish to. This assumption for this
study was correct, with al participaing mudciansshaing thoughs on wha equipment
they uselive. In genera thelive gear used is the same as composng, sometimes with
minor simplifications(8bit Weapon,2007,A1; Syphus 2007,A1). Thismeansin mos
cases thevideo game consle are plugge directly into speaker systems, becoming an
important element of the performance.
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This paticular theme has noreal discussion or disagreements amongs members
tha | have come across. If you compose Chiptunes you also want to perform them live.
Theactud performance dependson the hardware and software used. Someonelike
Syphus(2007) who generally uses programs on non-portable machines, often has a set
up involving amachinefor playback and maintains modeate control over some
parameters so as to be able to improvise @n theflyQ(A1). For Game Boy musicians, a
live set up can be as easy as Game Boy plugged directly into the mixing desk. Both
Game Boy software applicationsallow for theability to control or manipulate various
factorslive, such astriggeingloops however Smd bdieves tha jud playing
sequences back and pretending your doing something is something of alive standad for
Game Boy muscians Thisis partly the case. However many incorporate other el ements
into their performance, for example Henry Homesweet® (2007)use of guitar effects
pedds (A1), and Bit Shifter (2007)use of two synchronised Game Boy@® switching
between thetwo. 8bit Weapon (2007)has three members and ther live set up conssts
of playing backing tracks from alaptop and then layering other parts ontop from alarge
array of Chiptuneingruments such as Game Boy and Commodore 64 (A1). Big Chip
(2007)synchronises his Game Boy and Nintendo Entertainment System via alaptopto
both compose and perform live (Al). He also experimented with usng a Nintendo Wii
Remote, which isavery new piece of technology for thelatest Nintendovideogame
consle that isamotion-sengng controller, for cortrolling variousparameters of the
musc (Big Chip, 2007, A1). Thisindudon of modern technology in anongg theretro
soundchipsisnotat all uncommon.

Pixelh8 (2007)fits into this mould, even thoughhe does not wish to forever. He
currently uses asampler live, as playing all hisvariousmachines at onceis nearly
impossible. However, the piece of software that he created for Game Boy allowsfor
real time playback of notes or effects usng the Game Boy buttons which addsalotto a
live performance as then amusdcian isrealy playing the Game Boy like an ingrument
(A1). This software was created dueto the amountof Game Boy muscianstha perform
live, and it wasintended to provideatool for more real timeinteraction with the

machine
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5. Compostional Effect of Technology

It seems mog Chiptunemusdciansare very aware of the choices and condraints placed
onthem by usng limited hardware (see Creative Intentions, p.12). How this actudly
affectsther compostiond techniqueand style varies. Some use a compostiond
techniguecommon to mog musc composed usng technology and tha is a mixture of
trial and error and spontandty. For example when asked Question 2, Can you outline
your compositional process? Does the Technology used affect this; thefollowing

answers were given:

Spontaneous | sort of pick up any part of hardware | fancy usng and jug keep
goingtill I get something (Big Chip, 2007, A2).

[1t] involves playing aroundwith equipment and software until a pleasing basis for
melodic, harmonic or rhythmic paternscomesinto being (Syphus 2007, A2).

Thecompostion processis usudly pretty spontaneous it's rare for me to pick up
the Game Boy with a preconceived notion of what | want theend result to be (Bit
Shifter, 2007,A2).

This paticular techniqueallows for the technology to be alarge pat of the compostion
as Bit Shifter (2007)wrote, Ot'slike collaborating with the program and hardware,
there's a bit of back-and-forth between the device and the opaatorO(A2). This solid use
of technology to notjud aid the process but become part of it has variouseffects to the
outcome. For example, Big Chip (2007) said tha when usng different hardware it
affects the stylistic outcomes of themusc notjug itstimbre, dueto the process of
compostion (A2). Bit Shifter (2007)gives a specific example relatingto thetwo main
pieces of Game Boy musc software, L SDJ and Nanoloop.

He wrote Q_SDj is note-based, utilizing traditiond note designaions(C, C-sharp, D, D-
sharp, etc.), and | find that mog of thetracks| doin tha program end up being more
melodic, poptracksO(A2). LSDJ has alayouttha iswha isreferred to as a Tracker.
Trackers are acommon early computer mudc sequendng program, the defining feature

of which isthe sequence runsverticaly fromtop to botom and note values are then
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assigne, ingruments changed, and effects added within this vertical table asidentified
at Figure 2.
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Figure2: LSDJ Interface

In regardsto Nanoloop, Bit Shifter (2007)wrote:

Nanoloop'sinterface is abdract and amog entirely graphical, usng no traditiond
reference points for soundor pitch parameters. In my experience thisisreally
liberating, it sort of triggers adifferent way of conceptudising and approaching
musc creatively. This allows me to sidestep thetraditiond methodsof approaching
musc that I've always been entrenched in, and makes the whole experience much
more aboutexploring sound,rather than melody. So those tracks end up sounding
more abdract, and based aroundtexture and rhythm, rather than overt melody (A2).

So thisis showing tha, throughusng different software, the different conaeptud layout
leadsto different creative results. Nanoloop@graphical representation (see p. 19, Figure
3) lendsitself to a more abdract way of composng, and L SDJ a more melodic style.
Even thoughbath L SDJ and Nanoloop are versatile enoughto make both abgract and
melodic mugc, the conagptua models behind them lead to a different way of
composng (Bit Shifter, 2007,A2).
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Figure 3: Nanoloop Interface (Witchow, 2007)

A key point aboutthe Game Boy isits portability. Thisiswhy question 8; Do you
compose with the Game Boy portably in public/irregular surroundings? How do you
find surroundings affect composition? was indudel in thequestionnare. This question
was generally answered by saying tha they do take advantage of the Game Boy (3
portability butthe surroundings have noreal affect onthe compostion (Bit Shifter,
2007,A8; Pixelh8,2007,A8). Sm@ (2007 feelstha he cannotconcentrate when there
are people aroundhim, althoughhe does take his Game Boy wherever he goes (A8).
Thisidea, of bengable to take a compostiond tool with youso if you suddenly come
uponan ideayou can putit into practice, is a new and interesting conaept. Syphus
(2007)may notuse a Game Boy, but hetakes advantage of the portability of a PDA
with audio software, so if he comes up with an ideafor amelody at anytime, he can
whistle it into the microphoneand transcribeit later (A2).

Oneof themod interesting ingghts into the affect of technology on compostion
came from Pixelh8 and his self-made programs. Pixelh8 (2007)bdieves tha the affect
technology has on compostionis so strongtha hewould prefer to have complete
control over theingruments heuses. He provides thefollowing andogy to explain this.

if youwere panting a picture you wouldn'task someoneelse to choos your
colours would you?(Pixelh8,2007,A2).

So he programmed his own software to be able to control variousmachine® sound

chipsin rea time. Thisway, thereis an indantaneousconnection between composer
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and machine, leading to a compostion style alot closer to working with an acoudic
ingrument.

In summary, the previousresults covered many different areas relatingto
moden Chiptunemusdcians In relationto thefirst research question, what are the
unifying and conflicting attributes of modern Chiptune musicians?, thefindings
revealed not so much definitive ansawers, but some interesting generalised comments:

They come from both experienced and inexperienced backgrounds

* A magjority create themusc dueto itslimitationsand/or timbre.

* Mog are delached from thedemoscene but feel pat of abroader community
* All perform live or wish to

* Modg mudcianscollaboratively work with thetechnology allowing it to

affect compostiond proocess.

Discussion: Areas of Cultural and Artistic Value

As shown in the Research Project Conaept Map (Figure 1, p. 9), thefollowing
discussion will address the secondresearch question; what elements of cultural and
artistic value are present within the Chiptune genre? Thiswill be approached in three
separate areas tha provideingghtinto different aspects of cultural and artistic value
present within Chiptunes. To do this, thethoughs and opinionsof the artists will be
discussed and compared in relation to literature about compostion, timbre, videogames
and subaultures. Thiswill aso be commented upan from my postion as a participant
observer, providing my persond thoughs onthetopic. There is notexpected to bea
definitive generaisation as theresult, butan in depth discussion which will lead to an
academic undestanding of thetopic and itsrelated issues.

Theword Qauedin relationto the arts has had many booksand papers written
aboutit and so my intention hereisto provideavery brief explanaion of the aspects
important to this study. Most academicsrelate valuein the arts to the aesthetics of, and
meaning tha is generated by, theart (Klamer, 19%; Regev, 1992) For this study, | am
also interested in valuein terms of applicability and ussfulness as well as accessibility
and origindity. In thefollowing section Consumption and Participation (p. 21), it is
shown tha Chiptunes present musical ideas closely related to experimental musc Yet, it
isgeneally accessible to the general masses This accessibility isaform of cultural and
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artistic value. Within the section The Interface (p. 23), thedevices used to make
Chiptunes are discussed in relation to the semiotics of thephyscal devicesaswell as
the applicability of the human-machineinteractionto other art forms. Findly, the
section Beyond Novelty (p. 25) will provide an in-depth discussion into the aesthetics
and meaning behind Chiptunes and detail the aspects tha makes it more than jud a
gimmick. These details reveal many elements related to applicability and origindity,
overall providingathoroughoverview of theartistic and cultural value of Chiptunes.

Consumption and Participation

When | first began undetaking this research | was of the opinion that the majority of
Chiptunemuscianshad amusdcal backgroundsimilar to mine, tha is, having a
previousbackgroundin experimental electronic musc and electro-acoudic
compostion. Theconnection at first seems obvious, as Chiptunemusc can beseen as
deriving from many expeimental concepts, such as foundsoundsand @oise as muscO
which can be seen as early astheltalian Futuristsin 1912. For some artists, thisisthe
case. As seen in theresults, the Chiptuneartists Pixelh8 and Syphusare bath classically
trained. Also, another artist with similar backgrourd is Bubblyfish. Shehasa
backgroundin Classical piano and has often played Game Boy musc for highart
fundions(Bubblyfish, 2007) Also themain venuein New Y ork where Chiptunes are
performed, TheTank, is an experimental musc venue However, as theresults show,
themajority of Chiptuneartists who participated in my study had very little if any
technical muscal background.This expanded my initial conagptionsof Chiptunes beng
created as aform of experimental art musc to encompassing awhole rangeof artists
with varied muscal backgrounds

Thereason for this large variation in paticipantsis due | bdieve, to thegenre@
online presence. It has been discussed that the Internet and digital technology has
created atype of cultural democracy, allowing new oppotunities for both individud
and collective expression (Cunninghan, 1998 p. 144). Thisdemoaatisation has led to
an Gxge of theamateurO(L essig, 2005) where everybody can participate in creative
culture. Thisnew widespread participation can especially be seen in thefairly recent
proliferation of soda neworking sites such as Myspace and Y outube which contain
entirely user-generated content and generally promote youth to not jus consume but
paticipae in culture (Boyd, 2007) The phrase often used to describethese peopleis
@rosumerCbeng an amalgamation of producer and consumer, however it also applies
to the marketing of produds of a professiond consumer level. Therefore | prefer to use
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the phrase @reative consumerOWithin Chiptunes, it is clear there are many creative
consumers, the community having strong connectionswith soda neworking andthe
majority of the people tha listen to themusdc also creating it. It is a participaory
subaulture and its recent revival can be seen as a prime example of therise of the
creative consumer. Hence, many amateurs and people who jus enjoy themusc begin
creating it, accouning for thediversity in musca and technical backgroundsof
Chiptunemuscians

An interesting point to note is tha, within videogame culture, to which Chiptunesis
tenuousy attached, creative consumption has been of central concern. Unlike mos
other commercial art forms, videogames generaly suppot theinvolvement of the
conumers within the creation process. This can take theform of releasing a Beta (early
version) of agame for fansto test and comment on. But namely, it involves the games
company releasing the software engine with a game so users can modify or recreate
game content. This has led to user generated content actudly becoming entirely new
game franchises and is generally theway beginnes start ther path for a career in the
games indugry. As Zimmerman (2003)wrote, videogames are Ga demoaratic art for a
demoaratic ageQ(p. 2). The openness of reinterpretation within the videogame indusry
has led to an entirely new emerging art form called MachinimaQ This involves usng a
videogame to create films and, in recent years, these have become increasingly popukr.
This was duenamely to the game Halo tha, because of its onlinefeatures, players
began to becreative indead of jug shooteach other (asistheactud aim of thegame).
This has led to the mog recent version of the Halo franchise, Halo 3, dlowing players
to record any play sequence onto thar hard drive and then control camera anglesin
anyway they desire. Thiswas as a direct reaction to the Machinima movement. There
are many similarities between Chiptunecomposrs and Machinima filmmakers. They
both use already existing videogame technology and reinterpret it for self-expression.
Thekey point here istha thevideogame indugry is notonly suppotive butalso
condugve to there-interpretation and creative use of technology. Thereis some
speculation as to whether therecently released Nintendo DS game Electroplankton,
which allows players to create melodies and soundscapes, was created with afirm
knowledgetha it would be utilised by the Chiptune community.

So, as stated, Chiptunes share many characteristics with experimental mudc, yet it
remainsaccessible. It can be seen as beng accessible dueto therise of the creative
conumer and also the openness of the videogame community. This accessibility of an
emerging and experimental muscal genre is adefinite element of cultural and artistic



Alex Yabsley The Sound of Playing: A Study into the Music and Culture of Chiptunes 23

valueasit isan exemplar of democratic culture, completely breaking any barriers tha
may exist between so called high art and popculture. The paticipaory and community
based naure of Chiptunesis valuable for thebroader art and culture community as it
encourages wide spread discussion of experimental and artistic philosophies, even
thoughthey may not knowit, which in turn greatly enriches thework beng created.

The Interface

Fromthevery beginning of computer technology, programmers have felt adesire to
create tools for human and machineinteraction. Their ability to build an interface in
which people feel comfortable directly communicating and opeating a machine has led
to such common devices as the keyboad and mouse. Arguably, videoganes have
always been a prime example of such interaction and hence videngame programmers
are often at theforefront of such technology. Therefore, it is clear to see theimportance
and value of videogame interfaces to Chiptunes.

The conaept of Gricolageldescribes well therelation between Chiptunes and
videogame interfaces. Bricolageis putting thingsto use in ways for which they were not
origindly intended (Gelder, 1997,p. 88). Some may arguetha when early computers
first came out, oneof thar intended uses was to create musc. However, when dedling
with moden Chiptunes, it is clear bricolageis taking place as devices are used for
performance and generaly runon un-official software. From thewidevariety of
Chiptuneinterfaces, | am goingto focuson the Game Boy for this discussion. Thisis
because of its accessibility and thefact tha it isa portable device created for
videogames, and hence throughusngit to create and perform musc it represents
bricolage clearly and smply.

The Game Boy as amusca interface has come to be a symbol of moden
Chiptunes. For example, see Figure 4 (p. 24), which containsvariousCD covers and
community related images tha appropriate the Game Boy as a symbol. Because of the
widespread exposure of the Game Boy, it is a recognised symbol with alot of semiotic
meaning aready attached to it. People expect to hear videogame soundswhen they see a
Game Boy. By employing bricolage and creating self-expressive musc with it Chiptune
musiciansare partaking in what Umberto Eco (1972) describes as Gemiotic Guerrilla
WarfareQ(p. 105). Thisistheact of ddiberately and subvasively juxtaposng various
semiotic signifiers; a perfect example is someoneplaying the Game Boy muscally ina
performance. Here the audience is bombarded with two very conflicting signifiers, tha

of amusca peformance and tha of someoneplaying avideogame. Semiotic guerilla



Alex Yabsley The Sound of Playing: A Study into the Music and Culture of Chiptunes 24

warfare can also hgppen ondifferent levels. For example, renowned Chiptunemuscian
David Suga said; Qhething |®n interested in isthat the Game Boy is ahugecapitalist
icon...It& like the pinnacle of the consumer world as it doesn®serve any purpose other
then entertainment. 1t&jug aboutpure consumption.O(ltchy Leeds n.d., paa 5). So
here David Suga isusng the semiotic juxtapostion of atool designed for commercial

consumption with the paticipaory and political nature of arock concert.

I

®,
Figure 4. Examples of Game Boy symbolsin Chiptune Culture™

From L-R, Top-Bottom: Boy Playground CD Cover (Relaxbeat, 2007), Customised Game Boy (JW86,
2007), 8hit Collective Logo (8bc, 2007), Nanoloop 1.0 CD cover (Discogs, n.d.)

&

The Game Boy as a symbol has become a point of fixation within many parts of the
Chiptunecommunity. For example, on 8bit Collective, people show off images of thar
cugomised Game Boys (themiddle image of Figure 4 is an example), thar large
collectionsof different varieties, or ther rare and good condition modds. What furthers
thisretro-gear fetishism in an ironic way isthefact tha the oldest modd origind Game
Boy has the best soundoutput qudity.

When trying to discover what mog attracted people to thismusc, as can beseenin
theresults section, generaly | received answvers relating to artistic intent and thetimbre.
However, something | have observed tha did notcome directly fromtheresults is what
Syphus(2007)refers to as QechnofetishismJA2), thefact that people like making this
musc because of its connetion to gear like the Game Boy and its use as a muscal
interface. In oneparticular discussion thread on 8bit Collective, members discussed the
differences between usng the actud game hardware and usng emulators. Nanogtrl
(2007)wrote thefollowing; OFor me the portability of the Game Boy is wha mostly
atracts me. | lovetha | can make musc anywhere with it, andit feels like atoy. So for
me it isless abouthardware vs software and more aboutinterface. OThelevel of
attachment and adoration | have mentionad of the Game Boy coupled with the easy to
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use and portable nature of theinterface makesit an incredibly powerful example of
humean to machineinteraction.

Findly theimportance of interface can be seen by the Chiptunecommunity®
acceptance of variousmore moden technologies. When trying to define Chiptunes for
this pgpe, | began to find it exceedingly hard as there were some songsand artist that
did not contain the same videogame timbre tha | have quoted as beng a unifying
characteristic of Chiptunes. These songsand artists are seen as part of thesame
community and genre because of theinterface they were made on. For example, a song
created usng the new Nintendoreleased program Elektroplankton, wasinduded in a
popukbr Chiptunecompilation. Also many Chiptune artists use variousvideogame
interfaces such as joypadsand controllers attached to computer software for muscal
performance. This embracing of human to machineinteraction and peformanceis
applicableto all electronic and digital arts. The artistic and cultural valueof this
applicability isvery relevant and it is hoped tha Chiptunes will influence the broader
art community into embracing performance in terms of human machineinteraction.
Also, the meaning expressed and conveyed throughthe use of bricolage and semiotic
guerillawarfare isvaluable in pushing theboundaies of art and culture. Generaly, the
Game Boy as an interface is important in creating meaning for Chiptunes and hence
reinforces its credibility as avaluable art form.

Beyond Novdty

On many people@ first encountr of Chiptunes, they automatically think of it as atype
of novdty. However, musc that relies solely on novelty and gimmick generally doesn®
become widespread and onae the novdty wears thin people move onto something else.
Themoden Chiptunerevival has now been occurring for the past seven years (since
2000)and its community is congantly growing. As has been discussed in the previous
two sections there are many elements of value present within the genre that make it go
beyondjug beng anovdty.

As this study@® results showed, two recurring themes arise in regardsto musicians)
creative intentions Tha isthey write thismusc due to the creative naure of working
with limitationsand semiotic attachment to thetimbre and interface. Thisisreinforced
onthe8bit Collective Forum, in thethread, why do you make chip music (Boomlinde
2007) Thevalue andimportance of these themes provide solid reasonsfor Chiptunes
being more than jug a gimmick.
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There are many limitationspresent when composng Chiptunes. Firstly, there are
only acertain number of channds to work with. In the case of the Game Boy, there are
four. Pulse 1 and 2, Wave and Noise. So techniques are developed to make the mog of
those four channds and thar timbres. There are also rhythmic restrictions depending
onthe software used. These limitationsrelate to Chiptunes beng a participatory art
form. Chiptunecompoers gan alot more from listening than an average consumer.
Thisisbecause, after working with thelimitations you become familiar with the sounds
and knowwha is possible and easy to acheive, and what is difficult or origind and
deserves admiration. Thisfurther buildsand developsboth the community and the
qudity of work produced, asthelimitationsallow for a simple shared undestanding,
which is how the demoscene has opeated for years and how it continuesto bea system
condugve to high qudity creative work.

Deliberately composng with limitationsis nat something new and exclusve to
Chiptunes. Interestingly, it is aso apoint that reoccursin literature aboutelectronic art
musc. For example, in regadsto composng musc with self-imposed limitations the
author Waters (2000)offers thefollowing ingght:

An inability to keep adequae mental grasp of thevast amounts of potential muscal
material available for agiven compostiond decision has acrudal impact on
composng practice, in the sense tha what istechnically possible often tranamutes
into wha is aesthetically desirable (p. 58).

This statement was madein regardsto electronic art musc. However, it is highly
applicableto all forms of digital expression. Thecomputer has given rise to endless
optionsthat are congantly driven by capitalist ideals to get bigge and better, and hence,
provide even more options By self-imposng limitations Chiptunecomposrs are
freeing themselves from this cycle, and hence, providing an environment more
condugve to self-expression. For example, on 8bit Collective, oneChiptuneartist wrote
Ot's funnyhow if you have unlimited optionsyou end up doing nathingQ(Boxcraft,
2007) Thisisessentialy arewording of Waters (2000) statement revealing that
Chiptuneartists are well aware of thecreative possibilities ganed by working with
limited technology.

As mentionead, other than thelimitations the other themeisthetimbre. Early
videogame soundshave an array of semiotic meaning and, as discussed in the previous
section, thisis putto use by juxtaposng the meaning with new self-expressed meaning.
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However, there is something degper than jud the semiotic attachment to nogalgia
present in videogame sounds The electronic art musc composer Emmerson (2000
provides an interesting ingghtinto wha makes videogame soundsunique

[Early videogame] soundsganed an immediate social dimenson: they always had
precise semiotic fundion with respect to the game they GnhabitedGndicating
simple moves or complex outcomes. The ubiquity of such games added another
level of signification; the soundsentered the urban soundgapefor both the

individud and collective memory (p. 201).

Thesoundsare sodally accepted as being indicative of virtud worlds and hence, the
moden youth, who have claimed thevirtud world as ther domain, relate to and utilise
these soundsfor self-expression. This statement also revea s thefact tha many of the
soundshad a semiotic fundion within the game; awell-known example isthat of a
short ascending pitch glide (akind of ®oingd is used to represent the soundof
jumping. It isinteresting, then, to see these soundsjuxtaposed within musc sometimes
in reference to the origind semiotic meaning and sometimes to subvet it. The
uniqueness of these soundsand their existence within the collective congiousess as
bengrelated to playing, sets Chiptunes apart frommany other genres of musc and
truly shows it hasthepotential for further development. This uniqueness and depth of
semiotic meaning reveals layers of cultural and artistic valuetha transcend any
negative connottionsassodated with any novdty aspects.

Both the creative use of limitationsand the uniquenaure of the timbre show
cultural and artistic value within Chiptunes. These themes indudeidess discussed by
electronic art mudciansand are alot degper than jug another gimmick. Thedepth of
these themes, as well as theinformation discussed in the previoustwo sections reveals
how Chiptunes can achieve alot more and will continueto grow in suppoters and
paticipants dueto its wealth of cultural and artistic value As mentioned, value existsin
the Chiptunecommunities embracing of collaborative culture and blurring thelines of
consgumer and creator. It embraces technological interfaces both for artistic and cultural
means, beng that theinterface can become condugve to artistic practice as well as
beng used as a semiotic statement throughthe use of bricolage In generd thislevel of
artistic and cultural value makes Chiptunes oneof themog origind and innovaive
artistic movements of the 21¥ century.
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Condusonsand Discussion

My initial prediction as to theresults and outcomes of thisresearch were very different
fromthefind outcomes. On starting theresearch, | thoughtthere were two key areas of
interest within Chiptunes. Firstly, that it was smple melodic musc beng madeby
musgcal and technical elite. In reality, themusdcally and technically trained only make
up asmall percentage of Chiptunecomposers and therefore my point of focusturned to
why it has such varied participants.

Theother key point | bdieved to beimportant was thefact tha it is aretroactive
culture, amusc tha islooking backwardsto create the future. However, it seemstha
whilst there are retroactive elements within the Chiptuneculture, it israrely discussed
and all togeher rather unimportant. For example, as mentionad in thediscussion on
Interface (p. 23), moden tools can be used to the same effect and beequdly as
accepted in the community. Theareas tha revealed themselves asimportant were
approached in thefind discussion. These are areas with high levels of artistic depth and
meaning tha transcendsdiscussion of old technology, in favour of generd artistic
philosophy.

As an aspiring performer and creator of Chiptunes, these findingscreate an air of
optimism regarding the future of this musc. Through conduding this research, | have
come to unde'stand my own artistic practice better, comingto theredisation tha
Chiptunes are an enjoyable art form to beinvolved with, not jug because of the
nodalgic semiotics of thetimbre or any novdty factor, butbecause it is artistically
satisfying as well as beng a shared participaory experience. My postionasa
paticipant observer has provided me with ingpiration and rationde for continuing to
composge Chiptunes and advocate further academic research in thisfield.

It is hoped this research project will promote future studies into more specific areas
of thegenre such as detailed musgcal andysis, its relation to the broader musc indudry,
andits use as an exemplar for studying cultural creation throughsodal networking.
Overdll, this study has shown tha Chiptunesisavaluable artistic and cultural musc
tha isasdiverse and complex asit is simple andfun. It is musc highly electronic, yet
somehow full of human memory and emotion. It is an accessible new participaory
musgc for thefuture that has claimed cultural iconsasits own and re-interprets them,
tha cherishes limitationsand ssimplicity whilst avoiding beng luddite, andit ismusc
by ot commodity makers, butidea brokersO(Burke & McClaren, 2006) musc that
takes play serioudy.
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Appardix A: Details of Participaing Artists

8 Bit Weapon: (Questionnaire) 8 Bit Weaponis Seth, ComputeHer, and MelBot. This
trio from Los Angdes has performed across two continents and have a number of high
qudity commercial releases. Often seen outside the Chip scene appearing at gaming
conventions thel Am 8bit art show and everywhere in between. They are currently on
the Nerdcore 2007Internaiond Tour.

www.8bitweaponcom

Big-Chip: (Interview) James Hendason from the UK, makes some randombleepy
musc usng Nintendoconles. Heisaregular on 8Bit Collective and has recently
released a digital E.P available from his webste

www.big-chip.co.uk

www.myspace.convbigchipmusc

Bit Shifter: (Questionnaire) Bit Shifter aka JoshuaDavisis apowerhouin the
Chiptunescene His Game Boy musc is hard frenetic and incredibly dance friendly, as
ishislive show. Having performed over onehunded shows all over theworld, being
involved in large netlabd 8bitpeoples.com and having his name on many high qudity
Chiptunereleases, aswell as benga contibutor to the organisation of Blipfest in his
hometown of New Y ork, it isnowonde heis awell-known legend within this genre.
bit.shifter.net

Henry Homesweet: (Interview) Henry Homeswest! istheartist name for Game Boy
musgcian Tom Hedley from Ipswich in theUK. Heisaregular on 8hit collective, andis
playing shows regularly in hislocal area, for more details see
www.myspace.com/henryhomsweet

www.purevolume.com/henryhomesweet

Pixelh8: (Questionnaire) Mathew C Applegate creates Chiptunemusc in the UK
unde the name Pixelh8. He has peformed through out the UK, also doing shows with
popartist Imogen Heap and currently touring theUS. Not only does he create and
perform Chip musc, buthehas also created programs for both Game Boy and ZX
spectrum to add to the equipment available for other muscians
www.myspace.con/pixelh8

www.hiddenyoutrecords co.uk/p8mus ctech.htm

Smadm: (Interview) Sm@ is Game Boy artist Simon Mattisson from Gothenburg,
Sweden. He has released an EP entitled Spice Mix full of oriental style Chiptunes. For
details on hisregularly released new material check his Myspace,
www.myspace.convchipgaticsmam

Syphus: (Questionnaire) Syphusis Brenden Ratliffe, aparticipantin thedemoscene
fromthe UK. He has extensve knowledgeof trackers from C64 to Amiga He hasjus
completed his Masters dissertation on the topic of Chiptunes, and organises regularly
large-scale Chiptuneeventsin the UK.

syphusuntergrundnet/




Alex Yabsley The Sound of Playing: A Study into the Music and Culture of Chiptunes 33

Appardix B: Questionnare

1. Wha equipment do you use to create your musc?
bDoesthis differ between live and composng context?

2. Canyououtineyour compostiond process?
B Doesthetechnology used affect this?

3. Do youpog-produce, mix and master your own recordings?

4. Wha isyour mugcal andtechnical background?

BIndudewha musgc other than Chiptunes, if any, you have been involved in

5. Why doyou compos Chiptunes?

6. Do youfed paticular loydty to the Chiptunecommunity?

7. Doyoufed thereisa'generation ggp' between thedemo/mod scene and new artists
who don'tprogram/hack?

8. Do youcompos with the Game Boy portably in public/irregular surroundings?
BHow do youfind surroundingsaffect compostion? (for Game Boy muscians

only)

9. What in your opinion makes a goodChiptune?



