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Abstract:

The aim of this thesis is to critique a concept shared by the spheres of music performance
and gaming; that certain objects or practices are inherently unserious and unimportant, due to
various factors such as perceived or actual simplicity, association with children, incorporation of
mobile or mechanical technology, allowance of casual play, or even inherently because of their
ludomusicality. These chapters will show that there is much to be taken seriously about these
sites of play, whether in terms of pedagogical value, meaningful affective associations, or what
the ludomusical interactions might reveal about our perceptions and behaviors in the outside
world. The three chapters of this thesis, though they each have a distinct subject matter,
illuminate different facets of our (not-so) casual interactions with play, games, and music-
making. Chapter 1 discusses the way that ludic and musical design elements of various
instruments and interfaces create accessible, ludomusical experiences of piano play and
performance. Chapter 2 examines the deeper implications of human listening and mobile game
play through the breeding and curating of virtual, musical monsters in the 2012 game My Singing
Monsters. Chapter 3 explores parallels between mechanical music boxes and chiptune video
game music, specifically their strong connections to ideas of childhood, simplicity, nostalgia, and

creating within technological/musical limitations.
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Preface

This thesis asserts that music-ing and game-ing are inherently similar, and that it is no
coincidence that the word “play” refers to both acts. The work presented here stems from the
field of ludomusicology not just in terms of video game music studies but in exploring the
intersections between music making and game play, through musical and ludic instruments, toys,
and games. This work also pulls from fields such as game studies, sound studies, and organology.
The aim is to critique a concept shared by the spheres of music performance and gaming, that
certain objects or practices are inherently unserious and unimportant, due to various factors such
as perceived or actual simplicity, association with children, incorporation of mobile or mechanical
technology, allowance of casual play, or even inherently because of their ludomusicality. These
chapters will show that there is much to be taken seriously about these sites of play, whether in
terms of pedagogical value, meaningful affective associations, or what the ludomusical
interactions might reveal about our perceptions and behaviors in the outside world.*

It is common within the world of video games to hear a game described as “casual” or
“hardcore,” and for players of these games to be referred to as “casual gamers” or “hardcore
gamers.” The title of “hardcore gamer” standardly is given to players who devote a large amount
of time and energy to gaming, and perhaps also invest a lot of money into gaming
equipment. “Casual gamers” on the other hand are seen as not devoting much time, effort, or
money to gaming, hence only participating casually. Generally the stereotype of hardcore games
is that they are fast-paced, difficult, competitive, violent, and/or high-budget (i.e. Call of Duty,

Dark Souls, Destiny 2, Final Fantasy X1V). Casual games as a category are considered to be

1 For a compelling recent example of scholarship on the crossover between music and play, see:
William Cheng, Sound Play: Video Games and the Musical Imagination (Oxford University Press, 2014),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199969968.001.0001.
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calm, pleasant, non-stressful gaming experiences based more on sensory enjoyment, puzzle-
solving, sociability, or collectables than violent competition (i.e. the Animal Crossing series,
Candy Crush, Words With Friends—or more recently Wordle). Though it is not exclusive, by and
large the types of games that people play on their phones or other mobile devices would be
considered casual games. It is generally assumed that hardcore games require a high amount of
skill and dedication, while casual games allow for anyone to participate.

In his book, A Casual Revolution, Jesper Juul confronts the stereotypes of hardcore and
casual gamers and the very concept of casual gaming, as he finds that people who would be
considered casual gamers or not gamers at all were often actually putting a significant amount of
time into playing video games. It is just that these people were not playing stereotypical
hardcore games like first-person shooters; instead they were playing things like Wii games with
their children or mobile games on the go. The cultural phenomenon around Candy Crush (2012)
or Pokémon Go (2016) for example has made it easier to conceptualize today how much a game
which seemingly asks quite little of you can bring out extreme dedication from those who might
not normally consider themselves to be video gamers. Juul points out that casual games “allow
us to have a meaningful play experience within a short time frame, but do not prevent us from
spending more time on a game. More traditional hardcore design, on the other hand, requires a
large time commitment in order to have a meaningful experience, but does not allow a
meaningful experience with a shorter commitment.”? This idea will be extremely relevant
throughout this thesis, as I explore ludic and musical devices and processes which are typically
seen as casual, or simple, or childish, because they have a low barrier of entry for participation.

However the three different chapters here will show that piano-inspired instruments, toys, and

2 Jesper Juul, A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their Players (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2010), 8-9.



games, a mobile game about breeding musical monsters, and mechanical music boxes and
chiptune all carry weighty meaning and ludomusical potential. Juul also discusses the two most
salient trends in industry-described “casual games,” those being games with mimetic interfaces
(where the player’s actions mimic some activity on the screen, with sports games and music
games being prime examples) and downloadable casual games which do not require a large
amount of time or game knowledge to begin play. A mimetic musical game on a mobile device
would thus be a perfect example of a “casual” game, the implications of which will be discussed
further in Chapter 1. Musical games and toys—or on the other side of the coin, ludic musical
instruments and practices—are seen as casual playthings in comparison to traditional musical
instruments, or to “hardcore” games for that matter.

With the title of this thesis being what it is, the term “serious games” may come to mind.
This term has come to have its own meaning, though it has been used by multiple people in
slightly different ways, as is discussed thoroughly in Djaouti et al.’s “Origins of Serious
Games.”® The main usage of it nowadays is akin to the term “gamification,” in that it refers to
games specifically meant for a purpose other than entertainment, such as military and
professional training such as flight simulators, corporate advertising, education, or even to
demonstrate scientific findings such as in the study of artificial intelligence.* | do not intend the
term “serious” in this thesis to carry the exact connotation of the term “serious games”; [ am

simply using it to point out things which I argue should be ‘taken seriously’ about ludomusical

3 Damien Djaouti et al., “Origins of Serious Games,” in Serious Games and Edutainment Applications, ed. Minhua
Ma, Andreas Oikonomou, and Lakhmi C. Jain (London: Springer, 2011), 25-43, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-
4471-2161-9 3.

4 Of course the idea that games under the category of “serious games” cannot also be entertaining, or that other types
of games are solely entertaining, or that the term “serious games” is an oxymoron, are short-sighted, as is also
discussed by Djaouti et al.
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interfaces and activities, where value, skill, meaning, and larger conceptual implications are
often ignored.

The three chapters of this thesis, though they each have a distinct subject matter,
illuminate different facets of our (not-so) casual interactions with play, games, and music-
making. Chapter 1 discusses the way that ludic and musical design elements of various
instruments and interfaces create accessible, ludomusical experiences of piano play and
performance. This chapter involves interpretation of advertising materials and intentional
interface design of the chosen devices, and for theoretical approach draws strongly from Roger
Moseley’s book Keys to Play: Music as a Ludic Medium from Apollo to Nintendo. Chapter 2
takes on a bit of a tonal shift in examining the deeper implications of human listening and mobile
game play through the breeding and curating of virtual, musical monsters in the 2012 game My
Singing Monsters. This chapter takes great influence from the field of sound studies on the act of
listening and the interpretation of voice, particularly Nina Eidsheim’s works like The Race of
Sound and Sensing Sound. Chapter 3 explores parallels between mechanical music boxes and
chiptune video game music, specifically their strong connections to ideas of childhood,
simplicity, nostalgia, and creating within technological/musical limitations. The approach in this
chapter features specific accounts of how music boxes and chiptune music operate, as well as
theoretical influence from Svetlana Boym’s The Future of Nostalgia, and analytical recounting

of my personal experience with the intersection of video game music and music boxes.®

5 Will Gibbons writes in a review of the recent book Nostalgia and Video Game Music: A Primer of Case Studies,
Theories, and Analyses for the Player-Academic in favor of its intended “player-academic” readership, stating that
the book “is at its most successful when it strips away the veneer of academic objectivity to reflect on how the act of
scholarship engages with, and is in turn complicated by, nostalgia for the object(s) of study.”

In this thesis, | aim to strike a similar balance between academic objectivity and individual nostalgia.

William Gibbons, “Nostalgia and Videogame Music: A Primer of Case Studies, Theories, and Analyses for the
Player-Academic, Edited by Can Aksoy, Sarah Pozderac-Chenevey, and Vincent E. Rone,” Journal of the American
Musicological Society 77, no. 1 (April 1, 2024): 226-28, https://doi.org/10.1525/jams.2024.77.1.226.
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Chapter 1

“The Piano(s) That Anyone Can Play’:

Ludomusical Attainability and Enjoyment

What is it about pianos that technologically and socially lend themselves to continuous
reinvention? While most people do not have the confidence or training to perform a full musical
work on a piano, there is something about the instrument that welcomes participation at any
level. Most musical instruments tend to be exclusively tied to a single performer, but the same
does not go for pianos. Whether in salons and bourgeois living rooms, train stations or parks,
pianos are a public object. Of course this is due to many factors, from size and portability of the
instrument to the facts that it comes all in one piece, isn’t played via the mouth, and emits sound
of acceptable timbral quality even to first-time users. It has come to be that the piano is seen as a
public-facing instrument or usable furniture: in any case an apparatus welcoming any user’s
musical play.

The piano’s identity is paradoxical, though, as it is available for casual play while also
being a traditional site for diligent practice and discipline. Take for instance Dr. Seuss’ 1953
feature film The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T, in which a young boy named Bart has nightmares about
being held captive by his piano teacher and forced to practice piano for 24 hours a day, 365 days
a year. Amidst the sounds of Bart’s begrudging piano practice at the beginning of the film, the
local plumber tells Bart’s mother “Maybe you’re right. Maybe even if he never learns to play the
piano, maybe the discipline’s good for him anyway. Maybe.” To which she responds “There are

no maybes about it! I assure you I know what’s good for him. He’s gonna learn to play piano if I



have to keep him at that keyboard forever.”® This concept that piano practice is a vehicle to
discipline, refined musical taste, and societal order in the early 20™ century also appears in
writings like John Philip Sousa’s 1906 invective against “The Menace of Mechanical Music” in
Appleton’s Magazine, where he claims that “The child becomes indifferent to practice (...) when
music can be heard in the homes without the labor and study of close application, and without
the slow process of acquiring a technic.”” He is “quite willing to be reckoned an alarmist,”
appalled as he is “by the impending harm to American musical art. I foresee a marked
deterioration in American music and musical taste, an interruption in the musical development of
the country, and a host of other injuries to music in its artistic manifestations, by virtue—or
rather by vice—of the multiplication of the various music reproducing machines.”® Even in the
famous floor-piano scene from the movie Big (1988), a prime media example of the piano
representing playfulness and public interactivity, the performances of “Heart and Soul” and
“Chopsticks” are accompanied by Tom Hanks and Robert Loggia’s characters commiserating
about being forced to take piano lessons every day after school. While the “Big Piano” itself will
not be a main item of focus in this chapter, its ability to take someone with only a disciplinary
history with the instrument and get them making music in a playful way leads nicely into the
topic at hand. Its innovative design simultaneously brings familiarity and subversion of
keyboard-playing expectations, and is a testament to the impact that ludomusical design can have
on the ways users interact with music-instrumental interfaces.

Between fearmongering and elitism like Sousa’s and a more general inclination in

Western music studies towards traditional, high-brow musical practices, the inherent ludic

® The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T directed by Rowland, Roy (Columbia Pictures, 1953).
7 John Philip Sousa, “The Menace of Mechanical Music,” (Appleton’s Magazine, 1906), 280.
8 Sousa, “The Menace of Mechanical Music,” 278.



potential of music making has been largely ignored until recently. Amongst recent studies in
organology and cultural music history, Roger Moseley’s book Keys to Play: Music as a Ludic
Medium from Apollo to Nintendo takes this phenomena to task and focuses on the keyboard as “a
threshold at which music becomes playable and play becomes musical.”® As Moseley explains,
keys can render notes, letters, or any signified piece of information as distinct and activatable,
and sequences of interaction with keyboards can bring about infinite creativity with finite
resources. Keyboards have the potential to be extremely simple or extremely complex,
simultaneously limiting sonic potentialities and allowing for vast creative freedom within the
ordered structure provided. Moseley crucially provides the term ludomusicality to refer to the
concept which underlies and connects music, play, and games, writing that “Through its
affordance of modes of engagement that are at once playful and musical, the keyboard is
implicated in diverse forms of what might be called ludomusical praxis,” and “ludomusical play
fluctuates between the preordained and the unforeseeable, emerging in relation both to the
performance of familiar cultural scripts and to the imperative to improvise.”!? Play rejects any
insistence on the primacy of player identity or of the system being played; instead it is about the
interaction and creative feedback between human and machine, player and game, instrumentalist
and instrument. Neither music nor games could exist without the existence of rules and
structures, and play is the way in which we follow or flout them. This play is ludomusical, and
musical interfaces can encourage it in various ways, as will be seen in the rest of this chapter.
Moseley traces keyboard-games from the quasi-mythical fourteenth-century chekker

board—a combination between a musical instrument and a game of checkers—to the more familiar

9 Roger Moseley, Keys to Play: Music as a Ludic Medium from Apollo to Nintendo (University of California Press,
2016), https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1kc6k47, 1.
10 Moseley, Keys to Play, 1, 16.



idea of performance contests, and to rhythm video games such as Beatmania (1997). He also
points out that there is of course inherent playfulness in musical improvisation as well as in the
interaction between coterminous players, such as with Mozart’s competitive and collaborative
Sonata for Two Pianos in D major, K. 488/375a (1781). Similarly, the practice of piano four-
hands is discussed in Kiri Miller’s book chapter “How Musical is Guitar Hero?” (2012), as it
compares to modern musical rhythm games.** Both four-hands arrangements and the notation
systems of rhythm games have at times been critiqued for being mere facsimiles of some “real”
versions of musical pieces, and the activity of playing these musical arrangements has been
negatively judged based on popularity with amateur or untrained musicians. Miller also links
rhythm games with piano four-hands as methods of bringing music into the home, which provide
players with the opportunity to explore a musical piece they would otherwise have no
opportunity to perform. They both are playful and (at least perceived to be) casual musical
practices, which teach players musical syntax and listening strategies while remaining primarily
enjoyable experiences.

The enjoyability of musical play is an important element of ludomusical experiences, and
for terminology to discuss this enjoyability | will be drawing from work done within the field of
game studies. Marc LeBlanc and colleagues have presented a taxonomy of gaming pleasures as
part of a larger framework called MDA, to understand what makes games fun through
Mechanics, Dynamics, and Aesthetics with the goal that this understanding will be helpful to
future game developers and scholars.'? This taxonomy of game pleasures includes eight

elements (Sensation, Fantasy, Narrative, Challenge, Fellowship, Discovery, Expression,

1 Kiri Miller, “How Musical Is Guitar Hero?,” in Playing Along: Digital Games, YouTube, and Virtual
Performance, The Oxford Music/Media Series (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 105.

12 Robin Hunicke, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zubek, “MDA: A Formal Approach to Game Design and Game
Research,” in Proceedings of the AAAI Workshop on Challenges in Game Al, vol. 4, 2004, 1722.



Submission), though enjoyment is not limited to these eight elements. | will now give a brief
description of each, considering how they make sense both ludically and musically. Throughout
the rest of this chapter | will make reference to these elements and how they aptly portray both
the overlap between what makes music making and playing games enjoyable, and the ways in
which the three case studies herein make use of these shared elements.

The first is “Sensation” or “game as sense-pleasure.”® “Sensation” refers to the pleasure
gained from sensory or haptic experiences: the enjoyment and satisfaction felt when you get
great contact between baseball and bat or soccer ball and foot, or the little jolt of excitement
upon pressing the die-rolling dome in the middle of a Trouble board. In music making this
relates to the haptics of playing an instrument, the receiving of sound as vibrations in the body,
or the sensations such as chills that one might experience through emotional responses to music.
“Fantasy” refers to the enjoyment that comes from suspension of disbelief (“game as make-
believe”), and “narrative” to the satisfaction gained from dramatic progression (‘“game as
drama”). In music sometimes specific narrative meanings are ascribed to pieces, but whether or
not these are successfully interpreted the piece would still have its own perceived “narrative”
progression—if only in terms of rising and falling tension— which draw listeners/performers into
the musical experience.

“Challenge” (“game as obstacle course”) is an element that is ever-present in both game
and music playing; think of the satisfaction when overcoming a barrier or solving a puzzle, but
also the importance of calibrating an experience to be difficult enough to allow for that
satisfaction while remaining achievable. “Fellowship” (“game as social framework”) refers to

the community that can form around people with related game playing experiences, and music of

13 Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek, “MDA: A Formal Approach to Game Design and Game Research,” 2.
10



course has great capacity to create fandoms and communities of common interests as well.
“Discovery” (“game as uncharted territory”) refers to the pleasure of being dropped in an
unfamiliar world where you must discover what challenges you will face and what new
capabilities you have to face them. Similarly, | would contend that a strong motivation to engage
with music making is a sense of discovery; to learn new pieces, techniques, or entirely new
musical systems. “Expression” (“game as self-discovery”) refers to self-expression in games,
whether as a certain type of strategic player or as a visual avatar, and expression of identity is of
course important in music whether you are trying to express yourself as an individual artist or
meld with a group in a more communal style of music performance. Finally, “submission”
(“game as pastime”), at other times called “masochism,” refers to the pleasure found in fully
accepting the rules and structure of the game, mainly in opposition to the displeasure felt when
another participant is operating by unfair or different rules.'* While music as a practice is vast
and highly variable, rules and categories such as genres, techniques, and notation systems
provide a great deal of enjoyment and commonality to musicians and music fans alike.

This chapter will look at three different piano-inspired technologies for how they
emphasize and expand upon the ludic possibilities of piano play, resulting in wider accessibility
and enjoyment of piano performance. They range over a century in their inception from the
machine age to the digital age and the relatively recent obsession with mobile devices, but they
all exist to some extent in opposition to the standard form of piano practice, instead keeping the
focus on play. Of these three ludomusical technologies one is identified more as an instrument,

one as a toy, and one as a game. The first is the mechanically innovative Pianola of the turn-of-

14 Greg Costikyan, “I Have No Words & I Must Design: Toward a Critical Vocabulary for Games,” ed. Frans Miyri
(Proceedings of Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference, Tampere: Tampere University Press, 2002), 9—
33
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the-20™-century, which entirely changes the physical playing technique needed to bring music
forth from a piano, but still intends for the user to have an interactive and expressive
(ludo)musical experience. The second is a digital toy piano from 1996 called the “Little Smart
Super Sound Works,” which sparked my very own childhood interest in music as a child through
its wide array of sonic manipulation capabilities as well as explicitly ludomusical pedagogical
features. The third is a 2011 mobile game called Magic Piano, which as a game makes explicit
and quantifiable many of the ludomusical aspects of piano performance. While they have very
different designs and immediate goals, these technologies all take inspiration from the same

instrument and bring ludomusical play and enjoyment to a wider range of players.

Player Pianos

The mechanization of music and keyboard instruments has a long history, from ancient
hydraulic organs and medieval carillons, to 18™-century musical automata and beyond.*® The
immediate predecessors to player pianos, though, were external devices called “piano players”.
These were created towards the end of the 19™ century, in the form of cabinets to be pushed up
directly in front of a traditional piano, so that each of its felted wooden “fingers” aligned with the
piano keys. A set of foot-pedaled bellows served to keep the mechanism inside of the cabinet in
a state of vacuum: as holes in the music roll passed over a “tracker bar” they would allow air to
pass through specific channels and the resultant pressure difference would trigger a valve to
open, and a pneumatic motor to press one of the wooden “fingers”. These “piano players” then
turned into the more familiar “player pianos” around the turn of the century when piano

manufacturers began to create instruments with built-in pneumatic player mechanisms instead.

15 Charles B. Fowler, “The Museum of Music: A History of Mechanical Instruments,” Music Educators Journal 54,
no. 2 (1967): 45-49, https://doi.org/10.2307/3391092; Moseley, Keys to Play, 23.
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Both types of instruments are often referred to as “Pianolas,” which began as a brand name for
Aeolian and Orchestrelle Company instruments but has come to be used as a general term for
mechanical piano-playing devices.*®

Another predecessor to the player piano is the barrel piano, usually powered through
hand-cranking. As the name implies, the music was stored as pins protruding from a cylinder
(barrel) which triggered the piano keys as the barrel turned. The cylinder method was very
limiting particularly in terms of how long pieces could be, as one cylinder only has so much
circumference to turn before it reaches the beginning again, and larger cylinders meant less
portability. Pianolas instead adopted the method of storing music as holes punched in rolls of
paper, with the advantage of lightweight support for extended lengths of music.

The image of a player piano which may come to mind today is of a piano in the lobby of
a quaint hotel, lowering its keys and emitting music seemingly of its own accord. In this case, a
discussion of ludomusicality and user interaction with the device may seem confusing. These
more fully automated piano-playing machines first came about with the Welte Company’s
Welte-Mignon reproducing piano in 1904.17 This device was powered electrically rather than by
manual bellows, and it could control the amount of suction involved in the pneumatic activation
of the keys, allowing for a more expressively nuanced musical performance. In order to
“reproduce” music, this technology also needed a way to record a performance. The keys of the
Welte-Mignon could be electrically connected to an external recording machine, which would
take input from the piano keys and foot pedals and make corresponding ink markings on a paper

roll turning at a consistent speed. These ink markings would afterwards be punched out of the

16 G. C. Ashton Jonson, “Mechanical Piano - Players,” Proceedings of the Musical Association 42 (1915): 15-32.
17 patteson, ““The Joy of Precision.”” 26.
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paper, and playback at a similarly constant speed would reproduce the fluctuations in rhythm and
tempo of the original performance, as well as its range of dynamics.*® The reproducing piano
was intended to be fully automated, and to reproduce performances of famous pianists and
composers as if they were happening live right in the drawing room. The manually-operated
Pianola from earlier however remained most common in middle-class homes, and the following
section will review the intended goals of that instrument, drawing from advertising language.
Advertisements for player piano technologies are useful artifacts for many reasons; they
describe the instrument and its intended uses in simple language, flaunt additional musical
features, reveal what the general discourse was around the instrument, and situate in a particular
historical moment.*® The advertisement included here for the Pianola Piano from the Aeolian
Company declares pianos of the old type to be metaphorically dead, and a new age of musical
appreciation aided by modern invention to be dawning. Crucially, it emphasizes the active
participation and “intelligent co-operation” between the performer and the instrument: “It does
not merely play itself—the performer plays it; puts into the music the best expression that is in

him, and takes keen personal satisfaction in the musical results that he achieves.”?

18 patteson, ““The Joy of Precision.”” 27.

19 Jordi Roquer Gonzalez, “Media Discourses and Marketing Strategies in the Advertising of the Pianola,” Popular
Music 40, no. 1 (February 2021): 42-57, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261143021000106.

20 “The Passing of the Silent Piano”. The Aeolian Company. c. 1900. Source: http://www.pianola.com/aeolian9.htm.
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A daily scene in all the world's large cities—the Pianola Piano displacing the piano of older type.
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more popular.
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Foremost among these is

)LA PIANO

The Piano that anyone can play

No other musical instrument ever devised makes so intimate
and so general an appeal as the Pianola Piano.

The average person of today wants to take an active part
in his pleasures—does not want too much done for him.

The Pianola Piano demands intelligent co-operation on
the part of its performer. [ does not merely play itself—the
performer plays it; puts into the music the best expression
that is in him, and takes keen personal satisfaction in the
musical results that he achieves.
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Supplanting wment. In recent years the home has hardly been
the Piano deemed complete without it.
of older type And yet, splendid instrument though it is, the piano
—————— that can be played only by hand is almost always dis-
appointing—it is far too hard to play for many to enjoy it,

All that has made the old Piano so popular and more—is offered by
the modern piznoforte,—the Pianola Piano.

It has the same keys for hand-playing and practice; the same wealth
of tone; the same dignified and beautiful appearance.

In addition, it has the wonderful Pianole within its case —the one

piano player which enables anyone to play like an artist: which alone has

those wonderful devices for expressing art in music—the Metrostyle,
Themaodist, Graduated Accompaniment and Sustaining Pedal Device.
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=—————————  When you come to buy the Pianola Piano, however,
The Importance make sure itis the Piunala Piano that you secure,
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than the player contained in the piano makes it.  You should consider
the plano—but consider first the ylayer-action, for it is that which cither
gives you, or fails to give you, the jull enjoyment of the piano’s possibilitics,

There is but one player action which has received serious musical
recognition from the world’s master musicians — Paderewski, Strauss,
Jogel Hofmann, Moszkowski, Rosenthal, Debussy, and three hundred
others of the greatest living composers, pianists and teachers.  This
payer-action 1s the Pranofa.

There is but one Pianola. It is made only by the Acolian Company.
It may be obtained either as a detachable cabinet piano-player, or in a
single case with the piano—in this form known as

THE STEINWAY, WEBER, STECK, WHEELOCK, OR STUYVESANT PIANOLA PIANO

Upright $ up Grand
Plj;:nnl:\ Pianos 5500 Pianola Pianos

Prices slightly higher on the Pacific Coast,

Send for
Catalog “B”

*1500.”

Moderate monthly payments.

Pianolas, as separate instru- $ up
ments, 'uhptable to any piano 250.

Allowanoces on other piancs taken in exchange.

Send for
Catalog “B”™

e

Pianola Pianos are sold by the I

k.

in the principal cities throughout the world

The Acolian Company maintains its own establishment in the following cities :

CHICAGO ST. LOUIS CINCINNATI
202 Michigan Boulevard 1004 Olive Street 25 West 4th Street

THE AEOLIAN COMPANY

INDIANAPOLIS DAYTON
237 N. Pennsylvania St. 131 West 3rd Street

AEOLIAN HALL, 362 Fifth Avenue, Near 34th Street, New York
Largest Manufacturers of Musical Instruments in the World

FORT WAYNE
Washington Street
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Unlike any 21%-century misconception of the Pianola as a reproducing device only, this
description of the device acknowledges the ludomusical interaction between operators and their
instruments. The advertisement also claims that in recent years a home has “hardly been deemed
complete” without a piano, but that it is so difficult to learn that the instrument often lays silent.
Hence the Pianola Piano is not presented just as a replacement for a standard piano but as an
upgrade, with the same tone, feel of the keys, and overall appearance. This indicates a clear
conceptualization of the player piano as an instrument, not just a machine. The piano is deemed
still popular, impressive, and culturally vital, but unfortunately obsolete because most people
cannot extract from them the quality of music they wish to hear, and thus cannot “use” it to its
full potential. The Pianola, then, inherits the cultural value ascribed to the piano, with the added
advantage of accessibility and unconditional enjoyment.

The Pianola would have standardly had multiple control levers including a tempo lever
(to control how fast the music roll would scroll), a gear lever (to re-roll the music, or set the
instrument to “silent” or “play”), graduated accompaniment levers (bass subduing lever and
treble subduing lever), a soft pedal lever and a sustaining pedal lever. Tempo could be
communicated as a number printed at the beginning of the roll as well as musical terms printed
on the roll throughout the piece. The advertisement lists supplemental features which assist in
musical expression including these levers, and the Metrostyle and Themodist. The Metrostyle?
was an invention which allowed for the temporal expressiveness of a performance from a
specific composer or pianist to be recorded, with a red-inked pen attached to a guide finger

which inscribed a wavy line on the music roll as the piece was played through. Even if the

21 The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Picture Collection, The New York
Public Library. "The Metrostyle Pianola." New York Public Library Digital Collections. Accessed November 16,
2023. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e3-33b3-a3d9-e040-00a18064a99
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pitches and rhythms of a piece were not hand-recorded as they would have been for a
reproducing piano, a piece could still be Metrostyled by a composer or pianist, and the beginning
of the music roll would feature that artist’s signature in confirmation that the Metrostyling is
approved.?? Any future Pianolist with this roll could then use the red line as a guide in
conjunction with control of the tempo lever to (attempt to) recreate a performance of a piece
‘exactly’ as it was played by those famous figures—in terms of temporal expressiveness, at least.
This is a fascinating experience in comparison with the more fully automated reproducing
pianos, because with Metrostyling the music still had to be enacted by the user. It was not just
about re-playing a recording, but offering an opportunity for anyone to re-embody a respected
musical figure and their individual performance, by way of temporal fluctuations (here deemed
as markers of the performer’s internal interpretation of the music). As opposed to witnessing a
musical ghost play a piano from across the room, a Pianolist using a Metrostyled roll could
attempt to personally reanimate that ghost. In this way the limits of partial automation lead to
novel methods of musical interaction.

As a final example, player pianos eventually had their pneumatic mechanism split into
the bass and treble registers of the piano, and the Themodist took advantage of this split for
thematic and dynamic phrasing. Snake-bite style perforations along the left and right sides of the
music roll would automatically result in power being apportioned more to the treble or the bass.
This in conjunction with players’ own well-timed use of the bass and treble subduing levers
would result in enhanced musical expressiveness in terms of both overall volume and selected

thematic emphasis.

22 Arabesque No. 1 - Metrostyled and Autographed by Debussy | Player Piano, 2023,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HNmMY |a68H8.
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Imagine a Pianolist pumping the instrument’s treadles, watching the holes in the piano
roll run by accompanied by various other markings—a red Metrostyle line, thematic perforations,
lyrics to the popular song they are performing—and coordinating their actions according to the
oncoming flow of information. Such coordinated action is not entirely dissimilar to that which is
encouraged by musical games of today. The playing of a Pianola is different to the traditional
way of making music at a piano, but it is still an interactive and expressive way to feel the
pleasure of musical performance and to bring music into the home. The Pianola claims to
circumvent the issue of the piano being “far too hard to play for many to enjoy it” while still
satisfying the “average person of today” who “does not want too much done for him.”?3

As another Pianola advertisement issued in 1904 reads: “A great factor in the Pianola’s
world-wide popularity is the fact that it brings pleasure, not merely to one or two members of the
family, but to all.”?* In terms of LeBlanc’s taxonomy of game pleasures, Pianolas allow a player
to focus on the “sensation” and musical “expression” of performing a piece, without a
preoccupation with the accuracy and extreme dexterity often expected of piano playing. But it
does not completely remove the element of “challenge” either, so the player should still feel a
sense of achievement at their successful “submission” to the mechanics of the mechanical
instrument. And if played successfully, the emotional/sonic “narrative” of a piece should come
across similarly to if it were performed in the traditional manner, and the “fellowship” brought
on by listening and dancing to music in the (turn of the century) home will be more accessible
than ever. While other musical technologies of the time like reproducing pianos and the

phonograph were intended more for listening purposes, the interactivity of the Pianola shows that

23 “The Passing of the Silent Piano”.

24 The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Picture Collection, The New York
Public Library. "The present of a Pianola is a present to every member of the family.” The New York Public Library
Digital Collections. 1904-12. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e3-3354-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99
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adding mechanical elements to musical instruments can accentuate the ludic aspect of musical
play, as the human and machine co-operate to produce a pleasurable musical experience.

The Pianola reached its peak popularity around 1910, by which time it had widely begun
to be appreciated as not a mechanical gimmick but a new and valuable musical instrument. An
article in Music and Letters from 1925, for instance, documents how players were attempting to
develop the best Pianola playing technique, and composers were writing specifically for the
sound and capabilities of this new instrument rather than just rearranging works in the same way
they would for the old model.?> Due to economic factors such the Great Depression and the
World Wars, and competition from the constantly improving gramophone, unfortunately
mechanical piano technologies dropped off drastically over the next couple of decades. Over a
century since that article in Music & Letters article claimed that the player piano had “arrived at
perfection,”?® in a time when electronic piano toys and games are widely disseminated and often
pocket sized, it is important to remember that the playfulness and novel artistic abilities provided

by keyboard innovations—that is, ludomusicality—is not only an achievement of the digital age.

The “Little Smart Super Sound Works”

The “Little Smart Super Sound Works” is a toy musical instrument released in 1996 as
part of Vtech’s “Little Smart” line. Toy instruments based on pianos, xylophones, and
keyboards generally are plentiful, but the “Little Smart Super Sound Works” features a
surprisingly wide array of musical capabilities with an easily understandable interface. This
instrument has a library of 44 different sounds (animal sounds, musical instruments,

miscellaneous), each with their own button featuring a cartoonish image representing the concept

25 Sydney Grew, “The Player-Piano,” Music & Letters 6, no. 3 (1925): 236-47.
26 Grew, “The Player-Piano,” 1.

19



behind the sound. These figurations of the sounds can be quite literal, such as an image of a cat
or French horn, or more abstract like the image of a conductor for the sound of a full unison
orchestra, or the image of something bouncing off the ground for a “boi-oing” sound. These
sounds can be played on 24 different piano keys (ranging from F4 to E5 on the standard piano
setting), and there are also 4 large buttons triggering different drum sound effects or loops.
There is a metronome, up and down controls for tempo and volume, and even “sound creator”
buttons to add vibrato and alter its frequency—which seems to be done by panning the sound
between the left and right speakers—or its amplitude. There is also the capability to record your
own homophonic or multiphonic tune and play it back, though it can only be up to 30 notes long
and allows no rhythmic variation—no matter what rhythm you give to the notes during recording,

they will be played back to you at evenly spaced intervals.

There are five different play modes, labeled as “5 Activities”, selected via a sliding

window above the middle of the keyboard. The first “activity” is the standard free play mode. In

which the user employs any of the aforementioned features. The second “activity” allows the
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selection of one of 14 nursery rhymes, represented as small images of related narrative scenes for
each song above each of the white keys. Pressing one of those keys will activate a red light to
appear under the key representing the first note of that song’s melody, and once it is pressed the
key corresponding to the second note will light up, and so on until the entire melody has been
played. The third “activity” also allows the selection of one of the 14 childrens’ tunes, but this
time the device will demo a more advanced multi-part arrangement of the song, with the keys
lighting up red with just the melody again for the user to visually or physically try to follow
along (though since this version is pre-recorded you do not have control over what is played, and
the piece carries on without your input). The fourth “activity” is like the first free play mode
except that it allows the player to assign one type of sound to the first half of the keyboard, and a
different sound to the second half of the keyboard. The fifth and final “activity” is the same as
the second, except that each correct note of the melody can be heard by pressing any one of the
keys as opposed to the actual one that lights up red, perhaps in an attempt to make even
extremely young children feel that they can play their favorite songs while they work to improve
their motor skills.

In reference to the taxonomy of game pleasures, | can remember very well the
satisfaction in musical “sensation” I personally got from this instrument as a child. The vast
library of timbres brought an element of absurdity to the simulation of an instrument often
perceived as very serious. Most sounds were brief but the organ allowed for much longer
duration of notes, and | would explore the keyboard by holding down multiple keys at a time,
noticing when certain combinations sounded like they fit together more neatly than others (an
early introduction to the concepts of consonance and dissonance). Both the sound library and the

selection of playable familiar melodies satisfied my sense of “discover”-y and enabled me to
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participate in musical “expression” without formal training. Brave and curious players may also
“challenge” themselves to play music on this mini keyboard beyond what is already
programmed. In my case | experimented with sound at this keyboard until I learned how to play
“Hedwig’s Theme” and “My Heart Will Go On,” at which point my parents upgraded me to
formal piano lessons, exhibiting the capability of such an instrument to inspire future musicians
and musicologists.

In Keys to Play Moseley points out the connection between the Greek words for child
(pais), play (paidia), and pedagogy (paideia), and writes that “As educational method and
outcome, play can afford a childlike clarity of vision into the workings of the world.”?’ Play
involves exploration and decision making, absorption of and exploitation of rules, construction
and navigation of worlds, tests of memory and creativity. Simultaneously pleasurable,
interactive, and informative, play is inherently a learning experience and it seems almost obvious
that it would be employed as a pedagogical device. This does not only mean that elements of
play should be incorporated into formal educational settings, but that we should remain aware of
the value inherent in childlike play experiences that already surround us.

Toys commonly mimic real-life objects or actions with the intent of teaching a child
some degree of skill. There are toys to help children become comfortable walking, toys that
simulate modern technology like phones, laptops, or cash registers, dolls with which to simulate
care and social interaction, and of course toys to help children learn about music. In addition to
this keyboard, the “Little Smart” series featured toys which teach about the body, animals,
letters, and more. The introduction to user manuals of similar “Little Smart” toys say that

“When it comes to providing interactive products that enlighten, entertain, and develop minds, at

27 Moseley, Keys to Play, 20.
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VTech we see the potential in every child,” and that “all of our electronic learning products are
uniquely designed to develop a child’s mind and allow them to learn to the best of their
ability.”?® It is notable that in designing a keyboard instrument to entertain and enlighten
children’s minds, they did not program in scale and arpeggio exercises, nor did they have the toy
only sound like a piano. Instead the focus is shifted onto familiar and popular tunes which
capture the user’s interest, and the player is given a wide amount of timbral control to encourage
exploration of not only what the keyboard can do for music, but what it can do for sound. This
child-inspired perspective on keyboard interface design can increase opportunity for ludomusical
learning, by stripping down certain sound features (such as pitch range) and expanding upon

others (such as timbre), and by offering various explicitly playful modes of activity.

Magic Piano

While the connection between music and games has been underlying this chapter so far,
this third example of ludomusical technology will bring it to the forefront. Magic Piano is an
app released in 2011 by Smule, specifically for Apple mobile devices (iPhone and iPad). What it
offers is a completely simulated and fairly abstract piano experience, unlike a player piano which
simultaneously functions as a standard piano. Instead of starting from a musical instrument and
turning it into a partially automated, low-skill interactive music experience, Magic Piano took
smartphones/tablets that were not inherently musical and brought them towards a semi-automatic
musically interactive experience in the opposite direction. The music is presented as colored
dots of light which move from the top to the bottom of the screen, with each of the dots’

horizontal location on the screen reflecting the positioning of piano keys, although piano keys

28 «“yTech Little Smart Explore My School User’s Manual” (VTech, 1997).
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are not actually visualized during normal gameplay. Interestingly this happens to combine both
the scrolling vertical movement of player piano music rolls and the dots of light which appear

within the plastic keys of the VTech toy electronic keyboard.

The only physical action required of the player to perform a piece of music is to tap their
fingers on the device’s screen corresponding to the colored dots of light. Only one (which will
appear pink), two (blue), three (green/yellow), or four (orange) dots can appear simultaneously,
so the game can always be played with the fingers on one hand. On “easy” difficulty the
arrangement of a piece will have two simultaneous notes maximum, on “medium” it can have up
to three simultaneous notes, and on “hard” it can have four simultaneous notes (and there is a
“practice” mode which entails only single notes). At any difficulty, the amount of fingers tapped
on the screen may not always actually correspond with the number of distinct notes heard,
because the musical arrangement used in the game will often need more than four simultaneous
notes in order to sound like an appealing enough recreation of the original. For example, the

piano arrangement of Edvard Grieg’s “In the Hall of the Mountain King” used in the game, like
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the orchestral original, slowly evolves to use a wider pitch range and higher quantity of notes
over the iterations of its famous theme. So towards the end of the piece, at some points 5 or more
simultaneous notes are heard in a chord even though only four dots of light appear.

In order to get the highest score possible, the player must try to tap the same number of
fingers as dots that appear, at the same location in which they appear, timed with when they
cross the horizontal line seen about %; of the way down the screen. The strictness of these
parameters, however, is very low. A tap much too far to the left or right of a note light will result
in a “too far left” or “too far right” warning on screen and the note played will be slightly off
pitch. Since there is quite a bit of leeway on how precise these taps have to be, this mistake is
not very common. If more fingers are tapped than are necessary at once, the player will receive a
“too many fingers” warning and a wrong note will be heard along with the correct notes. This is
probably the most common mistake especially in fast-paced pieces which alternate between
single notes and clusters of notes very rapidly—“In the Hall of the Mountain King” is a good
example of this as well.

The tempo-keeping aspect of this game can potentially be frustrating for an experienced
musician, because it is quite inexact. Unlike in other musical games such as Guitar Hero (2005),
Rock Band (2007), or Tap Tap Revenge (2008), the dots of light in Magic Piano do not scroll
down the screen at a steady pace and then disappear, but instead rush down towards the bottom
and wait there until you tap them. This is particularly noticeab