Otogarden: exploring musical
improvisation in digital games

ABSTRACT

Fig. 1 — Otogarden illustration

This paper presents the ludomusicological research associated with the development
of a digital game: Otogarden (Oliva, 2021). If “making an actual game [...] is useful
to materialize the design question [or] aesthetic issues [...] that are being addressed”
(Khaled, Lessard, & Barr, 2018), Otogarden is intended as a playable support to
research on musical participation with digital games. Specifically, this paper
understands digital games as a contemporary venue for technologically augmented
musicking (Borgo, 2007; 2013), potentially allowing access to forms of musical
improvisation to a variety of users and players.

While digital games afford a remarkable variety of possible musicking (Oliva, 2017;
2019a; 2019b, 2019c), examples related to musical improvisation remain few and
underexplored, with most games favoring score-based interactions, as made popular
by titles such Guitar Hero (Harmonix, 2005) or Rock Band (Harmonix, 2007). In
similar examples, music is presented as “a task to be achieved, a disciplinary activity
in which the player should “play” again and again until the game (and thereby music)
is mastered” (Kassabian & Jarman, 2016). Crucially, in these examples “music” is
understood as pre-recorded compositions performed with the aid of simplified
notation (Biamonte, 2011). Notable exceptions, such as the experimental music game
Electroplankton (Nintendo, 2005), have been criticized by reviewers specifically for
their lack of composition-oriented functionalities (Pilchmair, 2007), indicating an
underlying set of expected qualities which constitute a barrier to the emergence of
improvisatory musical practices in digital games.

Otogarden challenges this understanding of “music game”, by focusing on musical

improvisation, "an activity of enormous complexity and sophistication, or the
simplest and most direct expression” (Bailey, 1993, p. 83, 84). Players of Otogarden
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are able to repeat short phrases through the use of a “loop” mechanic, musicalizing
potentially extra-musical (Kahn, 1999, p. 103) acoustic juxtapositions. While
retaining the “intimate and reactive musical bond” (Grimshaw, Tan, & Lipscomb,
2013) typical of the music game genre, Otogarden does not feature canonic game
characteristics, such as a winning condition, compatibly with recent understandings of
game definitions (Juul, 2019, p. 224). The conclusions show that it is possible to
deliberately stimulate the players’ perspective (Aarseth & Calleja, 2015) on the game
towards an improvisatory musical direction, rendering manifest the extemporaneous
musical possibilities connected with digital game engagement (Oliva, 2019¢).

Fig.2 — Otogarden screenshot.

Fig. 3 — Otogarden screenshot

D -



BIBLIOGRAPHY
Aarseth, E., & Calleja, G. (2015). The Word Game: The ontology of an indefinable
object. The Philosophy of Computer Games Conference.

Bailey, D. (1993). Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music. Da Capo Press.

Biamonte, N. (2011). Musical Representation in the Video Games Guitar Hero and
Rock Band. In N. (. Biamonte, Pop-Culture Pedagogy in the Music
Classroom: Teaching Tools from American Idol to YouTube. Scarecrow
Press.

Blacking, J. (1973). How Musical Is Man? University of Washington Press.

Blacking, J. (1987). A Common Sense View of All Music. Cambridge University
Press.

Borgo, D. (2007). Musicking on the Shores of Multiplicity and Complexity. Parallax,
13(4), 92-107.

Borgo, D. (2013). Beyond Performance: Transmusicking in Cyberspace . In N. Cook,
& R. Pettengil (Eds.), Taking It to the Bridge: Music as Performance (pp.
319-348). University of Michigan Press.

Collins, K. (2007). An Introduction to The Participatory and Non-Linear Aspects of
Video Games Audio. In J. Richardson, & S. Hawkins, Essays on Sound and
Vision (pp. 263-298). Helsinki University Press.

Collins, K. (2013). Playing With Sound: A Theory of Interacting with Sound and
Music in Video Games. MIT Press.

Grimshaw, M., Tan, S.-L., & Lipscomb, S. D. (2013). Playing with sound: the role of
music and sound effects in gaming. In S.-L. Tan, A. J. Cohen, S. D.
Lipscomb, & R. A. Kendall (Eds.), The Psychology of Music in Multimedia
(pp. 289-314).

Harmonix. (2007). Rock Band [digital game, Xbox 360, Playstation 2, Wii]. MTV
Games.

Harmonix/RedOctane . (2005). Guitar Hero [digital game, Playstation 2].
Harmonix/RedOctane .

Juul, J. (2019). Handmade Pixels: Independent Video Games and the Quest for
Authenticity. MIT Press.

Kaae, J. (2008). Theoretical Approaches to Composing Dynamic Music for Video
Games. In K. Collins, & K. Collins (Ed.), From Pac-Man to Pop Music:
Interactive Audio in Games and New Media (pp. 75-92). Ashgate.

Kahn, D. (1999). Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts. MIT Press.

-3 -



Kassabian, A., & Jarman, F. (2016). Game and Play in Music Video Games. In M.
Kamp, T. Summers, & M. Sweeney (Eds.), Ludomusicology.: Approaches to
Video Game Music (pp. 116-132). Equinox Publishing Ltd.

Khaled, R., Lessard, J.; Barr, P. (2018). Documenting Trajectories in Design Space: a
Methodology for Applied Game Design Research. Foundations of Digital
Games Conference.

Nintendo. (2005). Electroplankton [digital game, Nintendo DS]. Nintendo.

Oliva, C. (2017). On the Ontological Status of Musical Actions in Digital Games.
11th International Philosophy of Computer Games Conference.

Oliva, C. (2019a). Ergodic Musicking. Ludomusicology.

Oliva, C. (2019b). Musicking with Digital Games. DiGRA 2019: Game, Play and the
Emerging Ludo Mix.

Oliva, C. (2019c). Musicking with Digital Games [PhD dissertation]. Msida:
University of Malta.

Oliva, C. (2021). Otogarden [digital game, browser/Mac/PC]. http://otogarden.com.
Accessed on February 1%, 2021.

Pilchmair, M. (2007). Electroplankton revisited: A Meta-Review . Eludamos -
Journal for Computer Game Culture, 1(1).

Small, C. (1998). Musicking: the Meaning of Performing and Listening. Wesleyan
University Press.

—d -



