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ver the last decades, sound appreciation (as music listening) has been naturally 
transformed by the use of technological apparatuses. From concert halls to the privacy 
of our homes, in our commute, music has been presented to us in different formats and 

materials. In this case study I intend to raise a discussion on a recent new format of musical album: 
“the album app”. The starting point of this research was the analysis of the first two album apps 
in music history: The National Mall by Bluebrain (March 2011) and Biophilia by Björk (October 
2011). Following Bluebrain’s album concept, I emphasise here that the core of this investigation is 
the location-based musical album app. This new format makes use of the premisses of locative art 
and the technology of mobile media (smartphones, tablets) and Global Positioning System (GPS) 
in order to produce musical spaces. Those spaces may be experienced as a musical album as well 
as a walking route augmented by music. 

From the perspective of Media Ecology, mainly from McLuhan’s works, I analyse here the 
location-based musical album media ecosystem. As well as I intend to debate it relating to its 
historical background, drawing parallels between the state of the art and previous projects, which 
made use of different technology. 

The research question: “How does the physical space affect the experience of listening to a location-
based musical album?” Translates my intention in analysing the space as interface. In order 
to understand the phenomena of location-based musical album app in its real life context, a 
field experiment followed by survey was carried out. I intend to discuss the outcome of the 
field experiment in relation to the existing writings in the topic.  What is attempted here is a 
discussion of the ways site specific music listening occurs and how it provides an interesting 
experimental condition, which can be further discussed and utilised as a case in new media and 
media culture realm.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Musical Album App: a new format

usical albums are known as a collection of musical pieces released by a single artist or 
ensemble. Likewise, it can be a collection of music released by several artists (or bands) 
as a genre compilation 1. In the past decades, the music industry made accessible to 

the general public different formats of musical albums. Vinyl records, cassette tapes and Compact 
Discs belong to the nature of the tangible objects, that is one album or record is a limited physical 
thing. This physicality would require some effort and time to transport a record to its receiver 
in another space (a different city, country or continent). In the late 1990s, with the “accidental” 
invention of the mp3 format and the peer-to-peer (P2P) networks, musical albums turned to be 
intangible and pervasive (Katz 2010, pp.163-175). The phenomenon of downloading/collecting and 
listening to MP3 files (music as albums or individual pieces) was encouraged most notably via the 
Napster network, however, after just a year of fruitful life (2001), Napster was forced to shut down. 
The album concept as a collection of musical pieces was also modified with the MP3 format when  
“[o]nline stores like iTunes charge by song, not by a full album, and others such as the new Napster, 
view music as something you subscribe to rather than own.” (Carter and Liu 2005, p.176) The 
music streaming turned the idea of accessibility to music even more immediate, as one can listen 
to the desired tune or album at any time and space without the need to wait for download. We can 
already notice that the power of curation delivered to listeners (from Napster downloading habits 
to YouTube, MySpace or Spotify streaming services) has been drastically modified and somehow 
censored (Katz 2010; Reynolds 2011). Analysing the mechanics of the streaming platforms, we 
notice that they resemble in some aspects the old frameworks of music distribution, meaning a 
throwback to the times in which recording industry giants would decide what was accessible or 
not to the public (Vieira de Oliveira 2013). 

In this short summary of the last decade in music, I try to contextualise the dramatic change since 
the era we listened to music via the traditional recording media (vinyl, tape or CD) to the digital 
MP3 era. As Katz significantly comments “I would suggest that the most distinctive and crucial 
attribute of MP3 files is their status as, in the language of economics, non-rivalrous resources. 
A resource is rivalrous if its consumption or use by one party limits its consumption or use by 
others. Most physical objects are rivalrous.” (2010, p.163) Traditional sound recordings are also 
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rivalrous, as when I own a copy of a record I limit everyone else’s use of it. On the other hand, with 
the accessibility of the MP3 format, to download or stream music doesn’t mean to take someone 
else’s song file (when I download it, I make a copy; when I stream it, I am listening it for as long as 
it sits in a server). This also means that what was once limited in time and space (also as quantities) 
now might no longer have such boundaries or physical limitations. One can access music at any 
time and space via the ubiquitous computing as an ordinary practice in our daily lives. 

In 2011 a number of articles2 were written, which pointed to a unique change to the format of the 
musical album. The following quote from an article titled “Is the music album app the next game 
changer?” illustrates what most of these articles focused on.

Remember MTV? That cool TV network that played music videos 24/7? Back in the 80s, MTV 
revolutionized the music industry. Video Killed The Radio Star, oh yes it did. MTV turned 
videos into a mainstream affair, making them the primary marketing tool for musicians. The 
video might have had its tough moment in the early 2000s, when music piracy and MTV’s lapse 
into reality programming came in between, but now visuals are back. YouTube fuelled the video 
revival, and from then on, the speed of innovation has been astounding, with the internet turning 
into the music industry’s main avenue of business. Today, there is more and more imagery added 
to music, with music album apps enjoying the latest buzz. Are they just a transient marketing 
gimmick, or will they become a central promotion technique for artists, like the music video? 
Going even further, is the app the future format of the album? (Bogdan 2013)

The introductory paragraph of the mentioned article is an example of the core idea discussed 
back in 2011. Technology focused writers were mainly speculating on “the future of music” 
within the realm of musical album. While Bogdan (2013) argues on the marketing perspective, 
I try to emphasise the implicit importance of the “media” in this passage. I believe that the 
“medium” should also be acknowledged as a fertile ground for new musical proposals, per se 
the release of the “album app” 3 format.  

I cannot affirm that the album app was merely a response from artists to the so called “digital 
darwinism” (Leonhard 2008, p.43), promoting new strategies in order to engage their audience 
in their works, or if it was a natural consequence of the state of the art in mobile music listening. 
I personally accept both points as plausible justifications. As pointed by Björk4 and Scott 
Snibbe5, before the iPad it was nearly impossible to deliver such complex project as it would not 
be that easily accessible to the public and it would not be viable to produce, mainly due to its 
high production costs. In the case of Björk’s Biophilia album, every song app6 offer a completely 
different environment and mechanics. Each song can work as a musical instrument. And also 
it differs from previous interactive projects for the fact it is delivered via a mobile device. For 
instance, touch screens and gyroscope sensors offer a different immersive interaction compared 
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to previous musical albums. In other versions of albums with multimedia content, perhaps using 
flash animation, or being the album released as a video game, these concepts are still tied down 
to the desktop model of mouse/keyboard interaction. I will highlight the argument of Vieira de 
Oliveira, from a perspective of live music engagement, but certainly also applicable to the album 
app realm: 

It is indeed a negation of the old formats, a moment where the roles have become blurred and 
more difficult to distinct from each other. Both for the satisfaction of the fans themselves, which 
seem no longer to suffice from the traditional methods of distribution and contact with their 
favorite artists, as well as to the musicians’ own strategies for survival in the digital age. Artists 
and musicians clearly must disconnect themselves from former paradigms and direct their efforts 
towards strategies to survive the “digital Darwinism” imposed by society’s current listening habits. 
(Vieira de Oliveira 2012, pp.45-46)

The second point of view presupposes the acknowledgment of the pervasive status of the media in 
the moment we are currently living and the opportunity that smartphones and tablets provide for 
supporting the processing of complex apps.

In 2011 the first two album apps in music history were released: Biophilia by Björk and The 
National Mall by Bluebrain. As a Björk fan, by the second semester of 2011 I was extremely 
curious about her eminent release and the way she managed to apply such complex ideas in a 
highly debated format. Shortly after, I had my first contact with it: I did not start with a mere 
“play” button but with a menu constellation instead. DNA’s replication, tectonic plates, lunar 
cycles (just to mention a few) were presented as interactive song apps. Björk’s project was mainly 
conceived to teach children concepts present in nature but it certainly achieved more than its 
pedagogical goals. It was also meant to encourage people to have an experience of music making 
and therefore it offered an unprecedented number of interactive inputs coming from the listeners’ 
side. As commented by Scott Snibbe (one of the app designers in the project): 

So the idea with the apps is that they’re not merely a music video, and also not just some kind of 
pure musicological analysis, but they’re actually a new creative experience that uses music, nature, 
technology and interactivity. For example, “Virus” is about viruses and other sort of parasitic 
phenomenon, that’s the natural aspect; and then musically it’s about generated music, music 
that’s created through processes and algorithms. The first single, “Crystaline” is about crystal 
structures in nature, and musically it’s related to musical structure and special environments. 
The way Bjork explained it to me at first is that this app represents the way Bjork sees music inside 
of her head, specifically pop music. (Snibbe 2011)
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The album app was welcomed as a new format for musical albums and I was initially interested in 
investigating which novelties were actually being delivered in such format. That was the starting 
point of this research. Although I made the analysis of the first two album apps, only the core 
concepts present in The National Mall will be discussed in depth. As one can notice the album 
release announcement, in March 2011, the intrinsic novelty tone in its approach:

Washington DC-based music duo Bluebrains’ latest release is not a standard album in the sense 
that it can be listened to passively in one sitting or, for that matter, at any location. Rather, it is 
a site-specific piece of music that responds to the listeners location within the stretch of park in 
downtown Washington DC known as the Mall. The work will be delivered as an app for the iPhone 
and is the first in a series of location-aware albums Bluebrain will create. (Bluebrain 2011)

Following Bluebrain’s album concept described above, I emphasise here that the core of this 
investigation is the location-based musical album app, often here referred as LBMA. However, I 
will dedicate one short section of this research to discuss and contextualise Biophilia album app 
for its huge impact in the mass media, as it was released by a worldwide known pop artist and, for 
that reason, more broadly discussed. I will draw a parallel between Biophilia’s premises to similar 
proposals explored since the late 1950s called “Open Work” - as depicted by Umberto Eco on his 
essay “The Poetics of the Open Work.”

From the perspective of Media Ecology (based in McLuhan, Ong and Postman’s studies) I intend 
to investigate a very basic aspect of this complex new universe of album app. When I mention 
Media Ecology I state that I am interested in understanding the effects of this system involving 
medium (mobile media), technology (smartphones, tablets, Global Positioning System) and its 
language (music). In this system I will focus mainly in the effects of one “cell”: the physical space 
(public urban spaces) in which a musical album will be published and co-exist in. I am aiming 
in this research to test and debate the idea that the physical space could work as an interface 
(idea which I will discuss further in Chapter 2) and could impact the way one experience the 
music listening. 

This very precise frame lead to my research question: “How does the physical space affect the experience 
of listening to a location-based musical album?”. Being a complex topic, I will point exactly which 
theories of this vast universe of space and music will be commented on in the next pages.

It is clear that the advances in media technology have been affecting the way we listen to music. 
For that matter I will comment in Chapter 2 the evolution of personal stereos (as smartphones 
and tablets) which made possible the release of the first album apps. However, in this research I 
am interested less in the devices and more in the activity (music listening) and how slightly (or 
dramatically) it has been affected by new album formats and media. Likewise, it is interesting 
to realise that in the era of mobile and pervasive computing the novel location-based album 
app is revisiting the site specific moment in the history of music listening. The location-based 
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album might be taking a new approach but it can still resemble to a point in sound history in 
which listening to music was less fluid or say “mobile-less”. When the audience would listen to 
music indoors (in the concert hall, living room, etc) rather than outdoors walking on the streets. 
I also emphasise the headset as a great symbol of individualisation of sounds. This means that 
the experience of music listening, even though often surrounded by others, creates an exclusive 
moment when the listener filters out the external world while dealing with the audio content. As 
illustrated by Kracauer when commenting on the impact of radio in daily practices:

Who would want to resist the invitation of those dainty headphones? They gleam in living rooms 
and entwine themselves around heads all by themselves; and instead of fostering cultivated 
conversation (which certainly can be a bore), one becomes a playground for worldwide noises 
that, regardless of their own potentially objective boredom, do not even grant one’s modest right to 
personal boredom. Silent and lifeless, people sit side by side as if their souls were wandering about 
far away. But these souls are not wandering according to their own preference; they are badgered 
by the news hounds, and soon no one can tell anymore who is the hunter and who is the hunted. 
(Kracauer 1995, p.333)

In this research, I hope to raise a debate by testing the location-based musical album concept. 
To do so, I reproduced its main premisses prototyping a smartphone mobile app, which served 
the purpose of a field experiment. What is attempted here is a discussion of the ways in which 
this process (of site specific music listening on the go) occurs and how it provides an interesting 
experimental condition, which can be further discussed and utilised as a case in new media and 
media culture realm. 
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1.1 Thesis Structure

This master’s thesis is divided into three main sections and 7 Chapters. 

The first section, presents the Introduction, followed by the justification and the methodology 
adopted. A brief analysis of the historical background on music listening via mobile gadgets 
is presented in Chapter 2. I focused mainly in locative-art related to music listening and also 
included the analysis of the state of the art and related works in Chapter 2. For that purpose, I 
selected the first two album apps in history as cases of analysis: The National Mall by Bluebrain 
and Biophilia by Björk, both released in 2011. Although my focus was in location-based albums, 
I also gave special attention to the analysis of Björk’s Biophilia, as it is considered the first album 
app released by a pop artist and because it raised most of the questions that were the starting point 
for my research at the time.

The second section of the research is dedicated to a detailed description of the experiment design, 
followed by the survey design. This phase was developed in order to gather data that was not 
available in any other sources. The section describes the steps that were taken to test the concept 
of a location-based album, designed for the city of Bremen - Germany. In the experiment section, 
I also describe the hypothesis that certain treatments could affect the listening experience of 
a musical album. As the main focus of my research was the effect physical space has over the 
listening experience in location-based albums, this will naturally be the focus of the survey design 
applied on the test day. All the minutiae of this phase of the research are described on Chapter 3 
of this section.

The third section is dedicated to Data Analysys, Conclusion, References, Appendix. The chapter 
4 displays how data analysis was carried out. In the Chapter 5 - Conclusion I will mention the 
challenges during the process, the main findings of the research, the discussion on whether the 
main goals of the research were accomplished in full and the possibilities for future works.
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1.2 Motivation

…“lend your ears to music, open your eyes to painting, and … stop thinking! Just ask yourself 
whether the work has enabled you to “walk about” into a hitherto unknown world. If the answer 
is yes, what more do you want?” (Wassily Kandinsky)

“If I were not a physicist, I would probably be a musician. I often think in music. I live my 
daydreams in music. I see my life in terms of music.” (Albert Einstein)

“Without music, life would be a mistake.” (Friedrich Nietzsche)

Prior to this master’s thesis, I have always had a great interest in human behaviour. How not to 
be fascinated by that? Further, in my professional career as a visual communication designer, 
I kept valuing such interest and believed that I should have a better understanding on the 
fields that investigate basic human interactions and dynamics in their daily lives to design and 
communicate better visually. After I started this master program, it became even clearer to me the 
need of understanding the way our surroundings (the cities) and the apparatuses we deal daily 
with (technology) affect people’s behaviour. In order to think as an interaction designer and at 
least have a critical view of the affects of the designs we daily deal with, I have opted for a more 
sociology-centred research rather than a gadget focused one. Although this research pretty much 
acknowledges the new possibilities provided by smartphones in mobile music listening, I follow 
my old interest in understanding the experience of human engagement with music listening 
rather than going deep into the hardware or software minutiae. 

Although distant from my academic background — as a visually oriented graphic designer that 
was — I have always the “invisible world” of music as a great inspiration for daily professional 
activities. This gradual affinity in uniting these two worlds was explored in my bachelor’s thesis, 
back in 2007. Then I had the goal to unite music and graphic design. How to express music as 
visual pieces? Having Wassily Kandinsky (who used his synaesthesia7 to create a number of 
abstract paintings) as an inspirational figure, I tried to exercise the exceedingly challenging task 
of “seeing sound and hearing colours”. In that previous and briefer research, I used experimental 
typography (present in the works of Wolfgang Weingart, the futurist typographic pieces, the punk 
fanzines and further on Neville Brody’s and David Carson’s work, to mention a few) to translate 
music in the shape of printed posters. That research was also about design processes and creative 
methodology and explored music as objects of inspiration. This work also resulted in a workshop 
held at NDesign (the national congress of Design students in Brazil) in 2008, in Manaus - BR. 
The workshop aimed to provoke critical reflections on creative processes and the concepts of 
“postmodern” design. During the experimentation, I noticed how music could stimulate students 
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in a quite spontaneous and often irrational way. Fortunately, I achieved the goal of boosting 
their creative process more efficiently when presenting typographical concepts using music as 
a scenario, in contrast with the typography lectures, which used to be centred in history and 
technical aspects of legibility only. 

In that moment, I was sort of testing, without even noticing, how sounds can actually affect 
positively a daily action (in that case, the action of designing a poster). As a sequel to that, in 
my current study I investigate a very similar realm, but now from the opposite perspective: the 
visible (physical public spaces) affecting the invisible (the musical territory). The affects of the 
public spaces on the experience of listening to music, as locative art8, became the main focus of 
this research. 

This brief analysis of my previous work and experiences is presented here as an introduction 
on the motivational aspect for the current research. My focus now is on how, while designing 
an album app – more specifically a location-based album – we should take in consideration the 
visible (physical public space) as a relevant conceptual factor. I also intend to explore the idea of 
visible affecting the invisible when taking the approach of “aesthetic control” present in Bauman’s 
and Bull’s writings (see Chapter 2).  
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1.3 Methodology: the substance and the boundaries 

In this section I will briefly justify my choice for the Case Study methodology while detailing some 
peculiarities of the method. At the initial phase of this research, in order to help me accomplish some 
essential methodological steps, I considered that was essential to perform a literature review. I believe 
using theory would contribute enormously to better understand and develop my research focus 
(which naturally evolved during the course of this research). This also helped me to decide which 
data should be considered relevant and how to collect them, as well as supported the methodology 
choice, clarifying which would be more suitable to the limitations of this master’s thesis. 

When I refer to the “decision whether or not to use theory” (Yin 2012, p.9), this may seem as an 
obvious choice in research, but theory was not the unique source of material analysed in this study. 
The literature review section supported mainly the need to suggest a simple set of relationships such 
as “a [hypothetical] story about why acts, structures, and thoughts occur” (Sutton & Staw 1995, p. 
378). More precisely, theory helped to answer “why album apps were called a new way of experiencing 
music?”, as I wrote a short overview of projects that offered very similar concepts but using different 
technologies in different moments of sound history.

While understanding that “the distinctive need for case study arises out of the desire to understand 
complex social phenomena” and that it allows the researcher to keep “the holistic and meaningful 
characteristics of real-life events”, I tried to relate such aspects to the main goals of this research 
(Yin 2009, p.4). Firstly, I was confident I had as initial “hopes” to investigate and comprehend “a 
contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context” (ibid. p.18). Secondly, I was 
sure that I had as investigator, little or no control over such events or situations. Thirdly, I would 
use a “how” or “why” question to shape this study (ibid. p.8). After reflecting on such statements 
I confirmed that choosing case study as method of research would fit in my aims in this master’s 
thesis. Nevertheless, as wisely stated by Robert Yin “every research method can be used for all three 
purposes: exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory.” (ibid. p.7) What basically assured I was deciding 
for the more advantageous method were the simplified aspects displayed at the following table.

Method Form of Research 
Question

Requires control of 
Behavioral Events?

Focuses on 
Contemporary Events

Experiment how, why? yes yes

Survey
who, what, where,
how many,  
how much?

no yes

Archival 
Analysis 

who, what, where, 
how many,  
how much?

no yes/no

History how, why? no no

Case Study how, why? no yes
 
Figure 1.1  Relevant Situations for Different Research Methods 
Source: COSMOS Corporation
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As it can be noticed, the Experiment (which can also be used as a data collection method in case 
study) demands very close conditions to the ones in case study methodology. But considering 
my sample size and that I did not intend to have 100% control over the participants, I decided I 
should not adopt Experiment as methodology for this research.

1.3.1 Defining the Unity of Analysis (and the “Case”):

A “case” is generally a bounded entity (an organisation, a behavioural condition, a person, an 
event, or other social phenomenon). Very commonly the boundary between the case and its 
contextual conditions - in both spatial and temporal dimensions - may be blurred. (Yin 2012, p.6)

In this study I defined as the “case”: “the listening experience of location-based albums”. The subject 
of my case study can be seen as a social phenomenon: the act of listening to musical albums. What 
made it exceptional was the fact that it was claimed to be a new way of experiencing musical albums 
with the shape of locative-art6. I am particularly interested in the listener’s experience of location-
based albums so I did not extend the research to the musicians’ or the music industry’s perspectives.

The unity of analysis (which is equal to the definition of the “case”) is the listening experience of 
a location-based musical album which turns out to be a more specific situation if compared to the 
usual way of listening to music via mobile devices (Yin 2009, p.30).

1.3.3 The Case Study Design

In order to plan a series of actions to be executed and to develop my research focus, I needed to 
understand the different types of case study design, if the study would consist of a single or of 
multiple cases and if I would choose to “keep the case ‘holistic’ or to have embedded subcases 
within an overall holistic case.” (Yin. 2012, p.7)

A holistic case might be about how and why a particular artist implemented a new way of releasing 
a musical album: the album app (holistic level). But the study might also include data collected 
about a group of people that experienced this novel type of musical album - whether from a 
sample survey, from the analysis of the listeners’ access to this album (via number of downloads of 
the album app) or from some other source (the embedded level). If I am limited to a single artist, 
I would have an embedded, single case study. If I aim to study two or more artists (in which the 
situation of the album app occurred) in the same manner, I would have an embedded, multiple 
case study (ibid.). 
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Embedded Unit of 
Analysis 1

Embedded Unit of 
Analysis 2

Figure 1.2 Basic Types of Designs for Case Studies

Source: COSMOS Corporation.

In a single case study, I would have two possible ways of designing it:
- as a descriptive case: if the goal is to portray “what happened” in a particular case.
- as an explanatory case: if the aim is to explain “how” and “why” events might have happened as 

they did.
In a multiple case study:
- cross-case syntheses: when being able to examine multiple cases as part of the same case study.
- case study evaluation: using this method to evaluate some kind of initiative.

When picking the most advantageous case study design type I was not only considering the 
research goals but also the limitations of resources such as: sufficient time to gather and process 
data as an independent researcher; financial resources to develop this study based (or not) on a 
“statistically significant” sample size, which was not possible in this occasion (Fowler 2002).

After analysing carefully all the four possibilities on case study design I acknowledged the 
“embedded multiple case” or “cross-case syntheses” as the most advantageous. Although it is known 
as a more complex kind to implement it would also help me to build my final conclusions, as the 
ensuing data (in this design kind) can provide greater confidence on the research findings.
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As remarked by the theorist on case study Robert K. Yin, “the cases in a multiple-case study 
[...] might have been selected either to predict similar results (direct replications) or to predict 
contrasting results but for anticipatable reasons (theoretical replications).” (Yin 2012, p.8)

When considering my research limitations on the sample size, for instance, I could support my 
conclusions better when doing the comparison of data gathered while analysing two similar 
groups (students having similar age);  in two similar situations in a real-life context (listening 
to the location-based album) but under a different main variable: the space (the route) in which 
the musical album is attached to. Additionally, when encompassing the survey data with the 
theoretical perspective I could more assuredly support my final conclusions. With this relational 
way of working I could understand and explain contextual conditions better - which possibly 
would not happen basing the conclusions on a survey study alone (Yin 2009, p.18). 

I will explain in more details how I did apply the chosen design on the following section “1.4 
Thesis Structure” (see p.18).

1.3.4 Data Collection in Case Study 

When I chose case study as my methodology and recognised that it is more than a type of 
qualitative research, I needed to make sure I would take the right strategy for data collection. If 
I based my research on history methodology, it would deal with phenomenon and context, but 
with non-contemporary events. With surveys, it would still be possible to study phenomenon 
and context, but the investigation of context would be more limited, as designing a survey means 
that one must struggle to limit the number of variables to be analysed (therefore the number of 
questions that could be asked) (Yin 2009).  In this case I would certainly not cover some relevant 
aspects in the locative interface effects on musical albums and its listening (from the listeners 
perspective). If I made use of an Experiment, it would only separate the phenomenon from its 
context, attending to only a few variables (typically, the context is “controlled” by the laboratory 
environment) and, in the case of location-based musical album, it was essential to have a data 
collection in its real-life environment. 

While analysing the possibilities of data collection in case study, I took in consideration the ones 
that would suit the limits of my research and serve it in a way that would facilitate covering most 
of the consistent aspects within the topic. In the following page, Figure 1.3 displays the six most 
common sources of evidence in case study.
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Figure 1.3 Six Common Sources of Evidence in Doing Case Studies

Source: “Applications of Case Study Design” p.10

1. Direct observation (e.g.: human actions or a physical environment) 

2. Interviews (e.g.: open-ended conversations with key participants)

3. Archival records (e.g.: student records)

4. Documents (e.g.: newspaper articles, letters and e-mails, reports)

5. Participant-observation (e.g.: being identified as a researcher but also    

     filling a real-life role in the scene being studied)

6. Physical artifacts (e.g.: computer downloads of employees’ work)

In the initial phase of this study, it was necessary to review the literature available on the topic 
of music listening via mobile gadgets as album apps. However, the literature review was a means 
to an end, and not an end in itself. As observed by Yin, the literature review may help to draw 
conclusion on what is known on a topic (2009, p.14), but in fact very few studies were carried on 
the topic of location-based musical albums. The access to documents was essential, as many of the 
magazines and newspapers published their initial impressions on the first location-based album 
released only two years ago (2011) by Bluebrain in Washington DC. I contacted myself the duo 
Bluebrain to enquire if they were aware of any scholars that had carried an empirical research on 
The National Mall project but, according to them, and my own search for references, there was 
no study of this sort until this present date. Considering the lack of research on the topic, the 
fact that the first project of its kind was very recently released (2011) and that it was not possible 
to make a study in loco, I realised I needed to design and test a similar project in Bremen. In 
order to collect data in real-life context, I used a field experiment followed by a survey. In my 
final conclusions I will correlate this mix of quantitative and qualitative data with the theoretical 
propositions discussed in Chapter 2.

The direct observation took place while I was designing the routes by walking and comparing 
the atmosphere from one to the other, and also during the experiment days. The photographies 
taken worked as a relevant visual data for post analysis and, along with my personal notes, were 
valuable within the data analysis process. These details will be better explained further in the 
chapter dedicated to data analysis. 
 
During the field experiment I could promote the phase of participant observation and make 
additional notes. Mostly in the end of each journey, I had informal conversations that provided 
valuable comments. During the experiment I also recorded the GPS routes via the smartphones, 
which I logged under the category of the Physical artefacts. The entire GPS route and its duration 
was recorded and saved in order to compare how long each participant would take to design the 
route and finally take in (during the experiment) the album listening walk. The analysis of these 
different sources of data helped me to draw my final conclusions and will be better detailed during 
the following chapters.
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Notes from Chapter 1

1. On Musical album: 
Available from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Album [Accessed: 13th June 2012]

2. A few examples of mass media publications discussing Björk’s Biophilia
WIRED UK cover story: “Where apps go next. Björk reinvents the iPad.”  “How Björk’s ‘Biophilia’ 
album fuses music with iPad apps.” (issue 08.2011)
Billboard Magazine cover story: “Björk. Is her all-app album the future of music?” (issue 07.2011)
Dazed & Confused UK cover story: “Björk - shows you the future.” Björk was invited as a guest-
editor for this issue. (08.2011)

3. musical album app:
I did not find a definition and I cannot tell who was the first to use the term album app, although 
it is quite used in a number of newspaper and magazine articles. This term, as used in this thesis, 
refers to apps designed exclusively for mobile gadgets (smartphones and tablets) which invite the 
listener to interact with it via body movements (as touch screen gestures or walks) in order to listen 
to its content. The album app might encompass both the regular musical album content - music, 
lyrics and photos - along with other contents that should be manipulated by the listener in order 
to trigger the listening of the album. This novel album format intends to generate an individual 
experience of the artist’s work with the addition of interactive inputs from the listeners side. Before 
the album app, the listener would need to press a play button or to position a needle on a vinyl 
record in order to listen to it. On the other hand, in album apps the listener is invited to act in a 
way that exceeds the “play and listen”. There was a shift between a “passive listening” to an “active 
listening”. The listener would perform actions such as walking, tapping or tilting the device screens, 
in order to play song apps in the shape of gamified music or instruments, making their own version 
of the songs in  order to listen to the album. The term “gamification” is used here as in the definition 
by Deterding et al. “the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (2011, p.9)

4. Examined in BBC Radio 6’s podcast. Bjork: Biophilia: The Icelandic singer discusses her new 
album (2011)
Elizabeth Alker spoke to Bjork about the album ‘Biophilia’. Björk mentions the iPad as an 
exceptional opportunity to release her album-app and her intentions to teach music using new 
technology and approaches: 
“[…] ‘well now I finally have this! This is the time!’ Because I found cutting edge technology that 
could sort of show kids in a really simple way teaching about musicology […] things like scales, 
rhythm, chords, attached each one of this subjects to elements in nature to make it look super simple 
for a kid. And we started programming it back in 2008 I heard these rumours that in a couple of 
years time this thing between an iPhone and a laptop would come out and then two years later the 
iPad came along so it just fitted like a clock really! [...]”
Available from: http://www.bbc.co.uk/6music/news/20110713_bjork.shtml  [Accessed: 26th 
October 2011]



23

“Soudtracking Paths” - MSc thesis by Fernanda Sa Dias - 1. Introduction

5. Scott Snibbe talk at Science Gallery YouTube Channel. He explains how iPad helped the 
production of many of his interactive arts (as Gravilux 2012; Bubble Harp 2010; Tripolar 2011). 
He emphasizes that previously it was costly to produce and make accessible to the general public 
such number of projects that are now in the format of mobile apps. Scott Snibbe studio has 
recently designed and released the album app REWORK_ (Philip Glass Remixed) for the world 
wide artist Philip Glass (2013).
See Online video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u7NnMgZjRF0  
[Accessed: 15th January 2012]

6. song app: in case of Björk’s Biophilia album, I named every musical piece as song app as each of 
them deliver a completely different content, mechanics and proposal, although they are all pieces 
of the entire album app, they can also be interpreted as apps if analysed individually. 

7. Kandinsky is believed to have had synaesthesia, a harmless condition that allows a person to 
appreciate sounds, colours or words with two or more senses simultaneously. In his case, colours 
and painted marks triggered particular sounds or musical notes and vice versa. 
The man who heard his paintbox hiss. The Telegraph. [Online]. 10th June. 
Available from: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/3653012/The-man-who-heard-his-
paintbox-hiss.html 
[Accessed: 15th October 2012]

8. “The term ‘locative art’ could be broadly defined as referring to experimental and artistic 
practices from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, practices that engage the relationship 
between networked mobile media and the physical and social contexts they create. (see Behrendt, 
2004, 2010)” (Behrendt 2012, p. 159)


