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Perspective of the talk 

•  doing music research using technology 

•  scenario 
–  research topic from musicology 
–  use digital resources 
–  apply computational methods 
–  outcomes relevant to  

musicological discourse 

•  radical perspective on humanising 
–  not meant as disrespectful 



MUSIC RESOURCES 



(Big) musical data 

•  J.S. Bach probably the best covered 
 classical composer 

•  fragmented and heterogeneous 
•  created by variety of stakeholders 

–  music industry, libraries, archives,  
musicologists, musicians,  
citizen scientists, music lovers 

•  few resources are really big 
•  no comprehensive overview 



Mass digitisation 

•  generally, executed by libraries 
and archives 
–  national programmes 
–  standardised workflows 
–  wide range of materials 
–  supply-side selection criteria 

•  music often treated as images 
–  standard access functionality 
–  little attention to music as 

content 

•  other kinds of (accessible) musical 
data are scarce by comparison 



HUMANISATION 



What Do Musicologists Do All Day? 

Joint work with Charles Inskip, 
University College London 

worldwide survey, over 600 respondents 
•  qualitative, mostly open questions 
•  experiences with technology 
•  attitudes towards technology 
 



Motivation: The Gap 

•  mismatch between 
–  creation of resources and tools 
–  uptake in mainstream music 

research 
•  understand why this gap exists 

–  professional values and technology 
–  fit of technology with work practices 

•  technophobia is not the explanation 
–  historically, substantial technological 

undercurrent in music research 
Béla Bartók 



Benefits of using technology 
benefit occurence 
Access to primary and secondary sources 232 

Speed, save time 116 

Communication 109 

Searchability, findability, discoverability 59 

Large datasets can be analysed 51 

14 19 32 



Risks and limitations 

•  research 
–  uniformity 
–  superficiality 
–  sustainability 

•  resources 
–  selective digitization 
–  quality issues 
–  materiality difficult to assess 
 

•  software 
–  technical limitations 
–  search functionality insufficient  
–  learning curve 

 

technology 
puzzles as much 
as it empowers 



The Paradox of Technology 

Technology offers the potential to make life 
easier and more enjoyable; each technology 
provides increased benefits. At the same time, 
added complexities increase our difficulty and 
frustration with technology… 

Donald Norman, The Design of Everyday Things 
(rev. ed. 2013) 



Why this paradox? 

•  ‘designer-as-user problem’  
(Warwick 2012) 

•  ‘much of the design is done by engineers 
who are experts in technology but limited 
in their understanding of people’  
(Norman 2013) 

•  solution: human-centred design 
–  first human needs, capabilities and ways 

of behaving 
–  then design appropriate technology 

•  well-studied area (outside humanities) 

è develop musicology-centred design 



CASE STUDY 



•  www.liederenbank.nl  
•  repertory of sources of Dutch folk and 

popular song 
•  c. 170.000 entries 

•  founded by Louis Grijp (1954-2016) 
•  hosted by Meertens Institute, Amsterdam 

Louis Grijp  



Under the Green Linden 

•  subcollection with musical content 
•  7000+ field recordings 
•  collected between 1950-1994 

•  pre-web crowdsourcing 
–  field recordings 
–  radio programmes 
–  postcards 

•  many ‘versions’ of ‘same’ 
song 

Ate Doornbosch doing fieldwork 







Tune family 
•  group of melodies with a presumed common historical 

origin (after Bayard 1950) 
•  historical process is hard to reconstruct 

–  tune family membership inferred from similarities 
 



Modelling folk song melodies 

•  Witchcraft project (2006-2010) 
–  create ‘tune family aware’ melody search engine 

•  tune family ascription generally holistic, intuitive 
decision by experts  
–  very difficult for them to explain their intuitions 

•  how to create a computational model of tune 
family membership? 



Workplace anthropology 

•  put folk song researchers’ expertise 
at the centre 
–  computer scientists observe, 

interrogate and learn 

•  process went through number of 
phases 
–  identify important musical dimensions 
–  scoring mechanism 
–  create annotations using tool 
–  test consistency between experts 

 

dimensions 
•  rhythm 
•  contour 
•  motifs 
•  mode 
•  form 
•  text 

(Volk et al. 2008) 



Outcomes 

•  commitment of researchers 
•  input for for computational model 

–  sequence alignment approach 
–  cost function based on annotations 
–  PhD thesis Peter van Kranenburg 

(2010) 





EVALUATION 



Evaluation dimensions 

•  bureaucratic 
–  cost, value for money, requirements, documentation, 

standards, generality, innovation, usage statistics…  
•  technological 

–  functionality, performance, stability, sustainability… 
•  content 

–  content representation, quality, quantity, coverage…  
•  interface 

–  accessibility, usability, experience, aesthetics… 
•  acceptability 

–  tool criticism 



http://oai.cwi.nl/oai/asset/23500/23500D.pdf  

•  purpose of tool criticism 
–  evaluation of the suitability of a tool for a specific task 
–  understand the impact of any limitation of the tool on the 

specific task 
•  fundamentally, all tools are biased 



Tool criciticsm 

•  important criteria include 
–  transparency  
–  technical limitations 
–  provenance and bias 
–  required skill level 
–  trust 
–  explanatory value 

what makes a computational result acceptable for a humanities reviewer? 



CONCLUSION 



Summing up 

•  if humanising databases is your goal, then apply 
human-centred (musicology-centred) design 

•  demand-driven approach to resource and tool creation  
–  design with, not just for, music researchers 

•  evaluate always and everywhere 

•  tool criticism approach to make computational results 
acceptable to musicological discourse 

Thank you! 


