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Abstract 
 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how adopting a playful approach to 
contemporary popular music making influences creative flow within that context. 
In order to achieve this aim three component factors derived from the intersection 
of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature––frame of mind, flow, and 
playfulness (PF)––have informed a single unifying theme I call the “playful frame of 
mind.”  

 

Contemporary popular music makers live in an era where an over-abundance of affordable 

technological aids (along with the distribution capabilities of the internet) have created a glut of 

creative possibilities, and along with it an ever-present risk of cognitive dissonance caused by 

their “noise.” Such technology brings creative options to all and sundry once reserved for a few 

rock star elite signed to multinational record companies. It is now possible for every part of the 

popular music-making process to be performed, or enhanced, within a software context. 

Nonetheless, popular musicians today still operate according to paradigms largely informed by 

epoch-changing, post-War recording artists such as Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, The Beatles, and 

The Beach Boys. The technology used for doing so may have progressed, but the basic rules 

(and roles) of the game have remained the same. 

 

The limitations of the past, which though they may have engendered boredom moreso than 

frustration, nonetheless provided a default framework that facilitated creative flow. With such 

few choices available, one felt relatively less self-conscious and better able to focus on playing 

with what was available. This research project was inspired by a personal need to find 

theoretical frameworks appropriate to the challenge of facilitating creative flow in a popular 

music context in the age of the “democratisation of technology” (Leyshon, 2009) and Digital 

Audio Workstation. That is, without forcing myself into ruts or formulaic “cookie-cutter” 

approaches. 

 

Encouraged by an observation that many innovative post-War recording artists and producers 

were consistently drawing upon and expressing aspects of humour and playfulness in their 

work, I thought an exploration of playful humour’s relationship to creativity might lead 

towards the framework(s) I was in need of. I subsequently undertook a 12-month review of the 

scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature with the aim of identifying key components 

that might inform a rigorous theoretical unpacking of playful humour’s implications for popular 
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music creative practice. A componential approach was necessary since several key scholars 

assert that basket terms such as humour, creativity, and play are too unwieldy to be useful. It 

became evident that the temporal structure of personal consciousness, as studied from the 

theoretical perspective of structural phenomenology (Apter, 1991, 1982) presents an effective 

means towards that end with a primary, unifying theme emerging, which I call the “playful 

frame of mind.” The playful frame of mind has been linked by several researcher/theorists to 

instances of improved creativity (for e.g., Amabile, 1996; Lieberman, 1977; Martin, 2007, 

amongst many others). 

 

This research project is necessary since the topics of playfulness, frame of mind and their 

influence upon creativity have not yet been rigorously applied to a popular music making 

context. This is despite the fact that considerable research/theory linking the former concepts 

already exists within the combined scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature. Even 

creativity itself has received very little attention in the scholarly popular music/record 

production literature. What has emerged recently has been forthcoming from the relatively 

newer discipline of record production. 

 

In order to collect data regarding post-War popular music creative practice with which to 

contextualise the findings of the above literature review, a historical survey spanning a variety 

of media, and relying on secondary sources has been deemed preferable to a first-hand, grass-

roots ethnographic study. The reason for this preference is threefold: (a) by choosing well-

known artists and projects, the reader can more easily focus on the role that the playful frame 

of mind plays therein, rather than being distracted by the noise of the study itself and its 

unfamiliar components. (b) It allows scenarios to be explored where it has already been 

established that the playful frame of mind has had (both positive and negative) influence upon 

creative flow. The question then clearly becomes “how” does the playful frame of mind 

influence creative practice instead of “does it?” (c) An ethnohistorical approach also allows for 

examples of differing granularity and timeframes to be explored.  

 

As a result of considering the thesis research findings a number of implications for popular 

music-making theory are unavoidable and timely. Several seemingly benign categorisations and 

terms currently in common usage need to be critically re-examined in order to bring benefit to 

practitioners. Many such terms and groupings are in fact loaded with tacit assumptions about 

how and why music is made, along with its function in society today. In order to reveal and 
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challenge some of these assumptions and erroneous descriptors, the following theoretical 

innovations are presented in the concluding chapter of this thesis: (a) new terms suchs as creative 

flow, artefacts of play, and playframes, (b) a method of categorising contemporary music in terms 

of one’s level and nature of interaction with music at any given time, and (c) a new popular-

music creative context I call “in the palm.” 

 

The findings of this thesis can be applied to either individuals or groups. This is necessary since 

popular music making and, more specifically, record production today may involve only one 

person, or many. The necessary roles remain however. It is possible for the benefits of a 

structural-phenomenological approach to facilitating creativity to be extended to groups, as 

may the concept of frame of mind. 
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CHAPTER 1: THESIS INTRODUCTION 
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1.1: OVERVIEW: 

 

This first chapter provides an overview of the thesis document you are about to read, 

presenting the background to the research project, where it sits in relation the extant body of 

scholarly popular music and record production literature, and why it is necessary. This chapter 

also outlines the thesis structure, the content of the chapters, and briefly presents the research 

aim.  

 

1.1.1: Background: 

 

I am a maker of popular music. Since the year 2000, I have been working in an era of the 

“democratisation of technology” (Leyshon, 2009), a time when popular music creative practice 

has been transformed by a proliferation of cheap personal computers and Digital Audio 

Workstation software (DAWs). Such technology brings creative options to all and sundry once 

reserved for a few rock star elite signed to multinational record companies. It is now possible 

for every part of the popular music-making process to be performed, or enhanced, within a 

software context. Nonetheless, popular musicians today still operate according to paradigms 

largely informed by epoch-changing, post-War recording artists such as Elvis Presley, Bob 

Dylan, The Beatles, and The Beach Boys. The technology used for doing so may have 

progressed, but the basic rules (and roles) of the game have remained the same. 

 

The studio-as-instrument paradigm, notably exploited by self-proclaimed “non-musician” Brian 

Eno (Tamm, 1995) since the 1970s, has become something of a de facto standard for young 

musicians and audio buffs today. The main difference being that a typical 21st century recording 

studio exists in a virtual space (“in the box”). It was once enough to simply be a performer or a 

“singer-songwriter” and leave all the record production issues to a team of dedicated technical 

staff (that is, for the few performers that ever got a chance to make and distribute a broadcast-

quality recording). However, it has now become standard practice for musicians to become 

multi-skilled so that they may record, arrange, mix, edit, and release their own recordings via 

the internet in DIY fashion. 

 

The autonomy that DAW technology affords contemporary popular music makers brings with 

it disadvantages however. Able to instigate arrangements as complex as emulating the sound of 

an entire symphony orchestra within a $200.00 program (such as Apple’s Logic Pro), 
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responsibility rests heavy upon the shoulders of popular musicians, who are faced with an 

unrelenting stream of creative and operational choices. Such challenges were once only the 

concern of master composer/orchestrators like Igor Stravinsky, who referred to it as the “abyss 

of freedom” (Stravinksy, 1997 version). My own personal experience, upon being endowed 

with such possibilities and freedom, was that the initial sense of elation was soon followed by a 

kind of creative paralysis. I was aware that every decision had potentially serious future 

implications for my creative products, and felt a little more weighed down by each successive 

choice I was obliged to make. I wanted to be able to swim in a figurative sea of possibilities 

rather than drown. 

 

Computer and mobile phone software applications (apps) have also replaced earlier, simpler 

technologies once used to jot down musical ideas (such as the acoustic guitars and cassette 

recorders of yesteryear). These tools of old provided a way of working that, while quite 

limited, directed practitioners’ attention to musical fundamentals such as rhythm, pitch, 

harmony, articulation, and words. Other options such as arrangement, timbral, frequency 

spectrum, dynamic range, and sound balance considerations could wait until (much) later. 

Since one can now navigate through an entire project from initial creative spark to final mix all 

within the same digital medium one is never quite sure where to begin. 

 

The limitations of the past provided a default framework that facilitated creative flow. With 

such few choices available, one felt relatively less self-conscious and better able to focus on 

playing with what was available. I was aware that I needed to find new frameworks appropriate 

to the challenge of facilitating popular music creative flow in the age of the DAW without 

forcing myself into ruts or formulaic “cookie-cutter” approaches. Searching for such 

frameworks within the scholarly popular music literature of the time yielded nothing of 

consequence. 

 

Years later, it became evident to me that many innovative post-War recording artists and 

producers were consistently drawing upon, and expressing, aspects of humour and playfulness 

in their work. This was either in an instinctive manner, or in some cases, by design (the latter 

being evident in the work of Brian Eno, as well as, Brian Wilson of The Beach Boys during his 

SMiLE recording project of 1966-7). This was interesting to me as I thought an exploration of 

playful humour’s relationship to creativity might lead towards the framework(s) I was in need 

of.  
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A positive correlation between humour and a component of creativity named “divergent 

thinking” was confirmed by the studies of Avner Ziv (1989, 1983). I subsequently looked to the 

scholarly literature and theories of creativity, humour, and play with the aim of identifying key 

components from all three that might inform a rigorous theoretical unpacking of playful 

humour’s implications for popular music creative practice. Chapter 2 of this thesis advances 

that aim with a primary, unifying theme emerging, which I call the “playful frame of mind.” 

 

1.1.1.1: The need for a componential approach: 

 

Several key scholars discussed in chapter 2 assert that terms such as humour, play, and creativity 

are too unwieldy to be useful, emphasising the need to break each construct down into smaller 

manageable “chunks” or “mini-theories” (Amabile, 1983, McGhee, 1972 etc). Three such 

factorisations, playfulness, frame of mind, and flow ––each of which incorporate various 

components of humor, play, and creativity, and theorised by such scholars as J. Nina 

Lieberman, Mihalyi Cszikszentmihalyi, Micheal Apter, and Brian Sutton-Smith––are presented 

as being appropriate to the task of exploring material gleaned from a historical survey of 

popular music creative practice presented in chapters 3 & 4 of this thesis.  

 

1.1.2: Research aim: The playful frame of mind and its influence upon 

creative flow: 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how adopting a playful approach to contemporary 

popular music making influences creative flow within that context. In order to achieve 

this aim three component factors derived from the intersection of the scholarly humour, 

play, and creativity literature––frame of mind, flow, and playfulness (PF)––have informed a 

single unifying theme I call the “playful frame of mind.” It is important to note that 

playfulness (PF) is defined as a state of mind indicated by observable behaviours that may, 

or may not, occur within specific instances of play (Lieberman, 1977). Several writers 

also acknowledge playfulness as a key factor co-joining all three constructs of humour, 

creativity, and play (for e.g., Freud, 1990 version; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Guitard et 

al., 2005; Lieberman, 1977; McGhee, 1979; Ziv, 1984, 1989, amongst others). 
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1.1.2.1: Component 1: Frame of Mind: 

 

The concept of “frame of mind” stems from a theoretical perspective called structural-

phenomenology, which relates to the temporal structure of conscious experience, and the roles 

that motivation and emotion play in that structure (Apter, 2001, 1991). Creativity/play 

researcher Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi, whose work also adopts a phenomenological perspective, 

states that consciousness is not a mere passive awareness of successive stimuli, but an emergent 

property of active processes. The complexity and quality of consciousness at any given time 

therefore, is partly dependent upon the way thoughts are willfully organised.  

 

1.1.2.2: Component 2: Creative flow: 

 

The term flow denotes Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990, 1979) ideas regarding “peak” or “optimal” 

experience. He describes such experiences as symptomatic of a particularly high sense of order 

in consciousness. Consciousness here is viewed as a dynamic state that may fluctuate from, at 

worst, disordered psychic entropy (experienced as unpleasant) where psychic energy becomes 

“unwieldy and ineffective” (1990, p. 36) to, at best, psychic negentropy a state where 

“information coming into awareness is congruent with goals [and] psychic energy flows 

effortlessly” (p. 39). The ability to momentarily focus attention to a limited field of concerns 

optimises efficiency of mental effort. Csikszentmihalyi states: “This channeling of attention to a 

limited set of goals and means is what allows effortless action within self created boundaries” (p. 

81). The term creative flow is used in this thesis to indicate instances of optimal experience, as 

described by Csikszentmihalyi, which also produce creative artefacts.  

 

1.1.2.3: Component 3: Playfulness: 

 

The concept of a playful zone is mentioned by writers including Amabile (1996), Apter (1982), 

Barnett (2007), Csikszentmihalyi (1990), Elitzur (1990a), Getzels & Jackson (1962), Huizinga 

(1955), Lieberman (1977), McGhee (1972), Sutton-Smith (1979), and Ziv (1984), amongst 

others. It is a psychological “world apart” where action becomes an intrinsically motivated end-

in-itself, so that the concerns of the real world, and one’s usual mundane values, are somewhat 

distanced. Apter’s reversal theory (1991, 1982), explains that an individual may move back and 

forth between serious (telic) and playful (paratelic) frames of mind at will, but both frames 

cannot be evoked simultaneously. Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state is described by Apter as one 
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possible form of paratelic experience (i.e., the two are not coterminous). Since flow is 

described as optimal experience, it may not include such negative states as boredom or over-

excitement: Apter’s paratelic (playful) state can. A playful and/or humorous frame of mind has 

been linked by several researcher/theorists to instances of improved creativity (see chapter 2, 

section 2.3). 

 

A historical survey of post-War popular music creative practice is presented in chapters 3 and 

4. Examples of popular musicians adopting a playful frame of mind in their creative practice 

will be presented, and its influence upon creative flow discussed.  

 

1.1.3: Chapter Structure: 

 

Chapter 2 contains a review of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature. It 

provides an overview of the major trends in each field, along with the challenges inherent in 

their study. Key points of convergence between these closely-related, but nonetheless distinct, 

disciplines are also identified and discussed. This chapter culminates with the presentation of a 

theoretical framework I call the “playful frame of mind.” 

 

Chapter 3 takes the form of a historical survey of post-War popular music making. The 

purpose of this survey is to explore examples of iconic, post-War popular musicians who have 

adopted the use of playful humour in their creative practice. This is done in order to 

demonstrate how adopting a playful frame of mind can influence creative flow, and identify 

which factors are affecting what. The focus of this survey is broad and general and derives data 

from a variety of reliable historical sources. 

 

Chapter 4 takes the form of a case study. The subject in question, Brian Wilson and The Beach 

Boys’ aborted SMiLE album project, emerged from the overall historical survey of popular 

music creative practice as an area rich in relevancy to the concerns of this research project. It 

has therefore been given due consideration in the form of its own case study chapter. This 

particular recording project is important since it was intentionally designed to use playful 

humour as a means of facilitating creative flow in a record production context. It provides many 

examples of where the aforementioned playful method was successful, as well as, where it 

wasn’t. 
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Chapter 5 is the concluding chapter of this thesis. The key points of interest covered in this 

thesis document will be summarised, with their implications with regard to theory addressed.  

 

Appendices: There are a number of appendices located at the end of the thesis document. All 

tables and supplementary material related to each chapter are featured and numbered according 

to their relevance to the concerns of specific chapters. 

 

1.1.4: The where, what, why, who, and how: 

 

The remainder of chapter 1 presents the overall concerns of the thesis. It is ordered quite 

simply with regard to: 

• where this research sits in relation the extant body of scholarly popular music and 

record production literature (section 1.2) 

• what the thesis deals with (section 1.3 deals with the limitations and scope of this 

thesis) 

• why it is necessary to do so (section 1.4 provides justification for the research) 

• who this research will benefit (section 1.5) and 

• how the research has been tackled (section 1.6 outlines the research methods 

adopted and justifies their use). 

 

1.2: WHERE: 

 

1.2.1: File under Record Production…maybe: 

 

This thesis relates primarily to the pursuit of popular music making, encompassing the concerns 

of what are, strictly speaking, two discreet areas of study: popular music and record production. 

However, it will also draw heavily upon knowledge derived from the intersection of a group of 

disciplines that, at first glance, might seem largely unrelated to music (Beatles record producer 

George Martin argues otherwise in Larry the O, 2009). I am referring to humour, creativity, 

and play studies. My interest in these three closely related, but nonetheless distinct, disciplines 

is an opportunistic one. That is, theoretical components derived from each field are applied to 

the concerns of popular music creative practitioners in this document. So on behalf of myself 

and the popular musicians of the world, I’d like to say thank you to the all the 
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humour/creativity/play scholars whose work has contributed to this invaluable body of 

knowledge. 

 

The reader may be excused for wondering why I was inspired to look outside of the sphere of 

music to fulfil my creative needs. Like the proverbial man looking for his lost keys under the 

streetlight in the dark of night, it took a considerable amount of time and frustration before I 

realised the answers I sought lay somewhere off in the dark. In the words of quantum physicist 

Werner Heisenberg (1958): 

It is probably true quite generally that in the history of human thinking the most 
fruitful developments frequently take place at those points where two different 
lines of thought meet. These lines may have their roots in quite different parts of 
human culture, in different times or different cultural environments or different 
religious traditions; hence if they actually meet, that is, if they are at least so much 
related to each other that a real interaction can take place, then one may hope that 
new and interesting developments may follow.  (p. 129) 

 

 

Having spent seven years as an undergraduate student of both classical and popular music 

disciplines, I found that the ways and means of each had less relevancy to my concerns as a 

creative practitioner than I had originally hoped (see section 1.1.1). Since that time, the study 

of record production has emerged as an interdisciplinary community of researchers, writers, 

and practitioners. It is not a perfect fit with regard to concerns of this thesis, but it is damn 

close.  

 

It is not assumed however, that all instances of popular music making aim towards, or finish 

with, a concrete (sound recording) product. The discipline of record production nonetheless 

(a) places a welcome emphasis upon exploring issues of creative practice, and (b) is open to 

contribution from different disciplines, thus making it an appropriate field with which to align. 

Whatsmore, the ways and means of record production are largely those shared by this project. 

The aesthetic concerns of record production, along with many aspects of craft related to it, are 

also the same. Most importantly perhaps, the student of record production will find much of 

interest in this report. So please file this thesis under “record production.” However, if I were 

to be indulged and be granted my own theoretical territory, I might name it simply “popular 

music making.” Therefore, for the remainder of this document the primary field of study will 

be referred to as popular music making. 
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1.3: WHAT: 

 

1.3.1: Scope of the research:  

 

This section will define the scope of various aspects of the thesis and justify them. Section 

1.3.1.1 deals with the scope of the primary field of study (i.e., popular music making), whilst 

section 1.3.1.2 deals with the secondary field of study (i.e., the intersection between humour, 

creativity, and play studies).  

 

1.3.1.1: Scope of primary field of study: Popular music making: 

 

! Defining the field. 

The context of the primary field of study is delimited to the subject of creative practice within 

the arena of popular music making. Emphasis should be placed here being on the words making 

and music. Areas within the field of popular music that are not this project’s concern include the 

many paramusical issues related to the distribution and promotion of creative products (such as 

artwork, image, fashion, touring, management, and merchandising), unless these have a direct 

impact on the form that future creative products may take. The term paramusical means 

“literally 'alongside' the music, i.e. semiotically related to a particular musical discourse without 

being structurally intrinsic to that discourse” (Tagg, n.d.).  Neither, will semiotic analyses of 

musical or extra-musical aspects of presentation/performance be forthcoming. Furthermore, 

this project is not concerned with addressing domain-relevant skills (see section 1.3.1.1.1), 

issues regarding best practice, or the purely musicological interpretation of texts. Instead, the 

concern herein is how such texts came into being in the first place.  

 

Although the topic of popular music making shares some concerns with the field known as 

“popular music,” it has more in common with a new discipline called record production, which 

emphasises issues related to creative practice. This research project pushes the boundaries of 

record production studies somewhat however, to include such topics as music apps, generative 

music, and so on. Record production is treated in this thesis as a subset of the popular music-

making process.  

 

Albin Zak (2010) defines the term record production as an activity that combines “musical and 

technological ideas and actions in a multifaceted creative process…each of which leaves its 
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traces on the sounding musical surface…[these include] songwriting, performance, arranging, 

recording and mixing…” (p. 321). However, it must be understood that the artefacts these 

activities produce do not necessarily always have the “sounding musical surface” of a concretised 

record production as their ultimate goal.  

 

The advent of the “project studio [DAW] revolution calls…for rethinking some longstanding 

assumptions about musical practice” (Zak, 2007). So to, the definition of composition itself 

must be broadened today to acknowledge forms of that music need not necessarily be “written” 

at all (at least, in the traditional sense of a composer filling in all the blanks). In the case of 

generative music, only initial parameters need be determined, leaving computer algorithms 

(the “rules of the game”) and, perhaps, listeners (“the players”) to interact and decide what 

flavour the resulting music will take on at any given moment.  

 

! Time period: Post-War to present. 

The historical survey of popular music creative practice discussed in chapter 3 will include 

examples from the post-War (mid-1940s) period up until today. That period has been chosen 

because it coincides with the birth of (a) contemporary popular music style that owes as much 

to the advent of tape recording as it does the adoption of the backbeat (emphasis on beats two 

and four in a “common time” musical bar). Before magnetic tape became the preferred 

recording medium of choice in the early 1950s, recordings were cut directly to disc. The 

advent of tape recording meant that sound could be manipulated (slowed down, sped up, 

edited and so on) and multiple “takes” could be recorded onto the same reel, allowing for 

performances to be recorded in a much more casual manner than had previously been the case. 

For example, Elvis Presley’s signature vocal sound––a key signifier of the, then, new 

rock’n’roll genre––was created using tape-derived “slapback” echo.  

 

Around late 1966, another recording revolution took place, in part, due to a playful approach 

to recording being adopted at the time by both The Beatles (see chapter 3) and Brian Wilson 

and The Beach Boys (see chapter 4). Instead of simply creating “accurate” audio facsimiles of a 

live performance, both bands started to produce music where the sound of the recording 

mattered every bit as much as the songs and performances being recorded. Although tape 

recording has been replaced in the 21st century by DAW computer software, popular music 

creative practice today continues to face many of the same concerns and challenges that first 

appeared in the post-War period. 
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! Process versus product: Where is the right balance? 

This thesis assumes that popular-music practitioners may lean, at times, towards creating music 

that is either more process orientated or product centred. In chapter 3, both Bob Dylan and Syd 

Barrett are given as examples of practitioners that have been described as being more concerned 

with enjoying the process of making music than the results they produce. Such an approach is 

indicative of a paratelic (Apter, 1991, 1982) approach to music making. Alternately, Brian Eno 

is given as an example of a practitioner who believes that the process of music making should be 

fun, but insists that any creative artefacts he shares with the public should be aesthetically 

pleasing and stand up to repeated listening.  

 

Whilst this thesis encourages the adoption of a playful (paratelic) frame of mind as a way to 

achieve creative flow (see chapter 5, section 5.2.2.1), it does not advocate one compositional 

approach (i.e., process orientated or product centred) over another. It is left up to the 

individual practitioner to decide which suits them best. Aesthetic judgements are likewise left 

to the discretion of the individual practitioner. While specific instances of creative flow 

achieved with a playful frame of mind must favour process over product (since the playful frame 

of mind puts the goal in the service of the acitivity; Apter, 1991), it is important to remember 

than this is only one side of the phenomenological coin. The serious (telic) frame of mind 

(Apter, 1991, 1982) also has its role to play. 

 

! Why so large a field? 

The findings presented in this thesis document are valid for all instances of popular music 

making, not including paramusical elements. The assertion that this research project can 

address the concerns of such a large field is due to the fact that it is not overly concerned with 

what practitioners are doing (i.e., issues related to domain-relevant skills). Rather, the focus 

herein is on how practitioners are experiencing the act of doing what they do. That is, this 

project aims to understand what frame of mind practitioners are adopting from moment to 

moment as they approach their creative tasks. This thesis will demonstrate however, how to 

make the best of the domain-relevant skills that one already has, by negotiating instances of play 

that match challenge to current skill level (see chapter 2, section 2.4.1 regarding the concept of 

“playframing”).  
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1.3.1.1.1: Regarding domain-relevant skills: 

 

Amabile (1983) states that creativity is not a static personality trait, but is rather an entity that 

can be facilitated or attenuated by social and environmental influences along a continuum of 

lesser to greater extent. She therefore states the need for a social psychology of creativity to be 

developed and presents her componential conceptualisation of creativity as a step towards that 

aim. This model consists of three discreet components:  

• domain-relevant skills: that is, skills an individual possesses that they may bring to the 

specific task at hand, the larger the set of skills, the greater the number of alternatives 

available for creating something new  

• creativity-relevant skills: consisting of (a) cognitive style, (b) a knowledge of heuristics, 

that is, a kind of set of creative “rules of thumb,” and (c) personality characteristics 

conducive to creativity  

• task motivation (intrinsic vs. extrinsic). 

This research project will only concern itself with domain-relevant musical, engineering, or 

record production skills (or similar) in so much as they influence the practitoner’s frame of 

mind at any given point in time, or where they are needed to contextualise further issues 

related to research aim of exploring the influence of the playful frame of mind upon creative 

flow.  

 

1.3.1.2: Scope of secondary field of study: Humour, creativity, and play: 

 

! The convergence of three distinct-but-related fields. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature. Since this 

PhD research project originated with the personal observation that recording artists that 

seemed to be quite innovative also displayed evidence of a playful sense of humour, it was 

deemed necessary to explore the scholarly literature linking humour with creativity. As the 

review progressed it became evident that humour was linked to not only creativity but also play 

and playfulness. Whilst the literature review presents an overview of the major trends in each 

field, along with the challenges inherent in the study of each construct, its main aim is the 

identification of key components from all three that might inform a rigorous theoretical 

unpacking of playful humour’s implications for popular music creative practice. 

 

 



! 13 

! Time period: Post-War to present. 

The period covered by the review of the humour, creativity, and play literature covers the post-

War period to the present day. This period begins with J. P. Guilford’s key presidential address 

to the American Psychological Association in 1950, a defining moment that both coincided with 

the “space race,” and inspired rigorous exploration of the phenomena of creativity (Getzels & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). Similarly significant milestones in humour and play research include 

Goldstein and McGhee’s  (1972a, 1972b) review of the 20th century body of English language 

humour theory and research literature, and Sutton-Smith’s (1979) Play and learning––a book 

containing the transcripts of a landmark conference bringing together many of the leading play 

scholars of the time, with the aim of conclusively defining the boundaries of the term play (an 

aim they failed to achieve however). 

 

It is important to point out that the chronological order of theory and research within the post-

War period does not necessarily indicate lesser or greater usefulness to the aims of this study. 

Some theories, such as Guilford’s (1959) psychometric factorising of creative thought––an 

approach that divides cognition into manageable “chunks” such as divergent and convergent 

thinking––has greatly influenced later, more comprehensive, creativity theories such as 

Amabile’s (1983) componential conceptualisation of creativity, and even Csikszentmihalyi’s (1999) 

systems model of creativity. These later theories do not override, refute, or make Guilford’s 

methodical approach redundant, but rather expand upon it.   

 

1.4: WHY: 

 

[A] critical interrogation of creativity should be central to any understanding 
of musical production. (Negus and Pickering, cited in McIntyre, 2008, p. 1) 
 

 

This research project is necessary since the topics of playfulness, frame of mind and their 

influence upon creativity have not yet been rigorously applied to a popular music making 

context. This is despite the fact that considerable research/theory linking the former concepts 

already exists within the combined scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature. Even 

creativity itself has received very little attention in the scholarly popular music/record 

production literature. What has emerged recently has been forthcoming from the relatively 

newer discipline of record production. 
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The Association for the Study of Record Production (ASARP) published the first issue of its 

peer reviewed Journal on the Art of Record Production (JARP) in February 2007. Given that 

this new discipline is still (a) in its infancy, and (b) by definition interdisciplinary, it isn’t 

surprising that areas such as creativity hadn’t received much attention until very recently. The 

latest issue of JARP (published December, 2013) features an encouraging three papers, out of 

11 in total, related to creativity (i.e., Bennett, 2013; Kaloterakis, 2013; Thomson & McIntyre, 

2013).  

 

1.5: WHO: 

 

The arts are the science of enjoying life. (Maeda, 2004, p. 240) 
 

 

This thesis is intended to assist contemporary popular music makers of all skill levels, whether 

they are working alone or in groups, so that they may enjoy the creative process (whatever 

form that may take) as an end in itself, even if they are under pressure to produce.  

 

1.5.1: Application of research findings to individuals or groups: 

 

The findings of this thesis can be applied to either individuals or groups. It is possible for the 

benefits of a phenomenological approach to understanding creativity to be extended to groups, 

as may the concept of frame of mind. The concept of flow (discussed in section 1.1.2.2) is 

defined as optimal experience, a state of high psychic negentropy (i.e., order in consciousness) 

at a particular phase in time. That is, a state where information is in harmony with an 

individual’s current goals. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explains that the “same concept applies also 

to a lack of conflict between individuals, when their goals are in harmony with each other” (p. 

249).  

 

1.5.2: Benefits of the research: 

 

The benefit to future makers of popular music (particularly for students and novices) includes 

the following: (a) the ability to instigate projects with less fear, (b) encouragement of 

innovation, (c) the means with which to create material more suited to their current skill level, 

more of it, and more enjoyably. The benefit to groups will ideally be a situation where each 
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member feels heard, typified by symbiotic interdependence, improved group cohesion, and a 

fun atmosphere (as opposed to the “pressure cooker” so often experienced during collaborative 

effort in the recording studio). It is also hoped that this thesis, by presenting the concept of 

structural-phenomenology and Apter’s reversal theory (1982), will encourage creative 

practitioners to feel free to take creative chances, as well as, exhibit a greater tolerance of the 

sometimes confusing behaviour of their collaborators (as well as themselves): 

Personality is dynamic not static: we are more like dancers than statues….The 
reason for this seems to be that there is an ever-changing internal context to our 
actions as well as external environmental forces. We want different things at 
different times and, partly as a consequence, we see things differently. In this 
respect our personalities are shifting and unconstant….to be healthy is to be 
unstable––to be able to move between different kinds of personality to suit the 
occasion….If biodiversity is necessary to the health of an ecological system, then 
what we might call “psychodiversity” is just as important to the health of the 
individual. (Apter, 2003, p. 474) 

 

 

1.5.3: Creativity: Person versus the person-environment: 

 

Since the aim of this research project is to explore the influence adopting a playful frame of 

mind has upon creative flow, it is necessary to ascertain where exactly creativity can be said to 

reside. For example, McIntyre (2008) argues that investigations of creativity focusing on the 

individual are theoretically out-of-date. He explains that Csikszentmihalyi’s (1999) systems 

model of creativity states that creativity only exists when ideas flow through a system of which 

the individual is but a part. In chapter 5, Csikszentmihalyi’s model is discussed and 

contextualised within the larger body of creativity theory stemming from Guilford’ (1959) 

structure-of-intellect framework onwards. It is demonstrated that component factors of 

creativity can be facilitated to good effect in the individual even if the phenomena of creativity 

resides both within and without the “person.”  

 

Although this report concurs with Csikszentmihalyi that in order to be creative, practitioners 

must take from, and give back to the larger world around them. The statement must be 

qualified however, by adding that when practitioners are negotiating instances of play where a 

playful frame of mind has been adopted (i.e., temporarily overturning the givens of the real 

world), they are, at that time, building a psychological protective bubble around themselves. 

That is, to achieve creative flow with a playful frame of mind is to “be in the world, but not of 

it.” 
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1.6: HOW: 

 

1.6.1: Research methods: 

 

This project has necessarily adopted multiple qualitative methods in order to best address the 

research aim of exploring the influence of adopting a playful frame of mind upon popular music 

creative practice in the post-War era (outlined in section 1.1.2). The following methods listed 

below have been chosen (a) that are most appropriate their relevant “chunk” of the thesis, and 

(b) in order to triangulate each other (triangulation is defined here as a “research approach 

employing more than one perspective, theory…method or analysis. The notion is that this 

helps in getting a better ‘fix’ on the object of study,” Robson, 2002, p. 553). 

 

DATA COLLECTION: 

• literature review (chapters 2, 3 & 4) 

• ethnohistory (chapters 3 & 4) 

• case study (chapter 4) 

 

INTERPRETATION: 

• structural-phenomenology   

 

Ethnohistory: Chapters 3 and 4 are both historical surveys of post-War popular music making 

and record production practice. An ethnohistorical approach to research has been adopted for 

both these chapters. That is, a review of historical data gleaned from a varitey of media, relying 

on secondary sources has been deemed preferable to a first-hand, grass-roots ethnographic 

study. Whilst, pure ethnography seeks “to capture, interpret and explain how a group, 

organization or community live, experience and make sense of their lives and their world” 

(Robson, 2002, p. 89), ethnohistory is defined as "the critical use of ethnological concepts and 

materials in the examination and use of historical source materials" (Fenton, 1966, p. 75).  

 

The reason for this preference is threefold: (a) by choosing well-known artists and projects, the 

reader can more easily focus on the role that the playful frame of mind plays therein, rather 

than being distracted by the “noise” of the study itself and its unfamiliar components. (b) It 

allows scenarios to be explored where it has already been established that the playful frame of 

mind has had (both positive and negative) influence upon creative flow. The question then 
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clearly becomes “how” does the playful frame of mind influence creative practice instead of 

“does it?” (c) An ethnohistorical approach also allows for examples of differing granularity and 

timeframes to be explored. For example, the case study featured in chapter 4 covers an period 

of activity that intially only spanned 10 months but only resulted in a cohesive creative product 

some 38 years later.  

 

The historical data collected for both chapters consists largely of anecdotal evidence gleaned 

from multiple sources such as published interviews, biographies, memoirs, critical analyses, 

films (including documentaries, filmed performances, & music videos), publicity paraphernalia, 

as well as the audio recording-as-text (including commercially released recordings and 

recording session outtakes). 

 

Case study: Whilst chapter 3 represents a general survey of post-War popular music creative 

practice, chapter 4 focuses specifically on Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project 

(1966-2004). Since this project is particularly rich in relevancy to the aims of this thesis, it is 

given due consideration in the form of its own discreet case study. It is assumed that the 

different levels of granularity inherent in each approach (i.e., with both broad/general and 

narrow/specific fields of focus being adopted respectively) will yield different classes and 

amounts of data detail. The case study approach as defined by Robson (2002; after Robert Yin) 

represents  “a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a 

particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of 

evidence” (p. 178). 

 

Structural-phenomenology: Whilst considering the findings of the literature review (see 

chapter 2, sections 2.3, 2.4, & 2.5) it became evident that the most useful theories, with regard 

to their relevancy to the thesis aim of exploring the playful frame of mind’s influence upon 

creative flow, had in common a phenomenological approach, and to some extent shared the 

concerns of ethnomethodology. The latter is defined as a method of identifying “the assumptions 

through which we make sense of the social world. Involves the analysis of rules of conduct and 

shared cultural assumptions” (Robson, 2002, 547). Pure phenomenology is most commonly 

associated with Husserl’s philosophical method (Csikzentmihalyi, 1990; Groenewald, 2004; 

Robson, 2002), a self-proclaimed science of pure phenomena where the only reliable data is not 

from the “outside” world but rather how aspects of it are “reduced to the contents of personal 

consciousness” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 4). This thesis has adopted an approach that blends 
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Husserl’s ideas with those relating to, for example, cognition, information theory, 

neuroscience, psychology, and systems theory that have emerged over the last 30 years. The 

ideas of Apter (2001, 1991, 1982), Capra (2002, 1997), Csikszentmihalyi (1990), Meares 

(2005), and Sapolsky (2010) have been most useful in this regard. 

 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) is careful to point out that despite his method for exploring order in 

consciuosness owing much to Husserls’ ideas “which intentionally excludes any other theory or 

science from its method” (p. 26), it nonetheless blends that phenomenological approach with 

principles derived from information theory regarding “how sensory data [is] processed, stored, 

and used––the dynamics of attention and memory” (p. 26). The word that caught my attention 

here is dynamics. Both Csikszentmihalyi and Apter have in common an approach to 

phenomenology that emphasises the temporal aspects of experience, and describes how the 

contents of personal consciousness are in a constant state of flux. This idea is of great use to 

popular musicians, since attempting to manipulate listeners’ mood over time is the proverbial 

musician’s “bread and butter.”  

 

Apter’s (2001, 1991) concept of structural-phenomenology has been adopted in this thesis as its 

phenomenological approach of choice. Structural-phenomenology is defined here as a 

theoretical perspective relating to the temporal structure of conscious experience, and the role 

that motivation and emotion play in that structure. Csikszentmihlayi’s (1990) concept, 

described above, is very similar and no less appropriate, but Apter’s use of the word structural 

suggests the very important temporal structure aspect more clearly.  

 

1.7: SUMMARY: 

 

This chapter (1) has presented the research aim and described the background from which it 

arose. The need for such research has been justified, as well as its benefits for future 

practitioners briefly stated. The thesis chapter structure has also been outlined, along with a 

brief summary of each chapter’s contents. In addition, the research methods relating to data 

collection and interpretation have been discussed. The next chapter (2) will explore the 

convergence of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature, presenting the unifying 

theme of the “playful frame of mind” with the aim of exploring how adopting a playful approach 

to popular music making influences creative flow in that context. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW (HUMOUR/CREATIVITY/PLAY) 
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2.1: INTRODUCTION: 

 

2.1.1: Three distinct, but interrelated, disciplines: Humour, creativity, and 

play: 

 

This chapter will present and discuss the findings of a 12 month literature review spanning 

three distinct, but interrelated, disciplines: humour, creativity, and play studies. The aim of 

doing so is to identify key components from all three that might inform a rigorous theoretical 

unpacking of playful humour’s implications for popular music creative practice. The conclusion 

of this chapter (featured in section 2.7) advances that aim by presenting an emergent unifying 

theme I call the playful frame of mind. 

 

A preliminary distinction must be made however, that playfulness is not simply a synonym for 

play, but a distinct frame of mind (Apter, 2001, 1991, 1982; Barnett, 2007; Guitard, Ferland, 

& Dutil, 2005; McGhee, 1979, 1972, amongst others). Furthermore, playfulness (PF), as 

defined by Lieberman (1977) may, or may not, be present in instances of play and is indicated 

by observable behaviours such as (a) sense of humour, (b) manifest joy, and (c) cognitive, 

physical, or social spontaneity. Several writers also acknowledge playfulness as a key factor co-

joining all three constructs of humour, creativity, and play (for e.g., Freud, 1990 version; 

Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Guitard et al., 2005; Lieberman, 1977; McGhee, 1979; Ziv, 1984, 

1989, amongst others). 

 

Firstly (in section 2.2), I will follow with an overview of the history of humour, creativity, and 

play research. Key approaches to each field, and their assumptions, will be listed, along with 

core areas of relevancy to this project’s research problem. It will also be necessary to outline 

issues relating to conceptual definitions, terminology, and the challenges inherent in attempting 

to theorise multidimensional constructs such as humour, play, and creativity (Apte, 1988; 

Goldstein & McGhee, 1972a; Guilford, 1959; Keith-Spiegel, 1972; McGhee, 1972; Ruch, 

1998; Ziv, 1983).  

 

Secondly (in section 2.3 and beyond), additional findings of particular interest to this project 

will be outlined and discussed. Section 2.3 will present a brief overview of research linking 

humour and creativity. Section 2.4 will discuss the topic of “frame of mind:” a 

phenomenological concept that implies individuals can consciously choose a cognitive style 



! 21 

appropriate to the task at hand. Particular attention will be paid in this section regarding two 

themes that recur frequently across many authors’ work including (a) breaking mental-set, as 

described using terminology coined by Amabile (1983), and (b) playframing, a term derived 

from the work of Sutton-Smith (1979). A summary of literature review key findings is located 

in section 2.5. 

 

2.1.2: Regarding the scope of the literature review:  

 

In order to collect data in a manner most appropriate to aims of this research project, there are 

two surveys contained within this report. Each covers different areas, and uses different 

methods as necessary: 

1. The first is a review of the humour/creativity/play literature, and is featured in the 

current chapter (chapter 2). 

2. The second survey looks at instances of creative practice within the field of popular 

music making where the above humour/creativity/play constructs hold relevance. An 

ethnohistorical approach has been adopted to gather data for chapters 3 and 4, the 

former being a general historical survey of popular music practice, followed by the 

latter chapter’s case study of Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project (1966-

2004). The data collected for chapters 3 and 4 consists largely of anecdotal evidence 

gleaned from published interviews, biographies, memoirs, critical analyses, films 

(including documentaries, filmed performances & music videos), publicity 

paraphernalia, as well as the audio recording-as-text (including commercially released 

recordings and recording session outtakes).  

 

It is necessary to make a distinction between the terms ethnohistory and ethnography at this 

point. Whilst pure ethnography seeks “to capture, interpret and explain how a group, 

organization or community live, experience and make sense of their lives and their world” 

(Robson, 2002, p. 89), ethnohistory, is defined as "the critical use of ethnological concepts and 

materials in the examination and use of historical source materials" (Fenton, 1966, p. 75). 
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2.1.3: Regarding the need for a componential approach to humour, 

creativity, and play scholarship (and the intersections between them): 

 

Several writers warn against the dangers of mistaking the parts of humour, creativity or play for 

their wholes (for e.g., Amabile, 1983; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Goldstein & McGhee, 1972a; 

Guitard et al, 2005; McGhee, 1972; Singer & Berkowitz, 1972; Ziv, 1983, amongst others). 

Similarly, many conclude that, from a research perspective, terms such as humour, creativity or 

play are too ill-defined to be useful, and that a componential approach provides a means by 

which scholars can deal with these constructs in a far more reliable manner. Further 

compounding the issue: (a) each topic can be defined as multidimensional, and (b) many 

components are shared by each construct: resulting in, for example, certain areas, such as the 

constructs of humour and play, being misconstrued as one and the same.  

 

To illustrate, a study by Singer and Berkowitz (1972) exploring links between humour and 

creativity proposes that future research may be compromised by the entrapment of unitary 

basket terms. For example, they state it is necessary to differentiate between forms of humour 

such as “wit,” which relates to “verbal associational and ideational channels” of creativity, and 

“clowning,” a form of humour indicative of “ adaptive regression” (p. 4). 

 

Likewise, McGhee (1972) warns against the significant limitations of attempting to formulate 

global theories of humour that would conveniently “account for all aspects of humour in terms 

of a few basic principles” (p. 62). He further states, that with the exception of psychoanalytic 

theory, this approach has not been successful in either explaining existing research data 

satisfactorily, or in instigating new research.  

 

Unidimensional theories are claimed by McGhee to be inappropriate for the study of humour 

due to their lack of differentiation to account for the many levels of experience that humour 

relates to (as well as the influences upon it). His recommendation is therefore for the 

“development of alternative mini-theories designed to account for limited aspects of the total 

humor [sic] process. This would maximize the probability of identifying significant stimulus, 

social, personality, cognitive, physiological, developmental, etc., dimensions which play an 

important role in humor” (p. 62). 
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Even when the would-be humour/creativity/play scholar approaches each construct in a 

componential manner, there are still many areas relating to terminology that can be a source of 

potential misunderstanding. Great care is needed to avoid confusing certain core concepts 

theorised by different writers. Whilst some may possess similarities, they might still be, by 

degrees, inconsistent. For instance, Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) concept of flow, with its 

distinction between telic and autotelic frames of mind, has much in common with Apter’s (1982) 

paratelic/telic distinction. However, they must not be assumed as being the same. Apter (1982) 

states: 

There are however, forms of paratelic experience which do not correspond 
fully to Csikszentmihalyi’s description of “flow,” e.g. one may feel bored in 
the paratelic state…but not in the “flow” state. The paratelic and flow states 
are therefore not coterminous; rather, the flow experience would appear to 
be one form of paratelic experience. (p. 65)  

 

 

2.2: THE HUMOUR, CREATIVITY, AND PLAY LITERATURE (an overview): 

 

2.2.1: Humour research:  

 

The learned and philosophic have given laughter their most serious 
consideration, and as they pore over the spritely and elusive thing, testing it 
with dry and colourless terms of science and philosophy, the tables are 
frequently turned on them and the Ariel which they are anatomizing so 
absorbedly shakes himself free, straps them upon the operating table and 
sets about anatomizing them in turn. (Armstrong, 1928, p. 28)  

 

Although humour has fascinated thinkers since antiquity, there has been little systematic or 

empirical/experimental enquiry into the topic until the latter half of the 20th century. Even so-

called theories of humour up until the early 1970s were often little more than observations, or 

philosophical musings on the subject, rather than efforts to actually explain humour per se. To 

make matters worse, many speculations were incomplete as theory: for example, giving 

necessary-but-not-sufficient conditions, or being based upon assumptions and/or concepts that 

did not lend themselves readily to testing (Keith-Spiegel, 1972).  

 

A landmark in humour research occurred in 1972 when Goldstein and McGhee reviewed the 

20th century body of English language humour theory and research literature within the 

discipline of psychology (only finding 376 articles). It was their wish to highlight the need for 

humour research to be taken seriously, and to point the way for possible future directions. 
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There has since been renewed interest in the topic to the point were there now exists a 

quarterly journal published since 1988 (International Journal of Humor Research) including articles 

written by academics representing such diverse disciplines as: literary criticism, philosophy, 

folklore, sociology, anthropology, and linguistics, as well as psychology (McGhee, 1989). 

Roeckelein (2002) consulted the database PsychINFO and found that psychological studies on 

humour increased dramatically, decade by decade, during the last 100 years: compare 171 in 

1961-1970; with 464 in 1971- 80; or, 945 in 1981-1990.  

 

2.2.1.1: Challenges inherent in humour scholarship:  

 

In her review of early conceptions of humour, Keith-Spiegel (1972) discussed, amongst other 

things, two particularly pernicious problems inherent within the multidisciplinary nature of 

humour theory/research. The first relates to terminology. Agreement had not, at the time, 

been met regarding precisely what humour is, or its conceptual dimensions. Interestingly, no 

effort was made by editors Goldstein and McGhee (1972b) to define humour as a concept 

elsewhere in the book. To further confuse matters, many similarly nebulous secondary terms 

also abound, such as: ludicrous, witty, comic, or mirthful. As Ruch (1998) points out, current 

terminology is in a state of flux with different terms for the same, or at least similar, concepts 

often coexisting. Secondly, the various vantage points of each author’s exploration of humour 

makes comparing, contrasting, and integrating humour theories difficult. Keith-Spiegel (1972) 

states: “In short, the ‘what at?’ ‘why?’ ‘how?’ ‘when?’ ‘where?’ and ‘with whom?’ of humor 

have all been contemplated, but little has been done to set them up all together in one tidy 

theoretical household” (p.15).  

 

It should come as no surprise that the first article to appear in the first journal dedicated 

entirely to humour research was a paper calling for the establishment of separate conceptual, 

theoretical, and methodological bases for a new discipline to be called humorology. Its author, 

Apte (1988) reiterates Keith-Spiegel’s observations regarding the confusing use of terminology 

and plethora of theoretical vantage points: calling for agreement upon criteria for “identifying 

the phenomena to be labelled ‘humor’ [sic]” (p. 10). Apte also argues for a generally agreed 

upon theoretical framework, with its inherent axioms and assumptions, as a way of 

contextualizing each researchers findings within the field’s knowledge base as a whole. He uses 

anthropology, his own discipline, as an example of a relatively young science that––despite 
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adopting methodologies from a number of disciplinary sources––has benefited from the 

coherency that a general consensus upon research fundamentals presents.  

 

In contrast to Apte’s emphasis upon the need for a research community and unity, Koestler 

argues in his seminal text The Act of Creation (1964) that the individual, rather than the 

movement-at-large, holds the key to real progress. Koestler’s Triptych framework places 

humour, science, and art together within one creative conceptual continuum. Innovation, 

according to Koestler, results from the intersecting (bisociation) of “universes of discourse” 

(matrices) that are normally considered to be unrelated or incompatible. He further states that 

humour “collides” such paradigms abruptly, releasing tension and producing smiles or laughter. 

Science, he adds, “integrates” matrices, whereas art “juxtaposes” so that no resolution is 

necessary. 

 

There are, however, points of agreement between Apte and Koestler. For example, although 

Apte sees the value of an interdisciplinary approach to humour study, he warns against the 

dangers of overspecialisation, or conversely, simplistic overgeneralisations. It is the scope of 

Koestler’s grander conceptual gaze however, that sets his ideas apart:  

The history of science shows recurrent cycles of differentiation and 
specialization followed by reintegrations on a higher level; from unity to 
variety to more generalized patterns of unity-in-variety. The process also 
has certain analogies with biological evolution––such as wastefulness, 
sudden mutations, the struggle for survival between competing theories.  
(p. 252-3)  

 

 

Whilst Koestler clearly favours the impetuous spirit of individual innovation over that of the 

larger movement, he admits that creative sparks may develop more fully through longer 

periods of collective consolidation. If in time however, such a process hardens into an 

immovable closed system of thought (solidification), the matrix becomes blocked and even 

evidence in the form of empirical data, or similar, can fail to be acknowledged. Koestler argues 

that the very conceptual tools we engage to help us can block real progress, if mistaken for 

truths. The need to feel a sense of belonging to a particular school of thought, along with its 

associated axioms and assumptions––the invisible givens of orthodoxy––may win out over a 

thirst for real enquiry (p. 253).  
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Koestler uses the term fertile chaos to highlight the role that temporary regression may play in 

allowing room for intellectual movement back into the scheme. This concept is echoed at the 

level of the individual by Kris (1952), a Freudian psychoanalyst who uses the phrase “regression 

in the service of the ego” to describe how the making of art requires a fluctuation between 

functional ego regression and control. Claxton (1997) and the mathematician Hadamard (1945) 

discuss the concept of cognitive incubation: a type of thinking that is slow, fragmentary, playful, 

and resides at, or beyond, the fringes of consciousness.  

 

I, myself, see the current state of humour research in terms of a fertile chaos. If addressed with 

due caution and sensitivity, both innovation and consolidation should be possible without undue 

solidification. It is worth noting that any scholar or practitioner addressing the problem of 

optimising creative flow in the popular music-making process, whether via an interdisciplinary 

or multidisciplinary approach, shares the above concerns. 

 

2.2.1.2: Summary of major approaches to humour research:  

 

The reader can be introduced to the field of humour scholarship via its tentative grouping into a 

number of basic theoretical vantage points: each with their own subsequent areas of interest, 

ideas, values, and language. It must be pointed out however, that despite there being much 

overlap between groups and “whilst useful for the purposes of illustration...this remains an 

incomplete, somewhat superficial, and deceptively clean categorization technique” (Keith-

Spiegel, 1972, p. 13). A list of arguable, basic theoretical approaches to the topic of humour 

follows:  

• Superiority/disparagement approaches suggest that humour is an expression of 

feelings of superiority over an adversary or situation: or a means to that end. They add 

that modern forms of humour share their origins in the ancient laughter of the 

victorious (for e.g., Hobbes, 1651; Rapp, 1949; Sidis, 1913).  

• Incongruity approaches state that humour results from a paradoxical manipulation 

of expectations/conceptual patterns. They often emphasise the need for a resolution of 

the tension such incongruity creates (for e.g., Bergson, 1911; Moreall, 1989; 

Schopenhauer, 1969 version; Suls, 1972).  

• Relief approaches argue that humour and laughter stem from the rapid release of 

accumulated psycho-physiological tension (for e.g., Gregory, 1924; Lorenz, 1966; 

Spencer, 1860).  
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• Psychoanalytical approaches deal primarily with the motivations behind humour 

production/appreciation (for e.g., Freud, 1976 version; Grotjahn, 1957; Kris, 1952).  

• Cognitive approaches broadly conceive humour in terms of cognitive or perceptual 

processes (for e.g., Apter, 1982; Oring, 2003; Koestler, 1964).  

• Arousal approaches view humour as a psycho-physiological phenomenon: an 

interaction between cognition and emotion (for e.g., Berlyne, 1972, 1969, 1960).  

• Linguistic approaches are similar to incongruity theories but specifically analyse 

verbal forms of humour such as jokes (for e.g., Attardo & Raskin, 1991; Ruch, 

Attardo, & Raskin, 1993; Raskin, 1985).  

 

Of the groupings listed above, it is the incongruity and cognitive theories ––and to a lesser 

degree arousal and psychoanalytical approaches––that have been of significant relevance to the 

aims and concerns of this research project.  

 

Despite the fact there is so little agreement between humour scholars regarding what humour 

is, or why we find certain situations or statements funny, humour “is unique in the sense that it 

can hardly be mistaken for anything else. Nobody is ever in any doubt about whether a joke is 

funny to him. Its humor [sic] can hardly be confused with any other quality” (Berlyne, 1972, p. 

44). Having now dealt with the topic of humour, the question of creativity theory and research 

will be addressed. 

 

2.2.2: Creativity research:  

 

Like humour, the term creativity has no universally acknowledged definition (Getzels, 1975). 

Creativity scholars can generally agree however, that the construct constitutes a “complex 

multidimensional set of related components or areas interacting…[including] the person, the 

process, the product and the climate” (Taylor, 1975b, p. 297). Depending on the investigator, 

the question of creativity might be applied to any of these areas exclusively, or in combination.  

 

2.2.2.1: Creativity: The parts versus the whole: 

 

Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) provide an overview of creativity research that places the 

genetic studies of Galton, along with Lombroso’s psychopathological research in the late 19th 

century, as the beginning of systematic work on the problem. Initially, the emphasis was on the 
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study of genius, indicated by recognised achievement. By the 1920s however, that trend was 

largely superseded by the psychometric tradition: that is, the mental testing of giftedness or 

intelligence as per Terman’s IQ scale (Getzels, 1975).   

 

Whilst many books in the first half of the 20th century may have touched on the topic of 

creativity––including retrospective accounts by artists and scientists, as well as theories 

proposed from within the Freudian psychoanalytic and Gestalt traditions––it was not until J. P. 

Guilford’s key presidential address to the American Psychological Association in 1950 that 

cognitive psychologists were inspired to address the topic systematically or thoroughly (Getzels 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 1976). Despite constituting yet another psychometric approach to the 

subject, Guilford’s understanding differed considerably from Terman’s. Guilford claims that 

the testing of IQ merely measures convergent mental processes: that is, “new information that 

is more determined by known information” (cited in Getzels, 1975, p. 331). Any attempt to 

measure creativity, he argues, must also include divergent thinking, whereby there may be more 

than one right response to any question. 

 

The great influence that Guilford (1959) and his Structure-of-Intellect model has had upon 

subsequent creativity researchers can be illustrated by the fact that his term divergent thinking––

only one operation amongst many component factors within the model––eventually became 

synonymous with creativity itself. In one paper, Ziv (1983) went to great pains to explain that 

his testing measured divergent thinking ability only, rather than the nebulous overall concept of 

creativity. This was in contrast to an earlier study where he used the terms synonymously (Ziv, 

1976, p. 320).  

 

Not only has Guilford’s factor analysis approach to the topic in the 1950s provided a key 

paradigm for subsequent experimental work but it has also helped popularise the subject 

amongst fellow cognitive psychologists. Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) go on to add that 

“since that time, the number of entries under the heading ‘creativity’ in Psychological Abstracts 

has increased exponentially from an average of less than 10 per year to several hundred a year in 

the sixties and seventies” (p. 273).  

 

Elliott (cited in Humphreys, 2006) claims that creativity may not be as clear-cut a concept as 

Guilford and others suggest however: especially, with regard to the emphasis so often put upon 

creative products and aesthetic judgements that assume a Cartesian dichotomy between the 
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knower and the known. To complicate matters further, many common assumptions held 

regarding intelligence and creativity within Western education systems, such as that of the U.S. 

and Britain, are merely social constructs not necessarily shared by other traditions. Stein 

(paraphrased in Taylor 1975a) suggests that there may be “no absolute way to define creativity 

and that which is regarded as creative in one culture at one point in time may not be in another” 

(p. 3).  

 

Likewise, Sternberg and Lubart (1999) state that the apparent predominance of psychological 

approaches within mid-to-late 20th century creativity theory/research doesn’t mean that 

enquiry from other perspectives hasn’t been forthcoming, or without merit. They cite Wehner, 

Csikszentmihalyi, and Magyari-Beck (1991) as having evaluated 100 doctoral dissertations 

related to creativity within the disciplines of “education, business, history, history of 

science...sociology and political science [but warn of a parochial isolation whereby] the 

different fields tended to use different terms and to focus on different aspects of what seemed 

to be the same basic phenomenon” (Sternberg & Lubart, 1999, p. 9). Furthermore, Sternberg 

& Lubart contend that creativity consists of both domain-specific components (for e.g., 

knowledge) and domain-general components (for e.g., personality traits such as perseverance), 

meaning that unidisciplinary approaches to the topic all too often result in the parts of creativity 

being confused for the whole.  

 

One notable example of creativity theorists addressing the problem of criterion validity are 

Besemer and Treffinger (1981). These authors set out to analyse the hodge-podge of 

approaches to judging creative products, and offered a synthesis, in the form of a three-

dimensional/14 criteria creative product analysis matrix. Ninety relevant sources were assessed, 

yielding 125 separate judgement criteria. Further analysis uncovered much overlap between 

these various criteria (as well as subtle but powerful differences). Besemer and Treffinger 

subsequently developed their matrix as a possible solution.  

 

To illustrate, the criterion adopted by authors assessing whether or not a solution is appropriate 

to the needs of a problem might range from “(external and internal) fit” (Jackson & Messnick, 

1965), to “relevancy” (Taylor, 1972), or “aptness” (Barron, 1969). Besemer and Treffinger 

confirmed all three terms, amongst others, as constituting one factor, and offered the term 

appropriate to newly denote it. However, the measure of how well a solution fits––referred to 

by various authors alternatively as, “(predictive, formal or metaphorical) effectiveness” (Bruner, 
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1962), “correctness” (Henle, 1962), or “adequacy in meeting a need” (Barron, 1969)––was 

determined as being a separate, discreet factor to be labelled adequate. 

 

2.2.2.2: Summary of major approaches to creativity research:  

 

A list of arguable basic theoretical approaches to the topic of creativity follows below. In some 

way, all of these approaches have been useful in assisting this research project’s endeavour to 

explore creative practice within the popular music-making sphere: 

Psychoanalytical approaches suggest that creativity is a means of tension/stimulus 

reduction via sublimation: that is, an overt and culturally appropriate manifestation of 

un-(or pre-)conscious psychopathological (primary) processes (for e.g.,  Freud, 1990 

version; Kris, 1952; Kubie, 1958).  

Humanistic approaches interpret creativity as a tension/stimulus-seeking activity 

symptomatic of a healthy openness to the world, and a means to reach one’s fullest 

potentialities (for e.g., Fromm, 1959; Maslow, 1959, 1954; Rogers, 1963; Schachtel, 

1959).  

Associationistic approaches define creativity as the forming of mutually remote, 

associative elements into new useful combinations (for e.g., Koestler, 1964; Mednick, 

1962; Ribot, 1900a, 1900b).  

Psychometric approaches utilise factor analysis models, whereby creativity in 

individuals is assessed via measurement of its components (for e.g., Getzels & Jackson, 

1962; Guilford, 1959; Torrance, 1974).  

Cognitive approaches primarily explore the mental representations/processes that 

inform creative thought (for e.g., Boden, 1994, 1992; Finke, Ward, & Smith, 1992, 

1992; Johnson-Laird, 1988; Weisberg, 1986).  

Social-personality approaches take into account the influence of personality and 

motivational variables––as well as the socio-cultural context––within which creativity 

may occur (for e.g., Amabile, 1996, 1983; Barron, 1969, 1968; Eysenck, 1990).  

Confluence approaches emphasise the need for multiple components, both within and 

without the individual, to converge in order for creativity to occur (for e.g., Amabile, 

1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Gruber and Davis, 1988; Sternberg & Lubart, 1996, 

1995, 1992, 1991).  
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Pragmatic approaches are concerned with methods of creative practice moreso than 

theory or empirical validation (for e.g., De Bono, 1991, 1973, 1971, 1970; Gordon, 

1961; Osborn, 1953; Prince, 1975).  

 

Perhaps, the last word should go to Elliott (1971): “If we are clear about the causes of the 

present confusion and have reflected on the values involved in the concept, it will hardly matter 

exactly how the words ‘creativity’ and ‘creative’ are applied by different individuals and groups 

of people” (p. 150).  

 

2.2.2.3: Key creativity findings of relevance for the thesis research aim: 

 

1. The term creativity has no universally acknowledged definition (Getzels, 1975). 

Creativity scholars can generally agree however, that the construct constitutes a 

“complex multidimensional set of related components or areas interacting…[including] 

the person, the process, the product and the climate” (Taylor, 1975b, p.297). 

Depending on the investigator, the question of creativity might be applied to any of 

these areas exclusively, or, in combination. For example: 

(a) the creative person, with regard to:  

! cognitive ability (for e.g., Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Guilford, 1959; 

Torrance, 1975)  

! cognitive style (for e.g., Amabile, 1983; Koestler, 1964, Rouff, 1975),  

! personality traits (for e.g., Amabile, 1983; Barron, 1952;  Guilford, 

1975; MacKinnon, 1960; Maddi, 1965) 

(b) the creative process  (for e.g., Gordon, 1961; Hadamard, 1945; Stein, 1956);  

(c) the creative product (for e.g., Besemer & Treffinger, 1981; Jackson & 

Messick, 1965;  Taylor & Sandler  cited in Taylor, 1975b)  

(d) the creative climate, or system (for e.g., Amabile, 1983; Csikszentmihalyi, 

1999; Prince, 1975; Singer, 1973). 

 

2. Creativity can be factorised and measured/tested in individuals using the following 

approaches (Taylor, 1975a): 

! psychometric (for e.g., Guilford, 1959 ; Torrance, 1974; Ziv, 1983)  

! associationistic (for e.g., Mednick,1962). 
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3. Criterion-related validity can be maintained in the assessment of creative products 

(Besemer & Treffinger, 1981; Taylor & Sandler cited in Taylor 1975b, p. 314). For 

example, in a review of 125 specific criteria gleaned from over 90 sources, a model 

was proposed that grouped them into 14 basic categories, each of which can be further 

classified into 3 general dimensions. That is (a) novelty, (b) resolution––the degree to 

which a product addresses the problematic situation––and, (c) elaboration/synthesis: “the 

degree to which the product combines unlike elements into a refined developed, 

coherent whole”; Besemer & Treffinger, 1981, p. 164).  

 

4. Certain factors linked with creativity can be temporarily boosted in individuals 

(including component factors such as divergent thinking; Ziv, 1983).  

 

5. In order to affect changes in overall creativity levels in individuals it may be useful to 

target certain necessary-but-not-sufficient conditions to creativity (Ziv, 1983).  

 

6. Certain cognitive styles are essential to creativity and can be adopted to consciously 

boost creativity levels (Amabile, 1983, p. 364).    

 

7. There need not necessarily be significiant contradiction between competing creativity 

theories based on fundamentally different perspectives. For example, psychometric 

theories (such as Guilford’s (1959) structure of intellect model) can be reconciled with 

later confluence approaches to understanding creativity including Amabile’s (1983) 

componential conceptualisation of creativity and, more recently, Csikszentmihalyi’s 

(1999) systems model of creativity. Section 5.2.1.2 in chapter 5 demonstrates how the 

systems model––which explores creative flow across the wider environment of the 

practitioner’s chosen field––can be reconciled with a concept such as playframing 

(Sutton-Smith, 1979) that advocates the temporary negation of such concerns in 

creative practice.  

 

8. Certain patterns of behaviour have been assessed as indicators of creative thought (as 

opposed to “intelligence”). Accordingly, key distinctions should be made when 

assessing the behaviours of creative practitioners (Getzels & Jackson, 1962). These may 

include: 

! IQ versus creative thinking 
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! independence of thought versus unruliness  

! healthy solitude versus morbid withdrawal  

! tolerance of ambiguity versus irresolution 

! remembering versus discovering  

! sense perception versus intuitive perception,  

! evaluation versus censorship  

! difficult goal versus an unattainable goal.  

 

2.2.3: Play research:  

 

The joy of playfulness may thus be the marvel and brilliance of our frame-
making reconciliation of real-world ambiguities, rather than any apparent 
dabbling with frames for their own sake. Even when appearing to do the 
latter we may be, it seems, constructing transcending realms. Even if they 
are not to be taken seriously, as in the nonsense of children, they are quite 
seriously suggesting that ridiculing the world of letters, numbers, dates and 
alphabets is what they deserve, given the way the world pressures us into 
accepting them. Making nonsense is making belief that we count for as 
much as the sense from which it temporarily delivers us. (Sutton-Smith, 
1979, p. 319) 

 
 

Many theorists link humour with play, or even class it as a subspecies thereof (Martin, 2007). 

Musicians too, are said to play music. As this research project deals with both humour and 

music making, it was deemed necessary to explore the scholarly play literature. In addition,  

when first hypothesising that humour and creativity might be related, it was a particular type of 

humour that I had in mind. That is, a playful sense of humour. This is in contrast to forms of 

disparagement such as sarcasm and barbed wit: although these too may be present, to a degree, 

in any given instance of humour.  

 

As the above quotation states, a spirit of playfulness seems to facilitate the ability for 

“transcending realms.” In this manner, a band such as 10cc might play out multiple, imaginary, 

musical roles on a single album. Consider for instance, their album The Original Soundtrack 

(1975e); incongruously titled, as it is not an actual film soundtrack. On this record, they 

assume various generic musical guises including (a) Broadway musical pastiche (i.e., “Une Nuit 

A Paris,” 1975f), (b) heavy metal (i.e., “Second Sitting for the Last Supper,” 1975c), (c) 

ethereal choral sounds (i.e., “I’m Not in Love,” 1975a),  (d) pop (i.e., “Life is a Minestrone,” 
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1975b), and (e) B-movie soundtrack schtick, complete with theatre organ and faux, multi-

tracked mandolin orchestra (i.e., “The Film of My Love,” 1975d).  

 

2.2.3.1: What is play?: 

 

As with the humour and creativity constructs, play turns is a similarly elusive term to limit and 

define. Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) discusses not only the great diversity of disciplines that 

scholars having explored the “ambiguous field of play theory” represent but also their differing 

motivations for doing so. He states: “Some study the body, some study behavior [sic], some 

study thinking, some study groups or individuals, some study experience, some study language-

and they all use the term play for these quite different things” (p. 6-7). Examples he provides 

include psychologists, biologists, educators, sociologists, communication theorists, 

mathematicians, anthropologists, and historians (as well as scholars of animal behaviour, 

mythology, and art & literature). 

 

A conference held in the late 1970s brought together many of the leading play scholars of the 

time––including Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi and Corrinne Hutt, amongst others––with the aim 

of conclusively defining the boundaries of the term play (Sutton-Smith, 1979). Whilst it was 

concluded that no satisfactory all-encompassing definition could be offered, several useful and 

interesting observations were nonetheless discussed in great detail. Editor Sutton-Smith 

wrapped up by grouping play research into two fundamental approaches. This was done as a 

means to further illuminate the similarities, and differences, between the various paradigmatic 

perspectives involved. Once again, such categorisations are reproduced here for the purpose of 

brief illustration and do not necessarily reflect my own opinion on the matter: 

Primary Paradigm: This is the perspective taken by philosophical and psychological 

research: focuses primarily on the individual. It can be broken down into two 

subgroups: (a) arousal theories, observing solitary play and play with objects under 

controlled conditions, and (b) cognitive theories, focusing mainly on the mental 

processes involved.  

Secondary Paradigm: Represented by anthropological, folklore, and sociolinguistic 

approaches to the topic: deals mostly with play as a cultural phenomenon. Here, play is 

interpreted as a way of (a) organising collective behaviour, (b) illuminating/reflecting 

the cultural processes of the society at large, and (c) constituting a form of human 

communication.  
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2.2.3.2: Sutton-Smith’s seven rhetorics of play:  

 

In a later publication, Sutton-Smith (1997) further refined his attempt to map out the scholarly 

play landscape in terms of each author’s rhetorical agenda. He states: “the rhetorics of play 

express the way play is placed in context within broader value systems, which are assumed by 

the theorists of play rather than studied directly by them” (p. 8). This observation illustrates 

that the vantage point each researcher takes says as much about them as the topic being 

explored. Sutton-Smith identified the seven rhetorics of play research as follows:  

• Rhetoric of progress: Play is viewed here in terms of how it might contribute to the 

growth and development of the individual.  

• Rhetoric of fate: Sees play an as experience of the often random and unfathomable 

forces of experience. This rhetoric therefore emphasises games of chance or gambling.  

• Rhetoric of power:  Play is interpreted as a battle, or contest, between individuals (or 

even within oneself), groups, or nations. Each struggles to advance their own status.  

• Rhetoric of community identity:  Here, play is seen as an expression of unity and 

allegiance, whereby like-minded individuals gather together to celebrate shared values, 

and advance both the shared identity, and power, of the community.  

• Rhetoric of the imaginary:  Emphasises the fantastic “as if” aspect of play, whereby 

anything is possible. The limits of the real world give way to imagination. Celebrates 

the flexibility of play and creativity.  

• Rhetoric of the self:  This rhetoric idealises play as a source of personal pleasure or 

escapism. It focuses on the individual’s experiences of play: the fun, euphoria, and 

aesthetic satisfaction that play makes possible.  

• Rhetoric of frivolity:  Links play with the archetype of the fool or trickster, whereby 

play is at odds with the serious concerns of the logical mundane world. As with the 

rhetoric of fate, play is seen here as maybe even playing a part in its undoing. 

 

2.2.3.3: Play as a frame of mind:  

 

A paper published in the second issue of the new American Journal of Play by Thomas Henricks 

(2008) views play as a pattern of individual action, or interaction, representing one of four 

great modes of human expression. The others include work, ritual, and communitas, with the 

latter referring to festivals, parties, sporting events, and so on. This conceptualisation––an 

extension of the ideas of Johan Huizinga (1949)––identifies four component factors shared by 
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the modes described above, with each mode consisting of a combination of two factors. 

Henricks describes each factor as forming a different pole of a sort of conceptual compass, with 

one plane consisting of transformation (imagine North) versus conformation (South) intersected by 

the plane of consummation (East) versus instrumentation (West).  

 

Play is defined by Henricks (2008) as displaying the qualities of (a) transformation, which 

connotes “a style of relating in which people identify, confront, and then manipulate the 

elements of the world along lines of their own choosing” and (b) consummation, as it “excludes 

from momentary consideration many of the world’s concerns” (p. 176-177). Therefore, play 

(transformative-consummation) and work (transformative-instrumental) are shown to be 

similar, sharing the quality of transformation. They differ however, in that work concerns itself 

with issues beyond that of the moment. That is, work should have real consequences. Play, on 

the other hand, chooses what particular aspects of reality are allowed inside the frame. 

 

The qualities of transformation and consummation, as theorised by Henricks, possess striking 

similarities––though are not necessarily coterminous––with concepts central to many of the 

humour and creativity theories previously mentioned in this chapter. They also help establish a 

basis for the assertion that humour, play and creativity are indeed related. Of particular interest 

to this research project is Henricks’ distinction between consummation and instrumentation, 

and their emphasis upon a momentary frame of mind. The concept of “frame of mind” will be 

discussed further in section 2.4. In later chapters, it will also be shown to be a key factor 

informing methods with which to optimise creative flow in popular music-making process.  

 

2.2.3.4: Play and society: 

 

It is interesting to note that societal structures and cultures may, in part, be dependant upon 

their constituents acting in accord with beliefs and values that, when evaluated critically, can be 

seen to possess a clear basis in play, and an “as if” approach to reality (rather than any empirical 

validity). For example, Apter (1982) argues that religion is essentially a (playful) paratelic 

approach to everyday circumstances, thought experienced in a (serious) telic fashion by most 

believers. Likewise, many of the givens relating to societal class, law, science, religion, myth, 

rituals, and even popular culture (for e.g., media, “underground” scenes, & contemporary 

“tribes” etc.) are based upon mental-sets so deeply embedded in culture as to escape awareness, 

and therefore, scrutiny.  
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Rituals, have in common with play the fact that they create “frames that are not grounded in the 

usual material of natural and social life” (Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 317). Whilst, a playframe may 

often include signs of playfulness (i.e., Lieberman’s PF, 1977), ritual is mostly 

sombre/serous/believed-in: a frame created to “transcend and give cosmological grounding to 

the ordinary [social and objective] frames”…that is, “the groundings of ordinary reality are 

encompassed in larger frames of the cosmological order” (Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 317). 

 

One of the benefits of playframing is that it allows players to temporarily transgress the tacit 

assumptions and “givens” of any context they may find themselves in for a time, and get much 

needed psychic relief in the process. Religions even factor in such necessity by creating playful 

feast days wherein the usual order of things is upended. For example, (a) the medieval Christian 

Feast of Fools, where the normal church hierarchy was inverted, or (b) the Jewish Feast of 

Purim, with its masquerades and merry-making that would normally contravene Rabbinic laws 

regarding dress and conduct. 

 

Dr J. Singer warns that societal pressures can, at times, overcome the natural urge to play. 

“One of the things that we’ve been concerned with is that while most children show some 

make-believe by the age of two and a half or three, the continuation and expansion of pretend 

play seems to require a certain kind of social nurturance” (Singer & Singer, 1979, p. 197). He 

goes on to add that the “more formal, structured games are more generally acceptable to a 

wider range of families, but the make-believe, the fantasy, the talking to oneself games––that’s 

where there are subcultures and idiosyncratic family groups that come down very hard on 

children” (p. 214). Children who display greater instances of make-believe play “show better 

waiting behaviour, self-control, capacity for self-entertainment, reality discrimination, and 

resistance to temptation…creating elaborate alternative environments. The environment that 

the child attempts to create in a make-believe game is never quite the same and never quite 

what he or she expected it to be, and so in a sense there is a whole new dimension being 

developed” (p. 199). 
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2.2.3.5: A playful zone:  

 

This concept of a playful zone is mentioned by writers including Amabile (1996), Apter (1982), 

Barnett (2007), Csikszentmihalyi (1990), Elitzur (1990a), Getzels & Jackson (1962), Huizinga 

(1955), Lieberman (1977), McGhee (1972), Sutton-Smith (1979), Ziv (1984) and others. It is a 

psychological “world apart” where action becomes an intrinsically motivated end-in-itself, so 

that the concerns of the real world, and one’s usual mundane values, are somewhat distanced. 

Ziv (1984) uses the term local logic to describe the fact that a new playful, imaginary frame 

nonetheless, possesses a coherent logic of its own. The limitations imposed by the frame 

provide an alternate structure––rather than some narcissistic, infantile cocoon––a life-like and 

challenging path towards psychic equilibrium.  

 

Once equilibrium has been reached, psychic tension is resolved and the game is over. That is, 

the play-zone provides an alternative life-like frustration, rather than a salve (Elizitur, 1990b, 

calls this common property of humour and play biomimesis). The pleasure comes from one’s 

movement towards an eventual mastery of the challenge (but without potential real-world 

consequences). The pay-off, usually met with an outburst of laughter is fleeting. One must then 

find another challenge, at a higher level of complexity, for the tension/pleasure to return. This 

pleasurable, optimal match between challenge and skill is the subject of Csikszentmihalyi’s book 

Flow (1990). 

 

Sutton Smith (1979) states that play is “as much the activity of oscillating in and out of 

negotiations as it is the dramatic content that those negotiations allow” (p. 305). “To ‘play with 

something’ means conceptually to frame it in another way” (p. 305). He relates the need to set 

up a frame through negotiation to Bateson’s term, the metalanguage of play. “Negotiations are 

the language about play, which because they are inseparable from its initiations and its 

continuations must therefore be seen as intrinsic to play” (p. 306). 

 

2.2.3.6: Combinatorial play: 

 

Many highly creative individuals, as well as theoreticians, have acknowledged the importance of 

a playful frame of mind in their work. Nobel Prize winning physicist Richard Feynman notes 

that his best work stemmed unwittingly from playing with ideas without consideration for how 

these ideas might find practical application: a process he described as “effortless” (Feynman, 
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Leighton, & Hutchings, 1985, p. 174). Another Nobel Prize winner, Albert Einstein, has 

famously described his creative process as one of combinatorial play (Hadamard, 1949). Arthur 

Koestler (1964) also likens creativity to an act of playful combinations when he states:  

The creative act is not an act of creation in the sense of the Old Testament. 
It does not create something out of nothing; it uncovers, selects, re-shuffles, 
combines, synthesizes already existing facts, ideas, faculties, skills. The 
more familiar the parts the more striking the new whole. (p. 120) 
 

Such a process however requires a willingness to detach oneself from general assumptions 

regarding associations of various cognitive schemata. Only then, as these so-called relational 

givens are confounded, can familiar components of thought be recombined in surprising new 

ways. As Paul McCartney has said: “Paradoxical thinking is part of the game in our art” (Miles, 

1998, p. 545). Psychologist Michael Apter (1982) argues that an intolerance of ambiguity can 

greatly hinder creativity and presents his reversal theory to explain how ambiguity might be 

experienced as either threatening or enjoyable depending on one’s frame of mind. 

 

2.2.3.7:  Reversal theory: 

 

Apter’s (1982) reversal theory is informed by his concept of bistability, which results in 

individuals moving back and forth between the present-orientated paratelic frame of mind and 

future-orientated telic frame of mind (as opposed to the monostability of homeostasis). Reversal 

theory, therefore, makes sense of the often, contradictory behaviour of individuals. Apter 

(1991) defines the playful state of mind as paratelic since “the activity comes first and the goal is 

secondary and chosen in relation to the activity” (p. 16). Within the protective frame of a 

playful (paratelic) mindset, incongruous categories no longer seem to create the anxieties they 

would for a “reasoned” (telic) mind. In the paratelic state, the future results of one’s thoughts 

and actions are pushed aside. Therefore, incongruities––along with the high arousal that they 

produce––are not only tolerated but also experienced as enjoyable and exciting. In the telic 

frame of mind the situation is reversed. 

 

Stewart Copeland (2009), drummer with the rock band The Police, remarks regarding his love 

of unscripted, spur-of-the-moment improvisations onstage: “The worst musical train wreck 

hurts absolutely no one” (p. 248). A telic framing of the same situation might cause creative 

practitioners/performers to fear the consequences that such a public faux pas might present in 

terms of future ticket sales. A playful frame of mind however––one in which paradoxical 



! 40 

thought, ambiguity, and risk-taking are, not only, tolerated, but experienced as pleasurable––is 

conducive to the flux-like processes inherent in creative thought and action. 

 

2.2.3.8: Exploration versus play: 

 

The essence of play, and its intersection with creativity, is that something new arises out of the 

chaos of approaching the familiar in a new way: as opposed to approaching the new in a familiar 

way. Hutt (1979) distinguishes between play and exploratory behavior, stating that playful 

(ludic) activities (a) utilise past experience, (b) are dependent upon mood, and (c) involve 

“conceptual reorganization & consolidation” (p. 192). Exploratory (epistemic) behavior, on the 

other hand, seeks out new information, knowledge or skills. “In play the emphasis changes from 

‘what does this object do?’ to ‘what can I do with this object?’” (Hutt, 1971, p. 246). Lieberman 

(1977, echoing Elkind) concurs, stating that, for children, “after mastery you play” (p. 98). 

Also notable, is Hutt’s (1971) observation that play occurs in a “relaxed field,” in a nonchalant, 

“disinterested” manner regarding the “consumatory act” (p. 234).  

 

2.3: THE LINK BETWEEN PLAYFUL HUMOUR AND CREATIVITY: 

 

There is much theoretical, empirical, and experimental research within the literature surveyed 

that supports the observation that humour and creativity are related. In terms of theory, early 

examples include the psychoanalytical approach of Freud’s Jokes and their relation to the 

unconscious (1976 version), further developed by Kris (1952), as well as a Gestalt theory offered 

by Maier (1932) linking the processes of humour with that of productive thinking. Early examples 

of research linking humour and creativity are evident in the 1960s, with Getzels and Jackson’s 

(1962) famous study of “gifted” adolescents, Mednick (1962), and Lieberman (1965). It is 

Arthur Koestler’s theoretical treatise The Act of Creation (1964) however, that subsequent 

researchers most often cite as being a watershed in linking the two constructs.  

 

Since that time there has been considerable interest in undertaking empirical and experimental 

studies to test the above assertions. For example, these include Belanger, Kirkpatrick, and 

Derks (1998); Derks (1987), Hampes (1993), Hauck and Thomas (1972), Humke and Schaefer 

(1996), Isen, Daubman, and Nowicki (1987); O'Connell (1969), Rouff (1975), Singer and 

Berkowitz (1972), Thorson and Powell (1993), Treadwell (1970), Ziv (1976, 1979, 1981, 

1983, 1984, 1989), Ziv and Gadish (1990a, 1990b), amongst others. This has occurred 
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alongside notable theoretical refinements such as Lieberman’s (1977) playfulness (PF) theory, 

whereby play, imagination, and creativity are linked by the observable quality within play she 

defines as playfulness (evidenced by its factors: sense of humour, physical and/or cognitive 

spontaneity, and manifest joy).  

 

A review by O'Quin and Derks (1997) states that the empirical studies surveyed relating 

humour and creativity, can be grouped according to their basic assumptions regarding how the 

phenomena relate: (a) humour as a form or component of creativity, (b) humour as a predictor 

of creativity, or (c) humour as a producer of creativity. O'Quin and Derks propose that humour 

and creativity, whilst overlapping most notably in the area of humour production, should be 

considered two distinct areas of study. They also proffered that a major obstacle to the future 

progress of empirical testing is the lack of clarity regarding the limits/definition of each 

construct. One example cited as particularly confusing the issue, was creativity tests that 

include both humour, and humour-related tasks, as component measures of creativity (for e.g., 

Guilford, 1967, and Torrance, 1974). The relationship between positive affect, humour and 

creativity (for e.g., Isen et al., 1987) was singled out as a particularly fruitful future area of 

research.  

 

Martin (2007) states that many theorists, and researchers, have noted a close relationship 

between humour and creativity. Furthermore, he asserts that humour can be used to facilitate 

problem solving and creative thinking. He also shares O’Quin and Derks’ (1997) faith in the 

importance that positive emotion plays in mediating the two constructs. 

 

Ziv (1989) uses the term cognitive playfulness to describe the common bond between humour 

and creativity. He describes this phenomenon as a willingness to change “frames of 

references…passing from reality to the imaginary…and to an interest in possibilities” (p. 108). 

Ziv (1984) also claims that adopting an “as if” mentality––whereby the concerns and 

expectations of the real world are temporarily suspended––is a necessary-but-not-sufficient, 

condition of humour. He argues that without playful cues such as smiling or laughing to 

communicate the message “this is not real,” incongruity or surprise might result, but not 

humour. Martin (2007) goes as far as to say that the “social context of humor is one of play. 

Indeed, humor is essentially a way for people to interact in a playful manner” (p. 5).  
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2.4: PHENOMENOLOGY, FRAME OF MIND, AND COGNITIVE STYLE: 

 

The concept of “frame of mind” is of key importance to the concerns of this research project. 

More than any other idea encountered in the literature review, this phenomenological factor 

best explains playful humour’s ability to assist creative flow. Although there are, no doubt, 

additional forces at play (as will be seen in section 2.5), none can be more fundamental than 

how we choose to frame our experiences. It is noteworthy that the phenomenological stance 

adopted by Apter (1991, 1982) and Csiksxentmihalyi (1990, 1979) results in their interpreting 

the difference between work and play in adults purely with regard to the frame of mind 

adopted by the individual at that time, rather than in terms of the activity being performed. 

 

2.4.1: Breaking mental-set and playframing:  

 

Many texts encountered in this project’s review of the humour, play, and creativity literature 

deal with two core complimentary concepts claimed as being related to high levels of creativity: 

breaking mental-set, and playframing. Whilst the terminology used to describe these 

phenomena is often quite varied, they can best be summed up by stating that when habitual 

and/or tacitly assumed mental sets are broken, or temporarily replaced by new intrinsically 

motivated ways of framing situations, then the familiar has been made strange and the strange 

made familiar (Taylor, 1975a, p. 26). In this way, breaking mental-set promotes the dynamic 

aspect of consciousness, whilst playframing, in addition, provides the order and limited scope 

necessary for optimal experience.  

 

2.4.1.1: Comparison and contrast of  “mental-sets” versus “playframes”: 

 

Whilst a playframe (as defined by Sutton-Smith, 1979) can be regarded as a type of mental-set 

(i.e., a temporary, playful one), the two terms are used in this thesis in a mutually-exclusive 

fashion. When the term mental-set is used herein, the implication is that it refers to a largely 

serious frame that is (a) formed, at least in part, by a collection of perceptions, beliefs, and 

assumptions that are present in a largely unconscious fashion and (b) that it is fixed and (c) 

believed to bring consequences should its rules be broken (ranging from slight to life-

threatening at worst).  Alternatively, when the term playframe is used, the implication is that 

the frame has been chosen consciously via a negotiation of its terms and is understood to have 

no repercussions outside of the conceptual frame itself. It is just a bit of fun. This is in keeping 
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with Apter’s reversal theory (1991, 1982), which explains that an individual may move back 

and forth between (serious) telic and (playful) paratelic frames of mind at will, but both frames 

cannot be evoked simultaneously. Characteristics, and implications, of both terms “mental-set” 

and “playframe” (as defined above) follow below: 

 

Characteristics of a “mental-set”: 

 

• (more or less) permanent 

• rigid 

• relates to concepts such as belief, truth, and knowledge 

• assumed as a “given”(often tacitly or subconsciously) 

• may be assumed as being objective (though perhaps despite being based upon selectively 

chosen perspectives and evidence gathered from that perspective) 

• assumed as superior to competing, or previous, mental-sets  or paradigms 

• may be accepted by a group of people (but not negotiated), and even celebrated as binding 

societal “rules of the game” (Koestler, 1964)  

• seeks to categorise, is intolerant of ambiguity: (for e.g., the perception is that “this is real”) 

• is felt to lead to consequences 

 

Characteristics of a “playframe”: 

 

• temporary (relating to confinement in time) 

• confines: with regard to time (see point one), action to a physical location, and thought to a 

conceptual “field” 

• flexible: must be negotiated (but is totally binding within the limits of the frame), but can be 

renegotiated continually 

• novel: in some way and “has not occurred in that way in nature” (Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 

308)  

• logically negates (or rather suspends) the usual “framing classes and relations” (p. 307) 

• is without consequences: therefore “allows the kinds of abstractions that permit a flexible 

dallying and rearrangement of behaviors [sic]” and cognitive flexibility  (p. 315). “An attitude 

toward the possible is implicit in fantasy games, rather than is what is literally present in the 

situation.” (Singer & Singer, 1979, p. 196) 
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• may facilitate adaptive potentiation:  that is, “the envisagement of a possibility…the major 

cognitive consequence of play is an increase in cognitive alternatives available to the player, 

as well as the flexible management of these. How many such alternatives and how much 

flexibility clearly vary with the cultural system” (Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 316) “Play may 

socialize not simply by imparting behaviors [sic] that integrate the players into their cultural 

systems, but by providing them with innovative alternatives that they may be able to use to 

change that cultural system.” Taylor (1975b) states that play can facilitate a form of 

creativity that effects not only the players but society itself since it is “reversive and 

transformational…To play with something is to open it up for consideration and for choice. 

Play opens up thought…or new combinations of thought (p. 315). 

 

The importance of set-breaking, and the “as if” attitude linked to humour, play, and creativity 

are mentioned in the following statements by popular music artists:  

Laurie Anderson (regarding mental set-breaking):  

And why [am I creative]? It makes me laugh...simple: it just makes me 
laugh. It makes me feel like I can change things...like I can change things...I 
like to break rules. (in Vaske & Zeig, 2002, p. 20-21) 
 

 

and David Bowie (regarding the “as if” aspect of creativity): 

There’s that idea that in sort of being creative it’s one of the few human 
endeavours that you can get involved with where you can, as Eno would 
say, crash your aeroplane and walk away from it...I think it’s a sort of 
intellectual field of adventure, and it can either be play or it can be war, or 
maybe a hybrid of both. (p. 35)  

 

 
2.4.2: Regarding consciousness and cognitive style: 

 

Creativity researcher Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1990) states that consciousness is not a mere 

passive awareness of successive stimuli, but has been hypothesised as an emergent property of 

active processes. The complexity and quality of consciousness at any given time therefore, is 

partly dependent upon the way thoughts are willfully organised. This is an example of the 

mosaic quality of consciousness (Chapouthier, 2009; Robert & Chapouthier, 2006). Though 

experienced as a unity, consciousness can be conceived more precisely as the harmony, or 

dissonance, arising out of the interactions within a matrix of smaller, somewhat autonomous, 

component parts. The whole is not only qualitatively different to the components themselves 
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but displays properties not inherent in any of them: as is the case with many other systems in 

nature (Capra, 1997).  

 

Playful, optimal experience is indicative of a form of consciousness that is both particularly 

complex and pleasurable. It emerges when thoughts are channeled, whilst simultaneously being 

afforded a certain level of freedom to capriciously meander. The ability to momentarily focus 

attention to a limited field of concerns optimises efficiency of mental effort. Within such 

temporary self-imposed boundaries, one may lose oneself in the flow of mind they facilitate 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Csikszentmihalyi further states: “Since what we experience is reality, 

as far as we are concerned, we can transform reality to the extent that we influence what 

happens in consciousness and thus free ourselves from the threats and blandishments of the 

outside world” (p. 20).  

 

This phenomenological conceptualisation solves the problem that play scholars have often 

encountered when attempting to define what can be considered ludic for adults, and in making 

the distinction between work and play (Csikszentmihalyi, 1979). This ability to choose what 

will be included (made familiar) in the instance of play and what will be transcended or ignored 

(made strange) must be negotiated either between individuals (Sutton-Smith, 1979) or decided 

in the mind of the sole player. Such limitations give the playframe its particular flavour. As 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) states: “This channeling of attention to a limited set of goals and means 

is what allows effortless action within self created boundaries” (p. 81). 

 

Amabile’s (1983) componential conceptualisation of creativity states that a cognitive style 

conducive to creativity includes the following abilities: breaking perceptual set, breaking 

cognitive set, breaking out of “performance scripts,” using wide categories, suspending 

judgement, and keeping response options as open as long as possible (p. 364-365). Getzels and 

Jackson (1962), likewise, state that students displaying high levels of creativity were primarily 

differentiated against those merely displaying high IQ by the following abilities: to “‘make the 

given problematic,’ ‘to express the ridiculous’” and display “‘playfulness’ with ‘givens,’ with 

‘conventions,’ and with ‘predetermined categories’” (p. 54). 

 

Amabile (1983) also states that work style is another essential element of creativity-relevant 

skills. An important ability relating to work style is described as “‘productive forgetting’––the 

ability to abandon unproductive search strategies and temporarily put aside stubborn problems” 
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(p. 365). The ability to put things aside is also key to the concept of playframing. Apter (1991) 

goes as far as to say that the framing aspect of play is its defining feature. This quality is 

responsible for filtering out concerns other than those relevant to the field of play. 

 

2.4.3: The phenomenology of play and creativity: 

 

The key difference between a “given” within a playframe and a one within a tacitly assumed 

mental-set is that the latter is felt to have real consequences. Music producer Brian Eno asserts 

that the protective frame engendered by a playful approach to creativity is a key feature of art: 

“‘Art is a net,’ Cage said. Years later I read Morse Peckham. He said, ‘Art is safe.’ I realized 

[sic] that’s what Cage meant. You’re creating a false world where you can afford to make 

mistakes” (quoted in Tamm, 1995, p. 21). 

 

This is not to say that a playful frame of mind only provides a safe retreat from life’s 

tribulations. Instead, a playful phenomenological zone provides challenges, albeit of a different 

type: challenges that have been consciously chosen, as well as (at best) optimally matched to 

one’s current skill level. It is this optimal match that produces the flow described by 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) above. Without sufficient challenge, there can be no flow and no 

pleasurable, peak experience. Conversely, if the challenge is too great, then only frustration 

will ensue.  

 

Dynamic tension is therefore, another necessary-but-not-sufficient condition of humour, play, 

and indeed, art. In this way, humour and play can both be described as biomimetic: They imitate 

the struggles inherent in life (Elitzur, 1990b). Likewise, Ziv’s (1984) six stage cognitive-

emotional model of humour comprehension and enjoyment points to the necessity of “cognitive 

dissonance” in instances of humour. Oring’s (2003) appropriate incongruity theory goes as far as 

arguing that such dissonances need not necessarily be resolved within a humorous incident or 

joke. This contradicts previous incongruity-resolution theories mentioned in section 2.2.1.2 

above that assume a resolution is required.  

 

Oring states that humour depends upon relationships that are paradoxically right, and yet, not-

right. Koestler (1964) uses the distinction between bathos and pathos to illustrate how 

irresolution often occurs in the latter “self-transcending” tendency. Whilst Koestler states these 

two terms sit as opposite poles on a conceptual continuum, labelling the former the domain of 
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humour, and the latter, art. Oring’s definition of humour is broad enough to include both ends 

of the spectrum, from bathos’s “self-aggrandising” knee-jerk types of humour to the more 

sublime, poignant instances that provide catharsis through the release of tears, as much as 

laughter.  

 

2.5: KEY FINDINGS OF RELEVANCE:  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

The list below presents (in no particular order), key findings of relevancy to this research 

project’s aims. Several points detailed here will be further discussed in chapters 3 & 4, and 

contextualized within specific instances of popular music creative practice. They relate to the 

following areas: 

1. The benefit of being more playful with ideas (Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Hadamard, 

1945; Lieberman, 1977). 

2. The relationship of playfulness (PF) to creativity and imagination. PF is defined as a 

distinct observable element within play that may or may not be present in specific 

instances of play: that is, spontaneity, sense of humour, and manifest joy (Lieberman, 

1977). 

3. The difference between experiencing the unexpected and the incongruous as either 

fundamentally stressful or enjoyable (Apter, 2001; J. Morreall, 1989). 

4. The benefits of playing with open-ended options, and not closing them off too early 

(Claxton, 1997; Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976; Hadamard, 1945; Hutt, 1979; 

Lieberman, 1977; Osborn, 1953). 

5. The need for spaced repetition when developing ideas, to allow time for cognitive 

incubation to occur (Amabile, 1996; Claxton, 1997; Guilford, 1975; Getzels & 

Jackson, 1962; Hadamard, 1945; Hutt, 1979; Lieberman, 1977; Sapolsky, 2010; 

Sutton-Smith, 1979).  

6. The difference between creative behaviour that utilises past experience, as distinct 

from that which seeks out new information, knowledge, or skills (i.e., ludic vs. 

epistemic behaviour: Hutt, 1979).  

7. The issue of motivation (i.e., extrinsic vs. intrinsic motivation: Amabile, 1987; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1979). 

8. The need to formulate one’s own creative goals, and, independently, develop means to 

achieve them (i.e., heuristic vs. algorithmic tasks: Amabile, 1983). 
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9. The possible negative impact of environment upon creativity (Amabile, 1996), 

including such things as peer group pressure, with regard to its inhibiting effect upon 

taking creative chances (Prince, 1975). 

10. The need to cope with adversity and burnout, and proposed means with which to do so 

(Talbot & Lumden, 2000; Ziv, 1984). 

11. The need for largely stress-free group cohesion, and proposed means with which to 

achieve it (Hampes, 1999; Morreall, 1991; White & Camarena, 1989). 

12. The benefits of a playful “as if” approach to thinking, and the limiting (or temporary, 

wilful suspension) of concern with issues outside of this place/moment (Apter, 1991; 

Barnett, 2007; Elitzur, 1990a; Huizinga, 1949; Martin, 2007; McGhee, 1979; Sutton-

Smith, 1979; Ziv, 1984, amongst others). 

13. The benefits of breaking mental-set (Amabile, 1996, 1983; Claxton, 1997; Elitzur, 

1990a; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Guilford, 1959; Hendricks, 2008; Koestler, 1964; 

Lieberman, 1977; Prince, 1975; Sutton-Smith, 1979; Ziv, 1984, amongst others).  

14. Humour and play’s role in facilitating “psychological distancing” (Apter, 1982; Berlyne, 

1969; Hutt, 1971; Lieberman, 1977). 

15. The benefits of tolerating ambiguity (Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Tegano, 1990). 

16. Assessing creative products, and proposed means with which to do so (Bessemer & 

Treffinger, 1981; Jackson & Messick, 1965).  

17. A property named biomimesis that accounts for the way humour and play mimic a 

dynamic of life in general: joy derived from facing challenges (Elitzur, 1990b). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explains that there must be a particular match in challenge 

level to skill, in order for pleasure to result instead of boredom or frustration. 

18. Navigating the realms of creativity where logic, verbalisation, and clearly definable 

concepts may not be appropriate tools (Claxton, 1997; Hadamard, 1945; Koestler, 

1964).  

19. The regressive, pre-grammatical, (cartoon strip-like) “visual” nature of playful/creative 

thought. Koestler (1964) states, “true creativity often starts where language ends” (p. 

177). Meares (2005) adds: “The language of the playing child has a peculiar form. It 

shows abbreviations, it jumps, and it is not grammatical. It moves by analogy, 

resemblance, and other associations” (p. 38). 

20. The importance of creative problem-finding (as opposed to problem-solving): “the way 

problems are envisaged, posed, formulated, created” (Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 

1976, p. 5). 
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21. Creativity, described by Koestler (1964) as (a) “the defeat of habit by originality” (p. 

96), and (b) the hallmark of thinking that uncovers the tacit axioms/assumptions 

(“rules of the game”) implicit in paradigms, codes of behaviour, and so on. 

22. The proposition that creativity “does not fashion something out of nothing but rather 

recombines, recontextualises and refashions” (Koestler, 1964, p.119-120). Einstein 

uses the term combinatorial play to describe this cognitive process (Hadamard, 1945). 

 

2.6: SUMMARY: 

 

This chapter presented a review of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature. An 

overview of the major trends in each field was provided, along with a discussion of the 

challenges inherent in the study of each construct. This chapter also explored the points of 

convergence between these three closely related, but distinct, disciplines. A link between 

playful humour and creativity was established, with theory and studies cited as confirmation. 

The topics of phenomenology, frame of mind and cognitive style were explored, along with, 

two concepts noted as receiving much attention from scholars representing all three disciplines 

(i.e., “breaking mental-set” and playframing).  

 

2.7: CONCLUSION: 

 

2.7.1: Playfulness, frame of mind and their relationship to humour and 

creativity: 

 

The aim of the literature review discussed in this chapter (2) was to identify key components 

from all three constructs of humour, play, and creativity that might inform a rigorous theoretical 

unpacking of playful humour’s implications for popular music creative practice. A 

componential approach is necessary since several key scholars assert that all three terms are too 

vague/unwieldy, and need to be broken down into smaller manageable “chunks” or “mini-

theories” if they are to be at all useful. Two components encountered within this chapter are 

identified as being appropriate to this research aim. They are: (a) playfulness, and (b) frame of 

mind.  

 

Playfulness (PF) has been identified as one key component that co-joins all three constructs 

of humour, creativity, and play and is defined by Lieberman (1977) as a frame of mind 
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indicated by observable behaviours that may, or may not, occur within specific instances of 

play. Ziv (1989) uses the term cognitive playfulness to describe a willingness to change “frames of 

references…passing from reality to the imaginary…and to an interest in possibilities” (p. 108), 

stating that it is the common bond between humour and creativity. Ziv also (1984) uses the 

term local logic to describe the fact that the playful, imaginary frame possesses a coherent logic 

of its own; going as far to say that adopting an “as if” mentality––whereby the concerns and 

expectations of the real world are temporarily suspended––is a necessary-but-not-sufficient, 

condition of humour. Apter (1991) likens the playful frame of mind to a protective 

“psychological bubble” that wards off the mundane concerns of the outside world, along with 

any possible consequences of one’s present actions. 

 

Frame of mind is a concept that has emerged from many diverse sources encountered within 

this chapter. It stems from a theoretical perspective called structural-phenomenology, which 

relates to the temporal structure of conscious experience, and the roles that motivation and 

emotion play in that structure (Apter, 2001, 1991). Apter (1991) argues that individuals 

continually move back and forth between playful (paratelic) and serious (telic) frames of mind 

in a state he refers to as bistability. Depending upon which frame has been adopted at the time, 

the individual will interpret incoming sensory stimulation in very different ways. The present-

orientated playful frame of mind interprets high arousal as “exciting,” whereas a serious frame 

of mind will cause one to interpret the very same stimulus as “stressful.” The playful frame of 

mind is therefore conducive to risk taking. 

 

It is the ability to not only tolerate, but actually enjoy such things as paradoxical thought, 

ambiguity, and leaving creative options open for extended periods of time that makes the 

playful frame of mind particularly conducive to a component of creativity called (by Guilford, 

1959) divergent thinking (i.e., a cognitive function that generates multiple “correct” solutions 

to any given creative problem). The playful frame of mind is therefore offered as an appropriate 

unifying theme which to address the concerns of the next two chapters (historical surveys of 

popular music creative practice involving a playful approach). There are of course, other 

important factors outlined within this chapter (for e.g., as seen in section 2.5) that will be 

useful in helping to understand how playful humour influences creativity. 
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2.7.2: The playful frame of mind and its relationship to creative flow: 

 

Upon completion of the literature review contained in this chapter, I was tempted to adopt 

Apter’s paratelic (playful) frame of mind (1982, 1991) as the unfying theme with which to 

addresss the research aim throughout the remainder of this thesis. In particular, Apter’s 

paratelic/telic distinction (with its present versus future orientation emphasis) unlocked many 

secrets for me. I have instead chosen to name my unifying theme simply the playful frame of 

mind however. This is not due to any part of Apter’s theory being inappropriate or erroneous, 

but rather that I wish the unifying theme to be broad enough to allude to the work of others 

who have also addressed the topic of playfulness and frame of mind (such as Ziv, Amabile, 

Lieberman and Sutton-Smith). These other writers also have valuable things to say. 

Nonetheless, Apter’s structural-phenomenlogical approach and his paratelic state hold 

important clues to understanding how the playful frame of mind influences creative flow. 

 

The term creative flow is used in this thesis to indicate instances of optimal experience as 

described by Csikszentmihalyi (1979, 1990), which also produce creative artefacts. As stated in 

section 2.1.3, Apter describes the flow state as one possible form of paratelic experience. One 

that dosen’t include such negatives as boredom or over excitement. Csikszentmihalyi (1979) 

states that “play [is] the experience of flow in a particular situation where it’s voluntary…and 

has no implications for real life” (p, 284). The playful frame of mind (as defined in this section 

2.7.2) includes both positive and negative aspects of the paratelic state, but is intended to 

emphasise the “channelling of attention to a limited set of goals and means” that is so crucial to 

both Csikszentmihalyi’s flow and Sutton-Smith’s playframes concept (the latter, encountered in 

section 2.4.1, adds the provisor that such “limited sets” be temporary). 

 

The playful frame of mind has within it the seeds for achieving the flow state, but requires their 

proper alignment first (for e.g., such things as boredom and over excitement are indicators that 

the playful experience is not currently in the flow zone, a zone within the paratelic, but where 

skills and challenge would need to be optimally matched). The playful frame of mind therefore, 

can be said to have facilitated creative flow in instances where playful optimal experience (i.e., 

voluntary and with no perceived implications for real life) produces creative artefacts. 

A historical survey of creative practice in the field of popular music making will feature in the 

following two chapters. Therein, the playful frame of mind, along, with other key concepts 
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discussed within this chapter will be contextualised within that primary field of research in 

order to explore their influence upon it. 
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORICAL SURVEY I: POST-WAR POPULAR MUSIC CREATIVE 

PRACTICE: EXPLORING PLAYFUL HUMOUR’S CONTRIBUTION 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION: 

 

3.1.1:  A playful approach to popular music making: 

 

We tend to treat the studio rather like a sort of sophisticated sandpit. So it’s 
just a place to play around in. Which is how we usually work.  We get an 
idea, which might be a word or a lyric or an idea for a sound and we play 
around with it.  We literally do play with the sound. We enjoy ourselves 
with sound and music. And we construct tunes and songs in that manner.  
(Kevin Godley in Oakley, 2008) 
 

 

This, and the following, chapter will present and discuss findings collected from a historical 

survey of Western popular music creative practice spanning the last 60 years, and holding key 

relevance to the aims of this research project. Chapter 3 takes up where the previous review of 

the humour/creativity/play literature left off, and is intended to contextualise some of the 

important concepts discussed there within the day-to-day workings and concerns of 

songwriters, performers and music producers/engineers. An ethnohistorical approach has been 

adopted to gather data for both chapters 3 and 4, consisting largely of anecdotal evidence 

gleaned from a variety of sources. These include published interviews, album liner notes, 

memoirs, (reputable) biographies, critical analyses, films (i.e., documentaries, filmed 

performances & music videos), publicity paraphernalia, as well as the audio recording-as-text 

(i.e., commercially released recordings, “bootlegs,” and recording session outtakes).  

 

It is necessary to point out at this juncture that chapters 3 and 4 are not intended to constitute 

an exhaustive review, or even a random sampling, of contemporary popular music practice: 

neither are they offered as an analysis of best practice.  Rather, this survey spans material 

derived from instances of popular recording artists/producers who have openly acknowledged 

using, or have been described as having exemplified, a playful approach to music making. Each 

particular case will be evaluated on its own merits and, indeed, instances exist where a playful 

approach to music making have been, at times, as much hindrance as help, as shall be seen in 

the following chapter’s case study of Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project (1966-

2004). 

 

It has been necessary to split the task of surveying popular music creative practice across two 

chapters so that both broad/general and narrow/specific fields of focus can be adopted. It is 



! 55 

assumed that the different levels of granularity inherent in each approach will yield different 

classes and amounts of data detail. In this way, the topic covered in chapter 4 emerges out of 

chapter 3’s general survey as an area particularly rich in relevancy to the aims of this thesis: it is 

thus given due consideration in the form of in its own discreet case study. By limiting scope to a 

specific, and somewhat notorious, recording project, it will be possible to explore the 

miniature of creative practice within the popular music-making process. Importantly, Brian 

Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project is notable for being rich in examples of humour and 

playfulness being used intentionally to assist the creative process. 

 

The current chapter will demonstrate that a playful approach to popular music making is for the 

most part positively correlated to instances of innovation and creative flow for individuals and 

groups. Furthermore, it will be shown that certain artists (i.e., Elvis Presley and Bob Dylan) 

have been at their creative peak when they were most playful.  

 

The artists discussed in this chapter include (in the following order) Elvis Presley and The Blue 

Moon Boys; Bob Dylan, The Beatles, Syd Barrett and The Pink Floyd; producers/recording 

artists Brian Eno, Daniel Lanois, and Talking Heads; Godley and Creme; and Robert Fripp and 

King Crimson.  

 

3.1.2:  Prescription versus proscription, and the breaking of habits: 

 

The central criterion informing the above selection of bands/musicians as exemplars of 

innovation and creative flow was originally an intuitive one. Only after completion of the 

scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature in chapter 2 did the rationale informing this 

choice become clear to me. Consider the following quote by creativity/humour scholar Avner 

Ziv (1984): 

Creative people have the ability to look beyond the obvious, to see 
relationships in unusual and new ways, and to be open and flexible. They 
are not prisoners of habitual ways of thinking. They can use novel 
approaches, and “local logic” is quite acceptable to them in the appropriate 
frame of reference. Therefore, their intellectual processes are open to 
humor [sic]. (p.134) 
 

It is the ability to consistently break habits that unifies the artists selected for inclusion in this 

chapter. It is also a key concept that informs several recommendations––as well as creative 
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techniques, and even, computer application designs––presented by this research project in its 

conclusion (see chapter 5).  

 

Koestler (1964) likewise states: “The prerequisite of originality is the art of forgetting, at the 

proper moment, what we know” (p. 190). The caveat here is “at the proper moment,” a key 

point for not only Ziv’s (1984) concept of local logic, but also, Sutton-Smith’s (1979) 

playframes, and Apter’s  (1982) reversal theory. In all three theories, the playful frame of mind 

excludes, overrides, or upturns the normal givens of serious thought for a limited time and 

place. This accounts for the variety of ways in which art, games, sporting events, and the 

dramatic arts are framed (e.g., picture frames, the whistle blowing at sporting events and the 

boundary lines of the field; or the proscenium arch in a theatre that defines 

 the limits between the dramatic action on stage and the audience). Musician Frank Zappa 

(1997, echoing John Cage) reflects:  

The most important thing in art is The Frame. For painting: literally; for 
other arts: figuratively - because, without this humble appliance, you can’t 
know where The Art stops and The Real World begins…Anything can be 
music, but it doesn’t become music until someone wills it to be music, 
and the audience listening to it decides to perceive it as music. (p. 196, 
bold emphasis in original) 

 

 

Zappa’s absence from this chapter’s cohort of creative practitioners to be examined is a 

conspicuous one. There is good reason for his omission however. Whilst he was a musical 

auteur, Zappa was nonetheless an autocratic bandleader who, by the late sixties, wrote out 

traditional Western stave music notation parts for his players, demanding they perform these 

faithfully (Lewis, 2010). This detail might not seem telling at first––especially given that Zappa 

was famous for including humour in his work––however, it places his approach to music 

making as typical of early-to-mid 20th century composers such as Stravinsky and Xenakis, both 

of whom Zappa so admired. As a result, Zappa’s music sounds somewhat derivative and dated 

today. By his own admission, it was never made for posterity anyway (in Sharp, 2008).  

 

In contrast to Zappa, King Crimson bandleader Robert Fripp––though similarly autocratic, and 

equally influenced by 20th century classical music and jazz (Tamm, 1990)––is able to create 

new sounds and innovative approaches to music making via a truly collaborative process with 

his fellow musicians. Fripp uses his power in a proscriptive, rather than prescriptive, fashion. 

Instead of telling his band mates what to play, he challenges them to avoid habitual ways of 
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playing: he tells them what not to play (Fricke, 1982). As a result, the music King Crimson 

create together is stronger and richer for the clashes of personality, tension, and compromises 

inherent in group improvisation and composition. Though Stravinsky, Bartok, Hendrix, and 

The Beatles all influence their music, it sounds like none of them exactly.  

 

Furthermore, whilst Zappa’s public personae and performances projected a disjointed, zany, 

chaotic atmosphere, his approach to collaboration was anything but. Zappa’s use of humour 

instead fulfilled a strategic need, one similar to that of composer Charles Ives’ (Burkholder, 

1985). Humour, for Zappa, was not so much an aid to the music-making process as a canny 

device: its intended function was to make audiences more open to what was, at the time, a 

rather challenging sound. 

 

The reverse can be said of Fripp and his musical comrade Brian Eno. Though the public often 

perceive them as “boffins” (Dayal, 2009; Tamm, 1990) they are described by collaborators as 

having a great sense of humour  (Bruford, 2009; Sheppard, 2009). Fripp puts this erroneous 

perception down to serious-minded interviewers engaging him with a reverence that presents 

little opportunity for his true personality to emerge (Tamm, 1990). At times, both artists are 

known for having their peers in fits of laughter and for using wit to inject fertile chaos––within 

a negotiated frame––back into the music-making process (Dayal, 2009; Tamm, 1990). Anyone 

doubting Fripp’s silly side need only listen to his tongue-in-cheek spoken word piece “The Saga 

of Rodney Toady” from the 1968 album The Cheerful Insanity of Giles, Giles and Fripp.  

 

3.1.3:  Notes regarding the choice and reliability of certain sources: 

 

In the case of two artists featured in this chapter, material has been gleaned primarily from a 

couple of core texts. These are Peter Guralnick's Last train to Memphis: The rise of Elvis Presley 

(1994) and Rob Chapman's Syd Barrett: A very irregular head. (2010). Although several extant 

biographies regarding each artist are readily available, just as many tend towards sensationalism 

and scandal: Dr. Albert Goldman's Elvis (1981) springs to mind. Guralnick and Chapman each 

provide well-balanced approaches to their subjects however. Both are sufficiently detailed, and 

well researched enough, to act as primary sources of data for their respective artists in the 

context of this chapter. Whilst their content has been checked against other, sometimes 

conflicting, accounts, only reliable sources are included in this thesis’ bibliography. 

Furthermore, Guralnick and Chapman are favoured since their work relies primarily on first-
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hand accounts by those closest to the artists: accounts mostly gleaned from interviews by the 

authors. Guralnick, in particular, is rigorous in accounting for, and discussing in detail where 

necessary, his sources in the “Notes” section of his book (p. 491-540).  

 

Both Guralnick and Chapman’s biographies provide extensive detail and discussion regarding 

relevant socio-cultural background factors informing each artist’s development. Though they 

avoid scandal for its own sake neither do they shy away from the more curly issues. Chapman's 

handling of the contentious matter of Barrett's mental health for instance––many Barrett 

biographies with the exception of Miles (2006) get bogged down in this regard, rather than 

exploring the method behind his music––is commendable for presenting just the facts without 

attempting to unnecessarily resolve or simplify matters. Importantly, both books were chosen 

for their wealth of material regarding each artist’s creative practice as well as the various 

factors, movements, and people influencing these approaches.  

 

There is, one notable exception regarding the avoidance of unreliable sources in this thesis. I 

refer here to singer-songwriter Bob Dylan’s memoirs titled Chronicles (2004). Warmuth (2010) 

points out that parts of Dylan’s text––ranging from single descriptive phrases to small reflective 

paragraphs––have been lifted from other authors’ work. To Dylan fans this should not be cause 

for surprise, given the fact that he has been doing likewise in his songs since the early 1960s. By 

his own admission, Dylan (2004) sees the characters that inhabit “traditional” folk songs as 

archetypes rather than creations of any particular forgotten author. They are all grist for his 

creative mill therefore, as he blends parts of one song together with another to create 

something new. Less clear-cut perhaps, is Dylan’s “borrowing” of whole melodies (unaltered) 

from friends and mentors alike (Blake, 2005). Dylan’s penchant for taking material from others 

once inspired his friend, Beat poet Allen Ginsberg, to exclaim at a press conference: “Do you 

see a time when you’ll be hung as a thief?” (ralsfu, 2011a).  

 

At times, Dylan has likened his songs to the cut-ups of Beat writer William Burroughs (Polizzoti, 

2006). This technique––whereby the writer takes found text, cuts it up into smaller portions, 

rearranging the words and phrases to see what new combinations might arise––is of key interest 

to this research project. Not only does it mirror the creative process described by Albert 

Einstein as combinatorial play (Hadamard, 1945) but also pop art collage and audio sampling 

techniques: the latter being a keystone of both the hip hop genre and musique concrète.  
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Regardless of the ethical questions surrounding Dylan’s ability to shape new things out of the 

old, it is important to note that I have approached his book, and the claims he makes in it, 

critically. Quotes have been limited to his opinions regarding such topics as music producers, 

artists, and literary movements, as well as his thoughts on creativity in general. In particular, it 

is noteworthy that his recollections regarding constructing songs in the manner described above 

actually corroborate Warmuth’s claims.  

 

3.2 DISCUSSION: 

 

3.2.1: The playful rebelliousness of Elvis, Dylan, and The Beatles: 

 

The first three music acts to be discussed were so influential that they helped redefine not only 

popular music creative practice, but also, the youth culture of their era. So great is the 

continuing fame, and cultural impact of, Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, and The Beatles, that one 

can be forgiven for forgetting they were merely musicians/entertainers. For this reason, they 

stand apart from other popular musicians (with, perhaps, the exception of Bing Crosby, Frank 

Sinatra, and Louis Armstrong before them). It is necessary therefore, to discuss certain shared 

factors before their individual cases are presented.  

 

After Presley, Dylan, and The Beatles appeared on the music scene, the way young people 

chose to think about how they might behave, style their hair, dress, operate within society, or 

express their views regarding civil rights, religion, and sexuality was considerably broadened 

(Blake, 2005; Evans, 2009). This is not to say that Elvis invented rock’n’roll any more than 

Dylan or The Beatles instigated the “swingin’ 60s.” Indeed, “the times they [were already] a-

changin’,” thanks to new levels of prosperity in the West and young people’s growing interest 

in alternatives to mainstream bourgeois values and behaviour (Chapman, 2010).  

 

Nonetheless, Presley, Dylan, and The Beatles each provided a convenient focal point for young 

people’s dalliance with counter-cultures. Depending on the artist concerned, these might 

include African-American rhythm & blues music (R&B), civil rights, Beat literature, avant-

garde art, leftist philosophy/social reform, and Eastern mysticism. Beatle John Lennon once 

described his band as a “Trojan horse” (Badman, 2001). He was alluding to the fact that they 

were pumping the counter-culture back to the public through the conduit of the mainstream 

media (i.e., radio/ TV, cinema, and literature in the case of both Dylan’s Tarantula, 1971, and 
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Lennon’s two books In his own write, 1964, and A Spaniard in the works, 1965).  

 

Similarly, all three acts were icons of rebellion. But it was more a playful mockery of society's 

sacred cows than any fully-fledged iconoclasm. This was in no small part due to each act having 

an inspired record producer (crucially) at the beginning of their careers. These 

mentor/facilitators looked beyond the mere pop music aesthetics of their time, instead opting 

to capture each artist’s raucousness, charisma, and wit on vinyl. Elvis had Sam Phillips, Dylan 

had John Hammond, and The Beatles had George Martin. All three producers encouraged their 

respective artists to be mischievous, provocative, and (just a little) controversial on record.  

 

Elvis, Dylan, and The Beatles each possessed a high degree of blindness to musical boundaries. 

In this manner, they derived inspiration––and in some cases, actual musical tropes and 

melodic/lyrical fragments––from a wide range of genres. In the case of Dylan and The Beatles, 

even art forms outside of music provided ideas and creative techniques to be used in their songs 

and record productions. All three acts, in their own fashion, changed the way popular music 

was to be made from then on. Famed Brill Building songwriter Gerry Goffin once remarked 

that after seeing Bob Dylan perform at Carnegie Hall in 1961, he and his writing partner Carol 

King took their old song demo acetates and broke them in half (in Blake, 2005, p. 29).  

 

This chapter will demonstrate that such innovation and influence cannot simply be attributed to 

Elvis, Dylan, or The Beatles simply possessing some kind of timely natural genius. Instead, their 

attempts at creative practice in record production, and the larger arena of popular music 

making as a whole, share many of the qualities discussed in chapter 2 linking humour with high 

levels of creativity. One such example is Koestler's concept of bisociation, which he argues is a 

factor common to both humour and creativity. The act of bisociation fuses together supposedly 

unrelated concepts in surprising new ways. This is achieved via a common link that is not 

obvious to most. It will be seen that an irreverent playful frame of mind makes such cognitive 

leaps and risk taking more commonplace in creative practice.  In this way, creative practitioners 

can be temporarily freed to negotiate new “fantastic” ways of framing the commonplace. 

It is argued that the spirit of playful rebellion that benefited Elvis, Dylan and The Beatles 

creatively also provided a means by which they could deal more effectively with the rigours and 

tedium of public life. That is, by taking themselves less seriously and refusing to buy into the 

hype that they themselves helped manufacture, they could fulfill their many obligations, whilst 

maintaining a good level of cognitive flexibility, mental health, and creative flow. When 
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attention from fans––whether in the form of adulation or anger––and the media became as 

much of a hindrance as a help, each act simply played with the norms of the media circus.  

 

For example, when The Beatles had too many interviews to do, they played a game amongst 

themselves to see who could get the biggest lie printed (Miles, 1998). Dylan, likewise, 

concocted numerous conflicting stories about his past. And when audiences began to protest his 

use of electric instruments onstage, he would softly babble into the microphone (an old carnival 

sideshow trick) to distract the hecklers and make them strain to listen (Blake, 2005). Elvis once 

bet his band he could get a particularly rowdy audience to scream in adulation if he belched 

loudly into the microphone…they did. During his first two-week long engagement in Las 

Vegas he simulated copulation with a band member in front of an audience full of disapproving 

sophisticates and celebrities (Guralnick, 1994).  

 

Regrettably, Elvis and Dylan both found fame harder to deal with as the years progressed. 

Whilst Dylan suffered from without, Presley eventually came unstuck from within. In his later 

years, Elvis succumbed to what Lennon describes as “The king [being] killed by his 

courtiers…overfed, overdrugged, overindulged, anything to keep the king tied to his throne” 

(in Graustark & Garbarini, 1988, p. 22). Lennon was referring not only to Presley here but 

rock stars in general. The Beatles flourished despite intense, increasing pressure. They 

attributed their resilience to having four members, each with the same shared experience, and 

each with a distinctly “Scouse” sense of humour (Du Noyer, 1995; Smeaton & Wonfer, 1995). 

Their “hermetic Liverpool bubble…a secret language of wisecracks and references, gestures 

and behaviour, [provided] an impregnable protective wall” (Miles, 1998, p. 71). Theirs was a 

far greater buffer zone than any solo act could muster. 

 

3.2.2: Elvis Presley and The Blue Moon Boys: 

 

The people in the music business did not understand where the real 
American taste was. They were making songs for a bourgeois society that 
they imagined existed in this country. The people at RCA Victor, they 
didn’t know shit from Shinola. And they didn’t know that “I wanna rock 
you baby” meant more than “I’m putting on my Top Hat, polishing my 
nails” and had no particular appeal to a longshoreman in Seattle or a cotton-
picker in Alabama. (Ahmet Ertegun in Davis & Fruchtmann, 1994) 
What we were doing was having a good time. We’d lived through a helluva 
time. We’d survived the war and every other fool thing and here we were 
finally playing. But we were 25 and 30 year olds playing! And we were 
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having a good old time making records and telling stories and 
communicating with people who were not the spoon-fed people that you 
were accustomed to hearing by the major record companies. 
(Tom Dowd in Davis & Fruchtmann, 1994) 
 

 
Atlantic Records co-founder Ahmet Ertegun and his in-house recording engineer Tom Dowd 

are above describing the status quo of the American music industry in the late 1940s/early 

1950s. Established at that time to promote African-American R&B music, Atlantic Records had 

humble beginnings as an independent operation running out of a small office in Manhattan that 

doubled as a recording space. The office’s desks and chairs had to be removed at night to make 

way for the performers and microphones. Nonetheless, it was responsible for releasing a wealth 

of key R&B records in the early 1950s by performers such as Ray Charles, Ruth Brown, Big Joe 

Turner, The Clovers, The Drifters, and LaVern Baker. Ertegun encouraged his acts to perform 

in a style that was appealing to their fellow African Americans rather than try to emulate 

schmaltzy “White” artists popular at the time. The Atlantic label was also one of the first to 

appreciate the records being made by Elvis Presley and The Blue Moon Boys, an act recorded 

by an even smaller independent label running out of Memphis called Sun Records (Davis & 

Fruchtmann, 1994). 

 

So strong was Ertegun’s belief in the fledgling Presley that he bid $25,000 for his contract when 

it came up for grabs in 1955. At that time, Elvis had yet to gain national recognition, or even 

appear on television. Ertegun states that Presley’s new manager “Colonel” Thom Parker instead 

signed with RCA Victor for the unprecedented sum of $45,000 (in Davis & Fruchtmann, 1994; 

acclaimed Presley biographer Peter Guralnick, 1994, puts the figure at $35,000). Although 

RCA gave Elvis the promotional clout and distribution he so needed to “make it to the top,” 

they had no idea how to nurture his talent. 

 

Having released 10 consecutive sides sounding as vital today as when they were recorded, 

producer Sam Phillips was doing something right with Presley at Sun Records. Something that 

RCA just didn’t get. “Specialty singles” man Steve Sholes was, ostensibly, the producer for 

Elvis’ early RCA records. According to Phillips however, Presley supervised his own sessions, 

since Sholes couldn’t fathom his band’s creative practice in the studio (Peter Guralnick, 1994, 

p. 247). The new label was so out of touch with Elvis’s muse that they had grave misgivings 

about releasing the song “Heartbreak Hotel” (1956), one of his most revered tracks (p. 239). By 

the end of 1957, Presley’s original raucous blend of hillbilly country, R&B, and crooning gave 
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way to the formulaic. He no longer sounded mischievous, dangerous, or unpredictable. One is 

left to wonder what might have been if he had signed to a label run by lovers of music and fun, 

such as Atlantic, instead of a corporate behemoth.  

 

In the early 1950s, Sun Records, like Atlantic, excelled at recording African-American artists. 

Before becoming a fully-fledged label, Sun Studios was known as the “Memphis Recording 

Service.” Phillips produced tracks there on behalf of labels such as Chess, in Chicago; and RPM, 

in Los Angeles. B. B. King, Howlin’ Wolf, Rufus Thomas, Jackie Brenston’s Rhythm Cats, The 

Prisonaires, Little Junior Parker, and James Cotton were all recorded by Phillips, at the 706 

Union Avenue studios during that time. Although he had great respect for these performers––

and was passionate about capturing their unique styles with as little interference as possible––

Sam was aware that a segregated American society, and segregated music charts, severely 

limited the potential market for their product.  

 

Financial pressures eventually forced Phillips to scout for a White singer that could take the 

R&B sound to a broader audience. Although Presley had paid to make a one-off acetate 

recording at Sun in 1953, Phillips didn’t initially consider the young singer as a possible 

candidate. This was due to Elvis adopting a crooning balladeer style at the time. A year later, 

Phillips decided to take a chance on Presley after his secretary recommended he do so, teaming 

the young amateur up with guitarist Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black (The Blue Moon Boys).  

 

Sam didn’t think like typical white producers of the time crafting sedate remakes of African-

American R&B and doo-wop records copied by white performers for white audiences (Davis & 

Fruchtmann, 1994). He had something much less premeditated in mind, and wasn’t satisfied 

until Presley, Scotty and Bill had produced something “raw and ragged…exciting…just so 

completely different” (Guralnick, 1994, p. 96). 

 

Elvis was not a songwriter, but possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of songs spanning most 

popular genres of the time: including R&B, blues, country, gospel, country and “pop.” Phillips 

exploited this talent by simply letting Elvis run through any song he knew until something 

eventually moved both of them. Sam patiently encouraged the singer to find his own sound 

when covering other artists’ songs, often over many days of recording sessions that produced 

nothing to live up to his (Phillips’) goal of “that damn row that hadn’t been plowed” (p. 131). 
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The result was a strange new hybrid, equally appealing to lovers of country and R&B music in 

Memphis: “black” and white alike (p. 101). 

 

Though Elvis famously mixed country and R&B elements together during his time at Sun 

Records, the “crooning” singing style, popularised during the late 1920s/early 1930s, was of 

equal influence. It was this synthesis of traits from all three, seemingly, incongruous genres that 

makes Elvis’s early records so engaging. Bing Crosby biographer Gary Giddins (1981) claims a 

direct “lineage of influence” links Crosby to Frank Sinatra, and later, Elvis. Giddins points to 

each artist sharing Crosby’s “way with a microphone [and] the canny informality of his phrasing” 

(p. 16). In fact, the first track Elvis recorded with Scotty and Bill was Bing Crosby’s 1950 hit 

“Habor Lights.”  

 

It was crooner Dean Martin however, who was Elvis’ true idol. For his second single, Presley 

covered “I Don’t Care If The Sun Don’t Shine” (Presley, Moore, & Black, 1954b), a song 

Martin performed in the Martin-Lewis comedy “Scared Stiff” (Marshall & Wallis, 1953). Sam 

Phillips recalls “That’s what we heard in Dean…that little bit of mischievousness that he had in 

his soul when he cut up a little bit––[that’s why Elvis] loved Dean Martin’s singing” (Guralnick, 

1994, p. 133). Though shy, Elvis is described at the time as being similarly mischievous––even 

“wild”––loving pranks and practical jokes (p.141).  

 

It is this sense of mischievousness that unifies Elvis’ interpretations of songs during his time at 

Sun. Irrespective of what genre a song may have originated from, Presley, producer Sam 

Phillips, and The Blue Moon Boys sound like they’re simply “jamming” to amuse themselves. 

The listener feels privy to a private moment: a spontaneous peak experience. It is, of course, a 

fabrication. The tracks were arrived at patiently, sweated out and refined over a number of 

takes. Each embodies a “kind of playfulness and adventurous of spirit that Sam was looking for, 

[a] fresh, almost “impudent” attitude that he was seeking to unlock” (p. 132). At times, the 

songs are almost unrecognisable when compared with their original versions. Often, only key 

lyrics are left unchanged. Songs covered by the group include blues tracks by Little Junior 

Parker (i.e., “Mystery Train,” 1953) and Arthur (Big Boy) Crudup (i.e., “That’s All Right,” 

1949), bluegrass by Bill Monroe (i.e., “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” 1947) and the R&B of Roy 

Brown (i.e., “Good Rockin Tonight,” 1947). 
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An exemplary track in this regard is the aptly named “Milk Cow Blues Boogie” (1954b): a 

jumped-up version of Kokomo Arnold’s “Milk Cow Blues”.  The record notably features a faux 

false start, as if the band is tentatively noodling through Johnny Lee Wills And His Boys’ (1941) 

Western swing version of the song. Initially, Elvis sings the lyrics as if he’s lampooning the 

crooner style. Ten seconds in, the music gives way to his exclamation:  “Hold it fellas. That 

don’t move me! Let’s get real, real gone for a change...[starts singing again] 

Wwwwwell!!…[music restarts at a much faster tempo]...I woke up this morning….” It is as if 

the band are recreating a scenario that actually happened during their first session together at 

Sun Studios.  

 

On July 5, 1954, Elvis, Scotty and Bill had attempted recording numerous frustrating takes of a 

country ballad. It clearly wasn’t working. During a break, Elvis was letting off nervous energy 

by singing an old track he knew: an Arthur Crudup Blues song. Guitarist Scotty Moore 

recounts:  

Elvis just started singing this song, jumping around and acting the fool, and 
then Bill picked up his bass, and he started acting the fool, too, I started 
playing with them. Sam, I think had the door to the control booth 
open…and he stuck his head out and said, ‘What are you doing?’ and we 
said, “We don’t know.” “Well, back up,” he said, “try to find a place to 
start, and do it again.”  (in Guralnick, 1994, p. 95)  
 

The song was “That’s All Right” (1954c) and it become the benchmark for all subsequent 

Presley recordings to be released by Sun. The only problem was that no-one involved was quite 

sure what made the track work, or if it was just a fluke (p. 97). 

 

The team tried again, in vain, for another week to record a suitable B-side for the song. It was 

only when bassist Bill Black did a similar thing––once again, “letting off steam” during session 

down-time––that they felt they had achieved something as engaging as “That’s All Right.” Bill 

had “goosed up” Bill Monroe’s country waltz “Blue Moon of Kentucky” (1954c) as an up-tempo 

4/4 boogie. Another key element of the sound was Phillips’ enhancement of Elvis’ deep full 

vocal tone, using heavy Les Paul-style tape delay (p. 103). Elvis made good musical use of the 

tape echo, later putting it to comical effect in his version of Arthur Gunter’s “Baby, Let’s Play 

House” (Presley, 1955a): adding his “Bay-Beh, Bay-Beh, Bay-Beh” hook, not featured in the 

original (Gunter, 1954). He can be heard laughing in the last refrain of the song if you listen 

closely. 
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Both records somehow work by mixing together all the wrong ingredients. Even after getting 

their first record pressed and released, the team were still unsure about what they actually did 

right. Just as frustrating perhaps, was the struggle Phillips faced to find appropriate distribution 

channels for the single, despite Memphis radio listeners clambering to buy it (Guralnick, 1994, 

p. 111––114). The problem was, it wasn’t strictly country or hillbilly music. Neither, was it 

blues, R&B, or even, pop. It was something unprecedented. It was music without a category. 

 

According to Guralnick (1994), the core principal informing Phillips’ approach to the Presley 

sessions was that they had to be fun. He also had specific techniques for pushing the musicians 

out of their comfort zones, encouraging them to be playful with the various musical factors 

inherent in each song. “He would insist that they play nothing but rhythm, he would have them 

change keys, just when just when they finally got used to the one they were in, he called for 

tempos [sic] so slow sometimes that everyone was ready to scream” (p. 133). He also 

encouraged the players to simplify their parts wherever possible and focus on their interactions 

with each other. Phillips knew when to be silent and, without drawing undue attention to the 

technical aspects of recording process, give the artists room to find themselves. He was aware 

that the studio context, or criticism from an outsider, could have a strong negative impact on 

the delicate sensibilities of (often insecure) performers. 

 

Playfulness and a sense of humour were similarly evident at Presley and the Blue Moon Boys’ 

live performances. In the early days, Bill Black’s stage antics helped get audiences in a frame of 

mind positive enough to accept Presley’s odd appearance, bodily gestures, and vocal 

mannerisms (not to mention his occasional vulgarity and bad jokes). Watching the band’s 

appearance on the April 3, 1956 edition of The Milton Berle Show from the deck of the USS 

Hancock (МИЛОШHC2, 2013), Bill Black can be seen acting the fool at the end of their 

rendition of Carl Perkin’s “Blue Suede Shoes” (Perkins, 1955). He flaps his arms like an eagle, 

with his double bass wedged between his legs, all the while slapping the strings of the bass. 

Finally, he raises his arms exuberantly in triumph, whooping and hollering without missing a 

beat. The crowd goes crazy, as they always did, whenever he performed this move. 

Unfortunately, for both Black and Moore, manager Thom Parker (the Colonel) vowed that no-

one would ever take attention away from Elvis again. This was no rural Hoedown. The stakes 

were so much higher now. 
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After he signed Elvis to RCA Records, the Colonel set about progressively isolating him from 

his creative team, setting up a system that kept all collaborators a few handshakes away from 

the young cashcow. Neither Scotty, Bill, nor song-writers Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller were 

allowed to fraternise with Presley in their spare time. When caught playing pool with the star at 

his hotel in Hollywood, Stoller was ordered to leave, despite being a key part of Elvis’ 

production team at the time (Guralnick, 1994, p. 417). Leiber and Stoller were forbidden from 

presenting new songs to Elvis when they were producing his sessions. All new material had to 

be submitted formally to publisher Jean Aberbach, who then gave it to a third party to play for 

Presley. Moore, Black, and Leiber and Stoller felt so stifled, unrewarded, and eventually, 

uninterested that by September 1957 they had all quit.  

 

King Crimson drummer Bill Bruford (2009) reflects that “separation” is a tool commonly used 

by record companies and managers to keep control over all aspects of a recording artist’s 

creative and business affairs. It also has the side effect of strangling so much spontaneity and 

innovation.  Once a formula has been developed, everyone, apart from the singer, becomes 

expendable. Eventually, even the singer becomes no more than an icon. A brand. A shadow of 

their once creative self. And so the story was with Elvis. He was never to reach the creative 

heights of his formative years again. 

 

3.2.3: Bob Dylan and his diabolical weapon: 

 

Sam Phillips’ contribution to the art of record production was not lost on a young folk singer 

signed to Columbia Records in 1961 by the name of Bob Dylan. Dylan (2004) states: “I’d 

always thought that Sun Records and Sam Phillips himself had created the most crucial, uplifting 

and powerful records ever made. Next to Sam’s records, all the rest sounded fruity” (p. 216). 

Like Elvis before him, Dylan was signed by a record producer who saw in him potential not so 

obvious at first. Columbia Records talent scout and record producer John Hammond had 

already discovered Billie Holiday, Benny Goodman, Count Basie, Big Joe Turner, Peter Seeger, 

and Aretha Franklin (amongst notable others). He recognised that Dylan’s strength lay not in 

musicianship or vocal skill, but in “a point of view, and…a great wit” (Hammond in CBC, 

2013).  

 

Hammond’s role in nurturing Dylan’s talent in the early stages of his recording career was 

critical. Not only did he provide the right kind of patient, open-minded support Dylan needed 
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for his potential to be realised in the studio but also put his own job on the line at Columbia 

Records (threatening to quit) when the company attempted to drop the young singer after a 

poorly selling record debut. The Columbia executives referred to Dylan, at the time, as 

“Hammond’s Folly” (CBC, 2013). “They all thought I was crazy. Dylan thought I was crazy. He 

had been turned down by Folkways and every other label there was at the time. But I thought 

he had something” (Hammond quoted in Blake, 2005: 28). A key part of what Hammond saw 

in Dylan was his ability to write about important social issues with “great wit and humour” 

(Hammond in CBC, 2013). 

 

A second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963d), produced the anthemic hit “Blowin’ In the 

Wind” (1963b) and Hammond was vindicated. The record features many of Dylan’s most 

famous and enduring songs, and showcases a diverse set of approaches and moods that would be 

further developed over the entirety of his career. Four out of the 13 tracks on the record are 

humorous in tone. Subsequently, the album stands up far better today than its follow-up, the 

sombre The Times They Are A-Changin (1964, not produced by Hammond). This is in no small 

part because the overall mood of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan is buoyant, if not jubilant. Murray 

(2005) writes: “As the title implies, it’s bursting with energy and exuberance and idealism and 

the sheer sensual pleasure of making music…” (p. 21) Written at the time of the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, the album comes across as a defiant affirmation of life in the face of death: 

And I’ll tell it and think it and speak it and breathe it 
And reflect it from the mountain so all souls can see it 
Then I’ll stand on the ocean until I start sinkin’ 
But I’ll know my song well before I start singin’ 
And it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard, it’s a hard 
It’s a hard rain’s a-gonna fall. 
(from “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” by Bob Dylan, 1963a) 
 

 

A similarly apocalyptic track from the same album, “Talking World War III Blues” (1963c), 

attempts to see the funny side of an impending nuclear winter. Polizzoti (2006) states that 

gallows humour, and the ability to “blend comedy and fear” are key traits of Dylan’s lyric 

writing style (p. 143). Dylan (2004) explains that he was inspired by artist Red Grooms’ use of 

humour in his paintings, and wondered if he could do something similar in his songs. “There 

was a connection in Red’s work to a lot of the folk songs I sang…He incorporated every living 

thing into something and made it scream––everything side by side created equal…everything 

hilarious but not jokey (p. 269). He goes on to describe Grooms’ use of humour as a “diabolical 

weapon” (p. 270). 
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In time, Dylan began to apply the same sense of humour to other aspects of his professional life; 

questioning many of the mundane conventions of popular music at the time, and turning them 

to his own creative end. Collaborator Levon Helm confirmed that the modus operandi when 

playing with Dylan was that their work should be fun, or they wouldn’t work at all (quoted in 

Harris, 2005). For example, standard practice in the early-to-mid sixties was for album sleeves 

to contain liner notes written by some expert, publicist, or critic. These were replaced on 

Dylan’s albums by his own stream-of-consciousness prose. Press conferences were dealt with in 

a detached, laconic, mocking manner. Boring, closed questions were often met by answers, not 

so much illogical, as having their own quixotic “local logic” (as described by Ziv, 1984). 

Journalists either saw the funny side and laughed, or were at a loss as what to ask next (ralsfu, 

2011b).  

 

Even Dylan’s image was transformed by humour. His clothes morphed from leftist, workman-

like dungarees and drab earthy colours in the early sixties, to the frivolous, brightly coloured 

polka dot shirt, sunglasses, and electric guitar that so offended his peers and fans alike at the 

1965 Newport Folk Festival. He had however, long since stopped modelling his public 

personae on Woody Guthrie, and now had more in common with Beat writer Jack Kerouac’s 

semi-fictional character and “holy goof” Dean Moriarty (Polizzoti, 2006, p. 40).  Dylan saw in 

the Beat poets a similar rebellion to that of the rock’n’roll music of Elvis, Chuck Berry, and 

Little Richard he had embraced as a teen. The Beats, he noticed, were more focused: they were 

rebels with a cause. “To the Beats, the devil was bourgeois conventionality, social artificiality 

and the man in the gray [sic] flannel suit” (Dylan, 2004, p. 247).  

 

The opening to part 2 of Martin Scorsese’s Bob Dylan documentary No Direction Home (2005) 

features a powerful insight into Dylan’s creative process at the time of his 1966 tour of Britain. 

In a small laneway, the bemused singer stands alongside a pet shop, perusing the mundane 

wording on the simple white signage: “WE WILL COLLECT CLIP BATH & RETURN YOUR 

DOG / KN I 7727 / CIGARETTES AND TOBACCO…ANIMALS & BIRDS BOUGHT––OR 

––SOLD ON COMMISSION.” He reads the words aloud, first in their basic order, and then 

mixes them up using a variety of absurd combinations: “…I’m gonna bird my buy, collect my 

will, and bathe my commission!...I’m looking for a place that’s gonna animal my soul, mit my 

return, bathe my foot and collect my dog” and so on.  
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What is striking about the footage is not so much the playful process informing Dylan’s 

Burroughs-style wordplay, but the increasingly childlike, jubilant tone he displays whilst doing 

so. He starts off nonchalant, simply an out-of-towner scanning the text. His mood soon changes 

to mischievous, as he begins to mouth the words. As he invents new outrageous combinations, 

he becomes increasingly physical and energised. Jumping around like an excited child at 

playgroup, he begins to laugh and grin. Calling out in an excited, giggly tone, he stomps his feet 

and swinging one arm around like a wild, emphatic pendulum. 

 

This scene exemplifies not only the combinatorial play described by Einstein (Hadamard, 1945) 

but also Lieberman’s (1977) discussion/definition of “playfulness” (PF). As described in chapter 

2, playfulness (PF) is indicated by the “glint-in-the eye” behavioural markers of (a) sense of 

humour, (b) spontaneity, described as a process of recombining things already known; and (c) 

manifest joy. The above example also subtly illustrates Hutt’s contrasting of exploration and 

play. Dylan’s initial scanning of the sign, where he attempts to understand simply what this 

thing is is an example of exploration. His behaviour, after becoming familiar with the text and 

is stimulated to see what he can do with it, is deemed by Hutt to be play (cited in Lieberman, 

1977, p. 109). These two actions are symptomatic of quite different frames of mind. The latter 

playful mode is the same that informed Elvis’ irreverent lampooning of Arthur Crudup’s 

“That’s Alright Mama,” and Bill Black’s fooling around with “Blue Moon of Kentucky.”   

 

More than a few tracks on Highway 61 Revisited (1965c) exemplify Dylan’s playfulness with 

words, and his taste for the absurd: the title track “Highway 61 Revisited” (1965d), “Ballad of a 

Thin Man” (1965a), and “Desolation Row” (1965b), being strong instances. In the example 

below, Dylan’s wordplay pushes Gypsy Davey––one of folk music’s famous archetypes––into 

Robert Rauschenberg-style pop art collage territory. Gypsy Davey, a character who steals away 

bored housewives to a life of rambling, is known by other names, including  “Black Jack 

Davey.” He possesses many similarities with the daemon lover featured in the traditional ballad 

“The House Carpenter”: 

Gypsy Davey with a blowtorch he burns out their camps  
With his faithful slave Pedro behind him he tramps  
With a fantastic collection of stamps  
To win friends and influence his uncle.  
(from “Tombstone Blues” by Bob Dylan, 1965f) 
 

Although taken to the extreme in this track, a cheeky irreverence for the characters/themes, 

materials, and conventions of the folk songwriting tradition were nothing new to Dylan. It was 
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something that informed his creative practice since he was first discovered.  

 

When Leeds Music first signed Dylan to a publishing contract in 1961, at Hammond’s request, 

the young performer had few original songs. Company head Lou Levy asked Dylan to make 

some “demo” recordings in his office. In order to make up the shortfall, Dylan simply 

improvised some new ones in real time: 

I was making up some compositions on the spot, rearranging verses to old 
blues ballads, adding an original line here and there, anything that came into 
my mind––slapping a title on it…Nothing would have convinced me I was 
a real songwriter and I wasn’t, not in the conventional sense of the word…I 
could slip in verses or lines from old spirituals or blues. That was okay; 
others did it all the time. There was little head work involved. What I did 
was start out with something, some kind of line written in stone and then 
turn it with another line––make it add up to something else than it 
originally did. (Dylan, 2004, p. 227-8) 
 

Even Dylan’s autobiography (as mentioned in section 3.1.3) borrows freely from other writers’ 

texts without giving credit. The words of Mark Twain, Marcel Proust, and old copies of Time 

magazine, for example, have been freely woven amongst his own (Warmuth, 2010). 

 

It was a similarly playful irreverence and spontaneity that informed the poetry, prose, and 

humorous wordplay of Beatle John Lennon’s first book, In his own write (1964). It wasn’t until 

1966 however, that Lennon saw the possibility of letting this kind of freedom inform his song 

lyrics, which until that time centered around love and relationships. Lennon later attributed his 

change in approach to following Dylan’s example (Cott, 2009).  

 

The influence didn’t only flow in one direction though. The Beatles and Dylan impressed each 

other equally. They had some things in common. Both acts had been inspired to become 

musicians by Elvis Presley and each had a keenly developed sense of humour. As early as 

January/February 1964, The Beatles had been carefully scrutinising The Freewheelin Bob Dylan 

album and singing its praises. Dylan, likewise, saw The Beatles’ “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” 

(1963) as the start of a bold new phase in popular music. He states: “In my head, The Beatles 

were it. It seemed to me a definite line had been drawn.” (quoted in Lowe, 2005, p. 46).  

 

Whereas, The Beatles seemed to flourish despite the pressures of stardom, Dylan progressively 

found the press and public’s insatiable appetite for him stifling, to the point of all but killing his 

creativity as a songwriter/performer. By 1967, he had started a family and no longer identified 
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with youth culture or radical causes. Some fans even picketed his house, denouncing his refusal 

to comment on such issues as the Vietnam War (Gilmore, 2013). According to Dylan (2004), 

his fans felt he was “shirking [his] responsibilities as the conscience of a generation” (p. 118). He 

goes on to say: 

Art is unimportant next to life, and you have no choice. I had no hunger for 
it anymore anyway. Creativity has much to do with experience, observation 
and imagination, and if any one of those key elements is missing, it doesn’t 
work. It was impossible now for me to observe anything without being 
observed. Even if I walked to the corner store someone would spot me and 
sneak away to find the phone. (p. 121) 

 

 

Dylan’s response was to release a double album so lacklustre and uncharacteristic that he hoped 

fans would not be able to relate to it and simply move on (Gilmore, 2013). Much of his creative 

output since has been patchy. It is almost as if Dylan fears a return to the days when he could 

do, or say, no wrong in the eyes of his fans. Despite albums such as Blood on the Tracks (1975), 

Oh Mercy! (1989), and Time Out of Mind (1997) being amongst his best, several studio 

collaborators since the 1980s have complained of Dylan being impatient, difficult to work with, 

and guilty of sabotaging recording sessions with his eccentric behavior. Although this can be 

attributed in part to a love of immediacy, and his dislike of overdubbing/wearing headphones, 

less easy to explain is why he is so often accused of omitting from his albums the best tracks 

produced at recording sessions (Jones & Love, 2014). Polizzoti (2006) explains that Dylan has 

always preferred process over product anyhow. 

 

There is perhaps, another explanation for Dylan’s recalcitrance. In 1965, he sang the line “He 

not busy being born is busy dying,” in the song “It’s Alright Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)” (1965e). 

These words shed some light on his attitude towards art and life. It is a sentiment that echoes 

Eliztur’s (1990b) theory that humour and play share a common “antagonistic force hindering 

the direct fulfillment of their own ‘goal’” (p.173). That is, humour and play mimic the 

challenges faced everyday in real life. The direct fulfilment of a goal therefore resembles death 

more than life. Elitzur coined the term biomimesis to encapsulate this concept. He states: 

“Life…abhors short circuits” (p.168). In this way, it can be seen that dynamic tension––that is, 

a certain degree of distress and frustration provided by obstacles and challenges––is necessary 

for humour, play, and art to unleash their power.  
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3.2.4: The “Fab Four” and their comedic mentor: 
 

[The Beatles] had a zany sense of humor…Without that sense of humor, the 
Beatles wouldn’t have existed, and certainly we wouldn’t have hit it off as 
well as we did. Even after the Beatles, I did covers of certain songs with 
[comedian] Peter Sellers. I did “A Hard Day’s Night,” for example, so it’s a 
kind of tradition. I don’t think there’s much difference between a 
performer in music and a performer in spoken word or humor [sic]. 
(George Martin in Larry the O, 2009) 
 

 

In 1962, a four-piece band called The Beatles was signed to EMI Records’ comedy imprint, 

Parlophone Records by staff producer George Martin (Costello in Emerick & Massey, 2006). 

Although Martin’s “stock-in-trade” at the time was making comedy records, he was also a 

classically trained musician wanting to branch out into producing rock’n’roll records. Martin 

describes himself at the time as a “maverick…very much the joker in the music-business pack” 

(Martin & Hornsby, 1994). When The Beatles first auditioned for him, they had already been 

rejected by every major record label in Britain, including EMI’s popular music division. 

Nonetheless, Martin signed them, despite being unimpressed by their ability as performers or 

songwriters. He saw, instead, something in the four young men that he was used to seeing in 

comedic talent: charisma. He “liked being with them,” and thought the public would feel the 

same (Leia176oo, 2007). 

 

At first Martin wasn’t sure how to market the band. The standard pop music approach at the 

time was to pick one member to focus attention on, and cast the other members in his shadow. 

One is left to wonder if the name of Cliff Richard’s backing band, The Shadows, might be a sly 

reference to this promotion strategy. Martin wanted The Beatles’ cheeky irreverence to 

permeate their public image, and was brave enough to avoid following the usual trends. He 

resolved to let their natural team dynamic shine through. Although he was, at first, nervous 

about taking a risk, he reminded himself that he’d taken many such risks in his comedy records, 

so why not do the same in the pop music field (Martin & Hornsby, 1994, p. 124)? 

 

Any fears Martin may have had regarding The Beatles commercial viability were soon proven to 

be unfounded. The band increased their record sales and fan-base with each subsequent release 

throughout 1963, eventually attracting a record-breaking 73 million viewers on their first Ed 

Sullivan show appearance in the U.S. on February 9, 1964 (Smeaton & Wonfor, 1995; Kelly, 

Foster, & Kelly, 2010). The Beatles’ early success in Britain must be understood however, 
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within the economic and socio-political context of the time. After more than a decade of post-

war austerity, a newfound affluence was being experienced in England. This, along with the 

abolition of compulsory National Service army training, and Elvis Presley’s influence, was 

fuelling a decidedly rebellious, emergent youth culture. Rock’n’roll, R&B, modern jazz, and 

Beat poetry were all highly regarded by young people (Chapman, 2010), as was the comedy of 

The Goon Show and satire of Beyond the Fringe: both of which were produced for record by 

George Martin.  

 

Contemporary accounts of The Beatles’ early impact attest to their embodiment of the element 

of surprise. Everything about them seemed fresh and unexpected (Evans, 2009, p. 345). Fox 

(cited in Apter, 1982) explains the band’s appeal as stemming from their personification of 

ambiguity. They come across, paradoxically, as both (a) male/female (for e.g., their long hair), 

(b) adults/children, (c) good boys/bad boys (Fox suggests they were good boys posing as bad 

ones, I think it was the opposite case), and (d) sophisticated/“homespun,” clad in Pierre Cardin 

suits, but giving “rough” performances (p. 147). 

 

This same sense of ambiguity informed The Beatles’ approach to musical style. Chasins (2009) 

states “The music of the Beatles is not strictly rock’n’roll, but a synthesis in which it is merely 

an element….Most interesting is the spicy variety of the Beatles’ style, from tender ballads to 

tough twists.”   From the start, The Beatles flitted around from genre to genre without 

alienating potential fans or fearing any crisis of musical personae. This protean quality 

broadened the band’s appeal to that of a multi-generational one, or at least softened the blow 

for anxious parents of fans. In this way, The Beatles were able to continually adapt and grow, 

keeping up with rapid changes in popular taste. Paul McCartney once noted the importance of 

“being up-to-date and including something for everybody” (quoted in Badman, 2000, p. 222) 

 

Gillett (2009) notes The Beatles’ early influences included Little Richard, Larry Williams, The 

Shirelles, The Drifters, Motown artists, in general; Chuck Berry, Smokey Robinson and The 

Miracles, Buddy Holly and The Crickets, Ben E. King, Carl Perkins, The Four Seasons, Phil 

Spector, and The Beach Boys. To this list can be added Elvis Presley, and later, Bob Dylan 

(Smeaton & Wonfor, 1995). Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr both claim The Beatles’ ability to 

shapeshift musically originated as a coping mechanism when playing long sets in Hamburg’s 

Reeperbahn club district during the period 1960-1962. Paul McCartney (quoted in Badman, 

2000) recounts:  



! 75 

We’ve always been a rock ‘n’ roll group. It’s just that we’re not just 
completely rock ‘n’ roll…When we played in Hamburg, we didn’t just 
play rock ‘n’ roll all evening, because we had these fat old businessmen 
coming in, and thin old businessmen as well, coming in and saying, “Play us 
a mambo or a rhumba,” or something. So we had to get into this kind of 
stuff. We just haven’t got one bag you know, in The Beatles. (p. 394) 

 

Ringo Starr (in Garbarini, 1988c) states:  

Hamburg is really where we got our stuff together…our two groups [The 
Beatles and Rory Storme & The Hurricanes] played twelve hours a day 
between us. You can’t play “Johnny B. Goode” for six hours a night, so we 
had to stretch and play anything we could think of – experiment and try 
new things: throw in waltzes and all kinds of madness.” (p. 41) 
 

 

The Beatles never saw their many obligations as recording artists, performers, and celebrities as 

work. Recently, when asked about his ability to keep working so hard at music, McCartney 

spoke about the difference between work and play, explaining that he doesn’t work. Instead, he 

believes he makes his living by doing what children do: he plays (in Hutcheon, 2011). He also 

reflects that despite being under unrelenting pressure to continually come up with new material 

during their years with The Beatles, he and song-writing partner Lennon only ever felt that the 

writing was fun. He likens the process of song-writing to a magician pulling rabbits out of hat, 

saying that he was usually as surprised as the next person to see what kind of songs they could 

conjure out of thin air (in Miles, 1998, p. 163).  

 

The Beatles didn’t take any aspect of their professional lives too seriously. Guitarist George 

Harrison attributes the band’s ability to withstand the intense pressures of public life directly to 

their Liverpudlian sense of humour. He goes on to say that he’d “heard of people cracking up 

and having nervous breakdowns without even a fraction of what [they] went through” 

(DuNoyer, 1995, p.124). McCartney claims that humour helped The Beatles affect change 

outside themselves, as well as within. “Our whole gig was to shake down the temple with our 

native wit and our blunt remarks. Blunt northern humour” (in Miles, 1998, p. 159). Guitarist 

and singer John Lennon has been singled-out at times as having possessed a “weapons-grade” wit 

that owed much to the tradition of British humour (Williams, 2009). The Beatles’ sense of 

humour was perhaps most clearly evident at their press conferences (Badman, 2001, p. 424). 

 

Lennon’s wife Yoko Ono was surprised upon first meeting The Beatles to see that they were 

not serious people like the other composers she had previously met. Instead, she was impressed 

that The Beatles had a sense of humour, and that their creative process had a “fun element to it” 
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(in Massa, 2007). In the early 1990s McCartney complained that much modern music of the 

time sounded formulaic like “conveyor belt music.” He went on to add that he didn’t see 

someone like Kylie Minogue as being able to handle the big touring schedules that The Beatles 

once did. He put this inability down to a lack of both sense of humour and experience (quoted 

in Badman, 2001, p. 422). Harrison commented also, that pop star Madonna, when promoting 

a film he had produced for her in the mid-1980s, was unable to stay calm and composed at 

press interviews. He put this down to a lack of a sense of humour (quoted in Badman, 2001, p. 

348). 

 

Although most of the songs recorded by The Beatles between 1962 and 1970 were published as 

Lennon and McCartney originals, the two songwriters rarely wrote together. Instead they 

opted to start songs individually and hand them over to the other only if and when they reached 

a creative block (McCartney in Miles, 1998). In this way, each partner’s complimentary skills 

and sensibilities––along with the detachment that tweaking a song not “their own” afforded––

helped them to formulate ways forward that were not so obvious to the other. Miles (1998) 

contrasts John Lennon’s inspired, but impatient, nature with Paul McCartney’s meticulous 

attention to detail and tenacity. 

 

Beatle recording engineer Geoff Emerick (Emerick & Massey, 2006), likewise, attests to the 

symbiotic nature of Lennon and McCartney’s creative partnership, professing his admiration for 

McCartney’s skills as a consummate musician and de-facto producer of The Beatles records.  

According to Emerick, whilst George Martin oversaw production of The Beatles’ songs 

primarily from the “control room” McCartney rallied the musicians and encouraged refinement 

of their performances in close proximity, down on the studio floor. Emerick also expresses his 

frustration, and indignation, at Lennon’s often demeaning tone, sarcasm, and unrealistic 

demands of the studio staff. Lennon had an ability to rapidly formulate creative problems on 

site but expected others to solve them for him just as quickly. Otherwise, he got bored and 

moved onto something else.  

 

Emerick’s recollections resonate with two particular theories encountered in chapter 2’s 

review of the humour, creativity, and play literature: (a) Amabile’s componential theory of 

creativity (1983), and (b) Getzel and Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of problem finding (1976). 

Amabile’s (1983) componential theory of creativity states that creative endeavours consist of 

three discreet components: domain-relevant skills, creativity-relevant skills, and task motivation. 
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Domain-relevant skills are useful for dealing with a specific task at hand: the larger the set of 

skills, the greater the number of available alternatives for creating something new. Creativity-

relevant skills include cognitive style, knowledge of heuristics (i.e., a set of creative “rules of 

thumb”) and personality characteristics conducive to creativity. Task motivation ranges from 

intrinsic to extrinsic, and specific instances may exist anywhere in between the two extremes. 

Using Amabile’s model, McCartney’s skills, as described by Emerick, possess more domain 

relevancy, whereas Lennon leans more towards creativity relevancy. By collaborating however, 

Lennon and McCartney complimented each other most effectively. 

 

In 1976 Getzel and Csikszentmihalyi published regarding their longitudinal study of problem 

finding in the visual arts. In this book, they define problem finding as “the way problems are 

envisaged, posed, formulated, created” (p. 5) and state that “consciously or unconsciously the 

creative artist transforms his [sic] deeply felt emotional tensions into an expressive tangible 

counterpart; when he has arranged these symbolic elements in an appropriate dynamic 

relationship, he has found the creative problem” (1976, p. 247). McCartney and Martin each 

corroborate Emerick’s claims regarding Lennon’s ability to formulate creative problems, as 

well as his habit of delegating their solving to those he assumed were in possession of the 

necessary domain-relevant skills to shape them into actual artefacts (McCartney in Miles, 1998; 

Smeaton & Wonfor, 1995). 

 

Humour helped The Beatles in ways that not only kept them functioning, it also provided a 

means by which they could transcend (a) the limits of their own situation, and (b) methods of 

creative practice. In doing so, they helped change the norms of popular music record 

production in general. McCartney explains: 

It was my idea to say to the guys, “Hey, how about disguising ourselves and 
getting an alter ego [Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band], because we’re 
the Beatles and we’re fed up? Every time you approach a song, John, you 
gotta sing it like John would. Every time I approach a ballad, it’s gotta be 
like Paul would.” And it freed us. It was a very liberating thing to do. (in 
Aldridge, 2009, p. 166)  

 

Recorded over a periods of months between late 1966 and April 1967, McCartney claims that 

the album Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) was approached in a manner giving the 

band much-needed psychological distance from their creative practice (Garbarini, 1988b). “And 

it gave [them] a laugh. It was to get some light relief in the middle of this real big career [they] 

were forging” (McCartney in Miles, 1998, p. 276). This “as if” (Ziv, 1984) approach to music 
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making informed not only the type of material they could now write but also decisions 

regarding such things as the type of instrumentation and arrangements they could incorporate, 

the way they made instruments sound, the pitch of their vocals, the annunciation of their 

words, and so on. It affected every component factor of the recorded text being produced.  

 

Beatle record producer George Martin has commented that the band didn’t quite know what 

they wanted when making Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and that it “grew of its own 

accord” slowly over time (in Badman, 2000, p.258). He likened the process to that of a painter, 

adding something here and there followed by periods of inaction and reflection: just standing 

back and gazing before moving onwards. This is an example of cognitive incubation, a work 

style cited by several creativity and play scholars as being a key indicator of highly creative 

practice (for e.g., Amabile, 1996, Claxton, 1997, Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, Hadamard, 1945, 

Lieberman, 1977, Ribot, 1900a, 1900b). Although the term often denotes a process of letting 

problem solving or artistic invention “idle” for periods that might last up to months or years, 

Guilford (1975) states that it can also occur as a short-term phenomenon over a period of 

minutes. Ringo Starr describes how short-term cognitive incubation worked for The Beatles: 

We’d struggle with [a song], sometimes well into the night, and then we’d 
break for a cuppa’ tea or something, or walk around the room or go up on 
the roof. Then we’d come back in and it would all magically mesh 
together––just like that. You’d been struggling for six hours and then 
suddenly everyone came together and it fell into place. (in Garbarini, 
1988c, p. 47) 

 

Hutt (1979) explains that play and dreaming provide a “restitutive” function that facilitates a 

kind of “ idling” of cognition. Therefore, it can be argued that adopting a playful frame of mind 

provides similarly (incubative) benefits to that of taking a break. 

 

Along with recording engineer Geoff Emerick, it was Martin’s job to translate The Beatles’ 

hazy ideas into practical tasks. Despite having a “slight niggle of worry” that the album might be 

too pretentious for Beatles fans (Badman, 2000, p. 268-9), he encouraged the band to try out 

any new idea they fancied, even using some of the sound effects and tape collage techniques he 

had previously tried out on comedy records (Miles, 1998, p. 318). Emerick states that the band 

kept asking him and Martin for “fantastic things, which just seemed impossible at the time” (in 

Badman, 2000, p. 268-9). Martin (in Massey, 2000) adds that such crazy demands actually 

spurred them on to do better things. Likewise, he says one of the most important lessons he 
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learnt from The Beatles was: “Never accept the obvious…and always to look beyond what’s 

there” (p. 77). 

 

Harrison recalls how The Beatles continued to use the “as if” approach to music making long 

after the Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album was finished. For example, the arrangement 

for the track “Sun King” (1969b) from the album Abbey Road (1969a) came about as a result of 

the band pretending they were Fleetwood Mac. Fleetwood Mac had recently had a hit with the 

record “Albatross” (1968), an instrumental track featuring a very slow tempo, laconic feel, and 

a copious amount of reverb. The Beatles imitated both the sound and playing style of this 

record to good effect (Forte, 1987). Harrison states they did so simply as a way of keeping 

things interesting in the studio. He also notes that the atmosphere at EMI’s Abbey Road studios, 

where The Beatles recorded during the 1960s, was quite drab and dirty. Despite less-than-

optimal conditions, he remembers the band used their imagination to create a sense of 

atmosphere (Badman, 2000, p. 258). The “as if” frame of mind (Ziv, 1984), and its benefits, are 

discussed in chapter 2 (see sections 2. 4 and 2.5). 

 

There is another frame of mind adopted by The Beatles during their creative practice that is 

worthy of note. Barry Miles (1998), a friend of McCartney’s since the mid-1960s, remarks how 

both Lennon and McCartney were skilled at entering a state of mind where ideas came to them 

from the fringes of consciousness: “a half-trance state” (p. 467). This also relates to the concept 

of cognitive incubation as discussed in chapter 2 (section 2.2.1.1). Miles gives the example of 

how this ability assisted the flow in McCartney’s songwriting: “When he gets a good melody, 

Paul often just blocks it in with any old words that spring to mind” (p. 281). For instance, 

singer-songwriter Donovan recalls McCartney playing him the song “Eleanor Rigby” (1966a) as 

a work in progress in 1966 with the title “Ola Na Tungee” (quoted in Miles, 1998, p. 281). In 

this way, McCartney could keep the flux-like momentum of melodic invention going, without 

switching over to a more focused, logical frame of mind, or getting caught up in less pressing 

details that can be refined later. This is not to say that lyrics are any less important than the 

melodic content of a song, but rather that the rhythm and phonetic flow of the words, moreso 

than their literal meaning, can provide a solid structural basis for an emergent melody.  

The creativity scholar Graham Wallas (after William James) discusses the hazy field of “fringe-

consciousness,” likening it to peripheral vision:  

The field of vision of our eyes consists of a small circle of full “focal” vision, 
surrounded by an irregular area of peripheral vision which is increasingly 
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vague as the limit of vision is neared. We are usually unaware of the 
existence of peripheral vision, because as soon as anything interesting 
presents itself there we have a strong natural tendency to turn the focus of 
vision in its direction. Using these terms, we can say that one reason why 
we tend to ignore the mental events in our peripheral consciousness is that 
we have a strong tendency to bring them into focal consciousness as soon as 
they are interesting to us, but that we can sometimes, by a severe effort, 
keep them in the periphery of consciousness, and observe them there. 
(quoted in Hadamard, 1945, p. 25-6) 

 
As well as being a friend and associate of Beatle Paul McCartney during the mid-1960s, Barry 

Miles was, at the time, involved with a young up-and-coming band called The Pink Floyd (later 

shortened to simply “Pink Floyd”). In 1965, Miles established the Indica Bookshop and Gallery 

along with partners artist John Dunbar and Peter Asher, the brother of McCartney’s girlfriend 

(Miles, 1998). All three, along with McCartney, were part of an emergent underground avant-

garde art/music/film/literary scene in London, constellating around the counter-culture 

newspaper The International Times. Two significant cultural events associated with the paper 

include its launch at the Roundhouse in October 1966, and the 14-hour Technicolour Dream 

benefit held at Alexandra Palace, London. Both shows featured The Pink Floyd.  

 

3.2.5: Syd Barrett and The Pink Floyd: The pop-star trickster: 

 

The Pink Floyd spent their key formative years (1966 to mid-1967) playing primarily to 

audiences sophisticated enough to question many of the “givens” generally held regarding what 

music is. The band were regulars at John Hopkins and Joe Boyd’s UFO Club, as well as U.S. 

filmmaker Steve Stollman’s invitation only Spontaneous Underground Sunday afternoon events. 

Both clubs were key hang outs for a small––but culturally significant––group of alternative 

thinkers inspired by, and associated with, the Beat poets Allen Ginsberg, William S. Burroughs, 

as well as the Fluxus art movement, of which both Yoko Ono and composer La Monte Young 

were notable proponents. Other important bands involved in the scene include the progressive 

rock band Soft Machine (co-founded by Australian Beat poet/guitarist Daevid Allen, and named 

after a William Burroughs novel) and AMM, a free improvisation group featuring guitarist 

Keith Rowe and Edwin Prévost (Chapman, 2010; Miles, 1998, 2006).  
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3.2.5.1: Process versus product: 

 

As the nearly 10-minute long free rock track “Interstellar Overdrive” (1967) clearly 

demonstrates, The Pink Floyd were influenced by approaches to group improvisation not 

unlike that heard in Ornette Coleman’s double-quartet album Free Jazz: A Collective Improvisation 

(1961). Barrett, especially, can be heard adopting some of the unorthodox ways of extracting 

sounds from his electric guitar that he had heard Daevid Allen and Keith Rowe use at the UFO 

Club (Chapman, 2010). It is ironic therefore, that by July 1967 The Pink Floyd were appearing 

on the BBC popular music show Top Of The Pops, performing their hit single “See Emily Play” 

(1967).  

 

Although, “See Emily Play” sounds like popular song, and is formally and aesthetically well-

suited to radio (lasting only 2 minutes, 50 seconds), it also features glimpses of the more 

experimental/less commercial sounds that UFO Club patrons were accustomed to hearing from 

the band. The record contains two bridge sections, the first featuring a five-second audio 

“jumpcut” to a mock-Mozart keyboard part, ludicrously sped-up in musique concrète style. The 

second takes the form of an extended modal jam, albeit compressed into half a minute, adorned 

with wailing distorted guitars and extremely high-pitched echoing sliding guitar noises. 

 

The Pink Floyd’s songwriter, guitarist, and lead singer Syd Barrett saw being in a band as an 

interesting diversion from his true passion of painting. He therefore, had no aversion to 

adopting many of the humorously provocative, Robert Rauschenberg-inspired pop art 

techniques used in his artwork to his songs (Chapman, 2010, p. 40-43). For instance, he often 

wrote song lyrics that reflected what was happening in his immediate environment at that exact 

moment: something like audio still-life portraits (p. 92-3). Unfortunately for Barrett, the band, 

their record company (EMI), and producer Norman Smith had continued chart success as their 

primary objective, rather than his wellbeing. The second half of 1967 therefore, saw them 

pressure Syd to come up with more hit singles––rejecting much of what he wrote as unsuitable 

for release––and impose a strenuous and inefficient regime of touring upon the band.  

 

Barrett’s close friend David Gale remembers that Syd hadn’t foreseen being a pop star would 

involve so much mundane, repetitive, and strenuous work. (p. 173). “The fact that Syd wrote 

so fast and worked so intuitively was in many ways his undoing. Instincts that worked in his 

favour as a source of creativity became problematic when subjected to the machinations of the 
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music industry” says Barrett biographer Rob Chapman (p. 174). The Pink Floyd had been 

suddenly, and somewhat unexpectedly, catapulted from the familiar and accepting confines of 

the London underground art scene into the competitive, conformist limelight of the pop 

mainstream in 1967. A world full of habitual assumptions about what constitutes an acceptable 

product, and a low tolerance for in-the-moment spontaneity or impulsiveness (p. 173). 

 

3.2.5.2: A pathology of play: 

 

At first, Barrett was unable to decide if all the adulation and fame experienced during 1967 was 

a blessing or a curse. By the end of 1967 however, he saw the band’s career in a mostly negative 

light, referring to it as “the job.” Syd wanted the process of music making to be fun––a reward 

in itself––as painting had been for him (p. 295). In this way, his stance exemplifies Apter’s 

(1982) concept of the paratelic frame of mind. Unfortunately, he tended to adopt that frame of 

mind habitually, often in highly inappropriate circumstances, and could be said to suffer from a 

“pathology of play” (Apter, 1991). The situation was further exacerbated by increasing signs, 

during 1967, of (arguably) drug-onset mental illness in the young artist. Claims that he may 

have been suffering from schizophrenia were difficult to confirm at the time given the 

intensity/complexity of the band’s music-business scenario and a history of child-like, prankish 

(and often provocative) behavior Barrett demonstrated as a youth growing up in Cambridge as 

the son of a renowned research pathologist. 

 

Barrett’s tricky, divergent approach to making music––rather more like game playing than by-

rote performances––frustrated his fare share of collaborators. Several have noted that his 

performance of songs in the studio varied markedly each time he played. Soft Machine’s Mike 

Ratledge, who backed Syd on the solo track “No Good Trying” (1970), recounts: “Nothing was 

ever the same. I wouldn’t have minded if it was uniformly irregular but it changed from take to 

take. In the end you just had to watch his hands to see what he was doing” (Chapman, 2010, p. 

238). Pink Floyd band members Nick Mason and Roger Waters, along with their record 

producer Norman Smith, were so traumatised by Barrett’s unreliability, and lack of uniformity, 

that they eventually just kicked him out of the band in early 1968.  

 

Mason and Waters have since recalled, with both frustration and amusement, a flux-like 

song/prank played by Barrett called “Have you got it yet?” (unreleased). They were given the 

impression he was teaching them a new song. Over the course of an hour however, the song––
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with lyrics consisting only of the title repeated over and over––changed subtly each and every 

time Barrett played it, so they couldn’t possibly ever “get it” (Miles, 2006, p. 117). Producer 

Norman Smith is even more emphatic in his recollection of recording sessions with Syd: "It was 

sheer hell. There are no pleasant memories. I always left with a headache. Syd was 

undisciplined and would simply never sing the same thing twice” (Wish You Were Here, 

1996). 

 

3.2.5.3: Humour, creativity, and play: Regression and confinement: 

 

Over time, Barrett’s playful, child-like creative bent, exacerbated by habitual hallucinogenic 

drug use, regressed to a point where only material characterised by “unruly torrents of 

wordplay that only rarely yielded up their inner logic” resulted (Chapman, 2010, p. 237). His 

lyric from the solo track “Octopus” (1969): “Isn’t it good to be lost in the wood, isn’t it bad, so 

quiet there…in the wood…” seems to speak from a dark place where the values and laws of 

mundane society hold no power. It is as if Barrett is confined to an allegorical womb and can no 

longer find words to relate his experience adequately. Gale contextualises Syd’s regressive 

tendencies within a larger movement of 1960s rebellion however: “The times were feverish and 

Syd was a creature of those times…You have to remember that the systematic and wilful 

suspension of rationality was widespread” (quoted in Chapman, 2010, p. 181).  

 

Ernst Kris (1952), for whom creativity is framed within the construct of neo-psychoanalytic ego 

psychology, once observed that regression to infantile modes of thought in the service of the 

ego are common to wit and creativity, and involve "a continual interplay between creation and 

criticism, manifested in the painter’s alternation of working on the canvas and stepping back to 

observe the effect" (p. 253). He warns however:"When regression goes too far, the symbols 

become private, perhaps unintelligible even to the reflective self; when, at the other extreme, 

control is preponderant, the result is described as cold, mechanical, and uninspired" (p. 254). 

 

The multidisciplinary researcher/scholar Avshalom Elitzur states in his article “Humor, play, 

and neurosis––The paradoxical power of confinement” (1990a) that “any form of perception or 

communication…by their nature require the elimination of the “noise” of irrelevant 

information” (p. 18). He argues that a common link between humour and play, as well as 

neuroses, is a “period of confinement.” That is, in order to play a game or make a joke, one 

must temporarily limit or suspend key elements of awareness. In play, the confinement to a 
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“local logic” (Ziv, 1984) is relatively longer than that experienced in, for example, the mere 

telling of a joke, so that for that period, the “play or the game becomes our entire world, and 

the broader realm of reality is mainly ignored…subject to denial, suppression, and other defenses” 

(p. 20).  The neurotic however, is confined, at length, to a pathological “enforced play.”  

 

Elitzur’s linking of neuroses and play might help explain Barrett’s eventual, total withdrawal 

from the music scene in favour of a self-imposed artistic “confinement.” He continued painting 

for his own amusement in the safety of his mother’s home until his death in 2006, but never 

went back to the more social art of music making. Chapman (2010) states however, that to the 

end of his days, Syd’s sense of humour remained intact. 

 

Whereas, Syd Barrett was either unwilling or unable to control his frame of mind to suit the 

broader context of his daily life, another young English painter-turned-music-maker named 

Brian Eno has had a long and successful career manipulating his, and others’ frame of mind in 

order to make music.  

 

3.2.6: Brian Eno, Daniel Lanois, and their many collaborators: 

 

Like Barrett, the record producer, composer, and self-confessed “anti-musician” Brian Eno 

studied painting in the mid-1960s, attending the Ipswich Art School during 1964 and 1966 

(Tamm, 1995). Eno’s training was typical for the time; encouraged by his educators to 

emphasise process over product: “it was the height of the 1960s avant-garde philosophy that the 

residue left by an artistic gesture was less important than the conceptual nature of the gesture 

itself” (p. 34). His appreciation of the avant-garde and minimalism schools of music is another 

point in common with Barrett. Composers such as John Cage, Steve Reich, Cornelius Cardew 

and Gavin Bryars are cited as influences. 

 

3.2.6.1: Eno, the playful conceptualist:  

 

Although Eno enthusiastically embraced the concept of process as a kind of product in its own 

right––sometimes fashioning works that might constitute nothing more than a list of 

instructions for others to carry out––he never totally abandoned the idea that creative artefacts 

should be enjoyed as ends-in-themselves. Nonetheless, much of Eno’s creative output over the 

last 40 years, whether as a composer, record producer, artist, or app developer, is remarkable 



! 85 

for its conceptual foundations. It is a particular type of conceptual approach however, that his 

work exemplifies: fun, playful, and involving game playing. It can be said therefore, that Eno 

occupies a middle ground between process-orientated and product-oriented approaches to art.  

I was taught in art school that process is everything, which is another way of 
saying that having an idea is enough. Since I’m basically lazy, I liked that 
idea, but I no longer think it’s true…The process is supposed to be 
interesting in itself. I don’t go for that. I think if something doesn’t jolt your 
senses, forget it. It’s got to be seductive. (Eno quoted in Tamm, 1995, p. 
35) 

 

 

Eno has also been described as occupying the middle ground between “serious” avant-garde art 

music and “fun” popular music that you can dance to (Sheppard, 2009). Growing up near two 

large U.S. airforce bases in Suffolk, England, he was exposed to American rock’n’roll, doowop, 

and R&B music in his teens featured in the jukeboxes of local cafes catering to the servicemen. 

Eno explains that these were records that were not being played on British radio at the time 

(Tamm, 1995, p. 12). Starting off in the “art rock” band Roxy Music in the early 1970s, Eno 

became dissatisfied and left when, after two innovative albums, the band started to settle into a 

formulaic pattern of creative practice. He has since released several solo albums, developed a 

style of sensual background music he calls ambient (i.e., music that satisfies composer Erik 

Satie’s notion of furniture music), been an early exponent of world music, produced albums for 

artists as diverse as Devo, Talking Heads, U2, and Coldplay; collaborated with artists such as 

David Bowie, Robert Fripp, Jon Hassell, and David Byrne; and has been a strong advocate, and 

pioneer, of generative music (i.e., music produced by computer programs that follows simple 

rules and never plays the same way twice).  

 

Eno does not consider himself a musician in the traditional sense. That is, he doesn’t put on 

performances in real time for audiences using traditional instruments. Instead, he considers the 

recording studio as his instrument of choice, likening himself to a musical idiot savant (Tamm, 

1995, p. 40). When he is not using other players as sound sources, he is likely to fumble around 

on an instrument within a very limited scope, or use it in an unconventional way. After 

recording small snippets of activity he will then go back and listen for anything than sounds 

promising and edit them together into a composition. He contrasts this approach––with its 

resemblance to forms of art that mould and shape physical materials––against the traditional 

“performance” style of playing music: 

As soon as the music is on tape, it becomes my medium and I’m really 
happy with it. That’s when I can start working with it, because it ceases to 
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be a purely temporal art, a performance art, and becomes a plastic art. 
(quoted in Sheppard, 2009, p. 311) 

 

 

Eno’s approach to making music has been described as “creative play” (Garbarini, 1988b). 

Collaborator Leo Abrahams states that Eno’s agenda is to simultaneously produce creative 

artefacts that are “culturally worthwhile” and also to have fun in the process. Abrahams likens 

Eno’s influence on the atmosphere of recording sessions to that of a dinner party guest who is 

really fun and able to lift the mood of the whole room (quoted in Dayal, 2009, p.56). David 

Byrne likewise remarks that Eno’s buoyant, positive attitude during the record production 

process counters the uncertainty that inevitably goes with creating something unprecedented 

and rare. Robert Fripp has commented: 

The key to Brian, from my view, is his sense of play. I only know one other 
person (a musician) who engages with play to the same extent as Brian. 
Although Eno is considered an intellectual, and clearly he has more than 
sufficient wit, it’s Brian’s instinctive and intuitive choices that impress me. 
Instinct puts us in the moment, intellect is slower (quoted in Dayal, 2009, 
p. 49). 
 

An early example of Eno’s game playing approach is described by author David Sheppard 

(2009): 

he developed several behavioural games whose only real purpose was to 
facilitate encounters he wouldn’t otherwise experience. One of these came 
into play whenever he visited the local library. Halting outside the building, 
he would make a note of the number plate of the last car that passed him. 
Keeping the last three numbers in his head, he would then find the book 
whose three-digit “Dewey” identification matched the licence plate number. 
Inevitably, he would stumble onto books that he would never have thought 
to peruse. (p. 55) 
 

Collaborator David Bowie explains how Eno has applied similar game playing strategies to the 

art of record production: 

He walked into the session and said, “I’ve got something very interesting for 
us to look at today.” And out of his little bag he pulled these six flash-cards 
and gave one to each of us. He didn’t tell me he was going to do this. He 
said, “I want you to read these cards and adopt the characters on them for as 
long as you can when we start playing.” He said to our drummer [Sterling 
Campbell], “You are the disgruntled ex-member of a South African rock 
band. Play the notes that you were not allowed to play.” And then the 
pianist [Mike Garson] was told, “You are the morale booster of a small rag-
tag terrorist operation. You must keep spirits up at all costs.” My card said, 
“You are a soothsayer and town-crier in a society where all media networks 
have tumbled down”…Because of this set-up when we started playing, 
everybody came into the music from a very different space from where they 
would normally.  (quoted in Dayal, 2009, p.55) 
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3.2.6.2: Play as present-moment awareness:  

 

As stated in chapter 2, there is much theoretical, empirical, and experimental research that 

supports the observation that playful humour and creativity are correlated (see section 2.3). A 

key area of intersection between the constructs of humour, creativity, and play relates to 

phenomenology, frame of mind, and cognitive style (see section 2.4). Eno’s use of conceptual 

art techniques to make creative practice fun, as well as produce artefacts that are aesthetically 

pleasing––as well as able to produce excitement in the listener––can best be described as a 

manipulation of frame of mind. As demonstrated in the quote above, manipulating frame of 

mind in individuals, or teams, may have a direct bearing on their ability to produce creative 

artefacts of a class altogether different to those produced in a habitual manner. It can also help 

overcome blocks to creativity (see section 3.2.6.4) and make collaboration less problematic 

(see section 3.2.6.5). One of the key benefits of the playful frame of mind is that it grounds 

awareness in the present moment. 

 

An “as if” frame of mind, within a temporary playframe, favours present moment awareness “in 

the individual’s phenomenal field” (Apter, 1982, p. 74). The “protective frame” of play (Apter, 

1991) provides a “somewhat disengaged psychological stance characterized [sic] by minimal 

defensiveness” (Lieberman, 1977, p. 69) and promotes risk taking. Apter (1982, 1991) explains 

that an individual’s perceptions, motivations, and desires in relation to any given situation are 

characterised by only one of two possible frames of mind at a time. However, the individual 

may switch back and forth between the paratelic (playful) frame or the telic (serious) in a 

process of mutually exclusive “psychological reversals,” much like that of a Gestalt figure-

foreground perceptual switch.  

 

It is only how the activity is framed in one’s mind that defines it as work or play. The state of 

play can be characterised with regard to three dimensions, as Apter (1982) explains:  

• means-end (for e.g., its goals are freely chosen, or may even be inessential; it is both 

process and behaviour-oriented; proactive, and attempts will be made to prolong the 

activity, since it is pleasurable) 

• time-dimension (i.e., it is present-oriented, spontaneous, “sufficient unto itself,”  

and brings the pleasure of immediate sensation)  

• intensity (i.e., make believe is prevalent, and high intensity or arousal are preferred). 
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In the opposite telic frame of mind, each of these characteristics is simply reversed. For 

example, with regard to the time-dimension, one attempts to prolong an activity when it is 

perceived as play because the process itself brings the reward of pleasure in the present 

moment. The same activity however, when approached in a telic manner (i.e., perceived as 

work), is placed in its broader context of the future consequences that will result (only) after it 

has been completed. Pleasure, in the “serious” case, is derived from the anticipation of reaching 

a goal. One will attempt therefore, to complete the activity as soon as possible, so as to receive 

those benefits sooner rather than later (p. 52).  

 

3.2.6.3: Fun as a means to a serious end:  

 

Since Eno adopts a playful frame of mind in order to produce a reward outside of that actual 

temporal frame itself, it can be argued that his approach does not simply constitute adult play as 

defined by Apter (1982) and Csikszentmihalyi (1979). Instead, Eno uses the paratelic (playful) 

frame of mind as a means to a telic (serious) end. Many artists do the same, but are not 

necessarily conscious of what they are doing, or how, or when they are doing it. As discussed 

above, Apter (1982) explains that individuals reverse back and forth between the two frames of 

mind continually. For example, (as discussed in section 3.2.4) The Beatles, during the making 

of the Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album, would move back and forth between these 

frames, alternating between: (a) losing themselves in their play (where the fun itself is the 

primary focus and present-orientated), and then (b) stepping back to assess what has been 

produced that might be “useful” (i.e., what will bring rewards in the future as a component of a 

“serious” quality product) before (c) moving back into the playful state again, and so on and so 

forth. Eno does likewise, but in a conscious, wilful, and premeditated fashion. Each new frame 

of mind is like a tool with a particular class of outcomes. 

 

3.2.6.4: The Oblique Strategies:  

 

One particularly famous conceptual technique/game co-developed by Eno and artist Peter 

Schimdt is the set of Oblique Strategies cards (Tamm, 1995). Each Oblique Strategy card features 

a brief command or thought intended to inspire a fresh approach to the creative task at hand: a 

fresh frame of mind. They are to be shuffled, chosen randomly, and may be consulted like an 

oracle whenever a creative block is reached. The cards have, at times, been offered for sale as 

very limited editions, with the number of cards and content varying somewhat between 
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editions. Several websites now offer randomly generated text taken from the original print 

editions. Eno explains how the cards came about:  

The Oblique Strategies evolved from me being in a number of working 
situations when the panic of the situation––particularly in studios––tended 
to make me quickly forget that there were others ways of working and that 
there were tangential ways of attacking problems that were in many senses 
more interesting than the direct head-on approach. If you're in a panic, you 
tend to take the head-on approach because it seems to be the one that's 
going to yield the best results. Of course, that often isn't the case––it's just 
the most obvious and––apparently––reliable method. The function of the 
Oblique Strategies was, initially, to serve as a series of prompts which said, 
“Don't forget that you could adopt *this* attitude,” or “Don't forget you 
could adopt *that* attitude.” (quoted in Taylor, 1997) 

 

 

The following examples of text taken from individual Oblique Strategies cards have been 

sourced from the Random Oblique Strategies Online website (Harrison, n.d.). All quotes are 

grouped according to a particular concept derived from chapter 2’s review of the humour, 

creativity, and play literature that they specifically relate to. 

• Tacit axioms/assumptions: (a) “discover your formulas and abandon them,” (b) 

“discard an axiom” (both relate to Koestler’s 1964 ideas regarding uncovering tacit 

axioms/assumptions). 

• Tolerating ambiguity: (a) “into the impossible,” (b) “disciplined self-indulgence,” 

(c) “remove specifics and convert to ambiguities” (all relate to the benefits of tolerating  

ambiguity: Apter, 1982; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Tegano, 1990).  

• Playframing: (a) “give the game away,” (b) “make a blank valuable by putting it in an 

exquisite frame,” (c) “remember those quiet evenings,” (c) “ be dirty,” (d) “lost in 

useless territory,” (e) “shut the door and listen from outside” (all relate to Sutton-

Smith’s, 1979, ideas regarding play frames, frame negotiation and the temporary, 

willful suspension of concerns outside of the frame). 

• Cognitive incubation: “take a break” (relates to the concept of cognitive incubation: 

Amabile, 1996; Claxton, 1997; Guilford, 1975; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Hadamard, 

1945; Hutt, 1979; Lieberman, 1977; Sapolsky, 2010; Sutton-Smith, 1979). 

• Divergent thinking: “faced with a choice do both” (relates to Guilford’s, 1959, 

concept of divergent thinking, a component factor of creative cognition: see section 

2.2.2.1). 

• Beyond intellect: (a) “ask your body,” (b) “breathe more deeply,” (c) “make it more 

sensual” (all relate to the realms of creativity where logic, verbalisation, and clearly 
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definable concepts may not be appropriate tools: Claxton, 1997; Hadamard, 1945; 

Koestler, 1964).  

• Breaking mental-set: (a) “ask people to work against their better judgement,” (b) 

“towards the insignificant,” (c) “use an unacceptable colour,” (d) “cut a vital 

connection,” (e) “abandon normal instruments,” (f) “change instrument roles,” (g) 

“remove a restriction” (all relate to the benefits of breaking mental-set: Amabile, 1996, 

1983; Claxton, 1997; Elitzur, 1990a; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Guilford, 1959; 

Hendricks, 2008; Koestler, 1964; Lieberman, 1977; Prince, 1975; Sutton-Smith, 

1979; Ziv, 1984, amongst others). 

 

Each Oblique Strategy card can be considered a form of playframing (as defined by Sutton-

Smith, 1979) in that it outlines a rule that is binding for a limited time and place only. By 

choosing a card, one is in effect negotiating the rules of that temporary “game” (i.e., to 

randomly choose a card is to consent in advance to its terms, however vague). The fact that 

these rules should be (temporarily) binding is a key part of Sutton-Smith’s ideas regarding the 

framing aspect of play. Dayal (2009) comments that Eno follows each card’s instructions 

faithfully, even to the point of erasing whole song recordings if the card demands it. 

 

The Oblique Strategy cards were used during the making of David Bowie’s Heroes (1977) album 

in just such a manner. This was one of four albums where Eno has participated as a key 

collaborator with Bowie, acting as a co-writer, instrumentalist, sonic-processor, and instigator 

of conceptual games. Bowie explains that he and Eno spent most of their time in the studio 

together during the making of the album joking and laughing: “I think out of all the time we 

spent recording, forty minutes out of every hour was spent just crying with laughter” 

(Sheppard, 2009, p.252). He goes on to add however, that the rules of each Oblique Strategy 

were followed strictly nonetheless: 

It was like a game. We took turns working on it; he’d do one overdub and 
I’d do the next. The idea was that each was to observe his Oblique Strategy 
as closely as he could. And as it turned out, they were entirely opposed to 
each other. (quoted in Sheppard, 2009, p. 254) 
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3.2.6.5: Eno, Talking Heads, and “Remain In Light”: 

 

We threw everything that we had previously learnt out of the window on 
Remain In Light…We decided to fly without a net. (Talking Heads bassist 
Tina Weymouth quoted in Gittins, 2004, p. 63) 
 

 

Before producing and co-writing the Talking Heads’ album Remain In Light (1980a), Brian Eno 

had already co-produced two albums with the band. Part of his attraction to the group was that 

their music didn’t emanate from a clearly-defined, concretised sense of personality or identity. 

Instead, Eno’s impression of Talking Heads’ approach to music making, along with that of many 

of the New York post-punk/new wave bands of the time, was that it “proceed[ed] from a ‘what 

would happen if’ orientation…. a rarified kind of research” (quoted in Tamm, 1995, p. 25). 

The album’s cover design, in which the band members’ faces are hidden behind bright-red, 

computer-generated masks, alludes to the adoption of an “as if” stance to music making by the 

group. Consider the following lyrics from the Talking Heads track “See and Not Seen” (1980b): 

He would see faces in movies, on TV, in magazines, and in books 
He thought that some of these faces might be right for him 
And through the years, by keeping an ideal facial structure fixed in his mind 
Or somewhere in the back of his mind 
That he might, by force of will, cause his face to approach those of his ideal 
 

 

Talking Heads started out playing at CBGBs in the Bowery district of Manhattan in the mid-

1970s along with such acts as Television, The Ramones, Blondie, Patti Smith Group, and 

Richard Hell. The band wasn’t taken seriously however. They were considered by their peers 

to be “CBGB’s in-joke, the in-house court jesters;” a group that couldn’t possibly translate to 

the “broader stage” of popular music commerce (Gittins, 2004, p. 20). Listening to their early 

material, the word quirky leaps to mind. Lead singer David Byrne’s voice sounds anxious, 

disembodied, but preachy all at the same time. It sounds as if he has arrived from another planet 

and sees our world as very strange place indeed.  

 

As mentioned in chapter 2 (section 2.4.1), when habitual and/or tacitly assumed mental sets 

are broken, or temporarily replaced by new ways of framing situations, then it can be said that 

the familiar has been made strange and the strange familiar (Taylor, 1975a, p. 26). I can think 

of no other popular musician with the ability to make the familiar seem quite as strange as 

David Byrne.  
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Gittins (2004) sums up Byrne’s early modus operandi as follows: “[He] doubts empirical givens, 

questioning external realities” (p.67). Rather than see himself as strange however, Byrne 

explains: “I prefer to see my viewpoints and behaviour as sensible reactions to the goofy things 

around me” (quoted in Gittins, 2004, p.28). Byrne’s lyrics scrutinise many things humans take 

for granted, such as love or animals, questioning everyday beliefs held regarding them. Even 

mundane phenomena such as air, or objects like paper, are examined free of the usual 

associations and assumptions regarding their benign state, function, or context.  

 

Just as Talking Heads’ lyrics question the usual perspectives adopted in popular song, so does 

their music. The band’s early sound was an attempt at musical “reductionism” taken to the 

extreme (Byrne, 2012, p.39). That is, they were very clear about what they didn’t want to 

sound like, avoiding most rock music clichés to the point where their arrangements were “just 

the bare-bones musical elements needed to lay out a song. Nothing more” (p. 39). As the band 

began to introduce more layering into their music however, it was done in ways that were 

surprising. For example, (a) a bass guitar might play notes unrelated to the tonic of the song’s 

key (for e.g., as in the track “Animals,” 1979a), (b) sections of a vocal melody might consist of 

little more than a single note jumping backing and forth by an octave (for e.g., in the track 

“Mind,” 1979e), or (c) a clear sense of pulse to orientate dancers to a song’s accented backbeat 

(i.e., beats 2 and 4) might be conspicuous in its absence (for e.g., in the track “Drugs,” 1979b).  

 

Whereas, the band had previously recorded and performed songs written almost exclusively by 

lead singer David Byrne, Remain In Light was constructed out of group jam sessions held in the 

studio. The latter approach had been used to good effect on a track from their previous album 

Fear of Music (1979c) called “Life During Wartime” (1979d). Guitarist Jerry Harrison explains: 

“we incorporated the idea of writing in the studio, trying to capture the innocent, uncertain 

charm of the first time we played a song, that sense of exploration” (quoted in Thomson, 2010, 

p. 42). The band was making music so fresh and new however, that once they had finished 

recording the basic grooves, it was a struggle to find examples in popular culture that could 

give them clues as to how to proceed further. They couldn’t work out how to turn these 

backing tracks into finished songs.  

 

Such uncertainty can be source of great fear for practitioners, and yet it can also be very 

fruitful, provided that individuals hold their nerve, and teams preserve their sense of unity, long 

enough to produce something cohesive. As stated earlier, Byrne credits Eno’s positivity––
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likening him to a cheerleader (Sheppard, 2009, p. 309)––as being a key factor in helping push 

him and the band past the anxiety of shaping something so different to their previous efforts. 

Despite experiencing writer’s block for weeks on end, when faced with the job of adding vocals 

to this “fluid beat music, not hook-laden pop…[with] no obvious cadences to attach words to” 

(Gittins, 2004, p. 65), Byrne eventually solved the creative problem by looking to musical 

traditions beyond the West for inspiration. 

 

Byrne noticed that, in certain cultures, religious ecstasy is expressed/experienced at times 

through, what Westerners might label, “secular” song and dance. He therefore set about 

framing Remain In Light––with a theme of transcendence through song-as-communion––as an 

answer to the New York-inspired angst and anxiety of the band’s previous work (Byrne, 2012; 

Thomson, 2010, p. 44). This was music that Eno, Jon Hassell, and Byrne referred to as “Fourth 

World music” or “future primitive.” It was meant to sound like “a field recording or unearthing 

of anthropology of the future––as if, sometime in the future, a trove of recordings was 

discovered by some unknown funky culture” (Byrne quoted in Sheppard, 2009, p. 322). In 

hindsight, it is evident that Remain in Light is an early example of, what was then, a new 

emergent genre. It was one of the first “world music” records. 

 

3.2.6.6: Eno and Lanois’ frames for flow: 

 

Another long-term collaborator of Eno’s is the Canadian musician/engineer/producer Daniel 

Lanois. After making several albums together in the ambient style during the early 1980s, the 

duo went on to produce U2’s The Unforgettable Fire (1984) album and have since co-produced 

several hit albums for the band. Along the way, they have developed a number of working 

methods that, according to Lanois, are quite conducive to creative flow in the studio (Massey, 

2009). As well as those developed as a team with Eno, Lanois has since instigated a number of 

approaches of his own that facilitate creative flow. Each of the scenarios discussed below use 

playframes and frame negotiation as their basis. They are grouped according to the particular 

general concept used to frame the situation.  

• Rules as frames: (a) Lanois explains that very early in their working relationship, Eno 

instigated a rule that stated if any one of them made a suggestion, the other must agree 

with it. Lanois states that the benefit of this rule is that (i) it “gets the ball rolling” 

quicker, (ii) stop ideas from being “suffocated” too early on, and (iii) places greater 

importance on team unity than the actual quality of any given idea. Lanois goes on to 
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add that once an idea has been explored, all parties tend to agree regarding whether it 

was worth pursuing or not.  

(b) Another example of Lanois and Eno’s rules is for each to take turns at 

mixing the same multi-track session in (strictly) 15 minutes segments, with each one 

starting off where the other left off. At the end of the 15 minutes, each person must 

commit the mix to tape and allow the other to do a new mix. According to Lanois, the 

benefit of this approach is that each person doesn’t take the mix process too seriously. 

At the end of two hours they have eight different mixes, each with a different 

approach. Usually a few of these will inspire further, more-refined work (Massey, 

2009, p.23). 

• Number of participants as a frame: Lanois recounts that while working as a 

producer for Peter Gabriel’s 1986 album So, only three people were involved in the 

development of the song’s basic formal structures. He likened the process to steering a 

small canoe, rather than a large ship or barge, allowing the team to make changes 

easily, without any loss of face or inconvenience to other players, who were brought in 

at a later time to add their parts as overdubs (p. 21). 

• Costumes as frames: Lanois states that while producing the So sessions, the small 

team took a mundane “nine to five” approach to their working day. They even went to 

the length of wearing construction-worker hard hats while working to keep them in 

character. 

• Physical locale and instrumental/ recording set up as a frame: (a) Lanois 

likes to build temporary studio setups in locations such as beautiful old houses, disused 

cinemas, or anywhere that might inspire the recording artist to play better (Tingen, 

2010). He says that artists often feel they owe him a good performance, since he has 

gone to the trouble of constructing a bespoke space for them. He also adds that it is 

beneficial to prepare special performance subspaces and finalise all technical issues 

before the artist even arrives, so that they can turn up and enjoy making sounds 

immediately, and with as little distraction as possible (Scoppa, 2010).  

(b) Lanois refers to these individual performance subspaces as “stations”: areas 

fitted out with instruments, ready to play, along with their appropriate microphones 

(positioned correctly) and any further signal processing/integrated technology set up 

and ready to go. He states that it is important that each station remains in an ongoing 

state of readiness. No small part should be borrowed to be used somewhere else. Each 

station has its own idiosyncratic sound and may include, for example, a particular 
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instrument plugged into a-well suited amplifier via a chosen effect pedal, with a certain 

microphone set up in a particular position. In this way, the station has a unique, but 

unchanging, identifiable character. It is always ready for when inspiration strikes. The 

engineer simply plugs in the signal to the recording device from the (clearly labeled) 

patch bay and a performance/sound can be captured (Massey, 2009).  

By constructing stations, Lanois is playframing in two ways: (i) He is 

negotiating the physical/electronic field of play that the performer is about to enter. 

(ii) He is facilitating a fun playful frame of mind for the performer, unencumbered by 

serious technological distractions. Neil Young comments regarding his experience 

working within one such Lanois setup: “A lot of the sounds…were right there in the 

room. So I was immersed in the overall tone of the song from the beginning. Which 

meant…I was able to have a really good time” (Scoppa, 2010, p. 36). 

 

3.2.7: Godley and Creme: Playfulness and the grotesque: 

  

Regardless of the creative medium or era, most of Kevin Godley and Lol Creme's output is 

notable for its playful, imaginative take on subject matter, its eclectic nature, and love of the 

silly and grotesque. As seen in the opening quote to this chapter it also emerges from an 

atmosphere of fun (Oakley, 2008). In a recent article, an interviewer commented that Creme's 

old band 10cc came across on record as enjoying themselves and having fun. Creme responded: 

“SOME fun?! A LOT of fun! We certainly didn’t take ourselves seriously in 10cc at all and I 

think that it does show in all of our records” (Man On The Moon, 2012). The same can be said 

for Godley and Creme’s subsequent work. George Harrison has referred to the duo as “a 

couple of loonies, especially Lol” (Badman, 2001, p. 358). 

 

Godley and Creme are mostly widely known as (a) writer/directors of seminal music videos 

during the 1980s for acts including The Police, Frankie Goes To Hollywood, Duran Duran, 

Herbie Hancock, Elton John and George Harrison, (b) producers of their own videos and songs 

as a duo (for e.g., the hits “An Englishman In New York,” 1979, and “Cry,” 1985), and (c) 

members of the band 10cc, along with Graham Gouldman and Eric Stewart. That body of work 

accounts for only a small portion of the team’s creative output since meeting as teenagers in the 

late 1950s to collaborate on a homemade 8mm film of “Dracula.” Since that time Godley and 

Creme have worked professionally as creatives in a variety of media, including print, film, 

cinema and TV advertising; and musical instrument-related design/manufacture (Blair, 1988). 
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A small sample of Godley and Creme's output between 1969 and 1988 includes (a) book design 

for Pan publishing (including cut-out 3D models, designed and/or illustrated by the duo), (b) 

album cover design for bands such as The Alan Parsons Project, (b) writing and illustrating a 

satirical, quasi-fictional memoir, (c) the invention, production, and marketing of a mechanical 

musical device called the Gizmotron that bows the strings of an electric guitar, (along with a 

separate three record-set concept album called “Consequences,” 1977a, showcasing the wide 

variety of musical and timbral possibilities that the device is capable of producing), (d) the 

writing and directing of TV commercials for Wrangler Jeans, Nissan, and Yellow Pages 

(amongst many other notable clients), (e) the writing, storyboarding, and signing a deal for the 

production of a Hollywood feature film (never made), (g) playing as session musicians for a 

wide variety of clients including Neil Sedaka, (“bubble-gum” producers) Jerry Kasenetz and 

Jeffrey Katz, Mike McGear, Hermin’s Hermits and others (Inoue, 2014). 

 

A selection of Godley and Creme’s work follows (both audio and audio-visual), demonstrating 

the scope of their imagination, sense of fun, novelty, and irreverence. It spans their time with 

10cc (1972-1976) and as a duo (1977-1989): 

• “Hotel” (1974): The 80 second-long introduction features a jungle soundscape 

created by Lol Creme using a moog synthesiser to emulate bird sounds and unidentified 

cooing animals, in addition to exotic-sounding melodic fragments. Complete with 

ominous, muffled, distant drums, this piece wouldn’t sound out of place in a 1940s 

Hollywood Tarzan feature. 

• “I Wanna Rule The World” (1976): This record production comes across as 

pantomime-like exploration of the motivation behind a would-be dictator. The music 

features (once again) clichéd Hollywood musical signifiers, this time adopted from the 

war movie genre (for e.g., snare drums and timpanis). It is also notable for a maniacal 

Hitler-esque rally rant and some cartoon-esque “villainous” organ chords. Lol Creme's 

lead vocal sounds not unlike a young Woody Allen playing the role of fumbling, 

would-be ruler-of-the-world Jimmy Bond, from the James Bond spoof Casino Royale 

(Hughes, Huston, McGrath, Parrish & Talmadge, 1967). 

• “Seascape” (1977b): The first minute of this piece––the opening track of the album 

Consequences––is an evocative musical representative of the ocean, featuring undulating 

musical waves and intermittent splashes of sonic surf. All musical sounds heard are 

created using multi-tracked electric guitars fitted out with Godley and Creme's 

mechanical bowing device called the Gizmotron. The piece is something like a movie 
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soundtrack without visuals to pin it down. It is therefore, a poor attempt at program 

music in the Romantic-era sense, since the last two minutes suffer from a lack of visual 

cues to bring much-needed coherency. The sounds and atmosphere of this track are 

nonetheless stunning. The following track “Wind” (1977d) was used in a Benson and 

Hedges cigarette commercial in the late 1970s, and in that context, gains greater 

coherence as a result of the visual narrative. The track “Stampede” (1977c) works 

better as program music, with a strong melodic figure adding formal strength, along 

with the musical signification of charging animals being stronger than the more abstract 

elemental themes of water, wind, fire and earth.  

• This Sporting Life (1978): Consider the following words spoken as if over a 

telephone receiver at 4 minutes, 17 seconds into the song:  

This is the Bad Samaritans. Hello, loved one. Sorry there was nobody here 
to take your call personally. However, we understand what you’re going 
through. How you’ve travelled life’s highway with your smile on upside 
down. And now you think you’ve found the ultimate answer to all your 
problems. Don’t be hasty. Why waste a life. Wait ‘til there’s a crowd down 
below. Give a little when you go. 
 

• “Power Behind The Throne” (1981): This track is an attempt to play ska arranged 

in the style of Chinese restaurant synthesiser muzak (circa 1980). Somehow it works. 

• “Cry” (1985): This video has a simple premise. A wide variety of faces, ranging from 

striking to unexceptional are photographed close-up in black and white, steadily 

dissolving from one into another as their owners mime the song lyrics. The use of 

digital audio sampling (then a relatively new gimmick) to create an impossibly high-

pitched, corny, and emphatic “Mickey-Moused” major-chord vocal arpeggio finale is 

hilariously incongruent and grotesque, given that up until that point it was a brooding, 

yearning, and quite serious song. 

• “Mondo Video” (1989): Similarly grotesque, yet child-like, this piece was 

conceived, directed, composed, and performed by Godley and Creme as a fully 

integrated audio-visual whole (it was never released in an audio-only format). The edits 

and movements on screen each correspond to musical motifs in such that way as it is 

difficult to detect which came first. The visuals adopt a similar approach to that of 

audio sampling techniques popular at the time. Divorced from any clear context, they 

are triggered and retriggered continuously. There is no message or narrative here, 

other than a combining of synchronised visual and sonic elements for the sheer delight 

of doing so. It is as if Godley and Creme are saying: “Here are some motifs, visual and 
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sonic, and this is what we did with them. We not only played them, but we played 

with them.” Of all Godley and Creme's creative output, this piece stands out as one of 

the most playful (i.e., PF, defined by Lieberman, 1977, as a fun observable element 

occurring within specific instances of play). It is more like an etude (a “study”) rather 

than a serious composition done with a paying audience in mind. “Mondo Video”  

comes across as a by-product of playfulness: an “artefact of play.” 

 

Along with Eno, Lennon, and Dylan, Godley and Creme's love of the grotesque is a quality 

observable in the work of many creatives. Consider the following quote taken from Getzels and 

Jackson’s (1962) study of “gifted” students: 

The stories, the drawings, and in a measure the autobiographies of our 
highly creative adolescents demonstrate quite clearly that the world of 
fantasy contains anxieties as well as delights. It is a world that may be 
entered to escape the mundane, the pedestrian, and the trivial aspects of 
reality––a secret chamber providing solace to the Walter Mitty in 
everyone––but it is also a world containing the shock of the unexpectedly 
grotesque, a carnival funnyhouse in which the daydream may be 
transformed into a nightmare. Although it is customary to portray the 
“dreamer” as the person who shies away from the battle of practical affairs 
by retreating from the onslaughts of reality, there is a special sense in which 
he [sic], the explorer of his own fantasy, may exhibit a courage unknown to 
those whose vision remains focused only on the means and ends of everyday 
existence. (p. 104) 

 

 

3.2.8: Robert Fripp and King Crimson: 

 
[In] March 1976, when I was in retreat in England, as I was wheeling a 
wheelbarrow of compost in the garden, in a flash I saw quite clearly that 
Rober Fripp does not exist…Robert Fripp consists of a collection of 
impressions and experiences over a period of years that seem to have some 
coherence, but the level of coherence is very, very fragile (Fripp in 
Mulhern, 1986) 
 
[Who] is the real Robert Fripp? He is a self-conscious role player, moving in 
and out of entirely convincing personas seemingly at will. (Tamm, 1990, p. 
7) 

 

 

Robert Fripp and his band King Crimson are another act that embody the protean quality of 

play. Continually forming, splitting apart, and occasionally reforming in a wide variety of 

configurations, King Crimson has had eight different manifestations since 1968 to the present 

day (King Crimson Mark VIII is currently touring the U.S. as I write). Periods of activity for 
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each version of the band may last anywhere from a matter of months up to a few years at a 

time. Although Fripp is the only member to serve in all line-ups, there have been several 

players such as Adrian Belew, Bill Bruford and Tony Levin that have featured prominently 

during that the band’s history. Seventeen other members have contributed at various times. 

 

Despite King Crimson being toted as one the most influential and earliest examples of 

progressive rock, Fripp is not so happy to accept credit for developing the genre. He has since 

described progressive rock as “a badly cobbled pastiche of a number of badly digested and ill-

understood musical forms” (in Tamm, 1990, p. 73). Although, at times, he and his band mates 

(particularly between the years of 1970-1972) have been guilty of such sins, King Crimson’s 

style usually defies easy classification by virtue of the fact that it borrows from so many different 

sources, whilst assimilating them in such imaginative and unexpected ways. Influences as 

diverse as Bartok, Stravinsky, The Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, Miles Davis; along with genres such as 

new wave, world music, industrial rock, minimalism, jazz, and the 20th century classical guitar 

repertoire have all had some effect on King Crimson’s sound at any given time.  

 

Fripp sees himself as the guardian of the King Crimson ethos, is adamant that King Crimson has 

always been a live band first and foremost, and that studio work is an uneasy compromise 

between the needs of the performers and the ways of record production (DeCurtis, 1984, p. 

23). The album Starless and Bible Black (1974) actually features live recordings as core tracks, but 

with the audience sounds removed to give the impression of a studio session. Another key 

element of the band’s sound are long passages of slowly building dynamic tension that release 

suddenly, and with great ferocity. However, it is more the hows rather than the whats that make 

the band’s sound recognisable. 

 

3.2.8.1: The band as playframe: 

 

King Crimson is perhaps best described as a series of negotiated playframes (see chapter 2, 

section 2.4.1), rather than any particular core group of musicians or franchise in the traditional 

sense. Certain rules are adopted to give each line-up its particular character, whilst others––

from previous incarnations of the band, considered no longer interesting or timely––are 

discarded. Some rules however, remain constant regardless of the form the band takes, without 

settling into formulaic patterns. Fripp is usually quite candid about the aims and goals informing 

the latest version of King Crimson: publishing detailed diaries, articles, and “blogs” that outline 
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what has recently happened, along with what is planned to happen in the near (or distant) 

future. He is much less verbose however, when discussing the qualities that are unchanging 

about the band. This is not due to a lack of awareness on his part. It has more to do with the 

fact that Fripp sees King Crimson as having a life of its own. His latest attempt to articulate the 

latter was published only a few days ago as I write: 

The primary three King Crimson principles are: Joy. May King Crimson 
bring joy to us all: including me! The second is, the music is new: whenever 
it was written. And the third is…do nothing as much as you can. (Fripp in 
DGMLive, 2014) 

 

Ex-King Crimson drummer Bill Bruford commented in 1981, “basically this thing, King 

Crimson, continues because there was a spirit about it and an attractive way of thinking about 

music, some ground rules, which continue” (in Tamm, 1990, p. 57). 

 

3.2.8.2: Personality as playframe: 

 

Fripp, as an individual, has been described as being similarly enigmatic. In part, because he 

doesn’t live up to the clichéd image of a rock’n’roll star, but also, as a result of his belief that 

“personality” is merely a vehicle with which to relate to others and experience life (p. 7-8). 

Many years of introspection, self-education, and self-scrutiny have informed Fripp’s insights, 

culminating in a sabbatical from the music industry in the mid-1970s. During that time he 

attended the 10-month long “Fifth Course” of J. G. Bennett’s Academy for the Harmonious 

Development of Man at Sherbourne House in the Cotswold Hills of Gloucesershire. 

The practical philosophy that Fripp was developing during his three-year 
retreat from the music industry….owes much to Gurdjieffian ideas that… 
in our normal state we human beings are asleep, unconscious, running on 
automatic. Our ideals, morals, ideologies, religion, art, and lofty 
philosophizing are all a sham, the product of instinctual groping in the dark, 
automatic mental associations, wishful thinking, bloated egotism, laziness, 
shallow romanticism. (p. 75) 

 

 

Fripp’s assertion that it is “difficult to exaggerate the power of habit” (p. 76) echoes the 

thoughts of humour/creativity theorist Arthur Koestler. Koestler (1964) views creativity as “an 

act of liberation––the defeat of habit by originality” (p. 96). He goes on to state that “the 

discovery of hidden analogies…the bringing into consciousness of tacit axioms and habits of 

thought which were implied in the code [of whatever system or paradigm is currently being 

adopted] and taken for granted; the un-covering of what has always been there” are hallmarks of 

both creativity and humour (p. 120). Koestler explains that humour and creativity have in 
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common the power to expose and derail rigid ways of thinking behaviour patterns rutted like 

an “engine-driver who must drive his [sic] train along fixed rails according to a fixed timetable” 

(p. 119). 

 

3.2.8.3: Tension, joy, and playframing: 

 

Humo Ludens author Huizinga’s (1949) definition of play as “a voluntary activity or occupation 

executed within fixed limits of time and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely 

binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy and the 

consciousness that it is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life’” (p. 28) could easily be mistaken for 

Fripp’s idea of what makes King Crimson tick. In a 1982 interview, he described the approach 

he takes to guiding his fellow members: 

I wish to determine the parameters of the band's action. Not to be a 
dictator, but more like a guy saying, 'This is the sports field; now go and 
play sports and I'll play sports with you.' It's initiating a situation so you can 
concentrate energy…(Fricke, 1982, p. 25) 
 

In the same interview, ex-King Crimson drummer Bill Bruford, gives an illuminating account 

of how the above approach feels from his perspective: 

lt starts out as a stream of negatives first off, which cracks many a lesser 
man. “Don't do this, don't do that, and I suggest you don't do this. By the 
way, I also recommend you don't do that.” You're in a prison and you've got 
to find your way out of things. I quite like that. I must be a masochist or 
something, but I don't feel right unless I'm imprisoned and told to find a 
way around it. That's the challenge. (p. 25)  
 

Unfortunately, Fripp feels that in trying to serve the band’s needs, he has often compromised 

his own interests: 

I feel I've created a field in which other people can discover themselves. I'm 
disappointed that they don't create the room for me to discover myself. 
That is the dynamic of what happens: I get squeezed out. You have three 
guys who are very excited about someone providing them with room. And 
there's me saying, “Great guys. The three of you are doing wonderful 
things. Can I come in, please? Is there a space?” So all my best guitar work is 
done outside Crimson. I like space, if there's an awful lot going on, I tend 
not to play.(Fripp in DeCurtis, 1984, p. 22-3) 

 

3.2.8.4: Playframing as proscription: 

 

Admiration for the composer and virtuoso orchestrator Igor Stravinsky (Tamm, 1990) may 

possibly have informed Fripp’s proscriptive approach to music making. Stravinsky (1997) uses 
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the analogy of binding himself tightly with limitations as a means of dealing with situations 

where too many creative possibilities make creative action daunting. He referred to such 

conundrums as the “abyss of freedom.” Within a field of limitations however, he states, the 

composer is not burdened by rules like a penitent, but rather “is in quest of his [sic] pleasure” (p. 

192). The following observation made by Herbert Fleischer in 1931 demonstrates that 

Stravinsky’s seemingly paradoxical combining of play and the limitations inherent in a  “frame” 

was not always lost on outside observers: 

What a difference between Schoenberg’s pure, abstract constructivism and 
Stravinsky’s most natural music-making using earth soaked in blood! 
Stravinsky proves that the most stringent, almost mathematical construction 
and the most natural idea are not mutually exclusive opposites…(Cross, 
2003, p. 243) 
 

It was Stravinsky’s awareness that even arbitrarily chosen limitations/rules could facilitate great 

freedom that allowed him to adopt, and discard, a variety of compositional styles throughout 

his career (ranging from jazz to serialism), just as an actor might adopt a character’s costume. 

Or, just as Fripp might adopt and discard a personae. 

 

Stravinsky simply likens the unprecedented ‘language’ of his so-called revolutionary music in 

his ballet The Rite of Spring to the breaking of a habit (a mental set). He qualifies that once such a 

break with the past has occurred however, it must be replaced with similarly constricting 

alternate frameworks. “The more art is controlled, limited…the more it is free” (p. 194). In 

particular, Stravinsky pays attention to the importance of the present-orientation that a 

playframe facilitates. In doing so, like Hutt (1966), he points to the difference between 

exploratory behaviour, where an artist must search for inspiration from some new or startling 

discovery, and playful behaviour, where the artist/craftsperson simply follows their intrinsically 

motivated attraction to a serendipitous “accident,” if one should emerge, from the play as an 

artefact. 

 

3.2.8.5: Risk taking and reversal theory: Excitement instead of anxiety: 

 

Fripp encourages an atmosphere of collective improvisation and risk taking within the fields of 

play that he negotiates for his King Crimson band mates to play inside:  

If you work with hazard, the situation's not guaranteed. The point there is: 
‘We're all good players. We're all good pros. We'll make things safer. We'll 
put on a good performance.’ And that's it. It's only mechanical––a very 
wonderful, smoothly working, efficient machine. But so what? It doesn't go 
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beyond that. I like to work with very good professional musicians who go 
beyond being professional. It's only a level of craft. It takes you to the point 
from which you leap; you're very high up and you jump. And because 
you're high up you might fly a long way, or you might go straight down 
with a crash. You can either play safe and that won't happen; but neither 
will you take off and fly. Or, you build the hazard into the situation, so 
things can occur, and sometimes they might go wrong. (Fripp in Mulhern, 
1986) 

 

 

If such a proposition sounds daunting, then take solace in Police drummer Stewart Copeland’s 

(2009) remark (quoted in chapter 2) that the “worst musical train wreck hurts absolutely no 

one” (p. 248). It is necessary to point out however, that depending on one’s frame of mind, the 

experience of willing participating in a potential musical train wreck can be one of elation or 

terror.  

 

Although many humour, creativity and play scholars discuss the importance of framing 

experience (e.g., Piaget, 1951; McGhee, 1979; Oring, 2003; Sutton-Smith, 1979; Ziv, 1984, 

1989, amongst others, see appendix 1), Apter’s (1982) reversal theory links this cognitive 

ability to the behavourist study of psycho-physiological response mechanisms. Whereas previous 

arousal theorists such as Berlyne (1972, 1969, 1960) failed to adequately explain the 

psychological aspects of aesthetic experiences in general––including, for example, the 

appreciation of art, or the enjoyment of play or humour––Apter has succeeded.  

 

Apter explains that individuals continually move back and forth between the present-orientated 

paratelic frame of mind and future-orientated telic frame of mind (a phenomena he calls 

bistability, as opposed to the monostability of homeostasis). That is, an individual’s frame of 

mind dictates how arousal stimulus will be experienced. In the present-orientated paratelic 

state, high arousal is experienced as pleasurable (i.e., as excitement) and low arousal will be 

experienced as unpleasant (i.e., boredom). This arrangement is reversed however, in the 

future-orientated telic state (hence “reversal” theory). In the telic state high arousal produces 

anxiety and low arousal is described as relaxing. Apter (1991) defines the playful state of mind 

as paratelic since “the activity comes first and the goal is secondary and chosen in relation to the 

activity” (p. 16). 

 

Apter concurs with Ziv’s (1984) remarks regarding the need for playful cues to set up a context 

where events are experienced as funny “ha ha” rather than funny “peculiar.” Apter states that 
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humourous incidences themselves, or cues such as smiling or laughter, can trigger a perceptual 

switch into the paratelic state. Ziv adds that a level of rapport or trust is another governing 

factor in how an individual interprets an event. He contrasts how one might react to either a 

loved one suddenly tickling them, or a stranger in the street doing the same.  

 

3.3: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: 

 

This chapter presented the first half of a historical survey of post-War popular music making. 

The purpose of this survey was to find examples of popular musicians who have adopted the use 

of playful humour in their creative practice. This was necessary in order to contextualise the 

findings of the review of the humour, creativity, and play literature presented in chapter 2. The 

focus of this section of the survey was broad and general, and derived data from a variety of 

reliable historical sources.  Examples were given of playful approaches to popular music making 

being positively correlated to instances of innovation and creative flow for both individuals and 

groups. However, it was also demonstrated that in some cases the inappropriate adoption of a 

playful frame of mind can have a damaging effect on group cohesion. The following chapter will 

take the form of a case study so as to provide data of a finer granularity. It will also provide 

examples of how playful humour can have both positive and negative effects on the popular 

music-making process, and present a theoretical basis for interpreting this data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! 105 

CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL SURVEY II: BRIAN WILSON AND THE BEACH BOYS’ 

SMiLE PROJECT: A CASE STUDY 
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4.1: INTRODUCTION: 

 

This chapter presents a case study of a record production project that was designed to use 

playful humour as a means to facilitate creative flow. It is also one that is quite relevant to the 

concerns of this thesis since it adopted a non-linear approach to record production, a method 

quite different to the common practice of its time. It was a way of making records however, 

that is highly relevant to today’s users of Digital Audio Workstations (DAWs), the standard 

recording and editing medium for practitioners today, and one that allows practitioners to 

effortlessly edit and shuffle around musical material in a manner not unlike that used in the 

making of motion pictures. Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project was started in 

1966, but eventually abandoned in 1967 due, in part, to the limitations of technology at the 

time. It was revived in 2003 however, using a new team of musicians and computer editing 

software. This project was many years ahead of its time. 

 

It was not only technological concerns however, that prevented the original project from 

reaching completion. From the start, it was a situation fraught with competing agendas and 

power struggles. By addressing these issues, there is much that can be learnt about the art of 

record production and how playful humour can both help and hinder that process. There is also 

much to be learnt from SMiLE about the influence of peer pressure on the creative process. 

Since The Beatles succeeded with their similarly ambitious and playful Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 

Club Band album (1967) where SMiLE failed (at the time), this case study also presents an 

opportunity to ponder what the differences were, and how they might have influenced the 

results.  

 

4.1.1: SMiLE: An overview: 

 

SMiLE was to be the follow-up album to The Beach Boys’ first million-selling single “Good 

Vibrations” (1966b). Described by producer Brian Wilson as a pocket symphony, “Good 

Vibrations” had taken an unprecedented seven months to complete, (Leaf, 1993). For SMiLE 

Wilson resolved to take his time again, conducting some 80 or so sessions between August 

1966 and May 1967. The same montage-like compositional techniques as used (to good effect) 

on “Good Vibrations” were employed again, but this time, over the scale of an entire album.  
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Despite being eagerly awaited by fans, contemporary musicians, and the band’s record label, 

the project was scrapped after 10 months of sessions produced approximately 50 hours of tape 

documenting Wilson at his creative peak (Badman, 2004; Bell, 2004). Such extravagance must 

be understood in context of the times however. 1966 was the year that psychedelia entered the 

lexicon of popular culture (DeRogatis, 2003), a movement that challenged rock music’s status 

as a disposable distraction for teens. Notably, bands such as The Mothers of Invention, The 

Doors and The Pink Floyd were taking risks and pushing the boundaries of what rock was 

capable of expressing. Even established acts such as The Beatles and Bob Dylan (with the albums 

Revolver, 1966b, and Blonde on Blonde, 1966, respectively), were integrating musical and 

conceptual elements derived from well outside of the pop-culture domain. 

 

1966 was the year that both Wilson and The Beach Boys’ status had been suddenly upgraded 

from passé to progressive thanks to their album Pet Sounds (1966c), a work strongly influencing 

the English music scene at the time (Abbott, 2001). As a fledgling new member of the rock 

avant-garde, Wilson decided to surround himself with a hip new group of collaborators while 

The Beach Boys were out “on the road” promoting Pet Sounds. In this way, he attempted to 

buffer himself from those around him wanting a return to the tried-and-tested, formulaic, 

songwriting/production style of earlier Beach Boys surf-themed records. 

 

Wilson was determined to take an unhurried approach with SMiLE and focus on the process of 

creativity as something to be enjoyed. This was in contrast to the high-pressure, production line 

manner in which he had been obliged to deliver previous Beach Boys albums at a rate of one 

every few months. The overall mood of the project (at first titled Dumb Angel) was both comic 

and spiritual. That is, Wilson believed laughter could weaken people’s ego defenses, opening 

them up to new experiences and perspectives (Leaf, 2004). To this end, a variety of 

imaginative, and often child-like means, were employed to inspire a playful frame of mind in 

both Wilson and his team.  

 

Some in The Beach Boys camp however, including ex-Beatles publicist Derek Taylor, Beach 

Boy Mike Love and father-cum-manager Murry Wilson were less than sympathetic to Wilson’s 

increasingly unpredictable whims. They wondered where all this “fun and games” might be 

leading the band at such a crucial juncture in their career. Beach Boys front man Mike Love 

openly resented not being asked to collaborate on the lyrics for the album, which were instead 
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provided by actor, composer/arranger, session musician, and poet Van Dyke Parks (Priore, 

1997, 2005). 

 

4.1.2: A modular approach to music making: 

 

Instead of working on whole songs with clear, large-scale syntactical structures, the SMiLE 

sessions were intentionally limited to recording short interchangeable fragments (modules). 

These short audio passages––many of which lasted only seconds––were somewhat analogous to 

single motion picture “takes,” with content ranging from music (instrumental or vocal), to 

spoken word, or even sound effects and role-playing. Whereas it is commonplace for 

filmmakers to shoot scenes according to a storyboarded structure, Wilson approached each 

fragment somewhat as an “end-in-itself” (where near enough was not good enough) rather than 

as a mere musical function. In this way, any number of larger structures, and divergent moods, 

could be produced at a later time, through a process of combining, and re-combining, the 

modules in a variety of linear sequences (Doggett, 2003). Very often, the syntactical basis of 

certain key modules was returned to several times. Each interpreted with a quite divergent new 

arrangement, or merely refined (though not always for the better). 

 

Whilst SMiLE contains songs in the traditional sense, it’s difficult to say exactly where one starts 

and another ends. They are not always mutually exclusive entities, but rather, constitute a 

loosely unified group of interchangeable musical themes, rhythmic patterns, sound recordings, 

and lyrics. Listening to the session tapes, it is possible to hear how one incidental idea might 

emerge in the context of a particular song, only to turn up again months later as the centerpiece 

of another. Wilson states (regarding “Good Vibrations”), “we got so into it that the more we 

created, the more we wanted to create…there was no real set direction we were going in” 

(Zollo, 1997, p. 131). The process itself was clearly of-the-moment. 

 

The problem with SMiLE was that Wilson never actually got around to the secondary process of 

combining the modules into a releasable sequence. He had the skills necessary to create an 

abundance of material, but stitching it all together was clearly a challenge too great at the time. 

In fact, not one song was completed to his satisfaction when the project was finally scrapped in 

May 1967. Nonetheless, many of the SMiLE modules have since surfaced in a variety of 

contexts, both commercial and as unofficial “bootleg” releases. By far, the most significant of 

these was in 2004 when Wilson and Van Dyke Parks sequenced many of the modules into a 
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three movement ‘symphonic’ configuration. Wilson’s then backing band, instead of the 

remaining Beach Boys re-recorded the various fragments necessary from scratch.  

 

There are clear differences therefore between (a) the SMiLE songs (i.e., musical and lyrical 

sketches made prior to entering the recording studio), (b) the actual recorded modules (which 

may, or may not, be used in any number of combinations within later “song” productions), (c) 

unreleased sections that these modules form when edited together, and (d) later commercial 

releases of the songs (often combining several original modules with new additional recorded 

parts). In-text citations therefore, are only provided in this chapter for commercial releases. 

When bootlegged modules/song productions are referred to––and there are many in the case 

of SMiLE––they are not given citations, since they are not consistently available via any 

particular reliable channel. Similarly, song titles are not given citations unless they are referring 

to a specific, commercially-released record production of that song. This is necessary since 

often many different versions of a “song” exist, each perhaps featuring very different sections, 

lyrics, and modules (for e.g., compare the Smiley Smile version of “Wonderful,” 1967g, with its 

sombre vocal and “Heroes and Villians” bridge section, to the simpler Good vibrations: Thirty 

years of The Beach Boys box set version, 1993j). 

 

The recent release of over seven hours of session highlights from the 1966/67 sessions in 

Capitol Record’s The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c) has made analysis of the original 

recordings a much more viable proposition. This material, along with recently published 

session logs (Badman, 2004; Slowinski & Boyd, 2011), and anecdotal evidence from those 

involved (sourced from a variety of print, film & audio documentary sources) constitutes a 

most useful body of data with which to contextualise many of the core concepts relating to 

humour, play, and creativity encountered in previous chapters. The historical context provided 

by the SMiLE sessions and the “Good Vibrations” single (1966b) must be of particular interest to 

any consideration of the art of popular music-making, since both occurred at a time of great 

change in record production practice: a change that Wilson’s modular approach helped bring 

about (Martin, 2001).  

 

This multiplicity of forms that SMiLE has taken on over the years also provides crucial insight 

into the relationship of the parts to the whole within composition in general. And because 

SMiLE can be said to have failed long before it succeeded, both the positive and negative effects 

of humour/play upon music making can be illustrated. Furthermore, the SMiLE story highlights 
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difficulties faced by artists fighting the inertia of their own success, and the external pressures 

brought to bear by those interested parties who depend upon it to earn their livelihood.    

 

Having introduced this chapter’s case study topic, the background to SMiLE’s development will 

be dealt with from both internal and external perspectives (i.e., section 4.2.1 deals with the 

dynamic within The Beach Boys team, whilst section 4.2.2 places SMiLE within the context of 

mid-1960s record production practice).  

 

4.2: BACKGROUND: 

 

4.2.1:  The A-side and the B-side: 

 

Between 1963 and 1966, The Beach Boys spearheaded the American surf music craze, selling 

16 million singles, and earning 10 gold records. According to Siegal (2003) the band’s label, 

Capitol Records, was well aware that demand for surf music was likely to be short-lived. In 

order to fully exploit the phenomenon before the musical tide turned, Capitol demanded three 

or four albums per year from the band (Doggett, 2003). The Beatles––also released by the 

Capitol label in the US––were producing a more realistic (though still prolific) quota of two 

full-length albums and three singles per year (Lewisohn, 1988). 

 

Understandably, early Beach Boys records were rather formulaic affairs, marrying Chuck 

Berry-inspired rock’n’roll rhythms with jazzy vocal harmonies evoking The Four Freshman. 

There were however, two sides to the band’s musical personae from the start. The first was 

clearly extrovert, competitive and self-aggrandising. For every A-side however, dealing with 

machismo subject matter such as surfing, fast cars, faster girls, and loyalty to one’s peer group, 

its B-side might feature Wilson’s high falsetto vocals confessing to feelings of insecurity that 

such acts of bravado tried to hide. The number one single “I Get Around” (co-written by 

Wilson with lyrics by Mike Love) backed with “Don't Worry Baby” (co-written by Wilson with 

lyrics by Roger Christian) released in 1964 is a fine example of just such a disc (Leaf, 1993). 

This latter undercurrent of deeply felt emotion would usually be accompanied by appropriately 

lush, and richly textured, musical and vocal backing (traits that Wilson would further develop 

as time passed on). 
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Though this extrovert/introvert dichotomy somewhat reflects the mood swings of teendom––

resonating with the troubled rebel archetype of 1950s Hollywood cinema (as portrayed by 

actors such as James Dean)––it also had its basis in reality. The Beach Boys had always been a 

group suffering from a split personality. It was arguably two bands fronted by two different 

leaders. Love’s preferred arena of expression was, and is still, the concert hall. To this day, he 

still tours with a backing band calling themselves The Beach Boys (despite having only one 

original member present). He explains: “Some people are denizens of the studio. I’m more a 

denizen of the live appearance. I love the thing. I love the spontaneity and the recreating of 

those songs” (Doyle, 2011).  

 

Wilson however, was clearly more at home in the recording studio. In addition to being The 

Beach Boys’ principal songwriter, he took over as the band’s arranger and record producer as 

early as 1963 (an act unprecedented in rock music at the time). In order to keep up with 

Capitol Records’ hectic release schedule, Wilson retired from touring in December 1964, 

opting to stay home in Hollywood and create Beach Boy backing tracks with the use of session 

players and other backing vocalists, if necessary, when it suited him (Leaf, 1993; Priore, 2005). 

From then on, Love and Wilson both led separate “Beach Boys” ensembles concurrently: one in 

the studio and the other promoting their records onstage.  

 

Wilson has confessed to how exhilarating, and addictive, it was to repeatedly score hit records 

with The Beach Boys, especially when doing so guaranteed his bandmates’ ongoing respect and 

kept the record company off his back (for a time at least). Eventually though, he tired of the 

constant pressure to put quantity before quality (McCulley, 2003). After hearing The Beatles’ 

Rubber Soul (1965) in late 1965, Wilson became determined to devote his future efforts to 

writing and producing records that resonated more genuinely with his own inner moods. 

Unfortunately, neither Mike Love nor Capitol Records shared Wilson’s belief, at the time, that 

pop music could, or should, constitute a legitimate form of artistic expression. They simply 

wanted to stick with the proven Beach Boys formula and continue to produce hits. Wilson’s 

partial solution was to increasingly engage the services of lyricists other than Love. This was an 

act that caused considerable resentment in his former collaborator, and sowed seeds for future 

conflict during the SMiLE sessions (Abbott, 2001).  

 

Since the task of promoting Wilson’s record productions on stage in 1966 fell predominantly 

on the shoulders of the band’s live front man, and MC, Mike Love, he was acutely aware that 
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any subtlety that might be appreciated on record would have been all but lost in the spectacle of 

a live show. Love was therefore expressing a legitimate concern informed by an ongoing 

engagement with paying customers eager to dance to radio hits. He also had to do so with 

extremely limited technical resources by today’s standards (and no orchestra to reproduce 

Wilson’s lush orchestrations). As a comparison, it should be noted that one of the reasons The 

Beatles dared record such lavish arrangements on their Sgt. Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band 

(1967) album was because they had recently quit touring indefinitely, and didn’t have to 

reproduce the sounds onstage (Stewart, 2011). In retrospect, Love describes the SMiLE 

modules as “amazing recordings…[featuring] some incredibly remarkable music.” He claims it 

was the lyrics he didn’t appreciate (Love, 2011).  

 

It was into this uneasy context––one that Wilson described as a “tug of war”––that SMiLE was 

born (Badman, 2004, p. 188).  Just like the A and B sides of a seven-inch single, there were 

two sides to this argument, with Mike Love, and the spectacle of the stage on one, and Wilson, 

championing the intimacy of the studio, on the other.  

 

4.2.2: Mid-1960s record production practice: 

 

According to The Beatles’ producer George Martin, the ultimate aim of record making in the 

1950s and early 1960s, was to produce audio facsimiles of a live performance: one that was “as 

accurate as possible” (Badman, 2000, p. 256). In the case of rock music, records at that time 

were all about capturing a “vibe” or “feel”: the proverbial “lightning in a bottle.” Therefore, 

arrangements and sound balance issues had to be sorted out before committing performances to 

tape. Editing, whilst used extensively, was strictly a linear affair, involving “the splicing 

together of the best pieces, no matter how small” (Southall, Vince & Rouse, 2002, p. 65). 

Recording sessions were generally conducted in three-hour blocks. According to Helen Shapiro 

––an English pop star of the early 1960s––it wasn’t uncommon to “easily” record four songs in 

a single session (p. 63).   

 

This isn’t to say that there weren’t exceptions to the rule. Certain record producer auteurs 

existed who’d attained a high level of creative autonomy and autocracy. Phil Spector––famous 

for his “wall of sound”––was one such notable (American) example of a record maker 

fashioning soundscapes that seemingly defied the limits of physical reality. In England, Joe Meek 

was a similarly innovative and eccentric maverick. During the years 1964-5, Spector’s influence 
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on Wilson’s record production style cannot be overstated. Wilson later explained: “When I got 

really familiar with Spector’s work. Then I started to see the point of making records. You 

design the experience to be a record rather than just a song. It’s the record that people listen 

to” (Leaf, 1990). Wilson even went to the extent of adopting the same group of session 

musicians (“The Wrecking Crew”), studio (Gold Star in Hollywood), and engineer (Larry 

Levine), in his efforts to emulate Spector. 

 

With Spector’s influence well and truly assimilated by early 1966, Wilson found his own 

production voice with the album Pet Sounds (1966c): a work that sustains a consistent reflective 

mood from beginning to end. It’s as a whole that the album succeeds, and begs to be listened to 

in one uninterrupted sitting. When the disc ends, one gets the feeling of having come back to 

“reality’” - not unlike surfacing from a darkened cinema after watching a beautiful, deftly-paced 

movie. Pet Sounds diverges from previous Beach Boys’ efforts in several ways. Its sound field has 

a greater sense of depth and “warmth”; the songs employ even more inventive use of harmony 

and chord voicing’s than on previous efforts. The prominent use of percussion is a key feature 

(as opposed to driving drum backbeats); whilst the orchestrations, at times, echo either the 

quirkiness of “exotica” bandleader Les Baxter, or the “cool” of Burt Bacharach, moreso than the 

teen fanfares of Phil Spector.  

 

Although the album was slightly less successful than previous efforts in the U.S.––possibly due 

to Capitol Records’ lack of promotional backing––it found a new market for The Beach Boys in 

the U.K. and Europe. Just as Spector had once set the benchmark for Wilson, Pet Sounds was 

now doing the same for other prominent bands of the time. The Who, Eric Clapton, and his 

band Cream; and Paul McCartney––who along with his producer George Martin cited it as a 

major influence on The Beatles’ seminal Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967)––were all 

singing the album’s praises (Leaf, 1990; Abbott, 2001). Martin has since described the album as 

“the criterion of excellence” in the popular music world (Martin, 2010).  

 

One benefit of Pet Sounds’ (1966c) resounding critical acclaim in England was that it convinced 

Capitol to trust Wilson’s new direction. For a time at least, he was free to take even greater 

creative risks, knowing the label would finance and promote his next effort regardless. Beach 

Boy Bruce Johnston recounts his reaction to the first commercial fruits of Wilson’s new 

indulgent approach in October 1966: “When we finally heard ‘Good Vibrations’ edited and 
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mixed, we thought we were going to have the biggest hit in the world or the career was over” 

(Abbott, 2001, p. 113). 

 

Whilst Pet Sounds is a much acclaimed and influential album, it nonetheless belongs to the world 

of mid-1960s recording practice: very different to the one inhabited by makers of popular 

music today. According to George Martin (2001), it was the Beach Boys single “Good 

Vibrations” that signified year zero for the art of record production as we now know it. The 

SMiLE project is therefore remarkable not only because it utilised playful humour as a means to 

assist creative flow but also because it helped spawn a new artform, establishing many of “the 

rules of the game” that we are still following to this day. Some we have yet to even pick up on. 

 

4.3: DISCUSSION: 

 

4.3.1: What is SMiLE?: 

 

It was pieces of music. That’s why I’ve had trouble over these years, in 
terms of people trying to put a SMiLE record together. It’s my recollection 
that Brian was still experimenting with units of music. Just from the musical 
point of view, there never was a SMiLE. As a finished product.  (David 
Anderle in Boyd, 2011) 
 

 
Trying to describe SMiLE isn’t an easy task, since it has no definitive form or content. For 

several decades it was a most elusive thing, seemingly changing its size and shape as the years 

progressed. What can be said about SMiLE is that it isn’t a specific album, nor is it a particular 

group of songs. Possibly the best term yet offered to describe the project is sonic menagerie 

(Wolfe, 2011). According to Mark Linett––the man chiefly responsible for collating the SMiLE 

session tapes since 1988––all that remained from the eighty or so sessions conducted between 

August 3, 1966 and May 18, 1967 was “a bunch of bits and pieces––a few songs that were more 

or less completed later” (Peters, 2011c).  

 

By the time the project was scrapped, Wilson states that he had recorded more than enough 

backing tracks to fill an entire album. However, The Beach Boys hadn’t sung on most of these 

tracks by that point (McCulley, 2003, p. 198). Another reason given by Wilson for the album 

not being completed in 1967, was the difficulty he experienced finding an acceptable sequence 

for its many component parts (Leaf, 2004). Nonetheless, over the years, various SMiLE 
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modules––and the various superstructures that can be made from them––have made their way 

into the public arena.  

 

The, at times, tenuous relationship between the SMiLE songs, with music written by Wilson 

and lyrics by Van Dyke Parks, and their interpretations as recordings––whether as modules, 

complete songs or parts of larger movements––finds a parallel in the Russian Formalist 

distinction between syuzhet (plot) and fabula (story: Holmberg, 1996). Syuzhet relates to the 

concrete linear sequencing of the various substructures inspired and unified by an overriding 

fabula (abstract pattern). In 1966, SMiLE ostensibly possessed the latter but not the former. 

That would have to wait until 2004.  

 

The SMiLE project’s basic theme was, arguably, the national myth of the “relentless European 

expansion across America, westward from Plymouth Rock to Hawaii” (Badman, 2004, p. 151). 

This explains not only the abundance of tack pianos featured in the recordings––mimicking the 

saloon pianos of Hollywood Westerns––and ukuleles but also other more imaginative 

references to Americana. Noteworthy, is a musical evocation of the iron horse (train) in the 

track “Cabin-Essence” (1969b), a song that also features a playful musical pun based on 

“Eastern” scales––signifying Chinese railroad workers––juxtaposed against an otherwise (Wild) 

Western arrangement. The modes used here are more typically Middle Eastern than far-Eastern 

pentatonic types: hence, the joke.  

 

Much of the material recorded for SMiLE has little, if anything, to do with the Americana theme 

however. And even when it does, a theme is not quite a story. There are no central characters. 

No Black Jack Daveys or House Carpenters to populate the SMiLE pantheon. No specific 

pilgrims progress westward from Plymouth Rock with whom the listener can relate. Names 

arise, but only in passing. It is the potential experience rather than any actual narratives that 

hold SMiLE together. Each “song” must be understood in terms of a discreet, though quite 

abstract, unifying concept (fabula) with many possible forms. These songs are not strict 

syntactical structures (syuzhet) in the Tin Pan Alley sense.  

 

For example, many SMiLE modules were inspired by the title “Heroes and Villains” and 

produced between November 1966 and March 1967.These can be heard on The Beach Boys: The 

Smile Sessions: CD 2 (2011c), and admirably demonstrate the divergent quality claimed by both 

Guilford (1975) and Ziv (1983) as a key component of creative action. Clear patterns of 
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convergence necessary to inform the sequencing of these modules were sorely lacking at the 

time however. Without the adoption of clear, even arbitrary, criteria with which to evaluate 

the suitability of each module within subsequent structures, attempts to compile them must 

have seemed like an insurmountable task.  

 

To illustrate how problematic the sequencing of SMiLE’s modules must have been, a 

comparison can be made with other works noted for their mish-mash of styles and perspectives. 

Even a work as inscrutable as Joyce’s Ulysses (1922)––similarly famous for its many playful, 

divergent perspectives and styles––adopted not only the fabula of Homer’s Odyssey but also 

featured episodes based upon that epic’s structure (though, compressed into the 24 hour 

sequence of Bloomsday––June 16, 1904). The mention of historically accurate events that took 

place that day, in locations within the limited arena of Dublin, also further support an otherwise 

fragmented text, making it more manageable for both writer and reader alike. Likewise, the 

early Cubist paintings of Braque and Picasso limit their gaze to the restricted field of a particular 

still life scene. The SMiLE modules that are most successful are the ones that simply evoke a 

singular setting. The more they restrict their figurative gaze to a particular limited zone the 

more detailed and sensuous they become.  

 

4.3.2: The many manifestations of SMiLE:  

 

SMiLE’s many manifestations are listed and discussed below in chronological order. Tracks are 

only dated when referring to specific commercial releases: 

 

1966: A solo performance by Brian Wilson (voice and piano) of the song “Surf’s Up” was filmed 

by producer David Oppenheim on Saturday December 17, 1966 and broadcast the following 

April as part of the television special Inside pop: The rock revolution (1967). This program, hosted 

by Leonard Bernstein, was supposed to include footage recorded two days earlier at a Beach 

Boys vocal session for the track “Wonderful.” The group session went badly however, and was 

shelved (Badman, 2004). With the TV cameras rolling, Mike Love “picked a fight” with Wilson 

regarding the “validity” of performing the ironically titled “Surf’s Up” for the show (Priore, 

2005: 99). 

 

1967: Shortly after the SMiLE album project was scrapped, The Beach Boys hastily recorded an 

alternate album Smiley Smile (1967d) in two weeks. It was mostly recorded in a makeshift studio 
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put together by the band at Brian Wilson’s home. This album features several remade SMiLE 

songs with stripped back arrangements featuring mostly organ and vocal, and a conspicuous lack 

of echo/reverb, a trait that had, until that time, been a key sonic signature of Beach Boy 

records. Noteworthy also, is the absence of key Van Dyke Parks collaborations such as “Cabin-

Essence” and “Surf’s Up,” with both songs featuring lyrics Mike Love particularly disliked 

(Badman, 2004; Priore, 2005). Only four of the SMiLE backing track modules were used on 

this album: two for the single “Heroes and Villains” (1967b), and two for “Vegetables” (1967e: 

Boyd, 2011). 

 

1967: A SMiLE vocal module formerly known as “Do A Lot” or alternatively, “Sleep A Lot” is 

remade acapella-style and featured on The Beach Boys album Wild Honey (1967f) as “Mama 

Says” (1967c). This piece was considered at various times to be part of both “Heroes and 

Villains” and “Vega-Tables,” but wasn’t featured in either track’s Smiley Smile version. 

 

1968: In November 1968, without Wilson’s cooperation, two incomplete SMiLE tracks were 

prepared for inclusion on The Beach Boys album 20/20 (1969a). The song “Cabin-Essence” 

(1969b) was edited together from a variety of SMiLE modules (i.e., “Home on the Range,” 

“Who Ran The Iron Horse,” & “The Grand Coulee Dam”) with lead and backing vocals added. 

The October 4, 1966 recording of the acapella track “Our Prayer” (1969c) is also featured with 

some additional vocals overdubbed (Badman, 2004). 

 

1970/71: The Beach Boys were released from their Capitol Records contract in 1969. The 

Warner Bros. label signed the band, largely with the intention of releasing SMiLE as an album 

(Priore, 2005). Despite the unfinished project gaining a level of speculative notoriety in the 

rock press at the time (Priore, 1997), Wilson was uninterested in revisiting it. When unable to 

convince him otherwise, the band attempted to revive a few tracks to pacify the label. “Cool 

Cool Water,” a track loosely based on SMiLE’s “I Love To Say Da Da”/”All Day,” and dating 

back to October 1967 with rehashed Mike Love lyrics was added to their Warner Bros. debut 

Sunflower album (1970). This was followed by a, somewhat more substantial, remake of “Surf’s 

Up” (1971). Featuring only limited involvement from Brian Wilson, this latter track featured 

several SMiLE-era modules including (a) a backing track recorded on November 4, 1966, (b) 

part of an outtake of a Brian Wilson solo demo of the song taped on December 15, 1966 for the 

Inside Pop CBS television special, and (c) an end section including a December 2, 1966 SMiLE 

module planned as part of the track “Child Is Father To The Man” (Badman, 2004). 
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1990: With the re-issue of Smiley Smile on CD (1990b), “Heroes and Villains (Alternate 

Version)” (1990a) was included as a bonus track. This piece differed considerably from the 

Smiley Smile version of the song and contained both the “Cantina” and “Whistling” modules (as 

included on The Beach Boys: The Smile sessions CD 2, 2011c: Tracks 15 & 16). 

 

1993: Brian Wilson, Van Dyke Parks and The Beach Boys eventually gave Capitol Records 

permission to include approximately 40 minutes of previously unreleased SMiLE material as 

part of the Good Vibrations: Thirty years of The Beach Boys box set (1993c). Although this was 

hereto the most significant commercial release of SMiLE material, there was still much 

unreleased. The mixes are warm, clear and understated, avoiding some of the excess echo of 

1960s era mixes, and with little attempt made to create a sense of flow. The modules are 

mostly presented “as is.” The booklet liner notes state: “Remember, what you’re listening to 

are unfinished productions, fragments, demos and tracks…with a programmable CD player 

you can make your own order” (Leaf, 1993, p. 42).  

 

As well as featuring previously released tracks such as “Our Prayer,” “Cabin-Essence,” “Surf’s 

Up” and (both versions of) “Heroes and Villains,” many additional SMiLE pieces were also 

featured, including a December 15, 1966 Brian Wilson solo recording of “Surf’s Up” from the 

first aborted Inside Pop TV session (1993g), over 15 minutes of compiled “Good Vibrations” 

session tapes (1993b), “Wonderful” (1993j), “Heroes and Villains (Sections)” (1993e), “Heroes 

and Villains (Intro)” (1993d), “Do You Like Worms” (1993a), “Wind Chimes” (1993i), “Vega-

Tables” (1993h), and “I Love to Say Da Da” (1993f).  

 

2004:   In late 2003, Brian Wilson, Van Dyke Parks and Wilson’s musical secretary Darian 

Sahanaja set about preparing a “symphonic” version of SMiLE. This version is symphonic in the 

sense of having three movements, rather than being arranged for an orchestra. The work was 

sequenced with the aid of a non-linear computer editing system (ProTools) and rehearsed with 

Wilson’s band before being premiered in front of a live audience in London.  

 

An album was then recorded for the Nonesuch label titled Brian Wilson Presents SMiLE (2004b). 

The overall process was documented on film and released as a TV special/DVD entitled 

Beautiful dreamer: Brian Wilson and the story of SMiLE (Leaf, 2004). This footage was augmented 

with interviews of many of Wilson’s 1960s SMiLE collaborators, but (conspicuously) not The 

Beach Boys. In fact, none of the original Beach Boys tapes were used in making this new 
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production. All necessary modules were re-recorded––once again––as separate fragments to be 

edited together at a later time. Each movement was loosely unified by its own theme: [i] 

“Americana,” [ii] “Ages of Man,” and [iii] “The Elements.”  

 

In addition to what had already been released were: “Barnyard” (2004a), “Old Master Painter” 

(Gillespie/Smith)/”You Are My Sunshine” (Davis/Mitchell: 2004i), “Song For Children” 

(originally titled “I Ran,” or alternatively, “Look”: 2004k), “Child Is Father To The Man” 

(2004c), “I’m In Great Shape” (2004f), “I Wanna Be Around” (Mercer, Vimmerstedt: 2004e), 

“Workshop” (2004l), “On A Holiday” (2004j), “Mrs. O’Leary’s Cow” (originally titled “Fire”: 

2004h), “In Blue Hawaii” (based on “I Love To Say Da Da” & featuring new Van Dyke Parks 

lyrics: 2004g), and “Good Vibrations” (using the original lyrics by Tony Asher: 2004d). A 

strong sense of unity and flow exist in this forty-eight minute work, with each module 

progressing with a true sense of compositional purpose. In particular, the second movement has 

a high degree of “fit,” due to the presence of a unifying, rhythmic keyboard pattern throughout 

much of the section.  

 

2011: Brian Wilson claimed in a recent interview (Myers, 2011) that due to the positive public 

reaction to his 2004 remake, he felt comfortable in approving the release of a sizable portion of 

the original SMiLE session tapes. On November 1, 2011, The Beach Boys: The Smile sessions box 

set (2011c) was released by Capitol Records to ‘celebrate’ the fiftieth anniversary of The Beach 

Boys’ formation. This collection consists of two major components: (a) the first [CD 1] is a 

fairly close reconstruction of Wilson’s three movement 2004 sequencing, but this time using 

the original recordings as its source. More significant perhaps, is (b) the inclusion of many hours 

of session “highlights” across four additional CDs in the set (representing about ten percent of 

the total session material recorded).  

 

The modules featured on the CD 1 (2001c) are often different to those used in the 1993 edits, 

with some songs using either alternate, or additional, fragments. For example, the new edit of 

“Wind Chimes” (2011d) uses the “Wind Chimes Version 1” “tag” module (2011e) recorded on 

August 3rd, 1966; whilst the 1993 edit uses a module recorded later on October 5th, 1966 - 

referred to here as “Wind Chimes (Version 2 Tag)” (2011f).  

 

Whereas, the 1993 presentation featured relatively minimal editing/mixing/polishing, The 

Beach Boys: The Smile sessions box set’s CD 1 (2011c) is clearly an attempt to present the 
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fragments in a manner that more closely resembles a finished product. Echo and reverb feature 

more prominently, and many vocals have been “flown in” as overdubs from a variety of variety 

of post-SMiLE remakes. The box set’s CDs are accompanied with meticulously researched 

studio, time/date, and personnel details. Please refer to appendix 2 for a chronological list of 

all SMiLE sessions and their respective audio highlights as located in the 2011 boxset. 

 

Bootlegs [1980s - present]: This is where SMiLE takes on a life of it’s own. For many years 

after the project was scrapped in 1967, Brian Wilson was reluctant to deal with the SMiLE 

legacy. Nonetheless, by the early 1980s a core group of enthusiasts in both the U.S. and U.K. 

were instrumental in reviving interest in the project through fanzines and conventions. Some of 

these individuals have since gone on to either document the SMiLE story in the mainstream 

media or even assist Wilson to create his remake in 2004. These include memorabilia collector 

(now ‘archivist’) Peter Reum; the writers, David Leaf and Domenic Priore; musicians, Darian 

Sahanaja and Probyn Gregory (later to become members of Brian Wilson’s backing band), and 

in England, members of the “Beach Boys Stomp” fan club including writer Kingsley Abbott 

(Priore, 2005).  

 

Priore (2005) implies that Curt Boetcher, a record producer working with The Beach Boys in 

the late 1970s, had access to the band’s tape vaults and was an indirect source of leaked tapes 

via his connection with a rock journalist. In 1987, Andy Paley––a collaborator on Brian 

Wilson’s first solo album––“provided an opportunity to hear hours of unreleased tapes from 

the Smile sessions at his home” (p.153). Elsewhere, Priore admits to his part in distributing the 

material, dubbing “tape after tape” for “inquiring musicians” which included amongst other 

prominent devotees, the band XTC (Jarnow, 2011, p. 3).  

 

A phenomenon began to build with fans constructing their own sequences of the modules and 

speculating on what might have been if the album had only been finished in 1967. In this way, 

SMiLE became “all things to all fans” (Jarnow, 2011, p. 3). Van Dyke Parks states in a filmed 

conversation with Brian Wilson (Leaf, 2004) that together with SMiLE, they inadvertently 

created the world’s first “interactive” album. Interestingly, even only three weeks after the 

release of the 2011 box set, fans had started uploading their own edits of the new High 

Definition Compatible Digital modules to youtube.com.  
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4.3.3: What does SMiLE sound like?:  

 

If SMiLE is best considered a sonic menagerie, then describing how it sounds as a whole is 

problematic. Instead, one must attempt to describe the many musical inhabitants of this 

complex, nebulous macrocosm. Sometimes, the music might sound not unlike a Renaissance-

era vocal motet by Carlo Gesualdo, filled with manneristic and unpredictable chromatic turns 

(though treated with a typically glissandi-laden Beach Boys approach). Other modules sound 

like young men pretending to be animals, or performing an “underwater” chant populated by 

word-beasts such as “swim swim fishy,” “underwater current,” “jellyfish,” “shark,” “dolphin,” 

“goldfish,” and “eel”. Some fragments are reminiscent of a “panoramic” wild-west movie score, 

or The Beach Boys faking a group orgasm. Elsewhere, a musical sound painting of a steam 

locomotive gives way to a spoken word skit portraying a man trapped inside a microphone. 

Some modules feature the guttural chanting of cartoon-esque cavemen, or a group of French 

horns supposedly “talking” and “laughing” with each other.   

 

What is consistent about SMiLE is that it usually sounds “playful” or “colorful” (not unlike what 

you might expect to hear in an animated Sesame Street TV segment). The music often 

simultaneously employs instrumental and vocal elements that are widely varied with respect to 

timbre and pitch range, combining them in a somewhat contrary interlocking fashion. That is, 

they fit, but they also feel autonomous. A plethora of sound densities result from these 

combinations. The vocal arrangements create a kind of tapestry of sound, using a wide range of 

pitch centres, antiphonal effects, rhythmic variations, juxtapositions of legato and staccato 

figures, rounder-like echoes, and vocal effects not usually associated with mid-sixties rock 

records. Harpsichords and tack pianos abound (often played in unison). Mallets are also used 

extensively, as is quirky, echoed percussion. SMiLE exemplifies a somewhat naive and playful 

ongoing search for novel ways to recombine unrelated elements. It could just as well be titled 

“Things to do for composers on a rainy day.”  

 

When one compares SMiLE and Pet Sounds (1996c) to earlier Beach Boy records, their unique 

sense of rhythm becomes evident. Whereas, the Beach Boys’ surf and hotrod songs displayed a 

constant, rollicking sense of pulse and constant metre well suited to dancing, SMiLE never lets 

the listener settle into a groove for too long. Even the largely re-recorded version of “Heroes 

and Villains” (1967b), released as a single in mid-1967, runs for only 40 seconds before the 

strident, instrumental backing disappears, leaving only a barbershop quartet ritardando cadence 
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and then, silence. Hardly typical mid-sixties “Top 40” radio fair. The silence is followed by a 

genteel 18th century dance feel––the ever-present “Bicycle Rider” theme––and then, further 

musical twist and turns and so on. 

 

SMiLE’s sounds often evoke the sense of sight. By lyricist Van Dyke Parks’ own admission, the 

project was approached in “cartoon terms. To me it was a musical cartoon” (Priore, 2005, p. 

102). SMiLE’s individual modules are indeed analogous to cartoon panels, though each module 

is like a panel without a fixed narrative with which to attach itself. Like Roy Lichtenstein’s pop 

art painting Drowning Girl (1963), each module seems to have been granted a sense of autonomy 

from the start. They are detached, both in the sense that they’re not linked, and also with 

regard to their Zen-like lack of emotional charge. They are meditations upon a scene, rather 

than commentaries. Whether or not the modules are embedded within a larger whole is only a 

secondary concern. They are, as David Anderle has pointed out, “of the moment” (Leaf, 2004). 

And their sense of singularity is evident in the disjointed and abrupt fashion with which they’re 

often spliced together.  

 

The boldness of the many jumpcut edits used in both “Good Vibrations” (1966b) and SMiLE is 

their most striking characteristic. Due to the relative lack of multitracking options in sixties-era 

record making practice, tape editing was a fine art and used extensively as a means of compiling 

portions of the best takes of songs into a seamless, sequential whole. Pink Floyd manager Peter 

Jenner (cited in Cavanagh, 2003, p. 48) recalls that EMI Records engineers in 1967 were so 

expert at the art of editing it was impossible to discern a tape splice even in the most delicate of 

instrumental passages. SMiLE’s very noticeable edits therefore, must be acknowledged as 

compositional statements in themselves, giving the music a sonic signature every bit as 

noticeable as the performances themselves. There was no way this music could be “real.” 

Wilson was therefore echoing the techniques of musique concrète and seemed to be breaking the 

audio “fourth wall” (if there can said to be such a thing).  

 

This isn’t to say that the modules don’t share any sense of unifying structure. Many musical 

themes featured in SMiLE are given some sort of development, re-arrangement, or 

recontextualisation, bringing otherwise divergent modules a subtle sense of unity. The 2004 

“symphonic” remake of SMiLE (Brian Wilson presents SMiLE, 2004b) recognises the potential 

homogeneity of certain modules and structures them accordingly. One gets the impression with 

SMiLE of a seemingly inexhaustible source of creativity and inspiration that is defiantly anti-
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intellectual and of-the-moment. Wilson’s child-like ability to find wonder in the ordinary 

means that no idea seems too silly or incidental to be tested, and o one version of any idea 

seems to be accepted as definitive. 

 

Wilson recently chose the following words to describe the SMiLE project: “Childhood. 

Freedom. A rejection of adult rules and adult conformity. Our message was, “Adults keep out. 

This is about the spirit of youth" (Myers, 2011). It was this rejection of the usual “rules of the 

game” that ultimately caused SMiLE to remain in a state of limbo for so long. The standard 

verse/chorus/middle-eight format of mid-sixties pop songs clearly wouldn’t suffice. That isn’t 

to say that SMiLE required structures of great sophistication. Rather, a means of organization 

that honoured the regressive nature of the modules, and their reluctance to form unequivocal 

meaningful statements, was what was needed.  

 

The lack of clear, logical meaning in SMiLE’s lyrics was a key problem for Beach Boy frontman 

Mike Love. His reaction to Van Dyke Parks’ lyrics, particularly for “Cabin-Essence” and “Surf’s 

Up,” was one of indignation and disbelief. Love simply couldn’t fathom what the words were 

supposed to mean, and fretted that Beach Boy fans would feel the same (Badman, 2004, p. 149 

& p. 163; Priore, 2005). Love could not grasp, or did not want to, that SMiLE’s many musical 

and lyrical elements don’t really “mean” anything. They are evocative rather than descriptive. 

The SMiLE modules, when considered as discreet units, represent a return to the pre-

grammatical, non-linear and analogical (as opposed to logical) thinking of early childhood 

(Meares, 2005). They are artefacts of play.   

 

4.3.4: SMiLE: The parts and the whole:  

 

4.3.4.1: Non-linearity, regression, and emergence:  

 

The 2011 box set The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c) demonstrates that since the release 

of Wilson’s “symphonic” SMiLE remake in 2004 there are now, arguably, two SMiLEs: (a) the 

linear, and (b) the non-linear versions. These could also be described as the quasi-narrative and 

the ludic versions respectively. Whilst CD 1 of the box set joins certain original SMiLE session 

modules in the order specified by Wilson’s 2004 remake, CDs 2 to 5 present the modules in a 

disjointed fashion, without any compositional context. They are like the many rooms within 

Steppenwolf’s “Theatre of the Mind”: for madmen only (Hesse, 1929). Willingness is required on 
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the listener’s part to leave preconceptions of linear flow behind and take each module as a 

discreet experience, just as one might take the separate rooms of a funhouse. In their 

unorganised state, each module cannot modify or contextualize the other. They resonate rather 

than respond to each other, like pictures hanging side-by-side on the same wall. 

 

It is this juxtaposition of the organised and the (compositionally) unorganised within the 2011 

box set that makes it such a rich resource for this research project. That is, the non-linear 

materials bring with them insight into the playful, regressive nature of composition. In The 

Metaphor of Play psychiatrist Russell Meares (2005) contrasts the “inner” non-linear language of 

playful thought with the linear language of mundane public discourse. He writes: “The language 

of the playing child has a peculiar form. It shows abbreviations, it jumps, and it is not 

grammatical. It moves by analogy, resemblance, and other associations” (p. 38). Similarly, 

Givón uses the term “pre-grammatical” to describe a form of communication common to both 

‘pidgin’ speech and that of young children at an early stage of language acquisition (cited in 

Robert & Chapouthier, 2006, p. 165). Here, words are starkly juxtaposed rather than 

integrated into the complex syntactical relationships of true language.  

 

Koestler explains that pre-grammatical communication is inherently visual, like the unfolding 

panels in a cartoon strip, and states that the reason that the highest compliment possible is to 

call a thinker “visionary” stems from the fact that “true creativity often starts where language 

ends” (1964, p. 177):  

…the poet who reverts to the pictorial mode of thought is regressing to an 
older and lower level of the mental hierarchy - as we do every night when 
we dream, as mental patients do when they regress to infantile fantasies. 
But the poet, unlike the dreamer in his sleep, alternates between two 
different levels of the mental hierarchy…The poet thinks both in images 
and verbal concepts, at the same time and in quick alternation…The 
dreamer floats among the phantom shapes of the hoary deep; the poet is a 
skin-diver with a breathing tube. (p.168) 
 

 
Just as the Koestler’s poet is the master of two evolutionary realms, Meares (2005) suggests 

that in normal development, children, after about the age of four or so, manage these two 

modes so that “embedded in the linear language of social speech are the elements of...non-

linear language, which relates to inner life” (p. 39). He emphasises though, that this 

developmental process occurs within the context of a nurturing environment. In cases where 

individuals experience particularly adverse circumstances in their early lives however, the 
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various parts of their personality may not be sufficiently integrated into a unified whole. This 

might result in individuals displaying varying degrees of discontinuity of consciousness, ranging 

from cases that are not behaviorally evident to, in extreme situations, multiple personality 

disorder. In such instances, life is experienced devoid of a sense of “innerness,” with their 

consciousness being at the mercy of outer stimuli. Meares suggests that “play, or a playlike 

activity of mind, may be a crucial element in linking together…the distinct and separable facts 

of ordinary existence” necessary to forming a coherent sense of self (p. 51). 

 

This coherency can be described as an emergent property, residing in none of the component 

parts, but only “in the pattern that emerges from their interaction” (Capra, 2002, p. 36). In 

simple terms, the whole can be said to be qualitatively different to ‘the sum of the parts.’ In this 

way, an understanding of the parts themselves cannot sufficiently explain complexity. In order 

for any analysis of non-linear systems to be successful, an additional consideration of the 

dynamic processes involved must also be forthcoming. Natural systems ranging from the 

simple, such as vortexes (thermodynamics) up to complex ones like the human body 

(biological), as well as social systems, cultural phenomena (such as language), and even artistic 

works-in-progress can all be described as behaving in a non-linear fashion. Even consciousness 

itself is an ongoing process, an emergent phenomenon whereby neural mechanisms alone (the 

parts) cannot explain the whole, despite being experienced as a unity (Capra, 2002; Meares, 

2005; Robert & Chapouthier, 2006; Chapouthier, 2009). 

 

The  “symphonic” sequencing of SMiLE (Brian Wilson presents SMiLE, 2004b) displays a 

complexity that none of the parts themselves could hint at. Its overall affect is an emergent 

property, displaying a surprising sense of flow, given the varied, and disjointed nature of the 

modules. Capra (2002) states: “Emergence results in the creation of novelty, and this novelty is 

often qualitatively different from the phenomena out of which it emerged” (p. 36). Equipped 

with Pro Tools digital editing facilities, and urged on by supportive and nurturing (new) family, 

friends, and co-artists (Leaf, 2004), Wilson finally displayed the artistic agility of Koestler’s 

proverbial, masterly skin-diver. There is a necessary trade off, however. Something grand is 

gained, but the SMiLE-as-game phenomenon (see section 4.3.2 regarding “bootlegs”) has 

perhaps, since been overshadowed somewhat by this aesthetically successful integration of the 

modules.  
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What for so long had been a lively subject of speculation amongst fans and the rock press, as 

well as a source of interactivity, was now in danger of being mistaken for an audio fossil. 

Similarly, Meares suggests: “Words for affect are dead metaphors” (2005, p. 182). It could be 

argued that Wilson’s “symphonic” SMiLE (2004b) constitutes dead play (i.e., concretised 

process). The box set The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c) has clearly addressed this 

situation by including both the linear sequence adopted by Wilson in 2004, as well as, the 

separate modules.  

 

Not all cultural artefacts necessarily display this degree of fit, or compositional integration: this 

artistic integrity. Creative practitioners may chose to follow a tried-and-tested path to a clearly 

identified goal, or on the other hand, they might design their own path, or even define the goal 

itself (Amabile, 1983). The degree with which any creative process leans towards the former or 

latter scenarios can be described as representing a predominantly algorithmic or heuristic 

approach. It is this latter heuristic method (a “whatever works” approach) that best allows 

creative products to slowly emerge from the complexity, rather than hurriedly rushing into 

banality and predictability.  

 

4.3.4.2: Feedback:  

 

A key element of emergence is feedback. That is, creative individuals need to occasionally, 

figuratively stand back and observe what’s developing before them. Only after considering what 

is gradually coming together can the artist know how to proceed in a way that honours the 

integrity of the piece. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explains:  

Whereas a conventional artist starts painting a canvas knowing what she [sic] 
wants to paint, and holds to her original intention until the work is finished, 
an original artist with equal technical training commences with a deeply felt 
but undefined goal in mind, keeps modifying the picture in response to the 
unexpected colors and shapes emerging on the canvas, and ends up with a 
finished work that probably will not resemble anything she started out with. 
If the artist is responsive to her inner feelings, knows what she likes and 
does not like, and pays attention to what is happening on the canvas, a good 
painting is bound to emerge. On the other hand, if she holds on to a 
preconceived notion of what the painting should look like, without 
responding to the possibilities suggested by the forms developing before 
her, the painting is likely to be trite. (p. 208) 

 

The occasional, or (optimally) moment-to-moment, awareness necessary to allow a work to 

emerge somewhat on its own terms––instead of merely following a formula––achieves its aim 
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by sending a flow of valuable feedback to the artist. In this way, the artist responds, observes 

again, responds once more and so on. Such feedback loops are a key characteristic of non-linear 

systems in general.  

 

Beatles record producer George Martin uses the analogy of a painter gazing at a canvas to 

explain the Beatles’ creative process on their Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) album 

(quoted in Badman, 2000): 

[It] grew of its own accord. I don’t think they really knew what they were 
doing on it, and I didn’t have a great deal of an idea either…They would 
come in and say, “We’ve got an idea for a bit here, but we’re not quite sure 
how it’s going to develop. So, let’s put it down and we’ll go away and think 
about it”…In many incidences this just grew…It was rather like painting an 
enormous canvas in a way, and putting a bit of extra colour on it every day 
and standing back and looking at it, saying, “Yes, I think we’ll do a bit more 
here.” (p. 258) 

 

The emergent work can be described as a dissipative structure (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). That 

is, it is simultaneously changing-yet-stable. At first, the system can be said to be structurally 

constant but open with regard to the flow of feedback. Whereas, simple examples Prigogine 

gives such as thermodynamic systems are open with regard to the flow of energy, it is 

information (Capra, 2002) that feeds back into the artist’s consciousness. If the flow increases 

past a certain critical point however, the system can’t accommodate the stress in its present 

state. A point of bifurcation has been reached and one of two things must happen, the system 

either (a) breaks down into chaos, or (b) spontaneously changes into a new, more complex 

ordered state, one that is qualitatively different to its predecessor. Furthermore, it is impossible 

to predict in advance which path, or resultant form, such a transformation will take (Capra, 

1997).  

 

The psychological application of Prigogine’s dissipative structures model, as described by Bütz 

(1997), justifies stress and anxiety as necessary to the creative process. However, there is only 

so much an individual might choose to tolerate before giving up on a task. In Wilson’s case, 

despite demonstrating the ability to complete many of the actual SMiLE modules (in particular 

the backing tracks, for which he wasn’t dependent upon the Beach Boys’ help), his ability to 

withstand the emotional and psychic stress necessary to facilitate the metamorphosis of the 

modules into finished songs––and a pop album of appropriate length––wasn’t forthcoming.  
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Wilson wasn’t an island, but was accountable to the larger network of both Capitol Records 

and The Beach Boys as the commercial vehicle for his artistry. By January of 1967, the label was 

anxious to further exploit the recent success of the single “Good Vibrations” (1966b) before it 

faded from the public’s memory, even going to the extent of printing up 400 000 record 

covers, complete with full-colour photographic booklet inserts (a lavish package for the time), 

and taking out trade advertisements heralding the imminent arrival of the album (Priore, 

2011). Wilson was therefore increasingly under pressure to finish the project quickly and to do 

so in a manner that didn’t adversely impact upon The Beach Boys’ innocuous public personae 

by being too “far-out.”  

 

Furthermore, the process of trialing tape edits using razors was a much more time consuming 

and potentially destructive practice than today’s high-speed, non-linear computer editing 

process (as was the need to cut trial acetate discs to play outside the studio). Wilson was also 

concurrently juggling the multiple roles of composer, arranger, performer, musical director, 

record producer, and mixdown co-engineer. Unable to bridge the gap between his artistic 

vision and the confines of 1960s pop formulae, it is not surprising he simply scrapped the 

project in May 1967.   

 

Perhaps it wasn’t so much Wilson who couldn’t withstand the mental and emotional chaos of 

the SMiLE project any longer, but those around him. He later claimed that he felt SMiLE was too 

self-indulgent, and feared letting The Beach Boys down: “It was too fancy for the public. I was 

getting too fancy and arty and doing things that were just not Beach Boys, at all. They were 

made for me” (Badman, 2004, p. 163). Thirty-seven years later, within the context of a new 

supportive environment, Wilson was finally able to stand back and look at SMiLE for what it 

was, or might be, rather than what some less visionary individuals wanted to reduce it to. 

 

4.3.4.3: Mosaic structure: 

 

The previous section describes how emergent forms display characteristics not inherent within 

their parts (Capra, 2002). Despite being integrated into a larger whole, the component parts of 

many complex systems however, living or otherwise, retain a surprisingly large degree of 

autonomy (Chapouthier, 2009). This uneasy sense of belonging together and yet remaining 

apart can be described as a mosaic quality. For example, Chapouthier gives the examples of cells 

being a mosaic of organites, an organ is a mosaic of cells, an organism is a mosaic of organs, and 
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so on and so forth. When a higher level of complexity has emerged, the parts may be said to 

have “integrated.” In cases where no new level of interaction has emerged however, the parts 

can be described as merely being “juxtaposed.” Whilst such a distinction might be obvious 

within simple systems, in more complex ones, such as consciousness and memory, the 

component parts are more strongly integrated and therefore require greater discernment to 

detect (Robert & Chapouthier, 2006). 

 

Due to the widely varied sonic textures of each SMiLE module and their jumpcuts, it is easy to 

ascertain their mosaic quality. Mosaic structure is nonetheless, a characteristic of all works of 

art on their journey from inspiration to completion. It can be difficult for analysts to perceive 

the joins in well-integrated compositions, which are smoothed over as the work is refined, 

giving the impression of inspired genius, rather than repeated interaction with the materials or 

concepts. Indeed, if the component parts have been ordered well enough, they’ll display a sense 

of belonging, as if somehow predetermined to be together. Certain combinations seem to 

possess a kind of fit that is at once aesthetically pleasing, appropriate, and functional. 

Combinatorial play, rather than abstract logic however, provides the opportunity for vital clues 

to emerge during the compositional process that point to possible paths through the chaos. As 

SMiLE lyricist Van Dyke Parks recalls: “Brian’s music had an…audio novelty to it. The 

invention was Edisonian, empirical––it had to be toughed out by this process of trial and error” 

(Priore, 2005, p. 80).  

 

Although Brian Wilson presents SMiLE (2004b) comes across as a well integrated whole, it was 

nonetheless an afterthought. Thirty-seven years of cognitive incubation preceded the process, a 

period of time that allowed recording technology to catch up with Wilson’s artistic vision. 

Whilst the primary process of creating the modules themselves––as separate texts––was one of 

combinatorial play, the task of fashioning these resultant texts into larger structures was a 

similar, but secondary, process of combinations and associations, albeit on a larger scale. Once 

again, the process of sequencing the SMiLE modules was a heuristic one rather than a product of 

conscious adherence to deterministic principals.  

 

A key example of such a successful joining of modules, one that gives the (false) impression of 

premeditated compositional intention, is the second movement segue from the “Child is Father 

to the Man” section into the “Surf’s Up” section. This is achieved by the inclusion of a 36 second 

long module best described as containing a “wandering/searching” piano figure. In this context, 
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the fragment functions as a bridge between the two sections. In the box set The Beach Boys: The 

Smile Sessions (2011c) CD 1 sequencing however, this module is featured earlier on in the piece 

(see CD 1: Track 11) resulting in a less convincing sense of integration. In this way, even 

though the modules featured are the same, simply re-arranging their order can make an easily 

discernable, qualitative difference to the whole. This asymmetrical phenomenon has its 

counterpoint in language. Robert & Chapouthier (2006) use the term anchoring to explain how 

“the development of the meaning of an utterance emerges from a series of connections between 

the different component parts” (p. 162).  The initial polysemy of any given term is reduced by 

its linear context. It can be argued therefore, that the musical function of any given motif can, 

likewise, be transformed by placement. Roberts goes on to say that “language is nothing more 

than relationships” (p. 162).  

 

The term compositional morphology can be used to denote how a new emergent whole displays 

characteristics not reducible to the “sum of its parts,” whilst the parts themselves have their 

own individual characteristics (p.161). Though this concept has above been described in terms 

of linear organisation, it can also occur within a musical context in a concurrent fashion. Brian 

Wilson discusses how he learnt to produce new emergent sounds by studying the work of Phil 

Spector: “achieving one sound out of two, mixing two things to become one. Making a guitar 

and a piano sound like a third thing. Rather than, ‘Hey! I hear that as a guitar and piano.’ They 

say, ‘Hey! Dig that sound!’ ” (Brian Wilson interview 2, 1997). 

 

4.3.5: Contextualising the literature review (humour/creativity/play): 

 

4.3.5.1: Humour:     

 

The key word for Brian was humour. If he could get humour into the 
world, into any situation he wouldn’t have problems…He felt that the 
moment somebody laughed, that while they’re laughing all control is gone. 
They cannot control themselves and at that moment they can have a 
spiritual experience.  (David Anderle, quoted in Leaf, 2004) 

 

 

Humour was a core element of SMiLE: a “vital ingredient” (Doggett, 2003,p. 66). In 1967, with 

the sessions still in progress, Wilson confidently declared: “the album will include lots of 

humour - some musical and some spoken” (Priore, 2005, p. 105). He even proclaimed, 

somewhat prematurely, that the forthcoming single “Heroes & Villains,” would constitute a 
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surprising new sound for rock music, calling it “a three-minute musical comedy” (p. 104). 

When listening to the 1990 “Alternate Version” of the song (which leaves out the “Bicycle 

Rider” modules in favour of the “Cantina” section), it is clear that Wilson wasn’t making an 

empty claim, even if he didn’t fully achieve his goal. After finally re-recording and assembling 

the music into a 48 minute album in 2004, and having regained his confidence, he claimed the 

results were “energetic and upbeat…[it is] a very uplifting, jovial album” (p.9).  

 

SMiLE brings a sense of humour and spirit of playfulness to the listener, and the process of 

writing and recording the project was intentionally infused with the same spirit. Wilson stated 

in a 1977 radio interview that just before starting work on “Heroes and Villains” he “was just in 

a playful mood. I get that way. Just before I go in and do something great” (quoted in Badman, 

2004, p. 153). It is also noteworthy that by the time work on SMiLE began, Wilson was aware 

of the creative benefits of humour as postulated in Koestler’s The Act of Creation (1964). When 

asked in a 2005 interview what sort of literature affected him when he was growing up in 

Hawthorne, California Wilson answered: “The Act of Creation…Koestler’s book really was the 

big one for me” (quoted in Brown, 2005).  

 

As well as producing music during the SMILE sessions, Wilson recorded several improvised and 

humorous spoken word scenarios; role-playing games, and childlike chants with his friends. 

Although he’d originally envisaged releasing a number of albums from the SMiLE sessions 

including separate humour, sound effects, and even, a health-food themed LP, but Capitol 

Records rejected the idea (Badman, 2004). This wasn’t the first time however, that Wilson had 

recorded spoken word or musical comedy numbers for inclusion on Beach Boy records. 

Previous efforts such as "’Cassius’ Love vs. ‘Sonny’ Wilson” (1964a), and "I'm Bugged at My 

Ol' Man" (1965b) were light-hearted ways of letting off steam. These tracks dealt with such 

Beach Boy taboos as the rivalry between cousins Wilson and Mike Love, as well as, Wilson’s 

ongoing problems with his abusive father (and former manager) Murry. These tracks though, 

were in no way representative of their respective albums. Instead, they give the impression of 

being mere “filler” material. Ziv (1984) explains that by presenting subjects that would 

normally cause anxiety in a ridiculous light, humour can be used to provide a release through 

the channel of laughter.  

 

The presence of humour in SMiLE may have served an additional function. As Burkholder 

(1985) points out, the American composer Charles Ives wrote the bulk of his “raucously 
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humorous” music prior to getting married in 1908. Between 1902 and that time, Ives shared a 

flat in New York with fellow Yale graduates, men who were often “unwilling witnesses to his 

composing and a captive audience for his finished pieces” (p.91). Since Ives’ music was 

considered quite experimental for the time, he felt obliged to appeal to his flatmates’ sense of 

humour and conviviality, assuming they’d be less agitated by music that was “funny ha ha” 

rather than “funny peculiar.” In light of the fact that Wilson had previously used humour to 

relieve some of the anxiety caused by intergroup politics on previous albums, it’s reasonable to 

assume that he saw humour as means of attenuating some of the potential for anxiety that 

SMiLE’s departure from familiar Beach Boy territory might cause both the fans and the band. As 

it happened, Love and The Beach Boys appreciated jovial songs like “Heroes and Villains” and 

“Vega-Tables” much more than the esoterica of “Surf’s Up” (Badman, 2004).  

 

4.3.5.2: Playfulness:  

 

Martin (2007) states that the “social context of humor is one of play. Indeed, humor [sic] is 

essentially a way for people to interact in a playful manner” (p. 5). Ziv (1989) uses the term 

cognitive playfulness to describe a willingness to change “frames of references…passing from 

reality to the imaginary…and to an interest in possibilities,” stating that it is the common bond 

between humour and creativity (p. 108). Lieberman (1977) is careful however, to make the 

distinction between play and playfulness, defining playfulness (PF) as an observable behaviour 

occurring within specific instances of play. PF, she states, is the common conceptual factor 

uniting play, imagination and creativity, and consists of:  [i] sense of humour (affective & 

cognitive); [ii] spontaneity (cognitive, physical and social); and [iii] manifest joy (including 

operational correlates such as laughter etc. and abstract descriptors such as “pleasure”). 

Therefore, playful behaviour in some individuals may survive play and continue on as a 

personality trait in adulthood.    

 

Nowhere is the inventive use of humour and spirit of playfulness more evident than on the 

collection of SMiLE recordings compiled under the title Psycodelic Sounds. These recordings 

feature Wilson and his close friends/colleagues, including Michael Vosse, David Anderle, 

Danny Hutton, and Van Dyke Parks, clowning around and playing out various silly scenarios. 

Reum (2011) refers to the group as “The Vosse Posse.” Notably, the Beach Boys are 

conspicuous in their absence from the fun. Though previously available as bootlegs, a tiny 
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portion of the Psycodelic Sounds tapes was included––some eight minutes out of approximately 

two hours of material––in the box set The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c).  

 

Badman (2004) states that the tapes aren’t particularly funny. And he’s right. It's the childlike, 

improvised, free associations, and hopped-up sense of joyful camaraderie that’s most 

impressive. The laughter itself provides a playful cue so that, at times, the fun mood becomes 

contagious: a phenomenon discussed by McGhee (1979) and Ziv (1983, 1984, 1989). There’s 

an unself-conscious sense of energy present in these recordings, as well as a disregard for the 

sacred cows of the adult world. 

 

Ludicrous scenarios are played out with real conviction in many of the Psycodelic Sounds tracks. 

In one case, Wilson supposedly falls into a microphone, causing it to short circuit. Someone 

imaginatively remarks that the mic is not working because: “I think it was a short in the Brian or 

somethin’” (see The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 2: Track 37). Other sections 

sound manic, but more often than not, thoughts lead effortlessly and mercurially to others. For 

instance, Wilson plays a melody in the upper register of the piano. Somebody asks where the 

sound’s coming from. Perhaps it’s a pianola?  “Piano roll” becomes a [bread] roll…with lox 

(smoked salmon) and [creamed] cheese. Lox and cheese becomes “locks and keys.” Wilson 

interjects with the bridge ostinato from “Good Vibrations” (still in a high register of the piano). 

The tinkling reminds someone of an ice cream van. The Vosse Posse instantly start ordering 

various ice confections, with Van Dyke Parks commenting (satirically) that he wants white ice 

cream, since they’re eating in such a nice “white” neighbourhood.  

 

Such humorous association is the stuff of creative imagination. As Sypher (1956) explains, 

humour and creativity (like dreams) have in common the quality of jamming the linear 

rationality of mundane life:  

The joke and the dream incongruously distort the logic of our rational life. 
The joke and the dream are “interruptions” in the pattern of our 
consciousness…any truly creative work of art [is] a form of “interruption” 
of our normal patterns or designs of seeing or speaking, which are mere 
formulas written on the surface layer of the mind. (p. 200) 
 

 

The playful sense of skipping from one idea to another, so evident in the Psycodelic Sounds tapes, 

is also adopted in the SMiLE songs and their arrangements. It is as if they document an ongoing 

“stream of consciousness.” A lyrical pun featured in the song “Surf’s Up” illustrates the point. 
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Instead of progressing forward in a logically sequential manner, Van Dyke Parks’ playful sense 

of humour connects the lines: “Back through the opera glass you see, the pit and the pendulum 

drawn.”  To use Koestler’s (1964) terminology, the common point of intersection between 

these two “appropriately inappropriate” (p.92) utterances is the word “pit,” simultaneously 

representing an orchestra pit and Edgar Allen Poe’s locus of torture.  

 

Wilson also finds creative potential in seemingly innocuous points of bisociation - but in this 

case, in a multi-modal manner.  The words “The diamond necklace played the pawn” inspired 

him to ask the session percussionist to play the shaker so that it sounds like rattled jewelry (see 

The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 3: Track 18). It is unlikely that Wilson expected 

this sound to connote “jewelry” to the listener––the shaker part is subtle and ongoing––

however, such unself-conscious, even corny, use of simile makes good use of the associative, 

non-linear, parallel processing behaviour of the brain’s neural networks. In a recent lecture 

regarding ‘emergence and complexity,’ neurologist Robert Sapolsky, explained: 

the networks that have wider expanses that connect to a broader number of 
neurons in a very simple, artificial, idiotic kind of way, that’s kind of what 
creativity would have to be––networks that are spreading far wider than in 
some other individual, it is literally making connections that neurons in 
another individual does not…a broader network in some way is going to 
have to be wiring that is more divergent and at the intersection of a bunch 
of networks that are acting in a convergent way. (Sapolsky, 2011) 
 

This associative aspect of creativity has long been discussed by scholars. Taylor (1975a) explains 

that as far back as 1900, Ribot stated analogical thinking and association by resemblance led to 

responses that were less stereotypical than association by contiguity. Taylor also quotes 

Mednick (1962) as saying: “The more mutually remote the elements of the new combination, 

the more creative the process or solution” (p. 221).  

 

Elsewhere in the Psycodelic Sounds tapes, there’s an abundance of chants. For example, there are 

several “vegetable” chants, “underwater” chants, and “swimming” chants as well as sound effects 

including breathing sounds followed by moaning and laughter. There’s also a sound collage 

titled “Bob Gordon’s Real Trip,” and a particularly mundane audio verité recording of a Chicago 

taxi cab driver who seems to take himself and his job quite seriously. Near the end of the latter 

piece, his voice, suddenly and inexplicably, becomes drenched in spring reverb, as if the bored 

passenger has started tripping on acid. Some of the relatively subtler features in the musical 

SMiLE modules share the same uninhibited inventiveness. For example, (a) the childish “Doing, 

doing” backing vocals evoking banjos in the “Home on the Range” section of “Cabin-Essence,” 
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(b) the laughing French horns that surface momentarily in “Surf’s Up” (first movement), or (c) 

the sound of crunching celery in time to the music of “Vega-Tables.”  

 

4.3.5.2.1: Playfulness and concentration:  

 

To describe a situation as playful doesn’t mean it’s lacking a sense of challenge, effort, or focus. 

Whereas, skills need to exceed challenge in the case of child’s play (“after mastery you play”), 

in games and adult play they should be matched (Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 257). Csikszentmihalyi 

(1979) states “activities that for adults correspond to play show increased concentrations” (p. 

259), so that the pleasurable nature of task engagement is a result of “the ability [of individuals] 

to screen out stimulation and to focus only on what they decide is relevant for the moment” 

(1990, p. 87). Limiting possibilities therefore facilitates playful thought. When attention is 

channeled, the resulting experience of heightened awareness, and the sense of self it reinforces, 

brings rewards in-the-moment. Disordered thought, according to Csikszentmihalyi, simply 

isn’t pleasurable.   

 

As stated in chapter 2 (section 2.4.2), consciousness is not a passive, static thing but a 

phenomenon emerging as a result of neural processes. The sense of order that results from 

unself-conscious engagement in tasks where challenge and skills are optimally matched is 

indicative of a more complex level of consciousness coming into being for a time. It is a higher 

form of order arising out of (relatively) chaotic thought. Individuals experiencing periods of 

flow (thus named by Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, since everything seems to flow in this state) 

describe themselves as being paradoxically highly focused yet detached at that time. Another 

key trait of the experience is that time becomes “elastic,” seeming to speed up or slow down. 

Flow is closely related to play (see chapter 2, section 2.7.2) 

 

Despite being a fun and playful project, SMILE was, nonetheless, a labour of love. The session 

tapes reveal Wilson as being every bit involved in shaping the musician’s interpretations of his 

arrangements as any orchestral conductor. His interactions with session players, as captured 

over the console microphone, are rapid and focused so that no detail goes unnoticed. He seems 

acutely aware of every nuance of performance, picking up on precisely what needs to be altered 

where and how. His level of concentration seems consistently high, and his tone with the 

musicians is assertive but polite. Beach Boy Bruce Johnston has likened Wilson’s resolve in the 
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studio during the SMiLE sessions to General Patton (SMiLE Sessions Webisode #5, 2011), whilst 

Mike Love has often recounted just how challenging it was recording vocals for the project: 

On one passage of “Good Vibrations” we did it over and over again…It was 
so exhausting! I can remember doing 25 to 30 vocal overdubs of the same 
part, and when I say part, I mean the same section of the record, maybe no 
more than two, three, four, five seconds long! (quoted in Badman, 2004, p. 
145) 

 

 

Creativity scholar Teresa Amabile (1996) states that the inner personal experience of creative 

action is often described as being immensely pleasurable and intellectually playful, but is 

nonetheless characterised by an overwhelming sense of involvement in the task at hand. Such 

experiences arise when individuals approach tasks for their own sake. She goes on to add that 

playful frame of mind is conducive to cognitive flexibility, mental-set breaking, and the risk 

taking essential for high levels of creativity.  Conversely, external constraints or pressures can 

have such a negative effect on task motivation in some circumstances that engagement ceases 

altogether. The film writer/director Jim Jarmusch asserts that creative endeavours that might 

be supremely challenging need not be overly serious affairs. Though making film is an 

incredibly difficult process for him, his motivation still comes from “a kind of place of joy…it’s 

more just trying to follow your instincts and the things are moving to you. And to me, those are 

often mundane ridiculous things, small things, not big dramatic things” (Jarmusch, 2005). 

 

4.3.5.3: Playframes:  

 

Sutton-Smith (1979) states that to ““play with something” means conceptually to frame it in 

another way” (p. 306). Whenever people play, they not only experience situations in ways that 

temporarily suspend the “usual way[s] of framing classes and relations” (p. 307) but they must 

negotiate the terms of each frame. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) adds that doing so has an additional 

benefit: “This channeling of attention to a limited set of goals and means is what allows 

effortless action within self created boundaries” (p. 81). However, this is rarely a fixed 

situation. Part of the process of play itself may be a continual oscillating in and out of various 

different negotiated frames. For each frame, its particular limitations facilitate a certain class of 

spontaneous action within it. Brian Eno is a recording artist/producer famous for making use of 

the limitations that playframes impose: “Regard your limitations as secret strengths. Or as 

constraints that you can make use of” (quoted in Tamm, 1995, p. 50). 
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The SMiLE modules exemplify the limiting aspect of playframes. By restricting the recording 

and arrangement task to a short, single, song substructure, Wilson’s attention was limited, at 

the time, to that zone alone. The module acts embodies a psychological frame filtering out all 

other concerns but those relating to that particular event. As a result, the tendency towards 

divergent production with regard to the modules’ various components, and their parameters, is 

increased since it has no obvious, immediate debt to a larger linear string of events and issues 

related to continuity and context. 

 

Each module is a discreet frame with rules of its own, once it has been recorded, then that 

particular game is over. A new module can be then approached afresh as a completely new 

“field of play” with quite different rules. The minute-long track “Mama Says” (1967c), a remake 

of the SMiLE “Sleep a Lot” module, illustrates that when attention is focused upon a strictly 

limited field (the song contains only two lines of lyric sung repeatedly, retaining the same group 

of notes), without the need to waste valuable consciousness on concerns outside of its 

framework, then more attention can be directed to a playful re-arrangement of the “givens” 

within that field (i.e., the rhythm and phrasing of the words/notes are toyed with to create 

variation).  

 

Apter (1991) states that play forms an enchanted zone that keeps the rest of the world at bay for 

a time: “play…is a state of mind, a way of seeing and being, a special mental ‘set’ towards the 

world and one’s actions in it” (p. 13). In this way, the protective bubble of the playful frame of 

mind banishes from consciousness the fear of harm, since clearly “this is not real.” Van Dyke 

Parks states that during the SMiLE sessions, he and Wilson remained productive despite being 

surrounded by great pressure. “I was dazzled by his talent. In spite of all the social pressures 

around us…I was swept up by the prodigiousness of his activity. He did a lot of stuff” (Priore, 

2005, p. 81). Wilson explains that he tried to make SMiLE’s challenging process of writing and 

recording as much fun as possible to keep himself and Parks focused on the task (Wilson, 

2011).  

 

In addition to using modules as frames, Wilson used the concept of physical zones to inspire a 

playful frame of mind during the SMiLE sessions. These “fun zones” are a common point of 

discussion amongst chroniclers of the SMiLE story and include such things as (a) the piano in a 

sandpit, (b) an indoor Arabian tent fitted out with hookahs and cushions, (c) a gymnasium in 

the living room, and (d) business meetings in the swimming pool. Costumes and props were 
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also used to signify a playful mood was appropriate. For example, fire helmets were worn by 

session musicians during the session for “The elements: Fire,” and a fire was lit in a waist paper 

basket releasing smoke into the recording studio (Badman: 2004). Wilson’s friend Danny 

Hutton adds:  

He’s saying things that he was gonna do, and I’d look at him. “Is he testing 
me,” you know? “Yeah, I’m gonna get a sandbox in the living room with a 
piano.” And it just seemed so bizarre when he talked about it. But then 
when you saw it, and he’d be sitting there in bare feet playing with his feet 
in the sand...Why not? Shut your eyes and you’re feeling the sand. Then it 
made sense. (Anderle, Hutton, & Vosse, 2011) 
 

Such approaches are congruent with practice in institutionalised forms of play. Take for 

example, the proscenium arch of the theatre or the boundary lines of a sports field. Similarly, 

sporting teams usually wear coloured costumes to signify “we are now at play” (Apter, 1991). 

 

4.3.5.4: Combinatorial play:  

 

In 1973 Beach Boy Carl Wilson discussed the combinatorial quality of SMiLE‘s modular process. 

“We did things in sections. There might just be a few bars of music, or a verse, or a particular 

groove, or vamp… They would all fit. You could put them one in front of the other, or arrange 

it in any way you wanted. It was sort of like making films I think” (quoted in Boyd, 2011). 

Indeed, like cinema, post-“Good Vibrations” recording methods constitute an illusory 

fabrication. Beatles producer George Martin once stated that, even in the 1970s, producers, 

engineers and musicians so often came together to “create something which in terms of normal 

acoustics, is not possible, something which is larger than life” (Martin & Hornsby, 1994, p. 

243). Such productions are assemblages of recorded artefacts, the joining together of many 

disparate musical utterances. Whereas, multitrack recording allows the process to occur 

concurrently, tape editing techniques (as used during the original SMiLE sessions) rearrange 

recorded components in linear succession. 

 

The general public today can also create music in this manner thanks to the recent proliferation 

of Digital Audio Workstations. After cutting their teeth on licence-free programs equipped 

with non-linear editing capabilities, such as Apple’s GarageBand, novices can upgrade to more 

sophisticated platforms like Logic Pro, a program that provides its own sample (i.e., audio 

modules) library along with a search function for recalling the most appropriate ones according 

to criteria such as tempo, genre, texture, mood, instrument type, or any other quality the user 
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wishes to define. Therefore, a discussion of SMiLE’s playful non-linear approach provides much 

relevant insight for the makers of popular music today.  

 

SMiLE’s modular methodology was quite an innovation for pop music practice in 1966 (Martin, 

2001), it is nonetheless simply an externalisation of what many artists and thinkers do during 

the process of cognitive combinatorial play. Albert Einstein once described his creative process 

using this phrase (Hadamard, 1945). That is, the recombining of discreet modules into unique 

and original larger patterns is analogous to the manner in which creative individuals move 

around and reshuffle known “facts” and “givens,” or familiar images to produce fresh new ideas 

and configurations. This process depends on how comfortable the individual is with “playing 

with ideas” rather than just collecting them, and requires a level of cognitive spontaneity (one of 

the components of Lieberman’s playfulness [PF], 1977). Getzels and Jackson (1962) specify 

that, indeed, facts need not be considered immutable, explaining that “today’s fact was 

yesterday’s fancy and today’s fancy may very well turn out to be tomorrow’s fact” (p.127).  

Lieberman (1977) uses the analogy of a kaleidoscope to clarify how combinatorial play 

operates, so that a limited number of components are continually twisted, turned, and reflected 

to produce a myriad of new patterns. 

 

 4.3.5.5: Cognitive incubation:  

 

Certain prominent songwriters have explained that, at times, the experience of crafting songs is 

akin to delivering or channeling an entity with a will of its own. For example, Keith Richards of 

The Rolling Stones states the way he writes songs is similar to the manner in which a television 

picks up a signal with its antenna. He explains: “if there’s any songs out there, they’ll come 

through you” (Garbarini, 1988a, p. 63). David Byrne of Talking Heads says that many 

songwriters believe “the writer taps into something universal…It doesn’t reflect my petty 

concerns or desires or problems” (Zollo, 2003, p. 497). During the recording of SMiLE, Wilson 

likened his new method of production to a form of gestation: 

The production of the record is like having a baby. I am emotionally 
involved in the pregnancy and all the pains and anguish and delight of the 
birth is felt by me. It’s taken a long time to arrive but you can’t hasten these 
things. They come when they’re ready, when they’re formed and prepared. 
(Badman, 2004, p. 178) 
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In the each of the above examples, the artist displays a willingness to acquiesce some degree of 

conscious control over the shaping of their ideas. They also indicate varying levels of 

detachment from the products of their creativity, as if not quite knowing what might emerge, 

or indeed, if anything necessarily will. Claxton (1997) likens this receptive approach to creative 

practice––one that is tolerant of uncertainty––to “gathering and inspecting the fruits of 

intuition without bruising them or avidly turning them into jams and pies” (p. 81). The above 

metaphors each also suggest that creativity is immune to the demands of mundane “wristwatch” 

time.   

 

In a longitudinal study of art students (Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976), it was observed that 

those who took their time, displaying a more playful orientation––allowing their work to 

emerge from prolonged toying with the various compositional elements, rather than moving 

hurriedly to a preconceived solution––were independently judged as producing work that was 

of greater originality and aesthetic value. This echoes Frederick Schiller’s assertion that in 

“aesthetic play ‘man is Nought,’ his fixed opinions are set aside, and he entertains all possible 

thoughts and feelings in a state of fluid indeterminacy in which he is perpetually recreating 

himself” (cited in Karshan, 2006, p. 6). 

 

Play is not the only way to take advantage of the phenomenon of emergence.  Simply “doing 

nothing” after periods of mental activity can also be beneficial to the artist. This concept has 

been called (cognitive) incubation (Claxton, 1997; Fulgosi & Guilford, 1968; Getzels & Jackson, 

1962; Hadamard, 1945; Lieberman, 1977). Creative individuals may describe the phenomenon 

as preceding a sudden and unexpected flash of “illumination,” whereby a solution to a problem 

is received long after conscious work on it has ceased (Amabile, 1996, p. 101). Furthermore, 

the process can occur in both the short or long term (for e.g., perhaps taking minutes, months, 

or even years). Guilford (1975) states: “I doubt that any recognized creative person would deny 

the fact that incubation occurs and is frequently helpful” (p. 55). Play has in common a similarly 

“restitutive” function, as Hutt (1979) explains:  

I am suggesting that ludic behaviors play serves a psychological function in 
the awake organism analogous to that of REM sleep. During play there is a 
temporary suspension of the cortical information processing functions––the 
nervous system may be described as “idling,” in the sense of an 
electromechanical engine, while at the same time allowing metabolic 
restitutive functions to take place. (p.181) 
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In situations where people feel rushed, pressured, threatened, or even simply judged/ridiculed 

by their peers, they often revert back to old “performance scripts” and “algorithmic” approaches 

that provide quick, though formulaic, results. In such stressful situations individuals may also be 

less likely to (a) speculate, (b) pay attention to emergent patterns, or (c) leave their creative 

options open long enough to draw the full benefits of cognitive combinatorial play (Amabile, 

1983, 1996; Claxton, 1997; Prince, 1975). The protective frame of play can therefore 

encourage cognitive incubation by creating a psychological zone of nonchalant detachment.  

 

When asked in a recent interview how he might define his “artistic approach” with SMiLE, 

Wilson answered: “To take my time. I wanted to take a little longer when recording” (Myers, 

2011). Looking at the chronological progress of the sessions (refer to appendix 2), it is 

noteworthy that Wilson paced himself at first, allowing adequate time to gain some distance 

from the emerging artefacts and make use of cognitive incubation. For example, in August 

1966 only three sessions were conducted, spaced evenly apart, with slightly more occurring in 

September (six). By October however, Wilson was recording every other day. Instead of 

working on one song at a time though, he would record a few modules––potentially for use in 

one particular song––and then leave it for an extended period while he proceeded to work on 

other tracks. In this way, when the song was picked up again he would approach it in quite a 

different manner; managing to produce a number of divergent modules, any of which could be 

used alternatively within the song’s basic pattern of convergence.  

 

The very first SMiLE session was conducted on August 3, 1966, with Wilson recording three 

modules for the song “Windchimes” (see The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 4: Track 

4). The track was then put aside for two months, whilst work commenced on another six 

songs. Vocal overdubs for the track (unused) were recorded on October 3. Two days later, 

Wilson re-recorded two of the previous “Windchimes” modules using very different 

instrumental timbres and arrangements, this time, featuring multitracked marimbas and densely 

mulittracked tack pianos to replace the original harpsichord and rhythm section configuration 

(see The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 4: Tracks 5 & 6). Lead and group vocals were 

overdubbed onto both modules from the August 3 and October 3 sessions, some five days later.   

 

Most of the SMiLE material recorded up until late November 1966 followed a similarly fruitful 

pattern of activity interrupted by periods of incubation, whilst other songs were attended to. 

The results have an effortless, inspired quality. Beatles recording engineer Geoff Emerick 
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asserts this method was also used to good effect on the Sgt. Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band 

(1967) album (Stewart, 2011). Unfortunately, as the original Christmas 1966 deadline for 

SMiLE’s release edged closer Wilson began to work almost exclusively on the next single 

“Heroes and Villains,” for two months without pause. 

 

The resulting “Heroes and Villains” modules––whilst still admirable if taken as discreet 

entities–– seem comparatively less unified than previous modules. It is as if Lieberman’s (1977) 

figurative kaleidoscope of play wouldn’t stop spinning long enough for Wilson to orientate 

himself. What was at first an innovative new approach to record production (the modular 

approach) was now in danger of becoming just another performance script: a pacifying 

algorithmic answer to all of Wilson’s problems, rather than a creative response to his current 

situation.  

 

Although divergent production is an important facet of creativity, it is by no means a sufficient 

condition. Bessemer and Treffinger (1981) state that any assessment of creative products must 

analyse the degree to which they meet the needs of the problematic situation. For example, 

does the artefact adhere to the accepted rules of the relevant discipline?  Does it have practical 

application? Is it an appropriate response to the challenge at hand and is the response adequate? 

The December 1966 “Heroes and Villains” scenario demonstrates that external pressure was 

clearly impacting upon Wilson’s ability to produce material appropriate to the creative task at 

hand (i.e., a single for AM radio airplay) within the allotted timeframe.  

 

The many small “Heroes and Villains” modules recorded between December 19, 1966 and 

March 2, 1967 (see The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 2: Tracks 7-30) are more like 

brief sketches, a premature germinal process of exploration, rather than the “conceptual 

reorganization & consolidation” of play that builds upon such activity (Hutt, 1979, p. 192). As 

Wilson states: “I couldn’t do it. I went on a bummer over [“Heroes and Villains”]. I went on a 

two month bummer over that record” (Badman, 2004, p. 173). If given adequate time to work 

and reflect on the material, he may have arguably produced a piece of great complexity and 

grandeur. However, judging by a work-in-progress edit made almost two weeks after he’d 

missed the second deadline of January 15, 1967, the song was clearly still in its early stages of 

development (see The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions, 2011c, CD 2: Track 18).  
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The following song however (“Vega-Tables”), saw a return to sessions that produced inspired 

and appropriate material with a good balance of both divergent and convergent traits. Not 

surprisingly, these sessions were preceded by a month long break during March 1967, where 

Wilson recorded no SMiLE material at all. Most of the “Heroes and Villains” vocal arrangements 

that have since featured on subsequent releases where recorded later in mid-June 1967, one 

month after the SMiLE project had been publicly announced as having been scrapped. 

 

4.3.5.6: Being “in-the-moment”: 

 

Wilson once explained how much of his initial work with The Beach Boys resulted from a 

preoccupation with the consequences of his actions:  

There was a lot of ambition around and a lot of pressure too…Like when 
Mike would say, “You gotta write a number one record!” I would get like 
(whistles) that feeling and I’d go do it, “cause it was contagious…C’mon 
guys lets get a touch down!” And the company said, “Look…we have a 
schedule to meet here. We have to have a Beach Boys record in ten days.” 
You don’t want to be scared all the time. There are other emotions besides 
fear. (quoted in McCulley, 2003, p. 198) 
 

 
 

With SMiLE, Wilson attempted to follow his own intrinsic motivation rather than allow himself 

to be swayed by external influences. Instead, he set out to seek the joy of creativity in-the-

moment as his reward. As Csikszentmihalyi (1990) states: “The most important step in 

emancipating oneself from social controls is the ability to find rewards in the events of each 

moment” (p. 19). Apter (1982) and Csikszentmihalyi (1990) both agree that a playful frame of 

mind keeps attention firmly rooted in the present moment. If attention at any time shifts to 

future concerns, then as Apter (1982) explains, the meta-motivational state reverses so that 

what was previously experienced as play (paratelic) becomes work (telic). For a time, at least, 

Wilson succeeded in following his creative bent, managing to keep both The Beach Boys and 

Capitol Records at bay long enough to allow his work to emerge as a by-product of his in-the-

moment play.  

 

The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c) box set features not only music but also excerpts in 

between “takes” where Wilson can be heard interacting with the session musicians. Tape 

collator Mark Linett comments that the two most remarkable things he noticed about the 

recordings were (a) the rapid pace in which musical arrangements evolved in the studio, and (b) 

the symbiotic nature of Wilson and his session musicians’ interaction. The team moved ahead 
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rapidly, and with a minimum of fuss, so as not to ruin the mood or lose a fleeting idea (Peters, 

2011c). Similarly, TV Producer David Oppenheim recalls how he spent time with Wilson in 

late 1966, observing a process of incredible creative flow, with the many modules changing 

shape, context, and musical function on a daily basis. The down side to this flow however, was 

Wilson’s unrealistic and compulsive desire to fulfill every whim even outside of the studio 

context, regardless of the time of day or the impracticality of his ideas (Badman, 2004).  

 

Creativity/play scholar J. Nina Lieberman (1977) states that it’s important to make the 

distinction between spontaneous and impulsive behaviour. Whereas, according to Lieberman, the 

former term indicates the ability to play with objects or ideas in unusual or transformative 

ways, the latter simply denotes a tendency to act before sufficient thought or consideration has 

occurred. To illustrate, she gives the example of a two children, each playing with a mound of 

clay. The first child breaks the clay into several small pieces and makes the transformation in 

imagination that they could be cookies. This child then pretends to feed them to a dog. The 

other child simply breaks the clay into pieces and impulsively moves on to the blocks without a 

second thought. 

 

Whereas the modules produced during the early SMiLE sessions display ample evidence of 

cognitive spontaneity and combinatorial play, the “Heroes and Villains” modules from early 

1967 seem to be representative of a more impulsive approach. While there’s no lack of 

interesting ideas evident in them, they don’t seem to have been developed as well as material 

recorded before December 1966. Each module seems like a rough sketch, and has if anything, 

in common with other “Heroes and Villains” fragments. This demonstrates that for Koestler’s 

(1964) bisociation to occur, there must be a point of connection, despite how subtle it might 

be. Wilson is described at the time as having had many “spur of the moment” ideas (both in and 

outside of the studio) but lacked the desire to see them through if they couldn’t be 

implemented immediately (Badman, 2004).  

 

Another indication that Wilson was becoming increasingly unfocused and unable (or unwilling) 

to see ideas through to a realisation of their full potential was his increasingly erratic tape 

management regime. Whilst the studio sessions, at least during 1966, were disciplined and well 

documented, Badman (2004) describes the black acetate trial discs Wilson often took home at 

the end of each day, to reflect upon and share with friends over dinner, were mostly unlabeled 

and piled up on the floor. The SMiLE session logs (see appendix 2) likewise, show that as of 
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early 1967, studio tapes increasingly seem to get lost. The Beach Boys: The Smile Sessions (2011c) 

box set co-producers Mark Linett and Alan Boyd agree that most acetates are also now lost 

(Peters, 2011b). These may have been a key resource with which to analyse the many trial 

sequences of modules made during the project’s time. 

 

4.3.5.7: Conflict in group creativity: 

 

The SMiLE sessions make for a formidable record production case study because they include 

both examples of harmonious (even symbiotic) group creative flow, as well as, periods of 

considerable group conflict. According to Badman (2004), the early stages of the sessions saw 

all parties involved (“friends, bandmates, press agents, Capitol personnel”) as having great faith 

in the project (p. 147). Such optimism though, he qualifies, was based on the assumption that 

the project would be conducted in a similar fashion to previous albums. These differences in 

each party’s expectations only became apparent several months into the proceedings. An 

indication of the growing atmosphere of dissent is evident in Mike Love’s admission that by 

October 1966 he can’t relate to the material (p.149). By November, he was strongly opposed 

to singing Van Dyke Parks’ lyrics (p.163).  

 

There were multiple sources of conflict between Wilson, The Beach Boys, and Capitol 

Records. These included: 

• Wilson’s autocratic production style  

• the appearance on the scene of The Vosse Posse 

• the unprecedented, extended timeframe required to complete the sessions 

• Wilson’s attempts to abandon the Beach Boys hit making ‘formula’ and experiment 

with different production approaches  

• the potential difficulty of performing SMiLE live 

• the negative sides of Wilson’s whimsy 

• Wilson’s increasingly high profile in the musical press, at the time, as the genius 

“puppet-master” behind The Beach Boys (Priore, 2005) 

 

Wilson admits that prior to the SMiLE sessions he was used to “working on my own in the 

Studio. I was used to everybody doing exactly what I told them to do” (Wilson, 2011). After 

enjoying more than three years of unchallenged control, he was ill prepared to deal with the 

resistance generated by his bandmates’ growing realisation that there was simply no precedent 
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for the new music he was making. This sense of uncertainty was further exacerbated by the fact 

that “Good Vibrations” lyricist and co-lead singer Mike Love was effectively demoted to the 

role of backing vocalist for much of the project. Wilson’s new lyrical collaborator Van Dykes 

Parks, on the other hand––also a talented multi-instrumentalist––was now acting as his “right-

hand man” in the studio as well.  

 

Furthermore, Wilson’s growing sense of camaraderie with The Vosse Posse alienated The 

Beach Boys when they returned back home after a successful tour of England and America in 

late November 1966. (Anderle, Hutton, & Vosse, 2011). Capitol Records, on the other hand, 

whilst not overly enthused about the new material, just wanted releasable Beach Boys product 

delivered as soon as possible: regardless of its style. To make matters significantly worse, 

advertisements promising SMiLE’s imminent release were published in Billboard and Teen Set 

magazines in December 1966 despite Wilson being far from finished (Priore, 2011).  

In retrospect, it’s easy to see how SMiLE was a record production disaster waiting to happen.  

 

Prince (1975) explains that wherever group creativity is concerned, there’s always the question 

of power to consider. McIntyre (2008) concurs, stating that this is as true for record 

production as any other field: “it is in the interplay between…and the power that each enacts, 

that creativity in the studio is produced” (p. 8). Prince’s thesis states that many of our habitual 

ways of relating to others are based on bolstering a sense of self-worth by attaining (and 

maintaining) power. Accordingly, self-esteem is potentially damaged in collaborative efforts 

where one is simply carrying out another’s ideas. The more control-orientated the situation, 

the more negative the effects are for both controller and the “lackey.” In such win-lose 

situations, the victor’s success may be short-lived if the loser(s) subsequently attempt to 

undermine the former’s authority in a passive-aggressive fashion (consciously or otherwise). 

Such retaliations can range from subtle undermining to outright confrontation.  

 

A feeling of co-authorship in group-creativity situations can lessen the negative effects on one’s 

self-concept however. This explains perhaps, Mike Love’s need to begin his liner notes in The 

Beach Boys: The SMiLE Sessions box set (Love, 2011) with an assertion of his own lyrical 

contribution to “Good Vibrations.” Only much later does he, in passing, dismiss Van Dyke 

Parks’ words as “acid alliteration.” Love’s ongoing hostility towards Van Dyke Parks is also 

evident by the fact he fails to make any reference to him by name in his notes. 
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Creativity is the most regrettable casualty of situations where such combative and competitive 

behaviour is the norm. In particular, the ability to think speculatively––a key component of 

creative thinking––is severely compromised since it leaves one vulnerable to ridicule by peers 

(Prince 1975). For this reason, Wilson augmented his work with The Beach Boys by adopting 

outside collaborators more open to new his ideas. With The Vosse Posse’s moral support he 

could unselfconsciously follow “any idea, any notion that came into his head to see where it 

took him” (Anderle, Hutton & Vosse, 2011). These were people that Wilson didn’t see himself 

in direct competition with. Despite being a talented composer/arranger in his own right, Van 

Dykes Parks recalls deferring that role entirely to Wilson, instead sticking to writing lyrics 

when and where Wilson required them (Priore, 2005). Unlike the very real power struggle 

going on within The Beach Boys, Wilson’s new entourage had less history with him and, 

arguably, less to lose.   

 

The early sessions for SMiLE focused on recording backing tracks using session musicians, the 

“Heroes and Villains” however, sessions required Wilson to collaborate more consistently with 

The Beach Boys on vocal parts. Wilson’s colleague David Anderle recalls: 

The Beach Boys…were generally very aware of the commercial market 
when Brian really wanted to space out and take off…He’d have to go 
through a tremendous paranoia before he would go into the studio, 
knowing he was going to have to face an argument. He would come into the 
studio uptight, he would give a part to one of the fellas or to a group of the 
fellas, say “This is what I would like to have done” and there would be 
instant resistance…there’d be endless takes and then he would just junk 
it…after they left to go on tour, he would come back in and do it himself. 
All their parts…it was very taxing and it was extremely painful to watch. 
Because it was…a great wall had been put down in front of creativity. 
(quoted in Priore, 1997, p. 266) 

 

Getzels & Jackson (1962) have the following to say regarding creative autonomy and the 

possible benefits of voluntary isolation: “It is certain that some kinds of creative performance 

require permitting the person to set his [sic] own problem, to proceed at his own pace, to 

cogitate on the issues in his own way, to play with his own ideas in his own fashion…even if it 

means working alone” (p. 126). Far from being supported in his vision, Wilson was being 

pressured into going back to his old production-line ways, but they simply didn’t work for him 

anymore. He’d come too far. 

 

Mike Love’s recollections of SMiLE in more recent times centers around his concern that Beach 

Boys fans “in Omaha” might not be able to relate to its fanciful lyrics (SMiLE Sessions Webisode #6 
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2011). This implies he saw the success of “Good Vibrations” (1966b) as being in no small way 

dependent on his own lyrical contribution, one that grounded the song in familiar boy-meets-

girl territory (Holdship, 2004). It’s certainly true that his rewriting of the song’s chorus lyric 

was a considerable improvement on Wilson’s original “Good Good Good Vibrations” version 

(The Beach Boys: The SMiLE Sessions, 2011c, CD 5: Track 23). However, being unable to 

influence the rest of the album in any significant way, Love felt too much was at stake to just 

follow blindly. He had the following to say when interviewed in June, 1993:  

[Wilson] became an egomaniac, taking too much acid, smoking so much 
grass that he just couldn't focus any more… He went from being the most 
influential musician of his generation to being a paranoid wreck…Am I 
supposed to be evil because I wanted to salvage my career and Al and Carl 
and Bruce's livelihoods? Am I unreasonable to try to make Brian act 
responsibly? He was a grown man who had been indulged, acting like an 
idiot kid and our reputations were all going down with him. (quoted in 
Jones, 1995) 

 

As Apter (1991) points out however, the playful frame of mind so often adopted by Wilson at 

the time is conducive to risk-taking, since actions or thoughts that are normally anxiety-

inducing (i.e., an unpleasant form of arousal) are experienced in their parapathic form as 

exciting (i.e., pleasant arousal). Wilson might have had more success getting both Love and the 

rest of The Beach Boys onside if they hadn’t felt so much like redundant players left on the 

sidelines watching Wilson risk their career. Perhaps if they’d felt more like active participants, 

truly part of the game (like The Vosse Posse), their frame of mind might also been more playful 

(paratelic) and less reward-orientated (telic). 

 

The Beach Boys: The SMiLE Sessions box set (2011c) reveals Wilson as having quite a different 

manner of relating to his session musicians (including co-writer Van Dykes Parks) than with 

The Beach Boys. Whereas, his tone with the paid musicians (“The Wrecking Crew”) is straight 

forward, even urgent, when dealing with his own band he tries to keep things light and silly. 

Listening to the tapes, it is obvious he shared a good working rapport and sense of mutual 

respect with The Wrecking Crew. Rather than gently coaxing the best out of the session 

players, he gives feedback in plain, but diplomatic (if unflattering) terms. Wilson also sounds 

well aware of the need to wrap up the session before the limiting frame of the union-specified 

time limit runs out. A clear hierarchy is evident, with the musicians clearly satisfied to follow 

Wilson’s musical whims. After all, they’re getting paid to do a job. 
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With The Beach Boys on the other hand, Wilson tends to “goof off” with the guys, partaking in 

occasional innocuous word association and using language and a tone of voice that’s more 

conciliatory. The atmosphere is comparatively more jovial than with the backing-track sessions 

with The Wrecking Crew, but nothing like the wild reverie of many of the The Vosse Posse 

recordings. Wilson is clearly trying to come across as “one of the boys.” However, despite not 

wanting to appear like he’s in control, he most certainly is. Wilson urges The Beach Boys on to 

manifest his arrangement ideas, playing up the positives of the group’s efforts and making his 

commands seem almost incidental: well aware of the need to placate his peers and avoid causing 

offence. In this way, Wilson uses humour to avoid potential conflict amongst a group who 

clearly are not afraid to voice their differences of opinion. The band likewise, use humour as a 

means of playfully keeping Wilson on their level.  

 

What was lacking between The Beach Boys and Wilson during the SMiLE project was an explicit 

agreement on how they could proceed together, at least temporarily, with power distributed 

according to negotiated (Sutton-Smith, 1979), rather than imposed, rules. Prince (1975) states 

that the degree to which “one is able to create a climate that (1) makes stimulating demands 

without threat and (2) explicitly appreciates process…those in the climate including oneself 

will flourish and grow as problem-solvers, learners and accomplishers” (p. 265). Unfortunately, 

this is something Wilson was unable to achieve with The Beach Boys. Whilst members of The 

Vosse Posse recall some of Wilson’s sillier games with delight, such as taking on the identities 

of various animals or vegetables (Leaf, 2004), Beach Boy Bruce Johnston interprets Wilson’s 

more unorthodox methods as the actions of a schadenfreude: “Brian degraded us, made us lay 

down for hours and make barnyard noises, demoralised us, freaked out. I can't tell you a lot of 

it, it's really fucked up. He thought it was hilarious” (Jones, 1995). Fellow Beach Boy Al 

Jardine––whilst insisting he liked the SMiLE material––similarly remembers the particular 

“Heroes and Villains” session in question, likening it to being trapped in an insane asylum 

(Sharp, 2000).  

 

Power relations––a factor that McIntyre (2008) states is central to creative enterprise in a 

recording studio environment––can be temporarily suspended, or even reversed, if mutual 

agreement is forthcoming. In this way, new “rules of the game” can be established for a 

temporary field of play. A musical “serf” can become a “king for a day,” or even musical roles 

can be overturned so that band members might swap instruments from song to song, a 

technique used by David Bowie’s band on “Boys Keep Swinging” (1979) to get a less slick/more 
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punk sound (Sheppard, 2009). The Beatles also, were able to free themselves from the usual 

Beatles-as-system phenomenon somewhat by temporarily assuming playful new identities as 

Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Heart’s Club Band. The “power relation” being overturned in this case 

however, was that of the weight of responsibility every recording artist feels towards their fans’ 

expectations and anticipated responses to new products: the “‘elephant in the room’ at every 

recording session” (McIntyre, 2008, p. 3).  

 

Paul McCartney explains that after hearing The Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds album in 1966, he failed 

to see how, given the restrictions of The Beatles’ style and line-up at the time, they could 

possibly compete with Wilson’s lush orchestrations and sense of musical invention. “Sgt. 

Pepper eventually came out from the idea that I had about this band. It was going to be an 

album of another band that wasn’t us. We were going to call ourselves something else, and just 

imagine all the time that it wasn’t us playing this album” (Badman, 2000, p. 256). Using this 

simple device, The Beatles could make an album that didn’t have to sound like The Beatles at 

all. It could therefore, also facilitate the inclusion of yet more influences from outside of pop 

culture than even their previous boundary-breaking Revolver album (1966b) had managed to 

sustain. The key to such a playful approach however, was that the masks were merely 

temporary and could be easily discarded before starting the next project. Fans would be 

relieved to know that they were still The Beatles, only they “were not.”  

 

Another example of how playframes can be used to facilitate power sharing in the studio is 

evident in a game co-producers Daniel Lanois and Brian Eno sometimes play when they’re 

mixing a record together. In particular, this example highlights the role of temporal limitations 

in defining the boundaries of the “field of play,” as well as the nonchalant, detached quality of 

playfulness. Lanois explains: 

The way it works that one of us - it doesn’t matter which - sits at the 
console and begins mixing a song on our own. But the rule is that you have 
to lay down a mix onto two tracks within fifteen minutes. Then you get out 
of the chair and the other guy sits down, working from where you left off - 
he never pulls down all the faders and starts from scratch. Now he gets 
another fifteen minutes to do another mix, and the one rule here is that 
nothing is sacred: he can change whatever he wants. Fifteen minutes later 
another mix is laid down…you’re not emotionally invested in what you’ve 
done. You’ve focused instead in curiosity and fun, and maybe you’ve tried a 
few crazy things because, hey it’s only a fifteen minute mix. But at the end 
you have eight mixes to play the artist…and there’s invariably going to be 
something special about two or three of them, and those mixes get to be a 
kind of character fundamental at that point, a reference as you keep 
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working towards a final mix. You’re simply not going to get that if you’ve 
got everybody in the room and just inching towards a final result over the 
course of twelve hours. (quoted in Massey, 2009, p. 24). 
 

 

Ironically, history shows that The Beach Boys––still fitted out in their candy stripe stage outfits 

as the music scene was becoming increasingly psychedelic in late 1966––were the ones who 

misjudged the rising influence of the “underground” music scene in 1967. They may have been 

aware of what formerly constituted popular taste, but were dismissive of a new cultural 

movement in a rapid state of becoming, one that Wilson was acutely aware of, and eager to 

respond to. In part, this “sea change” was facilitated by the rise of FM radio, a new less 

restrictive means of disseminating music, enabling bands such as Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd 

to break through to the mainstream without the aid of seven-inch singles.  

 

The overall sequencing of SMiLE was a problematic affair, and yet the session chronology clearly 

shows that it was the “Heroes and Villains” modules, in particular, that most strongly resisted 

Wilson’s attempts at organisation (i.e., the modules recorded prior to January 1967 had 

already been compiled into linear “master edits” ready for The Beach Boys to record their vocal 

overdubs). It was this highly-awaited single that needed to be fit and proper for both AM radio 

airplay and live performance. Wilson simply couldn’t reconcile his new creative bent with the 

then limitations of pop music formats that, ironically, were in the process of becoming 

redundant as the FM radio/rock “album” era began.  

 

The delicate balance between unity and variation maintained throughout previous SMiLE tracks, 

a balance giving the impression of unity despite featuring often disparate modules––particularly 

on tracks such as “Child is Father to the Man,” “Wind Chimes,” or “Cabin-Essence”––wasn’t 

forthcoming in any productions of the song “Heroes and Villains” until Wilson finally 

completed his “symphonic” SMiLE remake in 2004. To borrow Chapouthier’s terminology, up 

until that time, those modules might have been juxtaposed, but they were not yet fully 

integrated. 

 

4.3.5.8: Pathology of play: 

 

Whilst a belief in the power of humour and a playful frame of mind were no doubt beneficial 

during the early stages of the SMiLE project, these same approaches had an increasingly negative 
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impact as time went on upon both the project itself and Wilson’s relationship with The Beach 

Boys and Capitol Records. Wilson’s belief that humour was the unqualified answer to every 

question led him to act in ways that were often impulsive, counter-productive, and alienating. 

According to The Beach Boys’ then-publicist Derek Taylor, Wilson’s unpredictable whims 

were most unsettling for some, and would often “wreak havoc over everything.” He goes on to 

say: “Well, personally I was frightened of him. He made me nervous and uncomfortable. God, 

he was so temporary, it was awful––and I’d dread the phone call at 4 a.m. demanding that I 

come over…[a] man of whims, surges, arrogance…Always demanding too much” (Priore, 

1997, p. 262).  

 

Wilson’s playfulness and drug-taking (another activity conducive to the paratelic state) 

facilitated a creative surge at the beginning of the SMiLE project. However, this same frame of 

mind became so habitual, and inappropriate at times, that he became increasingly disorganized 

and unable to cope with the serious business of meeting deadlines. By June 1967, Wilson 

stepped down as The Beach Boys producer altogether. Smiley Smile (1967d), the next album to 

be released, and subsequent albums, contained some contributions by Wilson, but were instead 

produced by The Beach Boys, with less and less input by Wilson as time went on (Sharp, 2000).  

 

This state of affairs may not have been entirely due to a pathological predilection towards 

fantasy and escapism however. Wilson has since admitted he felt guilty about stealing the 

limelight from The Beach Boys during the SMiLE period (McCulley, 2003) and may have 

acquiesced his role as producer in order to share power more equally with the band. There is 

evidence to support this. In March 1967, Wilson stopped work on his own SMiLE material for 

an entire month in order to co-produce (non-modular) songs written by his Beach Boy siblings 

Carl and Dennis Wilson. 

 

At best, playframes can be used to suspend habitual ways of thinking that are counter-

productive or inequitable. The temporary nature of the frame, along with its limited field and 

the opportunity for participants to negotiate its terms together, are every bit as crucial as the 

fantastic quality of play itself. However, when the frame is no longer a suspension of reality but 

is instead mistaken for it, it is no different to a neurosis: a kind of “enforced play” (Elitzur, 

1990a, p.20). Apter (1991) states there are four ways in which the playful state of mind 

(paratelic) relates to pathologies: 

• when the state becomes dominant (the individual gets “stuck” in this state) 
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• when the state is inappropriate for the given occasion 

• when behaviour resulting from the state produces long-term harmful consequences 

• when strategies adopted during the state have a negative impact upon others 

Implicit in play also, is a kind of rebelliousness, where an individual rejects the ways and means 

of the real world in favour of their own self-imposed norms. Whilst this negativism is a 

necessary aspect of play, in cases where rebellion or negativism become habitual reactions to 

life, rather than temporary and discerningly implemented, they can lead to a “pathological form 

of play with dysfunctional consequences” (McDermott, 1991, p. 98). 

 

4.4: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: 

 

This case study of the SMiLE sessions has demonstrated that a playful attitude can promote ways 

of thinking and acting that are beneficial to creative thought, such as risk-taking, free 

association, breaking perceptual or cognitive set (Amabile, 1983), making “givens” problematic 

(Getzels and Jackson, 1962, p. 54), and the cognitive spontaneity necessary for making 

transformations in imagination (Liberman, 1977). However, play must, quite literally, have its 

time and a place. Since play in adults is best defined as a frame of mind, a way of experiencing 

one’s actions in a world without consequences (Apter, 1991; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), it is 

important for practitioners to not remain stuck in such a state for extended periods, unwilling 

to come back to “reality.” If one reacts inappropriately in situations where the consequences are 

very real, then play can lead to (a) significant personal problems, and (b) a lack of focus that 

impedes rather than facilitates progress in creative pursuits.  

 

This chapter has also demonstrated that humour and fun mood are particularly conducive to 

divergent thinking (Ziv, 1983). However, divergent production is only one cognitive operation 

specified by Guilford’s (1975) ground-breaking factor analysis of creative thought. It was a lack 

of clear points of convergence that was partly responsible for Wilson’s inability to sequence the 

many SMiLE modules back in 1967.Convergent production and evaluation are also operations 

theorised by Guliford that are just as necessary to creativity. The fact that these latter 

operations were already understood by previous theorists does not make them redundant. 

Guilford simply enlarged the scope of previous measurements of cognitive ability such as the IQ 

scale.  
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The SMiLE project has also been a rich resource for dealing with the question of group 

creativity. Taylor (1975b), Amabile (1983), Csikszentmihalyi (1999) and Capra (2002) each 

state that creativity occurs within a social context or system and therefore, any exploration of 

the construct must take the entire system into account. In this way, creative products and ideas 

can be said to emerge from the system as a whole rather than from any one individual’s actions 

alone. Capra (2002) adds however, that systems themselves are not static and are, likewise, 

products of creativity. When necessary, old structures that were once useful and appropriate 

must be broken down and recombined in strange new ways that successfully integrate incoming 

information from the environment. It is at such points of instability that great uncertainty, 

confusion, and doubt arise, but it is also at such critical points that unprecedented new mosaic-

like forms can suddenly emerge. This is where the “as if” quality of play and make-believe can 

facilitate such recombinations in ways that are less threatening to those affected by the 

upheaval. 

 

The SMiLE story provides evidence of the negative impact that systems resistant to new ideas 

and change can have upon visionary artists. Despite how things might appear in the “real 

world,” creative thought is typified by a need to challenge assumptions and imagine, for a time 

at least, how things might be. The SMiLE project was an attempt by Brian Wilson to respond to 

the changing mood of times, but in doing so he pushed The Beach Boys and their relationship 

with Capitol Records to the point of collapse (Priore, 2005). Unable to convince his bandmates 

to let go of their old linear ways of reasoning––ways of thinking that couldn’t possibly conceive 

how such “airy-fairy” counter-culture ideas could ever be integrated successfully into their 

tried-and-tested hit-making system––Wilson and The Beach Boys reached a stalemate in 

December, 1966. The band felt out of the SMiLE (feedback) loop and any chance of becoming a 

new band for a new era was subsequently lost. The Beach Boys-as-system had broken down 

well before the project finally disintegrated totally some five months later.  

 

If it sounds like too big an ask for any music-making team to change course so radically, so 

quickly, then consider that’s precisely what The Beatles did when they released Sgt. Pepper’s 

Lonely Hearts Club Band in mid-1967, by simply pretending to be someone else. By courageously 

acting “as if.”   

 

The next chapter (chapter 5) will conclude this thesis document. Selected data from the overall 

historical survey featured in chapters 3 and 4, will be reviewed and grouped according to 
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relevant theories derived from the review of the humour, creativity, and play literature, 

including the primary theme of the “playful frame of mind.” Implications for theory will also be 

addressed. 
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CHAPTER 5: THESIS CONCLUSION 
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5.1: INTRODUCTION:  

 

The purpose of this final chapter (5) is to summarise the major points presented in chapters 2 to 

4 and address their implications with regard to theory. The background to the research will also 

be reiterated, along with the research aim (stated in chapter 1), and the means adopted to 

achieve it. Furthermore, the scope of the research findings will be delimited, and the historical 

survey findings analysed with the help of a primary theme called the “playful frame of mind” 

(and three other closely related themes: playframes, combinatorial play and cognitive 

incubation). 

 

Appendix 3 will also present ideas relating to theory––as well as practice and for future 

research––that whilst having emerged from this research project, could not receive the full 

attention they deserve within its scope. 

 

5.1.1: Background of the research project: 

 

The central concern of this thesis relates to issues of popular music creative practice.  

Contemporary popular music makers live in an era where an abundance of affordable, powerful 

technological aids––along with new means of distribution of ideas and digital artefacts––have 

created not only a glut of creative possibilities, but more precisely, a real risk of chronic 

cognitive dissonance within the artist. Today’s popular music creative practitioners must deal 

with both (a) the “abyss of freedom” (described by composer Igor Stravinsky, 1997 version, as a 

situation where having too many choices making creative action overly daunting) and (b) 

anxiety resulting from the need to develop the much broader range of skills necessary to 

embrace the DIY ethos engendered by the “democratisation of technology” (Leyshon, 2009).  

 

This research project was inspired by a personal need to find theoretical frameworks that might 

facilitate for contemporary popular music creatives like myself (a) a sense of dynamic order 

(flow) where there might currently be chaos, (b) fun where there might currently be 

frustration, and (c) artistic risk taking instead of the “cookie-cutter syndrome” (Massenburg in 

Stewart, 2009). Inspired by an observation that many innovative post-War recording artists and 

producers were consistently drawing upon and expressing aspects of humour and playfulness in 

their work, I thought an exploration of playful humour’s relationship to creativity might lead 

towards the framework(s) I was in need of. The temporal structure of personal consciousness, 
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as studied from the theoretical perspective of structural phenomenology (Apter, 1991, 1982) 

emerged from a 12-month review of the intersection of the scholarly humour, play, and 

creativity literature as a means towards that end. 

 

The following useful concepts also emerged during the literature review: 

• the concept of frame of mind (Apter, 1991, Ziv, 1984). 

• flow: denotes Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990, 1979) ideas regarding “peak” or “optimal” 

experience. He describes such experiences as symptomatic of a particularly high 

sense of order in consciousness where “information coming into awareness is 

congruent with goals [and] psychic energy flows effortlessly” (p. 39). A prerequisite 

to achieving the flow sate is that skills must be optimally matched to the current level 

of challenge. The term creative flow was used in this thesis to indicate instances of 

optimal experience, as described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1979), that also 

produce creative artefacts.  

• play and playfulness: that is, playfulness is defined as a state of mind indicated by 

observable behaviours that may, or may not occur within specific instances of play 

(Lieberman, 1977). A playful and/or humorous frame of mind has been linked by 

several researcher/theorists to instances of improved creativity (for e.g., Amabile, 

1996; Lieberman, 1977; Martin, 2007, amongst many others, see chapter 2, section 

2.3). 

 

5.1.1.1: The research aim:  

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore how adopting a playful approach to contemporary popular 

music making influences creative flow within that context. In order to achieve this aim three 

component factors derived from the intersection of the scholarly humour, play, and creativity 

literature (discussed in chapter 2)––frame of mind, flow, and playfulness (PF)––have informed a 

single unifying theme I call the “playful frame of mind.”  
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5.2: RESEARCH FINDINGS: 

 

5.2.1: Scope of the research findings: 

 

5.2.1.1: Application of research findings to individuals or groups: 

 

The findings of this thesis can be applied to either individuals or groups. This is necessary since 

popular music making and, more specifically, record production in the age of the 

“democratisation of technology” (Leyshon, 2009) and the Digital Audio Workstation (DAW) 

may involve only one person, or many. The necessary roles remain however. It is possible for 

the benefits of a structural-phenomenological approach to facilitating creativity to be extended 

to groups, as may the concept of frame of mind (the examples of Brian Eno and King Crimson 

were given in chapter 3 as evidence of this). The concept of flow (discussed in section 5.3.2.1 

below) is defined as optimal experience, a state of high psychic negentropy (i.e., order in 

consciousness) at a particular phase in time. That is, a state where information is in harmony 

with an individual’s current goals. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explains that the “same concept 

applies also to a lack of conflict between individuals, when their goals are in harmony with each 

other” (p. 249).  

 

5.2.1.2: Creativity: Person versus the person-environment: 

 

McIntyre (2008) states that conceptions of creativity that focus on the individual betray a 

Romantic or inspirationist bias. He champions Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity 

(1999) as a way to include the other “necessary factor[s] in creativity” residing outside of the 

individual (p. 2). According to Csikszentmihalyi, only when information, ideas, and creative 

products flow between (a) the domain, (b) the person, and (c) the field can true creativity occur. 

McIntyre is suspicious of those who criticise the commercial side of record production, saying 

such people see it as the opposite of individual creative autonomy. 

 

Csikszentmihalyi (1999) states that a set of rules and practices must be transmitted from the 

“domain” (the culture) to the “person” (the individual creative practitioner), given some sort of 

novel variation, and then assessed by the “field” (the experts and gatekeepers) to see if it is 

worthy of inclusion back into the domain. When one places Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model 

within the broader context of creativity theories that have emerged since Guilford’s (1959) 
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groundbreaking structure-of-intellect framework, it becomes clear that the systems model is a 

confluence approach to creativity (see chapter 2, section 2.2.2.2), having much in common with 

Amabile’s componential concept of creativity (1996, 1983). The main difference between such 

approaches and the psychometric method employed by Guilford (1959) is that Guilford’s 

model factorises the various cognitive components at play within the individual, whereas 

confluence approaches also factor in the environment. The systems model does not refute or 

negate Guilford’s work, it simply places it in the wider context of creative flow that is larger 

than any lone individual.  

 

In chapter 3 it is argued that recording artists such as Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, and The Beatles 

were clearly embedded within a larger socio-political and cultural matrix.  They were also 

dependant upon the experience, refined sensibilities, tenacity, power sharing, and sense of 

humour of the record producers who signed them, guided them, and helped them reach their 

fullest potential, particularly during their early years in the studio. 

 

By addressing popular creative practitioner’s individual concerns (such as the question of “frame 

of mind”) when appropriate––and by using the appropriate theoretical models to that level––

greater positive impact will be made possible for them when the creative “ball is in their court.” 

In some cases, their actions might even influence the greater cultural domain. Taylor (1975b) 

uses the term to transactualisation for instances when the creative person-environment is altered 

in addition to the sole self-actualising creativity practitioner (Taylor adopts Maslow’s humanistic 

terminology to describe the different levels of fulfilling creative potentials). This thesis factors 

in the wider context, and the possibility that one’s attempts at self-actualisation might get past 

the gatekeepers (i.e., Csikszentmihalyi’s “field”) so that transactualisation may occur.  

 

But who is minding the store? Multiple Grammy award-winning producer and engineer George 

Massenburg has bad news: 

[Today] there are no “gatekeepers” that recognize [sic] great recordings (that 
is, great tunes, great performances, and/or great innovations) and 
introduce them to a broader audience. Now it’s many-to-many, with what 
seems to be at once a hugely democratic opportunity and a denial of the 
requirement for uniquely individual, idiosyncratic talent…the music 
business has gone through overwhelming upheaval…what once were big 
labels have simply come apart…everything started going into the toilet 
around 1989 to 1991––not coincidentally, the dawn of the leveraged 
buyout. More specifically, I remember when we started taking direction 
from accounts rather than the “gatekeepers” we had grown up with…Music 
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men––people like Mo Austin, Lenny Waronker, and Bob Krasnow, among 
others––were ousted to be replaced by accountants…Among those axioms 
brushed aside were the importance of building an artist’s long-term career 
and the expectation that no more than one out of 20 recordings would turn 
a profit…Projects were directed by numbers alone; gone were the men and 
women who made decisions from their instincts, quick brains, quick brains, 
sincere heart, and guts. (in Massey, 2009, p. ix, italics in original) 

 

 

Although this report concurs with Csikszentmihalyi that in order to be truly creative, 

practitioners must both take from, and give back, to the larger world around them. The 

statement must be qualified however, by adding that when practitioners are negotiating 

playframes (i.e., temporarily overturning the givens of the real world), they are building a 

psychological protective bubble around themselves. That is, to achieve creative flow with a 

playful frame of mind is to “be in the world, but not of it.” 

 

5.2.2: Analysis of historical survey findings: 

 

5.2.2.1: Regarding playful frame of mind: 

 

This research project has provided several examples of popular music creative practitioners 

adopting a playful (paratelic) frame of mind to good effect (see chapters 3 and 4 for examples 

including Godley and Creme, Brian Eno, Bob Dylan, Elvis Presley and The Blue Moon Boys, 

and more). However, if used indiscriminately, the playful frame of mind may actually hinder 

creative flow and damage relationships. Practitioners must therefore, not only be conscious of 

the benefits of the playful frame of mind but also have an awareness of when and where to use it 

(and when and where not to).  

 

The playful frame of mind should not be used indiscriminately. It should only be adopted 

temporarily. The habitual or inappropriate use of such frames represents a pathology of play 

(Apter, 1991). Chapters 3 and 4 provided the examples of Syd Barrett and Brian Wilson as 

practitioners whose ability to function creatively, whilst initially prodigous, was eventually 

compromised in the long term, as was their relationship with key collaborators. This was due to 

(a) their tendency to stay in the paratelic frame of mind at times when a serious frame of mind 

might have been more appropriate to the task at hand, and (b) their impulsive (as opposed to 

spontaneous) behaviour. Conversely, Brian Eno was given as an example of a practitioner who 
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has displayed a conscious mastery of using both paratelic and telic frames of mind to his creative 

advantage since the early 1970s until the present day. 

 

The historical survey of post-War popular music creative practice presented in chapters 3 and 4 

demonstrated the following benefits of adopting a playful frame of mind (amongst others): 

• artistic risk taking is experienced as fun, rather than stressful (Apter, 1991): mentioned 

by both Brian Eno and (drummer from The Police) Stewart Copeland, as well as 

demonstrated in Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project (1966-1967) 

• a heightened sense of involvement in the task at hand, whilst simultaneously facilitating 

a spirit of nonchalance and detachment from the results of one’s actions (Apter, 1982; 

Berlyne, 1969; Csikzentmihalyi, 1990; Hutt, 1971; Lieberman, 1997): seen in the case 

of Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project (1966-1967), and Elvis Presley and 

The Blue Moon Boys’ development of their influential Sun Records material 

• promotes an “as if” approach to thinking and the limiting, or temporary, wilful 

suspension of, concerns outside of the frame (Apter, 1991; Barnett, 2007; Elitzur, 

1990a; Huizinga, 1949; Martin, 2007; McGhee, 1979; Sutton- Smith, 1979; Ziv, 

1984): seen in the example of The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album 

(1967) and Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project (1966-1967) 

• promotes a greater tolerance of ambiguity and a tendency to delay judgement in favour 

of toying with compositional elements longer (Hadamard, 1945; Osborn, 1953; Kuhn, 

1962; Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976; Lieberman, 1977; Hutt, 1979; Claxton, 

1997): seen in the example of Elvis Presley and The Blue Moon Boys’ development of 

their influential Sun Records material and used in Brian Eno’s Oblique Strategies cards. 

 

The case study of Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project presented in chapter 4 also 

established however, that social environment can have a strong negative impact upon creativity 

(Amabile, 1996). Such influences are capable of providing a powerful cue to switch into a more 

serious frame of mind (though not necessarily) in instances where the playful frame of mind 

may be more beneficial creatively. Peer group pressure in particular, can have an inhibiting 

effect upon taking creative chances (Prince, 1975). It was discussed that the negativity in this 

case had it roots in both (a) Wilson’s Beach Boy collaborators experiencing a lack of power and 

autonomy within that process, and (b) poor communication regarding the nature of the (new) 

creative process being adopted, so that key Beach Boys members felt like losers in a figurative 

tug of war. These concerns could have been addressed (a) by power sharing (Wilson instead 
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just acquiesced totally in May 1967 by scrapping the project rather than attempting to negotiate 

a more equitable balance of power) and (b) by including The Beach Boys in the negotiating of 

elements of his playframes.  

 

5.2.2.2: Regarding playframing: 

 

It was also demonstrated in chapters 3 and 4 that playframing, a process involving negotiating 

the rules of engagement in instances of adult play (in the case of popular music making) has 

been embraced to good effect by practitioners such as The Beatles, Brian Eno, Daniel Lanois, 

Talking Heads, King Crimson, and Brian Wilson. Playframing (a term that brings together 

Sutton-Smith’s, 1979, ideas regarding playframes and frame negotiation) may be performed by 

the individual alone, or amongst a group of participants at the start of a creative session, In the 

case of group work, it has the advantage of aligning the goals of all participants so the flow may 

be experienced (see section 5.2.1.1 above) A simple example taken from the author’s personal 

experience is presented in appendix 4 to illustrate how playframing can be achieved. In specific 

instances, playframing may involve a combination of the following:  

• temporarily suspending the normal way of framing classes and relations, and 

replacing them with new fantastic “as if” frames (Sutton-Smith, 1979) 

• the negotiation of specific instances of play, within a limited temporal/physical zone, 

specifying (a) the rules of engagement, (b) the form, limits, and locale of the activity, 

and (c) number of participants and their roles  

• adopting a playful (paratelic) frame of mind (Apter, 1991, 1982) 

• provide cues to collaborators (or even oneself) that “this is fun” or “this is not real” 

(Ziv, 1984).  

 

In order for the playframing to promote a peak experience (flow), the following should be 

factored into the negotiation process (n.b., the negotiation is considered part of the instance of 

play itself; Sutton-Smith, 1979, p. 304):  

• level of challenge should be matched to current skill level (Csikszentmihlayi, 1990),  

• options should be limited (Csikszentmihlayi, 1990; Elitzur, 1990a;  Stravinsky, 1997 

version).  

Adult play is described in section 5.3.2.1 as a type of flow “in a particular situation where it’s 

voluntary…and has no implications for real life” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1979, p. 284). 

 



! 164 

5.2.2.3: Regarding combinatorial play: 

 

Another important aspect of creative practice discussed in this thesis was that of combinatorial 

play (see chapter 2, section 2.2.3.6). This term describes a process whereby practitioners 

choose to take aspects of an already existing work (or works), cognitively break them down––

they can even do so using cheap DAW software today in the case of mash ups and sampling––and 

reshuffle them playfully to see what new combinations can be created. Examples given in 

chapters 3 and 4 included Bob Dylan’s songwriting using elements stolen from old folk songs 

and Brian Wilson’s playful modular method of record production adopted for the single “Good 

Vibrations” (1966b) and the SMiLE project. In chapter 3 (section 3.2.3) attention was given to 

the fact that Dylan’s behaviour during a particular filmed instance of him at combinatorial play 

became increasingly mischievious, energised and jubilant the longer he played with the 

components of a mundane sentence displayed at the front of a petshop (exemplifying 

Lieberman’s, 1977, description of the behavioural signs of playfulness, PF, in adults). 

 

5.2.2.4: Regarding cognitive incubation: 

 

Cognitive incubation is a type of thinking that is slow, fragmentary, playful, and resides at, or 

beyond, the fringes of consciousness. It is phenomenon that is described by many scholars as 

valuable to creative thought, and can work in both the long term (Claxton, 1997; Fulgosi & 

Guilford, 1968; Getzels & Jackson, 1962; Hadamard, 1945; Lieberman, 1977) and the short 

term (Guilford, 1975). Examples given in chapters 3 included The Beatles taking a break after 

struggling with the recording of a song, only to have it work when they resumed, McCartney 

and Lennon’s ability to enter a trance-like state when songwriting, Elvis Presley and The Blue 

Moon Boys coming up with both songs from their first single release during session break time, 

and one of Brian Eno’s Oblique Strategies cards (“take a break”). In chapter 4 it was demonstrated 

that Brian Wilson’s most successful portions of the SMiLE project were produced during the 

periods when he (a) worked on several different songs in succession, coming back to each after 

a period to refine or change things, and (b) was less rushed and spaced the intervals between 

sessions fairly evenly to allow time for reflection and cognitive incubation. 
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5.3: IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY: 

 

As a result of considering the research findings presented in section 5.2, a number of 

implications for popular music-making theory are unavoidable and timely. Since this thesis 

asserts that structural phenomenology and, more specifically, the concept of frame of mind 

provide reliable means by which to address playful humour’s influence upon creative flow (see 

chapter 2, section 2.7.2), then a number of seemingly benign categorisations and terms 

currently in common usage need to be critically re-examined in order to bring benefit to 

practitioners. Many such terms and groupings are in fact loaded with tacit assumptions about 

not only how and why music is made but its function in society today. Some are hang-ons from 

the past that simply need updating to reflect changes in common practice. In order to reveal 

and challenge some of these assumptions and erroneous descriptors, the following theoretical 

innovations are suggested: 

 

5.3.1: Examples of new categorisations:  

 

5.3.1.1: “In the palm”:  

 

In addition to the current commonly used terms (a) “in the studio” (indicating that music is 

being recorded that has been performed in realtime with microphones or similar) and (b) “in 

the box” (denoting instances where music is made in the virtual realm in software), this project 

suggests that a third category should be added: (c) “in the palm.” The reason for this is that 

mobile phone or tablet music-making applications (based on iOS or Android platforms) are a 

workable alternative to making music with systems designed for a studio or office setting. 

There are three major benefits with regard to frame of mind that necessitate the addition of this 

third “mobile” category:  

(a) When music is made in informal circumstances such as down time on the train or bus, 

the influence of immediate (moving) environment, and that fact that one is perhaps just 

spontaneously “killing time” has a potentially altogether different quality to that of the 

more traditional, and perhaps studious, formal setting of the desk and office, or dimly-

lit technology heavy studio. The former scenario is conducive to the adoption of a 

playful frame of mind since the goal is in the service of the activity (i.e., just “killing 

time”). 



! 166 

(b) The ergonomic possibilities for interacting with a mobile phone, or similar, fitted with 

motion sensors and cameras, both of which can send data to be interpreted as musical 

commands brings with it a sense of immediacy and spontaneity that is conducive to a 

playful frame of mind. 

(c) Many music apps are much simpler than fully-fledged Digital Audio Workstations, both 

in terms of their interface capabilities and their range of parameters that can be 

controlled. Furthermore, many of these are priced anywhere between one and ten 

dollars and are aimed at non-musicians. They are often designed to be fun and use 

interface methods that are game-like and have a kind of “local logic” to them. That is, 

each app limits options and makes the strange seem familiar. Such characteristics are 

the cornerstones of playframing. 

 

5.3.1.2: New categorisation of 21st century popular music:  

 

A manner of categorising 21st century popular music that has no basis in genre or style is 

presented. It is offered in order to address the different ways individuals might relate to music 

in contemporary society. It is based on the assumption that the line between performer and 

audience––as well as producer and consumer––has become somewhat blurred today thanks to 

not only the efforts of groundbreaking conceptual artists, composers, and performers active in 

the 20th century but also the recent “democratisation of technology” (Leyshon, 2009). This 

categorisation is informed partially by a structural-phenomenological perspective. That is, the 

question is asked “How do individuals experience the music at the level of personal 

consciousness at any given moment in a ways that are different to the experience at other 

times?”   

 

Three main categories are presented (all of which are divided into sub-categories). They are (a) 

passive, (b) active, and (c) interactive. It is important to note that individuals, at times, receive, 

use, or scrutinise music in ways that were not intended by the maker(s). For example, a movie 

soundtrack underscore that may have been designed to be received in a “passive-background” 

manner, might be approached with great concentration by a student of composition (who can 

be said therefore, to be interpreting it in a “passive-foreground” manner). Furthermore, it is 

possibly to fluctuate between these various modes at any time, even perhaps within the same 

piece of music, depending on the circumstance. 

 



! 167 

Category 1: Passive: That is, the music is heard, but no part is played by the listener in either 

the production or sequencing of the music. 

Sub-category 1.1: Passive-Foreground: The listener directs his or her attention to 

aspects of the music varying anywhere between “with concentrated, methodical scanning 

of the various components of the fluctuating soundscape” to “semi-conscious, occasional 

attention drifting in and out.” 

Sub-category 1.2: Passive-Background: The listener may, or may not be aware that 

they are listening to the music at all. If the music stops they will notice that something is 

now missing. Examples include ambient music played at low levels, muzak, or a movie 

soundtrack “underscore” (i.e., music intended to influence the viewer’s interpretation of 

the visual text without drawing undue attention to itself). 

 

Category 2: Active: The listener is involved in the production of music.  

Sub-category 2.1: Active-Realtime: The music is heard, and requires the participant’s 

ongoing involvement in realtime, either continuously or intermittently. Examples would 

include a performer in a live concert or recording session, improvising music in realtime, 

or programming a music computer sequencer in realtime. 

Sub-category 2.2: Active-Linear: The music is heard after participation has ceased. 

Input has been mapped out in set linear succession (the direction can be reversed, or 

certain steps omitted and still be classified as “linear”). Examples would include 

programming a computer music sequencer using step input or writing a piece of music 

and/or lyrics from start to finish on a sheet of paper (to be performed in that order). 

Sub-category 2.3: Active-Non-Linear: The music is heard after participation has 

ceased. Requires the participant’s negotiating the rules of engagement (either alone or as 

part of a team) in a non-linear order, prior to the music being produced. Examples 

include, programming an instance of generative music, or composing a “conceptual” 

piece that gives directives to the performers, or audience, without strict temporal cues. 

 

Category 3: Interactive: the music is heard, some part is played by the listener in 

sequencing, triggering, or manipulating the dynamic range, frequency balance, or timbral 

quality of certain components of an overall musical event. Blends elements of active and passive 

modes together. I would consider this form of experiencing music to constitute a form of 

composition (in the very broadest sense), or at least, curatorship. One would expect the 

negotiation of the rules of engagement to have already been set (primarily) by someone else, or 
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perhaps oneself, prior to the participant’s current input, but allowing for the control of selected 

parameters according to limited options. For example, the composition of aleatory music would 

more likely be considered an example of Active-Non-Linear music, but its performance could 

be classed as Interactive-Realtime. 

Sub-category 3.1: Interactive-Realtime: The interactivity is experienced in realtime. 

Examples include sound-balance mixing, mastering (re: dynamic range & frequency 

balance), musical games, musical workshop participation, or triggering Ableton Live 

clips (Ableton Live is a DAW allowing multiple soundbites to be triggered in any order 

and heard in realtime). Examples of generative music/computer applications that allow 

the user to negotiate the instance of interactivity simply and with a sense of immediacy 

whilst the music is in progress belong in this category. These may however, contain 

different levels of interaction, so that experienced users can face greater challenge in 

time and therefore sustain their interest longer. 

Sub-category 3.2: Interactive-Linear: The interactivity ceases before the music starts. 

Material is mapped out in an unchanging linear succession prior to the music playback. 

Examples would include mash-ups, (linear) playlists, mastering (re: track ordering) and 

mix tapes. The music must cease before further interactivity resumes. 

Sub-category 3.3: Interactive-Non-Linear: The interactivity ceases before the music 

starts. Compositions of a non-linear nature require no unchanging sequence be set before 

the music starts. Examples include (randomised order) playlists, generative music, and 

computer applications that allow the user to negotiate the instance of interactivity only 

prior to the music starting. The music must cease before further interactivity resumes. 

 

5.3.2: New phrases and music-making roles: 

 

5.3.2.1: Creative flow:  

 

The term creative flow is used in this thesis to indicate instances of optimal experience, as 

described by Csikszentmihalyi, which also produce creative artefacts. I must emphasise 

however, that the quality of such artefacts produced by instances of creative flow is 

unimportant. There is good reason for this assertion. Some background first. There are 

considerable similarities between specific instances of play, the playful frame of mind, and 

Csikszentmihalyi’s flow (Apter, 1982; Csikszentmihalyi, 1979; Sutton-Smith, 1979). Each of 

these phenomena however, must not be confused as being one and the same. For example, 
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specific observable instances of play or games are not necessarily indicative of the adoption of a 

playful frame of mind by participants (Apter, 1991, 1982; Lieberman, 1977). In child’s play 

“skills exceed challenge, but in flow (and in games) they are matched” (Sutton-Smith, 1979, 

p.257). Csikszentmihalyi (1979) defines “play as the experience of flow in a particular situation 

where it’s voluntary…and has no implications for real life” (p. 284). Therefore, creative flow 

may, or may not, include future implications to be concerned about: play must definitely not. 

 

The premise that play should be free of consequences outside of its temporal/spatial frame is a 

necessary-but-not-sufficient condition of the phenomena (Apter, 1982; Sutton-Smith, 1979, 

amongst others). Since this research project states that the adoption of a playful frame of mind 

can facilitate creative flow (see section 2.7.2 above), then any strong sense of obligation to 

shaping a creative product of value––an implication beyond the present moment––would burst 

the playful “psychological bubble…and the possibility of fun is gone” (Apter, 1991, p. 15).  

 

Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state requires the adoption of clear goals in order to attain it, however, 

they need not necessarily include the making of an idealised, imagined creative product. A goal 

could be something as ephemeral as participating in undocumented workshops, games, or 

losing oneself in performing a musical exercise. In instances where the production of a well-

crafted artefact, appropriate to the requirements of a brief of is clearly an obligation, the 

practitioner(s) can choose to frame the situation so that (at least to him or herself) “the outcome 

is less important than the process ….the goal is being used in the service of the activity” (Apter, 

1991, p. 16). In that way, the playful frame of mind can be maintained throughout the process. 

This thesis therefore, makes the distinction between creative products and artefacts of play.  

 

Brogden & Sprecher (1964) state that a creative product need not necessarily be a physical 

object but can also take the form of an idea or a theoretical system, equation or a new technique 

and so on. The term creative product was used in this thesis to denote any creative artefact, 

physical or conceptual, that was the intentional end goal of a production process, resulting from 

a state of mind where, at the time of making it, the practitioner(s) valued the result more highly 

than the fun involved in the process. An artefact of play however––a phrase coined by the 

author, and an extension of Rhodes’, 1961, assertion that creative products are artefacts of 

thought––is used to indicate that a playful approach to creativity, whereby “the goal is being 

used in the service of the activity” (Apter, 1991, p. 16), had been adopted. 
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5.3.2.2: Artefacts of play: 

 

An artefact of play is a by-product of creative flow rather than its primary goal. In this instance, 

a practitioner would value the experience of creative flow more highly than the result it 

generates. Nonetheless, creative flow by definition (see section 1.1.2.2 above) will produce 

creative artefacts, regardless of judged value. Instead of approaching creativity in a mechanistic 

production-line manner however, the artefact of play method gathers, as a secondary concern, 

rather than fabricates with intent. It is, figuratively speaking, a more organic approach to 

creativity. After instances of creative flow, the practitioner may, or may not, choose to gather 

any resultant artefacts just as one picks fruit from a tree.  

 

Any artefacts gathered can be assessed using a different frame of mind, one that adopts a serious 

tone and weighs up the future implications of using what has been created. This secondary 

process can still constitute creative flow––though not necessarily––but it would not be 

considered playful. The process can be iterative, switching back and forth between playful 

action and serious appraisal. An artefact of play is therefore defined as any creative artefact, 

physical or conceptual, produced by individuals primarily in the paratelic (playful) frame of 

mind as defined by Apter (1991, 1982) at the time of its creation. It is important to note that 

the paratelic state––a playful frame of mind with key similarities to Csikszentmihalyi’s flow––is 
present-oriented, spontaneous, “sufficient unto itself” and within it goals are freely chosen, or 

may even be inessential (Apter, 1982, p. 52).  

 

Artefacts of play must result from a specific session of creative action. Even then, the 

practitioner may move in and out of the playful frame of mind during that time. However, if 

the session was performed mostly in a spirit of fun, then it will be considered playful. For 

example, an artist might do a quick sketch in the park “just for the sake of it.” He or she then 

flips through the sketchpad thinking, “This particular sketch really captured something, I can 

use this!” The sketch might inform another one, or even an oil painting performed later in a 

studio, incorporating some element from the playful sketch idea. These later aretfacts may, or 

may not, constitute artefacts of play, but they were partially informed by one nonetheless. It is 

unlikely, therefore that large-scale works (such as murals or whole album projects) can be 

framed as artefacts of play, but they will quite possibly contain elements derived from instance 

of playful activity as components. This issue of the parts and the whole (in record production) is 

a key aspect of chapter 4’s case study of Brian Wilson and The Beach Boys’ SMiLE project. 
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If the iterative method described above sounds a little like Edward DeBono’s (1985) green and 

blue thinking hats, then contemplate the difference. Whereas, the green hat encourages an 

anything goes/brainstorming approach, it still has as its primary goal the generation of a 

(possible) solution to a creative problem (a future implication). In comparison, the creative 

flow achieved using a playful frame of mind has the in-the-moment fun experience as its 

primary goal (at that time). The process of losing oneself in the moment of joyous activity and 

then stepping back to assess, and reflect, before moving back into action, is what many artists 

have done since time in memoriam. 

 

De Bono’s green hat thinking is a somewhat idealised version of creative thought: “Think of 

grass, trees, vegetation and growth. Think of energy, growth and fertility. Think of shoots and 

branches” (De Bono, 1993, p. 91). In comparison, McDermott, (1991) states that adult play 

and the playful frame of mind can take the form of proactive negativism (“rebelliousness”) and 

even embrace danger and dysfunction. Chapter 3 (section 3.2.1) discussed the rebellious aspect 

of Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, and The Beatles’ playful contributions to popular culture. Getzels 

and Jackson (1962) note that the use of fantasy by highly creative students involved “anxieties as 

well as delights [and]…the shock of the unexpectedly grotesque” (p. 104). Play itself, is 

necessarily dependent upon the destruction (temporarily) of the normal way of framing classes 

and relations (Sutton-Smith, 1979). 

 

The ability to frame a situation as play means that the activity itself, and joy derived from 

partaking in it, is the primary concern. Any “implications beyond the present moment” are 

banished from awareness (Apter, 1991, p. 14). Elitzur (1990a) goes as far to say that the “play 

or the game becomes [temporarily] our entire world and the broader realm of reality is mainly 

ignored. Enjoying the play, then, requires a narrowing of awareness...everything else being 

subject to deliberate denial, repression, and other defenses” (p. 20, italics in original). 

Manipulation of frame of mind therefore is dependent upon the ability of the practitioner to 

filter out the unwanted noise of any stimuli that does not serve the interests of that particular 

frame. 

 

Several writers and composers of note state that their approach to creativity is essentially a 

negative one. That is, the limiting of possibilities is the key to establishing a figurative field in 

which they, and others, can freely and unselfconsciously play within. Composer Igor Stravinsky 

(1997 version) states: “human activity must impose limits on itself. The more art is controlled, 
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limited…the more it is free” (p. 194). Record producer and generative music pioneer Brian 

Eno likewise admits to embracing a “reductive” approach to creative practice (Tamm, 1995). 

King Crimson guitarist Robert Fripp likens his proscriptive approach to group work as defining 

a sports field on which he and his fellow bandmates can play together as a way of “initiating a 

situation so that you can concentrate energy” (in Fricke, 1982, p. 25). Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 

states that “the channeling of attention to a limited set of goals and means is what allows 

effortless action within self created boundaries” (p.81). 

 

5.3.2.3: Workflow versus playframes: 

 

Workflow is a term often used by my peers (other popular music makers) to describe a 

methodical and efficient way with which to consistently move from task to task in their day-to-

day creative practice. Although the word primarily denotes a way of cognitively framing their 

practice, a physical or software and/or hardware counterpart (one that is “set and forget” in 

nature) usually formalises the arrangement. An example of such an approach was Daniel Lanois’ 

use of “stations” discussed in chapter 3 (see section 3.2.6.6). The advantage of such an approach 

is that it can (initially) facilitate creative flow. The downside however, is that these systems, 

once initiated tend to become concretised and left in place long after the user starts to (a) 

respond to it in a rutted, predictable manner that is largely based on “performance scripts,” or 

(b) quickly develops a mastery of the system that exceeds the challenge of engaging it. At that 

point flow is replaced by boredom. 

 

This thesis presents the concept of playframing as an alternative to “workflow.” The differences 

may at first seem subtle, but have clear consequences. Firstly, whereas workflow is largely 

focused on efficiency and might only be “negotiated” once (and for all), a playframe can be 

focused on aligning challenge to current skill level and therefore must be negotiated anew each 

and every time a creative session is started. The playframe approach is not meant to be 

convenient, in fact the negotiation stage might require some careful planning and effort each 

and every time the practitioner sets out to play. In some cases, it may be necessary to spend 

days, weeks, or even months, negotiating a playframe (a more long-term example would be the 

building of a customised computer music program, such as those presented in appendix 3). 

However, in some instances, the negotiation process within playframing can be quick and 

spontaneous, with practitioners move in and out of action, and into renegotiations in quick 
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succession. Playframes can likewise be collected and used again, or swapped freely between 

practitioners in a manner similar to way people might swap recipes. 

 

The main difference between a playframe and workflow relates to the adoption of one of two 

possible frames of mind. It is noteworthy that the phenomenological stance adopted by Apter 

(1991, 1982) and Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1979) interprets the difference between work and 

play in adults purely with regard to the frame of mind adopted by the practitioner at that time, 

rather than in terms of the chosen activity being performed. The term playframe is therefore 

used in this thesis to indicate that a (paratelic) playful frame of mind is appropriate, whereas 

“workflow” denotes that a (telic) serious frame of mind should be adopted, one that puts the 

consequences of the work, and goal of efficiency, before the quality of the flow experience. As 

Apter (1991, 1982) states, an individual can only be in one state of mind or the other at any 

given moment. 

 

5.4: FUTURE RESEARCH: 

 

Several interesting ideas emerged from this research project that could not receive the full 

attention they deserve within its limited scope. These are presented in appendix 3 and are 

offered as potentially fruitful areas for future researchers to explore, or simply to stimulate 

debate. They include new ways of reframing familiar, so-called “givens” of popular music 

creative practice and fall into two categories: Potential implications for (a) theory, and (b) 

practice. 

 

5.5: CONCLUSION: 

 

I sincerely believe that the biggest threats to creative practice in the popular music field today 

include the desire to (a) create something that looks and sounds “just like the real thing,” (b) to 

be able do so repeatedly, and to (c) get it done “on time.” The act of achieving these goals is not 

so much the problem since they do not necessarily contradict the aim of experiencing creative 

flow. However, when the desire to achieve such goals becomes the sole focus, or the manner in 

which they are approached results in either boredom or frustration due to a mismatch of skills 

and challenge, then one is left to wonder: “What is the point?” The other great challenge is the 

noise of constant distraction inherent in this age of the democratisation of technology (and 

information). By simply keeping in mind however, that there should be no reason why any task 
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cannot be framed as fun, with the concerns and distraction of the outside world (momentarily) 

held at bay, then the job can still get done and the experience itself will also be rewarding. This 

thesis is offered as a means to that end, but has also been a lot of fun in the making. 
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APPENDIX 1: BREAKING MENTAL-SET AND PLAYFRAMING: VARIOUS TERMS 

USED TO DISCUSS THE SAME, OR SIMILAR, PROCESSES: 

 

Two complimentary concepts claimed by several authors as being related to high levels of 

creativity were discussed in chapter 2, section 2.4.1: “breaking mental-set,” and “playframing.” 

Whilst the terminology used to describe these phenomena is often quite varied, they can best 

be summed up by stating that when habitual and/or tacitly assumed mental sets are broken, or 

temporarily replaced by new intrinsically motivated ways of framing situations, then the 

familiar has been made strange and the strange made familiar (Taylor, 1975a, p. 26). In this 

way, breaking mental-set promotes the dynamic aspect of consciousness, whilst playframing, in 

addition, provides the order and limited scope necessary for optimal experience.  

 

A group of tables are presented In this appendix providing examples of the above concepts 

derived from humour, creativity, and play scholarship, along with more from the popular music 

spheres and a selection of key miscellaneous authors. These examples emerged from a 12-

month review of the scholarly humour, creativity, and play literature as part of an annotated 

bibliography. They are provided purely as an extra point of interest for the reader and are not 

essential to the flow of the thesis text. 
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TABLE A1.1: HUMOUR SCHOLARS 

Humour scholars: breaking mental-set playframing 

Humour: Maier  

cited in Berlyne (1969, p. 
805) 

“sudden change in 
configuration” & “objectivity” 
(ie. emotions and sympathies 
unengaged) 

“not in harmony with other 
experiences and data outside 
the bounds of that situation” 

Humour + Creativity: 
Koestler (1964) 

 “tacit assumptions,” “rules of 
the game,” & “suspension of 
rationality” 

“appropriately inappropriate” 
/ “bisociation” 

Humour, Play + Creativity: 
Lieberman (1977) 

“…holding reality in abeyance” 
(p. 66) 

“toying with ideas and 
concepts”/ “seeing remote 
connections” (p. 32)  

“as if” /  “psychological 
distancing” / “reality buffer” 
/ “propositional thinking” / 
“task at hand takes over” 
(citing Gordon, 1961) 

“allowing the fantasy 
elements to reign on a 
temporary basis…” (p. 66) 

Humour + Play: McGhee 
(1979) 

“incongruity” “fantasy assimilation” 

Humour: Apter (1982)  “synergy”  “paratelic state” / “protective 
frame” / “psychological safety 
zone” / “mental set” 

Humour + Creativity: Ziv 
(1984) 

“Creativity is the ability to see 
and present things in a new 
light.” (p. 131) 

“paralogical thinking” / “local 
logic”  

“As if” / “make believe” 

Humour + Creativity: Ziv 
(1989) 

“freedom from the strict laws 
of rational thinking and 
freedom to play with new 
ideas” (quoting Penjon, 1891, 
p. 121) 

“…“cognitive playfulness.” 
This attitude implies 
flexibility in changing frames 
of reference.” (1989, p. 108) 

Humour: Oring (2003) “appropriate incongruity” / 
“within and beyond a society’s 
boundaries” 

“psychologically valid” (as 
opposed to “logically valid”) 
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TABLE A1.2: CREATIVITY SCHOLARS 

Creativity scholars: breaking mental-set Playframing 

Creativity: Guilford  (1959) “transformation” (one specific 
‘product’ of the Structure-of-
Intellect model) & “tolerance 
for ambiguity” 

“Revelance” (i.e., “remotely 
connected output as being 
relevant,” p. 43) 

Creativity: Getzels & Jackson 
cited in Guilford (1975, p. 
45) 

“less tied to reality” 

 

“problem finding” (the 
seeking out of 
transformations) 

 

Creativity: Taylor (1975b) “creative problem discovery” 
(p. 309) 

 

“transaction system”  

  (p. 303-5) 

“reshapes problems into 
fruitful forms that allow for 
solution” (p. 302) 

Creativity: Prince 

cited in Taylor (1975a, p. 
26) 

(a) “fantasy analogy…which 
requires ignoring laws 
governing the universe” 

(b) “changes of one’s self-
concept or image” 

“speculation” 

“multiplicity of implications” 

 

Creativity: Amabile (1996) “mental set-breaking” “intrinsic motivation” / 

 “total absorption in the task 
at hand” 

Creativity: Claxton (1997, p. 
72) 

“ Seeing through an existing, 
invisible assumption, which is 
often the key to creativity...” 

(cont.) “…requires a mind 
that is informed but not 
deformed; channelled but not 
rutted.” 
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TABLE A1.3: PLAY SCHOLARS 

Play scholars: breaking mental-set playframing 

Play: Sutton-Smith (1979) “transcending realms” “make believe” (and also 
“make belief”) 

Play + Humour: Elitzur 
(1990a) 

“paradoxical entanglement” “confinement” (i.e., limiting 
perception voluntarily) 

“play or the game becomes 
our entire world, and the 
broader realm of reality is 
mainly ignored…subject to 
denial, suppression, and other 
defenses” (p. 20) 

Csikszentmihalyi (1979, 
1990) Re: “Flow” 

“a transcendence… a loss of a 
personal kind of caring about 
the results” (1979, p. 261) 

“reality seems suspended” 
(1979, p.  258) 

“feeling of control” (p. 261) 

“autotelic”––activity for its 
own sake versus “exotelic”–– 
focused on the consequences 
(1990, p. 67) 

Play + Creativity: 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

*citing Roger Caillois’ 4 
categories of games: [i] agon, 
[ii] alea, [iii] vertigo (ilinx), 
[iv] mimicry. 

“vertigo”*  

 

“alter consciousness 

…transform the way we 
perceive reality” (p. 72-3) 

 

Re: games as opportunities to 
go “beyond the boundaries of 
ordinary experience” (p. 72) 

 

“mimicry”* (“alternate 
realities are created” (p. 72) 

 

“players…cease to act in 
terms of common sense, and 
concentrate instead on the 
peculiar reality of the game” 
(p. 72) “the ability to find 
rewards in the events of each 
moment” 

“This channeling of attention 
to a limited set of goals and 
means is what allows 
effortless action within self 
created boundaries” (p. 81) 

Play + Creativity: Tegano 
(1990) 

“ambiguity tolerance”  

(definition: p. 1047) 

“playfulness” 

(definition: p. 1049) 

Play: Henricks (2008) “transformation” “consummation” 
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TABLE A1.4: POPULAR MUSICIANS 

Popular musicians: breaking mental-set Playframing 

George Martin in Massey 
(2000, p. 77) 

Regarding what he learnt 
from The Beatles. 

“Never accept the 
obvious…and always to look 
beyond what’s there” 

“…they often wanted 
something that wasn’t 
possible…it spurred me on 
to do better things.” 

Re: Brian Wilson’s original 
SMiLE project (1966-7) in 
Doggett (2003) 

 (p. 67) “all boundaries were 
knocked aside” 

 

 Re: modules approach 
(“apparently unrelated 
musical fragments”), 
“ambitious, unrealisable 
plans,” (p. 66)  

Gittins (2004) & Thomson 
(2010) 

Re: Talking Heads 

“As ever [Byrne] doubts 
empirical givens, questioning 
external realities” (Gittins, 
2004, p. 67) 

“…we tried to capture the 
innocent, uncertain charm of 
the first time we played a 
song, that sense of 
exploration. We believed 
we’d make more interesting 
music if we changed the 
process every time 
(Thomson, 2010, p. 42). 

Zappa (1997, bold emphasis 
in original) 

(p. 196 “Most people can’t 
deal with that abstraction – or 
don’t want to. They say:” 
Gimme the tune. Do I like this 
tune? Does it sound like another 
tune that I like? The more 
familiar it is, the better I 
like it.” 

(p. 196) “The most important 
thing in art is The Frame… 
- because, without this 
humble appliance, you can’t 
know where The Art stops 
and The Real World 
begins…Anything can be 
music, but it doesn’t 
become music until 
someone wills it to be 
music, and the audience 
listening to it decides to 
perceive it as music.” 

Stravinsky (1997) “If one only need break a habit 
to merit being labelled 
revolutionary, then every 
musician who has something to 
say and who in order to say it 
goes beyond the bounds of 
established convention would 
be known as revolutionary” (p. 
190) 

“The idea of work to be done 
is for me so closely bound up 
with the idea of the arranging 
of materials and of the 
pleasure that the actual doing 
affords…” (p. 191) 
“…human activity must 
impose limits upon itself. The 
more art is controlled, 
limited, worked over, the 
more it is free” (p. 194) 
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TABLE A1.5: MISCELLANEOUS AUTHORS 

Miscellaneous authors: breaking mental-set playframing 

Bachelard (1964): (p. xxxii): Quoting Jean 
Lescure: “…Knowing must 
therefore be accompanied by 
an equal capacity to forget 
knowing. Non-knowing is not 
a form of ignorance but a 
difficult transcendence of 
knowledge…” 

(p. xxxv): “With poetry, the 
imagination takes its place on 
the margin, exactly where the 
function of unreality comes to 
charm or to disturb – always 
to awaken – the sleeping being 
lost in its automatisms.” 

(p.  xxxv): “Indeed, the 
images I want to examine are 
the quite simple images of 
felicitous space.” 

(or "eulogized space”) 

 

 

Joseph Campbell  Re: consequences: “Man in the 
world of action loses his 
centring in the principle of 
eternity if he is anxious for the 
outcomes of his deeds...” 
(1993, p. 239) 

 “a realm apart” (re: Hermes 
Trismegistus, 1997, p. 73) 

Butler (2007)  

Re: Shakespeare’s “The 
Tempest”  

(p. xxi) “For [the European 
visitors to Prospero’s isle], 
estrangement from their 
normal lives forces a 
reassessment that makes them 
see the everyday world as if 
through new eyes. In such 
circumstances, even the most 
commonplace object suddenly 
appears miraculous. ‘How lush 
and lusty the grass looks!’ 
exclaims Gonzalo (II.I.55), as 
if he never walked a lawn 
before.” 

 (p.xxii) “No other play 
creates a space which runs so 
entirely according to its own 
laws. This island setting––
with its sharp boundaries, 
and magic that works here 
but nowhere else––makes its 
world seem isolated and self-
sufficient, an autonomous 
theatrical laboratory with its 
own internal logic.” 

(p. xv) “So for all its magic 
and wonders, the play will 
conclude with enchantments 
broken and a return to the 
difficult business of ordinary 
life.” 
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APPENDIX 2: SMiLE RECORDING SESSIONS: CHRONOLOGICAL LIST: 

 

The following table (A2) includes a list of all sessions conducted by Brian Wilson between 

August 3, 1966 and May 18, 1967 with the intention of producing a project to be released as 

SMiLE. Since chapter 4 is a case study of the SMiLE sessions specifically, some other closely 

related sessions have been omitted. For example, additional sessions for the song “Good 

Vibrations” (1966b) preceded/overlapped the SMiLE sessions somewhat intermittently, 

occurring between February and September 1966. Although released as a single in October 

1966, “Good Vibrations” was to be included on the planned album only at the insistence of 

Wilson’s record company (Capitol Records). It fitted in well enough however, by virtue of it 

sharing the same “modular” production approach to record production. “Good Vibrations” can 

however, be considered a separate project since it had its beginnings in the previous Pet Sounds 

(1966c) album (Leaf, 1990), and wasn’t part of Wilson/Van Dyke Parks’ original “Americana” 

vision for SMiLE. Likewise, many posthumous key vocal overdubs used in later edits of the 

SMiLE modules into songs for commercial release have not been listed as they were recorded 

during sessions for subsequent albums between June to October 1967, during 1968 and 1971 

(see chapter 4, section 4.3.2 for details).  

 

This session information was derived from two sources (a) the “sessionography” included in the 

recently released The Beach Boys: The Smile sessions box set (2011c), and (b) Keith Badman’s 

‘Beach Boys stage and studio diary (2004). Whilst both sources mostly agree regarding what 

took place and when, there are some discrepancies. In particular, the many 1967 sessions for 

the song “Heroes and Villains” were less rigorously documented (to say the least): tapes got 

lost, sessions were cancelled (without being documented as such) or not documented clearly. 

Where such confusion occurs, the 2011 notes are adhered to since they are based upon (a) a 

first hand analysis of the tapes themselves, (b) the original tape box track sheets, (c) “Capitol 

Records Popular Session Worksheets,” and (d) the music union (American Federation of 

Musicians) session contracts. Wherever there is uncertainty regarding session details, they are 

qualified as such.  
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

3 AUG, 66    1 “Windchimes” (Version 1)  

[instrumental backing] 

CD 4: Track 4 Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 56448 

Master (Take 9) edit = Take 5 
(‘Pickup’), Take 6 (Piano insert) 
& Take 3 (Ending). 

12 AUG, 66    2 “Untitled No.1”             aka “I 
Ran”…listed on Boxset as 
“Look (Song For Children)” 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 3: Track 15 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3). 

Master: 56473 

Master (Take 2) edit = Take 2 
(#1 ‘Pickup’), Take 1 (#2 
‘Pickup’) & Take 2 (#3 
‘Pickup’). 

25 AUG, 66    3 “Wonderful” (Version 1) 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 3: Track 11 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56550 

Master = Take 7 

1 SEPT, 66    4 “He Gives Speeches” 

[instrumental backing & vocal 
overdubs] 

CD 1: Track 24 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

No Master/Take # 

N.B.: Includes a backing vocal 
line later used in the track: “The 
Old Master Painter/You Are My 
Sunshine” Part 2 

8 SEPT, 66    5 “Holidays”  

[instrumental backing & 
flute/caliope overdubs] 

CD 4: Track 3 

 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

No Master # 

Master edit = Take 7 (Part 1) & 
Take 4 (‘Pickup’ Part 2)  

19 SEPT, 66    6 “Prayer”  

[acapella vocal recording] 

CD 2: Track 1 Studio: Columbia 
(A)….unused takes 

20 SEPT, 66    7 Unspecified Overdub Session  N/A Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

22 SEPT, 66    8 Unspecified Overdub Session N/A Studio: Columbia 
(A). 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

23 SEPT, 66    9 Unspecified Overdub Session N/A Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

3 OCT, 66    10 [i] “Home On the Range” (later 
retitled “Cabin-Essence”) 

[instrumental backing] 

 

[ii] “Windchimes”   (Version 1) 

[vocal overdubs] 

CD 3: Tracks       

8 (includes*),           
9 (includes #)        
& 10 (includes +) 

Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 56647 

[i] Master edit = *Take 12 
(Home On the Range), #Take 
23 (Who Ran the Iron Horse), 
+Take 5 (Grand Coulee Dam)  

[ii] unused takes 

4 OCT, 66   11 “Prayer” [acapella vocal 
recording & voc. overdubs] 

CD 2: Track 2 Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 56668 

Master edit = compilation of 
various takes 

5 OCT, 66   12 “Windchimes” (Version 2) 

[instrumental backing & inst. 
overdubs] 

 

CD 4: Tracks 5* 
(Marimbas) & 10# 
(Tack Pianos 
‘Tag’) 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56648 

*Master edit = Take 23, # Best 
take no. unknown. 

6 OCT, 66   13 “Wonderful” (Version 1) 

[lead vocal overdubs* & 
instrumental overdubs#] 

 

CD 1: Track 9 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56550 

# = unused. 

7 OCT, 66   14 “Child Is Father Of The Man” 
(Version 1) 

[instrumental backing & inst. 
overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 16 
(includes* & #) 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56667 

Master = *Take 8 (‘Chorus’), # 
Take 10 (‘Verse’ - unused, 
reappears in the post-SMiLE 
song: “Can’t Wait Too Long”) 

10 OCT, 66   15 [i] “Windchimes” (Version 2) 

[lead vocal overdubs*] 

[ii] “Windchimes” (Version 1) 

[vocal overdubs#] 

CD 1: Track 16 
(includes* & #) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56648 

* & # (‘Tag’ section)  
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

11 OCT, 66   16 “Child Is Father Of The Man” 
(Version 2) 

[instrumental backing & inst. 
overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 17 
(includes*, # & +) 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3). 

Master: 56716  

Master = *Take 10 (‘Chorus’), 
# Take 13 (‘Verse’) & + Take 1 
(‘Wandering/searching piano 
figure’) 

11 OCT, 66   17 “Cabin-Essence” (formerly 
“Home On the Range”) 

[backing vocal overdubs*] 

CD 1: Track 8 Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56647  

* ‘Who Ran the Iron Horse’ &  
‘Crow Flies’ modules only  

12 OCT, 66   18 “Child Is Father Of The Man” 
(Version 2) 

[group vocal overdubs] 

 

CD 1: Track 11 
(0.53 – 1.15 & 1.40 – 
2.03) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56716  

 

13 OCT, 66   19 “I Ran” (formerly, “Untitled 
No.1”)…listed on Boxset as 
“Look (Song For Children)” 

[vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56473 

*Tapes lost (vocals heard on 
2011, CD 1: Track 10 recorded 
1971) 

17 OCT, 66   20 “Heroes and Villains” 

[vocal recordings] 

 

N/A*  

(may possibly be CD 
1: Track 23) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56728  

*Tapes lost (listed as the “I’m In 
Great Shape” module, but might 
actually be the Vega-Tables 
“Cornucopia” ‘demo’ featured 
on 2011, CD 1: Track 23) 

18 OCT, 66   21 “Do You Like Worms” 

[instrumental backing & inst. 
overdubs] 

 

 

 

CD 3: Tracks  1 
(includes*),           2 
(includes #)        3 
(includes +)     & 4 
(includes ^) 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56729 

Master edit = *Take 24 (Part 1), 
#Take 14[?] (Part 2: ‘Bicycle 
Rider’ module), +Take 15[?] 
(Part 3) & ^Take 9[?] (Part 4: 
‘Bicycle Rider module) 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

18 OCT, 66   22 “Do You Like Worms” 

[lead vocal overdubs*] 

CD 1: Track 4 Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56729 

* ‘Roll Plymouth Rock’ module 
only 

20 OCT, 66   23 “Heroes and Villains” 

[instrumental backing & #[?] 
lead vocal overdubs] 

 

 

CD 2: Tracks  3*, 
4#          

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

*# Master: 56727 

* Heroes and Villains (‘Verse’) 
# “Barnyard” module. Best take 
no.s unknown. 

21 OCT, 66   24 “Do You Like Worms” 
(‘Bicycle Rider’ Theme) 

[vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: [?] Western 
Recorders (3).  

*unused or [?]Tapes lost. 

25 OCT, 66   25 Dialog Session 

 

N/A Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

27 OCT, 66   26 “Heroes and Villains: I’m In 
Great Shape” 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 2: Track 5 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56738 

Master = Take 37 

4 NOV, 66   27 [i] “Surf’s Up”                (1st 
Movement) 

[instrumental backing] 

 

[ii] Various chants, sound 
effects & improvised percussion 
session. 

CD 3: Track 18*,  

CD 1:Track 27#,  

CD 2: Track 37+ 
& 38^,  

& CD 4: Track 
22++ 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

*Master: 56842 

[Best take no.s unknown] 

#’ Brian Falls Into a 
Piano,’ + ‘Brian Falls Into 
a Microphone,’ ^ 
‘Moaning, Laughing,’ & 
++ ‘Underwater Chant.’ 

7 NOV, 66   28 “Surf’s Up: George Fell Into 
His French Horn” 

[‘talking & laughing’ horn 
overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 19  

 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56841 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

8 NOV, 66   29 “Surf’s Up” 

[percussion overdubs and sub-
mixing] 

CD 1: Track 12 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: “56842” 
changed to 56850 

11 NOV, 66   30 [i] ? “Vega-Tables” 

[* ‘Cornucopia’ version piano 
backing, lead &group vocal 
overdubs] 

[ii] “Vegetable Argument” 

[# spoken word session] 

CD 4: track 23# Studio: Western 
Recorders (4).  

*see Oct. 17th 1966 session for 
details  

# Master: 56728  

# N.B.: Listed on 2011 SMiLE 
Sessions box set as ‘Vegetables 
Promo.’ Master = Take 2 

14 NOV, 66   31 “The Old Master Painter/You 
Are My Sunshine” Parts 1* & 
2# 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 3: Track 6 
(includes*& #)             

Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 56866 

Master edit = *Take 11 (Part 1), 
#Take 16 (Part 2: ‘fade’) 

N.B.: ‘Part 2’ (fade) is later re-
arranged as part of the track 
“Heroes and Villains.” 

28 NOV, 66   32 “The Elements – Part 1” aka 
“Fire” or “Mrs. O’Leary’s 
Cow” 

[*instrumental backing & 
#sound effects overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 7* & 
CD 4: Track 25# 

Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 56891 

*Master edit = Takes 2, 9 & 18. 

29 NOV, 66   33 “Jazz*,” “I Wanna Be Around” 
& “Friday Night” (aka 
“Workshop”) 

[*improvisation, instrumental 
backing & #sound effects] 

CD 3: Tracks 21 
& 28# 

Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

No Master # 

Master edit = *Take 1 (“I 
Wanna Be Around”) & #Take 
11 (“Friday Night”), * = unused. 

30 NOV, 66   34 “The Old Master Painter/You 
Are My Sunshine” Part 1 

[lead vocal overdubs & editing 
session] 

 

CD 1: Track 7 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56866 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

2 DEC, 66   35 “Child Is Father Of The Man” 
(Version 2) 

[group vocal overdubs] 

CD 1: Track 11 
(0.53 – 1.15 & 1.40 – 
2.03) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: “56716” 
changed to 56667 

5 DEC, 66   36 “The Elements – Part 1” aka 
“Fire” or “Mrs. O’Leary’s 
Cow” 

[group vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: [?] Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 56891 

*unused or [?]Tapes lost. 

6 DEC, 66   37 [i] “Cabin-Essence” 

[vocal overdubs*] 

[ii] “Child Is Father Of The 
Man” (Version 2) 

[#group vocal overdubs] 

CD 1: Tracks 8* & 
11#           (0.53 – 
1.15 & 1.40 – 2.03) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56647  

* ‘Grand Coulee Dam’ (‘Tag’) 
module 

# Master: 56667 

13 DEC, 66   38 “Heroes & Villains” 

 

[group vocal session]  

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56727 

*Tapes lost. 

15 DEC, 66   39 [i] “Wonderful” 

[*group vocal overdubs] 

[ii] “You’re Welcome” 

[#group vocal  & instrumental 
overdubs] 

[iii] “Surf’s Up”  

[+solo voice & piano] 

 

CD 1: Track 9*, 
CD 4: Track 16# & 
CD3: Track 20+ 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Master: 56550 

# No Master no. 
Master= Take 20 

+No Master/Take no. 
+Recorded for David 
Oppenheim’s CBS TV Special 
Inside Pop, but rejected. 

19 DEC, 66   40 “Heroes & Villains” 

[*instrumental backing] 

N/A*             (or 
possibly CD 2: Track 
6) 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57020 

*Tapes lost. 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

21 DEC, 66   41 “Do You Like Worms” 

[‘Hawaiian’ lead vocal, group 
vocals & slide guitar overdubs] 

CD 1: Track 4 Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 56729 

22 DEC, 66   42 [i] “Heroes & Villains” 

[*group vocal overdubs] 

[ii] “Heroes & Villains: All 
Day”# 

[piano backing] 

CD 4: Tracks 8 # & 
9# 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost.  

#No Master/Take no.  

# N.B.: Listed on 2011 SMiLE 
Sessions box set as “I Love to Say 
Da Da” 

27 DEC, 66   43 “Heroes & Villains” 

[Brian Wilson vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost. 

28 DEC, 66   44 “Heroes & Villains” 

[B.W. vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost. 

3 JAN, 67   45 “Heroes & Villains” 

[group vocal and piano session] 

 

 

 

 

CD 2: Tracks 7*, 
8#, 9+, 10^, 
11++ & 12^^ 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 57020 

Best takes = *Take 1 (‘Do A 
Lot’), #Take 13 (‘Bag of 
Tricks’), + Take unknown 
(‘Mission Pak’), ^Take 63 
(Bridge to ‘Indians’),  ++Take 4 
(Part 1 ‘Tag’) & ^^Take 10 
(‘Pick Up’ 3rd Verse) 

5 JAN, 67   46 “Heroes and Villains Part 
2”/”Do You Like Worms:” 
(‘Bicycle Rider’ Theme) 

[vocals & instrumental 
overdubs] 

 

CD 3: Track 5 Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57045 

[Best take no.s unknown] 

6 JAN, 67   47 “Heroes & Villains” 

[instrumental session] 

 

N/A Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

* Tapes (?) lost 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

9 JAN, 67   48 “Wonderful” (Version 2) 

[instrumental backing] 

 

 

CD 3: Tracks 12 
& 13 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57046 

Master = Take 21 

20 JAN, 67   49 [i] “Heroes & Villains” 

[‘experimental’ instrumental 
session] 

[ii] “Heroes & Villains” 

[#group vocal overdubs] 

 

 

N/A* # Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: *57074 

* Tapes (?) lost, documentation 
states takes “not to be used.” 

# Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

23 JAN, 67   50 “Surf’s Up” (2nd movement) 

[instrumental overdubs] 

 

 

N/A* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Masters: 57087 

 * Tapes lost  

23 JAN, 67   51 “Surf’s Up” (1st movement) 

[instrumental overdubs] 

 

 

 

N/A* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Masters: 57086 

 * Tapes lost 

27 JAN, 67   52 “Heroes & Villains” 

[instrumental backing & group 
vocals session] 

 

 

 

 

CD 2: Tracks 
13*, 14#, 15+, 
17^, 18++ 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57020 

Best takes = *Take 8 (‘Children 
Were Raised’), #Take 17 
(’Cantina’), + Take 12 
(‘Whistling Bridge’), ^Take 20 
(‘All Day’) & ++ (‘Verse’ edit 
experiment) 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

31 JAN, 67   53 “Heroes & Villains” 

[group vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

3 FEB, 67   54 “Heroes & Villains” 

[group vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

7 FEB, 67   55 “Heroes & Villains” 

[group vocal overdubs and 
voice-over] 

CD 2: Track 16* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 57020 

* (‘Cantina’ module) 

10 FEB, 67   56 “The Old Master Painter/You 
Are My Sunshine” Part 2 

[vocal overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 7 Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: “56866” 
changed to 57020 

15 FEB, 67   57 “Heroes and Villains”  

[instrumental backing] 

 

 

CD 2: Tracks 19* 
& 20# 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57020 

*Master edit = Takes 24 
(‘Prelude to fade’) & 3 
(‘Pickup’). #Best take = take 8 
(‘Piano theme’) 

18 FEB, 67   58 “Heroes and Villains”  

[unspecified overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

*Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

(possibly)   20 
FEB, 67 

  59 “Heroes and Villains”  

[group vocal session & piano 
backing] 

CD 2: Tracks 
21*, 22#, 23+, 
24^, 25++, 26^^ 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

Master: 57020 

Best takes = * Take unknown 
(‘Part 2’), #Take 10 (‘Gee’), + 
Take 1 & unspecified take (‘Part 
2’ Revised), ^Take 10 (‘Part 2’ 
Revised - Master Take), 
++Take 14 (‘Part 3’ includes 
‘Animals’ module) & ^^Take 10 
(‘Part 4’) 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

(possibly)   21 
FEB, 67 

  60 “Heroes and Villains”  

[group vocal session & piano 
backing] 

(possibly as above, 
or parts thereof) 

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

(see above: 20 Feb) 

24 FEB, 67   61 “Heroes & Villains” 

[B.W. vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

26 FEB, 67   62 “Heroes & Villains” 

[group vocal overdubs] 

N/A* Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Tapes lost or represents 
overdubs onto existing master 
tapes (not labelled) 

27 FEB, 67   63 “Heroes and Villains”  

[instrumental backing & inst. 
overdubs] 

 

 

CD 2: Track 27* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57045 

Best takes = *Take 6 (‘Part 2’). 
N.B. used as a backing track 
module for the Smiley Smile 
(1967) version of “Heroes & 
Villains” 

28 FEB, 67   64 “Heroes and Villains” 

[instrumental backing, ‘live’ 
vocal & inst. overdubs] 

CD 2: Track 28* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57045 

Best takes = *Take 5 (‘Fade’ 
module) 

1 MAR, 67   65 “Heroes and Villains” 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 2: Tracks 29* 
& 30# 

Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57045 

Best takes = *Take 4 (‘Verse 
Remake’) & #Take 2 (’Organ 
Waltz’/’Intro’). N.B. Intro 
serves as intro to “Fire” on CD 
1:Track 17 

2 MAR, 67   66 “Heroes & Villains” 

[instrumental backing & mixing 
session] 

N/A* Studio: Western 
Recorders (3).  

Master: 57045 

*Tapes lost.  Master = Part 2 
(‘Insert’) 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

(probably)    4 
APR, 67 

  67 “Vega-Tables” 

[*piano backing & group vocal 
overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 22* Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

Master: 57450  

*Master edit = Take 1 (‘Verse’) 

5 APR, 67   68 “Vega-Tables” 

[*group vocal overdubs] 

CD 1: Track 14* Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

Master: 57450  

*(‘Verse’) 

6 APR, 67   69 “Vega-Tables” 

[*instrumental overdubs & 
#group vocal overdubs] 

 

CD 3: Track 22* & 
CD 1:Track 14# 

Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

Master: 57450 

*#(‘Verse’)  

7 APR, 67   70 “Vega-Tables” 

[*piano backing & #group 
vocal overdubs] 

CD 3: Track 23* 

 & CD 1:Track 14#  

Studio: Columbia 
(A). 

*Master = Take 9 (‘Sleep A 
Lot’) 

(probably)   10 
APR, 67 

  71 [i] “Child Is Father Of The 
Man” (Version 3)* 

[ii] “Wonderful” (Version 3)# 

[#piano backing + vocal 
overdubs] 

[iii] “Vega-Tables” 

[+lead vocal & ^‘vegetable 
chomping’ overdubs] 

 

CD 1: Track 11* 

(first 24 seconds), 

CD 3: Track 14#, 

CD 1:Track 14+, 

& CD 3: Track 27^ 

Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A). 

*#No Master no. 

*Master = Take 6,             # 
Master = Take 4 

+^Master: 57450 

 

(probably)  11 
APR, 67 

  72 “Vega-Tables” 

[*#+^group vocal overdubs & 
#^instrumental backing] 

 

 

 

CD 3: Track 22* 

CD 3: Track 24# 

CD 1:Track 14+ 
(1.59 – 2.25) 

& CD 3: Track 25^ 

Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A). 

Master: 57450  

*(‘Verse’), Masters = #Take 5A 
(‘Sleep A Lot’ - Chorus 1) &  ^ 
Take 4 (‘Sleep A Lot’ - Chorus 
2) 
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DATE SMiLE 
SESS. 
NO. 

‘TRACK’ AUDIO 
HIGHLIGHTS: 
SMiLE SESSIONS 
BOXSET (2011) 

DETAILS 

12 APR, 67   73 “Vega-Tables”   

[*instrumental backing] 

CD 4: Track 1* Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 57450 

Best take = *Take 12 (‘Fade’) 

*12 APR, 67 

# (probably) 12 
APR, 67 

  74 “Vega-Tables” 

[*#vocal & instrumental 
overdubs] 

 

CD 1:Track 14* 
(3.03 – 3.45)        

& CD 3: Track 26# 

Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

*#Master: 57450 
# Best take = take 2 (‘Part 4’ 
Insert) 

(probably)  13 
APR, 67 

  75 “Vega-Tables” 

[B.W. vocal overdub] 

CD 1:Track 14 
(3.03 – 3.45) 

Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

Master: 57450 

(probably)  14 
APR, 67 

  76 “Vega-Tables” 

[*piano backing & B.W. vocal 
overdubs] 

CD 4: Track 2* Studio: Sound 
Recorders (A).  

Master: 57450 
Master = *Take 6 (‘Ballad’ 
Insert) 

11 MAY, 67   77 “Heroes and Villains” 

[unspecified overdubs] 

N/A Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 57045 

16 MAY, 67   78 “I Love To Say  Da Da” 

(formerly titled: “Heroes and 
Villains: All Day”) 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 4: Track 10* Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

*Master: 57668 
*Best take =Take 9(Part 1) 

17 MAY, 67   79 “I Love To Say  Da Da” 

[instrumental backing & 
backing vocal overdubs] 

CD 4: Tracks 11* 
& 12# 

Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

Master: 57668 
*Takes unspecified (‘Part 2’), 
#Best take =Take 9 (‘Part 2’ - 
Master Take) 

18 MAY, 67   80 “I Love To Say  Da Da” 

[instrumental backing] 

CD 4: Track 13* Studio: Gold Star 
(A).  

*Master: 57668 
#Best take =Take 2 (‘Part 2’ – 
Second Day) 
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APPENDIX 3: FURTHER RESEARCH: 

 

The concepts presented in this appendix are offered as potentially fruitful areas for future 

researchers to explore. They are ideas that, while having emerged from this research project, 

could not receive the full attention they deserve within its scope. They are new ways of 

reframing familiar popular music-making “givens” that could be tested in a variety of manners, 

settings, and time frames. They fall into two categories: Potential implications for (a) theory, 

and (b) practice. In particular, the topic of alternate interfaces for making music, and the 

facilitating effect of adopting constraints within creative practice are exciting areas for future 

research.  

 

Further research could not only ascertain the validity of the suggestions offered below but also 

the limits of each, along with the influence of other circumstances upon them. Experiments in 

controlled settings similar to those undertaken by Ziv (1983) to ascertain humour’s influence 

on divergent thinking could be undertaken to discern what procedures have how much 

influence on which specific components of creativity. This data might then be triangulated with 

autoethnographic accounts of how practitioners experience their effect in the field. Most 

promising perhaps, would be a longitudinal study not unlike that undertaken by Getzels and 

Csikszentmihalyi (1976) to explore their theoretical concept of “problem finding” in the 

creative practice of artists.  

 

POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY: 

! 1: New roles: Record producer versus record supervisor:  

! 2: Adopting a componential approach to popular music making: 

 

1: New roles: Record producer versus record supervisor:  

 

For many years I have been uncomfortable with the title record producer. Not only does the term 

not adequately describe what the role so often entails (which can be anything that the other 

participants are lacking in) but it carries with it connotations of the somewhat outdated 

mechanistic and “cash nexus” (Prévost, 1995) paradigms. For example, it reinforces the 

“‘elephant in the room’ at every recording session;” the consumer, and their expectations 

(McIntyre, 2008, p. 3), to which the producer should pitch their wares. That in turn, 
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reinforces the likelihood of a serious frame of mind being adopted since the goal is then more 

important than the activity itself (Apter, 1991). 

 

A better name for the role had not been forthcoming however, until recently. I was reading the 

liner notes of an Ornette Coleman record issued on the Atlantic Records label in 1960 and 

noticed that “record producer” Nesuhi Ertegun was credited as providing “supervision.”  This 

latter term is a much more appropriate label for the role, and shares none of the unwanted 

connotations mentioned above. It is suggested therefore, that the term “record supervisor” may 

provide a workable alternative to that of “record producer” and is offered in order to stimulate 

debate regarding the issue. 

 

2: Adopting a componential approach to popular music making: 

 

In section 2.2.2 it was discussed that the topic of creativity is dealt with in terms of the 

following areas (either exclusively or in combination): (a) the person, (b) the process, (c) the 

product, and (d) the greater creative climate or system. Those same overall components will 

form the basis for a factorising of the overall topic of popular music making. There already 

exists a number of fine resources (listed below) offering ways with which to break down those 

areas into more manageable “chunks.” It is important nonetheless to attempt to contextualise 

these factors with regard to their relationship to each other and to the bigger picture. 

 

This project recommends playframing as a means of facilitating creative flow. A key aspect of 

that concept is that “the channeling of attention to a limited set of goals and means is what 

allows effortless action within self created boundaries” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p.81). In other 

words, the framing of a particular given situation decides what will be included in the 

boundaries of the frame and what will not. A proposed componential understanding of popular 

music making is therefore necessary to inform any such negotiation, by drawing attention to the 

various factors potentially on offer. If any specific aspect of the total popular music-making 

sphere can be (a) abstracted in thought, (b) discerned with the senses, or (c) manipulated by 

some physical act then in can be counted as a potential factor in the negotiation of a current 

playframe. If a playframe can be likened to a recipe, then one’s ability to factorise the popular 

music sphere is akin to one’s sense of taste, the more refined it is, and the greater one’s powers 

of discernment, the more effectively one can find the right ingredients for the right task. 
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This thesis will not insist that any particular resources aimed at refining one’s awareness of the 

various musical, sonic and technological aspects encountered in day-to-day practice are superior 

to any others. However, a few admirable examples that the author has encountered recently are 

given for the reader’s consideration (along with a brief description of their possible 

contribution): 

 

• Graeme Leak’s Performance making: A manual for music workshops (2003): 

This book presents, and illustrates in detail, a series of fun physical/musical techniques 

that blend theatrical workshop techniques with simple musical concepts. This is a 

valuable resource for anyone wanting to explore the concept of playframing at its most 

fundamental level. It also helps to reframe music in a way that is less tied to 

assumptions perpetrated by Western tonal and rhythmic organisation.These techniques 

could easily be transferred into the virtual realm as the basis for mobile apps that 

explore the same concepts of pulse, metre, rhythm, tone, timbre, texture and so on. 

Encourages instrument making also.  

 

• Bela Bartok’s Mikrokosmos: 153 piano studies contained within 6 volumes. These 

pieces range from the elementary to (eventually) extremely challenging for even a 

pianist of great skill. The fact that these pieces were written as “classical” idiom piano 

studies is largely irrelevant. What is useful with regard to the research aim is (a) the 

manner in which each piece frames a specific musical problem to the exclusion of 

others, and (b) the concept of a subtly rising level of challenge from piece to piece 

(over 153 instances). This approach is congruent with the aims of playframing (Sutton-

Smith, 1979) and Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) flow theory. Various musical factors are 

explored. They include, for example: parallel motion, contrary motion, repetition, 

syncopation, imitation reflected, imitation and inversion, crescendo-diminuendo, study 

in chords, increasing-diminishing, pentatonic melody, triplets, unison divided, melody 

divided, chromatics, line against point, and so on. An understanding of the various 

possible shapes, lines, contours, rhythms, scales and interactions that these studies 

explore will provide any musician, regardless of genre, with a wider palette of musical 

ideas with which to play. For the popular musician interested in developing playframes 

as a means to facilitate creative flow these 153 pieces are a powerful collective example 

of how to use frames to temporarilly suspend the “noise” of challenges that do not 

match current skill level. 
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• Albin Zak’s ideas regarding (a) audio recordings as texts, and (b) changes 

in contemporary recording practice: As featured in his 2010 book chapter 

“Painting the sonic canvas: Electronic mediation as musical style” and his short (but 

powerful) 2007 provocation “Recording studio as space/place.” 

 

• William Moylan’s Understanding and crafting the mix: The art of recording 

(2007): This book is described as offering “clear and systematic methods for 

identifying, evaluating, and shaping the artistic elements in music and audio recording. 

The exercises throughout help you to develop critical listening and evaluating skills and 

gain greater control over the quality of your recordings” (Focal Press website, n.d.). 

 

POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE: 

! 1: Adopt the practice of playframing: 

! 2: Workshopping: 

! 3:  Computer and mobile platform apps that encourage playframing and a playful frame 

of mind:  

! 4: Develop new musical and sonic interfaces as playframes: 

! 5: Making familiar systems and situations seem strange: 

! 6: Using cues to encourage “fun mood:” 

 

1: Adopt the practice of playframing: 

 

The potential implications for popular music-making creative practice discussed in the 

following section all have in common the objective of facilitating creative flow by making the 

familiar “seem strange” and the “strange seem familiar.” Although that aim can be achieved in 

any number of ways, the principle of playframing informs all examples provided below. That is, 

any ways and means of making music that are so familiar to the practitoner as to be considered a 

mere habit––rather than a conscious choice––or are not matched to the current skill level of 

the practitioner, can be overturned by negotiating temporary new ways of approaching the task 

at hand.  

An important aspect of playframing is the act of limiting possibilities so that selected parameters 

or components related to the task at hand may be played with without distraction from the 

“noise” of other elements. Regardless of the practitioners’ skills, the frame can be customised to 

suit their current level, whether basic or advanced. In this way, creative flow is not impeded by 
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poorly designed interfaces or yet-to-be mastered domain skills that might otherwise cause only 

frustration and kill the fun mood. 

 

Another key aim of playframing is for all participants to be aware of the (limited) goals of the 

group at that point in time, as well as offering the chance for renegotiation if necessary. When 

the goals of each individual are in harmony with that of the groups then creative flow is more 

likely to be achieved as a group (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). A simple example of how this might 

be achieved is provided in appendix 4. 

 

2: Workshopping: 

 

Since playframe negotiations are informed by the practitioners’ knowledge of possible musical 

or sonic components available to them for inclusion in the frame, the performing of workshop 

exercises that explore these components, and guide practitioners with regard to how to include 

them in frames of their own, are strongly encouraged.  

 

(a) Formal workshopping: 

 

Greame Leak’s Performance making workshop techniques (mentioned in this appendix above) are 

a fine example of playframing activities held in a formalised, but fun, setting. They explore 

components of sound such as pulse, metre, rhythm, tone, timbre, texture and so forth. Since 

the activities are dependent upon interactions within a group setting, these exercises can inform 

a greater appreciation in individuals of the importance of aligning group goals, and being clear 

about defining these goals before acting. 

 

(b) Using games to promote playframing and “fun mood” in creative practice 

settings: 

 

Conceptual games such as those used by Brian Eno (see chapter 3, section 3.2.6), including his 

Oblique Strategies cards, are a good example of how musicians and sound engineers can approach 

their tasks with a fair degree of control over (a) their frame of mind, and (b) manner of 

interaction with each other. Board style games could even be designed, or modified, to suit this 

purpose. By agreeing as a group to act “as if,” or even by simply swapping roles occasionally, a 

different class of creative results from “the usual” can be forthcoming. An example of allowing 
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participants in a recording studio group task the choice of swapping roles is presented in 

appendix 4.  

 

3:  Computer and mobile platform apps that encourage playframing and a 

playful frame of mind:  

 

Computer, smart phone, tablet, and online applications present a great opportunity for 

playframing (see section 5.3.1.1 above for a discussion of this concept). Practitioners may 

choose to use apps with the intention of gathering artefacts of play to be use in subsequent 

creative products, or just for fun. They can also be used as “studies,” in order to broaden 

awareness of certain musical and sonic phenomena. Apps can be easily sourced as cheap ready-

mades or can even be built by the practitioner. 

 

(a) Developing apps: 

 

A number of computer programming environments exist today that allow individuals to 

develop their own music apps.  Some are “open source”––that is, they are free to use, and unite 

a community of developers who openly share code with each other over the internet––others 

are commercially available. Visual data flow systems such as the open source Pure Data 

(Puckette, 1996), and its commercial “cousin” Max/MSP (Puckette, 1999), are embodiments 

of combinatorial play par excellence since they allow the user to take chunks of ready-made code 

and string them together to create music programs in a fairly easy-to-learn manner.  

 

The benefit of both systems is that practitioners can create synthesizers, recording platforms, 

generative compositions, and even audio-visual artefacts that include only what is necessary to 

the task at hand desire and leave out everything else (a necessity for playframing). They can be 

made to accept data from a variety of sources such as mobile phones or iPads (as alternatives to 

piano or qwerty style keyboards, or the computer mouse), therefore presenting a secondary 

opportunity for playframing (see below for more on this subject). Another great tool available 

at the moment is the “sketchpad” approach to computer programming used by systems such as 

Processing (Fry & Reas, 2001) and the Arduino microprocessor (Banzi, 2005), both of which 

are open source, allowing the user to create their own audio or visual apps without getting 

bogged down in the more complex aspects of programming language that exist in, for example, 

C++ coding environments. 
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The design and development of apps constitutes a powerful form of frame negotiation, since 

deciding (a) how the user will interface with the software and (b) defining constraints such as 

which parameters can be manipulated (and how), and which cannot, is mandatory. The 

development of these apps is also a potentially fun creative act in its own right. Developers can 

either address their own needs, or respond to those of their peers in interesting new ways. A 

number of videos showing prototype playframing apps developed by the author using Pure 

Data, Max/MSP, Processing, and Arduino as a basis can be seen at: < 

http://playframesphd.wordpress.com >. 

 

(b) Using ready-made apps: 

 

Examples of ready-made apps that represent a playful approach to music making and embody 

the playframe approach include the following: 

• NodeBeat (Sandler, Windle, & Muller, 2011) 

• scape (Eno & Chivers, 2012) 

• seaquence (Alexander, Dunne, & Massey, 2010) 

• Otomata (Bozkurt, 2011) 

• Figure (Figure, 2012) 

• Flourish (Flourish, 2010) 

• Tenori-On (Iwai & Nishibori, 2006) 

• TNR-i (Iwai, 2011). 

 

(c) Using hybrid musical computer/mobile games: 

 

All of the music apps listed above are designed to be fun. They can therefore, be considered 

computer games as much as music production tools. They are also noteworthy for being as 

visually interesting as they are sonically pleasing. This visual component can help stimulate the 

regressive aspect of creativity that can be beneficial in some instances (see chapter 2, section 

2.5, point 19). These fun apps are conducive to producing artefacts of play for posterity if 

desired, since their output can be recorded into secondary recording software app. 

Nonetheless, they can still be approached as (very limited) serious music production tools, each 

with their own particular “flavour,” if desired. The key to using them to generate more 

sophisticated creative products is to combine elements of their artefacts together in a secondary 

process of combinatorial play.  
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4: Develop new musical and sonic interfaces as playframes: 

 

A relatively new development is an open source “prototyping” hardware microcontroller board 

called the Arduino. It engenders new ways of interacting with computer software that can be 

used in instances of playframing. Using this device and the, likewise, open source “sketchpad” 

computer-coding environment that accompanies it, users can design ways of turning any stream 

of data into musically useful material. For example, changes in temperature (by attaching heat 

sensors), monitoring the movement of people inside a room (using motion detectors), or the 

tapping of pressure sensors can all inform new ways of generating music. The Arduino board 

can also work in the opposite direction, taking data output from a music app and using it to 

control parameters within an external non-musical device, such as for instance, a video 

installation, 3D matrix of LEDs, or a robot. A simple Arduino example made by the author 

demonstrates how playframing can be achieved using this device (go to the wordpress blog site 

mentioned above). 

 

5: Making familiar systems and situations seem strange: 

 

This form of playframing relies on taking familiar instruments, pieces of equipment, software 

applications, or scenarios and intentionally approaching them in ways that contradict their usual 

sense of order. A very simple example is the use of guitar tunings that do not adhere to the 

usual EADGBE scheme. A slightly more complex example might include turning a powerpoint 

presentation into a musical instrument of sorts. This can been achieved by embedding multiple 

sound files within the presentation that can be triggered in realtime with a click of the 

computer mouse (go to the wordpress blog site mentioned above to see an example). The 

benefit of such an approach is that the creative choices available to the practitioner are usually 

quite limited (a feature essential to both flow and playframing). The act of reinterpreting the 

“givens” of any device or situation also presents a fun challenge in its own right. 

 

6: Using cues to encourage “fun mood”: 

 

Ziv (1984) discusses the importance of giving cues to others that a situation should be 

interpreted as fun. Cues as simple as smiling can indicate that the (paratelic) playful frame of 

mind is appropriate in this instance. Ziv states that having a rapport or previous positive history 

with others involved may have a strong influence on the outcomes. According to Apter (1991, 
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1982) individuals will interpret any single given scenario in fundamentally different ways 

dependent upon whether their frame of mind is playful or serious. Whilst his thesis asserts that 

both playful and serious frames of mind are necessary for the formation of creative products, 

the ability to change one’s frame of mind to the desired mode at any given time (or facilitate the 

same in others) is a creativity skill that practitioners today need more than ever. 
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APPENDIX 4: PLAYFRAMING: STUDIO RECORDING TASKS: 

 

Sometimes, facilitating creative flow in groups can be as simple as (a) aligning all participants’ 

goals, and (b) delimiting the roles that, in part, help achieve the overall objectives of the group, 

so that a sense of harmony and interdependence is engendered. The following is a very simple 

example of playframing. That is, the act of (in this particular case) negotiating temporary new 

ways of framing classes and relations with regard to roles and responsibilities that are 

nonetheless totally binding.  

 

The following example is, of course, only one of many possible ways of framing group work. 

And that is the point! One of the defining features of playframing is that it negates other classes 

only temporarily, and the current frame is not seen as being superior to others: it has simply 

been adopted at that moment (to the exclusion of others). The aim of playframing as a group, as 

featured in the example below, is to: 

! bring practitioners tacit assumptions into awareness via the process of 

negotiation  

! promote flow by aligning all participant’s goals  

! make these goals overt rather than covert  

! limit possibilities  

! give participants a sense of self-autonomy within the boundaries of the their 

portion of the frame 

! design a scenario whereby interdependence results  

! let participants feel that they are not locked into one particular role forever, or 

conversely, to prevent them identifying too strongly with that role 

! prevent potential conflict over the authority to make certain decisions 

! instill confidence by bestowing the authority to make decisions 

! undermine, and maybe even expose any covert balances of power within a group 

! provoke new possibilities by (a) focusing participants on areas they formerly may 

not have given much attention, and (b) nudging participants out of their comfort 

zones. 

 

I have used the document below in a few studio sessions with a large number of participants (up 

to 10 people). In each case, the sessions were typified by sense of symbiotic participation, fun, 
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calm and creative flow. I must add however, that in such cases I played the role of “facilitator,” 

meaning that I would mostly stay out of the way but float around, give feedback where 

necessary and, only if needed, gently remind participants of their roles and responsibilities. This 

overseer role may in some cases therefore be necessary, and can be compared to that of an 

umpire in a sports game, or an “executive supervisor.”  

 

EXAMPLE: DRUM RECORDING SESSION: ROLES  & RESPONSIBILITIES: 

 

For the duration of the recording Session (6 hours), each individual must choose one of the 

(temporary) roles listed below, each of which represents a number of responsibilities. Provided 

your responsibilities are being dealt with, you can also have input into others areas, but only at 

the discretion of the others in charge of that role. Participants can negotiate to swap roles with 

others at anytime.  

 

The total number of participants should be spread across all four groups as evenly as possible. 

Participants’ combined skill levels should be somewhat matched to the level of challenge faced 

within each role. It might be necessary therefore, to buddy up with someone possessing 

different skill levels in that area. 

 

A) “TAPE” OPERATORS (TAPE OPS) 
B) SUPERVISORS 
C) ENGINEERS  
D) DRUM TECHNICIANS (DRUM TECHS) 
 

A) TAPE OPS (need to be comfortable taking orders):  

• Set up Pro Tools session. Detect beat of original file  

• Make click track. Set up & clearly label tracks  

• Create (& label) markers (bar & time). Keep a record of all takes (take no.s) and 

communicate them to whole team as progressing  

• Create (& test) headphone sends . Do headphone mixes  

• Hit record  

• Hit talkback & facilitate feedback to the studio people  

• Set up live outboard processors (compression etc)  

• Perform stereo bounces as required  

• Take care of anything to do with the DAW session 
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B) SUPERVISORS (Need to be comfortable giving orders):  

• Ensure everyone is taking care of their responsibilties 

• Make sure audio file fits into “audio timeline” file  

• Perform critical anaylsis of the sound file  

• Create Audio Time Line (including chord chart, and any other noteworthy musical or 

sonic details)  

• Tell Tape Ops where (and what) to label markers  

• Direct team re: recording approach  

• Give direction and feedback re: (a) sounds to be imitated, & (b) sounds being 

produced  

• Have final say on all aspects of sounds, microphone placement, performance, editing & 

mixing  

• Deliver finished Pro Tools session and bounces to Facilitator at end of session  

• Keep Pro Tools session and bounces safe & deliver to group tomorrow and thereafter  

• Responsible for choosing best acoustic spot to set up kit  

• Be patient, tactful, but persistent 

 

C) DRUMTECHS 

• Move, set up & position drums as required  

• Assist the recording artist in any way possible (water etc. if necessary)  

• Tune drums (as directed by supervisors and drummer)  

• Perform physical modifications to drums, cymbals, and skins to achieve sound as 

specificied 

• Remove unwanted noises from kit  

• Make a record of different floor, height, and angle positions of  drum kit in room (& 

relate to specific take no., time of day, microphone set up, etc.)  

• Reposition drums (promptly) as directed  

• Responsible for sticks & sundry equipment  

• Move floor tom-tom around studio for producers (as they choose the best spot for the 

kit) 

 

D) ENGINEERS 

• Responsible for all microphones & microphone positioning to produce required sounds 

for supervisors (supervisors have final say)  
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• have headphones on whenever possible (ready to respond to “talkback” mic directives) 

• Responsible for performer's headphones (and check playback balance levels prior to 

drummer putting headphones on) 

• Be “invisible”: silent but effective (don't distract the performer if he's busy)  

• Be responsible for fine tuning of microphone positioning (as directed by supervisors via 

“talkback” mic from the control room) 

• Make note of all microphones used (& positioning) with regard to take no., time of day 

and so on. 
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