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Video game music has been permeating popular culture for over forty
years, at least since the titular aliens of Space Invaders arrived in 1978,
accompanied by an ever-accelerating musical ostinato. Now, reaching
hundreds of millions of listeners, game music has grown to encompass
a diverse spectrum of musical materials and practices. Its instrumentation
ranges from orchestras to rock bands, its contexts from bedroom televi-
sions to concert halls, its materials from ‘art music’ to Top-40 pop, and its
systems from generative music technologies to carefully handcrafted idio-
syncratic musical structures.

No longer a novelty within electronic music technology, nor a poor
relation of film music, game music engages huge audiences and large
budgets, and is the site of innovative scholarship. As well as being
a crucial component of the audiovisual interactive experience of video
gaming, game music has also had a marked impact on broader popular
culture. Simply put, video game music is an important aspect of the musical
life of the late-twentieth and twenty-first centuries in the Western world,
and has cross-fertilized with many musical genres. At the same time, game
music highlights a long tradition of music and play that can be traced back
to antiquity.

This volume is specifically concerned with game music. Nevertheless, in
video games, it is often unhelpful to imply a hard-and-fast separation
between music and other aspects of the audio output of games. Especially
in earlier games, the same technology would be responsible for musical
content as for other sonic elements. Even in modern examples, audio icons
and musicalized sound effects are interstitially both sound effect and yet
distinctly musical. Rather than using a restrictive definition of what qua-
lifies as ‘music’, the book instead explores the diverse and multifaceted
musicality of games. The discussions engage the whole range of musical
materials, from long cues and fully fledged music games to sonic fragments
that constitute only one or two pitches. In this way, we might better
appreciate the full significance of music to the experience of playing
video games.
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Video Game Music Studies

Though video game music has long been the subject of (sometimes heated)
discussion in college dorms, playgrounds, internet forums, conventions and
anywhere gamers gather, academic studies of video game music primarily
date from the mid-2000s. Despite some notable predecessors,! 2004-2008
saw a flurry of publications that would be foundational to the study of game
music. Understandably, many initial studies engaged with games that trum-
peted their engagement with music, like Dance Dance Revolution
(1998-2019),> Grand Theft Auto’s extensive use of licensed music from
2001 onwards’ and music games including Guitar Hero (2005-2015).*
Another early area of interest included the compositional challenges pre-
sented by early video game hardware.” Broader conceptual issues in game
music were initially couched in terms of the relationship with film,°
functionality7 and ideas of immersion.® In 2008, Karen Collins published
her landmark book Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and
Practice of Video Game Music and Sound Design, which continues to serve as
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a cornerstone of game music studies.” This volume introduces key terminol-
ogy and touches upon a huge variety of foundational ideas in game music
studies. There is no better starting point for the reader new to this topic than
Game Sound.

Since Game Sound, the field has continued to develop rapidly in
a multitude of different directions. It is not uncommon to find uni-
versity classes on video game music, while conferences, PhD disserta-
tions and books on the topic are not unusual. The field has even
grown to include an academic journal dedicated to the subject, the
Journal of Sound and Music in Games. This companion aims to guide
the reader through some of the main topics and ways of approaching
game music, both in games, and the engagement with it beyond the
games themselves.

Some discussions of game music have opted to use the term ‘Tudo-
musicology’, a word originating in the work of Guillaume Laroche,
Nicholas Tam and Roger Moseley."” The word is used to describe
studies that engage with music and play, especially, though certainly
not exclusively, through the lens of video games. While some game
music scholars find the word problematic, with exclusionary and elitist
overtones, it has served as a handy identifier to help with the visibility
of research.

Beyond academics, game music practitioners have also revealingly written
about their own experiences creating music for games. Prolific game composer
George ‘The Fat Man’ Sanger wrote a book that defies easy categorization.'!
Encompassing autobiography, history, business advice, composition treatise
and personal philosophy, the book is a revealing holistic insight into the life of
a game composer. Other practitioners have written volumes that aim to pass
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on their knowledge to aspiring composers,'> or as part of the activity of
reflecting on their own processes."”

Of course, published discourse about game music works alongside, and
in tandem with the conversations about game music that occur in all kinds
of other media. YouTube is a goldmine of excellent discussions and video
essays about game music, forums like Discord and Twitch provide the
opportunity for interactive conversations about game music, and journal-
ists continually interview composers and report on popular opinion about
the genre. We can also consider documentaries such as the Karen-Collins-
directed Beep (2016), and Diggin’ in the Carts (2014) by Nick Dwyer and Tu
Neill. Academic game music studies exist as part of a broader ecosystem of
discussions about video game music, each of which draws on, and con-
tributes to, the others.

Video game music studies is a diverse area, and this book does not claim to
represent all of the voices in the field. We have sought to balance summarizing
existing knowledge with presenting some new perspectives, and to showcase
conceptual thinking alongside more practical discussion. More than anything,
we hope that this book will provide readers with a broad overview of the
subject, and useful knowledge and tools for better understanding video game
music, no matter how they engage with music — whether that be as listeners,
composers, analysts or perhaps most importantly, as players.
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