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The Composition Engine 
 

This PDF documents each section of the Creativity Support Tool I designed and used in the writing, recording, and production of the music submitted in this portfolio. 

The Composition Engine centres around a model of creativity synthesised from my research and is intended to act as both map and guide to the creative process. The 
tool is made up of cards that can be used as stimuli providers and process guides, designed to interrupt a user's creative process, to ‘provoke the muse’, and introduce 
elements of randomness and serendipity into the act of composition. How (or even if) the suggestions are incorporated into the work is entirely up to the user. I have 
had success using it on an ad hoc basis when stuck or blocked but also have used it in a more linear and structured manner, stage-by-stage. Other options include 
creating an ‘ingredients list’ or pre-compositional form for a piece as a starting point and consulting The Composition Engine only when more raw materials are 
needed. Towards the end of the document, there is a section that offers some ideas for how to use it in a more game-like fashion. 

Locating oneself within the model and identifying where a suggestion or prompt might be of use, then rolling a dice or generating a random number to ‘choose’ from the 
options became the main way I made use of the system, as a way of ‘drawing the sortes’. See the included commentary for further details. 

 

A complete version of The Composition Engine that allows panning and zooming is available here: 

https://jamesgordonmusic.com/the-composition-engine 

or: 

https://sharecanvas.io/p/the-composition-engine  
 

The Composition Engine Model 
The four overarching stages of creativity used in the model are: 

1. Preparation 
2. Generation 
3. Iteration 
4. Evaluation 

 

https://jamesgordonmusic.com/the-composition-engine
https://sharecanvas.io/p/the-composition-engine
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Fig. 1 - The Composition Engine Creativity Support Tool (CST) and Model 
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 Each stage (fig.3) contains two modes of work, divergent and convergent (fig.2): 

• Preparation: Gather | Specify 
• Generation: Ideas | Implement 
• Iteration: Develop | Refine 
• Evaluation: Play | Verify 

Each mode contains four phases of activities that can be undertaken (fig.4). These 
provide a description of the phase, some ideas for how to work within it (e.g. 
creating pre-inventive forms in the ‘Decide & Distil’ phase), and some notes and 
references for further reading. 

 

 
Fig. 2 - Divergent & Convergent modes and usage suggestion (above) 

Fig. 3 - Preparation, Generation, Iteration, Evaluation (right) 
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Fig. 4 - Preparation | Gather (Brainstorming, Conception, Inspiration, Priming) 
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Fig. 5 - Preparation | Specify (Vision & Reality, Problem Identification, Decide & Distil, Plan) 
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Fig. 6 - Generation | Ideate (Invention, Convention, Exploration, Connection) 
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Fig. 7 – Generation | Implement (Capture, Define, Assemble, Select) 
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Fig. 8 - Iteration | Develop (Randomness & Serendipity, Similarity & Contrast, Breadth & Depth, Evolve & Mutate) 
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Fig. 9 - Iteration | Refine (Modify, Rearrange, Stability & Tension, Add Order) 
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Fig. 10 - Evaluation | Play (Explore Extremes, Creative Aids, Imaginarium, Time Away) 
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Fig. 11 - Evaluation | Verify (Reflect, Metrics, Judgement, Archive & Recycle) 
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The following figures cover the prompt tables and lists of raw materials that a composer/producer can draw from when seeking to add randomness and serendipity to 
their creative process (see ‘Stochastic Resonance’ section of main commentary for further details). These include other models of the creative process drawn from the 
literature (fig.15), process guides for exploring conceptual space (fig.14), musical ingredients lists (from Cantometrics to Hornbostel–Sachs’ classification of musical 
instruments to musical variations) (fig.16), as well as a list of heuristics, checklists, and interrupters for breaking out of writer’s block or to loosen the fixedness of an 
idea. 

Prompts can be used in any way the composer sees fit, from adding limitations to their working process, to suggesting raw materials, to triggering associations and 
seeding other ideas. Nearness Attributes (fig.12) are a good example of this as ideas conceptually close to the prompt (for example, ‘high’ or ‘loud’ or ‘long’) can also 
activate concepts that are diametrically opposed (‘low’, ‘quiet’, ‘short’) but conceptually related. 

 
Fig. 12 - Exploring Conceptual Space (including Cognitive Hyperspace Categories and Nearness Attributes) 
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Fig. 13 - Problem Modification and Transformation Suggestions 
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Fig. 14 - Heuristics, Checklists, Interrupters for Gettig Unstuck (including Polya's Checklist, Cartesian Logic, Janusian Cards, Antagonist Cards) 

 

The Janusian and Antagonist cards are part of my own contribution to the prompt lists. The Janusian Cards offer two sides of a coin for each suggestion or prompt, often 
opposed or juxtaposed (e.g. ‘Take it to the Extreme | Play it Safe’). The Antagonist Cards were one of my favourite inventions as they require a change of perspective and 
creative persona when using them. This set of prompts offer destructive or out-of-character choices that nudge the composer out of their comfort zone and can often be a 
great way to break the fixity of an intractable idea or problem. 
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Fig. 15 - Models of the Creative Process (steps or process guides for creative exploration) 
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Fig. 16 - Musical Ingredients prompts list (including Style/Genre, Cantometrics, Sound Materials, etc.) 

 

Some of these prompt lists contain a complete catalogue of all the concepts or elements (or, at least, as complete as I could find or generate in the time available, this is an 
ever-expanding list of possibilities that changed continuously throughout the course of my research). Others lead to external sites or lists that contain a myriad of options to 
choose from, such as Musicalyst and Every Noise at Once’s genre examples (6000+) and the Dictionary of Musical Themes or Messiaen’s list of ragas. 
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Fig. 17 - Musical Ingredients (Arrangement, Lyrics, Processes) (p.17) 

Fig. 18 - Musical Ingredients (Rhythm, Harmony) (p.18) 

Fig. 19 - Musical Ingredients (Melody) (p.19) 

 

 

The following figures show some of the ways in which a composer might use The Composition Engine. The ‘How to Use’ cards represent the most common use to which I put 
the system. The Game-Like mechanics are a much later addition and are an element that I am still in the process of refining. My favourite aspects of this section are the ‘Fate 
Questions’ and using expectations to weight probabilities. Being able to explicitly identify what I expect the next part of a song to be or what the melody might sound like and 
then choose to lean into those expectation or defy them ties into reflection-in-action and Practice-as-Research concepts (see commentary for further details). 
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Fig. 20 - Core mechanics and how to use The Composition Engine 
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