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Abstract / Workshop Description

In Al text-to-audio interfaces, forms of tacit musical knowledge traditionally developed through embodied interaction are translated
into tokenised linguistic descriptors that condition generative models. These models assume that language can serve as a proxy for
structuring latent representations and producing musically meaningful outputs. However, musicians and researchers have long argued
that music resists containment through verbal description, that it does not operate like a language and exceeds the limits of pure
structure. This half-day workshop examines the functionalising of language in semantic cues for Al audio engines, which is moreover
largely curated by a small number of multi-national industry giants, and its implications for digital musical instrument design and
musical practice more broadly. Participants will engage critically with popular Al text-to-audio models alongside movement-to-audio
interfaces to explore how alternative semantic mediation strategies for generating sound shape musical meaning and creativity. A
collective open discussion will critically reflect on their cultural, epistemological, musical, aesthetic, and political-economic implications
for the NIME and off-NIME communities.
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1 Motivation

Recent advances in generative Al (GenAl) have accelerated the integration of natural language interfaces into artificial
musical creative systems, allowing users to generate and manipulate sound through textual description. Text-to-audio
generative models like Stable Audio Open (open source [6]) and Suno v5 (closed source) operate on the assumption
that language provides a suitable proxy and evaluative mechanism for developing latent representations and generating
musically/sonically meaningful outputs. Beyond GenAl, many music information retrieval tasks work on this assumption,
from semantic audio feature extraction to automatic genre tagging [11, 32].

Conversely, musicians and researchers have long pointed to the limitations of language in both shaping and articulating
creative practice [17, 19, 22]. This highlights a friction between tokenised linguistic interaction with generative audio
tools and the ineffable and tacit, embodied forms of knowledge involved in music-making [1, 10]. This workshop is
therefore motivated by the need to critically examine the functionalising of language in semantic cues for Al audio
generation/synthesis, and the inevitable incorporation of such technology into Digital Musical Instrument (DMI) design.
In doing so, the workshop aims to consolidate ongoing critical discussions on Al practices within the NIME and related
communities [9, 14, 15, 18, 24]. Specifically, this workshop asks:

How does the functionalization of language in Al differ from the linguistic mediation of music in other contexts? For
instance, analogue synths still have names attached to knobs, but these terms typically aim to describe some measurable
(and thus controllable) parameter of sound (e.g., cutoff frequency for filtering). By comparison, the language of Al text-to-
sound applications typically resides at a more vernacular level of human culture, so users are encouraged to prompt with
the names of instruments, genres, and so on; turning these terms into control knobs clearly involves a more drastic level of
conceptual reduction, flattening otherwise thick social/physical entities into a fixed, one-dimensional space. Several of the
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workshop organisers have previously explored similar critiques of conceptual compression/reduction of culturally nuanced
and ambiguous musical concepts by the data-driven representations that enable generative Al music/audio systems, such
as timbre [28, 29], genre [3], and instrument [26]. Reflecting on these criticalities is compounded by a further observation,
relevant to this year’s conference theme:

While Al text-to-audio applications attempt to fix relations between words and sounds, there remains vast variety in the
way language is applied to music across history and in different sonic cultures [7, 27]. So, what are the stakes of imposing
a fixed relation onto the cultural/semantic tendencies of different communities of practice? How well do Al text-to-audio
systems, and/or the data that train them, accommodate local/contextual meanings for users in different sonic cultures
[23, 31]? To what extent will the text-sound mappings propagated by Al begin to bend the practices of these communities
to its own representations? And how is this dynamic inflected by the extreme political-economic power that multi-national
companies have over local communities of practice—e.g., through the mass production and dissemination of their tools,
including assembling and curating massive datasets [21]?

The proposed workshop will probe these questions by combining hands-on exploration of input modalities in GenAl
systems with critical discussion about input-to-sound mappings and construction of generated audio. Specifically, partici-
pants will engage with two alternative semantic mediation strategies for generative sound: natural language and embodied
gesture. Contrasting text-to-sound and gesture-to-sound generation is particularly meaningful for NIME, where gesture has
long been central to questions of embodiment and mapping [12, 30], and can illuminate broader epistemological tensions
about how musical meaning is mediated and enacted. We foreground first- and second-person methodologies, inviting
researchers to examine musical interaction design and Al practices from within, positioning their own experiences and
creative processes as sites of inquiry [15], which can generate critical insight into how these technologies are encountered
and negotiated in NIME and broader HCI contexts.

2  Workshop Structure

The workshop will span four hours and activities before, during, and following the workshop will be organised as detailed
in the following sections (see also Table 1):

2.1 Pre Workshop Activities

Several preparatory activities will be undertaken prior to the workshop.

First, the organisers will conduct internally a pilot “mini-workshop” using the proposed tools and structure, which will
function as a form of collaborative autoethnographic inquiry [2, 5]. Insights, tensions, or unexpected outcomes from this
activity will inform refinements to the workshop design and discussion prompts.

Second, prospective participants will be invited to submit a brief expression of interest (150—200 words) no later than
two weeks prior to the workshop, outlining their background and motivations for attending (see Section 5).

Third, confirmed participants will receive instructions for remote technical preparation, including a guided tutorial
of of the text-to-sound and gesture-to-sound systems that will be used during the workshop. This may involve creating
necessary accounts, downloading required software, and verifying compatibility in advance (e.g., setting up a HuggingFace
account to access the Stable Audio Open encoder

The workshop will also endeavour to collect perspectives of interaction with Al systems (see Section 2.3). Therefore, we
will share the full workshop itinerary and obtain informed consent (see Section 7) from participants to support ethnographic
study during the workshop, including collecting observational accounts, taking photographs, and recording performances
with designed audio.

2.2 Workshop Activities

The workshop will begin with an introductory session led by the organisers, who will briefly present their backgrounds
and outline the conceptual motivations and objectives of the workshop. We will also review the schedule and structure for
the workshop at this time. An ice-breaking activity will follow, inviting participants to introduce themselves to others,
in a fun and memorable way. After the icebreaker, we will review ethics considerations and consent provided in the
pre-workshop stage to ensure continued inform consent for data collection. We will then assist participants in finalising
their technical setups.

Participants will form pairs and be divided into two groups, each working with one input modality for 40 min before
switching for another 40 min, ensuring that all participants explore both semantic mediation strategies individually. Working
in pairs supports both first- and second-person inquiry by allowing participants to reflect on their own creative processes
while simultaneously engaging with the perspectives and interpretations of another practitioner. It also foregrounds
communication and negotiation between different sonic vocabularies and communities of practice, which aligns with this
year’s NIME theme.
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Table 1. Planned workshop schedule, including pre and post workshop activities

Activities Timeline/Duration
Pre Workshop Pilot mini-workshop + collaborative autoethnography by end May
prospective participants apply by 9 June

remote technical preparation 19 + 22 June
Workshop Introduction + ice breaker + consent 20 min
Technical setup check + guided tutorial (optional) 10 min
Exploration I (input-to-sound generation) 40 min
Exploration II (same, swap input modality) 40 min
Exploration III (audio manipulation with labelled slides) 40 min
Sounds/performances + reflective discussion 70 min
Closing remarks + networking 20 min

Post Workshop | Curated online outlet shared with participants and community by end July

In terms of natural language, participants will interact with a lightweight text-conditioned generative audio system (e.g.,
RAVE [4] or Stable Audio Open), using any text descriptions (prompts) that feel natural to them / any descriptions they
choose / including narratives or words we suggest, processed by pre-trained text embeddings (e.g., Stable Audio Open’s or
CLAP [33]). In terms of embodied gesture, participants will use movements that feel natural to them / any movements
they choose / including choreographies or poses we suggest, detected by their laptop camera and processed by pre-trained
pose estimators (e.g., PoseNet [16] or MoveNet [13]) connected to a lightweight gesture-to-audio generative system (also
using RAVE or Stable Audio Open).

Using browser-run or Max/Pd interfaces including ones developed as part of Noel-Hirst and Meyer’s own PhD researches,
and ones built on Fiebrink’s Wekinator [8], participants will train each system in a supervised way by associating
textual/gestural inputs with some audio (e.g. vocalisations, found sounds, own samples, or open license samples, including
options we provide). They may also train unsupervised input-to-sound generative systems by inputing some text /
demonstrating some movements and uploading some audio for the system to learn a mapping between.

The emphasis will be on critical artistic exploration through rapid prototyping rather than refinement. We will en-
courage idiosyncratic sonic vocabularies rather than polished outputs, guided by briefs such as “create some sounds for
a performance you are about to give tonight” or “make the most foolish sound you can imagine” or “craft a sound that
might be physically implausible.” Participants will be guided to explore text descriptions that progress from literal to more
fictional and gestures that vary from conventional to more abstract. They may also explore how input-to-sound relations
propagated by Al translate between their respective practices and between input modalities (e.g., attempting to recreate
each other’s text- or movement-generated sounds via own prompting).

Before engaging with the generative audio tools, each participant will be asked to vocalise the sound they want to
create, using humming, singing, making noises, or any other vocal expression that captures their initial idea as closely
as possible. The goal is to bypass linguistic description or other sensory framings, such as visual or gestural metaphors,
and avoid the semantic mediation these inevitably introduce. We want to capture initial musical ideas which are often
vague and can get overwritten by the Al generated output, leading the user to believe the system is producing exactly the
sound that they were imagining [20]. These recorded vocalisations will then serve as a reference point for analysis: they
can be compared both acoustically and conceptually with the sounds participants go on to create using the generative
tools, as well as with the different kinds of prompts, verbal (text-based) and non-verbal (movement or gesture-based), that
participants will use to steer the tools toward their intended sonic vocabularies.

We will facilitate a shared ideation canvas (e.g., using Miro' or FigJam?) in which participants will document their
explorations, including strategies, semantic compressions or distortions, breakdowns or unexpected alignments, encourag-
ing reflections on the questions posed by the workshop. We will specifically encourage participants to document their
explorations as they are occurring, in particular their prompts and usage of semantic language when describing their
musical ideas in either modality.

Following the exploratory activities, the full group will have a collective open discussion on the workshop’s questions,
with performances of designed audio and the results of the canvas as conversation starters. Organisers will guide reflective
inquiry through a diverse set of disciplinary lenses (see Section 3), introducing deliberate provocations where appropriate

Thttps://miro.com/
2https://www.figma.com/figjam/
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[25]. We will conclude the workshop with a networking activity, in which participants will have a chance to break into
conversation and share contact details.

2.3 Post Workshop Activities

Following the workshop, we will develop and circulate a curated online outlet (e.g., a dedicated page on the workshop’s
website or blog post) documenting materials and insights generated during the workshop. This will include selected
artefacts such as audio excerpts, short video clips, photographs or screenshots, sketches, and code snippets, alongside a
synthesis of findings derived from a reflexive thematic analysis of participants’ explorations and discussions.

The aim of this documentation is not merely archival, but reflective: to surface recurring themes, tensions, and design
implications that emerged across the workshop activities. The curated output will be shared with workshop participants
for feedback prior to public release and subsequently disseminated to the broader NIME community, contributing to
ongoing conversations around Al practices and research within DMI design and HCI more broadly.

3 Organisers

The workshop will be organized by researchers who work at the intersection of Music, Al, HCI, and NIME. They bring
together perspectives from timbre research, human—-computer interaction, instrument design, creative machine learning
and Al performance and artistic practice, and critical and cultural approaches to music and technology.

Charalampos Saitis (he/him) is an Assistant Professor of Digital Music Processing at the Centre for Digital Music
at Queen Mary University of London. His work combines methods from psychoacoustics, music informatics, and hu-
man-computer interaction to inform the design of new musical interfaces and Al-driven creative tools, with a particular
focus on how timbre is conceptualised in the design and use of new music technologies and instruments. He has published
widely on timbre perception and semantics and has been actively involved in the NIME and ISMIR communities.

Fabio Morreale (he/him) is a scholar and musician working in the intersection of NIME, Al, Ethics, and Philosophy of
Technology. He has an MS in Computer Science, a PhD in HCI, and now works as a Staff Research Scientist at Sony Al
Prior to that, he was a Senior Lecturer in Algorithmic Composition at the University of Auckland in New Zealand. He also
worked as a postdoc at Queen Mary University of London in the Augmented Instruments Lab. He has been publishing at
NIME since 2014 and is an active member of the community.

Landon Morrison (he/him) is an Assistant Professor of Music Theory at the Eastman School of Music at University of
Rochester, New York. He has previously worked as a post-doctoral researcher at Imperial College London and as a college
fellow and lecturer at Harvard University. His research, which has been published in leading academic journals, draws on
methods from music and media studies to examine technocultural mediation in contemporary sonic practices.

Ashley Noel-Hirst (he/him) is an artist and fourth-year PhD student at the Centre for Digital Music at Queen Mary
University of London. He has an MMus in Sonic Arts from Goldsmiths University of London and has created interactive
and generative music for several festivals, including SXSW (US) and Being Human (UK). In his research, Ashley draws
on Al HCI and ethnomusicology to investigate the impact of timbre representations in Al systems on sample-based
music-making.

Rebecca Fiebrink (she/her) is Professor of Creative Computing at the Creative Computing Institute at University of
the Arts London. She has been conducting research on integrating machine learning and Al in human creative practices,
including the design of new musical instruments, for over twenty years. She is the creator of numerous tools for creative
and embodied machine learning, including Wekinator [8], which have tens of thousands of users. She has organised
popular workshops at past NIME conferences as well as at ISMIR, CHI, IUI, NeurIPS, and others.

Joseph Meyer (they/their) is a second-year PhD student and Associate Lecturer at UAL’s Creative Computing Institute,
researching interactive neural audio synthesis and movement-to-sound mapping. Their work emphasizes techniques to
lower barriers to entry for artists to access and use generative ML systems. Recently, they have been developing methods
to make generative models more controllable and interactive, and to increase the novelty of generated output.

Courtney N. Reed (she/her) is an Assistant Professor of Digital Technologies and Creative Futures at Loughborough
University London. Her work focuses on vocalist-voice relationships and how singers conceptualise their bodies and
voice in the design and use of digital musical instruments. She is an expert in subjective methodologies and experiential
querying and has previously led workshops on sensory experiences at NIME, TEI, and CHL She is especially fascinated by
ambiguity and metaphors in working with and communicating abstract, embodied sensory experiences.

4 Technical and Space Requirements

We expect to host on-site about 20 participants, aiming for a diversity of communities, practices, and career stages,
fostering a rich and plural dialogue aligned with the workshop’s aims. We require a room with seating capacity for about
27 individuals in total, including the organisers, arranged in a format conducive to small-group collaboration and hands-on
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experimentation. The preferred format for the workshop is fully in-person; however, a small number of participants joining
remotely can be accommodated.

Due to the nature of the workshop, the space must provide a reliable internet connection to support real-time interaction
with cloud-based Al tools, as well as essential audio equipment including a PA system with speakers, a digital audio
interface, a small mixer, and at least one microphone. On-site support for AV equipment configuration would be welcomed;
however, the organisers, including one who works at the host institution, are prepared to manage setup and troubleshooting
if necessary.

We will need a small, relatively quiet corner or partitioned area within the workshop space where participants can
comfortably record their vocalisations without too much background noise, and to thus allow capturing high-quality audio
recordings for later analysis.

All workshop-specific materials, including access to Al models and shared digital collaboration platforms (e.g., Miro
boards or equivalent), will be provided by the organising team. Participants will be informed in advance of any personal
equipment they are encouraged to bring (e.g., laptops, headphones, own sounds), but no specialised hardware will be
required beyond what is supplied.

5 Call for Participation

We invite musicians, researchers, artists, designers, educators, and creative practitioners from NIME and off-NIME
communities, who are interested in representations of sound and how Al systems learn and interpret text-based descriptions
of audio. This half-day workshop will explore, through hands-on activities and collective discussion, how text-to-sound
systems attempt to fix relations between words and sound, and how these mappings intersect with the diverse sonic
cultures, languages, pedagogies, and histories that shape musical practice. In doing so, we will reflect on how we talk about
music, how we negotiate audio representations, and the values we can construct in Al systems, considering the global
implications and hegemonies being introduced by multi-national Al giants in shaping the way we conceptualise sound.

Interested attendees should submit a brief expression of interest (150-200 words) no later than two weeks prior to the
workshop, outlining their background and motivation for attending. Our aim is to curate a diverse group of participants
representing a range of perspectives and practices. As part of the workshop, the organisers will conduct an ethnographic
study of participants’ experiences and reflections, including observational notes, contributions to a shared ideation canvas,
photographs of the workshop process, and recordings of short performances with generated audio. Participation in data
collection will be voluntary and subject to informed consent.

6 Media Links

We will use a dedicated website® to advertise the workshop to a wide audience, to publish the workshop description and
proposal, planned activities, and schedule. Our Call for Participation will point towards this website.

7 Ethical Standards and Open Research Practices

The workshop will adhere to the standards and guidelines established by NIME’s ethics, environmental, and diversity
committees. Upon acceptance of the proposal, formal ethical approval for the planned activities will be sought from the
lead organiser’s institution (Queen Mary University of London) and, where required, from the institutions of co-organisers.
All workshop procedures that involve data collection and documentation will be conducted in accordance with institutional
research ethics frameworks and relevant data protection regulations.

Wherever possible, we will ensure research data used and generated in the workshop, including digital and rich media
outputs, is made openly available under Creative Commons CC-BY licenses, except where this would be inappropriate
due to e.g. reasons of personal data protection, participant consent, IP/commercial confidentiality or inclusion of other
copyright material, for example, sensitive artistic processes or personal narratives.
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