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This article aims to explore the concept of patched/versioned
musical works as creative ecologies. It identifies how the
internet’s involvement in music creation and dissemination
influences choices related to the release of such works.
Throughout this writing, the author looks at the increasingly
volatile structures surrounding recorded music in the early
twenty-first century as a result of streaming platforms such as
Spotify and video-based social media sites such as TikTok
becoming the primary means for music consumption. It
explores this volatility as a method for approaching the release
of new music within dynamic musical ecosystems and looks
at the growing art scene focusing on this way of working,
drawing parallels between artistry and subscription-based
services where content continually evolves over time.

1. OVERVIEW

A traditional work of art is more akin to a finite
statement, frozen in time at the moment it was completed.
With the ability to update this artwork, it is more akin to
an ongoing conversation that I can continue to add new
meaning to over time. (Beeple quoted in Dafoe 2021)

1.1. Explanation of concepts and terms relating to
form and style

This writing is focused on the growing practice of
creating semi-fixed media compositions through the
use of digital patching/versioning,1 and relates to the
concepts and techniques that have been developed
in order to allow for the creation of these pieces.
My research addresses the increasingly volatile
structures2 surrounding recorded music in the early
twenty-first century as a result of streaming becoming
one of the most dominant ways in which music and
media are consumed, coupled with the flexibility
that digital formats offer to artists as a medium in
which to create work. It explores this as a method for
approaching the composition of new music.

1.2. Patching

The term ‘patching’ used throughout this article refers
to the definition more closely tied with software
updates, rather than that which is rooted in digital and
modular synthesis,3 and more commonly associated
with electronic music composition. Therefore the act
of patching in the case of this article refers to the act of
making alterations, small or large, to a work after it
has been made available for public consumption. The
use of a definition more commonly associated with
software is due to the fact the discussed musical
material is subjected to updates and alterations in a
manner that is analogous to computer programs.
Patched musical pieces investigate the use of

incompleteness and reinterpretation through digital
patching as a compositional device, acting as both a
musical development technique and a dialogue
between artist and audience. The methods of patching
music largely reflect those used in the software
industry, specifically referring to the act of conceiving
a piece as either a ‘version’ or a ‘prototype’ (Hu 2020):

• Versioning – providing ongoing updates to a work
with perceived improvements or additional infor-
mation added in order to allow a previously
released work to evolve in a seamless way to its
audience.

• Prototyping – testing a draft idea with an audience,
gaining and making changes accordingly.

While this could be seen as a continuation of the act
of composers reworking their creations, this has
historically served as a way of fixing errors or
presenting an entirely separate standalone version of
a piece. Patching, instead, can be treated as an artistic
device that will give a piece fluidity, where the original
can be overwritten and developed over long periods of
time. And although musicians still largely use this
technique as an editorial tool (Ettelson 2016), the idea
of allowing published music recordings to be altered as
a form of artistic expression is something that is starting
to be adopted by a number of prominent artists4

1Providing ongoing updates to a work with perceived improvements
or additional information added in order to allow a previously
released work to evolve in a seamless way to its audience.
2Relating to recorded media that has undergone change after its
initial publication. This can apply to any digital asset such as music,
visual art or video games.

3Creating a set of parameters in order to provide a certain sound.
4Kanye West, Beeple, Aphex Twin (detailed in later sections).
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patching artwork across multiple fields. This is also
happening at the same time as the creation of new audio
players that allow the listener to alter the recording in
real time, albeit currently in a quite limited way
(products include Teenage Engineering OB-4 Radio5

and Kanye West’s Stem Player6). Even if these
examples do not necessarily signal a sea change in
how music is made at large, they do at least offer new
ways in which music can be experienced by the listener
and open up new possibilities where the line between
production and consumption of new music can be
blurred for everyone and not just those with learned
skills of using audio editing software:

I really think that is much more how people will view art
in the future, as this dynamic thing that you come down
in the morning and the piece looks one way and you come
home from work and the piece looks a different way and
it just continues to evolve and continues to surprise and
challenge. (Beeple quoted in Dafoe 2021)

This quote by prominent digital artist Beeple
reflects the idea that has been a growing part of
certain artists’ working process over the last decade,
this being that if artworks no longer need to be tied to
a physical item,7 and this can be done without the need
for human performance, why should the work be a
finite thing?

1.3. Post-internet, patching and memes

As I belong to a generation of artists who work
primarily in digital means, the idea of constantly
re-evaluating one’s creations became inevitable for me
once the reliance on tangible media had been taken
away (with regards to recorded music). Although
instances of patched music, and internet art in general,
have been able to explore this method of constant
re-evaluation, in the form of digital patching, largely
as a result of new technologies such as streaming, the
ideas follow a practice that has occurred in a very
general way across the internet for decades, including
the use of online software updates, periodical revisions
of website content and video game patching. Music
is just one of the most recent adopters of this way of
working. This is not to say that periodic revision
of compositions did not exist in the pre-digital era, but
the advent of streaming has made this a more viable
way for artists to work, by allowing the new content to
be immediately accessed by an audience. This means

that the creation and development of the resulting
work is strongly interrelated with the technologies
people use to access it, making the internet both the
medium in which the art is partly created as well as
the method of dissemination, placing patched art into
the tradition of what has been dubbed as ‘Post Internet
Art’; in other words, art inspired by the internet and
the culture that stemmed from it:

For these artists, unlike those of previous generations,
the Web is just another medium, like painting or
sculpture. Their artworks move fluidly between spaces,
appearing sometimes on a screen, other times in a gallery.
(Goldsmith 2015)

1.4. Remix vs versioning

If postmodernism defined 1980s, remix definitely dom-
inates 2000s, and it will probably continue to rule the next
decade as well. (Manovich 2007)

While it can be viewed as a form of remixing, it is
more of a method of developing musical content than
an attempt at reworking an existing piece into a new
one, as it is not presenting a new, standalone version of
the work, but rather multiple evolutions of the same
piece, or the same piece from slightly different
perspectives. In this way, it is more closely related
to how internet memes are created and shared, rather
than traditional remixes, as the piece continuously
grows and changes depending on the context (galler-
ies, nightclub, concert halls, album release) as well as
the new information (musical changes) put into it.
In the essay ‘Meme and Variations: How Video
Mashups of John Coltrane’s ‘Giant Steps’ Became a
Thing’, the author Scott B. Spencer defines these musical
variation memes as ‘rapidly evolving short video pieces’
with ‘multiple referential layers, often intended to be
consumed and passed’ (Spencer 2023: 223).
Furthermore, it is useful to differentiate between

these types of alterations, as when attitudes and new
methods of artistic expression or participation emerge
in a similar vein to the remix, the distinctions between
them, however subtle, may completely change how the
work is made or perceived. While the term ‘remixing’
can be, and often is, used to refer to any reworked
pre-existing cultural artefact, as stated by Manovich,
throughout the course of this writing, there are several
distinctions between different types of remixing that
indicate the use of a different method of creation or
different purpose for alteration. They are as follows:

• Remixing – the act of altering an existing piece of
media into a new standalone work. Similar to
Modding (defined below) but often used in refer-
ence to music, visual art and literature. In this
writing it refers to work that has been changed not
with the intention of creating an evolving work, but

5Allows users to loop, tune and sample live radio and pre-recorded
content.
6Allows user to isolate independent lines in the audio and remix the
recording.
7While physical items such as computer servers are required to store
the information, and phones and computers are used to play the
media, the original content can still be freely disseminated across a
range of devices without being actually stored on any of them.
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with a view to being a creative output in its
own right.

• Patching/Versioning – a set of changes made to
update, improve, or fix certain aspects of a
composition. These changes are often made by
the original creator. Throughout this text it refers to
the act of digitally making changes by overwriting
the composition with a new version after the initial
release allowing the work to gradually evolve over
time and not necessarily in a linear way.

• Modding – the act of altering an existing piece of
media, generally community led and carried out by
people who are not the creators of the original
material being altered. Most often associated
with computer software/videos games. In this text
it is used in reference to early experiments in the
alteration of software as an artistic practice, as the
act of alteration at this time was coming from an
area (i.e., video games) in which the term was more
commonly associated.

1.5. Notes on patching/versioning and a brief history

Originally, what they called ‘dub’ was just called version.
In other words, you’d probably take out some of the
instruments and some of the voice and put [the new
version] on the otherside of a 45. So the dub business
eventually came from that. It’s just a version of the
original which is done in many forms

In Jamaican musical parlance the noun ‘version’ was
gradually transformed into a verb; that is, ‘to version’.
(Veal 2013)

In relation to the musical use of the term,
‘versioning’ originated from the tradition of
Jamaican Dub music by manipulating instrumental
takes of popular songs that would at times later go
onto be dubbed over, hence the name of the musical
genre ‘dub’, by other artists, while also further altering
elements of the original recording using various sound
effects. This has been seen as a foundational part of
modern remix culture later influencing the 1970s New
York City disco remix scene (Navas 2010) that helped
popularise the remix throughout the rest of the world.

Outside of music, patching is typically something
that is associated with computer software, and more
specifically video games. This is often used as a way of
addressing issues, fixing bugs that have come to the
attention of the developers, and making general
overall improvements to a product through software
updates. However, as time moves on and people
increasingly become more knowledgeable towards
technology, the creative involvement of the consumer
has become more prevalent among computing and
gaming circles. This gave birth to the modding
community, which gained popularity during the
1980s and became a way in which a product could

live on and continue to be developed even after its
original creators ceased work on it. These early
experiments in game modification eventually helped
to develop patching as a potential form of artistic
expression that allowed hackers and artists to modify
software to act as cultural commentary by drawing
attention to potential problems of the product or
medium as a whole through subversion of the original
material. An early example of this is Anne-Marie
Schleiner’s ‘Madame Polly’; a modification of the
first-person shooter game ‘Marathon’, which was
patched in order to present new themes in the product
that dealt with issues relating to gender identity
(Schleiner, 2001). This eventually led Schleiner to
curate the online exhibition ‘Cracking the Maze’,
which presented an insight into the practice of
artistically patching and modding video games. The
exhibition contained work from a variety of artists and
computer hackers that highlighted issues such as the
lack of female representation and use of stereotypes in
videogames. Schleiner noted that the use of patching
allowed artists to infiltrate culture by making alter-
ations to an already existing work and taking the work
to places that were not originally intended. In this way
it would allow for the development and evolution of a
work that is authentic and accurate to the artists’ own
experiences, as it is changing over time as a result of
external circumstances and personal development.

2. VERSIONING AND PROTOTYPING AS
COMPOSITIONAL DEVELOPMENT

If you start thinking about a song or album as a piece of
digital art, the idea of having multiple different versions
of it is totally normal. It only feels abnormal if you’re
judging it based on an old, 20th-century system that we
largely don’t abide by anymore. (R. Michael Hendrix
quoted in Hu 2020)

The three-minute pop song is basically an invention of the
phonograph. (Mark Katz quoted in Smithsonian 2016)

2.1. Spotify sound, potential reasons for versioning
and the impact of TikTok

Taking advantage of new technology in order to find
newer ways to create art can often be a response to its
limitations or a way to work around its overall
shortcomings; for example, the typical duration for a
pop song coming from the time limitations on early
phonograph records, as mentioned by Katz in the
preceding quote. In the case of streaming, the
evolution of popular song is partly based around
how the algorithms for certain services market new
music to potential fans, as well as their method of
paying artists and labels (The Economist 2019;
Sumanac-Johnson 2019). As streaming and digital
downloads have had a massive effect on how music is
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sold, marketed and consumed, the older business
model for selling physical albums does not fit when it
comes to making money from digital media. This is
because, in the case of streaming, the purchase of a
song is no longer necessary for a person to listen on
demand and instead money is made per listen. For
streaming services such as Spotify, one listen is
counted when 30 seconds of a song is played
(Hodgson 2021). This makes creating an incentive
for an audience to repeatedly play the same piece of
music much more of a priority. This has resulted in
different attempts at restructuring songs in order to
take advantage of how this newer system works
(Figure 1). This includes a growing trend of opening
songs with a chorus to catch the listener’s attention
immediately or by reducing the overall duration in
order to encourage repeat plays, with a song’s average
length in the Billboard Top 100 decreasing by 20
seconds between 2013 and 2018 (Bonavita 2019;
Morris 2019), and a growing number of songs
averaging around 2 minutes or less (Kopf 2019).
This reduction in duration of song introductions
initially appeared during the rise of the MP3 and
portable digital music players and then accelerated
with the introduction of music streaming platforms
(Hesmondhalgh 2022). Of course, this is not a new
way to structure songs; however, new artists have
admitted (Sound Field 2019) consciously doing this
more often because of how Spotify and other
streaming services work, as when 30 seconds of a
song is all that is needed for a pay-out, it makes little
sense to create a longer piece of music, if the reason for
releasing it is primarily financially motivated.
Another possible way to increase income from a

music release is through the act of versioning, as it

allows artists to essentially sell the ‘same’ song
multiple times, or in the case of streaming, giving
people more incentive to return to listen to the latest
updates of a song although working this way would be
more profitable for an artist with a large fanbase. This
also allows for the possibility of extra publicity for the
same release, as new updates may receive renewed
attention or new reviews from publications. Over time
the economic and artistic reasons will most likely meld
into one, when the act of creating a compelling work in
a state of ongoing artistic development is something
that will be expected for a musical project. This is also
something that may be encouraged for financial
reasons in order to continue to bring in revenue with
each update, while collecting fan feedback along the
way. This is already happening in other art and
entertainment industries, an example being ‘Rockstar’
and ‘Grand Theft Auto V’, a game released in 2013
that is still receiving updates eight years later, with
player numbers and sales remaining relatively high
(Figures 2 and 3). Similarly the game ‘NoMan’s Sky’,
which has been receiving significant patch updates
since 2016, has had spikes in player activity relating to
the release of many of the updates (Figure 4). And
despite its limited testing within music, it has also
showed some success there too, with Kanye West’s
patched album The Life of Pablo becoming the first
album to go platinum solely through streaming (Yoo
2017). As the CEO of Spotify, Daniel Ek, put it, in
response to how musicians are to make a living from
such low royalty payments, ‘You can’t record music
once every three to four years and think that’s going to
be enough’ (Dredge 2020). If the streaming companies
continue to take this attitude, then aside from simply
creating new music from scratch, it makes sense to

Figure 1. Billboard Number One songs that reach chorus within 15 seconds, 2000–18.

The Artist as a Subscription: Patching music as an artistic device 355

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1355771823000626 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1355771823000626


continue the patching/versioning of older songs for a
period in order to maximise returns. None of this is to
say that the main reason for creating versioned works
will be to generate money, but just one possible reason
why people or labels may adopt this way of working,
as there are already examples of artist’s doing this
for solely artistic reasons, such as the previously
mentioned Kanye West (discussed more in section 2.3).

Another possible implementation could echo the act
of releasing edited versions of older books, such as the
works of Roald Dahl or Enid Blyton, where certain
phrases or words that were deemed inappropriate were
changed or removed. This could be an extension on

the more commonly censored works that cover up
explicit language, except with more intermittent
changes to censorship depending on how society views
certain content at any specific time.
In relation to video-sharing platforms, while the

allowed duration for content is always changing, the
incentive is still to have a large reach and keep
audiences engaged, which might not necessarily be
positively affected by creating longer content. As of
February 2022, TikTok has updated its maximum
video length to 10 minutes, having first been 15
seconds when the app was introduced. And while 10-
minute videos are now allowed, the safer option would

Figure 2. Annual unit sales of ‘Grand Theft Auto V’ worldwide.

Figure 3. Monthly number of peak players of ‘Grand Theft Auto’ on Steam worldwide, 2016–23.
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be to stick with shorter content, as it makes the chance
of someone making it through the entire video more
likely and therefore more likely to be recommended to
others by the platform’s algorithm. The average user
click-through rate documented for TikTok shows that
an audience will generally switch content if not
engaged within the first 3 seconds (TikTok 2023).
This creates an incentive for moving anything eye/ear
catching directly to the beginning in order to maintain
someone’s attention for a longer period of time.
Although there are a number of possibilities why

this way of working may accelerate, the reason for its
popularity and possibly the most important factor of
all is the role in which sound plays across much of
short-form video sharing platforms such as TikTok
and YouTube Shorts. On these apps, sound is used as
a foundation on which alterations may be built
through the creation of memes or duets from the
original content, leading to seemingly endless varia-
tions on content outside of the original creator’s
control (Radovanović 2022). These unprecedented
freedoms offered to the audience, coupled with the
relative ease to create and publish music, are key
factors in the rise of versioned and patched work.

2.2. Digital folk tradition

Today’s audience isn’t listening at all – it’s participating.
(Gibson 2005)

While Gibson’s quote may currently be a bit of a
generalisation, as large amounts of music audiences do
remain as passive listeners, the opportunity for users to
actively participate is unprecedented, and while it still
mostly remains an open opportunity, not something

which is actively happening at large, the idea of
audiences having a more participatory role in
published content is likely to continue happening on
a much larger scale, based on the rate on the continued
growth of the ‘prosumer’, combining consumer and
participatory cultures:

This is a culture in which the roles of media producer and
consumer are no longer distinct categories as they interact
in multivalent ways. These platforms allow audiences to
actively engage with the media they consume, through
liking, sharing and commenting. Some consumers take
this active role further by imitating and/or remediating
texts through the creation of viral videos and internet
memes. (Goodman 2021: 2)

While the common presence of definitive recordings
of an artist’s work is something that has existed for
roughly a century, the evolution of recorded media to
a new fluid medium through platforms such as TikTok
has resulted in the return to a practice that predates
this, as it has led to the creation of a new kind of folk
tradition that is experienced digitally. It is ‘folk’ in the
sense that it is music and art that is passed along social
circles to be reinterpreted by different people through
the use of dance, sound and other artforms. It is a
more fully realised form of what has been called
the ‘New Folk Process’ (Egenes 2012), which was
referencing the remix culture in early 2010s.8 While the
idea of the New Folk Process was referring to how
music is treated in the digital age, the ease at which
the general public could take part in this process was,

Figure 4. (Colour online) The amount of active players in the game ‘No Man’s Sky’ in relation to when significant patches
were made to the game.

8The name itself being adapted from Charles Seeger’s idea of ‘folk
process’, noting how music in the public domain is altered into new
versions as time passes.
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at the time of that writing, nowhere near as close to
what it is now, as the most dominant apps used today
are built on the premise of allowing users to
manipulate pre-existing media into something new.
This is similar to Jacque Attali’s prediction of a future
economic model for music he names ‘Post-Repeating’,
in which everyone takes part in the act of creating,
where a composition ‘becomes a starting point, rather
than being an end product’:

[P]roduction melds with consumption, and violence is not
channelled into an object, but invested in the act of doing,
a substitute for the stockpiling of labour that simulates
sacrifice. Each production-consumption (composition)
entity can call its program into question at any moment;
production is not foreseeable before its conclusion. It
becomes a starting point, rather than being an end
product; and time is lived time, not only in exchange and
usage, but also in production itself. The bulk of
commodity production then shifts to the production of
tools allowing people to create the conditions for taking
pleasure in the act of composing. (Attali 1985: 144–5)

This does not only apply to music, as social media
platforms are full of multiple versions of various
artforms such as the use of stories/tales that are passed
through the internet, for the most part orally, before
evolving into multiple different products. An example
being something like the Slender Man ‘Creepypasta’,9

which began as an urban legend on the internet before
evolving into new stories, video games and other
artistic interpretations.

Once something is uploaded to the internet, or even
stored digitally, it is no longer just the original media
anymore. For the masses of active users,10 physical
media is to digital media what ceramics is to clay.11 As
William Gibson would later point out following the
aforementioned quote, the term ‘audience’ does not
even really apply in the traditional sense any more,
when it comes to active users of digital media and
remix culture. There is no ‘audience’: everyone is free
to participate at any time in any way they feel fit. The
original artist is essentially supplying the ‘audience’
with a customisable product that they can use in
whatever way they like, in a similar way to how a
computer game is a definitive product that allows its
users to interact with it in countless ways. As a site
such as YouTube allows users to upload music
whether or not they own the rights to it, this
circulation of variations is made extremely simple
for anyone to carry out, as Sylvain Martet has noted,
sites such as this ‘benefit from the propensity of

listeners to circulate music beyond the control of
artists’ (Martet 2016: 169)
This idea of an online folk tradition has developed

organically and while some actively identify them-
selves as belonging to a certain tradition or subculture,
the presence of a new folk tradition does not require its
members to consciously identify themselves as belong-
ing to that tradition, as the ideas and material
associated with the scenes spread regardless.

2.3. Versioning distinctions

The act of versioning generally takes on two forms:

1. Creating a constantly changing piece of music that
is more representative of how media on the internet
is experienced.

2. Creating multiple structural changes to fit inside
different contexts that call for different time
durations and serve different functions.

The following three prominent artists have used
patching as a way of presenting altered versions of
their work after official release to the public. Although
the methods differ somewhat from the ones presented
in this article, as only one (Chali XCX) follow Attali’s
concept of the prosumer, as the audience were
influencing the final product, they do follow similar
approaches in the sense that they are taking advantage
of streaming technologies in order to release music in a
new way, either to fix errors or to reflect a different
time in the artist’s life by providing an evolving ‘story’
through patching.
The following are examples of some artists working

in different genres who have applied the use of
patching through streaming technology in different
ways and for different reasons.

2.3.1. ‘Retconning’,12 versioning albums and
Aphex Twin

Beginning in 2017, electronic musician Richard D.
James (aka Aphex Twin) launched a website that
offered streaming of his previous music releases. The
music featured gradually changing track lists consist-
ing of the original album, with previously unreleased
versions and new compositions periodically appearing
alongside them. These additions were applied to
almost all of his previous releases, up to and including
his most recent as of October 2023, ‘Blackbox Life
Recorder 21f/in a room7 F760’. This allowed for a
different view to be taken on albums that were over 20
years old and offered more insight into the composers
practices at the time, as well as seeing the editorial
decisions he makes with his compositions in the
present. The changes were not influenced by audience

9A horror-related legend that both originated and became shared
around the internet.
10Users who actively engage in content through comments, edits and
general participation.
11This is in reference to the public’s accessibility for alteration. 12Revise retrospectively.
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participation, but rather exclusive tracks for that
specific site. This way of approaching modification of
previously released material acted as a window in the
working methods of the musician at a particular time
in his career and offered a different perspective on the
release by showing the previously unheard experi-
ments that led to the final product (Table 1).

2.3.2. An evolving work and Kanye West

In recent years (beginning in 2016), Kanye West is
perhaps the most high-profile artist to use patching on
his musical output. West called this a ‘living,
breathing, creative expression’ (Doyle 2016). This
quote was in reference to the fact that the album
continued to undergo changes even after its official
release. West may not have been the first person to
patch music digitally as an artistic or editorial device,
but his wide reaching influence drew attention to the
practice and was the main example being used in the
press when the term ‘patching’ was being discussed as
a method for working on musical updates rather than
its usual association with computer software. In terms
of the previously mentioned ‘New Folk Process’ and
the role of the prosumer, segments from the album,
such as the introduction to the song ‘Wolves’, were
isolated and used as meme templates in which people
other than the artist would create visual content to
correspond with the ‘tradition’ or meaning of each
meme (e.g., the repeated use of an image of someone
floating in the air to the song ‘Wolves’ (Table 2).

2.3.3. Prototyping and Charli XCX

In 2020, the pop musician Charli XCX created an
album as a semi-collaborative process between her and
her fans for her album how i’m feeling now, uploading
demos or unfinished sections from songs before release
as well as making stems for each song available for the
audience to remix. This particular method of upload-
ing updates online relies on making the material
available before release and the creative process a
public spectacle, from uploading pictures of lyric
sheets to the final recorded product. This is largely
dependent on having a substantial enough following
to yield results and also doubles as a kind of marketing
strategy, as there is no confirmation as to which, if
any, suggested ideas were included in the finished
work (Table 3).

3. EVOLUTION OF MUSIC COMPOSITION IN
THE STREAMING ERA

There is little doubt that at least a part of the changing
anatomy of a pop song is due to the economics. In order
for a stream to count towards a song’s placement on the
chart and for the performer and publisher/label to receive
royalties, at least the first 30 seconds of the song must be
played, which explains why reeling in the listener is more
important now than ever. (Sumanac-Johnson 2019)

In closing, the use of the internet as a tool for
creation and dissemination of media has led to the
development of new artistic practices and ways of
presenting ideas. One key aspect driving this way

Table 2. An evolving work and Kanye West

Type of Patching Patched Works Description

Presenting the compositions as
constantly evolving pieces
Linear presentation of
patches

Life of Pablo
Donda

This album has been treated as a fluid medium in which the music
was altered after release. This touched Attali’s idea of post-
repeating and music remaining unfinished, with the composition
being a starting point rather than the end. It also relates to the
idea of the ‘new folk process’ as the song ‘Wolves’ was taken and
turned into a meme in which it went through multiple iterations,
mainly through adding visuals, to represent different ideas.

Table 1. Retconning, Aphex Twin

Type of Patching Patched Works Description

Periodic update of material
The alterations consist of the addition of extra
compositions, rather than the evolution of
existing compositions

All previous
releases on
Warp Records

The album track list itself evolved over time rather
than the individual compositions. While, it is the
least participatory of any of the patched works
discussed in this article, it gave a new perspective
on the work by adding previously unheard
material to old releases people had become
familiar with.
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working is the attention economy, a concept deeply
connected to the landscape of digital art and internet
in general (Abidin 2021). In relation to compositions
that largely adhere to structures that are favoured by
major streaming sites, the main area affected by this
remains that of pop music, referring to the definition
of music that has been released mainly for the reasons
of commerciality and/or financial gain that has been
aimed at a wide audience. However, while not all
music has been directly affected by the dominance of
streaming platforms, it is clear that the importance
these platforms have when it comes to gaining a
greater amount of exposure plays a major role in how
some artists approach music if their desire is to
distribute their art to a wider audience, whether for
financial gain or to get their message out to many:
‘Sometimes you’ll be working on an idea and you kill
it before it even becomes a real idea just because you’re
like, “Oh, this isn’t going to fit into anything, any
playlist”’ (Sound Field 2019). In terms of pop music,
the impact of streaming and social media has most
likely had the greatest effect on how they are
structured in relation to aspects such as shortened
introductions (down from an average of 20 seconds to
5 seconds in the last three decades13) (Léveillé Gauvin
2018), with a rise in number one songs featuring the
chorus within the first 15 seconds since the year 2000
(The Economist 2019), and a shortening of overall
song duration. As indicated by the study ‘Drawing
Listener Attention in Popular Music: Testing Five
Musical Features Arising From the Theory of
Attention Economy’ (Léveillé Gauvin 2018), this is
largely thought to be in relation to the fact that major
streaming service Spotify does not pay artists unless
their song has been listened to for at least 30 seconds.
However, other factors such as the initial short video
duration found on sites such as TikTok, could also
encourage more immediacy when presenting
new music.

When connecting these practices to the wider
landscape, the shift towards a more fluid structure
for digital music reflects similar attitudes in other
artistic fields including film and video games. The act

of versioning works is something that continues to
grow as an emerging trend (Grayson 2018; Švelch
2019; Rogers 2023a, 2023b), alongside finite works
that do not change over time; however, it is possible
(Švelch 2019) that it will become much more
commonplace in the near future, mirroring develop-
ments in other creative fields.
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