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Abstract 
 

The process and elaboration of this project have had several modifications during 

its realisation. Nevertheless, the result of this paper is an analysis of three ways 

of approaching how we listen to music and how these pieces affect the 

perception of time of the listener(s). The three of them deal with the passage of 

time differently yet aim for the same: how can music change our perception of 

time? The musical structure, instrumentation, length and its compositional 

process are different from each other. Moreover, one way or another, these 

pieces are trying to represent and resemble the idea of travelling, of moving from 

a start point to an end point. Even though the main issue is to study and analyse 

the relationship between music and our perception of temporality conscientiously, 

the connexion with the act of travelling and moving have a critical weight. 

Regarding the genre of the songs, the musical pieces do not follow the general 

standardisation of popular music1. Instead, they have a repetitive, hypnotic and 

experimental approach to it, closer to the likes of ambient and minimalist music. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1By this I mean pop, rock, folk, soul, jazz music, etc., in which it usually follows a traditional musical 
structure and rhythm pattern. In the case of minimalism and ambient music, the tone and atmosphere are 
emphasised, and its rhythmic pattern can be somewhat unique and repetitive, which I believe its connection 
with the concept of time is stronger and more relevant for this investigation.	  



	  

1.  Introduction 
 

What relationship exists between music and time? How does some specific type 

of music affect the perception of the temporality of the listeners? What are the 

processes and mechanisms for that to happen? These are the questions I have 

tried to answer during the realisation of this project. Furthermore, this writing is 

an attempt to gather all the procedures and conclusions regarding this 

investigation.  

 

Firstly, the idea for this project was born by the blend of two of my most 

substantial interests and devotions: travelling and non-traditional music such as 

minimalism, ambient and experimental music. When thinking about these two 

slightly different themes, another concept came to my mind, and that was time. 

What is the relationship between music, time and travelling? Experimental and 

repetitive music such as minimalism can affect our perception of time? And what 

is the effect when you – the listener, is moving from one point to another while 

listening to this music? As it can be seen, the more I thought about this topic, the 

bigger and more challenging it became.  

 

Nevertheless, I wanted to embark myself in not only finding any visible evidence 

or proof regarding this investigation but also in the process of composing musical 

pieces that would represent and deal with the passage of time in a rather peculiar 

way, and that would give use to deepen my study.  

 

On the one hand, the human brain is continuously adjusting and recalibrating 

temporal perception. It gives us the ability to encode and decode following 

information; it allows us to integrate and segregate synchronous signals. ‘But 

music also demonstrates that time perception is inherently subjective –and an 

integral part of our lives’ (Berger, 2014). We conceive time as a continuum; we all 

agree that one hour is sixty minutes and that every minute consists of sixty 

seconds. Our conception of time is that it is always going forward, that 

unbreakable mathematical laws support it. Yet we perceive time as discretised 

units, and music has the power to embody a separate, quasi-independent 

concept of time, able to distort or negate our ‘clock-time’ (Berger, 2014). 
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On the other hand, we are all constantly creating rhythms: when we walk, talk or 

do any physical activity, we are designing our rhythm: ‘our heartbeat, even in 

silence, gives our lives rhythm. We interact and create so many rhythms during 

our days, yet we all measure our time as the steady beat of a clock’ (Olsen, 

2017). It is this other time – simply created during our daily activities – that can 

build a different world in which we are exposed to lose all semblance of objective 

time. I believe that music has the strength to topple the guidelines in which our 

time is subject and recreate its perception of temporality. Moreover, I also hope 

to demonstrate that the act of travelling can enhance this experience since it 

helps to forget about our ‘clock-time’ and perceive things in constant movement. 

 

To understand the final result of this experiment, it is of utmost importance to give 

a detail explanation of the process and methodology in which I have been 

through to compose these pieces and its effects in our perception of time. 
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2. Methodologies and Impact 
 
As I mentioned previously, this project has had mutations during its realisation, 

but the main body has been the same throughout the entire project. I wanted to 

compose between three and five different musical pieces and conduct an 

experiment where people would answer some questions regarding their 

experience. They would listen to these songs during a trip by bus, train, car, ship 

or plane and then listen to the same songs in a room, without doing any specific 

activity – just listening to the songs. After that, the listener would fill up a 

questionnaire regarding its perception of temporality when listening to the songs 

and if there was any crucial difference between the two scenarios. After 

remedying it for a few days, I decided not to conduct this experiment with a 

questionnaire due to its infinite possibilities. Moreover, I felt that the answers 

were not going to give me an objective result since the operation itself is mostly 

based on the mood of the listener, hence subjective. In a way, this experiment is 

partly based on a subjective concept such it is time. Many attempts have been 

made regarding define time, and this paper neither focuses on this ambitious 

concept nor its relationship with the brain, yet its importance in this matter and 

study is unquestionable. Nonetheless, I dare to say that we all agree when 

defining time as something subjective, since we can sometimes feel how ‘time fly 

when we are occupied, or seem to stand still when we are waiting for the water in 

the kettle to boil’ (Berger, 2014), for instance.  

 

In any case, I left the issue of how to conduct my experiment on a side and 

started thinking about the musical pieces, in which were the predominant element 

regarding my investigation. Although my idea was not to compose an ambient 

piece, my first attempt to create something was, somehow, aiming that field. 

Ambient music is music in which ‘is designed to induce calm and space to think, 

(…) music that can be either actively listened to or used as background, 

depending on whether the listener chooses to pay attention or not. It has to 

accommodate many levels of listening attention without enforcing one in 

particular; it must be as ignorable as it is interesting‘ (Eno, 1978). Eno himself 

was the responsible for the definition of this type of music. He also gave it use in 

specific locations such as airports, in which the music was an attempt to fill up 
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the space. In fact, his first ambient album is called ‘Music for Airports’ (1978) and 

follows the idea of simply giving sound textures and using it as a sound 

installation with the purpose of assuaging the strain, fearful atmosphere that 

exists in an airport terminal. This ‘sound experiment’ has a robust connection with 

the concept of time: these musical pieces do not follow any structural pattern in 

which the theme is repeated (chorus) or leads to another section (bridge). On the 

contrary, this music flows in space and time without a definite beginning or 

ending, leaving the listener with a sensation of timelessness and without a 

specific direction to follow. Part of my investigation studies this field in which 

ambient music can alter your perception of time, but does not entirely wholly it 

due to the addition of the concept of travelling. That is, there is a starting point 

and an end point; you, as the traveller, start in one place and end up in another 

one. That is the main difference between the concept of my project and ambient 

music. Nevertheless, it is important to mention its weight and influence in myself 

when composing these musical pieces. 
 

 
2.1 Static Piece 
 
Firstly, I must mention that I used some sounds of a musical collaboration I am 

currently working on with a sonic artist. He uses analogue synthesisers, and I 

started exploring with them while doing this project due to its connection with my 

idea of writing experimental music. Three layers of looped drones compose the 

base of the song, in which are reproducing low-mid-high frequencies. This 

constant buzz is present from beginning to end, accompanying the other sounds 

without leaving any gap, with a solid continuum base of sound in which leads the 

piece. On the top, a fading soft keyboard ‘washes’ the drones together with the 

sporadic sounds textures that appear randomly throughout the track, giving thus 

a sense of directionless regarding the passage of time. I believe that the musical 

narrative dominates the temporal, in which after a few minutes the listener is not 

able to neither remember nor reproduce the chords previously heard because 

they do not follow a particular key or pattern. The length of the song (seven 

minutes) also helps to produce this sensation in the listener. It gives us, as I said, 

a sense of directionless as well as ‘a state of timelessness. The state of 
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timelessness is not one in which time ceases to exist, but one in which the 

listener appears to perceive no passage of time’ (Paul Smith, 2004, p. 80).  

 

I believe this piece has similarities with Eno’s ambient pieces as well as La Monte 

Young’s compositions. He was considered the father of minimalist music and was 

obsessed with drones and unchanging sounds that surrounded his day-to-day life 

since his childhood. Nature sounds such as fire and wind were his first 

influences, and repetition and stasis are the main features in his music (Schwarz, 

1996). His first groundbreaking piece, Trio for Strings (1958) had a revolutionary 

feature in Western music regarding its lengths and use of sustained tones. 

Although it has many similarities with serialism2, this composition discards 

melody and rhythmic pulse, focusing instead on hushed and its subtle dynamic 

changes that disrupt our comprehension of the passage of time. 

 

Young thinks that the experience of time is of utmost importance to his music. ‘All 

music exists in time (apart from Cage’s 0’ 00’’, perhaps), but one of the aims of 

Young’s music is to alter the listener’s (and performer’s) perception of the 

passage of time in such a way that the listeners (and performers) become aware 

of the concepts of, or even appear to experience, eternity and timelessness’ 

(Paul Smith, 2004, p. 177). The base and fundamentals of both Trio for Strings 

and Static Piece are sonically similar, sharing this constant buzz in which time 

seems to bend and past, present and future becomes the same state. I added 

keyboard chords and spasms-like sounds to, somehow, recreate the act of 

travelling, where the evolving landscape gives image to this music and enhances 

the experience of the passage of time. 

 
 
2.2 Repetitive Piece  
 
The inspiration for the main bass line of this song came by the hand of the 

Argentinian artist Juana Molina, specifically by her song titled Cara de Espejo 

(2017), which influenced me at the time of starting writing this piece. Even though 

her style does not have many similarities with minimalism or experimental music, 

2Serialism	   began	   primarily	   with	   A.	   Schoenberg.	   He	   developed	   the	   twelve-‐tone	   technique,	   which	   is	   based	   on	   the	  
relationship	  between	  the	  twelve	  notes	  in	  the	  chromatic	  scale,	  playing	  all	  of	  them	  through	  a	  tone	  row,	  avoiding	  thus	  
being	  in	  any	  particular	  key.	  
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the uses of synth loops and unusual rhythm patterns such as 7/4 predominate in 

many of her compositions.  

 

I started playing a Korg Volca Keys synthesiser without having any idea in mind: I 

wanted to improvise with a simple bass line of four notes and do not follow any 

structure. As Bailey noted in his paper Improvisation, its nature and practice in 

music (1992, p. 9), ‘improvisation enjoys the curious distinction of being both the 

most widely practised of all musical activities and the least acknowledged and 

understood’. I believe there is an interesting duality in this ‘repetitive’ song where 

the bass line – being the base of the piece during the more than nine minutes 

length – dictates the beat and rhythm, tempo, repeating the same four notes from 

beginning to end. Above it, a keyboard is improvising wet in reverberation and 

delay effects, creating thus a sense of directionless; it is floating in time without 

being anchored to any specific musical structure. Moreover, a grand piano can 

be heard during the first four minutes of the piece. It is also improvising above the 

bass synth line yet since ‘music is a form of ‘serial action’, the time value of a 

note depends upon its integration in the melodic and harmonic progression’ 

(Seashore, 1967, p. 93). That is, both the synth and piano are improvising in the 

same key (E♭ minor) giving thus a sense of both continuity/movement and 

directionless. There is also a high pitch hi-hat underneath all those instruments 

that marks the beat together with the bass line. The use of repetition together 

with improvisation can have a strong influence on our perception of time; non-

western music such as Indian raga it is an interesting example. ‘The constantly 

varying improvisation is never predictable, but neither is it ever entirely 

unpredictable’ (Paul Smith, 2004, p. 227).  

 

Since the beat is constant and does not leave any gap, in some way, our ‘clock-

time’ is exchanged by the time of the piece, by its rhythm, time. It can also affect 

our perception of the past, present and future: since we are constantly hearing 

the same notes, our brain loses control of what is past and what is present. 

‘Although we perceive the past, we do not perceive it as past, but as present. 

Moreover, our experience does not only appear to be temporally limited, but it is 

also so: we do not perceive the future, and we do not continue to perceive 
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transient events long after information from them reached our senses’ (Le 

Poidevin, 2015). The length of this piece is also helping to create an effect of 

timelessness, in which is altering one’s conception of the beginning and the 

ending of the music. As Kramer (1988, p. 454) has written regarding ‘vertical 

music’, it is music that exists in ‘vertical time’, by which he means: ‘a temporal 

continuum of the unchanging, in which there are no separate events and in which 

everything seems part of an eternal present’. 
 
 
2.3 Phase Piece 
 
I became obsessed with the concept of ‘phasing music’ since I first listened to 

Steve Reich’s compositions. On the one hand, his music relies heavily on 

repetition and the concept of ‘music as a gradual process’, by which he means 

‘not the process of composition, but a piece of music that is, literally, a process’ 

(Reich, 1974, p. 9). He came out with the ‘phasing technique’ when playing two 

loops on different tape recorders. Due to its malfunction, it failed to keep the two 

tapes synchronised, and consequently, they went out of phase with each other. 

Since the process was slow and gradual, the pitch was unaffected. Reich found 

the result so musically satisfying that he started using this process as the basis of 

some of his pieces such as It’s Gonna Rain (1965), Come Out (1966) and Piano 

Phase (1967), among others (Paul Smith, 2004, p. 108). He wrote in his Writings 

About Music (1974, p. 50): 

 

I aimed to compose a musical piece similar to Piano Phase and Six Pianos 

(1973) due to its alluring effect in one’s perception of the passage of time. The 

gradual process of these pieces is slow and uninterrupted, causing thus a sense 

of non-directionality and time retardation. In Phase Piece, the same piano chord 

can be heard from beginning to end, but it is their temporary position (and the 

number of chords) that changes throughout the piece. It creates thus a 

‘As I listened to this gradual phase shifting process I began to realise 

that it was an extraordinary form of music structure. This process 

struck me as a way of going through a number of relationships 

between two identities without ever having any transitions’. 
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considerable number of polyrhythms and different rhythmic patterns – at some 

point, the time signature changes from 3/4 to 4/4 due to the combination of more 

than five pianos playing the same chord. When listening to this piece, something 

interesting occurs: the listener is somehow forced to spend time waiting for it to 

unfold, the prediction of what next, feels like it has a constant degree of 

uncertainty. ‘The listener’s temporal horizon is altered in a way which is both 

similar and yet different to the way in which it can be altered by ‘drone music’ 

(such Static Piece), in which it extends the temporal horizon infinitely into the 

past and infinitely into the future. On the other hand, the phasing process 

appears to extend the temporal horizon only finitely in both directions’ (Paul 

Smith, 2004, p. 208). In that sense, the listener does not perceive a sense of 

timelessness, but rather a finite extension of the temporal horizon – the present is 

finitely extended.  

 

Although the music is constantly changing, it is done in a very gradual way. The 

combination of process and gradualness leads the listener to choose between 

hearing the music as static and hearing it as a temporally directed progression. 

That is, the listener can choose between perceiving directionless time and 

'directed' time. ‘The former is perceived when the listener zooms in and hears 

what is virtually indistinguishable from constant repetition; the latter is perceived 

when the listener decides to zooms out and hears the gradual process unfolding 

as one’ (Paul Smith, 2004, p. 209). Paradoxically, the listener can also be able to 

feel that time has sped up. There is a point where more than five pianos are 

playing the same chord at the same time, which means that more than fifty notes 

can be heard every second. This enormous agglomeration of notes/sounds within 

a short period of time has an effect of acceleration, in which one’s perception of 

actual time (or ‘clock-time’) seems to speed up. The listener – and in this case, 

the performer as well – is purely subject to the development of the process. 
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3.  Conclusions 
 
It is undeniable that a rather subjective theme –as it is one’s perception of time, 

supports this project. Consequently, all of the above discussions might not be 

experienced by the listener and do not sense any of the effects I have written 

about. In any case, I do not mean that when listening to these musical pieces, the 

listener has to experience these effects all the time. Nevertheless, I think it is 

possible that someone describes the same effects while listening to these songs, 

and the listener(s) might even describe different ones that I have not written 

about. On the other hand, it is entirely accurate that one’s can perceive these 

effects regarding the passage of time listening to a different type of music such 

as rock, jazz, electronic music and classical music. In fact, compositions such as 

Vexations (1893) by the hand of Erik Satie, F. Schubert’s String Quintet in C 

major (1828) and Louis Andriessen’s De Tijd (1980-81), among many others, can 

have a substantial effect in the listener’s perception of time regarding to its use of 

repetition, drone sounds and its duration. Also, Hallogallo and Im Gluck (1972), 

songs from Neu! – one of the most popular Krautrock bands, share many 

features with my musical pieces. All I can say in my defence is that myself have 

experienced all of the effects analysed in this paper. It is also important to stress 

that the songs have been composed and designed in this way partly due to 

having the concept of time in mind while writing them. 

 

On the one hand, I have acknowledged the importance and impact that long, 

drone-repetitive music has in one’s perception of time. Both Static and Repetitive 

pieces are rather long compositions in which are supported by buzz-like sounds 

and a continuum bass line, respectively. Moreover, both share ‘sporadic and 

passenger sounds’ that gives a resemblance effect to the act of travelling; staring 

at the window while buildings, lights and entities are in constant movement. 

Therefore, they both give a sense of timelessness where the listener is lost in the 

passage of time, as well as perceiving time as directionless, in which the three 

states of our conception of time (past, present and future) are altered and mixed. 

As Paul Smith noted in his thesis (2004, p. 116): ‘the fact that the usual 

dichotomy between recollection (past) and prediction (future) has been collapsed 
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(it is now prediction (past) and prediction (future)) – is due to the cyclical aspect 

of the process’.  

 

Likewise, since Repetitive Piece has a walking-like bass line throughout the 

whole song, it gives a sense of, paradoxically, control and an impression of 

direction. I believe it connected with the act of traveling in the field of the 

automobile, where the listener is in control of the driving, in which ‘the time spent 

in the car may well be the only regular opportunity for reflection, voluntary 

solitude and concentrated listening to that record (…), the only chance to do 

nothing without having to appear to be doing something else’ (Bull, 2003, p. 364). 

The listener may feel a sense of meditation and relaxation due to its repetitive 

and hypnotic musical structure, which it is similar to the scenario of a long, plane 

and unchanging motorway, constantly with the same landscape. 

 

On the other hand, Phase Piece is a much shorter composition in which the 

phasing technique dominates the piece from beginning to end, being a slow 

process in which the process itself needs to unfold while being played. Here, ‘as 

opposed to the effect of timelessness (that there is no passage of time), the 

listener perceives the effect of time retardation’ (Paul Smith, 2004, 116). 

Moreover, this effect gives the listener the chance to explore the sound material 

in a particular way. With every repeat of the overlapping phrases (in this case, 

the same piano chord), the listener can hear different rhythmic patterns while the 

piece is being developed. Thus, ‘it affords a much longer period of time in which 

to absorb every character of the resulting sounds’ (Paul Smith, 2004, p. 117). 

 

In summary, I believe that music exists in time since we, as listeners, cannot 

know what are we listening to until it is finished. Unlike other forms of art such as 

paintings or sculptures, music is utterly attached to the concept of time in the 

sense that we have to wait; time has to pass in order for us to experience it on its 

full potential. We could say that this experience it is also similar to experiencing a 

journey; we do not know, for instance, if that specific trip was short or long until 

we get to the end of it. Hence: music cannot be understood without time. 

Nonetheless, I hope to have demonstrated that music can also help us to 

perceive time in many different ways and approaches. 
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