
Abstract
Don Music is an audio/visual performance piece 
that uses Sesame Street video clips to showcase 
a “video drum machine” program that allows for 
musical video edits using a MIDI controller.
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Introduction
Stripped down to itʼs core, Don Music is a project 
and exercise in re appropriation.  It is a 
performance where split second video clips of 
musical Sesame Street skits are sequenced in a 
way that creates both brand new songs from the 
video clipsʼ corresponding sound and visual 
correlation.

This is accomplished using a MaxMSP patch that 
reads MIDI signals from an Akai MPD24, a 
standard drum pad based MIDI controller, and 
triggers the video samples.

The final performances piece consists of five 
different beats that give a new feel to the audio 
and visual experiences of familiar Sesame Street 
songs.  The latin grooves of Los Lobosʼ “Elmo and 
the Lavender Moon” is mixed with Itzhak 
Perlmanʼs duet performance with Telly to create a 

fig. 1 MPD24 MIDI controller

trip-hop music beat while visually Elmo dances 
almost as if being directed by the bow strokes 
from Perlman.  A total of 20 different samples from 
14 different skits are mixed and mashed up in this 
fashion.

This is project was never meant to be a 
exploration in VJʼing.  Before the idea for Don 
Music even formulated, my mindset was set on 
repurposing objects into musical objects.  Over 
time musical cigarette packs turned into 
repurposing videos into a musical video piece.
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fig. 2 Musical cigarette sketch

The performance is also a device to promote the 
ease of video “editing” musically using the 
MaxMSP patch (name still pending).  The patch is 
open-source in the hopes that more talented drum 
machine drummers and step sequencer coders 
will create A/V performances and “songs” beyond 
my personal skill set.

Process
Don Music started out as an exploration in 
incongruous objects.  When first tasked to come 
up with a “mini-thesis” project my first prototype 
was a series of “reverse incognito” adult toys 
whoʼs sole purpose at the time was to generate a 
few laughs.  These objects included a telescope 
that was disguised as a penis enlarger pump and 
a old style telephone disguised as a bong.  

These playful exercises in repurposing and 
mashing up unrelated objects led to a more 
theme driven idea in the same thought process 
which was a rock star “kit” which came with 
everything someone needed to become a 
rockstar sans any musical instrument.  One of 
these objects was a pack of cigarettes.  Since this 
kit lacked any computational characteristics, I 
decided to focus in on the pack of cigarettes while 
still trying to follow the rock star theme.  It was 
then that I figured that I would prototype a musical 
pack of cigarettes that was controlled using XBee 
communication and MIDI control signals.

I was interested in the rhythmical aspects of the 
ritual habits of smokers such as packing a new 
pack of smokes like a drum, the sound of the 

plastic wrap, and the subtle noise of cigarettes 
being taken out of the pack.  To emphasize these 
traits i decided to make a mock prototype by 
editing a video using clips of a smoker packing his 
smokes, removing the wrapper, lighting a match, 
and so forth.  Using Final Cut Pro and traditional 
video editing processes I began, unbeknownst to 
me, an arduous task of making a “song” out of 
video clips.

fig. 3 Role prototype for Telephone Bong

What I began to realize half way through the 
editing process was that video editing and music 
production are very different.  While both are very 
much time based, video editing to me seemed 
very linear where as sequencing a beat is a 
process that can be done in chunks overall which 
then can be revisited and revised later on.  Upon 
completion of the video song, it became very 
clear to me that this job would have been much 
easier had I had a video drum machine of sorts.

With my newly minted knowledge of the code 
patching language of MaxMSP, I knew that a 
simple MIDI controlled video drum machine was 
easily achievable and thus my mini-thesis took yet 
another tangent into a realm I was more 
comfortable with.  Since the patch was relatively 
hurdle free I was able to focus on a visual and 
musical theme and the performance aspect of my 



new idea.  My first video clips that I used were 
webcam recordings of myself making random 
noises in attempt to see how quickly I could edit a 
recreation of Lasse Gjertsenʼs viral hit 
“Hyperactive”.  Seeing how easy it was to perform 
and “edit” on the fly a video of myself beatboxing, 
I continued forward sculpting a more original and 
arguably more narrative performance.  

fig. 4 Screenshot from musical cigarettes mock 
prototype

At first I set my video sample subject matter to fall 
in the realm of Ted talks.  I wanted to bring life 
and a bit more humor to lectures that, while being 
incredibly interesting and entertaining, are 
sometimes dry and not entertaining in the 
traditional commercial sense.  However the 
problem I ran into with these video samples was 
that they were just too dry to sample source for 
music and video.  From a visual standpoint, 
camera angles rarely fluctuate to anything 
curiously pleasing to the eye, theyʼre more or less 
people in semi-formal wear giving a power point 
presentation.  From a sonic standpoint, besides a 
talk given by Bobby McFerrin about the 
pentatonic scale, there is rarely any hint of 
anything that can be repurposed into a hi-hat, 
kick, or snare drum.  While Iʼm sure itʼs 
achievable, my personal process for developing a 
tune is hampered if all I have to work with are 
dialogue.

The Bobby McFerrin video samples did work well 
however, so I used the vocal maestro as another 
starting point for a theme.  A quick search on 
YouTube led me to an old forgotten childhood 
memory: Bobby McFerrin and Hoots singing the 

alphabet song on Sesame Street.  From there on 
it just made sense personally to pay my respects 
to the popular childrenʼs television show, one of 
my very first inspirations and educators in the 
visual and musical arts.  From this point on it was 
just a matter of picking out some of my favorite 
Sesame Street songs and skits to source video 
samples from.  Due to time constraints on the 
final deliverable, several clips did not make the 
cut.

Once I had a good stable of video samples 
ranging from The Pointer Sisterʼs Twelve song to 
Forgetful Jonesʼ take on Oklahoma, it was simply 
time to fine tune the timing of the short samples 
edited from the original videos, experiment and 
practice to find new grooves and beats, and 
practicing transitions from beat to beat for the final 
performance.

During practice sessions I found different 
techniques to emphasize different video samples 
so for instance two samples would play 
simultaneously, but I still had control over which 
visual of the two would show.  From video taping 
these sessions I also found hidden narratives that 
I didnʼt catch while practicing such as the little 
rhythm battle between Animal and the baby 
Honker.

Precedent
As mentioned in the Process section, a huge 
influence on this final performance was the work 
of Lasse Gjertsen, particularly “Hyperactive” and 
“Amateur”.  In these viral hit videos, Gjertsen 
creates music using clips of him playing away at a 
drum kit, playing piano notes, and creating 
beatbox noises.  However, it is not revealed until 
the end that Gjertsen is not a musician by any 
means and that he “composed” these songs 
through careful video editing.

Other precedents include other YouTube 
sensations such as the Autotune the News crew, 
Pogo, and Melody Sheep.  All three of these 
groups take an existing video or movie and run 
the audio through traditional production methods, 
most notable auto tuning to achieve a specifically 
desired melody.  After a song is created using the 
audio, it is edited back cleverly with the video, 
however not always necessarily with the exact 
video that corresponds to the sampled audio.



fig 5. Lasse Gjertsen

I hesitate to include any VJ tools such as Serato 
Video-SL to the more DIY efforts of chiptune 
music VJʼs, because this project is not about 
being the ambience behind a musical 
performance.  This is meant to be front and center 
to both the audienceʼs eyes and ears.  I am more 
likely to list performers such as Jeremy Ellis and 
araabMuzik as inspirations for their virtuosic 
performance on this projectʼ

MaxMSP patch

fig. 6 Max Patch, MIDI section

The patch itself is a very simple and 
straightforward patch that consists of two 
subpatchers.  The first simply reads incoming 
MIDI data coming in from the Akai MPD24ʼs four 
by four drum pad grid, with additional space for 3 
extra banks, allowing 64 unique samples (only 20 

were used), and translates that into numbers and 
triggers that are easy to read for Max.  Only note 
on messages were read from the MIDI signal.

fig. 7 Max patch, video sample banks

From there the signals are then sent to the 
second subpatcher to trigger a matrix of the 
preloaded video samples.  Video clips are then 
sent to the jit.window object to display on screen.

The patch has a third, unfinished subpatcher 
designed for step sequencing for automated 
playback.  Using the tempo, route, and matrixctrl 
objects, a basic step sequencer was made, 
however it is yet to be optimized to play on a 
faultless beat which is on time every time.  

fig. 8 Max patch, unfinished step sequencer



Performance
The performance itself is a 2-5 minute half 
composed, half improvised set that consists of 
7-10 short beats.  Though not always the case, it 
usually opens up with a loop of a two note sample 
of the Honkers.  This loop eventually evolves into 
a more interesting and chopped up beat which 
then involves a similar sample from the same 
video of The Honkers and Yo Yo Ma.  Shortly after 
the first sample outside of this video source 
enters and is usually a sample from C is for 
Cookie or Twelve.  

The tempo is slowed down and the groove is now 
a totally different feel.  Once Cookie Monster is 
juxtaposed a dancing Elmo, the song gives way to 
a more latin feel thanks to the rhythm of Los 
Lobos.  This leads way to the first groove that 
uses more than two samples, as Itzhak Perlman 
and Telly, Elmo and the Lavender Moon, The 
Honkers, and the inspiration for the title of this 
project, Don Music are mashed together to create 
an uptempo trip-hop feel.  The tempo is slightly 
augmented as Elmo is replaced by Baby Honker 
and is turned into a more traditional 90 beats per 
minute hip-hop beat.

fig. 9 Screenshot of performance

After this the first bit of narrative arrises as the 
baby Honker (sometimes Don Music) is 
interrupted by a jarring crash cymbal from Animal.  
from here Animal and the baby Honker have a call 
and response that begins with basic quarter note 
rhythms and escalates to more complicated, 
syncopated rhythms.  Animal eventually “wins” 
and goes off on a drum solo which in turn leads to 
the grand finale which is more a visual wonder 
than musical piece as several different samples 
are thrown up on screen.  A video sample from 

the African Alphabet with Kermit the Frog lies a 
good sound bedding over the barrage of clips and 
is a constant aural and visual presence.

Finally the performance ends with a mashing up 
of video samples from The Clap Song as a signal 
for applause and a humble thank you to the 
audience as well.  As a DJ, I always find it only 
natural to applaud for my audience after they 
themselves danced and had fun and thus the 
reason why the avenue to pursue any of this is 
possible.

Future Iterations
There are many places that I would like to take 
this project.  There are not only improvements to 
be made on MaxMSP patch, but also the 
performance itself.  Besides the half-working 
sequencer mentioned before the patch could use 
a few more subtle additions that could drastically 
change each performance.  MIDI controls that can 
control playback speed and volume and mapping 
the velocity sensitivity of each drum pad to the 
opacity of the playback of each clip is the most 
important addition I would like to add.

On the performance side of this project, my first 
(and last?) performance of Don Music could have 
used perhaps a few more practice sessions.  It 
would definitely be nice to have each section of 
the performance tightened up a little bit more.  
Also as mentioned before, there were 44 unused 
pads and many clips that didnʼt make the final cut 
of this performance.  Future renditions could 
include more clips and even more grooves and 
beats for a longer and more engaging.

Also it should be noted that all the videos were 
sourced and ripped from YouTube.  Both quality of 
video and audio were compromised to whatever 
quality was on the net.  Future iterations that were 
in a more professional, performative setting could 
use samples sourced from DVDʼs with the audio 
mixed so no clip was too dominating sonically.  
For instance the first performance of this piece 
has a few clips of Animal playing drums that are 
noticeably louder than the other clips and each 
clip has some sort of clipping that needed to be 
addressed, but due to time constraints was put 
aside for a more polished iteration.  Just as 
mixing the audio levels can be used to create 
more balanced sounds, each video sample could 
just as easily be color corrected as to create a 
better dynamic between them.  Colors between 



two clips that are used together in a specific beat 
could be more carefully treated as to create a 
better visual experience.

Obviously a big step would be to plan out a whole 
library of separate performance based around 
different themes of video samples.  Perhaps I 
gave up too soon on Ted talk video samples.  
Perhaps if I could pull off molding a musicality out 
of mundane videos will be the ultimate test of 
oneʼs video-beat production skills.  Perhaps 
mixing different themes can yield interesting 
results.  What if movie clips were intertwined with 
old jazz performances, old sports highlights with 
home video of childhood school band 
performances.

The subject matter of each performance is an 
infinite possibility in scope.  That is why I would 
feel very free to send this MaxMSP patch to 
anyone interested in making their own 
performances.  I highly doubt J Dilla would have 
been such a maestro at using the MPC to make 
hip-hop beats if he didnʼt have peers pushing the 
envelope of the producing game.  Itʼs a lonely 
world where youʼre the only person creating this 
type of work that is meant to bring joy and 
entertainment to the masses.  But perhaps that is 
another angle, where video-beat producers could 
take this in genres of drama, gore/horror, or 
romance.  Either way Iʼd much rather be in a pool 
of different video-beat producers than be the only 
one and the burden of coming up with all of the 
advancements in this realm.

As I stated in my final presentation, Robert Moog 
did not create the Moog synthesizer for his own 
personal musical endeavors.  Moog was an 
engineer, scientist, and inventor that wanted to 
create a means for musicians to create new 
sounds.  He facilitated easy and affordable way 
for people to create futuristic sounds in their 
compositions.

Conclusion
I only user tested this performance a few times 
before the final presentation, but each time 
received juvenile chuckles of enjoyment.  Elmo 
and the baby Honker were very easy devices to 
draw in the crowd.  Both are cute and just 
genuinely look silly when played over and over.  
However, is this the correct barometer for 
success?  My fear is that the creativity and 
warmth of Jim Hensonʼs studio carried this project 

and not so much the way it was presented.  
Anyone who grew up with Sesame Street will 
instantly feel nostalgic about video clips they 
havenʼt seen in decades (or in my case just a few 
years ago), so my hope is that I wasnʼt pulling any 
cheap strings.

To flip the conclusion again, perhaps the whole 
notion of pulling strings is the art of this.  Perhaps 
it is up to the video-beat producer to find subject 
matter that will engage the audience not only 
aurally and visually, but nostalgically as well.  

From a performance and production standpoint I 
do feel as though it needed more time in the 
rehearsal stage.  There is no quantize setting in 
the patch so beats are never perfectly on time 
unless the user can drum on a drum pad with 
machine like precision.  When practicing my set 
was about 4 minutes, however when performing it 
as a final, I probably got an extra rush of blood to 
my head and trimmed down the performance too 
much.

Overall I am more than content with where I am 
with this project, and where it can go in the future.  
Immediately I have a tool that I can use for future 
A/V experiments.  My inital goal was to create a 
tool to musically edit video clips, and I acheived 
that.  Looking towards tomorrow, I have a tool that 
is easily improvable and just as an musician or 
knows, practice makes perfect.  That initial 
performance of Don Music was yet another 
stepping stone in me learning how to perform live 
with this medium.  In that sense I believe this 
performance piece to be a success.
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