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The Sonic Arts Lab at Peking University is a project
founded in 2024 by two faculty members in historical mu-
sicology (Blake Stevens and Annie Yen-Ling Liu) and a
postdoctoral fellow in musicology, sound studies, and com-
position, John Han Xu. The initial motivation of the lab
was to create an informal and collaborative learning envi-
ronment outside of the constraints of a large lecture course,
modeled after the concept of a laptop orchestra. The lab,
meeting variously on a weekly or semimonthly basis, was
designed to complement lectures in the history of elec-
tronic and experimental music with practice-based explo-
ration and creative modeling. In this sense, the lab cre-
ated a space for ‘amateur composition’ corresponding to
the types of modeling exercises in counterpoint and other
techniques that have formed an integral part of music the-
ory instruction in Western institutions for several centuries
(see Stevens 2022). The significant difference for our lab
is that our institution is a comprehensive research univer-
sity without an undergraduate music major. Our students,
representing a diverse set of majors, therefore could not be
expected to have any shared musical background or tech-
nical knowledge, although many joined the lab because
of their personal experimentation with and interest in mu-
sic production using DAW software such as Ableton Live
and GarageBand. While retaining the objective of acces-
sibility through much of its activity, the lab has gradually
expanded its goals through an increasing emphasis on re-
search and even specialized areas, blurring this initially
exclusive focus on the cultivation of ‘amateur’ sonic ex-
perimentation.

In this paper, we discuss several issues and challenges
involving instruction in electronic music that have emerged
through this experience. Our work in the lab has largely
emphasized the importance of understanding the practi-
tioner’s perspective within a diverse set of electronic mu-
sic practices, including modular synthesis, field record-
ing, acousmatic music (in the French tradition of musique
concrète), Max/MSP, SuperCollider, Arduino (as control
interfaces), telematic music performance, digital scores,
AI-assisted audio-visual processing, information interac-
tion, and sound installation. Our approach has been in-
formed by Paolo de Assis’s advocacy for performance as
an object not only of scholarly inquiry but as an experi-
mental medium or site for research and the production of

new musical knowledge (de Assis 2018). We discuss sev-
eral specific projects developed within this collaborative
framework in light of the broader development of contem-
porary Chinese electronic music. In particular, we are in-
terested in how an experimental space of sonic creativity
can contribute to the musical experience of the ‘general
education’ population within a research university, an un-
derdeveloped area in the philosophy of education in elec-
tronic music. For instance, it quickly became apparent to
us that within an experimental context, ‘non-music stu-
dents’ could approach practices within electronic music
such as acousmatic music and ambient music in unusual
ways, often informed by their strengths in their ‘major’
disciplines. Because they have come from diverse aca-
demic backgrounds—including the visual arts, computer
science, physics, and literature—these students are largely
free from the constraints of traditional musical training.
This lack of conventional ‘baggage’ has allowed them to
approach composition and performance with fresh, often
‘outsider’ perspectives. Corresponding to this background,
in addition to introducing the latest software, we have also
guided students in hands-on experimentation with ana-
logue equipment and hardware hacking to introduce pre-
digital musical practices (see Collins 2019).

During spring semester of 2026, we transformed this
‘open’ and accessible approach into a more focused and
specialized research project, collaborating with Professor
Kenneth Fields of the University of Chinese Academy of
Sciences (UCAS) on his research into digital score gener-
ation and networked laptop performance at UCAS and the
Central Conservatory of Music. This project builds upon
a previous collaboration between Stanford University and
Peking University in 2008 in which Prof. Fields partici-
pated (see Cáceres et al., 2008). Our group was comprised
of students with coding or engineering backgrounds that
allowed them to work with OSC signals, cameras, Kinect,
Arduino and sensors, and to combine these tools with
Max/MSP or SuperCollider in interactive performance. This
project, in contrast to our earlier (and freer) exploration of
a wide range of styles and techniques, was therefore ori-
ented from the outset toward a final performance and a
student-authored research article (Cao et al., 2026).
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