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​Great music starts with great ideas.
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This book and its matching Strategy Cards are loosely inspired by Brian Eno's Oblique Strategies, a deck of cards designed to shake artists out of creative ruts. Nothing here is copied from that work, but the spirit is similar: break routine, question your habits and nudge you to approach sound from angles you wouldn’t normally try.

These are prompts, not rules. The aim is not to tell you the "correct" way to write, arrange, sample, or design sounds. It is to give you useful nudges that can open up new textures, structures, moods and workflows when a track feels too predictable, too safe or simply stuck.

Each concept begins with a short description so you can quickly grasp the idea. From there, it expands into practical explanation: why the approach can work, how to try it in a real session and a few concrete ways to push it further. Some cards ask you to build from a found sound, a dream, or a take you would normally delete. Others ask you to reduce, simplify, leave space or let chance play a role in what happens next.

You can use this book in a few different ways:


•  Open it at random when you want a fresh starting point.

•  Use one card at the start of a session to set a direction.

•  Combine two or three ideas if you want a more demanding creative constraint.

•  Read through it end-to-end and underline the approaches that fit your own process.


What is covered here spans a wide range of modern production work:


•  creative workflow and mindset

•  sound design and texture

•  arrangement and structure

•  sampling and resampling

•  rhythm, movement, and automation

•  tension, release, and energy flow


The ideas are meant to work across genres, DAWs, and experience levels. Whether you make ambient music, club tracks, techno, experimental electronica, hip hop, pop or something harder to label, the goal is the same: to help you hear the fruits of your labour from a new angle.

If you own the matching Sonic Deck Web App, you can use this on your mobile device and move through the cards one by one, pick at random, reveal further reading, or use Zen Mode for the minimalist in you. This book brings the same material together in one place, in a format that is easier to read slowly, revisit, annotate, and keep close during a session.

Use whichever version suits the moment. Flip through the cards when you need a quick spark, or spend time with the longer explanations when you want to go deeper into the thinking behind them.

My hope is that this does not feel like a one-time read. It should be something you return to when a session needs a shift in perspective, a bit more curiosity, or just a different kind of push.

If you spot anything that feels off, have ideas for new cards, or just want to say how you’re using these in your own setup, I’d really love to hear it. Find me on Discord.
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​Ambient Reverie
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Create a sonic landscape inspired by a dream you once had.

Start with the feeling of the dream, not the story.

Dreams are non-linear, texturally strange, and emotionally specific without being explainable. That is exactly the kind of composition brief worth working from.

Studio move:

	Pick one feeling or image from a specific dream (falling, floating, a familiar place that is slightly wrong).

	Find a single drone or pad that captures that emotional temperature.

	Build around it with sounds that feel slightly familiar but off-kilter: pitched-down voices, reversed room tone, detuned strings.

	Avoid obvious resolution. Let phrases dissolve rather than finish.


Real-world scenario You have a drone sketch that sounds pleasant but generic. You remember a dream where a childhood room was flooded with amber light but somehow underwater. You detune the pad slightly, add a low distant hum, and smear a melodic fragment through heavy reverb so it barely registers as melody. Suddenly the track has a specific emotional address.

What can go wrong


•  Layering too many effects in search of "dreamlike" creates mud, not atmosphere.

•  Avoiding all structure entirely makes the piece feel unfinished rather than fluid.


How to know it worked


•  The piece evokes a specific feeling without needing explanation.

•  You could describe the dream it came from when listening back.


Oblique mindset: The dream already has a sound. You are just finding it.
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​Chance Encounters
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Incorporate found sounds into your composition.

The best sound in your next track might already be in the room.

Found sound works when you stop auditioning it as a sample and start placing it as an instrument. The friction of a chair, a fan cycling on, rain on glass, these are not approximations of music. They are music with provenance.

Studio move:

	Record one environment with enough length to catch variation (at least 2 minutes).

	Listen back and mark two or three moments with rhythmic, tonal, or textural interest.

	Drop them into your session and treat them like any other instrument: EQ, compress, place them in the arrangement.

	Let one found sound carry a role that would normally go to a conventional instrument.


Real-world scenario You are working on a sparse electronic piece that feels too clean. You record the hum and occasional mechanical click of your HVAC unit. The click lands almost on the beat. You pitch-shift it slightly to sit in the same key range as your bass and let it act as a ghost percussion element. The track suddenly feels inhabited rather than constructed.

What can go wrong


•  Over-processing the found sound until it no longer carries its original character.

•  Using it as a texture layer only, rather than giving it a structural role.


How to know it worked


•  Muting the found sound changes the identity of the track, not just the texture.

•  The sound feels like it belongs there rather than being an interesting addition.


Oblique mindset: Composition starts before you open a DAW.
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​Silence Speaks
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Explore the power of absence by removing a key element from your piece.

Remove something and see what the remaining sounds have been trying to say.

Silence is not emptiness. It is pressure. When you strip out a key element (melody, rhythm, even the kick drum), the listener leans in, and everything still present suddenly has more weight and responsibility.

Studio move:

	Pick the element that feels most load-bearing in your current arrangement.

	Mute it entirely for at least 8 bars.

	Listen to what rises in its absence. What sounds more exposed, more fragile, more intentional?

	Decide whether to bring it back or leave the space open longer than feels comfortable.


Real-world scenario Your ambient track feels full but emotionally flat. You pull out the pad entirely for the second half of a section, leaving just a sparse melodic line and some room tone. The melody, which was blending into the background, suddenly feels like the only person in a large room. The silence around it becomes the texture.

What can go wrong


•  Cutting too much at once reads as a breakdown rather than a deliberate choice.

•  Silence that arrives with no setup feels like a glitch, not a gesture.


How to know it worked


•  The sounds that remain feel more significant than before.

•  The return of the removed element (if it returns) lands harder than it would have otherwise.


Oblique mindset: What you take away is as much a composition decision as what you put in.
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​Ephemeral Echoes

[image: ]


Build your composition around a fleeting moment of inspiration.

Catch the idea before your brain has time to improve it.

Fleeting moments of inspiration tend to be more emotionally direct than the refined versions that follow. The first melodic phrase you hum, the accidental chord voicing, the rhythm you tapped without thinking, these have instinct in them. The goal is to build from that before it gets edited into safety.

Studio move:

	When an idea arrives, record it immediately in whatever form it takes (voice memo, single take, rough loop).

	Do not delete, clean, or rearrange it for at least 30 minutes.

	Build the composition by treating that raw capture as the emotional anchor.

	Let every other choice serve the original impulse rather than replacing it.


Real-world scenario You hum a melodic fragment into your phone while walking. It has an odd rhythmic shape you would probably "fix" if you transposed it cleanly. Instead, you recreate it with that same awkward phrasing on a keyboard, keep the timing imperfect, and build a sparse arrangement around it. The strangeness of the original idea is what makes the track feel personal.

What can go wrong


•  Refining the capture too early removes the emotional rawness that made it interesting.

•  Building so much around it that the original idea gets buried.


How to know it worked


•  The finished piece still carries the feeling of the original moment.

•  You can point to exactly where the initial idea lives in the arrangement.


Oblique mindset: The first version already knew something you have not reasoned out yet.
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