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Figure 1: Playing a Memory

Abstract
The Memory Cloud is a musical instrument that uses a player’s
own library of personal recordings as sonic material. This pa-
per presents the design of the instrument, situating it within
sustainability HCI studies and constraints-based design, before
describing the instrument being used by two musicians in a pro-
fessional context. Over 2000 sounds from the musician’s personal
cloud library, dating back over 10 years, were placed in the instru-
ment as the only sonic material available for exploring. I argue
that a radically small scale and personal approach could be one
strategy for addressing the issues of longevity in NIME, and I
suggest that using personal media libraries presents a potential
affordance and constraint for musical instrument design.
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1 Introduction
My cloud library is full. 34,638 photogaphs and 1,308 videos are
taking up my 2TB allocation. As a designer working with sound
it is not difficult to see the videos in particular as a form of sonic
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content - it is raw, recorded mainly on my phone and full of wind
noise, clipping, muffled by a poorly positioned hands. And yet
it is unmistakeably mine. No one else even has access to this li-
brary, built up almost accidentally over many years, representing
virtually all of the major events in my life. Chances are, you have
one of these libraries too (though you may manage yours better
than mine). What would it mean to use these sounds? What kind
of musical relationship can we build through encounters with
this media?

This paper presents an instrument that takes a user’s entire
cloud library and repurposes it for musical use: The Memory
Cloud. Pressing a button calls up a memory from the past and
allows the player to break it apart or reconfigure it in any num-
ber of ways. In doing so the player builds a relationship with
their own sonic history, unfolding new affordances for musical
expression.

2 Background
2.1 Cornucopian design
Our overly saturated cloud media libraries, and indeed the entire
existence of cloud storage, can be situated within what has been
called the cornucopian paradigm of computing [16]. This is an
approach to designing computer technologies with a fundamental
assumption that all options and data should be made instantly
available to the user at all times. Cloud libraries provide the
potential for users to store all of their media, and the priority from
a design standpoint is for the user to be able to seamlessly access
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