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With Guest Dr. Roy Magnuson  
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This podcast is brought to you by the Center for Mathematics, Science, and Technology at 
Illinois State University.  
 
 
Kara: Hey, this is Kara.  
 
Courtney: And this is Courtney, and you’re listening to Episode 3 of the STEAM Talk Podcast.  
 
*ambient song playing*  
 
Kara: Hey, Courtney, what are we listening to right now?  
 
Courtney: We are listening to a unique piece of music created by our guest today, composer Dr. 
Roy Magnuson. Dr. Magnuson is also an associate professor in the school of music at Illinois 
State University, and he’s the creator of Solstice, a Virtual Reality, or VR, music creation 
platform. 
 
Kara: Dr. Magnuson is here today to discuss his experiences with incorporating technology into 
his work and classroom. Roy comes from a traditional music composing background, but he’s 
been expanding and experimenting with the emerging possibilities that technology, like Virtual 
Reality, can bring to music. 
 
*Interview Intro by Kara* Thanks for coming on the show today. 
 
2:12 – Getting to know Dr. Roy Magnuson, ISU alumni, faculty and composer 
 
Roy: My pleasure. 
 
Kara: We're going to start by having you tell us a little bit about yourself and your journey to 
Illinois State University. 
Roy: I was actually an undergraduate at ISU, so I came to ISU in 2001 -   
Courtney: Yay alumni! 

Roy: Yay! I know, It's exciting. I did my undergrad here in, primarily music education I was 
actually a Music Ed major for most of my time.  And then at some point I realized that the 
people that were going to be really good music educators were teaching, like high school 
lessons and stuff, and I was writing music, that's really I was really interested in. I ended up 
getting a Bachelor's in music composition, and then off to grad school, went to U of I for my 
doctorate, and while I was doing that, I ended up having opportunity to come back and teach, 
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so I was a non-tenure track teaching music theory, oral skills and all kinds of stuff.  And since 
2015, I've been here, full time as a tenure track composer, and now creative technologies 
person, teaching over there too so it's...it's exciting. Yeah, I feel like I've never really left, in a 
way.  
Courtney: Was it weird going back to grad school somewhere else other than ISU you or did you 
feel like you fit in there too?  
Roy: Yeah, It was fine. Yeah, I always felt. Aside from I went to Ithaca College for my Masters,  
  When my wife and I moved to New York, that was different, like we were in a different place 
and it was a very different school, than ISU, but when we came back, we actually moved to 
Bloomington, and my wife was getting her education degree here while I was at Illinois so like I 
was here, you know, in Bloomington the whole time. Honestly it feels like, aside from a few 
years, we've been living in Bloomington/Normal for twenty years at this point. So. 
Courtney: That's awesome.  
Courtney: You can bring a lot of hometown advocacy to your classes, I'm sure.  
Roy: Yeah, it's good to be able to say, I was literally...like, I was, literally...I mean not right now 
because they're in their houses, but since the School of Music has had the same chairs basically 
since 2000s...I sat in that chair. 
Kara: [laughs] 
Courtney: Aww.   
Roy: I know what you’re doing. 
Courtney: That’s So cool. 
Kara: That's awesome. What is it like to be a professional composer in the music industry? 
Roy: It's interesting that what I tell my students is you just have to be prepared to say, ‘Yes’ to 
basically any opportunity. If you want to be a professional and you want to be a working artist. 
You need to diversify and just be able to do whatever anyone asks you to do, write the music 
that people ask you to write. There are very few composers who are writing only their art music 
just making like that and actually making a you know a comfortable living through that.  
Courtney: Yeah; your establishing your sound, as a freelancer, basically.  
Roy: Yeah, that’s really hard, like you can do it. But that vision of being a freelancer I think is 
misunderstood by a lot of students. The picture, the picture someone waking up and just 
composing and doing some yoga and making money doing that and it's, it's not really how it is. 
Roy: It's, it’s... it's saying, ‘Yes,’ to writing a documentary score and end up having a week to do 
that, like the whole thing from start to finish and then writing some video game music but also 
writing a piece for wind ensemble for high school band and also teaching lessons and so it's, it's 
a lot of stuff. If you love the thing right if you love creating like that, it's really fun. I haven't 
done it a lot because I've you know been teaching for most of my adult life, so it's always been 
this sort of side hustle in a way like, which has been great in that sense. I would much prefer it 
that way so that the writing and the pressure to create and be successful is always, somewhat 
found money and like that that success can fuel, you know things your family needs or, you 
know, purchasing equipment and I've been doing a lot of technology stuff to just continue to 
reinforce the creative process in that way. 
Courtney: Yeah, equipment can get pretty darn expensive. [laughs] 
Roy: Yes, Yeah. It's really insane  
Courtney: Yeah 
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Roy: and the more cutting edge you want to be the more expensive it is, and the more quickly, 
you have to re up stuff so it's like, you know, constantly applying for grants to replace 
equipment that's four years old. [chuckles] It's like, it's just how is this how it is because 
technology changes standards change, it's such a strange duality. Teaching like VR design, which 
is so leading edge and the technology is literally changing every six months. It's the Wild West 
basically. And then on the flip side, walking into a classroom, like I was teaching this morning. I 
was teaching 16th century Counterpoint.  
Kara: [laughs]  
Courtney: Wow.  
Roy: It's like, you know, something that that we've been doing the same way for 300 years. 
It's, it’s wild. I mean, and to actually have to explain like, ‘I, I need funding to replace this thing 
that I got funding for four years ago.’  
Courtney: It’s such a quick turn around. 
Kara: Yeah.  
Roy: Yeah, and it's and it's hard to wrap my head around it too and it's like, then in your other 
life it's we're teaching this thing that's ancient.  
Courtney: Yeah. I remember being an undergrad, I was a graphic design major with my 
bachelor's in graphic design, and my teachers would all be like, ‘Yeah, I started college without 
computers.’ [chuckles] And you’re thinking, ‘Wow! It's amazing, I'm learning from somebody 
who never even used a computer, when they were my age. It's amazing to like see how much 
technology can stay and how much technology can like just get a new face basically like, 
technology is YOU at the end of the day. 
Roy: right, it's your ability to synthesize the resources right so  
Courtney: yes  
Roy: Yeah, yeah. I think I was the one of the last undergraduates to come in, where we actually 
used a card catalog at Milner, like that still existed. 
Kara: [laughs]  
Courtney: Ooo. That gave me chills  
Roy: You know, it wasn’t just a relic, I’m dating myself  
Courtney: A card catalog.  
Kara: I remember using a card catalog so that's, that's a good [laughs]. 
Roy: Yeah, it's really. It's a, it's a very specific dating thing. Like dating, at least my generation, 
you know, born in the early 80s, but I remember getting the internet, I remember doing like 
doing all this stuff, pre-internet but actually like growing up with it as like a teenager. 
Courtney: Yeah.  
Kara: Yeah, I remember my first experience with the computer was in kindergarten. That's all it 
was it was like this green, black and green screen with typing out my thing, and it like slow 
printer like the, [rolls rr to make printer sound], [laughs]  
Roy: Yeah, those slow, the dot matrix ones  
Kara: The dot matrix printer, that’s what I, yeah  
Roy: Oh man, yeah, the kids, they don't know.  
Kara: Yeah [laughs] 
Courtney: I am like, a, I guess you could say the lower half of the millennial. I was born in 1995, 
so right before when technology was starting to boom but most of us didn't have access to a lot 

Commented [KB6]: There is a “Yeah” in the background 
that should be removed here to allow for better flow.   

Commented [KB7]: Perhaps extend the pause between 
these two sentences, if possible.  

Commented [KB8]: There is a “Yeah” in our feeds that 
should be removed here. 

Commented [KB9]: There is a “yeah” in our audio that 
should be silenced here.  

Commented [KB10]: Add a little longer pause here before 
your comment.  

Commented [KB11]: This may be due to the Zoom delay, 
but your comment and my laugh overlaps Roy’s last 
thought. If possible, move both back slightly  

Commented [KB12]: Overall, in this section it is difficult to 
hear Roy’s thoughts, I think due to the Zoom delay. Turn 
down my laugh a bit to allow for Roy’s comments to come 
through. 



   
 

   
 

of it, when we were that young cause our parents didn't really care about it. My friend, who 
was my age was thrown off the other day when she asked a coworker to burn a CD and they 
were like, ‘How, what? What does that mean?’ [laughs]  
Roy: What’s physical media anymore?  
Courtney:  I had to stop and think for a second like, ‘Wait, what? How old are you?’ And they 
were only 20, and I'm 25 so it's like only a five-year gap. And I was like, ‘Oof, so weird.’ 
Roy: Yeah, it’s funny, I was. I'm on a one of my pieces which was recorded on a CD, so it was 
just recorded by a group and they're releasing it, and I was proofing like I'm getting sent stuff to 
proof like can you read the liner notes, and then they asked me, ‘How many CDs do you want?’ 
I was like, ‘Zero,’ like I don't even own a CD player. I mean it's not that I don’t want them it's 
just like  
Courtney: I don't really need ‘em, yeah,   
Roy: I have one in my car. Like, I don’t, yeah. I just don’t have one. Maybe I should, but it’s like, 
so much, I just transitioned to digital and,  
Courtney: and there's, there's no disk drives in laptops anymore.  
Roy:  Right. Right. And the, the, the sound quality is the same, I mean there's something to be 
said about you know, analog and records and all that kind of stuff but I mean a CD versus a 
high, a well rendered, like, you know WAV file or something, like, it’s the same thing. So, yeah, 
yeah physical media, CDs, yeah.  
 
9:03 Back to the Future: A reflection on technological advances in music   
 
Kara: How has, you know, your coursework in your undergrad and, and I'm assuming the 
technology as you're thinking about composing music has changed drastically over that time as 
well. So I was wondering if you could tell us a little bit more about how you use technology in 
composition, music composition but also how that transitioned through the course of your 
career? 
Roy: When I first started writing in the late 90s, when I was an undergrad. I just sort of had this 
interest and my friend had gotten something where they could write music, and I was like, ‘I 
want to do that.’ And it was a what's called a Sequencer it's was a program called Cakewalk 
which is now called Sonar, it's this sequencer where you can put in, you know sounds and 
organize them, tons of stuff. But that was like so raw, I mean it was, there's no help for it. 
Nothing like you just got to go figure it out and I remember I was learning music theory basically 
by trying to figure out how to make it work. And that was more or less like what it was like 
when it came to school in the early 2000s, that there were classes still that were designed 
basically to teach skills that people could be computer literate, like just. This is a notation 
program. Right. We had a class at ISU where it was just this is how you open the program. This 
is how you like start a file. This is how you click in notes and fast forwarding to now we just 
don't do that at all, we just say, it's not that we don't assume competency in the students, 
there's just so much like ease of use for the user experience is so much better now and if they 
need help, there's documentation and YouTube and whatever it's like you know it's much 
easier. In that sense, like the barrier for being creative, has gotten way lower, it's just much 
easier to get into writing and I think what we're seeing them too is that the level of younger 
students that are applying to schools is so much higher. The students, are like their scores that 
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they can produce the music they can produce in high school with free software is awesome. I 
mean it's way better than what we could do with $100 software or $300 software fifteen years 
ago. 
Kara: Wow.  

Roy: So, which is apparent I mean we've seen that across music history that composers, older 
composers in their 80s, now would have talked you know presentations and stuff about their 
music that they wrote in the 50s and 60s, being impossible, like not playable by professional 
groups, and that they would come to ISU or a school like ISU and hear those pieces being 
played by 18-year-olds, because the level of play has gotten so much better because of 
improvement of the instruments, teaching pedagogy, just access to knowledge. 
That's just been a huge thing, I think, like technology and students and just the ability to get 
into it has been awesome. And to disseminate knowledge, like just the listening to music on 
YouTube or Spotify or something they can hear the software. It was just so hard even to get a 
recording of a piece even when I was in college like, if Milner [library] didn't have it 
 You try to ILL like a CD or something, and like you only can find it Naxos was just like coming 
online but if it was a weirder kind of thing it was harder to find. So that was one thing and then, 
like, the actual like act of composing. You know, I started writing by hand, with a pencil, and 
you know pen, paper and all that stuff and I still really enjoy that. Where composers slightly 
older than than me, and they're probably in the 40s right now. They had to do the entire 
process by hand, they would have to compose, write up parts, write up the score everything 
they went through that whole, whole thing. I was that generation where I could sketch and 
work by hand but then we just had had computers come online where we could create the final 
product in a computer and it saves so much time. At this point, I use an iPad for everything. The 
guy, I use and iPad and iPencil and it feels very improvisatory and immediate. It's just like 
writing on a piece of paper,  
Courtney: yes,  
Roy: except for you never run out of paper, and  
Courtney: and you can erase perfectly. 
Roy: You can erase perfectly. And you have like colors and markers and like you can import 
graphics and write, make yourself like audio notes and it's just, it's so much better. And it feels 
very similar and I think maybe that's a great example of what I think like good technology for 
creativity is, like that it, it didn't solve the problem. Like it itself the problem, didn't it didn't just 
create an alternative, necessarily, that it's solved, something that we, we had and there's so 
much technology that that ends up being kind of tech demo. It's just neat, like, ‘Oh, that's cool.’ 
I'm gonna go do this still, you know. 
Courtney: It seems like the tech, it's built to enhance the experience not replace anyone's 
experience  
Roy: Yeah 
Courtney: more accessible than ever before to almost anyone. 
Roy: Yeah, and I think when we start talking about VR. A big part of my, my mission with  
teaching VR and trying to create software for it is to get ahold of this really powerful emergent 
technology and create parallel experiences that you know, when I talk about writing music for 
VR writing music in VR, it's not that I don't want to write acoustic music in the real world. It's 
just that these things are now possible, like there is this whole parallel thing that allows for a 



   
 

   
 

new, a new way of thinking and a new way of creating and experiencing, you know, audio is the 
barrier is lower but the nature of it is very similar. 
Kara: Yeah,  
Courtney: That’s amazing.  
Kara: I just, I just think about the access, right, the easy access to music now. You can YouTube 
any composer and you'll find a recording of that piece that music whatever that is. That is so 
different from even, even when I was I was I was a band student in high school, and into 
college. A little bit, yay. But like, we got into all of the, you know, I think about how different my 
experiences with music. Now, because it's so easy to be like, ‘Oh that piece was really 
interesting I want to hear it again.’ and I can just like search for it quick and hear it. Where back 
then if I heard a piece that I was interested in you know it would be like, ‘Who has the CD or 
talk to my band, you know, my band teacher and, ‘Do you have this?’, it's very different that 
accessibility of it.  
Roy: Right   
Courtney: Yeah. 
Kara: That's awesome.  
Roy: Yeah, and the ability to connect with the people too There's communities around the 
pieces through even YouTube people commenting on a performance and just like linking to 
other performances when people linking to scores or a composer putting the recording out and 
then offering, you know, their personal email address where you can talk to them. It's just, It's 
so crazy like how easy like the processes the, the process of engaging and trying to be creative 
like the, the ability to be creative and I think that's great. It's what technology can do, right, is 
transform the whole experience for people. 
 
16:07 – Inception: Creating Worlds through the Arts Technology at Illinois State University  
 
Kara:  we've been talking about this interplay of technology and music. And you do a seminar in 
arts technology, can you tell us a little bit about that course? 
Roy: Yeah, Sure. I've taught a couple different variants more or less of the same class at this 
point. And that's more or less because of COVID, like, we're just we're trying to like trying to 
make versions of the class to work on zoom basically, which is, you can imagine hard. 
To teach a virtual reality VR class over zoom where the students on the other end don't have a 
VR headsets.  
Courtney: Right  
Roy: So it's just been kind of peculiar but yeah the class that I've taught the most is this class 
called world creation, which is like actually a job, if you talk to people who do video game 
design their, their actual title might be their world creator or world builder, or something like 
that. And the, the purpose of the class is twofold it's one to get students up to speed with a, 
with an engine, a game engine. We use Unity for that class, which is a 3d engine. 
If you have an iPhone and you've used like an iPhone game it was probably made in Unity, it can 
be used to make things like that you can use it to make videos, movies. A parallel engine called 
Unreal. I mean they use to do the scene dressing on the Mandalorian like it's like the really 
powerful. They're not. They're not just like for video games, it's just like it's a space in which 
you can create. So, with Unity part of the classes to get students who have no background or, 
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you know, sort of intermittent background, they have different, different, you know, strengths 
it to get to a level where they can not hurt themselves more or less. Like they know enough 
about, enough about each component, like, you know that they're if they're an audio person 
they understand what materials and textures are lighting. And then, that takes about 10 weeks 
or so, and then the last five, five or six weeks of the class. We design VR environments. So 
they're creating some sort of world with a singular purpose. So, it's got, you know some sort of 
background to it. It's like a mythology, like they have to figure out, like, there has to be rhyme 
or reason for like the objects they are placing into the scene, which is really interesting because 
from each student's perspective, they may be able to be freely creative in one of the elements 
like say they're a composer they can write music for their scene. If they're a visual, like a graphic 
or graphic designer something that can create textures in Photoshop but if they're a modeler 
they can create models, but no one is all of those things. So, the students are in this really 
interesting place where they can be freely creative in a new environment. But then they also 
have to be self-limited by what they're able to find in the world. And thankfully there's massive 
communities where students can find lots of free assets and free models and just stuff to 
experiment with.  
Courtney: That’s amazing  
Roy: Yeah, it's really fun like to see what they come up with. And it's, it's always really surprising 
it's, it's, the creative technology students are are singularly talented and it's always a little 
intimidating like they turn in these projects you're like, ‘Oh my gosh like, you are awesome.’ 
Courtney: That’s awesome.  
Roy: Like, I got to keep like learning [laughs]. Which is great, you know, it’s what you want from 
your students. You want to get pushed. Right, the CTK students generally tend to have like 
some interests like they're, like, a bit of a stronger suit, you know they've gotten into Creative 
Arts through music or they got into it through drawing or they got into it through modeling or 
coding, they're doing, you know front end development or something. So that's the way the 
class is structured to have them be able to take one of those skills and have like a home base 
basically and then they can branch out from there. Yeah, it's it's really fun the class has been a 
blast. Unfortunately, I've only taught it, I've only taught it three times now but only once like 
face to face. So the last two semesters we've been teaching it, this semester, highly edited it 
now knowing, like what is possible over Zoom. It's the sort of thing where as the technology 
becomes more ubiquitous students have access to it. Things get less expensive which is 
happening very quickly. The possibilities are going to be just huge. You know when when 
students can iterate on their own with a VR headset and get into that environment and just like 
riff and try stuff it's, it's going to be very exciting. 
 
20:22 – Technology used in music composition 
 
Kara: Can we get a little more specific about the technology that you use when you're 
composing.? 
Roy: Yeah, sure. I have this kind of duality right. So I'm a professor in the School of Music and 
I'm, what's called an associate faculty in creative technology so my like a tenured in the School 
of Music So, so in that world like I'm I do write electronic music and things like that but I'm still 
writing and teaching acoustic music So, technologies, computer program called Sibelius  for 
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making notation, printing music and sending that out like I said I use an iPad, because I didn't 
hand right actual notation, like you would see in a piece by Bach or Mozart. And then for 
creative technologies. My focus has been in VR so when I'm writing music for that. It's the 
software that I made that allows for you to create sort of 3d environments like Sonic three full 
three Sonic environments pretty easily. The cool thing is like having the overlap between them 
and then. Now, since it's gotten fairly stable, like the software is not breaking all that often 
anymore. Through like bug fixing and stuff is getting students into it, so right before this I was 
meeting with one of my grad students who's been using it once a week. He goes into our lab 
because we're allowed to have one person in there, at a time. So he goes in on Wednesdays 
and just spend like four hours making stuff and it's, it's like awesome, man, the stuff you can 
come up with. So yeah, those are the two to kind of worlds they’re very different, but they 
overlap, like I said through students like that or through, you know, kind of blend between the 
two is really fun to see what you come up with. 
Kara: Can you differentiate acoustic composition versus electronic?   
Roy: Yeah, so acoustic music is like you mentioned being in band would be something like that. 
So primarily for people sitting on the stage with clarinets, violins, piano. And then there's like 
fully synthetic music, or like electronic music, right, which is, you can write that in a 2d 
environment, like on a computer to recall like a digital audio workstation. Whole bunch of them 
like Pro Tools I mentioned Sonar earlier, able to end there's all these different software's that 
you can use. And that's like synthetic, right, it's all electronics. The combination of the two is 
really interesting, where you can create pieces that are played live with humans like playing the 
clarinet, but also using processing and electronics and something I find really fascinating is the 
ability to do live playing but someone also in VR live with them, and then being able to 
manipulate their sound and have the audience hear the manipulated sound through VR, 
because that's you creating what's called like binaural audio it's like, it's actually how you hear 
it, like it sounds like this 360 sort of sound so if you're sitting in a hall. 
You can like literally throw the sound at the audience. And it sounds like it's coming at them, 
it's, it's pretty trippy, so, 
Kara: That’s awesome [laughs] 
Roy: It’s fun.  
Courtney: That is such an advantage Wow, to 
Roy: Yeah, it's, it's, it's like playful, you know, in a way. That's what's fun about the technology, 
at least that that element of it. 
Kara: Yeah, that’s awesome. 
Courtney: Yeah, that's my high school band was famous for their lack of good acoustics, at our 
playing stage at our high school. 
Kara: [laughs] 
Roy: yeah, when I was in high school we played in the gym, I mean it's, yeah.  
Courtney: Yep, I was in the pep band. Yeah.  
Roy: It’s very boomy  
Kara: Yeah, oh, pep band. I miss pep band. [laughs] 
Courtney: We were a basketball school, no football, no soccer, just basketball and baseball and 
track. And we only played for basketball, and Ooo, was that a rip roaring time. 
Roy: Yeah, We played land of a thousand dances six times  
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Kara: [laughs] 
Courtney: Jock Jams. 
Roy: Jock jams, yep.  
Kara: Golly, we always played Iron Man. That was our… 
Roy: Iron man, [sings the melody] 
Kara: Classic, yeah, good ol’ pep band.  
Roy: Yeah, it was a good ol’ time.  
Kara: I also appreciate like calling out the clarinets because that was my instrument, so [laughs]  
Roy: Yeah, I played trombone, so.  
Courtney: I was a flautist, but I also played the piccolo sometimes because they're very similar 
so you can play them the same. 
Roy:  Yeah Absolutely.  
Kara: Yeah. 
 
24:26: Building technological skills in music technology  
 
Kara: What kind of technological skills have you had to enhance over time as you've been 
composing music?  
Roy: I mean just growing with like notation software and things you need to be able to write 
acoustic music has been not like challenging but it's you always have to push yourself to learn 
how to use the software better to, to make it less of a barrier for what you want to do. Right. So 
you have these ideas for music, and it's kind of a chicken and egg thing like does the notation 
and the ability to write it exist, or is it that you hear it in your head first? So like when you learn 
how to use the software to create a certain type of sound, then you understand that you can 
write that type of thing, or do you imagine the type of sound in your head and then figure out 
how to make the software, do that. And it's kind of both so like the the balancing and learning 
software and the changes and like different advantages, different platforms has been big for 
the other half of it, like writing VR stuff. I had no background in that whatsoever, like I never 
coded. I took like as a junior high kid I went to like a summer camp and like did coding, but like, 
zero background and I just was always interested in it. Yeah, so that that was like, way getting 
up to speed, man. Lots of stuff. 
Courtney: When did you start with VR?  
Roy: in 2017. 
Courtney:  Okay, so you're fairly new to it. Which is, that’s amazing.   
Roy: Yeah. Well, it was kind of fortunate like I hit the, it really, consumer VR was 2016,  
Courtney: Yes.  
Roy: like in the form that we're seeing it now. That's that's when there were huge advances in 
the GPU computing power. There's big leap by the company Nvidia. It's also sort of lining up 
with a lot of AI like automated cars like these are all very similar technologies in a way. So the 
emergence of all of this is not an accident. They're all interrelated.  
Courtney: Yeah.  
Roy: Yeah. So 2017, and then over the next year I taught my first class in 2018 so I was learning 
VR and coding, such as I know it. I mean, I'm not a like programmer but I can kind of code. All of 
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that was new. It was just like, I want to do this and dive in. It was 1000 hours and you just chip 
away at it every day. 
 
26:33 – Getting creative with technology and music 
 
Kara: Yeah, How has embracing continuing change of technology over time, enhanced the 
music program at Illinois State? 
Roy: I think it's really good. It's, I think it's really stimulating for the students to have to adjust, 
right, because you, there's something really good about always having to reinvent yourself and 
to to push yourself to change. That was also very much something I felt, you know, when I 
wanted to start doing coding, I think this is what we try to map on the students like to get them 
to feel this is that if you stop learning, stuff like new techniques, you'll, you'll, stagnate and like 
the actual process of learning anything makes you better at all the things you're doing, because 
it's just really good for your brain. And I, you know, got my doctorate in 2012 and 2017 by that 
point I basically felt like my brain had atrophied because like I like very visceral reaction to 
getting done by doctorate and did not want to learn anything ever again.  
Courtney: [laughs]  
Roy: And, which is fine. It’s just like, you’ve been in school forever. So, like I try to get students 
excited about that like you see new technologies and new notation software or a new platform 
entirely, you know, if it’s VR, AR something like that, to try to learn it and try to figure out how 
you can use it as a filter for your music, your creative outlet.  And it may be as simple as just, 
you know, learning how to cut to cut audio and record, and then create new music with, you 
know, what we call it concrète music like recorded music, so you record sounds we had a 
student who recorded his broken dryer, which was like, awesome. It was like this really cool 
looping percussive sound, and he thought it was a neat sound, we’re like, ‘Dude like record 
that.’ And he wrote this percussion piece with it and it was awesome. It was really cool.  
Courtney: That sounds great.  
Roy: Yeah, it's like stuff like that. We try to push, you know, embracing the stuff that is possible 
now and like has the ease of access to more still and again, like this is still very important while 
still learning. Traditional chromatic harmonies still learning counterpoint still learning, like 
literature, you still have to learn Mahler You got it. I mean, because you need to you need to 
know it like you just have to. 
 
28:37: Advise to students: Love and embrace the failures 
 
Kara: Do you have any advice for students that are interested in arts technology or 
composition, through the new technologies out there? 
Roy: Yeah, to be really playful with it, like be childish with it. just learn like just go pick up the 
thing and thank you know to learn this skill and you're going to be bad at it, and that's okay. 
And to remember that the failure is really important. I talk to my kids about this all the time. 
They're just old enough to start playing video games, and it's really frustrating for them when 
Mario keeps dying, it's like, it's like failure its failures part of the thing, man, and you're 
learning, you have to start over. It's okay, you're learning to get better at it. To do that and just 
to make it playful like that and to to remember that when you pick up a new piece of 
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technology and you're trying to be creative with it it's the same thing. As picking up your 
instrument for the first time. Did you give a recital on the flute the first time you played the 
flute? No, that's insane, like you would never do that. So, it's going to take time and that the 
time is the point. And it could take a lot of time, and that the only resource that matters is time. 
It’s, it's how much do you want to burn. Right. And cause they have access to the knowledge, 
you've got a smartphone you got all human knowledge in your pocket, you have YouTube, 
there's someone who's made a tutorial for whatever you're trying to learn. So they'll get you up 
to speed. How much time do I spend. And it could be a lot, and just know that someone out 
there is going to spend that much time. So, if you really want to do it like you want to be the 
person who does this thing. It's gonna take some time, and that is Ok. And it should be fun. 
Courtney: That's solid advice for anyone who's trying a new thing for sure is just devote your 
time to it and don't expect yourself to be an expert right away,  
Roy: Right.  
Courtney: Especially with the arts. It's hard to it's discouraging to like not be where you want to 
be with certain skills like drawing or painting, but you will get there every time you do it, you 
know. 
Roy: Yeah, and to not forget it takes forever, man. And that's, that's the one of the great 
beautiful things about art, is that you can do it till you literally can’t  
Courtney: Yeah, it’s a lifelong journey,  
Roy: Like you make art, yeah, until you're 90 years old I mean you just are still writing music or 
still painting, and that we have this thing being like, beat into our minds that you must become 
an adult and proficient at 25 and it's like, all  
Courtney: right,  
Roy: and I got a composer teacher tell me, ‘you don't, you're not a composer until you're 50.’ 
Like he flat out told me that and I think that that was a little extreme maybe but me point like 
me No one knows of that particular composer, whose name is David Maslanka , you know, he's 
a great, great writer, but people don't play as music before he was 42, Like Really, that's the first 
piece that anyone really plays with any regularity and I mean he had a lot of music before he 
was 42. So, yeah, it's just that and technology into, it's the same thing, like it loops into that 
same you know sort of reality that it takes time. It’s a lot of failure, it's a lot of grinding it's a lot 
of. Why am I doing this, like, and if you really want to do it, you have to push through it. 
Kara: Yeah, that's true in the sciences, that’s true in engineering,  that’s true in everything like 
how many times you failure and you keep going through it and you learn something from it and 
you, and you enhance , you know the world through that. 
Courtney: You can't be a scientist if you don't fail because science is literally trying to prove 
yourself wrong, every time you do something like new. And that's the core value you have to 
love and embrace the failures, you know,  
Roy: It's, it's antithetical to music too so I'd like I'd like conversation with my students the other 
day, on Zoom, talking about tenure I was like well tenure exists. I mean, I have tenure as a 
composer which is fine, like it exists, I mean, principally like so a biologist can fail, kids like you 
have to go do year-long, two-year-long studies and not not succeed, right, because you learn 
through failure, you learn through trial and you learn through experimentation and that that is 
just not part of the creative world. Like we just don't think about that enough that you need to 
fail like you need to go and try stuff and put yourself in a position where you're going to sound 
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bad and feel bad, and like feel like a child. Because what what people expect when they go to a 
concert is 99.9% of the notes be right. And if 99.7% are right it's terrible. Like that would be an 
awful concert,  
Kara: [laughs]  
Roy: so that you know that that students can get into that headspace that they should try 
things and and put yourself in a position where it's not, ‘I will fail.’ It's like, ‘What are you going 
to do when you do?’ What are you going to do when you fail? Right, expect it. And then keep, 
keep developing, trying new things. Yeah, it's like a really big. I teach a class for honors through 
to where we talked about this a lot, and it's, it's just from my discussions with, like, presidential 
scholars at ISU and honor students, and these students who were taking you know like 75 AP 
classes in high school, like they just. This is so foreign to them. This idea that you should not do 
well at times, it's like it's all about like, I just want to get an A, what's on test well yeah, like, 
kind of like literally everyone that's applying for your dream job can do that. Right. So, who are 
you? Like, what are you? You’re going to figure that out through all this other stuff, and you 
need to be okay with that. 
 
34:09 – Hot sauce and classics: A few fun questions  
 
Kara: So, you composed some music for the documentary Sriracha. 
Roy: I did.  
Kara: Yeah, I watched it just the other day.  
Roy: Oh, yeah. 
Kara: Yeah, do you have a favorite hot sauce?  
Roy: Oh, it's definitely Sriracha.  
Courtney: Yeah.  
Roy: It's like happenstance that I got to do the music for this. It’s like, absolutely my favorite hot 
sauce.  
Courtney: Oh, yes.  
Roy: And that's like just coincidentally, that's like an ISU thing, which, like if you look at it really 
closely like, that's the quad, like that. And like there's stuff in Waterson like they're filming, 
because it was done by a guy named Griffin Hammond who was like, graduate, he went to ISU. 
He’s now like fancy like he's working for like Bloomberg he was interviewing Bernie Sanders and 
stuff like he's off doing all kinds of cool stuff and just like through like mutual friends, I kind of 
got to know him and he was like I need music. Alright, cool.  
Kara: [laughs] 
Roy: And we recorded recorded that music in Kemp, which is our like recital hall here.  
Courtney: Yes. So, it's like a passion project and I guess you could say because you are 
passionate about Sriracha sauce. [chuckles] 
Roy: Yes, I mean, I’m very passionate about Sriracha. But it was more, it was more one of those 
like, I have to say, like I said, the beginning of this chat. Say, ‘Yes’ to the opportunities like 
Griffin. Yes, do you want to do this thing like yeah sure I have no idea how to do that. Like I’ve 
never written film music before, and it was one of those things where I almost told him I was, I 
couldn't do it like five times.  
Courtney: Oh yeah  
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Roy: Literally at one time I had like a Facebook message open I was like Griffin, like man, ‘I’m 
too busy.’ And I'm so glad I did it, it was just crazy you know we're recording the music and it 
four hours to record all the music, we didn't write anything down we were just like improvising 
and like, just try to like get stuff that works and so yeah okay so yeah hot sauce, I like Siracha.  
Kara: Like Sriracha.  
Courtney: Yeah, sounds a lot like what happened to me when Rebekka Darner asked me if I 
wanted to do a podcast.I have no idea how, but yeah I'll do that  
Roy: Podcasts are awesome. 
Courtney: I'm a graphic design major, but I can do this and I ended up taking a sound design 
class just to figure out how to do this kind of like learn a bit more about it and I'm glad I did too 
because look where we are today  
 
Kara:  I have one more random fun question. Is there a particular piece of music that was 
influential for you as you first got into composing?  
Roy: My first memory of. ‘Wow,’ like this is really it's like two pieces are kind of melted in my 
head. It's Moonlight Sonata like Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. I listened to it somewhere 
when I was a little kid, And then I remember, older, listening, I was as probably 12 or 11, 
listening to the piece called the Lark Ascending by Vaughan Williams, on, on NPR, and thinking, 
this is really beautiful right like having that cathartic kind of like, wow, this is gorgeous. So yeah, 
those are like the seminal moments I guess I can remember, like they burned in your mind. 
Kara: Awesome. Yeah, thank you for coming and talking to us about your music and technology 
here at Illinois State University. 
 
38:11: End credits 
 
Kara: Thank you for listening to season 2, episode 3 of the STEAM Talk Podcast, brought to you 
by CEMAST at Illinois State University.  
 
We’d like to thank Dr. Roy Magnuson, it was great to hear about his projects and experiences 
with technology.  
 
Visit steamtalkpod.blurry.com for show notes, episode transcripts, and more.   
 
Thank you to Dr. Roy Magnuson for sharing his music with us on the show today that was 
composed in solsticeVR. Check out Dr. Magnuson’s website, roymagnuson.net, for more of his 
compositions.  
 
Our season 2 theme is Devotion by Jim Hall. You can hear more of Jim’s music by following a 
link on our website.  
 
If you enjoyed this podcast, be sure to like, rate, and subscribe on whatever platform you use.  
 
Follow STEAM Talk on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram for the latest info and news.  
 



   
 

   
 

See you next time! 
 
[end of Podcast] 


