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From her GRAMMY winning songs to her work with 

“gestural music ware,” the talented and technophilic 

Imogen Heap has been making waves and raising 

eyebrows since 1997. Her ability to blend art and 

tech is not the only thing that makes her remarkable: 

Imogen has plans in motion that will revolutionize the 

way music gets played and how artists get paid. The 

driving force behind her movement is two decades of 

frustration with the top-down power structure of the 

music industry. As a veteran musician, she believes 

that her insight into how to fix a broken system equals 

a responsibility to do so: “Whenever I find a barrier,” 

she says, “I want to break it down.”

I  M O G E N

http://www.imogenheap.co.uk/thegloves/
http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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Fluid, Transparent, and Free
Modern artists, innovators, and provocateurs have found themselves 

stuck in a first in, last out position: they’re first in with their energy, 

attention and heart, but last out with regards to knowing where their 

efforts went, who it resonated with, and getting paid. Currently, the 

music industry is an opaque, complicated, complex place that has 

grown over 100 years of different technologies, starting with paper 

systems. As a result, the artist really has no idea where their money is 

coming from—if it’s coming in at all. Without a platform or an arbitrator, 

how artists begin to reclaim their agency?
 

The old school model of music distribution existed to “protect” the artist 

from the burden of capturing and creating the audience: rather, the labels 

and publishers took care of that aspect, while the artist needed only produce 

and perform their art. Do artists still need this service? Does the new school 

provide artists and other content creators with the tools to distribute their 

creations, while also providing audiences with open platforms upon which to 

discover art and content that speaks to them?

Paul Pacifico, CEO of International Artists Organization (IAO), has a circular 

diagram of the flow of art from artist to fan, and the flow of payment and 

knowledge from fan back to artist. It’s a slow, arduous cycle and it’s time to 

make the process as fluid, transparent, and free as possible.

The vision of a fair-trade future for the music industry is a very simple one. 

Over the 100 years of recorded music, social media has greatly reduced 

the distance between the artist and the fan. The distance between the 

artists’ work and the distribution of that work, however, has unfortunately 

grown: the gap now is wider than it has ever been.

http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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Perceptions of how companies and structures operate 

are shifting, and that opens a chance to have systemic 

cooperation. Imogen wants to provide artists with 

the tools and opportunity catapult themselves back 

into a position where they have more control over 

the distribution of their work. Expanding the sharing 

economy and focusing on turning waste into value may 

be the key to solving some of the issues that have been 

coming to a head in the creative world.

Imogen’s crusade has three heads: her adoption of 

Blockchain and its ability to track payments, the creation of Mycelia and the 

fight for control of the .music domain, and her participation in hack events 

such as Hackathon. Through these three avenues, she is upending the music 

industry in favor of artists and consumers alike.

“Tiny Human” and the Transition Period
Artists are in the midst of a transition period, which affords them the opportunity 

to build a much more flexible and resilient system of information. Social spaces 

Expanding the 
sharing economy 
and focusing on 
turning waste into 
value may be the 
key to solving some 
of the issues that 
have been coming 
to a head in the 
creative world.
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like Twitter and YouTube have eclipsed the core identity of the personal web-

site—the digital space where an artist’s voice is heard alone is disappearing. As 

an artist who is not currently signed to a label, Imogen sees this as an opportu-

nity for artists to protect their community and cut out the middleman.

By eschewing the trappings of a label and releasing “Tiny Human” directly 

onto her website, she has done just that. A fan visiting her website in search 

of her latest release is directed to a Dropbox folder containing:

•   the “Tiny Human” music video

•   multiple versions of the song, in high quality .flac files

•   isolated tracks (or “stems”) of each instrument used

•   documentation of musicians, gear, credits, and lyrics

•   a “Making of the song” document

Her motivation behind this grand experiment, in her own words: 

What I’ve done is say to everyone, “Here’s all the 
content. Here’s my lyrics, here’s my inspiration, 
here’s the story behind the song, here’s the 
video, here’s the musician’s thoughts. Here’s all 
the data possible that I can give you about this 
song. Now, off you go and see what different 
platforms can do with it.”

What is Imogen charging for this all-access pass into her artistic 

process?

Nothing. It’s free—if you want it to be. If you do feel inclined to pay, Imogen 

prefers you do so via Blockchain.

http://imogenheap.com/home.php?article=2430
http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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The Transparent Value Chain
Why the preference for “proof of work” blockchains? In the past, the value 

chain was muddled and obscured, and corporate structures such as the music 

industry served as a proxy for trust. Now, however, tools such as Ethereum 

and Muse are making the value chain transparent, so that anyone willing to 

look can see who gets paid for what, and ensure that all the hands between 

artist and fan receive the proper acknowledgement for adding value.

The transparency of Blockchain is an effort to restore the integrity of the 

relationship between provenance and value.

DotMusic and Mycelia
On the Internet today, there are hundreds of generic top-level domains (or 

gTLDs), beyond the old standards of .com, .org, and .edu. Approval of new 

TLD proposals overseen by the Internet Assigned Numbers Authority (IANA). 

One such new TLD awaiting approval is .music - and Imogen wants the musical 

community, from artists to appreciators, to retain control of .music. She sees 

.music as the hub of online identity for artists and the artistic community, 

a recognizable “home base” where fans can find music and information—a 

macro version of what she gave to the public in her Dropbox folder for “Tiny 

Human.”

https://www.ethereum.org/
http://museblockchain.com/
https://www.iana.org/
http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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“We will be setting up a new petition for anyone in 
favour of the gTLD belonging to music community. 
Dotmusic have been rejected for now but they’re not 
walking away easily! [We want to have thousands] 
of names on a petition at the ready to convince the 
Amazons and Googles of this world to see the good 
they could do in having a real hand in saving the music 
industry!. I would like to have imogenheap.music 
and I don’t want Amazon to have that address!”

But the competition is stiff, to say the least: a band of musicians and music 

fans are up against digital giants Amazon and Google in this fight for the future 

of .music.  Without a deluge of community support, via the petition and letters, 

the domain will go to auction. With heavy hitters like Amazon and Google in 

the mix, the artists don’t stand much of a chance.

As artists regain control of their art, serious questions arise: how do we set 

and formalize standards for interacting with this database of information we 

have created? Imogen sees Mycelia as the answer to that question, 

a protective ecosystem for musicians and a 
sustainable environment for fairtrade music which 
places empowered artists at the core. Mycelia goes hand 

in hand with the .music movement in terms of setting ethical standards for 

technology and enabling organic growth of a system that allows musicians to 

share information.

Rather than a music streaming service to compete with Spotify or Pandora, 

Mycelia would exist alongside and enrich those services: imagine Mycelia as a 

light that would let listeners know if the music currently playing allowed the artist 

to be paid quickly, or at all. Mycelia as a concept is named for its counterpart 

in nature: a vast and mostly unseen network that stretches for miles below 

the surface, occasionally “popping up” above ground in the familiar form of a 

http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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mushroom. This open-sourced, organic  arrangement benefits both the network 

and the services, and serves as an apt metaphor for Imogen’s work.

Collaborative Session
Hackathon Sonos Studios London
Imogen Heap is no stranger to hack events, where she is frequently a guest 

and speaker. The first weekend of April, she won’t just be talking the talk: she’s 

going to  host an event with peers focused on building out mycelia & driving 

momentum in this movement. The event is at Sonos Studios in London.

Aside from an opening event to establish goals and a closing event to round 

up and plan future hacks, the Sonos event is a beautifully blank canvas whose 

goal is to describe the brands, jobs, and roles within the new music industry. 

Imogen considers this an open invitation to musicians, music appreciators, 

techies, and anyone with a stake in or vision for the future of music. Are you 
interested in participating? Go along to her site and let 
her know. “You can come and help us figure this all out! If not at that one, 

there will be more soon enough.”

Momentum, Not Money
In the last ten years, technological developments have outstripped moral 

http://studio.sonos.com/
http://imogenheap.com/home.php?article=660
http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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framework. It has come down to the designers, the technologists, and the 

music industry to band together and find the intersection of what is fair and 

what is easy to use.

At this stage, the crucial investment isn’t a monetary one. Rather, it is a question 

of getting the right people together to build the necessary momentum. Artists, 

instigators, and content creators need to present a united front and build the 

future they want to live in. With the proper architecture in place, integrating 

with the framework will become as natural and effortless as breathing.

A Positive Future
When you put a fair and transparent system into action, a sort of natural 

selection process comes into play. That which no longer fits form and function—

aspects of the system that are too slow, or cost too much money, or cause 

too much friction—can easily be shed. Imogen is giving the slow, lumbering 

beast of the music industry the tools it needs to adapt to a digital age in a way 

that benefits everyone involved.

“It’s so nice to be positive about the music industry! 
[…] I haven’t been able to see a solution, and now I 
just clearly see that it’s possible. There is a solution 
and [...] it’s not just the best for me or for artists; 
it’s the best for the whole music industry.”

http://instigating.co
https:/twitter.com/instigating
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