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          Important Film Composition Concepts

          Film in general, Comedy in particular:

1.) Timing, Timing, Timing!

a.) If, when, where, how, etc;

b.) It’s better to be late than early.

c.) Watch out for potentially loud SFX.

d.) Watch out for “Mickey Mouse-ing.”

2.) Strong instrumental identities can work for you or against you. Many instruments bring a lot of musical baggage with them. For example,

    Don’t use a banjo unless you want to say

    “country”, “hillbilly” or you want to use it in a

    setting so that it sounds like a sarod (Indian),

    tar (Persian) or another similar sounding 

    ethnic instrument. 

                 Otherwise you should use it in a mixed color

                 and thoroughly bury it in instrumental

                 doublings. You can’t even use a bagpipe unless 

                 your movie takes place in Scotland.

3.) Properly chosen, identifiable musical styles can work for you.

a.) How are your “arranging chops?

b.) Got the right books?

c.) Know what records to listen to?

d.) Do you know how to get the musicians

to help you when they know more about

the style than you do?

e.) Should you use lots of strange time signatures to make the music fit or figure out how to make the music work naturally especially in well-known musical styles?

4.) Should you hit the “punch-line” or leave it in the clear (broad comedy.)?

5.) “Funny” sounding music is almost never right (even in broad comedy.)

6.) Stings in very broad comedy, action/adventure and melodrama.

7.) Playing what isn’t there is often what’s needed. Look for other facets of the joke.

8.) Writing behind dialogue- a lost art.

9.) Dialogue cueing- a very lost art.

10.) Conducting to the clock- a moderately

        lost art.

11.) Conducting to punches and streamers-

        a significantly lost art.

12.) Does the comedy need enhancing or is it good enough to just be supported?

13.) How much to hit and how hard to hit it?

14.) How good is the editing? Does it help or hinder the humor?

15.) Film music tells people how, when and what

to feel. If they don’t recognize or relate to the music in a familiar way they may become “confused.” The director certainly will, so you can’t have total creative freedom. This means you have to balance tired, old, clichés with whatever freshness you can sneak in. 

16.) When you’re stuck with a visual cliché, what and how much can you alter for originality’s sake?

17.) When you mix synthesizers and samplers with a live group for interesting sounds or to make it sound bigger, what do you do about the room ambience vs. the  direct recorded sound?

18.) In fast moving “chase” music it’s usually better to hold the basses and other slower speaking instruments on longer note-values and use higher, more “agile” instruments to create the feeling of speed and excitement.

19.) Various composers (like John Barry) have scored chases and battles with slow tempos.

         How come? (It can still be dramatic and you’ll

         write WAY fewer notes.) It’s a matter of taste—

         the director’s.

20.) In “contemporary” serious movie music, (chases, drama and tension etc;) careless tonal or chromatic harmony can sound impossibly out of place and dated. Beware. Atonality and serialism may also be too strong for anything except horror and may even be too dated for that.

21.) I’ve found almost nothing in Vincent Persichetti’s Twentieth Century Harmony that’s usable, except the double diminished scale.

22.) The score for Outland by Jerry Goldsmith is a great sci-fi score. Very “modular” as opposed to “through-composed.”

23.) Spending a long time embellishing and developing a 2-bar ostinato before moving to another tonal center is still pretty popular owing partly to funk music, Rock & Roll and fusion types of music.

24.) Repetitive,  minimalist figures using strange samples to create rippling textures and tapestries of sound is fairly current. (Thom Newman)

25.) Some composers are quite ignorant of basic musicianship and technique but come up with interesting ideas which a battery of orchestrators, midi consultants, arrangers, and conductors, turn into colorful, semi-playable music. Nobody cares about this but other composers who didn’t get the job.

26.) The busiest composers are usually great schmoozers and borderline sociopaths as are the people they are schmoozing.

27.) If you are too forthright, sincere and honest you will be viewed with suspicion and in all probability, not hired.

28.) Stereotyping is a great tradition in Hollywood.

Generally speaking, whatever you do first and are noted for, you will do for the rest of your life, if you’re lucky. Be careful about doing horror movies.        

29.) Do not look hungry. If they can see that you want or

need the job, they are duty bound not to give it to you.

You see, they figure that anyone who wants or needs something (other than them) doesn’t have it because he’s not important and has no power, so why should

they deal with someone like that who can’t do anything

for THEM?

30.) Your agent is angry because you are taking 90% of his 

              money.

     31.)  Big Question: Who does your agent work for?

31.) When they pay you to write music or even if you agree   to write it for free, it becomes THEIR MUSIC. 

This is called “Work for Hire”

         They can do anything they want with it including

          throw it out, have someone else rewrite it, make you 

          ruin it utterly, and everything else you can think of.

          Save your soul. Pick your battles.

          Learn to let it go and compartmentalize:

          Music on one side-business on the other.

