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Foreword


Josie Rourke


Artistic Director, Donmar Warehouse


I’m writing this in a rehearsal room in New York. We’re downtown at The Public Theater, working on the American premiere of James Graham’s play, Privacy. We’ve spent the afternoon working with Michael Bruce on a new scene that James has just written. It’s essentially two scenes, two locations overlapping. I think that it needs underscoring to bind it into a single movement, and I asked Michael – overnight – to pull together some music for it.


I’m moving in between the actors and Michael: directing the new scene, asking Michael to change and rewrite the music as I go. He is calm, curious, pragmatic, and breath-takingly fast. Really, the actors should be focused on their new lines, and new tracks. But as Michael works away in the room, taking notes, manipulating the musical sketches he’s written to fit and express what’s happening in front of him, I can see the actors begin to slow, observe and – finally – just stop and stare at him. They’re right to. It is a wonder.


Sometimes in the British theatre, we prize speed over all other qualities. But allow me – for half a heartbeat – to dwell shamelessly in that questionable value system, as I tell you that no one I have ever worked with can match the creative pace of Michael Bruce. It was a joy – but not a surprise – when I learned that he was a junior table tennis champion. And it’s not that he’s prolific. He’s instantaneous.


Several years ago, when I was Artistic Director of The Bush Theatre, our Arts Council Officer and I had a conversation about musical theatre. I said that it was a shame that new composers didn’t get to spend enough time around new playwrights. A few weeks later (it was near year end) he produced a small sum of money – and Michael Bruce.


Michael was in residence for a year at The Bush – composing music for new plays. In the midst of that, I freelanced, directing quite a big show at the National Theatre. The play – Men Should Weep – was set over three floors of a Glaswegian tenement, a sort of Rear Window concept, with insanely complicated scene changes. At the very last moment, the (quite fancy, not theatre) composer we had asked to write music for the play, slid quietly off the map. We had a huge ‘transitions rehearsal’ planned and needed someone to replace him yesterday. I hadn’t been able to persuade them to let me hire Michael the first time around but, cometh the hour… He was at the rehearsal room in two hours flat. He saw our final runthrough the next day, and wrote and recorded the most wonderful score in three days.


His ability is cultivated from a place of true collaboration. He doesn’t just look at his part, he feels out the whole. Often, during previews, his notes are the most valuable. ‘I don’t think people really get what this is meant to be…’, ‘Right, what is that bit meant to be doing?’ Like all great composers he can lift you into lyricism, but like all great collaborators, he can also pop your pretension. There is no one who has – more reliably – told the emperor that he appears to be naked than Michael Bruce.


From his gorgeous score for Les Liaisons Dangereuses, to the beautiful folk music he wrote for The Recruiting Officer; from his harsh, propulsive music for Coriolanus, to his 1980s tribute pop for Much Ado About Nothing, Michael can pretty much write anything. I don’t think that comes from a place of pastiche or want of the original. I think it comes from collaboration and respect. He really cares about what the work means, and has no pride, no preciousness about throwing everything away to start again. And – like his instincts – Michael’s music is wonderful: inclusive, original, respectful and – in its rightness – sheer joy.


June 2016













Tuning Up: Preface


The truth is, I never set out to write music for the theatre. As with so many things in life, I just sort of fell into it when I wasn’t paying attention. It turns out to have been one of the best accidents I’ve ever had.


Before my first experience of composing music for a play, I had toured the world as a musical director on cruise ships and had some success with small-scale musical theatre and albums (including a brief stint at number one on the brilliantly vague ‘vocal chart’ on iTunes) – so I wasn’t completely green. But in terms of the world of plays or ‘straight theatre’, as some people alarmingly call it, I was entering the professional arena pretty fresh. I’ve tried to set out in this book the things I’ve learned about the creative process, and the necessary skills one needs to survive in the world of theatre composition. Hopefully you will find some of what’s in the following pages useful, relevant, or at least diverting.


The knowledge and skill required to write decent (I won’t say great) scores for plays forces a composer to examine his craft, follow a brief and work quickly, and be able to write music that supports and enhances drama. A lot of incredibly successful composers (perhaps most of them) have, at some point in their careers, written music for the stage. As it turns out, the world seems not to have noticed. That’s another part of the reason for this book: an attempt to treat the process and the endeavour with the appropriate credit it deserves.


What follows is by no means intended as a definitive rulebook for writing music for the theatre. There are plenty of books out there detailing the important issues of, for example, counterpoint and harmony. Instead, this is my attempt to apply a general musical knowledge to the theatre and the art of storytelling through music and drama. It represents my current thoughts on the subject and the methods I have used to approach my profession.


Writing music for the theatre presents the opportunity to exercise versatility as a composer. Each play will present new challenges, as will every director, company and venue. The best education you can get is by doing, learning on the job, and tackling a production, whether it’s at the National Theatre or in a school hall. This book tries to lend a hand and explain how the process in the professional theatre works, but hopefully it will be applicable to any context you might find yourself in. Likewise, whilst it’s aimed mainly at theatre composers, I hope if you’re a director, a writer, an actor, a designer, a producer, or involved in theatre at any level, it will help you to understand how music can work – and how ideas in a composer’s head end up being heard by an audience, helping to create an imaginary world and tell a story on stage.


A Note on Gender


Throughout I’ve used ‘he’ or ‘his’ to denote both genders. This doesn’t reflect anything except a reluctance to construct convoluted sentences.


[image: image] A Note on Case Studies


Many of the case studies in this book, appearing in grey panels, are accompanied by online excerpts from my scores. Where the play symbol appears, visit the following Soundcloud playlist to listen to the clip:


soundcloud.com/nickhernbooks/sets/writingmusicforthestage


All musical excerpts copyright © Michael Bruce














Never underestimate the power of your ears.











Overture:


Introduction




‘I want to do something creative, not just easy.’
Johann Sebastian Bach




Our Beginnings with Music


Listening to music is an experience expressly connected with emotion. From the main stage at Glastonbury to street carnivals in Rio de Janeiro to the high-school choir singing a medley from Mamma Mia!, the human capacity to connect with and be affected by an organised combination of tones and vibrations is a phenomenon that follows us from the womb.


Professor of Musicology Richard Parncutt asks, ‘Why should music be so emotional when, unlike other behaviours and experiences such as love, pain and hunger, it is not critical for human survival?’ The theory he puts forward is that during prenatal development, infants learn to associate audible sound and movement patterns with the mother’s changing physical and hormonal state, and that this may be one of our primary early interactions with music. Perhaps when similar patterns of sound and movement are recreated at later points in life the corresponding emotional response may stem from this infant experience.1


Of course, this doesn’t really detail why certain pieces of music are more effective than others at stimulating certain emotions, but part of the magic of music is its mysterious power over us. Some think that rather like a conjuring trick, it loses its power when it is interrogated and explained in scientific terms. I would argue, however, that even after analysis, music still holds our emotions to ransom, and particularly interestingly when played in a dramatic context such as in the theatre or cinema.


There are many articles and intellectual treatises on the sometimes ‘scientific’ reasoning behind why it might be that certain pieces of music make us feel a certain way, but approaching it from an academic viewpoint and applying abstract musical terminology tends to get us nowhere closer to the beautifully secluded heart of the matter.


This is not to say that musical critique does not have its place, but I don’t think it’s all that inspiring for the burgeoning artist who wants to expand his horizons and understand the compositional process. What I think we can say is: all music is written within a framework, and that framework varies depending on many social, historical and aspirational factors. The mine of musical interpretation and commentary is deep, but we don’t learn as much from literature as we do from the composers themselves. Each new piece of music is informed by and descended from some expression that came before, no matter how tangibly. Even if a composer heads out on a new road that seems previously completely untravelled, his compositional choices will still be influenced by those roads he eschews. If we think of the vibrations and tones given to us by the laws of physics as akin to a box of paints, then our musical heritage is as colourful and expressive as that of all the great masters in any National Gallery.


But unlike painting or sculpture, music is not frozen in time. In Leonard Bernstein’s 1955 telecast on The Art of Conducting, he said: ‘Music… exists in the medium of time. It is time itself that must be carved up, moulded and remoulded until it becomes, like a statue, a fixed form and shape.’ Music can therefore never be perceived in a snapshot. Music never stands still; the canvas on which composers paint is actually time itself.


Live theatre is like live music, in that it’s only alive when it’s moving. Every moment is fleeting and never to be repeated in the exact same way again. Of course, like music, it can be repeated (and needs to be, usually eight times a week, if it’s to be successful), but the contextual factors of a particular performance, with a particular audience, on a particular day, and with a particular cast and crew, dictate that no two performances can ever be identical. Theatre, like music, is in the business of telling stories and in the examination and reflection of the human condition, but because music is so ephemeral its critical interpretation is often a little abstract. It can instantly set a tone or mood, create momentum, encourage contemplation or affect emotional depth; it can lift the heart to the stars or drag the soul through the gutter, but when combined with the literal exposition of stories in a theatrical setting, music can lift a prosaic moment into something quite extraordinary.


A Brief History of Music in Theatre


Theatre is not confined to the West End of London or the twinkling lights of Broadway; theatre is everywhere. It’s on the news and in the local pub. It’s in the chamber of the House of Commons. Theatre is where drama is. And drama happens where conflict arises. If you wander through the halls of any high school in Middle America or college in the UK you will find an English or Drama department reading (at the very least) and perhaps even staging plays. Plays are conflicts dramatised. They tell us a lot about ourselves, they cultivate curiosity, stimulate ideas, encourage our minds to be subtle and flexible, jump-start our imaginations and show us new perspectives on our lives.


Theatre has long been linked with music. The use of incidental music in plays may possibly have originated in ancient Greek or Roman theatre, but there is certainly the documented use of songs and music as a link between scenes in the English comedy Ralph Roister Doister by Nicholas Udall, written in the mid-sixteenth century. Music was also used as an essential accompaniment to sixteenth-and seventeenth-century festivals and the pageants called masques.2 Shakespeare’s plays are full of songs, dances and calls for incidental music, which is unsurprising, as Elizabethan life seemed to thrive on the joys of music. Publishers in London produced scores of consort pieces, madrigals and broadside ballads, as many of the educated could read and play music; their most favoured instruments being the recorder, lute and viola da gamba.3




Through the character of Lorenzo in The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare gave us a fair treatise on the value of music and song:


The man that hath no music in himself,
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds,
Is fit for treasons, stratagems and spoils;
The motions of his spirit are dull as night
And his affections dark as Erebus:
Let no such man be trusted. Mark the music.


Evidence of the prevalence of music in plays in Shakespeare’s time can be seen in the theatrical impresario Philip Henslowe’s surviving papers, which contain details of the operational requirements of Elizabethan public theatres. They include:


The Enventary of Clownes Sewtes and Hermetes Sewtes, with dievers other sewtes, as followeth, 1598, the 10 of March… iij [3] trumpettes and a drum, and a trebel viall, a basse vial, a bandore [a bass cittern], a sytteren [cittern: a stringed Renaissance instrument which looks like a modern-day flat-back mandolin].4


The Licensing Act of 1737 granted only two ‘patent theatres’ in London the rights to present dramatic plays, Covent Garden Theatre and Drury Lane. All scripts had to be vetted by the Lord Chamberlain and his Examiners of Plays. Smaller venues could be granted ‘burletta’ licenses which allowed ‘plays with music’ to be performed, but never serious drama. This legislation led to the divide in British theatrical performance between what was known as legitimate and illegitimate theatre.5 Venues in London were often prosecuted or closed when they strayed too far from the remit of their license. In her article ‘Theatre in the Nineteenth Century’, Jacky Bratton considers that


the very restrictions that forbade the new theatres to do Shakespeare or other straight plays perhaps partly inspired the brilliant ingenuity and inventiveness of entertainment at this time. Unlicensed premises relied on silent or musically-accompanied action, physical theatre, animals and acrobatics, and thus both melodrama and Victorian pantomime were developed…a more spectacular, visual style took over from the static eighteenth-century emphasis on the spoken word.6


In 1843 the Patent Act was abolished allowing all theatres to stage dramas. Curiously this didn’t lead to many more productions of classic plays, but to a more experimental and innovative variety of entertainment to suit the masses. This precipitated the birth of the West End as we know it today. The two patent theatres became venues for two types of musical theatre – opera at Covent Garden and the annual pantomime at Drury Lane. Emphasis was on the spectacular. ‘As Victorian technology – electric lighting and hydraulics – advanced, the scale and excitement of the on-stage battles, storms, explosions and transformations grew, until they slid seamlessly, at the turn of the twentieth century, into the new medium of film.’7


Some of our most eminent and long-standing composers wrote a great deal of music for plays. Henry Purcell, the renowned Restoration composer, built a large part of his career on it, and Jean-Baptiste Lully wrote incidental music for the royal comédies-ballets that prefigured the development of the French opera and opéra-comique.8 In the seventeenth century, Henry Purcell was writing music for English plays and in the 1800s, Edvard Grieg’s score for Ibsen’s Peer Gynt was nearly ninety minutes long. As Anthony Tommasini mentioned in a recent New York Times article:


The original 1876 production lasted some five hours. Grieg later extracted two popular orchestral suites from the score. But those who know ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ only from the suite would be stunned to hear the chilling original version which includes a shrieking chorus and thunderous percussion. Mendelssohn’s beloved incidental music for Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream is so elaborate that it was not hard for later composers to fashion the various pieces into an evening-length ballet score.9


Other notable classical composers who wrote incidental music for plays include Beethoven, Schubert, Handel, Arthur Sullivan and, of course, our old friend Leonard Bernstein.




Music in the Modern Theatre


Over time, scores written for plays have utilised a huge variety of instrument ensembles. From the relatively small Elizabethan consorts in Shakespeare’s day to the huge orchestral forces employed by Grieg, trends have constantly shifted and continue to do so. In terms of utilising grand orchestral ensembles in music for the play, 18 February 1933 could be viewed as a watershed moment. Germany, which had since the end of the First World War been a crucible for creativity, art and composition, was to play host for the premiere of Kurt Weill’s score for Der Silbersee by Georg Kaiser. It premiered simultaneously in Leipzig, Magdeburg and Erfurt, featuring a full orchestra and chorus and has been described as the last ‘serious play’ to do so. The composer himself insisted on it being called ‘a play with music’, but it also falls into the categories of ‘music drama’ or ‘singspiel’. An anti-Third Reich play, it was banned by the Nazis after sixteen performances and was the last production these artists worked on before they were forced to flee for their lives. As Charles Hazlewood puts it in his BBC radio series about Der Silbersee:


This is literally the last great jewel of what was an extraordinary period of cultural creativity: the Weimar years of Germany… an age that spawned talents the like of Berthold Brecht, composers like Kurt Weill, Hanns Eisler [and] Paul Dessau… the theatre director Erwin Piscator created the fertile ground out of which grew Dada. [It was] a really amazing time. Nine days after that premiere, on 27 February, the Reichstag burned down, and following it, Hitler’s suspension of civil liberties… you get a sense of the piece – it’s on a sort of knife edge between the end of one glorious age and the beginning of a much darker one.10


In more recent times, generally due to something as boring as budget constraints, the trend for productions of plays is to use smaller instrumental ensembles or recorded music. Of course, musical theatre, opera and ballet all still commonly feature much larger ensembles and choruses, but in terms of what could be considered a ‘play’ there are very few which still feature a full orchestral accompaniment. There has always been (of course) the option to use pre-existing music for a production (as long as the relevant rights are cleared), but in recent years with the development of technology and the relative affordability of recording equipment, it has become more affordable and practical for original music to be composed and recorded for plays. It’s only relatively recently that theatres stopped playing recordings from reels and started using computer software to fire their pre-recorded cues. Of course, not all theatre music is pre-recorded – there are still stage productions of plays that utilise live musicians, but these are, sadly, less common.


The Role of the Composer in Theatre


Theatre composers are creators. They work in a team with other ‘creatives’ including directors, set, costume, lighting and sound designers, movement directors and choreographers – but fundamentally they must work alone to provide a musical response to, and context for, the words of the playwright. They need to possess a well-grounded knowledge of, and talent for, composition, but they must also be able to work within the specifications of a playwright or director’s brief. They must be able to juggle an inquisitive and experimental creativity with the ability to deliver on deadline. Composers in the theatre frequently perform multiple roles as arranger, copyist, lyricist, musical director, producer and fixer. They need to be able to work quickly and under pressure and are not afforded the luxury of big budgets or long time frames. The ‘father of film music’ Max Steiner, who also wrote music for theatre, put the reality of a jobbing composer into perspective:


I have written 186 scores for movies in the fourteen years I’ve been in Hollywood… and most of them were written on less than three weeks’ notice. I wrote the three hours and forty-five minutes of original music for Gone with the Wind plus the score for another film and supervised the recording of both, all within the space of four weeks. I did it by getting exactly fifteen hours of sleep during those four weeks and working steadily the rest of the time. You can’t be a Beethoven under those conditions.


There are, of course, many strands to the dramatic medium – ballets, operas, films, musicals – and though we may touch on some of these briefly, there are many books and articles already written about them. This book considers the often overlooked yet vital function of the musical score in a play.











Act One:


Preparation




‘In the long run, any words about music
are less important than the music.’


Dmitri Shostakovich




Getting Started


First things first, you’ll want and need to read the script. This is, of course, providing there is one (which may not always be the case if, for example, you’re working on a devised piece), but for the purposes of this chapter let’s assume that you have been given a draft of the script at some point before the first day of rehearsals. Try to read it with an open mind before formulating any ideas as to what a play is about or how the music might function or sound. Even if you’ve seen the play before or you think you know it; if you’ve seen the movie or read the Wikipedia page, it is still important to begin your process with the text. Try to read it from a neutral standpoint and don’t worry too much about the score yet.


Reading a play is a skill in itself. Many intelligent and successful creative people struggle to read plays. Visualising scenes right off the page is a tricky but useful skill to develop. Play texts by their nature leave room for interpretation by actors, directors, designers, etc. Sometimes it takes weeks of rehearsal to make sense of a moment, a line or a stage direction – but making these discoveries is a stimulating and essential part of the process. As a composer you should be interested in these discoveries as they may inform your own work, but they will happen in time. Not knowing how the production will function stylistically, at this stage you should take what you can from what is set down in black and white, even if it’s just a preliminary understanding of plot, character and setting.


Eventually it will be your interpretation as an artist, what you bring to and (hopefully) add to the production, that will help to make the music an integral part of the whole, but staging a play is a process that takes input from many people with different areas of expertise. Often you may find the text only really begins to come alive at the first reading with the cast; just hearing different voices speaking the words can shed light on a scene you may have struggled to comprehend fully on your own.


Before this point you’ll be looking to get certain things from the script. It’s possible you will have a preliminary meeting with the director before the rehearsal period to discuss ideas, so it’s always good to go to those meetings with a bit of background knowledge. Do some general research into the play’s author and the time and place it was written and set. Take a look at the play’s history, clock any previous productions and generally become aware of its original context and place in the canon. Of course, depending on a director’s wishes, the production may be taken in a wholly new or unexpected direction, but all background research is worthwhile at this point in the process.


Music Spotting


After you’ve read the play in its entirety you’ll hopefully have a grasp of plot and a general sense of style. You should then turn your attention to music spotting: the process of identifying all the moments in a play where music might be used and how. Make a note of where songs are written into the script, and any other music that the playwright has expressly asked for. In addition to this, you should look out for other unscripted places you think it might be appropriate, such as scene changes and where you think underscore might be effective. Don’t worry too much about exactly how you’ll use underscore at this stage: it will become more obvious after you’ve spoken to the director and once you’re in the rehearsal room.


Music can function many different ways in a play. Many include dances or songs, some of which will be unique to the show. Some may have original lyrics printed in the text or reference existing songs that are already recorded, published or well known. Sometimes it isn’t obvious into which camp a song belongs and you’ll have to do a bit of digging. It’s seldom that a play arrives with sheet music attached, but it does happen occasionally. Particularly with an old play, you may struggle to find out whether a melody was ever recorded or written down. Often these melodies tend to be lost over the years, but you shouldn’t let that worry you too much. Of Shakespeare’s many plays, only a very few of the original song settings have survived. When you write new music for a play you can compose exactly to the specifications of the production you’re working on. Sometimes even if a melody does exist, it may be the better choice to write a new one, unless it’s incredibly famous or expressly integral.


Sometimes, however, a director might (quite justly) wish to use sourced music from the original period of the play and you will find yourself arranging rather than composing. He may even want to use contemporary music that’s already in the public consciousness. It’s important to note that sometimes your job as a composer is not to compose anew but to rearrange or reimagine existing works. Tailored period music can add to the authenticity of a production if it’s an appropriate choice. The important thing is not to let your ego get in the way; you can be creative in whatever role you inhabit. Quite often in these instances, you’ll find the score ends up being a mixture of both new and pre-existing music – and will be much the better for it.


Regularly with a play, a lot of your time will be spent composing music for scene changes, and although these may, on the face of it, seem unimportant, they provide context, pace and tone to an evening and can seriously affect a play’s dramatic flow. Often they are an extension of a scene or even a commentary on that scene. You should consider structuring good scene changes and composing for them as an art form in itself. A decent director will not overlook their importance.




The Stylistic Function of a Score


In some plays, the function of the music is to suggest a particular period. If, for example, you are scoring a play set in Victorian London you may wish to look at the kind of music associated with the specific area in which it’s set and the social class of the characters. In this instance, there will be a plethora of different musical genres including music hall, operetta, Romantic-era music and so on to look at. You’ll notice the similarities and differences between music for the upper classes and music heard in the street. You’ll discover a world of barrel organs on street corners, orchestras in band stands augmented by colossal additional brass forces, classical repertoire in concert halls, operas, ballets and, of course, recitals in drawing rooms and the wildly popular homespun ‘piano in the parlour’. The style of music you choose to employ will be dependent on its purpose in augmenting the story.


Sometimes the guiding principle for a score will be tone. If the overarching location or time period does not feel like a vital element to latch on to with your score, you may write music that prepares the audience for the attitude of the play. Instead of trying to evoke a period or style, you may be teeing up the audience for the play’s swing – setting the tone and mood. Often scores for comedies function by this approach.


You may not want to lead the audience’s expectations by being too literal with the musical style. Ambiguity can be a useful tool, but bear in mind that if there’s going to be music, it’s going to have to be ‘something’. If the requirements of the score are unclear, sometimes you can feel that the score needs to do ‘everything and nothing’. It’s worth remembering that fundamentally music is binary. It’s either there or it isn’t. It can be so quiet it’s nearly imperceptible, but it’s still there. Be careful as a composer not to try and sit in a middle ground that doesn’t exist. Be brave and be bold and commit to your choices. This might even mean doing less rather than more.


You may come across a situation where music feels like it should emanate from character rather than geography or historical context. (See the later case study on Strange Interlude.) It can be better to frame the drama inherent in a character’s situation and the choices they make, rather than musically to paint the room they make those choices in. This approach opens the doors to a huge variety of styles that may have little or nothing to do with traditionally accurate music of the time period, but can bring your score much closer to the moving line of the narrative.


And sometimes you will be scoring action. The music will reference the actual movement on stage. How this music functions stylistically will depend on the decisions you made earlier in terms of period, tone and character, but it’s a good rule to try and make each element of your score sit in the same sound world or palette. Your palette can be incredibly eclectic if appropriate, or occasionally you may find yourself consciously subverting it, but it’s important to maintain control of these decisions so that your score hangs together when the show runs in its entirety. Sometimes this is about reprising melodic or harmonic themes across various styles or arrangements or it can be something as simple as maintaining your instrument choices throughout. More on this later.


Often your musical goalposts will change considerably during rehearsals, and particularly during the technical rehearsal and previews. You will need to be prepared to make big adjustments. If you have a strong musical concept and you understand why you’ve made the decisions you have so far, it will make revisions easier to implement in a way that complements the entire score. Of course, you may find that your concept doesn’t hold up in the ever-changing nature of rehearsals so you must be prepared to completely rethink everything. Try to get in the habit of stepping back from the work and looking at it objectively. Does the music fit and serve the production? Is the musical story clear? It’s important to realise when your concept is worth persevering with (or even fighting for) and when you need to go in a new direction and quickly. As the theatre director Simon Godwin helpfully said to me once: ‘Hold on tightly, let go lightly.’




Diegetic and Non-diegetic Music


Plays will often call for specific pieces of music to be used as part of a scene – a common example is a radio playing onstage. When a character is aware of music or if it exists in their world it is termed ‘diegetic’. This is the case most commonly when music is written into a play. Conversely, when music exists outside the world of the play – often scene-change music or underscoring, and the characters are unaware of the music – it is known as ‘non-diegetic’. From a practical standpoint it is important to note the difference between these two for, as we will learn later, it impacts rights issues and budgets.


Pre-production Work with the Director


The relationship with the director is one of the most important ones you’ll forge in the theatre. He is the person who will marshal the production towards a seamless, integrated whole. He is also the person who will get you hired. Creatively, a director is in charge and will expect you to work with him to realise a collective objective for the project.


At your first creative meeting (which may be in addition to any preliminary meetings) the director will expect you to have read the play and have an initial gut response, but more importantly this is an opportunity for him to share his thoughts. It is normally the case that he will already have had many meetings with the set designer and it’s likely they have a model box of the set to show you. Use this meeting as an opportunity to try and understand the nature, style and ambition of the production. Every process is different, but sometimes the whole creative team will meet early on to look at the model box together. Regularly this will include the director, the set designer, the lighting designer, the composer, the sound designer, the costume designer (if different to the set designer) and possibly the movement director. This gives you a chance to ask open questions about the fundamental concept and set design, and how every department will tie in to create a cohesive whole.




You can ask questions on scale, theatrical design, layout, audience size and orientation, and how the director intends the creative process to develop. It can be useful to suggest musical styles at this stage, but don’t tie yourself down or make any concrete choices. There is normally time during the rehearsal process to make compositional decisions once you’ve heard the play spoken out loud; it can be especially useful to see it on its feet. Very occasionally, however, you will have to turn up on day one of rehearsals with music for the actors to learn. Every process is different, but this creative meeting will help inform you further as to what is expected ahead of time.


Vision


Quite often, when mounting a play, and especially when mounting a classic, directors will be expected to bring a new idea to the table, or have a new ‘take’. Even if it’s a Shakespeare play and they decide to try to replicate a period production, this is still a choice, and will involve great imagination to make it work effectively. Whatever decisions are made in this respect it’s important to remember that everything is a choice. Directors constantly have to answer questions on every aspect of a production from set to costumes, to lighting to music and so on. Each element of a production is created by someone to fulfil a purpose and a director can’t be there to oversee every moment of creation. It’s important therefore to understand – to the extent it’s possible during the production process, and knowing it might change – what it is you’re aiming for.


Shakespeare’s work is probably the most enduring of any classical writer and, more than any of the other plays in the classical canon, can inspire and withstand bold new interpretations. Sometimes a play will be re-imagined in a fundamental way, as part of a director’s ‘take’, but these decisions will never be entered into lightly. It has become increasingly common to ‘update’ Shakespeare by setting the plays in altered locations and periods, but these will never (in theory) be arbitrary choices. The hope is always that by changing the context of these plays, something fresh and original will be discovered, or that the themes they explore will be highlighted in an effective or even newly enlightened way. The reasoning behind a director’s choice as to a production’s interpretation and setting will affect everything you do musically. A common joke I come across when discussing new ‘takes’ on classic plays (which is never popular with directors, by the way), is when someone asks: ‘Are we going to set it on a spaceship?’


Despite all this talk about ‘takes’, however, theatre is at its heart about collaboration. Some directors dislike the idea of their having a ‘vision’ as it implies they are expected to have imagined all the problems and solutions before the process starts. Besides being a trifle unrealistic, this would basically render the rehearsal process and the actors’ contribution void, and discount the happy accidents, discoveries and insights that occur when a group of talented people strive to achieve a collective creative ambition. A good theatre director will have an idea of what he wants to achieve, but will utilise the talents of his creative team and actors to shape a united whole. Sometimes the word ‘vision’ is used in a negative context when people either don’t understand or agree with a director’s choices. They blame it on the director’s ‘vision’.


I have also heard a director (perhaps rather reservedly) say that he surrounds himself with people who are ‘individually much better at their jobs’ than he is, and that he feels like the least talented person in the room. I believe what he means is that each member of the creative team has a more specific knowledge of their field and will have the time and energy to focus on that particular element of the production. A director will try to surround himself with people he trusts and who are experts in their disciplines, but it is he who must ‘direct’ and shape their contributions into a coherent production.




Research


In order to build your musical palette you will normally want to spend a significant amount of time researching: look at the period of the play, the background and style of the author and any musical influences you may feel are relevant to the story, the themes, the character and the cultural or geographical setting. You can also build up a bank of images from the period or context (paintings, illustrations, costumes, photos from other similar plays or films) or of the emotional palette or activities in the play. Perhaps you’ll want to read extracts from history books, biographies, plays and poetry from the time. This is all part of the process of really getting into the world of the play – rather than just listening to the relevant music. Normally the first part of the rehearsal process with the acting company is all about this kind of research so you may want to make yourself available for those sessions. (More on this later.) As technology becomes more and more advanced and possibilities for information and music sharing increase, we are blessed with an almost inexhaustible reference tool in the internet, but this should not stop you from looking in other, more traditional outlets.


As part of your music research, a traditional music library (if you have access to one) is a veritable treasure trove of old orchestral scores, books of old songs, books on theory and history of music, and archived recordings that will never make it to online release. Although a lot of information is now stored online, there’s nothing quite like standing in a library surrounded by your musical heritage. It’s important to respect and learn from what has come before. Don’t, however, allow yourself to feel constricted by the rulebooks and the layouts of other music. If you are employed as the composer for a show, take heart that the director trusts in your ability to create new music that can be influenced and informed, but not hemmed in by stylistic choices of the past.


Take into consideration the function of music from a specific period. Begin by looking at the time in which it was written: the cultural climate, why a composer was writing this music and for whom. Look at what else was in vogue at the time. Where does a composer hail from geographically and where are they writing? Who was playing the music? Why did they play it? Where did they play it? Who was listening? Who wasn’t listening and why? Was it written down? How was it passed from generation to generation? What musical influences inspired it? What instruments were being played? Was it considered good at the time? Was it popular? Where did the music sit in terms of the tiers of the social class system? How was it shared?


When you start to answer these questions (and a world of others that will undoubtedly become relevant, sometimes via a director’s suggestion), you’ll hopefully get a more in-depth impression of how the music of that period worked. In a later chapter we will contemplate melodic and harmonic choices composers make and how these inform their style. All of these elements are useful tools to utilise when writing new music influenced by another time and place.


Writing Blind


One of the most challenging things about writing music for theatre is that you don’t get to see the image that the audience will see (particularly in a scene change) at the time you’re composing. So much of theatre composition is about tone, which is something you might not get a handle on until you see the whole play run together on set and in costume. In film you can mostly score to picture, so you can hope to get a sense of how the music fits. In the theatre it often feels like you’re writing blind and hoping that when you come to combine all the disparate elements of design, lighting, sound, actors and costume that each creative aspect will feel part of the same production. This is why it is so important to understand what every department is doing and observe as much of a rehearsal process as possible. A scene change can be purely about a shift in time, or a few incidental props changing, or it can have a fully realised dramatic narrative. These big, narrative scene changes are the hardest to imagine at the writing stage, because no matter how well they are pre-planned or storyboarded, you won’t really know how they work practically until you get into the theatre at the technical rehearsal. You must prepare yourself for many eventualities, normally by writing several variations and alternatives for each cue.


Content Dictates Form


In musical theatre, a mantra often cited (most famously by Stephen Sondheim) is that ‘content dictates form’. This applies to the way in which songs and musical choices are bred from the text; it is equally applicable to the play. Often bad (or inappropriate) score writing in plays will come from a composer’s desire to write a specific type of cue that they have been mulling over either consciously or subconsciously for some time, or an initial idea they cannot let go. This can be a problem that arises from thinking too much about a project too prematurely in the process. It’s great to come prepared with lots of ideas and examples of pre-existing music to show-and-tell, but you must make sure that you don’t go too far down a certain road on your own before taking the other creative areas of the production into consideration.


Form Informs Form


If you keep informed of what the other departments are aiming at, hopefully you’ll be on the same page as the director and the rest of the creative team. This is not to say that certain ideas will be wrong, or that occasional wildcard suggestions may not lead to something wholly unexpected and wonderful. In time you may end up going in a completely different direction from what you first thought or agreed on, and sometimes a director will be thrilled to have a suggestion come out of left field. Lots of new information and ideas will come out of rehearsals, technical rehearsals and previews. Your original musical concept might shift completely in a direction no one anticipated. Sometimes it can even be a good idea to consider the complete antithesis to what you originally had in mind for a cue. If anything, it will help to keep your approach creatively supple. The important thing, especially at the pre-rehearsal and early rehearsal stage, is to keep your options open.


Creating a Sound World


One of the most important things you need to consider at the beginning of your planning process (and keep referring to and honing over time) is how you’ll define the ‘sound world’ of your production. What will you make Tudor London, early twentieth-century New England or 1980s Gibraltar sound like? It relates to all sound effects and, of course, instrument choices and musical cues. It’s worth looking at how characters relate to their surroundings and how the setting affects the dramatic arc of the play. It can even be worth listening out for accent choices or indeed anything that is particular to the area in which it’s set. What you’re striving to create is a seamless, appropriate (to the concept and world of the production) sound score that pulls the separate elements of music and sound design into a cohesive whole. It is about ensuring consistency across all elements in sound/music so that nothing jars with or falls outside the world you are trying to create. This is an important area in which you’ll want to be working closely with the sound designer.


Sound Designers


Early in the production process, hopefully pre-production, you will meet the sound designer. Next to the director, this is the person with whom you will work most closely in the theatre. There is a chapter on working with the sound designer later in this book, but as we’re currently addressing the pre-production process, one of the first things you should discuss with them (besides your understanding of the play) is what you hope to accomplish musically and how you intend to do it.


They will work through the practicalities of making your ambition a reality and their input can affect the way you approach your composition on a rudimentary level. Sometimes a reality check is in order, but as in all creative processes try not to let the limitations of technology get in your way at this stage. It’s far better to keep an open mind and each other informed. With time, over the rehearsal period, you will start to focus on exactly how the music will function and pare down your ideas. The sound designer will help you get there in practical terms. In the same way that having a close relationship with a director and designer will help you create a piece that blends all disciplines into one show, you should be aware of the needs of a sound designer, how they will make their choices, and how you can help them by keeping them abreast of your composition process. It goes without saying that you should view this relationship as a collaboration rather than technical support.


Sound effects, which typically sit in the sound designer’s domain, may spark your interest, though it is normally the sound designer’s job to source them. This is not to say that you cannot help or suggest ideas. Depending on your relationship, the lines may become blurred between what is composition and what is sound design. There are a growing number of people who do both jobs at once (more on that later). The sound world of the play as a whole is something both the composer and the sound designer are collectively responsible for.






Case Study: The Recruiting Officer at the Donmar Warehouse


The Play


The Recruiting Officer by George Farquhar is a Restoration comedy, which was first staged at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane in 1706. The Donmar Warehouse produced a revival in 2012 as Josie Rourke’s inaugural production as artistic director. It tells the story of recruiting sergeant Captain Plume and his sidekick Sergeant Kite, who descend upon the country town of Shrewsbury with the ambition to recruit the local men to the army. In turn, they rekindle old loves and stir up chaos along the way. It’s a play full of mistaken identity, tawdry love matches, double-dealing and cross-dressing, but as a piece of Restoration comedy it possesses a rare humanity uncommon in many of the more brittle, high-society plays of the genre.


The Approach


The Recruiting Officer is quite regularly presented with the musical score weighted towards the military aspects of the story, but after our initial meetings we decided it would be musically interesting to trace a journey charting how a rural naivety could become corrupted by the presence of the military. Although for the most part it is a light and airy comedy, we found there to be a serious and wistful under-current present throughout the play – that of the realities of war. In the action of the play, by coercion and trickery, the military men force the country folk to abandon their rural ideals and head off to battle to die for their country. We decided therefore that alongside the military music (which is partly written into the play) we would shift the focus to period-inspired folk music and observe how these extrinsic forces acted upon it.




The Design


Looking at the model box and discussing the design ideas, it was clear that conceptually the director, Josie Rourke, and the designer, Lucy Osborne, had imagined the Donmar space much closer to the building’s origins as a warehouse. Part of their brief to the team as a whole was to try and evoke how an acting company of the early eighteenth century might have staged the play. The auditorium layout of the Donmar is typically audience on three sides on two levels around a thrust stage. In this design, there were two wooden ‘perch’ areas at balcony level upstage right and left, with staircases leading to each. These were positioned above an open raked wooden stage and a concertinaed backdrop of a painted sky lit by dozens of candles. There were also candlelit chandeliers and candle-like lamps around the rim of the circle. The idea was to make the entire stage feel like it was lit by warm candlelight and this fitted well with the unaffected rural earthiness of folk music. The perches were designed to house a band of actor-musicians split across the two sides, the idea being that these actors would play various parts in the show whilst also providing the musical accompaniment for songs, underscore and scene changes. They would also play twenty minutes or so of pre-show music as the audience entered to establish the musical world of the play and give the entire space an eighteenth-century, warm and welcoming ambience from the off.


The Research


Having first been performed in 1706, there were mentions in the script of songs that have since been lost. Alongside those there were references to military marches of the day, some of which are still in commonplace use. I found a couple of melodies for the more obscure songs that had survived in lead-sheet form, but we decided early on that the two most famous pieces of music, ‘The Grenadier March’ and ‘Over the Hills and Far Away’ were the only originals we would use. I would write new musical settings for any other existing lyrics and compose brand new music everywhere else. This allowed me to write music specifically in terms of style, tone and function for scenes in this particular production (which was, as is common in many revivals of old plays, lovingly adapted from the original), rather than adapt something pre-existing to fit. In any case, it was a fun challenge to write some site-specific and character-specific folk songs and dances.


I started by looking at a variety of folk music from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Initially I looked at mostly English references, but also bits of Celtic and Eastern European music came in useful. Folk music tends to be less well documented than the classical repertoire. We know it was passed down orally through generations or sometimes scrawled down, mostly as melody lines. The most useful reference I found was The Dancing Master, which is a collection of instructions and single line melodies to teach set English country dances. As it’s still in common use today, some modern-day recordings of these pieces also exist.





When looking at modern-day recordings or interpretations of period music, be aware that (in the same way that musicians in the original period would have done) contemporary players will make (often unconscious) musical choices they assimilate from their own background or cultural environment. Of course, some ensembles make a point of deliberately trying to recreate an authentic sound, but it may be that the manner in which they play and the instruments they use may be of a slightly different nature to those authentically of the period (especially if we’re looking at folk music). It’s likely you’ll want to rework any style references to fit within your particular aesthetic anyway, but don’t imagine every recording you hear to be the ‘real deal’.




When doing research into the history of music it is important to consider that all live music is relative to its environment. You should consider the expectations of an audience both today and in the period in which the music originally existed. With eighteenth-century folk music, we can quite readily assume that the audience were there primarily to dance, so music served as a rhythm and structure to keep the dance going. An eighteenth-century audience would have had a different relationship to the quality of the sound than a modern one accustomed to amplification. Concert halls were built to house professional ensembles and orchestras, and were acoustically designed for that purpose; a folk-band playing for a dance in a rural part of England would not have had the same luxury. That’s not to say you should spend all of your time trying faithfully to replicate an inferior instrument quality to be ‘authentic’, but it’s an interesting part of the research to bear in mind.


When making decisions on musical content and style it’s incredibly useful to be able to play references to a director to get their feedback. When an author doesn’t have a specific musical style in mind it’ll be up to you to suggest your own ideas. It can be particularly useful to generate more than one stylistic idea; sometimes contrasting forms combined will produce something new and unique for your production.




The Musicians


The practicality of the way the actor-musician band would act as both characters in The Recruiting Officer and the musical accompaniment also affected the way in which I thought about the score, making sure in every moment we had the necessary combination of instruments available to fill the space. From discussions with the director, which included budgetary constraints alongside artistic ideals, it became apparent that we could use up to five actor-musicians.


When looking at your instrument line-up, remember that your job as a composer for the modern theatre is not to create a museum piece (although that can sometimes happen), but to serve the production that you are writing for. Because of this you may have to compromise on what is historically accurate.


In a later chapter we will look in more detail at the reasoning behind the instrument line-up for The Recruiting Officer, but for now let’s accept that we had a five-piece band consisting of military snare/side drum, upright bass, acoustic guitar, violin and flute/tin-whistle. All of the instrumentalists would sing live and be subtly mic’d.


Music Spotting


Having looked a bit more at the history of folk music and listened to modern interpretations of the music of the period, it was time to sit down with the director and methodically go through the script to place the music or ‘music spot’. This production consisted of lots of short scenes across numerous locations, so the call for scene-change and scene-setting music was a significant one. Due to the nature of the design, the physical set would not change greatly from scene to scene, nor would there be (aside from a few big set-piece scene changes) any recurrent shifting of furniture or props. Bear in mind also that the concept of the lighting design was that the whole space would feel as if it were lit by candlelight. This meant the way each scene looked wouldn’t necessarily indicate big changes in time and location (as it normally might do), leaving space for the music to accomplish changes of setting and mood. Together, Josie Rourke and I went through the play and marked the points where music might fit, and noted what each scene change needed to accomplish both dramatically and practically (as far as was possible at that stage). From my research we also had at our disposal several excerpt recordings of folk music we could use almost as a temp score.
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