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I have been trying for several years to compose music, but I can never seem to finish any piece I begin. My attempts were always very unorganized, doomed to failure every time. I know I am not the only young musician who faces this struggle, and I wanted a way to help myself along with other young aspiring composers. That is when I began this project, to develop a method for young musicians to compose a piece of music. Having a set method will help organize the creative process and improve the discipline required to compose.

The research



I chose to conduct e-mail interviews with successful American composers regarding the compositional routine; trying to find a pattern in the creation of music. I sent out several interview requests, three of which were accepted by Brian Balmages, David Holsinger, and Dana Wilson. The questions dealt with writing music based on a commission and writing music without a commission.



After receiving and analyzing the responses, I created a first draft step-by-step method for composing. To test the method, I would write a composition using the method and make alterations at the end.


The composition


I found a piece of artwork, God's Creatures 1, drawn by Loren Harms that was the basis of the composition. After developing a story around the image, I set my parameters based on a bare-bones wind ensemble.


As I tried to sketch, I realized that I wasn't doing as much sketching as I was developing the themes I created in the development of the story. Mapping the composition was also included in the first step, as the story was split into parts. 


The development is the most time consuming part of the process. I found as I was developing the composition, I had certain instruments in mind and was orchestrating as I went along. Part of this was from setting the initial parameters and knowing what instruments I wanted to represent characters from "God's Creatures 1."


When I felt the development was at a standstill, I took a week off from composing. During that week, I contacted several musicians and schedules a date to play through the piece. Having a deadline helped motivate me. When I went back and read through the piece, I began orchestrating the harmony (chords) through the remaining instruments. This was a rather tedious process, as I am more comfortable with melodies that I am with harmonies. 


When the musicians played through the piece, I was able to find some fundamental errors in the composition. Luckily, I enjoyed everything else about the composition and was very pleased. I then set to work on fixing any errors I could. After fixing the problems, I went through the piece adding performance markings and looking for typos. When I had finished everything I set out to do, the piece finally felt done. 

The method

1) Be inspired. Find a story, a picture, an event, or an idea that produces some response or reaction from within, good or negative. Hold onto whatever inspired you and let your imagination play with it and bring it to life. Write down descriptive words and phrases that will help you remember what you though of. The words may also inspire new ideas.  Go back and think about your writings and try to replay what went on in your mind. Write an entire story from what you see if you need to. Whistle or hum music to follow the action of your imagination. Write down any music that seems to fit; it will be the basis for the composition.

2) Set parameters. You will need to select parameters for your composition such as instrumentation and approximate grade level. You may have already set some of your parameters in the first step, such as instrumentation, tempo, etc. 


Another parameter that must be set is the schedule of events. Create a time line with set deadlines for each step of the compositional process. You may end up running behind or ahead of your deadlines, but don't sweat it. The time line is all about creating goals and organization. You must also choose what time of day you will compose. Try to keep a set time and choose a time when your mind is fresh and rested, not tired.

3) Sketch. During your set composition time, think about what you wrote in the first step and listen for distinct musical ideas or motives. Rhythms and intervals are enough to work with. Label your sketches in relation to where they go in the story/composition.

4) Mapping the composition. Try to think about the overall form of the composition and how the composition will be split into sections. The map should relate to the ideas and words written in step one.

5) Development. It is best to develop one section at a time. Start with any section you like; composition doesn't have to start at the beginning. Take the sketches you have for that section and play around with them. When you find this becoming tedious, there are some games you can play to trick yourself.

If you are getting burned out on a particular section, put it away and move onto another. Do this until you feel every section is well developed. Include the orchestration of your ideas, write it out for all the instruments you want to include. 


The development will take the longest, so don't be discouraged if you are running behind or you feel it is taking too long. Just keep at it.

6) Transitions. With transitions, you want to connect all of your sections so that the listener can understand what is going on. The transitions should be in-line with your ideas from the first step. This is very similar to the development, but your goal is to get to the next section, and still sound connected to the current section. Once again, start wherever you like and cover all of your transitions. The transitions also include the beginning and the end of the piece. Just like the development, this may take some time. Allot plenty of time to this step.

7) Take a break. If you need to, take some time off from composing. Get the composition out of your head. When you come back to it, you can hear it with fresh ears.

8) Review the composition. Sing through with a metronome or play what you can on a piano. This is your chance to change anything you don't like. Always remember that people are often their own worst critics, so don't be too hard on yourself. 

9) Edit. Go through the score and make sure everything is formatted correctly. Create and format individual parts. Find a performer or conductor to look over what you have done. They may catch something you overlooked.

10) Hear it. Find an ensemble to play through your piece. Speak to school and university music directors and ask if they would like to sight read, or even perform your piece.

11) Final decision. After hearing the composition performed, decide if the piece is great the way it is, if it needs some fixing, or if it is beyond repair. Don't get discouraged if the composition doesn't work out. Figure out what went wrong, and learn how to avoid it in the future. Good luck.

Working with a commission





1) In your earlier days as a composer, did you use any references to keep you withing the commission's parameters (range charts, etc.)? If so, what?





2) When you receive a new commission, what are your first steps?





3) Do you plan or schedule the compositional process?





4) If so, could you give a rough map.





5) If not, do you find yourself to have a pattern?





6) Is there a rough standard of time to allot a composition? (X hours composing to Y hours of music?)





7) Is there a set time of day you spend composing?





Full Wind Band
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Trombone


Tuba





Development Games


1) Try to get as far away from the original melody yet still sound similar.


2) Invert the line. If the line ascends, write a descending version of it.


3) Play with different keys and modes.


4) Change the rhythms. Set them to pop songs or well-known melodies.





Working without a commission





1) What prompts you to write a new piece? What are some inspirations?





2) After your initial start, do you ever set any parameters for the composition? (instrumentation, grade, etc)





3) If so, how do you choose your parameters?





4) If not, when and how do you set your parameters?





5) Do you find it easier to sketch out the entire piece before orchestrating it, or the other way around?





6) How do you cope with getting burned out or bored with a musical idea?





7) I have heard from a composer that some pieces never feel finished or that they wanted to do more. Is that a common feeling? If so, how do you ever stop working on a piece? Are there any indicators that a piece is ready?





Compositional Method First Draft


1) Be inspired


2) Set parameters


3) Sketch


4) Map it out


5) Develop


6) More development


7) Take a break


8) Read through what is done with a metrinome


9) Orchestrate


10) Make sure the composition is what you want


11) Hear it/ perform it


12) Listen to the recording


13) Don't beat a dead horse








