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Capturing the Idea

Every composer is familiar with the marvellous and frustrating experience of lying in bed, half asleep when suddenly the piece s/he is composing suddenly intrudes upon her consciousness and spins itself out in fabulous arcs of glorious music.  The perfect ensemble plays a perfect performance of a perfect piece for minutes on end, the music so effortless it seems beyond our poor, piecemeal attempts to compose it.  Similarly, we have all had the experience of being hopelessly stuck in our composing all day long, unable to resolve a problem or find an idea when suddenly, just as we begin emptying the garbage or walking the dog, we understand the problem in a new way or receive an inspiration for the entire next ten minutes of music.  These astonishing gifts of the Muse are usually as quick to vanish as they were to appear and we also all know the despair at losing them before we can commit them to memory or paper.  Even trying to instantly record them on a tape recorder or MIDI sequence is only partially adequate.  Furthermore, we need ways to capture less dramatic inspirations- derivations of our current material which are unusable at the moment but might come in handy later, ideas for a possible ending which we want to save for future consideration, or basic skeletal frameworks for a section whose details can be filled in later.  In this chapter, we will discuss some techniques for capturing bursts of inspiration in ways which allow us to get down the essentials necessary to recreate the full idea later.

When a painter sees some image which might be useful later in a painting, s/he makes a sketch- a quick rendering of the essential elements of the image.  Similarly, when working out the composition of a piece, an artist will frequently make several sketches in a notebook, trying out various compositional relationships or tensions.  Composers also refer to their process of capturing or trying out ideas as sketching.  The methods of sketching are usually highly personal and idiosynchratic, not being intended for anyone's eyes but the composer's, so it is impossible to recommend any particular method or style.  But by looking at a variety of approaches, we may gain some ideas worth trying ourselves.

For those moments when a large-scale inspiration strikes at an impossible moment, we need some way of fixing at least the broad outlines in our memory until such time as we can fill in more details.  At times like these, I often fall back on words- paragraphs which are written in a very personal, very abbreviated style, or pictures which capture visually some essence of my idea.  The following are examples from my sketches for orchestral pieces:

1)  Sketches in paragraph form:


(translation)



basses swoop down...add low chunks to tpt., picc., brass licks,


t.b. (temple blocks) and cymb. 1 m. (measure),


more lyrical (stuff),


t.b. and cymb. 1 m.,


more lyrical (stuff),


t.b.- no cymb.  3-4 times


basses- high harmonic,


bells- tritone,


tam tam (pp)


basses swoop down to open E and finish off...

This previous paragraph sketch was an idea for the ending of a movement which occurred to me late at night when I was too tired to work further.  The next day I read it through, changed some things and made another, more traditionally notated sketch.  Here is that next sketch for this same section as I filled it in with more details.  This is written in musical notation but only the bare outlines are filled in.  See if you can follow what survived from the original vision and what was changed:

Here is that same passage from the final score.

2)  Graphic sketches

This was also from an orchestra piece in which the ideas seemed better captured in images than words.  My basic image had to do with a central "trunk" line which generated numerous "branches" of thick, dense counterpoint.  I also heard (in my inspiration) a sound I couldn't identify- a kind of "whoosh" sound from the orchestra.  I simply called it "whoosh" until I could better identify it technically.  This onomatopoetic term caused me to remember the sound in my imagination for several weeks as I thought about how to create it.  (I finally determined it could be produced using a string harmonic glissando combined with a triangle-stick scrape on the suspended cymbal and air blown tonelessly through brass instruments- but by then I decided I didn't need it in this movement!  I have yet to use it and it is sitting in my memory awaiting the right piece.)  I then combined images and words together as I tried to solidify my ideas:

Here is the next sketch for this opening, written in musical notation:

Here is the final score for this same opening:

Here is another sample of image or graphic notation used to capture another section of this same movement:



(sketch)

And here is how that looks in the next sketch:



(sketch)

And the final score:

3)  Sketches in "short score" form

The sketches I have presented above written in musical notation are examples of what we might call "short scores."  They use musical notation, but are a condensed version of a score.  Often we may use them to capture the melodic, harmonic or rhythmic skeletons of a section before going back and filling in the details.  Some are very sketchy:



(sketch)

Here is the final score to this section:



(score)

Other sketches are considerably more complete:



(sketch)

Here is the full score version:



(score)

Sketching is useful for capturing the essence of big chunks of material before it gets away from us.  But it is also useful for allowing us to experiment with an idea before committing it to score in its complex entirety.  The "homework" we do on our basic material (as described in chapter four) are exploratory sketches in this vein.  The most famous examples of this process of sketching are the Beethoven sketchbooks which are available in several book editions for study by interested musicians.  Here is an example from those notebooks of this kind of sketching:



(example)

Sketching can also be useful in helping us to construct the fundamental voices, harmonies, rhythms, movements and arrivals of the piece before we are deluged with the myriad details of the complete composition.  If, for example, we are writing a piece with voice and text, it is almost certain that the vocal line will be heard by the audience as the most important, since it conveys the text.  For this reason, it is crucial to make sure that the vocal line is strong and well crafted.  If we compose the entire piece at once in all its details, it is possible that we will become fascinated by some accompanying figure and neglect the primacy of the vocal line.  Sketching in the vocal line first with only the essential skeleton of the accompaniment insures that the vocal line receives the attention it requires.  

Sketching may also help us to insure that the overall flow or progress of a piece toward a goal is well thought out and crafted.  If the intended section is a complex web of polyphonic lines combining various themes and rhythms, all driving the piece toward some climactic moment- sketching gives us a way of laying out its essential movement along that path before filling in every note.  This could comprise a series of harmonic arrival points, a series of structural pitches which the piece will emphasize, a series of rhythms which the piece will move through, or whatever aspect of the music is its driving force.  If this fundamental progress of the section is not well crafted, no amount of detail will save it.  Whatever the foundation of the section may be, it must be built thoughtfully and carefully so that it can bear the weight of all the details.  Sketching allows us to concentrate first upon this foundation.  

Some composers (those we dubbed "explorers" in chapter three) may use sketching as a way of setting a course for the next arrival point in the piece- a bit like laying in a set of compass points before beginning to build the actual road.  They may do this section by section as needed to build up the piece toward some final conclusion.  Other composers (those we dubbed "bridge-builders") may prefer to do this for the entire piece at once, like an architect's drawing.  Either way, the main ideas and movement of the piece may be plotted out and worked upon until they are sound, balanced and complete.  And when this foundation is complete, the composer can be reasonably assured that the finished piece will be successful, even after all the details are worked out and filled in.  

Games

A) Analysis Sketching Games

1)
Find books in the library which contain sketches by well known composers of well known pieces.  Compare what you see with the full complete score.  Can you deduce the process of creating the sketch or indeed of moving from there to the final score?

2)
Read biographies of composers to discover their variety of work habits.  Do any of these suggest useful ways for you to work?

3)
Research how other composers have felt about sharing their sketches with the world.  Some have been very shy- burning them or otherwise hiding them.  Others have been quite open about the creative process.  How do you feel?

4)
Try capturing the essence of a section of a well known piece by "sketching" its essentials in a short-score sketch.  What elements must be included to give the fundamental idea of the movement of the section?

B) Composition Sketching Games

1)
Try making graphic or paragraph "sketches" of a piece of music you know well.  First try a sketch which represents the overall form or progress of the piece.  Now try another which represents in detail a short, interesting section of the piece.  Does this give you ideas of how you might represent some ideas of your own?

2)
Try "sketching" in graphics or paragraphs a representation of an original entire piece in terms of its overall form or progress.  This will force you to consider what is the overall form or progress as well as how to capture it in graphic or paragraph form.  Remember to think about development of basic material as we discussed in the last chapter.  Does this help you to conceive of larger chunks of music?

3)
Now try a detailed sketch of a section of that piece-  perhaps a beginning, a climax, or a transition.  Does this help you to move from that initial large-scale sketch to a more detailed sense of how the actual notes might go?

4)
Imagine a complex texture of orchestral music which is moving toward a climactic moment.  Analyze in your mind what is actually happening (rhythms, contrapuntal lines, harmonic progressions, orchestration, etc...) and see if you can capture the essence of it in a short score sketch in notes.  What are the essential elements which you need to put down in the sketch in order to remember the complete version later?

