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Every composer has their own working method. Here are some ideas on how you might go about beginning a piece. Try these and see what works best for you.

HOW TO BEGIN

• Begin with a clear concept of the intent of your piece. This could take the form of a musical genre (a fanfare for example), a theme (like in my 9-11 piece) or a text. Decide what effect you want the piece to have, and what musical parameters are necessary to render that effect. Choose instrumentation and chart the overall dramatic action with an accompanying verbal description. Ask, “what is my intent?”

• Catch ideas as they come. Carry a sketch pad or recorder. 

• Sit at the piano (or any instrument) and improvise. When you play something you like, use that as your starting point. 

• Begin without putting down any notes. Set parameters for yourself: sketch out a metric pattern, a rhythm, a collection of pitches, a form, a scale, a device (pandiatonicism, polytonality, pentatonic, etc.). 

• Sketch out the whole piece with colored pens first. Then realize the picture in notes.

• Don’t always begin at the beginning. Maybe your idea is the climax, or the end.

• Sometimes it is good to work backwards, or get multiple ideas going, develop them independently, and then play with how they should be positioned (this is my method).

• Begin with a  vamp, melody, timbre, rhythm, number, mood or interval.

• Listen to music you like and use some idea from that music as a starting point. 

• If you are stuck, randomly choose a few notes and force yourself to come up with interesting harmonies and/or melodies using only these.

DEVELOPING IDEAS

Most young composers have trouble developing ideas. The truth is that most successful compositions have only a handful of ideas, unless their goal is to instill confusion. How can an idea be developed and extended? It depends on the idea. In short, it seems like this pattern works well: state the idea, repeat the idea with slight variation, or a twist, repeat it again, do something else and then come back to it. A combination of repetition, repetition with variation and delayed repetition are the bread and butter of composition.

• As an exercise, take an idea and consciously see how many ways you can extend it. 

• Play what you have down, and imagine where it wants to go.

• Practice development technique by singing familiar tunes, altering and extending them by developing short motives.

(over)

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF COMPOSITION

In my view, humans are made to sing and compose. It is part of our being. At some point in many people’s lives, they become self-conscious about this innate ability, in large measure because they realize that others are judging their output. In American society we are taught that whatever we do, we must be the best that we can be. We need to give ourselves permission to be imperfect, to make mistakes and to have fun trying. We need to be like kids and experiment with sound – to be curious about all the possibilities – to get our hands dirty with sound.  While we are in this experimental mode we need to suspend the voices in our minds that are critical - the voices that keep us from being free with our experiments. This is the conscious mind, the judgmental part of our minds, and we need to let that go. Create (using whatever technique you like, from serial to improvisatory to conceptual), THEN edit. When you learn to get yourself into this space, it is marvelous. Time is suspended. Your subconscious mind is much more powerful than your conscious mind. Use that to your advantage. In short, use both parts of the mind, but don’t allow the judgmental part of your mind to stifle your creativity.

