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Project Outline

As part of this module, I will be using research into creative composition styles and techniques to create four distinct compositions at 5 minutes in length each, totalling to 20 minutes. The specific areas of composition that my research will focus on will be the composition practices of minimal music (also known as minimalism), and 12-tone serialism. 
By the end of this module, I hope to achieve the following:
· Broaden my perspective on composition, and the styles and techniques that encompass the practice.
· Complete four high-quality tracks of instrumental music, by both writing and orchestrating the pieces as well as mixing and mastering the tracks using industry standard methods.
· Develop my piano playing skills, as well as score reading skills, to provide a basic context for the composition styles.


Aims & Objectives

As mentioned in the project outline, the primary goal for this project is to compose four tracks of high-quality orchestrated instrumental music, using creative composition practices. These tracks will also be used to support and add context to research into these practices, specifically minimalism and 12-tone serialism. 
To achieve these goals, I will need to complete the following objectives:
· Each piece must be five minutes in length, totalling to 20 minutes of audio.
· Each piece must be composed by employing a creative composition method or technique.
· The final audio should be mixed and mastered using industry standard methods and workflows.
Secondary to these objectives, I will also need to give context to the nature of my compositions. To achieve this, I will also need to meet the following objective:
· Research thoroughly into the methods and techniques used to create my compositions, as well as the historical context behind each method, to better understand how they came about and how they affect music today.





Research & Context

According to Jean-Benjamin de Laborde, a French composer in the court of King Louis XV, in his book Essai Sur La Musique Ancienne Et Moderne, musical composition:
“…consists in two things only. The first is the ordering and disposing of several sounds...in such a manner that their succession pleases the ear. This is what the Ancients called melody. The second is the rendering audible of two or more simultaneous sounds in such a manner that their combination is pleasant. This is what we call harmony, and it alone merits the name of composition.” (Borde, 1780)
Musical composition by today however, is a broad and complex art-form, that has evolved and been influenced by cultures all over the world for centuries. And due to this, many composers over the years have been faced with the problem of where to start when writing a piece, and have thus devised many different methods and techniques in order to bring their ideas to fruition. Some of these composition methods grew into art movements that broke out of the field of music and evolved and influenced other forms of art. 
This research section will focus on two of these methods, Minimalism, and 12-tone serialism. 

Serialism & 12-tone technique

The concept behind serialism can be best described as a method where the elements of a piece are arranged into, and therefore, governed by a series or tone-row (Griffiths, 2001). A common way of arranging these elements into a series is through an “equal-tempered scale” of 12 notes (Griffiths, 2001), i.e. where each semitone in the chromatic scale is played equally, also referred to as atonal music. 
This 12-tone technique, first pioneered by the works of Arnold Schoenberg in the early 20th century, is described in George Perle’s book Serial Composition and Atonality: An Introduction to the Music of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern as:
“…an attempt to liberate the twelve notes of the chromatic scale from the diatonic functional associations they still retain in “chromatic” music” (Perle, 1991)
The 12-tone technique was quickly adopted by Schoenberg’s pupils, such as Berg and Webern, at the Second Viennese School, in Vienna where Schoenberg lived and taught up until 1925 (Griffiths, 2001). This technique was a reaction to the rapidly expanding range of “tonal-relationships” (Perle, 1991) in late 19th century music. 
Whereas Schoenberg himself would adopt a strict approach toward the atonal nature of his compositions, some of his pupils, such as Berg, would take up a more relaxed approach to 12-tone serialism, ultimately giving Berg’s works a more “humanistic” and “emotional” feeling than Schoenberg’s (Ewen, 1952).


Minimalism

The art movement known as Minimalism, is a concept that can be described as an aesthetic, a style, and a technique all at once (Johnson, 1994). This section shall however focus on minimalism as a compositional technique. The technique employs a more limited and simplistic approach towards music that includes repetitive patterns of only a few notes, pulses, drones and harmony. Small sections are also reiterated across the piece giving it a sense of gradual evolution as time goes on. 
Examples of this can be found in the works of Steve Reich, such as It’s Gonna Rain (1965) and Four Organs (1970). These works focus strictly on how the piece evolves and changes with time, while at the same time, using almost no harmonic progression or any changes in timbre. (Reich, 2002)
The concept first arose in the United States in the 1960s and was largely pioneered by the works of Phillip Glass, Steve Reich and Terry Riley among others (Monteiro, n.d.). It began largely as a reaction to other , more complex, experimental composition styles, such as European Serialism. (Monteiro, n.d.) As Francisco Monteiro says in his paper Repetitive Minimalism: A Historical Style Or A Perspective In Music: 
“Minimal music, at first very American, began to be a new trend in art music, a style that was exported, enlarged and developed by different composers in Europe and Asia. It was a different way of approaching composition and of perceiving music, far from the already academic and powerful serialism. It was, for some, the beginning of a new (post-)modernity, a new - more public friendly -way for contemporary composers to develop their craft with public success.” (Monteiro, n.d.)

Project Development

Beginning in January 2020, as part of this Creative Practice module, we were tasked with developing our own project from the ground-up. Providing the project met the basic criteria of having 20 minutes of mixed and mastered audio included, we were free to determine our own goals and create our own objectives to complete those goals.
During the initial planning phase I chose to focus on music composition, specifically the aspects of composition such as the orchestration and arrangement techniques involved in creating classical ‘western’ music pieces.  I chose this area to broaden my own perspective and outlook towards music composition and to learn more about how the composers of the past would approach their own work so I could apply this ethos to my own.  To achieve this, however, would involve performing attentive research into a very broad subject, with multiple different possible facets which would carry with it the risk of the final project lacking context and focus.
Later in the planning stage, with consultation and one-to-one support from Michael Johnson our lecturer, I determined it was best to narrow down the focus of this project to a more specific aspect of musical composition; namely two experimental composition techniques: 12 tone serialism and minimal music. This would allow both the musical and research aspects of this project to have more focus, leading to a more successful project overall.
To achieve the projects primary goals, I would need to conduct research into the following:
· The key aspects of each composition technique, i.e. the ‘rules’ governing how the piece is written.
· The works of the key composers involved in pioneering these techniques, and how strictly they followed the ‘rules’ of their technique to write their pieces.
· The historical context behind each technique, i.e. the story behind how the technique was first pioneered and the social and cultural reasons regarding why the technique came about. 
This research was conducted simultaneously while composing my own pieces, in order to maximise the effectiveness of applying these techniques to my compositions. Two different pieces would also be written to demonstrate each technique, one piece following the rules of the technique word for word, and another with a more relaxed approach, employing the different aspects of the composition technique as guidelines rather than specific rules.

Personal Development

Throughout this module, and throughout my time so far in this music technology course, a primary goal has been to expand my skill-base in the field of musical composition. I feel with this project that I have made steps towards this ultimate goal, by gaining knowledge into the context of why rules must be set when approaching musical composition. 
I have learned that without these rules, there can be no focus when composing, there are simply too many different possibilities you can exploit, which can lead to developmental problems and a piece that lacks a central purpose. Conversely, I have also learned that following the rules that you have set, to keep a piece focused, too closely can also lead to its own difficulties, be it by ‘writing yourself into a corner’, or the final piece being difficult for your audience to listen to and understand. 
Therefore, my own perspective on composition has changed dramatically. Whereas previously I would compose without a clear set of rules, which under the right circumstances can lead to some good ideas, but ultimately would lead to a situation where I could not develop any idea further. Now I have learned that setting rules and guidelines can lead, not only to a strong initial idea, but also to a strong composition overall. 


Project Summary

As mentioned in the project outline, one of the primary goals of this project was to broaden and advance my knowledge and skills within the field of music composition. I feel that I have met this goal through research into, and application of, creative composition techniques. I have gained valuable experience through composing the four pieces that are included in this project, taking care to apply the correct rules at the correct time while also striving to maintain interest in the piece. 
I feel that I will need to devote further time to improving certain areas, such as how to maintain interest over time while utilising the 12-tone serial technique, and would also like to expand my research further into the history and application of more composition methods.  I am happy however with the project overall, and I feel I have achieved its primary goals. I have developed as a musician and will be devoting more time to further my piano playing and music reading skills, which will certainly be applied to future projects and opportunities. I have also gained experience in the arrangement and the orchestration of instrumental music, as well as knowledge in differing styles of composition and the historical context behind them.
In conclusion, I have gained far more confidence in the field of music composition as a direct result of working on this module and would like to apply and further my newly gained knowledge in future projects. 
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