Conversation

with Peter Boyer and Steve Metcalf (2003)

SM: What is Propulsive Music? Why did you choose this name for your new venture?

PB: Propulsive Music is a new company with two functions: 1. To represent my music to orchestras as a BMI-affiliated publishing company; and 2. To represent my music to film and television production companies. I chose the name because I like the notion that music can propel us forward, can drive us on; and I think that’s an adjective that applies to a fair amount of my music (though not all, of course). I like the imagery it conveys, and I find it appropriate in a certain way.

How did you get started composing? When did you know this would be what you would do with your life?

I started composing at the same age I started playing the piano: fifteen. I took to both playing and composing very quickly, and these pursuits came to dominate my life as a teenager. The household in which I grew up was not one in which classical music was heard, but rather pop and Broadway music, and so those were the styles I knew. I started out as a very young pop songwriter/singer (believe it or not!), and wrote about 40 pop songs in the first three years of my studies—in high school and my freshman year of college.

So what was it that caused your focus to shift from the pop world to the classical world?

It was a combination of two events. During my junior (also my last) year in high school, I was very fortunate to take a music history course, one which covered the whole gamut of Western music history, which one would not normally get to study until college. Midway through that year, I encountered the Mozart Requiem—this was the first event—and at this very time, my paternal grandmother died—the second event. It had been she who had been most responsible for my earliest music studies: buying me a piano, taking me to lessons, etc. I got the crazy idea that I would compose a Requiem in her memory. I was just turning seventeen, and was more into Billy Joel than Mozart, but I was seized by this ambition. To make a very long story short, three years later, as a twenty-year-old junior at Rhode Island College, I conducted 300 performers in the premiere of my 40-minute Requiem. It was a great success—standing-room-only to see this crazily ambitious project this teenager had undertaken. It got lots of media coverage, from USA Today to Rhode Island’s television, radio and newspapers. This was my first “serious” composition, so this was very heady stuff for a young guy. But more than anything, it was the overwhelming response from the audience—that fabulous connection I felt with them—that told me this was the direction my life would take. I’ve never looked back.

Although the orchestral medium is notoriously difficult to crack, for a young composer, you’ve enjoyed a great deal of success in this medium. How do you account for that?

I suppose that success in any medium is the result of some combination of innate ability, tremendously hard work, and a helping of good luck. Certainly I’ve been fortunate to have had so many opportunities for orchestral commissions and performances. I’ve also worked relentlessly at this for a number of years, and have focused my energies almost entirely on the orchestral arena. Getting one’s orchestral music programmed is a tricky affair. Orchestras are such complex entities with so many agendas. Where does new music fit in? What purposes does it serve? What criteria will dictate the choice of new repertoire? There are many questions orchestras need to answer. I’d like to think there are certain qualities in my music to which audiences have responded: direct, immediate, visceral qualities. Certainly I try to achieve this, though a great deal of it comes down to my own natural musical personality. I think this has helped audiences understand and respond to my music, and this has made it easier for orchestras to program it successfully.

What is it about the orchestral medium that you find so attractive, and do you expect to stay so focused on the orchestra in the future?
The orchestra is the supreme creation of the Western art music tradition (a loaded term, I know). There is no other medium which offers such expressive potential, such extraordinary possibilities of dynamics, of colors, of power. And there is something exhilarating for a composer about having this entity with so much collective ability—the lifetime’s training of each of its 75 or 100 members—bringing all its powers to bear on one’s music. It’s uniquely satisfying. Certainly I hope to be able to continue focusing on the orchestra, though of course I have no wish to preclude writing in other genres. Choral music, for example, remains of much interest to me.

Critics and audiences have commented on the “cinematic” quality of your music, and you have written about your dual influences from concert music and film music. Can you discuss this?
The composers whose music has most influenced me fall into two general categories: those whose work has been primarily for the concert hall, and those whose work has been primarily for the cinema. In the first category I would specify Aaron Copland, Leonard Bernstein, Benjamin Britten, John Corigliano, John Adams, Stephen Albert, and Joseph Schwantner; and in the second category, John Williams, Jerry Goldsmith, Elmer Bernstein, and Bernard Herrmann. Of course, the immediate problem with making such a list is that it imposes artificial restrictions: a number in the first group wrote brilliant film scores, and those in the second group have composed significant works for the concert hall. I suppose that what is important here is that I acknowledge my debt to and affection for both “concert music” and “cinema music” equally, and that I bear no prejudice for or against either. This attitude is becoming increasingly common, I think, among younger composers, whereas it was not so a generation ago.
It’s difficult to define what makes any music sound “cinematic,” but I think it has to do with certain musical qualities I mentioned earlier: music which is direct, immediate, visceral. I think the best film music connects with its audiences on an emotional level. Of course, that raises the question: How is that accomplished? There is no simple answer to that question, but some of it has do with melodic qualities. Though melody is by no means the only significant musical element, it is probably the most important. I am a great believer in the unrivalled power of diatonic melody. There is nothing which creates a stronger, more immediate connection with audiences. The greatest film composers, from Korngold to Williams, have been supreme melodists. (Of course, there are important exceptions to this rule—Bernard Herrmann is probably the best example.) Another quality of the best film music is its ability to be evocative, to create atmosphere. (Of course, this quality did not originate with film music!) Strong melodic writing and the creation of atmosphere are clearly qualities which I aspire to bring to my music—most of which to date, “cinematic” or not, has been for the concert hall.

Your teachers have included John Corigliano and Elmer Bernstein, two composers who have been at the top of their profession, but in very different ways. What was the nature of your work with them, and how did this specifically influence your development as a composer?

I studied with John Corigliano privately in the summer of 1995, after completing my doctorate and before relocating to Los Angeles. It was a brief period of time, but very important for me. John is a brilliant composer, and the two most important things I took away from him were a different way of thinking about musical architecture, and some specific “non-traditional” techniques of composing for orchestra. He has such a deep understanding of the orchestra, and such an extraordinary ability to create unique sonorities and textures. His “fingerprints” are unmistakable. Also, he never repeats himself—each new piece is quite different from his previous works. I really stand in awe of these qualities. My tone poem Titanic, written during and just after my period of study with Corigliano, certainly shows his influence.

I worked with Elmer Bernstein in the context of the USC Scoring for Motion Pictures and Television program, which I did in 1995-96. There were different kinds of lessons there; different kinds of influence. Elmer’s music, of course, possesses those “cinematic” qualities of which we’ve been speaking: wonderful melodies, a strong sense of evocation and atmosphere. He is one of the giants in the field of film music. Elmer’s teaching had mostly to do with aesthetics, which was always interesting. Certainly my work with him was the highlight of my year in the Film Scoring Program. Elmer has been so generous to so many composers over the years. He became a mentor to me, and we’ve stayed in close touch. My relationship with him has been one of the aspects of my life for which I’m most grateful. I’ve conducted his film music in concert on several occasions, with him in attendance, which has been a joy.

In addition to composing, you have been quite active as a conductor. How do you see the relationship between the two disciplines?

In general, I would say that composing and conducting are different disciplines which can be mutually enhancing, but they require separate skills and separate training, and the paths to success in each discipline are for the most part quite separate. My conducting training was as extensive as my composition training—more so, in fact, since I took my first conducting lessons in high school, and I didn’t take my first formal composition lessons until graduate school. I have always felt an equal passion for conducting as for composition. My thinking about the symbiotic nature of the two disciplines was most influenced by Harold Farberman, with whom I studied for three intense years (1992-95) at The Hartt School and the Conductors Institute. Of course, Farberman is one of the most renowned conducting teachers in the United States, but he’s also a very accomplished composer; and he’s given a great deal of thought to the ways in which composing and conducting interact. I’ve enjoyed all the various conducting opportunities I’ve had—with my own music and others’—and I continue to seek these opportunities. However, I realized years ago that pursuing the standard path toward building a conducting career—applying for assistant conductor posts around the country, taking lots of workshops, etc.—was incompatible with my other career goals as a composer, and therefore that would not be my path. Unfortunately, one can’t do everything.

In your professional life, you have been active in at least three different “worlds”: the world of the concert-hall composer; the world of the film and television industry, and the world of academia. Can you discuss your efforts to reconcile these worlds?

Traditionally, the worlds of the concert hall, the film and television industry, and academia have been strictly separate. Though some of the boundaries between them have certainly been softening in recent years—with film composers writing for the concert hall and vice versa, universities introducing formal film scoring programs, etc.—the “rules of the game,” the skills required, and the pathways to success in each of these three fields are certainly very different. Success in one arena clearly does not lead to success in another. There are many examples. For a composer in academia, a completed doctorate is an essential requirement. For a film/TV composer, it’s completely irrelevant—and in fact may be looked upon with suspicion. Only recently have I made some modest progress in the film/TV arena, orchestrating on films for Michael Kamen and working on some other industry projects. I’ve had the most momentum as an orchestral concert hall composer thus far. As for academia, that is certainly the most insular environment, the world whose rules and practices are the furthest removed from the professional world. And as for the field of music within academia, I think one can make a further distinction between the conservatory and the university, each one of which has its own unique climate. The personal irony for me is that, though part of my life is in academia, I’m about as far from an “academic composer” as one can get!

I’ve had to compartmentalize my life to a great degree to exist in these various worlds. When I’m working on an orchestral commission, I think in a certain way; when I’m working on a film project, I think in a different way; and when I’m teaching a seminar, I think in yet a third way. These sides of me may all have to coexist in the same week, or even in the same day. It certainly keeps me alert!

What about your relationship with audiences? Does the desire to connect with your audience affect your choices in terms of musical language and style?

I believe there has been a great transformation in the relationship between composers and audiences/listeners over the last 25 years or so. Speaking in very general terms, the generation of composers that came of age in the 1950s and 1960s, and early 1970s—a generation now aged in their late fifties to late seventies—was trained in the climate of a modernist aesthetic which was nearly all-pervasive. That aesthetic prized intellectualism and abstraction above all else, and viewed music which could be widely embraced and easily understood as fairly worthless. The result was a huge rift between composers and lay audiences. It was this generation that gave rise to the notion of an “academic composer”—a term generally considered pejorative in the professional performing world—and it was during this time that “new music” cemented its fearsome reputation. Of course, there were plenty of composers who were exceptions to this rule, but in general I believe this is accurate. The fallout from all of this has been severe, particularly for orchestras, I think.

In the early 1970s, the pendulum began to swing in the other direction, toward more “accessible” music (another loaded term!), and the pendulum reached its opposite pole by the early 1990s, I would say. Composers began to re-evaluate their relationships with audiences, and to place a higher value on communicating with their listeners. So for a younger generation of composers that received their training from the late 1970s through the 1980s and 1990s, “accessibility” became a far more important concern. I certainly fall into this category. Communication with audiences is paramount for me. As John Corigliano has frequently said, “I wish to be understood.” I couldn’t agree more.

Of course this affects my choices in terms of musical language and style. I do not compose in one single style; I’m open to a variety of techniques and styles, and the choices I make are determined to a large extent by the circumstances of the commission.

Speaking, then, of “a variety of techniques and styles,” today there exists a dizzying array of styles in what might be broadly referred to as “contemporary concert music.” Where do you see yourself within this broad stylistic spectrum of composers?

Well, in one sense, it’s more challenging to be a composer now than it has ever been, because the range of choices is so great, and there is so much more music to know. One simply cannot keep up with all the stylistic developments worth noting. There is no longer a “common practice,” so if a composer wished, he could reinvent his language with every new piece. This does make it difficult to have a recognizable identity.

As for me, if one thinks of the broad stylistic spectrum of living composers, with, say, Elliott Carter on one end and John Williams on the other end, then there’s no question that my music falls toward the latter end of that spectrum. I think that any place on that spectrum is more valid to certain kinds of audiences, and less valid to others; and one needs to be aware that one’s stylistic leanings will make some opportunities more likely than others. A composer who writes music that will be embraced by avant garde-leaning new music ensembles will probably not be embraced by most American orchestras, and vice versa. A composer who writes music that brings a typical orchestral audience to its feet may never receive a positive review from music critics with modernist sensibilities. One can’t have everything. Being aware of, and comfortable with, one’s own compositional personality is important, I think.

One function of Propulsive Music is to serve as a publishing company, representing your music to orchestras. Why is it that so many composers have chosen to create their own publishing companies?

Probably the most significant change in the music publishing field has been the proliferation of ever more sophisticated, ever less expensive music notation software. This creates possibilities for composers that simply did not exist twenty or even fifteen years ago. With Finale software, a high-resolution printer, a good eye, and lots of patience, a composer like me can produce scores and parts that are as beautiful to read as those of any commercial music publisher. So the function of engraving scores and parts, formerly the province of only the big commercial publishers, has now become ubiquitous. This is one reason for the proliferation of self-published composers. Of course, engraving is only one function of a commercial publisher. Composers who self-publish successfully also need to handle the tasks of distribution and promotion, the other major publishing functions. Creating a market or demand for one’s music is the most important and most difficult part, and it’s very time-consuming.

Of course, there still remain the major commercial publishers in the contemporary classical field, such as Boosey & Hawkes and G. Schirmer, which can and do bring major resources to bear for their composers. These entities will remain, I’m sure, but such major publishers by nature serve only a very small, elite group of living composers. For the few thousand other working composers in the United States, self-publishing can be effective and useful, if one is organized and entrepreneurial. This is one of the functions of Propulsive Music.

What is the nature of your work process when you compose? Do you make sketches, short scores, and full scores? What role does music technology play in your creative process? Do younger composers use pencil and manuscript paper anymore?

My work process can vary from piece to piece, but in general, yes, I make sketches, short scores (four to eight lines) and finally full scores (twenty-five to thirty-five lines). Though I’m fairly young, I’m old enough that my first pieces were written by hand, so I learned and first worked in that good old-fashioned way: pencil on manuscript paper. I started using Finale software in 1990, and over thirteen years and who knows how many versions, as that program has gotten faster and more sophisticated, I have put pencil to paper less and less. It’s simply much faster to enter notes in by keyboard than it is by pencil, and once the notes exist in the software file, they’re much easier to manipulate. So I’ve even taken to sketching this way much of the time. However, I often use pencil and paper for my initial, very rough ideas—there’s something quite satisfying about lead on paper somehow—and I also sketch in pencil for unconventional, “graphic notation” passages, where notation software can be very slow and cumbersome. For different types of projects, I also use Digital Performer sequencing software—this is particularly useful when one wants to achieve a detailed simulation of an orchestral passage, using orchestral samples.

A couple of themes recur through several of your compositions. The first is mythology—as found in Ghosts of Troy, Three Olympians, and The Phoenix; and the second is twentieth-century history, the basis for Titanic and Ellis Island: The Dream of America. Can you comment on these themes?

Mythology and history have indeed been very significant themes for me, and in a sense I view them as one and the same. The story of the Titanic, though genuine history less than a century old, has passed into the realm of legend, and can be considered a kind of contemporary mythology. Ellis Island and the American immigrant experience have become iconic, part of our American mythology. Though these may seem very distant from the Trojan War in Homer’s Iliad, or the exploits of the Greek gods of Mount Olympus, the common thread which links all of these is that they are stories which speak to some universal experience or truth. That is what makes such stories memorable, and that is what attracts me (and so many other artists) to them. This provides a kind of universally understood foundation on which to build a composition.
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