Suggested composition exercises in preparation for composition element of the film music assessment task

The following exercises develop students’ sense of the relationship between music and particular ideas, narratives, moods etc, and the creation of music for a particular purpose.

1. Have students create a ‘Foley machine’ – a collection of items for creating sound effects for films – used by traditional sound effects persons (called ‘Foley artists’) to accompany films and radio plays. Items might include coconut halves (galloping horses), metal sheeting (thunder), shoes and gravel bed (footsteps), bird call whistle (comic falling etc).

2. Read students a story (eg from a picture story book) and have them provide the sound effects using the collected items.

3. Ask students to find their own story (or write one) and repeat the above exercise. (Set a time limit, eg 30 seconds.)

4. Have students create short compositions reflecting moods/emotions (eg excitement, fear, happiness, fun etc). Singing/vocalising examples is a useful way to suggest various musical concepts (set tempo, possible instrument choices, rhythmic patterns etc).

5. Ask students to consider possible instruments for various scenes in films: 
What would you use for a chase sequence? a scary sequence? a romantic scene? a comic scene? Compare your choices with film examples. (Synthesisers provide easy access to a wide range of instrumental sounds.)

6. Turn the sound off on a cartoon (eg Bugs Bunny) and have students make sound effects (vocally and/or instrumentally) to accompany their version.

7. Introduce various exercises for each of the music concepts.

There are many good resources that contain exercises for this purpose. Performance Making, A Manual for Music Workshops by Graeme Leak (ISBN 0868196738) is an Australian example.

Notes:

· It is important for students to realise that film music is programmatic, ie it is connected to a narrative/story/concept (eg ‘La Mer’ by Debussy), rather than being ‘absolute music’, ie music with no particular story or concept connected to it (eg ‘String quartet no 6’).

· Sound effects (SFX) contribute to both the sense of realism in films and, increasingly, are used to heighten dramatic effect, often along with music. Indeed it is often difficult to distinguish between SFX and sounds used musically – eg see the opening sequence to Batman Forever.

· Film composers work to a director’s ‘brief’ that specifies exact timing constraints.

· It is advisable to time-limit student exercises and give explicit criteria, eg piece must be 30 seconds, climax at 20 seconds, feel resolved at the end etc.

