A Music Design Document from Film

The design document is a blueprint.  How detailed and informative might that blueprint be?  Below you will find pre-production notes for the music for the movie Serenity.  Although it is for film and not games, it is a great example of how a design document might describe the music for a game.

Serenity Pre-Production memo
Joss Whedon on Music

800 years from now, the Beatles will still be remembered, though they will often be misspelled.  Beyond that, all bets are off.

In the central planets, everybody has access to everything.  We don’t live there.  We live on the outer plants, where the entertainment you have, you make.  The first thing a person in the wilderness can make to separate himself from the base and wooly beasts is a joke.  The second is music.  We make it with what we can carry.  Working, primarily, up: Voice, Drum. Blowing air through wood. Guitar.

The future is made up of the past.  The past in a Cuisinart, but the past none-the-less.  Stories are made of other stories, picked apart, packed together, personalized, plagiarized (but let’s not stress that last part.)  Culture is made of what we already understand mixed with what we newly embrace.  We go back, we go forwards.  This story is a western.  This world is science fiction.  This movie is an epic.   But stripped bare, rubbed raw.  It hasn’t the comfort or pomp of an old-school epic.  Or the distancing strangeness of much great science fiction.  Or horses.  Everything it is, it hides.  I’m gonna be saying this till your ears bleed:  Contradictions.  Hiding.  A bigger than life tale doing everything in its power to look actual size.  
Star Wars was balls to the wall Big Show, and the music was like the Force: it surrounds you, binds you, comforts you like Alec's Obi-wan voice. Separates good from evil and happy from sad and makes damn sure every climax hits you right in the THX (which did not actually exist when Star Wars came out – it was, come to think of it, CAUSED by Star Wars.)  The Matrix brought the modern world to the modern world, slammin’ techno for eye-popping visuals (that soon became as repetitive as, say, slammin' techno.)  Now there's us, staking out our piece of cinematic turf (might be small but it's ours). And the music has to fit the vision as specifically as it did for those films. OUR music comes from THEIR music, this scrappled bunch. It is spare, intimate, mournful and indefatigable. Strength comes from pain, hope from the understanding of despair. Serenity (the ship, not the movie) (or the valley) is a tiny light in a vast blackness.   Space isn’t filled with the Force, or even Jerry Goldsmith's Federation marches - fellah, space isn't filled with anything.  That’s why it’s called “space".  Which makes the fact that the first time I hear music in this film is in space a little ironic.   But we’ll get to that.

Let's get specific. This is a science fiction western noir action suspense drama.  (Yes, another one of those.)  Its roots are in the western f1lm and in the history of the west (two remarkably different things).  Our people are pioneers. Their landscape is dry, dusty. Their vernacular draws from the west, their instrumentation does too.  Jayne has a guitar, which he occasionally plucks at. It's hard for me not to think of a fiddle sawing defiantly when I watch this ship go.  But this is not a tale of the old west, and to step too far into that vernacular would cause justified derision. (Let alone the fact that a lot of the 'old-westerners were Eastern Europeans.)  So what else have we got?  Culturally, there is a flush of Chinese in our white-trash culture, and that works out easily - your basic entatonic scale evokes China as much as it does old-timey country. Eastern scale patterns inevitably hit blue notes and minor threads and that's what makes a melody stick. (Hope from despair, see. Hope without despair is John Phillips Souza - it makes your teeth ache.) Embracing the cultural blenderizing also allows for a whole bunch of interesting instrumentation. But mixed up, hidden, or it's as much a cliché as the western feel. We don't want to be too specific about culture or time. We want to be comfortable enough with the sounds not to let them take us out of the story, but not so comfortable that we begin to be told where the story is. Tricksome.

As before: Voice, drum, wind, and string.

Voice is a lovely and unexpected instrument, but right now there are two voices in Hollywood: that middle eastern wallin' gal that works in Troy, Black Hawk Down and any movie that takes place east of Rhode Island, or that Irish chick who sounds like (and usually is) Enya. I think you get both in Gladiator. (For the price of one!) So for voice, those are the pitfalls to avoid right now.

Drum works wonders, used right. Can do the work of an orchestra, and everything in the world sounds different from everything else when you hit it. (I have tested this on all my assistants.)

Wind - dangerous. I just hate flutes. Hate them. I love a bassoon or an Oboe better than fine wine and I would love to find a place for a harmonica that didn't scream either "civil war" or "Neil Young Song". (Not that there's anything wrong with a Neil Young song. Don't ever be dissin' the Neil.) But wind instruments are either too airy or too sophisticated to feel like my bunch, so moderation is a watchword.

Strings. Guitar. One will appear, so that's no stretch. And folks could lug a fiddle farther than just about any instrument. But they walk the line with the obvious western cliché problem, so the melodies will have to compensate. Cellos are just cool, there's nothing to be done about it. Bouzoukis - I'm really not sure how to spell them, so let's just move on. Sitar's like the harmonica - if you can hide it, it's a powerful tool. If you can't, it's only one thing.

Nothing here can be only one thing. Nothing can be that specific about era or culture. Our conceit is that after hundreds of years of musical evolution, things have been pared down rather than built up. Is there room for the Big Show or the techno or the Beatles or whatever's next in pop culture? Everyone's invited. In pieces.  Grafted to a very simple mandate:  Life is simple in structure, complex in tone.  Structure: we have to eat, make money, avoid firey death.  Tone: we are not the good guys. There is no death star, no total victory, no easy decisions.  And way too much fiery death.

Let's get less specific. In fact, let's make a grand and sweeping statement.  This movie will have Jess score, and a simpler score, and more hidden workings in music and sound design, than its epic action might indicate.  A documentary - a "found" movie.  Unpolished. And because I live for contradictions, let's make another grand sweeper:  This movie will have more score than I think it will. Because it IS an action movie, and some of that action will be in space, where there is no sound BUT music, and the score will have to do some double-time. And 'cause every now and then, I just wanna break someone's heart.

Now let's get disgustingly specific. 
Let's go through the story.  The cold open: River's escape and the introduction of the Operative. I hear no music here (save possibly for the Op's entrance, if he wants for a theme) unless it's low, discordant - the distant clanging of metal and low strains run backwards, unsettling, more sound than music, until the sound is (as scripted) sucked out of the screen and we go to black, thence to: 
The title. The ship. This is the first time I hear clear, pure music, and it's her theme, Serenity's. A violin, or two voices oddly harmonized, or something I haven't thought of yet but what it says is "Home."  Not sate harbor, but a place you wanna hang.  Once we're on the ship, on the job, in the bank, I don't hear anything. I don't hear anything until the Reavers come, and then it hits hard and I don't think of it as music, I think of it as "get those guys away from me". Banging on a can, a fiddle scratched taut at its highest register - nothing so comforting as an orchestra, but room for a very tense ensemble.

Back on the ship - Mal's contemplation of Inara's picture might draw in a simple theme - they are, after all, in love. Thwarted love, the bestest kind. And Kaylee's wistfulness carries over to an image of Inara herself, one with no sound, so I feel like this theme might come through to the scene with Sheydra.  

Beaumonde is full of music, both live and recorded. Let's figure out what pop songs will sound like in 500 years! It'll be easy! And in the cacophony of the competing sounds, no one will notice we failed!

River's little "episode": I've described this in stunt meeting as "Robert Altman's THE MATRIX". Which is to say, no slo-mo, no impossible gags, and all the messiness of fifteen guys trying to either fight or run away from this lithe little killer. Here, music should creep in, so we're too busy gaping to notice it but building enough so that when Mal and River point their guns at each other it can STOP - and stop us with it.

The Operative again, looking at images of River, of Mal, of Inara. Do we hear their themes here, or should we wait?

River in the storage locker: she's got a lot to go through here, awake and asleep. And she is the narrator of this film, which is just one more reason to take the rustic aesthetic of the music and filter it through a modern - and odd - perspective. Her theme is plaintive, unwelcoming but heartfelt. She is the monster. She is the damsel. She is the action hero. She's from the central planets, where the Asian influence is more keenly felt. (She happens to look Asian, or Slavic, when she is in fact a Texan.) She is a beating heart and a worried mind. Her (later) dreams are a horror, where the music actually outweighs the narrative - what the hell is so scary about people taking a nap?

The night scene at Shepherd Book's: Jayne sits by the fire and provides a gentle, almost-bluesy underscoring to the intimate scene, and he provides it a week from Sunday, so we better get on that.

Mal and Inara on the vidscreens: No music. Let's let them be uncomfortable.

Mal and the Operative: again, the Operative would never be so crass as to enter with music. It would come with the fight, and carry through the retreat to the ship.

Mal's confusion, River's escape: some hits in here, keep the momentum up.

The return to Book's: it comes as we enter, highlights Kaylee's finding the boy, but Book's scene with Mal should play without it - there is no comfort here. He's not going into the light.

The reaverized ship: So there's music here. Things are getting hairy. And soon after, sad and romantic, what with Mal and Inara and all. And when the group gathers to see the Reaver armada... Well, I think the music builds on all their faces and then disappears when we see the Armada. The scope of it. Here is true emptiness. The music comes back when that spotlight washes over them, following them... tense and quiet. This is a horrible place to be. (Take "The Hills Have Eyes" and put a submarine in it.) (Wait a minute, I smell franchise...)

Miranda: again, it is still and sterile, so the music comes in ambient waves, never settling. Then it hits you with the corpses, and River's freakout takes us deep into it - and keeps  us there all the way through Dr Caron’s speech.  The core of the movie is in here. The Very Worst. It should be tragic, because of this woman’s misguided decency, but also because the revelation frees River’s mind and allows it to cohere to the point of accepting and codifying actual tragedy; the comfort of simple, genuine sadness.  It even gets Mal and Inara to talk plainly for the first time in their lives.  There’s beauty in it.
Mal' St. Crispin's Day speech: Oh come on. Of course.

The Air War: As mentioned before, no sound in space, so I’m assuming we need a broad sound here.  This is one of the few (actually, two) places I think we might need an orchestra – but I could be wrong.

The Siege: Here's the other place I feel a full sound, just to evoke the elegiac nature of our heroes’ sacrifice and offset the horror of the Dawn of the Dead-style massacre they're getting into.  (This is only partially about ratings.)  Then it's action-o-rama.

Mal vs. the Operative may carry some of the siege over into it.  At this point, we’re in it, and we can worry less about hiding it.  The music can be bigger because the cause is bigger.  WE are bigger, or as the Simpsons would say, we are embiggened.

The funeral/rebuilding montage: all music, but definitely our old accustomed sound, spare and lovely.

The end: Oh, we'll build, but we'll cut out fast when the ship starts falling apart again.

The End Credits: Here's where you take a theme from the movie and have someone sing over it so you can have a pop hit! I'm as excited as anyone. I like Tsuji Ayano for this. She plays the Ukulele and only sings in Japanese, but she's totally adorable and I'm pretty sure Bryan Adams is busy. (Actually, the only time I remember actually liking this trick is David Sylvan singing over Ryuichi Sakamoto's indelibly brilliant score for Merry Christmas Mister Lawrence.  But I liked it pretty well then.)

I think that's enough for now. I am drawn, in post script, to the parallel between the four instruments I’ve highlighted and the four themes from Once Upon a Time in the West.  Morricone announced everyone operatically, which we will never do (or admit to doing) but the elements, the voice, harmonica, guitar, percussion, are so prevalent.  I guess they’re both Fairy Tales, in a way. I like the connection. It's in there, like everything else, hidden.  Always hidden.
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