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P:  If I could just piggy-back on that, just the kind of instrument you have to use from
where you live; you need a big-ass horn if you're in the Alps trying to get across huge-ass
mountains. 

J:  A conch shell.  You could hear the conch shells.  I was at a retreat, for three days, and
every day lunch was called by a conch shell, and it resounded for two miles.

P:  Wow.

J:  So they called it three times, in three different directions, and you could hear it no
matter where you were in the retreat.  And it was a conch shell this big [about 8” across].

F:  That's awesome.

J:  Yeah.  And I was fascinated because, wait a minute, I played horn in college.  I was
like, “That reminds me of the horn.”  The actual sound of this giant instrument with tons
of tubing, that I could just grab this shell, and make one pitch, or a moderate version of
[multiple pitches]

P:  What's fascinating about this is what you were saying:  The horns are like Royalty.
It's big.  It's important.  You wanna get everyone's attention, you blow a horn.  So we
have this importance mentally locked into the horn, from a very young age.

J:  It's like the Flute.  The flute exemplifies, I think to your point (to the Author), people
probably started playing, even those little pan flutes, because it either sounds like wind or
a creature.  Because it does sound mimic a lot of natural sounds, whether it's a bird, or a
cricket, or a frog, as I found out. These indigenous [sic] frogs that were brought from
Mexico, or whatever, that make this really specific sound. And they were talking back
and forth all night to each other.  It's just these two pitches, over and over and over and
over again....  And it's just this one frog.  One.. species of frog connecting to all the other
frogs....  It sounds like a cacophony of instruments, but it's just this one instrument, by
itself.  And then you hear crickets behind it, and the Wind, the Ocean, whatever, moving
around.  So, I think, that's where the impetus for why they created the music that they
did.  And, to what emotion?  If you're on an island, I mean, you're either lonely or you're
ecstatic because you're in this beautiful place.  Because it's stunning.  Beautiful.  Or you
feel oppressed because you can't leave.  You're completely trapped.  So there's this mix of
emotions in places.  African music exemplifies the same thing.  I think a lot of African
music is very simple, but also very celebratory;  because they're using rocks and wood.

E:  This speaks to, also:  That, we as Westerners, in a very specific way, we've divorced
Music from Life.
F:  So, what does that mean?

E:  That, say in Africa, they don't have a word for 'song' because Song is tied to Ritual....
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So they don't talk about Songs....  It's just, “This is the thing I do when I was my clothes.”
This, kind of, comes back to... European...advent of the Church....  Before music was
written down, and separated from Life, that Music was more a part of the cloth of society,
rather than a vestige of it, or a...

F:  So, you're saying, basically, the moment it went from, “We do this with each other as
a part of a Ritual,” to, “We're going a Concert to see someone do this on a stage, just for
the purpose of seeing them do it on a stage.”

E:  Yes!

F:  That was the dividing line between Western and Eastern, or basically, Us..

E:  Us and Them

F:  Yeah.  It was very interesting, watching at this 'Musical Instrument Museum', seeing,
like, all the other countries and... then as soon as you get to Europe, it's when things get
organized, sheet music comes out, the instruments get more elaborate, the orchestrations
get more deliberate, where everyone else it's more like a Jam.  (Laughing)  You know, for
the longest time it was just a bunch of Hippies, with bongos and strings.

P:  I think it's the difference between Folk music from wherever in those areas, and Pop
music that we have today.  Which is not... we don't gather around and sing this song, but
it kind of becomes our identity.  Like, if you get a bunch of fourteen-year-old girls
together, they can sing 'Call Me, Maybe' and they're all into it.  

J:  Right.  But you also have venues where people will go to hear those songs they love.
Whether they're dancing;  whether they're in a Club or a Bar; whether conversing and
shouting loudly at each other, but they hear the music that they hear on the radio, and feel
connected because everyone knows the song.

P:  Yeah.  And I would argue that it hasn't been separated from Life.  In fact, Music has
taken such a larger portion of our life that it itself stands as its own Thing, and we can
hear, like, twenty different versions of a pop song without it having to be related to...

E:  But it's gone from being part of the fabric of to being a sort of cocoon.

P:  Elaborate.

F:  I get it.

E:  Let's say you're having a shitty day.  I'm going to listen to a song that either reinforces
this shitty day, but it makes me feel, you know..
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F:  Not alone.

E:  Yeah....  I bet that on your phone's you guys probably have different songs for the
different people who call you, right?

J:  I haven't gone that far, but I get it.

P:  My girlfriend does.

E:  We can't turn on the TV, I mean, anything we look at on the TV tells us how to feel
about it, musically.  Right?....  And it's a different kind of communication than, “Hey, the
four of us need to move these chairs, but to pass the time and not make it seem like work,
we're going to vocalize, and we're gonna..

P:  I see what you're saying.  As far as Music being anywhere and everywhere and having
no particular pertinence to your own life, it speaks to...

E:  It's atomized our sense of who we... it used to be communal, but now it's so personal.

P:  Yeah.  I think any time you give people the option to hear music without having to
make it themselves, that's when that starts happening.

J:  Well, I think there's two things that happened:  We started making music for Music's
sake.  That's the first impetus in Western music.  When we said, “I'm just going to write a
piece of music to write a piece of music.  I'm not necessarily inspired to write that piece
of music, but I want to write a piece of music.”

P:  I saw the positive reaction to That Guy's song.  I would like to have that.

E:  Or because my Boss told me to write a piece of music.

J:  No.  There's a reason behind it.  See?  That's not just because I need to write it for
Music's sake.  Because someone told you to write it.  That's different than..

E:  I need to express myself.

J:  Yes, and because the expression is just that, and no one needs to hear it.  I'm okay with
just setting it on a shelf.  And the same thing when you listen to a piece in an orchestra-
hall, and you have no idea why the composer wrote it, you don't know what's going on,
and then everyone makes their own Thing out of it.  But then, I think, what's happened
now is that enabling the entire society, across the globe, to be able to cherry-pick exactly
what they listen to; any time, whenever, however, in whatever, room, space, earphone
they want to;  everybody can create their own environment and make it so personal, and
so specific that it creates a barrier, rather than puts [claps/clasps hands together] people
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together.  Unless, you know that you're going to, just for an example, you're going to go
drink some beer, and about forty, fifty, sixty other people, depending on the size of the
Bar are going to be drinking some beer, and you know you're going to hear music.  So
that music is going to be infused with that culture of drinking beer, or a Dance-Hall.... Or
you're gonna go to the Mall.  There's always music going on in a Mall. Pe-ri-od.   When a
store goes silent (I used to work at a store for eight years) and the music was turned off,
the energy and vibe of the entire space was changed.  And the community knew
something was off.  But when you turn the music back on... and you also dictate what the
community feels if the music's too loud.  You know, the whole example of Abercrombie
& Fitch, and you walk in and it's like, “Oh my God!  It's so smelly and dark and loud.”
Three things instantly hit you.  You don't know what song is playing, because it's so damn
loud.  But the same can be said if it was silent.  You walk into a store and you're shopping
and it's completely silent.

E:  Well, from a psychological perspective, because the music is so loud, you devote
more processing power to tuning out that music, it makes you..

F:  Aggressively buy shit?  I'll TAKE THAT AND THAT AND THAT!!!  [(Laughs!)]

J:  Get me outta here, now!

E:  Yes!  It's the same reason they play Heavy-Metal at loud decibels when they send
troops into combat.  Because it's so loud, our animal-brain says, “Whenever I hear
something this loud and this close:  It's a sabre-toothed tiger qnd I'm about to die.  Or it's
thunder, and I'm afraid for my life.”  So, you pump that music and it's THIS loud, so the
defense mechanism is:  buy, move through the store, go deeper into the store to find a
quiet place.  Nobody thinks to leave because they just walked in the store.  Right?  And
who's going to be so shallow as to walk out of a store because the music's too loud?  

F:  You're not cool.

E:  Loud music will short-circuit someone's better judgement and they'll stop thinking.
It's auditory trauma.

J:  What it does, I think,  tune into, and speaks to is, especially when we're talking about
live, in-the-moment performance, I think it always, kind of, correlates to, “Do you want
that Audience to feel those things instantly?”....  Or is it something that slowly builds into
it.  Rarely do I get the chance, when performing live, to just blast the Audience with
music.  Because I don't know if the actors are wanting a blast moment from the orchestra
pit, or whatever you want to call it.  Even if we had a little band that was improv-ing with
the ensemble on stage....  It think, again, it goes back to that spectrum that we're used to
using in the Western World, and use them wisely.  (To Funk) As you said, to me, if you're
a smart musician improv-ing you're not paying attention to whether the music you're
playing is good or bad. Is the storytelling being done well?
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F:  I've noticed, speaking of the sine-wave of emotions... the emotions of Surprise or
Shock, things that just hit you [slaps hands together] like a brick-wall, any time in Improv
where I try to emulate that brick-wall, it just always falls flat.  It never really, like,
“GUN-GAHN!” and then it goes back to Silent, that doesn't really do it for me.  So, I
always try to say to the actors, it's not about the musician punctuating this reaction
moment, this surprise or this shock.  It's YOU.  You've gotta do it.  If the actor is doing it
well, you don't need to do much at all to do those slam-in-your-face emotional moments.
In fact, you may need to do only one key, if the actor's really doing it.  But, in a lot of
movies, where you have a lot of really subtle acting and there's barely nothing going on
on the actor's face, I think you can...  I don't know if any of you have seen those
experimental videos where they just have a human face staring in a camera with different
music playing underneath it..

P:  Yeah.

E:  I'm citing one of those.

F:  But it's interesting to see.  It's so cool.  But in the same turn, on film you can get in
there tight and the actor doesn't have to do anything.  But then, it's gotta be all music, but
then it's gotta be more than just the piano, there's gotta be more to it.  I mean, I guess it
could be just a piano if the pianist is really good and it's really written well.

J:  But I think the irony is too, just watching a film like 'War Horse'...

F:  Marc Evan Jackson? [Marc Evan Jackson arrives for the Roundtable.]

 it's the same thing where the camera can be zoomed right into a horse's eye, and you're
getting something.  The Audience is getting something.  

E:  But on stage you can't do that.

F:  Right.  You can't tell them where to look.  You can't tell them who to focus on

J:  No.  I think you're totally right.  It can be any variation of instruments or one
instrument.  And as long as you know how to capture the emotion without distracting, it
can really blossom into something.

F:  And if a a director stays on someone's face for a while and they don't do any anything,
you know there's intent behind it because, why would the camera be hanging on this
person's face so long.  So then you as the Audience start reading into it.  You go, “What
must they be feeling?”  Because the director couldn't possibly let the camera hang on
somebody who's got nothing going through their head.  So, automatically, it puts you in a
state of trying to figure it out; which I think is a great technique that directors can use,
where they make the Audience do the work.  Those are the movies where you spend the



154

whole time going, “What's he thinking?  What's he thinking?”

E:  It's that single, high clarinet in Beethoven's Fifth....  It's stopping time, and making
someone so totally conscious of what's happening.  It's unease.

P:  And I think it's the opposite of “dun-dun-dun”.  You play music, you play music,
something happens, and everything stops.  And all of a sudden you have that moment of,
“I don't know what's going to happen.  There's tension and I don't even fully know what
direction to go.”

J:  The only problem is that, in Improv... the moment stops and you don't know if was
meant to stop, either.  That's the only danger, I feel, in Improv, is that sometimes we can,
sometimes, never catch the moment.  Just like a surprise.  It's hard to have that subtle of
refined pause on stage where that Audience doesn't feel like, “The actors have no idea
what's going on.”

F:  An there's that split-second decision of, “Who registers their surprise first;  the piano
player or the actor?”

J:  Or the moment?

F:  Or the moment.

J:  And the piano comes in... and plays something subtle, but then they may have wanted
to transition into some surprise.  And you just don't know in live theatre what that
moment might be.

P:  That's the trouble with Music Direction in general.

E:  It's their job to go with the subtle, though.

J:  It's true.  If they're ready, in a perfect world.  

E:  In a perfect world, to go with your thing.  If you're both, if the musician and the actor
are both here, and they're both reading each other, and one person moves, it's the other
person's job to follow them.

J:  It can be.  Yeah.

E:  Now, we all no that's not the way it always works.  Because the musicians are there to
support the actor.  That's the unwritten rule.

J:  Unless you've worked together for a long time and then you can piggy-back off of one
another.
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F:  I think if you could have a spectrum of bad improvisors to the best improvisors, there
would also be a correlation between the amount of music played and the lack of music
played.

Marc Evan Jackson:  An inverse proportion.

F:  An inverse proportion, right.  And I think that the worse the improvisor the more the
Music Director is ya-da-da-dop-dadadada-da-dop.  I mean, if you ever watch Michael
Pollock do a Level 5 show, it's like his fingers don't leave the keys.  He's scoring every
line.  But it's because the actors are doing nothing.  But if you go see a Mainstage show
in Chicago where the actors are at the top of their game, and Ruby goes out to the lobby
for a smoke for ten minutes between scenes..

J:  I gotta split.  This was wonderful.  This was great.

E:  (to Jerome)  If you feel inspired and anything comes to mind and you want to say..

J:  I could do this for hours.

P:  This is awesome.

E:  (continuing)  If you want to want to say, “You know what, Man?  Fuck you!  Because
leitmotifs aren't this...”  No, seriously.  If anything comes to mind, I would certainly
appreciate anything you're willing to share.  What you've done has been great.  This is
exactly the kind of space and culture I wanted to pick up on.  I hoped for it.

F:  I hoped for it.

P:  This is awesome because I don't think the three of us [F,J,P] have ever sat down for
this long and talked about it either....  You know, I've got all of this ethos stuff on why
this stuff works.

E:  I've got [a lot of that] stuff, too.  But, because, now I'm in a room of people that have
had similar, you know, not identical, contradictory, complimentary [experiences], now
I've got a set of data.

P:  Yeah.

E:  And this is what this is.
P:  Right!

E:  It's data.  I could sit down and write a thesis and say, “This is what it is.”
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P:  Yeah.

E:  There's a whole side of it that... It's about being scholarly.  I'm just hack musician.

M:  Shut up, John.

E:  I'm not fishing.  I fish at the beach.  

P:  Well, so far he hasn't played me anything good today.

E:  We all rise to whatever our abilities dictate.  Our skill-set will, sort of, dictate the
approach that we take.  And, based on our experience we all have different ways that we
go at it.  But, it's not scholarly to just say, “I feel this way.”

P:  Yeah.

E:  It's not any less valid, but when I have to defend this against doctors, and they say,
“Tell me about this...”

P:  I feel like the real challenge for me is... most of your answers are going to be, because
music is about emotion.  And how do you quantify, again, that line between Anger and,
you know, Melancholy?

E:  I don't remember if it was you or Jerome that made the, “Anger morphing into
resentment...”

P:  Yeah!

E:  What's the difference?  If anger is just a straight, vampy c-minor, is resentment c-
minor and a-flat-minor?

P:  I feel like a lot of it is about timing, and it's such a huge comedy thing.  But it's the
difference between, if I'm angry now, I'll tell you now.  Whereas, if I'm resentful, I'll wait
a beat, walk away, and then, instead of doing it to your face.  Do you know what I
mean?.... It's the same tone, but if you wait a half-second to put it in there.. And that's
another huge thing that would be difficult to quantify, is comedic timing.  But the
question of, you know, someone saying, “I'm having a great day,” and immediately
playing some happy music behind it, or waiting five beats , it adds this huge change of
affect.

E:  Because immediately is “Yes, I am.”  Five seconds later it's, “Am I?”

P:  Yes!  Exactly.  And, again, I think Josh [Funk] said it best when he said, “It's directing
much more than it is scoring,”  because you're telling them.  You're telling them what's
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happening or the motivation.  I could do this all day.

–––––

M:  And now it's just us.  Just me.. this Sennheiser mic, and a Marantz Professional
Solid-State Recorder PMD 660.  I prefer the 670.  But..  Just..  Us.

–––––

M:  Just based on what I've already heard, there are things that I do not agree with.

E:  Please, just start.  Just jump in.

M:  The.. risk of failing... whatever risk... or the only problem in Improv, or whatever...
there are no problems in Improv.  Like, if something goes up in the air, and we don't
know if it came down, whoever decides first whether it came down, or how well or how
poorly that it came down, wins.  And then we're all on board or obviously, I'm certain that
you've talked about the Music countering what's going on.

E:  We haven't.

M:  Really?

E:  No.  It was this:  Maybe we talked about two things.

M:  Oh, gosh.  This is going to be a long paper....  Like, that is not a failure, in my mind.
Whether you've lead the improvisors on stage to surprise, or to fear, or to ordinary, or
whether they lead you, there's no failure.  The only failure is not being willing, is not
making a choice.

E:  Yes! 

M:  If you don't play because you're afraid to fuck it up for them on stage, then you've
failed.

E:  Right!  The only failure is the failure to act.

M:  The same rules apply to stepping off the back line, as to putting your fingers to the
keyboard; if you don't play because you're fearful, you've failed.  If you play something
that may not fit because you're like, “I play Also spracht Zarathustra fucking really
well,” and so you play it for that wrong motivation.  It's like coming into somebody else's
scene because you're like, “I have this hilarious gay voice that I do.  This is gonna kill.”
Then, you've failed.
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E:  It's like,”Oh, you guys are talking about beans.  I'm gonna come and do some kind of
fart-joke because beans and farts go together.

M:  Yeah.  I mean, that's a failure.  And also, it was told to me, when I first took over the
Mainstage job from Joe LaTessa in 1997, both [Director, Michael] Gellman and
[Producer] Rico [Bruce Wade] told me that I was a Character in every scene.  You know?
And I think on the spectrum of Musical Directors I've probably played more notes than
other people.  Like, I think, there weren't many scenes that I let just live.  I let that be the
spice.  But that's probably born of inexperience at the time.  I was not, and remain to this
day not a good Musical Director.

E:  Quantum Leap stands to counter every statement, like that, that you would make.

M:  Tell me what that is.

E:  Quantum Leap:  Margaret and Keegan in a Book Store, and he wrote those 'Books
through Time'.

M:  Oh, gosh.  Did I write that?  

E:  Right there.  That, in and of itself is a microcosm of what any Music Director needs to
do.

M: (to Funk)  Do you remember the scene 'Quantum Leap'?  Margaret and Keegan in a
book store?

F:  Yeah.

M:  I vaguely do.  I gotta watch some of these tapes.  I gotta get my VCR out of storage.

F:  My VCR (laughs)

E:  Yep.  Oh, here we are in Venice, so it's a harpsichord and something modal.  Great!
Oh, here we are in the future:  Synthesizer.

M:  I'm sure they're the hackiest stereotypes.  And I guarantee every bit of it's in C.

E:  Oh yeah.  Because you played a piece by Bach, and the Venetian musical culture of
that time probably pre-dates Bach by three-hundred years.  So, from a musicological
standpoint, what you did was totally bullshit.
M:  Yeah.  And this began by me saying, “I was not then, nor am I now, a good Musical
Director.” (laughs)

E:  But, your Audience wasn't full of a thousand Musicologists.
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M:  No.

E:  And even among Musicologists who specialize in the same Era, their careers depend
on them disagreeing with one another until they retire.  Because, who else would care
what they're arguing about other than their opponent.

F & M:  Right.

M:  I was saying to John that I was here for five minutes, overhearing the tail-end of the
conversation, and there were already things that I didn't agree with.  Like, Jerome was it?
Saying “The problem with Improv” and what happens if you're not there, or whatever.  I
don't see that as a failure at all.  As I said to John, if you don't play in that instance
because you're fearful of fucking it up, then you've failed.  If you're worried about that
the guys on stage aren't going to agree or aren't going to like what you did, then you've
failed.  Or if you stick in some 'go to' bit that you're like, “I play the 'Jaws' Theme really
well,” then you've failed.  That's the same as leaving the back line and going, “Oh, this is
a chance for my hilarious black voice,” in somebody else's scene, then I think you've
failed.  But also the... Gellman and Rico told me, when I took the job, that I was a
character in every scene.  The piano, you know, was meant to add to every scene, and I
know I played in almost every scene, and when I didn't, that was saying something.  I
don't know.  I completely agree with your inverse proportions.  I think, especially in the
field of Improv... I mean, I just played, like, a thumping octaves in the bass when Level
1s are out there and you just wanna go, like, “GO!”  “Bum-Bum-Bum-Bum-BUM-Bum-
Bum-Bum”  I mean, show some energy.  There's something pressing.  “Oh, there's a
knock at the door.  Oh, it's nobody.”  And then improvisors that are better, and scripted
scenes need less and less, I suppose.

E:  What's the difference between scoring Short-Form and scoring Long-Form?  Do you
take a different approach?

F:  I think Short-Form musical directing is a lot of bells and whistles, and a lot of
gimmicks, and a lot of the piano being self-aware.  And I think that, the best Music
Director I've ever worked with..

E:  What do you mean self-aware?

F:  I mean “I know I'm playing during this scene.  You know I'm playing during this
scene.  And I'm not trying to be..

M:  Invisible.

F:  Invisible.  I think the best Music Director I've ever worked with for Short-Form is T.J.
Schanoff in Chicago.  And it's because he can do every fucking pop riff, ever, in a
second.  And so the Audience... it's just another element of Game for the Audience to just
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dig into.  And it's like, he just..

M:  It's almost like needle-drop?

F:  He's needle-dropping as he's playing and doing little comments on the scene, and it's
infusing more Game into the Game, and it's infusing more energy.  It's a whole 'nother
way to get laughs.  And if the purpose of Short-Form is to be like, Laughs.

M:  Punching.

F:  It's to get as many fucking laughs as I can possibly get.  Then, it's a different
ballgame.  Whereas, if it's Long-Form, or if it's scenic then it's more scoring.  That's more
like trying to be invisible.  And it's two different skill-sets, really.

M:  I don't have a lot of experience scoring Long-Form as a dedicated person in the Pit,
or whatever, but I would guess that those who do it well, I would guess Michael Pollock
and people like that would look for thematic stuff that they might establish and bring
back later.  I know I've seen, out here, things like the Improvised Movie and things like
along those lines, and I know that some of those M.D.s build in Overtures, and Act One
stuff that goes into fugue stuff later, and get's canoned later.  I don't do that.

E:  I aspire to do that.

M:  You could totally do that.  Do you still MD?

E:  Once in a blue moon.  I score my dogs.  Roscoe's in 6/8, Daisy's in 2/4.

M:  That's great.

E:  They're sort of hemiola when they run.

M:  That's funny.  I like that.

–––––

M:  What was the leitmotif debate?

E:  It's a melody that you associate with a character or situation.

F:  John was trying to say there is another type of leitmotif that was more of a feel or
genre or a mood.

E:  Like an instrumental leitmotif as opposed to a melodic theme leitmotif.
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F:  But I do agree with Jerome where, it's really a question of semantics.

E:  It is.  It absolutely is.

F:  Okay, so let's define it.  Leitmotif is a melodic line.  A style is a style.  But it can still
serve the same purpose of latching onto a character.  So, in a certain movie, every time
you see this character there's Jazz music, then it's not a leitmotif.  It's Jazz.  Jazz identifies
who this character is.  There is no melody.  And like I said, I think that's an element of
Hollywood trying to save money, by just using stock-music and not hiring composers to
write leitmotifs.  You know, but to say, like, “No.  We'll just get some bongo tracks from
our library every time this guy comes in the room.”

E:  The articles I've read on this nuance it far better than I.

M:  Oh, I'm sure.

–––––

Quartet of Trombones

F:  So you're opening it to more than just a melodic-line, but also to chord-changes.

E:  Yes.

F:  And for that matter, you can also say a specific rhythm.  So you play it with a drum,
and then bring it back with a clarinet next time, and you bring it back with a trumpet next
time.

M:  Are there heavy-motifs?

E:  There are Boo-motifs.

–––––

M:  Inasmuch as I sometimes think of musical direction as, like, trying to offer these
improvisors in jeans and pastel t-shirts on stage, in a white room filled with nothing...
Inasmuch as we're trying to offer as much reality once we get the suggestion, or
whatever, to that world, you might play that flamenco riff if you're in Spain, or whatever,
to get them started; almost like the beginning of an old-school sitcom, like when they
walk through the door.

E:  [Sings Seinfeld bass-riff.]

M:  Right.  And it's like, “This is just establishing.”  So, you're just trying to add some
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paint to the flats, and, say, make the sun feel a bit hotter, or whatever.  But then I think
you, maybe I, would proceed in that motif in that style, moving forward.  But you're not
just going to play front-to-back, on repeat, that song over and over.  So, maybe, that's an
establishment thing, I think.  It's an expositional thing, in my mind, that you may not
touch again.

J:  I also think, like, you could use for creating Spain or creating a Spanish character in a
Russian scene, that walks in, you could use the same instrument, the same chord-
progression, or whatever, but I think that's where feel comes in....  It always gets weird
when you try and break it down and get scientific and make it theoretical....  It's like,
“What's the difference between playing a Spanish character and playing a Spanish
location?”  It's, I don't know.  It's in my fingers, it's in my heart, that's the Art of it.

M:  And it started two minutes ago, so you better be playing. 

F:  Yeah.

M:  There's no time to go [hold on], where we're huddling and doing this in two hours.

E:  Would it be fair to say, [to Jackson] your “establishment”-clause notwithstanding, that
when you play Spain, it is Spain throughout [the scene]; whereas when you play the
Spaniard it is...?

F:  No, you would play Spain to set up the scene and then you'd abandon it, 'cause then
it's gotta be about the characters.  The scene is not about Spain; the scene takes place in
Spain.  But if the scene is about the Spaniard, even if it's about the Spaniard, the fact that
he's Spanish is not what the scene's about.  Unless it is what the scene's about, and then
that's another thing.

M:  And then I don't want to watch that scene.

E:  Those are my cultural stereotypes coming through.

F:  No.  I think it's the same thing, like, the great musicians would scoff at you, like if you
were to say to Miles Davis, “How do you play sadness?”  [He'd say,] “Fuck you honkey.
How do I play sadness?  I am sad.  And I pick up the trumpet and start playing, and that's
what comes out.”  You know?  That's Art.  That's music.  And I think that's where, and
you've been engulfed in music, in a masters program, talking about music theory.  So
you're taking something that is an art-form and trying to break it down scientifically;
scientifically, scientifically, scientifically, scientifically.  And you're, obviously, going to
run into dead-ends where, “At this point there is no defining it.”  But you can't.  You have
to keep defining it, don't you?

E:  Spain has been my nemesis in this [project]....  Because, Spain has been my nemesis,



163

it has showed me a couple of things.  Spanish, say flamenco, is just idiomatic [sings riff].
Think 'El Camino' [song by Ween].  That music, and this is why it's my nemesis, that
tonal palette, that scale is the “Scale of Spain.”  And it's also [similar to] the scale of
Israel, and the Muslim world, who brought that music to Spain, when it was taken by the
Moors.  But, then, that scale is also present in the music of the Roma people, or the
Gypsies, in [Eastern Europe].  So the nut [of] this is, “How do you differentiate Spanish
music from [Middle-Eastern] music?”  Then it comes down to a matter of rhythm and
riff.  There's going to be a way that you play this same vocabulary that connotes Spain,
than connotes the Middle East.

M:  Yes.  So, you've gone way more specific than the improv stage in this example.....

F:  This is how I think of the topic that you're on.  We used to have a class here [at The
Second City Hollywood] that I inherited when I became Musical Director that I got rid of
immediately, because I saw the insanity behind it; and it was “Styles and Genres”.  And it
was seven, eight classes where you were supposed to talk to the class and educate them
on every style of playwright, every style of movie director, every style of  author.  You
know?  All of the styles that you can think of.  So that, “Improvise a scene in the style of
the Renaissance.  Improvise a scene in the style of Jack Kerouac.  Improvise a scene in
the style of Whatever.”  And it's like, okay, as a teacher I start to go, “Alright.  Let me
wrap my head around what this curriculum is gonna be like for the term.”  And, all of a
sudden, I've got a list of a thousand references....  And, what is this class, Cliff Notes?
Am I gonna tell you what is Tennessee Williams?  And, you can either watch a whole
bunch of Tennessee Williams plays or read a whole bunch of Tennessee Williams, or I
can tell you in a minute or so, “Well, talk with a Southern accent.  There's a big-daddy
character and some sort of alcohol-swigging woman that's been scorned.”  And then I
was like, “This is stupid!  Because it's giving people false information and false
inspiration.”  And so, that's when I realized that, when we're improvising on stage, and
especially when we're musically improvising on stage, and we have to, all of a sudden,
say, “Hey, we're at a Quinceañera but a rabbi just showed up.”  Like, I haven't studied
this.  I haven't though ahead of time what I'd do in this situation.  I just, as an improvisor,
have to, and this is the key, “Don't invent.  Remember.”  You know?  And that's what we
do as artists.  We don't, we shouldn't be inventing and saying, “Well, let me invent what
Yiddish would be like at a Quinceañera.”  But let me just remember, all of a sudden, my
body should be feeling, like, all of the Quinceañera things I've seen; like the parties I've
driven past, or the things I've seen on T, and in movies.  Now I'm also being
overwhelmed by the ideas of a rabbi, and of Yiddish-music, and klezmer-music, and all
of this, and then all of a sudden [gesticulates as if playing piano], you know, it starts to
manifest itself in my fingers and sometimes it sucks and sometimes it's brilliant, but it's
like, when you get into that realm of improv where you're dealing with styles and genres,
to have a plan for everything is going to be futile, because you'll always be stumped.
And if you can't give into the idea of 'let me just remember what that feels like' in one-
and-a-half seconds, and start playing, then you can't play improv piano for comedy.
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M:  And I think that the same, was it from Something Wonderful Right Away or was it
Impro, about the quote that went something like not being responsible for something that
emanates from your subconscious?  Whatever you play has to work.  That's all that's
there.

F:  And that's why what makes a good improvisor is somebody that has a wealth of
knowledge and experience.  So when we first got into the [Second City] Touring
Company we had [Director] John Holdsen going, “Alright, I need you to read three books
this week; I need you to see ten movies; I need you to read the New York Times.”  I
mean, you're not going to give me ten or fifteen years of knowledge and experience in he
next six months, but he's gonna try his damnedest to... set me on a path to go, “Life is a
journey of exposing yourself to as much shit as possible so you can be good at this art-
form.”  

E:  If nothing else, he fostered an awareness that there was something more than just
showing up to rehearsal and running your lines. 

F:  But I'm a much better improvisor in my thirties than I was in my twenties because I've
got all that extra time to experience shit.  And, like, four trips to Asia, and now I can pull
from all that experience; dozens of trips to Europe; Germany, and Ireland, and England,
and France, and Spain, and all of these countries...

M:  We know what Europe is, Josh.

F:  Yeah.  [(Laughs!!!)]  But, that's shit you just couldn't do at twenty, twenty-one.

M:  Sure.  Reference-level is huge.

F:  Well, thanks for boiling it down.  “Reference-level is huge.”

M:  Reference-level.

F:  You need a reference-level.  Next.

E:  Read shit.  Learn.

F:  Age.  Wisdom.  Next.

E:  Genre.  Not 'improvising a musical'-genre, [but] picking genre as a representative of a
character.  Illiterate country person...

F:  [Happy Trails bass-line].  Although it changes.  I already see myself getting too, that's
the other thing, you get too old and your references start to get old.  And you can't relate
to the younger generation.  Their idea of redneck hillbilly is a totally different type of
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music.  They're not thinking, like, The Andy Griffith Show like I am.  You know?
[(Laughs)]  Or, Gomer Pyle.  They're thinking, like, NASCAR [sings chunky, guitar riff],
you know, heavy metal.

M:  I've got the flag.  AMERICA!

E:  What would the pompous guy's music be?

M:  Masterpiece Theatre.  In my mind, Classical. Piano, perhaps harpsichord, if you've
got a nice orchestra patch.

E:  [To Funk]  Same for you?

F:  Yeah.  For the most part, or some insane and weird Jazz.  It depends on what type of
pompous.  [Adopts erudite, East coast, intellectual accent.]  “I only listen to Ornette
Coleman's early works.”  It's exactly like you said, “You have to think about the type of
person that listens to that music.”  So, then, my mind would go, “What would pompous
people listen to?”  And that's what would score them.

E:  Is that an effective strategy for scoring?

F:  That's one way.

M:  It better have been.

E:  I know it's certainly not the only way to...

F:  Yeah.  I mean, you watch movies that are period-pieces and they play musical
instruments that hadn't been invented yet and you go, “There's no fucking way that this
guy could be listening to this music.”  You go see a movie about cavemen and there's
orchestrations; they hadn't invented the wheel yet.  So you can't say that [that's] what that
character would have listened to.  I also think that, there was that phenomena for a
while... I think A Knight's Tale was the first one, where it was a period-piece/movie but it
used Pop songs in it.  And then Moulin Rouge came out, and then a bunch of these
period-pieces where they're playing 'Roxanne' [by The Police], and 'We Will Rock You'
[by Queen].

E:  Do you have stock chord-progressions that you associate with different situations.

F:  Oh, yeah.

M:  Yeah, sure.  Like pimpy, funky, sex-music.  Sure, a lot of go-tos.

F:  I'm not a good enough musician to be able to not have shit in my back pocket.  I think,
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even the same thing when improvising on stage with comedy, I'm pretty darn good but I
still have a bag of tricks that I go to.  It's not just a pure, blank slate anymore.

M:  Which, I don't think, is failure.  I think that that's natural.

F:  Yeah.  I think that's just the way it is.  You can't just be pure [improv].  That's
impossible.  You have to be influenced by something.
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Bio

LAURA HALL is best known as the improvisational pianist on the hit TV show, WHOSE
LINE IS IT ANYWAY?. She was also on the DREW CAREY SHOW live episodes, and
has toured the country doing live performances with DREW CAREY AND THE
IMPROV ALLSTARS.

Laura got her improv start in Chicago at THE SECOND CITY. She toured for several
years, and later musically directed and wrote music for the Jeff Award winning E.T.C.
Revue, CHANNEL THIS! Laura has also sat in and played with tons of improv groups in
Chicago and L.A., including The Groundlings, Improv Olympic, ComedySportz,
Theatresports, The Improv Institute, Opening Night: The Improvised Musical!, and
Totally Looped.

Laura and her husband, Rick Hall, travel around the country leading musical improv
workshops and hosting IMPROV KARAOKE JAM NIGHTS. They especially like
helping people who are scared out of their minds about doing song improv to find out it’s
really fun and something they can do successfully. The workshops and shows feature
music from her two cd set, IMPROV KARAOKE, which are fully produced, karaoke
style tracks along with demos and tutorials, to use for song improv. It’s perfect for
improv classes, live performances, and workshops.

Laura has composed several original musicals, using improv as a writing tool, with THE
ANNOYANCE THEATER and THEATER-A-GO-GO, including UP WITH PUBERTY,
and PATTY, PATTY, BANG! BANG! which won an L.A. Weekly award for Best New
Musical.

Laura has written music for several indie films, including the score for SLICE OF PIE, a
written by and starring her husband. She also scored an award winning documentary
about the holocaust, SWIMMING IN AUSCHWITZ, and the romantic comedies,
ANATOMY OF A BREAKUP and LOOK AT ME.

Laura’s band, THE SWEET POTATOES, plays original, acoustic, Americana style music
with a fresh twist. They have a new CD out, cleverly titled THE SWEET POTATOES.
Her partner in the band is Kelly Macleod, and her husband, Rick, can also been seen in
their shows playing bass, harmonica and singing harmonies.

John Edwartowski:  How do you create mood?  How do you create meaning for the
characters?  Do you score the scene?  Do you score the characters?  When you're doing a
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long-form show, do you have a strategy for the long-form show as opposed to a short-
form show?  Do you use leitmotivs?

Laura Hall:  I have a CD for you.  And this is for song-improv, for people... because in
large part people don't have a musician.  Because we are a very rare breed.

J:  Yes we are!

L:  And if you're doing improv in Rolla, MO, you probably don't have someone, a
musician, so it kind of sprang out of that; people who don't have musicians.  And,
originally, I was just going to do the tracks, and then people started saying, “Well, it
would be great to... like, the tracks by themselves... what if I don't know what to do with
it?”  So then I did these demos, and then tutorials.  So, it's got... the first CD is all, sort of,
the educational piece about approaching song-improv, and then, like, “Here's a demo of
Keegan [-Michael Key, Bruce Greene, and Rick [Hall]] singing to a disco track, and
listen for how they did this, listen how this worked for them.”  To, kind of, get some
critical listening for singers.

J:  Would it be fair to call them 'stylistic features' as a general wash?  Like, in Disco, this
is a feature of Disco?

L:  I did some of that, but not a whole lot.  I kind of went around and around about how
much of that to do with it because:  I was targeting it towards beginners and my feeling
was that sometimes they're worried about getting the words out and just singing, and so I
did give them some stylistic pointers, but I felt like it might be piling too much on;
because then it feels like just one more thing to think about.  Now, other improvisors find
that having a style actually really informs what they do.  You know what I mean?  So
they like playing with the stylistic elements.  And when I've used it in classroom settings,
it's amazing how intuitively most people respond to the styles.  What's interesting about
this is, they're produced tracks; they're fully produced tracks.  So, it really takes you into
the style; quicker than when it's just a piano-player.  Because, right?  You've got Disco,
you've got strings, you've got the horns, you've got the drums, you've got the whole thing
all produced.  So, they go right there to the place, and it's really interesting, with very
little instruction how much people start physicalizing, start singing, you know, like Barry
Gibb.  Do you know what I mean?

J:  I do!  Because I believe that our work is served by this collective musicological
consciousness...

L:  Definitely!

J:  Regardless of how deeply you know a style you know, say, three features...

L:  Yes!  Exactly.
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J:  So when people physicalize they're not necessarily identifying with Disco, they could
be identifying with John Travolta...

L:  This sort-of cultural reference to Disco, in a way.  Yes.  Yes.  Exactly.  So it's been
really interesting when I do it because, on the CD I just give a little tiny bit about the
style.  So, I'll usually give them references in case it's a style they're not familiar with.
So, for Funk:  Listen to James Brown or something.  And I'll say, “Go to youtube and
watch a video.”  And that will help if you need help embracing this style.  

J:  Right.  Nobody knows Zydeco.

L:  Yeah.  On this CD, almost all of them are pretty straight-up, obvious; because it was
the first CD and we wanted them to be [accessible].  You know what I mean?

J:  If they're frustrated with the first one, the won't buy the second one.

L:  Yes, exactly.  So with the second one we can get into stuff like Zydeco that's a little
more obscure but can be really fun.  And that is the interesting thing too, because my
husband Rick [Hall] and I do the tutorial stuff together and we teach together too.  And
he says all the time, “We've all grown up listening to music.  We've all had radios on in
our life.  So we all have some intuitive sense of what Reggae is, even if I'm not a huge
Reggae fan, I have some sense of what Reggae is, and so I can apply some of that sense
stylistically.

J:  This is very specific:  I've had über-hetero[sexual] guys in my classes, and if they get
Musical Theatre, they tend to get a little homophobic and [self-conscious].  I've found
that having them make fun of the style gets them to engage.  Is that an experience you've
had?...  I don't know if that's too specific or leading... Do you know what I mean?

L:  I know exactly what you mean.  And, actually, it's sort of a fine line anyway, because
in a way we're always parodying a style anyway.  We're not being one-hundred-percent
authentic.  Right?  So, to some extent, we're already doing that.  And getting people to,
kind of, make fun of it is the back-door to get them to loosen up with it.  And I've... Yes!
I've definitely noticed that too.  I mean, I had a voice teacher who would do that with me.
When he was having me work on my upper register and I was intimidated by it he would
say, “Pretend you're an Opera-singer.  Make fun of an Opera-singer.”  And what it would
do is, it would help me open my throat, because I was imitating what I thought of as an
Opera-singer.

J:  Because your focus was [one place] and your instrument went [to another place].

L:  Yes.  And I was able to do that in a way that I wasn't able to do before.  So, I think
there's always a way... it can always kind of bring you in the back door to have a little
laugh about it, or a little fun.  And I always tell people with the styles, “If the style helps
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you, go for it.  Dance like John Travolta.  Sing like the Saturday Night Fever Soundtrack.
But if the style doesn't help you, then don't!  Just sing.  Do what you want to do.  Tell
your story.”  And sometimes you get people who just go, “I can't go there.”  And then it's
like, “Okay.  Then just sing.  Don't try and do a Jamaican accent for the Reggae thing.
Just sing.”

J:  'Cause then you're UB40.

L:  Yeah, exactly. And it works, too, because...  Especially if you're telling a story; you're
telling a story.

–––––

J:  How did you get into improvisation?  Was it an inevitability?

L:  It was completely random.  You know, I grew up in Chicago so I'd been to Second
City, growing up, and I liked it.  I mean, I do remember seeing Fred [Kaz] when I was a
kid and going, “Wow! That's cool!”  But I was never like, “Wow!  Improv!  That's the
thing!”  You know, I was playing in bands, and I considered myself a songwriter, a
singer/songwriter.  You know what I mean?

J:  Yeah.

L:  And so I was in college and getting my degree in music...

J:  In performance?

L:  I just got a general degree because couldn't decide.  I liked composition, I liked
performance...

J:  You and me, both.

L:  I was all over the map, which I think is a hallmark of people who do what we do.

J&L:  (Laughter)

L:  So, I was in college, and I was playing in bands.  You know, I played in wedding-
bands, I played in original-bands, I accompanied ballet-classes, you know, I did a little bit
of everything.  And then my sister was working a [The Steak Joint] which was a
restaurant next-door to Second City.  The box-office manager fell in love with my sister,
and... we were broke.  We were both in college and we were living together, and both in
college, and we were broke and I would go down there and eat because we could eat for
free at the end of her shift.  So, he's trying to get in good with my sister, I need a job, and
he says, “Do you want a coat-check job at Second City?”  And I said, “Great!”  It's a
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perfect gig for a student because most of the time you're just sitting there and I could
study.  And the money was pretty good.  So I start there and kind of get into the culture
and I go, “Well this is fun, but...”  You know, I never envisioned my... and then I ended
up waitressing.  And, by the time I was waitressing, I was definitely more of an ear
towards what Fred or Ruby [Streak] were doing.  And, you know, oftentimes would find
myself going, “Oh! That was really cool... Oh! Here's your drink!”  You know, this part
of my ear.  And then I would, after work, you know how you just sit down and play?
And people would sing.  But again, I was never like, “I want to work here doing this.”
For one thing, Fred had been there for like a hundred years, and Ruby had been there
fifty.  You know what I mean?  It just didn't even seem like there was... there wasn't
movement like there is with the actors.  You know, they were these landmarks.  So that
was fine.  So, then there was a Touring Company started, and someone else got hired for
that, but then they said, “Will you be the backup?”  And I went, “[pause]Okay.”  I [did] a
lot of different gigs.  At that point, I was starting to teach at the Old-Town School, you
know, I was doing everything.  So I'm like, “Yeah, okay.”  It was like, maybe, one every
six weeks.  So I was kind of learning on the road while doing it.  And it was not very
many, but I was still good while I was in school.  And then the Summer before my senior-
year, we were getting ready for sort of the Fall season of touring.  And the guy Tony who
was the main guy; and I was just coming, again, to be the backup.  I was just coming to a
few rehearsals just to be prepared as backup...  The first day of rehearsal, him and Ruby
have a huge blowout.  “Fuck you!  Fuck you!”  And he walks out.  And she says, “So do
you wanna go on tour?”  And I'm like, “Uhhhh,”  (Laughs) “well, I'm still in college.  I
have my senior year to finish.”  And she says, “Well think about it.”  I went to, I was in a
really small school.  I went to the head of the Music Department and said, “Can we call
this an internship?  And I'll go on the road, because it's working in my field.”  And she
was like, “Well no one's ever asked us to do that before.”  And I'm like, “But I am.”  So I
kind of improvised by senior year, and I was keeping a journal about my work, and doing
a lot of independent-study stuff.  And by October I was totally hooked.  You know what I
mean?  So at first it was like, “Oh it's just a gig.”  And after doing it for a month or two I
was really it.  I was really hooked.

J:  Two or three magic moments?

L:  Yeah.  And getting past the initial... just... like, even the elements of being on the road
and, just all of that was, like, a lot for me.  Because, even though I had been gigging a lot,
it had been mostly local stuff.  So, to be, now, on the road for three weeks, in a crowded
van with a bunch of people I don't really know... you know?

J:  Yeah.  I get that.

L:  So once I, sort of, got past all of that, I was like, “This is really cool.  This is a really
cool way to do this.”

–––––
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J:  I found that my Music History classes helped me to develop my aesthetic for
scoring....  Is there a particular area of your training that...

L:  Well, I think the best part of, in terms of my degree applying to it was the ability to
analyze music, in general.  You know, so your theory classes where you're like, “Okay, so
what makes this tick?  What makes Alban Berg sound like Alban Berg?  What makes
Beethoven sound like Beethoven?”  And being able to do that has definitely been a big
help for me; figuring out, “Okay.  What make's Bob Marley sound like Bob Marley and
what makes...”  You know.

J:  Yeah!

M:  So that analytical ability has certainly been useful for me.  But the other things that, I
think, were really informative for me were playing in wedding-bands and doing piano-
bar because with wedding-bands you're playing a lot of different things and piano-bar too
when you have to be quick on your feet, and you develop your ear.  And when people ask
you to play something that you don't really know, but they've got a twenty-dollar tip,
you're like, “I can figure something out.” So, those two gigs, which sort-of ask you to be
a little all-over-the-map were really useful to me.  And, then, the other thing is that I did a
fair amount of Theatre.  And, so, that really helped me with my sense of knowing how to
underscore, and understanding the rhythm of a scene, and transitions between scenes, and
that kind of stuff.  So, just from having done Theatre and Musical Theatre, getting the
sense... because, in some ways, I feel like it's less important exactly what you play then
the, sort of, rhythm of what you play, or the ins and outs of what you play.  

J:  Yeah.

L:  It matters a little less than exactly what notes you're playing and exactly how
authentic you are to a style, necessarily.

J:  It's the pulse?  It's the beat of the whole.?.?..
L:  Yeah!

–––––

J:  Do you feel that, when we score, we score the moment, and the breath, and the tension
of the scene?

L:  Yeah.

J:   Do you score the the moment-in-between-the-moments that happen between the
actors have?

L:  Yeah.  But, I think that's also true of good movie scores as well.  It's the, kind of,
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underpinning that connects it.  And then there's also the rhythm of the scene itself, and
the way that what you're playing fits in... It's hard to put all of this stuff into words...

J:  Tell me about it!

L:  ...because so much of it just stuff that we've been doing intuitively just by doing it.
And I learned how to do it by listening to Fred do it.  So, no one sat down and went,
“Well, when a scene is doing this you do that.  And then when a scene...”  You know what
I mean?

J:  Because you can't!

L:  Yeah, you can't!

J:  Because, even the same scene, two nights in a row...

L:  Right!

J:  ...is, even if you have the same general score for something, you might, “Hey, I'm
gonna come to my deceptive cadence on this,” and you have to prolong your dominant...

L:  Right!

J:  ...for a half bar.

L:  Right, because it's...

J:  How do you tell your understudy that, “This is gonna be...” Yeah.  You can't write the
script out, and bar the script...

L:  Right.  “This happens; wait until he... and then he's gotta say this line, and then cross
and be almost at the door, and then...”  You know. Yeah.

J:  “But don't play it until he turns around, but don't wait for him to turn around.
Anticipate when he's gonna turn around, but if you do it too early, you're going to
undermine you're gonna undermine the integrity of the scene because you're going to
pooch the bit...”

L:  Right.

–––––

J:  Backing up a bit:  The analytical side that helps you say, “Why does Beethoven sound
like Beethoven?  Et cetera, et cetera.  When you do genres... and I want to keep one of



174

these branches kind of short and explore the other one a little bit more, but...  The shorter
one is: “Genre as an indicator or signifier of a character or character status.  Was that ever
part of your practice?  The pompous guy gets the March?  The...

L:  Oh, certainly.  Like when you're underscoring a scene.

J:  Yes.

L:  Oh, certainly.  Certainly.  And there are definitely, you know, things that, you know,
the sexy girl gets a bluesy thing.  There are definitely things that characters will, sort of,
indicate for me.  And, what I like about scoring and having the opportunity to score is
being able to... because you are adding color to that character.  You're informing each
other; the character is informing your playing and your playing is informing the
character.

J:  Yes!

L:  Which I really like.  And, it's one of the fun things.  And when I, when you do a
longer form like, have you seen 'Opening Night:  The Improvised Musical'?  

J:  No, but I'm familiar with it.

L:  So you get to impro... I've sat in with them some, and I really like doing long forms
like that because you can have a little motif-kind-of-thing for a character that can
develop.

J:  Yeah.

L:  And, when they come back you can use that musical motif to link it to give the overall
structure.  You know?  And I love doing that.  That makes me really happy.  [Big smile.
Laughs]

J:  Right?!  And then everyone in the audience says, “Well [of course] that's the way it's
gotta happen.”  I mean, we can say, abstractly, that we can accomplish it.  But sometimes
it's very 'Pearls before swine.'  And we're sitting at the piano going, “Do you know what
it took to get to this point?  To make this happen?   So that this could come in...”...  So,
when your sexy girl as blues,  pompous guy is a march, or Baroque, in the scene do you
alternate?  I mean, I would imagine [that] you can alternate between characters, right?
Here's her bluesy, sexy riff;...

L:   Oh.

J:  And then play against his.  [Josh]  Funk, yesterday, was talking about his approach, or
his take on it.  And, his take was, “You pick who the scene's gonna be about, and then
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you stick with them.”

L:  I would say I more often do that.  I would say, more often, the, I guess, dominant
character.  Partly because it can get too schizophrenic if you're going back-and-forth.  So
I would probably say, oftentimes, that you pick who gets to...

J:  Be scored.

L:  Yeah.

J:  Scoring the scene versus scoring the character.  Just, whatever thoughts that that
makes you think.

L:  I always feel like it's more important to score the scene then the character.  So, if, for
example, the sexy girl, and you have a theme for her, but now she's suddenly in a life-
threatening situation, you abandon the sexy music because it's not appropriate, even
though she's still the sexy girl, but because now  there's tension in the scene, and you
need to play the tension of the scene.  So I think that the scene always trumps the
specific, individual character.  What great is when you can take their thematic music and
adjust it to fit the scene.

J:  Yes!  So is it safe to say that might be the ideal?  You have the sexy girl and the
smoky-riff (sings), but now here comes the killer and it's (sings)?

L:  Exactly!  Heck, they did it on The Brady Bunch and stuff.  You know, on TV Shows
they'll take the Theme and now here it is minor cause we're in a [(laughing)] sad scene, or
whatever.  So, it's like that.  And when you can, that's great.  You can't always.  You know
what I mean?  And you can't force it.  But maybe now you've let go of her theme and
you're just playing the tension of the scene and that may be what works for this now.
But, it's cool if you can.  It's really cool if you can.

J:  That was the short fork.  The longer fork is this:  Genre Construction and
Deconstruction.  Someone say, “Country,” and you've gotta play Country.  Without laying
out your whole bag of tricks, what are the elements?  When you deconstruct any style,
are three things you go for?  Let's say, “What are three things you go for when you
deconstruct a style?”

L:  That's an interesting one.  And, certainly, like, Country, there's several options within
Country.  Because you can do a Country Waltz.  You can do a, sort of, Bluesy
Country/Honky Tonk thing.  So there's different ways that you can go.  I don't know
exactly if I could analyze... I definitely know that having the bass-line, having the
underlying rhythm be good for that style makes a huge difference.

J:  So, generically, the harmonic rhythm; how often the chords change?  Or...
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L:  Yeah, but also the bass, you know, in Country am I playing, “One - , Five -, One - ,
Five -,” but in Funk, I'm [sings bass-line to 'BrickHouse' by The Commodores].  You
know, I'm playing scale-tones, and if I'm playing only ones and fives it wouldn't sound
like Funk.  Right?  So it's not only the syncopation but it's also the trying to imitate, in
some way, what a bass-player does;  for Funk, for Disco, whatever those styles are.

J:  So that idiomatic vocabulary of...

L:  Yes.

J:  So, bass would be...

L:  So, I guess that is the one for me, at least, that helps me get in the place.  [(Laughs)]
You know.  And obviously you're trying to think about chord-progressions that are
typical.  You know, and it is that thing... this is... and you know this, but this is the thing
that people don't always get, that really you're playing in a very cliché way.  But you have
to.  Because if you want people to:  A.  Instantly recognize it as Country, and B.  The
singer to intuitively be able to sing along, you want a pretty cliché kind of chord-
progression.  So, in a way, I think of it as a sort of distilling process.  You know what I
mean?

J:  I do!  Because my mentor's wife is an ethnomusicologist, right?  And I'm trying to
conduct these interviews in a very hands-off kind of way.  I'm totally sullying the process
by telling you this, by the way.

L:  (Laughs)

J:  In ethno[musicology], it's all about the cultural context.  “This music is sacred to these
people and it means this.  But it doesn't mean to the same thing to them as it does to us
Western folks.  They don't name it this.  We're the ones that call it this.  Right?

L:  Uh-huh.

J:  So, in a way, in that world, that's verböten.  You don't do that.  But what we have to do
is we have to give the idea of a style.  If we had ethnomusicologists in the audience
judging what we do, they would find all sorts of stylistic inconsistencies...

L:  Oh, of course.

J:  Funk.  Who plays Funk on just a piano?

L:  Exactly!  There's the huge one right there.

J:  And there's no rhythm-section.  And there's no scratchy guitar.  And there's no horn
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section.

L:  Right.  So much of that is idiomatic.  If you were gonna analyze Funk, those would be
the first things that you would point out.  And yet, we can't do any of those.  

J:  Right!

L:  So, we have to, like, distill it down in some way gives the, “Oh, it's Funk!”  Even
though, really, it's so different from actual Funk.  [(Laughs)]

J:  It's kind of like looking at a very pixelated picture but knowing what it is...

L:  Yeah.

J:  ...because you get the idea from it.  It's the idea.  I'm not playing you Ska.  I'm not
playing you Funk.  I'm playing you the idea of Funk, and the listener connects all of the
dots...

L:  Yeah.  And you know, that's been one of the things that been really fun with Improv
Karaoke, is that you get to do, this, sort of, cliché, or the distilled version of stuff.  But,
you get to produce it.  So you get to have the drums; you get to have the “cht-cht-cht”;
you get to have all that stuff; you get the horns; you get the production part, but you're
still doing the... it's still a distilled-down version of it and a chord-progression.  And I
always feel like it's really important to have a chord-progression that is going to be as
intuitive as possible for the singer.  Because, you know, unless they're really good, and
they say, “Yeah, I'll do Sondheim,” which goes all over the map, you want your chord
progressions to be as intuitive as possible so they're not having to think about, “Wait!
Where is the chord-progression going?  Because they have plenty of other things to think
about.  And, so, I always feel like that's the other piece of it.  You know?  If you're
thinking, “What are the most important elements?”  That that's another really important
one, is a chord-progression that's gonna be really intuitive, and I really tried to play a lot
of leading-chords; leading bass-lines; leading notes?  That are telling you what's coming
next.

J:  Sort of secondary-dominants?

L:  Yes.  Exactly.  Walking up to things so it's like, “We're going to the four.”  You know
what I mean?

J:  Yeah.

L:  Because that makes it, I think because the singer doesn't have to be consciously
thinking about where we're going, you're being led there.  And I think that's a really
important piece of it too.
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J:  You would also use rhythm, right? Like a slight ritard to let them know that they're
coming to a..?  I'm stating this.  I should actually be asking you....  Do you give the things
that say, “Get ready to punctuate,” and set it up for them like that?

L:  Yeah.  I think a lot of time you are.  But, then, the other piece of it, and this is the
give-and-take part of it... A lot of times I can tell that a singer is hearing something
different than what I'm playing.  And sometimes I can hear, and I'm going to the Four but,
melodically, they're hearing Five there, for example.  And so you adjust what you're
doing, if you can, if it's not gonna make it sound worse.  You adjust what your doing
because you can tell they're hearing some sort of melodic line that's totally intuitive for
them; I'm sure they aren't going, “I'm singing a melodic line that's going to the Five.”
[(Laughs)]  Right?!  So, there is that... it's like that push/pull of you leading them and
them leading you.  
And the better they are as a singer, the more they can do that.  And that was one of the
fantastic things about working with Wayne Brady, is that he was so good at telegraphing,
like, “I wanna go to a Bridge, now,” or, “Here's gonna be a punch, here.”  And so you
could really get some mileage because he could see ahead and he could telegraph....  He
would have his rhymes figured out in microseconds, and then he kind of fills in the lines
to go to the rhymes.  So he's kind of got that [glissando sound with upward hand gesture],
'cause he's got this kind of computer for mapping that out.  So now he can be thinking
about other elements.  I guess that's what it is.  So, yeah, he's got those things functioning
pretty easy.  So now he can be thinking about the other elements of style, of 'where are
the punchlines?', of what's coming; let's go to a bridge.  You know, some of the more
sophisticated...

[Interrupted]

––––– 

J:  Short-form versus Long-form.  Do you employ a different strategy when you'r playing
a short-form set?

L:  Yes.

J:  Can you describe your strategy?  I don't know that strategy is the right word, but
that's...

L:  The approach, or yeah.  Well, I have to say, at this point in my life I like long-form so
much more.   And I think it's just because I did so much game stuff.  And on Whose Line
[is It Anyway] I didn't get to do any underscoring and it was very specific, presentational
song-games that we did.  And I like so much more, for me, personally, I love
underscoring.  I love games like 'Scene to Song' where the songs are very integrated with
character and scene.  For me, that's, by far, the most satisfying.  So then, when you
extrapolate it out to a long-form like a whole 'Make-a-Musical' it's the best ever, because



179

everything's all integrated; the scenes, the characters, the songs.  And even the way you
g o into the songs can be more subtle.  You can find them more organically with the
actors, rather than, “Now we're gonna sing a song about farmers!”  And although that's
certainly fun and was my bread-and-butter on Whose Line, I definitely think, when you're
playing a long-form, you have to have a more open mind about different, for me, styles,
not even styles as much as moods, really being aware of the mood of the scene that leads
into the song.  Right?  So it's not just like a, “Oh, we're gonna do this and the suggestion
is 'Disco' and it's gonna be about farmers,” and, “Go!”  We play Disco.  But, instead, now
we have a scene where we have farmers and one farmer is mourning the loss of his
favorite cow.  So, now you have the stylistic element, and you can do Country, 'cause it's
a farmer, and that's a style that goes naturally, if you want, but you don't have to.  You
can.  But then, you're also playing the emotional content of what's happened in the scene. 

J:  The lament?

L:  Exactly!  So now you're not just gonna plop on any-old-Country, you're gonna be
playing something... and you might even find that Country isn't right.  Even though it's a
farmer, how cool would it be for him to sing an Aria?  Do you know what I mean?

J:  Yeah.  That incongruity is...

L:  Yes! That's interesting because now he can really lament.  If you do a minor, classical-
kind-of-thing where he can really... you know what I mean?  So you can use those
elements very specifically in relationship to the scene and the mood of the scene.  And so,
it's much more organic, for me, and feels more creative and way fun.  Whereas, in a
game, it's more, when you're playing short-forms, and you're playing a game, and, “Now
here's our song-game.  We're gonna take the suggestion of a subject and go,” it has to
be... It's sort of like how games end up being a little more joke-oriented.

J:  More like parlor tricks.

L:  Yeah.  Right.  It's more like wham-bam and now you've gotta get to it, and get the
laughs and get out.  And so the music, in some ways, is that way, too.  It's more cliché.

J:  Is it more stilted?  Like, whereas you can honor the moment in a long-form, you have
to sacrifice the integrity of the scene in a short-form?  I don't want to put words into your
mouth.  Is this a way to say it, “You'll get more bang-for-your-buck in a short-form scene
by having a guy sing a tender ballad about his tackle-box than you will by having him
sing a country-song, or a rock-song.

L:  I'm not quite sure what...

J:  That you can honor the moment more in a long-form...
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L:  Yes.

J:  That you can respect the moment more...

L:  Yes.

J:  Whereas in a short-form, your goals are far less noble?

L:  Yes.  Yes.  That's a good way to put it.  And it also depends on, in short-form, if
they're taking a suggestion for they style, or whether you get to pick.  Because, even that,
again... if all they're getting is the suggestion of an occupation, and they get a farmer, but
they don't take a style you can play Country; you can play Opera.  You can play against
it.  You can play with it.  Or, play what's expected, I guess, a little more.  But you just
have a little less,... I guess because it's more presentational, and not as scenic you just
have less ability to, sort of, feel the scenic intent and have it be, I guess, have it be the
extension of the scene, that the song is the extension of the scene.

J:  So that it's still a part of that fabric of reality.

L:  Yes.  Yes, exactly.  You know, I've been working on this musical, and we did a
reading, and Steven Schwartz, the ASCAP Music Reading, and Steven Schwartz was one
of the guys, and he's so great.  But he was talking about scenic-structure, and he was
saying, you know, one of the scenes of ours that wasn't working right, he said, “It needs
to feel like the scene gets to the emotional point where they have to sing.”  That the
emotional content is so powerful that they have to sing it.

J:  That they have no other choice.

L:  Yes.

J:  That seems to be, like, the underpinning even for the, “Don't have them sing unless
they have to sing.”

L:  Yeah.  And so, again, when you're doing a longer form, you can create those.  That
can happen.  You can build to that, and then the song is the extension of the scene.  When
you're doing a short-form, it tends to be, “Go!”  [(Laughs)]  So there's that.  And it also,
because short-form's games and stuff don't tend to be as character-driven, they tend to be
jokier.  So, it's harder to, I think, to sustain because you're dependent on jokes rather than
being dependent on character.  And with character, a lot of times, there's a lot that you
can spin out.  Whereas, if, now, we're making jokes about farmers, we're gonna run out of
jokes....

J:  Let's loop back to the sad farmer for a minute.  So we have the choices that we have to
make:  Aria versus Country versus Folk, or whatever, and we make these choices.  Now,
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let's look at this whole Musical.  Let's look at this as one element in the whole Musical;
there are two things that [come] off of this, and here's a brief one:  If your actors
continually make low-energy choices... now I know at that level of talent that you work
with, that they understand the arc and this should just be a given, but sometimes it doesn't
happen that way, sometimes the moments are continuously low-energy...

L:  Or they're not building in the way that would naturally lead to a song.  Yeah.

J:  How do you shape that?  Do you know what I'm saying?  Do you continue to play the
Dirges and the Ballads, or how do you raise their intent?  How...

L:  Yep.  Well, you definitely try to if that is the situation.  And I do know, I do know,
like, if a scene's going, and, again, in a long-form, if a scene's going and it's a place
where a song should come (?) that I'll, a lot of times, start underscoring them.  And then,
you know, I'm not playing an intro per se, but I'm underscoring them in a way to help
them, like, “Okay, let's start moving towards a song.”

J:  Starting a pulse?

L:  Yes.  And that can really help them.  But then also, in the content, once the song gets
going, you can kind of push them.  You can, musically, kind of push them towards
whatever heightened emotion.  If they're kind of lying there.  You can definitely give
them the push.  Especially if it's a place like, “Oh, we're almost to where the First Act
would end.”  You know what I mean?  Even in a long-form musical where you don't have
an intermission, but there is there, structurally, the First Act closer; where you go, like,
“Okay, we've got to get to this, because we're headed this way.”  You know?  [(Laughs)]
Yeah!  So, definitely, you can push and, or, nudge, or, encourage(!)  [(Laughs)]

J:  Is this a thing you do where [bumping eighth-notes] or a modulation?

L:  Yes, a modulation works.  Or to up the rhythmic thing, if you start with something... I
love, when it works, if you're starting with something that's sort of free and recitative-ish
and kind of free... and so now they're in the key and we're going, and then but you get to
a place where there's sort of a break, lyrically, Boom!  Now we're in tempo.  Come on!
You know what I mean?  And so you can be sort of meandering with them a little bit, but
then it's like [thumps the table], “Okay, we're going.”  And you are making them jump on
board.  But sometimes that's exactly where it needs to be.  And so it is your place to amp
the energy up.

J:  Because you're the Musical Director.

L:  Yes.  And, I have to say, when I was younger, I was much more shy about making
those kinds of choices; about saying, “I'm gonna make a choice that you're gonna start a
song now.”  Or, “I'm gonna make a choice that this song is going somewhere else
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because it can't just keep wandering.”

J:  Because, “I'm getting bored here...”

L:  Yes!  So I'm sure the audience is.  Yeah.  And I didn't trust that, I didn't trust that, so
much, in myself.  But I've been doing it for so frickin' long now, you know, [(Laughs!)].
But, it's like, I definitely trust it in myself  more.  Although, every once in a while if you
have new people you're playing with and you don't know the dynamic, it can get a little,
like, “Oh, is this gonna be okay for me?”

J:  “If I push them will they follow?”

L:  Yes.  Exactly.  Exactly.  Are they gonna be able to go with?  And sometimes in a
classroom setting you can just flip people out.  But, it's a teaching experience.

J:  Well, it's better they fail in the classroom than on the stage.

L:  Exactly.  That's part of what we're teaching, is to push beyond their comfort-zone.

J:  Last component:

L:  Okay.

J:  Last component:  Long-form tonal-strategy.  Does that make sense?

L:  Yes.

J:  How do you handle the Long-form tonal-strategy over a Long-form-Musical?

L:  Well, I like, one of my favorite things and, again, it doesn't always work out, I love it
the closing number can reflect the opening number in some way.  And I try to have that
closing number be at least in that same key; and sometimes we can come back to the
same chord-progression or same hooky part, or whatever,  even though it will have new
lyrics now.  That little circular thing makes me very happy.  But, I do try to move, if I
have little motifs for different characters, I definitely have them in different keys and I try
not to have the keys be even too related, because, it seems to me like, if you play a show
and you start in B-flat and you have one character, and another whose is E-flat, and
another whose is F, it still almost feels like the whole thing's in B-flat; because they're too
close.  So, I'll try to, “Okay they opening number's in B-flat, and now I have this kind of
dark character; I'm gonna do, like, E-minor because it's... I'm not gonna do C-minor.  I'm
gonna do E-minor because it's unrelated.”

J:  Tritone!
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L:  Exactly.  You know what I mean?  So, I'm going to try to do something unrelated
because I want that... And then if I have another character who's brighter, I might put
them in E-flat or something.  Do you know what I mean?  So, I do, kind of, think about
those within the motifs partly because, a lot of times, once you start scoring with the
motif, then that's what's going to turn into a song.  So then that way my songs don't feel
so much like they're all in one key, or too related key-wise.  And then it also gets the
singers to come up with different melodies.  Because when you play in a lot of different
keys...  You know, when you're playing in B-flat and their comfort-zone range-wise is
here [gestures with hand apart], they're gonna come up with one kind of melody.  But if
you'r playing in F, and it's there  [same gesture], they're gonna come up with another kind
of melody....  It helps them vary what they're doing, melodically, and range-wise,
register-wise....

J:  Because you make them go to the top of their range in one thing, whereas if they're at
the bottom of their range...

L:  It's gonna be a different kind of feel and a different kind of tone that they're gonna get.

J:  And they have to work harder at the top of their range, so sometimes that's the effort
the need to make as that character.

L:  Right.  Exactly.

J:  You get them to express right at their break...

L:  Yes.  Yes.  So they're gonna sing differently.  I definitely try to do that and I also have
different sort of scale, you know, like if the one in E-minor is like a modal kind of scale
that I'm using and then for another one to use more of a Blues kind of scale in terms of
the embellishments, and then for another one to be very major, and bright, and pretty.
You know, so that you're using different kinds of scales for...

J:  So that with your modal one it's got a folkier because there isn't that leading-tone...

L:  Exactly.

J:  ...which so defines major-minor...

L:  Exactly.  So that might just be one way to set that person's motif or theme apart.  And,
again, if it leads into a song, that song is gonna have a different feel.  'Cause I like it
when the songs are varied.  It's so interesting because, I went, I played for 'Opening
Night' like a month ago, and then two weeks ago I went and heard Michael Pollock play,
and I had never heard him play that show before, which was just dumb.  I'd only just
done it.  I'd never heard it.  He has this huge depth of Musical Theatre-knowledge.  I
mean, you know how we were talking before about how you can sort of skim the surface,
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so to speak, of styles.  You know, I'm sure he's good at that too, but with Musical Theatre
he goes way deep.  So he plays the whole show very Musical Theatre, like, Classic
Musical Theatre.  But it doesn't sound boring or like, “Oh, this is all the same,” because
he has this huge depth-of-knowledge within this one genre.  When I play a show like that,
I have to move around more because I don't have enough depth-of-knowledge in Musical
Theatre.

J:  So, you are more variegated in your stylistic...

L:  Yes.

J:  So you use style and genre to help define...

L:  Yes.  To help define moments and characters.  And I think it works in a different way.
His, that show, the show that I saw, it felt so classic.  It felt like it came from the era of
Oklahoma!, or something, which was sooo lovely and sooo beautiful.  And they got some
very Musical Theatre moments.  You know, where there were just two groups singing
different things.  You know, when I played the show, they had the suggestion that it was
set in a nightclub so I used more Funk and Blues elements because that just felt right for
the nightclub.  And then we got interesting stylistic things that went with that.  We were
doing, they were doing little fake horn-sections.  You know what I mean?  So you can
still get interesting group vocal things happening.  But they were more, for me, just,
again, because of my abilities and my lack of abilities too, with not having this hugely
deep knowledge of Musical Theatre, I played all over the map, stylistically.  And then,
you know, the big love number, I just did sort of a straight-up Pop-ballad.  Do you know
what I mean?  So, it's interesting.  They both work, but in different ways.

J:  Tommy is a full-blown Opera; but it's a full-blown Opera with electric-guitar.  It's no
less an Opera than anything by...

L:  Yes.

J:  I know that was the last question.  Let's call this a codetta.

L:  Okay! [(Laughs)]

J:  Are there some improvised musicals where the music isn't improvised, but the lyrics
are?  And, do you consider that an improvised musical.

L:  Oh.  I don't know if there are.  And if there are, I don't know of them.

J:  Theoretically, if someone did a jukebox-musical with your Improv Karaoke CD,
would that be an according-to-Hoyle improvised musical?
L:  You know, I guess I would consider it such, as long as... The thing that I never liked,
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is if you're just taking an existing song; I'm gonna take 'Take It Easy' by the Eagles and
I'm gonna just stick new lyrics in.  So that I would not.  That's like song-parody now,
which is a whole, different kind of thing.  But I guess you could do, with pre-existing
music, you could do a whole musical.  You know, I envisioned my CD, Improv Karaoke,
being for classes, but I know a lot of people, I know people who bought them are using
them in performance because they don't have a musician.  But they will just take, like this
one group in Monterey is using it every week in their shows, now.  And they have three
styles that they really like; and so they ask they audience which one of the three styles
they want and then they get a suggestion, and so they are improvising.  Of course, they're
super-familiar with the track, because they've worked with the track.  In a way, it's a
safety-net; and the fact that they're only using three to choose from really... But, this is
new for them...

J:  And it's no different than 'Make-a-Blues'.

L:  Yeah, really!  That's really true.  It's so interesting, I went online, and I can't remember
who it was, but there was someone who was teaching a song-improv workshop and all of
the games he had were just fill-in-the-blank games.  Like a Blues, but not only a Blues,
but a Blues where you sing, “Oh my baby did blank, Oh my baby did blank.”  That filled-
in.  Or, like, 'Da-do-run-run.'  That one's, you know, it's a fine exercise, but it's not about
filling in the blanks.  You know, it needs to have some, I think, it needs to have some...

J:  I made a Blues-exercise, but it was an idiom.  It went, “In the Blues you repeat the
first line, In the Blues you repeat the first line.  And then you sing something that fills out
the story, but, In the Blues you repeat the first line.”

L:  Right!

J:  It's like, “There you go.”  That's self identifying.  And if you forget how to remember
the form, then you just think, “How did I learn it? Oh.” 

L:  Right.  And, certainly, those kind of exercises, and for people who go, “Oh my God, I
can't even think of how to approach song-improv,” those kind of structured things really
help people get a foot in the door.  We do, with our classes we'll do those kinds of things.
But I also want them to be able to move to, to expand out.

J:  You use it as a warm-up, but then you want them to stretch out a little bit more.

L:  But you don't want to just end there and have them go, “Oh, yeah.  Now I know how
to do song-improv.”  You don't want that to be then end-point.  Yeah.  That's an
interesting question.  One of the things that I've been fascinated about, with Improv
Karaoke, is the different ways that people are using it.  Because you create it and put it
out there, and everybody who buys it I'm like, “Please give me feedback.  Let me know
what you find most useful.  Let me know if there's stuff you don't like about it.  Let me
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know how you use it.”  Several people have said, “Oh, I just put it on in the car, and then
I'll turn on the radio, and there'll be something on the radio,” this is what one guy said,
“an ad for cars.  I turn [the ad] off, I put [the CD] in, and that's my suggestion, and I
make up a song in the car.”  I'm like, “That's brilliant!”

J:  That's a totally unintended use, right?

L:  Exactly!  And he said, “I have this really long car ride, and I fee like I'm really
challenging and stimulating myself.”  And he has an improv group that's just starting to
do music-improv, and this is his way of increasing his comfort-level and his skill-level so
that as they're starting to get ready to introduce it into their shows, he feels like he's got a
little practice under his belt.  I'm like, “That's brilliant!”  I love that.  And it's so fun to
see, like, people get very creative with how they're using it.

J:  Well, they're improvising.

L:  Yeah!
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Semi-Abridged Interview with Mark Levenson
September 10, 2012

Goldfish Tea, Royal Oak, Michigan

John Edwartowski:  Just some formalities.  Name?

Mark Levenson:  Mark Levenson

J:  Age?

M:  44

J:  Time with Second City?

M:  Oh, from age 18 to age 23, Musical Director for the National Touring Company;
from age 23 I helped open Detroit Second City, came back in 1995, went to New York for
a while; came back to Detroit in 2001 to direct the Touring Company;  2007-2008, when
you were gone, came in as Understudy Musical Director, and then Director.

J:  You also have TV and Film experience.?.

M:  Yeah, and I taught Musical Improv in New York forever and Improv Scoring and TV
and all that crap.

J:  OK, so all of this said and done:  What are your general thoughts on scoring?; and
then I'll get way more specific.  What's your gut feeling on this?

M:  Can I just tell a brief story?

J:  By all means.

M:  I just go my son a keyboard and he was playing it, and he intuitively, he just gets it.
(?).  So yesterday, we put on his 'Sonic' video game, turned down the sound and we took
turns scoring the game.

J:  Brilliant!

M:  And this was HIS idea.

J:  Really?

M:  Totally.

J:  Because he wants to be like Dad?
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M:  Yeah... although I don't know if he knows that I do that.  It's just that he intuitively
gets it.  Which is brilliant.

J:  Where does he get it?  Do you think?

M:  Technically I can't tell you.  He has a very strong sense (and I can say this to you) of,
he has a very strong sense of melodic rhythm.  He has a strong sense of how repetition
works in music; like phrases of two.  But I don't... he probably intuits it from a dramatic
point-of-view.  He probably, I think he probably... I think he tends to score with mood.
So he'll, like, play something that feels dark [taps out tremolo to left side of body], if he
sees something....  I mean, I'm guessing on that.

J:  That's fine....  How much of that comes from the video game itself?  How much has he
been cued in from the cues that the video game gives him?

M:  It's interesting you say that.  I sat down to play, and I literally haven't played in
literally two or three years, and my hands were bloody stumps by the end..... So I'm
playing, I'm scoring the 'Sonic' theme and I'm trying to keep up the tempo and keep up
the action, 'cause it's fast and frenetic, thirty-second-notes.  Ummm.... he didn't do that.
He did like half-notes and whole notes... like almost slow  whole-notes that carried the
tension.  So he maintained the tension through the whole-notes, and here I am trying this
thirty-second-notes and not getting the job done, 'cause I'm outta shape.

J:  And I would imagine that your playing read differently to the on-screen action and
made the on-screen action x-something.  Right?

M:  Right.

J:  Maybe yours was more, would it be fair to say, yours was more process and action
driven, where his might have been, because it didn't go as frenetically, it gave you time to
think that something else might be happening?

M:  Well, it gave you time to trust that even though what you were doing was counter to
the action, you were able to do that.  I didn't have that trust.  I felt like I had to keep up
the action.  And that's what I've always... I've always hid behind action.  I've always hid
behind the actors.  You know?  It's like, my biggest fear as a Musical Director, always,
has been to be recognized.  I never wanted to be noticed.  (Which my Mom always hates
that.)

J:  Stand up and be noticed for what you can do.

M:  Right.  I hated being recognized.  I didn't want it to be known that I existed, and as a
default I would hide behind the actors.  When I did Strangers with Candy I went out of
my way, when I did the music, to just nest it right under the dialogue and to try to ride the
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energy-flows.

J:  So that said, there's a difference between scoring live, improvised theatre and scoring
film.

M:  Not...

J:  Now I can be totally wrong, and you can totally ruin my thesis right now.

M:  There's no difference.  Wait. There is.

J&M:  (Laughing)

J:  Characters on the screen can't react and change their reaction to what you just played.

M:  Correct.

J:  You can change what you've done and say, “Well, I'm just going to go here and punch
in.  I'm gonna do this.”  You can throw out a clunker during an improvised set and, sort
of, blend it into the fabric.  But there's also the very real possibility that someone on stage
will recognize what you've done, and react to that.  Talk about that.

M:  It's the dance.  I mean, you said a few minutes ago before you turned the tape on.  In
my opinion, the audience never had anything to do with it.  It was always, from Day One,
between me an the Actors.

J:  An you never noticed the Audience.

M:  No!  In fact, we usually sat right in the middle of them.

J:  Right!

M:  I only noticed them when I hit the gong right in their ears.  It was always about the
actors.  I mean when I started with [Chris] Farley.  I mean literally, he was my first group.
It was all about improvising with them.  In my opinion, the piano-player is a full
improvisor.  And, what would usually happen... it's like I'm preaching to the choir.

J:  The choir isn't going to be reading this thesis.

M:  So the actor would initiate something; I would pick up on something whether it was a
genre, you know if they did some sort of Western thing, I'd go into my five stock Western
pieces, or anything like that.  Usually, I'd try not to, as I did this longer and longer, I'd try
not to be as obvious; just 'cause I'd bored myself with that.  And I'd try not to be cliché.
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J:  Right.

M:  By doing that, that 'yes and-ed' that affirmed to the actor, “Oh, we're in Western
mode.  Okay.  Mark made it official.”  You know, without thinking these thoughts.

J:  Because you don't have time to comment on it.  You just have to do it.

M:  Bingo.

J:  So they come out with their hands at their hips.

M:  Bingo.

J:  This is the interesting thing.  They can come out with their hands at their hips.

M:  Mm-hmm.

J:  They can come like they're wearing chaps.

M:  Mm-hmm.

J:  They can come out with the twang.  [Said with Southern-drawl.]
M:  Mm-hmm.  An their usually near toppers.  And when they spit, you probably have a
bell nearby and do the 'Ding!'.

J:  So those three are signifiers that tell you...

M:  Bingo.  Yes!

J:  ...we're in the West.

M:  Right.  Or, even if we're not in the West, to make a Western comment on that.  Say
two actors are onstage and they get into some sort of a draw, some sort of...

J:  Stand-off?

M:  Yeah.  I can instantly go into the 'doo-dee-doo-dee-doooooo' ['The Good, The Bad,
and The Ugly-riff], which wouldn't necessarily put them in the West but would still put a
Western joke-flavor into it.

J:  Because that's a signifier of a stand-off.  Because we associated that with the stand-off
in the West.

M:  Bingo.
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J:  That's the meat of this [interview].

M:  Oh!  Wow!  Yeah!

J:  So it doesn't necessarily have to be West-ern.  But it can be West.  It's the idea of West.

M:  Right.  It can be two Girl Scouts, and one says, “You stole my cookies.  Those are my
cookies.”   'doo-dee-doo-dee-doooooo'.  And they usually know to walk away, take paces,
to get ready to turn and draw.

J:  Now.  Part of them knowing to take paces, draw, and shoot is becoming familiar with
the language of the Musical Director.  Yes, no, or do you...  I'm weighing this.  I don't
want to make it a statement saying “Yes, it's this.  No, it's not that.”

M:  I mean, it's a level of trust.  I'm sure you experienced this too.  I mean when I went
into your cast, they didn't really trust my musical contributions.  But once they got to
know me, then they trusted what I was doing wouldn't lead them astray and they could
play off of me.

J:  Yes!  Looping back around, and then we'll take a little round about.  Scoring with vs.
Scoring against the scene.  And I have another follow-up that will come many exits after
this one.  It's leading versus following.  Are you following the follower?  All that good
[Viola] Spolin stuff.  Scoring with the Scene versus Scoring against the Scene; are you
scoring the Scene or are you Scoring the Character?  Are you scoring both?  That's all
food for thought.  

M:  When you say “going against” what do you mean?

J:  Say you've got a character that has been, through the exposition and a little of the
development, has illustrated evil intent, ill intent through dialogue (think Quintin [Hicks;
a mutual colleague] playing the Grinch or Dick Cheney); how does playing Children's
Music effect...

M:  His rendition of Cheney?

J:  Yes.  How does playing Children's Music against this evil character....

M:  Oh!  That's my favorite type of scoring!

J:  Playing against the...

M:  It's David Lynch films.  It's 'Twin Peaks'.  The most brilliant, one of the most brilliant
scoring sequences; it's in the pilot to the TV show.  It's like a whole ten-minute sequence
leading up to when, I believe, the sheriff tells the family that their daughter is dead.  It's
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this growing thing that never resolves; it's just his dissonance, and then he tells the
family, they collapse, and then it goes major.  It's just this beautiful release.

J:  So you could feasibly play minor over a happy scene, or major under a ...

M:  Oh, that's may favorite; playing major over a twisted scene, or a dark scene.  I love
doing that.

J:  Then it's the pedophile-clown.

M: Right.  It's Sesame Street music.  Deet-dee, deet-dee.

J:  Exactly.  Because everything else tells you that it's not going to be okay, except for the
one thing that should most forcibly reinforce what the mood is.  Right?  Because we're
conditioned to have the music tell us...

M:  Yeah!  Exactly.  An it's such a wonderful combination, because the music tells you,
“There's something fucked up going on here.”  You know if you have a happy scene with
a couple coming together and you have a high dissonant string at the top, it tells you,
“Danger!”  Just think of a D-E-flat-E cluster an octave or two above middle-C, probably
two octaves above, just soft, and just creating this harmonic-overlay of tension.  So that
tells an audience that there's danger.  I'm not sure why those sounds represent danger...

J:  I have some thoughts on that.

M:  Yeah?

J: It's the idea that it's a very close, dissonant cluster.

M:  Mm-hmm.

J:  And they can't make heads or tails of it.  So they, at least, have a heightened sense of
awareness that this thing that isn't right is ever present.

M:  But why, even if you just held an octave, an E-natural octave on the high strings,
over this love scene, why would that still create a tension?

J:  Well, that depends on what's beneath it, then.  If you have that high E and score it
against an F in the bass, now you're got this super-large tension....  But that major-
seventh in Jazz doesn't necessarily play the same way if it's strummed or part of a
harmony.  It doesn't necessarily play the same as it does in Wagner,[sic] Brahms, Bach.  It
functions differently.  That said, in one style of music it's totally acceptable because you
don't handle it the way you have to.  But in another style it can be super tense because
that tone wants to, according to the counterpoint that we teach and learn, the seventh has
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to come down by step.  It has to.

M:  We think it has to.

J:  Right.

M:  But, maybe, because we create that dissonance in the Audience's ear, by creating that
suspension and not resolving, maybe that's inherently creating a tension.

J:  Yes!  And it's also something that you and I likely pick up from TV, film, radio, other
music that we've listened to, watching other people play, playing other songs.

M:  Totally.

J:  So, it's part of this idea that's new to me, that I thought for a heartbeat that I invented...

M:  I know, I thought I invented everything too.  

J:  It's this idea that there's this collective consciousness that we have that's musical.

M:  Oh, yeah!

[Etta James' 'At Last' comes over the sound system in the Tea House]

J:  Here's the musical thing.  We know this song is 'At Last'.  Now, is there anything
significant about the way the music works?  Is there a set of suspensions or dissonances
that are created that finally, when it goes [singing] “At Last”; well, at last the note finally
resolves.

M:  That's a whole other common thing.

J:  So in a scene if you're scoring a guy who's waiting and the thing finally comes, you
can [sings the riff]; you can refer outside to texted music.  So that's just one [technique].
But if you don't have a string-patch it's [alternating octave leaps]...

M:  Or, [high octave tremolo]

J:  Yeah.  It's maintaining whatever that is...

M:  Well, look at the scoring to Eyes Wide Shut.

J:  Yes.

M:  It was very minimal.  But, something you said a minute ago.  It think I agree with
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you.  There is a common knowledge of musical phrases.  And I think if you take the
actual idea and flavor of music away from them and create them as these invisible, yet
tangible, objects; that 'doo-dee-doo-dee-doooooo', to anyone that's experienced it, knows
that that goes to a showdown.  Or, the 'Jaws' music.  That's the standard “Danger!”  I
don't know that everyone is going to go to 'sharks', but they're going to go to 'danger', if
they've ever experienced it.

J:  And in this, it's two steps removed from, “The 'shark is danger'; Danger [with a]
capital-D.”  So the shark is a substitute for mortal danger, so when people hear, “Da-
Duhn, Da-Duhn” they think 'shark', but ultimately they think less about the means of
their death, and more Their Death.

M:  Right!  But if you knew nothing about that reference and you just heard that music,
would that still... and I think it would; if you were doing the rhythm of it.

J:  Very likely so.  Unless you heard it as [ti-do] in Db as opposed to [do-di] in C.  It's
context.

M:  It's total context.

J:  So now, these are musical gestures.  The whole idea is holding tension over a scene,
you can also create tension under a scene by doing that same tremolo with the...

M:  Oh, yeah.  When I was working on Strangers with Candy the producers always made
me give them these low, we called them 'stings', but these low, bass drones on the string-
patch; literally, where I would do nothing except just hold down this frickin' octave.  And
that bought me a lot of dinners, you know.

J:  Because that adds weight,to the bottom of the scene?  Gravitas?

M:  It tells the audience to pay attention; there is something heightened, something extra-
ordinary happening right now.

J:  In improvised theatre, how would you know to do that?  I'm not asking for a formula
and a neatly buttoned way....  This [comes down to]  reading the scene.  In the same way
we know that [Jaws Theme] is danger and [Good, Bad, Ugly] is Western gunfight or, just,
impending conflict, you and I also know how to read the Arc of the Scene pre-emptively.
Is that a fair statement?

M:  Very fair.  Yeah!

J:  And part of the reason we know how to do that is because we just watch so fucking
much of it.  I tried counting, and it's somewhere in the neighborhood of three-thousand
[improv] sets.
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M:  Oh, Jesus.

J:  Even a thousand is a lot; even a hundred is a lot.

M:  It's so funny.  I get tired when you even say that.

J:  You do that between Memorial Day and Labor Day, you've done a hundred shows.

M:  Oh my God.  Two on Saturday.

J:  You do a hundred sets in three months.

M:  Yeah, it's funny.  People always used to tell me, when they see me playing a set, or
improvising, they think I'm falling asleep, because my head's usually just kinda, like,
cocked and I look bored.  I'm not bored, though.

J:  You're very engaged in...

M:  I'm very engaged, without expending any more energy than I have to, and it's not
conscious, it's just kind of my zone.

J:  So how do you read the scene?  And, I know there's not one way; talk a couple, two,
three.  How do you know when... say we've got three longer beats in a three minute
scene, and we know we'll find these organically, through improvisation.  Some beats
might be more tight, right?

M:  Right.

J:  Some might be more succinct, more elegantly discovered and articulated.  Other ones,
they might be working their thing out to get to where they need to go.  But in pure
improvisation, how do you read those moments?  And you don't necessarily have to be
musical about this...  How do you read those moments?  How do you punctuate those
moments?  And, what is the effect of punctuating them?

M:  Brilliant.

J:  What are the tells?  If the scene is a poker game, if you look at playing the scene, as
playing a poker game, what are the tells that tell you to punctuate?

M:  Great question!  I have found that I tend to read, I read action and conflict.  I tend to
read the dramatic qualities of a scene.

J:  As represented by...
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M:  By whatever happens on stage.  So, if an actor...  And I'm kind of thinking this out
loud...

J:  That's fine...

M:  Well, if an actor... if I notice that there's any variation between two actors, or there's
any internal variation in a character where he starts to think, “Well maybe I didn't do
that,” or if two actors start to want the same thing, or start to have some sense of conflict,
I tend to intuitively latch onto that.  And it usually starts off soft.  Unless there's an
overall joke in it.

J:  Like, “I just fucked your wife!”

M:  DUHN-DUHN-DUHN! Or, [singing]“Hallelujah!”

J:  Exactly.

M:  And then they're pimped into following you.

J:  “Well at least someone is.”

M:  Right. Bingo!  And Blackout!  But that's what it is.  And [Director] Mick Napier
actually said this, because I used to work for the Annoyance [Theatre] in Chicago.  He
said to the cast, when he was kind of introducing me, he said, “Mark,”... he said I was
really good at scoring action.  He said I was really good at finding the action, and then
building with it.  So that's, I think, what I've always latched onto.  I mean, I come from a
theatre background so that's what I enjoy.  So, literally, if any character, if any actor
shows like theres going to be any tension... if there's any tension created through
dialogue, or  through action... and, I suppose, to break that down: if one character, not
actor, if one character negates another character's reality...

J:  If they deny them or put an obstacle to their want?

M:  Bingo!  Obstacle, perfect.  That's actually what it is.  Whenever I sense an obstacle
come up, that's actually perfect, my hands, literally now, [fidgets with hands on table]
will tend to react; and they usually react fairly minimally... if we're trying to keep some
sense of reality.  And I usually do that, and by doing that, that usually let's the actor know,
intuitively, I think, that I've picked up on what they've done and it sort of gives them
permission to keep going because they know they've been heard.

J:  Do you also get the sense that that pushes them; that sometimes you may recognize it
before they do?

M:  Oh, sure!  But usually...Sure.  Yeah.
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J:  It doesn't have to be one way or the other...  Because, sometimes you offer those gifts
where you recognize it, and it's not picked up, right?

M:  Yeah, it's completely like, “Never mind.”

J:  Sometimes you're like, “Hey, you've been doing dick-bits for [five minutes].”

M: Exactly.

J:  Which is great!

M:  And with Second City it's harder.  And that stage in Novi was such a horrible stage;
we couldn't be heard.  At least, I thought.

J:  Yeah.  True.

M:  But, like, in Chicago in the Mainstage... because the piano was mic'ed and they had
the monitor going right down onto the stage, so they always heard, which was great.
Even when I used to play Improv Olympic [now, iO] in Chicago, which is where I
learned everything, they would hear you; because I usually had an amp because it was
electric.  So, I suppose, it's, kind of, up to us.  If we're honest and we lay it in naturally,
and we're respectful of how much space we're going to take up, then it'll be enough to
confirm to the actor... you know, and you know what's fascinating?  And tell me if I'm
going off.

J:  No, no.  This is... I've got as much time as you do.

M:  Oh, cool.  Well, after twenty-five years, I completely changed professions and I
became a therapist.  And so, what do I do?  I engage one-on-one with patients, clients all
day.  And I respond to the exact same thing.  I noticed:  I go into a zone [leans forward],
and I respond to their emotional changes.  If anything, that's what I respond to in actors
too; I respond to their emotional changes.  So... and it's all through the empathy-process,
but go ahead.

J: That's perfect!  You respond to those emotional changes as represented by:  fill in the
blank three times.

M:  Watery eyes, slight change in vocal quality,maybe a break in vocal quality.  And then,
I know this is gonna sound hocus-pocus, almost like an intuitive sense that there's depth.
Somehow, I sense that there's a depth to what they're saying.  Maybe it's content.
Actually, it would be the content.

J:  Here's a couple more.  Yes or no to these.  Posture?
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M:  Oh, yeah.

J:  Physical proximity?

M:  Yeah!

J:  If they back off, if they turn their back?

M:  And usually, if they're talking and their foot starts to shake, I know, “Okay, we're
onto something.”  If they start to turn towards me, or they start to close off, that means
that there's something there.

J:  Now I'm going to be totally aware of doing any of this stuff.

M:  No.  I already forgot it.  Believe me.  But that's what I'm saying:  It's exactly what we
do at the piano.  I mean, I'm literally improvising with these people.  Which, it's not
always a good thing to do, as a therapist, but...

J:  But you follow them on their terms, in therapy.  You follow them on their terms.  You
can subtly guide, or suggest, or open doors that they can explore, but not tell them?
 
M:  One of the golden rules as a therapist is, “You're supposed to meet the client where
they're at.”  

J:  Right.

M:  So the client comes in, and they have all this backstory and they just want to talk
about the weather, you're not going to say,  “[You went through a traumatic experience]
when you were fourteen.  Tell me about that.”  You know?  They're gonna...

J:  Give you the finger.

M:  Right.

J:  So it's trust.

M:  Trust.  And it's earned and it takes time to get to that place.  And I've noticed
something; every time I sit like this, and you're the first person I've told; every time I sit
like this with my arms folded I've always noticed that the client ends up matching me.  I
don't know what it means.  I do know, and I studied this in grad-school, the empathy
process; I don't know how much you've studied this, but it's how we, how the parent,
trains the infant.  I mean, that's what makes us unique from most, a lot, of other animals,
is the ability to have empathy.  And it's just simply a mirroring process.
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J:  And parents that are generally poor parents are less empathetic, and they tend to view
their children as burdens?  Yes?

M:  Right!  And how the child learns... so the child's like zero to five months old and they
start crying, 'cause that's how they communicate.  So, “I have this need; I'm hungry.”  So,
the parent, the proper parenting, the healthy parenting would see that the child is in
distress, maybe pick the child up to soothe her or to comfort her, and then, maybe, give
her something to eat.  What that teaches the child is that, her needs will be taken care of.
And that perhaps eating, (you know, they can learn that the hard way, or whatever,
solving every problem with eating), but that their needs will be taken care of.  It's hard to
explain...

J:  No, I'm tracking with you.  Also, when the baby is picked up, they're told [singing],
“doooooo,” in a vocal style that matches their own utterance.

M:  Mm-hmm.  Although, I would argue that it's the vibrations that are soothing them.

J:  So, the vibration makes the baby feel good.  It's the [singing] that puts the parent in
empathy with the child?

M:  It connects them.  And I love it!  It's a biological process.

–––––

J:  Did you know that the human ear is most sensitive to the pitch range where babies
cry?

M:  Wow!  It's all about evolution.  It's oxytocin.  You know, that's the hormone that's
released that actually makes you care [for] and love a baby.  It also makes you love other
people.  It makes you find a spouse, to procreate....

J:  So it's this empathy-process.

M:  It's meet the person where they're at.  So, meet the actor where they're at.  So, if
they're doing this subtle bit and I lay on this big, dramatic score, I'm gonna look like an
idiot and it's gonna wreck the scene.  I mean, we've all done it.  I've fallen into that trap
before, usually when I'm angry.  And it's like, “Fuck you!”, I'm just gonna pound... I
mean, I really haven't done that much...

J:  Fred Kaz talked about that.  Not you doing it, just doing it in general.  About, “Hey,
look.  I wanna go to the bar after the set too, but we're ten minutes into the set and you're
[screwing around].  I'm gonna start playing over you, because if you're going to waste my
time like that...
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M:  I've done that before.  I'm sure you have.

J:  Yeah!  I'll lean on the piano.

M:  Sometimes we have to steer the scene.

J:  It's completely non-scenic, but it's communicative.

M:  Right.

J:  So, in that meta-moment during the set, you stop being 'the music', they stop being 'the
actor' , and then they're a [person that's difficult to work with], onstage, naked, in front of
the audience.

M:  Right.  Or, if you're completely wrong (which, I don't think we've been on that level),
you're the asshole.  But, I think if you have enough arrogance to direct, to guide, a scene
for that reason, that's based on knowledge and experience.

J:  Let's call those moments few-and-far-between.  But if you're like, “Ink! Ink Ink!
Come on!  Let's get on with it...”

M:  Like if you're playing for a Training [Center] show, or something like that.

J:  [Let's talk about] A Training show versus scoring for a Mainstage Cast.

M:  I have a great example.  The show I was Musical Director for had two actresses in
the cast, and they wanted to find a traditional female scene, as we know can sometimes
be issues in Second City; and they were working and they couldn't find it and, frankly, to
be honest, they weren't funny; they just weren't hitting anything.  And, they finally found
the seed of a scene; I realized they found a scene, and I tried to add as much as I could, as
much obvious, melodramatic...

J:  I remember scoring that when I came back.

M:  I mean, I was all over that thing; doing stings and [gestures] duh-duh!

J:  Yeah!  That was a very intricate scene... musically.

M:  Because, I don't know whether it's right or wrong, I felt responsible, if felt like I had
to push every single line.  And, again, that can be pure arrogance, but that's at least what I
felt at the time.  Because, when they wouldn't get a laugh... Because, I think, also what
we do is: we cue the audience to laugh.  I think we're glorified rim-shots.  Which I love!

J:  That said:  Let's shred the fabric of reality for a second, and we'll run two, parallel
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membranes to this universe.  In one, they're playing the scene.  Now it's just two girls
arguing.  Who wants to watch that?

M:  No one.

J:  Now, when they're arguing to a symphonic score, it suddenly becomes epic.  You're
not pushing them, you're providing generic, as in genre, context.

M:  Melodrama!  I'm providing more playroom for them.

J:  Because you've made the game bigger by expanding the space.

M:  Right.  And, normally, it's two women fighting about a hairstyle.  But by making it
epic, and they sensed it, they could have fun.  Because that's the fundamental question:
Where does Theatre start and Life end?  Where does Life end and then Theatre start?
When it takes a step into the unrealistic.  I mean, it has to get unrealistic, it has to get
heightened.  I suppose heightened is the word.

J:  Yes!

M:  But to go into your point:  They're doing a normal scene, I bring in a melodrama,
which then opens up their parameters; they know I'm in melodrama, which means they
know how to act, because there's a certain way to act when you're in melodrama; and
then they act that, and I create that and we just build...

J:  And then, you can do the absurdist, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera...

M:  Right!

J:  Talk to me about scoring about scoring Absurdism versus Heroicism.

M:  When you define 'Absurdism',?...

J:  Take it as you will.  Something is just a little bit off.  The corners are just a little bit
off.  I'll play something major, but I'll play clusters in the melody;  I'll chromatically alter
the important notes.

M:  Oh!  Goofy music.

J:  Yeah!

M:  [Mimes playing piano]  (singing) doo-doo-doo doot.  Doot, deet-doo-deet

J:  (singing) Blonk!  Blunk!
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M:  (singing) Wah-wah!

J:  Yes!

M:  Well, cartoon music, actually.  If that's a genre...

J:  Well, that's the draw for you.  You say, “Absurd?  Cartoon music.”  It's, “Bum-
boioioioiong!”

M:  Yeah!

J:  And then approximating that on the piano...

M:  Clusters... grace notes, ]glissando].

J:  I always play like this [leaning left], because it feels top-heavy, and I feel like my chi
is off-balance.  So I'm always gonna tend toward one end of the piano or another...
M:  That's fascinating energy, because I tend to have that same energy, too, when I'm
doing it.  Just thinking about it, yeah, it is top-heavy.  Now, I don't know if that's absurd
to you.  I think it's dangerous to play that, unless it's just absolutely absurd.

J:  Well, that's the thing....  Timmy's  [Tim Robinson] 'King' character is what I would call
'Absurd'.  I'm just using that as an example of an absurd scene.

M:  But, when I think it's absurd, I think my inclination is to ground it in the genre or
reality.  So, my impulse would be to play fifth, you know, like horns [Sings fanfare
gesture]; royal music [does another].

J:  That's very interesting that you say that.  Because that is one of the signifiers of
royalty, which, nowadays is at least a six-hundred-year-old trope.

M:  Right!

J:  And that goes back to this cultural-immersion that we have.  It's these little tatters, and
these little pieces that endure, in this collective, sort-of language that we have.  And you
and I can go there.  Part of it is the fifths.  Part of it is the [rhythmic figure].

M:  Totally!

J:  And part of this is... make-believe....  I'm looking for a way to couch this:  So, you and
I sit at a piano and we have to be an orchestra.  And some of the gigs [we play] don't have
a multi-function keyboard...

M:  You don't have eighty-eight keys, sometimes.
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J:  Sometimes it's just a piano, but you get asked for [the music styles of] Country, Rap,
Heavy Metal.  How do imitate that style?  How do mimic?

M:  You take Music-Op  [Option] off of the running-order.  Sorry.  Go ahead.

J:  How do you mimic?  Going back to the horn-fifths, you make that the reality.  You
have a king, you make him regal, you use these fifths, but you have to do it on a piano,
and the audience buys that you're doing it on a horn.  They suspend their disbelief.

M:  Right?

J:  Every time they hear [horn gesture] it's on [horns].  But when they hear it on piano
[instead], they buy it.  It's like when a cop walks onto the stage twirling an object-work
baton, the baton's there.

M:  Right.

J:  Which is why when Margaret [Edwartowski] is doing object-work needlepoint, she
can poke herself and the audience feels it.

M:  Wow!

J:  Because, if you're committed to your object-work...

M:  It's that specific.  It's empathic.  It's mirror-neurons.  Do you know about those?

J:  No.

M:  Oh my God!  Mirror neurons.  I mean, that's the root of empathy.  And they've just
discovered them in the last ten years.  We have these neurons that mirror other people.
Which is how I can know if you're laughing, you're sending out these [signals] that I'm
reading as laughter.

J:  Without devolving [too much], look at pictures of Ann Romney for the Republican
National Convention, and cover her mouth.  [Her eyes are] terrified, but [her smile is]
composed...

M:  Say you're scoring her.  You notice that, but no one else does.  What music would
that be?  Fear?  How would you score that?

J:  I would score, generally, I think, a patriotic tune, because that would say 'America'.  It
would activate peoples' 'America' signifiers, it would turn on their patriotism.  But then, I
would bury a note somewhere in there, in the interior.  I would try to maintain the melody
as it was.  But as I did it, I would likely throw dissonant intervals somewhere in the
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middle, so that the outside is everything you recognize, but the interior of the chord is..
not right.

M:  Right.  Wow, that's fascinating.

J:  Where the surface truth is one-hundred-percent legit, because that's how she wants to
to read it.

M:  Wow.

J:  But the interior game is what colors everything else on the surface.

M:  Wow.  That's a fascinating approach.  It's cool, although I would have done it a
different way.

J:  How would you do it?

M:  I think, I would just be high up and I would just start to score vulnerability like
[reaching for notes].  I mean, I can do it, I just can't...

J:  About where are you?  Two octaves above C?

M:  Two to three.  And I would just be doing [apprehensively] dissonant, scary tinkles...

J:  Like scratches of chromatic stuff?

M:  Scratches, yeah.  But just to lightly perfume the air with off-ness, and vulnerability.

J:  Sort of like the Hall's vapor rub sound?  [hand gestures arpeggio playing]

M:  I'm not sure I know that sound, but it sounds right, the way you're describing it.

J:  It's like a [sings close, chromatic arpeggio].  But that's a little to regular for what
you're describing.

M:  Kind of like [singing], “Liz-zie Bor-den, Liz-zie Bor-den,” which is actually like...
Yeah!  Oh my God!  That's what I would do.  Kind of like a Horror.  Like the Shining
girls.  So, something feminine and innocents, but with terror mixed in.  And then if she
recognized what I was doing, she'd build and then I'd start to build and I'd probably
change the range and bring it down (not all the way down, because I need those for
power), and then I'd gradually bring it all together in a mush, and then go for the kill.

J:  That's awesome!
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M:  It's amazing!  Though we're completely hypothesizing, that's fascinating, actually.

J:  That's what I've been having a hard time nailing down.

M:  Which?

J:  In the thesis itself.  How to describe it.  There's no universal approach....  What I think
is interesting in our hypotheticals, though, is that they share some features which [are] an
element of stability but also that 'off' element.  In your case: it's the element of stability
brought on by this more playful, innocent melody...

M:  And yours was the patriotic, or the American...

J:  Right!  That's thrown slightly askew...

M:  But the common denominator is we start with the root of sort of a positive emotion,
but then we just twist off of, or counterpoint off of.

J:  Yes.  And it's not a consistent counterpoint.  But it's, “I know that this is about the
wash of positive, innocent major scoring.  But I also know that I can do this.”  And I
would imagine, to one degree or another, without nailing it down, we also know pitches
and areas of the key not to activate because they might...

M:  Right.  I'm not going to play [gesturing with two hands] GBD:GBD.

J:  Right.  Because that's just square.

M:  Right.  But I suppose the common denominator is that, and tell me if I'm wrong, is
that there's the normal reality and then there's the divergence from reality.  And the music
represents that through dissonance.

J:  And that's a very unique character.  I have a favorite chord combination that I like to
use for schizophrenia its c-minor (major 7, add 9) and a-flat-minor (major 7, add 9)...

M:  That's so sad!

J:  And what happens, if you were to psychoanalyze these chords:  the third in the c-
chord...

M:  E-flat.

J:  … becomes the fifth in the 

M:  A-flat?
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J:  The fifth in the c-chord becomes the major-seventh in the a-flat-chord and splits
upward to become the root of the a-flat chord, as well, the root of the c-chord changes
downward into the third of the a-flat chord, the ninth of the c-chord changes upward into
the fifth of the a-flat chord.  So with all of this splitting, shifting, and double-meaning
you have...

M:  Psychosis.  What you're doing is you just painted a complete artist's rendition of
schizophrenia, using musical language.  You're communicating 

J:  In words, what I've done with the notes match the symptoms of schizophrenia.
Musically, I empathized with the symptoms.

M:  You normalized that experience.  You reflected that experience in music.  

J:  That's an isolated case.

M:  Not really.  It's just more specific.  But, that's what we do.  That's it, really.

J:  It is very specific.  Whether or not I'd choose to treat all other chord movement like
that is...

M:  But you're not going to do that when a couple is falling in love, unless there's
something horribly gone awry.

–––––

Playing for Laughs versus Playing for Truth

M:  It's the time constraint.  Everything is sound-bite, and you don't have time.  There's
the fear that you don't have time to let a scene play out.  But that comes into what we're
talking about.  How much do you need to give to the audience or the actor to validate the
style of what they're doing.

–––––

Style as Character

M:  Style as Character?

J:  I have sub-headings:  Stereotype, Scoring an Era, Scoring a Place.  Is that something
that you've considered?

M:  I don't think anyone's written a book on this, have they?
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J:  No.

M:  Say no more.

J:  Have you used genre as a character-trait?

M:  In film-noir it happens a lot.  Or lights-up and you have this guy talking to this little
girl, “Hi Janie.  I'm Mr. Johnson.  I'll be your teacher for this year.”  And, all of a sudden
the piano-player starts this slap-bass with a porn-sound.  [makes wah-wah guitar sound].
I mean, using porn sounds to suggest this ulterior motive.

J:  Funk, rap, bluegrass?

M:  Just porn.

J:  Western has a cowboy feel?

M:  Yes.

J:  Do you have a character that you associate with Rock?

M:  I think Wayne's World, but Rock is hard.  Rock is usually a unified sound.  And, I
don't know if it works, but the scoring for Judd Nelson in The Breakfast Club.  He had
these two monologues, about his Dad or some high-school thing, and it was just this
grungy guitar.  So that's a quality of Rock.

J:  Ragtime?

M:  That was always my go to silent-movie music.

J:  How about for the roaring twenties?

M:  Yeah.  I'd do something stride.

J:  Saloon music.

M:  Yeah.

J:  How about Renaissance?

M:  I would usually use an [A-minor], hopefully with a harpsichord sound, if I had one,
or a steel-string guitar.  Just sort of a minor, simple, pre-Mozart...  [i-V-i]...

J:  It's interesting that you said harpsichord.  
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M:  Would you have gone to that?

J: Jackson [Marc Evan Jackson] said the same thing.  “You obviously go to the
harpsichord, and maybe it's Bach...”

M:  Which probably didn't even exist in the time period...  So what do you do with your
thesis now, when you have a twentieth-century instrument that is associated with a
fourteenth-century scenario?

J:  I go to the mode, because if I can't get the instrument, I can get the language and the
vocabulary.  Maybe for renaissance, though likely I would do it for medieval or dark-ages
music, I would use parallel fifths and a Gregorian style melody.  I would try to, much like
you would with the [horn fanfare] I would do harmony and chord-quality in there; modal
stuff....  You and I think, chord-chord-chord-chord-chord.  But in that style, it was more
about...

M:  It was about the lines.

J:  Right.

–––––

M:  There's nothing inherent in a stop sign that says, “Stop!”  It's just a red light.

J:  But if you showed somebody a red octagon, they'd say, “Stop.”

M:  But that's just collective decision-making.

–––––

J:  Style or genre as an indicator of character or place.

M:  But that's why you couldn't use [Stimmung] in an improv setting.  Because there's no
common vernacular.  It's not... that music does not represent something to most people.
But the question is:  Can you use something like that for effect, or is the ear going to
reject it?

J:  Okay.  So what about, say a fifth down in the bass?  Think power-chords.  [mimics
riff].  What does the audience think?

M:  What I think is, it makes me imagine a [gravelly voice] a rocker.  Chest out; dense.

J:  Now, is it because that's the kind of music that he would listen to?
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M:  Well, yeah.  I'd imagine imagine him hearing that kind of music and [liking it].
That's my reaction.

J:  What about the same guy accompanied by finger-picky guitar, or a banjo patch, if you
have it?  What does the actor think?  What does the audience think?  Are they the same
thing?

M:  I don't know what the guy thinks.  Are you leading?  Are you making the initiation?

J:  Yes.  Someone comes out, sauntering, swaggering, and you're just playing that.

M:  You're playing a banjo lick?  They're gonna think hillbilly, country-western.  I mean,
banjo would be more hillbilly.

J:  Would the audience think the same thing?

M:  Yes.

J:  If you played it on the piano?

M:  No.

J:  What would they think then?

M:  It depends.  If you actually played 'Dueling Banjos' [sings] da-na-na-na-na-na-na-na-
na....

J:  Then they'd pick it up.

M:  Right.  And then they'd go to Deliverance, because that's the common denominator.
That's also a good anal-sex joke.  I used to use that [trick].

J:  What does the audience then think, when [the character] comes out to that?  Do they
think they're in the South?

M:  Yes.

J:  What do they think about the character?

M:  That he's gonna be dumb, slow, have a drawl.

J:  And the character, to yes-and you, if he hasn't spoken, will adopt the drawl.

M:  Right.  And he's gonna be 'off'.  That hillbilly sort of 'off'.  “You're reaal purdy.”....  
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J:  Now.  Same guy walks out the exact same way and you play him on with Mozart...

M:  He saunters on?

J:  Well, let's say a neutral walk.

M:  You're gonna think he's a conductor, or erudite; he could be a music-snob.

J:  Where in society does he come from?  The same place as banjo guy?

M:  No.

J:  The same place as power-chord guy?

M:  No.  He comes from the East coast.  Well, they all come from the East coast.  He
comes from the city; he's urbane, upper-class.  Snob.

J:  What if he comes on to a Waltz?

M:  I would say he was a Nazi.   

J:  Because of the Strauss connection.

M:  Exactly.  It would certainly suggest something in that genre.  In that classical-
historical perspective.

J:  And you would expect his dialect to be a bit more refined?

M:  Right.  So, actually, the guy with the Mozart would be more clipped, and proper, and
the waltz-guy would be a German.  Jah!

J:  The same guy comes out to a walking-bass, that isn't exactly film-noir, but... 

M:  I'd say he's an African-American Jazz musician.  He's a cool cat.  He's hep.

J:  Here's where we get racist.  Scoring on the black-keys only, does the audience read
that as...

M:  Asian?  Yes.  Chinese.

J:  What are character traits that the actor would portray?

M:  They would have their hands like this [folded].  Perhaps make a few grasshopper
jokes.  Or they can do the Japanese 'monster-film' schtick.
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J:  So now, I'm pooching my question here, what if they came out to Gospel.

M:  Black.  Church.  Praise Jesus.  Pass the collection plate.  Doing the claps.

J:  Do you expect the audience to read this?

M:  Oh, yeah.  That's the exact same thing as, “We take you to this Gospel Church, in the
South-side of Chicago.”

J:  I've done some reading on this, in order to couch this, and add some depth to the
subject of what we do...

M:  You mean other than maintaining racial stereotypes?

J:  Yeah....  Our choice to play Rap, Country, Heavy-Metal, Opera is a signifier to the
audience and it [helps] them to what to think about the characters.  It trips their semiotic
network based on which kind of music....  A guy can just have a twang in his voice when
he comes out, but absent the twang, or overalls, the music tells the exact same thing
about him; and that's our job.  Does that make sense?

M:  That makes total sense.  Unless he plays opposite.

J:  An that's where the comedy comes from.

M:  We set the foundation.  Yeah. You're dead on.

J:  Just by activating this one node in the network, that all of these other features, absent
any other indicator, comes into play.  And that's the unique power of music....  If people
can rapidly identify a genre of music, fill in social cues cultural markers that are
associated with that cue, then our job is essentially done before it begins.  And all we
have to do is pick the right kind of music.   

M:  You're dead on.  Because, as animals, we're constantly assessing the environment to
make split-second decisions.  We, if I'm hearing you right, we play on that scanner, that
evolutionary scanner so we can say, “This is the environment, or this is the genre.”

J:  And I'm saying it in terms of genre, but now it transcends genre.  Now, it's all of these
other encoded things.  It's the recognized riff.  It's the high, screaming thing.  Maybe
those three tones at the top are drawn from your experience of hearing the three tones of
The Emergency Broadcast System.

M:  And arguably means nothing to anyone else?

J:  No.  I'm just asking, “Where is the deep seed of this?”  We're culturally cued in that
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low music is going to mean something ominous.  

M:  Right

J:  So, [you and I] know that when we read the scene as ominous, [when an actor makes a
statement that their scene-partner doesn't recognize as important], and we play something
low, our job is to help them to recognize these important moments.  We have to be in the
moment, but we also have to be ahead of the moment.  

–––––

J:  All of these cues work in film.  But the pit is a very unique place to test this hypothesis
in real time.  Not that the theatre is a laboratory...

M:  It is!

J:  These are things that we just do.

M:  We don't even think twice.

J:  You score differently now, than you did, like you said, because of boredom.  So, at the
beginning the tricks accomplish things, and then you say, “It's cliché.”  What's at the nut
of what you're doing?  And then you make those choice to score Ann Romney as kind of
playful, but with this dissonance; which is likely not a choice you would have made in
the beginning because that's too empathetic.

M:  Mmmm-hmmm!

J:  You're more concerned with playing the right notes the first time.  But you have to do
it for long enough before you identify your choices, and you recognize what you're
doing, and you say, “Ahhh, this is too easy.”

M:  You sort of habituate your way of processing it or perceiving it.

J:  So, in a nutshell, all of this is going into what I'm talking about.  The stuff that we did
at the piano requires, in a way, a more rapid recall...

M:  Oh, yeah.

J:  And it's reflex-based.

M:  Completely.

J:  Which doesn't mean that we're super-ninjas with heightened cognitive skills.  It might
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just mean that we listen to soundtracks differently.

M:  I still can't figure out why John Williams wrote the Jurassic Park Theme, which is
still one of my favorite, [sings] unless it's supposed to be epic creatures of beauty,
towering over...

J:  An island?

M:  Yeah. 'Cause that music... I still can't figure out what that music has to do with
dinosaurs.

J:  The theme to Harry Potter is Faure's Sicilienne.  But instead of A-B, the form is B-A.

M:  Well, he writes most of his scores off of scratch-tracks....

J:  Mars:  The Bringer of War is The Imperial March.  You hear the [hums]....  It's the
stratification [sedimentation] of culture that we have.  If you want to do 'War' you'd rip
off [hums 'War']...

M:  Yeah!

J:  Well, your not doing Star Wars, but you're playing a very deep, minor thing, down
here, that's got some sort of etched...

M:  Well it also suggests marching through blood, and guts, and mud.

J:  Yes!

–––––

M:  What's our core job?  Play tops and bottoms, and maybe some underscore if there's
something in there.  Tops and bottoms, that was always the, “set the scene up, and take
the scene out.”

J:  And picking the way to articulate, because you have to find the way that the scene
ends.

M:  Ooh, yeah!

J:  Sometimes just playing the end of the scene, just from the end, is way harder than
playing into the end of a scene and then playing out.

M:  There's no question.  You have so much more information at the end of a scene than
you did at the beginning.



214

J:  If you're discovering it with them during the scene, that's one thing; because you can
call back a riff from earlier.

M:  Although, [if you play toward the end of the scene] you're also sending a signal out to
the audience that the scene is about to end.

–––––

J:  Is there anything else that we haven't talked about that you think is important?

M:  Well, we talked a lot about genre.  And equally important to genre, I think, are
emotional states.

J:  I'll make this quick.  Can we agree that melancholy, depression, and rage are all
negative emotions?

M:  They're all perceived that way, yes.

J:  What is the difference between scoring 'Anger' and scoring 'Sadness'?

M:  Anger is active.  Sadness is not active.  Anger is an energy that pushes you, that
compels you to act.       

J:  So if you had to describe one versus the other, anger would be scored how?

M:  More staccato, more punctuated.  Double forte.  Triple forte.

J:  And sadness would be?

M:  More elongated.  More bleak.  More whole-notes.  Softer attack.

J:  If you had to nuance the difference between 'Sadness' and 'Melancholy', how would
you do that?

M:  It's a flavor change.

J:  Where does that change happen?

M:  In the melody.  I think melancholy has a bit more of an active melody.

J:  Would it be fair to say that 'Melancholy' might allude to major more than sadness does
because...
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M:  Well, because melancholy through memory.  It's a memory thing.  It's remembering.
So, there's the flavor of the event you're remembering with a tone of wistful longing.

J:  This great!  Thank you.

M:  Well, great!
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The Art of Scoring for Improvisational Theater draws on traditions whose origins

are obscured by the fog of History and Myth.  With no prior plan, a musician is tasked

with providing accompaniment that creates or reinforces mood, era, location, or genre.

Through such accompaniment, a musician reads and activates nodes in a semiotic

network, to generate context, subtext, or both.  Drawing from sources in Semiotics,

Multimedia, Marketing, Sociology, Artificial Intelligence, Film Music History, Theater,

Music Theory,  and Musicology, as well as interviews with an array of Participants and

the Author's personal experience, this paper seeks to articulate a framework of musical

understanding that is uniquely in-the-moment, yet ever-present.
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