Jeff Rona, a renowned composer, sound designer and musician has been on the cutting-edge of music and technology since the1980s. He recently scored Whisper, to be released by Universal, and Slowburn to be released by Lions Gate, both in early 2007. At a very young age he helped to facilitate the worldwide acceptance of MIDI as a new standard. As a sound designer, he recently released Liquid Cinema, a collection of sound libraries to meet the demands of the film composer/record producer community.

His work can be heard in the scores to Brotherhood, Traffic, The Thin Red Line, Chill Factor, The Legend of Earthsea, Blackhawk Down and many more. Please see www.jeffrona.com for a full list of his titles. 

FN: Hi Jeff, Thanks for having us today.

Jeff: Thanks for having me. 

FN: You are well known as a film composer and one of the pioneers of MIDI, but I don’t think a lot of people realize that you started out as a flutist and as a student of visual arts. Do you think this background has given you an added sensibility as a composer?

Jeff: Sure it did! Every life experience comes into play as an artist. The fact is that I’ve always been drawn to visuals, whether they are paintings or photographs, films or video, I’m moved by the things I see. As much as feelings come from the heart, sometimes the more you know about something, the more you are moved by it

FN: Is that what drew you into film?

Jeff: No, I got interested in film a little later by seeing some people do it and getting excited about it as a storyteller’s medium. Less than thinking about it as a “visual thing,” it’s more about telling stories without using words. That to me is incredibly exciting—how people respond to the nonverbal clues into the world. We learn so much with elements other than words: Visuals, sounds, smells, and physical sensations. And music is very high toward the top of the list. There are experiences that can only be had from music, as well as thinking of our whole lives as stories. How music touches our lives is more profound then anything I can think of, and that gets me passionate and excited. 

FN: What was your role in MIDI?

Jeff: I spent four years working for Roland, starting the year before MIDI was introduced. I needed a job, and I lied my way into one there. Hmm, where are you going to print this thing? (laughs). Anyway, I was hired as a software designer. I had never done it before, but I knew enough on my own, and I was hired to do some software projects and instrument design, just before MIDI. Then for a couple of months after my starting there, I started getting these secret memos and demonstrations of this new technology from the main engineers in Japan. At the time it wasn’t thought of as something for just the average musician. It was this technology they were developing it for the Herbie Hancocks of the world – artists who wanted to go on stage and have 12 different keyboards under their fingers. They said ‘We want you to devote all of your time to it.’ So I learned it, I started to write some software code for it, but I wasn’t the designer of it. 

Where I really got into the whole process was in a meeting of major musical instrument companies, the engineering staff from Yamaha, Korg, Casio, Oberheim, Moog, Roland, Akai, you name it…all the main companies that were around back then. All these engineers and I had this meeting. They said, ‘we’ve got this new thing, “MIDI,” and we want to push it as a global standard we will all adopt into our products. We don’t know what we will do with it, but we need someone to take the helm and oversee us as a group. Who wants to do this?’ I’d only been doing this for a couple months, mostly faking my way like I was an actual software engineer.  I was a flute player for christ sake! So I said, ‘I’m not that busy, I’ll run the show for a while.’ They said, ‘alright, err, who are you?’ I said ‘I’m Jeff and I’m with Roland.’ ‘Okay good enough.’ 

So I embarked on a long complex road to help build bridges between competitors, between technology people and marketing people, between Japanese and Europeans and Americans, between disagreeing parties and agreeing parties. I wrote the first English translation of the highly technical engineering specs of the MIDI Protocol. I found all the flaws in the initial versions that needed to be addressed. I was reconciling disagreements. I developed the way in which all these companies would work together by creating a global organization that would oversee it.

This started with about eight or ten participants – maybe less. I organized a meeting for any and every musical instrument developer in the world to come to a NAMM show in New Orleans, in the mid eighties. I thought, well, if 20 people come we can pull this thing off. We had nearly a hundred people came! There was that much interest and foresight. I worked on this on and off for seven years, keeping it moving along, helping some brilliant thinkers add many of the new elements that got added to MIDI over the next years. 

So I was a facilitator. I was a technically savvy, but also a musically savvy facilitator.  So I helped figure out what was needed and came up with ways to do it.  I was a diplomat, a music technology diplomat, but I think as a result of what I did, working with the smartest people I’ve ever met in my life, I think MIDI ends up probably being the single most successful new technology in history in terms of how quickly and how painlessly it became a worldwide standard, for which there still isn’t an alternative that anybody considers. Hmm, I’ve never told that story. 

FN: What projects are you working on right now?

Jeff:  I just finished up the third of three movies that I have currently in the pipeline. I think all three of these are coming out in early 2007 but they are all done now. I have a movie called Slow Burn coming out from Lions Gate, a cool thriller with Ray Liotta. I have a movie called Whisper coming out in the beginning of January with Josh Holloway, coming from Universal. I just finished a really cool documentary from Canada called Shark Water, about the devastating effects of the loss of sharks in the world. Sharks are being wiped off the planet. The film shows why it’s happening, and who’s doing it. What will happen as a result of it. It’s a poignant film, and an important film and a very touching film, and it was a great experience scoring it. 

FN: You’re a vegetarian too?

Jeff: Sharks aren’t really being eaten very much, although there are restaurants who do serve shark. It’s really more about shark fins which aren’t necessarily like meat, but as a vegetarian it means a lot to me to bring attention to compassion for animals at any level.  A situation like this, where it is a potential ecological nightmare, there is no greater time than now to see that we all [need to] feel a certain amount of compassion for a creature for whom there has never been compassion in the past. 

FN: What is the most difficult part of writing music for film or for any type of visuals?

Jeff: The hardest thing isn’t the writing of the music. The hardest thing is knowing what to write. I’ll be more specific. Every story—every film or TV show or videogame or even reality series, is a story—in truth they’re all about the same. There are a small number of archetypes that fuel every movie ever—boy gets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl; good triumphs over evil; coming of age; the hero’s journey. There is only a handful. And 95% of all film/TV, comedy or drama,  falls into one of these few story lines. 

So really it’s really all about how the story is told. It’s style and approach, viewpoint and attitude. A composer’s compositional skills don’t help you know the right way to tell a story.  Knowing everything about music doesn’t give you good taste. You must know how to find the ‘front door’ to every particular score. Making the decision of ‘am I going to write for an orchestra or for a broken electric piano? Am I going to write a very literal score, or a very abstract score?’

 A good example is war movies. You very rarely find scores to war movies that are war-like in nature. People have tended to choose very haunting or poetic music, from The Deer Hunter to Full Metal Jacket to The Thin Red Line, you find composers really going for the opposite of the expected. To try to write beautiful odes and elegies over carnage. Every film picks up that same idea. Am I going to be writing music based on characters? Based on the period the film takes place in? Am I going to do a score that specifically plays against the period? Maybe it’s a movie that takes place in 16th century Russia, but I’m going to do hardcore electronica. Because for this film and the way this story is being told, that makes sense. 

The hardest thing for any composer is to come up with the insight and intuition and wisdom to come up with something that is appropriate, novel, artistic, but serves to the calling of the film. That’s on the more macro-level. On the micro-level, how a score arcs throughout the film, again takes depth and intuition and can be done wrong in so many different ways. It’s not about writing good music—it’s about knowing the difference between ‘good’ and ‘right.’ You can write good music that is incredibly wrong for the story. Sometimes the most ‘right’ music is often the simplest. There have been times I’ve looked back and thought what I could have done better on a particular score, I often feel  that maybe I tried too hard to be too musical and not spend enough time just being a good story teller in order to serve the characters and plot and style and color and cinematography and approach that the director wanted for the film. 

FN: What do you do to prepare yourself for writing, and to get to a place where you can effectively tell the story?

Jeff: I rely on a couple things. I rely on a gut feeling watching the movie the first time, because the audience is only going to see the movie once.  If they don’t get it the first time, then something is wrong with the film. Either the film was too confusing or on the musical level I’ve done something that wasn’t clear enough. So I rely on my gut instinct on the first watching and ask myself what would I like to hear in this scene I  were seeing it for the first time? Then I rely on building a close bond with the director to really make sure I understand what he or she really wants to communicate. If the film has a love story, why is it there? We’ve already had love stories before, so what is different about this one? Inevitably they will tell me something I won’t have thought of that will take me a level deeper in the story. As I start to compose will write music based on those insights. Maybe I’ll write something, let it sit, then come back to it and decide if I’ve succeeded or failed, and if I failed, where did I go wrong? I’ll refine, retune, retool whatever it takes. Or decide that between that connection to the filmmakers and that first impression that I’m doing the right thing. 

FN: Alright, let’s get geeky. Tell me about your setup.

Jeff: My gear gets simpler by the year. I’ve gone from walls of electronics with samplers to synthesizers, digital to modular, computers and video equipment, and reverbs and delays and effects and all kinds of things, down to a couple of computers running Logic and Protools. Logic is running on one computer and Protools HD is running on another. I’ve added two additional computers also running copies of Logic to use as sampler and synthesizer plug-in servers. All the audio is linked through optical Lightpipe connections. MIDI links all the systems using Ethernet through OSX CoreMIDI. That is the basics of my studio. It really works. Everything musical happens inside of Logic and the satellite computers. Everything gets mixed, processed, tweaked, and then feeds through 32 channels of Lightpipe into Protools to get recorded and monitored. 

Because I work on film, I don’t work in just stereo or just surround, I work in what we call ‘stems,’ which means I deliver my mixes in sonic groups. A project may have an orchestra stem, a synth stem, a percussion stem, a soloists stem, a vocals stem, and a low frequency stem. A stem is anywhere from 1 to 6 channels, so I need those 32 tracks for recording a final mix. I don’t use effects, automation or plugins in Protools. It runs just as a recording system. Everyone wants music delivered this way via ProTools. It also becomes my surround monitoring system for my room. So Logic is the hub, Protools HD is the dumping ground, and I’m running every plug-in under the sun. 

I’m using Ableton Live, Propellerheads’ Reason, Melodyne, which aren’t plugs, and outside of Logic. I have Bias, Peak, Apple’s Waveburner, I have all the Waves plugins, a TC Powercore card and all of the TC plugins. I have the Universal Audio UAD1 and all of the Universal Audio plugins. I have everything that Native Instruments have ever done. I couldn’t live without that stuff a single day. I’ve been using all the Izotope plugins, they are amazing a bunch of others. Then there’s tons more from smaller developers like Music Unfolding, OhmBoyz, Spectrasonics, FabFilter, LinnPlug, DrumCore, and tons more. I troll the internet all the time looking for little weird shareware plugins and I love them. There are so many, and I’ve written so much using these crafty little plugins. Livecut is an amazing plugin from Smartelectronix. It basically is like Squarepusher in a box. It takes audio in realtime and allows you to set all these parameters to start slicing, dicing, flipping, speeding up, slowing down. It’s very, very smart.

FN: What’s your favorite Native Instrument’s product? What’s your go-to?

Jeff: My go-to is typically Absynth, more then anything. I use everything, but, Absynth first, Reaktor second, Kontakt third, Guitar Rig forth and then everything else. 

FN: Were you on the beta for Absynth 4? 

Jeff: No, I was for Abysnth 3 and I’m actually on the tutorial video which includes several weirdo-patches I created for it. 

FN: Was that a fun project?

Jeff: It was fun, and the Native Instruments people are so lovely. I’ve always enjoyed them and we’ve had many Germans on this couch at various times, and a few Americans. 

FN: Do you do any of your own samples?

Jeff: Constantly. I’ve sampled instruments and weird sounds for virtually every project I’ve ever scored. It is a necessary part of my process and method of composing. I even sampled my own orchestral library, so I use my own orchestral samples. 

  I actually designed my own electronica sample library, called Liquid Cinema, that is available for composers and musicians through M-Audio.

FN: What was it like working on that?

Jeff: This also gets a little bit into my process, because I do so much work that is electronic versus orchestral in nature. If you do a lot of orchestra writing it’s always going to sound the same, it’s just going to be writing different themes and rhythms and orchestrations. In electronica it’s quite different, isn’t it? In many ways the sounds fuel the compositions. I write for these unique sounds, so it’s very important to establish a pallet of fresh ideas sonically, timbrally, before I write my first note. So I design my color palette, and then I write for that palette. It’s an extra step. If you write for orchestra, you’re going to just deicide to play a theme, but this time I’m going to put it on a clarinet instead of an oboe or a string section. So, over the years I’ve build up such a large catalogue or library of my own sounds, but I don’t like to reuse them very much. I like to keep it fresh. A while back someone from M-Audio was here to talk to me about some new gear. They asked about some of the sounds I was playing with at the times and I said these were all my own sounds from various films of mine. Their reaction was  ‘wow, well if you’re not using them anymore, why don’t you put them out for people’ and I thought ‘well, why not!’ So, I embellished them adding some new sounds, so there would be the same amount for any given category, and then we released it as AIFF, Acidized Wave, REX and AppleLoops. It was a really fun and pleasurable process to achieve. I’ve very pleased with the results – and I’ve gotten terrific feedback from all over the world. 

FN: Will you do another library in the future?

Jeff: I don’t rule it out. If I find time, I’d love to. I have so many ideas for things that simply don’t exist, and would be a lot of fun to do, so I toy with it, but I’m not committed to it right now. 

FN: What did you think about OTTO?

Jeff:  They brought OTTO over a few days ago. I’m always fascinated how different people come up with such different kinds of sound and music using the same tools I use. I have such respect for artists whose music is really different from my own, especially when I think, how the fuck did they do that? Whether it’s drum‘n bass, ambient, experimental, or whatever it is.  

The first minute I heard OTTO I thought ‘wow, here’s a guy who is so good at what he does and its genre defining.’ It’s so well crafted in that world of glitchy, very high articulated, very complex, very fast music… kind of taking Drum‘n’Bass to a whole new level, because Drum‘n’Bass has pretty well run its course, and now this is the music that has come from it. That same super fast tempo, and it’s based on same ideas of very, very fast choppy rhythms. It wipes some of the jazz out of it. Drum’n’Bass had a slight jazz undertone to it, it usually drew form chopping up breakbeats from jazz recordings and speeding them way up. This just takes it to a much more modern approach. It’s a very specific genre - but it has a lot of possible applications. 

For me personally, you take something as unique and colorful as OTTO and you can use it a lot, you can base compositions completely on it, since it comes with all the loops all the construction kits, you can just start writing and in minutes you have something full bodied, fully thought out, or you can use it more sparingly- because you have all the kits with the individual sounds. I can see myself in the next few projects take elements of it and feed it into something that still sounds me. 
You don’t have to lose your own personal style to blend with OTTO, but you can use OTTO to dive square to the middle of something incredibly current. So, I can see OTTO being used to its fullest or just as added color. As a surprise -  because it is so carefully done. One thing I’m a stickler for is kits that are large enough that you have a lot of variation for each sound. One thing that I love about OTTO, and I don’t like about some of the sample kits I don’t create (and I try to make as many of my own samples as I can) is not having enough variations to each sound or type of sound. 

The good thing about OTTO is that it has so many variations that are almost the same but not exactly the same, and that means I can use that much more musically. If you think about natural acoustic sounds, for example every time a drummer hits a snare, no two snare hits sound exactly the same…never. The minute you sample a snare they are all the same, and that takes something away from the experience. Sometimes it’s a desirable effect, but it’s great for something to change all the time. And so, if you need hundreds of snare hits in a song, you want hundreds of similar but not quite the same samples. Even in electronica, if not more so, to have slight variations of each sound, instead of just hitting the ‘sound number 2’ you can hit ten different ‘sound number 2’s, even if you only have 3 or 4, it makes all the difference in the world to my ear. On top of that, unlike just being a sample player, I like how OTTO has a front panel of all the basic sound parameters that I would want to program so I can play with envelopes, reverbs, filters, and dynamics. I’ll be able to do some of my own programming in Kontakt 2, but it comes right in the box with a front panel which frankly should handle most things I would want to do inside a sampler, like filter sweeping. 

OTTO is as well designed as you would want from a sample library and loop library. You can definitely make it your own quickly and easily, you can do a lot with it. I admire how much thought went into it, because doesn’t it come with like 800,000 sounds or something unbelievable like that?

FN: We don’t dare count the sounds, just the Gigs.

Jeff: So many of these sounds are tiny little glints of sounds, it’s a vast, vast library. I also like how different sounds come back again and again, but in different combo platters. That really means a lot to the way I work.
FN: Finally, you’ve had such a vast range in projects, is there anything you’ve wanted to do with audio that you haven’t done yet?

Jeff: I wanted to do more with recording orchestral scores and actually getting in and ‘ruining’ them. Typically with film scores you hear an orchestra and some electronica added, but rarely do people go in and make the orchestra sound electronic, through a lot of processing. I’ve had friends talk about recording an orchestra, cutting it to vinyl, taking it to a DJ, and get the DJ to spin a full orchestra that was custom made for that. To the best of my knowledge no one has taken a very, very expensive recording session and done horrible distortions, chop ups, or other things to it. I’m always trying to refine my methodology, looking to ways to do hybrid of all the things that I have to do piecemeal now, so that my mental signal flow is much smoother. So it everything feels like it flows from one place, to another place with some close to effortlessness.
