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Preface

The creation of musical theater works is a deeply collaborative act. Figures that usually receive the most credit for a show’s success—or blame for its failure—include the composer, lyricist, producer, director, choreographer, and stars, perhaps followed by designers of sets and costumes, whose work one can easily see and critique. Orchestrators, responsible for taking musical numbers and arranging their accompaniment for the instrumental ensemble in the pit, are among the more anonymous of a show’s collaborators. Few in an audience will think much about that accompaniment, making its role in helping to tell the story and describe the characters hard to understand. The purpose of this book is to clarify that role by introducing the reader to the process of orchestration, the instruments used in the pit, and showing how the orchestrations of five case studies—Hair, Phantom of the Opera, The Lion King, Wicked, and Hamilton—add depth and texture to the audience’s experience. Our focus primarily involves orchestration starting in the late 1960s, when rock and other types of contemporary popular music started to appear frequently in theatrical scores, until more recent years, when it is unusual for a show not to incorporate popular musical styles. Numerous references to sections of songs in original cast recordings and Disney’s film of the staged version of Hamilton allow the reader to hear what we describe about each song. Many of these versions of the songs are also available on YouTube. We invite the reader to take a short tour with us concerning the art and craft of orchestration and start to appreciate its significant role in a show’s effectiveness.





Introduction
The Craft of Orchestration



Orchestration Emerges as a Field

The art of orchestration is an evolving topic of scholarly discussion and an area that provides an array of avenues to explore. While there may be a basic understanding of what an orchestrator—or, in some cases, an arranger—does, methods of examining the practice in print vary. Historical treatises on the subject usually include descriptions of instruments and their capabilities, while instructional manuals often address combinations of instrumental timbres. Music histories, or discussions of musical eras, tend to examine the changes in size and scope of an orchestra, and histories on popular music might acknowledge the various changes made to rock ensembles, or discuss other important pieces of technology, like amplifiers and whammy bars. However, no common thread exists across all works on the basic notion of orchestration, and no texts really combine these elements to discuss how each of these viewpoints comes together.

Notable treatises on orchestration commonly serve as encyclopedias of instruments, including in particular Hector Berlioz’s Grand traité d’instrumentation et d’orchestration modernes (1844), a frequently examined source.1 This work, which became a springboard for later scholars, described instruments, their sounds, and how to best incorporate them into a work. Berlioz (1803–1869) also included a section in his work about conducting an orchestra, trying techniques of writing for instruments, and blending their sounds together. Building on this model, later writers would also include lesser-known instruments or trace the gradual expansion of the orchestra, usually beginning their timeline in the late Renaissance period in the decades before 1600, which many commentators believe pinpoints the beginning of writing idiomatically for certain instruments, where a composer provides music that sounds appropriate and can be played with some facility on a particular instrument. These kinds of sources are incredibly impactful because descriptions of instruments themselves became available. Berlioz’s treatise in particular became a frequently studied text for composers of the late Romantic period, including Gustav Mahler (1860–1911), Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844–1908), and Richard Strauss (1864–1949) contributed an updated version of the treatise (1905) that included new techniques heard from such composers as Richard Wagner (1813–1883).

Overarching timelines of orchestration exist sparsely in various sources, usually following the development of the traditional symphonic and operatic orchestra from its roots as more of a chamber group to larger ensembles with varying instrumentation. These sources often include descriptions of predecessors of later instruments and ensembles, examples of surviving music or historical records, and notes of famous works or composers who included in the orchestra certain instruments for the first, or first notable, time, such as Beethoven and his innovative use of trombones, piccolo, and contrabassoon in his Symphony No. 5. Some of these timeline-based texts also acknowledge the use of certain instruments as able to supply specific sound effects or drama, as can be heard from several instruments in a work like Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique (1830). Discussion of idiomatic writing for instruments often appears in these kinds of texts. This is evidenced by the work of, for example, Adolphe Coerne, whose text The Evolution of Modern Orchestration, released at the turn of the twentieth century, also addressed certain composers who had to make substitutions for instruments they lacked at a given point, something Broadway orchestrators also deal with routinely.2

While several scholars continued to discuss the orchestral ensemble and its makeup into the early decades of the twentieth century, the dearth of sources with larger discussions on orchestration was noted. Composer Aaron Copland, in a foreword to writer Gardner Read’s 1953 orchestration text, observed: “Musical literature is signally lacking in up-to-date manuals of orchestral practice. Texts that describe the individual instruments are plentiful, of course, but only a few consider in any detail the subtle art of combining instruments.”3 While selected writers, to include Read and, earlier, Ebenezer Prout in the 1870s, did look at the practice, the resulting sound and impact of orchestrational choices were not explored, and only music existing within a traditional and Classical realm was considered.

Other texts function primarily as “how-to” guides. These instruction manuals offer information on the capabilities of instruments and how best to combine certain timbres. Some individual texts may specialize in a particular area of orchestration, such as classical or popular, but might not always also consider the historical context or joining elements from multiple musical realms or styles. These kinds of texts do, however, serve as a strong foundation for approaches to creating a score within certain expectations and considerations for elements like instrumental ranges, transpositions, and common issues in crafting a score. In this way, there is some overlap
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A Model Orchestrator: Robert Russell Bennett (1894–1981)
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