
  April 12, 2016 - Breaking The Sound Barrier:  
  Women in Film, TV and Live Production Music 

 NEWSLETTER 
A n   E n t e r t a i n m e n t   I n d u s t r y   O r g a n i z a t i on 

  

 

Filmmakers have often told me that they find the scoring process to 
be one of the most daunting aspects of making movies. Even some 
seasoned directors admit everything from discomfort to panic when 
they try to explore ideas about music for their film. In the 
documentary world, these feelings can be even more pronounced, 
the fear being that musical accompaniment to real-life footage can 
be inappropriate or manipulative. But one need only look at such 
stellar examples as Aaron Copland's score for The River or Philip 
Glass' soundtrack for The Fog of War to realize how much the right 
music can enhance the power of a documentary.  

There is no reason a filmmaker should view the scoring process as 
any more of a challenge than other aspects of post-production. There 
are more similarities than differences between the editing process 
and scoring a film. In editing, you are developing a narrative 
through characters, voiceover, images and sound. I think of music as 
an emotional/non-verbal aspect of storytelling—a kind of 
punctuation to add layers, interpretation and/or accent to what is 
already coming from the screen. It starts with understanding the 
vision for the film as a whole, and then working toward that with 
every decision—whether it be choice of shot, narration, use of sound 
or the emotional tone set by music. 

There is a tendency to work on sections of the film, going from cue to cue. But it's important to maintain an overview of the score 
throughout the film, just as you build your storyline throughout the editing process. You wouldn't want to repeat shots or skip portions 
of the story, making it hard to follow. If you consider music in this holistic way, you'll see that you can build the score by applying the 
same criteria you use to make editing decisions. Is music necessary? Will it enhance and/or support the intent of each sequence that has 
been selected for a cue? Is there a good structural flow and pacing to the score? Is it distracting? Is there too much music or perhaps 
too little? Or too much time between cues? And finally, does the music feel appropriate, integrated and well composed? 

I always like to start at the beginning and work my way through a film organically. Early in my career, I would blaze through the entire 
film, hoping to develop my ideas fully before sharing my work with the director. Over the years I've discovered that it is much more 
productive to share as early as possible to make sure I don't waste time developing material that the director will never be on board 
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Minding Your Beats and Cues:  
Tips for Working with a Composer 

by Miriam Cutler 
The President’s Corner 

Welcome CCC and SCL (Society of Composers & 
Lyricists) members!  I’m looking forward to our joint panel 
this week.  I’m excited to hear our wonderful group of 
panelists share their experience in this creative end of the 
business.  I love seeing the hard work of composers come 
together with other visual aspects to create the magic we 
see on screen and stage.  Thank you to the SCL and to 
our moderators Eric Palmquist and Jonathan David Neal 
for putting this amazing panel together. 

We have also asked Sam Kling from SESAC to present a 
copyright update where he will be discussing the recent 
production music catalog deals SESAC has made with 
certain US publishers.  I’m sure this will be of interest to 
CCC and SCL members alike. 

Can you believe it?  It’s CCC election time again! We will 
be mailing out ballots within days to elect our 2016-2017 
executive board and directors, so please make sure your 
online member profile has a current street mailing 
address.  Only current CCC members can vote in 
elections.  If you are not already a CCC member and you 
join now, your membership will be good through the end 
of the 2016-2017 season.  We will be announcing the 
election winners at our May meeting. 

Diane Snyder-Ramirez 
President, California Copyright Conference 



with. Building on ideas that work is my motto. What I need from the director is input and serious consideration of musical ideas I 
present. Together we can explore the elements of a cue, discover what supports their vision and move forward with a fruitful and 
enjoyable collaboration. 

Enough philosophy; here are some ways of being proactive in getting the best possible score for your film: Thorough preparation, 
realistic budgeting of time and money, careful selection of a composer and investment in the creative collaboration all play a crucial 
role in making the best music with your composer. 

Don't Underestimate Your Music Budget 

The film scoring process begins with the initial budgeting; make sure it's realistic—wishful thinking will get you in trouble down the 
line. Do your research: Talk to composers, music supervisors and other filmmakers and look at some music budgets of films you like. 
Do you envision an electronic score, a jazz band, ethnic music or an orchestra? Do you want to work with a well-known composer, or 
are you willing to take a chance on someone less experienced and pay a lower fee? Do you need to license a popular song? How big a 
part will music play in your film? Answers to these kinds of questions will help you assess your financial requirements and ennsure 
you'll have the resources and time you'll need for a good, effective score. 

Editing with Temp Music 

Although filmmakers should start thinking about music as early as the budgeting phase, most don't really focus on it until they're 
editing. I've worked with editors who have an amazing internal rhythm and can cut without music, but most prefer to find  temporary 
compositions that inspire the editing and inform scenes. Time and budget permitting, the composer can also begin to be involved at 
this point, and in my own experience this is a fantastic way to work. I can supply click tracks or simple beats, or I can actually start 
composing. Typically, we'll discuss some concepts, I'll write a piece of music, the editor will lay it in, start cutting and send it back to 
me for conforming. We'll go back and forth as the film takes shape. Rather than getting attached to temp music, the filmmaker can thus 
take advantage of all the composer has to offer, which can lead to a truly original and affecting score. 

The other common way to work is to offer the composer a cut with a temp score. You can temp with other music written by your 
composer, or with any music that inspires. I personally prefer that temp music doesn't come from me, as it's way more interesting to do 
something new for every project. Referencing my own music from another film carries baggage; I'd rather have a fresh approach. 
Whatever music you choose to temp with can save time for a composer and provide creative direction early on. It's important that you 
convey to the composer what you like and don't like about the temp music so that there won't be any confusion.  Time spent discussing 
these details will yield great benefits throughout the process.. 

Trusting Your Taste 

Before you begin working with a composer, though, it helps to hone your own sense of what music might work in your film. I always 
tell filmmakers to trust their ability to discern what feels like it's working and what doesn't. After all, you wouldn't be making films if 
you didn't have strong ideas. So spend time thinking about what styles of music resonate with your vision for the film. Analyze films 
with scores you like. Throw some music samples up against picture. Begin a creative dialogue in your mind. Even if you don't know 
much about music, you can begin to experience the effect different approaches can have on a scene. This will help develop confidence 
in your ability to provide solid direction for your composer. 

R-E-S-P-E-C-T 

When you choose a composer, the relationship you establish with that person will set the tone for all the creative work that follows, so 
look for someone to whom you can relate, not just a music machine. Even if you're drawn to someone's music, don't underestimate the 
importance of your rapport. I'd also suggest you look for someone who not only is talented, but has an equally strong collaborative 
spirit. If so, you're more than likely to have a creative and dynamic experience. 

Film and TV composers are used to tight deadlines and strict budget requirements. Regardless of the parameters of the project, our role 
is to support your vision, flesh out your ideas and bring all our experience and musicality to the table. Together, we can develop a 
language for communicating about non-verbal, emotional and abstract ideas. But while your composer is willing to make a generous 
contribution of time and talent to a collaborative effort, you as a filmmaker should be realistic about your expectations and respect 
your composer's boundaries. Most documentary scoring budgets are not going to afford the composer a lot of room for financial gain, 
so good will goes a long way in encouraging our best efforts. And the more satisfying the working relationship is, the more open a 
composer will be to spending time fleshing out your ideas and achieving what may have seemed out of reach. 
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Knowing What to Look for 

But how do you find this fabulous person? You can start by noticing who wrote the film music you recently enjoyed. Ask other 
filmmakers you admire for referrals. Then go online and Google them. Most professional composers have well-developed websites 
with lots of examples of their work. Remember, it's critical to distinguish between general musical ability and actual film-scoring talent 
and experience. Your brother may be a great guitar player with a home studio, but that doesn't necessarily mean he can take direction 
or has the sensibility or technological know-how to compose and synchronize music to picture (let alone deliver on a fixed schedule 
and budget). Just as in the rest of the filmmaking process, there are complex levels to film scoring, both creatively and technically. 
They include communication skills; an ability to organize, plan and budget for the overall project; compositional skills; music 
preparation (scores and charts); and an ability to work with musicians, handle union issues, produce sessions and record and mix the 
score to the technical specifications of the post house. And all this must be done on time. So be sure to check the breadth and depth of 
your chosen composer's experience. 

Composing Credibility 

But how can you assess the qualifications of your potential composer? As I said, the process usually starts with a recommendation or 
by hearing some of the music this person has written. But then, even if you've seen a film that person has scored, request a sample 
audio reel (and video, if you like). Listen to it with an open mind; get an overview of the work, and don't expect to hear the perfect 
music for your film. This reel probably reflects what the composer has already done for someone else, and he/she may be second-
guessing what you want to hear. 

Nonetheless, does what you hear move you? Does it stay with you? Even if the selections seem way off the mark for your film, if you 
can't get the music out of your head, then take a meeting with the composer. Find out more about this person. He or she may have other 
work that more closely resembles what you want—or has the ability to stretch for what you want. Don't underestimate the creative 
connection that may be unexpectedly forged. 

Your Place or Mine? 

You should meet at a potential composer's studio to get a better sense of the person and how he/she works. Also, check out the gear. 
Does it look professional, well maintained, up to date? Get a feel for how the person thinks: Do you like his/her ideas? Bring a copy of 
some part of your film and discuss some of the musical ideas you've been exploring on your own. See how the composer reacts and 
what is offered in return. Play some of your temp ideas to illustrate what you like. 

If a filmmaker doesn't offer me any musical direction in our first meeting, I have developed ways of assessing taste. As we get deeper 
into a discussion, I'll start playing either my work, or music from other film scores or CDs in my collection to see what makes an 
impression. Is it orchestral, classic, contemporary, groove-oriented, ethnic, edgy? If the filmmaker is totally visual and has no musical 
vocabulary, I try to identify sounds or textures that get a response. As long as we can relate the music to a desired emotion or 
interpretation, I'll find the sound and instrumentation that will evoke that feeling or sensation. 

If you take a second meeting with your potential composer, take it in your editing bay. There, you can begin to analyze scenes and see 
how the composer relates to your editor and other members of your crew. When you're ready to make the hire, have a candid 
discussion about what is possible within a range of budgets and just how flexible a composer can be. 

Actual Budget            

Let the composer know early on where you stand monetarily so that no time gets wasted on either end. But don't rule out the 
possibility that you may decide to raise more money if someone really inspires—or that the composer has been waiting for an 
exceptional project like yours and agrees to work for a lower fee than usual. 

Nowadays, most indie and doc budgets are "package" or "all in" deals. A savvy composer will outline what is possible for what you've 
offered. This can vary dramatically from composer to composer, based on experience, schedule, resources and approach. Different 
composers offer different levels of service and collaboration, so be sure to fully explore how your chosen composer works. The music 
package provided usually includes one or more spotting sessions (meetings with the director/producer to decide where and what kind 
of music), composing, review and approval meetings, music preparation, musicians, recording sessions, the music mix and, finally, 
delivery of a finished music master synchronized to picture. Be sure to clarify how many, if any, live musicians are possible within the 
budget. 
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Clearly, a composer who has his or her own studio has a budgetary advantage. Nonetheless, it still costs money to record, even in one's 
own studio. Sometimes I suggest various possibilities to meet a filmmaker's budget. I'll start with a basic fee, then build in possible 
future contingencies so there won't be any surprises. As we move along in the scoring process, I may suggest that for "x " amount 
more, we can add a cellist; for "xyz" amount, we can add Yo-Yo Ma! I've seen possibilities for enhancing the score sometimes inspire 
filmmakers to raise more money. Stay on top of what your composer is writing. If it's turning into an orchestral score, make sure you 
can afford to actualize the concept. Remember that every additional service and musician adds cost. Changes made after the recording 
sessions have occurred or picture changes after the music has been mixed can also add expense. Delivering a great score on a limited 
budget requires lots of advance planning, so stay involved and informed as the score evolves. 

Music Rights and Wrongs 

What kind of deal will you make with your composer regarding ownership and rights to the music?  Will this be a "work-for-hire" 
where you own the copyright and/or publishing or a synchronization deal where you obtain a license to use the music within certain 
parameters?  Many filmmakers aren't familiar with the way music copyright, publishing and synchronization rights work. It is not 
necessary that you own or even control the rights to the music in your film in order to have what you need to distribute your work with 
its wonderful original score. 

The concept of work for hire came into being during the heyday of the Hollywood studios because they actually had music 
departments with composers as salaried employees. This included support staff, engineers and musicians,  and all expenses were paid 
by the studios to complete the score. Thus whatever was created in that context was a work for hire and owned by the studio. In today's 
world of package deals, composers often function as independent contractors who agree to deliver a final product on a fixed budget. In 
this context, it's fair to say composers own what we create—and can negotiate those rights based on what we get in return.  An ample 
budget that includes enough money to pay the composer and the production costs might make a work-for-hire deal more attractive. 
And, if there's likely to be significant royalties from broadcasts or theatrical distribution, a composer may be more open to negotiating 
some rights. Remember, there is room for negotiation, but not necessarily a reason for a composer to give up their music rights by 
accepting a work-for-hire deal. 

Filmmakers do not pay music performance royalties.  Broadcasters (including radio, and in some cases, internet providers), theater 
owners and live venues do.  The world is split into territories, which are represented by Performance Rights Organizations (e.g. BMI, 
ASCAP, SESAC in the US, PRS in the UK, SASEM in France, etc). Professional songwriters, composers and publishers affiliate with 
a PRO, granting permission to collect music performance royalties on their behalf. Royalty income derives from fees paid by these 
broadcasters, theater owners and live venues worldwide to obtain blanket licenses from the Performing Rights Organizations for their 
entire catalog—music of all their affiliated writers and publishers. The PROs then distribute the funds to their affiliates as royalties 
based on the number and types of performances. This business model has worked well since the early days of our industry and has 
resulted in a robust music community. As music budgets have gone down in a tough economy, more and more music creators rely on 
the backend royalties to stay in business. 

A composition is divided into 100 percent writers and 100 percent publishers share. (But even in the work-for-hire model, the 
composer is supposed to retain writer's share.) When a film is distributed or broadcast, performance royalties are generated and 
collected on behalf  of whomever owns the writers' and publishers' rights to the music. How much income depends on the success of a 
film and is paid out based on the way the writers' and publishers' shares are split. For a filmmaker, this can work to your advantage and 
may help you interest a composer you might not otherwise be able to afford. There is room for negotiation: Do you really need to own 
the music by using a Work-for-Hire Agreement?  Do you even have a functioning publishing company?  If you don't, then a well 
negotiated Synchronization Rights Agreement and Master Use Agreement will get you what you need. Synch Rights grant you a 
publishing license to use the compositions in the score, and a Master Use Agreement grants you the rights to use the recorded music 

There are negotiable aspects to these agreements as well: Are the music rights exclusive to this film? Is there a time limit on that 
exclusivity? How many years before the composer can repurpose that music, if ever?  How else is a filmmaker allowed to use the 
music—for ads, or different versions of the film? Or even for another project? These should all be discussed and agreed upon prior to 
working together. By negotiating these issues and creating a win/win, you may open up more possible choices from which to select 
your composer—or perhaps find a composer who wants to do your film, but might otherwise consider the budget too low. I, for one, 
have been able to put more money into the production value of my scores because I know there will be income down the line if I retain 
my rights to the music. This gives me even more incentive to work hard to contribute to your film's success. 
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Happy Together 

As I've said, once the scoring process starts, it's important for you as a filmmaker to stay on top of what the composer is doing, so that 
time isn't wasted on unproductive tangents. Sometimes I write some music without picture and send it to the editing room to see if I'm 
on the right track. With today's midi, digital audio, video and Internet, filmmakers can get a sense of how the music is working with 
picture very early on, well before any recording sessions (after which, changes will be more difficult and expensive to make). I often 
make changes while the director is sitting next to me in my studio or even on Skype; that way we can re-shape the score together. Even 
though you'll be incredibly busy with other aspects of post-production, it's well worth spending time with your composer. It's worth 
mentioning, though, that some composers prefer to wait until the film is more defined before getting involved, while others won't even 
start composing until picture has locked. The composer's work style is something you want to explore before you hire someone. 

The Film Comes First 

What happens if you're working well with a composer but suddenly you find you hate some of the music? First of all, don't panic. 
Composers who work in film and TV understand that not everything is going to be what you want (even if we think it's great!). Think 
of your editing process and how many times you make changes before you get it right. As a filmmaker, you should foster a safe 
environment to discuss these matters and work them out. This is the essence of creative collaboration; there is no absolute right or 
wrong. There may be a really effective compromise that will serve the film, a solution that evolves from this kind of creative tension. 
But in the end, there must be a singular vision for a successful film, and the filmmaker has the last say. To me, nothing is worse than a 
director hemming and hawing, trying to find a polite way to tell me he/she doesn't thing a cue is working. Remember, you're dealing 
with professionals. We accept that sometimes our favorite cues get thrown out, so we're not too attached to each musical idea. The film 
comes first.   

All's Well That Ends Well 

I've had experiences in which we've made it through the whole film, and there's still one cue that isn't cutting it. The music is due the 
next week and it feels like it'll never happen. But we just keep plugging away—and magically it comes together. The last time that 
happened, my director shed tears of joy. That made me cry. Isn't that why we all do this? 

Miriam Cutler has been writing, producing and performing music for over 20 years. Her documentary credits include American 
Promise, Ethel, Poster Girl, Kings Point, Vito, Thin, Ghosts of Abu Ghraib, Scout's Honor, Desert of Forbidden Art, and Lost in La 
Mancha.  

The article originally appeared in the Winter 2014 issue of Documentary magazine, a publication of the International Documentary 
Association. www.documentary.org. 

Through advocacy, support and education, the Alliance for Women Film 
Composers aims to increase the visibility of women composers active in 
media scoring. The AFWC advocates for the inclusion of women 
composers within industry events; supports filmmakers, game 
developers and studios in their inclusion of women composers; and 
educates, mentors and inspires emerging women composers. 

  
The AWFC realizes these goals through initiatives that include: 
1. A directory of women composers inclusive of emerging and established writers. This directory serves as both a resource for 

those searching for composers, and a growing documentation of the identities and formal enumeration of women active in 
scoring media. 

2. Meetings and gatherings that address issues of career development, networking, representation, and opportunities. In small 
and large groups, these collective assemblies support open discourse, community building, and the chance to engage as a 
group in an insightful, productive dialogue. 

3. Publicizing and celebrating the work and achievements of a myriad of female composers. The AWFC operates from the 
perspective that the public’s familiarity and consciousness of numerous, varied female composers is good for every 
individual female composer.    

4. Visible attendance/participation at industry events. 
5. Advocacy for inclusion in performances, broadcasts, festivals, grants and awards. 
6. Lobbying for the inclusion of women composers in studies and research about women in media. 

for more information, please visit theawfc.com 
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PANELIST BIOS 

MIRIAM CUTLER 

Emmy nominated Composer, MIRIAM CUTLER is passionate about scoring documentaries, among them Emmy winning and Oscar 
nominated films: ETHEL, LOST IN LA MANCHA, THIN, POSTER GIRL, KINGS POINT, GHOSTS OF ABU GHRAIB, AMERICAN 
PROMISE, VITO, SCOUTS HONOR, LICENSE TO KILL and now THE HUNTING GROUND.  Miriam Co-Produced and scored ONE 
LUCKY ELEPHANT and has served as Lab Advisor for the Sundance Institute Documentary Composers Lab, on documentary juries 
including Sundance, Independent Spirit Awards, IDA Awards. She has co-produced two Grammy-nominated live jazz albums on PolyGram/
Verve for Joe Williams, and albums for Nina Simone, Shirley Horn, and Marlena Shaw plus albums of her own music. Miriam is an 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Documentary Branch member, a long time board member of The Society of Composers and 
Lyricists, and a film expert for the USC/US State Department’s American Film Showcase. 

JONATHAN DAVID NEAL 

Jonathan David Neal is a composer and orchestrator with 25+ years for experience in composing music for film, TV and record projects. He 
has recorded with orchestras in such venues as Paramount Pictures and Capitol Records, Nashville, Abbey Road and with the Budapest 
Film Orchestra. He has experience composing for and working with ethnic instruments and musicians in Indonesia, Africa, Eastern Europe 
and the Middle East. He has recently composed music for the feature film “Film Maker’s Son” and the documentary, “Patterns of Evidence 
– The Exodus” which had a theatrical release, as well as other feature films and documentaries in both the US and Europe. He also has 
composed music for TV shows such as Sponge Bob Squarepants, Christmas Child (Lifetime feature), and NFL Films, among others. He 
currently has a worldwide publishing deal with BMG Rights Management. He currently sits as an officer of the board of the Society of 
Composers and Lyricists and also serves on the Music Rights and Social Media Committees. Jonathan is an Adjunct Professor of 
Composition at Biola University. 

ERIC PALMQUIST 

An industry veteran of nearly 20 years, Eric Palmquist has held executive, VP positions with BMG Music  & Warner/Chappell Music,  as 
well as dual executive roles at Disney Music Group & Quincy Jones Productions (Records & Publishing). A pioneer & industry leader in 
audit & income tracking, he is a 2 time recipient of NARIP's best in the biz award for audit and income tracking. He is also a composer of 
various songs used in Film & Television productions, including uses on Lifetime, Nickelodeon, & NBC, and performs with the legendary 
group The Tokens. He is past President of The California Copyright Conference, and a frequent guest lecturer at The SCL, CCC, & AIMP, 
in addition to USC, Cal State Northridge,  UCLA, Musician's Institute, ASCAP Expo & SESAC Songwriter’s Boot Camp. 

STARR PARODI 

Starr Parodi is a composer for film, television & live concert works, and a Steinway Artist.  Since her breakout work with her writing partner Jeff 
Fair on their influential & groundbreaking production/arrangement of the James Bond Theme (RIAA Gold Record), the duo has gone on to win 
multiple BMI awards for top television shows as well as collaborating on films including — Bert Stern: Original Mad Man,  Conversations With 
Other Women (Helena Bonham Carter), New Line Cinema’s High Roller, Rysher’s The 18th Angel, television series including — Transformers: 
Rescue Bots, The Starter Wife (Debra Messing), G.I. Joe: Renegades, The Division (Jon Hamm, Taraji Henson), numerous films for television and 
hundreds of Hollywood’s most visible film trailers (Last Samurai, James Bond, Mission Impossible 2, Harry Potter, Dream Girls, Night At The 
Museum, X-Men 3 etc...). 

Starr first entered the public eye playing nightly as part of the house band "The Posse' on the hit late-night Arsenio Hall Show. In 2009, She became 
the first woman to have her concert orchestral works performed in the 75 year history of the Laguna Arts Pageant Of The Masters, where she 
currently has become a featured composer in residence.  Starrʼs solo piano recording Common Places, which was honored as Solo Piano CD of the 
Year (solopianoradio.com), was lauded by KCRWʼs Chris Douridas. “This deeply passionate and beautiful recording (Common Places) is one of the 
best albums of the year.” 

LOLITA RITMANIS 

Lolita Ritmanis is a ten time Emmy Award-nominated composer, having won this award in 2002 for her work on Batman Beyond. An American-
Latvian composer, Lolita has the privilege of working both in the USA and in the European Union. Lolita’s concert works as well as four original 
musicals have been performed throughout the US, Canada, Europe, Taiwan and Australia. Television and film music credits include: Teen Titans, 
Justice League, Ben 10, Spectacular Spider-Man, Scooby-Doo, Batman, and Superman, Marvel’s Avengers Assemble. 

ADRYAN RUSS 

Adryan Russ (Composer/Lyricist) writes for theater, film, television and recordings. Her work has played off-Broadway at New York’s Cherry Lane 
as well as theaters across the country and in Europe. She performed in a tribute to Charles Strouse with Michael Feinstein at Carnegie Hall, and at the 
Chicago Humanities Festival with Karen Mason. Her CD “Everyone Has A Story” showcases her songs, performed by New York and Los Angeles 
cabaret/theater artists; her CD “Changing My Tune” features her lyrics and Joel Evans’ music emulating the jazz-based standards they love. Adryan 
is a member of ASCAP, The Dramatists Guild, and serves on the board of The Society of Composers & Lyricists
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