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a childhood 
dream
I remember it as if it was yesterday. It was 
during really hot summer of 1998 at ne-
arby a post office and I used a payphone 
located there to order Final Fantasy VII.  
I spent holidays on raising Chocobos and 
spending money at Gold Saucer — the 
amusement park, where you could lose 
all your saved money. After finishing FF’s 
seventh installment, a feeling of empti-
ness followed, along a driving appetite 
to play another game by Squaresoft, but  
I will tell about that in another time.

All I know is that me and my brother were 
both enchanted by Nobuo Uematsu’s mu-
sic and we really wanted to buy the so-
undtrack for Final Fantasy VII. Our search 
concluded at a store that offered deals way 
above a teenager’s allowance so we had to 
leave empty handed. More than 20 years 
later my dream finally came true before 
A New World intimate music from FINAL 
FANTASY concert in Prague. There, I had 
a short chat with my childhood idol, No-
buo Uematsu, and I had my limited edition 
soundtrack from 1997 signed by the man 
himself.

In the era of Internet and possibilities that 
come with it, we have unlimited access to 
music from our beloved games, so let’s ap-
preciate it and support our favourite com-
posers as well, by buying their physical re-
leases and attending concerts dedicated to 
their work. Here, we’d like to thank you from 
the bottom of our hearts for such a warm 
welcome towards the first issue of our ma-
gazine and assure you we will do every-

EDITOR IN CHIEF
mARIUSZ BORKOWSKI

thing to make the following editions equ-
ally fulfilling, and what’s more important to 
us, worthy of your time.

„We all make choices in life, but 
in the end our choices make us”. 
Andrew Ryan, Bioshock
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what’s up with 
the game music?

half-life:
the Best of
LISTEN ONLINE

hAlf-lIfE fRAnchISE 
SOUndtRAcKS AVAIlABlE 
On StREAmInG plAtfORmS

Valve Software published the soundtracks for 
their iconic Half-Life series on the most popu-
lar music streaming platforms. You can listen 
to them on Spotify, Apple Music or Tidal.

That might be connected to the upcoming 
release of the VR game by Valve titled Half-Li-
fe: Alyx, with the side character from Half-Life 
2, Alyx Vance, as the protagonist. Enjoy liste-
ning to the soundtracks while waiting for the 
premiere of the new game from the universe!

© Valve Corporation

hOW tO mAKE IntEREStInG 
SOUndS fOR VIdEO GAmES

In this video the sound designers from Obsi-
dian Entertainment share some of the secrets 
behind their work.

Justin Bell and Renzo Heredia talk about how 
they created the sound effect of looting the 
dead bodies in The Outer Worlds game. The 
video reveals some of the sound designers’ 
philosophy and tricks they use.

Also, the funny moment where the host is 
trying to create the set of sounds for her lap-
top is really worth watching. It is an interesting 
video which explains sound design in a non-
complicated way.

how looting sounds 
are made
LISTEN ONLINE

fUll EdItIOn Of mUSIc fROm cElEStE On cd
Ship to Shore PhonoCo record label and 
the composer Lena Raine announced full 
three disc edition of soundtrack to the 
award-winning game Celeste.

Besides the original music, previously re-
leased on vinyl, the set includes the tracks 
from the Celeste: Farewell expansion and 
8-bit sounds from Celeste – Madeline’s 

Grab Bag. The publication will be availa-
ble on 18th of February on the publishers 
website. If you are curious what methods 
were used to compose the music for Cele-
ste, check out the article.

celeste
(original soundtrack)
LISTEN ONLINE

© Obsidian Entertainment, Virtuos

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/6zx71CF3zBseNj1Zu9VU5p
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sqoylzFvxXs&feature=emb_title
https://shiptoshoremedia.com/
https://open.spotify.com/album/5OZHQ7KG8k04IOkF50fACO
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AUStIn WIntORy IntERVIEWS GARRy SchymAn

Austin Wintory published his interview 
with fellow composer Garry Schyman on 
his YouTube channel. The interview was 
conducted 24 June 2019 and is a part of the 
Game Maker’s Notebook podcast series.

Garry Schyman, known mostly of scoring 
the BioShock franchise, talks about his ear-
ly career, the evolution of music in video 
games, the difference in scoring for film 
and games, and of course BioShock. It is 
another interesting composer interview by 
Austin Wintory.

game maker’s noteBook 
wintory interViews 
garry schyman
LISTEN ONLINE

OlIVIER dERIVIERE cOmpOSInG fOR StREEtS Of RAGE 4

It is officially confirmed that Olivier Derivie-
re will be the main composer for the latest 
installment of the iconic beat ’em up game 
franchise, Streets of Rage.

In this video Deriviere talks a lot about the 
process of composing the score, also letting 
us listen to some of the music. Honestly, he-
aring him making a dubstep track is surpri-
sing, yet the track sounds really interesting.

streets of rage 4
Behind the music
LISTEN ONLINE

© DotEmu

© Garry Schyman

The developers invited some other compo-
sers to score the boss themes, while Olivier 
Deriviere is responsible for the level music. 
The rest of the composers are Groundislava, 
XL Middleton, Scattle, not to mention the 
composer of the series, Yuzo Koshiro.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LVeO0Y911yc&feature=emb_title
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vZ6sa88CLm4&feature=emb_title
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sqoylzFvxXs&feature=emb_title
https://open.spotify.com/album/5OZHQ7KG8k04IOkF50fACO
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mUSIc fROm ORI And thE WIll Of thE WISpS On VInyl!

Vinyl fans, ready your wallets, for here they 
come! Dylogy of Ori on black disks will be 
released in the third quarter of 2020. Ori 
and the Blind Forest gets reedition in ad-
dition to the premiere of the soundtrack 
from Ori and the Will of the Wisps.

Both editions are as beautiful as the last re-
lease, and the iam8bit will be the publisher 

again. Each album consists of two black 
disks filled with Gareth Coker’s talent.

Ori and the Blind Forest contains 32 com-
positions and a key for digital editions of 
the soundtrack extended with 29 tracks 
from the Definitive Edition. Will of the 
Wisps bloats to 60 compositions in the di-
gital format, 25 of which is contained on 
the two vinyl pancakes. The disks are in 
the standard 180 grams per disk quality, 
which means that they are durable.

It is worth mentioning that the Gareth’s 
visions are enhanced with marvelous art! 
Ori and the Blind forest is ornamented by 
Nicole Gustafsson and the cover of Ori and 
the Will of the Wisps was created by Erin 
Vest. Both double albums are available for 
$39,99 (here). Tempting, isn’t it?

ori and the Blind forest 
(original soundtrack)
LISTEN ONLINE

© iam8bit

GAIjIn BlUES II – mUSIc nOt Only fOR thE fAnS 
Of jApAnESE SOUndS
Some time ago, I’ve come across Gaijin Blues 
II record, which charmed me with its simple 
but differentiated sound that remided me 
about the golden age of Japanese RPGs.

It wouldn’t be surprising, if not for the fact 
that the entire project was initiated by the 
Poles from Wroclaw – Paweł Klimczak and 
Michał Szczepanic. Both musicians are very 
enthusiastic about the japanese culture of 
video games, especially about music from 
Final Fantasy, Dragon Quest, Phantasy Star, 
and Chrono Trigger. They composed songs 
that tell separate stories, which the listener 
can experience with their imagination and 
melodic sounds.

gaiJin Blues ii
LISTEN ONLINE

©
 G

a
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n
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es

 II

You can obtain a digital copy of the Gaijin Blues 
II album, as well as a vinyl record for as much as 
18.99 GBP. I really recommend the album and 
listening to the sounds of the old days.

https://open.spotify.com/album/0BRICN5TGMT1WqFcZkYOaF
https://gaijinblues.bandcamp.com/album/gaijin-blues-ii


reViews
Jessica curry is a master of conVeying 
emotions and storytelling through 
the music 

‒ izaBela Besztocha
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Publisher: Bloober Team S.A.
Album’s release date: 30th August 2019
Composer: Arkadiusz Reikowski

Arkadiusz Reikowski is back to minima-
lism. Recently he scored one of the most 
interesting horror games I have played 
and the best production of Bloober Team 
so far in my opinion – Blair Witch.

The Blair Witch game is based on the Blair 
Witch movies but instead of controlling a 
bunch of hysterical teenagers running aro-
und the forest with a shaky camera, we get 

a story of a traumatised veteran who is now 
a suspended police officer who tries to help 
his colleagues find a boy missing in the wo-
ods. His only companion is his assistant dog 
named Bullet which besides its therapeu-
tic effect can also find the trails and retrieve 
objects for the protagonist.

The Blair Witch score is a great 
reflection of what might be hi-
ding deep into your own mind.

The game’s environment is almost entirely 
a dark, unfriendly forest which is one of the 
scariest and best designed forests in video 
games. You can get lost in there easily, and 
your helpful dog along with brief messages 
through your walkie-talkie are the things 
that keep you as far from insanity as pos-
sible. Arkadiusz Reikowski portrayed that 
sense of loneliness, fear and helplessness 
in a very intuitive way.

His minimalistic ambient-like synthesizer 
patterns and drones brilliantly capture the 
thick atmosphere of the game. Combined 
with awesome sound design, these tracks 
are a terrifying accompaniment for the pro-

Blair witch
what might Be hiding in your own mind

©Bloober Team

©Bloober Team
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of horror scoring and Arkadiusz Reikowski’s 
minimalistic synth soundtrack (buy here) 
for this game is significant proof of their 
potential.

tagonist’s experiences, including his for-
mer traumas. Blair Witch focuses strongly 
on the post trauma stress disorder and as 
a fan of psychological horror games I really 
appreciate this thread in the overall plot.

Arkadiusz Reikowski portrayed 
that sense of loneliness, fear 
and helplessness in a very 
intuitive way.

Hearing bullets rebound off the trees com-
bined with Reikowski’s suggestive sound-
scape is an unforgettable experience. The 
most remarkable example is the sequen-
ce in which we have to wander in comple-
te darkness being aware not to startle the 
forest creatures. The track called Fog ac-
companies us with its gloomy synth pads 
and piano dissonances, and suddenly the 
protagonist has an illusion of being hit by 
a bullet.

This realistic experience mixed with the 
sequence of the dark path the player needs 
to traverse carefully among deadly creatu-
res, looking only at the camera screen and 
accompanied with aforementioned track is 
one of the strongest parts of the gameplay. 
Speaking of bullets, the game hurts Bullet, 
your faithful companion, and the dog has 
its own beautiful, eerie theme.

The creepiness of the score shows especial-
ly in the tracks such as The White Tree (pure 
droney dissonant pleasure), The Scent, I Am 
Here But You’re Not (strings combined with 
a gloomy synth bassline) and Use the Fla-
shlight where you have to confront the cre-
atures of the forest.

There is no witch to be afraid of, 
it is just you.

The Blair Witch score is a great reflection of 
what might be hiding deep into your own 
mind. There is no witch to be afraid of, it 
is just you. You have to confront your own 
nightmares and deeds from the past. Syn-
thesizers are a very powerful tool in terms 

izaBela Besztocha

©Bloober Team

©Bloober Team

mailto:izabela.besztocha%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/IzaGameMusic
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Publisher: Koch Media GmbH
Album’s release date: 21st June 2019
Composer: Alexey Omelchuk

Metro Exodus is the pinnacle of what 4A Ga-
mes has achieved and experiencing it felt 
like a culmination of what the franchise is.

Massive technological improvement, a bold 
story that branched out of of Gluhovsky’s 

pathway and en epic journey throughout 
post-apocalyptic Russia almost seem like a 
big metaphor of a studio finally being able 
to make a game they had always dreamt of. 
And to what effects!

vvOnce more, Metro delivered narratively, 
artistically and musically. There is so many 
details in this game and everything seems 
so polished that it makes you hope for a 
game industry with longer development 
cycles. We’ve recently covered how mu-
sic in the Metro series is a great example 
of how good music can be used in many 
ways within one game, and Exodus feels 
just like the rest of the game — like Alexey 
Omelchuk learned a lot, made sure all the 
lyrical themes can mercilessly crunch your 
soul and suck you in to the many immersi-
ve environments, and made the best use of 
his music in every possible way.

There was a staple to Metro music and Exo-
dus carries on the legacy. As an album, it’s a 

metro eXodus
an almost perfect soundtrack

©Deep Silver

©Deep Silver

One can argue that it holds its 
cards for too long.
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Yamantau and in-game tracks), proving to be 
a great way of letting the player focus on he-
alth/ammo/cover instead of having an entire 
orchestra carrying away at your ears. When 
orchestra does come in to play, it’s usually a 
scripted event and minute-long action pie-
ces tightly woven into action seem to be we-
akest part of the score and most difficult to 
enjoy (Deadly Claws, Confrontation).

Omelchuk shows absolute mastery at set-
ting menacing and foreboding tone, either 
utilizing the repetition or slow creeping of 
strings or great ambient design. You can 
drown in the tracks like Dark Waters of Vol-
ga, Caspian Mirage, Secrets of Taiga and 

well balanced mix of somber themes play-
ed on strings, piano letters, dark ambient, 
minimal combat music, more macabre-like 
brass section and ethnic touches music of 
the peculiar locales you visit. As such, it’s 
the most varied soundtrack from Omel-
chuk, which kept surprising me with neat, 
small touches throughout the journey. I 
especially adored ambience pieces and sin-
gular sounds that keep my hairs on back 
straight (Forest Brotherhood).

The main theme of the game is introduced 
in Exodus, later played in a bluesy way in 
Exodus Blues to finally play in full scope 
in Dawn of Hope. With previous themes 
of the actual Metro being rather sad and 
hopeless, Exodus is a massive tone chan-
ge throughout the entire game, including 
this theme. It’s a good tear-jerker that has a 
hopeful tone with an underlying tragedy to 
it and it works well within the game.

Speaking of tear-jerking, the majority of this 
album is only setting up the massive ca-
valcade of emotions in the last few tracks. 
Atonement and Sacrifice leads to Race Aga-
inst Fate (absolutely beautiful piece and 
the highlight of the album), Dawn of Hope, 
Lacrimosa and old-school Metro Between 
Life and Death – amazingly sad and to-
uching theme after theme. It’s a quality of 
good storytelling to leave the best for last 
and the score corresponds to it accordingly. 
The finale of the game is nothing short of 
gut-wrenching. Piano letters set that up too. 
Teardrops Pt. 1 and Pt. 2 are very subtle and 
intimate variations of the same tragic/ro-
mantic theme that adds depth to the theme 
of love between Artyom and Anna.

Premonition is among other menu guitar 
themes, which for a change gives some te-
nacity to the score and to the motivation of 
characters. This kind of vibe will return in a 
rip-and-tear, revenge track Yamantau Can-
nibals, repeating a catchy metal riff. Action 
music works similarly to previous games, 
bursting into high tempo when detected.

The minimal, percussion-centred score re-
turns here (Forest Brotherhood, Last Train to 

©Deep Silver

©Deep Silver

With honest, authentic lyricism 
and atmosphere mastery.
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©Deep Silver

Dead City, they completely suck you in and 
add a layer of mystery and dread, which 
build up almost fantastical nature of the 
post-nuclear Russia. These tracks have their 
own respective shapes and colours, further 
distinguishing the areas from one another 
and keeping things fresh.

The only thing I usually dislike in orchestra-
centred compositions is the excess of pa-
thos. The actual finale (New Home), altho-
ugh centred around the importance of one 
character, sounds a bit too overblown for 
my taste and the Overture features really 
cliched and overused Inception brass-bo-
om. Almost as if trying to sound as much 
Western as possible. I generally disliked the 
brass section parts and think that Omel-
chuk’s main strength are darker compo-
sitions and string-led lyrical themes.

Metro Exodus is an almost perfect sound-
track. Its precise implementation adds to 
the mood in many ways, builds the world 
with additional diegetic pieces and most 
importantly, keeps the player invested both 
in the world and story. Even though an al-
bum listen could use a cut and some things 
stand out as not necessary, the score works 
well within already great game.

One of the best soundtracks of 
2019.

One can argue that it holds its cards for too 
long (just as the game), but the finale led 
by fan-favourite Race Against Fate will stick 
with the playerbase for quite some time. 
With honest, authentic lyricism and atmo-
sphere mastery, it’s one of the best sound-
tracks of 2019 and certainly the best 2019 
soundtrack from Europe.

Jan szafraniec

mailto:jan.szafraniec%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/schafr_jan
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hellBlade:  
senua’s sacrifice
pure emotion and art-direction

Publisher: Ninja Theory
Release date: 4 December 2018
Composer:  David Garcia & Andy LaPlegua

Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice was deservedly 
dubbed as one of the most important ga-
mes of 2017 and of this generation. Sheer 
ambition of 20-people crew at Ninja Theory 
to create something they called a „Triple A in-
die title” resounded throughout the industry, 
with the best proof being the amount of ac-
colades and awards won for both Hellblade’s 
art direction and its depiction of psychosis.

Senua’s journey gained a lot of fans and 
revenue, so the game’s further presen-
ce among the playerbase had to be esta-
blished. And Ninja Theory did just that. 2018 
saw Hellblade published in the box edition 
and its soundtrack finally came out, previo-
usly available only for the game data dwel-

lers. Even though David Garcia and Andy 
LePlegua’s composition was published 
only digitally, near 50-minutes long album 
is worth the time of a video game music 
enthusiast and the game’s loyal fan.

David Garcia and Combochrist’s Andy LaPle-
gua had to create composition so vast and 

Rarely do I find myself just not 
noticing the flaws because 
of pure emotion and art-direction 
the tracks present.

© Ninja Theory

© Ninja Theory
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it comes to utilizing it to further drag the 
player into Senua’s troubled mind. Spacio-
us soundscapes are a thing to submerge in 
and the sound design is clockwork-preci-
se — it includes a plethora of eerie sounds 
to replicate Senua’s experience of her own 
mind and voices speaking in her head.

Twisted and sick, her perspective is repre-
sented with a vast textures of modulated 
voices, echoes and synthetic sounds, and 
tracks like Northmen makes me think that 
ambient couldn’t have found it’s way into a 
better source material to present what the 
genre is capable of. In this track, dehumani-
zed, hellish voices get under your skin, qu-
estioning your ability to distinguish human 
voice from a monster-like growl. Helheim 
drops you alone and cold in a world of tor-
tured imagination, introducing the sound-
track’s leitmotiv — male choir.

White voice singing and menacing war cries 
— known better from efforts of the bands like 
Wardruna —  are at the core of action music, 
although not in it’s full meaning. The game’s 
world, and sometimes its music, is not there 
to motivate the player but to break them. Vi-
kings themselves and their gods (writhed in-
side Senua’s head as ethnic elements of the 
score) are in fact the main source of trauma 
in Senua’s journey into darkness. Surtr is an 
amazing piece that menaced the hell out of 
me, deafening me with its drums, anvils and 
of course Andy LaPlegua’s voicework, and 
ultimately made me feel belittled. Just like 
River of Knives or Sea of Corpses, this piece 
creates the atmosphere of fighting numero-
us foes towering over you, threatening you 
with fluked „permadeath” as more and more 
waves slowly charge at you.

Druth is where I noticed the album is a tho-
ught-out work. It’s opened by Druth’s pes-
simistic monologue that fits the somber, 
ambient-backed female vocals soothing 
the player after two tough levels with boss 
fights. Even though this track remains 
among the calmest ones, its still accompa-
nied by creeping, hissing voices not letting 
the player forget that Senua merely won a 
battle, not her own twisted mind.

completed that it fulfils the studio’s AAA dre-
am. The aesthetic demands were hovering 
above them as well, to create a dark, almost 
mythical feel of the story in their music, while 
at the same time expressing the game’s psy-
chosis themes. Perforce, their composition 
turned out to be very mosaic in its nature, 
drawing inspirations from different genres 
and ultimately using many (if not all) ways 
of expressing musically all of the game’s ide-
as and motives. They merged modern and 
ethnic sounds, not being afraid to draw from 
classically orchestrated scores and not losing 
the track of the main premise.

Considering the heavy reliance on sound in 
Hellblade, their composition shines when 

© Ninja Theory

© Ninja Theory

There is a strong vision and 
dedication here. Everything 
has meaning and place, being 
tightly bound with the game’s 
world, characters and story.
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Darkness is the only, „classically” orchestral 
piece featuring lyrical strings. It’s also prece-
ded by one of the best lines from the game. 
Not distorted in any way, it stands out as a 
small masterpiece thanks to Steven Hartley 
reading some poetic lines as the Darkness. 
Dillion introduces electric guitar to the sco-
re along with some lighter tones of hope, 
and even though it sounds sentimental in 
indie-rock kind of way, it doesn’t go as far 
to sound kitschy or corny. It’s the most „ple-
asurable” listen from this album.

I should also mention of other pieces, not 
composed by the duo, that accompany the 
game’s last quarter hour or so. Just Like Sleep 
by Pasarella Death Squad is a trance-like, elec-
tronic track with looped beat that stresses the 
implied endless struggle of Senua’s psyche 
with her own past, that also demands from 
the player to give up in this pointless fight.

It’s one of the most memorable gaming 
experiences I’ve had in my life, with music 
creating tragic yet breathtaking atmosphe-
re of fighting the undefeatable. To close the 
journey, Ninja Theory picked VNV Nation’s 
As It Fades giving us a moment of genuine, 
actual peace. Illusion of the same group 
plays in the closing credits, with its lyrics 
hinting at Senua and closing the game’s 
theme perfectly.

From the gamedev perspective, Hellblade 
is stuff for long discussions. Its soundtrack 
as well, but not because it broke some bo-
undaries or it is an especially engaging and 
„attractive” listen. In that regard, it lacks in 
some departments, like mastering or perfor-
mance. Its also very demanding with it’s dark 
atmosphere, LaPlegua’s chants and creepy 
voices. But I will still call it one of the best so-
undtracks in recent time, as it weaves with all 
of the game’s complicated ideas and themes 
while keeping things interesting with new in-
strumentations and inspirations.

A skilled ear will catch samples and flat so-
unds here and there, but rarely do I find 
myself just not noticing it because of pure 
emotion and art-direction the tracks pre-
sent. There is a strong vision and dedication 

© Ninja Theory

here. Everything has meaning and place, 
being tightly bound with the game’s world, 
characters and story. Tracks may differ gre-
atly but they share the same musical lan-
guage, creating the same person in many 
ways without sounding too eclectic and 
cliched. It’s an entire clockwork of sounds, 
noises, themes — all precisely composed. If 
the composers were the ones to pick VNV 
Nation’s and PDS’s songs as well, that me-
ans they understood the vision and what 
the game needed — a skill of good video 
game composers. If you need a proof that 
you can do great things with a small set of 
tools, Hellblade is your best bet.

Jan szafraniec

Tracks may differ greatly but 
they share the same musical 
language.

mailto:jan.szafraniec%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/schafr_jan
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Publisher: Bandai Namco
Album’s release date: 30 October 2018
Composer: Olivier Deriviere

Olivier Deriviere slightly different this time. 
One of the most genuine composers of 
video game music created, compared to 
his previous pieces of work, an ordinary or-
chestral soundtrack. If you expected expe-
riments known from Remember Me or at 
least his previous score for Vampyr, you mi-
ght be fairly surprised.

11-11 Memories Retold is a production by 
a French studio DigixArt in cooperation 
with British Aardman Animations, pu-
blished to commemorate the hundredth 
anniversary of the armistice signed be-
tween the Entente Powers and the Ger-
man Empire at Compiègne, France, which 
ended the First World War. The player 
takes control over two soldiers from the 
opposite sides: Harry the Canadian pho-
tographer who accompanies some major 
as a war reporter, and Kurt, the German 
engineer who works at a zeppelin factory 
and goes to the front line looking for his 
son missing in action.

Considering the historical and tragic con-
text of the game, as well as the visuals that 
look like a living painting, the choice made 
by the composer seems rather obvious. This 
classical score is a tribute to the victims of 
the war that is not spoken much about. As 
Olivier Deriviere mentions himself, he also 
wanted to portray the vibe of that époque 
through his music. Inspired by the French 
composers like Gabriel Fauré, he made so-
phisticated, lyrical compositions which lack 
the heavy sound characteristic for the typi-
cal war productions.

The game depicts war from 
the human perspective.

11-11 memories retold
a triBute to the Victims of the war

©Bandai Namco Entertainment

©Bandai Namco Entertainment
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The game depicts war from the human 
perspective. It does not shock the player 
with the images of blood and dismembe-
red bodies or the nightmares of sitting for 
years in the trenches full of rats and water. 
It shows the drama of ordinary people be-
ing far away from their families, who often 
do not want to kill at all. Like Harry, a young 
boy who believes that by wearing a uniform 
he would win the girl’s heart and who sees 
going to war as an adventure, or Kurt, who 
wants to find his son at any cost. Hence the 
two main themes in the score: a bright and 
“naive” Harry’s theme (The Canadian Pho-
tographer, Paris – Harry’s Leave) and a dark, 
serious Kurt’s theme (The German Engine-
er, A Train to the Front), that lead the stories 
of the two characters.

Hence the distinctive trumpet call leading to 
battle and making Harry eager to fight (Mi-
nes) or beautiful, moving Unmarked Grave, 
which accompanies us in the military ceme-
tery sequence, where Kurt finds the only 
grave that is unmarked. Both characters 
themes greatly merge together in the dis-
sonant The Battle of Vimy Ridge, where the 
protagonists are thrown into the hell of war 
for the first time. My special attention also 
goes to nostalgic Kurt Seeks His Son, unset-
tling Death Impending, sublime Friends and 
Foes and the final Confrontation, where the 
fates of our characters are being decided.

You may think that 11-11 Memories Retold 
OST goes well only in context of the game 
but it defends itself as a very coherent so-
undtrack. It is probably the only score by 
this composer that could be performed live 
as a whole. I also have to mention the sound 
of the score – during mixing all the previo-
usly used effects were removed, so we have 
got an authentic sound of the orchestra 
and choir straight from Abbey Road, which 
is unfortunately uncommon nowadays. Re-
ferring to the previous review of Vampyr 
OST – yes, Deriviere has done it again!

This classical score is a tribute 
to the victims of the war that is 
not spoken much about.

izaBela Besztocha

©Bandai Namco Entertainment
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Publisher: Black Screen Records
Album’s release date:  24 October 2017
Composer: Jessica Curry

Jessica Curry, the winner of the BAFTA award 
for her stunning music for Everybody’s Gone 
to the Rapture, returns in another project by 
The Chinese Room studio – So Let Us Melt. 
This production is exclusively made for the 
Google Daydream virtual reality system, and 
is not strictly a game but a show where the 
player equipped with VR goggles is merely a 
viewer, with minimal interaction during wat-
ching. It depicts a story of friendly machines, 
preparing the frozen planet named Kenopsia 
for the arrival of human. It is a story of friend-
ship and creation, full of warmth and tho-
ughtfulness, and so is its soundtrack.

When working on So Let Us Melt, the com-
poser cooperated again with the orchestra, 
as well as with the magnificent London Vo-
ices choir, known of such film productions 
like The Hunger Games or the series of Harry 
Potter and Hobbit. Just like in Everybody’s 
Gone to the Rapture, we experience again 
the captivating merge of choir, orchestra, sa-
cral and electronic music, however the buco-
lic and nostalgic mood of the former score is 

replaced here with joyful, invigorating, hear-
twarming, affecting songs.

The score for a science fiction game telling 
the story about worlds changing is not exces-
sively pompous and filled with loud orche-
stral passages, which can be heard in most of 
such productions. Instead, the soundtrack is 
low-key and gentle. Similar to Rapture, which 
in a subtle way shows us a terrible thing that 
is sacrifice of a community to save the rest 
of the world, the music to So Let Us Melt gi-
ves the listener simple, essential values like 
friendship, love, devotion, cooperation, unity 
without any cliches and in a natural way.

Jessica Curry is a master of conveying 
emotions and storytelling through the mu-
sic. Just to mention an opening track titled 
A Lullaby of Home, a minute and a bit long 
hymn of joy and harmony. So Let Us Melt OST 
is another deeply moving piece of work by 
this composer. The most remarkable tracks 
are ornamented with beautiful choir parts 

Jessica Curry is a master of co-
nveying emotions and storytel-
ling through the music.

so let us melt
a story of friendship and creation

© The Chinese Room
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Counting the Atmosphere and its variation 
Millions and Millions, stunning, sublime Great 
Friends, filled with space and air A Darkling 
Filament, unsettling Impact Hypothesis. The-
re is a real gem in the end – eponymous So 
Let Us Melt, a breathtaking, touching piece 
sung a cappella, and the only one with En-
glish lyrics (while the rest of the songs are 
performed in Latin). It is a peculiar farewell of 
the main characters in the game, as well as 
a gorgeous ending of the whole soundtrack.

So Let Us Melt is another successful project 
by Jessica Curry. A distinguish style of the 
composer is a great conduit of emotions to 
the listener, and despite lack of the captiva-
ting female vocal parts known from her pre-
vious score, it is yet another beautiful musical 
journey. Let the ice of Kenopsia melt!

© The Chinese Room

© The Chinese Room

© The Chinese Room

It is a story of friendship and 
creation, full of warmth and 
thoughtfulness, and so is its 
soundtrack.

izaBela Besztocha
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Publisher: Varèse Sarabande
Album’s release date: 29 April 2016
Composer: Neal Acree

I heard about Revelation Online about a year ago. 
I admit, the news that such a game was being 
developed were quite a surprise for me, because 
learnt about it from Neal Acree’s Facebook page. 
It was a kind of a teaser with some videos from 
recording sessions and a presentation with the 
most interesting locations of the game.

I admire every composer who can 
create a wonderful world music 
using orchestra and choir (…).

All that accompanied by a wonderful main 
theme of the game, which wasn’t fully reve-
aled at the time. The theme instantly brought 
to my mind the great music from World of 
Warcraft: Mists of Pandaria, but there was so-
mething different in it, something more per-
sonal; a particle that in Mists of Pandaria was 
only noticeable in Neal’s music. Even though 
the instruments were very similar in both so-
undtracks, there was no sign of repetition, but 
I’ll get to that in a minute.

I got to know the entire soundtrack at the end 
of June. It was then, when the entire picture of 
it was clear to me. As I expected, there were no 
repetitions – instead, we were presented with 
an ethnic breeze of fresh air. The main instru-
ment in the Revelations Online soundtrack is 
the symphonic orchestra, which, when used 
properly, can convince the listener that he 
deals with a piece of music deeply rooted in 
a completely different culture. I admire every 
composer who can create a wonderful world 
music using orchestra and choir, even though 
ethnic instruments, writing music for which is 
not that easy either, are at his disposition.

The Chosen, which is the main theme, is one 
of the primary examples in which we can 

reVelation online
a wonderful world music

 ©NetEase
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as Penka Kouneva and John Kurlander, who 
constantly work with Blizzard Entertainment. 
Neal Aree in a perfect way (not for the first 
time) merged the western orchestral sound 
with the Far-Eastern sound of China and Ja-
pan and thus created an extraordinary mixtu-
re which is quite unique in the video game 
industry.

For his masterpiece, the composer won two 
BSOSpirit awards in the Composer of the Year 
and Best Score: Video Game categories. So, if 
you are a fan of ethnic or film music or you’re 
simply looking for something fresh, then go 
ahead and give this album a shot. If you enjoy-
ed music from World of Warcraft series and 
liked Mists of Pandaria, but want something 
with a bigger emotional charge and Blizzard’s 

hear orchestra and choir from Northwest Sin-
fonia and ethnic instruments such as pipa 
(Jie Ma), ghuzeng (BeiBei), erhu (Karen Han), 
shakuhuchi, taikoshakuhachi drums and ta-
iko drums. The Chosen is definitely a gem of 
the album. It’s a beautiful composition, the 
musical theme of which will appear in other 
arrangements.

Other songs are more focused on Asian in-
struments. And the orchestra, which is not 
always present, is perfect as a background. 
Capital Plaza, Destiny or Lost Forest are gre-
at examples in which ethnic instruments are 
doing their magic by moving to the foregro-
und, while the string section takes part as a 
subtle accompaniment. The ethnic instru-
ments are perfect also for creating a specific 
atmosphere.

As it is in The Dragon Abyss, in which a num-
ber of flute articulations builds an atmosphere 
of mystery and danger which is further em-
phasized by the orchestra. There is one song 
that especially caught my attention. I’m tal-
king about Forever Gone Desert, which with 
its sinister mood and the sounds of duduk 
brings to mind phenomenal music from Mel 
Gibson’s Passion by John Debney. The song is 
one of a kind. It stands out from the rest, but 
still is an integral part of the whole.

Speaking of movies, Tina Guo’s cello is worth 
mentioning. The sound of her instrument re-
minds me of the wonderful music from Me-
moirs of Geisha composed by John Williams. 
The instrument adds the intimate and longing 
yet warm mood, we can hear that in Jade Ma-
ple Villa and in Holy Wings. In those songs the 
melancholic mood is also built by the vocals of 
the Mongolian singer Uyanga Bold. The other 
instruments that deserve some attention are 
the Japanese taiko drums. Without those dru-
ms the very distinctive soundtrack just would 
not work that well. I also recognised dhol, dru-
ms with a hard, high sound, which appeared 
in Neal Acree’s music many times, for exam-
ple in StarCraft II: Heart of the Swarm.

Revelation is one of the best world music al-
bums I have ever heard. The high quality 
and craftsmanship assured by people such 

Revelation is one of the best world 
music albums I have ever heard.

quality, then this album is certainly just ri-
ght for you. For more information on Revela-
tion Online music check Neal Acree’s official 
website.

 ©NetEase

daniel wÓJcik
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Publisher: Microsoft Studios Music
Album’s release date: 10 March 2015
Composer: Gareth Coker

I live in an interesting time – video games are 
able to become pieces of art and the artistry 
of a virtually unknown composer puts such 
the latest work by household names like 
Hans Zimmer to shame. Gareth Coker appe-
ared similarly as Ori and the Blind Forest, al-
most out of nowhere, and to much delight.

The game tells the story of Ori, a small cre-
ature inhabiting a forest with his big friend. 
They lead an idyllic existence among the 

ori and the Blind 
forest
four years of intense work and attention

lush green and the wealth of fruit lets them 
idle their days away without worry. Unfor-
tunately, the evil bird Kuro steals the light 
from the Ginso tree and our protagonists 
die from hunger. Only five minutes in and I 
wipe a lone tear off my cheek. What is this?! 
It’s only a platformer and here I’m experien-
cing emotions as with some Studio Ghibli 
films! Here I will stop describing the rest of 
the gameplay, since it’s nigh-impossible to 
do without spoiling the plot. It should be 
enough to say that the game mechanics 
borrow from the best platform games, and 
the futher into the game we are, the more 
demanding towards the player it gets.

The main theme leaves a lasting 
impression and appears frequen-
tly in most tracks on the sound-
track, played on various instru-
ments. One can distinctly hear 
the influence of Asian music.

How is the music? Impressive! The music 
ideally fits the artwork and plot. One can 
see that Gareth really took inspiration from 

 ©Microsoft
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konrad Belina-Brzozowski

 ©Microsoft

the concept art and the script. The whole 
product immediately brings to mind such 
movies as My Neighbor Totoro or Princess 
Mononoke. It’s very fairytale-like, with a sen-
se of depth. Light and shadow are impor-
tant elements not only for the eyes, but also 
ears. The inspiration by Joe Hisaishi’s music 
is obvious, but Gareth does much more. The 
main theme leaves a lasting impression and 
appears frequently in most tracks on the 
soundtrack, played on various instruments. 
One can distinctly hear the influence of 
Asian music, even though it’s very European. 
On the 32 tracks we can hear interestingly 
tuned drums, wind instruments and bowed 
string instruments typical for film music. 
The ambience is brilliantly synthesized and 
sounds very organic, perfectly blending in 
with the plethora of instruments.

In his interview for gamemusic.net Gareth 
mentioned that he repeatedly tested the 
gameplay and adjusted to music to the 
events on screen. By doing this he achie-
ved a musical picture inseparable from the 
game, thanks to which the music perfec-
tly fits the in-game atmosphere. One can 
hear the attention to detail in every part of 
it and the precision with which each com-
position depicts the atmosphere of its re-
spective scene and Ori’s internal struggle. 
What we can find here are joy, grief, fear, re-
gret, uneasiness, pathos and most impor-
tantly – magic. Choosing full orchestration 
was a very fortunate decision, which makes 
the music come alive, while giving it a more 
personal sound. It is also a pleasure to listen 
to outside the game.

I absolutely adore the tracks with Rachel 
Mellis on the flute oraz those with Tom 
Boyd on the clarinet, and naturally all com-
positions bolstered by the vocals of Aeralie 
Brighton. The Spirit Tree, Completing the 
Circle or Up the Caverns Walls are entran-
cing tracks which show-case the compo-
ser’s artistry in conveying several emotions 
within the same story. Every track is brim-
ming with “epicness”, though a bit differen-
tly in each case. The music cannot be accu-
sed of being even the least bit cliche. The 
material is mature in every way, complete, 

with each part of the soundtrack being able 
to hold its own separately from the game.

The four years of intense work 
and attention to the finest 
details is evident. I’m constantly 
discovering new elements 
to the compositions, which is 
always a pleasant surprise.

The four years of intense work and attention 
to the finest details is evident. I’m constan-
tly discovering new elements to the com-
positions, which is always a pleasant sur-
prise. Not even a bar of music is redundant 
– be it in the galloping Racing the Lava, the 
experimental Lost in the Misty Woods or 
the leisurely Climbing the Ginso Tree.

To recapitulate, the work by the British com-
poser should serve as a text-book example 
on how video game music should be done: 
treating each element with piety and equal 
attention; constantly testing how it fits the 
rest of the title, so that the narrative, the au-
dio and visuals become inseparable, while 
ensuring that the music is excellent on its 
own. It is this process which lasted seve-
ral years and the composer’s commitment 
to drawing personal inspiration from the 
game gives reason to believe this is not the 
last time we will hear Gareth Coker’s name.

mailto:k.b.brzozowski%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://www.instagram.com/lordqiuu/
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Publisher: Konami Digital Entertainment
Album’s release date: 2 September 2015
Composer:  Ludvig Forssell, Justin Burnett, 
Akihiro Honda, Harry Gregson-Williams etc.

The legacy of Hideo Kojima will never be 
forgotten or erased – in spite of persistent 
effort on the part of executives at Konami. 
The charismatic producer has already ear-
ned a permanent place in video game hi-
story as a creator – a visionary who, thanks 
to electronic entertainment, not only ful-
filled his childhood dreams about a game 
with feature film elements, but also, thro-
ugh his Metal Gear Solid series, conveyed 
lofty values to gamers.

metal gear solid V
where was the mistake?

The fifth and also last Metal Gear Solid, directed 
by Hideo Kojima, aims to fill in the blanks in Big 
Boss’ story (Snake Eater, Venom Snake), whom 
fate has cruelly dealt with and sent to the mo-
untainous, sandy land of Afghanistan and tro-
pical Africa. Phantom Pain stands out from 
the entries to the series with its a world which 
is open like never before and the plot which is 
the darkest yet in any Hideo Kojima produc-
tions. Although the game has less cutscenes 
than before, they can still elicit a lot of emotion. 
Can the same be said about the soundtrack?

Several talented composers have worked on 
the music for Metal Gear Solid V: Phantom 
Pain (Ludvig Forssell, Justin Burnett, Daniel 
James), including Harry Gregson-Williams 
himself. It is thanks to him that the music in 
Metal Gear Solid has achieved a degree of su-
spense and brilliance worthy of feature films. 
There is also no shortage of Japanese artist, 
including Akihiro Honda, also responsible for 
the tracks for the previous adventures of Big 
Boss. As far as I can recall, each entry to the 

Several talented composers have 
worked on the music for Metal 
Gear Solid V: Phantom Pain.
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Metal Gear Solid series had its own invididu-
al atmosphere, music which complemented 
the visuals and outlined plot points, and most 
importantly, masterfully crafted characters.

In the case of Phantom Pain and Ground Ze-
roes it is no different – with one exception. 
When looking at their entirety, one might get 
the impression that are inconsistent at times. 
In my opinion there is also an overabundance 
of electronica, which is at odds with the rest 
of the game. Fortunately, everything is saved 
by catchy melodies intertwined with folk in-
struments of the Middle East (Afghanistan’s a 
Big Place) and Africa (Introduction To Africa).

As far as I can remember, 
Metal Gear Solid soundtracks 
always had catchy themes 
during boss fights.

As far as I can remember, Metal Gear Solid so-
undtracks always had catchy themes during 
boss fights or when enemy guards detected 
our presence. Phantom Pain has those as well, 
but they are less interesting than usual. I had 
the impression that this time the tracks served 
as an audio wallpaper of sorts, which does not 
really gel with the visuals, and even worse, is 
bereft of melody (A Burning Escape). In ex-
change we get dynamic, electronic themes 
(Parasites), but they do not fit what we are do-
ing during gameplay. In a general sense, one 
forgets about the music after some time and 
like Quiet (a skimpily-clad female sniper) we 
unwittingly hum well-known melodies from 
previous Hideo Kojima productions.

Even the brialliant main theme to Phantom 
Pain ( Has Come To) cannot fill the void which 
accompanies us when traversing the Afghan 
scenery (Unforgiving Sands). One of the few 
saving graces of the album are the tracks 
for the cutscenes (OKB Zero), composed by 
Harry Gregson-Williams, but it is still not the 
same thing we had with the phenomenal 
score for Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater.

The songs, usually the calling card of Metal 
Gear Solid, still maintain a high level. Sins 
of The Father performed by Donna Burke, 

which we know from the game’s trailers, per-
fectly underscores Big Boss’ new image (Sna-
ke Eater, Venom Snake), as well as Phantom 
Pain’s main story arc. I am pleased to hear 
the vocal tracks previously used in trailers for 
the game. I believe the track selection itself 
is very well-done, especially tracks like Nucle-
ar (MIKE OLDFIELD) and The Man Who Sold 
The World (Midge Ure, David Bowie). This is 
a decision which shows the ability to evoke 
emotion through words and music.

Where was the mistake?

It is probably the last time we take part in Big 
Boss’ adventures, which is supposed to an-
swer questions related to the life of the pro-
tagonist. And though the music tries to re-
spectfully crown this closed chapter, it lacks 
freshness, which we know from the first 
three Metal Gear Solid games. Where was 
the mistake?

We will probably never know, similarly as to 
why Kojima decided to end his cooperation 
with Rika Muranake during the early stages of 
music production for Phantom Pain. I recom-
mend the purchase of the soundtrack only to 
hardcore fans of Metal Gear Solid, otherwise 
you will be simply left disappointed.

 ©Konami
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Publisher: Basiscape Records
Album’s release date: 18 April 2012
Composer: Hitoshi Sakimoto, Masaharu Iwata, 
Mitsuhiro Kaneda etc.

It is with great nostalgia that I reminisce of 
the times when the video game industry 
simply bombarded us with Japanese RPGs, 
thanks to which I could always count on 
getting some interesting albums from the 
eastern style of music. I count Odin Sphere 
as one of them, with its hand-drawn graphics 
and beat-em-up battle system reminiscent 
of the first games from the previous console 
generation (Valkyrie Profile). Apart from that, 
the game proved equally interesting with re-
gards to its music, thanks to the efforts of the 
Basiscape Co.Ltd. studio.

odin sphere 
the gamut of new sounds

Apart from that, the game proved 
equally interesting with regards 
to its music.

After a few years of being out of print, the al-
bum was given a re-release and thus I was 
finally able to get a hold of the two-disc rele-
ase of the Odin Sphere Original Soundtrack. 
I have not heard such varied music in a long 
while and the album certainly lives up to the 
expectations, with some minor grievances. 
Everything thanks to the hard work of Hi-
toshi Sakimoto, Masaharu Iwata, Mitsuhiro 
Kaneda, Kimihiro Abe and Manabu Namiki 
who have recorded over two hours of ma-
terial with the cooperation of the Eminence 
Symphony Orchestra.

I should start by noting that, after a long 
time, Hitoshi Sakimoto surprised me with 
the gamut of new sounds. This is likely due 
to his collaborators and the project itself, 
which was undeniably exceptional in its art 
direction. When writing about Odin Sphere’s 
music, one must mention the album’s main 
theme, ODIN SPHERE’s Theme, which is also 
sung by Norihiko Kawahare. The vocalist sin-
gs it in French, thereby giving the mystical 

 ©Atlus
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atmosphere of the Middle Ages and Baroque 
periods. The melody itself returns several ti-
mes in various shapes and forms.

As one might expect, Hitoshi Sakimoto, 
known for his predilection for using his per-
sonal sample bank, has created tracks quite 
unlike his earlier works. On the first disc one 
can hear melancholy tracks (Opening Title, 
World Map) based on the album’s leitmotif. 
However, those atmospheric melodies are 
not everything that Sakimoto surprised me 
with. Apart from them, there is also no shor-
tage of standard military battle themes (Bat-
tle in the Land of Fire, Trial), which are only 
the tip of the iceberg and a prelude to what 
awaits when listening through both discs.

Masaharu Iwata, Mitsuhiro Kaneda, Kimi-
hiro Abe and Manabu Namiki have written 
the rest of the tracks together, not straying 
much from Hitoshi Sakimoto’s style. Each of 
the composers tried to present their own vi-
sion of the mystical world which our heroes 
are to explore. In the case of Masaharu Iwata 
his role was to build, atmospheric, calm me-
lodies, using the sound of the harpsichord in 
Tutorial, among others. His part in the project 
might have been small, but significant for the 
whole endeavor. The other three have pre-
sented themselves in an equally interesting 
way. It is Kimihiro Abe, however, who has left 
the biggest mark on the project, mainly with 
his military themes (Battle in Fairy Land, The 
Ruined Landscape of Nations at War), which 
served as his inspiration in consecutive pro-
ductions of Basiscape Co.Ltd, including the 
Valkyria Chronicles Original Soundtrack.

On the one hand we hear folklore 
music typical of Irish and Scottish 
bands.

After listening to the Odin Sphere Original So-
undtrack, I was left with mixed feelings, ho-
wever. I had the impression that the album, 
despite its interesting, creatively-constructed 
melodies, while not tedious, suffers from an 
overabundance of motifs. The material on 
both discs is undeniably interesting, but that 
feeling lasts but for a short moment. In my 

opinion, what is missing is a definite decision 
as to what direction the project should take. 
On the one hand we hear folklore music typi-
cal of Irish and Scottish bands, on the other 
we have medieval music mixed using syn-
thesizers. Those trifles aside, however, I be-
lieve Sakimoto and his team have recorded 
some music which warrants attention and 
maybe a place in your collection.

 ©Atlus
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Publisher: Square Enix
Album’s release date: 14 September 2018
Composer: Brian D’Oliveira

Shadow of the Tomb Raider was not as loud 
of a premiere as it was supposed to be and 
frankly, I don’t remember feeling so indif-
ferent towards a major release, especially 
when said release had an entire list of re-
asons to be excited about (from personal 
sentimental bias to music).

Some things, however, made Shadow of 
the Tomb Raider bleak and lacking as it 
charged head on other releases of better 
visual quality, art or better production (con-
sidering improvement from the previous 
release). Additionally, Rise of Tomb Raider 
left the series in a weird spot — it was both 
accomplished and boringly resembling the 
previous game (and suffered from enormo-
us amounts of hype that Microsoft genera-
ted when marketing the game as an Xbox 
exclusive).

By the time Shadow of the Tomb Raider hit 
the shelves, the playerbase had been alrea-
dy satiated and passive towards the game 
as the title wasn’t presenting itself as a very 
innovative one. I…liked the game, as it was 
more of the same, and I frankly will never 
have enough of Tomb Raider. Moreso, I ad-
ored the music and I think it has the best 
composition from the reboot trilogy, ma-

shadow of 
the tomB raider 
Bleak and lacking as it charged
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king new Lara’s final adventure the most 
enjoyable musically, despite all the flaws I 
noticed. Brian D’Olivera (with Martin Stig 
Andersen’s help) delivered.

Looking back, Lara went through a horror 
music phase under the direction of horror 
professional Jason Graves, and while I ad-
mire his approach and great, ethnic-like so-
und design that made the game unsettling, 
it didn’t leave me emotionally attached to 
such an important gaming character that is 
becoming the Tomb Raider. Bobby Tahouri 
did a great job for the next game and his 
adventure music was a fitting choice, even 
though it sounded repetitive at times. That 
said, I enjoyed both of them, hoping to hear 
some middle ground between them in the 
third game. To have both of it in one. My 
prayers were answered.

I was more than happy to see Brain D’Olive-
ira, ethnic music enthusiast and performer 
known for Papo & Yo and Tearaway as the 
Shadow’s composer. He knows his stuff, has 
his own studio which he directs and leads 
and includes a proper research in his work-
flow. Martin Stig Andersen is known for his 
inhuman ambient skills which he showed 
in Playdead Studio games (Limbo and In-
side). My heart was broken to not see more 
of his tracks released to the audience, be-
cause it’s only a few. Although, his direction 
and care for Shadow’s sound and ambience 
well-being makes up for it. That said, Brian 
D’Oliveira composed the music almost en-
tirely and he managed to did what I’d been 
hoping for.

The game’s main theme lets you anticipate 
a really well-mastered soundtrack, devoid 
of layers of unnecessary samples and ha-
ving smartly crafted percussion section. 
Then the strings join up, playing ardently 
and foreshadowing the end (Overture), la-
ter appearing in the pleasant Lara’s Dre-
am and Sacrifice, quoting James Greaves’ 
theme from the first game in the reboot 
series. The middle of the soundtrack brings 
us closer to the jungles of South America. In 
Paititi, Cenote and Return do Paititi we can 

Brian D’Olivera’s soundtrack 
with small additions from Mar-
tin Stig Andersen is the type of 
music that Lara’s devs should 
be aiming for when designing 
new adventure’s for Lara.

 ©SquareEnix

 ©SquareEnix

hear nervously whistling flutes, pulsating 
drums and rattles — both in action pieces 
and ambience-centered moments. The lat-
ter exceeds at submerging you in the jun-
gle with precisely designed soundscapes, 
making the listening session of this sound-
track a remarkably spacious and immersive 
experience, showing the score’s technical 
craftsmanship.

Darkness ensues around Baptiste of Fire, 
a track that isn’t far stylistically from Jason 
Graves’ howling drones for Far Cry Primal. 
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Electronic growling, flutes drilling through 
your skull and sharp strings distress the 
player in style, showing D’Oliveira’s talent 
for multiple subgenres (be it lyrical pieces, 
action music or ambience) but it’s the al-
bums conclusion that elevates the sound-
track above others in the series for me.

Classically sounding The Chosen includes 
sacral choirs, while Goodbye Paititi as a chil-
lout song, with its vocal work and rearran-
gement of the main theme, completely en-
chanted me. Then I decided to listen to the 
ambient piece by Martin Stig Andersen for 
underwater sequences called One Last Bre-
ath. It blends the line between music and 
sound design Inside-style,recreating the 
unpleasant whirring we hear when diving 
underwater. Even though it’s not much, it 
shows the composer’s gift for creating ex-
ceptional sounds and soundscapes.  

It doesn’t stagnate, it moves you and boosts 
the suspense — Brian D’Olivera’s sound-
track with small additions from Martin Stig 
Andersen is the type of music that Lara’s 
devs should be aiming for when designing 
new adventure’s for Lara. It has everything 
for an adventure game about a pistol-wiel-

Jan szafraniec

ding archeologist looking for lost civilisa-
tions in very specific, ethnic environments, 
not only bonding the player with the story, 
but with the game’s world we explore.

If Shadow is the last game and soundtrack 
of the reboot series, then musically it is a 
fitting farewell. If you are looking for well-
crafted and well-mastered score that use 
its ethnics purposefully and intelligently 
(which isn’t, sadly, a common thing), it’s a 
safe bet. It will surprise you, just close your 
eyes when listening.

If Shadow is the last game and 
soundtrack of the reboot se-
ries, then musically it is a fit-
ting farewell.

 ©SquareEnix

mailto:jan.szafraniec%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/schafr_jan
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coVer story

Vinyl 
reVolution
or a sentiment towards 
old-school titles?

Why do we buy vinyl discs and moreover, why do we listen to 
such an unwieldy format? The trend I observed seems to draw 
more attention from local stores and consumers themselves 
year by year and, to learn why it is so, I decided to consult pe-
ople at the centre of it. More precisely, I talked Tomasz Sikora 
from a local vinyl café (winylowa) who cut his teeth on vinyl 
discs and — additionally — is the creator of the Record Store 
day event in Poland.
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https://onvinylstore.com/en_US/index
https://recordstoredaypolska.com/
https://recordstoredaypolska.com/
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During our plus-two hour long co-
nversation we formed a couple of 
interesting observations. One of 
them is that there is a noticeable 
yearly increase of interest towards 
vinyl records, especially among 
people not necessarily playing vi-
deogames, and it should surprise 
no one that the growing sector of 
vinyl buyers favors the creation of 
new labels and transformations 
inside the music industry itself. 
Another factor that influences the 
growing popularity of vinyl game 
soundtracks is the sentiment to-
wards old-school titles from our 
childhood times.

so is it worth it to buy these black 
discs? As an avid supporter of this 
format i’d say it’s an individual 
matter, because there are people 
who buy such releases to, say, fol-
low a trend, or because they are 
collectors, or they may enjoy high 
quality of sound or it’s simply the 
mentioned sentiment. One should 
remember that vinyl records still 
influence the graphic design cul-
ture of packaging and the produc-
tion of music itself. in my opinion 
these arguments speak for them-
selves and show it is worth it to cul-
tivate the culture of vinyl records.

Cultivating music culture 
of vinyl records is worth it

How has your passion for music changed 
your life?

For the past 20 years I was working for two 
international corporations and I’d been 
okay okay with that up until the time when 
I decided to create my own vinyl business. 
At some moment I realized that both parts 
of my life are out of balance and one star-
ted to outweigh the other, so I decided to 
quit working for corporations.

Can publishing market still bring inco-
me considering growing interest towards 
cheap access to digital music?

I still remember my initial surprise when 
I got my hands on one of the streaming 
apps, and later I started wondering: why? 
But after some time I realized it’s an idea 
for business and despite massive compe-
tition there is a place for everyone on the 
music market.

Moreover, at this year’s Record Store Day 
you will be able to find releases published 
by Tidal. It is by such publishing practi-
ces that a company like that can promo-
te young artists and discover new music 
trends.

Of course, digital music messed around 
the music market considerably and com-
petes with vinyl music, but on the other 
side of things, it’s a big format from the 
perspective of music trends. So it is surely 
a healthy competition that mutually bo-
osts each other’s sales.

How does Record store Day work and what 
is its real influence on music business?

Record Store Day brand was created in 
2008 in USA when vinyl was slowly gaining 
steadily rising popularity. However, soon 
after there was time when musical stores 
all over the world couldn’t manage when 
it comes sales and had no idea how to tip 
the scales. Then some two friends came 
up with a crazy idea to co-operate with la-
bels to publish specially dedicated releases 
during the time of Record Store Day event.
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At this year’s Record Store Day 
you will be able to find releases 
published by Tidal.

This year, 13th edition of Record Store Day 
will be held, and it was postponed from 
April to August 29th for obvious reasons. 
It’s a good call because the event itself 
calls for going out to your local vinyl store, 
buy the limited edition discs and celebrate 
this special day with other enthusiasts.

Thanks to long-standing success the mar-
ket has grown so much that currently our 
list holds 750 titles that will be available 
exclusively in local stores united under the 
brand of Record Store Day for only one 
week this year (June 20th to 27th).

Why does Japan no longer produce vinyl 
records on a mass scale, what can be a re-
ason for that?

The answer is simple – in the 90’s the CD 
format pushed them away permanently 
in Japan, but it did so all over the world 
as well. In that time phonographic labels 
were slowly pulling out of vinyl production 
because of falling demand while the con-
sumers were delighted with mobility and 
practicality of CDs. That delight caused for 
one format to completely push away the 
other. It also caused a downfall of some la-
bels and factories, while the people, who 
were honing their production skills for 
years, left.

Only for just a few years that business has 
been slowly coming back from the grave 
and at the time new factories are being 
built, but unfortunately they are nowhere 
near the ones from the 70s when it comes 
to quality.

Have you ever skipped a meal to afford a 
very unique vinyl?
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Sure, I often I give up stuff, but not food. 
It’s usually daily pleasantries just to save 
up a little to later spend that money on a 
specific record.

Vinyl is his escape from daily 
responsibilities.

However, it’s a very dangerous addiction, 
comparable to other addictions like alco-
hol or drugs, where a person spends mo-
ney not really caring about what they are 
buying. At some point I realized it’s time 
to slow down. The turning moment came 
from a rather practical standpoint – I had 
no more available space for the records in 
my home and cellar. A thought that this is 
it and it’s time to stop came into my mind 
and me and my wife decided to find a pla-
ce for all of them, a place  that would later 
serve as a store-place.

in what ways can you convince someone 
about the value of vinyl records, espe-
cially people who aren’t really fond of the 
format?

I managed to warm people towards them 
many times at my store, especially clients 
who didn’t even have a record player at 
their homes. I sentimentally recall one 
special customer who came to my store 
in 2017, bought a vinyl and said something 
memorable to me.

He said: „I don’t know the vinyl culture, 
because I wasn’t brought up with it as a 
teenager. My father used to collect vinyl 
records but we weren’t listening to them. 
That’s why now I will buy a record from 
you, I will leave it here at your store just so 
I can listen to it here”. We became friends 
after a while and began talking on many 
subjects. He told me once that vinyl is his 
way of escaping the daily responsibilities. 
It gives him a feeling of stopping for a mo-
ment and allows him to appreciate music 
more by listening to it on vinyl.
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©Joanna Gałuszka

mailto:mborkowski%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/MariuszBorkows4
https://www.facebook.com/galuszkajoanna
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how to 
turn your 
passion for 
Video game 
music into 
a career?
Jon Everist is an award-winning 
composer for video games. He 
wrote the music for BATTLETECH, 
the SHADOWRUN series, NECRO-
POLIS and the upcoming first per-
son shooter DISINTEGRATION by 
V1 Interactive. He is the winner of 
GameMusic.Net’s People’s Choice  
Award in 2018, the Jerry Goldsmith  
Award, and was nominated for the 
ASCAP Composer’s Choice Award 
for Best Video Game Score.

©Harebrained Schemes
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I’ve been making music for most of my life 
and have been a professional composer for 
video games and film for about 8 years. I’ve 
been extremely lucky. I get a fair amount of 
emails and DM’s asking similar questions, 
and I always try respond with as much care 
as I can because I’ve been there. I’ve sent 
those emails to people whose work or ca-
reer I admired and have gotten thoughtful 
or dismissive responses that really affected 
me and shaped how I approached turning 
my passion for writing music into a career.  

I worked insane hours learning 
the craft and putting that work 
into practice. 

Every single composer, regardless of their 
current popularity, was once ‘just starting 
out’ and trying to get their break in this in-
dustry. In many ways, that sense of hustle 
never changes. As artists and craftspeople, 
we never feel fully settled or satisfied and 
are always moving forward, honing our 
craft and continuously learning. This is the 
nature of the business, so learning to love 

the hustle from the beginning is a great 
trait. Reaching out to an established com-
poser to pick their brains is great, but some 
questions are not so clear cut.

Let’s not try to sugarcoat it: this business 
has a miniscule success rate and can be 
utterly brutal and unfair. The idea that eve-
ryone (especially in America) has an equal 
shot, or that those who can write the best 
music will always rise to the top is a fantasy. 
Survivorship biases aside – most composers 
can simplify their trajectory in this industry 
down to one or two ‘key moments’ that set 
the direction of their career in motion. Most 
of these moments involve a lot of luck (and/
or privilege), a fair (or crippling) amount of 
risk, and real relationships.  This brings me to 
one of the most common questions I get…

DO I NEED TO GO TO MUSIC SCHOOL TO 
MAKE IT AS A COMPOSER?
Assuming you want to write orchestral or 
hybrid music and can learn all the technical 
knowledge on your own, the short answer 
is: no.  BUT, if we look above at what usual-
ly constitutes a big break, going to music 

©Jon Everist
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school does seem to increase the odds. I’m 
going to focus beyond the obvious bene-
fit of schooling (the regimented learning 
of concepts and principles which serve to 
make you a better and more competent 
composer) and assume that you’d pursue 
that knowledge on your own time anyway. 
Schooling is a privilege and is not equally 
accessible by everyone. It involves a whole 
lot of risk and potentially crippling amounts 
of debt.  

Depending on the school, you’ll probably 
have access to a network of people who 
are already active in the industry, which 
is a huge benefit. For me, I was lucky and 
privileged enough to be in a stable job be-
fore I made the dangerously risky decision 
to cash out my retirement and spend all of 
my savings to go back to school.  It was a 
dramatic career shift and I put absolutely 
everything into it. I was only able to afford 
2 years at DigiPen studying Music for Vi-
deo Games before I could no longer afford 
tuition and had to drop out, amassing $40k 
in student loans. It was a terrifying time 
for me. I had mortgaged my entire future 
on this decision to go “all in” on my dream 
of becoming a composer. I was staring in 
the face of three life altering failures, 1: not 
getting the degree I quit my job for, 2: not 
having stable composing income before le-
aving school, and 3: not having any savings 
or retirement while adding a heart attack 
inducing amount to my debt.  

This is where survivor’s bias can creep in. De-
spite all the evidence showing I was mere 
seconds away from going down with the Ti-
tantic, music never to be heard by anyone, I 
was pulled to safety and survived by a lucky 
break. When I look back on this time with 
my 20/20 gold-plated rose-tinted lenses; I 
did capitalize on my time in school didn’t I? 
I made music incessantly. I took on as many 
student game projects as I could score. 

I tried to write the best music I could for 
each project given to me. I had incredible 
guidance and mentorship from accom-
plished composers and professors. I won 
student awards for music, made lifelong 
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https://joneverist.bandcamp.com/album/necropolis-original-soundtrack
https://joneverist.bandcamp.com/album/battletech-original-soundtrack
https://joneverist.bandcamp.com/album/shadowrun-dragonfall-original-soundtrack
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friends and continuously tried to make my-
self as employable as I could. I worked in-
sane hours learning the craft and putting 
that work into practice. I was destined for 
success, wasn’t I? The issue with that way 
of thinking is that I I’d wager most if not all 
people in music school would say the same 
thing about themselves. When you come 
to terms with that, it’s hard to justify the 
risk. In the end, I got my first break when an 
artist I had worked with on a student game 
mentioned me to the head of a studio she 
now worked for, and they needed music. 
That studio was Harebrained Schemes and 
the game was Shadowrun.

Genuine friendships are the 
keystone of a great career.

I often think about this question in the con-
text of my own experience, and though I 
cannot imagine I’d ever be successful as a 
composer had I not chosen to go back to 
school, I still hesitate when suggesting that 

‘all-in’ path to everyone knowing how clo-
se I was to catastrophic failure. There are so 
many resources available online or at your 
local library. If you are writing music for or-
chestra or live ensembles, it’s hard to beat 
proper schooling, but you can learn those 
things on your own or with online resources 
that are much cheaper. 

Berklee has online programs that, while still 
pricy, are a fraction of the cost of traditio-
nal schools. Much of my advice to budding 
composers is to try to surround themselves 
with people who are making games. Ge-
nuine friendships are the keystone of a great 
career. If you can’t get to meetups in person 
– do your best to connect digitally. The game 
audio community is a group of some of the 
nicest and most open people I know. Keep 
making music, and keep getting your music 
in the hands of people making games.

©Harebrained Schemes
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mailto:jon%40everistsound.com?subject=
https://twitter.com/JonEverist
https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/Resident-Evil-CODE-Veronica-X/7338
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Resident evil COde: 
veROniCa X 

ORiginal sOundtRaCk

15% discount 
with promo code gamemusic on every 
(not discounted) albums in winylowa 

the promo code is valid from 01.05 to 17.05.

buy now!

https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/Resident-Evil-CODE-Veronica-X/7338
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from 
Journey 
to erica
a primer on 
interactiVe 
music 

Probably the single most common question I get 
from students and journalists alike is “what are 
the differences between scoring a film and sco-
ring a game?” Depending on my mood the an-
swer is either very short or very long, but always 
seems to end up at this point:
Games are interactive and films are not.

©Sony Interactive Entertainment

Erica aspired to something far more like 
Basic Instinct than Mass Effect

Not a particularly novel conclusion but still, it’s really the most 
important difference to my mind. And one of the reasons why 
is because games, as a media category, run a vast gamut of 
play-types and flavors. Nevermind finding the right notes to 
compose; because of the huge variety in narrative styles and 
game mechanics, no two scores ever seem to call for identical 
implementation. After my first true game, flOw (also thatgame-
company’s debut game, in 2006), I became rather obsessed 
with interactive (aka “adaptive”) scores in games. So here is a 
rundown of different games I’ve done and what defined their 
approach, as just a cursory look at the range of implementation 
methods possible in games.
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JOURNEY
For those who’ve played this game, you know 
how minimalist its design is. All the storytel-
ling is environmental, and the experience is 
largely dictated by the player’s exploration 
(and interactions with other players). Due to 
the lack of on-screen text or voiceover, mu-
sic essentially reigns supreme as the narrati-
ve device. Because of how central the music 
is to the experience, it was my goal to make 
it feel as meaningfully reactive as possible. 
While I wasn’t interested in literal “Mickey 
Mousing,” it was crucial that the player never 
feel that the score is ambient or ambivalent 
to their choices. It helped that the game is 
pretty linear overall, so I could make edu-
cated guesses about the player’s choices at 
every moment of the game. Open-world or 
non-linear games exponentially magnify this 
challenge (more on that later!).

First, every area of the game was mapped 
musically, to ensure that the narrative pur-
pose was captured moment-by-moment. 
In the example below, the player appro-
aches the open desert for the first time. The 
music is a very simple, mostly electronic / 
textural piece with a long bass flute solo. 

The flute solo will only play once, but its 
length is about that of the walking distance 
to the first landmark. If the player lingers, 
the gentle textural music will but the flute 
melody won’t continue. This simple gesture 
staves off the overt feeling of repetition.

The resulting score is a constant 
interplay of various systems
Once the player reaches the landmark (the 
wreckage) and releases the little flying kite 
creatures, the energy level immediately jumps 
up a notch into a sort of playful dance. This new 
piece is also constructed to last approximately 
the distance to the next landmark (another 
piece of wreckage) BUT will loop and remix 
itself (mostly, again, through the successive 
removal of layers) so that if you decide to skip 
that next spot and just wander, it won’t beco-
me repetitive. In other words, it’s designed to 
the last the length of traveling A to B to C, but 
if the player wanders and goes from A to C, 
the music can carry that experience as well.

On top of that, if you are online and suc-
cessfully networked with another person, 
the system will dynamically adjust the mix 
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to add more instruments and liven up the 
emotions. Thus, being alone is still play-
ful but noticeably more quiet and solitary. 
That’s a very quick and dirty explanation, but 
gives a rough glimpse of how every single 
scene was approached. 100% bespoke and 
custom, with no pervasive “systems” (like in 
traditional games where there is “combat” 
music versus “exploration” music etc).

THE BANNER SAGA
In stark contrast to Journey, the trilogy of 
Banner Saga games involved the develop-
ment of a few key systems which were then 
consistently repeated. For those who’ve 
played, you know that the games break 
down into 3 primary types of gameplay: 
Travel (which is done in a sort of Oregon 
Trail-esque way), Combat (which is turn-ba-
sed in the vein of games like Final Fantasy 
Tactics or even chess), and dialogue/camp.

The last of those, dialogue/camp, is a very 
simple point-and-click interface where you 
can read through long (and great) conversa-
tions or story lore. We made the decision ear-
ly on to have zero music in those moments, 
with the occasional exception of distant 
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echoes of background singing (As in, literally 
people in the camp are off somewhere sin-
ging to themselves). The Travel mode is relati-
vely simple, and the cues typically either play 
once or loop as the caravan traverses and the 
player contends with the pop-up decisions.

Because of the text-based nature of the 
storytelling, it was decided early on to not 
make the system too reactive to the play-
er. If everything you do causes musical fe-
edback, the result might feel rushed whe-
reas the goal was to feel methodical. The 
final system, combat, was the most com-
plex. We experimented early on with it be-
ing highly reactive (which was very tech-
nically easy because the gameplay itself is 
so driven by simple math), but found that 
it was very distracting. Much like travel 
mode, if things were too reactive not only 
did it break the intended vibe, but it also 
telegraphed information too quickly. The 
combat centers around two sides squaring 
off in a very controlled, turn-based way. 

We formulated an algorithm that we called 
“vitality” which tracked your team’s dama-
ge potential, relative to the enemy’s so that 

©Stoic Studio
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the more dire the battle got, the more dra-
matic the music got. We could even track 
(for multiplayer purposes especially) which 
team is winning and tilt their music towards 
a more heroic feeling, while the other te-
am’s starts to sound more desperate.

The epiphany was in realizing that this sys-
tem should be asynchronous to the player’s 
actual choices. 

Each battle therefore consists of a succes-
sion of musical segments, and when the 
player’s choice triggers an escalation of the 
drama, each segment plays to its end be-
fore switching. Think of it like a train track 
where the turnstile up ahead changes in 
anticipation of your arrival. This allowed a 
far more steady flow of music with game-
play. Side note, I’ve given two GDC talks 
about The Banner Saga which have been 
uploaded to Youtube.

My GDC talk about the produc-
tion process on all 3 Banner 
Saga games.

ASSASSIN’S CREED SYNDICATE
The musical systems in Syndicate are so 
varied that it’s impossible to try and co-
ver them here. However, fortunately, GDC 
made my detailed post-mortem talk abo-
ut it (in collaboration with the wondrous 
music supervisor Christian Pacaud) ava-
ilable so I’ve posted it below. I want to fo-
cus for the moment on combat because 
it was one of the most intricate systems 
in the game. For those who haven’t play-
ed an AC game, combat is rather constant 
and it’s also often player-driven; by that 
I mean, it’s an open world game so the 
nature of combat is determined by play-
er choices such as how long they wish to 
fight, and against what sorts of enemies. 
Because of this, there is enormous varia-
bility in how it can play out and posed a 
huge challenge musically.

First off, we developed a system for analy-
zing how much danger the player is reali-
stically in so that any fight deemed insuffi-
ciently threatening wouldn’t trigger music 
at all. The nice thing about this approach 

©Ubisoft
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meant that as you got better weapons or 
leveled up your character, combat music 
scaled alongside you: weaker enemies stop 
triggering music, etc. The main reasons 
for this were to ensure that it always felt 
emotionally meaningful (there are no sta-
kes if it’s heard a thousand times), and also 
because easy fights typically finish so fast 
that the music could barely start an intro 
before it’s needing to end.

Second, we broke the hour+ of combat mu-
sic into 3 large chunks that were triggered 
based on your narrative progression. This 
choice stemmed from my own personal 
grudge against open world games where 
my participation in the story always felt ir-
relevant to the music’s progress. Fighting 
an enemy in X location was the same re-
gardless of if I was a fledgling beginner 
or badass on the cusp of the finale. So in 
order to address this problem, we created 
banks of music for each 1/3 of the story, as 
determined by your progress through the 
core missions. The result is that if you wan-
der off and do side missions for an exten-
sive period of time, the music won’t evolve 
without you. The evolution itself consisted 
of the orchestra getting gradually larger 
plus the music getting more and more 
dark and complex.

The evolution itself consisted 
of the orchestra getting gradu-
ally larger plus the music get-
ting more and more dark and 
complex.

Within those banks, the music followed a 
series of behaviors based around the pro-
gression of the fight itself. You can picture 
it almost like a highway with periodic of-
f-ramps. The system would analyze the fi-
ght and if the player appeared to be safe, a 
“cool down” would begin. This allowed for 
the fight to re-escalate in case more ene-
mies are triggered (A very common occur-
rence in AC!), or properly end if you indeed 
are safe. For each of these segments, there 
was a variety of alternate versions to stave 
off repetitiousness.

On top of it all, the player has the choice 
between either of the two twin characters: 
Jacob or Evie Frye. If the former, violin so-
los dominate the melodic lines of the mu-
sic, and if the latter, cello. Each piece was 
written and recorded to feature those solos, 
but such that you would never hear both 
at once (Except on the soundtrack album). 
Here below is glimpse of gameplay Kotaku 
do podlinkowania: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Cgih7ddzgKc&feature=emb_
title) uploaded that perfectly captures a 
snippet of this system (note the player is 
Jacob and hence prevalence of violin solos, 
and also that it takes place towards the end 
and thus the final bank of combat music).

GDC talk “Waltzing with Blades” 
detailing the entire ACS score, 
alongside Ubisoft’s Christian 
Pacaud.

©Ubisoft

©Ubisoft
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SUNSET
Very likely, no one reading this has heard of 
this game. It sadly went largely unnoticed 
but it holds a special place in my heart. The 
game was made by Tale of Tales, a duo who 
have for many years challenged the deve-
loper community by always making risky, 
thought-provoking games. Even witho-
ut wide commercial success, their games 
have exerted a lot of influence and Sunset 
was my joyful opportunity to finally colla-
borate with them.

I mention it here because it’s the only sco-
re I’ve done that is, in effect, 100% optional 
for the player. In Sunset you play a housek-
eeper in a fictional South American country 
amidst an early 1970s political revolution, 
and throughout the apartment are vinyl re-
cords that can be played. I had to write a ton 
of music which all felt like it was by different 
artists with the full awareness that a given 
player might hear none of it. It was actually 
a fascinating and wonderful challenge and 
because of its uniquely interactive appro-
ach, I simply had to mention it here.

ERICA
And now I conclude with what is by far the 
most technically challenging score I’ve ever 
attempted: Flavourworks debut game, Eri-
ca. I began this article by referencing that 
oft-asked question about the difference 
between film and game scoring; well, it 
turns out that a game which exists at that 
intersection somehow multiplies their re-
spective difficulties.

Erica is a Full-Motion Video (FMV) game 
and as such utilizes traditional sets, ac-
tors, cinematography, props, etc. In other 
words, it looks exactly like a proper film, 
but is very much an interactive game. And 
not in a superficial way: it has a variety of 
gameplay mechanics and a deeply bran-
ching narrative threaded with a huge ran-
ge of variables for the system to track and 
pay off for the player.

Even a game like Telltale’s 
The Walking Dead, which 
gives you a time limit on 
your major decisions.

©Sony Interactive Entertainment
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And ALL of it had to somehow be dealt with in 
the score! Every single scene was scored in-
dividually (similarly to Journey) but knowing 
that at every second the player has options 
which dramatically alter the emotions or 
psychology. Think of how dialogue is often 
handled in games. A good example might 
be a Bioware RPG like Mass Effect. The play-
er is presented with a dialogue tree and is 
free navigate in their own time. A system like 
this typically has either no music, or a bed of 
unintrusive ambience while the scene plays 
out. Even a game like Telltale’s The Walking 
Dead, which gives you a time limit on your 
major decisions, does so with a relatively 
ambient musical accompaniment.

One of the primary reasons  
I love composing in this  
medium is that I firm believe 
our collective work still lays 
ahead.

Now compare that to a film. How often 
have you seen a suspense / thriller whe-
re the music is underscoring every single 
line or even glance of the eyes of a charac-
ter. Watch a scene like this one from Paul 
Verhoeven’s seminal Basic Instinct to see 
just how much the music can capture mo-
ment-by-moment (including purposefully 
falling silent in the middle): Erica aspired to 
something far more like Basic Instinct than 
Mass Effect. If only because watching real 
human beings play out these scenes made 
it FEEL very much like a movie, mere beds 
of ambience would’ve really undercut the 
dramatic potential of the storytelling.

Because of this, every scene became a 
web of complex interwoven cues based on 
every little choice of the player, while the-
mes played out the story arc on the ma-
cro-level. Even though the score is barely 
over an hour of music, its in-game imple-
mentation consists of something like 300 
total cues, tightly scripted to fit each sce-
ne. Rather than a wall of text describing it 
all, I have here a video showcasing all the 
endless minor details stitching together to 
form just a single scene.

Hopefully, as a very basic primer on interac-
tive music in games, this stirred the imagi-
nation bit. One of the primary reasons I love 
composing in this medium is that I firmly 
believe our collective best work still lays 
ahead. Games are still in their infancy, both 
expressively and technologically, and as 
more is discovered everything I wrote abo-
ve will appear more and more rudimentary. 
It’s a true honor to be even a small part of 
the advancement of that frontier.

©Austin Wintory
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use and 
aBuse
I sometimes tend to abuse plugins. It all co-
mes down to the fact I used to be a young lad, 
who had no idea whatsoever how, for instance, 
equalizers or compressors work. Or how one’s 
supposed to check in/out levels. I begun do-
ing hometaping with my Fostex X-15 four track 
cassette recorder, and while I was doing that, 
I was busy playing, not looking at the meters, 
for instance. Performance and sound first. This 
led to interesting results at times  ̶ as everyone, 
who has ever used a cassette recorder can wit-
ness. Overdrive and saturation were, quite lite-
rally, omnipresent. I think I burned down the 
inputs at least twice.

©Remedy Entertainment
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You need to play by the rules 
in order to know how to break 
them, if needed. 

After a few synths and drum boxes, I had 
gotten my first sampler, an Ensoniq Mira-
ge DMS-8, and I begun sampling my own 
library, some of which I still use. Mirage 
had a very, very, VERY limited metering, 
and thus pretty much each sample I fed 
into it was at least saturating, some even 
distorting, and not only thanks to me ne-
glecting the levels... Truth to be told, Mira-
ge wasn’t much good for anything else: it 
was marvellous when you just abused it 
a little, and should you have ever tried to 
do hi-fi things with it… nope. No can do. At 
least not mine, despite the fact I had an 
input sampling filter fixed into its explan-
sion slot in the back, the module that co-
uld bring the sample rate up to 50kHz 

from the factory state 30kHz  ̶ however, 
the bits were awfully low, and thus the hi
-fi rate was practically unusable, plus it ate 
the memory like a Hummer H1 eats gas. 

Since the machine had a two LED di-
git display, any graphic feedback for loop 
editing was useless. As was pretty much 
everything else, that relied on the graphic 
feedback, too. I used my ears for truncating 
the samples, as well as looping. Of course, 
no crossfade loops, so what you’d get was a 
constant PLUNK-mee-iow-SNAP-mee-iow-
SNAP. But that was the start of it. I noticed 
some sounds got a new soul when they 
were transferred into Mirage, and in some 
cases what seemed like a boring source, 
they sort of found a new life when inserted 
into my sampler. I LOVED sampling. I wal-
ked everywhere with a dictaphone, just to 
temporarily store something cool, which I, 
later on, could put into Mirage.

©Music Tech
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I also had a few MIDI sequencers (In my 
Amiga, a Dr. T’s KCS sequencer softwa-
re, and after a while I acquired an Atari, 
in which I first ran Steinberg stuff, only to 
adapt C-Lab Notator slightly afterwards, 
because it was used everywhere, thanks to 
its Unitor interface  ̶ it enabled SMPTE sync 
plus it had a MIDI expansion built-in. When 
Steinberg invented Avalon, the first affor-
dable graphic sample editor, I finally was 
able to transfer my precious samples from 
Mirage over to my newly-acquired Yamaha 
TX16W (which was pure shit to edit, by the 
way) as well as my hugely expensive Akai 
S1000, which I owned 50/50 with my then 
studio mate. He had a space and speakers 
and mics, I had synth and sampler gear. A 
perfect union.

And there it, sort of, got off. I still, to this day, 
don’t like watching ins and outs. I love using 
my ears, and if the signal gets in a little too 
hot… who gives a shit if it sounds good? I 
know some people are crapping bricks ha-
ving read I say that, but to be honest, that’s 
the truth. I tend to watch the meters only 
when outputting my material for distribu-
tion or implementation, which is when the 
EBU levels and dBFS/LUFS/etc. stuff need 
to be understood, of course. I don’t bend 
the rules there, they exist for a good reason, 
and there’s no point on bypassing them, 
since all you do then is make innocent pe-
oples’ lives much harder. 

I know some people are crapping 
bricks having read I say that.

My point is, you miss a lot if you just fly your 
plane watching the meters instead of the 
scenery, but taking off and landing, that’s 
where they come really handy. Listen to 
your sound, embrace it. You can tell if it 
sounds wack or bad, which is when you 
need to know what to do to fix it  ̶ and this 
is where learning the theory comes handy: 
You need to know the basics. You need to 
play by the rules in order to know how to 
break them, if needed. You need to know 
how your plugins work in order to get eve-
rything off them.

For instance, back in the day, long, long ago, 
I was thoroughly taken by the then new Lo-
gic addition, Space Designer. Convolution 
reverb. It was  ̶ compared to Logic’s other 
reverbs  ̶ miles ahead from the rest. It was 
basically a neat application of transfer func-
tion calculations, or inverse Fourier trans-
form of the cross correlation… anyway, in 
short, a nice sounding plugin. I kept doing a 
soundtrack back then, using my own set of 
„battle elephant war drums” or simply, a set 
of large toms overdubbed and controlled 
by two continuous control pedals, the left 
one dealing with the number of samples 
being triggered, the right one controlling 
the pitch deviation between the samples, 
12 velocity layers, each up to 12 or 14 round 
robins (to avoid the “machine gun” effect). 

Step on them both, and you’d have a lot of 
toms from left to right, from high to low. The 
samples were distributed on the keyboard so 
that in the middle, you’d hit the drum mem-
brane middle, and towards the edges of the 

Fostex X-15

Mirage DMS-8
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keyboard, you’d reach the rim. Basically, a 
nice set, but a little underwhelming, thanks 
to a poor microphone setup. No comp/EQ 
could beef it up enough, and neither did any 
psychoacoustic plugins I had then. I had to 
come up with a quick fix  ̶ or resample/re-e-
dit the whole thing, maybe even employ a 
new sample set… but I had no time. The cue 
was meant to be sent to the studio that very 
same evening, and it was an important one.

By accident, whilst just testing, I dragged a 
low tom sample into a Space Designer (in-
stead of Kontakt), and I noticed it sounded 
actually quite cool: instead of room echo I 
had in it a second ago, I now had a huge 
BOOOOMPH in conjunction with the ori-
ginal tom set. It, in short, sounded really, 
really good. Beefy, fullbodied, dangerous. 
Some sum waves kept booming, so I shor-
tened the original sample set release time 
and added a 1176 compressor to it. I then 
remembered there was a convolution mo-
dule inside Kontakt, too…

I did a quick re-evaluation about the situ-
ation and decided to take my accident pur-
posedly and knowing a tad further. I edited 
the tom sample I had used in Space Desi-
gner a little, added some pitch downwards 
scooping, eq and compression and then 
removed the initial transient (maybe 6-10 
ms only), shortened the sample  ̶ and drag-

©Remedy Entertainment

ged it in the Kontakt’s convolution modu-
le. Then added another, similar sounding 
thing into Space Designer, taking care of 
the „summing” of the convoluted signals. 
With some parameter adjusting and mul-
tiband dynamics/EQing, I had The Hugest 
War Elephant Tom Monster Sound Set 
That Ate New Jersey And Shat What’s Now 
Known As Bermuda. YES!

Holy crap! I quickly rebounced the edited 
cue with my newest addition and sent it to 
the game studio. And waited, and waited… 
then came the reply. They VERY WARMLY 
welcomed the changes. I got so enamo-
ured by the accidental abuse of convolution 
processors, I spent the following day doing 
different setups and presets based on tho-
se few sounds only, then continued over to 
other samples the next week. Needless to 
say that trick was slightly overused in that 
soundtrack. Let’s keep it unnamed to avoid 
my embarrasment.

Never underestimate the power 
of forgetting what’s right and 
what’s wrong.

I still use those plugin setups, and I actually, 
with Control’s soundtrack, used some Mi-
rage-sampled aliased and distorting drum 
sounds embellished with Kontakt convo-
lution module/Space Designer trick from 
years back. The moral of this story? Never 
underestimate the power of accidental plu-
gin abuse. Never underestimate the power 
of forgetting what’s right and what’s wrong 
(well, this applies to studio use only, mora-
lity otherwise and elsewhere is in high de-
mand these days), and, for gossakes, trust 
your ears. If it sounds good, it’s good and 
that’s it. Rock’n’roll would have never been 
invented, if the guitar dude back in the day 
had adjusted his input levels properly, ac-
cording to the VU meter.
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15% discount 
with promo code gamemusic on every 
(not discounted) albums in winylowa 

the promo code is valid from 01.05 to 17.05.

buy now!

the last guaRdian
vinyl sOundtRaCk

https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/TAKESHI-FURUKAWA-The-Last-Guardian-VIDEO-GAME-SOUNDTRACK-COLOURED-VINYL/4676
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game 
music 
and the classical 
hollywood 
soundtracks

When talking with musicians and com-
posers who want’s to get into making 
video game music, they often have a 
oversimplified way of looking at it. I’ve 
heard people say that it should be less 
work to write game music compared 
to film music because it is mainly loop 
based, therefore the workload must 
be smaller, you don’t have to match 
the music to picture right? 
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Actually things were much  
different back in the classical 
Hollywood era.

They often underestimate what actually goes 
into a video game soundtrack because may-
be the first thing that jumps into their heads 
are the old nintendo soundtracks like the 
NES classic, Super Mario Bros (1985) which, 
to be fair, mainly does consist of looped me-
lodies. What people and newcomers often 
miss though, is the whole dynamic side of it. 
When I say dynamic, I am referring Karen Col-
lins’ use of the term in her book Game Sound 
(2008). The term covers the different non sta-
tic types of music used in video games, both 
adaptive and interactive. The need for ada-
pting to gameplay and interacting with the 
players’ input and choices is often overlooked 
by people who have yet to become familiar 
with the production of videogame music, 
even though it has been an integrated part 
as long back as the primitive rhythms heard 
in Space Invaders (1978).

So, the big difference between writing for 
games instead of films is in reality not as 
much the writing of loops, but much more 
the need to write music that can dynamical-
ly change and work in an ocean of different 
situations. Also, the sheer amount of music 
that might be needed for a game that can 
last over 100 hours might be a lot bigger 
than what you can cramp into a film. Witho-
ut going into too much detail, depending 
on exactly how dynamic the soundtrack is, 
all the different parts, layers and transitions 
can quickly add up. You never know exactly 
when things are going to happen in a video-
game while you do in film.

Well, that is in reality only half a truth. Actu-
ally things were much different back in the 
classical Hollywood era when the conven-
tions for what a film score should sound like 
was still being formed in the first half of the 
twentieth century. Back then the struggle 
of not knowing when things happened co-
uld be just as real as it is for dynamic music 
composers today. The reason for this was 
that the composers were often hired to fi-
nish writing the soundtrack before the cut-
ting of the film was done.

Exactly how dynamic the 
soundtrack is, all the different 
parts, layers and transitions 
can quickly add up.

This meant that they, much like videogame 
composers, had to be smart about how they 
wrote the music, it had to be flexible. The 
russian writer and composer Leonid Saba-
neev expressed in his book Music for the Fil-
ms (1935) a need for the music to elastic. You 
should be able to stretch or shorten it as ne-
eded. In his book he set up some guidelines 
for making this possible, and while it is clear 
that he does see music from a conservati-
ve point of view, which makes sense for the 
time of writing, he brings a lot of tools to the 
table that could as well have been a guide 
for dynamic music written 70 years later.

Among different suggestions for utilizing 
time, tempo and tonality he stresses that 

©SquareEnix
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a theme or musical phrase needs to be 
short and simple. This is important as the 
melodie has to play to completion to keep 
its musicality and flow, which renders lon-
ger phrases and themes unpractical. He 
also encourages using sequences as they 
can be repeated ad libitum and can be cut 
short. They can also be modulated by a se-
mitone, a tone or a third, the last one which 
is especially practical as it is easy to return 
to the original key. Another advice he gives 
is utilizing non tonality where the backgro-
und is neutral and dynamic, as the use of 
chromatic and non tonality can be lengthe-
ned and shorten as needed as there is no 
real resolve anyways.

Nothing in game music is quite 
as easy.

These are all advice from an old hollywood 
composer, and obviously a lot have chan-
ged since then musically. The demand 
might be for completely different types of 
music, and the act of carrying out some 
of these suggestions will be very different 
when working sampled and electronic in-

stead of conducting an actual orchestra. 
Non the less, it might be possible to find 
inspiration and usable tools when looking 
at the early Hollywood film music. Nothing 
in game music is quite as easy as it might 
seem from the outside, but isn’t that the 
beauty of it?

peter wollesen

©Eric Gabella
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Sources:
Collins, Karen. Game sound: an introduc-
tion to the history, theory, and practice of 
video game music and sound design. Mit 
Press, 2008.

Kaae, Jesper. „Theoretical approaches to 
composing dynamic music for video ga-
mes.” From pac-man to pop music. Ro-
utledge, 2017. 75-91.
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redout
a clash 
of speed 
and time

What is speed? This was the very first question 
that I had to answer when I approached Redo-
ut as a composer. Redout is an anti-gravity ra-
cing game where players compete in the So-
lar Redout Racing League by piloting futuristic 
ships at more than 2000 Km/h. It’s a tribute 
to the zero-G racing classics but it struck the 
player base for its original driving system that 
requires a high degree of technical mastery 
and its particular look. When I started to think 
about the music for this game I had to overco-
me several problems before finding the right 
direction, first of all keeping true to its motto 
“race faster than ever”.
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To synthesize this in music I ad-
opted a hybrid style that mixed 
modern EDM genres.

The alpha version of Redout looked very dif-
ferent from what we see now, the direction 
was much more arcade and at the time the 
developers emphasized their desire to have 
this element present in the music. This is why 
my first approach to the soundtrack was with 
this rule in mind. A couple of months after I 
started working on it, the game aesthetics 
changed drastically, shifting from a light-he-
arted colorful arcade atmosphere to a much 
more serious futuristic-looking game. This 
reflected both in the environment and in the 
final design of the ships.

The change of tone made me rethink from 
scratch the music and come up with a new 
direction that would reflect the look of the 
game. One of the standout characteristics of 
the visuals was the modern low-polygon sty-
le to depict the eerie post-apocalyptic land-
scapes of an abandoned Earth, reclaimed by 

wild forests, frozen lands and arid deserts. To 
synthesize this in music I adopted a hybrid sty-
le that mixed modern EDM genres with more 
old school arcade patterns, and guitar solos. 
The music combines together several genres 
that go from Trance to Dubstep, from DnB to 
Hard Rock, sometimes in the span of the same 
track. Every environment has its own set of 
tracks, that reflect the visuals with the aid of 
specific elements, for example the use of the 
oud (a Middle Eastern stringed instrument) for 
New Cairo or a large orchestra for Neptune.

The presence of an electric guitar was funda-
mental to make the music breath. For this re-
ason I worked closely with the very talented 
guitarist Daniel Giagnorio, and while at the be-
ginning we tried approaching the soundtrack 
with a very classical mindset (solos written 
down on sheet music), we immediately noti-
ced that this wasn’t working for us and swit-
ched to a much more free approach. We wo-
uld talk and come up with the vibe together 
with a few small hints on how the guitar sho-
uld sound and then give the guitar total fre-
edom while recording. The results were im-

©Feral Interactive
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pressive and it’s no coincidence that some of 
the most iconic tracks are the ones with a very 
present guitar (On My Own, Subsurface).

Before starting to work on the music I was 
only sure of one thing: it had to be adaptive. I 
wanted the music to react to the players’ cho-
ices and follow the pace of their gameplay. 
For this reason I designed a dynamic system 
splitting the music in layers (up to five for the 
most complex tracks) and combining verti-
cal re-mixing and horizontal re-sequencing 
driven by parameters like speed, jumps, over 
or under water, position in the environment. 

Using Trance elements alterna-
ted with other contrasting gen-
res I could make the player slip 
into a deep relaxation.

This led to a soundtrack that adapts in real
-time to your style of playing and becomes 
more intense the faster you go, adding layers, 
switching to guitar riffs when you reach certa-
in parts of the track, dropping the bass when 
you land after a jump, and playing a comple-
mentary “low movement” music track when 
you slow down. One of the very first problems 
noticed during the development of Redout 
was that without an appropriate reference 
system when you start to go too fast it feels 
like you’re actually slowing down: we expe-
rience a time compression and we lose all the 
tension of racing at high speeds .

In music there is a similar issue with the con-
cept of adrenaline. A very basic approach to 
increase the adrenaline is the usage of high 
BPMs, but in the long run this backfires since 
a prolonged exposure to high BPMs reduces 
the perceived sense of speed. What our brain 
is very good at sensing instead is the change 
of speed, so to give an adrenaline boost I ne-
eded to disrupt perception.

At the same time the developers asked me 
if I could include more Psy-trance elements 
in the soundtrack and that’s when things 
clicked. The pulse patterns of Psy-trance are 
often associated with meditative states and 
this was exactly what I needed for the play-

ers to experience. Using Trance elements 
alternated with other contrasting genres I 
could make the player slip into a deep rela-
xation, where time slows down, making him 
synchronize with the flow of the game, and 
break this state when needed with a new 
rhythm or guitar riff that would result much 
faster and more powerful than normal. 

I liked the idea of a trance state 
where you experience a concen-
tration increase.

I later noticed that this approach not only 
generated an adrenaline rush, but made 
the gamers more focused during long ses-
sions of play, heightening their senses with 
a hypersensitivity for micro changes in the 
gameplay flow. I liked the idea of a trance 
state where you experience a concentration 
increase and a time dilation, so I decided to 
make the menu music reflect this. It features 
a slow rhythm on top of synth patterns and 
orchestral wide chords, but when you speed 
it up more and more you will notice that it’s 
actually a Drum and Bass track.

The soundtrack of Redout was a technical, 
philosophical and aesthetic research. In the 
end the answer to my question was simple. 
True speed means annihilating time and bre-
aking free from its domain.

©Supermassive Games
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fall of 
the empire? 

It took ten years for me to notice that my favorite segment of 
the video game industry is having serious problems. I speak  
of course about the Japanese electronic entertainment in-
dustry, which is experiencing some trouble on the interna-
tional level and continues to subsists mostly locally. How 
long will it last? I’m under the impression that the Japanese  
video game creation model had lost its independence in 
favor of Western productions, which in turn resulted in  
Japanese artists being out of work.
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Only a few game studios in Japan, including 
conglomerates such as Square Enix, Bandai 
Namco Games and Konami, reign supreme 
on the international market, but with no gre-
ater successes to their name, except for well
-known franchises (Final Fantasy, Metal Gear 
Solid, Resident Evil). I’m under the impression 
that Japanese companies are making a he-
avy-handed attempt to liken their games to 
Western productions, while forgetting their 
own roots. The results of such actions vary, 
but lead mostly to poor results.

What drove me to write this article is the 
dwindling amount of good music from Ja-
panese composers, for whom I not only have 
a particular soft spot, but thanks to whom I 
had developed the interest in video games to 
begin with. However, let us start from the be-
ginning. The 80’s have come to be remem-
bered as a special time for gamers, a rise of 
a new era for the video game market both in 
Japan and the US. The Nintendo Entertain-
ment System (NES) was a revolutionary con-

sole in many respects, but what is especially 
etched in my memory are the soundtracks 
from its games.

That period turned out to be extremely cre-
ative for music composers – in spite of being 
limited to 5 mono channels, all the beeps and 
bloops sounded like melodies in the end, 
which we hum to ourselves even today. One 
doesn’t need to search far to find examples 
from Super Mario Bros, The Legend of Zelda 

In the 80’s the US was bewit-
ched by consoles, particularly 
the Famicom (released there 
as the “Nintendo Entertain-
ment System”). The games 
were completely different than 
Western productions and that 
originality lead to their success 
among foreigners.  
– Michał Mazur (PSX: Extreme)

 ©Nintendo
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(Koji Kondo), Dragon Warrior (Koichi Sugiy-
ama), Castlevania (Michiru Yamane), Mega 
Man (Manami Matsumae), Final Fantasy (No-
buo Uematsu) and several others.

As time went on and the 90’s came, there 
was a rise of new technologies providing new 
possibilities for not only video game creators, 
but also composers, whose popularity was 
slowly on the rise. Nintendo consoles had 
ruled the market for a long time, when Sony 
made its contribution to electronic enterta-
inment in the form of the PlayStation. This 
changed the way music was written drasti-
cally, which led to the emergence of talented 
Japanese composers.

Over time there eventually was 
a supersaturation of Japane-
se games and the companies 
themselves stopped investing 
in new productions. Releasing 
sequel after sequel with the 
same old and tried concepts 
has left those games in the 
shadow of Western titles. One 
could say the disciple has sur-
passed the master.

This does not mean of course 
that Japanese games aren’t li-
ked anymore. It’s just that good 
titles come more rarely than 
they used to and the big com-
petition in the form of Western 
games has left them far behind. 
– Michał Mazur (PSX: Extreme)

The advent of a new generation of consoles 
and soaring demand for video games have 
drastically changed the outlook on the game 
and music creation process. Several factors 
have contributed to those changes, one of 
the main ones being the age of the target 
audience. People fond of Japanese brands 
and franchises had grown up and the majo-
rity of them don’t buy the story of a teenage 
hero anymore, instead wanting to identify 

and connect with adult characters, someti-
mes as a result of their own personal expe-
riences. Another factor that contributed to 
the trouble in Japan turned out to be the lack 
of a proper attitude towards globalization on 
the Eastern developers’ part. Keiji Inafune, 
the creator of the Mega Man and Dead Ri-
sing series, vouches for the veracity of these 
words and in one of his interviews acknow-
ledged the growing infirmity of the Japane-
se electronic entertainment industry and the 
lack of any action which would improve the 
situation in Japan.

What is the upshot of this? The lack of good 
releases contributes to music composers 
being out of work, especially in the case of 
freelancers who aren’t on anyone’s payroll. 
Many of them, due to not having managers 
or a good command of English, can forget 
about going back to work. What should 
change then? One obvious solution is for in-
die studios to support Japanese artists. Good 
examples come in the form of the fledgling 
Brave Wave music label and Scarlet Moon 
Productions, who have already promoted a 
few composers from the East. Bandcamp 
has definitely helped, but it’s still not enough. 
Personally, I believe that until game studios 
in Japan change their policies, we won’t be 
seeing good games for a long time, and by 
the same token good soundtracks.

 ©Wikipedia
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a Blizzard 
in the 
world 
of Video 
games
No self-respecting video game fan needs to be 
explained who Blizzard Entertainment are, so 
the introductions will be kept to a minimum; let 
us focus on the essence of the article you are 
about to read – the music.

Blizzard is known for it’s internal, mantra-like rule to only 
release products once they are fully completed – “We’ll 
release it when it’s ready” the heads tell us when we ask 
about the upcoming games. The employees among them-
selves or in a more informal environment like to shorten it 
to a sweet and concise “soon”; a saying that has even been 
graced with an entry on the WoWWiki. Once the release 
date is set, though, we can only do so much to contain 
our excitement of next polished and top-notch product 
coming from the team. sure, sometimes there are bugs, 
glitches, or balancing issues but the team has always re-
sponded quickly, and the gamers have not been left long 
with a problematic title.

©Blizzard Entertainment
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The best and most recent example of this 
behavior from Blizzard in the newest expan-
sion pack for World of Warcraft, called War-
lords of Dreanor – a release that has bro-
ken the company’s servers for five full days 
during which gamers could not log into the 
game. Once that has been fixed, the play-
ers suffered from game-breaking lags on 
the servers. Almost through tears the play-
ers joked that the Orc leaders are comple-
tely fine with just getting out of the laggy 
Kingdom and the Azeroth-conquering plan 
has been put on hold, or that they are so 
wanton because no other faction is able to 
log-in in order to stop them.

A FUNDAMENTAL DIFFERENCE
Coming back to the profile of Blizzard as 
a company; the most interesting fact that 
makes them standout from most of the 

other teams is that they have a key, compa-
ny-based composer group. They are at the 
core of each music-related project that is 
conceived and ran within the company. Al-
though that in itself might seem like a red 
flag concerning a problematic lack of origi-
nality that might appear in the projects, it 
furthermost means that the experienced, 
well-known artists who work on them are 
not only a guarantee of a top-notch pro-
duct that will be created as a result, but also 
that it will respectful of the roots of the se-
ries that they might be working on at the 
moment. Let us be honest here– Blizzard 
games are well known for their astounding 
and musically catchy themes and moti-
ves. A crime would surely be committed if 
a new person would be joining a project 
each time and some compromises either 
in quality or in positive-nostalgia would be 
made.

To keep things fresh, though, each project 
has a group of external musicians; some 
being brought in as temporary employ-
ees and others that are tasked with cre-
ating additional, non-core music tracks for 
a game. Going by the history of the com-
pany, the former would include musicians 
such as David Arkenstone and Jeremy So-
ule, the latter consisting of Inon Zur among 
many. To clarify the musician’s hierarchy in 
the company even further, it is important to 
mention that there is always one key com-
poser serving the role of a producer with 
the others following suite and adhering to 
his guidelines and according to their exper-
tise. Neal Acree, for example, is primarily 
concerned with creating music for cinema-
tics, but not only.

Core: Neal Acree, Russel Brower, Derek 
Duke, Jason Hayes, Glenn Stafford
1.1. Other: Joseph Lawrence (tasked mainly 
in sound design)
1.2. Former Composers: Matt Uelmen, Tracy 
W. Bush
2. External Composers: David Arkenstone, 
Clint Bajakian,Sascha Dikiciyan, Brian Da-
vid Farr, Craig Stuart Garfinkle, Edo Guido-
tti, Laurence Juber, Eimear Noone, Jeremy 
Soule, Cris Velasco, Inon Zur.

Blizzard is known for it’s inter-
nal, mantra-like rule (…) – We’ll 
release it when it’s ready (…).

©Blizzard Entertainment

©Blizzard Entertainment
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Another aspect of Blizzard’s approach to 
scoring their games is innovating upon the 
tradition of their games. Looking back at 
their history and experimenting, it varies 
from series to series, but can generally be 
diverged into four main categories.

The first one is sticking with one orchestra 
(along some experts) throughout the evolu-
tion of a series; World of Warcraft (from The 
Burning Crusade and beyond) is recorded 
with the help of The Northwest Sinfonia Or-
chestra & Chorus and Starcraft (from the se-
cond installment of the series) is in the hands 
of The Skywalker Symphony Orchestra. Dia-
blo III is an exception of this rule as it was sco-
red by Pacific Symphony orchestra with two 
choirs – all-female ANÚNA and the male part 
of London Voices. Diablo III: Reaper of Souls, 
however, marks a return of The Northwest 
Sinfonia Orchestra & Chorus. The experts that 
worked on these series were Eimear Noone 
(conducting and composing), Penka Kouneva 
(orchestration), Edo Guidotti (orchestration 
and composing) and John Kurlander (orche-
stration, mix engineer), to mention a few.

The second class of Blizzard’s approach to 
scoring, seen lately in Diablo III and its expan-

sion pack Reaper of Souls, is using the latest 
advancements in technology while, at the 
same time, keeping in touch with the more 
traditional methods of composing. The mu-
sic for the game was recorded not in a studio 
but in a concert hall ditching digital reverb 
effects in favor of a natural, large ambience 
of the enormous room; the same as in its 
predecessor, Diablo II: Lord of Destruction. In 
Reaper of Souls Blizzard went even further 
and applied techniques normally used when 
performing classical music by an orchestra. 
This means that the musicians constituting 
the orchestra were grouped in accordance of 
their roles in the ensemble. Furthermore, all 
instruments heard in the game as well as the 
parts performed by a choir were recorded in 
a church, achieving a sound not possible to 
replicate in a studio.

The third category is using a mixture of live 
instruments alongside samples, leading to 
an incredible palette of sounds available at 
hand. The composers working for Blizzard 
are known for possessing a knack for expe-
rimenting in the field of mixing and synthe-
sizing new sounds. The best example would 
be in Neal Acree’s approach to scoring Star-
craft II: Heart of the Swarm’s soundtrack, so-

©Blizzard Entertainment
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mething I’ve asked him some time ago on 
Twitter. You can read his answer regarding 
using samples and synthesizers during his 
work under this link, simply search for qu-
estions asked by ZawiszaTheBlack.

The fourth and arguably the most impor-
tant category would constitute the immen-
se amount of respect with which Blizzard’s 
composers approach the themes, no matter 
how old, of its series. From Diablo through 
Starcraft up to Warcraft III the composers 

re-record the themes with immaculate de-
tail using new arrangements or adding new 
details all the time maintain the core, the 
tradition, of a composition. Fans of World of 
Warcraft experience this right at the start of 
the game, in its menu, with some players 
being mesmerized by its music for a good 
ten minutes, which, knowing the addicti-
veness of the game itself, is a small miracle. 
Keeping in touch with the tradition does not 
mean a lack of progress, as each rendition 
of a theme builds on the familiar core and 
brings something new to the table.

A SIN AGAINST THE FANS
No company is without a sin though, and 
the greatest one that Blizzard is often guil-
ty of releasing the soundtracks of its games 
lacking some of the best compositions. 
Take for instance an incredible track cre-
ated by Neal Acree for the outro of StarCraft 
II: Heart of the Swarm called Vengeance, or 
the lackluster Diablo II and Lord of Destruc-
tion soundtracks. While we have indeed re-
ceived most of the compositions from the 
game itself, tracks from the cutscenes are 
almost always missing in the official rele-
ases such as with Destruction’s End from 
the outro of the expansion pack. An ama-
zing composition expertly conveying the 
player’s eerie thirst to continue the journey 
into the Sanctuary.

As a big fan of music from Blizzard Enter-
tainment I hope, for yours and mine sake, 
that the company will see its mistakes and 
finally, one day, release full soundtracks 
from its games. All of you interested in fur-
ther exploring Blizzard’s music releases are 
invited to study its discography in full.

©Blizzard Entertainment
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gathering 
source 
for game 
sound

Gamers are immersed into virtual worlds by stunning visu-
als, interesting gameplay mechanics, story and sound. When 
sound in a game is done right it often goes unnoticed. Not 
to say it isn’t appreciated or an important part of the entire 
experience, it’s just that sound, when done right, feels natu-
ral and is expected. Afterall, those of us gifted with hearing 
have been listening our whole lives.
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Designing sounds for virtual worlds means 
filling in every sound that needs to be there 
as well as adding sounds for cinematic or 
dramatic effect. The sound requirements of 
a game can be completely fantasy based, 
realistic or a mix of both. From character fo-
otsteps as they traverse the game’s world 
to location storytelling through ambien-
ces and characters casting a special ability, 
each game has a unique use of sound to 
tell a story.

Sound can be used to create 
a sense of immersion, provide 
feedback to the player.

Let’s explore how sound functions in ga-
mes. Sound can be used to create a sense 
of immersion, provide feedback to the play-
er, focus attention, invoke moods, define a 
space and emphasize an action. With all of 
these important roles it would be difficult 
to fulfill the task of sound design by grab-

bing any old library sound effect and im-
plementing it into the game’s audio engine 
to be triggered at runtime. In this article I 
will discuss methods for gathering source 
material to build those sounds to ensure 
they are unique to each experience.

SOURCE GATHERING METHODS
Prior to starting a project, the sound desi-
gner will define a sound palette that best 
fits the game’s genre and aesthetic. With 
a macro idea of the types of sound needed 
the sound designer will create a list of sour-
ce layers that may be needed to craft the 
sound effects.  Gathering source layers can 
be done via the methods listed below and 
are often used in conjunction with each 
other:
    1. Licensed sound effects / libraries
    2. Capturing your own sound
    3. Virtual instruments and synths
Let’s take a closer look at the process for 
each method and how they might be used 
side by side.

©Kevin Bidwell
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LICENSED SOUND EFFECTS / LIBRARIES
Licensed sound sources come in handy 
when you don’t have access to the mate-
rials or elements to record them yourself. 
Let’s take a look at where those sounds 
come from. There are many field recordists 
such as Thomas Rex Beverly, Watson Wu 
and Max Lachmann are out in the field cap-
turing sounds which are licensed as part of 
high quality libraries. The content ranges 
from things in nature to vehicles, weapons 
and crowds. If you don’t have the resources 
to take a bow to a variety of cacti no need 
to worry. There’s a library for that.

Independent libraries from various sound 
recordists across the globe make their lib-
raries available through websites such as 
AsoundEffect and Sonniss. There are also 
crowdsourced sound libraries which are 
made available through charitable dona-
tions. Most recently a group of 40 plus SFX 
recordists teamed up through social media 
to create a crowdsourced library of cartoon 
sound effects aptly named, The Cartoons 
Field Recording Slack Collab.

A wide variety of props can 
be recorded for use as source 
layers.

There are also many other sources for re-
corded sound both paid and free. The BBC 
offers quite a large library of sound effects 
for free but they are shared under a Re-
mArc license which means the sound libra-
ry is copyrighted by the BBC, and may only 
be used for personal, educational or rese-
arch purposes. This means you will need 
to obtain permission and a paid license for 
use in commercial projects. Regardless of 
where the source of your gathered libra-
ry sounds you should make yourself well 
aware of the licensing terms and usage 
restrictions.

When working with library or stock sound 
effects they should be edited, layered with 
other source material and manipulated so 
they uniquely fit the function you are tieing 
it to in game.

CAPTURING SOUND
Equipped with a field recorder, microphone 
and headphones the sound designer can 
record whatever source material they have 
access to. A wide variety of props can be re-
corded for use as source layers. Props could 
be found in many locations like your kitchen 
and in many forms such as objects, nature or 
human / animal.

As a sound designer, I’m actively listening thro-
ugh most of my day and making mental notes 
of sounds that catch my ear. If I don’t have the 
equipment or time to record at that moment I 
will make sure to get back to that. Let’s explore 
some examples of source assets to record.

Let’s use a weapon impact  as an example. 
This sound is triggered when a weapon hits a 
character or object in game. Frozen vegetables 
such as carrots or celery make a great snap-
ping sound which works well for the sharper 
part of an impact layer. To create bone crun-
ching or snapping, try twisting a celery stalk 
with your hands. Ripping apart a head of ice-
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berg lettuce with your hands can also give you 
a nice crunch. If you need to up the gore factor 
you can wrap the celery in a water soaked to-
wel or cloth. Freeze the head of iceberg lettuce 
and peel it apart. If you position the micropho-
ne close to the lettuce you can generate some 
interesting ice crackling source. Taking a bat to 
a punching bag or firm pillow could generate 
a thump layer to round out the bottom end of 
the sound.

Uncooked chicken fillets can make fantastic 
splat sounds when thrown against a wall or 
other surface. Obviously this can also be very 
messy or unhealthy (salmonella on the walls? 
ewww) so be mindful of this and the fact that 
protecting the food while you use it as a prop 
can ensure it remains edible after your session.  

Something you always loved  
doing as a kid.

You won’t need to transport yourself info a 
fairytale to reproduce the bubbling sound of 
a Witch’s cauldron. You don’t need to burn 
yourself boiling hot water either. Instead, 
make a batch of thick oatmeal, put a straw in 
it and blow through. Something you always 
loved doing as a kid (but were told not to) can 
now be done for the sake of the project! Jell
-O is another squishy prop for fantasy or sci-fi 
genres where objects or characters “morph.” 
Simply make the Jell-O , insert your hands, 
and squish away with a microphone placed 
closely to the Jell-O !

Props can also be crafted with the materials. 
Pet food supply companies sell dog treats 
that are literally chicken feet! Attach them to 
a pair of gardening gloves with some Gorilla 
Glue duct tape and you have walking sounds 
for creatures and animals. Using this method 
you can begin to grow your own indepen-
dent library which can be used for many pro-
jects. These source layers aren’t a one time 
deal. Each project may require different use 
of a recorded sound so it’s best that the so-
urce is archived in your library in it’s originally 
recorded state.  

These examples touch on a few of the many 
ways a sound designer can capture their own 
material. We go into further detail in chapter 
3 on the companion site for our Game Audio 
Strategy Guide book.  

VIRTUAL INSTRUMENTS AND SYNTHS
The third method generates sound source 
assets from virtual or hardware instruments. 
Designing sounds with synthesizers is a vast 
topic so I will try to sum it up here. A large 
variety of virtual sounds can be crafted from 
synths such as Massive, Absynth and Serum.  

Synths aren’t used just for UI (User Interfa-
ce) sound design, you can create endless va-
rieties of sounds as long as you command 
the features and parameters of the synth. 
An explosion has a sharp transient attack 
followed by a sustained rumble. An explo-
sion sound can be crafted with a synth by 
using a noise oscillator with a short attack 
and longer release and adding a LPF (Low 
Pass Filter) sweep.

In another example, an envelope controlling 
the pitch of an oscillator could generate a la-
ser inspired Sci-Fi weapon. If you start with 
a sawtooth waveform and apply a LPF and 
some whilte noise with a resonance sweep 
from high to low you can achieve this effect.  
It’s all about breaking down the sound you 
want to reproduce. To learn more about syn-
thesizers you could start with Syntorial.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
With your source layers gathered the sound 
designer will move onto the designing sta-© Hendrik B 
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ge. This is where the source layers are com-
bined on the timeline in their DAW (Digital 
Audio Workstation). Source sounds gathe-
red in any of the three methods discussed 
above can be combined to flavor the final 
designed sound. Using sound assets gathe-
red only via synthesizers in a very visually 
realistic game wouldn’t make much sense. 
Without any mechanical or real world so-
unds blended in it may break the suspen-
sion of disbelief for the player. Listeners 
can connect to real world sounds and un-
derstand them as they are heard. Fantasy 
or sounds generated from purley synthetic 
sources may feel out of place. Combining 
your own recorded source with sounds 
generated from synths is a great way to 
expand beyond the real world sound layers 
and make it a unique fit for the game.

On the other hand you may be wondering 
why someone would use library sounds if so 
much source can be gathered via synths or 
personal recording sessions. There are many 
materials or elements in nature which are not 
always accessible to everyone. Should you 
need the sound of snow but aren’t located 
in an area that has snowy weather you can 
decide if traveling to a snow filled location is 
in your project’s budget or you can go to a 
library sound as a resource. When working 
with library materials it’s always a good idea 
to layer and manipulate the sound to keep 
your design sounding fresh and unique. Just 
think about how many people have access to 
that same library.

Should you need the sound of 
snow but aren’t located in an 
area that has snowy weather 
you can decide.

With the source layers imported into a DAW 
session, the transients of each layer are staged 
in a process called Transient Staging or Stac-
king. Lining up the transients directly with each 
other will cause all the sounds to trigger at one 
time. This could cause frequency masking and 
a massive wall of sound. The transients should 
be arranged in a way that creates some move-
ment in the sound layers.

The next step in the process is frequency slot-
ting which is the process of assigning a specific 
frequency range to layers. This allows each lay-
er to stand out in the mix without cluttering or 
adding mud. This can be done using EQ to cut 
or emphasize certain frequencies for a particu-
lar layer. Going back to my weapon impact so-
und example from earlier, EQ could be used to 
cut the high end from the pillow punch sound 
while the low end can be cut from the celery 
snap. This will allow each sound to fill out the 
frequency spectrum for its intended use. It’s 
very similar to how composers fill out a track’s 
sound by thoughtful instrumentation.

The final step in the process is effects pro-
cessing. There are many elements to this 
process which include manipulating the so-
und. Grain processing and pitch shifting can 
completely mangle a sound so it’s source is 
unidentifiable. Movement can be added to 
static looped sounds via termolo and other 
modulation effects.

After the layers are individually layered, edi-
ted and processed the final step is a maste-
ring of  the final designed sound before being 
implemented into the game’s audio engine. 
This is where we glue the layers together so 
they feel like they are coming from one so-
urce. The process varies but usually consists 
of Multiband Dynamics, Limiter, and EQ on 
a master or group bus. Compressors modify 
the dynamic range of the audio while an EQ 
will clean up unwanted frequencies or boost 
frequencies you would like to hear more of.

So, there you have it! A brief summary of the 
work that goes into the sonic elements in the 
games you play! Hope you enjoyed hearing 
about it.

gina zdanowicz
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the present 
and future 
of the 
adaptiVe 
music 
in action, adVenture 
and roleplaying 
Video games 

This article is based on thoughts 
and some personal experience of 
mine in the field of Adaptive music 
for video games.
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Isn’t it amazing to see the huge leap forward 
of the music for video games, when we look 
back over the past 30 years? Nowadays , the 
video game music is fully comparable with its 
big brother , the Film Music and even the pre-
stigious music awards Grammy, acknowled-
ged it to be an Art in its own right,  putting it in 
the same category as it. And that’s not all. The 
video game music shares the same produc-
tion and art values, while being adaptive in 
real time. But before we look into  the present 
and future of Adaptive music for video games,  
let’s make an important clarification. Video 
game music is usually labeled as “Interactive”, 
or “Adaptive”. Question is   ̶are these just two 
words to name the same thing, or is there any 
difference? And while it’s often meant to de-
scribe the same thing , here is how I under-
stand the difference , in couple of examples:

INTERACTIVE MUSIC
EXAMPLE 1 
Music track changes when the player goes 
from one area into another  in the game 

(room, forest, village , cave etc)  and the se-
parate music tracks reflect the specific  fe-
atures of these areas;

EXAMPLE 2
Action music starts, when the player enga-
ges into a fight

ADAPTIVE MUSIC
EXAMPLE 1
The music mood swiftly transforms from 
one into another, when the player makes a 
choice out of a couple options available. For 
instance:

a) Make a noble deed and save people 
from a danger.

b) Turn a blind eye on the same people 
who need the help and move on.

c) Capitalize on the situation to earn 
something.

As a result of the choice,  there can be a 
change in the world and the music could 
“adapt” to the newly created situation in 
that world. I have  used this technique in 

Video game music is usually label-
led as “Interactive”, or “Adaptive”.

©Larian Studios
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the music implementation of Divinity: Ori-
ginal Sin 2 (spoiler alert) , where the fate 
and look of an entire city can be determi-
ned by a decision of the player. Provided 
you decide to doom the city, the music of 
the once full of life place, goes into a tragic 
and  terrifying mood.

EXAMPLE 2
Depending on the level of severity in a si-
tuation, provoked by the player, music can 
change its mood  ̶ starting from tension and 
then transforming into a grave danger state. 
I used this functionality in “Crysis 2”, where 
depending on the number of enemies the 
player has alerted , the music was transfor-
ming in real time in the following way:

a) Tension mood starts, when the player 
approaches the enemies, but they are 
still unaware of his/her presence;

b) Action mood kicks in, when the nearby 
enemies are alerted and the fight starts;

c) Frantic mood  “seizes” the music, when 
the situation turns into a “madhouse” and 
everybody is after the player (you can see 
gameplay video showing this functiona-
lity here).

We can go on and give many more exam-
ples and they will all reflect the different 
types of games and gameplay mechanics, 
but most of it  will fall in one of these two 
categories above  ̶ Interactive / Adaptive.

It is spectacular to see how the 
role of music in video games has 
historically changed.

Technically speaking both categories (In-
teractive and Adaptive) are a result of play-
ers actions, but in the latter one, the music 
does not just change, but rather adapts to a 
newly created situation, which is a result of  
thoughtful decisions of the player.

Having these clarification in mind we can 
more clearly understand the evolution of 
the game music and think about its futu-

re. It is spectacular to see how the role of 
music in video games has historically chan-
ged from being a mere background , then 
becoming interactive and  turning into an 
adaptive one today.

HOW ABOUT THE FUTURE THEN?
Here are a few thoughts of mine . All of the  
examples  mentioned above reflect only  
the player’s decision and actions and the 
way they influence the world around him/
her. How about adaptive music,  which 
changes as a result of unpredictable se-
ries of events in an open sandbox game for 
example? Music that adapts not only to the 
gamers actions, but also to unpredictable,  
global events like war, peace, broken allian-
ces or newly created ones, for instance? 
More and more open world games contain 
complex political and  economical systems, 
which have their “own life”, in parallel with 
the player’s campaign.  

Imagine you explore a realm, which just got 
a complete overhaul of the music, because 
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it was conquered by another ruler? It was 
not a result of your actions, but happened 
on a systemic level. You were used to a tune 
that was previously playing there, but it is 
completely different now, because the new 
reign brings its own folklore style.  How cool 
would that be? Or  a random brawl occurs 
in a tavern, which results in… the death of 
the musicians playing there. 

Then it is only natural , the next time you 
enter the same inn, to find out that the 
old  music is no longer playing there (you 
could have saved those musicians but you 
were busy punching someone else. Too 
bad). Such music features  would make 
the game world so much more alive, me-
aningful and thus more enjoyable, right? 
Of course all these bold ideas are directly 
connected with the game worlds and the 
respective gameplay mechanics. But I be-
lieve that even in the most simple game-
play design there are options for adaptive 
music, to increase the immersion.

Imagine, if you have a real bad luck in 
playing mini-games  for example, which 
gets you involved in unpleasant encounters 
in a game. It’s not a result of a decision, but 
the situation still changes and so does the 
music.

How about a chance at the be-
ginning of a RPG game, where 
by selecting your background 
and character features, you also 
get in-game music, adapted to 
your selected features?

Another possibility that comes to mind is 
music, which “shapes” to your predefined 
main character for example. How about a 
chance at the beginning of a RPG game, 
where by selecting your background and 
character features, you also get in-game 
music, adapted to your selected features? 
I had the chance to work in this direction, 
by designing the music system of “Divini-
ty: Original Sin 2”. There, at the beginning 
of the game, the player is given the choice 
to select his/her main music instrument, 
which then takes lead in the music and 

shapes it during fights and various other 
situations. This feature, combined with the 
separate main themes for each origin cha-
racter you can play, results in a more varied 
music experience for the gamers. You can 
check the “Divinity: Original Sin2” music 
system design features here.

But this is just the beginning in this direc-
tion. We can go so much deeper and fur-
ther, by completely changing the style or, 
“detect” the player’s music taste or even…  
his/her emotional states throughout the 
game. The funny thing is that these ideas 
are  all possible with the current technolo-
gies that we have at our disposal, even to-
day. We can do it and it is only a matter of 
resources. The sky’s the limit, I believe. And 
that’s the real beauty of it.

BorislaV slaVoV

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jdPN0dipFw&feature=youtu.be
https://twitter.com/Borislav_Slavov
https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/Bloodborne-OST-2x180g-LP/6679
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when 
the music 
meets the 
story

Olivier Deriviere once wrote on Twitter: “I wrote music for 
games that were about slavery, dystopian future, family 
break down, colonialism, racism, psychological struggle 
and many more hard topics. Don’t tell me video games are 
a dumb culture.”

Why are video games still not considered seriously by the 
vast part of the society? Long enough to say, it is a topic 
for a quite extensive article. To someone who is not familiar 
with the world of gaming video games will be associated 
with first person shooters or primitive games from decades 
ago. Just some primitive entertainment for kids.
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Meanwhile, modern games can equal movies 
in terms of storytelling, and their soundtracks 
are recorded with most renowned sympho-
nic orchestras and most talented musicians, 
also being published on audiophile vinyl re-
cords. They are – I am nor afraid of using this 
phrase – works of art, created with large fi-
nancial outlays by hundreds of people, but 
also smaller studios. In this article I am going 
to present games which impressed me both 
with their story and music. For a good video 
game means to me (and probably not only 
to me) a perfect combination of storytelling 
and soundtrack, or audio in general.

WHAT REMAINS OF EDITH FINCH
This production created in 2017 by an in-
dependent studio Giant Sparrow won the 
BAFTA award for the best game from that 
year and is a true gem in temrs of narrative 
and design. Seventeen year old Edith Finch 
pursues the last will of her deceased mother 
and arrives to the family house which is now 
abandoned, to study the history of the family 

and the curse that weighs on it. The family 
members die prematurily, in most cases as 
children. Edith’s mother tried to protect her 
daughter from the horrible fate but before 
she died, she offered Edith a key to discover 
the mysterious and intriguing family story.

What Remains of Edith Finch makes the 
player familiar with the death of the loved 
ones. The game does it with a huge dose of 
finesse and charm, often leaving the player 
touched. Even in such difficult for many de-
velopers topic like the death of a child the 
game deals with it skillfully by not showing 
it in a literal way. The drowning of a one year 
old boy, the suicide of a young man finding 
peace in the world of a game designed by his 
own, the death of a man who left his shelter 
where he spent several decades – all of these 

I am going to present games 
which impressed me both with 
their story and music.

 ©Konami Digital Entertainment
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were represented in a form of beautiful, me-
taphorical stories, accompanied with equally 
beautiful music.

Jeff Russo composed a touching, atmos-
pheric soundtrack, minimalistic yet perfectly 
capturing the family memories. This music 
greatly represents passing away, loneliness, 
pensiveness. It makes the story comple-
te. Based on the warm sound of piano and 
strings, it makes the ephemerical accompa-
niment to the unusual tale about the fragility 
of life, the coexistence of generations and the 
value of memories.

EVERYBODY’S GONE TO THE RAPTURE
The game created by The Chinese Room is 
yet another beautiful, independent piece of 
work. It is set in a small town in Great Britain, 
lying between picturesque fields and me-
adows. It is a rural area though we may also 
encounter a camping site. The inhabitants 
live their peaceful lives doing the daily cho-
res. The town is towered above by an astro-
nomic observatory, where some mysterious 
experiments are being performed. Soon one 
of them will result in a catastrophy and the 
poeple in the town will start to disappear.

Listening to the conversations of the inha-
bitants while we peacefully explore the sur-
roundings, we discover the problems and 
animosities of a small community. Antipa-
thy towards strangers, conservative dedi-
cation to tradition, local gossip, romances 
and family tragedies, unfulfilled dreams – 
the game focuses strongly all the features 
of the human character. It also shows how 
a man behaves while facing the inevitable 
and how much we would sacrifice to save 
the others.

A moving and emotional soundtrack by Jes-
sica Curry is one of my greatest scores of all 
times. Lyrical compositions on choir and 
orchestra with solo vocal parts, combined 
with beautiful lyrics transport us right into 
the world of a peaceful British village, fields 
bathed in sunlight and shady forests. To the 
idyllic landscape after the apocalypse. This 
music tells a story on its own. A story about 
the world and people who are already gone.

A PLAGUE TALE: INNOCENCE
This last year’s production by Asobo Studio is 
one of the most interesting titles from that 
year. In devastated by war and plague me-
dieval France brother and sister try to survive 
by avoiding the Inquisition and the hordes of 
hungry rats. The girl will finally love her you-
ger brother and will not hesitate to do every-
thing to save him and fight the mysterious 
disease that burns him up.  The story of this 
game is not particularly revolutionary but 
what makes it captivating is the skilfully writ-
ten dialogues. Every interaction between the 
characters does not generate any excessive 
line. In most of games the side dialogues are 
implemented only to fill the audio structure 
or add some immersion to the game univer-
se. Here even not important lines become 
meaningful.

 ©Konami Digital Entertainment
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Antipathy towards strangers, 
conservative dedication.

 ©Naughty Dog
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The soundtrack for this game is one of the 
most appealing scores by Olivier Deriviere. 
The music perfectly fits the gameplay and 
the characters’ emotions. Multi-textural, ro-
ugh, dissonant cello parts that can be heard 
during fighting or running away, splendidly 
introduce that dark world to the player. On 
the other hand touching, melodic parts of 
the score, in which the cello is accompanied 
by medieval instruments and various types of 
guitars make us empathize with the protago-
nists. It is a piece of wonderful music which 
makes great background to stepping from 
the eponymous innocence into adulthood.

F.E.A.R. (FIRST ENCOUNTER ASSAULT 
RECON)
F.E.A.R. is a first person shooter in the style 
of survival horror with an interesting story. An 
elite squad of Delta Force created to fight the 
paranormal threat is sent to a secret facility to 
capture a dangerous killer. It is a prototype of 
a commander who is able to control an army 
of clone soldiers using telepathy. He just star-
ted an uprising and together with his soldiers 
hunts for the facility scientists. His goal is to 
find a girl named Alma, which the scientists 
used to perform cruel experiments on.

During the gameplay we discover more shoc-
king details of the story. For example the fact 
that 8  year old Alma was locked in the facility 
by her own father, the main scientist of the 
project. She spent there many years, forced 
to give birth to prototypes of commanders, 
until they left her to die. A good story, dyna-
mic gameplay and immersive world make 
the game still enjoyable to play after fifteen 
years from the release.

But what makes this game even more im-
mersive is the music. Nathan Grigg created 
gloomy electronic landscapes, greatly mat-
ching the gameplay. Crossing the dark corri-
dors, storages, laboratories and abandoned 
offices accompanied with this soundtrack, 
the player feels constant tension and distress. 
The score for F.E.A.R. was meant to be very mi-
nimalistic hence it makes a perfect ambience. 
Unnerving synthesizer loops give a room for 
more complex compositions accompanying 
the fight scenes. This OST is a pure classic in 
terms of atmospheric electronic horror music.

BIOSHOCk INFINITE
The last installment of the iconic BioShock 
series has the most complex story among all 
three of them. A private detective who is also 
a gambler and an alcoholic receives an order 
from a mysterious client. He has to infiltrate a 
city in the sky named Columbia to find some 
young woman and transport her back to 
New York. If he does that, his gambling debt 
will be paid. After arriving at the site the situ-
ation gets complicated and the protagonist 
(and the player) starts to understand it is not 
that kind of debt.

Gustavo Santaolalla, an Oscar 
winner for the score of Brokeback 
Mountain, composed minimalistic 
“road music”.

 ©2K Games
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 ©Naughty Dog

Revealing the steampunk city in the sky the 
game also shows us the dark parts of the 
American history such as the massacre of In-
dians at Wounded Knee, the pacification of 
workers’ strikes by The Pinkerton Agency or 
slavery. It exposes racism, xenophobia, social 
inequalities, wrongly understood patriotism. 
It also refers to the parallel worlds theory and 
multi-dimensional travelling. The ambiguity 
and maturity of the story, fascinating plot 
twists, brilliantly written characters and dia-
logues make this game an unforgettable, im-
mersive adventure, offering many affecting 
moments to the player.

Garry Schyman is somehow responsible for 
these affections. Though this composer wrote 
the soundtracks to all the three installments 
of BioShock, in this case he perfectly represen-
ted the vibe and atmosphere of the epheme-
rical city above the clouds. On the other hand 
dissonant and dynamic tracks accompanying 
the fight scenes do their job very well, and the 
track being played after the surprising ending 

is one of these most touching ever heard in 
a video game. Also the intriguing and capti-
vative renditions of the hits from the... future, 
since the game takes place in 1912, reveal the 
creativity of the other composers.

THE LAST OF US
Another great production which was also 
highly acclaimed by the critics. The United 
States are being devastated by a disease that 
turns people into zombies. Joel, a smuggler 
of weapons and medicine tries to survive, 
hiding despair caused by personal tragedy 
inside. Twenty years ago when the epide-
mic started, he lost his beloved daughter. 
Now the man from whom Joel was suppo-
sed to receive weapons delivery screwed up 
and gave the delivery to some organisation, 
whose boss has a mission for Joel. He has to 
smuggle to some place a 14 year old girl and 
will receive his delivery back.

The game is very movie like, also worth to 
mention that a TV show based on its story 
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is currently under production. A suggestive 
and depressing vision of America after the 
apocalypse is breathtaking. Well written, li-
vely and often very funny dialogues between 
the pair of main characters makes this world 
even more real. Joel is self-contained and 
does not show feelings, in the beginning the 
girl’s presence irritates him but, similar as in 
A Plague Tale: Innocence, the characters will 
finally develop a strong bond.

Gustavo Santaolalla, an Oscar winner for the 
score of Brokeback Mountain, composed mi-
nimalistic „road music”, accompanying the 
journey of Ellie and Joel. Despite he is a film 
composer, his music really fits this produc-
tion for, as I mentioned above, the game is 
very realistic. Nostalgic, charming acoustical 
ballads composed almost entirely on guitar, 
combined with tension rising drums based 
compositions, make the perfect background 
music, corresponding with the desolated 
landscapes and abandoned cities. They ac-
company the fight for survival of those who 
are the last of us.

Each of the characters is tragic, 
each carries a burden of terrible 
experience.

SILENT HILL 2
The second installment of the franchise 
which became the classics of psycholo-
gical horror games has the most mature 
story in my opinion. The main character 
James Sunderland receives a letter from 
his wife. She asks him to come to the town 
of Silent Hill, their favourite place. The pro-
blem is his wife has been dead from a co-
uple of years...

This sad and also frightening game talks 
about lots of important topics, such as guilt, 
sexual abuse, violence, social innacceptan-
ce or denying the committed crime. Each of 
the characters is tragic, each carries a burden 
of terrible experience. The centre of all that 
is James who by denying the fact he killed 
his wife, created a world full of terrifying cre-
atures which became a manifestation of his 
guilt, sadness and rejection.

After the uncompromising soundtrack for 
the first installment of Silent Hill Akira Yama-
oka let his post-industrial, dark synthesizer 
sounds give some way to atmospheric songs 
based on guitar and piano. The songs greatly 
present the weight of the story and the tra-
gedy of the characters. One of them accom-
panies the most  powerful scene, where Ja-
mes meet Angela for the last time, a victim 
of physical and sexual abuse of her father. 
The room is filled with fire which exists only 
in their minds and Angela says that for her it 
is always like that. She has been in the fire for 
her entire life.

And with this sad accent I am going to end 
our journey through the world where the mu-
sic meets the interesting story. It is just a few 
games from this world which impressed me 
the most and evoked lots of emotions. It is 
worth to consider that video games are not 
only typical shooting entertainment and that 
you may always find something that makes 
you think a bit and even cry. Though if you are 
a fan of games it might be obvious for you.

izaBela Besztocha
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interViews
i think a good horror score musically 
portrays that idea of “the unknown”. 

‒ Jason graVes
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Supergiant Games studio, respon-
sible for such productions as Ba-
stion, Transistor and Pyre, released 
the game called Hades not even two 
years ago. The game was an exc-
lusive title for Epic games for some 
time. Currently, it’s also available on 
Steam. The music for the game was 
created by none other than Darren 
Korb, who composed music for other 

darren 
korB
my time with supergiant  
has allowed me to do many  
things i neVer imagined 

games by the developers from San 
Francisco.

In its DNA, Hades contains a mixture of 
previous productions from Supergiant 
Games. That is why I decided to talk 
to the composer about the process of 
creating compositions that bring to 
mind Middle Eastern style with a dash 
of heavy guitar riffs.
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What does your regular day of work on 
music for Hades look like?

It really depends on the piece of music that 
I’m working on. If it’s one of the longer pie-
ces that play as your are battling through 
the underworld, I usually start working on 
riffs for one of the mediterranean instru-
ments I acquired at the beginning of the 
project (bouzouki, baglama, and lavta), and 
build the piece out from there. I’ll build out 
the structure of the piece, and then track 
all of the various instruments for that ar-
rangement. Then I’ll essentially duplicate 
the form of the piece for the hard rock ver-
sion of the same musical concept, using a 
more traditional rock arrangement. I’ll re-
cord guitars, a new bass track, and drums. 
It usually takes me a couple of weeks to put 
this type of piece together, from beginning 
to end.

The vocal pieces are a bit of a different be-
ast. Sometimes lyric writing can take a lot of 
time, but these pieces in Hades are usually 

a bit more sparse musically, so it might take 
about the same amount of time to make as 
the more musically elaborate pieces.

It’s been 10 years since you started wor-
king with Supergiant Games studio. How 
do you recall that time?

This has absolutely been the best 10 years 
of my life! I really consider myself exceptio-
nally lucky to be able to do something that 
is so fulfilling and fun for my actual job, and 
with such incredibly talented co-workers, 
who also happen to be awesome people. 
My time with Supergiant has allowed me to 
do many things I never imagined I would 
be able to do, and the response to the mu-
sic for the games has been truly overwhel-
ming at times. It’s been quite a ride so far!!

I really consider myself exceptio-
nally lucky to be able to do so-
mething that is so fulfilling and 
fun for my actual job.

©Supergiant Games
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Music from Hades is not at all similar to 
any other of your compositions. Did you 
intend to divert from the previous style?

In general, my approach to the style of mu-
sic for a project is some combination of the 
answers to these questions: What style of 
music makes sense in this game world? 
What sort of instruments would fit here? 
What style of music will enhance the tone 
of the game that we are trying to make? 
What type of music is close enough to be-
ing within my ability that I feel I can execute 
it convincingly? Really the music for Hades 
isn’t an intentional departure, and more the 
conclusion I arrived at by answering these 
questions for myself. It also happens to be 
a ton of fun to make!

Has anything crazy happened to you whi-
le working with Supergiant Games?

Many crazy things have happened, indeed! 
Most recently, I’ve gotten to do some really 
special performances. Ashley Barrett and 
I performed orchestral arrangements of 
songs from all the games with a chamber 
orchestra, conducted by Austin Wintory, for 
about 3000 people at PAX East, and a last 
year at PAX West. Ashley and I played an 
acoustic set in London. Basically any time 
hundreds/thousands of people show up in 
a place to see some combination of Super-
giants, it feels pretty crazy!

After 10 years of working with Super-
giant Games, would you like to rema-
ke one of your albums? Or make some 
corrections?

I won’t call something finished unless I’m 
happy with how it sounds at the time. I re-
ally try my best to make peace with each 
song that I release. At that point, it no lon-
ger belongs to me. I’m sure if I were to at-
tempt to make some of those older pieces 
from scratch now, they’d end up sounding 
pretty different, but that’s not a bad thing!

In today’s world, has music become just 
a background to our everyday work, or 
maybe it became something more?

I think it really depends on the individual. I 
suspect for a lot of people, since streaming 
music has made essentially all music availa-
ble to everyone all the time, it’s super easy 
to hit play on a giant playlist while you go 
about your day. I think the resurgence of vi-
nyl is somewhat of a response to this. There’s 
something different about having to babysit 
a record you put on, knowing you’ll have to 
turn it over in 20 minutes. It really encoura-
ges active listening, which is probably a less 
frequent activity these days. For me, perso-
nally, I can’t listen to music while I work, sin-
ce I’m always working on audio.

I won’t call something finished 
unless I’m happy with how it so-
unds at the time.

©Supergiant Games

©Supergiant Games
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I also figured that any game that 
takes place in hell would have to 
contain some amount of metal.

You always work alone when you make 
music for video games. Is that caused 
by the budget, or maybe you just prefer 
working alone?

I think initially this was a budgetary con-
straint. I’ve come to really enjoy the process 
of just going where my curiosity takes me! 
Though I will say, the process of shepher-
ding the orchestral arrangements of the 
songs for the Supergiant Orchestra con-
certs has been a really fun collaboration 
with Austin, and the arranger, Brian LaGu-
ardia. I certainly wouldn’t rule out doing so-
mething with more people involved in the 
future.

When you began working on the Hades 
project, what were your inspirations for 
the music for the game?

I knew I wanted to have some mediterrane-
an instruments make an appearance in the 
soundtrack, as well as some musical ideas 
that evoke a mediterranean style. I also fi-
gured that any game that takes place in hell 
would have to contain some amount of me-
tal. Additionally, I wanted to reflect some of 
the lightness of the tone of the game, and 
I ended up using a theremin-like sound 
(played on a Casio SK-1), which reminds me 
of „Halloween” music in a cheeky way, or 
even old science fiction movies. Those ele-
ments mashed together are how I wound 
up with the music for Hades!

You said that music is an intergalactic 
language, which knows no barriers. Co-
uld you elaborate that thought?

Hmm...I don’t remember saying that, but 
it makes sense to me! I think music is so-
mething that has the power to elicit a vi-
sceral emotional response from people, re-
gardless of language, cultural background, 
etc. I think it’s something that is in us, as 
humans. We respond to harmonious vibra-
tions of air. Maybe it has something to do 
with our inherent need to organize things.

©Supergiant Games

You played a lot of concerts in the USA 
in the last two years. Is there any chance 
you could go on a tour in Europe?

Ashley and I had that show in London in Ja-
nuary. We would love to play more shows 
if the opportunity came up and the timing 
made sense. A tour probably wouldn’t work, 
since I’m pretty much always working on 
our current game at Supergiant. If I leave 
for a month or two, there’s no one making 
audio!

mariusz Borkowski

mailto:mborkowski%40gamemusic.pl?subject=
https://twitter.com/MariuszBorkows4
https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/THE-MUSIC-OF-RED-DEAD-REDEMPTION-2-ORIGINAL-SCORE-2xLP/7634


IN
T

E
R

V
E

IW
S

101

 the musiC Of 
Red dead RedemptiOn 2 

ORiginal sCORe

15% discount 
with promo code gamemusic on every 
(not discounted) albums in winylowa 

the promo code is valid from 01.05 to 17.05.

buy now!

https://onvinylstore.com/pl/p/THE-MUSIC-OF-RED-DEAD-REDEMPTION-2-ORIGINAL-SCORE-2xLP/7634


IN
T

E
R

V
E

IW
S

102

Olivier Deriviere is one of the most 
innovative composers of video game 
music. A dedicated gamer who al-
ways pays attention to interactivity 
of his soundtracks, and a winner of 
the International Film Music Critics 
Association award for his outstan-
ding score for Remember Me. I had a 

oliVier 
deriVière 
if you want to know what  
the difference Between a sample  
liBrary and a liVe performance is,  
Just look at any characters  
made in cgi in moVies.

chance to talk to him and ask a few 
questions about how he found the 
perfect sound of the 11-11 Memories 
Retold, captured the medieval atmo-
sphere of A Plague Tale: Innocence, 
recorded the cello for Vampyr and 
how he supports the player’s expe-
rience through his music.
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Your score for 11-11: Memories Retold is 
different than your previous scores. It 
is a pure classical work, with no experi-
ments with sound and combining diffe-
rent styles, which you like so much. Is 
it because of the nature of the game it-
self, or that you wanted to pay your re-
spects for the victims of the Great War, 
so the experiments would be somewhat 
inappropriate?

There is one little thing in the score that you 
may not noticed but that makes it different 
from a classical sounding. It is a low pulse 
that goes through many cues in the music. 
It was meant to capture the unstoppable 
war, the march to death, the irrevocable 
tragedy. For once my classical background, 
moreover French classical background, co-
uld be expressed entirely. The closest to this 

score is maybe Remember Me, in terms of 
orchestral writing, but yes, without the post 
process. What is more important to me is 
the choir and the text. That is something 
people tend to overlook but, on Bandcamp, 
I give away a digital booklet with lyrics in 
French and translated in English.

You were looking for the final sound of 
the orchestra in Memories Retold score 
for a bit long. Could you tell us how did 
you finally find it?

I’ve worked with John Kurlander, for a third 
time. He was the chief engineer of EMI 
Classic and recorded for 15 years all the 
classical repertoire at Abbey Road. Then he 
went to movies and did so many, including 
Lord of the Rings trilogy. Working with so-
meone like John is always a privilege and 
after the recording sessions in London we 
went to Paris for mixing. We spent 4 days 
trying to create sound that was interesting 

I wanted Eric to express himself 
fully without any limitations.

©Dontnot Entertainment
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and one evening, after a full day of doubts 
we went to eat at a restaurant. On our way 
there, in my car, I’ve played some Gabriel 
Faure’s Requiem and I was so passionate 
about it than the next day John asked me 
to be alone for 10 minutes. When he called 
me and played the music I couldn’t believe 
it, it was perfect. I asked how and he said 
“Well, I’m not used to do classical mixing for 
a soundtrack, it is something people don’t 
do because they want something edgy, but 
I realized you wanted a classical mix”. And 
that was it!

For the Vampyr soundtrack, you collabo-
rated with the cellist Eric-Maria Couturier. 
The score sounds very contemporary. 
Was he improvising a lot?

Everything was written but his performan-
ce made the music what it is. The truly dif-
ferent aspect of the soundtrack is that most 
of it is without a click track, a metronome. I 
wanted Eric to express himself fully without 
any limitations. Music with click track is less 
musical if not justified…

For your score for A Plague Tale: Inno-
cence you made use of traditional instru-
ments like viola da gamba or nyckelhar-
pa, yet you mentioned you wanted the 
score to sound modern. Could you tell 
something more about it?

You may not hear it but you have many 
synth and post processing on this OST. I 
may one day make a video to deconstruct 
the sound of it. I wanted very traditional in-
struments, but I didn’t write in a medieval 
scale. I didn’t want the score to follow the 
tropes of medieval atmosphere. It is a gritty 
and very modern score with the use of very 
old instruments.

You often emphasize that working with 
live musicians is much better than using 
sample libraries (which are pretty good 
nowadays). Is it because working with 
real people brings more opportunities?

If you want to know what the difference 
between a sample library and a live perfor-

mance is, just look at any characters made 
in CGI in movies and compare them with 
the real actors. Somehow you will under-
stand why real musicians will always be bet-
ter than the digital reproduction. Of course 
it also depends on your music. Imagine Pla-
gue Tale or Vampyr or Get Even or anything 
I did with sample library. As good as they 
can be you will (at least until now) not make 
them sound like the live musicians do.

While in the 90’s the soundtracks for ga-
mes were mostly MIDI/electronics, no-
wadays most of them are orchestral and, 
unfortunately, predictable. What is your 
recipe for originality? Do you think that 
being original is more risky for the develo-
pers, so they prefer to hire composers who 
are “safe” and who do as they are told?

©Digixart Entertainment

©Focus Home Interactive
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Well, I don’t want to put words into month 
of other composers. Everybody is different 
and unique. If they are making predictable 
music it might be for many different re-
asons. As for myself, I don’t try to be origi-
nal, I want to be truthful to the game I write 
music for. Even if it means I won’t write a 
simple and predictable melody performed 
by a cellist or a singer that will “move your 
heart” and make my music impossible to li-
sten to on Spotify while you’re doing some-
thing else than paying attention to it. (It’s 
a good thing my PR won’t read this before 
you print it…is it?)

What are your perfect conditions while 
working with the devs?

Be with them all along, for the good and 
the bad times, for the tears and the pain, for 
the success and the failure.

A game audio is complementary when 
both the score and the sound design fit 
together. Do you pay close attention to 
what the sound designers are doing whi-
le working on a game?

Video games are still young. Nobody real-
ly masters it. We don’t know how to “make 
them”, but we are trying hard and we are 
getting better. Audio in games is following 
the same path. You have to be humble and 
team up with everybody to deliver the best 
to the game.

For the Get Even game, you created a 
special system which made the score in-
teractive. Could you tell our readers more 
about it?

It hurts to read that you consider Get Even 
an interactive score because all of my sco-
res are very interactive. The particularity of 
Get Even is that I went beyond anything I’ve 
done so far. Get Even is an experience that 
most players will overlook for many reasons, 
good and bad. But in my opinion, it is one of 
the best games I’ve ever worked on for its 
unique experience. Audio is different from 
anything you would have played before, play 
with headphones and enjoy the party!©
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©Focus Home Interactive

Every game is interesting to me.

The games you work on are emotionally 
driven or with good narrative. Would you 
ever score a game with actually no sto-
ry and lots of action, like a typical sho-
oter? On the other hand, would you score 
a game where the action is slow, like a 
“walking simulator”?

I did a game called Harold that is a race 
runner and just recently I’m the main 
composer on Streets of Rage 4. Every 
game is interesting to me because for 
each of them, either there is a story or not, 
I want to support the player’s experience 
through gameplay.

You are a dedicated gamer. Do you focus 
on a soundtrack when you play? Do you 
have something like “oh, what a terrible 
score, it is unbearable!” or “wow, that 
score is awesome!”?

I have my thoughts like anyone else, yes.

You mentioned once that scoring a game 
is like scoring a movie without the terri-
ble aspects of scoring a movie. Could you 
tell what these terrible aspects are?

Well, I’m sure film composers would say the 
opposite! Hahaha!

izaBela Besztocha
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Jason Graves is a composer known for his scary horror soundtracks, 
like for the Dead Space game series or his recent score for Man of 
Medan. I asked him a few questions not only about horror and here 
are his funny and brilliant answers.

With your recent score for The Dark Pic-
tures: Man of Medan you are back to hor-
ror scoring. How was it to do what you’re 
known most of again?

It’s funny, because I sometimes feel like my 
last name has been paving the way for a ca-
reer in writing horror music for some time 

now! It’s always fun to go back to some-
thing after I’ve had some time away from 
it. No one wants to eat the same menu for 
dinner, night after night. And it’s been a few 
years since I did anything scary. I really do 
love working in the horror genre and it’s 
nice to be able to have some “time off” and 
feel a lot more fresh coming back!

Jason 
graVes 
i’Ve always felt that 
the unknown is 
the scariest thing
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Was working on Man of Medan’s sound-
track similar to working on Until Dawn’s?

From an interactive standpoint, yes, a little 
bit. Although the game itself is far more 
complicated and intertwined with the who-
le “interactive two player” options. Even the 
single player mode is a lot more comprehen-
sive and granular, in terms of choices you can 
make and how they affect the story. Barney 
Pratt, the Audio Director at Supermassive 
Games, and I had a lot of the same kinds of 

conversations about what the gameplay ne-
eded in terms of musical support.

But there was also the understanding that 
this score was going to have to be even 
more dynamic and interactive than the one 
for Until Dawn. Basically that means a lot 
more moving parts for the music and the 
way it was implemented into the game.

Do you empathise with the protagonists 
of each game you score? The music in 
Man of Medan conveys their emotions 
very well.

That’s great to hear, thank you! When I am 
creating a score, I would say one of my main 

©Electronic Arts

in
t

e
r

V
e

iw
s

110

There’s definitely a primal, orga-
nic, rhythmic approach to how I 
compose scary music.
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goals is to put myself in the player’s shoes 
and create music that reflects their current 
situation. One of the things that I’ve always 
thought of when I think of the ocean is mu-
sic with three beats in it. There’s something 
about that “1, 2, 3” kind of feeling that lulls me 
into a sense of being on the water, moving 
up and down with the waves. That was my 
main approach to this entire score – it’s all in 
some form of triple meter – time signatures 
that have that strong sense of “1, 2, 3” to them.

And, of course, being stranded and attac-
ked or kidnapped on a boat in the middle 
of the ocean is about as terrifying as it gets. 
You’re literally in the middle of nowhere and 
completely isolated. It’s not like you can run 
around the corner to the neighbor’s house 
for help. I tried to play up that aspect of the 
psychological terror – the feeling of isola-
tion and suspense.

Do you see any difference between wor-
king for an indie title like Moss and an 
AAA title like the Dead Space franchise?
In reality, it always comes down to me and 
my relationship with the Audio Director. 
We are the two folks responsible for ma-
king the best music for the game possible, 
regardless of budgets or the scale of the 
game. I enjoy working on both kinds of pro-
jects, and sometimes the smaller games 
can be more immediately rewarding since 
they usually are released a lot quicker. But 
it’s equally fun to take on those epic, larger-
than-life games with a multi year music 
production schedule and a huge scope of 
assets. I’ve turned around indie titles in a 
matter of a few months, while the bigger 
games can be a multi year process. Both 
methods work, and honestly, it’s refreshing 
to work on both!

Since you’re mostly known of horror so-
undtracks, how did you end up being 
asked to write music for Moss, very calm, 
beautiful and relaxing music?

It’s funny, because the music I wrote for 
Moss is the kind of music I would write on 
my own if I were doing something “for fun.” 
I really love those kinds of harmonies and 

themes, the live instruments and sense of 
wonder and beauty that they convey.

Polyarc contacted my agent looking for a 
composer. When she suggested me, Ste-
phen Hodde, the Audio Director at Polyarc, 
literally said, “Oh, no, it’s not that kind of a 
game!” But she explained that I actually 
wrote all kinds of music before I became 
known for horror and assured him I was a 
good choice. I submitted a suite of music 

©Electronic Arts

©Sony Interactive Entertainment
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with my ideas for Moss and Polyarc hired 
me. The main theme of the game and a few 
other pieces were taken directly from the 
original suite, note for note.

You are a trained percussionist. How does 
it affect your orchestral soundtracks? 
Both Dead Space and Man of Medan sco-
res are very rhythmical.

There’s definitely a primal, organic, rhy-
thmic approach to how I compose scary 
music. A lot of it has to do with keeping the 
player off balance by bouncing around with 
odd rhythms and unexpected changes. 
Anything different or unusual that can cau-
se the player to feel off guard, like some-
thing isn’t quite right! Even a very straight-
forward, insistent pulse with short strings 
can feel very driving and maniacal if you 
place the accents in the right place.

I think mostly it comes down to being so 

entrenched in rhythm all my life. I started 
taking snare drum lessons in middle school 
and had expanded to drum set, timpani, vi-
bes and marimba by high school. I proba-
bly think of rhythm and beats as a way of 
starting a new song the way most people 
would think of a melody. It’s so ingrained in 
my psyche!

In your soundtrack for Far Cry Primal, 
you used a wide range of percussion and 
world instruments. Did you play them 
yourself?

Absolutely! I spent a few months resear-
ching materials and items that would have 
existed back in the Stone Age and proce-
eded to dismiss anything that couldn’t be 
found back then out of the studio. Metal? 
Gone. That meant no cymbals or gongs. Or 
modern drums. Plastic? Nope!

Essentially I had the choice of wood, animal 
skin (good for drums), stone, clay, dirt, etc. 
I even employed several large bushes and 
some rocks from my backyard. I created a 
Stone Age drum set by arranging all these 
elements – large shrubs, large stones, big 

I think a good horror score 
musically portrays that idea 
of “the unknown.

©Bandai Namco Entertainment
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pieces of wood, even a heavy bucket of dirt 
with a stick to “stir” it around with the tempo 
of the music. I set up microphones all aro-
und it the way you would record a drum set 
– I think there were eight microphones for 
all the different “instruments.” That was my 
main set of percussion sounds for the game.

I also performed recorded sounds with clay 
pots, wooden whistles, goat hoof bracelets, 
shell necklaces and bone flutes. I even found 
an amazing sounding conch shell, which is 
the epically low and scary horn sound you 
hear in most of the hunting/tracking cues. 
It just reminded me of some kind of animal 
call and I had to use it. Far Cry Primal was a 
really fun score to work on!

Were the screams and vocals in Far Cry 
Primal soundtrack sampled or were they 
recorded live?

The entire soundtrack was live. That won-
derfully harrowing woman you can hear 
screaming throughout the score is Malu-
kah. She actually has an absolutely beauti-
ful voice! She sang “Home To Me” on Moss 
and also did vocals on my VR score for Lone 
Echo, so I feel like I redeemed myself for 
asking her for some meany screams and 
creepy whispers. I really made her stretch 
for Primal but I think she totally nailed it! I 
recorded the rest of the vocals myself.

Is it easy to work with the orchestra on 
such hard material that was the Dead 
Space score?

Ironically, the biggest challenge recording 
all of those creepy, abstract sounds with 
the orchestra was keeping them from lau-
ghing at the end of every take. It was quite 
the funny predicament! I had several takes 
ruined by musicians laughing. And I don’t 
mean just quietly snickering. I mean LAU-
GHING out loud.

Musicians dedicate everything they have 
learning their instrument. They spend the-
ir entire lives being taught exactly how to 
play and exactly what they are supposed 
to sound like. Then they show up to a re-

cording session where they are told “play 
any of these notes as fast as you can, but 
very quietly.” They literally are mentally sent 
back to when they were little kids, goofing 
off with their instruments and making fun-
ny sounds to make each other laugh. Ho-
nestly, those kinds of recording sessions are 
the most fun ones to conduct!

What makes a good horror soundtrack, 
in your opinion?

I’ve always felt that the unknown is the sca-
riest thing – the masked killer, the shadow 
under the bed, the shark fin in the water. 
Not knowing something forces your mind 
to fill in the blanks. And our imagination is 
going to conjure up something a lot more 
terrifying than a guy with a knife or a ru-
bber (or even less scary, CG) shark. I think 
a good horror score musically portrays that 
idea of “the unknown.”

izaBela Besztocha
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The first installment of the ever-popular Diablo franchise has captivated the minds 
and souls of gamers worldwide, and so has its sequel. If you are among those who 
enjoyed the unforgettable music created by Matt Uelmen, you definitely should 
read our interview with this composer!

This was the same era when Blizzard was roughly a similar profile, 10-20 people 
developing for consoles and doing ports with very young teams.

Firstly, I would like to say that it is a huge 
honor for me to do an interview with you. 
I have been a fan of Diablo series since 
my childhood, and especially of the music 
from Lord of Destruction. Without further 
ado, let us start from Diablo in this case.

Thanks, that is very flattering and I appre-
ciate it.

Your career was kickstarted together 
with the release of the first Diablo. The 

matt 
uelmen 
origins of diaBlo

game was an enormous success, and it 
was the same with it’s sequel. But how 
exactly did you end up working with 
Blizzard in the first place?

I bothered the Schaefer brothers and Da-
vid Brevik when I spotted them by tracking 
down development studios for consoles in 
the Bay Area. This was the same era when 
Blizzard was roughly a similar profile, 10-20 
people developing for consoles and doing 
ports with very young teams. Irvine’s te-
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ams were always about twice the size as we 
grew in relative terms in those years, and 
their ownership bought the company in a 
similar manner as to the Blizzard founders 
around the same time.

Careful listening reveals multiple refe-
rences to Wagner, Holst, Debussy and 
Stravinsky in your music created for Dia-
blo and Torchlight. How did you come up 
with the idea to gather inspiration from 
these composers? You are among the 
few who manage to do so in a skillful way.

Thanks, I appreciate that. In all those cases, 
I’m being a little obvious and ham-fisted, but 
I kind of felt a window to be really didactic by 
leaning heavily on Tristan and the Debussy’s 
opera piece, which is a really, really important 
milestone in Western art, and part of that gre-
at tradition of the giants who only did one ope-
ra. There was some Stravinsky material which 
I subsequently didn’t intend to release, but 
that wasn’t under my control. Obviously, tho-
ugh, I love the Stravinsky stuff from a century 
ago, but that’s hard not to do. Who doesn’t? 
‘Rite‘ does polytonal melodies really well, in an 
entertaining way. I love it when I get a chance 
to use the classics, I’ve also leaned on Scriabin 
a bit lately. I feel a bit lazy with the original Tor-
chlight menu, in retrospect, I shouldn’t have 
leaned on Traviata, but it’s a great moment in 
psychological history. I love that character, the 
fading beauty’s last bloom.

How do you recall the recording sessions 
with orchestra for Lord of Destruction? 
I have always been curious about the 
feelings of composers who receive such 
opportunity for the first time. You went 
from experimental sounds and the fan 
favorite twelve-string guitar to a comple-
tely different kind of music back then.

They were really fun, even if they were nerve
-wracking, just because some of my cues 
sounded really really horrible on our first 

day. Still, it was an awesome experience, I 
love that studio. I feel a strong sentimental 
attachment to Central Europe for whatever 
reason, despite being too stupid and lazy to 
learn German or a Slavic language.

During the works behind Diablo II and 
Lord of Destruction, was there any direct 
cooperation between yourself and Jason 
Hayes who did the cutscene music? In 
Lord of Destruction your almost Wagne-
rian tracks made for the gameplay are 
very different from his Middle-Eastern 
sounds with bagpipes and rock elements 
made for cinematics.

That’s a great question! Yes, I didn’t do much 
or any work at all on the Diablo II cinematic 
sequences. That was all (I think but am not 
sure) a mix of Glenn Stafford and Jason Hayes 
with possibly some Derek Duke’s.

© Blizzard Entertainment

© Blizzard Entertainment

If you are among those who 
enjoyed the unforgettable music 
created by Matt Uelmen.

I love the Stravinsky stuff from a 
century ago, but that’s hard not 
to do. Who doesn’t?
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Please tell us a bit about the creative 
process behind the music of Torchlight. 
I admit that it resembles Diablo, espe-
cially Town brings back memories of Tri-
stram and Sisters.

It was basically a more family-friendly version 
of the “Diablo” approach in some ways, tho-
ugh we tried to stick to RPG themes that are 
fairly universal. The music reflected that, I used 
nylon string and gibson-y guitar tones in Tor-
chlight I to help differentiate it from that series, 
though I couldn’t resist using some mandolin 
and twelve-string textures in the later parts of 
Torchlight II. That sound just goes great with fo-
rest-y vistas. In general, the music was laid out 
in a fairly linear wallpaper-y way, area by area, 
though that isn’t far from the conventions of 
the genre, even if my team happened to cap-
ture that kind of game with some atmosphere 
fairly early in gaming history. The creative pro-
cess was strange, but it always is.

What do you think was the biggest chal-
lenge so far in your career as a video 
game composer?

It’s impossible to seperate personal chal-
lenges from professional challenges, be-
cause they’re kind of the same thing. I think 
the toughest moment was not letting my-
self feel too burned when Blizzard had a 
very rough moment very early in its history 
twenty years ago. If you can not over-per-
sonalize things that are out of people’s con-
trol, events like these can be endured and 
not make one too bitter, or forgetful of what 
drew them to a career path.
People who compose music for video ga-
mes often face many constraints. When 
you worked on Diablo and Diablo II, hi-
ring an orchestra was aluxury, and sam-
pling was in its early stages. How did you 
manage to find the right balance while 
working under those difficulties?

Well, it would have been difficult to have 
had the focus to do my first orchestral stuff 
on my own if I had more pressures, like 
kids, etc. I was lucky in that I had a couple 
of chances to work on that kind of mate-

©Blizzard Entertainment

(…) I couldn’t resist using some 
mandolin and twelve-string 
textures in the later parts 
of Torchlight II.
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rial before I had those pressures, and that 
experience was invaluable in terms of hel-
ping me mature.

Which of your tracks makes you the proudest 
and could be considered a magnum opus? 
Consecutively, with hindsight, are there any 
ones that you are not satisfied with?

I think I’m proudest of the more successful 
lyrical moments I just did with Kirk Trevor 
and the Slovak National Symphony Orche-
stra six or so years ago. I’ve recently listened 
to it, and they just did some pretty stuff, and 
you feel spoiled when you get that real in-
tonation out of players, with the fifths that 
glow in a way that even tempered samples 
never do. I’m also really proud of doing the 
Tristram theme straight, even if that might 
objectively seem to be me at my laziest and 
most derivative. It’s just a great moment, 
and I’m glad it made it onto a bigger stage 
via games. I guess I’d like a do over on the 
menu theme of the first Torchlight. I just 
dig the mid 19th century too much.

Let us assume for a moment that Blizzard 
Entertainment creates Diablo IV and 
decides to hire you for the whole pro-
ject. Which direction would you choose 
initially, given that Diablo III and Reaper 
of Souls were very different from their 
predecessors?

That scenario would be very unlikely. I wo-
uld say that if I was trying to recreate what 
I think worked best in my late 90s stuff, I 
would try to build a traditional rock power 
quartet, with that Young brothers Gibson + 
Gretsch sound on top of flatpicked p-bass, 
if I had the resources to rehearse and record 
a real pro band, and then I’d want to build 
around dubb-ish versions of that.

The fifteenth anniversary of Diablo series 
marks the release of a compilation with 
selected tracks which include Hydra and 
Lord – the concept music of Diablo III. 
Diablo III Overture and And the Heavens 
Shall Tremble seem to originate from Hy-
dra, while Lord contains references to 
Stravinsky and Holst. Thus, my question 

is: how would your soundtrack for Diablo 
III sound if the initial game idea was not 
cancelled?

Well, the initial idea was never cancelled. It 
was effectively shut down for a year or so 
around my time in Irvine. I think Jay Wilson 
is and was a very talented designer and his 
vision of a more robotron-ish game was a 
natural progression from what Dave had 
designed earlier. I wouldn’t speculate on 
alternative histories, you never know what 
strange things happen in alternate timeli-
nes. I did not think the Stravinksy-ish ma-
terial would be released as of when I left 
Blizzard. But, sure, if I had the environment 
to write for another few years of orchestral 
stuff, I would probably gravitate towards 
styles resembling that era of Russians, who 
were a summit of color and imagination.

©Blizzard Entertainment

daniel wÓJcik

I’m also really proud of doing the 
Tristram theme straight, even if 
that might objectively seem to 
be me at my laziest and most 
derivative.
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Once upon a time in the Czech lands… It could’ve started with this one, but King-
dom Come: Deliverence is not a fairy tale. It’s more like “the Middle Age simula-
tor”, so it needs to have a very realistic music to capture that period.

Let’s turn it upside down and take a look on the backstage of creating a music for 
this game. I had a pleasure to talk with Jan Valta and Adam Sporka – the compo-
sers of Kingdom Come soundtrack.

The soundtrack for kingdom Come: Deli-
verance won a.o. CEEGA award in a music 
category. But let’s start from the begin-
ning. How did the beginning of your co-
operation look like? Do you remember the 
first scratches of your music?

There’s a story behind the very beginning of 
our work. We (Adam and I) wanted to create an 

adaptive music demo and pitch it to Warhor-
se. After some months of work, Adam’s friend 
who worked at Warhorse told him that Daniel 
Vávra (creative director of the project) already 
has some composer in mind. So we gave up. 
And literally the next day I received an e-mail 
from Daniel who was offering the composer’s 
position to me – because that guy he had in 
mind was me. A real nice surprise.

Jan Valta 
& adam 
sporka 
we decided to sit down and 
implement our own technology 
for adaptiVe music
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It took me about five different 
versions until guys at Warhorse 
were satisfied. – Jan Valta

During our very first meeting, I told Daniel I 
want to work with Adam, because he’s both 
a skilled programmer & scientist and gifted 
musician – which is a very, very rare set of 
skills. So that’s how it all started.

First scratches of music: that was in the summer 
of 2014 when I was working on music for Alpha 
Teaser – very first piece of music created for 
Kingdom Come: Deliverance. It took me abo-
ut five different versions until guys at Warhorse 
were satisfied but I never regret it: it gave me a 
great opportunity to set a “common ground” on 
the general style of music for the game. The rest 
was easy: 3 years, about 5000 hours of work of 
both me and Adam – and we were done.

Last thing: the main theme for Kingdom 
Come (you hear it i.e. when you first see the 
Skalitz behind the horizon) appeared alrea-

dy in the very first version of that very first 
piece of music. By then, it was just a small 
motif consisting of 6 tones which suppor-
ted some other melody. But somehow I felt 
there’s a potential in it, and it never left me.

My first scratches were in C++. Before we jo-
ined the Kingdom Come: Deliverance dev 
team, we decided with Jan to sit down and 
implement our own technology for adapti-
ve music, called Sequence Music Engine. At 
the very end of 2014 I managed to integra-
te our engine to the codebase of Kingdom 
Come: Deliverance, based on CryEngine.

The Middle Age in kingdom Come is 
shown so realistic, that the game is often 
called “The Middle Age Simulator”. The 
main character, Henry, is intentionally on 
the fringes of the greatest historic events, 
but the background of them is heard eve-
rywhere. As well as the real sounds of lo-
cal birds, town life and nature. What abo-
ut music? Have you been inspired by the 
original medieval cantos and songs?

©Warhorse Studios
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There isn’t too much original medieval mu-
sic available – quite few real scores of that 
period persisted till our days, and these are 
mostly meant for the church practice. So 
we had to make it around.

Adam composed a whole Mass 
based on his own gregorian 
chants. – Jan Valta

I came with a set of general rules which we 
followed all throughout the soundtrack, 
such as: modality (instead of the modern 
minor/major duality); irregular form of phra-
ses ( just as if it were led by the lyrics), ancient 
cadences in harmony; almost no thirds in 
melodies; use of ancient instrument, no use 
of piano etc. Simply put: we used elements 
they resemble ancient times, and we avo-
ided those they would sound too modern.

But of course we were inspired by what we 
all feel is the “medieval” music (which, in 
fact, is more the music of the renaissance). 
Also, Adam composed a whole Mass ba-
sed on his own gregorian chants – and that 
required quite some research and listening, 
too.

My father, Richard Sporka, was a concert 
singer and for a long-time member of the 
Prague Madrigal Singers, one of the top 
chamber ensembles in Czechoslovakia, 
performing early European music dating 
back as far as 1400s. As a kid, I would be go-
ing to their concerts on a regular basis. This 
game was an excellent opportunity for me 
to reconnect with the world he represen-
ted. Our medieval-sounding tracks, per-
formed by Bakchus, were inspired by the 
music they would perform. The Gregorian 
chant pieces in our game are also modern 
compositions but I wrote them after liste-
ning to lots of examples of period music.

Film music or game music is always hi-
ghly linked to the picture or the story, 
although sometimes it finds a space for 
itself or a place in a pop culture. Are the-
re any artists not related to the gamedev 
who influence you?

There would be many. My background is 
classical so I literally grew up with music by 
Dvořák, Mozart, Ravel etc., to name a few. 
Also, I am a lifetime lover of John Williams 
soundtracks – he’s the man. Plus we have 
some excellent Czech film composers of 
the previous decades – same as you Polish 
have Wojciech Kilar (which is fantastic, by 
the way), we have Luboš Fišer, Zdeněk Liška 
etc. All these are composers whose work I 
always admired – and surprisingly, most of 
these were given to me as a reference by 
Daniel Vávra, because he admires them too.

It might sound silly to some, but here I go 
anyway: I am a proud member of the fan-
dom of My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic, 
the cartoon series which premiered in 2010 
and closed this year. The show itself was 
fun, especially the first two seasons, and 
the fandom was an awesome community 

©Warhorse Studios
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Awesome community with 
many creative people, including 
musicians. – Adam Sporka
When I heard your song for the DLC for the 
first time, I was fighting back the tears. One of 
the most moving pieces of music I’ve heard in 
the last few years. Regarding my own part of 
the OST, I think I’ll get back to the Gregorian 
chant once again: The recording itself took 
place in a church in Čáslav, Czech Republic, 
where many important events of our family 
were celebrated or mourned. Did we mention 
that Jan and I are cousins? We didn’t? We are! 

BTW, we were super lucky when recording 
those chants and I realized that only while 
driving back to Prague that day: Čáslav is 
an important NATO air base and they had 
no training flights that day. They would de-
finitely get picked up by our microphones.

Some of the musicians prefer the mo-
ment of creating, when they don’t know 
what will become of their melody. The 
others prefer when their music goes on 
stage and comes alive. Where do you feel 
more comfortable?

with many creative people, including mu-
sicians, open for collaborations and mutual 
critiques. That’s how I met my friends from 
the Wasteland Wailers, a Transatlantic gro-
up of songwriters we started back in 2013.

Henry takes part in many significant 
events, but at the same time he stays in 
his low-key world. The music puts it all 
into the frames of a mood. Is there a pie-
ce of music which is particularly impor-
tant for you?

I like the opening sequence very much – it 
was thrilling to type the notes into the score 
and imagine that this will be the beginning 
of whole the big, epic story! Also, SPOILER 
ALERT I really love the cutscene with Hen-
ry’s father visiting him in a dream. ***SPO-
ILER END *** Aside for these, some of the 
exploration music, mainly for nature (fields, 
river, night) are quite dear to me, if I may 
say so about my own music. In the last DLC 
(A Woman’s Lot), there are two vocal pieces 
which I like, too (and surely not only becau-
se both are sung by my wife). And I must 
make a bow to Adam for his songs from the 
original game! They are just perfect.

©Warhorse Studios
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When producing soundtracks, the recor-
ding stage is relatively easy in my opinion: 
all is set, ready in the scores and orchestral 
parts; there aren’t any doubts any more and 
the only thing you have to do is to conduct 
a number of fantastic musicians who bring 
your music to life (and in my experience, 
they always help it a lot).

The real work lies in the preparation stage – be-
cause in music, preparation means the com-
posing itself which is a complex thing to do. 
And if you create a game soundtrack, there are 
two major things they make it a lot harder: ada-
ptivity, and then the fact that you have to deli-
ver the finished music to an unfinished game.

But even then – I love that stage too. So I 
can’t say which of those two parts of my 
work I love more. Actually the only thing 
which can make me uncomfortable is the 
lack of time – but that’s the price you have 
to pay to do such a wonderful work on such 
an enormous project.

To be honest, I have done so many different 
projects involving audio and music in my life 
that it’s hard for me to generalize. However, 
I think that coming up with a melody isn’t 
the bottleneck. It’s what happens before 
(you need to find something to compose for) 
and it’s what happens after (you need to sit 
down and produce it). I’m the happiest sim-
ply when I know that my music will end up 
being used and listened to by people.

Your kingdom Come concerts show that 
the music you created says a lot about 
different events, characters and places. 
In games the melody usually doesn’t 
have enough time for itself – it always 
depends on the gamer. Was it difficult to 
connect the particular tracks with each 
other, so that they sound together like 
a one flowing composition in the game 
and they’re still linked to the story?

I like thinking of themes and motives being 
some sort of extra set of characters: they 
are invisible but yet present, and they can 
do great things on behalf of the story (and/
or the real characters).

Also, in a soundtrack you use the same theme 
many times in many shapes and emotional 
states. That is why over time, important the-
mes become something like old pals to you: 
you know what to expect from them, you 
know how they will behave here and there 
and you also learn how they go along with 
each other – as I said, extra set of characters! 
And then you let them in: in the right moment, 
with the right emotion. That’s my ground for 
the dramaturgy from the musical standpoint.

Yeah, the structure of our music, including 
the mesh of seamless transitions, is pretty 
elaborate. We even wrote a journal paper 
about it (here).

We have two kinds of transitions on our music. 
The slow ones are the seamless transitions: 
When a change for the next music scene ne-
eds to happen, our engine waits for the next 
branch in the music signal which is guarante-

©Warhorse Studios
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ed to be between two musical phrases inside 
the existing scene and leads the playback to 
an aleph, one of the three possible states of 
harmony, tempo, and instrumentation. Each 
scene has three possible beginnings, one for 
each aleph. The seamlessness is achieved by 
choosing the right beginning, based on the 
aleph the previous scene led to.

The fast ones are transitions via cinels (“ci-
nel” = cinematic element) where we simply 
wait for the end of the bar in the existing 
scene. Then it’s a simple quick fade-out of 
the existing scene, synchronous start of the 
destination scene, and the sound of the su-
spended cymbal with the climax aligned at 
the start of the destination scene to cover 
the fade-out. The Czech word for cymbal is 
“činel”. The terminology we have come up 
with is full of puns in various languages. We 
apologize for them but we intend them!

Credo, one of our Gregorian chants, is a com-
position with alternative versions of strophes 
chosen at random, while maintaining the 
flow of the lyrics, so that while in the mona-
stery you can’t sing with the monks because 
you don’t really belong there.

From the philosophic category of qu-
estions – each age in history sounds of its 
own music. If you could choose the date 
of your birth and live in one of the music 
era, what period would it be? The Middle 
Age actually? The Viennese Classic? The 
modern diversity? Or maybe the opposi-
te direction – the electronic cyberpunk?

Honestly, I am happy I was born just in the 
time when I was born. I am no fan of most 
of the contemporary music nowadays (no 
fan at all, to be precise) but still – any mu-
sic you want is within your reach, and so is 
so much of the knowledge around it! With 
IMSLP (which I highly recommend), you 
can download full scores of the most fun-
damental works of western music and read 
them as if they were textbooks (which I hi-
ghly recommend, too).

Also, the overall quality of musicians improved 
enormously over last couple of decades, along 

with the recording technology – which is for 
the benefit, too. And despite the prophecies 
about the inevitable end of the recording indu-
stry, lots and lots of new music are being recor-
ded every single second around the globe, and 
there are even more options how to use it.

Yeah, when it comes to film music, I am par-
ticularly fond of the 70’s and 80’s – to me, tho-
se were the gold times of film soundtracks. 
He new millennium tendency is a film so-
undtrack represented mostly with a sound 
design instead of a “real” music (strong the-
mes, interesting chords and their progres-
sion, polyphony etc.). I personally find it so-
mehow empty, not enough emotional.

New music are being recorded 
every single second around the 
globe. – Jan Valta

But obviously it works just fine for the ma-
jority of nowadays production, and who am 
I to judge? May anyone do whatever he/she 
thinks is the best. Again – even if our present 
time has many flaws (and it does), I wouldn’t 
change when I was born. Not at all.

I am happy we live in an era where it is pos-
sible to study the work of others, get inspi-
red by it, and freely express yourself. This 
way we may live in all music eras known to 
people at the same time and create new 
ones. I hope this will continue.

Perhaps The Middle Age wasn’t the best 
time for everyday life, but I guess every 
fan of kC would happily come back to 
the old Czech lands and see the further 
adventures of Henry or another medieval 
story. Have you been working on the mu-
sic for the next kingdom Come already?

No comment.

I see. Anyway, I have my fingers crossed 
for your next music projects! Thank you 
so much for your time.

macieJ Baska
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He is the composer of Broken Age, Grim Fandango, Hearthstone, Full Throttle and 
so many other great games that the list goes on and on. Peter McConnell tells the 
story of how a possible rock star ended up being a video game music veteran, 
about life on the countryside and how the soundtrack to Broken Age got the sym-
phony orchestra treatment.

What lured you into the game music bu-
siness, and when did you become intere-
sted in music composition?

Hmm, how should I put this to not be too 
long-winded? Well, it pretty much started 
when I was born! I lived in Switzerland as 
a child. I had a condition in my throat that 
got life-threatening. I couldn’t even spe-
ak at that time. When I finally got cured,  
I immediately started singing. And I never 
stopped. Some of my first memories are of 
music.

peter 
mcconnell
i wanted to Become  
a rock star or something

Fast forwarding to college, I thought I was 
going to be a scientist. Then I realized that I 
didn’t really want that, that I had been stu-
dying what I thought I should rather than 
what I really loved. So I switched to music. A 
lot was happening and that time, for exam-
ple the whole new wave thing. And this was 
right at the time when the Mac got big.

It actually took me six years to graduate 
from college since I took a few years off. And 
then the Mac was released when I finally 
graduated in 1984. I was teaching people 
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I saw Monkey Island and realized 
the potential with this music.

how to use it in the electronic music studio 
at Harvard. Stevie Wonder was playing on 
the first Yamaha DX7 there, on a little tour 
at Harvard Law School. That was the first 
time I heard about the DX7. One guy sto-
od up during the Q&A part of the show and 
asked Stevie “what the hell is that thing?” 
A couple months later, we had one in the 
Harvard studio.

When I came out of school, I couldn’t figu-
re out how to earn any money. I wanted to 
become a rock star or something. However, 
I was able to work with music technology 
by getting a job at a company called Lexi-
con. They developed Reverb units. My friend 
from college and future collaborator, Michael 
Land, worked there as well. This was in 1986-
1987. The games industry was in its early 
ages. Zork was still big among the geek cro-
wd at this time. I remember being obsessed 
with that game! Zork was written on a DEC 

PDP-10 (a mainframe computer) by some 
MIT guys, and every engineer I knew worked 
on a DEC Unix machine of some kind and 
had played that original version of the game. 
It was a badge of honor among computer 
nerds to have gotten every point in the origi-
nal Zork, the last of which had to be earned 
by mailing a post card to an obscure address 
that you find in the game!

In 1989 my friend Michael Land left Lexicon 
for The San Francisco Bay Area, where he 
had gotten his Master’s degree in music. 
We planned to start a band. I was going to 
quit my job, drive out west and join him in 
this venture. Well, sometime between quit-
ting my job and getting out west, the band 
idea fell through. But meanwhile, Michael 
Land got a job at LucasArts. So, I was not 
going out there with the intention of wor-
king at LucasArts since I was still doing 
bands, writing code for Lexicon, being a 
starving artist, a bohemian type.

Michael Land was developing a system for 
music implementation in games at Luca-

©Florent Cellai

in
t

e
r

V
e

iw
s



IN
T

E
R

V
E

IW
S

131

©Double Fine Productions

©LucasArts

I ended up working for 
LucasArts almost ten years 
and then I left.

sArts. He brought me in to check it out. I 
saw Monkey Island and realized the potential 
with this music. Then I also realized that vi-
deo games were starting to become a dra-
matic medium, with scores and all this cool 
stuff. So, I got the opportunity to start wor-
king at LucasArts and help Michael develop 
a system called iMUSE (Interactive Music 
Streaming Engine), which was later on used 
in several LucasArts games. Then I even got 
the chance to write some music. It was actu-
ally a big deal for me to have a job interview 
where I was not only giving a resume but also 
a demo tape! So at this time I felt I had really 
advanced in the world. I knew music was go-
ing to be part of my job.

From the time I got hired up until now, I have 
all the time tried to get more music into my 
daily work. All the time. We did Monkey Island 
2 and Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis, 
the maiden projects for iMUSE. I ended up 
working for LucasArts almost ten years and 
then I left, to become a freelance composer 
in year 2000. After I left LucasArts, Michael 
Land and I actually worked together on a me-
dia project that failed miserably money-wise!

Was this project ever finished and 
released?

It no longer exists. It was a user-genera-
ted media website called SmashMash. We 
were early and then we were late, really. It’s 
hard to be just in time, but the experience 
of being an entrepreneur in Silicon Valley 
is a valuable one. I just wish it would have 
been a bit shorter!

As you mentioned, you are nowadays 
working as a freelance composer. Tell me 
about this way of living?

Yes, I am on my own nowadays. I work in 
a studio right next to my house, in a rural 
part of Marin County outside of San Franci-
sco. It is located on a hillside next to open 
space. Our town has just a post office and a 
convenience store with a hitching post that 
actually gets used! There are lots of horses 
and hippies around there. And I guess I co-
unt partly as one of the hippies.

At home, I get to watch my kids grow up 
and I am able to at the same time compose 
music. I tried to create a life that is based 
around being with my family and writing 
music, and I’m lucky to so far being able to 
do that. You never know, it’s a very unstable 
business being a musician.

Well, looking at your track record I would say 
that you are quite safe for the time being!

Yeah, people say that! But I tell you, the 
amount of dumbass luck that has been 
involved in me being able to do some of 
those scores is too big to contemplate.
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When you have an orchestra 
booked, one thing that is very 
precious is time.

Talking about luck, can you tell me how 
you ended up getting the Melbourne 
Symphony Orchestra to perform music 
for the Broken Age soundtrack?

That’s quite a story. When I first heard abo-
ut the Kickstarter campaign for Double 
Fine Adventure, it was indeed a big deal 
to raise that amount of money. However, I 
think that a lot of people outside the games 
industry don’t understand how an incredi-
bly small amount of money 3 million dollars 
really is. It was a really special game, so one 
thing that all of us in the sound team wan-
ted to make sure of was to use as much live 
music as possible. So if we were going to 
use synthesized sounds it needed to be for 
a very good reason. We discussed using a 
small ensemble, a wind string sextet. Ho-
wever, as the game development progres-
sed, it became clear that what we really ne-
eded was a bigger sound.

Meanwhile, I was working on an arrange-
ment of Grim Fandango music for Andrew 
Pogson of Melbourne Symphony Orche-
stra. He called me up in the beginning of 
2013 and told me that he was a big fan of 
my music from the old LucasArts days. He 
wondered if I could put together some Lu-
casArts music to be performed in a concert 
in Australia and I of course said yes! This is a 
whole story in itself, due to all the different 
licenses owned by Disney, even though 
they may not even have known about it at 
that time. Anyway, it is some kind of miracle 
that I managed to find the right people at 
Disney to get the approval.

So, I was working on the arrangement and 
at the same time working on the Broken 
Age music. At that time I was collaborating 
with an orchestrator, a friend of mine named 
Jonathan Sacks. He worked together with 
composer Randy Newman on Toy Story, Cars, 
Monsters, Inc., etc. Anyway, I was working 
with Jonathan on putting together this really 
nice orchestration of music from Grim Fan-
dango, which I always had wanted to do, al-
though back in the LucasArts days we didn’t 
have the money to pull that kind of thing off.

©Double Fine Productions
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Then one day, I got an email from Andrew 
Pogson. He had noticed that I was working 
on the Broken Age soundtrack. At the same 
time, I had been thinking if there would be 
a way to involve the Melbourne Symphony 
Orchestra in the Broken Age soundtrack. 
Andrew asked me if I had ever considered 
involving them and I responded that as a 
matter of fact I had. Well, he read my mind! 
It turned out that Andrew Pogson was a 
backer and that he had found out about 
me being involved that way.

There is no way that we could have pulled 
this off, to perform 25 minutes of music for 
Broken Age under normal circumstances, 
without Andrew’s help. We were simply 
put super lucky. The recording was han-
dled remotely with me being in a studio 
in California listening in via Skype while 
the orchestra was performing my score. 
We got fantastic performances. When you 
have an orchestra booked, one thing that 
is very precious is time. Up to each minute 
really. In the end it was a nail-biter where 
a lot was at stake. Everything worked out 

really great in the end, and I’m so happy 
we could pull this off. I would like to send 
a huge thank you to Andrew again. I can 
never thank him enough!

You mentioned Grim Fandango music be-
ing performed in Australia. Tell me more!

There were two concerts, one in Brisbane 
and another one in Perth. A neat thing is 
that my friend Austin Wintory (composer of 
Journey) conducted the concert in Brisba-
ne, performed by the Queensland Sympho-
ny Orchestra. Austin has always reminded 
me that he is a big fan of the Grim Fandan-
go score. Unfortunately I was not able to 
make it to any of these concerts. I am not 
very much of a world traveler really.

Would you like to see more orchestra per-
formances of your music in the future?

That would indeed be great. I’m really into 
doing as much concert music as I can. 
When I started out making music for ga-
mes it was quite primitive. I came in just 
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at the time when we still had PC speaker 
versions of games, like Monkey Island. I 
didn’t actually work on these versions, but 
had the opportunity to see how they were 
created. There were lots of coding involved 
and quite a special sound. So, we started 

with that and then nowadays we can actu-
ally create the music that was in our heads 
at that time. I would just like to make up 
for all these years of synthesizers. With that 
said, I have nothing against them though. 
I’m doing some stuff in my scores nowa-
days as well, but that is because I want to 
and not that I’m forced to.

You clearly prefer live instruments, don’t 
you?

Yes. Although there have been some excep-
tions lately, like the Plants vs. Zombies: Gar-
den Warfare score. It was a romp through 
80s land, and I did really enjoy doing that. I 
hate to say this since it’s going to sound like 
I’m ancient, but new wave music was a big 
deal back when I was in college. Bands like 
The Cars and The Human League were big 
back then, with a sort of synth rock ‘n’ roll 
sound. It was really fun to go back to these 
days of being a kid. However, you are right 
in that a lot of what I’ve done has been with 
live players in small ensembles. For exam-
ple, Psychonauts and about half of Broken 
Age use a small ensemble.

If you got the chance to work on whatever 
project you wanted, what would it be?

Well, it would be something unheard of. To 
me, Broken Age was such a project. It’s like 
no other game I’ve experienced, it has sto-
rytelling that is really powerful, it is creati-
ve and different. So, my ideal project is al-
ways something different, something that 
you didn’t really think would happen. I like 
when I think ”oh, I never thought of that.” 
That’s my favorite things to work on. Sly Co-
oper is another such example.

I think I’m more interested in the vibe and 
the story and point and view of a game 
than what genre it is. But you know what 
my dream gig would really be? A musical 
theater! It should somehow involve aspects 
of interactivity and being a bit like a video 
game. I don’t know how it would look like, 
but I have this sort of idea that someday 
there will be some kind of live audience 
involved.

©LucasArts

The level of nuance and 
expression is so different.

©Double Fine Productions
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Speaking of different forms of media, 
have you worked on any projects other 
than video games?

Not a lot. I have done ghost writing for some 
films, which is really fun and I would like to 
do more of that. What’s interesting about 
scoring non-animated content is that in 
for example a film, you’re looking at things 
like what someone’s eyebrow does or what 
the corner of their mouth does. The level of 
nuance and expression is so different. Al-
though I have nothing against animation, 
because it has other cool things, things 
you can only imagine in real life. However, 
in film with real actors the level of subtlety 
is really interesting. So it’s something that 
would be nice to do more of.

Do you have any favorite TV series or mo-
vies to recommend?

I would need to catch up on the world of 
visual entertainment more than I can be 
someone to recommend stuff. Actually, my 
wife and I are big fans of all the usual su-
spects like Mad Men and Game of Thrones. 
TV series really is the new high visual art 
medium, because it finally occurred to pe-
ople that a movie is at best the equivalent 
of a short story. The depth to explore cha-
racters is so much different. Video games 
also have this possibility, since you spend so 
much time in them. However, it very much 
depends on how the gameplay brings out 
the story. It usually is not as efficient as a 
TV series.

I enjoy very much being a dad.

When we had our first child, my wife and 
I were addicted to Deadwood. And it’s still 
one of the best things I’ve seen. It probably 
helps that I’m a sucker for the old west! And 
I’m a big fan of that period of time in Ame-
rican history. But just the level of quality of 
the writing was so astonishing to me, al-
most a Shakespearian level on the writing. 
Comparing with games, I am still to see so-
mething like that. However, Broken Age has 
that level of writing too!

You mentioned kids. How many?

I have a son and a daughter. My daughter 
is a very sensitive musician and my son is 
kind of a stage artist already. Both of them 
play the piano. I enjoy very much being a 
dad.

Peter McConnell picks up his phone to show 
a video clip of his daughter playing the pia-
no. He browses through the video clips and 
photos and finds one of a brick wall. “Proba-
bly yet another pocket shot.” He continues, 
but can’t find what he’s looking for. Then he 
proudly shows a video clip where both his 
kids are singing “Let It Go” from Frozen. Pe-
ter McConnell indeed enjoys being a dad.

Johan köhn
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