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This is a Humorous Interpretation written for the 2010-2011 competition year. It placed 2nd Place, 2011 NCFCA National Championship, as well as winning regional tournaments. 
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“The Composer is Dead”                                                          by Reid Arthur
Introduction to Piece
“Composer is a word which here means ‘A person who sits in a room, muttering and humming and figuring out what notes the orchestra is going to play.’ This is called composing. But Last night, the Composer was not muttering. He was not humming. He was not moving, or even breathing.
“This is called Decomposing.”
Reading those words for the first time, I knew I had found a great piece for my Humorous Interpretation (HI).
Finding the right piece to perform is the one of the hardest parts of the whole interp process. I had been looking for a piece since the end of the previous season. I had just recently finished reading Lemony Snicket’s famous Series of Unfortunate Events and thought they would make wonderful HI’s. Lemony Snicket has such an amazing way of writing about things that are otherwise “unfortunate,” making them comical and amusing, such as an evil count kidnapping three orphans and trying to steal their fortune. I would not think that was funny if someone just told me about it. The problem with A Series of Unfortunate Events, though, was that it would take a lot of explaining and going too deep into subplots to make it make sense. There was also the risk of falling into the part of Jim Carrey from the film version. So I started looking into the other works of Lemony Snicket. I found a story about a lump of coal, an autobiography, and a story about a dead composer.
“A dead composer” I thought. “That sounds promising!” I checked the book out at the library and read it. It was exactly what I was looking for. The Inspector goes to the orchestra to investigate the murder of a composer. He interrogates each instrument one-by-one until he finds the culprit. I struck gold! 
Interesting Things to Know
I chose this piece because it had fun characters, witty dialogue, and a truly comical story.
My family is very musical. My siblings and I all play instruments– trumpet, cello, piano, violin and even mandolin. Being avid orchestra goers (mostly because my sister used to play violin for three different orchestras), all the jokes made perfect sense to me. One important thing about interps is that you find a piece that works for you. While looking for a piece, I realized that not every story out there is right for you. Is the subject material familiar to you? Can you relate to the characters? It is important to find the piece that you are well acquainted with.
With my selection, I faced one minor problem… Not everyone knows a lot about the orchestra!
Sure it would be funny to all the music lovers in the room, but what about all the other people? I had to find a way to make it universally appealing! How do you do that? I had to make my characters really stand out. I got my inspiration from a great creative mind, Walt Disney himself! I am a huge Disney fan and, when I picked this piece, two cartoons came to mind:
1) Peter and the Wolf
2) Silly Symphony’s Music Land
In Peter in the Wolf, each instrument represents and is matched with one of the characters, personifying their traits. For example, the oboe represents the duck, the horns represent the wolf, the strings represent Peter, and so on.
Music Land is a cartoon set in a world where musical instruments are alive and move like humans, while keeping the shape of their instrument.
I decided to mix those two concepts for my speech. I wanted the Inspector to interrogate the instrument, not someone playing it. Then, I wanted each instrument to represent a certain type of person. The flutes were the petite quiet ones, the trumpets were loud and flamboyant, etc.
I had some good characters, though I was hardly done.
When I brought my piece to club for the first time, I performed it with my newly developed characters. When I got done, my coach said, “You need some blocking.” 
“What?” I said, “weren’t my characters good?” 
“Yes, but now you need to give them something to do.” 
“Oh…” 
I had not thought of that. I had a vague idea of what to do, but it was not crystal clear. So, I went and got some help. My piece would not be what it was in the end if it were not for the incredible advice and tips from those around me. I remember the first person I went to was the funniest person in my club, who had done very well in competition. We started working on my piece, and probably made it through the first three scenes. He gave me great ideas for me to tackle the rest. It took a lot of creative collaboration with family and friends to make my piece work.
Now I had good characters and terrific blocking. Was I done yet? Not quite.
Another person that helped me immensely was a friend of our family, an actress. I presented my speech for her, and she and I started working on the little details that would help make the piece better. Something I was doing unintentionally was looking down at the ground throughout the piece. She said that every time I looked down I pulled her out of the moment. One thing that is vital to interps is keeping your audience in the story. You want them to be engaged by the piece, not distracted from your performance. This was something I would not have caught on my own. I highly recommend that you find an objective third person to watch your interp and give you feedback. We kept working on it, making sure I was not doing things such as pacing too much, and that I kept my face toward the audience. Every little detail, however seemingly unnecessary, counts. The little things are what distinguish your speech from others’. They mark the difference between a typical piece, and one that is truly excellent!
I ran my piece at two qualifiers and at regionals, and receiving mixed ballots. Judges either really liked it or they did not like it at all. Most of the criticism I got was about my volume and intensity. When I did my speech at tournaments, my Inspector was very loud all the time. So I had to make sure that he started out very calm, and then by the climax, he could go berserk without annoying anyone. This made his character much more fun and enjoyable all around. Making this change also saved me some really big headaches. Literally. (I would almost pass out sometimes!) I started out very intense, and the only place I could go from there was up! My face would become red midway through, and it made it harder to do my voices and characters.
Into the Interp
The thing that judges liked most about my piece was that each of my characters were distinct and different from each other. It might seem like an easy feat to accomplished, but when you are juggling 10 personalities, it is a little overwhelming!
Also, as I said before, you need to give your characters something to do. This is evident in the first scene:
Inspector: The composer’s death was very suspicious, so I was called in to find the murderer or murderers and haul them off to jail. I will begin by interviewing all the usual suspects, like all people in his line of work, this composer had many enemies lurking in the orchestra. They can lurk all they like, but I will find them wherever they are lurking. I will find them if they are lurking in the strings, the brass, the woodwinds, the percussion section. I will find them wherever they are lurking. I will find them! I swear on my own intelligence and good looks, I will solve this terrible crime against humanity and/or classical music.
When I first blocked this piece, the Inspector was mostly pacing and saying lines. Right after that scene, he arrives at the orchestra. So what was I going to do? Just turn around and end up at the orchestra? That might have worked, but that is kind of confusing. Why not, while he is talking about finding them in the strings, have him go up to a coat rack (so that you know he is at his house), then have him put on articles of clothing––jacket, scarf etc.––as he talks! After he says that, he exits his house, and continues talking as he walks to the orchestra. It made sense to my audiences, and it gave him something to do as he talked.
The Inspector goes on to interrogate the violins, cellos, basses, and violas. (Do not worry if you do not know what a viola is; everyone forgets about them.) You are pretty confident that none of them are the culprits. Then he gets to the flutes…
Inspector: Perhaps the murderer is lurking in the woodwinds? Where were you last night woodwinds? 
Flutes: We were doing bird imitations, that’s all we ever do. Whenever the orchestra needs a bird, there we are. 
Inspector: Aha! Perhaps you murdered the composer for making you act like birds!
Flutes: Don’t make us laugh! We’re much too wimpy and high-pinched for murder! Ask the reed instruments, they’re much sneakier than us.
To give my piece a little more diversity, I had the flutes say their lines nervously, as if they knew something that they were not going to share. Then they place the blame on the reed instruments, who in turn distract the Inspector by complimenting him on his sense of fashion.
Another problem arose –– how do you depict a percussionist? All they do is stand in the back and beat drums, gongs, and such. Their purpose in my piece was to defend the trombones’ alibi. Here’s a section of their part:
Percussion: We were there too, we drummed. We percussed. We employed xylophoniness and cymbalism. And got the number of several attractive young sailors. By then we were beat. Too exhausted to commit murder.
Inspiration for this character came in an unlikely form. You see we have this guy that used to ride down our street on his bike. He always had his giant headphones on and was playing air drums while singing along to scream-o music. Quite the combination. I got to thinking that he was the perfect way to depict a percussionist. I made my character really bouncy, and made his head bob, like there was a beat going through his head. Now that I had the character, time to add the percussion. My brother and I made a list of the most common percussion instruments to use in the blocking. We came up with a snare drum, bass drum, xylophone, cymbals, triangle, and gong. When he said “we drummed,” he would hit the bass drum; “We employed xylophoniness” and he would play a xylophone, and so on.
As we approach the climax, the Inspector has interviewed all of the suspects, and finds none of them guilty, which makes him very exasperated. All of a sudden, he is struck with the answer! The conductor! “He’s been murdering composers for years!”
He then goes on to rattle off a list of composers that conductors have murdered. “Beethoven-dead! Bach-dead! Brahms-dead! Mozart-dead! Haydn-dead! Schubert-… unfinished, but dead!” (To those of you who do not know, Schubert wrote the Unfinished Symphony. Interestingly, people would come up to me afterwards and say, “I didn’t get the part about Schubert, but it sure was funny!” I knew all the music nerds would appreciate that crack, but it was good to know that my performance was humorous despite the fact that they had no idea who Schubert was!)
As the Inspector is about to arrest the conductor, the orchestra makes an objection.
Not so fast! The Conductor didn’t work alone. All of us have butchered a composer at one time or another. But we also keep composers alive.
Without strings and woodwinds, there would be no composing at all. Except for various kind of nonorchestral music. If you want to hear the work of the world’s greatest composers, you’re going to have to allow for a little murder here and there.
In the book, it says that the entire orchestra says that line in unison. But obviously that would be kind of hard to do. Because my characters were distinct enough, I had each one of them say a different part of the dialogue.
Violins: Not so fast! The Conductor didn’t work alone.
Cellos and Basses: All of us have butchered a composer at one time or another.
Violas: But we also keep composers alive.
Flutes: Without strings and woodwinds,
Oboe: without brass and percussion,
Trumpets: There would be no composing at all.
Tuba: Except for various kind of nonorchestral music.
Trombone: If you want to hear the work of the world’s greatest composers,
Percussion: You’re going to have to allow for a little murder here and there.
Now that I have each character accounted for, time to end this thing:
Inspector: But that’s injustice!
Violins: Those who want justice can go to the police.
Cellos and Bass: But those who want something a little more interesting.........
Tuba: Should go to the orchestra! 
I really enjoyed all the times I performed this piece. I love making people laugh and putting smiles on their faces. 
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