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THE NEXT time you hear a melodic line that suc-
ceeds in swiveling your head back to the televi-
sion to watch a commercial, there is a good
chance it was conceived in the sonically fertile
imagination of a former guitar student of Mannes
College of Music in New York named Andy Bloch.
As the owner of the film and television score-pro-
ducing firm Human Worldwide Music and Sound
Design Initiative, Bloch creates music for televi-
sion, commercials and film. His company has a
network of offices in New York, Paris, Sydney and
Johannesburg,.

One of his mini-masterpieces broadcast in the
UK was for Barclays Bank, entitled Chegiie and
filmed by the director Ridley Scott. It depicts the
actor Samuel Jackson eating alone at an outdoor
café in inclement weather. The music creeps sin-
uously with a subtle melodic line of an electric
bass playing over a suspenseful rhythm of per-
cussive, glass-like clacking that immediately
grabs your attention. As the music builds, one
cannot help but ask what is Jackson - known for
playing volatile character roles - going to do next?
The answer is nothing, really. Jackson gets up,
crumples aside his napkin and leaves a tip as he
steps away. Text fades in: ‘Money talks. We listen.
Barclays, fluent in finance." That's when you
realise that you have just been had by 30 seconds
worth of music. Without the soundtrack, the
commercial would be about as dull as, well,
watching someone chew.

Computers Bloch tells me, do much of the scor-
ing work. ‘Everyone knows how good live musi-
cians sound,” he says. 'l hate to even think we're
having this conversation, but this is how it's
done: by computer. I do sweeten my tracks with
live music, however.’

Bloch’'s musical background is steeped in live
performance. He studied with Leonid Bolotine
and then Eliot Fisk during his senior year at
Mannes. He took jazz and composition lessons
from the seven-string fingerstyle guitarist,
Howard Morgan, the jazz guitarist John Scofield
and the arranger Don Sebesky. He also studied
classical composition and orchestration with the
composer Lowell Liebermann. ‘My primary inter-
est, aside from classical, is really all styles of
music.” Bloch says.

After graduation, Bloch started a jazz-fusion
group named Nite Sprite, after the Chick Corea
song. The band's drummer was Dave Weckl.
Bloch also had a chance to perform on George
Benson's album, Twice The Love. Asked what this
experience was like, Bloch says: ‘Benson was
most gracious. He came into the session to lay
down his vocal track and asked if I was the gui-
tar player. I nodded. He smiled and said: “You
better play good!” I just raised my eyebrows and
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gave him that deer-caught-in-the-headlights
smile.’

Bloch has also performed with the singer
Nicolette Larson, the New Orleans funk master Dr
John, rhythm and blues singer Freddie Jackson
and the band Atlantic Starr. If you listen to
Atlantic Starr’s ballad Always, you will hear the
strains of Bloch's 1978 Humphrey guitar. He
went on to complete three world tours with
Atlantic Starr as a guitarist before becoming a
founding partner of Acme Recording Studios in
Mamaroneck, New York. There, he worked as a
producer and recording engineer, co-writing
material for The Roches No Trespassing album
{Rhino Records).

‘After finding myself engineering through many
smoke-filled, late night sessions, I decided to
focus more on producing and performing,” Bloch
told me. ‘All these experiences were incredibly
valuable. They not only helped me develop my
skills but gave me the necessary discipline to
think on my feet.’

Bloch had several friends who worked in
advertising, including David Livingston,
another Mannes student who happened to be
writing music for commercials. ‘It kind of
snowballed from there,” he says. ‘What I enjoy
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about it is that there are no limitations on
musical style.” In the past 15 years, he has
composed and produced music for hundreds
of commercials and longer television pro-
grammes, with his clients including Coca-
Cola, Dr Pepper and Mobil.

‘If a well-known song cannot be licensed for a
commercial then it will be underscored,” Bloch
says. ‘The ad business is not so jingle-driven as it
was perhaps 20 years ago.’

A single person can carry out an entire produc-
tion on a computer without ever leaving their
desk. That is standard practice for commercial
music production these days. Compositions are
made by utilising electronic sound libraries of any
multi-sampled instrument one can think of, and
then all these instruments are played through a
keyboard.

T still like to use live musicians whenever pos-
sible,” Bloch says. ‘There is no substitution for
this but the synthesized version is the norm. I
think it reflects the general dumbing down of the
culture as it regards traditional music. But I will
say that the computer has become an instrument
in its own right. The possibilities for electronic or
electronically enhanced music are tremendous.
The real virtuosity these days, at least in what I
do, comes in the conceptual and electronic
manipulation of the material.’

Bloch worries that guitars could become solely
collectors’ items. ‘There was a time when gui-
tarists thought that a solo could change the
world. Now a guitar solo is considered self-indul-
gent unless you have a good reason to put it in a
song; it had better serve the music,” he says.

‘Now and then I'll listen to a Paco de Lucia per-
formance and just be blown away. That kind of
talent cuts through everything but it is extremely
rare. It comes off as being completely original,
sincere and brilliant.’

For Bloch, production work is a collaborative
process between the sound designers and the
client. He employs a staff of five multi-instrumen-
talist composers who are all quick, musically
adaptable and constantly trawling for new
sounds and riffs.

While sitting in on a meeting held to produce an
80-second theme song for a new television pro-
gramme, [ listen to Bloch's team rattle off ques-
tions to help better define their field of musical
possibilities, even when merely asked for ‘some-
thing fun, upbeat and wacky.’ The client pauses,
then asks: ‘How about something like They Might
Be Giants or Fountains Of Wayne?’ Bloch tactful-
ly points out that when the lyrics are taken away
from a Fountains Of Wayne song, there is not
really much to the guitars. He suggdests some-
thing more rhythmical, like Tom Waits, and this
idea is greeted enthusiastically. The composers
ask whether or not lyrics will be included in the
piece in order to be able to create as many sam-
ples as possible for the client. They have all of five
days to create the clip.
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‘You have to think on the spot. It’s all about the
preparation because there is so little time and
this is where the training comes in,” Bloch says. ‘I
can think of no better arena to learn because
you're forced to get the clips together.’

Looking around the studio, the room is full of
every kind of percussion and wind instrument all
laid out on trays and carts with operating theatre
efficiency: pan pipes, bamboo flutes, a silver flute,
piccolo, beaded gourds, maracas, a xylophone
and a wooden box full of slides and capos. A
digeridoo sits propped up in one corner, along
with a bodhran and a set of bongo drums. Against
the wall is a rack of at least a half dozen guitars.
I can make out an Ovation, a steel string, a
twelve-string and both solid and hollow-bodied
electric guitars. Besides Bloch’s 1978 Humphrey,
a treasured Gibson ES-330 sits protected inside
its own case. Bloch uses the computer program
Cubase SX on a Mac to score most of his works.
I had a chance to observe him record with violin-
ist Jonathan Dinklage for the scoring of an Oreo
biscuit commercial filmed by the Aviator cine-
matographer Robert Richardson.

The advert footage runs on two Mac monitors
while the main screen shows the electronic dis-
play of music tracks as they are being recorded.
Bloch breaks down the footage frame-by-frame
into what the actors term ‘beats’ and what musi-
cians call ‘phrasing’. At certain points, Bloch
gives the violinist cues on tone and timing while
articulating the specific sound he is looking for.
After a couple takes, the tracks are then doubled
and replayed, essentially, creating an entire one
man band from the work of one live musician.
Their collaborative process is so mesmerizing that
an hour passes before we are even aware of it.

‘It really is like musical haiku,’ Bloch says. The
detailed choices and care he has taken with shad-
ings of musical colour become instantly apparent
when the ad footage finally rolls through without
interruption. We sit back in our seais and watch
the monitor.

The gorgeous, painterly hues of an old-fash-
ioned circus elephant act unfold over the strains
of deliciously wild gypsy music and Middle
Eastern percussion. Seated in the audience, an
eight-year-old boy peels apart his biscuit. An ele-
phant roars and the audience gasps as a baby
elephant abruptly deviates from his routine and
swings its trunk toward the boy. A moment of
recognition and hesitation flickers across the
boy's face, singled out with a soaring swoop of a
gypsy violin bowed with dramatic suspense that
turns instantly tender in a minor key as he hands
over his biscuit to the baby elephant. The music
happily resumes tempo in a major key with the
voiceover announcing the arrival of new peanut
butter double-stuffed Oreos.

Yet another 30-second clip has magically
entered the realm of the universal, comprehensi-
ble in just about any language, because its emo-
tional impact has been delivered in perfect pitch.
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