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All About Writing For Strings/LMB 
 

i  I 'm Peter Alexander.  Before I  begin talk ing about  our new 
4th Edit ion of Wri t ing for St r ings, I 'm fi rst  going to defi ne the 
problems t hat  t his Li ving Music Book solves for talented 

people, anywhere in t he wor ld, whet her amateur or professional, who 
want  to improve and enhance t hei r wr it ing ski l ls, at  your own pace. 
 
You mi ght  be surp ri sed to learn that  a majori t y of music composit ion 
majors at  t he col legiate level, never hear,  and never have perfo rmed 
thei r fi nal orchest rat ion project in t heir senior year.  Even fewer 
composit ion majors, get  a wri t ing for st r ings class. And i f i t  is offered, 
the chances of having the fi nal project perfo rmed, are very smal l .  
 
I  speak wi t h aut hor it y about  this, because I  was one of those st udents 
back in the '70s. And unfort unately in the earl y 21st  cent ury, the 
situat ion remains unchanged for bot h students and schools.  
 
So, graduat ion day comes, and suddenly you're on the st reets as a 
newl y minted professional wr iter,  having to make a l iving based on 
textbook, but  not  necessari ly, exper ient ial knowledge gained fro m the 
opport unity of heari ng everyt hing you wri te, recorded.  
 
Now, how does Writ i ng For Stri ngs solve t his problem? Well, to 
answer this, I  have to speak to four groups of wr iters.  
 
One group are those who al ready sequence and record , and have t he 
basic experi ence of work ing wit h samplers and virt ual inst ruments.  
 
The second group, are t hose whose pr imar y experi ence in MIDI  and 
sequencing has come most ly from using notat ion programs.  

H  



 
The thi rd  group are those wri ter s or parents of t alented chi ldren, who 
have l imited computer experi ence and haven't  used any soft ware 
programs to create music al l .  
 
The fourt h group are those talented folk who don't  read music but  
have a desire to grow and learn, and already have some MIDI  gear.   
 
So fi rst , I 'l l  address t hose of you who have exper ience sequencing and 
doing some MI DI  recording.  
 
For Those Who Sequence  
I f you're al ready sequencing, and if  you fol low the inst ructions, 
every t hing you wr ite you'l l  record using fi rst , our Rimsky Korsakov 
St udent  St ri ngs Quart et .  
 
This group of four solo st ri ngs is in GigaSt udio format , and because 
i t 's only one layer per art iculat ion, loads easi ly into EXS24, Kontakt , 
Mach 5, and HAL ion 2.0. This means you combine st ri ng wri t ing, with 
MI DI  edit ing and effective record ing techniques to learn  how to 
produce a qual i t y professional sound.  
 
Writ i ng For Str i ngs/ LMB covers t hese MIDI  edit ing techniques, and 
panning and record ing to create a nat ura l sounding st r ing section.  
 
Second, for qual i f ied learners who want  to go to the next  step, 
Alexander Publ ishing has a separat e mentor ing package wit h 
professionals who have al l  k inds of practical experi ence wri t ing, 
scori ng and conduct ing for TV shows, concert s, chorales, record  dates 
and much more. Wit hin a defi ned peri od of weeks, your mentor 
reviews and cri t iques your work .  
 
Now, I  want  to go back and discuss in more detai l , about  t he solo 
st ri ng samples and sample l ibrar ies in general.  
 
Solo Strings  
Having t he Rimsky-Korsakov St udent  St ri ngs Quart et  avai lable is a 
cont inued feat ure for t he Fourt h Edit ion of Wr it in g For Stri ngs, 
especial ly i f you lack a solo st r ings package. Here's why I  added it .  
 
I f you're working wi t h synt hs or samplers to hear your st ri ng part s, 
you're get t ing a sound t hat 's bigger t han most  of the st ri ng ensembles 
you'l l  actual ly get  to wr ite for in real l i fe. What  happens is that  your 
ear adapts to this big lush sound. Then one day, you get  to wri te for a 
set  of st ri ngs and instead of having a viol in section based on 10-14 
viol ins, maybe you get  3-5 viol inists. Or i f you're real ly lucky, maybe 
you get  to wri te for an ensemble of 5 fi rst -viol ins, 5 second-viol ins, 4 
violas, 3-4 cel los, and 1-2 basses.  



 
Let 's compare that  to the wor ld's largest  orchest ral  sample l ibrar y Ð 
The Vienna Symphonic L ibrar y. Whet her you use the smal ler OPUS 
1, or the ful l  Pro Edit ion, the section sounds were created with 14 
viol ins. That 's a 300% increase over what  you may actual ly get  to 
wri te for.   
 
So what  you hear in your home st udio and what  you hear l ive, are just  
poles apart .  
 
To put  a dol lar value on t his, a fri end of mi ne want ing to create his 
demo tape, saved up and spent  about  $1500 to have 15 minutes of 
t ime wit h this sized ensemble plus some woodwinds, brass and 
percussion. He was shocked to discover t hat  what  he had wr it ten and 
what  sounded so great  in his studio, was total ly out  of balance wi t h 
the ensemble in front  of him.  
 
Result , he had to completely re-orchest rate his demo, and t hen spend 
anot her $1500 to record  i t  a second t ime.  
 
That  was a very  expensive lesson to learn, that  I  want  you to avoid. 
That 's why you start  off wi t h the solo st ri ngs, and then record  your 
examples wi t h t he larger st ri ng ensemble samples.  
 
Now, there's one other t hing I  do to help you avoid this problem, and 
that 's spending t ime wit h Mozart . Mozart  was a viol inist . He had 
small ensembles to wri te for.  And t hen as now, producers want  a BI G 
sound, wi t h a teeny t iny budget .  
 
Al l  t he Mozart  scores you need, you can download. I  also have 
referenced severa l videos t hat  you can eit her buy, or rent  fro m a 
company cal led Net fl ix, so that  you can see and hear,  how these 
ensembles sound, and equal ly as import ant , to see how st r ing bowi ngs 
real ly work .  
 
And for those who al ready have a  solo st ri ngs package,  I  st i l l  
recommend you get  the Rimsky Korsakov Student  St ri ng Quart et  for 
this reason Ð you only have 4-5 art iculat ions per  inst rument  to work  
wi t h, instead of hundreds. This means a simpler and a quicker st art  
for you.  
 
For Those Who Use Notation Programs  
Now I  want  to address t hose of you whose pri mary  exper ience is wi t h 
a notat ion program, and not  sequencing. I  get  severa l let ters and calls 
a year,  from folks who want  a bet ter recorded sound of t heir work  who 
only use notat ion programs.  
 



I f you want  to get  that  professional sound, you have to learn how to 
sequence. 
 
I n the past  year,  some of t his has changed. At  this wr it ing, both Fi nale 
and Sibel ius come wit h smal ler orchest ral packages for enhanced 
playback. ThereÕs Not ion from Not ion Music, and Overt ure 4, which 
has been feat ured wi t h t he Garr i tan Personal Orchest ra l.  
  
But  even wit h these advances wi t h notat ion programs, t here's st i l l  no 
way around your needing to learn to sequence as part  of your career 
goal. And t hat 's because sample l ibrari es are designed to work  with 
sequencing programs and samplers. What  t his means for you is t hat  
there is some re-work  involved. You create the score, pri nt  i t  out , and 
then you have to sequence i t , edit  i t , record  i t , and mi x i t .  
 
This bri ngs up anot her problem t hat  Writ i ng For Stri ngs solves. I n 
school, as a composit ion major,  you probably didn't  take any record ing 
classes. So now you have to learn a whole new set  of ski l ls, along wi t h 
a whole new language. And that  takes t ime. Wri tin g For Str i ngs 
covers t he basics of this.  
 
Unfort unately, I  know this isn't  what  you want  to hear.  I t 's a CL I FF of 
a learning curv e, and fra nkly, I 'm st i l l  going t hrough it . But  at  t he end 
of the day, I  don't  have a shel f of scores gat heri ng dust  that  I 've never 
heard . And for choral wr it ing, t hereÕs t he excellent  Quantum Leap 
Symphonic Choi rs which even has a separat e soft ware package 
enabl ing you to program lyri cs the choir Òsings.Ó  
 
Now if your pr imary experi ence is with notat ion programs, or you've 
never worked with computers for music, or you're think ing about  
music for a talented chi ld, where do you begin?  
 
Possible Starting Packages 
For absolute beginners, a great  st art ing point  is Not ion fro m Not ion 
Music which comes wi t h i t s own notat ion package and bui l t -in 
orchest ra l l ibrary feat ur ing sounds fro m the London Symphony 
Orchest ra.  I t  work s on bot h the PC and Mac and has the short est  
learning curv e of any program. The Modern Symphony Orchest ra from 
E-MU comes with audio card, Overt ure 4, Cubase LE and a complete 
orchest ra l sample l ibrary for $399, but  i t Õs only on the PC at  this 
wri t ing. Operat ing on bot h the PC and Mac fro m East West  is t he 
QLSO Silver and QLSO Silver Bundle.  
 
I  have al l  of t his covered on our web site, www.t ru espec.com. On the 
left  side of t he screen, just  look for Samples: fol lowed by the company 
name.  
 
 



More Advanced Packages 
I f youÕre al ready sequencing, whet her Mac or PC, a great  package is 
East West  Quant um Leap Symphonic Orchest ra Gold, and i f you can 
afford i t , the Gold XP upgrade.  
 
The key advantages of QLSO are: 
 

 I tÕs ready to go r ight  out  of the box (short  learning curve) 
 I tÕs prepanned 
 I tÕs already EQÕed 
 Just  adjust  the volume levels 
 Symphonic Choi rs recorded in same hall  and work s fl awlessly 

wi t h QLSO t hus offeri ng a complete production package. 
  
QLSO is used in hundreds of movies and TV programs. I tÕs in wide use 
because i tÕs such a t ime saver,  let t ing the composer focus on the music.  
 
Regarding the Vienna l ibrar ies, depending on your budget , I  would 
advise get t ing Vienna in Kontakt  form at  as t his el iminates t he need 
for the Perfo rmance Tool. 
 
Sonic I mplants has excel lent  l ibra ri es. But  unless you want  to 
dedicate an ent ire system to GigaSt udio, then you should consider 
looking at  GVI  which operat es wi t hin t he sequencing computer or on 
anot her system with ot her VSTi plug-ins. 
 
I  have al l  t he major l ibrari es I f you have quest ions about  this, you can 
post  quest ions at  ht tp://www.alexuniv.com/forum/.  I  check the forum 
severa l t imes a week.  
 
For Those Who Don't Read Music  
Now, what  about  i f you're mot ivated but  you don't  read music. Should 
you order t he Writ i ng For Stri ngs materi als? 
 
My answer is this: i t  depends.  
 
I f you're real ly mot ivated and prepared to be real ly st retched and 
chal lenged, I 'd say, Ògo for i t .Ó  
 
But  on a more real ist ic basis, my suggest ion is to order one of the 
start ing packages I  suggested (or Finale/Sibel ius wi t h GPO Li te) and 
my Appl ied Professional  Harmony 101 book which is also avai lable as 
a PDF download. The APH ser ies is a songwri ter' s approach to 
harmony, so everyt hing you wri te, you also record .  
 
Or,  i f you already have a real ly great  keyboard  l ike the Korg Tri ton, or 
Kar ma, or a Roland keyboard where you can add in t he Orchest ra 



card at  your leisure, just  get  Appl ied Professional Harmo ny and st art  
there.  
 
The point  is t his: Bloom where you are, work wi th what  you have, but  
get  going in the process. DonÕt  wait  unt i l  every t hing is 100% before 
you start . 
 
Content  
Fi r st  we'l l  start  wi t h Professional Orchest rat ion. Professional 
Orchest rat ion is based on Rimsky-KorsakovÕs Pri nciples of 
Orchestration. The course is based on Volume 1. Volume 2 ships in 
October of 2006. Volumes 3 and 4 ship in 2007. I tÕs not  mandatory 
that  you get  al l  the volumes.  
 
Each book focuses on one of the eight  keys of learn ing professional 
orchest rat ion. Volume 1 covers Solo I nst ruments and I nst rument  
Notes, wh ile Volume 2 covers Orchest rat ing the Melody Wit hin Each 
Orchest ra l Section.  
 
Volume 1 is a complete overhaul of t he fi rst  30 pages of RimskyÕs book,  
wri t ten to fu lfi l l  Rimsky-Korsakov's desire to have both an 
inst rument at ion section, and examples fro m other composers. I t 's 845 
pages and is t he only orchest rat ion book so far to be recommended by 
Academy and Emmy award  winning composers.  
 
Ori ginal ly, i t  had been Rimsky-Korsakov's desi re to have an 
inst rument at ion section. However,  aft er several  t ri es, he gave up on 
this because the rapidly changing technology of the day, was changing 
musical inst ruments so quickly, that  whatever he would wri te, was 
soon obsolete.  
 
That  Rimsky-Korsakov abandoned t his approach because of r apidly 
changing technology turned out  to be a great  blessing for the rest  of 
us, because Rimsky-Korsakov ended up creat ing an ear t ra ining 
approach to orchest rat ion that 's st i l l  val id today.  
 
Professional Orchest rat ion support s this by including a one-year 
renewable subscript ion to the Naxos Music Li brary . Here, near ly al l  of 
the bookÕs examples are set  up in a playl ist . And you get  access to over 
150,000 st reami ng audio t racks 24/7.  I tÕs an amazing resource, and 
unl ike other orchest rat ion books where youÕre charged for the audio 
package, t his comes free wi t h the book.  
 
Fol lowi ng Rimsky-KorsakovÕs approach, I  codified inst rument  ranges 
by low, medium, high and very high breaks. This simple approach lets 
you quickly go t hrough scores to see where composers wri te, and don't  
wri te for specifi c inst ruments wi t hin an orchest ral  set t ing. So for 
MI DI  mock-ups, using this materi al, wit hin minutes you can check 



your samples to make sure theyÕre going to give you the sound you 
want  for t he piece youÕre wri t ing.  
 
Secondly, Rimsky-Korsakov organized on paper a l ist  of orchest ra l 
doubles and combi nat ions based on orchest rat ing the melodic l ine. Let  
me put  this into a context  for you. When I  was a jazz major,  we 
learned al l  k inds of doubles and combinat ions l ike t ru mpet  in a 
harmony wit h a fl ute an octave higher,  the ÒgazelleÓ sound which is an 
ensemble made up of the alto sax, tenor sax, t rombone and bari tone 
sax, and dozens of others. As a result , when I  went  to wri te an 
arr angement , I  had inst rument al combinat ions to pick fro m. The end  
result  was that  there was no mystery . You knew the sound and the 
combinat ion you wanted, and you wro te for i t .  
 
Sounds pret ty simple. Wel l , i t  is. And that 's what  Rimsky-Korsakov 
did for or chest rat ion, he made it  simple by taking out  t he mystery of 
understanding inst rumental combinat ions, what  work s and where. So 
for st ri ngs and woodwi nds combinat ions, you'l l  get  a document  
out l ining the most  common techniques. This way, as you do your 
assignments, you have st art ing points from which to work, along wi t h 
a met hod to real ly help you get  t he most  out  of score reading.  
 
Thus, each of the 8 Keys is i t s own volume focusing on a specific group 
of techniques. And wit h the Naxos Music Li bra ry, you get  to hear 
them any t ime you want . 
  
To put  this into a context , I  had t he opport unity once to speak wi t h 
the late Herb Spencer,  who for many years was John Wil l iams' 
orchest rat or.  I n speak ing about  these combinat ions, Herb said that  to 
be successful as a wr iter you needed to know about  a t housand 
devices. I 'm excited to tel l  you t hat  wri t ing for st ri ngs is the first  step 
in learning t hese career import ant  combinat ions and br inging t hem  
to l i fe by wri t ing and recording with t hem.  
 
But  what  about  t he inst rumentat ion notes that  Rimsky-Korsakov 
wanted to include but  didn't?  
 
Wel l , t ru e to his or iginal wi shes, I  put  them in. But  let  me tel l  you the 
source for t hem. I n my reading of composer biograp hies, one on 
Maur ice Ravel noted that  whenever Ravel when to the count r y to 
wri te music he always took a copy of St rauss' Ti l Eulenspiegels Merry  
Pra nks and Technique of the Modern Orchestra by Widor.   
 
I n the pursuit  of developing t his revised version of the Rimsky book, I  
was in the home of a composer and found on his bookshelf, an English 
t ranslat ion of the Widor book. Talk about  fi nding gold at  the end of 
the ra inbow.  
 



However,  as excited as I  was, I  wanted to mak e sure that  the 
informat ion in the book was st i l l  accurat e and corre ct for today. And 
in t hat  process, God opened the most  incredible door for me, because 
over a per iod of mont hs, start ing wi t h t he Mel Gibson movie, Forever 
Young, I  was given t he incredible opport unity of going on the scori ng 
stage wit h Jer ry  Goldsmith. And duri ng breaks, I  met  wi t h t he  
leaders of each orchest ra l section, and had the players review the book 
and the techniques. As a result , al l  of t he updates and corre ctions 
came from t he best  musicians in the worl d who sit  on t he scor ing stage 
dai ly in Los Angeles.  
 
So this is a real ly special book. And just  to tel l  you how special i t  is, 
about  fi ve years ago, a lovely lady work ing towards her master' s 
degree at  Bournemout h Universit y in England, wro te and ordered t he 
book. About  a year aft er she bought  i t , and aft er  reading my posts in 
var ious forums, she e-mai led me and we began wri t ing each other.  
That  was in March 2000. On November 11, 2000, that  lovely young 
woman, the former Carol ine J. Whitear,  became my wife, Carol ine  
Alexander.   So i t  just  doesn't  get  any more special than t hat . Now, I  
can't  promi se you that  i f you get  this book, you'l l  fi nd t he ri ght  wi fe 
but  I  can tel l  you i t 's got  some real ly great  st uff in i t  that  wi l l  be 
immediately useful to you.  
 
I  am asked do I  recommend any orchest rat ion books besides my own, 
and the answer is yes. The first  is about  $10, you can get  i t  fro m 
Amazon, and i t 's cal led Orchestra t ion by Cecil  Forsyt he. Books wr it ten 
by Piston and Adler fol low t his pat h. But  i t 's got  such useful 
informat ion in i t , I  feel i t  should be in every composer's l ibra ry .  Also, 
Sounds and Scores by t he late Henry Mancini, and i f you can fi nd i t , 
the late Nelson Riddle also wro te an excel lent  book on  
orchest rat ion. Of course, t he ori ginal Rimsky book, and Orchestra tion: 
A Pra ctical Handbook which we've re-edited and republished for  
today.  
 
Having ment ioned t he name Herb Spencer,  t he John Wil l iams st udy 
scores to get  that  were ori ginal ly or chest rat ed by Herb include ET: 
Adventures on Eart h, Star Wars, Close Encounters of the Thir d Kind 
and the Raiders of the Lost Ark Theme.  And i f you'd l ike to have those 
scores, you can find t hem on eit her t he Alexander Publ ishing or 
Tr ueSpec web sites.  
 
The 30 Lessons  
Let 's talk br iefl y about  t he 30 lessons. I f you look at  the lesson l ist , 
you'l l  see that  they're divided into two part s. The fi rst  14 lessons are 
what  I  cal l  the facts half. 15-30 are t he doing half.  
 
The facts half is more t han about  acqui ri ng knowl edge. I t 's not  a head 
t ri p. Rat her,  the end result  of the fi rst  hal f is methodical ly going 



through your sample l ibrar ies and learning what  you have, what  you 
don't  have, what  work s and what  doesn't  work  by the four range 
groups of low, medium, high and very high.  
 
IF you fol low the assignments to their ful lest  conclusion, you'l l  
thoroughly review just  about  every  sample  in your l ibrar y.  
 
This is a very import ant  end result  because no one st ri ng l ibrary has 
al l  t he bowi ngs. No one st r ing l ibra ry  has al l  the effects. And, al l  of t he 
l ibra ri es are recorded different ly. Some are recorded in stereo where 
you have to do the panning, others are already recorded where the 
players sit .   
 
Let 's say you want  to wri te a piece using double, t ri ple and quadruple 
stops. Wel l , there are no recorded versions of those stops. You have to 
create them manually and perfo rm t hem manually using t he snap rol l  
technique you learn in basic piano.  
 
Suppose you want  to have a l ine wi t h a ser ies of pit ches under a single 
bow. 
 
Which l ibrari es, i f any, let  you do t hat  wi t hout  your having to edit  to 
the ext reme in your sequencer to get  the effect?  
Which l ibrari es have muted st ri ngs and how do they perfo rm in 
var ious harmo nic set t ings?  
 
These are t he quest ions you have to answer preferab ly before you 
start  recording.  
 
That 's because as wit h l ive players, you st i l l  have to wri te for what  
you have, even wi t h samples.  
 
So, by t he t ime you get  to lesson 15, not  only are you armed with facts, 
you've already done a lot  of analysis, sequencing and record ing.  I f 
you've gone through t he Jeux de vagues materi al, you're pr imed to 
real ly begin creat ing some excit ing musical exercises for yourself.  
 
For lessons 15 forward , you're picking no more t han five songs fro m 
fi ve total ly different  styles wi t h which to apply these composit ional 
techniques.  The big lesson t hat  you'l l  learn fro m this section is that  
there's no such t hing as THE answer.  Rat her,  you'l l  f ind that  there are 
solut ions that  are st ronger t han ot hers, and t hat  you have the 
composit ional tools to create t hose choices, and the sequencing 
methods to record  and hear  t hem, to insure t hat  they work  effectively  
wi t h that  song, and that  style.  
 
 
 



Conclusion  
I  just  want  to thank you for st icking wi t h me this far.  I  know this has 
been a lot  of mat er ial for you. And normally, I  don't  overdose l ike this, 
but  I 'm excited about  Wr it ing For St ri ngs/LMB. Th is is an excit ing 
opport unity to develop and enhance your ski l ls. Everything you wr ite, 
you record . And l ike everyt hing else in l i fe you'l l  get  out  of Wr it ing For 
St ri ngs what  you put  into i t . There's no t imel ine on i t  at  al l . But  
depending on your background, i f you schedule yoursel f, you should be  
able to complete everyt hing in 2-3 mont hs. I f i t  takes a l i t t le longer,  no 
big deal.  
 
The point  is to set  a pace t hat  not  only al lows you to enjoy what  you're 
doing, but  to refl ect on i t  too. From t hat  wi l l  spr ing t he great  music 
you hear in your heart .  
 
To sign up, just  cal l  us in t he United States at  1-804-733-6122 fro m 
10AM to 4PM Eastern Standard Time, or you can register onl ine at  
either www.t ruespec.com  or www.alexanderp ublishing.com.  
 
Thanks!  
Peter Alexander  


