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I’ve been on the journey of “becoming a
composer” for some time now, learning
my craft and writing music regularly. 

I’ve also had the opportunity to study
other great composers and artists of the
past; how they lived, their habits, and
their attitudes towards writing music.

This year I’ve managed to write more
music than ever, and I wanted to share
with you some of the most valuable
things I’ve learned, discovered, or
‘figured out’ – tips, skills, and ideas that
have helped me to write more music,
and write better music.

There are never any rock-solid “rules” for
creativity. Everyone’s a little different.
But it is my hope that some of these
rules might resonate with you, and
change the way you work or the way
you think about creativity and
composing. 

11 RULES FOR
COMPOSING
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T h o m a s  E d i s o n  o n c e  s a i d  “ G e n i u s  I s  1 %  i n s p i r a t i o n ,
a n d  9 9 %  p e r s p i r a t i o n ” .  

A l m o s t  e v e r y  g r e a t  a r t i s t ,  w r i t e r ,  a n d  c r e a t i v e  h a d
r e g u l a r  d a i l y  r o u t i n e s  w h i c h  i n v o l v e d  t h e m  s i t t i n g
d o w n  t o  c r e a t e ,  w h e t h e r  t h e y  f e l t  ‘ i n s p i r e d ’  o r  n o t .
T h e y  c a r v e d  o u t  r e g u l a r  h o u r s  t o  s i t  d o w n  a n d  w r i t e .  
E v e n  t o d a y ,  m a n y  o f  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  c o m p o s e r s  I
k n o w  s c h e d u l e  t h e i r  c o m p o s i n g  t i m e .  T h e y  d o n ’ t
w a i t  f o r  l i g h t n i n g  t o  s t r i k e  –  t h e y  s i t  d o w n  f o r  a  f e w
h o u r s  e v e r y  d a y ,  a n d  w r i t e .

T h e  c r a z y  t h i n g  i s  t h a t  w h e n  y o u  s t a r t  d o i n g  t h i s ,
y o u ’ l l  f i n d  y o u  h a v e  f a r  m o r e  o f  t h o s e  “ l i g h t n i n g
b o l t ”  m o m e n t s  t h a n  i f  y o u  s i t  a r o u n d ,  h o p i n g  f o r
i n s p i r a t i o n .

T h e  b e s t  w a y  t o  h a v e  t h o s e  a m a z i n g  m o m e n t s  o f
i n s p i r a t i o n  i s :  d o n ’ t  w a i t  a r o u n d .  S i t  d o w n  a n d  s t a r t
w r i t i n g .  S e r i o u s l y :  s i t  d o w n  a n d  w r i t e ,  o f t e n ,  e v e n  i f
y o u  d o n ’ t  k n o w  w h a t  y o u ’ r e  g o i n g  t o  w r i t e .  I f  y o u
b e g i n  t o  m a k e  t h i s  a  h a b i t ,  y o u ’ l l  b e  a m a z e d  a n d
i n s p i r e d  b y  t h e  r e s u l t s .

Just Do It:
Don’t Wait for Inspiration



I n  m y  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h e  b e s t  w a y  t o  b e g i n  a  n e w
p r o j e c t  i s  t o  t r e a t  t h e  f i r s t  2 0 %  o f  y o u r  w o r k i n g  t i m e
a s  a  “ C r e a t i v e  P e r i o d ” .  

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i f  y o u  n e e d  t o  c o m p o s e  s o m e t h i n g  i n
f i v e  d a y s ,  t r e a t  D a y  O n e  a s  a  C r e a t i v e  P e r i o d .  
F a c i n g  t h e  b l a n k  s h e e t  c a n  b e  h a r d ,  a n d  i t  c a n  b e
d a u n t i n g  t o  c o m m i t  s o m e t h i n g  t o  p a p e r  b e f o r e  y o u
k n o w  w h e r e  y o u ’ r e  a c t u a l l y  g o i n g .  S o ,  m y  a n s w e r  t o
t h a t  i s :  d o n ’ t !  

D o n ’ t  c o m m i t  a n y t h i n g  t o  p a p e r  i n  t h e  i n i t i a l
“ c r e a t i v e  p e r i o d ” .  I n s t e a d ,  e x p l o r e ,  s k e t c h ,  i n v e n t ,
g o  o n  w a l k s ,  a n d  l e t  y o u r s e l f  t h i n k  o u t s i d e  t h e  b o x .
A l l o w  y o u r s e l f  t o  b e  c r e a t i v e .  T h i s  i s  s u c h  a  f r e e i n g
p r o c e s s ,  a n d  f e e l s  s o  m u c h  b e t t e r  t h a n  t r y i n g  t o
f o r c e  s o m e t h i n g  o n t o  p a p e r  b e f o r e  y o u ’ r e  r e a d y .  
O n c e  y o u ’ v e  b e e n  t h r o u g h  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p e r i o d ,  y o u ’ l l
b e  i n  a  f a r  b e t t e r  p l a c e  t o  b e g i n  w r i t i n g  s o m e t h i n g
t h a t  w i l l  m a k e  y o u  h a p p y .  

The Creative Period 



Apprenticeship Comes
Before Mastery

Historically, great artists and craftsmen began as apprentices.

Da Vinci started as an Apprentice Painter; Van Gogh was an

Apprentice Art Dealer; Henry Ford was an Apprentice

Machinist. Beethoven and Mozart both mimicked the works

of Haydn before writing their most original music. 

Wagner mimicked Beethoven; Mahler mimicked Wagner;

Shostakovich mimicked Mahler, and so on… (This is a

simplification, but I hope you see my point!). 

Nowadays, people are so anxious to sound original before

they’re ready; but before you can become a master, you need

to learn your craft. And who better to learn it from, than your

favourite composers? 



F o l l o w i n g  o n  f r o m  “ A p p r e n t i c e s h i p  C o m e s  B e f o r e  M a s t e r y ” …  

I f  y o u  h e a r  a n  a m a z i n g  k e y  c h a n g e ,  o r  a  b e a u t i f u l  b i t  o f
o r c h e s t r a t i o n ,  o r  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  y o u  a b s o l u t e l y  l o v e  a n d
w a n t  t o  l e a r n  h o w  t o  d o ,  t h e n …  i t ’ s  o k a y  t o  c o p y .  I t ’ s  o k a y
t o  l e a r n  h o w  t h e y ’ r e  d o i n g  i t ,  a n d  t r y  c o p y i n g  t h a t  p r o c e s s
y o u r s e l f .  

W h e n  y o u ’ r e  i n  t h e  l e a r n i n g  p h a s e  o f  y o u r  l i v e s ,  i t ’ s  o k a y  t o
c o p y  t h e  g r e a t s .  T h i s  i s  a  g r e a t  w a y  t o  l e a r n !
 
N o w ,  I  d o n ’ t  m e a n  y o u  s h o u l d  b e  s t e a l i n g  e n t i r e  m e l o d i e s
o r  p i e c e s  o f  m u s i c .  B u t  i f  y o u  h e a r  s o m e  a m a z i n g
o r c h e s t r a t i o n ,  o r  s o m e  i n c r e d i b l e  h a r m o n i e s ,  t h e n  I ’ d
a c t u a l l y  e n c o u r a g e  y o u  t o  l o o k  a t  t h e  s c o r e ,  f i g u r e  o u t
w h a t  t h e y ’ r e  d o i n g ,  a n d  t r y  w r i t i n g  a  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c  w h i c h
u s e s  t h e  s a m e  t e c h n i q u e s .

I t ’ s  n o t  “ s t e a l i n g ”  –  i t ’ s  l e a r n i n g  h o w  t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g .  A f t e r
a l l ,  t h i s  i s  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h e  g r e a t  a p p r e n t i c e s  l e a r n t .  D a
V i n c i  w o u l d  s p e n d  h o u r s  c o p y i n g  h i s  m a s t e r ’ s  p a i n t i n g s .

I f  y o u  s p e n d  e n o u g h  t i m e  l e a r n i n g  f r o m  t h e  g r e a t s ,  y o u  w i l l
e v e n t u a l l y  a b s o r b  t h e i r  t e c h n i q u e s ,  a n d  b e  a b l e  t o  u s e
t h e m  i n t u i t i v e l y .  A n d  t h a t  i s  a  t r i e d  a n d  t e s t e d  p a t h  t o
m a s t e r y .  

It’s Okay to Copy
(but not to “Steal”) 



F o r m ,  o r  s t r u c t u r e ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  w h e n
w r i t i n g  a  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c .

T h i n k  o f  i t  t h i s  w a y :  w h e n  p e o p l e  a r e  l i s t e n i n g  t o  m u s i c ,
t h e y  w a n t  s o m e t h i n g  t h e y  c a n  ‘ h o l d  o n  t o ’ .  T h e y  w a n t  a
t h e m e ,  o r  s o m e  k i n d  o f  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t e d  i d e a  w h i c h  t h e y
c a n  l a t c h  o n t o ;  a n d  t h e n  t h e y  c a n  f o l l o w  t h i s  i d e a  a s  i t
d e v e l o p s ,  m u t a t e s ,  a n d  t r a n s f o r m s  o v e r  t i m e .  

I f  y o u r  m u s i c  i s  f o r m l e s s  o r  i n c r e d i b l y  h a r d  t o  m a k e  s e n s e
o f ,  d o n ’ t  e x p e c t  m a n y  p e o p l e  t o  e n j o y  i t .  
F o r m  i s  h o w  w e  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  a n d  f o r m  i s  h o w
p e o p l e  w i l l  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  y o u r  m u s i c .  

T h e r e  a r e  s o m e  t r i e d  a n d  t e s t e d  f o r m s ,  u s e d  b y  c o m p o s e r s
f o r  c e n t u r i e s  ( a n d  w i t h  g o o d  r e a s o n ! ) .  F o r  e x a m p l e :  A - B - A ’
f o r m ,  w h e r e  w e  h a v e  a  c o n t r a s t i n g  m i d d l e  s e c t i o n ,
f o l l o w e d  b y  a  r e t u r n  o f  t h e  A  s e c t i o n  w h i c h  h a s  b e e n
t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  s o m e t h i n g  n e w  b y  t h e  j o u r n e y .  

O r ,  i f  y o u  w a n t  s o m e t h i n g  a  l i t t l e  m o r e  c h a l l e n g i n g ,
c o m p o s e r s  l o v e  w r i t i n g  i n  S o n a t a  F o r m .  
( I f  y o u  w a n t  t o  l e a r n  m o r e  a b o u t  m u s i c a l  f o r m ,  c h e c k  o u t
m y  Y o u T u b e  s e r i e s  o n  H o w  t o  L i s t e n  t o  C l a s s i c a l  M u s i c . )

The Importance
of Form



T h e  w o n d e r f u l  t h i n g  a b o u t  W e s t e r n  A r t  M u s i c  i s  h o w  i t
c a n  t a k e  y o u  o n  a n  e x p r e s s i v e ,  e m o t i o n a l ,  a n d
s o m e t i m e s  l o g i c a l  j o u r n e y .

W e  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a  m u s i c a l  i d e a  –  p e r h a p s  a
t h e m e .  T h a t  i d e a  i s  t h e n  e x p r e s s e d ,  e x p l o r e d ,
d e v e l o p e d ,  m u t a t e d ,  d i s t o r t e d ,  a n d  t a k e n  t h r o u g h  a l l
k i n d s  o f  m o o d s ,  u n t i l  f i n a l l y ,  i t  i s  b r o u g h t  b a c k  t o  r e s t ,
e i t h e r  b a c k  a t  h o m e ,  o r  i n  a  n e w  h o m e .  S o m e  c o m p o s e r s
l i k e  t o  t a k e  u s  o n  a  j o u r n e y  f r o m  d a r k n e s s  t o  l i g h t …
O t h e r s  f r o m  l i g h t  t o  d a r k n e s s …  A n d  s o m e  l i k e  t o  s t a r t  a t
h o m e ,  t a k e  u s  t h r o u g h  d a r k n e s s ,  l i g h t ,  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g
i n  b e t w e e n ,  b e f o r e  b r i n g i n g  u s  b a c k  h o m e  a g a i n .

I n  a n y  c a s e ,  t h e  b e s t  c o m p o s e r s  t a k e  u s  o n  a  j o u r n e y
w i t h  t h e i r  m u s i c a l  i d e a s .  A n d  i n  t h e  v e r y  b e s t  c a s e s ,
t h e i r  i d e a s  a r e  s o  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t e d ,  a n d  t h e i r  f o r m  i s  s o
w e l l  e x e c u t e d ,  t h a t  t h i s  “ j o u r n e y ”  g r a b s  t h e  l i s t e n e r s
r i g h t  f r o m  t h e  s t a r t ,  a n d  d o e s n ’ t  l e t  g o  u n t i l  t h e  e n d .  

T h i n k  a b o u t  t h i s  i d e a  o f  a  j o u r n e y ,  o r  n a r r a t i v e  ‘ a r c ’ ,
n e x t  t i m e  y o u  w r i t e  a  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c .  

Take Us On A Journey



T h i s  i s  a  l e s s o n  I  l e a r n t  e a r l y  o n  i n  c o m p o s i n g :  T h e
b e s t  c h e f s  c a n  m a k e  a  f e w  s i m p l e  i n g r e d i e n t s  t a s t e
d e l i c i o u s .  

R a t h e r  t h a n  c h u c k i n g  2 0  i d e a s  i n t o  y o u r  m u s i c  a n d
h o p i n g  t h a t  w i l l  m a k e  i t  b e t t e r ,  t r y  j u s t  w o r k i n g  w i t h
1 - 3  i d e a s .  

S e e  h o w  m u c h  y o u  c a n  s q u e e z e  o u t  o f  t h e  s m a l l e s t
n u m b e r  o f  r i p e  i d e a s .  B e e t h o v e n  i s  o f t e n  c i t e d  a s  a
m a s t e r  o f  t h i s  ( h i s  5 t h  S y m p h o n y  i s  e x t r e m e l y  f a m o u s
f o r  i t s  4 - n o t e  m o t i f ,  w h i c h  i s  d e v e l o p e d  f o r  8  m i n u t e s
o r  m o r e ) .  Y o u  c a n  d o  i t  t o o .  

Y o u r  i d e a  c a n  b e  l o n g e r  t h a n  4  n o t e s ,  o f  c o u r s e ;  b u t
o n c e  y o u  h a v e  a n  i d e a ,  s e e  h o w  f a r  y o u  c a n  r u n  w i t h
i t ,  b e f o r e  h a v i n g  t o  i n t r o d u c e  a  d i f f e r e n t  i d e a .  T h e
b e s t  c o m p o s e r s  c a n  f i l l  o u t  a n  e n t i r e  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c
w i t h  a  s m a l l  n u m b e r  o f  g o o d  i d e a s .  

Get A Lot Out 
Of A Little 



T h e  r e a s o n  w e  o f t e n  g e t  s t u c k  w h e n  c o m p o s i n g  i s

b e c a u s e  o f  “ d e c i s i o n  o v e r w h e l m ” .  W h e n  w e ’ r e

w r i t i n g ,  t h e r e  a r e  t o o  m a n y  i n f i n i t e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  –

i t ’ s  h a r d  t o  k n o w  w h a t  d i r e c t i o n  t o  g o  n e x t ,  w h e n

t h e r e  a r e  i n f i n i t e  d i r e c t i o n s  t o  c h o o s e  f r o m .

T h a t ’ s  w h y  y o u  s h o u l d  a c t u a l l y  i m p o s e  y o u r  o w n

l i m i t a t i o n s  o n  y o u r  m u s i c .  

S h a k e s p e a r e  w r o t e  h i s  l o v e  p o e m s  i n  s o n n e t  f o r m  –

a l l  o f  t h e m  a r e  1 4  l i n e s ,  w i t h  1 0  s y l l a b l e s  i n  e a c h

l i n e ,  f o l l o w i n g  a  c e r t a i n  s t r e s s  p a t t e r n .  I f  h e  h a d

w r i t t e n  t h e s e  p o e m s  i n  f r e e  p r o s e ,  d o  y o u  t h i n k  t h e y

w o u l d  b e  a n y w h e r e  n e a r  a s  p o w e r f u l ?  B y  r e s t r i c t i n g

h i m s e l f  t o  1 4  l i n e s ,  a n d  1 0  s y l l a b l e s  p e r  l i n e ,  i t

f o r c e d  h i m  t o  b e  c o n c i s e ,  c r e a t i v e ,  a n d  d i r e c t  w i t h

h i s  l a n g u a g e .  H a v i n g  l i m i t a t i o n s  a c t u a l l y  m a d e  h i m

w r i t e  b e t t e r  p o e t r y .

Impose Your Own
Limitations



In  the same way,  you could l imit  yoursel f  to  only  a
certain set  of  instruments ,  or  to  us ing only  a  part icular
scale ,  or  to  working within a  part icular  form (why do
you think so many composers  work in  sonata form?) .  I f
you impose good l imitat ions ,  you’ l l  actual ly  often f ind
yoursel f  gett ing stra ight  to  work ,  instead of  pondering
over  what  to  do next .  

On a  s imi lar  note ,  i f  you’re  a  digita l  composer ,  don't
buy loads of  sound l ibrar ies .  Instead,  see what  you can
get  out  of  what  you have.  Immense creat iv i ty  to  be
found in manipulat ing things you already have at  your
disposal .

To end this  point ,  here ’s  a  quote f rom Stravinsky :  

"My freedom wi l l  be so much the greater  and more
meaningful  the more narrowly  I  l imit  my f ie ld of
act ion and the more I  surround mysel f  with obstacles .
Whatever  diminishes constraint  diminishes strength.
The more constraints  one imposes ,  the more one frees
one's  sel f  of  the chains that  shackle  the spir i t . "



Cal  Newport  coined this  term in his  famous book,  “Deep
Work” .  

I t ’ s  the k ind of  work where you s i t  down for  several  hours  at  a
t ime (or  at  least  one hour) ,  and focus absolutely  on one
complex task ,  without any distract ion.  No phones ,  no
internet ,  just  you and your  task .

Once you’ve been working on a  complex task (such as
composing)  for  around 30 minutes stra ight ,  your  brain starts
to go into a  di f ferent  mode.  You start  to  go “deep” .  I t ’ s  as  i f
the world around you disappears ,  and you’re  just  purely
focused on the task in  f ront  of  you;  you start  to  lose track of
t ime,  and you begin to make amazing progress  on your  work .
Some people cal l  this  a  “ f low state”  –  everything in  your  work
just  begins to  f low.

This  f low state can only  happen i f  we a l low ourselves  to  focus
purely  on one “deep task”  for  a  prolonged per iod of  t ime.  

Most  of  us  l ive  in  a  distracted state ,  so  Deep Work can take
some pract ice to  get  used to .  But  try  i t  –  once you exper ience
that  f low,  you’ l l  never  look back!  

Prioritise Deep Work



Y o u r  f i r s t  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c  m a y  s u c k ,  t h a t ’ s  O K .  

 Y o u r  t e n t h  p i e c e  o f  m u s i c  m a y  s u c k ,  a n d  t h a t ’ s  s t i l l  O K .
T h e  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  i s  t o  k e e p  m o v i n g  f o r w a r d s  –  o n e
s t e p  a t  a  t i m e .

B e  g e n t l e  w i t h  y o u r s e l f ,  f o r g i v e  y o u r  m i s t a k e s ,  a n d
n e v e r  e x p e c t  t o  b e  p e r f e c t  –  j u s t  g e t  m o v i n g ,  a n d  k e e p
p u t t i n g  o n e  f o o t  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  o t h e r .

R o m e  w a s  n o t  b u i l t  i n  a  d a y ,  b u t  i t  w a s  b u i l t ,  s t e p  b y
s t e p .  K e e p  t a k i n g  b a b y  s t e p s ,  a n d  f o c u s i n g  o n  y o u r
p r o g r e s s .

R e m e m b e r  t h a t  E V E R Y B O D Y  s t a r t e d  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ;
a n d  i n s t e a d  o f  f o c u s i n g  o n  t h e m ,  f o c u s  o n  y o u r  o w n
p r o g r e s s .

D o n ’ t  t r y  t o  c o n q u e r  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  a  d a y …  F o c u s  o n
w h a t ’ s  i n  f r o n t  o f  y o u ,  t o d a y ,  a n d  t a k e  t h o s e  “ b a b y
s t e p s ” ,  w h i c h  i n  t u r n  w i l l  l e a d  y o u  t o  t h e  n e x t  s t e p s  i n
y o u r  j o u r n e y .  J u s t  w r i t e  t h a t  n e x t  b a r  o f  m u s i c !  

Baby Steps



W i t h  a l m o s t  e v e r y t h i n g  I ’ v e  e v e r  w r i t t e n ,  t h e r e ’ s  c o m e  a
p o i n t  w h e r e  I ’ v e  t h o u g h t  “ t h i s  i s  c r a p ,  t h i s  i s  r u b b i s h ,  I
s h o u l d  s t o p ” .  I  u s e d  t o  f o l l o w  t h a t  i n s t i n c t  –  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,
t h e r e  i s  s o  m u c h  m u s i c  t h a t  I ’ v e  l e f t  u n f i n i s h e d .  

H o w e v e r ,  y o u  w i l l  l e a r n  s o  m u c h  m o r e  i f  y o u  f o r c e  y o u r s e l f  t o
f i n i s h  w h a t  y o u  s t a r t e d .  I n s t e a d  o f  g i v i n g  u p  w h e n  y o u  b e g i n
t o  f e e l  t h o s e  t w i n g e s  o f  d o u b t ,  p u s h  t h r o u g h !  F i n i s h  w h a t
y o u  s t a r t e d !  I n  f i n i s h i n g ,  y o u  w i l l  l e a r n  s o  m u c h ,  e v e n  i f  t h a t
p i e c e  n e v e r  m a k e s  i t  t o  y o u r  p o r t f o l i o .

I ’ l l  s a y  i t  a g a i n :  a l m o s t  e v e r y  s i n g l e  t i m e  I ’ v e  c o m p o s e d
s o m e t h i n g ,  t h e r e ’ s  b e e n  a  p o i n t  w h e r e  I ’ v e  w a n t e d  t o  t h r o w
i t  i n  t h e  t r a s h  a n d  g i v e  u p  o n  i t .

H o w e v e r ,  w h e n e v e r  I ’ v e  f o r c e d  m y s e l f  t o  f i n i s h ,  I ’ v e  a l m o s t
a l w a y s  b e e n  p l e a s e d  w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t s ,  a n d  I ’ v e  l e a r n t  h o w  t o
s o l v e  n e w  p r o b l e m s ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  I ’ v e  g r o w n  a s  a  c o m p o s e r .
M a k e  a  r u l e  f o r  y o u r s e l f :  I  w i l l  a l w a y s  s t r i v e  t o  f i n i s h  w h a t
I ’ v e  s t a r t e d .  E v e n  i f  I  f e e l  t h a t  r e s i s t a n c e ,  e v e n  i f  I  h a v e  t o
p u s h  t h r o u g h  f e e l i n g  l i k e  m y  w o r k  i s  c r a p ,  I  w i l l  s t r i v e  t o
f i n i s h  w h a t  I  s t a r t e d ,  b e c a u s e  I  k n o w  h o w  m u c h  I  w i l l  l e a r n
f r o m  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e .

Finish It



Oscar Osicki is a composer, conductor,
and founder of Inside the Score, a
music-loving community with
thousands of dedicated members. 

Oscar’s mission is to strengthen
people’s understanding and
appreciation of music - to help them
become better composers, better
performers, and better listeners. He
wants to spread a love for Western Art
Music as far as possible, and teach the
skills and techniques necessary to
become stronger musicians.

His online courses are designed to push
people to new horizons, and to develop
and train their musicianship and
musical ability. His popular Musicality
course is an intensive program which
gives a thorough training in sight-
reading, ear skills, writing, and music
theory – all the foundations you need to
become a better musician.


