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Conceptual Show Design Formula: Ability + Concept = Design

Part 1: Developing a show concept: Planning for successes!
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Introduction

The marching activity is continuously evolving each year. Now, more than ever, there is an
emphasis on creative custom show designing. Selecting and designing a show is a daunting
task. A director is faced each year with a number of variables: student enrollment, performer
ability, time, staff, and budget. Every director also wants a quality show that will allow for
student success and educational gain. For this reason, a creative as well as custom show
design becomes the ideal answer. A custom design includes a complete package of music,
drill, and choreography that is uniquely created to the needs and strengths of your program;
one that will bring your original show concept to life. We will explore in this series how you
can reach this outcome in an efficient manner, whether you do a lot of competing or none at
all.

Initial Process

When you begin planning for the marching season, the first thing to do is to create a fairly
accurate student enrollment estimate, including a breakdown into sections. This will help
reveal where your musical strengths and weaknesses might be. Giving you a chance to ask,
“Will this be a year when my upper winds dominate, or will my low brass struggle?” From a
design standpoint, a breakdown will give you a guide to the number of students you have to
work with for your field visual palette, and staging needs. This will also help decide the type
of music your ensemble will be able to pull off, or how the scoring within the music will need
to be setup. Some pieces can be re-orchestrated or arranged and still prove to be a successful
part of the show program. In other cases, the music may lose its efficacy if re-orchestrated or
“watered down” too much.

Choosing your show concept is the most crucial step. It is important to realize that marching
band is comprised of two different elements: the musical and the visual. Both should
compliment one another. Your base concept can come from either element.

Some guidelines for choosing a show concept include:
- Soundtracks (movies, musicals, etc.)
- A general concept idea where the visual package becomes the vehicle from which
that idea is made clear (“Moving Forward”, “Color”, “Energy”, etc.)
- A one-word concept uniting different tunes, and then the musical package is
where the idea is made clear (Time: “Time Warp”, “Back to the Future”, Kodaly’s
“Viennese Musical Clock”, etc.)



- Paint a picture (medieval era, World War Il era, etc.)

- Tell a story, relying heavily on the guard and visual package (tragic love story,
mythological tale, etc.)

- Unifying genre of music (swing, minimalist, etc.)

- Based around one piece of music (“Firebird”, “Planets”, etc.)

- Music by a single artist (Copland, Beatles, etc.)

Who designs the show?

So now you have your concept and know the abilities of your students. Where do you turn to
make your drill, color guard, winds, battery, and pit percussion ideas a reality? If you have a
good support staff, plenty of time, a limited budget, or a strong desire to write, perhaps you
would take on this task yourself.

Another option is to try and find a pre-made show that fits your plans or chosen concept.
This is an easy and usually inexpensive solution, but often does not turn out to be as
successful as promised. The musical scoring is generally unbalanced to your ensemble, the
drill is frequently lacking motion or coherency, the percussion parts usually need to be re-
written by your percussion team, and the color guard design may not be current or exciting.

Many directors choose to subcontract out to individuals who they feel comfortable with to
collaborate in designing the show. This can work, but must be heavily micro-managed to
ensure that all designers are communicating with one another and are abiding by your
individual program’s limitations. In addition, several subcontractors require individual
paperwork and payment, adding more hassle and work for the director.

The ultimate solution is to contact a company such as Pulse Productions. We are a group of
talented designers who have collaborative experience to focus exclusively on your band and
your unique needs. Advantages here come with skill, working relationships, and sole
accountability on one company representative. In this best-choice solution, the director is a
working member of the design process. You help see the project through to the end,
guaranteeing an outstanding end-product that your students will love and succeed with.

Coming Soon: Part 2: A Musical Outline: The Winds Designer
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