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Rob Playford
Locking back on a long and diverse career
in music production, Tom Salta has
established himself as a composer in one s
of the most seminal and exciting areas of . naramet
music production — game audio. His music
Is featured In blockbuster game series lke s triolle
"Need For Speed Underground”; "Ghost Tazing
Recon” and "RalliSport Challenge”. Most ynchronzed
recently, Tom Salta has written the e 1
Iindustrial-fused orchestral soundtrack for o
"Cold Fear", an upcoming action-horror
title from Ublsoft, due for release this
March on Playstation 2 and Xbox.
Tom also produces music under the name
"Atlas Plug", his debut album "2 Days or .
Die" was released last year. Tom's work

= Linkin Park . : products
- Is featured In movies, TV and
= Johin Teiad Tom Saita ;
i commerclals and Includes clients |ike Legal Doping
ol : Volvo and TV stations llke CBS, NBC and [AURHBR ] FM 7 Sounds
i b e MTV. NI spoke to Tom about his work and background, and about what makes Junkie FL |
" evstam scoring for games so Interesting and unique. 256 axcitingly
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= Nils Petter Mohia When did you decide music was your calling? How did you start out?
" 1
= Aromabi As early as high school I was helping local groups record thelr demos. When [ was commumnity
Ak ik e eighteen, I produced a single that was alred on the blggest radlo station In New :
T AT York, Z-100. But It wasn't untll I returned from touring with Bobby Brown, Whitney EXTRA! EXTRA!
s Manuels Kralss: Houston and Mary 1. Blige In the early 90s, that 1 declded studlo work was my jiatiy
« Mouse Cin M: calling. Shortly after I teamed up with a friend of mine and we started producing Instrument
« Kabiti various Indle projects, mostly rock and pop oriented. In the mid-50s I ran Into
w Mark | Junior Vasquez and spent several years producing dance remixes with him. selactio
« Richiard Deins Simultaneously 1 expanded my network of colleagues and worked with many 1Ews lett 50 YOU
= Sun Elact established recording artists and producers, as well as developing and producing irarmed on The |
new artists. 1 also worked with several jingle houses and worked on commerclials VR O TG MR
from time to time. LS el
How long have you been composing, and when did you get into game products
audio?
Harmony
I've been writing and producing music for B~ N .'-., i
fifteen years. But it was only a few years e it
ago when 1 decided the games business : flui
was where 1 really wanted to be. It was _ iord
an epiphany and I remember the instant PNCC T LA
It occurred to me. (e L e
How Is producing for games differeant s
from other work you have done?
For one thing, most of my work this year =
was done without any other contributors nroducts

in the studio. Normally, I am used to working regularly with singers, guitar players
and other producers. This year was mostly a solo affair. Game scoring also
introduced me to another element which 1 never got deep Into In my previous
endeavors, namely orchestral work. My first experience In creating orchestral music
was so exclting that I had to start incorporating It into my other muosic.

VOKATOR In Detall

Do you find composing for games is very different from composing for
yourself or musiclans? Is the process and tools you use different?

Yes and no. On a technical level, the tools for recording traditional and game music
are the same for me. Creatively speaking, when composing for musiclans/groups,
or myself, there are no visuals to consider, or how sections A, B, and C would
sound going inte or combined with sections O, E and F. Composing and writing a Famous NI Fans

song, commerclal, movle or traller Is a linear process. It always sounds one way. Mouse On Mars. Twerk and
Games, on the other hand, are Interactive and the music, In many cases, needs to Nine Inch Mais are all u

be flexible and progressive. Il applications t f

G oimimity

In traditional music, it's all about the
song: Getting the main hook, verses and
bridge just right. It's about getting that
perfect vocal take, background vocals, products

etc. In game music, the focus Is about Extreme Sport
supporting the visual and creating the
exact feel and emotion the director wants
for a particular scene or sectlon of the
game. Then you sometimes have to deal
with technical aspects that are unigue to envelopes, v
the game world. For example, in Cold ran help flsbby samples get
Fear, most of the In game music was ito Clympic shaps
comprised of small two to three minute

pieces that created various emotions like

mystery, suspense, actlon, full out terror and so on. Each of these compositions

had to contaln three subgroups that could be brought In and out by the game

engine to create different Intensities to match the action. 1 had to make sure that

all the subgroups sounded good when played Individually or combined. I didn't have

the luxury of pulling out a bass line from group 1 when group 3 kicked In. They all

had to fit together like a puzzle. These are the kinds of challenges unique to the

area of game composing.

Cold Fear

What hardware and software are you using?

Currently 1 run Logic on a Macintosh G4
with 8 ProTools Mix plus system In OS5 9,
but that will be changing very soon. I'm
planning to upgrade toc a Pro Tools HD
Accel system with Loglc 7, but my current
rig has been so rellable and I've been too
busy to upgrade... which |s a good thing.

How were you introduced to Native
Instruments?

My first experience using NI software was
with the Pro-52, shortly after It hit the
market many years ago. 1 was completely
blown away with how authentic It
sounded. 1 Instantly appreclated many of
its features. The Interface was great and
definitely captured that "vintage feeling".
Yet more Importantly, It was an Insplring
instrument to use and contained tons of
useful sounds. And now with the Pro-53,

it's even more powerful.

What NI gear are you using and are any of the Instruments especially
helpful for your electronic sounds?

I'm currently using Pro-53, Absynth 2, Kompakt, Intakt, and Reaktor. As far as
modern electronic sounds go, 1 find Reaktor and Absynth to be Incredibly inspiring.
I also work with many of those sample-library Instruments that use Kompakt as
thelr front end. It keeps things nice and simple.

What are your favorite NI instruments overall and what do you like most
about them?

That's a close call. As far as a pure synth, 1 love Absynth and I can't walt to try
the |latest version. Whenever 1 want something unigue, I go to Absynth. Most of
the sounds are simply "ready-to-go" and just sound great In the mix. Another
group of Instruments that Impress me are those In Reaktor. Although I've only
touched the surface, I still find myself tweaking and coming up with some very
unigue sounds.

Please tell us about the role NI gear
played in the score to Cold Fear.

NI gear proved to be Invaluable for this
latest scoring project. In fact, Jo Ardalan
from NI helped design some of the
custom sounds that I wsed In the final mix
of the soundtrack. One of the maost
unigue synths we used was Metaphysical
Function from the Electronic Instruments
2 collection. It was absolutely perfect for

: creating certain dark, ambilent, electronic
soundscapes. When I first heard It, I Instantly knew It would be perfect for the
game. It also has one of the coolest looking user Iinterfaces I've BYEr SEEM.
Absynth 2, of course, was another major player as was the Kompakt player that so
many other libraries use for a front-end such as QLS0, Altered States and
Adrenalin.

How has using the software changed the way you make music?

I could never think of going back to the days before 1 started using these
instruments. It has allowed me to work faster, more efficlently and has given me
the freedom to experiment with an Incredibly large palette of sounds. Having the
convenlence of instant recall and the abllity to easlly save and organize my
favorite sounds has become Invaluable and affords me a whole new level of
productivity.

But the most iImportant thing about any Instrument is the guality of the sound. The
way 1 judge a new synth |s how It Insplres me to create and how |t sounds In the
mix. When I come across an inspiring sound that immediately fits in the track
without any additional effects or processing, 1 know It's a keeper. With NI gear like
Absynth, Pro-53 and Reaktor, that happens guite often.

Do you feel a difference in quality between analog and digital? What are
the discernable advantages or disadvantages?

I think the whole analog versus digital debate is starting to settle down into an
area where most professionals agree. Everyone knows the maln allure of analog
gear |s the natural "warmth" that we assoclate with It. The disadvantage |s pretty
much everything else; the Inconvenlence, Inconsistency and expense. You might
=3y that digital recording has the exact opposite set of advantages and
disadwvantages. It's incredibly convenlent, consistent, and cost effective, yet It
doesn't add warmth and has even been accused of sounding harsh and brittle. The
thing Is you can't accuse digltal recording of creating a harsh, brittle sound. Digital
Is simply comprised of ones and zeros, It doesn't have a "sound”.

Now, |n the world of virtual Instruments, your signal |1s born In and usually never
leaves the digltal domaln and some digital Instruments can Indeed be accused of
sounding harsh and brittle. If a software Instrument doesn't already sound
amazing, there's little hope of Improving It, there are no analog circults or tubes
that will breathe life into the sound. Even tube emulating software has |little chance
of resurrecting a sterile soft synth. That's the main reascn I love Mative
Instruments gear so much. Out of the box these Instruments sounds fantastic.
Absynth Is a perfect example of this. I usually end up printing the sound as s and
it always seems to fit perfectly In the mix. Or take a synth like the Pro-53. It has
all the sonic goodness of Its vintage cousin, but It's a soft synth that can be
instantly recalled, used an Infinite number of times and will never break down. In
my book that's truly the best of both worlds.

What other projects do you have on
the side? Are you writing
independently? Any collaborations in
the works?

My maln focus now IS scoring for games,
film/TV soundtracks and continuing to
develop my solo artist project "Atlas
Plug". 1 just completed scoring my elghth
game this year - a modern, Industrial-
fused orchestral soundtrack for Cold Fear.
This was one of the most fulfilling
projects I've ever worked on and It gave
me a chance to explore and combine
several different styles of music that 1
love Into one coheslve score. 1 had the
chance to create fully orchestral
Atias Plug Hollywood style music, hard Industrial
electronica, eerie and dark amblent music
and my own slgnature style, which combines aggressive electronic and orchestral
Instruments together. Although this last year has been a solo year, 1 love
collaborations and 1 definitely plan on producing and writing with other songwriters
and artists.

Are there any pivotal moments in your career that you would like to share,
good or bad?

There have been lots of unexpected twists and turns Ik my career. Breaking Into
the game industry was a major challenge but 1 think my Individual skill-set and
experiences In the recording Industry, as well as perseverance, has brought me to
where I am now. Games are the new platform for evolving music and I'm very
fortunate to be working In such a cutting-edge segment of the entertalnment
industry with these talented visionaries.

How do you think music production will change over the next few years, for
yvourself and the industry? wWhat would you like to see change?

I see the continuance of software replacing thelr hardware equlvalents. This
technology will continue to allow more and more emerging talent to reallze thelr
musical deas right In thelr own homes. Absynth sounds just as good rendered on a
Powerbook In a dusty apartment as It does In the Hit Factory. I feel this will
continue to open the door for young artists and groups to emerge untalnted by a
major label's Influence.

Wwhat I'd llke to see |s a musical market where talented ploneering artists can
reach the mainstream |lstener mare directly. I've only seen a few recent artists
that have any kind of original sound or identity. I'm looking forward to the return
of a musical environment where artists with the potentlal of Peter Gabriel, Sting,
Seal, Chaka Khan, Pink Floyd or The Beatles can thrive. I feel the only area of
music where ploneers are breaking new ground |s In Hip-Hop. I'd like to see that
ploneering spirit return to other areas of music.

I am happy to say that In the technical side of the music world, there I1s no lack of
g ploneering spirit. 1 feel Nl Is one of the maln ploneering companlies that |s
constantly breaking new ground In this exciting new world of software Instruments.
Hats off for these unigue and Insplred tools.

Thanks for your time, Tom.

You are welcome.



