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Composer Chance Thomas is best known for scoring blockbuster video 
games like DOTA 2, James Cameron’s Avatar and The Lord of the Rings 
Online — the MMO (massive multiplayer online) role-playing game 
— but he has also garnered a long list of film and TV credits over his 

20 year career. In Salt Lake City he recently opened the doors to HUGEsound 
Post Production which brings audio, picture and, with it’s sound stage, music 
scoring under one roof. David Kennedy found out about Chance’s approach to 
composing for games and his unique new facilities.

 
What inspired you to compose?
I grew up in a musical home. My mother was a classically trained violinist and 
opera singer and so music was a steady diet in my upbringing. I wanted to be 
like her when I was six or seven years old so I tried to play the violin, impossibly 
hard I might add, but then next I tried the piano and I fell in love with it. I started 
writing songs when I was a child and, like many others, got into a rock band in 
high school, and I wrote a lot of the songs for our band too. By the time I got to 
college I was nervous about the unpredictability, the volatility of a music career 
and so I studied business. I even received a scholarship to attend a university 
to study business but the pull of music is very strong and it wasn’t long before 
I had taken my business scholarship and transferred it to the music school. I 
ended up graduating with a degree in music specialising in recording engineering 
and production.

How did you end up composing for games?
So when I got finished with my university studies I opened up a small 
production company and started doing music for advertising. I specialised in a 
niche of high end advertisers who wanted live orchestra in their underscores, so 
with that background when I got a call in 1996 to go to work for Sierra On-Line 
I naturally proposed that we do a live orchestral score. Well, nobody knew how 
to do that, I mean you could put it on a CD and run Red Book but I didn’t want 
to do that, I wanted to have something interactive. I had the vision, I saw the 
pieces and knew how to create them on the music side but I didn’t know how 
to code it. So I sat down with the architect of the game, bought him a pizza and 
we brainstormed. We figured out, back in 1997, how to do adaptive music with 
digital audio streams in this PC game, Quest for Glory V which won Music of 
the Year in 1998. That allowed me to open the door to the Grammy Awards, 
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that music for video games could be eligible for the first time, 
and that’s what launched my career in games. But I’ve done TV, 
animation, documentaries, virtual reality and films. You have to 
do it all in this day and age, especially for media composers, it’s 
a tremendously competitive and diversified market. In order to 
stay viable you have to be fluent in all of these media languages.

How do you score music for a nonlinear medium?
You have to think of a dramatic arc in a different way. With 
traditional linear media you have movements in your music 
that are sequential — but what if you create pieces of music that 
underscore a certain dramatic state that can then hand off to a 
piece of music which is synchronise-able to the previous one, but 
now underscores a different dramatic state, and on you go. One 
way to do it is to picture your different pieces of music and create 
a composition map that will allow you to write different pieces of music to this 
map and everything will synchronise when you go between them. The other 
way to do it is to think of music as you might think of a set of Tinkertoys [think 
Connecta Straws if you grew up in the UK]. You’ve got a hub that has different 
points that you can go off of and you’ve got these little transition elements that 
go between them. Think of writing music in a modular way, in ways that you’re 
going around and around, until a game state change happens at which point 
we’re going to go some other way now and you have a piece of music that fits 
that harmonically, melodically, otherwise rhythmically and then take that into 
the next piece of music.

The permutations of combinations must be vast. How are there not 
simply too many possible transition elements to create?
There could be but let’s say you’ve got something very specific musically 
that you’re coming from and something else that’s very specific musically 
that you’re going to. How do you connect them without having hundreds of 
possible connections? You make the connection points somewhat amorphous 
harmonically and you come to a clear statement in the middle which transitions 
between the two and then you hand off. It works brilliantly. All these things are 
outlined in detail in my textbook, Composing Music for Games. I’m not near the 

end of my career but I’m definitely in the mature stage and I do believe in helping 
the rising generation, giving them a leg up and giving them opportunities. I feel 
like my generation took the game industry from next to nothing to where we are 
currently — but who’s now going to take it to places we can’t even imagine? This 
next wave of composers is going to figure out how to do that and so if I can help 
them get to this point, wouldn’t it be remarkable to see what they can do next. 

So where do you think game audio is going next?
I love what VisiSonics is doing with their spatial audio. What they can deliver 
through stereo headphones is unsurpassed. They’ve got this crazy demo where 
you wear regular stereo headphones and you hold a little cube in your hand and 
they’ve got a visual tracker on top of the headphones so wherever you move the 
cube it knows where it is in real space. What’s remarkable is how they deliver 
this Illusion of audio placement with that cube, so I can hold it right up here and 
it sounds like the music is right up here, I hold it behind me as far as I can reach 
and to my ears it sounds like the music is coming from back there. I can hold it 
below me, nobody gets that right but they’ve got it right. We’re not even talking 
about multi-channel headphones, through stereo headphones they figured out 
algorithmically how to deliver positional sound all around. Lots of filtering, lots 
of little micro delays, things like that, a lot of math and it’s remarkable!
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The Lord of the Rings Online scores have had an extraordinary 
longevity. How did you initially approach it?
We started in 1998, I think, with J R R Tolkien’s Middle Earth. I’d read The 
Hobbit but I’d never read The Lord of the Rings until we started talking about 
doing the music for this. These are my copies of the literature [more Post-it notes 
than pages]. When I first found out that I was going to be working on this I 

got the books, and I went through and I made a 
note of every reference in the book that talks about 
instruments or music or song or vocal qualities. 
Based on that — I was so nerdy about it — I put 
together this twenty six page document that said 
basically, based on the literature: here is how 
music for Lord of the Rings ought to be created 
in order to be authentic to how the professor 
described it, back in his world. I wanted to be fully 
immersed in the literature, and keep in mind that 
this was before Peter Jackson’s films had ever seen 
the light of day, so I was dealing with, and still do, 
my own independent research to come up with 

my take on Lord of the Rings as opposed to trying to copy something that 
somebody else has done. That’s been the basis of how I have approached 
scoring Middle Earth ever since.

How much these substantial projects do you still get to do hands-
on yourself?
So let’s consider The Lord of the Rings Online, because they’re celebrating 
their 10th anniversary as a continuously running game. I presented to 
the development team five thematic suites, a suite for the Hobbits, for the 
dwarves, for the elves, for the race of men and for the races of evil. Each of 
those thematic suites have a number of themes in them and I said these are 
themes on which we can write music for this online world and we’ve done 
that now for 10 years, always harking back to those original themes and 
doing variations on them and growing from them. So in this case I’ve done 
all of the composition and all of the orchestration myself. When I get ready 
to record I’ll then take my music files and I’ll give them to a sheet music 

prep professional. He or she and I will then go over how I want all the phrases 
articulated and we prepare the music so that classically trained musicians can 
sit down in the studio, pull out their trumpet or violin or whatever and play 
the line exactly as I’ve envisioned it. Then we go into the studio and typically 
I like to record 43 strings and anywhere from 9 to 12 brass, usually I’ll do a 
24 voice choir and a handful of woodwind players. I’ll record them in sections 
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so that we can really focus in on the performance of each individual group. It 
then goes to the editing process where I take all the recordings and I go through  
and edit everything together. I do that myself but then I’ll employ a mixing  
artist to come in and do the final mix of the music. So it involves a lot  
of musicians, and it involves some engineers, but 
I like to keep a pretty tight hand on it all the way 
through. [Since we spoke to Chance it has been 
announced that he’ll be composing a brand new 
score for The Lord of the Rings Online: Mordor]

Is all this talent available right there in Salt 
Lake City?
Nine years ago Warner Brothers bought an old 
studio in Salt Lake City called LA East and they 
centred all o f their music recording for their 
production music library in that studio. For the past 
nine years, every month, if not every week, there 
have been orchestras in that room recording this 
wide variety of music for Warner Brothers, so the 
talent pool here, at least in terms of the recording 
with headphones, to click, to recording in sections 
— to recording music that’s aggressive enough for 
modern production — that talent pool is incredibly 
deep. That’s where I recorded all of my previous 
Lord of the Rings Online scores and it sounds 
great. Now we have our own facility, which is big 
enough to accommodate the size of the orchestra 
and choir that I like to use, and we have some 
recording opportunities coming up starting in June, 
so hopefully they’ll sound as good or even better!
 
So if you’ve already got LA East here,  
where is the demand for your facility going  
to come from? 
There’s a couple of things, one: the combination of 
disciplines that we have under our roof is unique. 
We have picture editing, we have sound design and 
we have music all in the same facility. We’ve been 
open just about two months now and already we’ve 
had several projects where, for example, I’ve got a 
music project and lo and behold we bring the picture 
editing side in to do some work, or the picture 
editing side has a project and they bring me in to do 
music — and then they bring in the sound design 
side — so there’s a lot of synergy. As I said, this 
is a very competitive business, so you need every 
advantage you can, and we thought we want to 
have a facility that’s comparable to what you get in 
LA or New York, which we’ve done. And we need 
to have pricing that’s better than the coastal cities or 
London, we’ve done that.

Then we’ve got people at the top of their fields: 
Michael McDonough is a sound designer: that guy’s 
done Star Trek, he’s done 20 IMAX films, he’s done 
TV shows, so he’s the best. He’s doing all the sound 
for Extinct, which is a new TV series written by 
Orson Scott Card and directed by Ryan Little. 

We’ve got Michael Fox as our picture editor: 
The Last Ship, Almost Human, 11.22.63: the guys 
at the top of his game. He edited one of the first 

episodes of Mr Mercedes, a new TV series 
written by Stephen King. And then they 
let me come to the party too, so we feel 
like we’ve got a great pool of talent here 
— not to mention Michael Greene — who 
is our chief audio engineer. Michael’s got 
a 25-year career in LA and Salt Lake and 
a Gold Record. So high-end people and 
facilities, lower price, convenience and 
great memories: we feel like that’s a pretty 
strong package.

And finally in terms of kit, what are 
the highlights?

The Neve Genesys Black G64, obviously we love that and we’ve got a 
fantastic microphone collection here. Everybody is on Pro Tools, all the picture 
editors cut on Avid and the Avid Nexis servers are fantastic, we love their 
speed and durability. n
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