The Evolution of a Dream: Don Harper and Dream and Variations

Don Harper became a musician to get girls.  

Once he made the commitment, he deadpans, “there was no going back.”  Altruism would come later.

However, in the years since, the genial, soft-spoken Southern California native has gone from player (in the more traditional use of the word) to pianist, musical director, orchestrator, conductor, and composer in no particular order, stepping in and out of those roles as he created his own musical vocabulary.  

Harper’s experience and passion for all facets of the composer’s journey are woven into the elegant tapestry that has become Dream & Variations, his first CD and the culmination of years of collaborating and working alongside such respected composers as Trevor Rabin, Hans Zimmer, Danny Elfman, and Mark Mancina.    Now he’s found his own voice, and Dream & Variations—written in a style he calls “symphonic Americana—speaks through the individual talents of his Oceana Orchestra, comprised of a hundred of the top studio musicians and singers in Los Angeles.  With this ambitious project now complete, Don Harper has come into his own as a singular composer, presenting a fresh perspective on contemporary orchestral music.

Born in the working-class town of Lynwood, California, Don’s father ran a brass and bronze foundry while his mother, a music lover, raised their two boys.  “I remember ‘air conducting’ to my mom’s Andre Previn albums when I was eight years old,” he recalls. 

At age 10 he took piano lessons from a classically trained teacher with a habit of smacking the boy’s fingers with a pencil when he veered from his agenda.  “I hated it,” he says, “so, fortunately, mom found a teacher who taught improvisation and how to create my own arrangements.”  

In high school during the musically liberating days of the pre-disco 1970’s he hooked up with other serious musicians, picking up the guitar and playing in rock bands covering the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.  He joined a folk group playing Dylan, Guthrie, and Seeger, and found his way into progressive rock bands attempting John McLaughlin (the Mahavishnu Orchestra), Yes, and ELP interspersed with some of Don’s original songs, all the while taking courses in piano and composition at the local college.

A college professor (and later roommate), Gerry Schroeder, became a musical mentor.  “He has the most fantastic harmonic sense and is still one of my favorite pianists,”  Harper says.  Schroeder owned a record collection of about 2000 titles, and Don admits to being like “a kid in a candy store” as he sampled from it.  “Full classical, choral, jazz, rock—[Schroeder’s] open-mindedness about music and his varied tastes really rubbed off on me.”  Harper took full advantage of Schroeder’s eclectic tastes.  “Gerry had a lot of records by contemporary jazz/classical crossover composers: Duke Ellington, Gershwin, Don Costa, Don Sebeski, Astor Piazzolla and Claus Ogerman—those composers who, in their own way, took a classical approach with modern harmonies to create something brand new,” he observes.  “They really pushed my buttons.” 

So it was a natural transition from playing to composing original pieces and imagining a larger musical palette from which to create.  He took on orchestration jobs for special events that not only tested his musicianship but also forced him to follow new directions for his varied tastes.  He traveled to Singapore and studied with renowned Chinese composer Phoon Yew Tien.  Then, working with the Singapore Symphony, the Singapore Chinese Orchestra, local Tamil and Malaysian musicians and singers, Harper composed and orchestrated the music for Singapore’s 25th Anniversary celebrations.  

During this period, he wrote the music for dozens of commercials and shows for “cast-of-thousands” special events including Ronald Reagan’s presidential inaugural, songs for Sesame Street and Disney, and arrangements and musical direction for Kenny Loggins, Michael McDonald, Michael Franks and Larry Carlton.  It was, Harper notes, “the best kind of on-the-job training.”  Eclectic indeed.

In 1994 an old friend, Mark Mancina, called him.  “He was working with [film composer] Hans Zimmer at Media Ventures and said ‘You’ve got to check out what I’m doing here.’”  What Mancina was doing was scoring a “little” film for Fox called Speed.  He asked Harper to conduct the score for him and do some orchestration for the film toward the end of the project.

As someone who could compose music to match the composer’s style, and as schedules for Zimmer and Mancina became more unmanageable, Harper was given the opportunity to write for such films as Assasins, Broken Arrow, Twister, and The Rock.  Over the next few years, he became a sought-after contributor to the musical landscape of dozens of films, including Armageddon, The Hulk, National Treasure, The Great Raid, and The Guardian.  He was composer for Disney’s releases Tarzan & Jane, Atlantis: Milo’s Return, and The Lion King 1 1/2. 

In 2005, as he watched the horror of Hurricane Katrina’s devastation on TV, Don was moved to write (with lyricist Tom Child) “End of Days” in response to an event that left most people with a sense of stunned powerlessness in its wake. From that initial inspiration arose the music that would become Dream and Variations, a mosaic of new American themes that, while orchestral in nature, crosses styles and genres at will.

While the seed of Dream and Variations was planted in tragedy, the work itself is uplifting, confident and hopeful, owing in large part to its hybrid of jazz, Americana, rock, spirituals, blues, and even a touch of ethnic flute and bluegrass.  All this, performed by a world class orchestra, choir, and an eclectic cartel of guest artists including Trevor Rabin (Yes), Russell Ferrante (The Yellowjackets), Dan Higgins, and Lisbeth Scott.  “It’s a symphony orchestra with an identity crisis,” Harper admits, “just like America.”

Truly, Don Harper has followed a long road from having his knuckles rapped with a pencil to fulfilling his Dream and Variations.  
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