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A background in music, and any 
subsequent formal training, often 
only forms the basis of a future 
career, it does not necessarily dictate 

its direction. Leading TV music composer 
Nainita Desai grew up in a British Asian family 
and was familiar with both Indian classical 
music and more populist Bollywood musicals. 
In parallel to these styles were Western pop 
music and film soundtracks.

As well as learning to play a variety of 
instruments — sitar, tabla, piano, violin and 
guitar — Desai, who has described herself as a 
“nerdy tomboy” while growing up, also 
developed an interest in recording and 
technology. At university she studied for 
degrees in mathematics, on her family’s advice 
of getting a “proper” qualification that would 
stand her in good stead if her artistic ambitions 
did not work out, and music technology. This 
was followed by studying audio at the National 
Film and Television School (NFTS), which 
ultimately led to work as a sound designer on 
British and international feature films, including 
Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Buddha (1993),  
early Beatles biopic Backbeat (1994) and 
Werner Herzog documentary Lessons of 
Darkness (1992).

Desai has also worked as a freelance 
recording engineer and as an assistant at 
studios such as Britannia Row, Jacobs and 

Peter Gabriel’s Real World. Today she has a 
studio of her own in southeast London, where 
she composes themes and scores for TV 
productions, computer games and films. She is 
particularly known for her work on 
documentaries and real-life stories. Her 
mainstream television work and pieces for 
commercials, promos and production libraries 
are done under the umbrella of her Soundology 
company, while features, dramas and ‘unique 
creative projects’ are credited to her own 
name. 

You’ve said you became fascinated by TV 
music as a child. What drew you to that and 
did you make a connection with technology in 
thinking about music in relation to pictures?
When I was a child there were only four TV 
channels — no iPlayer or streaming. This meant 
watching TV was a big event in my house and 
my senses were heightened to the catchiness 
and distinctiveness of themes such as Knight 
Rider (composers: Glenn A Larson/Stu Phillips), 
Grange Hill (library track Chicken Man by Alan 
Hawkshaw), Doctor Who (Ron Grainer, 
electronically realised by Delia Derbyshire), 
Blake’s 7 (Dudley Simpson) and Tales of the 
Unexpected (Grainer). I was very much into Star 
Trek and other science-fiction. Born from that 
was an interest in synths and composers like 
Vangelis and Jean-Michel Jarre, who influenced 
me. I was quick to embrace and experiment 
with technology.

What was the attraction of synths and 
recording equipment for you?
I was very interested in the fusion of creativity 
and technology. I still have the first synth I ever 
bought; a Roland D-70, which I used with a 
Fostex X26 four-track cassette recorder, Sony 
WM-D6 high performance Walkman and 
TCD-D3 portable DAT. I experimented a lot with 
my school’s EMS VCS3 and started to see film 
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as a transformative form of escapism. The work 
of sound designers such as Walter Murch and 
Skip Lievsay opened me up to the power of 
sound design in storytelling and film. My 
professional introduction to music for film really 
came through studying at the NFTS and then 
working as a sound designer on features using 
non-linear systems such as Synclavier, DAR 
SoundStation, AMS Audiofile and Pro Tools, as 
well as early samplers including the Akai S3200 
and Roland S760.

You write for TV, film and games, covering a 
variety of genres but you have become known 
particularly for documentaries. Was that 
deliberate?
It’s not something I planned. You try and steer 
your career in certain directions but, invariably, 
you build up clients that keep coming back to 
you in their areas. The challenge with scoring 
documentaries is that, because the subjects are 
often so sensitive and intense, the scores have 
to tread a fine line. On the one hand, because 
the story is so powerful, there really is no need 
to over manipulate the audience with emotional 
music. Conversely, the music shouldn’t be so 
bland so as to not have any impact at all and 
end up being simple drones. Therefore the 
score has to be finely crafted around the 
dialogue and story but retain a distinctiveness 
and identity that handle the subject matter in a 
sensitive and respectful way.

You have your own studio and recently 
upgraded some of the equipment. What are 
you using for recording and mixing now?
Like many film and TV composers, my studio is 
built round Logic Pro and a Mac Pro trashcan 

that’s fully loaded with 128GB RAM. I have three 
BlackMagic Design MultiDocks running 12TB 
SSDs that store the bulk of my sound libraries 
along with another 40TB of various 
Thunderbolt RAID drives. The Mac Pro is a 

/ Desai designed her own studio
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3GHz eight-core mid-range spec model running 
OSX Sierra. I pretty much work in the box with 
Apollo UAD Quad interfaces fully loaded with 
plug-ins.

The main monitors are ATCSCM25s but I 
also have a 5.1 surround system based on 
Dynaudio BM6a loudspeakers with a Grace 
Design 5.1 controller for theatrical projects. For 
reverbs I’ve used Lexicon Native, Altiverb and 
the TC6000 as a workhorse but now I’m using 
Exponential Audio plugins, which are the most 
realistic, clean reverbs I’ve ever heard. For more 
crazy stuff I go for 2CAudio Aether and 
Eventide Blackhole. I now also have a mobile 
rig with a Mac Book Pro, 16TB SSDs in a 
portable chassis, which also acts as a backup 
of the main rig with an Apollo Duo. This means 
I can write whilst away using an OP-1 and 
Seaboard Rise as controllers.

Who designed the studio?
I designed it myself and project managed the 
build from the ground up. After much research 
and advice, we built it out of concrete block and 
dug a metre down to gain extra ceiling height. 
When you enter you have to walk down three 
steps, which gives the studio a TARDIS-like feel. 
The roof is concrete and everything is 
soundproofed with a floating room interior 
timber shell. RPG did the acoustic treatment 
and the U-shaped desk was designed to my 
spec by The Studio People.

What was the thinking behind the design of 
the studio?
It’s divided up into various areas for writing in 
different ways. I have a wall of unusual acoustic 
plucked and bowed instruments from around 
the world. These include custom-made 
instruments such as the Guitar Viol, a six-
stringed bowed guitar-cello electric hybrid, 
electric cello, electric double bass as well as a 
Contra-Bass that was used on a horror feature 
last year. Synths include the Juno 60, Moog 
Voyager, Prophet 6, Arturia Matrixbrute as well 
as  Yamaha and Roland Boutique synths. These 
are recorded direct into the Mac and processed 

via pedals. I have a patch bay where anything 
can be connected to anything. Electric 
instruments go into the Mac through the 
Kemper amp. The Shadow Hills Dual 
Vandergraph adds a dark coloured sound for 
mastering that suits many of my projects.

Does the way the studio is set up help with 
the writing process?
I’m really keen to break down technology 
barriers and find a way of injecting human 

expression into the writing process in as fast 
and organic a way as possible. I have other 
controllers such as the Touche Expressive, 
Joué, Roli Seaboard Rise and blocks such as 
the Lightpad. I was also one of the first 
adopters of the Roli GRAND Stage. Something 
I learned from working with Peter Gabriel and 
that school of writing is to ‘capture the magic’ 
of performance without letting technology get 
in the way. I tend to record all my 
improvisations when composing and then edit 
and fine-tune later on. I write instinctively when 
responding to scenes so getting ideas down 
fast is important. I then spend hours and days 
tweaking.

Do you mix and engineer yourself or work 
with others?
I’ve always engineered and mixed all my TV 
broadcast work myself. I worked as an assistant 
engineer, so I learned the traditional way, but 
I’m pretty much self-taught. The nature of 
schedules in TV and the numerous re-conforms 
and changes required at short notice mean you 
have to work fast and multi-task. I’m often 
juggling up to ten or more projects at any one 
time, dealing with creating ‘mock-ups’, mixing, 
researching, pitching, writing, recording 
musicians and supervising a team on larger 
projects, so being incredibly organised is 
crucial.

Has your work as a sound designer influenced 
your composing in terms of combining 
sounds with music?
I recently finished a psychological thriller, 
Darkness Visible, which allowed me to do just 
that. I took some synth effects and absorbed 
them into the music. I also did the reverse by 
giving the sound designer (Anna Bertmark) 
some of my music design effects to integrate 
into the soundtrack. The results blurred the line 
between sound effects and music. I’ve also 
treated sound effects using traditional music 
synthesis techniques. I’ve never adhered to 
rules or felt confined by what I should or 
shouldn’t do. I’m drawn to projects that allow 
for that kind of crossover.

Do you ever work at other studios?
The majority of my projects are done in-house 
unless I’m working with orchestras. I recently 
scored a feature-length documentary, 
Untamed Romania, which was released 
theatrically in cinemas. The score was recorded 
by the 75-piece BBC National Orchestra of 
Wales (NOW) at their home in Hoddinott Hall, 
Cardiff. I’ve also just recorded an interactive 
movie/narrative video game soundtrack for 
Annapurna Interactive’s Telling Lies at Angel 
Studios with the London Contemporary 
Orchestra. That involved improvisation with the 
orchestra while recording. It was an incredibly 
liberating process, delving into the unknown. 
The greatest moment for me as a composer is 
to hear your music realised by live players, 
whether it’s a large ensemble or an intimate 
performance by a soloist in my own studio. 

/ Instruments include guitar viol and a six-stringed bowed guitar-cello electric hybrid
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