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H O W    M U S I C    C O M M U N I CA T E S   
 
C O M P O S I T I O N AL   I D E N T I T Y  
 
 
All composers have a need to define themselves. Compositional identity is the ultimate hallmark of 
success, the great pinnacle of achievement; to be recognised is everything. In an obvious sense professional 
film composers ‘identify’ themselves by doing a great job, repeatedly and in ridiculously short amounts of 
time that are the stuff of legend; but how their music manages to achieve a sense of specific character and 
identity, of self, is one of the main reasons for their success and longevity.  
 
Composers such as James Newton Howard, Hans Zimmer, James Horner, John Williams and many more 
manage repeatedly to succeed at the highest level. One of the reasons they do so well so often is not in spite 
of the short time limit but probably because of it. The need to abbreviate the process, to limit the 
conceptualisation time, can sometimes succeed in the creation of an identity. In other words, identity is 
sometimes not something we strive for, but rather something we have thrust upon us by a mixture of our 
abilities, imagination, experiences and because of the time limit. One thing film score writers have never 
had is time.    
      
So how does this identification work in practice? Some composers identify their work via its ‘sound’ – a 
specific and particular use of textures and instruments or use of the orchestra; having a specific 
orchestration and / or production approach leaves a composer relatively free to use different harmonic 
choices. If the music is defined by its texture the composer is free to use varied harmonic approaches within 
that texture. For example, people talk about the ‘John Williams sound’; one of the main identifiers of John 
Williams’ music is its wonderful use of orchestral texture. The way particular orchestrators such as the late 
Herbert Spencer interpreted Williams’ arrangements should not be underestimated. Williams’ particular 
way of writing for strings, brass and woodwind represent some of the fundamental reasons his work 
transports emotionally, even over and above the glorious melodies and dense harmonies he crafts. This is 
why, despite Catch me if you can being so markedly different, harmonically, from ET or Jurassic Park or 
Close Encounters (all of which this book analyses in detail) there is a bond between them, a style, a voice, a 
sameness; ultimately an identity. Although the distinct sound is at least partly the child of Williams’ 
orchestrators and mix engineers, it is the fundamental consistency, the strength of character and longevity 
of his composing and arranging which defines John Williams. As he has proved time and again, having a 
specific ‘sound’ doesn’t mean that rhythm, pace, harmony and melody can’t be diverse. It simply means 
there is a consistency of approach which identifies your work.  
 
If a composer’s ‘voice’ is a specific and identifiable approach to harmony, this leaves them free to offer 
that voice up in multitude of different ‘sounds’ and textural scenarios.  
 
Central to any serious study about if, how and why music creates a sense of meaning within the listener is 
the issue of how it communicates - how the musical characteristics can communicate, almost literally. The 
reason music works so well in film is precisely because moving images allow the viewer and listener 
emotional context in which to rationalise, interpret and enjoy accompanying music. Music’s vast but 
complicated communicative power is never better used than when put to picture.  
 
Music analysed: The Dark Knight & Batman Begins (music by Hans Zimmer and James Newton Howard), 
The Island (Music by Steve Jablonsky), and Spiderman 2 (Music by Danny Elfmann). King Kong (James 
Newton Howard). 
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THE DARK KNIGHT Hans Zimmer and James Newton Howard 
 
 
The Dark Knight is not simply a movie about a super-hero. It succeeds in separating itself from movies like 
Spiderman and The Hulk by focusing deeply on the hearts and minds of diverse characters. On a deeper 
level it is a film about choice, morality and idealism. The Joker is not played for laughs and nor is he in it 
for the money. His anger is against the superficiality of a morally structured world. That these complex 
issues are distilled into the body of a superhero film is impressive, but the reason it works in a different way 
to the previous incarnation of Batman films is at least partly down to the music; in some ways the music 
distils the subtext better than the pictures. And yet music does not offer as much of an obvious, concrete or 
specific meaning as pictures do. Perhaps the reason why music is so useful in accompanying pictures is 
because the emotions and meanings it conveys are not quite as literal as words and pictures but more 
ethereal in nature. Because listeners don’t translate an actual meaning but instead benefit from more of a 
‘feeling’, music’s effect can be more subtle and general and useful in accompanying a whole scene or 
conveying an over-arching emotional contour. The fact that it is not absolutely specific is perhaps its most 
endearing characteristic.    
 
At its most effective the music for The Dark Knight rarely excessively protrudes or punctuates; it functions 
by delivering a musical context for the film’s images but more importantly, for its story. It acts as an 
emotional commentary on the story rather than simply being a crude accompaniment to the film’s hit 
points. This brings another pivotal and central issue of film scoring to the forefront of the debate; whose 
point of view do you play? Film can exist on several levels at once. As a composer, do you play the fiction 
(what the film appears to be about), or the subtext (often what the film is really about)? Do you play the 
character or the scene or the overview? Perhaps because of the many and varied ways in which music can 
serve a film, composers who manage to extort the film’s emotion and bury it within their music are best 
writing more for message, not the surface- level content. Certainly Hans Zimmer has succeeded in this 
approach more than most, which is why his music communicates so effectively and often so vividly. So 
much of the really successful and emotional sections of what Zimmer and Newton Howard wrote for The 
Dark Knight function as commentaries on the story, the narrative, the overview; comparatively little of it is 
actually placed to picture in the normal sense.  
 
Because of this there are few examples of film scoring cliché. Great film composers often don’t just write 
to picture. They write to the story, to the feeling the film creates; to its emotion, perhaps to its soul. In some 
respects placing the music to picture ought to be the final act the composer undertakes, not the first 
response. The great composers of today often reflect on the concept of a film before it is even made. Both 
Hans Zimmer and James Newton Howard, when working individually, have composed music before a film 
is finished and sometimes before the film is even shot. Filmmaker M.Night Shayamalan often asks James 
Newton Howard to respond to the concept of film. He doesn’t want the composer to be initially unduly 
hampered by the reality of his [the director’s] vision of the concept, but instead wants the composer’s first 
responses to be guided by the idea of the story.    
 
Before we begin analyzing, I am reminded of Leonard Rosenman’s statement, referenced in the book ‘On 
the Track’ by Fred Karlin and Rayburn Wright, that “as a film composer you are not writing real music”. 
Rosenman made a telling and important distinction between what he called ‘real music’ and film music. He 
wrote, “Film music has all the ingredients real music has – counterpoint, orchestration, harmony – but it 
doesn’t have the primary ingredient that separates music from non-music; the propulsion is not by musical 
ideas but by literary ideas”. This astute observation underpins perfectly why film music is so different to 
‘real music’ but critically why composers have to address it with such a different mindset. Film music 
provides many contradictions and conundrums, perhaps the worst of which is the singular inescapable fact 
that although the primary function of film is that it can be believed, music is the one ingredient that 
ordinarily wouldn’t be there but without which film wouldn’t be so realistic. As I alluded to in the 
introduction, a person’s normal everyday life has no musical score behind it. This is because it is being 
lived, not filmed. Music’s job, therefore, is to provide the emotion that would be there if the film were 
indeed happening in real life. Music brings films to life. Music provides an emotional link. Music, when 
done right, makes film real.         
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Studying the music alone is limiting because with The Dark Knight, as with most films, the pictures are 
part of the music; much of Zimmer’s and Newton Howard’s music is about harmony, counterpoint and 
small, short brief melodic figures. In this respect the film almost represents the actual melody (the melody 
that would appear in ‘real music’). Let us not forget that music brings emotion to film but film also brings 
emotion to music. I would therefore urge students, once they have read and understood the musical 
analysis, to ‘watch’ the music in action as part of the film itself.  
 
Although all of the music in The Dark Knight is credited to both composers, any decent scholar of film 
music would spot the difference between something written by Zimmer and something written by Newton 
Howard in the same way people can sometimes spot the distinction between Lennon’s songs and 
McCartney’s songs, many of which were written individually but accredited to both. The segment below is 
a microcosm of Zimmer’s writing style, featuring as it does, the trademark dancing semiquavers that so 
identify his approach. Below (fig.1) we have the counterpoint between the semiquavers and the middle line 
counter melody.  
 
As is nearly always the case with Zimmer the sounds are a combination of real instruments and 
synth/sampled sounds, often duplicating the parts. This approach represents the genesis of Zimmer’s 
approach to production and the use of textures in many of his films.      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are several simple aspects in this piece which create character and identity and succeed in creating 
emotion. The first section of the transcription, above, displays a low cello line. This is synonymous with 

 

Cello  

Cello  

Violas / Violins  

Basses  

Strings / Brass  

3rd  3rd  

3rd  

(    ) 

(    ) 

      

(    ) 

    maj7 

6th  

   4th  

3rd  

Audio, 00.43 ‘A Dark Knight’ – Movie, 02.16.00 Fig.1 
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Zimmer’s style. He mitigates the potentially hazardous low melodic lines [which might otherwise get 
swallowed in the mix] by impaling the line in bar three and many others on the major 3rd, a descriptive 
interval which punctuates and penetrates even the densest undergrowth. However, Zimmer does not simply 
hit the buttons which will ‘work’; he also states potentially difficult intervals such as the bracketed maj7th 
in bar four, the 6th in bar eight and the 4th in bar twelve. One of Zimmer’s key communicative tools is 
precisely this low, dense melodic scoring which features consonance intervals but also intervals which are a 
little more demanding on the ears, particularly low down.  
 
The ‘safe’ intervals would sound too sweet without the occasional difficult ones. Also in fig.1 (bar fifteen) 
we can observe a G chord featuring the kind of low, ‘crunchy’ dense voicing which has become so much 
part of Zimmer’s style. These low, condensed voicings work well because of the manner of Zimmer’s 
production, which involves real instruments being merged with sampled sounds, enabling him to mix the 
various textures together to create a real feeling of warmth. This habit of scoring low and dense is as much 
a part of Zimmer’s style as his choice of chords and intervals.  
 
The section below (fig.2, a continuation of the cue from fig.1) shows another example of Zimmer’s 
communicative counterpoint; the effectiveness of the top line (the dancing semiquavers) is shared with the 
counterpoint on the stave underneath, which this time breaks into two halves (boxed, bar twenty-one), a 
trend which continues. This mixture of specific counterpoint harmonies and dense lower voicing ensures 
the music communicates in a cyclical, slightly mesmerising and absorbing way. The cue isn’t impaled on 
any single dominating melodic figure, which might have detracted from the images; this is the kind of 
writing which can appear again and again, gaining character and identity without punctuating the film too 
much.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Cello  

Strings / Brass cont 

6 Fig.2 
Audio, ‘A Dark Knight’ cont 
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Turning now to an abbreviated transcription of the harmonies used in the same section of The Dark Knight, 
we analyse how and why the specific choice of chords translates and communicates so well. One of a film 
composer’s goals is to provide music which ‘speaks’ in an uplifting and emotional way. If composers tread 
the normal paths open to them they can sometimes create predictable music, whereas if they stray into 
dissonant or abstract territory they can sometimes create music which is difficult and inaccessible, 
particularly in a filmic context. Listening to music is a complex and complicated business. As listeners 
we’re constantly subconsciously searching our existing database of knowledge for models and comparisons 
in order to rationalise and digest whatever music we’re listening to. This is an almost instantaneous and 
subconscious process. A large part of music digestion is based on assumptions. Music which constantly 
proves us wrong in our presumptions fails to engage most listeners and is open to hostile interpretation. 
Music which perhaps digests too easily does the opposite and is often bland, dull and quite literally 
predictable. What drives the creation of most music is the desire to entertain as music. Songs have opinion 
and attitude; they are in many ways an extension of a composer’s attitude and ego. Film music does not 
share the burden of commercial expectation present in song. The film composer’s job, by comparison, is to 
provide music which engages the listener and creates an emotional link between the film and its music.   
Often this means challenging a listener’s expectations.  Frequently film composers need to write music 
which, on the one hand offers the comfort and security of tradition but on the other hand offers a whiff of 
abstraction and surprise. We need to make the audience’s interpretative skills work harder than normal, but 
perhaps not too hard. This constant trade-off between what we’d like to write and what we can reasonably 
get away with is perhaps most obvious in film composers. With all this in mind, let’s look particularly at 
the chords used in the section we analysed earlier, this time circled.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first chord starts this (or any) sequence off and everything else is heard in context of this. Music is 
usually goal-orientated. It is consumed as a linear experience with structured reference points and repeated 
sections throughout which allow listeners to navigate. How a chord reacts to the one before it or after it is 
crucial. But other, less obvious relationships exist, like how chord in bar one interacts with the chord in bar 
three or four or five. Even in short sequence dozens of potential dynamics exist. We hear in a linear way 
but we listen in a much more detailed cumulative way. Why and how music ‘works’ depends often on 
things we are not even aware of, but which conspire to dictate how we experience music.  
 
 
 

 

Fig.3 
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Dm…..Bb……C……Am……Bb……Dm……C……G  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The seemingly baffling chart above italicises the relationships between each separate chord and the rest of 
the chords in the same sequence. All these relationships exist, at varying levels of subtlety. Critics might 
say it is impossible for a person to rationalise the myriad of different harmonic dynamics, or even that such 
dynamics only exist theoretically. But such relationships do exist and continue to affect our interpretation 
of what we listen to. Returning to the sequential order of chords, below is the chord sequence seen 
logically, sequentially and in context of one continuous stream.  
 
 

Dm…..Bb……C……Am……Bb……Dm……C……G  
 
 
The same sequence below now breaks the chords into two-bar mini-sequences  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As individual mini two-bar sequences, the chords are logical and predictable. But seen in context of the link 
between the mini two-bar sequences, the move from Bb to C is very slightly outside what we would 
normally assume, as is the link between Am and Bb. If we follow a predictable path we might reasonably 
have expected a Gm or F to follow from the Bb chord, not the C, because this takes us into the ‘feel’ of a C 
key centre.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dm….Bb…   

C…..Am… 

Bb…Dm… 

C…..G… 

Sequence 1 

Sequence 2 

Sequence 3 

Sequence 4 

Fig.4 

Fig.5 

Fig.6 
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Dm…..Bb… 
 
 

                         C……Am….  
 
Similarly the C chord moves to Am, which in context of that manoeuvre, is predictable; but in a wider 
context (particularly the Bb two chords before) isn’t quite so smooth. The trend of ‘interrupted chord 
sequences’ continues. This is one of the dominating communicative factors of the sequence; it takes you 
slightly outside what you might expect, but does so subtly and softly.  Although there is a cyclical feel, as a 
whole Zimmer manages to make the sequence unpredictable by using chords which lie very slightly and 
almost imperceptibly outside the immediate localised key centre. Thus there are regular slight unsettling, 
uplifting and even mildly euphoric elements, particularly the manoeuvre between Am and Bb. Perhaps the 
most unsettling aspect is Zimmer’s imperceptible removal of the feeling of an absolute key centre.  
 
 
  

Dm…..Bb…  
 
 

                         C……Am…  
 

 
                                                Bb……Dm…  
 
  

                                                                                                  C…….G 
 
 
 
If we look at the chords which together make up the essence of the piece, we see that although it jolts out of 
its perceived key centre every two bars, there is a connection between bars 1/2 and 5/6. Equally there is a 
link between bars 3/4 and 7/8, so in essence the piece services two key centres.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Predictable 

The same chord sequence seen in context of a ‘chord grid’ 
(referenced in previous chapters), show that Zimmer mainly stays 
within the key centre of Dm. What is notable is the ‘red herring’ - 
his use of the chord of G, which lies outside the key centre of Dm 
and gently hints at the key centre of C. His decision to leave out the 
Gm and F chords (grey) chords which would have normally been 
found in Dm is interesting; together with the use of the G chord, 
this is why the piece effectively exists in two key centres and has a 
cyclic mesmerising feel. This is an important aspect of Zimmer’s 
style; he uses this approach in many films including The Da Vinci 
Code and Angela & Demons. 
  

Predictable 

Predictable 

Predictable 

            Am   Dm   Gm 
 
      G     C      F      Bb 

Fig.7 

Fig.8 

Fig.9 
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THE ISLAND Steve Jablonsky 
 
 
The chord sequence for figures 1, 2 and 3 is identical to the title track from a film called The Island, which 
contains a very powerful and creative score from Steve Jablonsky, once a protégé of Zimmer, which buys 
into the style and sound made famous by his mentor. I make no moral judgement here whatsoever; the 
scores for the two films are different in many ways. I simply focus on the similarities here to prove a point 
of how composers are drawn to specific harmonic structures and devices as a means of basic 
communication. The chords used are the same as The Dark Knight but written in a slightly different order. 
My point is that regardless of the order of the chord sequence they achieve the same cumulative emotion. 
They are cut from the same cloth, harmonically and stylistically. Because they operate round more than one 
key centre, there is a mild cyclical, mesmeric feeling. Just as in the Zimmer piece, there is no verse, no 
chorus; no ‘goal’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Audio, 00.20 ‘The Island Awaits You’ – Movie, 00.00.20 Fig.10 
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As stated earlier there are notable differences in the precise sequential order of the chords but in terms of 
the emotional content and communicative power, they achieve the same goal. The two are scored out on 
single stave format below (fig.11 and fig.12) in order to highlight the way in which the harmonies and 
melodic style communicate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In particular the relationship between the Am and Bb creates the same ‘euphoric’ lift in both pieces. Also 
the use of the G chord to take the piece outside the Dm key centre is crucial to the identity of both pieces. A 
more obvious melodic link is to be seen and heard between the two pieces. Zimmer’s use of semiquavers 
which colours some of his films, is appropriated in the sampled quaver line in Jablonsky’s piece. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.11 
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The following track to be analysed (‘I’m not a Hero’) from The Dark Knight, 
conveniently and subtly highlights two issues – both major forces in context of film score 
composing. The first is the potent and emotional power of the humble ‘inversion’. The 
second issue (referenced in the chapter Music Theory in Action) is how notes have two 
contexts; two realities (the first being its musical value, i.e. the note itself and the second 
being its ‘intervallic’ value, i.e. what interval is being stated in relation to the chord 
which accompanies it when the note is played). The relationship between the two realities 
is one of the invisible governing dynamics that determines why music sounds like it does 
and how it affects us when we listen. This simple observation allows us to understand the 
relationship, for example, between two chords in context of a common note. But firstly 
the inversions:  
 
A casual glance at many of the modern film scores shows the power of the inversion. 
Why is the inversion such a powerful device? To understand how the inversion 
dramatizes and communicates and the best way to use it, we first have to grasp what 
happens to a chord when it is inverted. Along with extensions and other harmonic 
devices, inversions allow us to slightly alter the flavour, weighting, complexion and 
dynamic of a chord, slightly challenging the assumptions of the listener. Inversions 
specifically provide drama, gravity and ‘lift’ to a chord. They change a chord’s centre of 
harmonic gravity; its equilibrium. In the segment below not only does Zimmer use 
inversions (circled); he makes a virtue out of them by placing them within the melody 
itself. He draws attention to them. Melody does not have to always be on the top, or even 
in the middle. Ultimately melody is not a specific instrument and needn’t always exist in 
a predictable range. Over and above everything, melody is principally a function.   
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.12 



���������	�
���
��������
������������������
������� ������������������
 
 

11 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the same cue a specific chord exchange is highlighted (Bb to the Bm, bars seven to eight). This sequence 
(boxed) works well because the D note (common to both chords) retains its musical value (it is a D in both 
chords) whilst subtly changing its intervallic value (major 3rd becomes minor 3rd).  
 
Again, this information is meaningless and no more than an abstract theoretical observation unless we 
understand the context of how and why these manoeuvres communicate; a shift from Bb to B or from Bbm 
to Bm is completely chromatic; everything changes at the same rate. By contrast Bb to Bm offers a major-
to-minor change but what it also delivers is a common note with a changeable intervallic value, which 
prevents the chord manoeuvre sounding parallel. Normally a common note wouldn’t be such a big deal, but 
the common note is, in both cases, a third. Thirds are crucial intervals; they are descriptive intervals. They 
carry the weight of the colour and emotional context of the chord. The move from Bb to Bm by definition 
draws attention to the bass line, which moves from Bb to B and to the 5th of both chords (F and F#). These 
chromatic changes are mitigated by the common D note which changes its intervallic value halfway 
through the exchange (to accommodate the new chord) but not its sound.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

.   .   

.   .   

Audio - ‘I’m Not a Hero’ 0.05 

Fig.13 
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BATMAN BEGINS Hans Zimmer & James Newton Howard 
 
 
Just like its successor The Dark Knight, Batman Begins aimed for a darker and more realistic tone, with a 
strong sense of humanity and realism. Fear is a common theme throughout the film and the dark tone set 
the context for this and The Dark Knight. The following track (entitled ‘Eptescius’) is taken from Batman 
Begins. This is an effective sequence which displays some other subtleties sometimes found in film music. 
Again, although Zimmer and Newton Howard share the credits for this film, this is classic James Newton 
Howard. Look at and listen to the sequence below. Do you notice any significant features which might help 
it communicate in a filmic environment? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The chord symbol in bar two is G6/9. But if we look at this chord and examine its aural qualities, its 
distinct airy ethereal sound, we realise that what it is, in effect, is a subtle poly-chord (fusing elements of 
the G chord and the A chord). It doesn’t sound as abstract or extreme as most polychords because the G and 
A chords are incomplete (the G chord is missing its 5th and the A chord is missing its 3rd). It is two thirds of 
two chords fused together. The same chord appears in bar four. We often refer to harmonies being effective 
because of the preamble that delivers them – the lead-up. In this respect what happens in bar one and again 
in bar three is crucial in delivering the context in which bars two and four are heard; the ascending D and C 
notes in bar one and three lead effortlessly into the bottom two notes (G and B) of bars two and four.  
 
The real James Newton Howard ‘moment’ comes in the second chord in bar five. The mid/low strings 
provide a Dm7 ascending to Em7 with the beautifully dissonant F note above gliding between both. This is 
classic of the type of ‘polite dissonance’ displayed by Newton Howard. The final chord sequence (bar 
eight) represents, again, a classic JNH chord change, where he displays a slightly off-key ‘polite 
dissonance’; a subtle ambiguity. How? By making the low resonant E and B from an E chord sit fairly 
comfortably with what is, in all but name, an inverted Fm over the top. The first chord in fig.15 is the 
penultimate chord of fig.14. The same chord, enharmonically re-voiced in bar 2, exposes its poly-tonal 
qualities, featuring as it does elements of E and Fm chords   
   
 
 
 
 
 

 

(      ) (  ) (      ) 

Fig.14 

Fig.15 

Audio - ‘Eptescius’  

E  
add +5 

(b9) Fm   
E    

(omit 3rd ) 

omit5 omit5 

omit5 

Strings  
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The subtle manipulation of harmony is one of the ways music talks to its audience. This is what stops it 
being merely background music. This is what makes it mean something. This is the language of music 
speaking. Listeners who don’t understand music theory are able to understand; they just don’t realise they 
understand. It’s a communicative language they are beneficiaries of but unaware of. Normally when any 
language communicates it does so literally. Music is a language that transmits and therefore creates 
meaning, but without necessarily being fully understood, principally because most people cannot read 
music. When classical scholars and some academics say music is incapable of conveying or creating 
meaning, that the collective sense of meaning felt by listeners is somehow the same illusion felt 
simultaneously by everybody, this is why they are wrong.   
 
 
KING KONG James Newton Howard 
 
James Newton Howard is a master of the subtle nuance; the almost unheard gesture. He is a master of the 
careful and creative manipulation of harmony; beautifully disfiguring the harmonic content of a chord, 
rearranging and distorting its DNA so that what was an ordinary chord is now a chord with five legs instead 
of two. The track below (‘A Fateful Meeting’ from King Kong) displays the kind of chord which is typical 
of his understated writing. Two sections are highlighted; the first is a small, innocuous example of the 
intervallic value of a note being crucial. The note itself is constant; what it means changes because of its 
surrounding context.  
 
The second example highlighted is a classic JNH chord embellishment; the two G notes which constitute 
the minor 7th on top and in the middle of the Am9 are retained and become the min6 of the Bm7 – a 
potentially dissonant chord but one which is delivered with the deft touch of sympathetic orchestration.  
 
The Gs don’t suddenly appear as min6s out of nowhere; their intervallic context simply changes as the 
chords change. It is not the min6s which suddenly become ‘okay’; it is the harmonic context which makes 
it believable, acceptable and eerily normal. The harmony seems to shape-shift around the two Gs.    
  
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.16 Audio -‘A Fateful Meeting’  

Woodwind 
/ Strings 
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Below is a piece called ‘Macrotus’ from Batman Begins. It appears eleven minutes into the film and/or one 
minute into the audio track. Again, although HZ and JNH share the credits, this one has Newton Howard’s 
fingerprints all over it. This piece is fertile with compositional and creative tricks and tactics.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On a simple level we have the compositional trick of the replication of a melodic line with different 
surrounding harmonic context; the safety of the original idea repeated with the addition of new context. The 
listener has something old, something new. They are taken on a journey which has familiar landmarks (bars 
two, four, seven and nine). The second observation is slightly more oblique; the harmonic contours of the 
piece are highlighted here. If you ignore the melodic line and focus on the chords, they have their own 
context; their own journey. This is a good example of the myth that melody is the sole context through 
which music is understood. The chords are often the real context. The melody is frequently a simplistic 
prism; a window into the piece through which we appreciate the harmonic contours.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

m3       2       1……(maj3) 

     5      #4   maj3…4th 
   m3   2     1……maj3 

    5    #4   maj3…4th 

Fig.17 Audio -‘Macrotus’ – Movie, 00.11.00 

 

Fig.18 

Strings 

Chordal contour 
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Does this piece have a harmonic identity? Does it have a recognisable and definable harmonic fingerprint? 
Yes it does; normally when harmony is analysed the focus tends to be linear, from left to right, looking at 
the key-centre chords which perhaps start every phrase and how other chords relate. But a harmonic 
identity is not necessarily the gravitational pull towards its key centre. If there is a chord type in this piece 
which defines it, to which the piece returns, it is the humble but eternally useful ‘sus’ chord. The unique 
aspect of the sus chords used here is that two of them contain the 3rd and the suspended 4th together.  
The circles over the chord denote the sus chords, which appear regularly and define the character of the 
piece. In the blacked-out circled chord symbols the melody states the sus whilst the harmonies underneath 
simply state the basic chord, inclusive of its 3rd. Nevertheless the sus chord defines the harmony in this 
piece.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig.19 
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Expect the unexpected.  
 
Earlier we discussed how, as listeners, we’re constantly subconsciously searching our existing knowledge 
for comparisons in order to rationalise and digest music. This process is so fast and so subtle, we are simply 
not aware of it. As alluded to earlier, music which constantly proves us wrong in our presumptions fails to 
engage but music which does the opposite is often bland. The film composer’s job is to create a heightened 
sense of aural awareness by pricking, provoking and tantalisingly titillating our senses. With this in mind 
let’s look again at this sequence. The last chord in bar three seems to suggest a return to Fm, but we go 
instead to Db. At the end of bar six we expect the C chord to resolve to Fm but instead it takes us on a key 
change to Em. When listening to James Newton Howard, expect the unexpected. As a composer, do the 
unexpected.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first example of the unexpected definitely lifts the piece but is subtle; but the second example on bar 
six defines the entire section, creating high emotion. Expecting a move back to Fm or possibly Db but 
getting a move to Em is what raises our engagement. Surprise is one of the greatest musical devices. This 
small, seemingly innocuous section of music we’ve studied is actually full of compositional and creative 
tricks and tactics. It displays quite vividly how music communicates and creates a strong feeling. If we feel 
something when listening to music, it is invariably because it has ‘meant’ something to us; it has suggested 
created a ‘meaning’. 
 
Almost every conceivable musical action and reaction has an emotional consequence. Some are nebulous 
and unfathomable because they mean different things to different people, but some can be rationalised and 
understood in a more general, collective sense. The more we understand, the more we realise how the same 
type of events crop up again and again. Most music we listen to comes built according to specifications we 
are used to and understand. There is little ambiguity or room for interpretative manoeuvre. It is distilled and 
digested by aural consumers. But some composers are masters at creating subtle nuances; understated and 
barely distinguishable harmonic deviations which quietly question our assumptions and create interest and 
even excitement. When we listen to these harmonic events and hear something we didn’t expect, most of 
the time we’re probably not even aware of the fact; we are simply aware that we’re listening in a different 
way, or that we’re enjoying the experience more, or finding it more challenging. The reason we’re enjoying 
it more or finding it more challenging is be because at that moment we the listener represents a bigger part 

 

At this point 
we expect a 
resolution 
to the Fm 
but instead 
to the Db 

We definitely expect a 
resolution to the Fm 
but instead get a totally 
unexpected key change 
to Em 

Fig.20 
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of the process than they normally do. Far from being passive receptors of what we hear but don’t listen to, 
our preconceptions are challenged, forcing us to engage on a deeper level; in short, we listen.  
Corynorhinus from Batman Begins (transcribed below) contains some expressive harmonic language 
entirely typical of its composer, James Newton Howard. The delicate harmonic subtleties contained in his 
music, along with the instrumental textures, have an identifiable and communicative style.  
Occasionally the harmonies are implied rather than explicit. Sometimes he uses delicate polyharmony, odd 
voicing techniques and other subtleties which succeed in drawing in the listener in a way other music 
sometimes doesn’t.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Audio - ‘Corynorhinus’  

 

Fig.21 
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For the first three beats of bar one we hear no min3rd. We hear the root, 5th, 9th and 11th but no 3rd. The 
number of extensions equals the number of primary intervals, so in effect the chord is a little ‘extension 
heavy’. The chord is slightly and almost imperceptibly less clear than we expect. Even this small aspect of 
the process causes the music to communicate in a subtly more introspective way.  
 
The string chord in bar nine contains a slight subversion of what we might expect in that it has the C note 
(maj7) next to the root note of Db. Normally a major 7 chord would be smoothed out and voiced to avoid 
such a clash. This chord works so well because the clash is mitigated by the chord containing two F notes 
(major 3rd). These colourful, rich and descriptive intervals penetrate through the chord. The fact that the Db 
chord (with the maj7/root clash in the middle) is inverted over the F is interesting because it offers another 
way of visually and aurally rationalising the chord; the bottom two notes of the chord (F and C) represent 
what could be heard as a root and 5th of an Fm chord, whereas the top three notes of the chord represent a 
Db chord.  
 
There is therefore a small hint of polyphony, which by its nature is ambiguous and difficult to aurally 
unpick and rationalise. Remember, the names we give to chord symbols have a value which goes beyond 
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merely the ability to visually identify and classify. Chord symbols, intervals and extensions implicitly 
suggest an identity, a character.  
 
A chord symbol is also a way of describing the way something sounds, the way it feels.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 11th is voiced midway up the chord, on top of the root, 5th, 7th and 9th. But the min3rd is voiced at the 
top of the chord, not within it; this creates a strangeness in the way the chord sounds, due to the internal 
intervallic dynamics, namely the 11th and the high 5th being side-by-side and the 7th interval between the Bb 
and Ab.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, bars twenty four-twenty seven of the original transcription (repeated below, fig.24) are particularly 
effective and also typical of the kind of vivid harmonic tensions that characterise Newton Howard’s style. 
The section is in 6/4 but because of where the crotchets and minim fall it seems to have an ‘open’ feel. Bar 
twenty five and twenty seven are of particular interest harmonically; the lower strings state an open, richly 
voiced C chord but the top violins (top stave) state the F – the added 11th. The flattened 9th interval 
(between the E and F notes) creates significant tension but, as we have seen before, the tension is mitigated 
by the rich voicing and textures. This creates a kind of ‘polite dissonance’ where the dissonance is sounds 
mildly skewed and unsettling rather than extreme or jarring.         
 
 
 
 
 

 

The precise voicing of the second 
chords of bar eleven and twelve of the 
original transcription (Fm11) contain 
some colourful and vivid voicing. 
These chords are transcribed (left, 
fig.22).  
 

24 

 

In bar thirteen of the original transcription (featured again in fig.23, left) 
the Dmaj7, with #4 but no 3rd and 5th is produces an interesting sound. 
Primarily this is because it is a fractured chord (no 3rd and 5th) with two 
extensions, which completely alters the internal dynamic, but it is also 
because the C (maj7) and the #4 (G) create a square perfect 4th interval, 
creating harmonies which might better be described as a C chord with no 
3rd, over a Db. So why don’t we ‘hear’ it as that? We hear it as an altered 
Db chord because the preceding chord (an actual Db chord) provides the 
context which feeds the subsequent chord and determines how we hear 
it. Chord symbols are not just names; they give a name to describe the 
context in which we hear.  
  

Fig.22 

Fig.23 

Fig.24 
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SPIDERMAN 2 Danny Elfman 
 
 
Danny Elfman’s music is instantly recognisable and his scores for the Spiderman films display his usual 
distinctive and vivid hallmarks. The intro alone has three distinct sub-sections (perforated boxed on the 
transcription, fig.25); the first is the three-bar A-minor section which gives way to the Em chord over the B 
bass (2nd section). Am to Em is quite ‘normal’ and the inversion on the Em is typical of how a composer 
might dramatise the situation, give it a lift and subtly displace expectation. This evolves finally to the two 
chords (the Bb#4 to F#) which precede the main theme. This rapidly evolving harmonic sequence is typical 
of Elfman. The success of his music and the unique style it possesses, whilst partly to do with distinct 
harmonies and accompanying orchestration and voicing, is also to do with rapid movement between key 
centres – something we don’t normally expect. Part of Danny Elfman’s style, as with Hans Zimmer, is the 
‘dancing semiquavers’ [bar eight] where strings are used almost percussively. Certainly the line is moving 
too fast for the notes to be rationalised by the listener, so the string lines are effectively used as rhythm and 
horizontal harmony. One of the ways in which the listener’s assumptions are subtly confounded and their 
expectations denied, is the way in which the time signature effortlessly moves from 3/4 to 4/4. The 
‘dancing semiquavers’, although not transcribed after bar eleven, do continue. It takes a moment to settle 
into 4/4 as a listener because the change lacks the kind of gestures or signposts which might accompany 
such a time change. This kind of subtlety is one of many nuances Elfman uses.    
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.25 Audio, 00.01 ‘Spiderman 2 Main Theme’’ – Movie, 00.00.01 
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If we analyse the intro in more detail we can see how subtle some of the harmonic dynamics are and how  
the sequence navigates the listener from the beginning up to the start of the main theme in Dm (bar seven).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The main focus of our attention in this piece, however, is the harmony; particularly the section from bar 
seven to fourteen (of fig.25) and particularly the alterations and inversions which are so typical of Elfman’s 
style. Elfman is renowned for his distinctive ‘sound’. The vivid orchestrations of his long-time collaborator 
Steve Bartek are principally responsible for interpreting and articulating the creative imagination of the 
composer. Here, however, we’re looking at the information, not the sound; the harmonies and inversions, 
not the instrumentation.  A manoeuvre from Dm to Ab is not subtle, existing, as is does, a #4th apart. 
Elfman solves this in bars seven to eight (fig.25) by inverting the Ab over the Eb. This alters the weighting 
of the chord and changes the harmonic dynamic, creating drama but also facilitating an easier and smoother 
bass line. The bass movement from D (root of Dm) to Eb (5th of Ab) mitigates the uneasy chromaticism of 
the chordal exchange by providing a simple semitone between the bass of the first chord and the subsequent 
inverted bass of the second chord. The chords are a #4th apart but the bass isn’t. Also the melody in bar 
eight references a brief D note, which in context of the Ab represents a #4. What the D is actually doing is 
linking back to the previous bar’s Dm chord. The link between chords is essential, no matter how oblique 
or tenuous.  
 
As we have seen in other examples, the transition between a minor chord and a major chord a semitone 
lower, can be effective because they share a common note; the minor 3rd becomes the major 3rd whilst 
remaining static as a note. The fact that the C note’s intervallic context changes between the two types of 
3rd creates a strange transition. The C note remains static but what it is moves; as stated elsewhere this 
amounts to a kind of musical version of an optical illusion.  
 

 

E note = #4      E note = 7th  

The chromatic downward 
harmonic lurch is offset by the 
E note, common to both chords 

Seen through the prism of an emotional contour which responds to 
the complexity of the harmonies, we can see the gradual rise as the 
intro reaches its preparation for the main section which follows. 

 

Fig.26 
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Elfman uses this tactic in bars eight to ten. Also the C (3rd) appears in the bass in bar ten which, again, 
heightens the emotion through a change in the harmonic dynamic of the chord. In fig.27 below (which 
features the last four bars of fig.25) we see a relatively simple way of getting from one key centre to 
another. The F to Dm is delivered via the transitory chord of A. The ascending melodic sequence in the 
penultimate bar includes the note of B which bridges the gap between Dm and F#m creating the feeling of 
almost a melodic inevitability.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although not a big part of the melodic line, the A note is the strand that binds the chords together. It is not 
heard as one note but its ability to weave through every chord is at the centre of how and why this sequence 
works and why it displays consistency. Seen in its musical context (below) it is simply an A note threading 
through the bars.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
People rationalise the music they listen to in a number of ways. But in addition to our individual methods 
we also hear and interpret harmony and melody through their musical and intervallic contexts, as described 
earlier. That most people are blissfully unaware of this does not make it untrue. It is important to be aware 
of the various prisms through which music communicates. Being more open to rationalising in this way 
will enable you to understand music and the ways in which it communicates.  
 
I do not pretend for a moment that these observations or analysis are what occupies the imagination of the 
composer during the composition process. What I claim is that the analysis reflects some of the ways in 
which music is heard and listened to. What happens in music can be analysed independent of the 
composer’s stated intentions. The route to the finished composition can be a solitary process, difficult to 
rationalise or define. What can be rationalised and understood with reasonable clarity is the outcome; what 
was achieved, how it happened and why it is effective.  
 

 
 

 

Fig.27 

Fig.28 

maj6th of Dm 4th of F#m 

maj3rd  1st   5th  min3rd  


