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Films and music analysed include:  
 
Last of the Mohicans (Trevor Jones) Zero Dark Thirty & Argo (Alexander Desplat) Saving Private Ryan (John 
Williams) Schindler’s List (John Williams) Titanic (James Horner) Dr Zhivago (Maurice Jarre) The Elephant 
Man (John Morris) The Killing Fields (Mike Oldfield)  
 
 

$# 
�!��
�&��!���#' � (Trevor Jones, based on ‘The Gael’ by Dougie Maclean) 
 
In the dramatic retelling of real events a popular storytelling device is to invent a fictional narrative to tell a true 
story. The Last of the Mohicans is a 1992 historical epic set in 1757, directed by Michael Mann, telling the story 
of British and French troops battling for supremacy in colonial America, with aid from various Native American 
war parties. A romance between a British officer’s daughter and an independent Mohican man complicates 
things for the officer, as the adopted Mohican pursues his own agenda.  
 
The main theme was originally written by Dougie MacLean, a Scottish singer-songwriter, composer, multi-
instrumentalist and record producer. MacLean’s most famous pieces include ‘The Gael’, from his 1990 album 
‘The Search’, which was adapted by Trevor Jones as the main theme for the movie. Late in the process of 
developing the film score it was decided an orchestral score would be more appropriate for this historic epic 
than Mann’s original idea of an electronic a score.  
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Audio ‘Main theme’  Fig. 01  The relentless and pushed semiquaver-to-quaver 
motif is forceful, repetitive and powerful  
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As I said earlier, the semiquaver-to-quaver motif is forceful, repetative and powerful. The main reasons for this 
are firstly the slight oddity in the pushed phrase, but much more importantly the placement of the phrase. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Whereas in figure three, from the main title theme, the successive semiquavers begin at the end of bar one and 
continue at the start of bar two. Thus the line is interupted by the bar line and in some ways feels a little odd 
because of it. The second time  the figure comes in is halfway through bar  two, which again is a little unatural.   
These ocurrances are in slightly odd, uncomfortable places, but more importantly, this fact is italicised and 
exaggerated by  the sheer number of times it is repeated. The phrase has a starkness to it; a feeling of dramatic 
but barren desolation. One of the reasons for this is the bare starkness of the accompanying voicings; if we heard 
the  theme and transcribed it, we might conclude that the following is accurate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The chords we have atributed in fig.4 are wrong, because they are complete of their 3rd. Most of the actual 
supporting chords in the correct transcription (in fig.1) are bare and devoid of the 3rd, even though it is 
sometimes included in the melody. The chords, especially as they are scored for brass, woodwind and strings, 
move in a very stark, parallel-sounding, cumbersome way, the squareness of which is exaggerated by lack of the 
3rd. It is sometimes these subtle harmonic omisions that can alter the way chords sound and therefore the 
emotion of the piece in general.   
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*� (Alexander Desplat) 
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A U.S. Navy SEAL team is sent to kill or capture Bin Laden. Zero Dark Thirty deals with the preamble to this 
moment by creating a convincing back-story which culminates in the capture and killing of Bin Laden. 
Alexander Desplat said that in crafting music to complement the raw reality in the film, he had to make use of 
silence and “let the atrocities of war speak for themselves.” Speaking about the instrumentation, Desplat said he 
stripped things down from a full orchestra in order to create a ‘dark’ and ‘strange’ sound. He said, “I just kept 
the cellos, the basses, the violas, the brass and only one trumpet, so that I only had the darker sounding 
instruments of the orchestra and that creates a strange sound of its own that belongs to this film.” He went on to 
say, “On top of that there are a few soloists: an electric cello, a violin, a Duduk. All these sounds are blended, so 
you can't say who’s playing what, which makes for a weird sound, an uneasy dimension.” 
 
Our analysis begins with a track called ‘Drive to the Embassy’, which comes immediately following a fairly 
realistic and graphic depiction of the torture of a prisoner. As two colleagues involved in the interrogation leave 
the room, the darkness of the room is illuminated by the brief but bright light of the outside, a scene which then 
cuts to a city shot with ‘Pakistan’ superimposed. Thus music fulfils one of its primary functions – to gloss over 
the edits between one scene and a scene which shows a different location in time and place. The evolving 
ascending line (bar two onwards, which has Phrygian elements) alters the intervallic identity of the supporting 
chord. It begins stating Eb(1) Ab(4), Bb(5) and Eb(8) and by bar six (with the melody having more of an Abm 
flavour) moves to Eb(5), Ab(1), Bb(2) and Eb(5).  

 

The phrase in fig.2 shows fairly conventional ways of  
delivering four successive semiquavers, the last one of 
which is tied to a longer note. 

Fig. 02  

Fig. 03  

 

Fig. 04 
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There is a ‘freshness’ to the melody when it comes in and the reason for this is more than the tune itself; it is the 
combination of the melody (the first three notes of which create an Abm vibe) and the intervallic 
recontextualisation of the supporting harmonies. It is this combination that creates a slight elevation in 
excitement.      
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Film 00.09.45 - Audio ‘Drive to the Embassy’  Fig.05  

Phrygian (m2) element over a 
suspended chord which has no 
major or minor feel 

8 
5 
4 
1 

The evolving ascending line alters the harmonies in the 
phrase  

5 
2 
1 
5 
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Am chord but the 8bv bass plays an A maj line 

The raise to Fm gives the piece a freshness – aided by the sudden 
change to 12/8 and the semiquaver triplet bass line 

Movie 00.10.27 

Movie 00.10.27 

 

 

Another interesting point in this piece is the very definite ‘lift’ when the piece hits bar fourteen 
(Fm). The lift is exquisite, not least because of the C note (maj6 over the Ebsus4) which acts a 
beautiful pivot note which leads to the Fm. Another point is that the melody line from bar fourteen 
and fifteen features F, Ab and B, which gives the line a diminished feel. Also as the memory of the 
Ab (treating it as a G#) floats across to bar fifteen, there is a whiff of the James Bond ‘maj7 over the 
minor chord’. The other interesting point about this particular section is the Am chord (bar fifteen) 
with the arpegiated sub bass line which essentially articulates an A major chord. We don’t overtly 
hear the C# but its inclusion creates slight and subtle tension.  
 

Another interesting section is 
from bar sixteen-nineteen; the 
transition from Fm to G chords 
(with the B hitting the warm, 
rich maj3) then the Bb and 
subsequently the Db is 
particularly exciting. The simple  

 manouvre and ascension through different unrelated key centres (Fm, G, Bb and Db) creates a great feeling of 
rapid evolution; its delivery with soft chordal textures and the slightly muddy bass line makes the whole 
sequence exhilarating and stimulating.  
 
The next section comes 01.17.20 into the film during a tense scene in a café.      
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The next cue comes just after 01.53.00 into the film as we see soldiers training for their mission. It comes again 
at 01.55.00 as we see them preparing immediately before they take off for their mission. The cue begins by 
using the familiarity of the chord sequence from bar fourteen of fig.5. The movement from Fm to Am sounds a 
little alien, rugged and menacing, especially scored, as it is, with brass.    
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Film 01.17.20 - Audio ‘Northern Territories  Fig.06  

Film 01.53.00 & 01.55.25 - Audio ‘Seals take off’  Fig.07  

Odd to have an extension (C) on top of a non-chord – it subverts the relationship 
chords traditionally have with their extensions. Normally an extension adds colour 

to a fuller chord, not just octave root notes.  

Phrygian (m2) element over 
a suspended chord which 
has no major or minor feel The quick manouvre from Dmaj to Dm is a little unsettling 

A 3rd in context of the F minor but as a G# it is maj7 
in context of the subsequent Am2 chord; extensions 
are not always ‘felt’ or ‘experienced local to the 
chord itself. Their effect can be ‘radiated’ 

Melodic line has a diminished feel  
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#"2!� (Alexander Desplat)  
 
Argo is a 2012 American political thriller directed by, and starring, Ben Affleck. Argo received three Academy 
Awards for Best Adapted Screenplay, Best Film Editing and Best Picture. It is based on the true story of the 
American hostage crisis in 1979, when Iranian activists stormed the United States embassy in Tehran in 
retaliation for President Jimmy Carter giving the Shah asylum in the U.S. after he fled the country following the 
revolution. Embassy staff were taken hostage but some managed to escape and hide in the home of the Canadian 
ambassador. The main part of the film retells how the cover story for the escapees was developed and how they 
planned their escape. They pose as Canadian filmmakers who happened to be in Iran scouting exotic locations 
for a science-fiction film called Argo.  
 
The following clip features the scene where the Americans make their escape from Iran on a domestic flight. 
The plot has just been discovered by the Iranians, who come rushing to the airport but too late to stop the 
Americans’ plane leaving. We see a tense scene on the aeroplane before the sound system announces that they 
are out of Iranian airspace. At this point we see the escapees smile and celebrate.        
 
The transcription starts at the moment when the announcement begins. There is a soft, non-thematic, chordal 
build-up during the announcement which gives way on bar five to the main theme. The music manages to distil 
emotion, relief and a sense of release felt by the escapees. 
 
How? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Audio ‘Cleared Iranian Airspace’ 04.00 Fig.05  

“It is our pleasure to announce that alcohol and beverages are now 
available as we have cleared Iranian airspace.”  

Colour and tension in orchestration and 
voicing via clusters and extensions 
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There is a delightful sense of growth in bars one-four, culminating in the melody at bar five. The top line raising 
from G, A, B, C# and D creates a sense of evolution but the reason it is subtle and not more glaringly obvious is  
the way each note hangs on, creating a growing cluster chord.  Bar two features the 1st, 2nd and 3rd built on the 
D. the final chord also includes the #4 (C#) to bring colour.   
 
The melody 
 
With ‘normal’ music, the music usually tells a story; as we have stated elsewhere, the harmonies almost can be 
said to ‘have an opinion’. They are meant to; commercial music is not generally supposed to be ambiguous or 
indistinct; it has a point to make; it has character and identity. It sticks to rigid structural templates which aids its 
digestion. In this piece the relative lack of a conventional repetitive structure underpins the truth about film 
music, which is that it is supportive and normally shouldn’t be distracting in an overt way. Anything too ‘song-
like’ tends to dominate our attention. In this cue by contrast, although this has a ‘nice’ melody line, what stops it 
becoming too normal (and therefore something we can predict, hum and be distracted by) is the relative lack of 
conventional repetition. The piece has several subtle tension-creating characteristics that keep it firmly filmic 
despite its apparently ‘niceness’.  
 
In incidental scenes (as opposed to scenes which would use thematic attention-grabbing music) it sometimes 
works when music causes slight tensions; this way it tends to become more part of the picture and the 
experience and less ‘music’. Obviously as far as the listener is concerned they always think they hear music as 
music; but truthfully if something is slightly abnormal we tend to hear it in a more abstract, emotional way. In 
incidental scenes if we rationalise the music emotionally it is usually doing its job but if we hear it as music it 
can be distracting).       
 
The characteristics that combine to make this piece more about emotion than music are as follows: The slightly 
meandering nature of the theme is partly the result of the construction and structure. It contains phrases which I 
have colour-coded and numbered 1 2 3 4. Normally one might expect a phrase to be repeated sooner than these 
phrases are and ‘normally’ we would not expect four different phrases to be a part of a melody before any of 
them repeat.  

#4 
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The pattern is phrase 1, phrase 2, phrase 3, phrase 4, phrase3 phrase 2, phrase 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
Only phrase 2 and phrase 3 repeat; phrase 1 and 4 are singular. The point is that although this piece has a ‘nice’ 
vibe to it, the actual construction and placement of sections is slightly odd. This is what makes the piece appear 
to be beautiful but meandering, relentless and ‘on-going’; it doesn’t contain the usual structural sensibilities and 
signposts. The intro is low, warm and full of add2s, add2/#4 combination chords and polyharmonic harmonies. 
The melody hits the romantic intervals such as the add2 and the 3rd. Also it contains really effective octave leaps 
(which are preceded by 5th intervals) articulated by octave strings and trumpet, which have a great power to soar 
over the chords.  
 
 

�
 #��'2�7"��#
&�"*#'  (John Williams)�
�
In the dramatic retelling of real events a popular storytelling device is to invent a fictional narrative to tell a true 
story. Opening with the Allied invasion of Normandy on 6 June 1944, members of the 2nd Ranger Battalion 
under Cpt. Miller fight ashore to secure a beachhead. Amidst the fighting, two brothers are killed in action. 
Earlier in New Guinea, a third brother is KIA. Their mother, Mrs. Ryan, is to receive all three of the grave 
telegrams on the same day. The United States Army Chief of Staff, George C. Marshall, is given an opportunity 
to alleviate some of her grief when he learns of a fourth brother, Private James Ryan, and decides to send out 
eight men (Cpt. Miller and select members from 2nd Rangers) to find him and bring him back home to his 
mother. The first scene we’re going to look at is a the end of the film when we see the same old and frail man 
we’d seen at the start of the movie, in a graveyard containing some of the Americans who perished in the war. 
This is Private Ryan as an old man. The music comes to a natural end; as the screen blacks out, the main theme 
comes in.  
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Film 02.36.00 - Audio ‘Hymn to the fallen’ (00.24) Fig.06  

(twice) 

(twice) 

 
 

This cue is full of warmth, which is 
the result of two things; firstly it has 
a very slow, mournful and sorrowful 
‘plodding’ melody line which makes 
it very Hymn-like. Also the melody is 
quite ‘3rd-heavy’ by which I mean 
that not only does it hit the 3rd 
regularly, it does so horizontally as 
well as vertically. We only have to 
look how the orchestra voicings stack 
up to realise how much warmth and 
colour radiates out from this piece. 
The use of the choir is key of course 
the sheer colour and warmth 
harmonically (as well as texturally) 
should not be underestimated.  
 

3rd  

3rd  

3rd  

3rd  
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The following transcription comes at the start of the film from the introductory titles through to a scene of an old 
and frail man walking purposefully towards through a cemetery in Normandy containing the graves of American 
war dead.   

 

Analysis – economy of movement / how the orchestra stacks up 

Ultimately the orchestra 
is a functional unit. As 
such we can tell from the 
parts I have highlighted in 
red and blue on this page, 
although there are many 
instruments, the functions 
they fulfil tend to be 
small in number. The 
melodic line is in red 
whereas the supporting 
counterpoint is in blue. 
Ultimately it is this 
relationship that colours 
major parts of the passage  

2 1 

2 1 

2 1 

2 1 

2 1 

The romantic add2 is used heavily 
in the vertical orchestration 



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

As we see ‘Paramount Pictures and DreamWorks Pictures present’ we hear the haunting horns at the beginning 
of the cue ‘Visiting Normandy’. When the same horn phrase comes at bar five, this is synced to the titled card.  
The next timpani entry is synced to the flag and finally we see the shot of an old man (feet shot first).  
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The employment of the ‘missing 3rd’is a popular approach in writing music which needs a military flavour. The 
starkness and harshness, especially when articulated by brass, creates an emotionally desolate feel. Below I have 
written some small examples which seek to highlight how and why, in these circumstances, the missing 3rd is 
such a good harmonic device.     

 

 

Film 00.00.41 - Audio ‘Revisiting Normandy’ Fig.07  
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Some of the voicings of this piece are very condensed and occasionally slightly abstract. For example the way 
the Esus4/F# and the G#m11 are voiced is designed to create interesting harmonic dynamics, colours, emotions 
and moods, simply by virtue of having some extensions notes in unorthodox octaves (for example the 7th of the 
G#m11 is voiced low whereas the 11th (C#) is quite separate at the top of the chord). The simple act of 
reassembling the extensions can create tension and colour.   
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Audio ‘Revisiting Normandy’ Fig.08  

If we look at fig.9 (right), which shows an arpegiated 
Cmaj7 followed by the four notes as crotchets, along 
with colour-coded harmonic events. Crucially there are 
six separate events, three of which involve the maj3. 
The effect of a maj3 in a chord, or even in an 
arpegiated line, is greater than other intervals. It 
interacts with other intervals and radiates through the 
phrase.  

Fig.09  

Fig.10  If we look in fig.10 we can see three bars 
with lines and chords of C with a major 
7th but without the 3rd. In this scenario we 
can hear that the maj7 ‘sounds’ and 
‘feels’ different without the comfort of 
the maj3rd. Just 3 separate harmonic 
events are stated, none of which involve 
the maj3rd  
 

Two separate maj2 
intervals in the same 
chord are rare and can 
make the chord sound 
indistinct and slightly 
abstract 

&�
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����9  

 

We know this chord 
sounds strange but do we 
know why?  

Fig.11  

Again, it’s not the chord; it’s the 
voicing of the chord, which creates 
tension and colour 

Similarly the voicing of the Amaj7/C# is also odd; the octave A is 
at the top of the chord, the 3rd is at the bottom and in the idle we 
have the G# (maj7) and the A together, creating real tension.  
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The other thing to remember is how the notes behave as intervals. Above (fig.14) we have the chord in bar one, 
the E, G# and B in bar two in context of that first chord and finally the same three notes in relative to their other 
context (1,3 and 5 of an E chord). The point is that even for those who don’t understand harmony, there is still 
confusion in the harmony; this is created by the duality of harmonic perception.   
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 ���'%$&": �$� 
� (John Williams) 
�
Oskar Schindler is a greedy German businessman who becomes an unlikely humanitarian amid the barbaric 
Nazi reign when he feels compelled to turn his factory into a refuge for Jews. Based on the true story of Oskar 
Schindler, who managed to save about 1100 Jews from being gassed at the Auschwitz concentration camp, it is 
widely seen as a testament for the good in all of us. The music is by Spielberg’s long-term collaborator, John 
Williams, who delivered this fabulously sombre, solemn and emotional piece as the film’s theme. 
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Audio ‘Schindler’s List theme’ Fig.015 

 

10th  
7th  
5th  
3rd  
1st  

7th  
5th  
3rd  

 

maj  
maj  

 
5th 
3rd 
1st  

 

The chord The intervals that the 
notes E, G# and B state in 
context of the chord 

The intervals heard as an 
E chord  

There are two obvious points of tension 
which are highlighted (left); namely the 
C to G# (#5) and the C to B (maj7) 

Fig.12  Fig.13 

Fig.14 

Unconventional structure 

Subtle harmonic uncertainties 

Am   Dm   Am� 
A whiff of Dm 
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There are vague similarities between this and the final theme from Argo, which we looked at earlier, in that once 
again, the structure is slightly odd. The melodic phrasing is different in virtually every bar (with the exception of 
bars ten and twelve, which are the same). It doesn’t contain some of the structural niceties which we might 
expect. The melodic phrase is twelve bars long; the melody officially starts on bar six but in reality if you took it 
from bar eight through to fifteen it makes more structural sense overall. The problem is that potentially the 
melody then can’t breathe. It is the minim A note on bar seven which pauses the piece and prepares for the next 
phrase. All these things aren’t particularly noticeable because there is a serenity and tranquillity which belies the 
structural oddness.     
 
The piece also contains many deliberate harmonic uncertainties; the counterpoint at bar one is typical of this, 
where it subtly implies Am and Dm and Am; then in bar four there is the faintest whiff of Dm again. At times 
the harmony is transitory, transient and ephemeral, with elements being suggested rather than stated. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although this is not a real horizontal interval, because there are notes in between, given that most people don’t 
listen to all notes, the notes we listen to in that bar will be the initial A, the Bb and then the lower A, which 
makes for some great but subtle tension.  
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Violin  
There are occasional subtle oddities and 
tensions in the melody too; the very first bar of 
the melody (transcribed separately, left) 
features a line in which the second four bars 
start with the Bb (6th of the Dm) and end on 
the lower A (5th).  

Fig.016 

 

In the figure to the left which comes from bar nine of the original transcription, 
we can see that the harp line articulates/arpegiates a Gm7/C whereas the violin 
line implies a C7. Although there is no absolute clash between the lower F and the 
higher E, they are so close that the identity of the chord is slightly blurred.   
 
Melody notes are never just felt at one moment in time. Their effect is cumulative 
and aggregate. In the same bar to the left we hear the Bb, but do we hear it as a 
continuation of the C7 arpeggio or the 4th of the F chord?  

Fig.017 

Violin  

 

Harp   

 

Strings   

 

Is the Bb note heard as a 
4th of the F chord or a 7th 
of the previous C7 
arpeggio? 
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#'��� (James Horner) 
 
A seventeen-year-old aristocrat, expecting to be married to a rich claimant by her mother, falls in love with a 
kind but poor artist aboard the luxurious, ill-fated R.M.S. Titanic 
 
84 years later, a 101-year-old woman named Rose DeWitt Bukater begins to tell the story to her granddaughter 
Lizzy Calvert, on board the ‘Keldysh’ about her life in April 1912 on a ship Titanic. A young Rose boards the 
departing ship with upper-class passengers, her mother Ruth DeWitt Bukater and her fiancé, Caledon Hockley. 
Meanwhile, a drifter and artist named Jack Dawson wins third-class tickets to the ship in a game. Rose explains 
the whole story from departure until the death of Titanic on its first and last voyage on April 15th, 1912 at 2:20 
in the morning. Rather than focus explicitly on one or more sections of the movie I have chosen two specific 
motifs Horner wrote for the film, elements of which appear several times in the film, and both of which are 
slightly different versions of each other. We start with the haunting track entitled ‘Back to Titanic’; slow, 
deliberate and poignant with its evocative and lingering vocal line. This piece was described variously as 
‘wistful’ ‘melancholic’ ‘contemplative’ ‘sad’ and ‘regretful’, but if we are to make proper musical sense and 
draw reasoned conclusions we need more than words; if we ask the right questions music will tell us the secrets 
of its success.  
 
But the secret is that there are no secrets and no bolts of lightning. There is only music and the way we all use 
and manipulate the structures, harmonies, textures and rhythms it offers us. We rearrange what is there already 
to make something new. The trouble is that because of the way we are taught not to learn but to revere great art 
and worship at the altar of the great composers, we tend to personalise the concept of composing to the extent 
where we assume every crotchet and every chord and every texture that breathes life into music is the product of 
one person.� 
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harmonies tend to make us focus more on what is there; a lack of information draws us in to search more, which 
means what we find is more acutely experienced. If the piece were plastered everywhere with thirds in the 
melody it would be too rich, too overt; to obviously colourful and potentially garish. If the piece were full of 
roots / 5ths in the melody it would be harsh, direct and characterless. This piece is a masterpiece of harmonic 
balance which is empty and rich; simultaneously warm and cold. The second piece is called ‘Rose – A Promise 
Kept’. People spoke of feeling ‘transfixed’, ‘spellbound’ and ‘mesmerised’ by this piece, so it would help us to 
try and place a musical context around those words in order to figure out how and why people felt emotionally 
drawn to the music. Don’t forget that elements of both the pieces we’re looking at were also used in the song 
‘My Heart Will Go On’. Horner won two Oscars for Titanic; one for the score and one for the song, which went 
to the top of the pop charts. 

 

Audio ‘Back to Titanic’ Fig.10  

Although the chord symbols on the top are 
written as incomplete and fractured, the warm 
descriptive 3rd of the melody radiates out. There 
are normally thirds present in most chords; they 
are an essential component in creating colour and 
warmth. Also usually in music melodies have a 
combination of intervals. In this piece the chords 
themselves are stark and cold but the melody 
regularly hits thirds. It is a strange harmonic 
dynamic which makes it feel warm and cold at 
the same time. Lots of partial of incomplete 
harmony  
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%"�(���#2!� (Maurice Jarre) 
 
Doctor Zhivago is a British 1965 drama–romance film directed by David Lean, starring Omar Sharif and Julie 
Christie. It is one of the most famous and watched films ever made. It tells the story of the Russian Revolution 
through the narrative device of several characters designed to embody elements of the revolution.  

 

Audio ‘Rose – A Promise Kept’ Fig.11  
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One reason for listeners to feel mesmerised is the electric piano phrase 
that runs through the first few bars, which is repetitive but not 
monotonous; the phrase is physically static from bar to bar but as the 
chordal accompaniment goes down, so the intervallic value of the 
arpegiated motif gores correspondingly up. 

Similar to parts of ‘Back to Titanic’ we have the first F note of the vocal phrase accompanied by a sparse 
arpegiated harmonic accompaniment with no thirds, making it sound empty and barren. Then we have the 
quintessential harmonic tensions created when we have the sus4 and the 3rd together at the same time. 

To the right we have a graphic to demonstrate the 
physicality of contrary motion. This is something 
we’ve looked at regularly in a number of pieces in 
subtly different contexts.  

To the left I have attempted to 
demonstrate in slightly more detail 
just how and why the electric piano 
line is so effective. As we can see 
the chords move downwards and 
then upward, the physical notes 
remain the same but the intervals 
created by the notes in relation to the 
chords moves upward and then 
downward. The line remains the 
same but the accompanying chords 
and the intervals contrast each other 
beautifully, almost as if the harmony 
is breathing in and out 
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The film is seen through the eyes of poet/physician Yuri Zhivago, who is married to Tonya but carries on an 
affair with Lara, who has been raped by ruthless politician Komarovsky. Meanwhile, Zhivago’s half-brother 
Yevgraf and the ruthless revenge-seeking Strelnikoff represent the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ elements of the Bolshevik 
revolution. Composer Maurice Jarre received an Academy Award for the distinct and memorable music. Like 
many films that are referred to as iconic, music plays an enormous and pivotal role both in helping the film 
breathe emotionally but also in terms of creating a musical dimension for the film which can be listened to and 
enjoyed separately from the film. If you watch the film you cannot fail to be moved emotionally, but the music 
is what emotion sounds like.  
 
While working on the soundtrack for Doctor Zhivago, Maurice Jarre was asked by director David Lean to come 
up with a theme for the character of Lara. Initially Lean wanted to use a well-known Russian song but could not 
locate the rights to it, and delegated responsibility to Jarre. The resultant piece was ‘Lara's Theme’ and Lean 
liked it well enough to use it in numerous tracks for the film. In editing Zhivago, Lean reduced or deleted many 
of the themes composed by Jarre, who was angry because he felt that an over-reliance on ‘Lara’s Theme’ would 
ruin the soundtrack. Jarre’s aesthetic fears proved unfounded commercially; the theme became an instant 
success and gained fame throughout the world.  
 
The question is, how does the piece communicate? How does it ‘speak’? Are there any textures or harmonies 
that define it? Is it defined by its structure? The music fort this film had a life of its own and its composer, a 
young and inexperienced Maurice Jarre, won fame through it. Below is the theme he wrote, which became an 
international hit and is known and played widely now, 58 years later. 
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Audio - ‘Theme from Dr Zhivago  Fig.12  
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Maurice Jarre’s moving and sweeping score is extremely effective but the memorable love theme, Lara’s 
Theme, is a constant reference point throughout the film. The style and character of the piece is instrumentally, 
texturally and harmonically overt, with its eastern European feel, 3/4 time, sleigh bell percussive 
accompaniment and Balalaika. These things create within the listener an instant feel of Russia and of history. 
The lilting Harp line which begins on bar one and runs for much of the piece is much more than a textural and 
physical attraction; the top of the line is the min6. This, together with the high string voicing (A, F and E) blurs 
the line between an Am and an F chord; essentially this is a fusion between the two, which helps create tension 
and helps the piece forge an identity. The identity has more than a whiff of the surreptitious, the furtive and the 
clandestine. It is no accident that the same interval (min6) played a part in the harmony of Bond music.     
 
There are, however, other factors which make the main tune so loved. The section everyone remembers is the 
part where it moves into Amajor. When you listen to a little or all of the preamble leading up to the key change, 
there is a tremendous release of emotion when the new section arrives. There is a rush of colour which suddenly 
enters the music. How and why does this happen? It’s not as if the section at A is louder or fuller; in fact it is the 
opposite. It creates a massive sense of both relief and enjoyment when the key change happens, so it has to be 
the key change that does it. But we still need to know why. Hearing music is a linear, sequential experience but 
‘listening’ is a cumulative experience. Music is rarely about ‘now’ – it is about the relationship between ‘then’ 
and ‘now’.  What happens in each specific bar could be regarded merely as information, but what happens when 
the various bits of information exchange with each other and how our responses react to the outcome and 
consequence of those changes is what really matters. This is when sound becomes music; this is when 
information becomes emotion. I have stated before that in essence ‘music’ happens in the changes. Harmony 
means nothing without context. The context is the change, the alteration, the reaction.   

 

 

The richness of the key change exaggerates the ‘tune’  
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So looking at the success of Lara’s Theme, it’s interesting to note that one of the reasons for the success of the 
Amajor section of the main theme is that it is the perfect antidote to what came earlier. The subdued and 
restrained Am section finally gives way to the key change into Amajor which sounds happy and unrestrained. 
Our understanding of music is framed by what came before and our anticipation of what might come next.    
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If we now look again at the Amaj section itself (transcribed separately below) we can see it plays with the 
distinction between minor and major, which adds to the context; first we have the Harp line (which arpegiates 
through a sequence that includes C and C# (min3 and maj3). Then the clarinet line features the C and C# 
together, although as straight quavers, not triplet quavers, further muddying the harmonic waters. The ‘tune’ 
itself is heavily emotional; the phase begins on the romantic and colourful maj3rd and heads towards the maj3rd 
an octave above, via the 5th (E) and the C natural, a semitone below the high 3rd. The other thing to remember is 
the powerful and well known 6th interval between the E and the C. And as if all that wasn’t enough we have the 
very faint whiff of a C chord, created by the aforementioned E and C.� 
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Preparation becomes more overt 
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��#'� (John Morris) 
 
The Elephant Man is a 1980 drama film based on the true story of Joseph Merrick. Merrick was a severely 
deformed man in 19th century London. The screenplay was adapted from the books The Elephant Man and 
Other Reminiscences (1923) and The Elephant Man: A Study in Human Dignity (1971). It was shot in black-
and-white. The film depicted the time period in which the real Elephant Man lived (1862 – 1890).  
Being filmed in black and white was said by many to have added to the over-all dramatic effect of the film. The 
film was a critical and commercial success. It was nominated for eight Academy Awards. The story involves a 
Victorian surgeon who rescues a heavily disfigured man who is mistreated while working in a freak show. But 
behind his monstrous façade a person of intelligence and sensitivity lives. Merrick is an intelligent and friendly 
man, but he is hated and mistrusted by Victorian-era English society because he is severely deformed. Once he 
is discovered by a doctor, however, he is saved from his life in a freak show and he is treated like the human 
being that he really is. 
 
The music provides a deep, reflective, emotional mood in parts of the film which succeeds in the way all great 
film music does; it becomes part of the fabric of the film. Some referred to the opening section as ‘exquisite’ 
and ‘tragic’. There is definitely a tragic, heartrending sadness to the piece but it also sounds haunting and 
ghostly to listen to. These emotions perfectly match the film and the story itself. Morris’s music perfectly 
underscores the bittersweet and poignant aspects of the story. Texturally the use of Celeste and tuned percussion 
is borrowed from composers such as Bartok to instil feelings of wonderment, fear and ‘things out of this world’. 
Such approaches were used successfully in films such as Edward Scissorhands. 19th century London is captured 
by the carousel-like 3/4 rhythm and corresponding textures. The child-like rhythmic simplicity of the lines in the 
music is juxtaposed by the harmony they create and the instrumentation, which gives it an apprehensive edge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the lead lines are extensions to the chord of Cm. Each has a different specific flavour. It is the 
cumulative effect of these ‘flavours’ colliding that create the slightly eerie and unsettling vibe, along with the 
distinct textures of the instrumentation. Below, in red, I have notated how the extensions relate to the root of the 
chord (the relationship that gives the chord symbol its name). We are used to evaluating a chord’s name and 
description by virtue of the interval between the root and the extension (i.e. 6th, 7th, maj7th, 9th, #9th, b10th, #11th, 
13th). But how the extensions relate and react to the 3rd of the chord is another gauge that gives the chord symbol 
part of its character. How the 3rd relates to the extension is important. Below I have put these intervals in blue. 
In addition I have placed boxes around the chords which feature an odd extension interval and an equally odd 
interval between the extension and the 3rd. This partly explains the slightly ‘twisted’ feel the melody has. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Film beginning   Audio - ‘Main Title’ (03.28)   Fig.15 
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Fig.16 
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As I said earlier, each of the lead lines are extensions to the chord of Cm. Each has a different specific flavour. It 
is the cumulative effect of these ‘flavours’ colliding that create the slightly eerie and unsettling vibe, along with 
the distinct textures of the instrumentation. Below I have transcribed the lead line and above specific types of 
intervals I have placed fairly crude emblems/icons to indicate the style/character of the interval. 
 
The maj7 over a minor chord creates a distinctively furtive, surreptitious James Bond feel. The 7th is a loose, 
relaxing pop chord. The maj6 over a minor chord creates a precise feel due to the #4 relationship between the 
min3rd and the maj6th. I have placed TV character Poirot over this interval. The chord has a very overt, striking 
and almost Thespian feel to it; a little furtive but not as striking as the Bond chord. Finally the min6th over the C 
creates a very distinctive and dramatic film interval. I have placed the Batman logo over the top. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next part of the main theme is transcribed below. The chords are created horizontally via an arpegiated Harp 
line on the bottom stave. As we have discussed before, this is a subtle and less direct way of distributing 
harmony which in this case creates a consistent ‘lilting’ characteristic. Added colour is created by virtue of the 
consistent add2 in the Harp. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

    
  

   

 
 

Fig.17 

Movie – 00.01.17 Audio - ‘Main Title’  
 

The move from minor chord to major chord a tone 
above is a well-known film music trick to instill 
drama 

Fig.18 
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The move from minor chord to major chord a tone above is a well-known film music trick to instill drama. The D arpegiated 
harmony (bars ten-eleven) also has the Eb (min2) to make the link between the Cm and D more colourful. Transcribed below 
is a section of the famous Batman motif by Danny Elfman, which uses the same trick. 
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The Killing Fields is a 1984 British drama film about the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia, which is based on 
the experiences of two journalists: Cambodian Dith Pran and American Sydney Schanberg. Schanberg was a 
reporter for the New York Times whose coverage of the Cambodian War would win him a Pulitzer Prize for 
international reporting. Dith Pran, the man who made it possible, was left in Cambodia in great danger. This is a 
tragic but uplifting story of triumph over adversity; a story of war and friendship. 
 
The key issue regarding the music is how the theme distils the film’s narrative. What does music do that words 
and pictures don’t and can’t? The music is melancholy, sorrowful and contemplative, but also serene and 
hopeful. As I have stated before, the truly wonderful thing about music is that it can be all these things without 
being direct; words communicate instantly and pictures mostly do.  This is essentially because we understand 
them. We don’t have to think too hard to unravel the meaning. But music manages to transmit a sense of 
emotion and meaning despite listeners usually having no absolute understanding of how or why. Listeners may 
have a surface level grasp of textures but their only method of converting what they hear into emotion is aurally. 
This lack of visual context and cognition is crucial; it is what keeps music elusive, ephemeral and evanescent.  
 
Clearly the soft textures of the strings, with the lead so high, are crucial to creating such an intimate and 
emotional sound, almost as if the piece is crying.  
 
The contours of the lead line are smooth with a sense of purpose and direction. Occasionally there is the odd 
colourful extension, such as the exquisite high 7th over the Em chord. In addition we have the occasional 
incomplete harmonies that start each phrase off, which; this creates a bare, uncertain feel. This piece distils the 
emotion of the film brilliantly well because it articulates sadness and hope through texture and harmony.  
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