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CHAPTER 1: WHAT FILM MUSIC DOES TO US 
 
  
 
                                                                                                    
 

 
Can music ever be ‘great’? 
 
The Harry Potter and John Williams quotes are interesting. The message behind the Harry Potter quote is simple: 
music is magical; it is created by unfathomable geniuses whose work we cannot even begin to understand; it is 
alchemy. One of the other quotes, from someone who is regularly referred to as a genius but who is never 
comfortable with the accolade, presents the notion that inspiration, and with it, ‘greatness’ (when it is robbed of 
all the glorification and veneration) is, at its core, the product of immense skill and hard, hard work. In Williams’ 
case it is most definitely the product of an almost unbelievable level of skill, supreme and masterful ability and 
an innate knowledge of music and emotion. I say ‘almost unbelievable’ because Williams himself proves that it 
can be believed. For the record, my own personal opinion is that I believe history will record John Williams as 
the most prolific film score composer the world has ever known. I simply cannot conceive of a situation where 
anyone will ever surpass his achievements. But whether anyone’s music can ever be said to be ‘great’ is 
questionable, because although film music itself needn’t be as subjective as music, the notion of ‘greatness’ 
definitely is subjective. It is a personal opinion based on personal tastes, usually made by people who are reacting 
instinctively to music they enjoy.  
 
 
How shall we talk about music? 
 
The other quote at the beginning of this book, by Schelling from Philosophie der Mythologie, is my personal 
guiding principle in my pursuit to bring the meaning and emotion of music to life through analysis. What it says 
to me is, do not always try and make an explanation or an analysis fit in with existing philosophies, and whatever 
you do, don’t ever strive to make something more accessible or digestible at the expense of the truth; dumbing 
something down is the worst kind of deception – like cheating at Scrabble - and it happens far, far too often in 
music to placate the temperament of people who haven’t got the time, patience or aptitude to learn properly.  
 
 
When we listen to music, what do we hear and what do we think? 
 
Because most people do not understand harmony - much less possess the skill to distill music in a harmonically 
literal way or have the absolute pitch with which to identify and categorise harmony immediately - most music, 
including film music, exists, for most people at least, in the abstract. “Both thought and language require objects 
outside themselves.” So said Bertrand Russell in his 1945 book A History of Western Philosophy. When people 
think of music they’re listening to, most cannot name the chords in real time when they listen (and even if they 
could, what does this say about what the music means); this lack of literal, grammatical, and intellectual 
understanding of music theory is why people find it hard to talk about music’s central nervous system – harmony 
– so instead talk not about what music is but about what it means to them. What it does to them is something they 
can at least try to rationalise. When people talk about music, discussion normally centres around how it makes 
them feel and how it affects them, rather than any specific commentary on the music itself, over and above stuff 
like texture and vague notions of melodic shapes. Even when talking to fellow music specialists, when we move 
away from descriptive context - instrumentation, texture and how the music affects them as individuals - and into 
discussion about why or how or when the music manages to create emotion, what the emotion actually is and how 
it is communicated relative to the harmonies being employed, conversations can become quite stilted very quickly. 
But as I have alluded to elsewhere, it would be a big mistake to presume that an inability to literalise a listening 
experience on the spot equals an inability to analyse music or ‘know’ many of the things that make music what it 
is. It’s not necessarily an inability to analyse music that is the problem, it’s more the case that most people simply 
do not consciously think in these terms in the first place. They have become accustomed to contextualising music 
peripherally. Even people who have studied music all their lives, done degrees or worked all their life in the music 
industry, often don’t discuss music analytically except on a superficial, descriptive, textural basis.  
 
 

“We do not go to the cinema to hear music. We require 
it to deepen and prolong in us the screen’s visual 
impressions.”                                                                                                                   
                                           (Gorbman, 1987: 3)  
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Renowned musicologist Philip Tagg said that it wasn’t people’s inability to experience meaning or emotion in 
music that was at fault, it was the limitations of language itself that prevents them from properly articulating their 
feelings in words. Not a limitation of music’s language but a general failing in language itself. This is a big deal, 
because presumably he meant any country’s language. People ‘feel things’ in music but don’t usually have the 
ability to convert these feelings into tangible language to be thought of or understood verbally. What I am saying 
is that although a lack of literal music knowledge prevents a person from knowing the technical stuff of what 
they’re listening to, people can still possess an unconscious, embodied knowledge of music. And anyway, let’s 
not knock the idea of contextualising music in terms of how it makes you feel; understanding how music makes 
people feel is a great way to understand music. If you think about it logically, music theory will happily tell you 
what was going on at any given moment in a score. It will describe an event but it won’t analyse it for you. We 
have to do that because we have to apply human rationale and emotional judgment. I have met people with huge 
technical musical skills who are no closer to understanding the relevance of what they’re listening to than people 
with no musical ability.  
 
I know people who understand harmony like the back of their hand and possess absolute pitch but still do not 
make that final leap to join the intellectual, aesthetic, technical and emotional dots to try and figure out why music 
is the way it is, and why it does the things it does and why it makes us feel the way we feel. Many who possess 
fabulous technical skills sometimes lack the creative spirit to dare to try and explain what it all means. They 
become hostage to music theory and the descriptive context it offers. They are so immersed in how something 
works that they never bothered trying to find out why. There is more on this area in the chapter entitled ‘Music 
and Us’ and throughout the book.  
 
 
Music as an abstract experience 
 
Even though film music exists in the abstract for most people, and although it is wholly more complex in nature 
than many other forms of commercial music, ironically it is sometimes easier to quantify because it is judged 
primarily on how it works with a film; there is a visual dimension on which to hang the discussion of film music 
and any emotion it generates. The reason for the existence of the music is a convenient vehicle to talk intelligently 
about the music itself. Films can be understood in a much more literal way than music; therefore, film music can 
sometimes be gauged and distilled in a slightly more practical way than, say, symphonies, which are inevitably 
discussed primarily in a descriptive way. People may not be able to understand film music harmonically literally 
and grammatically, but they can understand what it achieves and how it enhances a film.   
 
 
The compelling power of uncertainty 
 
Ironically, especially with underscore music, one of the great things it can bring to a film is a kind of fuzzy, subtle 
uncertainty. Claudia Gorbman put it differently in her at-the-time ground-breaking 1987 book Unheard Melodies, 
when she said, “Music supplies a perceptual psychological human ‘depth’ which augments the literal immediacy 
of the pictorial illusion of reality.” (Gorbman, 1987. 67). In context of a wider discussion about probability and 
expectation in music, Leonard Meyer (in his 1967 book Music, The Arts and Ideas) talks about “the importance 
of uncertainty” in music (Meyer, 1967. 5). Because film music is heard and assimilated in the abstract, there is 
personal and individual flexibility in the way it is digested emotionally, which means that each person’s experience 
of music will be very subtly different. Our experience of film music is indelibly associated with the affect it has 
on us. It is a product not of what it is, but what it does. When we are affected by something we don’t fully 
understand, this can and does create a very intense and personal emotional experience.  
 
People have often wondered why films that aim to be realistic, have, in order to make them realistic, to include 
the one thing that wouldn’t be there if we were experiencing actual reality. If, in real life, we saw someone on a 
train journey who looked anxious and furtive, we wouldn’t need music to heighten the experience. If a soundtrack 
were to suddenly appear it would be absurd. And yet, if we saw a film that included a scene of a person on a train 
looking anxious and furtive, the scene would be heightened by music. Music is therefore needed to help us believe 
and accept that something we’re watching is actually real, even though we know it’s not. Music helps sell us the 
fundamental lie at the heart of fiction; that it is not real. Music makes us kid ourselves that what we’re watching 
is real. Without music, most films are quite dry and lifeless, even though they are relatively easy to understand 
because they involve pictures we can see and understand and dialogue we can hear and understand; it is the 
inclusion of something we can’t literally understand that softens the certainty of pictures and dialogue and turns 
them into a something more malleable which is easier to swallow.  
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Films communicate because music offers an abstract emotional experience which (if done right) attaches itself to 
the comparative certainty of the pictures, and in doing so creates more of an emotional, personalised experience. 
So, perhaps the ultimate irony is that often it is the inclusion of the music in film which actually makes the film 
feel more solid, plausible and believable; it is the slightly woolly emotional experience music creates which acts 
as a glue which binds the film and makes it seem as if it is personal to you.  
 
Claudia Gorbman again:  
 

 “Let us imagine for a moment that the commercial narrative cinema had 
developed a bit differently. Let us imagine movies having no background 
music. Raised on this hypothetical tradition, we are thoroughly accustomed 
to a cinematic world in which in which sounds seems to issue solely from the 
depicted narrative space.”  

 
                                                                                                                       (Gorbman, 1987: 1) 
 
This bizarre world that Gorbman hypothesises isn’t actually that bizarre. Given that films are supposed to convince 
people that something which is not real, is real, it would seem daft to place alongside the film the one thing 
listeners/viewers knew for a fact wouldn’t have been there – music. We must try and remember that whenever we 
are talking about film music, we are talking about something which communicates emotion, first and foremost. 
The reason people accept it and believe it and go along with it, is because music generates within them, at a very 
deep level, the emotion which helps them understand the film. This is obviously not its only job, but it is one of 
its primary functions. Gorbman asks, “Why do we tend not to consciously hear music in film?” (Gorbman, 1987: 
2). She’s not talking about the obvious thematic, in-your-face or bombastic stuff, which tends to dramatise the 
moment rather than emotionally underpins it, but even if she was, even those experiences (which are arguably less 
abstract and more musical) are primarily about providing additional supportive emotion.  
 
So next time anyone doubts the use of music in film, ask them how ridiculous films would be without a layer of 
emotion that acts as a bridge between them and the movie. Ask them why they believe what the film tells them. 
Ask them why they so readily enter into the fiction of film. Ask them why they are so ready to disappear under 
the spell of the story. A big part of it will be the extra layer of emotion that music offers, whether this emotion is 
simply one to put them in the right frame of mind, or whether it’s ‘edit music’ (something to make them forget 
that the film has just hyperlinked two years into the future of its story and to a different country, for example); 
irrespective, it is still essentially an emotional means of communication. This is not to say that sometimes the use 
of music can be a lot more obvious and straightforward; when it is simply mimicking the on-screen action or when 
it is deliberately offering the musical whiff of a cultural setting appropriate to what’s on the screen. But, again, 
even then, the extra experience music offers film viewers is essentially emotional.     
 
Sometimes films are able to generate enough emotion without music,1 but usually, we need music in films. Also, 
the reason why people can usually never remember the music in films (hence the oft-used mantra ‘if you don’t 
notice it, it’s doing its job’) is because they experience it as emotion, not chiefly as music.  
 
Daniel Goldmark points out in his 2007 book Beyond the Soundtrack:  
 

   “You sit in a cinema, facing one way. Suspended above your sightline is 
a large rectangle of light formed by a screen onto which are projected 
moving images. Your peripheral vision – integral to your everyday act 
of focussing in a three-dimensional reality – has been dislocated.”  

 
                                                                                                          (Goldmark, 2007: 136) 
 
But this strange environment, if anything, makes you more susceptible and pliable to the notion of an extra layer 
of emotion (i.e. music) accompanying film. Gorbman refers to “the psychological power of music in dramatic 
films.” (Gorbman, 1987: 1). If something has psychological power then it must affect, even guide, your emotions. 
If music accompanied you in a narrative way in real life it would be completely absurd and very unsettling; you 
don’t need an extra layer of emotion because you’re actually living your own life.  

                                                 
1 I can remember offering the Ken Loach film I, Daniel Blake to students without realising that the film simply didn’t need music. The 
powerful narrative and the sheer bleak, tragic ordinariness of the narrative was powerful enough. It didn’t need the emotion of music.   
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But in this weird cinema setting, where we are willing to believe the lie of fiction, our norms have already been 
altered; what we are willing to accept has already been changed. So an extra level of emotion is absolutely fine.    
 
 
What is film music? 
 
I want to look now at the whole area of what film music is, what it ‘means’, and how it creates emotion. If we ask 
ourselves the rhetorical question ‘what is film music’, it is perhaps interesting, for a bit of philosophical context, 
to see what it was, in the past, and equally what it might be in the future. In the distant past film music was there 
purely to drown out the sound of a movie projector. That was how and why film music was first used, as detailed 
in the first of my earlier books (Morrell, 2013.325). It was purely functional, and the function was often crude. 
Despite its growth and success, film music is still, at its heart, functional; but it has grown to be much more of an 
emotional constituent of the story and of the film. Gone are the days when music’s only function is simply to copy 
the on-screen action; the functionality of music can now be varied and subtler. But it is still functional. Or is it? 
 
 
The dawn of the anti-score? 
 
Some have blamed the growth of the heavy-handed homogenised film score for what many now see as a reaction 
to bloated, repetitive, self-important and increasingly bombastic scores; some say that this overuse and misuse of 
music in film has caused people to question its inclusion, or at least question the very idea of music being 
functional, as if it is functionality that has made it homogenised. This has led to what has become known popularly 
as the ‘anti-score’. Some contemporary film scores have created debates within film music circles which 
essentially centre on the functionality of film music. Given that functionality is at the very core of why and how 
film music works and why we accept its inclusion in film at all, this is worth pursuing. Hans Zimmer’s 2017 score 
for Dunkirk and Mica Levi’s Jackie (2016) were both referenced in recent debates about the purpose and 
functionality of film music. The essence of film music is that it provides an aesthetic and intellectual function, but 
some modern film music sometimes tends toward deliberately being ‘non-functional’ (where the music has no 
narrative purpose) or ‘single-function film music’, where the music has only one purpose throughout.  
 
Website birthmoviesdeath.com refers to this as “the dawning of the age of the anti-score”. But is this fair? Is it 
fair to say that music which doesn’t seem to serve a traditional emotional or visual function is automatically ‘anti’ 
or ‘bad’? After all, it’s not as if the abandonment of narrative functions in film music is a wholly new thing. The 
Cell, a 2000 film with music by Howard Shore, occasionally abandons the traditional functionality of film music 
for some parts of the film. In her excellent book Ubiquitous Listening: Affect, Attention, and Distributed 
Subjectivity, Kassabian says, referring to one cue in particular, “This is neither music nor not music, but rather a 
textural use of sound that disregards most, if not all, the ‘laws’ of classical Hollywood film scoring technique.” 
(Kassabian, 2013.38). Digesting comments in birthmoviesdeath, we’re left with the feeling that in the past any 
abandonment of structure was cool and abstract and arty and edgy, whereas now it’s just an excuse for people to 
be different; in other words, chaos was great before, but not now because now there’s no structure to the chaos. 
But music can still be ‘weird’ whilst retaining the basic idea of traditional narrative function. It is precisely because 
people can’t literalise their experience of music that most people accept it in its strangest form as long as it’s to a 
film. People will happily flood into The Tate Modern in London to look at some extremely strange stuff, but if we 
were to open a musical version of that, few people would come to listen.2 And yet we accept it in films. The fact 
that we accept ‘strange music’ in films but are not quite as keen on it outside of a film experience, is something 
that rattles electroacousticians. If you suggest to an electroacoustic composer (as I did once) that their music would 
sound great in a film, most are hostile to this suggestion.3  
 
Goldsmith’s Planet of the Apes was musically ground-breaking because it was the first time anyone had written 
serial music for a film score and made it commercially and critically successful. But even then the music, strange 
though it was to many ears, did not really challenge the function it fulfilled. That’s the key thing.  

                                                 
2 A friend once told me how much he’d loved a particular piece of music in 2001: A Space Odyssey. When I realised which bit he meant I 
told him that Gyorgy Ligetti’s Requiem for Soprano, Mezzo-Soprano, 2 Mixed Choirs and Orchestra was on the following week and did he 
want to come. He just looked at me as if I was mad and said, “No, of course not.” 
 
3 There is a stunning parallel between how electroacoustic composers view their music and how many people perceive classical music. Many 
classical composers hate film music; they see its subordination to film as the ultimate betrayal of the notion of musical composition. They see 
its narrative functionality as a crude debasement of music’s supposed originality and freedom. Many loath orchestral music in films and see 
it as the ultimate bastardisation of romantic orchestral music in pursuit of a commercial agenda.     
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If the function remains solid, the music can be anything, as long as it works. But if the function is challenged then 
the whole basis of why and how and when we have music in films is basically over. The whole relationship falls 
down. Or it becomes something different.  
 
We refer to ‘mickey-mousing’ when we hear music that is totally subordinate to the image. Years ago most film 
music was written and placed to picture to mimic in musical terms what was going on, on-screen. But now we 
live in an era when emotional support is more prevalent in music. Often that can come when music offers 
something different to what’s happening on screen. It can refer to emotions which juxtapose scenes in ways that 
generate a more intense relationship between the viewer and the story. So, if one is being honest, maybe the anti-
score is simply a stepping stone to a different type of approach to placing music in film which we’re not yet used 
to. Placing this debate in context is helpful here: In Mervyn Cooke’s The Film Music Reader, Thomas Newman, 
when asked about his use of electronic sounds, said, “The orchestra has become a ludicrous ritual.” He was 
referring to some of the reasons he often likes using electronics; because they have no past, no tradition, no pre-
set opinion. You start with a blank slate. In the interview, which I will reference later in this book, he talks about 
how sometimes he tires of directors being so obsessed by the power of the orchestra (Cooke, 2010:  248).   
 
Using electronic sounds was how Newman tried to get rid of textural associations and assumptions of the 
orchestra. That said, new though his sounds were, harmonically the chords were traditionally voiced, and the 
function they provided was itself traditional. The reason Jerry Goldsmith’s Planet of the Apes was so loved, is 
because its role was similar to the role of other music in other films but the music was different. If they think your 
music is great, what most people are saying is that the way it was used was great. Ask the thousands of people 
who loved the music to Planet of the Apes how many stuck it on at home over dinner. Context is everything.  
 
Before the ‘anti-score’ became a debate, the general rule of thumb was that above all else, film music must 
‘function’, i.e. it must represent something (i.e. something within the film or the story or the subtext or relative to 
it) in order to be of any use. As I have stated before, music itself exists in the abstract for most people; it cannot 
be quantified literally in musical grammatical terms for most people, so its chief method of communication is 
when it causes us to feel emotion, which, when mixed with the film itself, creates a bigger bond between viewer 
and film. Music is not called the emotional language for nothing. After all, it was acclaimed musicologist 
Laurence Kramer who said “To make anything more itself, or more anything, just add music.” (Kramer, 2002: 
3). If emotions can be said to have sound, that sound is music. In film, music must remind the viewer/listener of 
emotions that solidify the scene or the larger story. Or, in some situations, you might want the complete opposite. 
The point is that it must provide a service to the film. It must fulfill a role, it must highlight or italicise something 
that, without music, would have been either lost or left without emphasis. This does not mean music has to be 
either simple or complicated. It does not mean it has to work brilliantly well as music. It does not mean it has to 
entertain as music. Above all, it must serve. If you write music that works with the film, then regardless of what 
genre or style or approach you have adopted, it is film music.  
 
Whenever you’re listening to or writing film music, always ask yourself:  
 

• How does the music work, i.e. what does it do? 
• Why is it there? 
• Specifically, what does it do that words and images alone can’t do? 
• How does it make you feel? 
• How does it bring the film closer to you? 

 
 
Then ask yourself, how does it do all these things? Is it: 
  

• Texture? 
• Orchestration?  
• Harmony?  
• Production? 
• Melody? 

 
Then ask yourself: 
 

• Is the music duplicative? 
• Does it address the subtext? 
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• Does it acknowledge the feelings of the character or simply what they’re doing? 
• Does it confirm something on the screen? 
• Does it contradict something on the screen? 
• Does it shock? 
• Does it disturb? 
• Does it distill the emotion? 

 
In other words, when trying to analyse film music, give yourself parameters. Give yourself a framework. Film 
music doesn’t have to be great music; it has to merge with the film to create a great experience. Composer and 
teacher Alain Mayrand summed it up perfectly when he said, “You don’t score the man running; you score why 
he runs.” In reality, you may well score the man running, which would be literally duplicative music, or you can 
score why he runs, which would be an emotional commentary. Mayrand was simply emphasising a point. 
 
 
As film music has become more popular, has it regressed? 
 
Some modern film music has tended more towards a purely duplicative approach; in other words, in aesthetic or 
‘artistic’ terms it has become quite basic; given the loud, bombastic, repetitive cliché-ridden music that sometimes 
passes as film music these days, some might say it has regressed to how it started out in the days when a pianist 
pounded away in a pit as a silent black and white film played. In those days the music was supposed to drown out 
the sound of the projector, but what is the music trying to drown out in 2020? The lack of emotional substance in 
the story? Poor editing? Our ability to think deeply? The type of music I’m referring to is often not the fault of 
the composer; it is more often the fault of the director and the exec producers, who, desperate for a hit, demands 
the composer copy an existing formula. The problem with this is that it creates ever decreasing circles of 
originality. Obviously, film music is a commercial art form so it has, together with the film, to entertain. But if 
everyone copies everybody else then eventually nothing will mean anything, nothing will be in any way new and 
nothing will be a surprise. Think of your favourite movies; chances are most of them were a subtle departure from 
what had come before; they’d probably done something different. There were probably elements of originality. 
Ultimately money corrupts everything, including films. The desperate desire for a hit at all costs creates stale 
commodification. David Mamet said: 
 

“..We’re mired in a period utilizing a ‘what you see is what you get’ approach.’ 
We’re living in an illiterate country. The mass media – commercial theatre 
included – pander to the lowest of the low in human experience. They debase us 
through the sheer weight of their mindlessness. Films have degenerated to their 
original operation as a carnival amusement. They offer not drama but thrills...”    
         
                                                                                        (Birthmoviesdeath.com) 

 
Legendary film composer Jerry Goldsmith rarely wanted to simply score what was already shown on screen, 
because, as he said, “it’s already there.” Goldsmith frequently voiced his frustration over directors who wanted 
him to simply score what everybody was already seeing, or as he put it to me once, “they want me to paint the 
film with music.” He wanted to compose music that tapped into the reasons, emotions, and hidden narratives 
buried inside what we were seeing. He understood that that was the unique power music had over all other 
cinematic ingredients. Birthmoviesdeath.com, again: 
 

“..We are at the doorstep of a new trend in film music where scores are either 
simply duplicating the pictures and giving the audience a musical version of 
what they’re seeing, or where they are being pushed so far beyond their 
functional limitations, they cease working in a traditional sense….  
…….Oscar-nominated scores like Mica Levi’s Jackie (2016) rebuff the 
psychological and technical functions of film music by rejecting the status quo 
and establishing a brazen counter-culture that satisfies a craving to be different 
and a craving to be heard….. 
                                                                                         (birthmoviesdeath.com) 

 
If we were discussing music, and not film music, then the creation of a “brazen counter-culture that satisfies a 
craving to be different and a craving to be heard” might not be such a bad thing. Everything needs to change, to 
evolve, and music is no different. Indeed some might say that popular music is in dire need of a ‘brazen counter-
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culture’.4 But the thing about film music is that it is not actually the music itself that creates the success, it is the 
emotion it provides and the function it fulfills. So when we talk of film music “being pushed far beyond its 
functional limitations”, we go to the very essence of why film music exists in the first place. When people criticise 
Dunkirk and Jackie they’re actually not really criticising the music; they’re criticising what they see as the 
abandonment of the functionality of the music. In both cases, the composers and directors wanted to provoke the 
audience, and in both cases, they did, but perhaps not entirely in the way they’d intended. Dunkirk and its score 
will be discussed in the Film Noir chapter in Vol.2 and Jackie and its score will be discussed in the Political 
Drama chapter in Vol.2.  
 
 
Will film music eat itself? 
 
David Quantick was the author of the original quote that ‘pop will eat itself’. Is it right to ask, has film music 
eaten itself? Has film music become tired? Has it become constipated? Is it needlessly duplicative? Is it needlessly 
bombastic? Is it there simply to create a sense of shock and awe? Is that its sole purpose; in other words, does it 
now provide a very crude, singular function, in much the same way silent film pianist did a hundred years ago? 
What a terrible shame it would be if, after a hundred years of movie music history (which has seen its inclusion 
become an aesthetic and emotional necessity, often used subtly and beautifully) we arrived back at the beginning 
where the function of movie music is utterly crude and basic and essentially nothing that a pianist can’t provide. 
The issue is not necessarily that composers copy each other, because all composers do that, and have done for 
hundreds of years. Everybody copies. Conscious or subconscious copying of other composers’ work is not only 
happening; it is completely forgivable. Everyone does it. Beethoven did it, Mozart did it, John Williams does it, 
Hans Zimmer does it. James Horner did it; in fact, James Horner copied himself probably more than most 
composers. We all stand on the shoulders of others; not necessarily because they’re better but because their music 
can often be a framing device for our music. The existence and success of music, the way it has been absorbed 
into the lives of everyone, is a testament to the fact that in some small way it all sounds a bit the same.  
 
Our creative impulses are born out of our abilities, our intellect, our experiences and our musical diet. Music never 
comes from nowhere. Being influenced is not only forgivable, it is necessary. It also ensures that the public 
continues to enjoy music, because the music they listen to is a combination of things they remember and stuff that 
is new. If it were all brand new, the public would react badly. If it were all generic copying, they would get bored. 
Copying only becomes unhealthy and uncool when it becomes the centre of gravity for everything you do; in 
other words, when it becomes laughably obvious.5 The very essence of the public’s relationship with music 
presupposes that it contains the old and the new.  
 
Where film music may indeed end up ‘eating itself’ is within the realm of the soundtrack album. I discussed this 
at length in a chapter entitled Songs, Soundtracks and Library Music in my third book (Morrell, 2015.290). Many 
believe the soundtrack album challenges the integrity of film music. Firstly, it sometimes presents different 
versions of the tracks, rearranged and restructured for public consumption as music. The problem here is that this 
creates an entirely separate narrative and dynamic; a separate kind of music that is simply based on film music. It 
risks turning film music into music that has to exist outside the film. Many films record separate versions of the 
music for a soundtrack release, but what if the budget for this doesn’t exist? What then? What goes onto the film? 
The narratively correct version or the versions as you would wish them to be if they were being listened to on 
their own? The answer is the narratively correct version; but then directors will, as some are doing now, ask 
composers for more tuneful and digestible music for the film itself, which then can be transported to the soundtrack 
album to make money.  
 
But let us not assume this problem is purely a new thing. Strangely one of the reasons for the development of the 
soundtrack album and its eventual jettisoning of authenticity, its decline into parody and its gradual transformation 
into a kind of audio freak show, was the godfather of film scoring himself – Max Steiner. He thought that recording 
the entire score for Gone with The Wind would be impractical and difficult. He explained that some of the melodies 
occur in incomplete form and they appear regularly throughout the film, which wouldn’t work on a soundtrack 
album. As Daniel Goldmark points out, the objective was to create a “longer, permanent memento of the original 
film music which would stand on its own and present a substantial work.” (Goldmark, 2007.18).  

                                                 
4 The ‘song’ has been around for over a hundred years, and although styles and genres come and go, a song still essentially functions in the 
same way it did. It is still a similar length as it was a hundred years ago and it consists of the same structures. 
5 Sometimes it is obvious what the film was temped with, because the resultant music is too similar to it.  
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So, even back then the idea as far as some were concerned was that the soundtrack album presented a 
fundamentally different version of the music to what’s in the film. This desire to take film music away from its 
functional narrative purpose in order to present a different, more palatable version of itself may seem, at face 
value, not a problem. But I would suggest that this matters because the endgame is a world where composers have 
to write music which has a dual purpose; music that works as a stand-alone product on an album and one which 
works narratively within a film. Since the two are incompatible, we may end up with generic, homogenised music 
which tries desperately to tick both boxes.  
 
 
Film music on tour  
 
There are now concerts almost every week in cities across the world where audiences experience film music 
repertoire and in some cases hear film music played live with an orchestra, accompanying a showing of the film. 
Both experiences are exciting events and attract large audiences, but both also pose questions regarding the 
continuing autonomy and authenticity of film music: concerts of film music play edited, re-arranged versions of 
themes, presenting them in a different way. This may lead to audiences and even directors wanting more simplified 
music to accompany films.  
 
One experience which is becoming more popular, as I alluded to, is one where large audiences watch a film 
accompanied by the relevant music, played live. This is perhaps an example of film music coming full circle, but 
instead of a piano player accompanying a silent film, full orchestras accompany the film. The problem here is that 
music is traditionally seen as being secondary to the film. Music is subordinate to film. If we show films with a 
live orchestra, we could be reversing this dynamic into one where the film, essentially fulfills the role of an 
accompaniment to the music. The problem with this is that the only kind of concerts which would be commercially 
viable would be the big orchestral ones; the blockbusters. This may lead to directors with big budgets 
automatically opting for a full orchestra because they have their eye on the exposure gained by the inevitable 
concerts that follow. That said, as things stand, many directors with big budgets nevertheless deliberately choose 
electronic scores, often to great effect. It is important that the choice of music for a film is completely and totally 
driven by narrative concerns and not on whether it will tour well.   
 
If film composers are trying to turn film music into high art by touring it, they are attempting to turn it into a 
modern version of classical music. Film music is not considered ‘classical’ at all in many quarters, as Goldmark 
says: “They [film scores] were romantically decadently symphonic, drawing on later constructions of the 
symphonic experience that were always edging into the popular arena. These film scores were consumer products 
and accordingly vilified by idealistic critics.” (Goldmark, 2007.15). Ouch. When I see Hans Zimmer touring the 
world with film music I am in two minds; firstly, I think it is great that film music is becoming so popular, but I 
also worry that the only kind of film music that can survive in this arena is music which works as a stand-alone 
entity; something which is tuneful and exciting. I then worry that this is the only kind of film music which will be 
commissioned. If we turn film music into a public spectacle then essentially we pluck it out of its functional 
environment and turn it into some weird kind of ‘decadent, romantic’, sanitised, and disinfected version of film 
music. Will film music be industrialised to death?      
 
 
Algorithmisation  
 
Journalist and former Labour spin doctor Alistair Campbell - who was so brilliantly recreated as Malcolm Tucker 
in the superb TV show The Thick of It – coined the phrase ‘Algorithmisation’. In an article titled ‘Algorithmisation 
and the hall of mirrors’ Campbell talks about the ‘algorithmisation’ of life, which means that we are constantly 
confronted with our own reinforcing opinions. He was referring to social media but the same applies to 
commercial art forms such as songs and films and film music. Campbell talks about a new campaign designed to 
make us reach out to people we disagree with, rather than stay within the ‘hall of mirrors’ that social media offers 
us. Some might say film music is evermore living in a hall of mirrors. Could a type of ‘algorithmisation’ affect 
creativity and our ability to conceptualise, as composers? Can we become so besotted with one composer or one 
method or ‘one way’ that it stifles out genuine creative thinking? 
 
Looking into this deeper, we might ask: 
 

• What creates a desire to aggressively emulate? 
• Do we want to short-circuit the creative process? 
• Are we just lazy? 
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There are subtler examples of short-circuiting the creative process. As an orchestrator, when I used pen and paper 
I would think and conceptualise more than I do when I use a program such as Sibelius. Doing something 
methodically makes you question everything; every crotchet, every voicing. One happy result of this is that in 
orchestration terms you would rarely score the second 8 bar phrase the same as the first one, even if the melody 
was identical. Look in any symphony or great film score and the orchestration will always evolve. Repetition is a 
funny thing, though, because there is literally no such thing as true repetition. Repetition is a funny thing, though, 
because there is literally no such thing as true repetition. See what I did, there? I deliberately repeated a phrase to 
prove a point. And to check if you’re still awake. When we hear something for the first time it generates a specific 
response in the mind of the listener. If you hear the same thing again, your response will be slightly different 
because you’ve already heard it before; you won’t listen as carefully or as critically because you don’t need to - 
what’s the point? As an orchestrator, if you were to repeat 16 or 32 bars exactly and completely, you would slightly 
lose some people. A director listening might not know what you’d done, but he or she would know something 
wasn’t right; something wasn’t authentic. One of the wonderful things about orchestration is that it is primarily 
about presenting the music as you would wish it be heard, texturally, harmonically and structurally and it’s also a 
way of making it interesting; it is a way to embellish, elaborate, enhance and embroider. Often this can be overt 
but more often it is done subtly. As an example, if the piece compositionally repeats a long stretch (say 16 bars) 
then the orchestrator will grow the piece, evolve it or subtly change it in some way the 2nd time round. This simple 
thing becomes part of the fabric of what music is. So it’s usually unthinkable that you would simply repeat a 
phrase totally and completely. This was never a problem before because the sheer fact of doing it by hand made 
you think like an orchestrator. The problem with notation software is that it distorts the intellectual and aesthetic 
dynamic because it alters the mental processes you go through when you conceptualise the textural subtleties of 
a piece of music.  
 
With software such as Sibelius, we can cut and paste the last 16 bars. And we will tell ourselves it is purely a 
labour saving device and that we will go back and alter bits here and there to make it sound authentic. But you 
won’t, because you will become punch-drunk on the speed of technology. And even if you do ‘go back’ and revisit 
sections of the orchestration, the revisiting will be out of context and you will not be ‘in the moment’. Eventually 
the aesthetic integrity and the authenticity of the orchestration will suffer. It won’t sound wholly orchestral 
anymore.  
 
And anyway, why on earth do we want to short circuit the creative process in the first place? What, other than the 
technology existing to facilitate it, has made us want to do things faster and quicker? 
 
 
The desire to short-circuit the learning process 
 
An article which is both interesting and alarming, appeared in the Guardian, entitled ‘Music education is out of 
tune with how people learn’ (https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/2015/oct/01/music-
education-how-young-people-learn-exams) talks about education:  
 

“The established music education sector remains fixated on formal 
learning (an area that draws an alarmingly narrow demographic) and in 
doing so fails to reflect the diversity of young people. Those who wish to 
follow the formal exam route should be encouraged and welcomed, but 
so too should the child who wants to play in a band, sing in a choir or 
learn an instrument just for the hell of it.”  

                                  Sarah Derbyshire, Musical Routes: A Landscape for Music Education 
 
She goes on to tell us that almost half the children who currently play an instrument don’t have lessons, before 
saying “that’s a large slice of our musical youth who are choosing non-formal routes”. No shit, Sherlock. 10 out 
of 10 for observation. One of the biggest inhibitors to young people accessing musical education is money; now 
more than 50% of schools in the UK do not teach music at all so in order to learn an instrument you will need 
money. This risks turning musical ability back into something that only rich people can afford. But what if the 
next great pop song, or symphony, or film score is trapped inside the mind of someone who can’t afford to be 
educated? 
 
But Sarah Derbyshire’s article is not really talking about those issues; she’s making the entirely valid point that 
many children are deliberately not engaging with music education, but the inference is that music education isn’t 
really geared for today’s children. Bizarrely, she infers that music tuition itself is to blame.  

https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/2015/oct/01/music-education-how-young-people-learn-exams
https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/2015/oct/01/music-education-how-young-people-learn-exams
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She says, “The key to lifelong engagement in music is enjoyment.” So, above all else what matters is enjoyment. 
Music must always be fun. Speaking personally and on behalf of many practitioners I have spoken to about this, 
we don’t particularly remember every aspect of music education being ‘fun’. Some of it wasn’t even ‘enjoyable’ 
at the time. It was fulfilling and gratifying and rewarding, but…fun? No, not most of the time. Enjoyment came 
later, when you could play properly. If you’re after fun, go to Disneyland. If you want to play an instrument 
properly, be ready for hard work.  
 
If Derbyshire is right and many children are put off formal music education for the reasons she suggests, we ask 
ourselves, are people impatient to learn music? Most of what young people do these days can be done quickly; 
sometimes instantly. As a society, we are punch-drunk on the endless, instantly accessible, and 
enjoyable/gratifying things we can do in the blink of an eye. Unfortunately learning a musical skill is not one of 
them. Standing in front of your telly with Guitar Hero might be great fun, but to learn a guitar properly is hard. 
There is no plug-in to learn how to read music. There is no download that will turn you into a great player 
overnight. Music requires the one thing that many people seemingly don’t have the time for – patience. And it 
takes the one thing patience requires – time. Often the rush for instant gratification and for an instant ‘result’, 
coupled with the A-Level mentality of teaching students to pass exams rather than to actually learn, can foster a 
‘right or wrong’, ‘true or false’, ‘black or white’ version of what music can be. Certainly teachers at HE level see 
this all the time; students will come to you with a John Williams CD and say ‘I want to be able to write like this, 
this year’.  
 
I was stopped in the corridor a few years ago by someone who wanted to learn how to orchestrate but couldn’t yet 
read music. Before I had a chance to explain, he said “Just tell me which book to buy and I’ll have it nailed in a 
week.” If this ‘right or wrong’, ‘true or false’ or ‘black or white’ approach to music leaked onto how people 
actually create music (composers), or how people contextualise and rationalise music (for the sake of argument, 
directors), this could be - and arguably already is – devastating for film music because it consigns subtlety and 
restraint, delicacy and refinement and introspection, to history.  
 
 
What music means 
 
Films with music create something in the mind of the viewer/listener which is over and above what they create 
individually. Collectively the dynamic created by film and music create something infinitely greater than the sum 
of their parts. When music is put to picture, the result is not ‘music to picture, but a combination of the two, which 
represents a different experience than either film on its own or music on its own. As I have intimated before, for 
most listeners/viewers, film music is contextualised in a metaphorical way. Music doesn’t communicate literally; 
this is the great conundrum of its existence; it’s rarely heard for what it actually is, but instead for what it does; 
what it implies and what it infers – emotionally. What film music ‘is’ doesn’t communicate; what it ‘means’ is 
what communicates to people. Inevitably the public distills music’s communicative qualities not literally but via 
a myriad of metaphors. People do not walk out of a film theatre saying, “that Gm with a major 7th worked great.” 
They remember music only in context of what it meant to them, not what it literally, actually, is. What music 
means, therefore, is everything. So, what you ‘mean’ when you write it in the first place, is everything, too. 
Whatever you meant to say must be said. As a composer what went through your head emotionally when you saw 
the movie and wrote the music to it, has to be roughly what ends up going through the heads of the people who 
end up watching the film and listening to what you’ve written. Therefore, you need to know what it is you want 
to say before you figure out how to say it, because what you want to say (the ‘message’) is what will communicate. 
The message is indeed the medium. It may help here to categorise: on the left, we have a list of aspirations, and 
on the right we split these into their core components: 
 
What do you want to say? ………………………………………Emotion, sentiment, feeling, message, reaction  
 
How do you say it, musically……………………………………………..Melody, harmony, texture, production 
Where do you say it, narratively, architecturally?...............................................Placement, structure, delivery 
 
Will it communicate to its audience? ………………………………...Only if all of the previous considerations  
                                                                                                                conspire to collectively create a message  

                                                                                                          or a feeling in the mind of the viewer / listener 
 
What do you want to say, per scene and/or collectively? ………………….What are the specific emotions for           
                                                                                                                                       each scene or each section?  
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What is the overall flavour of the music going to be? ……………………What does the overall emotional arc  
                                                                                                                                                feel like and look like? 
 
Does the film have an overall musical voice?.............................Will the overall specific and/or overall melody,  

harmony, texture, production create a distinct  
enough voice for it to of any use to the film  

and for it to create a memory in the  
mind of the viewer? 

 
When you watch a film and listen to its music, whether it is someone else’s or yours, the over-arching question 
will be ‘what did it intend to say?’ Ask yourself how much of the meaning of a film is literal from the film itself, 
or the story, the narrative, and how much is dependent on the emotions created by the music. 
 
Looking briefly at what film music might be in fifty years, it might be good to conceptualise how film music 
might be classified. Music classification has always been suspect, not least because classifications are normally 
created by people who are themselves not involved in creating the music.  Zbigniew Preisner makes an interesting 
point: 

“When Strauss was writing his music, it was dance music. Now it’s classical   
  music. So how can you tell that in 50 years’ time film music will not turn out to    
  be classical music?”  
                                                                                                  Zbigniew Preisner 

 
Another enlightening perspective comes from the great Barrington Pheloung, who said: 
 

“In my humble opinion, if Mozart and Bach and Haydn all my other heroes were alive 
today, they would not only be writing film music and television music, they would also 
be doing interactive games, and Mozart would be right out there at the forefront.”  

 
                                                                                                                       Barrington Pheloung 
 
 
Do film composers always write to picture? 
 
Elmer Bernstein said, “I’ll get hold of a film and look at it until it tells me what to do”. Again, this is an interesting 
observation because it makes the point that ultimately everything you do as a film composer is based on what you 
see in the film or the script or a result of conversations with the director. So we might be seduced into thinking 
that this will always be the case. After all, if you’re writing film music, you’ve got to see the film, right? Well, 
no, not always; we have a romantic notion of a film composer sat watching a film and pontificating and 
conceptualising about what the film’s musical voice might be. But not only is this approach not always the case, 
there have been many great film scores that were written by someone who didn’t see the film before they wrote 
the music. A modern way of operating seems to increasingly be whereby directors commission composers to react 
to an idea of a story, long before a script is written or a movie is shot.  
 
 
Thinking outside the Picture 
 
When 20th Century classical composer John Taverner wrote his excellent score for the film Children of Men, he 
was reacting to the idea, the concept. He delivered a 15-minute ‘spiritual response’ to the story. In a memorable 
scene, 29 minutes in, Clive Owen’s character slumps down by a tree, suddenly grasping the enormity of his 
situation. Taverner’s beautiful piece, Fragments of a Prayer, comes in. If a film score composer had been given 
that scene, it is doubtful he or she would have written the kind of music written by Taverner. At first the music 
seems a little dislocated from the scene, until we realise the music is commenting on the state of the world which 
has left this character completely emotionally drained. The lack of pictures enabled the composer to think outside 
the picture and subsequently write a commentary on the perilous state world was in. The same applies in the 
ending scene which sees Clive Owen’s character in a rowing boat, shortly before he dies. The music is absolutely 
stunning; it is beautiful and it is tragic. And it is also unlike anything a film composer would write, confronted 
with that scene. I’m not saying that if you want a great score, don’t go to a film composer but to a classical 
composer, and then don’t let them see the film. I’m simply saying that there are some wonderful examples where 
the music has worked in a unique way because it was conceived differently.  
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The music for the Christopher Nolan film Interstellar was written by Hans Zimmer, who, similarly, did not score 
the music initially to the film at all, but instead to an idea; a concept. Various musical ideas were then placed over 
the film. The result is easily one of Zimmer’s best ‘film scores’, almost operatic in its musical beauty and emotion. 
The music is subtle yet intense. It is a deeply emotional score. And he never saw the movie while he was writing 
most of it. Perhaps a better way of responding to an intensely emotional picture is to free yourself from the slavish 
adherence to the picture and instead comment on the message. The trouble is, how is it going to fit the scenes 
which definitely need bespoke music to accompany a specific scene? How are the hits going to be acknowledged? 
Perhaps the future is where film scores are scored firstly as an emotional commentary with later specific scenes 
achieved later, done the traditional way. I suspect this dual approach would work with deeply emotional films but 
probably not with all films. I can’t imagine Raiders or Star Wars working if a majority of the music was not 
written specifically to the film but created as an emotional commentary.  
 
M.Night Shyamalan’s film Signs benefits from one of James Newton Howard’s best – if not the best – scores he 
has ever written. Again, elements were written outside the film. What he created was a deeply emotional score, 
which was the creation of imagination allowed to conceptualise based on a story, freed from the need to initially 
sync it to a film. That said, if all music for film ended up being scored outside the movie, we may end up with 
generic ‘background music’, a kind of low-grade music which is generic and designed to fit into a multitude of 
dramatic situations. This is similar to much of the music in documentaries.  
 
A lot of music in documentaries should act as a warning to films. Much of the music is ‘library music’ (or 
‘production music’) which is chosen and applied by directors, editors and producers who know little about music. 
We sometimes end up with melodramatic, pulsating, bombastic music being applied to documentaries in the same 
way you would apply undercoat paint to a wall; without much regard. If a documentary director is, for example, 
making a film about space exploration, and then goes to a library company and picks out a bunch of tracks labelled 
‘space exploration’ then he or she is literally duplicating sonically what they have done with pictures. Worse still, 
the music has not even been sculptured or placed properly; frequently it’s just thrown at the film. So many 
documentaries we watch nowadays just have an incessant, permanent track which runs all the way through and is 
crudely ‘dipped’ when anyone talks. So many use music which sounds at best uncomfortable and at worst, 
preposterous. These kinds of films have debased music, as does the reality of ‘Library Music’.    
 
What follows in this introductory chapter is a more detailed and academic discussion about music, meaning, and 
emotion. Also, it seeks to place my own work (specifically the last three books – How Film and TV Music 
Communicate, volumes 1-3) in context of other texts on film music and books about the wider issues of music 
and meaning. The rest of this chapter therefore acts as a preface to the new book, placing my own work in context, 
before the reader then (hopefully) ploughs on to the dense terrain of volume 1 of Hearing Is Believing -  Film 
Music and what it does to us. 
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The Issue of Meaning and Emotion in Music  
 
Immediately we stray down the path of contextualizing emotion or meaning in music, we are confronted with 
historical figures of great importance, many of whom deny that any such meaning can even exist: None other than 
Stravinsky, in his 1936 book Chronicle of my Life, says: 
 
                        “I consider that music is, by its very nature, powerless to express anything 

at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a 
phenomenon of nature.” 

 
                                                                                                          (Stravinsky, 1936: 91)  
 
Kassabian makes regular reference to this issue in her marvelous 2001 book Hearing Film, when she says: 
 

 “Baroque and pre-Baroque notions that, for example, specific scales or 
phrases might have specific meanings have been denounced since the 
enlightenment…. Communication of meaning came to be considered 
outside the realm of music’s tasks” 

 
                                                                                                             (Kassabian, 2001: 15) 
 
The debate about the capacity of music to express non-musical ideas and thoughts (e.g. emotions or feelings, 
which was at its zenith in the latter part of the nineteenth century, not least through towering figures such as 
Brahms and Wagner) was written about very articulately by Eduard Hanslick in his book Vom Musikalisch-
Schönen (The Beautiful in Music, 1854). The book questions the very idea that music can express or embody 
emotion. But the very first words in chapter one cast doubt not so much on the existence of emotions created by 
music, but more on the notion that we should even be discussing such things in the first place:  
 

 “The course hitherto pursued in musical aesthetics has nearly always been 
hampered by the false assumption that the object was not so much to enquire 
into what is beautiful in music, but to describe the feelings which music 
awakens.”                                                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                   (Hanslick, 1885: 15)  
 
He goes on to talk about systems of aesthetics that consider ‘the beautiful’ (i.e. music) solely about the sensations 
it arouses, saying:  
                          

“Such systems are not only unphilosophical, but they assume an                                         
almost sentimental character…..they afford but little enlightenment for the 
student.”                                                                                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                   (Hanslick, 1885: 15)  
 
Although he appears to decry the pursuit of understanding emotion created by music, and although this pursuit 
figures heavily in my own research, I would actually be inclined to agree with much of what Hanslick says. For a 
start he is not denying that emotion exists; he is saying the notion is unworthy of pursuit. I would agree with this 
assumption if the basis of discussing emotion in music was based purely on some kind of vacuous narcissist 
pursuit which did nothing but discuss our human emotional reactions to music. But analysis such as my own, 
which seeks to explain why and how and when music creates emotion and further explain what those emotions are 
and how they benefit a film, is not only valid, but crucial to our understanding of film music. In my own research 
and my own books, I always seek to qualify any notion of emotion with observations and analysis which support 
my opinions. The sentiments of Stravinsky, taken at face value, seem to suggest that any perceived sense of 
meaning or emotion contained within the mind of the listener is coincidental, but this itself seems to contradict 
quite powerful and similar emotions felt by listeners of film music. 
 
 
My previous books on film music and how they compare and contrast with similar texts 
 
Regarding my own research and my previous three books, I wanted to look mainly at modern, post-1980s film 
music, as I felt these had been overlooked in much of the prevailing literature and discourse. I wanted my books 
to be fresh, enlightening and accessible;  
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books that analysed music in more detail but which were practical in the way their content could be digested and 
applied. I wanted research to be informed and enlightened, not just to see scores but to analyse harmony in detail 
and also look at the emotional impact of music by ascertaining how the film music communicated with its 
audience. Many notable and excellent books on music through the ages, including books on film music, sometimes 
contained what I would respectfully refer to as descriptive analysis. By ‘descriptive’ I mean that although notation 
was referenced and harmony discussed, its existence within a text was mainly there for display purposes. 
Sometimes very little by way of actual analysis of the harmony or orchestration via a considered study notation, 
happens.    
 
I have read, digested, and enjoyed virtually every practical and academic book on film music, including (but not 
limited to) books such as Composing for the Films (Adorno, 1947), Inside Film Music (Des Jardins, 1977),  Twenty 
Four Frames Under (Lack, 1997), The Art of Film Music (Burt, 1995), Hearing Film (Kassabian, 2001),  On the 
Track (Wright, 2004), Film Music; A Neglected Art (Prendergast, 1992), Score (Schrader, 2017), Film Music 
(Cooke, 2016), Complete Guide to Film Scoring (Davis, 1999), The Emerging Film Composer (Bellis, 2006), 
Settling the Score (Kalinak, 1992), Reading Film Music (Brown, 1994), The Oxford Handbook of Film Music 
Studies (Neumeyer, 2015) and I would heartily recommend any film music student or scholar to read all these 
books. Nevertheless, I realised, over time, that many books and journals seemed to suffer from some drawbacks 
which made me believe there was a genuine commercial and intellectual ‘gap in the market’ into which a new 
approach would fit; as I intimated earlier, firstly many did not seem to articulate or explain analytically how film 
music was actually constructed and what characteristics within the music enabled it to communicate to listeners 
and viewers.  
 
If film music, together with the film itself, creates emotion, and even meaning, in the mind of the listener and 
viewer, how much is the music responsible for this? Stephen Spielberg makes an interesting comment about his 
relationship with John Williams which contextualises this.  
 

“I’ve always felt that Johnny was my musical re-write artist. He’d come in, see 
my movie and musically rewrite the whole thing. He makes it much better. He 
can take a moment and uplift it. He can take a tear that’s just forming in your 
eye and make it fall.” 

                                                                                                                           Steven Spielberg 
 
So if we ask ourselves how much of the emotion in a film is down to the music, the answer as far as Steven 
Spielberg is concerned is that the music can change everything. If the music is distilled and converted into ‘feeling’ 
in the mind of the listener, is this tantamount to the music creating a sense of ‘meaning’ within the listener; and if 
so, why and how does this happen? As I said earlier, many existing books did not often analyse film music in 
great detail, in terms of compositional form, harmony and orchestration and certainly did not adequately draw 
conclusions about how and why these areas may have provoked responses in the mind of the listener. Earlier I 
spoke of ‘descriptive’ writing, as opposed to genuinely evaluative or analytical analysis. This is often the case in 
books about musical composition in general; as Sloboda remarked in his 1985 book The Musical Mind:  
 

“There is a vast body of literature on musical compositions which 
figure prominently in our art culture but most of this deals with the 
product of composition, not the process.” 

                                                                                                           (Sloboda, 1985: 102). 
  
In other words, because books that cover musical composition tend to deal with the ‘outcome’ of composition and 
not the journey, this is perhaps one reason why they sidestep the issue of what kinds of emotions may have been 
achieved by composers, what devices composers use to elicit emotional responses and ultimately if and how this 
process works. Referring to research into the meanings music might have, and taking a swipe at the post-
enlightenment view of music as being autonomous and separate from any notion or possibility that it might create 
specific emotion or meaning, Kramer in his book Musical Meaning (2002) suggests: 
 

 “Something is fundamentally wrong with the core assumption that    
musical autonomy equals absence of meaning”  
                                                                                (Kramer, 2002: 13). 

 
In order to find any kind of analysis of what ‘emotion’ film music may have or how it communicates to the 
listener, we have to usually venture outside the realm of books on film music and into texts which analyse music.  
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This is potentially problematic but also intellectually enticing for anyone wanting to study how music creates 
emotion in a film environment, because they are left to essentially ‘join the dots’ and distill the research between 
two different fields of study.  
               
Firstly, with regard to books on Film Music, texts such as George Burt’s The Art of Film Music (1995) and Anahid 
Kassabian’s Hearing Film (2001) definitely informs understanding of film music, but if one is being honest there 
is minimal detailed visual analysis of scores, with the extra context such study brings. Commentary on the 
emotional impact of music on film in these books is usually more general in application and, beneficial though it 
is, it is rarely harmonically specific or forensic insofar it doesn’t often discuss relationships between harmony and 
any perceived resultant emotion or sense of meaning, much less draw conclusions.  
 
One of many examples in Hearing Film is: 
 

 “In large part the film is a Ben-Hur epic soundalike, which suggests 
that there is a style of music we might call spectacle or epic in its 
own right (see example 7)..”  

                                                                                                    (Kassabian, 2001: 106) 
 
‘Example 7’ provides a 3-stave notated transcription of six bars of music but nowhere is there any analysis of this 
specific cue to describe which harmonic characteristics would qualify as ‘epic’ or ‘spectacle’ and how this would 
be achieved. In other words, the music exists to support what the text implies, not what it explains. The transcribed 
example accompanies the text, but it is supportive and descriptive and we are left to our own devices to determine 
its complete relevance.  
 
Any scholar of film music cannot escape the towering, albeit irritating, figure of Theodore Adorno and specifically 
his landmark 1947 book (for all the wrong reasons) Composing for the Films. In contemporary academic circles 
Adorno is often the butt of jokes, as I have just proved. People openly refer to his attitudes, research, and especially 
his conclusions as dated and irrelevant. Personally, although I have criticised Adorno in the past, I do not subscribe 
to the chorus of disapproval which tends to overshadow everything he has ever said or written about film music. 
He and his colleague Hans Eisler have made many interesting comments about what the purpose of film music is, 
and also how it is used and how it functions. This area of study is more relevant now than ever before. One of 
Adorno’s big things was that he thought that the use of music in film somehow debased music. A quote from 
Kassabian’s book Hearing Film (below) is useful here because it highlights Adorno’s infamous and legendary 
reluctance to see music in anything other than its purest form.  
  

“Adorno calls music a ‘language without concepts’. He and Eisler 
dismiss standardisation with the film music industry as if languages 
of any sort were not sets of conventions. By understanding music as 
an art rather than as meaning-making practice, Eisler and Adorno 
contain it within the realm of the universal and the aesthetic and 
remove perceivers even as part of the evaluative process of film music.   
 

                                                                                                      (Kassabian, 2001: 39) 
 
It can be argued that Adorno’s is a limiting philosophy and arguably a futile approach, especially when analysing 
film music, the primary function of which is as part of a greater, commercially-driven artistic context. Adorno 
refuses to conceive of music as in any sense subservient or even equal to a concurrent but separate commercial 
creative pursuit. This belief seems to be a 20th century version of the post-Enlightenment view that music is, first 
and foremost, an autonomous art. Philip Tagg discusses Adorno in less than flattering terms in his 2012 book 
Music’s Meanings. 
 

“The most striking trait (sic) in Adorno’s writing (sic) on popular 
music is (sic): ignorance on the music on which he passes judgment. 
 

                                                                                                            (Tagg, 2012: 105)          
 
In his book Composing for the Films Adorno spends time discussing not literally how people compose for the 
films, as the title suggests, but tends instead to display, once again, his own feelings about how problematic the 
very concept of film music is in the first place. For example, talking about unobtrusiveness, he says:  
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“In practice, the requirement of unobtrusiveness is generally met  
not by an approximation of non-musical sounds but by the use of 
banal music. Accordingly, the music is supposed to be 
inconspicuous in the same sense as are selections from La Boheme 
played in a restaurant.” 

                                                                                                          (Adorno, 1947: 10) 
 
Adorno, possibly mischievously, misses the point completely, which is that film music is rarely supposed to 
function purely ‘as music’ when it appears in a film context. Film music is a functional and ultimately subservient 
art form; it exists often for quite practical and pragmatic narrative reasons and rarely purely for its own musical 
sake. In many ways it is a ‘practical’ and ‘functional’ creative art; one of its many roles is to add emotion, 
especially if the director deems that a scene needs emotional underpinning. In my own experience, the best kind 
of emotional underpinning is when there is no dialogue and a fairly open, static scene, because this means music 
is chiefly responsible for the emotion in the scene. In my own books, which primarily deal with film music firstly 
and the film itself secondarily, I analysed hundreds of moments in films where the music could be said to be 
chiefly responsible for the emotion; in other words, mostly sections where the narrative or the story is relatively 
inert, where the music contextualises the moment. 
 
Some film music books do delve into serious and commendable harmonic analysis; William H. Ropar’s chapter 
in Film Music: Critical Approaches (Donnely, 2001: 105) compares a cue from Bernard Herrmann’s score to 
Citizen Kane (1941) to a Rachmaninov Symphonic Poem, drawing some interesting and relevant contextual 
conclusions. Similarly, S. Royal Brown’s 1994 book Undertones and Overtones, although primarily fascinated, 
as many are, with the so-called ‘golden age’ of film score writing, contains some interesting harmonic analysis 
where he talks in a detailed and enlightening way about a cue from composer Michel Legrand, in which Legrand 
is able to “stress the more effective element of harmony over a more rational element of melody.” (Brown, 1994: 
190). He makes a point that I make many times in my books, which is that composers are often able to deliver 
often quite abstract harmonies wrapped around quite simple melodies; John Williams’ score to the 1982 film E.T. 
contains many examples where a simple, pure melodic line is accompanied often by deceptively intense and dense 
harmonic and textural terrain (specifically in the case of E.T., cluster voicing containing tightly packed major 
7ths). The point I make in my own books goes further in that I suggest a logic as to why Williams does this; I 
suggest that it is the inclusion of abstract harmonies that actually makes the themes seem so colourful in the first 
place; I make the point that if most of Williams’ music was as simple as the themes sometimes seem to imply, the 
themes would not transport emotionally as well as they do. It is the juxtaposition of simple melody over abstract 
harmony that sometimes creates the tension which shrouds and so defines much of Williams’ output. As described 
in my second book, scores such as Star Wars (Morrell, 2013: 346), Superman (Morrell, 2013: 344), and Raiders 
of the Lost Ark (Morrell, 2013: 345) are a testament to this. Luckily Williams’ orchestrator was able to confirm 
this when I was fortunate enough to talk to him some years ago (telephone interview, August 1987). 
 
Another book that was very practical and more toward my own style, was Rayburn Wright’s book On the Track 
(2004). This included practical advice and numerous notated examples, although the focus of the book was 
different from mine insofar as the examples were given mainly to add substance to the points being made and 
were not scrutinised or analysed in as much detail as I subsequently undertook in my own books in respect of how 
and why the music ‘worked’. Wright’s book was excellent but ultimately mainly descriptive in tone. Another, 
much newer book, is Andy Hill’s Hill’s Scoring the Screen (2017) which is much more in the style of my own 
work and offers genuine harmonic commentary. Having communicated with the author, he has read my books 
and, like me, is contributing to this renaissance in critical analysis of contemporary film scores.  
 
 
The Issue of Celebration and Veneration v Analysis 
   
An example of one of the many books which venerate the golden-age of film scoring is Kathryn Kalinak’s 1992 
book, Settling the Score. There are similarities here between this book and Kassabian’s Hearing Film, in that 
analysis of notation in order to make points about the way in which the music might communicate to the listener 
doesn’t really get above surface level. As an example in Settling the Score Kalinak analyses a Korngold cue from 
the film Peter Blood (Kalinak, 1992: 105) where she makes some interesting deductions regarding what she calls 
the “heroic motif”. Here she explains why the music seems to work in conjunction with the film, in terms of the 
use of specific texture, but crucially does not go on to explain how the specific harmonies work to create the 
emotion needed in the film and delivered by the cue.  
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The Limitations of Descriptive and Supplementary uses of Notation 
  
George Burt’s The Art of Film Music (1995) features much notation in various transcriptions in his book. When 
one first sees the amount of scoring featured one imagines it will generate a corresponding amount of actual 
harmonic or orchestration analysis, and in some ways it does, but the context is often descriptive rather than 
evaluative or analytical: it states facts about what harmonies are being played and presents propositions about, for 
example, where the key centres are and where the tonality lies. This is very interesting but the final piece of the 
jigsaw would be to propose ideas and thoughts as to how all these facts create mood and emotion, i.e. why they 
work relative to the scenes under discussion. Although it does touch on this, analysis is quite light; the reader gets 
an incredibly in-depth description of the notes, the harmonies and the tonality but very little resultant deduction 
or context on why it matters, much less what the effect of all this might be on the emotions of the listener. As with 
Kassabian’s Hearing Film, transcribed examples are in the main supplementary and we are left to our own devices 
to determine any deeper relevance. In my books, wrapped around most transcriptions is detailed harmonic 
analysis, sometimes with supposition as to specific mood or emotion created by the music, whereas in Burt’s The 
Art of Film Music we tend to get an excessive description of the film and the scene and the story but when it comes 
to describing and analysing the music via the notated score which accompanies a scene he is discussing, the detail 
is sometimes light. An example is where Burt is talking about the ‘Apartment Scene’ from the film Laura (1944). 
  

“Muted brass in ascending major triads over a Bb pedal 
introduce an atmosphere of uncertainty…” 

                                                                                                        (Burt, 1995: 173) 
 
How such a musical device achieves uncertainty is – no pun intended – itself uncertain. It isn’t really revealed. Is 
it the textures or the harmony? A little later Burt says: 
 

“Descending triads in parallel motion played by woodwinds 
follows him as he    moves toward, then gazes at, Laura’s 
portrait…” 

                                                                                                        (Burt, 1995: 174) 
 
Again, why and how these musical devices work is not fully explained. How do they provide an aesthetic function 
in the film? They must surely work because their role - functional as ever - ultimately, is to create tension or elicit 
some kind of response or provoke a reaction within the listener and viewer, which, together with the pictures, 
deliver the mood required; and yet this is not discussed. The kind of approach I have detailed is typical of many 
of the books which feature notated transcriptions, and given that most books on film music feature little by way 
of transcriptions in the first place, more inquisitive readers might remain oblivious to the explicit detail about what 
elements or devices give the music its character and subsequently why, how and when the music creates a specific 
emotion in the mind of the listener which fosters a greater connection with the pictures and the story. At the 
college I teach at, one of the founding principles the film music team instills in students is that any discourse 
which seeks to explain film music has to be analytical and evaluative and not merely descriptive, factual and 
reverential. And yet this is one of the issues we find with some books on film music. 
 
My own thoughts here are that the descriptive approach to analyzing notation, to which I refer, whereby authors 
comment on the actuality of the harmonies but not the resultant emotion, follows a much more general and 
engrained trend similar to when one is being taught how to read music. For me, being taught how to read music 
had but one purpose; to create the musician. It certainly wasn’t to enlighten me about what the music might 
suggest, from an emotional perspective, much less what it might ‘mean’. Looking back now, with the benefit and 
context of recent studies, I tend to revaluate my formative education; and in doing so I realise I was emphatically 
being taught to respect the great composers, venerate their greatness, worship at the altar of their repertoire and 
learn the language of music mainly in order to perform the great works. When I first started playing in the local 
jazz orchestra, sometimes rehearsals clashed with classical orchestras I played in. I was told on one occasion that 
if I missed any more classical rehearsals, the leader would, “see to it that I never got into College”.  
On another occasion when I told my class teacher that I was going to rehearse with the National Youth Jazz 
Orchestra, he said “Jazz is the dirty sister of music” and walked off. These episodes scarred me but now I see 
them in a different context; not one which forgives the behaviour but one which contextualises it. 
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The Comparative Lack of Modern Context in Film Music Literature 
 
Since the majority of books of film music are concerned with the pre-nineteen eighties repertoire, very little of 
substance tends to be written about nineteen eighties or post-nineteen eighties film music, which means that the 
next generation of budding film music composers have little access to understanding the compositional and 
emotional processes involved in contemporary film music. There seems to be veneration of history and almost a 
fetishizing of older film scores and old or deceased film composers in books and journals; perhaps an unconscious 
presumption that age equals success and thus death itself is the final arbiter of eternal greatness. One major issue 
about the repertoire of books about film music, is that the likes of contemporary 20th Century composers such as 
John Williams, James Horner and James Newton Howard are hardly analysed, with the notable exceptions of 
Rayburn Wright’s On the Track (2004) and Andy Hill’s Scoring the Screen (2017). 
 
 
When Composers Speak  
 
When composers are interviewed for books whose very purpose is for ‘composers to speak (such as Michael 
Schelle’s 2000 book The Score, Matt Schrader’s 2017 book Score: The Interviews and Christian DesJardins’ 1977 
book Inside Film Music: Composers Speak) discussion is frequently accessible enough that almost anyone could 
understand it, and this could be seen, ironically, as their greatest drawback; the ‘rule of thumb’ seems to be to 
simplify the discussion to an extent where little of the dense, difficult and important material gets included. The 
problem here is that given that the creation of film music can be a highly specialized and often abstract creative 
pursuit, the very fact that discussion is designed for any skill level means it will not often be specific, forensic or 
precise enough in key areas for it to be of great use when trying to understand key questions and areas, such as 
composition, orchestration and how, why and where the music connects, or communicates emotionally with the 
film and the audience. For me the link between emotion and composition is key, but this is hardly ever spoken 
about in detail in published interviews.  
 
Readers of interviews can revel in the presence of great composers, but never fully understand why their music is 
so successful, except on a peripheral, surface level. Listening to famous film composers talk is good in terms of 
enthusing a new generation of film composers, but if, by omission of detail, they are lead to believe that the 
process is simpler than it is, we may end up with many disenfranchised and bewildered students struggling to 
write music and win commissions. Worse still, we may encourage an increasingly narrow, formulaic and 
homogenized approach to film composition by virtue of the dearth of information around to support a wider 
understanding of the art form. We risk infantilizing the context surrounding film music if there is pitifully little 
out there by way of real context for young composers. If they see and read interviews by film score composers 
who tour the world like rock stars, they assume it’s all about all about the glitz and glamour and technology.                                                                             
An example of infantile writing, and coming almost seventy years almost to the day since Adorno’s 1947 book 
Composing for the Films, is Matt Schrader’s book to accompany the TV documentary Score (2016), which 
according to its publicity is where: 
 

 “..the world’s finest film composers uncover the secrets behind film 
music, from crafting emotions and making it in Hollywood, to the tricks 
of giving an audience goosebumps”  

                                                                                               (Shrader, 2016: back cover).  
 
If you search for this book in a library you should find it in the ‘comedy’ section; through reading the book it is 
obvious that although film music has changed in the seventy years between Shrader’s book and Adorno’s, it could 
be argued that genuine advancement in terms of understanding how music is created, crafted and structured is as 
depressingly hard to come by now as it ever was. The language composers use when interviewed, whilst being 
interesting from an anecdotal and historical perspective and from the perspective of understanding the life of a 
composer, is not specific or detailed enough in terms of composition. In contrast, when I have interviewed film 
composers, as soon as they realise we share an understanding the language of music, they will happily go into 
very specific detail about their processes and methodologies.  
 
James Newton Howard, (whom I spoke to in 2005), Zimmer (whom I spoke to in 2006) and many more speak in 
great detail and have attested to the fact that the majority of interviews they do for books and journals do not want 
to know the detail. “They only want the razzmatazz”, said James Horner, in a phone conversation with me in 
February 2008. 
 
This from Hans Zimmer, courtesy of Matt Schrader’s book: 
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“Great film music can elevate the movie, and I think that’s what you 
should aim for. You should try to elevate everything that is there; the 
story, the acting, the camerawork, the director’s vision. I think we get 
to tell the story (Hans Zimmer) 

                                                                                                            Schrader (2017:  95) 
 
The previous quote is potentially enlightening and interesting but there is no subsequent substance whatsoever. 
How might a composer ‘elevate’ a movie with music? How might music help contextualize the story or the acting 
or the camerawork or the director’s vision? How does the composer get to tell the story? The style and approach 
of the book will definitely excite and encourage young composers, but anyone wanting to learn anything in depth 
about composition will not find it in these kinds of interviews. Once the initial excitement of seeing Hans’ words 
written down has dissipated, some may see it as irrelevant and even vacuous. It doesn’t offer anyone any insight 
into how to craft music to picture. It keeps scholars, students and budding film score composers at a safe distance. 
To be unequivocal, I do not blame Hans for this; I blame the way the book is framed and presented and the kinds 
of words selected for print. Another example from the same book of interviews: 
 

“…In other words, why does ‘Driving Miss Daisy’ not sound like 
Dark Knight? It’s obvious; I’m ‘on story’. But yes, I do have a musical 
ambition and a musical aesthetic, and the game is, how can I go and 
get as many of my cool notes that I want to go and play and still 
elevate the movie (Hans Zimmer) 

                                                                                                           Schrader (2017:  97) 
 
Again the selection of Zimmer’s words that are chosen are exciting but lacking in concrete or detailed advice on 
composing. When I spoke to Zimmer years ago he became intensely musically and theoretically specific, so he is 
capable and willing to impart the dense, difficult information, but seemingly is not encouraged to do so by the 
majority of interviewers he encounters. The overarching worry is this: many directors and composers I have 
spoken to publically and off-the-record suggest that film music is becoming homogenized and overly formulaic. 
An over-reliance on technology and an over-reliance by film directors on the ‘Temp Track’ are generally offered 
as the reasons for this decline. But it can be argued that the third reason is that journalists encourage film 
composers to behave like rock stars, something which infantilizes the discourse, encourages mediocrity and offers 
a fundamentally skewed perspective of the industry.  
 
The college where I teach, which has one of the few undergraduate courses in Film Music in the UK, is 
increasingly the recipient of young, eager students who want to study film music composition but occasionally 
don’t want to learn the language of music in order to achieve this. They have been fed a myth by journalists and 
even film composers themselves, that musical literacy isn’t required. Overall, when one contextualizes the various 
books and journals on film music, it can be argued that readers might be awestruck and enthused, but in many 
ways remain essentially intellectually undernourished in terms of understanding how film music is written and 
why it works. If budding film music composers were relying solely on available books and journals on film music 
to advance their knowledge, they might understand lots about the history and development of the art form but 
learn little about how it is crafted or why it communicates to the audience. Because of all these things it could be 
argued that there is, in a very real sense, a fundamental disconnect between, on the one hand the reality of film 
score composing (and the wider truth about why music connects and communicates so well with the audience, 
understood by the composers and directors) and on the other hand the way it is chronicled and contextualised. 
 
The reasons I have detailed not just the positive points of surrounding literature but also the less positive points, 
is not to criticise such books but to explain and contextualise the reasoning behind my decision to write my own 
books and explain where I think my books ‘sit’ in the wider context of available literature. The reasons for the 
disconnect between what film music is and what is written about it, maybe many and varied. It may be quite 
simply because film composers are too busy writing film music and therefore don’t have time to write books 
explaining why and how their music works. But it may also be because authors and publishers are still approaching 
the understanding of film music from a quasi-post-enlightenment perspective where the tendency is to celebrate 
the greatness of the composer first and foremost, because this is what people want to read about, rather than a 
more sedate, reasoned examination of the emotional function of music in a film music environment. That said, 
my own books have been downloaded over forty thousand times, and although there is an option to download for 
free, the number of downloads possibly dispels the myth that simplicity is always ‘what they want’.  
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My overarching great love of, and concern about, film music and my worry that surrounding academic and 
commercial discourse is largely dominated by what might be referred to as a kind of ‘pseudo-knowledge’ and an 
urge to focus on the greatness of the composer rather than the effectiveness of the music, worries me.  
 
 
Education, education, education.  
 
Back to Sarah Derbyshire and the article I referenced earlier. She says in the same article:  
 

“It may come as a surprise that almost half the children who currently play 
an instrument presently don’t have lessons. That’s a large slice of our 
musical youth who are choosing non-formal routes”.  
 

Sarah Derbyshire  
(https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/2015/oct/01/ 

music-education-how-young-people-learn-exams) 
 
There are many reasons why some will choose formal learning and others will not, but what is worrying is the 
presumption that the reason many do not is wholly because formal learning isn’t fun. Derbyshire says “The key 
to lifelong engagement in music is enjoyment.” The problem with this philosophy is that there is an assumption 
that music has to be permanently and absolutely nothing but fun and enjoyment. This means that teaching people 
music theory, or indeed anything challenging, is more difficult because it is not immediately, or in some cases, 
ever, enjoyable.  I recently spoke to a group of my ex-students who are either in Hollywood presently, scoring for 
films, or have been there in the past five years. I asked them what they got from lectures I’d done on subjects like 
orchestration, harmony and composition. They were kind in their comments but when I asked them “was it always 
fun, and/or enjoyable?” There was a distinct and uncomfortable hesitation. They didn’t really expect to be asked 
such a question. I explained the context and they happily told me that no, generally speaking they couldn’t really 
ever describe lectures on harmony, orchestration and composition “fun”. They used words like ‘satisfying’ and 
‘enlightening’; they said lectures and 121 sessions had made film music more accessible and understandable. They 
said sessions were “hard” and “always rewarding”. But what we see more recently in student behaviour is a 
desire to short circuit the depth and level of knowledge needed to function and succeed as a film music composer. 
Much of their daily lives now involve technology which can sometimes give people a sense of satisfaction and 
accomplishment at the touch of a button.  
 
There is a sense of immediacy to life now and sometimes people just find it genuinely difficult to learn the things 
they need to learn to succeed, or grasp the necessity and complexity of things which need to be understood. For 
the avoidance of doubt, I do not blame students for this imbalance between what they presume they need to know 
versus the actuality of what they need to know; I blame a society that has made people believe that everything is 
achievable easily as a result of nothing but desire.  
 
 
The Importance of Books Outside the Context of Film Music 
 
Sometimes in order to find any kind of deep analysis of how emotion is generated through music one usually has 
to go outside the realm of books on film music. Musical Communication (Miell, 2005) is an extremely interesting 
source of information and context with regard to how music might communicate: The book debates, through 
different contributors, for example, whether music is simply, “auditory cheesecake, a human faculty that pretends 
to communicate but is more or less parasitic on many of the abilities that underlie language” (Miell, 2005: 29).  
Further, it asserts, for example, that music, “enabled humans, individually and in groups, to communicate useful 
and accurate information” and subsequently that “music can be conceived of as a communicative medium.” 
(Miell, 2005: 28). Later on, there are numerous areas of interest and discussion which work well in helping to 
contextualise some of the points I discuss in my own work. Referring to the difficulties and controversies 
surrounding discussions about if and how music can generate emotion or meaning, Kramer, in his 2002 book 
Musical Meanings, says: 
 

“The problem of meaning stands at the forefront of recent thinking about 
music…the relationship of musical meaning to individual subjectivity, 
social life and cultural context – these questions have inspired strong 
feelings and sharp debate.”  

                                                                                                                      (Kramer, 2002: 1) 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/2015/oct/01/
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The ‘problem’ Kramer refers to essentially seems to stem from the post-enlightenment reaction to music, which I 
contextualised earlier, and which in a very real sense discouraged analysis into musical emotion or meaning. 
Kramer again, referencing the post-enlightenment perspective:  
 

“In its modern form the problem of meaning arose with the development of 
European music as something to be listened to ‘for itself’ as art or 
entertainment”.              

                                                                                                                        (Kramer, 2002: 1) 
 
It can be argued that the reason many books which cover film music composition seem to avoid reference to how, 
or if, music creates emotion is because they are contextualising the subject through a prism which still, albeit 
subconsciously, views music as a “unitary concept” (Kramer, 2002: 1), one which “projects autonomy, 
universality and self-presence” (Kramer, 2002: 2). Kramer’s book addresses many areas and issues connected to 
the debate about whether, and to what degree, music is capable of extending a sense of emotion or even meaning. 
When referring to how various types of art can communicate to their audience, he says: 
                           

“As the art of the ear more than the eye, music collapses the sense of 
distance associated with visuality….the resulting sense of immediacy tends 
to feel like bodily self-presence, the intimacy of oneself.”   

                                                                                                                        (Kramer, 2002: 2) 
 
As Kramer alludes to many times in the course of his book, the implication that music is above and independent 
from everything which surrounds or accompanies it only ‘stacks up’ if you accept that music itself creates no 
emotions or meanings in the mind of the listener. I am careful to ensure that I never seek to imply or suggest that 
emotion generated in the mind of the listener for a specific scene comes wholly from the music, unless of course 
it does: This is from my first volume: 
 

“The film is part of your music and your music is part of the film. Most 
composers are open to the concept of their music bringing new colour, 
artistry and emotion to film; they are generally less able to engage with the 
notion that moving pictures and the existence of a story or narrative will 
bring emotion to their music.” 

                                                                                                                     (Morrell, 2013: 11)   
 
Another text which provides interesting and enlightening perspectives that relate to my own research, is Musical 
Perceptions, by Rita Aiello (1994). For example, one section openly debates the relevance of musical scores and 
their usefulness (or not) in trying to analyse music. Since my books use transcriptions to articulate many of my 
points, this is important to me. The author talks about the “vociferous insistence that the proper object of musical 
study is the sound of music, not the written score”, before then appearing to doubt that the claim is true. (Aiello, 
1994: 79). The book debates whether people ‘hear musical structure’ and discusses to what degree a failure to 
hear tonal structure would result in an “apparent failure of communication between composer and listener” 
(Aiello, 1994: 70). In the later Analysis section of this chapter I examine in detail my own proposition that most 
people hear, categorise and contextualise musical harmony, despite a lack of musical literacy. But Aiello’s words 
also relate to some of my own thoughts, particularly whether emotional communication can be said to have 
happened with music unless ‘everyone’ experiences it, not just a few. In other words, how reliable is the very 
concept of communication if it doesn’t apply to all? This is not a question I specifically pose in my books, but I 
do touch the edges of this debate by suggesting regularly that the concept of emotional communication through 
music in any kind of group situation is valid, irrespective of the precise number of people. In other words, in a 
group of twenty people, if, for example, ten people experienced similar or identical emotions from a given piece 
of music played, this validates a theory of some kind of musical communication. I regularly carry out such 
‘experiments’ in class. In my role as Principal Lecturer and head of Film Music I regularly ask groups of students 
questions such as ‘which bars speak to you’ or ‘which bars seem to communicate a specific emotion’.  
 
Invariably there are always a group of students for whom the same bars ‘communicate’ and usually this correlates 
with my own findings, which I reveal after they have given me their feedback. The fact that I was able to ‘predict’ 
their thoughts amuses and surprises them, after which I explain in minute detail why these sections have 
communicated what amounts to a fairly concrete emotion 
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Kramer said that music had:   
 

“…a potentiality for bearing ascribed meanings, meanings grounded in 
shared, socially mediated experiences…no music, however pure, can 
escape this potentiality”  

                                                                                                                  (Kramer, 2002:4).  
 
One style of analysis which I found in some ways to be similar to my own, even though at the time of writing my 
own books I had not experienced it, was the work of Schenker, and in particular the concept of ‘Schenkerian 
analysis’. The Schenker Guide (2008) by Tom Pankhurst is of particular interest. The similarities between my 
analysis and the work of Schenker lie in the fact that he would deconstruct compositional form to highlight and 
expose the ‘bare bones’ of a piece; in other words, where he surmises it began its life in terms of conceptualisation. 
He contrasts these elements to what he refers to as the ‘elaboration’ (the eventual harmonic context which helps 
complete the composition) which comes later: 
 

“Among other things he analyses how tonal compositions can be seen 
as the elaboration of a small number of basic patterns; it is by 
understanding these patterns that we can begin to identify what is 
distinctive about a given piece.”                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                             (Pankhurst, 2008: 4)              
                 
This is an interesting form of analysis because it helps us recognise structural and harmonic similarities which 
might otherwise be missed if we were to focus purely on the ‘finished product’. In my own books although I do 
not use the precise method of compositional ‘deconstruction’, I make reference to specific, small moments within 
a piece or a phrase which are key to the way in which the piece communicates a sense of identity and emotion. I 
often refer to a piece of music having a ‘centre of gravity’ around which the rest of the piece essentially exists, 
not least in chapter six of my first book, when discussing the Thomas Newman’s score for the 1999 film American 
Beauty (Morrell, 2013: 122). Pankhurst says: 
 

“The moment we move beyond an unreflective, moment-by-moment 
apprehension of music, whether as performers or listeners, we have 
entered the realms of analysis.”  

                                                                                                               (Pankhurst, 2008: 3)     
          
Examination of scores effectively allowed Schenker to see the underlying structure of music (and by extension 
similarities between pieces which might appear similar in terms of their auditory characteristics). In my own books 
I often isolate specific simple structural devices within the body of larger compositions, but I often go further by 
hypothesizing and applying emotion to such devices. In other words, I try to isolate which elements within a piece 
were truly responsible for it communicating, and thus responsible for its usefulness within context of the film. In 
doing this inevitably I find major similarities deep within the bodies of several pieces which create identical 
emotional responses in listeners. This is what cemented my mistrust in the post-enlightenment approach, which 
has never really gone away and which may be the product of a ‘perfect storm’ of a lack of understanding and 
knowledge of music by many people and a parallel deep human desire to idolise and venerate the work of 
composers, who’s ability, to most, is seemingly unfathomable. These twin dynamics create a situation whereby 
each piece is often seen as an individual work, created wholly and completely by one person. 
 
Some composers are almost embarrassed by adulation they feel is misplaced. James Horner said to me:  
 

“I did not invent the note of Bb or the chord of Gm or the concept of the 
inversion or the concept of the cluster chord or the concept of polytonality. I 
simply use them. I place them. I am an architect; an arranger. That’s what 
composition really is. It’s not about creating something new; it’s about 
manipulating what music offers us to give the illusion of something new.”  
 

                                                          (Horner, in conversation with the author, February 2008). 
Schenker’s basic assertion that most music can be whittled down to very simplistic structural and harmonic 
sequences (with the rest being mere ‘elaboration’) is something I believe passionately.  
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Pankhurst says:  
 

“Schenkerian theory suggests that there is always a simpler idea lurking under the 
surface of tonal music, even when it is not explicit” and goes on to say “Schenker 
shows that although tonal music is richly complex, it can be understood as the 
elaboration of simple structures that lie beneath the surface”  
                                                                                                   (Pankhurst, 2008: 5).  
 

One of many classic Schenkieran analyses is contained on page eleven, where an enormously elaborated version 
of ‘God Save the Queen’ is transcribed (Pankhurst, 2008: 11) and there are numerous others. Obviously because 
of when Heinrich Schenker lived (1868-1935) he never got to tackle film music, but arguably even if he had, 
although he might have whittled down some of the famous pieces to their most basic level musically, he may not 
have gone the extra mile and turned descriptive context into evaluative emotional analysis, discussing how and 
why they communicate to their audience. And even if he had done that, he may have baulked because, as I have 
alluded to earlier, any emotion we draw from the music is inextricably tied together with the narrative function of 
the film itself and so cannot be entirely dislocated from a larger emotional experience.  
 
My approach (which I believe ties in with Henkjan Honing’s thinking, laid out in his 2009 book Musical 
Cognition) is that we are all capable of a basic level of musical analysis; analysing is part of what makes listening 
such an interesting experience. That we are able to remember, classify and categorise music means we have, to 
some degree, distilled some of the characteristics that makes it unique. For example, we are able to recognise 
‘cover versions’ or fundamentally different arrangements of famous instrumental music not just because of 
similarities in texture but by recognising harmonic and melodic shapes. This is analysis. Even if listeners do not 
read music or play an instrument, it could be argued that they possess an ‘unconscious’ or ‘embodied 
understanding’ of harmony, born out of years of exposure to music and it’s various structures and traditions; if 
listeners respond to and recognise specific chord shapes or sequences, the fact that they don’t know the names of 
such chords does not invalidate the experience or preclude them from the kind of deep enjoyment which comes 
alongside any level of basic analysis: as Honing says, when talking about what he calls ‘superficial listening’:  
 

“I and a number of others have undertaken to seriously question the claim that 
young ‘illiterate’ listeners listen superficially. While it is true they still lack a 
lot of explicit knowledge about music, does this mean they cannot ‘experience’ 
music, in the same way as one might say that an illiterate person cannot enjoy 
a book unless it’s recorded.” 

                                                                                                                         (Honing, 2009: 19) 
 
Given that the enjoyment of listening to music is an act of interpretation, Pankhurst’s comment that “Analysis, 
like performance, is ultimately an interpretative act” (Pankhurst, 2008: 4) would seem to agree that the act of 
consciously listening to music is an act of analysis. In this respect Manfred Clynes’ book Music, Mind and Brain 
(1982) is a particularly interesting addition to the debate. He says: 
 

 “To understand any Art we must look below its surface into the 
psychological detail of its creation and absorption” before later commenting 
that “Music makes things in our minds”  

                                                                                                                         (Clynes, 1982: 3).  
 
The argument therefore is that the “things music makes in our minds” are a combination of thoughts and emotions 
and that these are a direct consequence of music, or in the case of film music a consequence of music and image. 
Obviously one charge that’s open to anyone trying to study the emotional effect of music in film is that it is 
difficult to dissect our emotions sufficiently to ascertain what elements of emotion come from the pictures and the 
story, and what came from the music. Fortunately, in my role as leader of a Film Music degree I have been able 
to access hours of TV and Film drama which comes with everything included except the music. We have thousands 
of hours of TV series including Broadchurch, Sherlock, Hannibal, Game of Thrones, Dr Who, Torchwood and 
some films, including Gravity. It is a strange experience indeed seeing such everyday TV dramas without music. 
They are completely different experiences. A few years ago I sat watching Dr. Who with my partner and we both 
realised something was wrong. It took a while to realise and initially I just thought it was an uncharacteristically 
bad episode. We eventually realised, after about fifteen minutes, that the BBC had accidentally broadcast an 
episode without music.                 
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In summary of this section discussing existing books on music and film music, I would add that I believe my own 
books merge the ideas and theories contained in the books I have referenced, and expand on them. As I said earlier, 
much of the interesting debate specifically surrounding musical communication occurs in the non-film music 
books I have referenced but not so much in the purely film music books. My books combine these areas and 
evolve the concepts. Inevitably the principle difficultly is in trying to gauge the communicative qualities of music 
when in fact we cannot disassociate the music from whatever emotional qualities the film itself exudes. I go to 
considerable lengths therefore to point out that although we are focussing on the music’s emotional qualities and 
how these are created and crafted compositionally, ultimately it is a combination of the music and the effect of 
the visual image (and the wider story) which is responsible for the overall emotional effect of the film. For the 
reasons I cited earlier, I firmly believe the music plays a major, defining role in generating emotion and therefore 
creating the success, transferability and effectiveness of the film experience.  
 
If one wants a comparison between the anecdote-lead approach and a more thorough analysis of film music, this 
might be found between, on the one hand, John Burlingame’s The Music of James Bond, (Burlingame, 2012) and 
the chapter ‘The Name’s Bond – James Bond’, which features in my third book (Morrell, 2015: 75). Burlingame’s 
work is very entertaining and very much about the anecdotes, the history of the franchise and the personal stories 
behind the scoring sessions. To be clear, this book, like all books I have featured, is a good, solidly interesting 
text, but, in terms of what it offers to any budding film music composer, it is very light. My own offering on the 
music for James Bond covers nowhere near as much in terms of anecdotes, context and history, but is extremely 
explicit and forensic in terms of describing how the compositions work, how the textures and harmonic sequences 
create a sense of emotion which befits the franchise and in particular how the arrangements and orchestrations of 
some of the key themes ‘work’. Another comparison, this time between a purely academic text and my own, more 
practical work, is between Kalinak’s 2012 book Music in the Western, which looks at the film scores to ‘Westerns’. 
According to the back cover the book looks at “core issues; their history, generic conventions and operation as 
part of a narrative system.” (Kalinak, 2012). Because there are some sections where the notated transcriptions are 
extremely well explained, even going as far as tying in specific harmonies and textures to film narratives, it is 
even more surprising that the book omitted arguably the biggest and most obvious harmonic convention in 
Western films (namely the perennial use of a music sequence which ends on two distinctive chords which navigate 
back to the tonic chord in a distinctive manner); in the key of C, the last two chords of the phrase would be Bb 
and G, before leading back to the tonic chord. In Eb the last two chords would be Db and Ab. This type of phrase 
is used in seminal Westerns but subsequently finds its way into films and TV made decades later, such as JFK 
(1991) The Day After Tomorrow (2004) The West Wing (1999-2006), Dallas (1978-1991) Back to the Future III 
(1990) to name but a few.  
 
This chord trick was used extensively throughout the domination of the ‘Western’ but outlived Cowboy movies 
and became audibly, emotionally and aesthetically emblematic of the ideals connected with the wider social 
context of the ‘Western’ when applied to numerous subsequent films. To discuss this in more detail, the next 
section contextualises what, in my first books, I call the ‘cowboy chord trick’ and how this ties into a wider subject 
area of ‘film music conventions’.   
 
 
Listening with Prejudice - Film Music and Patriotism, Jingoism and Xenophobia.  
 
This section examines how listeners’ minds tend to categorise, classify and ‘pigeonhole’ the music they listen to 
and how they can create within themselves a sense of ‘prejudice’ through being manipulated by exposure to 
historically or culturally specific harmonies. I will contextualise this eventually by analysing the music for early 
‘Cowboy Films’, tying this to earlier overtly American composers such as Copeland, and identifying harmonic 
chordal devices which have pervaded ‘Cowboy’ music and have been used in later films to cultivate a warm, 
patriotic feeling in listeners. To do this I will reference various transcriptions from my earlier books and discuss 
other relevant texts. But to begin, I will discuss the concept of music creating emotional feelings of patriotism. 
This nothing new in film music; there are many films where the music manages to foster a sense of heroism, 
might, power, through music. James Horner spoke to me about his score for Apollo 13 containing clear “hymn-
like” harmonic sequences. “The director wanted a sense of religiosity to this intro so I created a hymn-like context 
in the opening sequence.” (Horner in conversation with the author). This is discussed in my second book (Morrell, 
2013: 204). 
 
 
Film Music Conventions  
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“Sometimes film music composers can create powerful conventions which 
shape listeners’ perceptions of the world they live in and its history. Film 
music styles and approaches (known as ‘conventions’) are not created by 
accident. People craft such things in order to illicit specific emotions from 
a film viewer, often by the power of suggestion or association.” 
 

                                                                                                                   (Morrell, 2013: 61) 
 
In my first book, I discuss the way conventions came into being. In many ways, they were a continuation of a 
classical tradition of trying to associate specific musical ideas with specific times in history or even geographical 
locations.  
 

“Music taps into a collective power of association to attempt to create the time 
and place represented in the image. Nowadays this is wholly more accurate 
but half a century ago it wasn’t; open fourths and fifths, played by massed 
armies of brass instruments were often used to represent ancient Rome. Such 
assumptions are and were wildly speculative. This does not mean composers 
were deliberately falsifying our interpretation of culture and ethnicity through 
a distorted prism. Composers try to establish a musical identity with a certain 
place, geographically or in time. At best their efforts were often horrendously 
caricatured and exaggerated versions…” 

                                                                                                                       (Morrell, 2013: 61) 
 
Although in the book I refer make reference to conventions being wholly more accurate nowadays, this doesn’t 
mitigate other, separate issues - the issue of music creating jingoism, tokenism, racial profiling and xenophobia. 
For example, the 2012 film Zero Dark Thirty is a film which, on face value, has a reasonably culturally accurate 
soundtrack, texturally and harmonically. Gone is the blatantly westernised lavish orchestral templates that typified 
older films trying to portray a sense of specific location, such as, for example, Ben Hur (1959) and Lawrence of 
Arabia (1962): Lawrence of Arabia featured a masterful score by Maurice Jarre which, as its main theme, featured 
a melody built over a D to Cm6 chord sequence; this was considered at the time by many to be accurate in depicting 
music from the geographic location in the film. But this was wildly speculative and the music, effective though it 
was, was not culturally accurate; it created a fundamentally skewed, westernised version of history. The problem 
which has replaced the harmonic and textural tokenism often found in the film music conventions that existed 
decades ago is different now but in many ways, just as bad. Consider the track ‘Drive to the Embassy’ by 
Alexander Desplat, which comes 00.09.45 into the movie. The transcription below (fig. 1) shows the careful 
degree Desplat has gone to in order to create a harmonically and texturally accurate picture of the geographic 
location in the film (Pakistan). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So far, so good, right? The Phrygian scale and the Duduk carefully capture the cultural and geographic location.  
But the ethical problem here is that the use of overtly Middle Eastern style music comes straight after a scene 
which portrays torture. There are numerous films where the appearance of middle-eastern style music is used to 
convey something bad or threatening.  

Duduk  

 

Figure: 01 Track: ‘Drive to the Embassy’ Audio timing: 0.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.09.45 
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In films, when needed, music was and is expertly crafted to cause panic or upset or anxiety. But in many situations 
music used to portray badness now has a specific geographical location and a cultural origin to hang it on. Thus 
we now have a situation where regularly in films we hear culturally specific music in a negative light; films 
frequently demonise culturally specific music by virtue of its placement. Think of how many times you hear 
middle-eastern music existing in a negative fictional narrative context. Then you might hear diegetic music in the 
background on documentaries, Sky News or BBC News, perhaps when they are innocently covering a story which 
references middle-eastern issues. As I say, the music might feature innocently in a diegetic context, but the feeling 
we have when hearing such music, might be negative because of the films we watch.   
 
 
The Cowboy Chord Sequence 
 
If Aaron Copeland could be said to have been one of the principal architects of ‘American music’, then arguably 
Elmer Bernstein must have been one of the first two great users of the now famous ‘cowboy chord trick’ by virtue 
of his music for 1960’s The Magnificent Seven, along with Jerome Moross, who composed the score for 1958 film 
The Big Country. In my first book in my introduction to the ‘Cowboy Chord Trick’ I give some historical context.  
                 

“The interesting thing is that the enduring iconic image of the ‘cowboy’, with 
all its inherent absurdities and historical airbrushing, did not begin or end 
with traditional ‘cowboy films’. Captain Kirk essentially functioned as John 
Wayne in space. Indiana Jones (Raiders of the Lost Ark series), John McClane 
(Die Hard series), Ethan Hunt (Mission Impossible series), are all reinvented 
cowboys. Crucially to the issue of whether and how music conveys meaning, 
the cowboy aesthetic is kept alive by the longevity of Jerome Moross and Elmer 
Bernstein’s treatment of it via chord sequences which show up time after time 
in different films. Bernstein and Moross cannot claim ownership on two or 
three chords – especially a group so relatively ordinary, used thousands of 
times in classical music. What they created is the context; the way the music 
was used in a filmic context.  

                                                                                                                          Morrell, 2013: 61 
 
In defence of Adorno, he would often talk of Hollywood film music standardisation and codification and he is 
right insofar as often the same chords are used over and over in films to garner a specific reaction. Adorno’s point 
is that this is a bad thing, and much though others might scoff at his thoughts, we have to acknowledge that when 
anything is standardised and codified to the degree that film music now is, there is going to be a corresponding 
issue with regard to homogenisation.  
 
One aesthetic element of the ‘Western’ which has outgrown the films from which it came, was a distinctive and 
specific chord trick which is used to retain the feeling of heroism contained in such films. A way to ‘graft’ the 
same aesthetic onto newer films in a way which perhaps isn’t as obvious but which nevertheless works, is via one 
of the Western films’ greatest musical exports – its distinctive harmonies. The use of this specific chord trick is 
used in newer films wanting to exploit hero connotations and emotions in the mind of the viewer/listener. In order 
to explain and contextualise this issue, below (fig.2) the original Cowboy theme which contained the distinctive 
chord sequence is notated, followed by several films that used the same convention. Below is the main theme 
from The Big Country. Crucial here is the ‘turnaround’ in the middle of the phrase (i.e. the chords of Bb and G as 
a way to navigate back to C). This chord trick deviates significantly outside the key centre by dropping to the Bb 
chord, which constitutes a stark, dramatic, disorientating drop. Then the piece returns to the assured safety of the 
tonic chord via the G chord. This manoeuvre sounds dramatic at first but once we hear the G chord we have a 
feeling of knowing what’s coming and the return back to the tonic sounds inevitable, warm, inviting, and above 
all else, reassuring.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure: 02 Film Cue Sync: 00.0.10 
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In my books and in classes I help students see why the move from C to Bb is so stark and dramatic and even 
daring by showing the chords in context of a modern version of the cycle of fifths, called the ‘chord bubble’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As we can see from figure 3 above, when key centres are displayed in this way (with the red perforated lines 
denoting the key centre of C, the distance between the key centre of C and the Bb is visually obvious. Below 
(fig.4) I have transcribed the main theme from Bernstein’s score to The Magnificent Seven 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Below (fig.5) we have John Williams’ opening theme to the Oliver Stone 1992 biopic on John F Kennedy, entitled 
JFK. Williams makes the usual patriotic use of the trumpet and snare drum to instill patriotism. But the warmth, 
humanity, bravery and romance are retained more in the excellent contextual use of the ‘Cowboy’ chord trick, 
which comes twice.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The concept of this (fig.3) particular 
way of viewing harmony is 
contextualized in my first book 
(Morrell, 2013: 21) in a chapter entitled 
‘Music Theory in Action’. 

 

 

Again, as with The Big 
Country, we can see, 
relative to the key, the 
pivotal use of the Db to 
return to the tonic chord, 
via the Bb. This time the 
turnaround comes at the 
end of the phrase.   
 

The piece is in Eb and the ‘trick’ 
comes once between bar 13 and 
14 (but minus the pivoting Bb 
chord) and then once at the end 
of the phrase in its full glory.  
 
Below (fig 6) we see the 
‘Cowboy chord trick’ being 
crowbarred into the main title 
theme to the 2004 movie The 
Day After Tomorrow.  
 
This transcription runs from 
02.04 into the main theme and is 
the only example whereby the 
trick is used in a piece which is 
otherwise n a minor key 

 

Figure: 03 

Figure: 04 Track: ‘The Magnificent Seven’ Audio timing: 0.27 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.27 

Figure: 05 Track: ‘JFK Audio timing: 0.13  
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Another contemporary use of the Cowboy chord trick is by David Arnold and Nicholas Dodd, in the 1996 film 
Independence Day. Again, as in all the examples I have shown, the chord trick installs a real and palpable feeling 
of heroism, bravery and gallantry, and this is mostly because listeners benefit from an emotional context created 
within themselves by the distinctive chord trick and its historical legacy, either by way of actual Cowboy films or 
by films that have benefitted from the same chord trick.   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next section of this introduction is titled ‘Analysing the Analysis’ and itself falls into several sections; the 
content is either supportive or directly relevant to my research and analysis. The first section is entitled ‘Music 
Theory and How It Links to Music Analysis’; this includes discussions on the importance and relevance of 
music theory in the analysis of music. I cover associated issues pertinent to the perceived benefit and usefulness 
of music notation to explain my dependence on it and why it is such a crucial tool for understanding music. This 
section also includes initial insights into how I utilise my own notated examples, highlighting and annotating 
various sections to address the functionality of the harmony and how this creates emotion. These initial insights 
constitute an introduction to my style and approach.  
 
The second area, titled ‘Film Music as a Functional, Representational Art Form’ contains discussion which 
addresses the more pragmatic, functional elements of film music in order to highlight similar points made in my 
books, which attempt to demystify film music and present it as the practical, technical and functional element it 
is.  

 

 

  

 

This time although the piece is in 
– and successfully returns to – 
Dm, the trick employed is via the 
chords of Bb and G, which are the 
chords that would be used if the 
piece was in Cmajor.  
 

Figure: 06 Track: ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ Audio timing: 2.03 Film Cue Sync: 00.02.17 

Figure: 07 Track: ‘End Credits’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 02.24.50 

Below (fig 6) we see the ‘Cowboy chord trick’ being crowbarred into the main title theme to the 2004 
movie The Day After Tomorrow. This transcription runs from 02.04 into the main theme and is the only 
example whereby the trick is used in a piece which is otherwise n a minor key 
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I cite some specific examples of the more pragmatic, realistic, editorial usages of music in film in order to 
deliberately emphasise the fact that the vast majority of music’s use in film is not the product of rampant unbridled 
creativity but rather the laborious, difficult and mostly technical job of trying to present the film’s key moments 
in a way which supports and strengthens the story. Having written music to film over a long period myself I can 
vouch that ninety percent of the time it is more technical than wholly creative. It is perceived as purely creative 
only because people, in general, do not have an understanding of what film composition is, much less how it is 
achieved.  
 
The third area is entitled ‘Does Film Music Mean Anything?’ and is where we venture in detail into areas such 
as meaning, metaphors, how people perceive music and what their experiences are.  We examine what, if anything, 
music represents in the mind of the listener and discuss whether music is capable of representing emotion. Within 
this context we look at the concept of Hermeneutics and examine wider areas of interpretation and understanding.  
 
The areas that follow on from this are closely connected and all broadly deal with meaning, emotion, and 
perception. ‘Attaching Meaning to Specific Intervals’ talks at length about what emotions, feelings and 
meanings can be attached to well-known film music harmonic intervals/extensions and how these work in practice. 
The next section is entitled ‘Emotional Meaning, Categorisation and Musical Language’ and this follows on 
with some of the same concepts and theories and how categorisation and classification plays a big part in how we 
listen. In ‘The Myth of the Abstract, Non-Referential World of Music’ we tackle some of the myths and 
misinterpretations which have affected how music is perceived and listened to, namely the idea that music is 
incapable of referring to anything outside itself. This ties into perception and emotion and looks at how music can 
affect us. ‘How Intervals, rather than notes, guide our perceptions’ addresses something that readers of my 
last three books will be familiar with; the reality that intervals, rather than notes, are what listeners respond to. 
Notes are transitory and can be attached to any interval the composer wishes, but it is the interval which ultimately 
colours the music and determines the harmony. So often commentators will talk of the beauty of a particular note 
but what lies behind the note is the intervallic space it occupies.   
 
In ‘Harmony by Suggestion, not by Statement: The Power of Memory and Our Aural Past’ we take a look at 
how we can suggest an interval without stating it. This is a powerful minimalistic approach to composition. When 
listeners hear an implied note not in the music but in their heads, this brings them closer to the music; it almost 
makes them part of it. ‘How Harmony Leads us into Temptation – The Insatiable Emotion of Musical 
Expectation’ addresses the concept of expectation and how perception and expectation can fundamentally alter 
the way we listen to music.  
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Analysing the Analysis 
 
I now aim to discuss and contextualise various aspects and areas of analysis covered in my previous books, 
including style, approach and relevance 
 
 
Music Theory and How It Links to Music Analysis 
 
Just like the issue of meaning in music, the issue of music theory is itself something that produces much debate. 
This perhaps underpins a general failing in the way in which music theory is addressed and delivered in schools 
and colleges, in that it seems to many to exist almost solely to support and facilitate the performance of music, 
rather than to facilitate any understanding as to the emotional effect of music on listeners.  
 
Lawrence Zbikowski, in his 2005 book Conceptualising Music addresses what he sees as some of the general 
failings of music theory: 
 

…the music theory of the classroom appears to be little more than a ghost that 
haunts the echoing halls of a crumbling cultural empire  

                                                                                                                 (Zbikowski, 2002: 24) 
 
Certainly from my own experiences, music theory was taught almost as mathematics, in near isolation of any 
supporting music or meaningful wider context of how and why music sounds the way it does. This was a shame 
because, delivered and contextualised another way, music theory would, as it did later through my own studies, 
have forged a link between what I saw on the page and my everyday life of listening to music and feeling emotional 
reactions. In my own experience and also what I believe to be typical of the experience of others, notation was 
employed in textbooks but the context was descriptive rather than analytical; it was rarely there to help foster an 
appreciation of any perceived emotional quality which might be tied to a specific section and which could be 
explained through annotated notation.  
 
A few notable exceptions appear nowadays, such as Psychological Connotations of Harmonic Musical Intervals 
by Marco Costa, Pio Enrico Ricci Bitti and Luisa Bonfiglioli (2000) from the University of Bologna published by 
the Society for Research in Psychology of Music and Music Education. Also, the book How Music Really Works 
by Wayne Chase (2006) is informative concerning the emotion of musical intervals. 
 
The issue of a comparative lack of discussion and literature about the emotional qualities of music, tied directly 
to music theory, is something I cover many times in my books, not least of which in vol.1 (Morrell, 2013. 29). 
My early experiences and issues with music notation are not with the limitations of music theory itself but with 
how we tend to employ it purely to observe, classify and comment on structural context rather than understand 
why a piece ‘works’ in a wider sense. I mention this because I believe the way I utilize music notation in the 
furtherance of a better understanding of how and why the music communicates, is original in context of film music. 
My desire to use music theory in a different, more productive and less reverential way in my books was paramount 
when I began; I wanted music notation to be the link which enabled readers of the books to appreciate how, why, 
where and when emotion is created. This is why it features so prominently in my books and this is why I have 
chosen to reference these important facts in this introduction to my new book. To be clear and for the avoidance 
of doubt I do not contend that music notation is the only method through which to distill and understand music’s 
emotional qualities; simply that because it is a visual language and grammar-based discipline it is easier to identify 
and classify salient points, quantify them and it is therefore easier to discuss which elements might create emotion. 
With this in mind, notation is always going to be the primary tool by which we analyse and understand music. 
 
 
Introduction to Notation-based Analysis 
 
In order to contextualize how my own methods of attaching cognitive or emotional significance to specific 
harmonic situations could not be achieved without embedding notation completely in the fabric of my approach, 
below I have annotated a chord featured in a chapter from my second book entitled The Subtle Intricacies and 
Exquisite Tensions of TV Music (Morrell, 2013: 77). This study addresses how listeners react to music and 
references reactions and perceptions of what people hear and how they classify it. All these issues feed into how 
we deal, emotionally, with what music is.   
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In the chapter I reference the concept of a ‘duality of harmonic interpretation’, meaning that the chord has at least 
two different ways of being grammatically and theoretically described. Guitarist Ted Greene uses a term he calls 
‘chord synonyms’ which is the action of taking one chord and applying a different tonic to create a new relationship 
between the notes. His interpretation of this theory is used to help guitarists learn new phrases based on a 
reinterpretation of the harmony. Ted Greene’s lessons are only available via third-party websites 
(https://www.scribd.com/document/357965722/Ted-Greene-Guitar-Chords-Chord-Synonyms). My wider point 
is that the duality of interpretation creates a duality of perception in the mind of the listener (Morrell, 2013.77). 
The transitory incompleteness the sound of the chord possesses, is popular in television and film drama music, 
but for me, the issue is how the composer achieves the vague, difficult and dissonant sound, through harmony and 
how we can classify and contextualise this. The idea that the chord sounds like it has two possible interpretations 
and that listeners might be affected by this, is possibly controversial because it implies that people can literally 
recognise and classify harmony, but this is not what I assert in my books.  
 
I discuss this issue in a chapter entitled ‘How Harmony Speaks’ (Morrell, 2013: 81) and in the chapter ‘The Deft 
Touch of Subtlety’ (Morrell, 2013: 119). To help contextualise my point, David Huron, in his 2005 book Sweet 
Anticipation argues that “the principal emotional content of music arises through the composers’ choreographing 
of expectation.” (Huron, 2005: 2). It is not unreasonable to state that it is probably the accumulation of harmony 
and the regularity and consistency of the various aural identifiers which exist within harmony, which creates this 
‘choreographing of expectation’ Huron refers to and which helps people recognise reoccurring patterns. It can be 
argued that there is a kind of ‘unconscious-identification’ which takes place, where people do not literally or 
grammatically understand the harmonies or know the names of the chords, but they understand them ‘by ear’ well 
enough to remember them when they are heard, and even to categorise and classify them for future context. Such 
vast cognitive achievements are probably mostly unconscious, but they do exist. Otherwise, how would we gain 
pleasure from the familiarity that similar approaches bring. If we find some chords ‘hazy’ or find that they have 
the ‘transitory incompleteness’ I mentioned earlier, this can only happen if listeners were aware of what a properly 
defined chord felt like, as opposed to a ‘hazy’ one.  
 
It then follows that when they hear a chord such as in fig.8, they are wrong-footed because they hear a shape they 
recognise but in a way which obscures or creates an alternate context. So although they would not in their minds 
literally grapple with whether this chord should be described as a Dmaj7/F# or an F#m with an added minor 6th, 
they would experience a chord which sounds difficult; one they recognise and remember but in a context they 
don’t. Students who listened to this chord in class described it as “difficult” and “pained” (Olney, Josie. January 
2017 and Stephenson, Jacob, January 2017). Three said they thought they recognised the “type of chord” but it 
was a different version of it” (Paxton, Oliver; Barber, Emily; Stephenson, Jacob, March 2017). But is it literally 
the music they remember and with which they become familiar, or the emotion it creates within them? Or a 
combination of both? It can be argued that what they remember is a combination of music and an accompanying 
emotional reaction. As Zwikowsk says: 
 

      “Almost everyone has had the experience of listening to an unusual 
composition or an exotic repertoire and be able to make something of it. This 
possibility has suggested to some a latent musicality in humans comparable 
to the sort of competence for language proposed by Noam Chomsky.”  

 
                                                                                                                   (Zbikowski, 2002: 4) 

 

The chord to the left (fig.8) is taken from Harry Escot’s score to the 
documentary film Deep Water (2006). In the original text I make the 
point that one reason the featured chord transports so subtly despite 
the chromatic tension is because it sounds like it has two possible 
interpretations; the harmony has a hazy, blurred and inconclusive 
quality, typical of many of the great impressionists of the early 20th 
century. The chord could be ‘felt’ an F#m (with a min6th interval – 
the D - clashing with the 5th - the C#) or it could be as I have written 
it – Dmaj7/F#. 
 

 

 

Figure: 08 

https://www.scribd.com/document/357965722/Ted-Greene-Guitar-Chords-Chord-Synonyms
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One important way we automatically and subconsciously contextualise chords in a bigger cognitive and aural 
context depends on what precedes that chord: context informs everything; as Wayne Chase remarks in his 2006 
book How Music Really Works: 
 

“…the emotional effects of the intervals listed below, like the emotional 
effects of other musical elements, vary with the musical context—the 
succession of preceding intervals, the prevailing chords and chord changes, 
rhythmic variables, instrumental tone colours, and so forth.” 

                                                                                                                            (Chase, 2006.221) 
 
The chord in fig.8 appears again in bar two of the figure below (fig.9) but this time it is contextualised as an F#m 
(with the added tension of the minor 6th) because it is framed aurally by the chord in bar one, which is a straight 
F#m. Again, context is everything. By contrast, the chord from fig.8 is repeated again in bar five of fig 9 (below) 
but this time it is written as a Dmaj7/F# because it ‘feels’ like it belongs to the Dmaj family (because a D/F# 
precedes it). This time the strain between the C# and D is heard and felt as tension between the maj7 and octave 
rather than a 5th and minor 6th.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I stress again that I am not saying that listeners are aware of names or specific musical contexts, but they are able 
to identify and distinguish subtle differences in how a chord ‘feels’ partly because of how it is preceded, based on 
previous listening experiences which guide their ‘unconscious understanding’ of harmony. The main point in the 
Harry Escot chord from fig.1 is that the first time we hear it in the film (and read the score in my book – Morrell, 
2013: 76) it appears without any previous bar of harmony to contextualise it - (fig.10, below) – only a solitary 
note. What we are aware of in bar two of fig.10 is the raw tension (of the C# and D) and the feeling that the chord 
is difficult and strained; there is a mild confusion and a kind of transitory incompleteness to the sound of the 
chord. This context is notated below (fig.10).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We call this an F#m largely 
because it is framed by the 
chord in bar 1 

We call the self-same chord a 
Dmaj7/F# largely because it is 
framed by the chord in bar 4 

 A single note – this suggests a nothing 
apart from the possibility and 
expectation of a chord of A major 

This could be ‘felt’ as either an 
F#m with an added m6 or a 
Dmaj7/F#. There is nothing to 
guide us so all we feel is a sense of 
tension 

Similarly, this chord is essentially an 
Aadd2 over a G#. but looking at the G# 
and B at the bottom, it sounds as if there 
is some G#m context leaking through 

Figure: 09 

Figure: 10 Track: ‘No One Likes to be Conned’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 01.21.00 
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To be clear and unambiguous, I do not mean to suggest or imply that emotional qualities in music cannot exist or 
be felt by listeners without a knowledge of music theory and notation. My contention is that the ability to know 
and understand music fully is achieved with the support of the visual dimension that notation brings. The ability 
to categorize, catalogue, classify and compare and contrast music is something people are able to do in the abstract, 
but to bring a visual context into our knowledge offers a much more literal and forensic understanding. 
 
Manfred Clynes, in Music, Mind and Brain, says, “It is not in the printed score that music lives. The score 
necessarily is merely a skeleton that needs to be fleshed out.” (Clynes, 1982.49). I would agree that of course 
ultimately music needs musicians to realise the ideas on the page; but the trouble with Clynes’ assertion is that it 
implies the score is less important than it is. Music is in the printed score. Whilst it takes musicians to bring it to 
life, ultimately they are following to the note the intentions of the composer and orchestrator. They bring 
performance techniques to bring the parts to life but let us not romantically overstate the case here. Clynes implies 
that their interpretations are key, but these interpretations are 99% following the part. This is not the same as a 
singer who deliberately pulls and pushes a melody to make it personal and individual; these are instrumentalists 
whose great skill is their ability to interpret a part put before them; nothing more, nothing less. The music is in the 
minutia and detail of the score; the performance is in the musician.  
 
You will find arguments suggesting that music does not exist in the score mainly from music theory refuseniks, 
for whom it is convenient to underplay something they perhaps don’t fully understand or appreciate, and overplay 
something which many people can understand. Felix Salzer hints at music theory being unable to articulate the 
vastness of music in his 1962 book Structural Hearing. Indeed, he almost suggests that music theory itself is at 
fault, as if notation merely displays the harmonies without explaining the emotion and meaning created by the 
music:  
 

“…there are thousands upon thousands of eager young musicians as well 
as disappointed older ones who will testify to the seemingly unbridgeable 
gap between their theoretical studies and the living experience of music 
itself.”  

                                                                                                                  (Salzer, 1962: vii) 
 
The ‘unbridgeable gap’ between theory and what he calls the ‘living experience of music’ only remains a gap if, 
firstly, we do not realise that the ‘living experience of music’ is the emotion it creates within us, and secondly, we 
do not apply the correct models of analysis to unearth the emotion. One model I use to analyse harmony is to look 
at vertical harmony (i.e. chords) to see how many separate ‘harmonic events’ take place within the chord. This is 
to try and identify how complex the chord might be and what emotions, if any, might be created in the mind of 
the listener by virtue of the number or complexity of the events. This is discussed in detail in the second volume 
of my book series in a chapter entitled ‘The Complexity of Harmony’ (Morrell, 2013: 111), where I talk about 
chords composed by James Horner for the film The Pelican Brief (1993). I analyse and contextualise the same 
chord in two different ways; the first way is more traditional, where intervals are contextualised in a root-centric 
way. I make the point that traditional theory offers us methods of understanding intervals which are 
understandably grounded on contextualising the intervals as they would appear logically in the chord, from bottom 
to top (see fig.11)  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In fig 11, because this is a Cm9 chord, the first G note we see 
at the bottom, is contextualised as a 5th. Using traditional 
theory if we wanted to look at the significance of any note in 
this chord, we would look at its relation with the root of the 
chord; the Bb is the 7th because it lies seven notes from the 
root.   
 
 

m 

In fig.11a I highlight every vertical 
relationship; every harmonic event that takes 
place within the chord. This is not simply 
theory for the sake of theory; it serves a 
purpose to illustrate the complexity of the 
chord. 
 
 
In the chapter entitled ‘The Complexity of 
Harmony’ (Morrell, 2013: 111), I suggest an 
emotional significance based on the 
overwhelming number of events happening 
vertically and simultaneously. 

 

Eb to G 
maj3 
 

 

 

G to C 
4th  
 

 

 

G to C 
4th  
 

 

C to Eb 
min3 
 

 

 

D to Eb 
min2 
 

 

 

C to D 
maj2 
 

 

 Bb to D 
maj3 
 

 

 

G to Bb 
min3 
 

 

Figure: 11 

Figure: 11a 
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I use the similar logic many times in my books, including when discussing a specific chord in the film Superman 
(1978) in a chapter in my second book entitled ‘Excitement and The Grand Gesture’ (Morrell, 2013: 376). In that 
example (fig.12, below) I look at the chord Fmaj9 (#11). If we look at the intervals in a root-centric way, we can 
see the various intervals from bottom to top, culminating with the B note, which occupies the #11 interval. 
However, part of the euphoric feeling this chord creates is more based in the way the intervals react with each 
other, not their theoretical distance from the root which identifies their names (e.g. C note is the 5th, G note is the 
9th, etc).  
 
Regarding a more local intervallic relationship, we can observe that the top three notes equal a chord of Em, the 
next four notes equal a Cmaj7 chord, and the bottom four equal an Fmaj7. The orchestrator Herbert Spencer, 
whom I interviewed once, says the practice of offering different chords to different instrumental sections, 
simultaneously, is entirely deliberate and designed to ‘heighten the listening experience by making it almost a 
multi-chordal experience’. The point is that, although the listening public usually has no theory knowledge, much 
less the absolute pitch needed to ‘hear’ and place these chords, they do benefit from the deliberate ‘multi-chordal’ 
experience Spencer talked of.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Listeners and their ability to understand and interpret music is something Salzer talks about regularly. Discussing 
the limitations of understanding a language without the intellectual mental faculties to decode it emotionally, he 
states: 
 

“The student who masters such a system has indeed learned something about 
music, but what he has learned is a nomenclature by which he can conduct 
a well-described tour through a composition, pointing out each landmark” 

 
                                                                                                                       (Salzer, 1962: vii) 
 
 
 

In fig 12 we can observe that the 
trumpets occupy Em, the horns 
Cmaj7, the trombones Am and the 
addition of the F contextualises it 
all as an Fmaj9(#11). 
 
Below (fig.13) I have transcribed 
more of the Superman section, for 
added context. 
 

 

Em  

Cmaj7 

Am   

The F note – the one thing that 
makes it into an F chord  

 

Strings 

 

 

 

Trumpets / 

Woodwind 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

F    

Figure: 12 

Figure: 13 Track: ‘Prelude and Main Title’ Audio timing: 01.51 
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But ‘pointing out the landmarks’ is not enough if one wants to analyse to the extent of revealing and emotional 
context to the music. ‘Pointing out landmarks’ tends to produce descriptive analysis (of the kind I have already 
alluded to and also covered in my literature review) rather than the kind of evaluative analytical discussions that 
might lead us to an understanding of the emotion. One of the reasons I wrote my books was to try and place 
musical composition in a slightly more rational and reasoned context. I have discussed already how composition 
and therefore composers tended to be revered and that sometimes this can prevent a more sobering analysis of the 
skills involved in composing music.   
 
When one writes about the creative process in a way that appears to downplay or sidestep the greatness of the 
individual composer, people can often wonder, “well if it wasn’t the greatness of the composer, what else can it 
have been?” This may be because we are conditioned to accept the ‘single bullet’ theory of creativity – that it is, 
ultimately and purely a pursuit of creators. To suggest that some elements of music’s success may be the result of 
less personal elements (such as existing structural tolerances or the repeated use of tried and trusted stylistic or 
harmonic traditions) can tend to challenge the notion of music as a secretive and enigmatic personalised art form 
that is purely the product of a singular composer. Composers themselves tend to be more realistic: I spoke to 
James Horner about the perceived originality of elements of his score to the 1986 movie Aliens. He laughed aloud 
and said “There is rarely anything original. It’s all borrowed and re-hashed. Let’s be honest; music is rarely truly 
original.” (In conversation with the author). My books were meant to be an antidote to the glut of reverential 
material that exists about music. I discuss the reverential attitude towards composers and composition, and the 
way it can obscure genuine discourse, regularly. I discuss it in the introduction to book one in context of a wider 
discussion about ‘The Myth of Genius’ (Morrell, 2013.17); I discuss it in context of a discussion about the link 
between composition and improvisation in the same introduction to the first book (Morrell, 2013.20) and I discuss 
it in terms of film music analysis in general in a chapter called ‘Music and Meaning’ in my first book (Morrell, 
2013.68) 
 
If we look at the so-called ‘sacralisation’ of music (where it is plucked out of its recreational and representational 
context and elevated to something which should be worshipped for ‘itself’) we can see that this is where the idea 
of the ‘Classical Canon’ developed. The important thing about Schenker is that if you accept the fundamental 
premise of much of his analysis, that there was a central truth in most pieces and that the rest was illustration 
(which I wholeheartedly do) it alters your perspective about how compositions are created without necessarily 
affecting your core beliefs about any given composer. Schenker said, ultimately, that things were more knowable 
than people thought they were, and this is exactly my own ethos and one which has guided my research and 
conclusions in my books.  
   
 
Music and the Social Connection  
 
Lawrence Kramer makes one of many comments on the whole issue of meaning in music, making a distinction 
between ‘meaning’ and music ‘being meaningful’. He also talks about music working as a medium for what he 
calls ‘social connection’. 
 

“Music may be ‘meaningful’ in the sense that people find it important or that 
it expresses emotions of serves as a medium of social connection, but it does 
all these things without assuming a concrete content. It bypasses language and 
the systems of rational thought that depend on language…” 

                                                                                                                         Kramer (2002: 11) 
 
In various sections of my previous books and this book, I inadvertently tie together the points made by Kramer 
which talk of a social connection created by music; the way in which music manages to forge social connections 
has always interested me and this interest leaked into my lectures and later my books. With this in mind, the chord 
below (fig.14) would create an instant recollection of a specific movie character. The chord permeates much of 
the music in the franchise which accompanies the movie character, so in many ways this chord, like many famous 
movie themes, is both culturally symbolic and representative and suggestive of something much greater than the 
sum of its parts. The difference here is that we are talking about just one chord.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you played the chord using a lush, string sample, or a large orchestral brass 
ensemble sample played sforzando piano, the effect would be immediate.                  
This chord, from the James Bond films and originally conceived by John Barry 
but based ultimately on his love of Bernard Herrmann,1 is featured in the 
chapter ‘Music Theory in Action’ from my first book (Morrell, 2013: 29) and 
I also use this at Leeds College of Music ‘open days’ to show how the language 
of music connects to people and contains emotion and even meaning. 

Figure: 14 
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In this particular case the chord could be described as having several meanings: The first obvious one is that it 
reminds us of the movie character James Bond, through the aural power of association and memory.  
 
But more deeply it also exhibits emotional characteristics that transcend the film: on one ‘open day’ after I played 
the chord - resulting in thirty students and parents instantly citing James Bond - one young Asian student put her 
hand up and said “Who’s James Bond?”. Seizing the moment, I asked her what emotions she heard in the music, 
and she said, “It reminds me of something surreptitious, secretive; something clandestine”. There was a surprised 
look from some audience members, not least because she’d communicated the concept of James Bond more 
articulately than someone who immediately heard and understood the reference and therefore sidestepped any 
need to explain the meaning or emotion behind the music. To me, it simply proved that the characteristics in the 
chord created a specific feeling which, when verbalised, was an uncannily accurate description of the character of 
James Bond; the music created a metaphorical meaning in the mind of the listener. These metaphorical meanings 
music create are, in general, undoubtedly partly a product of society and culture and therefore location and 
geography. For example, it would be interesting to see if ‘secretive’ and ‘clandestine’ were the metaphors and 
feelings that would be present in someone hearing the Bond chord but who was completely detached from western 
culture. After all, Tagg says, quite rightly, that: 
 

“Music is no more a universal language than language itself. Being a universal 
phenomenon does not mean that the same sounds, musical or verbal, have the same 
meaning in all cultures.”   

                                                                                                                               (Tagg, 2012:80) 
 
Following on from this, presumably when Kramer, referring to music’s ability to articulate and convey meaning, 
said it had “potentiality for bearing ascribed meanings, meanings grounded in shared, socially mediated 
experience” (Kramer, 2002:4) this was a culturally specific observation. If a single chord of film music fits this 
description, it is the ‘Bond chord’, and yet, as we have established, this chord communicates emotions irrespective 
of whether the original cultural and contextual usage is shared or not. Ultimately we will probably never know 
quite how the ‘Bond chord’ works, stripped of its ascribed western musical meaning and cultural appropriations 
unless we played it to a remote tribe of natives in deepest South America, untouched by western civilisation and 
associated music.   
 
The chord itself (transcribed above in fig.14), similar to the Superman Fmaj9 (#11) chord discussed earlier, 
contains more than one chord. Look carefully and you will see that the top three notes of the chord constitute a 
chord of B major. If we add the G below the B and leave it at that, we have a rather square and raw voicing of a 
Gma7(#5) with no lower spacious voicing to mitigate the severity of the chord. With just four notes the chord has 
a strange, cheap, overt low-budget 70s horror characteristic, cheapened as it is by the simplistic voicing.  But if 
we add the bottom two notes we then have the full orchestral version of the famous Bond chord of Em9(maj7). 
Both the ‘Bond’ chord and the Superman chord can be described as ‘multi-chordal experiences’ but they produce 
subtly different emotional contexts. The Superman chord is very much a ‘shock and awe’ chord and one which 
the composer John Williams uses regularly. The exuberance is contained by the simultaneous experience of the 
Em/C/F chords producing a lavishly and heavily scored Fmaj9(#11). Despite the three chords implied, the result 
is not overtly dissonant or chromatic; it is the aural equivalent of being in several places at once; confusing, 
overwhelming but exciting.  
 
 
Horizontal Harmony 
 
My third volume contains a chapter called ‘The Name’s Bond – James Bond’ in which I analyse a few of the 
James Bond cues (Morrell, 2015:75). One small cue, which in film terms has become one of the most identifiable 
sonic logos in cinema history, is analysed (Morrell, 2015.75) and again the method of its communication is tied 
up in the ‘multi chordal experience’ Herbert Spencer spoke of. This time the chords are not exactly simultaneous 
but follow each other very closely. In this case we are dealing with the concept of ‘horizontal harmony’, a method 
that film score composers use all the time and which appears in my books regularly. Horizontal harmony can 
sometimes engage the listener to a greater degree than normal vertical chordal harmony because notes that make 
up chords are delivered and experienced gradually, not simultaneously. The act of understanding and 
categorisation is not only a part of listening; it is part of the pleasure people get from listening. The emotions of 
expectation and anticipation are part of that same sense of excitement and fulfillment. Huron, in one of numerous 
comments which address how music communicates, says that “the principal emotional content of music arises 
through the composers’ choreographing of expectation” (Huron, 2005:2).  
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Perhaps a good example of this is our second ‘Bond’ excerpt, annotated in fig.15. In this piece, the listener is 
confronted by a four-bar line of horizontal harmony. The whole phrase is split into four mini-phrases. The 
horizontal harmony suggested at the culmination of the first mini-phrase implies an Em7; the culmination of the 
second mini-phrase suggests a G7, the third suggests a Bm7 and the final one repeats the first phrase. In addition, 
the physical and rhythmical distribution of the notes are themselves dramatic, with the second, third and fourth 
phrases anticipated, effectively beginning before we would expect, creating a sense of anxiety (as detailed below). 
As if this wasn’t enough, each mini phrase ends on a note which is held (circled in red) and collectively these 
notes assume their own identity. Underlying the probabilistic nature of much music and referring to how people 
listen and distill their musical environment, Temperley said: “In listening to a piece of music we draw conclusions 
about the underlying structures that gave rise to those notes.” (Temperley, 2010: 3). So one of the reasons the 
excerpt below works so well is because of the chords inferred by singular notes left hanging in the phrase – notes 
which are part of a larger pattern that creates probabilities in the mind of the listener.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Remembering Temperley’s contextualisation of Leonard Meyer, when he said “music only conveys meaning and 
expressive effect when expectations are violated in some way” (Temperley, 2007: 19), the piece above proves the 
point to an extent because our expectations are violated by virtue of the pushed, anticipated phraseology, creating 
just the right amount of anxiety.  
 
Concluding the first section of the analysis part of this introduction, and with reference to the use of notation, 
many of my undergraduate and postgraduate students have attested to the fact that they have learned in my classes 
to ‘listen through their eyes’ and have as a result learned more about ‘what music is’. Also I regularly receive 
emails from students who have read my books explaining how enlightening they have been. This level of 
communication between author and reader would be impossible for me to achieve without utilising musical 
notation as a language of communication.   
 
 
Film Music as a Functional, Representational, Metaphorical Art Form 
 

“The function of any film’s music is perhaps best expressed by composer 
Bernard Herrmann when he suggests that music may be considered ‘the 
communicating link between the screen and the audience.”  
 

                                                                                                                 (Kalinak, 1998: 23) 
 
In this section I will argue, ultimately, that it is mostly music’s practical and functional use in film that encourages 
and helps it to create emotion and ‘meaning’ in the mind of the viewer / listener. I make this point in context of 
this thesis primarily to balance the discourse that exists on music composition and even film music composition, 
which can sometimes be personalised and reverential. By highlighting the functional aspects of film music we 
tend to remember that, ultimately, film music cannot usually be artistically indulgent or governed by lofty notions 
of inspiration and genius, but guided instead by the realisation that it is a subservient and pragmatic art form.   
 
In his book, A Preface to Logic Cohen says “Anything acquires meaning if it is connected with, or indicates, or 
refers to, something beyond itself”. (Cohen, 2015: 47). This seems to both a good description of film music and a 
good place to start thinking specifically about the area of ‘meaning.  

Phrase 3 features B, 
D, A#, resting on the A 

 

Figure: 15 Track: ‘White Knight Audio timing: 00.08 Film Cue Sync: 02.24.50 
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The big problem with film music and ‘meaning’ is that perception of the music is contaminated by our perception 
of factors outside the music, such as the film itself. One sees and hears both simultaneously, so whatever meaning 
is created in the music is at least partly because of the context of its use. However, this doesn’t stop us from 
understanding what emotions and meanings are created by the music, differentiating between the music and the 
film, and how these emotions and meanings can fundamentally alter our ultimate perception and enjoyment of a 
film. Philip Bohlman makes many interesting and relevant points in his chapter ‘Ontologies on Music’ in the book 
Rethinking Music (ed. Cook, Nicholas and Everist, Mark, 1999). Referring to a tendency whereby people are 
conditioned to music being a ‘thing’, or as Bohlman calls it, an object, he states: 
 

“As an object, music can assume specific forms, which may be inscribed on 
paper or magnetic tape and language systems can assign names to music and 
its objective properties. By contrast music exists in the conditions of a process. 
Because a process is always in flux, it never achieves fully objective status…it 
is always becoming something else; as a process music is unbound and open.”  
 

                                                                                                                      (Bohlmam, 1999: 18) 
 
Few people outside the realm of musicians or composers experience any kind of music literally, as a language; 
for most people music exists in the abstract. What most people experience is the emotion music creates. Film is a 
great outlet for the emotional qualities music generates because listeners then have something visual that the music 
is designed to work with, emotionally. One of film music’s roles is to mediate between the different, other more 
solid and literal forms present in films, such as sets, actors, dialogue and pictures. This is music at its most 
pragmatic, practical and helpful. But music is also there to encourage viewers to look beyond the pictures and into 
the subtext or the real, hidden meaning of a film.  
 
 
Some Examples of the Functionality of Film Music: Road to Perdition (2002) 
 
One of music’s primary functions is to ‘paper over’ the cracks left by visual edits which would sometimes be hard 
to digest, were it not for the contextual gloss music offers. One example is the Sam Mendez film Road to Perdition 
(2002). The music is by Thomas Newman and is discussed at length in a chapter called ‘The Deft Touch of 
Subtlety’ (Morrell, 2013: 118). The question in terms of this introduction is, if film music helps ‘bad edits’ seem 
more natural and plausible, how is this achieved? In the scene in question, Tom Hanks’ character, having been 
involved in a violent and bloody altercation, returns to a hotel where his son is waiting for him. They embrace but 
shortly afterward we cut to a scene outside, in which Tom Hanks’ character is driving a car and his son is looking 
out the window. The point is that the second scene is in a different place in time and location. Played without 
music, the edit is abrupt. Students I teach were asked what ‘role’ the music fulfilled. A tactic I use a lot in education 
is to get students to focus not on ‘how good the music is’ but instead on how it is useful to the film. Inevitably the 
success of film music is almost purely about its effectiveness and suitability and function, not so much how good 
it is as music. Some said the scene “is more complete with music”. Some said that “music mitigates the sense of 
time”. In the case of this film in particular, whilst the scene itself changes, the music remains consistent. This is 
typical of thousands of films in that it is the consistency of the music that mitigates the potential mental jolt created 
by the visuals.   
 
Gattaca (1997) 
 
Similarly, my second book discusses the 1997 film Gattaca, music by Michael Nyman. The film’s music is 
discussed at length in a chapter entitled ‘The Intricacy, Sophistication and Complexity of Film Music’ (Morrell, 
2013. 289). Gattaca possesses what I refer to as a “strange, eerie and in some ways endearing lack of distinct time 
and location” (Morrell, 2013. 290). Although the film is set in the future (civilians are traveling to the stars as a 
matter of course) there are many visual aspects which allude to past times. The cars look distinctly 1970s, the sets 
are often cold, pale and lacking in distinction. But by far the aspect which grounds the film in the present rather 
than the future is the music, which is romantic, poignant, orchestral and sometimes minimalist. The music 
functions as an emotional commentary on the concept of the story; inhumanity, tragedy, discrimination and 
prejudice. It references the romantic protagonist who strives to overcome the odds at all costs. This is music at its 
most functional.  
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Ocean’s 11 (2001) 
 
A chapter in my third book entitled ‘Film Music and the Classical Tradition’ (Morrell, 2015.304) discusses the 
seemingly unusual choice of ‘Claire De La Lune’ by Debussy, for inclusion at the end of the film Ocean’s 11 
(2001). Even when something as seemingly abstract as French Impressionist music is used in a 20th century 
American crime film, the functionality of music is still at the heart of the process. In this case it is almost the 
eschewing of traditional scoring techniques in favour of something which normally lives outside that world which 
itself nevertheless provides a function by virtue of being different. As I say in my book when referring to the 
piece’s functionality, “…we’re talking about a piece working because it’s so unlike anything a film composer 
would come up with; therefore, it lacks the predictability and formula we are used to.” (Morrell, 2015: 305). I 
then discuss how film music may have become too much of a ‘style’ or ‘type’ whose character is in danger of 
becoming homogenised to the point of predictability. In context of the specific focus of the functionality of film 
music, music is being functional whether it reinforces or challenges stereotyping.  
                     
There is music and then there is why and how music affects us; for me this is the biggest area of research and it 
was the centre of gravity for my books. Indeed, I sometimes touch on wider issues, such as our observations of 
reality, in order to better understand what I mean by ‘meaning’ in music. I often say that musical meaning does 
not reside literally, physically in the music; I discuss my opinion that meaning and interpretation is personal but 
also the result of societal factors (Morrell, 2015: 309). Discussing the meaning of reality. Hanslick says, “the 
colour, the sound…are not related to our emotions, but only the meanings we ourselves attach to them.” (Hanslick, 
1854: 40). Whatever beauty or emotion or feeling or meaning music may seem to have is something we attach to 
it. By definition whatever emotion we attach to film music when it is heard within the body of a film experience, 
is still something we attach to it but something which is the result of a bigger experience. Hanslick promotes the 
notion that the problem with musical aesthetics and notions of meaning in music is precisely the fact that they 
obsess over how music makes us feel without looking as heavily at why it makes us feel this way. This is an 
extremely valid perspective and, ironically since his book was written in 1854 one which exposes social attitudes 
especially prevalent today, namely the notion that everything is about us. This is why in my own books, to try and 
widen and liberate the discourse, I focus heavily on why, e.g. which elements of music create certain emotions, 
and why. How it makes ‘us’ feel, although important, is secondary.   
 
 
Does Film Music Mean Anything? - Meaning and Metaphors  
 
Hanslick states that “whatever there is in music that apparently pictures states of feeling, is symbolical” 
(Hanslick, 1854: 39). But earlier he says “the ideas which a composer expresses are mainly and primarily of a 
musical nature” (Hanslick, 1854: 36). Therefore, there is an important distinction between a feeling and an idea. 
When composers write music, many have feelings and emotions which they convert into musical ideas.  This itself 
is also comparable to the way in which listeners, film-goers, film directors (in fact anyone not musically literate) 
utilise metaphors when contextualising film music. People often refer to film composing as a solitary profession. 
This is normally said because firstly few people understand its complexities and secondly it is normally composed 
by one person, as opposed to songs, which are often written by duos or larger writing groups.  
 
 
When is Music ‘Emotion’ and when is it really ‘Music’? 
 
But music generally is also solitary in other ways; when one is contextualising film music one realises that music 
is only music for a very brief part of its life; film music begins its life as a metaphor, which is a feeling from the 
composer, driven by emotion and perspective, guided by either the film footage, a spotting session or a 
conversation with a director (who will also be principally thinking emotionally and metaphorically too). Then the 
composer creates actual real musical ideas, which are usually written down and performed. For the musicians, it 
is music they play. They do not play emotion, they play music. But then the ‘music’ is listened to by the general 
public, who hear the textures, instrumentation, rhythm and harmonies, but because they do not understand the 
compositional structures; they interpret the music mainly emotionally, in terms of the feelings it creates and the 
reactions and sensations it generates within us. So although we use the word ‘music’ to describe music written for 
film, it is only understood and contextualised literally as music for a very short period of its life. David Byrne, in 
his landmark book How Music Works, having described music as ‘ephemeral’, says, “You can’t touch music. It 
exists only at the moment it is being apprehended.” (Byrne, 2013.11). The apprehension of music is a largely an 
emotional process.  
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Aaron Copland, in his 1939 book What To Listen For in Music, says “Music begins with a composer, passes 
through the medium of an interpreter and ends up with you, the listener.” This brings us to the concept of 
Hermeneutics, which is defined as the theory of interpretation and the art of understanding. It was, initially at 
least, a text-based discipline. Music meant nothing. But how could it be interpreted if people did not understand 
it? Why would people listen to music if they did not gain fulfillment? How could they gain fulfillment if music 
did not, ultimately, mean something to them? Within this context, Kramer is adamant that music can only ‘speak’ 
to us if we understand the language being spoken.  
 

“We need to understand music as music, as an autonomous language if 
we want to grant it the power to speak of other things”.  
 

                                                                                                                (Kramer, 2002: 4) 
 
This view would tend to rule out cinemagoers from deriving any emotion or meaning from the music contained 
within films. Indeed, seems to question the notion that we can derive any kind of meaning from music when it is 
applied to anything external, such as film:  
 

“Music is simply not reducible to any other circumstances, whether cultural, 
historical, biographical…any attempts to make it so has only a cartoonish 
reality”.  

                                                                                                                               (Kramer, 2002: 4) 
 
But later Kramer appears, to a degree, to contradict this view when he says: “To make anything more itself, or 
more anything, just add music.” (Kramer, 2002: 3). If music is to make anything ‘more itself’ then it must 
exaggerate or heighten our experience of it. This is a textbook description of what many believe film music 
achieves. But Kramer also says: “Music remains entirely unaffected by the things with which it mixes.” (Kramer, 
2002: 4). Personally, I would take issue with this presumption, as I do in my first book when promoting the idea 
that the film is just as much a part of your music as your music is a part of the film.  
 

“Most composers are open to the concept of their music bringing new colour, 
artistry and emotion to film; they are generally less able to engage with the notion 
that moving pictures and the existence of a story or narrative will bring emotion 
to their music. This is probably because music is a much more intensely personal 
and solitary pursuit compared to some creative arts.”  

                                                                                                                              (Morrell, 2013: 11) 
 
When he talks of music’s ‘cartoonish reality’ Kramer seems to suggest that the effect of film music, when applied 
to a specific scene or cue, will be infantile and unsatisfying and that, correspondingly it does not have the capacity 
to carry or contextualise complex emotions or meanings. And yet we have already seen and heard, in this thesis 
and possibly our own experiences, examples where music greatly enhanced a film situation in positive and 
meaningful way. The functionality at the heart of film music’s existence does not preclude it from exuding 
complex or subtle emotions or meanings; it simply means that few will understand the music literally and therefore 
be able to draw reasoned conclusions about how and why such meanings are generated in the mind of the listener 
when confronted with specific music.  
 

“The essence of a metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing 
in terms of another.” 

                                                                                                              (Lackoff & Johnson, 1980.3). 
 
As we have established, music is frequently thought of and remembered in terms of things we might call emotional 
metaphors by the public and by non-musical people involved with music, such as film directors. Music can create 
within our feelings and emotions, so in a very real sense something (i.e. music) is creating something else (i.e. 
emotion). Most conversations I have with directors tend to be frustrating because, understandably, they can never 
literalise their thoughts musically; conversations are structured utilising not so much emotional metaphors, but 
actual verbalised metaphors, which can sometimes be more confusing than the alternative, which is nothing. 
Normally we can understand the words people use as metaphors, if not always the link between the metaphor and 
what it is they are actually trying to say. Metaphors are usually quite vague and more than a little general. Indeed, 
according to George Lackoff and Mark Johnson, in their excellent 1980 book Metaphors We Live By: 
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“Metaphor is for most people a device of the poetic imagination and the  rhetorical 
flourish. Metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of language alone, a 
matter of words rather than thought or action”  
                                                                                   (Lackoff & Johnson, 1980.3).  
 

This means that although the metaphor is an important means of communication between people who understand 
music fully and people who possess more of – as I have called it – an unconscious knowledge, it is, nevertheless, 
unreliable because not only is it vague, it is also something which is purely about poetic imaginative words to 
describe something, rather than something more real and tangible. This can, and does, become abstract sometimes 
and ironically it can end up with the metaphor being as hard to understand for the composer as the musical version 
of it was for the director. A director several years ago said to me he wanted the music to sound more purple (James 
Smith, June 2008). Another one a few years before that said she wanted it to be more organic. (Penny Gould, Sky 
TV 1999). 
 
I discuss metaphors in my books, and an example of this is when I talk about “the wordless language of music” 
(Morrell, 2015: 12). In context of the debate about what meaning can be derived from film music (which is tied 
to the various methods people use to experience and understand music) we can sometimes presume that hearing 
and contextualising music in terms of concepts, representations and metaphors make it an unreliable or inferior 
experience or perhaps somehow invalid when compared to the person who hears, listens, literalises, analyses and 
understands. But an inability to literalise one’s musical thoughts and analyse and distill the music we hear does 
not invalidate the listening experience or the emotions derived therefrom. In fact, Zbikowski says: 
 

“Concepts are often thought of as highly stable cognitive structures of 
considerable complexity...there are now persuasive arguments that concepts are 
quite fluid, that they are not irrevocably wedded to words or to concrete 
representations, and that they are not even unique to our species…..in fact they 
are very much like the concepts we use to structure our understanding of the 
everyday world.”  

                                                                                                                         (Zbikowski, 2002: 4) 
 
 
In other words, we use metaphors and concepts, and representations in many of our daily and most important 
cognitive functions. I discuss the issue of perception in the introduction to my first book (Morrell, 2013: 21) but 
to take the idea of perception and the use of metaphors, Zbikowski is right when he states that we think about 
music similarly to how we think about other things. So why, given this fact, would we mistrust our ability (as 
some do) to gain some degree of representational meaning or emotional understanding of music simply because 
most cannot understand the terminology or language?  
 
 
Attaching Meaning to Specific Intervals - Comprehension, Recognition and Categorisation 
 

“Tonality’s origin is found in the laws of sound. But there are other laws that music 
obeys apart from these and the laws that result from the combination of time and 
sound: namely, those governing the workings of our minds. This latter forces us to 
find a particular kind of layout for those elements that make for cohesion – and to 
make them come to the fore, often enough and with enough plasticity – so that in the 
small amount of time granted us by the flow of events, we can recognise the musical 
figures, grasp the way they hang together and comprehend their meaning.” 

                                                                                                                        (Schoenberg, 1926: 259) 
 
Schoenberg’s point was that comprehension begins with recognition. Recognition is possible when we’re dealing 
with small horizontal musical ideas – i.e. basic melodic patterns. But recognition is also possible vertically, in that 
we recognise specific types of chords and intervals. The fact that people cannot understand the language which 
explains specific intervals does not mean that they do not benefit from the effect, nor that they can’t categorise it, 
classify it and recognise it. By way of brief contextualisation, below I discuss the distinct flavour and contextual 
use of two intervals.  
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The distinct harmonic flavour of the ‘add2’ 
 
An example of the power of intervals is the ‘add2’ extension, which is generally regarded as a ‘soft’ extension 
which slightly blurs the gap between the root and the major 3rd creating a feeling of contentment and emotional 
warmth. In order to add substance to this, below I have transcribed the famous theme from the iconic television 
show Twin Peaks (1990) composed by Angelo Badalmenti. The music, including the use of the add2, is featured 
in my second book in a chapter entitled ‘The Subtleties, Intricacies and Exquisite Tensions of Television Music’ 
(Morrell, 2015.68). In the transcription below, of the main theme from Twin Peaks, I have highlighted in red the 
add2 extensions.  
 
An ‘add9’ is the same note (relative to the chord) as the ‘add2’ – but an octave higher. Distinguishing between 
add2 and add9 can sometimes cause issues, not least because in many vertical chord voicings there will be more 
than two octaves, creating the question ‘which is the add2 and which is the add9? In a multiple octave situation, 
the add2 is deemed to be present in the main body of the chord with the add9 appearing vertically higher up the 
scale. In context of this track, the initial Fadd2 creates the feeling of a warm, inviting emotion, with the subsequent 
Dmadd2 in bar 2 creating an opposite, dark feeling, partly because of the minor chord but also because of the 
clash between the 2nd and minor 3rd. This is clever writing from Badalmenti because this music is used as 
introduction music for each episode, and the overwhelming narrative of the show constantly fluctuates between 
light and dark; between hope and despair.  The G note in the F chord is called a major 2nd interval because of the 
root-centric description of intervals (i.e the distance between the root note and the interval). The add2 also sits a 
maj 2nd away from the A note (the major 3rd of the chord) whereas the following bar the Dm features the add2 (the 
E note) this time sitting a minor 2nd from the F above. So the add2 is different in a minor context; it produces a 
darker, more sombre tone because of the more dissonant flavour of the intervals. The Dm (add2) chords are 
highlighted in blue.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we ask ‘what does an add2 mean?’ we are left with the eternal conundrum of what we mean by ‘meaning’. 
As I have intimated elsewhere I suggest that music can, in some circumstances, infer or imply an emotional 
meaning. These contentions underpin many areas of my books. I do not contend that such meaning is literally and 
physically contained in the music itself, as some do. Just as words possess meaning not because of what they look 
like or sound like but because of the collective consciousness and common understanding of those who interpret 
them, I believe emotion is contained in our reaction and response to the music. As Tagg says when laying down 
his benchmarks for what music is: “Music cannot exist unless it’s heard or registered by someone, whether out 
loud or inside someone’s head” (Tagg, 2012.44). Any feeling created because of our interaction with music is 
created by us. Any emotion felt is ours, not its. As we have discussed elsewhere the ‘meanings’ music imparts are 
rarely apparent to just one individual. If they were, how would film composers be able to manipulate entire 
audiences rather than simply one or two people? Composers can alter the way scenes are interpreted en mass 
because music is, partly at least, experienced collectively and societally. As Kramer implies, the meaning in music 
exists because it models and contextualises our experiences by way of a collective experience:  
 

 

Figure: 16 Track: ‘Twin Peaks main theme’ Audio timing: 00.00 
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“Music – and this is no different from more explicitly semantic modes such as 
narration and visual description – means primarily not by what it says but by 
the way it models the symbolization of experience.”  

                                                                                                                 (Kramer, 2002: 4) 
 
True, as I have intimated before, the meaning harmony imparts does not translate to most people with the 
immediacy and succinctness inherent in the written or spoken word or the image, but that is simply because the 
meanings in words and images have evolved in more of an absolute, complete and unequivocal way; we can all 
convert words into meaning relatively quickly and concisely. But we can also convert our aural musical 
experiences into emotions and feelings, if not into absolute concrete meanings.  
 

In my first book I deal at length with my theories of why, for example, humans have a much more precise 
understanding of colour but much less understanding of pitch (Morrell, 2013.21). Put simply, if we go back far 
enough in human history, our lives depended on our ability to distinguish colours; eating the wrong coloured 
berries might kill us. By comparison, although we needed a good sense of hearing in terms of texture, dangerous 
animals were not in specific keys, so we never evolved such good knowledge of pitch. With film music any 
emotions music generates in the mind of the listener do not actually have to be absolute in the first place, because 
they are accompanying images which, together with the music, will create a more concrete meaning. Indeed if 
both pictures and music generated absolute concrete meaning, there would be little need for both existing at the 
same time. Film depends on its interaction with music for many of its messages to be translated; sometimes subtly. 
According to Zbikowski, who is talking in context of our understanding of music, our ability to categorise is 
something we may be unaware of. 
 

“Our ability to categorise things is a cognitive process so basic and so 
pervasive that it can easily escape your notice.”  

                                                                                                              (Zbikowski, 2002: 12) 
 
The fact that we may be largely oblivious and unaware of the power of music is, again, one of the facts that make 
it such a great emotional companion to film; if we were distracted by the conscious thought process involved with 
attempting to understand what we hear, it would distract from the film. The thought processes do exist, but they 
are often subliminal and instinctual. Music’s emotional impact, whilst occasionally being quite forensic in its 
application, is subtle in its reception and comprehension. There are meanings, moods, emotions and feelings 
created within us by music which are ultimately governed by our unified and collective reactions and responses 
to specific harmonies, chords, intervals and other devices and situations. This means composers can deduce how, 
why and in what circumstances certain harmonies, intervals, instrumental combinations or melodies continue to 
affect people in fairly consistent, predictable and reasonably uniform ways.  
 
Returning to the add2 and this time in context of its stylistic and cultural history (when used in a major chord 
context) it can be found in countless Pop ballads, not least of which is the piece transcribed below. I have placed 
a low voicing of an ‘add2’ chord in bar one to illustrate the type of chord I refer to, followed by a transcription of 
a few bars of ‘Close to You’ famously performed by The Carpenters. When film score composers invoke rich, 
lush voicings of the add2, they are simply creating a much more texturally and stylistically subtle version of some 
of the chords in the transcription below. I am not suggesting that everyone specifically remembers ‘Close to You’ 
when they hear an add2, but there will be some unconscious and occasionally conscious associative link made in 
the mind of the listener between different musical experiences which overlap due to similar use of extensions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure: 17 Track: ‘Close To You’ Audio timing: 00.00  
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In volume one of my book series, in a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’ I cover the main theme 
from the 2004 film The Day After Tomorrow (Morrell, 2013.170). Although the intro is sombre, the use of the 
add2 in bar seven (which is bar two of the melody) creates a sense of warmth and contentment which in this 
precise narrative context is symbolic of hope. The add2 is highlighted in red.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In a chapter in my first volume entitled ‘The Rich Culture and History of TV Music’ I cover the well-known, odd 
and dramatically tongue-in-cheek theme from the 1989 ITV’s Poirot (Morrell, 2013: 249). The memorable theme 
by Christopher Gunning makes repeated and excellent use of the add2 (this time over a minor chord) and the 
precise emotion is different again from other examples I have given, principally due to the instrumentation (the 
treated piano) and the rapid-fire delivery of the harmonies.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The distinctive harmonic flavour of the ‘#4’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another example of the power and character of intervals, especially in context of film music, would be the all-
powerful ‘sharp four’ interval (#4). For the avoidance of doubt, a ‘#4’ extension is the same note (relative to the 
chord) as the ‘#11’ – but an octave lower. Distinguishing between #4 and #11 can sometimes cause issues, not 
least because in many vertical chord voicings there will be more than two octaves, creating the question ‘which 
is the #4 and which is the #11? In a multiple octave situation, the #4 is deemed to be present in the main body of 
the chord with the #11 appearing vertically higher up the scale. The effect of this interval and its various usages 
is heavily featured in all my books. I discuss in a wider context how people listen and ‘hear’ intervals in a chapter 
in volume one entitled Music Theory in Action (Morrell, 2013: 29). The #4 interval is specific, peculiar and in 
many ways unmistakable, but before we think that its effect is therefore consistent and stable, we have to 
remember that textural and stylistic terrain is the ultimate arbiter of context.  
 

 

 

Figure: 18 Track: ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.25 

Figure: 19 Track: ‘Poirot’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.01 
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I talk about this many times, not least in volume two in a chapter called The Intricacy, Sophistication and 
Complexity of Film Music (Morell, 2015: 303). By way of brief supportive examples to illustrate and contextualise 
my point, I shall reference a few pieces which contain the distinctive #4/#11 intervals but where the exact defining 
stylistic context is subtly different in each. If we look at the main title theme from the 2005 documentary series 
Life in the Undergrowth (below, fig 20) we see the #11 (D#) is used in the penultimate bar. This, when played 
alongside the visual introduction, creates a slightly mystical, magical end to the introduction title credits, which 
prepares the viewer for the content and context of the show, which is to illustrate the beauty of nature and 
evolution. More detail can be found in volume two (Morrell, 2013: 28).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the piece below, 02.30 into a track entitled ‘Tape of Vincent’ from the 1999 film Sixth Sense, we see composer 
James Newton Howard making great use of the #11. The specific effect of this interval in context of its musical 
surroundings (texture, orchestration) and in context of its usage as the film intro music, is to create a distinctly 
eerie and anxious feel, explained further in volume one (Morrell, 2013: 90)  
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another track by James Newton Howard entitled ‘The Empire State Building’ from the 2005 Peter Jackson film 
King Kong, makes use of the #4 interval throughout (a short segment transcribed below, fig.22). In this specific 
context, coming 02.41.15 into the movie as King Kong scales the Empire State, the soft textures of the strings are 
at odds with the visual terror and chaos which precedes the scene; all of which presents the creature in a different, 
more sympathetic light than previous versions of the movie. The #4s (denoted with red arrows) create a subtle 
emotion or feeling of wonderment but also apprehension. More context is covered in the first volume in a chapter 
entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’ (Morrell, 2013: 178).  
 

Film: The Sixth Sense (00.00.00.54) Track ‘Tape of Vincent’ (02.30) James Newton Howard 

 

 

 

Figure: 20 TV Show: Life in the Undergrowth’ Cue Sync: 00.00.01 

Figure: 21 Track: ‘Tape of Vincent’ Audio timing: 02.30 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.54 



HEARING IS BELIEVING: FILM MUSIC AND WHAT IT DOES TO US – text copyright © 2020 Brian Morrell 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
# 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compare this to the brash, exuberant and exciting music written by Danny Elfman for the introduction sequence 
to the television show The Simpsons (1989+). The music and the show are covered in detail in a chapter in my 
first volume entitled ‘The Rich Culture and History of TV Music’ (Morrell, 213: 211). The piece is lathered with 
#4 intervals, which are used in abundance along with a comedic approach to orchestration (see below, figure 23). 
In this specific context the #4 has a weird, clumsy comedic effect, rather than the ‘wonderment’ in fig.22. 
Orchestration and context change everything but if one listens to most examples of a #4 in film music, there is an 
emotional link. The #4 is symptomatic of things not of this world, or of a kind of mystical wonder, or often used 
when we simply want to invoke confusion or bafflement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further analysis of themes which include the #4 / #11 as parts of their character is included in my books, not least 
the well-known theme to the 2001 TV show Six Feet Under, by Thomas Newman, featured in volume one 
(Morrell, 2013: 282) and transcribed below. Thomas Newman explained to me that the dynamic he wanted to 
create in SFU was the relationship between the #4 (the A) and the dominant 7th (the Db) found at the start of the 
melody line. These two notes together form the root and major 3rd of an A chord. This, played over an Eb chord, 
is what lends the piece what he called the “far away” feel. This concept definitely underpins the theme. 
 

 

 

 

Figure: 22 Track: ‘Empire State Building’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 02.41.15 

Figure: 23 Track: ‘Main Theme’ Audio timing: 00.00 TV Show sync: 00.00.00 
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Over and above the #4, there are an abundance of different intervals and extensions that can colour the sound of 
music, often adding emotional effect either subtly or directly. I discuss this numerous times across all three 
volumes, the first of which is in the introduction to volume one (Morrell, 2013: 14). My books often cite specific 
emotional meanings generated by the use of specific intervals, but I am generally careful not to suggest that a 
concrete emotional meaning is irretrievably associated with a specific type of interval or extension because 
harmonic and filmic context changes everything.  
                
 
Emotional Meaning, Categorisation and Musical Language  
 
Seeing music helps us to understand how important and consistent structure and form are in the general assembly 
of music. Many people can fall into the trap of contextualising structure and form as simply receptacles into which 
a composer pours his or her uniqueness. Often, when we enjoy the extra dimension of knowledge and perspective 
notation can bring, we realise just how much of the success, consistency and cohesiveness of music belong to 
something that was there already and is not something created anew each time by the composer. Certainly, this is 
my experience, and this knowledge has been liberating 
 
Kramer, when talking about emotion in music, said, “The expression of feeling, for example, may be grounded in 
concepts like form and structure” (Kramer, 2002: 2). Lawrence Zbikowski references music theory and cognition 
and how our experiences relate to our understanding of music, and he says, in context of a wider discussion that 
encompasses the role of theory:  
 

“Anyone’s understanding of music draws on the same cognitive 
processes that humans use to organize their understanding of the world 
as a whole….. These processes create musical concepts…… The act of 
conceptualizing music is the beginning of a whole chain of cognitive 
events ….”  

                                                                                                                (Zbikowski, 2002:4) 
 
So, according to Zbikowski and my own viewpoint, for anyone to properly process music and conceptualise its 
effect and meaning, ultimately they need more than aural stimulation; they need the ability to categorise, classify 
and catalogue what they hear - something with all the benefits a visual representation brings; the ability to 
reference, compare and contrast. Expanding on Zbikowski’s comments about music being understood in the same 
way humans organize their understanding of the world as a whole; if we examine how we actually organize our 
knowledge and understanding of the world, we realise that inevitably much of the information we use to 
understand the world is visual, i.e. pictures and images. It could be said that ultimately, although we use spoken 
and written language to understand, distill, categorise and ultimately contextualise the pictures and images we see 
and the things we experience, ultimately words generally serve the images and experiences. With music, it can be 
argued that we use the visual representation and language of notation to understand something which is itself 
neither visual nor literal, but aural in nature, for most people. Readers use the language of notation to make sense 
of the music they hear; thus the language of notation plays a similar role as the language of words. They both 
serve either visual or aural masters, but they remain our principal means of communication. Many popular music 
scholars contend that the recording is the ‘text’, not the score.  

 

Figure: 24 Track: ‘Six Feet Under’ Audio timing: 00.00 TV show Sync: 00.00.00 
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Possibly different people contextualise ‘text’ in different ways. This may be down to a generally acknowledged 
lack of a universal description of ‘meaning’, something Kramer discusses regularly:   
 

“The second flawed supposition, that music’s non-textural character bars it 
from having text-like meaning is based on a confusion between the medium 
and the message” 

                                                                                                                     (Kramer, 2002: 15) 
 
To embellish my point; in the same way words are themselves used to conceptualise and even create art, as in 
the case of film or theatre, we use notation to conceptualise and create musical art. Indeed, as George Lackoff 
and Mark Johnson state in their landmark book Metaphors We Live By: 
 

 “The Essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of 
thing in terms of another”  
                                                                                (Lakoff/Johnson, 1980:5).  

 
 
We enjoy music by listening to it, but in order to understand it, we experience it in terms of notation. In context 
of these ideas, it is extremely improbable that anyone would gain a full and complete understanding of music 
without being able to read and understand it, as well as aurally hear and appreciate it. Notation converts music 
from the abstract to the literal. I would argue that it is only the heady mixture of sight and sound that makes music 
truly knowable if by ‘know’ we mean ‘understand’. With this ontological position in mind, we can consider that 
a full and proper understanding of music is only possible when we can see it as well as hear it. Certainly I could 
not communicate the vastness of my analysis without notation.  
 
Notation allows me to analyse music coherently and consistency and it means that I, as the author of the books, 
can communicate concepts and ideas to readers of the books, who are mainly composers and/or teachers.      
 
 
The Myth of the Abstract, Non-Reverential World of Music 
 
It is surprising to me that various distinguished authors and composers have regularly commented on what they 
often perceive as the abstract, non-representational world of music. Huron says “Musicians must create sadness 
through abstract, non-representational sounds.” (Huron, 2007: 1). Many have said that music is powerless to 
express anything at all because it does not represent anything. No lesser figure than Stravinsky was clear in his 
thoughts about music and meaning when he said, “If music appears to express something, this is an illusion and 
not reality” (Stravinsky, 1936: 91). But if music doesn’t mean anything or represent anything or express anything, 
why are people moved by it and why is it used in film?  It’s not just because it’s nice to listen to, it’s because it is 
functional; it provides a service in pursuit of a greater achievement – to tell an interesting story in a compelling 
and captivating way. If music was meaningless outside the literal language world only a few understand, it would 
be of no use in film; in fact, it would confuse its audience. Kramer makes one of many comments on the whole 
issue of meaning in music, making a distinction between ‘meaning’ and music ‘being meaningful’. He also talks 
about music working as a medium for what he calls ‘social connection’. 
 

Music may be ‘meaningful’ in the sense that people find it important or that 
it expresses emotions of serves as a medium of social connection, but it 
does all these things without assuming a concrete content.  

 
                                                                                                                          (Kramer 2002: 11) 
 
In my books I talk about music acting as a connective or cohesive force when it mediates between film and the 
listener/viewer. Whenever I refer to music being a functional art form or being functional, as I do many times, I 
am always trying to promote the rationale, sensible, view of film music and film composers, and to try and liberate 
discourse on film music from its tendency in the past to obsess about the characters and personalities of the 
composers, in much the same way books on classical music did, presenting composers as unfathomable geniuses 
whose work was beyond comprehension. Kramer refers to the kind of practical and functional aspect of film music 
I often refer to when he says “Music collapses the sense of distance associated with visuality” (Kramer, 2002: 3).  
This is an interesting point; I make a similar point in the introduction to my first volume, when I say: 
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 “Music can be the emotional bond between you and the film; it can make you 
understand and enjoy the film on a much more heightened level than pictures or 
dialogue alone can achieve”  

                                                                                                      (Morrell, 2013: 12). 
        
In my first book I refer to film music’s pragmatic functional use (Morrell, 2013: 325); in my second book I discuss 
the fact that ultimately all music is ‘functional’ to varying degrees. I make the point that very little music is written 
for no reason whatsoever (Morrell, 2013: 11). I refer to the functionality of John Williams’ masterful score to the 
1994 film Jurassic Park (Morrell, 2013: 226). In my introduction to my third book I go further in tying music’s 
functionality and structure to architecture, drawing what I believe are realistic comparisons between what are seen 
as different, technical and artistic roles (Morrell, 2015: 3). I do not honestly believe that film music is discussed 
in the sobering context of functionality as much as it ought to be. It is often seen as a purely artistic endeavour 
whereas in fact many of the great themes we remember, we remember because of the experience that a 
combination of the film and the music managed to create. Indeed, if film music were purely an indulgent artistic 
endeavour, it is doubtful composers would manage to turn things around as fast as they do. Numerous composers 
I have spoken to have spoken dismissively about lofty concepts such as inspiration, vision and creativity. 
 
Referring to the extremely tight deadline James Horner faced when James Cameron overran the shoot of the 1986 
film Alien, Horner said “If I had to rely on inspiration when I wrote Aliens in two weeks, nothing would get done. 
I relied on existing formulas and ideas which I’ve usually had peculating around my head for months. Then you 
finesse these for whatever project you’re working on” (in conversation with the author, Feb 2008). Also, referring 
to his views on the composing process, Jerry Goldsmith said “Inspiration is spoken about in the most bullshit way 
imaginable. Film composers are constantly thinking stuff up and it all lays dormant and then you get this two-
week deadline and you deliver and everyone thinks you’re a genius. Its bullshit” (In conversation with the author, 
March 2001). I discuss the area of inspiration and associated concepts in great detail in the introduction to my first 
book (Morrell, 2013: 18), when I say: 
 

 “When people listen to music they tap into unconscious or conscious 
memories of existing structures in order to understand, classify and 
rationalise what it is they’re listening to. But this is also how composers write 
music. It’s the same process but undertaken by someone who has the mental 
and emotional faculties to convert their knowledge into the creation of 
musical ideas.” 

 
                                                                                                                      (Morrell, 2013: 18) 
 
The fact that film music is inherently a sobering, methodical and practical pursuit which makes use of many 
harmonic tricks composers have up their sleeve, is the very reason it can be achieved in such a short time. This 
fact does nothing at all to lessen the significance or skill involved in composing, but it places it in a more 
enlightened and less hysterical perspective.  
 
 
How Intervals, rather than notes, guide our perceptions 
 
Hanslick talks about how potentially misleading it is to ascribe specific meaning to a specific type of chord before 
eventually saying: 
 

“…. aesthetically speaking, such primordial distinctive traits are non-existent 
when viewed by the light of those wider laws to which they are subordinate”    
                                   
                                                                                              (Hanslick, 1854.40).  

 
The ‘wider laws’ Hanslick refers to are ultimately context; context is one of the major aesthetic arbiters of how 
we perceive anything, not just music. Therefore it can be argued that many feelings, emotions or even meanings 
are, ultimately transitory in nature because they depend on varying movable contexts. I would agree with Hanslick 
in that chords do not always and universally generate only one type of feeling or meaning; as an example, if we 
play the chord in bar one of figure 22, below (C7b10) we hear what many might refer to as a dark, dirty, rough 
‘jazz’ sound. If you repeat the rhythm in bar two you would achieve something like a decent stylistic 
contextualisation of the chord.  
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If you play the same chord in bar three, the difference in octave, together with the fuller, more closed voicing, 
loses the jazz sound. But if you contextualise the chord ala bar four, you achieve a kind of playful strangeness. If 
you played it on a vibes sound it takes it into the realm of mystery. I can vouch for this; when I lived in London 
in the late 1980s I would occasionally do jazz gigs in the evening and sessions on the BBCTV children’s show 
‘Play School’ in the daytime where this brand of C7b10 was a regular choice. The same ‘chord’ achieves different 
stylistic and emotional results based on the context of its delivery.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The same basic observations can be applied to many examples where we may at first be forgiven for presuming 
that a certain chord has a specific, permanent and immovable stylistic home. 
 
 
The complex relationship between the interval and the note it occupies  
                      
Another example of how a simple note can change its emotional or stylistic character can be found in how notes 
relate to intervals they occupy. In my books a regular, reoccurring theme is the relationship between a sound we 
hear, the note name we call it according to the frequency it generates, and the interval it occupies or temporarily 
represents. A frequency is a scientific fact and a note name and interval are our way of representing the sound in 
a coherent and understandable context. But these are all, ultimately, constructs we create to govern the world of 
sound and music.  
 
Notes are, in effect, singular pieces of theoretical random harmonic energy until they assume the sonic shape of 
the interval they occupy. For example, the note of Eb is fairly meaningless until it begins to take the shape of an 
interval and be surrounded by other notes which form a chord; it could be the min3 of a Cm chord, or the 5th of 
an Eb chord, for example. Or it could be the b10 of the jazz chord we looked at earlier in this appendix. The point 
of all this is that my overriding contention is that listeners can hear – and are aware of – intervallic movement just 
as they are aware of the more obvious and physical movement of a note changing from a Bb to G, for example. It 
is my contention that some of the most satisfying musical experiences happen when the relationship between the 
note and the interval is brought into focus. If we hear the same physical note being repeated but representing 
different intervals each time depending on its surrounding harmonic terrain, it can be argued that this forces us to 
listen to the interval more than the note, which makes us engage on a deeper level. If the note itself was moving 
physically, this is much easier to recognise, but when the note remains static but what it represents intervallically 
moves, this is a deeper, more profound experience because it requires cognitive work on our part to recognise and 
respond to the intervallic context. I talk about these issues in my books a lot, and in-class too because ultimately 
it helps students understand harmony and particularly chord voicing in a much better way. Arrangers and 
orchestrators spend a lot of their time ironing out voicing issues. If they minimise physical movement and ensure 
intervallic movement, it helps the smoothness of voicing. This is because there is much less in terms of notes 
lurching downward or upward 
 
It is my belief, as I have alluded to elsewhere, that people who possess no formal musical knowledge or 
understanding, are nevertheless able to classify, categorise and respond to intervallic movement. Key to this is the 
assumption that people can discriminate between pitches and further that this suggests an ability to distinguish 
and recognise that an interval has changed even if a pitch has remained the same. Bob Snyder, in a section of his 
2000 book Music and Memory, entitled ‘pitch discrimination and memory’ states: 
 

“The total number of different frequencies that a human being can 
discriminate is large. Research suggests a person can perceive at least 
1,400 different frequencies. The tuning system of western European 
music makes use of about ninety different pitches”.  

                                                                                                          (Snyder, 2000: 127) 

 

C7                     C7               F13                 C7  
(b10)  (b10)  (b10)  

Figure: 25 
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At the risk of overdoing it (that ship sailed a long time ago, right?) the reason why harmony works at all, is because 
people aren’t really listening to notes. Unless they have perfect pitch, note names are meaningless. But what they 
are aware of (without realising it) are intervals. An interval is different from a note; a note is just harmonic energy 
whereas the intervals are what give notes identity and emotion. Although people don’t know the names of the 
intervals they’re hearing any more than they know the names of the notes, intervals are different in that the way a 
chord sounds and feels emotionally, is a direct result of our reaction to intervals. This is why we find music so 
attractive and why everyone loves it; because there is an emotional recognition of, and attachment to, intervals.  
 
I have run tests in class to ascertain to what degree people recognise intervallic change, and my results have shown 
that a very high percentage of students not only recognise intervallic change but also recognise that it creates a 
reaction within them, which is subtler and different to the feeling of immediate recognition that accompanies pitch 
change. We recognise pitch change, but an awareness of intervallic changes is a more emotional process. The 
issue of the physical note remaining static whilst the interval moves within it, is contextualised below in a 
transcription of chords featured in a chapter in my first book entitled ‘Music Theory in Action’ (Morrell, 2013: 
42). As we can see (below, fig.26) the move from Am7 to Fmaj9/A is much smoother because only one note 
changes physically (the E to the F). The rest stay where they are, but given the new context in bar two, they ‘mean’ 
something new i.e. they now represent something different, intervallically. This represents good voicing, because 
there is minimal physical movement, and it also ensures listeners enjoy a much subtler experience than would 
otherwise have been the case if more notes moved physically.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I use the figure above, along with others, in class, in order to engage students in the process of interval recognition, 
and in particular the idea that we can change what a chord is, and what we call it, by changing just one note; the 
chord of Am7 changes to become an Fadd9/A simply because the E note shifts up to the F. This is the only note 
which changes physically, but the remaining notes, although remaining static, change their intervallic complexion. 
So when I ask students to tell me which notes have ‘changed’ I am trying to illicit an acknowledgement of 
intervallic change, not physical change. I am also trying to get them to realise that something which changes their 
perception of a chord, what it is, what we call it, is based on an awareness of intervallic context, which is something 
much subtler in terms of our perception of it. A similar idea is when we hear the same interval being repeated, 
albeit attached to different notes, this is where the intervallic context is parallel, but not the notes. This concept is 
nothing new; indeed, one of the first lessons I learned in harmony was avoiding parallel intervals. But a good 
example of deliberate repetition of an interval to elicit a positive reaction created by that interval would be a 
section of a track called ‘Now We Are Free’, by Hans Zimmer, from a 2000 film called Gladiator. This is covered 
in detail in my first book (Morrell, 2013: 167) in context of a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’. 
In the transcription of the track below, I have annotated the melody and also the intervals represented by the 
melody in ratio to the accompanying chords. The main point to be made in this piece lies in bar four, where we 
have the A, G# and F# melody line, which correspond to the min3 and two maj3 intervals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In class before I bring attention to the use of three successive 3rd intervals (one minor and two major) I ask students 
to tell me if there is any segment of the piece which speaks to them. Regularly students choose the section with 
three successive 3rd intervals.  
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Figure: 26 

Figure: 27 Track: ‘Now We Are Free’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 02.22.12 
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I then talk to them about the richness of the 3rd interval; this is something I comment on regularly in my books. I 
discuss the 3rd interval possessing a disproportionate warmth which radiates outwards from the chord, compared 
to other intervals. I discuss this area of study numerous times, not least when discussing Michael Kamen’s music 
for the 2001 television series Band of Brothers in my first book (Morrell, 2013: 285). I also discuss it in a chapter 
called ‘The Deft Touch of Subtlety’ when talking about James Newton Howard’s main theme from the 2002 movie 
Signs (Morrell, 2013: 146). I also discuss the same area when discussing Hans Zimmer’s music to the 2002 film 
The Ring (Morrell, 2013: 137). Many composers have told me that they write to the interval, not the note.  
 

“I write to the interval. The interval is king. You might need the add2, the 
rich 3rd, the stark sus4, the exciting #5…the interval has the colour, not the 
note”  
                                           (James Horner, in conversation with the author) 
 

Kramer’s use of the word and sentence analogy is interesting, especially because he ties the analogy into the 
argument about music possessing meaning. 
 

“Music’s lack of word-and-sentence semantics does nothing to bar if from 
having meaning….” 

                                                                                                                   (Kramer, 2002: 15) 
 
In a lecture I give at college which eventually tackles the chords contained in fig 23 and the cue ‘Now We Are 
Free’, I begin the lecture by asking students to notice that the words ‘Chair’ and ‘Choir’ are identical, save for 
one letter. The point is that one letter can completely change everything about how we perceive not just the word, 
but what it means, despite the fact that the rest of the letters in the word remain intact. I use similar analogies and 
eventually show students a section of a newspaper article about Prince Charles. 
 

 “His comments followed claims that the Prince has secretly seen Mrs 
Parker-Bowles for more than a decade, and as often as once a week” 

                                                               
                                                                                               Birmingham Evening Post 
 
I then show students the article as it actually appeared, which contained a one-letter error, but one which changes 
the complexion of the article completely.  
 

 “His comments followed claims that the Prince has secretly been Mrs 
Parker-Bowles for more than a decade, and as often as once a week” 

 
                                                                                               Birmingham Evening Post 
 
This kind of contextualisation helps students acclimatise to the concept of one, singular ‘thing’ (a note or a letter) 
completely changing the way we perceive the surrounding terrain (i.e. the entire sentence or the entire chord). 
This helps students see harmony as grammar and generally helps contextualise points well, especially potentially 
difficult terrain such as the link between physical notes and the intervals they occupy.   
                         
Many observation of the dynamics contained within the note / interval relationship can be found in many chapters 
of my books. Looking at three stylistically radically different pieces, we will first look at a track called ‘This is 
going to hurt’ from Hans Zimmer’s score to the 2002 film The Ring. We can see that the lower note in the basses 
and cellos goes from the D, where it supports the Dm chord, to the Db, where it now inverts the subsequent Bbm 
chord. The point I make in the book, in much more detail, is that it is precisely the facts that the note goes down 
(from D to Db) but the interval goes up (from the root to the first inversion) that creates the beauty and 
effectiveness of this piece because there are two opposing forces (the note and the interval it represents) making 
two different, opposite journeys. (Morrell, 2013: 137).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

For me this is not just a theoretical 
point or technical observation; it 
effects how people listen. Listeners, 
I believe, are aware of interval 
dynamics and benefit from the 
tension and drama they bring, even 
if they do not know the names or 
terms involved.   

D  
Db  

Figure: 28 Track: ‘This is Going to Hurt’ Audio timing: 00.00 
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The second example concerns the theme tune from the 1992+ popular ITV drama series A Touch of Frost. The 
theme (which comes at the beginning of the show in abbreviated form and in fuller form at the end) was composed 
by John Hiseman and Barbara Thompson, and is transcribed below. The theme is featured in my first book 
(Morrell, 2013: 310) and one of many points I make is the way the theme initially leads us into a false presumption 
and perception of the key centre. Given the lack of supporting harmony, the collective effect of horizontal harmony 
leads us into the presumption of a Dm / F major key centre at the start of the cue. Given the public’s ability to 
remember, categorise and classify the different harmonies they hear through a kind of quasi understanding of 
music theory I have alluded to elsewhere in my portfolio, they are lead to believe in the reality of a key centre of 
Dm / F major.   
 
When we arrive at bar six, we hear the Fm chord, which throws us and darkens the mood of the music and the 
images it accompanies. The final surprise is that the theme finally begins in earnest in bar eight, at which point it 
reveals itself to be in the key of Cm. The initial Dm presumption isn’t something which is felt literally by (except 
those with ‘perfect pitch’ and a knowledge of harmony is used) in that they cannot locate and do not know the 
literal name of the chord; but the effect of the denial of expectation created by the apparent Dm, together with the 
surprise on hearing the Fm and then the Cm, is just as palpable regardless. One needs to read and understand 
harmony literally to understand the events, but not to merely realise, be aware of and ultimately benefit from and 
enjoy the result.    
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another example of the dynamic between notes and the intervals they represent is not in the book, but is one I use 
in lectures, and I have put it in this appendix for context: David Lowe’s distinctive music which accompanied the 
rebranding of BBC News in 1999 to accompany the millennium was interesting and evocative. The way the feeling 
of expectation and inevitability was harnessed and delivered expertly by exploiting the dynamic between the 
interval and note was extremely successful. The melody note was meant to mimic immortalise the famous ‘Radio 
4 pip’ which used to announce the news in bygone years. Lowe used the ‘pip’ sound (the Bb) as a static melody 
note, which means that what people were really listening to wasn’t the note, but the interval; changing chordal 
accompaniments altered our intervallic perception of the Bb ‘pip’ sound, ensuring the note would never become 
as tedious and boring to listen to as it would have been had the Bb remained stating the same interval throughout. 
Toward the end of the piece (featured below) the Bb note constitutes a maj3rd when it appears over the Gb chord, 
then a 2nd (when it appears an octave higher over the Ab chord), and finally a 1st (when it appears over the Bb 
tonic chord).  
 

 

Initial perception – Dm / F 

 

Fm chord 
appears (not 
transcribed) 

Figure: 29 Track: ‘Theme from Frost’ Audio timing: 02.32 
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Thus the melody line remains static, save for the octave jump, but the intervallic context goes from 3 to 2 to 1. 
And it is this feeling of inevitability contained in the interval, not the note, which creates the sense of completion. 
Figure 30, below, contains the transcription of the final few bars of the piece. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 31 below, shows the sequence with accompanying TV pictures and graphics to show how the inevitability 
generated by the clever use of intervals is locked into the equally clever use of the ‘clock’ to denote the arrival of 
‘the hour’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A final word on the triumph of the interval over the note it accompanies, is contained in book one where I 
discuss Debussy’s manipulation of intervals in his piece Claire De La Lune in a chapter entitled ‘The Deft 
Touch of Subtlety’ (Morrell, 2013: 138). This is significant to this appendix because it explains the importance 
of intervallic context in impressionist music.       
 
 

 

 

Fig.31 

Figure: 30 Track: ‘BBC Roll’ Audio timing: 01.24 

Figure: 31 
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Harmony by Suggestion, not by Statement: The Power of Memory and Our Aural Past 
 
An issue I mention regularly in my books is the concept of creating harmony by insinuation, suggestion or 
inference. Zbikowski said: 
 

“The act of conceptualising music is the beginning of a whole chain of 
cognitive events that allow us to theorise about music and to analyse the 
things that populate our aural past, present and future…”  
 

                                                                                                                 (Zbikowski, 2002: 4) 
 
The reference to ‘our aural past’ is interesting because this ties in with my general contention that everything we 
listen to is remembered; everything is stored on a cognitive hard drive, ready to be consciously or subconsciously 
accessed when we listen to music. So when Zbikowski refers to “our aural past” it can be argued that he is 
referring to our memory of the thousands of experiences we have of music, and when he refers to “confronted 
with musical sound”, this surely includes harmony. Part of the enjoyment we gain from listening to any music, 
but particularly music set to film, is the subconscious challenge we face in understanding its relevance to the film 
and gaining pleasure from it; after all, Kramer says: “Music forms the remainder of every experience it engages” 
(Kramer, 2002: 4). My simple contention is that the level of engagement needed to enjoy music in the way we do, 
and to gain satisfaction from the context it brings to a visual situation, would not be possible unless we had a deep 
relationship with it, a deeper understanding of it, and a deeper awareness of it.  
 
 
How do we Hear Things Which Aren’t There? 
 
If we are able to understand harmony then we are able, to some degree, to locate the memory of something similar 
with which to compare it. What Temperley says is interesting and relevant because it often refers to probability 
in context of how music conveys and communicates.  
 
When referring to Leonard Meyer, Temperley suggests “Meyer was the first to suggest that musical 
communication could be viewed in probabilistic terms” (Temperley, 2007:19). It is my contention, as I have stated 
elsewhere, that the public’s ‘unconscious understanding’ of harmony can guide them when categorising music. 
But it can be argued that the same cognitive abilities also help them recreate a piece of harmony which is missing, 
based on the fact that under similar situations, the piece of harmony under question would have been there.  
 
I talk about these ideas in volume one in a chapter entitled ‘The Deft Touch of Subtlety’ in context of Hans 
Zimmer’s score to the 2002 film The Ring (Morrell, 2013.135) and I discuss it in volume one in a chapter entitled 
‘The Harmonic Power of Music, where I talk about a 1986 film called Defence of the Realm (Morrell, 2013.195). 
But I discuss it many other times and in different contexts. In the chapter ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’ in 
volume one, in context of the 2004 film The Day After Tomorrow (Morrell, 2013.169), I discuss the very opening 
of the movie and the haunting vocal line which accompanies the strings (transcribed below).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The cue features an A note rising to the Bb, over a D bass but we ‘hear’ the piece in context of the feeling of a 
minor harmonic accompaniment. Why is this?  We all spend our lives listening to music, some of which will 
involve simple melodies in minor keys. In such scenarios, the appearance of the min6th interval will be regular 
and fairly standard. The appearance of the min6th would be much less prevalent if a piece was in a major key.  

 

Figure: 32 Track: ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ Audio timing: 00.23 
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Therefore, when we listen to the piece above, although there is no minor or major 3rd played, we fill in the missing 
gaps and our minds create the aesthetic assumption of a minor chord; even though this is not what we hear, it is 
what we remember. But if we are being fair we must also acknowledge that other contexts and events create the 
feeling of a minor key, not just the Bb (min6th); the low strings play the D, which summon up feelings of anxiety 
largely based on similar appearances of such textures, in a film context. Also the fact that we have deliberately 
and knowingly gone to watch a film which we already know is about global environmental catastrophe. That said, 
had we gone to see a vacuous ‘Rom Com’ and been confronted with an A to Bb haunting vocal melody over a 
low D octaved strings, we would probably have still been lead to the feeling of a minor accompaniment – but 
perhaps not quite as emphatically as was the case with The Day After Tomorrow. Thus in the case of The Day 
After Tomorrow, the music was essentially providing a functional and duplicative role.   
 
The movie Halloween (1978) has a distinctive musical soundtrack, which is so specific that it functions almost 
as a sonic logo for the franchise, forty years after it was first shown.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Essentially the aesthetic assumption we create to accompany this supposedly ‘unaccompanied’ melody we hear 
creates a silent chordal accompaniment of F#m. We ‘hear’ the F#m because other minor chord experiences we 
remember will have had melodies that included the minor 6th interval. So when we listen to Halloween, our brains 
happily fill in the missing harmonic context. When I was in the industry we would refer to such melodies (which 
imply their own chordal accompaniment) as ‘bullet-proof melody lines’. Many composers eschew the notion of 
‘unaccompanied melody’, especially film composers; because they know, perhaps more than most, that often best 
harmonic accompaniment happens in the mind of the listener. James Horner said, “Unaccompanied melodies are 
nothing of the sort; you create your harmonies by guiding the listener down the road you want to go down” (phone 
conversation in 2008 with James Horner). 
 
I featured the music to Halloween in much more detail in my second book:   
 

“The D note is not found in the major scale of F# but it is found in the open and 
harmonic minor scale of F#. So despite implicitly avoiding the minor 3rd, it speaks 
via the power of conjecture, probability and association. Sometimes you don’t 
need notes to actually be there. They just need to seem to be there. The 
overwhelming majority of listeners will be unaware of the history and heritage of 
harmonic presumption and how it directs them. They don’t need to understand or 
read music to be beneficiaries of the power it exerts.”  

                                                                                                                           (Morrell, 2013: 115) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The music is featured in my second book in a 
chapter called ‘The Complexity of Harmony’ 
(Morrell, 2013: 114) 

Figure: 33 Track: ‘Halloween Main Title’ 
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How Harmony Leads us into Temptation – The Insatiable Emotion of Musical Expectation 
 
This section addresses the issue of one of the reasons how and why music is such an attractive, aesthetic and 
functional addition to film, by virtue of how it subconsciously entices audiences to believe, accept and expect a 
particular chordal experience, only to enjoy the wonderful experience that the element of surprise brings.   
 
 
Film Music and Memory 
 
A book I have already referenced which skirts the edges of how music might communicate is David Temperley’s 
2007 book Music and Probability. By way of context, in my own books I regularly discuss how film music often 
creates attention by doing something different to what is probable, e.g. what we subconsciously expected. 
Subheadings such as ‘how harmony leads us into temptation’ (Morrell, 2013: 128) and phrases such as “people 
listen in predictable ways because music is structured in consistent predictable ways to accommodate our 
expectations” (Morrell, 2013: 12) are typical of many of my observations and these are concurrent with 
Temperly’s suggestions. He observed that because “we are constantly confronted with uncertainty as to what will 
occur next, we form expectations”, but crucially he then says, talking once again of Meyer, “in Meyer’s view 
music only conveys meaning and expressive effect when expectations are violated in some way” (Temperley, 
2007:19). There is a symmetry between Temperley’s thoughts and my own; in my own book I state: 
 

 “….in general, composers either bow to the weight of expectation … or they 
subtly distort or dislocate our expectations and create something which, whilst not 
qualifying as groundbreaking, is nevertheless ‘new’ or ‘original’ in its application 
or context”  
                                                                                                  (Morrell, 2013: 23).  

 
As to what listeners expect and why they expect it (and why, therefore, music which denies expectation can often 
grab people’s attention) we return to Sloboda and The Musical Mind (1985) in which he states, “The reason that 
most of us take part in musical activity is that music is capable of arousing in us deep and significant emotions” 
before later saying “most of our responses to music are learned” (Sloboda, 1985:1). This is an important point 
because it corresponds to Temperley’s thoughts and my own in underscoring the weight and power of tradition 
and habit in terms of how we digest what we are ‘used to’ and therefore what we ‘expect’.  
 
Below I will chronicle some of the many examples I have uncovered which show how and why music which in 
some small way denies or confounds our expectations can be so effective. In order to show a good cross-section 
of TV series and films, both historically and aesthetically, I will deliberately use examples from radically different 
contexts which nevertheless prove the same point. The first example is from the 2001 film Pearl Harbour, with 
music by Hans Zimmer. We examine a track called ‘I Will Come Back’. We join the track 00.29 in, and examine 
the way Zimmer sets up an expectation for something which doesn’t happen. This is featured in more detail in 
book one (Morrell, 2013: 128). In class I play students the section below and ask them to hypothesise where the 
piece will go, post-bar four of the phrase.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Inevitably students tend towards safety and choose Gm. Some observe the key signature and try and think outside 
the box, and choose chords such as Eb or Bb, or even G major. If we examine the fuller version, below, we can 
see Zimmer goes from D to Dm. This is a classic case whereby the chord change is not necessarily shocking, only 
mildly surprising. It is not even the music which makes this surprising; only the context of the expectation we 
have programmed into us when we listen.  

 

Figure: 34 Track: ‘I Will Come Back’ Audio timing: 00.30 



HEARING IS BELIEVING: FILM MUSIC AND WHAT IT DOES TO US – text copyright © 2020 Brian Morrell 

 

Further, it is the crossover from the D to Dm chord which acts as the centre of gravity of the piece. Alone, the first 
four bars are uneventful, as is the music from bar five onwards. It can be argued, as I do in my books regularly, 
that the emotion of music is normally felt in the cracks - between the bars when we experience the transition from 
one chord to another.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zimmer does something similar in the same film score during the main title theme, titled ‘Tennessee’ (Morrell, 
2013: 182). Again, at the end of bar eight of figure 36 Zimmer sets the audience up for a return to bar one. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bar nine onwards of the same piece (figure 37, below) reveals that Zimmer deviates from the path many might 
presume he would take (Morrell, 2013: 183).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following cue, examined in book one (Morrell, 2013: 130) is titled ‘Des Dies Mercuri Martius’ and is from 
the opening sequence to the 2003 film The Da Vinci Code. There are many surprises in this intro: firstly, the initial 
chord of Dm is skewed by having a 2nd sandwiched in the voicing and by virtue of being inverted over the A.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure: 35 

Figure: 36 Track: ‘Tennessee’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.01 

Figure: 37 
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These additions Zimmer has added manage to blur the identity of the chord and thus create a feeling of drama and 
mystery because they represent something based on – but different from – what they know. In addition, the second 
and third bassline entries (bars seven / eight and eleven / twelve) land and subsequently settle on non-root intervals, 
which distort and dramatise.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A little later (Morrell, 2013: 131) in the same cue, the basses and cellos slide dramatically down and land on the 
D. There is a natural and enormous assumption here that the piece is culminating in Dm, but the D turns out to 
be a 3rd of the subsequent Bb chord.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is pertinent because this is a specific and precise trick that Zimmer repeats in many films, even retaining the 
same key. The following cue is called ‘Hummel Gets the Rockets’ is from a 1996 film The Rock. We can see in 
bars seven and eight that Zimmer sets us a presumption of a return to Dm, only to take the piece to Bb – the same 
thing he did in The Da Vinci Code. (Morrell, 2013: 133)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure: 38 Track: ‘Dies Mercuri’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.04 

Figure: 39 

Figure: 40 Track: ‘Hummel Gets The Rockets’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.36 

Dm/A 
(add2) Dm 

Dm/C 
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And he does exactly the same thing again (bars nine and ten) in the 1995 film Crimson Tide in a cue called ‘Roll 
Tide’ (Morrell, 2013: 133)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I would like to turn finally to the issue of single notes and how we perceive them, intervallically. When we looked 
at the score to The Day After Tomorrow and how the A and Bb notes signified Dm by virtue of the use of the min 
6th, we were looking at how intervals can lead our perceptions of silent chords, and further how the slightest use 
of intervals can have a ‘butterfly effect’ on our perception implied harmony. But what do humans do when they 
hear only one note, with no other harmonic context to guide them? It is reasonable to assume that they would 
contextualise the note as a root. Thus, if we hear a lone D note, we assume it to be the root of a D-based chord, 
such as D major or minor. This is certainly what composers think, because they have utilised this very idea in film 
music. If we look at the 2010 film Monsters, this film’s prologue music (composed by John Hopkins) begins with 
a single note of G. Because there is a silent, subconscious expectation of a specific interval, when the interval is 
finally applied to the chord the feeling of gentle surprise is extremely effective. This would not be the case unless 
we felt intervals (Morrell, 2015: 144)    
  
 
                        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion to this introductory chapter 
 
My books were written in part as an antidote to what I saw as a large number of works, described more fully 
earlier, which, although professing to analyse music, usually did so in a mainly descriptive way, which did not 
always answer the big questions, such as how or why film music functioned in certain situations, much less how 
such music created feelings of emotion. Looking back, I think it can be argued that this lack of detail, context and 
clarity is for three reasons; firstly, as I found out myself when writing this commentary, a more thorough and 
detailed approach requires not just research on film music, but also context into meaning and emotion in music 
generally, which is to be found only by researching fundamentally different texts and theories. Secondly, given 
the lack of music theory and notation in many film music and music text books, it is reasonable to presume that a 
strong reliance on music theory would alienate swathes of potential readership to a point that would make books 
economically unviable.  

 

 

 

 

Figure: 41 Track: ‘Roll Tide’ Audio timing: 00.00  

Figure: 42 Track: ‘Prologue’ Audio timing: 00.00 Film Cue Sync: 00.00.20 
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The third reason is more complex in that it involves a general desire in some books (detailed earlier) to romanticise 
the creative arts, including music composition, to venerate composers and concentrate on the spectacle that music 
has become, rather than the reality of what it actually is and more importantly how it is achieved. When 
composition is discussed in over-glorified and sometimes shallow terms and when composers are viewed almost 
as magicians or alchemists, ironically it can do them a disservice in that it can infantilise the discussion and gloss 
over the very real and hard-earned skills achieved and the tremendous ability involved.  
 
If we really, truly and honestly think that the legendary John Williams employs magic to create his scores then 
we need locking up. Even if we refer to him as a genius we need locking up, because by using that one word we 
have revealed that we can’t think of numerous other words or ways there to adequately honour the great man’s 
skills, abilities and emotional awareness. I have written thousands of words on Williams alone, in my various 
books; I have hopefully distilled many of the skills and abilities he has and how this informs his work. I avoid 
using Genius because the word is a cop-out. It means you can’t think beyond one simple word. If we think 
Williams’ abilities are beyond belief then we do him a tremendous disservice because we stop looking for the 
truth. We almost buy into the notion that it’s all done by magic or some kind of alchemy. Also, trust me on this – 
the truth is actually much, much better than simply believing in magic. The truth is so rewarding to know. It’s 
much better than simply saying ‘genius’ and closing the conversation. When I analysed ET and Jurassic Park it 
was life-changing. For me to realise the full, complex enormity of what he’d done and, more importantly, how 
he’d done it, and to think that for him they were just gigs, was just unbelievable. It's times like that when you 
realise that describing him as a genius just doesn’t cut it. Every time you think of describing anybody as a genius 
just imagine I’m going to leap out from behind a parked car, take you away and lock you up until you’ve figured 
out something worth saying. John Williams does not have a magic wand. He possesses skills and abilities which 
are fantastic but they are real. This is not The X Files - this is really happening. He really is that good. He does 
not wear a cape or carry a wand. He doesn’t live on Krypton; he lives in an unassuming bungalow outside Los 
Angeles. What he does is real. And when he’s not here anymore people will wish they’d spent the time adequately 
and properly honouring his supreme skill without resorting to crude media stereotypes and obsessing over the 
‘spectacle’ music has become. 
 
Guy Debord covers the idea that we are taken in by the spectacle of what something is rather than the reality, in 
much more general terms, outside the area of music, in his 1994 book Society of the Spectacle, but his sentiments 
can still be applied to this discussion. He says: 
 

“In the present age, which prefers … representation to reality, 
appearance to essence, truth is considered profane and only illusion 
is sacred.” 

                                                                                                                  (Debord, 1994: 6) 
 
He wasn’t talking about Matt Schrader’s The Score but he might as well have been. He later says that the 
‘spectacle’ is the pursuit of “an official language of universal separation” (Debord, 1994: 7). What he’s referring 
to is a separation from the truth in favour of a more exciting or digestible reality; the Disney version of reality, 
perhaps. John Locke was an English philosopher and physician. He rejected the idea of humans being born with 
innate knowledge. He said we all belong with a clean slate. Locke maintained that knowledge is gained via two 
methods, called ‘sensation’ and ‘reflection’. Sensation refers to the human senses and how they experience the 
world they see and hear, but reflection is what gives rise to ideas. Reflection is important and if, as Debord 
suggests, we prefer the enjoyment of spectacle, this will wean us off the ability to reflect; to think. Another book, 
which could not be more different from Debord’s, but which makes the same point in a different way, is a 2018 
book by David Hepworth called Nothing is Real, which says, when referring to the legacy of The Beatles: 
 

“In the course of our forty-five-year love affair with the Beatles, 
something important was lost; their craft became obscured by their 
artistry, their artistry disappeared into their significance and their 
significance was eventually folded inside their legend. The result is that 
they are underrated for the work they did and overrated, if anything, 
for what it meant.” 

                                                                                                                   (Hepworth, 2018: 3) 
 
Hepworth’s point was that by overcooking the reverence and concentrating far too much on the legacy and ‘what 
it all meant’, we actually risk not knowing or understanding what it was that they actually did. We prefer to 
romanticise and idolise, and by so doing we risk exaggerating the story to the point where it becomes pure 
veneration and subjective opinion.    
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Earlier I referred to the disconnect between film music and what is written about it; whilst Debord’s and 
Hepworth’s points are much more general, and whilst I am not wishing to disparage any of the many valuable and 
informative books I have read on film music, it can be argued that some of them (either by nature of their 
preoccupation with purely descriptive writing or their obsession with simple, romanticised easy-to-digest 
narratives of how film music is composed – let us not forget Horner’s comment, “They only want the razzmatazz” 
- along with a reluctance to utilise music theory, much less analyse film music harmony to suggest or hypothesise 
meaning), offer little in terms of how film music is actually composed, why it is composed, how it works 
functionally and pragmatically, and what, if any, emotions or meanings can be derived.   
   
In order to tie-up any loose ends, I am drawn inevitably back to the issue of meaning: 
 

“Music may be what we think it is; it may not be. Music may be feeling 
or sensuality but it may also have nothing to do with emotion or 
physical sensation. In some cultures there are complex categories for 
thinking about music; in others there seems to be no need whatsoever 
to contemplate music. What music is remains open to question at all 
times and in all places.” 

                                                                                                                  (Bohlman, 1999: 17) 
 
My contention, as I have alluded to in my earlier books and this introduction, is that meaning and emotion 
experienced as a result of anything, but in this case, music, is something we create and generate; it is not, as some 
might assume, something which resides in the music. Music has to be heard and listened to by us; only when we 
interpret and experience it does emotion, much less meaning, occur; whatever emotions and meanings may happen 
are personal to us, but because of the way we, as humans, are wired, whatever emotional experience one person 
has, is likely shared by others. Lerdahl and Jackendoff say in their 1983 book A Generative Theory of Music:   
 

“It is evident that a listener perceives music as more than a mere 
sequence of notes with different pitches and durations; one hears 
music in organised patterns.” 

                                                                                     (Lerdahl and Jackendoff, 1983: x) 
 
Equally, Charles Nussbaum, in his 2007 book The Musical Representation, says: “Musical events are physically 
capable of performing representational functions” and further, maybe in a nod towards film music, states 
“musical events are representational and are used to represent by their producers and consumers”. (Nussbaum, 
2007: 22).  
 
 
What Does Music Represent in the Mind of the Listener? 
 
If we are to tackle the issue of ‘meaning in music’ and look at what music represents in the minds of listeners and 
viewers, we need to examine some of the academic and intellectual dynamics within this area of study. Is music 
capable of representing a definite emotion? Hanslick says: 
  

“…a certain class of ideas, however, is quite susceptible of being 
adequately expressed by means which unquestionably belong to the 
sphere of music proper.”  

                                                                                                           (Hanslick, 1854: 39).  
 
In order to try and understand the issue of meaning in music, we must also tackle the assumption built into the 
phrase; if we say ‘meaning in music’ we inadvertently imply that whatever meaning we experience resides literally 
in the music. As I have already alluded to, I contend that it is both single and group human interaction with music 
that enables us to gain emotion and meaning from music, not that the emotion or meaning was always there, in 
the music, somehow waiting to be found.  
 
Different people could listen to the same piece of music and gain broadly similar but subtly different emotional 
experiences, so whatever emotions or meanings music has are ours, not its. Many emotions and feelings we distill 
from the film music we experience tend to produce similar emotions in different people because it has been 
designed deliberately with this in mind. This is why film music is such a great vehicle to study how music affects 
us, emotionally; that, after all, is the point of it.  
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If film music was incapable of creating emotion, generating feelings and generating often quite specific emotions 
which are shared by the many, not just the few, it would not have lasted the hundred years it has. MGM producer 
Irving Thalberg said, “Without music there wouldn’t have been a film industry at all” (Morrell, 2013: 15). Lerdhal 
and Jackenhoff refer to “the musical intuitions of the experienced listener” who they say “need never have studied 
music” but may possess a “largely unconscious knowledge” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff, 1983:3). The effect of film 
music in the one hundred years of its existence proves this and supports my theory that listeners possess a ‘quasi’ 
understanding of harmony, expressed several times in this commentary. Talking about film music’s specific ability 
in film to pre-empt or foreshadow events, Powell states: 
 

“Psychological tests in this area have shown that music helps you 
understand what’s going on and makes it easier for you to forecast what 
sort of thing is going to happen next.” 

                                                                                                                    (Powell, 2016: 92) 
 
 
Unconscious Knowledge, ‘Air Analysis’ and music as an emotional language 
 
As I have alluded to elsewhere, the fact that many listeners often experience broadly the same kinds of emotional 
experiences from listening to the same piece does not imply that whatever emotion it suggests literally lies in the 
music. If it did, then Rupert (my cat) would enjoy the same emotional experience I do from listening to film music. 
Whatever experience we have is something we generate; something we create as a response to the stimuli of music; 
if music has any meaning then we are it.  
 
It is thought that feelings are often verbalised in the mind whereas emotions are mostly internal abstract mental 
experiences that are wordless and not distilled into language in one’s mind. So if music really is the ultimate 
emotional language it would explain why many people are powerless to explain or verbalise their thoughts on the 
music they have heard; it is because music communicates emotionally and emotion is something our brains do 
not verbalise. Ask most people what they think after listening to music and they will talk not about the music but 
about what it does to them. Their description becomes personalised, internal and more about their experience. 
This is perhaps why it remains abstract and sometimes unquantified; because the real language of music is 
emotion, not the grammar of harmony.  The reason film music is so successful is because listeners get broadly the 
same emotional experience when listening to any carefully cultivated piece of film music, and this is because 
people decode and distill music in much the same way they do many things in life; i.e. broadly the same way as 
each other. We are all connected and we live our lives and live out our experiences in broadly similar ways. In 
this chapter I referred to a kind of ‘quasi understanding’ of harmony; how people build up vast deposits of 
information about harmony, along with supportive emotional context on how and in what way harmony is used; 
all this without the theoretical knowledge or tools to understand music ‘properly’. But how do we know without 
knowing? How is it possible to understand without understanding? I would argue that a quasi-understanding is 
not just possible but probable; although people lack the theoretical knowledge of harmony and musical grammar, 
they understand the emotional language that music ultimately is. Arnie Cox talks about mimetic comprehension 
– the idea of remembering by mimicking, in his 2017 book Music – Embodied Cognition. The ability to recognise 
pitch is ingrained within us, he says.   
            

“Our ability as infants to detect (perceive) differences in timbre, pitch, 
contour and rhythm likely has an innate foundation…..infants also imitate 
contour, timbre and rhythm as early as six weeks of age” 

                                                                                                                              (Cox, 2017: 18) 
 
He talks about the well-known concept of ‘air guitar’ (Cox, 2017: 19). But it can be argued that this basic concept 
can be applied to people building up databases of knowledge centred around remembering specific intervals, 
harmonies and their likely usage, guided by music’s universal language - emotion; a kind of air analysis or air 
harmonic recognition?  
 
I would argue that the concept of analysis and need to learn and evolve is within us from very early on; humanity 
has to find a reason for things; things do not amount to much unless we can attach context or meaning to them. 
With music, conscious or unconscious analysing and categorising is part of the enjoyment of music, all guided by 
the emotional connection music creates for everyone. After all, why do we all analyse and categorise if not with 
the central intent of finding enjoyment, emotional fulfilment, or even ‘meaning’?  
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As Philip Ball rightly points out in his 2010 book The Music Instinct: 
 

“Music is a whole brain activity. You need logic and reason. You need 
unconscious mechanical processes for sorting pitch and classifying rhythm 
and metre, as well as bits of the mind that govern language of movement.” 
 

                                                                                                                              (Ball, 2010: 410). 
 
But the lack of a universal description of ‘meaning’ has always been problematic, something Kramer observes: 
 

“The …. flawed supposition, that music’s non-textural character bars it from 
having text-like meaning is based on a confusion between the medium and 
the message.” 

                                                                                                                           (Kramer, 2002: 15) 
 
Powell refers to another one of many experiments he cites, this time undertaken with an audience watching clips 
from the 1985 film Witness (music by Maurice Jarre).  
 

“Participants were shown the one-minute long clip with one of five 
soundtracks: silence, speech only, sound effects, a combination of speech, 
sound effects and music, or the original ‘music only’ version. The viewers 
found that ‘music alone’ was even more effective than dialogue in getting the 
desired message across.”  

                                                                                                                               (Powell, 2016: 92) 
    
Given the results of these and other studies, we can say with some certainty that in many situations emotions 
generated within us by the wordless, ‘illiteral’ language of film music can be remarkably accurate in conveying 
mood and emotion and sometimes as good, if not better, than actual words to convey meaning. Perhaps the worst 
aspect of Stravinsky’s formalist position, his relentless proposition that any notion of meaning in music outside 
formal music structure was impossible, which we discussed earlier, is the inherent snobbery engrained in the 
opinion that you need to be an expert in music in order to appreciate it at all. As Ball says, this “leads to an arid 
brand of music appreciation that banishes any emotion aside from a lofty sense of formal beauty” (Ball, 2010: 
386). Deryck Cooke, in his 1959 book The Language of Music, famously, and perhaps unwisely, attempted to 
decode the language of music, translating specific types of chords or sequences into literal equivalents. He was 
derided by many, but one must remember that what he was trying to do was offer an antidote to the direction he 
perceived many of his contemporaries were going in the late 1950s, which was to decry and dismiss the notion 
that music might actually mean something. Fearing that such talk inevitably leads to pure subjectivity in the 
analysis of music, many were happy to fall in line with Stravinsky’s view that analysis of music ‘must limit itself 
to the question of form’ (Ball, 2010: 383). Whatever the misgivings about Cooke’s motives or the precision (or 
not) of his findings, he was right that analysis limited purely to a discussion about form made music a ‘mere 
decorative art’, as opposed to how he saw music, which was as ‘an exploration of the human condition’.  (Ball, 
2010: 383). In a bid to uncover what is meant by ‘meaning’ and referencing the widely held view that it is not 
music’s inability to create meaning which is at fault, rather the inability of conventional language to enable us to 
properly articulate it, we are reminded of Jack Westrup (professor of music at Oxford during the mid-20th Century) 
who said:  
 

“Strictly speaking you cannot write about music; music expresses what 
it has to say in its own terms and you cannot translate these into 
language.” 

                                                                                                                       (Ball, 2010: 382). 
 
To focus for a moment on whether meaning is a result of our experience and interpretation of what music sounds 
like or what it implies or suggests, it’s interesting to read Alan Stephen’s 2015 book Why We Think The Things 
We Think, which refers to whether words have meanings when it states:  
 

“Philosophical attempts to ascertain whether words have meanings have centred 
on the idea that the definition of words (and hence their meaning) comes about 
from the interplay between the sign and the object to which they refer”.  
                                                                                                      
                                                                                                    (Stephen, 2015.42) 
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The key moment in that sentence is the assumption that definition equals meaning. Therefore, we could argue, the 
meaning of music resides in its definition. But who defines what a person listens to other than the person? And 
let us not forget Aaron Copeland, who said music ‘expresses a state of meaning for which there exists no adequate 
words in any language’ (Ball, 2010: 383). The ability to say precisely what is ‘meant’ by anything, reminds us of 
poet Walter Pater’s famous claim that ‘all art constantly aspires toward the condition of music’ (Ball, 2010: 382).  
 
It seems that nobody truly knows what music ‘means’, but of one thing we can be sure; it definitely means 
something. If anything proves this, film music does. Otherwise, what’s all the fuss about? 


