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For the purposes of continuity and consistency, I am going to presume you’ve already read my first three books 
(How Film and TV Music Communicate – volumes 1-3). However, by way of re-examining some of the themes 
in those books, chapter one of this book - ‘What Film Music Does To Us’ - will revisit some of the ideas, theories 
and concepts discussed in my previous books, along with some new approaches, ideas and areas for discussion. 
Chapter 1 also contains elements of my recent PhD. It will therefore be a lot heavier than most of the other 
chapters. If you suffer from insomnia, chapter 1 will do the trick. 
 
I wrote my first book in 2013 (How Film and TV Music Communicate) and it became too big almost immediately; 
I just could not stop listening, transcribing and analysing. So one book became two books. These were published 
online and, contrary to what I thought would happen, they were downloaded in large numbers. I received (and 
still receive) many emails from students and professionals from many different parts of the world, who liked the 
way I had tried to demystify film music. Even though my books were by no means easy to read, many said I had 
made film music more accessible, more understandable and more achievable. This spurred me on to write a third 
book (How Film and TV Music Communicate, Vol III) which was published in 2015.  
 
Four years have passed since the last book was written and published. To date there have been nearly 40,000 
downloads. Since I wrote the last book I have written an honours degree programme in Film Music, of which I 
am head. Also I have completed a PhD based on my books and a wider study of meaning and emotion in film 
music. Now this is complete I feel the need to write another series of books as I think there is more to be said. 
When I planned this book I realised there was too much material for one volume, so this is Volume 1 of what I 
hope will be three volumes. I will see what happens. A book, like music and like life itself, takes on a journey of 
its own and develops its own dynamic as it evolves. It will decide.  
 
My dad passed away three years ago and I have dedicated this book to him; he was a musician and he had a great 
love of music, which he gave to me. I can still remember him playing TV themes on our upright piano. I remember 
him particularly playing the themes from Man in a Suitcase and The Persuaders, popular British detective series 
in the 1970s. I was completely mesmerised by these themes and many others he played. He encouraged me to 
play piano; I played from the age of 4 and when I was a teenager he suggested I took up the trombone and learned 
to read music. From the age of 13 right through to when I went to college five years later, I remember my dad 
taking me to hundreds of rehearsals and gigs with various bands, Big Bands and orchestras. Trombonists usually 
sit in the middle of a Big Band and it was this unique position that made me notice the sounds going on around 
me. Because I have ‘absolute pitch’ I could hear the notes and intervals. I still remember being mesmerised about 
how music worked. This lead to me becoming an arranger, orchestrator and eventually a composer of TV music. 
All roads lead back to my dad, and I think about him every day.  
 
Back to the book: there are a small handful of occasions where I have revisited films or television shows which 
were already analysed in one of my previous books. Generally, I do not like to dwell on a subject or go back and 
rewrite or reissue old books. They are what they are, and if we are forever to go back rectifying older work then 
we live in a world with no past and no future, just an eternal present. That said, the reasons for revisiting films or 
TV already analysed is either due to analysing different cues or if there is something genuinely new to say. 
 
This book will, like the last three, examine film music; what it is, why it works and how it works. But its remit is 
more philosophical this time, hence the title ‘Hearing Is Believing - Film Music and What It Does to Us’. More 
attention is given this time to how and why music creates emotion, feeling and even meaning. Chapter 1 – ‘What 
Film Music Does to Us’ is particularly heavy-duty in terms of philosophical theorising. Also, as I said earlier, it 
also acts to revisit aspects of the first three books, just to make sure everyone’s on the same page. There is a wide 
variety of titles and genres featured. Perhaps the broadest chapter, the one with the widest breadth of sub-genres 
within one chapter, is chapter 2, ‘Film Drama’. This includes films which vary greatly in terms of the style and 
type of films featured; everything from the contemporary and moody electronic textures of Cliff Martinez’s 
Arbitrage through to the traditional and folk-influenced orchestral textures of John Cameron’s Kes, and from 
Danny Elfman’s Good Will Hunting through to Eddie Vedder’s music to Into the Wild. Despite the rich and diverse 
films featured in this book, there are only ever really three questions for anyone wanting to know about film 
music: What is it doing, why is it doing it, and how is it doing it? I hope to answer those questions in a wide, 
accessible and enlightening way for every film cue featured. As ever, the two prerequisites you will need to enjoy 
and understand this book is a love of film music and a strong knowledge of music theory. Reading music gives us 
the tools to be able to truly understand it. We can gain a lot of understanding just from listening to music, but to 
be able to read it as well is to have a visual referencing system; hearing and reading a piece of music brings it to 
life, almost as it the music was in an intellectual and emotional equivalent of 3D. 
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One or two people have asked me over the years whether composers understand and agree with all the various 
harmonic detail and analysis that exists in my books, especially the kind of really, really nerdy stuff about 
intervallic recognition and stuff like that. I guess their point is, if composers don’t think this way, then why should 
we? Having spoken to many great film score composers, I can honestly say that some do and some don’t. James 
Horner did; he understood harmony from back to front and inside out. Jerry Goldsmith did too, and lots of others 
too. But just to be clear, I am not for a moment saying that composers have looked at harmony in this kind of 
analytical way during their compositional process and that this is why they’ve written what they’ve written; I am 
saying that it doesn’t matter. I do not theorise in the way I do because I think that composers necessarily go 
through the same analytical process when they’re composing, or that they could or should. I analyse to inform 
people about why and how the music works. I say to readers, irrespective of who did what, this is what the music 
is doing, this is what it has achieved and this is why it works. In all my years of writing books on film music, not 
a single composer has ever debated or questioned my conclusions.   
 
Most of the composers I have spoken to tell me a big part of their own learning involved looking at transcriptions 
of existing music, either stuff they’d been given or material they’d transcribed themselves. Most of the great 
composers understand harmony and a lot of their early studies involved pouring over written scores and writing 
transcriptions of their own. Titans like Williams and Goldsmith and Horner and Shore understand harmony in a 
way few others do, which is why they hit the target every time. Their knowledge of harmony and orchestration 
and colour and emotion is fabulously detailed, and the regularity with which they ‘nail it’ points to a lifelong love 
and understanding of how and why music works; this is impossible without studying music’s central nervous 
system – harmony – and it is equally impossible to fully understand harmony without reading music.  
  
But some composers come to ideas not via a technical process but via a process of emotional judgment and 
performance. If they come across something which works brilliantly, it doesn’t really matter how they got there. 
But as time goes on and they do more work, it will matter that they are able to understand what they did and how 
they got there. Time is often too short to sit there scratching your chin, musing wistfully and thinking, “Mm, 
maybe I’ll do this…or maybe that.” A few years ago I contributed a chapter towards a book on pop music ‘one-
hit wonders’. There were various theories as to why some artists have just one hit, followed perhaps by a 
succession of failures or perhaps even by nothing at all. Some related this to social issues, or cultural barriers, 
demographic changes, music industry dynamics, etc. My chapter – which didn’t appear in the final book – 
proposed the theory that, if you didn’t know how you’d hit the target with the ‘hit’ – if you didn’t understand the 
music, what it did, what it meant – it would be hard to understand why it succeeded. Many of the ones who didn’t 
succeed after the initial ‘hit’ did try, and they either produced songs which were identical to the first one, or were 
so radically different that it implied they were simply ‘pissing in the wind’. The point is, if you are going to 
succeed and then carry on succeeding, you need to know what you did, how you did it, and why it worked. Being 
able to read music allows you to understand how it works. Few composers use theory when they are ‘in the 
moment’, conceptualising and trying out ideas. But many use it subsequently, to see it and structure it properly 
and arrange the instrumentation, all of which brings a person closer to their music.    
 
The great film composers are driven by emotional intelligence which is intellectually underwritten by a vast, head-
full of practical musical knowledge and understanding. The reason I single out Williams and the others specifically 
is that there is simply no way on earth they would have achieved what they did, so consistently and in the time 
they had, unless they had a head full of harmonic knowledge to support and underpin their technical and emotional 
decisions.   
 
Irrespective of what composers do or don’t think, either during the composing process or retrospectively, I try to 
unearth what’s going on and the reasons why their music works. I undertake analysis to get to the truth of why 
music is the way it is, and to understand why it works and to say that ultimately, irrespective of what composers 
do or don’t think, these are the reasons their music works. I’m never trying to second-guess a composer’s process, 
because unless I’d spoken to them, how would I know? But regardless of process I’m trying to explain the 
conclusion - what the result was. What I have always tried to do is to demystify film music and prove that 
ultimately everything can be explained. Ironically, in trying to demystify music I have had to delve into often 
incredibly complex technical, aesthetic and emotional areas of study. Demystifying something doesn’t, alas, mean 
making it simpler to understand. It means jettisoning the plethora of emotive terms which often shroud music, 
like ‘brilliant’ or ‘genius’ or ‘art’. These are nice words but they are meaningless because they are opinions, not 
facts. At best they are metaphors for how a listener feels when they hear something, but they exist mainly to fill 
the vacuum which exists when listeners are unable to articulate their thoughts in a more precise way. If I use these 
words occasionally, I will support them with reasoned analysis and conclusions. Analysis is, ultimately, the search 
for the truth, and the truth isn’t always easy; the truth takes time. But it is, as the saying goes, out there. This book 
will be hard, but it will be worth it.  
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If our ears were only as sensitive as our eyes, we would hear slightly less than an octave. We hear much, much 
more than this and our musical analytical abilities are profound.  
 
Often the deciding factor on whether a film is enjoyable or feels authentic or believable is the music that frames 
it. Hearing is believing   


