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CHAPTER 2: MUSIC AND US 
 
 
                                    
                                                                             

 
Our Relationship with Music 
 
 
As I have alluded to before, most people have a strange relationship with things they cannot understand or 
rationalise literally or visually. If we ask what the difference between music and most other things is, we realise 
that the difference is that most other things can be understood by most people either literally or visually. Because 
science is written down in a language all can understand. Film music writer Emilio Audissino agrees; he says in 
his 2017 book ‘Film / Music Analysis’: 
 
                      “Music is difficult to verbalise. Music analysis involves a plethora of technical terms, 

dedicated jargon, and skills in music reading and considerable ear training. One can 
describe a given lighting pattern or a costume in a film even if one is not a fully-fledged 
photographer or costume designer. Visual elements seem to be easier to translate into 
verbal descriptions, probably because of the visual predominance in our sensory 
systems. Even dealing with the more complex sound effects track might easier than 
dealing with music. I can describe a peculiar noise in the film by comparing it with our 
encyclopedic knowledge of the world – the database which is common to most. 

 
                                                                                                                                 (Audissino, 2017. 3)  
 
  
Even though music is also a language, articulated and explained through numbers and symbols, music is different 
in that only a tiny minority of people read it and, truth be told, only a minority of that tiny minority understand 
harmony in an analytical way, i.e. one which draws intellectual assumptions and conclusions about how harmony 
works and how it creates emotion in the mind of the listener. The meanings and emotions and feelings that music 
creates within us are sometimes vague, generalised and imprecise, which is another reason why it is sometimes 
hard to describe. Trying to explain something which, for most, only exists audibly and emotionally, is a bit like 
trying to herd cats. But if we read music and study harmony to a high degree, we do begin to understand more 
about how it communicates. It is then that we realise that composing music is as much about technical skill and 
judgment as it is about emotional awareness. There is, therefore, very good reasons that, for example, pilots are 
taught how to fly aeroplanes using a language they can understand literally and not simply by sticking some 
Wagner on and hoping that it somehow manages to communicate to listeners how to fly a plane. There is a good 
reason surgeons are taught how to perform surgery through a language they can understand literally and not simply 
by listening to Chopin.   
 
 
The gulf between our perception of how music is created versus the reality of how it is written 
 
Because people don’t, on the whole, understand music literally - much less the way it is created - people tend to 
idolise and venerate composers as fantastical magicians and alchemists; a lack of understanding gives way to 
adoration. The creation of music is something about which little is known but about which an awful lot is written 
and spoken. People often want to become film composers and assume it’s about personal greatness, without 
realising how much hard work is involved and how much technical skill is needed. And the paucity of knowledge 
has been replaced with a kind of bleak, anti-intellectual, dystopian Disneyland where people care more about 
gratifying a craving for doing at the expense of actually knowing. Gary C. Thomas says in Beyond the Soundtrack: 
 

 “People read less and less - we stand, in any case, at the end of the era of 
the book - and few engage in public debate, visit avant-garde film houses 
or participate in the uncommodified music scenes. Most perform very little 
in the way of cultural analysis. But we all go to the movies.”  

 
                                                                                                                (Thomas, 2007. 277) 
 

“If music could be described in words, 
it would be unnecessary.”                       
                                                                
                                 (Tagg, 2012: 78)  
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I’m not sure I share his bleak skepticism, but he probably has a point. The way composers, in particular, are 
venerated almost as Gods is often in direct correlation with the value the entertainment industry places on them, 
and not necessarily based on anything tangible. Education and the media frame our understanding of the world at 
an early age. What we know is what we are told by the organs of state and the methods of mass communication.  
 
 
The insatiable corruption of history 
 
And this is not a new thing. I can remember at school being fed the carefully choreographed myth that, essentially, 
there were about thirty or forty Classical composers. I remember presuming that that’s all there was. I can 
remember asking my music teacher why in a continent of millions, were there only a few who composed. He said 
it’s because it was such a rare gift [being able to compose]. I can remember thinking, ‘oh okay. That rules me out 
then’. Twenty years later I was writing for TV and orchestrating for films and theatre, still thinking that what I 
was doing was probably no good and that the people who kept commissioning my services must be deluded or 
stupid, or quite possibly even both. Then I realised that at school I’d merely studied a selection of the composers 
who had ‘made it’ and achieved popularity. And then I realised that about 80% of all Classical music we know 
was written, remains unpublished, un-played and un-recorded. So I eventually realised that we had heard only a 
fraction of the music that existed. We had the Greatest Hits. A parallel would be this: imagine the year is 2050; 
then, imagine telling a room full of music students that the only music that existed from the 1950s and 1990s was 
music in the ‘charts’; imagine telling them that there was no other music at all and if there was it was probably 
rubbish because it was never hugely commercially successful. We know that to be wrong and in any case an 
absurdly unlikely scenario.  
 
The difference now of course is that even unpublished music that doesn’t achieve mainstream success can be 
recorded and listened to by large numbers of people and thus achieve a degree of success, and thanks to the 
Internet, the traditional physical organs of the music industry do not have such a stranglehold over what we listen 
to. The point I am making is that the context of music has always been fed to us in a way that was at odds with 
the reality of what it was. It has been made it seem rarer than it truly was, and has often been presented to us as 
greater than it truly was. We are conditioned to be in awe of music and its composers because of a belief that it is 
very rare, wonderful and all done by geniuses and most of all – that it is all beyond our ability. This keeps us in 
our place; it makes us know our place in the world, which is to be awe of everything, understand little and question 
nothing.  
 
The other point I am trying to make is that the media, and therefore societal perception of how music is created, 
is also at odds with the reality of how it’s done; massively so. The real actual world of writing music is often far 
from glamorous or magical but can instead be frustrating, difficult and incredibly stressful. How people write 
music is one of the most misunderstood things in the world. Few people write about it, composers are often 
reluctant to talk about it. The gulf between those that write and those that listen would seem to be insurmountable. 
One of the things that fuels the myth of genius is the notion that artists channel their innermost emotions into their 
music; in other words, that the music is always an expression of them. Tchaikovsky said: 
 

“Those who imagine that a creative artist can, through his art, express his 
feelings at the moment when he is moved make the greatest mistake. 
Emotions, sad or joyful, can only be expressed retroactively.” 
 

                                                                                                                         (Tagg, 2012. 71) 
 
Philip Tagg talks about confronting the notion that music expresses the feelings of the artist, in the moment, as it 
were. Using the analogy of actors who regularly play hideous characters convincingly but do not need to be like 
that themselves, he says the same applies to composers creating music. He makes a point made originally by 
Simon Frith, that the success of Elton John’s 1997 version of Candle in the Wind - re-written for Princess Diana’s 
funeral - was not for “being sincere,” but for “performing sincerity” (Tagg, 2012. 71). I myself had to write 
music for TV on the morning of Princess Diana’s death. A producer called me at an ungodly hour on the Sunday 
asking for “ten minutes of mournful music, fast.” They sent a dispatch rider round to collect the music. I sat and 
wrote and recorded it and handed it over two hours later, still drunk from the night before. I was naturally a bit 
upset about the death of Princess Diana, but this in no way informed the music I wrote. I just knew how to write 
sad mournful music, and I knew how to do it fast. This wasn’t a reflection of my emotional outpouring. I was 
simply doing what they wanted.   
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As I have mentioned before, during the Enlightenment there was a craving for explanations. Everybody wanted 
to learn and to know and to discover how things worked and how things were done. The trouble with the post-
Enlightenment period, which essentially continues to this day, is that knowing stuff has become unfashionable and 
has been displaced with the immediacy of doing stuff. In many circles gone is the need for anything to have 
intellectual substance or context. This happens at schools and universities, many of which have succumbed to the 
cancer of intellectual hedonism, where doing has displaced knowing.1 When applied to music, we can begin to see 
why few people analyse music; firstly because it’s not easy and secondly because many people will wonder why 
you bothered, because seemingly nobody wants to know anyway. My first three books were published online. 
Offline physical publishing was difficult because everyone wanted the books dumbed down to a point where they 
would sell. One editor from New York said I had to put all the notated examples at the back of the book, which I 
refused to do, after which the deal was cancelled. So far downloads have exceeded forty thousand. I think more 
people understood than publishers realised.  
 
 
Is music there to be understood or to be loved – or both? 
 
My own theory is that one feeds the other. To many people, understandably to an extent, music is there to be 
loved, not to be analysed. My own theory is that most people possess an unconscious knowledge of harmony. As 
I have explained before, this is the result of being born into a world which is very musical. From day one, and 
even pre-birth, we are surrounded by music. Since most music follows similar structural frameworks and similar 
harmonic structures, over the years we become extremely adept at recognising, understanding and classifying 
music. Because most people have no literal language on which to hang their knowledge, it remains forever 
wrapped inside an emotional, abstract understanding of music. But it is still an understanding.    
 
 
When we hear and listen to music, what do we think? 
 
Manfred Clynes, in his seminal book Music, Mind and Brain said, “Music makes things in our minds” (Clynes, 
1982: 3). Given that most people do not hear music literally, and given the overwhelming success of music through 
the ages, it must do something to us; it must be something to us. Why would people bother engaging with 
something they didn’t understand, unless there was some kind of emotional satisfaction or benefit? So the question 
is posed, when people listen to music, what do they think? How does the music represent itself in the mind of the 
listener, or in the case of film music, the mind of the viewer/listener? They may recognise the textures and some 
of the structures, but they cannot literalise this experience in the same way they would when reading a book or 
looking at visual art or understanding science. Words in books have meanings. They are not simply static groups 
of letters which have no meaning. They communicate something other than themselves; they are able to suggest, 
to imply, to indicate and evoke ‘things’ other than themselves. If words were unable to do this and had no meaning, 
they would, quite literally, be meaningless. With music, because for the most part people lack the detailed 
knowledge of musical language with which they would examine music, much less the ‘absolute pitch’ that would 
be needed to do this instantly, they have no mechanism to distill music to an extent where detailed analysis could 
happen. And yet, music means something to people. If the language of science and maths were subject to the same 
lack of literal clarity that music apparently has, we would live in a world of permanent abstract chaos. Manfred 
Clynes says, “There is much music in our lives – yet we know little about its function.” Lawrence Kramer says 
that music “bypasses language and the systems of rational thought that depend on language” (Kramer, 2002: 11). 
But of course music is a language; it is simply a language few understand purely by hearing it. Curiously and 
ironically, when examining why a language which, according to some, is apparently unable to communicate 
emotion or meaning or express anything beyond itself because of its apparent ‘non-representational’ status, we 
discover that it can and that it does communicate something other than its own self. The big question has always 
been, what does it communicate and how does it do it? Or, what does it mean and how does it mean it? 
 
If you are emotionally affected by music, your interpretation of the experience of listening to music is what has 
caused the emotion. The fact that it doesn’t do so literally (i,e. you can’t name the notes and chords etc) does not 
mean that it doesn’t do it at all and that it never happened; merely that the way in which it manages to generate 
emotion and feeling and meaning is mostly abstract and difficult to quantify and literalise. And after all, an 
inability to explain the way something happens does not mean that it never happened. The very thing that proves 
unequivocally that music creates emotion and feeling and meaning is film music.  

                                                            
1 In some institutions the amount of time given to a particular study has been shortened; it this happens, it is always the context which gets 
jettisoned. I have had to smooth down modules in some institutions and inevitably it is always the history, the background, the context, which 
goes. Learning has in many ways been replaced solely by doing. 
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That is, after all, what it’s there for. If it wasn’t capable of generating great emotion or capturing the moment in a 
way pictures and words could not, directors wouldn’t put it in films; it is music’s use in film that teases out the 
meaning the composer has intended and the emotion the director wanted. Annahid Kassabian, in her excellent 
2013 book Ubiquitous Listening, says, when discussing how people listen to music: 
 

“Affect is the circuit of bodily responses to stimuli that take place before 
conscious apprehension. Once apprehended the responses pass into thoughts 
and feelings, though they always leave behind a residue.”  

                                                                                                                    (Kassabian, 2013.xiii) 
 
‘Affect’ is, in this context, an instinctual emotional affect, but according to Kassabian this leads to thoughts and 
feelings. She doesn’t specify what kinds of thoughts, but I would suggest that these are largely fairly abstract 
reflective feelings based on emotion, as opposed to fully conscious internally verbalised conversations with 
oneself, inside one’s head, because the problem has always been, historically, people’s difficulty in verbalising 
their response to music. They can happily verbalise what it means to them and how it makes them feel, but not so 
easily what it is. Understanding how people listen to music and what they think when they’re listening to it, is 
difficult, not least because there is never going to be one answer. There might not even be an answer at all; just a 
series of follow-on questions that never end. It would, on balance, be marginally easier to herd cats or negotiate a 
successful Brexit. Perhaps another reason that underpins why music is so hard to quantify lay in how music is 
perceived and understood in the first place. Music has many realities to many people. It exists as many things, so 
it should be no surprise when if we can’t arrive at a proper conclusion to how we listen and how we hear. Mark 
Everist and Nicholas Cook offer an interesting perspective in their excellent 1999 book Rethinking Music.  

 
“The metaphysical condition of music with which we in the West are most familiar 
is that music is an object. As an object music is bounded, and names can be applied 
to it that affirm its objective status. As an object music can assume specific forms, 
which may be ascribed on paper or magnetic tape, and language systems can 
assign names to music and its objective properties….. by contrast, music exists in 
the condition of a process. Because a process is always in flux, it never achieves 
a fully objective status. It is always becoming something else. As a process music 
is unbounded and open.” 
 

                                                                                                               (Everist / Cook, 1999. 18) 
 
This is an important point, because part of the reason most people cannot talk about music in any other context 
than the texture they think they hear, the structure they appear to perceive and, ultimately the emotion they feel, 
is because music enjoys many parallel realities.  
 
 
Invisible Music 
 
Texts, such as books, or pictures or sculptures, have two great things on their side; they can be understood because 
we have a common language with which to articulate our thoughts and describe our feelings and conclusions. The 
other thing is that they are finished. They exist physically. They have one reality. They are something you can see 
and touch and enjoy and debate. Music, for most people, is invisible. Half of the music Westerners hear every day 
accompanies moving images. The music is invisible. Even quite a lot of music which doesn’t accompany films is 
still invisible. It comes from your radio, your smartphone or Spotify. Even if you watch a concert, you are only 
watching a representation of the music; a performance. Sure, you can discuss the performance elements, as many 
do, because at least this is something which we can enjoy and discuss. But unless you understand harmony and 
have the ability to articulate that knowledge in the furtherance of understanding what you hear, your ability to 
understand music suffers from the different realities in which it exists and a basic inability to articulate what it is 
you’re listening to. This is why the overwhelming majority of people discuss music’s content in vague terms but 
what it does to them in lavish terms. Philip Tagg’s wonderful 2012 book Music’s Meanings is all about trying to 
fathom what, if anything, music means. In his dedication at the beginning of the book, he says, amongst other 
things, that the book is for ‘…all the other intelligent people who don’t know what a diminished 7th is but are a 
passionate as I am about music and who want to know more about how it works.” This sets the tone for the book, 
which never tries to imply that musicians or composers would necessarily ‘know’ more about what music means 
than anyone else, because in context of music, what exactly is knowing? Does understanding the history of music 
make you understand music better? Does knowing music theory make you understand music more? It might make 
you appreciate it more, but is that ‘knowing’.  
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Music is multi-layered and has numerous contexts, so who is to say which abilities or sensibilities are best to 
‘know’ music. I can explain why a certain bit of music moves you. I can probably isolate the point at which the 
music gets you, and I can explain why and how it gets you. But what matters ultimately is that it gets you. The 
real skill is being open enough to music to allow it to affect you emotionally. Tagg talks quite a lot about how, 
despite the multiple ways in which we experience music and how music has been variously described as a 
universal language, a language of love or a natural expression of feelings, assumptions about music aren’t much 
use in explaining how and why music communicates. Tag takes a dig at education; given that the majority of 
music we listen to is invisible, he asks why music studies are so “dominated by visible music-making” (Tagg, 
2012. 529). This is an important point; there are hundreds of university and conservatoire courses up and down 
Britain which specialise in classical music performance, even though there are very few orchestras left in which 
to perform. What exactly are students to do when they leave? The answer seems to be, teach. But if they teach, 
who are they teaching, apart from future teachers? 
  
 
Hearing as a Form of Touch 
 
People’s legendary inability to understand music on a literal grammatical level but nevertheless understand it 
almost as well on a communicative, emotional level is something which baffles musicologists. After all, how can 
someone understand something they don’t understand? I think the answer, ultimately and ironically, is very 
simple; it just appears complex because we’re talking about something where the lines between a literal and 
grammatical comprehension of music and a more abstract, emotional, semantic, metaphoric understanding are 
themselves not properly understood. People often talk of ‘feeling’ the music. It is a word often used when people 
grapple to articulate their comprehension of music. Evelyn Glennie, quoted in Kassabian’s Ubiquitous Listening, 
said:  
 

“Hearing is basically a specialised form of touch. Sound is simply vibrating 
air which the ear picks up and converts into electrical signals, which are then 
interpreted by the brain.” 

                                                                                                                  (Kassabian, 2013.xv) 
 
When we examine specifically the words “electrical signals, which are then interpreted by the brain” perhaps we 
come a little closer to not necessarily understanding but contextualising how people listen. It is a complex group 
of bodily and intellectual actions which results in something we then hear which we call music. For most it never 
enters the universe of literal or grammatical explanation. Excepting musicians who can distill, decode and interpret 
music notation, the vast majority of people nevertheless manage to listen, compare, contrast and analyse what 
they hear to a sophisticated level. But because of the lack of literal grammatical knowledge, much less the rapier-
like speed required to process, evaluate and discuss in terms of musical theory, people are unable to often verbalise 
things musically. Theirs is a quasi-knowledge of music; one which is internal and, subconscious and subliminal.  
 
 
Is Music only understood by experts? 
 
Given what I have said about most people possessing a ‘quasi’ understanding of music, the question would be 
what exactly do they understand? We know most do not possess instantly available literal or grammatical 
knowledge of music which could classify and categorise using musical terminology simply on hearing it. But 
most people do subconsciously distill, remember, classify and categorise music. They just don’t have a literal 
understanding of what they remember and their general musical skills are not as refined as those of musicians and 
composers. With reference to a possession of a ‘quasi’ or ‘unconscious’ understanding of music to which I allude 
at various times, and to what is meant by ‘understanding’, we realise that understanding the concept of 
understanding is itself open to interpretation. Manfred Clyne’s Music, Mind and Brain, in which he collates 
various essays, thoughts and ideas about the distinction between ‘knowing’ and ‘understanding’, says, “We all 
agree that to understand something, you must know what it means.” (Clynes, 1981.16) I wasn’t aware that we all 
agreed that, but nevertheless my simple observation and reaction to that would be, how could or would you prove 
what something so abstract and non-literal as music means. Unless of course it was attached to film. Then music’s 
meanings are teased out of us.  
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What music means on its own is not a concrete distinction.2 Many composers resisted the notion that music might 
mean something outside of itself. The idea that music does not and cannot suggest or imply anything other than 
itself is wrong. If we assume that all it means is ‘itself’ then how exactly does that work? If listeners are told that 
any emotion they are feeling is coincidental, that if the music reminds them of something or someone or some 
feeling, this too is coincidental, one has to ask, what exactly are they supposed to think? What is left to think? 
This absurd position, known as the ‘absolutist’ position, was and still is popular with some. Some people think 
that it somehow demeans the music if it generates feelings or memories or something outside itself. And anyway, 
everything we see has the capability of generating feelings, emotions and memories ‘outside of themselves’. If 
we see a picture of cat, the reason most of us find it appealing is because unconsciously it reminds us of other cats 
and other experiences with other cats.  Few things we see or hear are contextualised without reference to anything 
else. So why should music be any different? 
 
 
The ‘unitary concept’ of music 
 
Lawrence Kramer said, in his landmark book Musical Meaning, “In its modern form, the problem of meaning 
arose with the development of European music as something to be listened to for itself.” (Kramer, 2002. 1). The 
idea of music to be listened to purely as ‘art’ or ‘entertainment’ and definitely not something to be mixed with a 
social occasion or drama, is what propels the ‘unitary concept’ of music. The fag-end of this argument is 
essentially what permeates some corners of academia even now and perpetuates an unwillingness to accept film 
music. Music, because it is for many an invisible thing which they do not contextualise literally, has not just a 
potential for bearing ascribed meanings, but an inevitability that it will suggest things outside of itself. The fact 
that most people do not understand what they hear in music, means that of course they will search for meaning 
outside of the music. Such meaning inevitably comes in form of emotions and feelings, which can and do lead to 
memories. Clynes says, “A thing only has any real meaning when it has several.” This means that if the music 
you hear and listen to distills itself in your mind and percolates around with older subconscious memories of the 
same thing, and you reach a reasoned, albeit abstract and non-verbal conclusion about it, then you have understood 
it. Other people would call that enjoyment. Their brains use their amazing ability to compare and contrast and 
conclude, but this is consciously experienced as pleasure, engagement; amusement. Clynes said, “Words denoting 
specific emotions, like the word joy or anger, may induce the mind to imagine aspects of joy or anger.” (Clynes, 
1982.51). This is because we associate a word with something other than itself; we associate an emotion with 
something suggested by the word. It isn’t much of a stretch, then, to suggest that if we hear a chord which generates 
fear within us, then it has generated something other than itself, or something outside of itself. Ergo, music has 
meaning.  
 
Theodore Adorno, possessed as ever by his legendary hysterical need to impose hierarchy, talked a lot about his 
idea of ‘the expert listener’. His narrative of how people listen valorises ‘the expert’ above all others. The ‘expert 
listener’, Adorno says, “Spontaneously follows the course of music, even complicated music; he hears the 
sequence, hears past, present and future moments together so that they crystallise into a meaningful context.” 
Quite apart from his absurd presumption of gender, the very idea that these kinds of observations are only within 
the gift of ‘experts’ is itself absurd because it presupposes that there is a definition of expert thinking in music. If 
I listen to a piece of music, I will know the key, the chords, the notes, and, where appropriate, what I think they 
all mean. When I describe how a piece works, I can support my theories with a literal understanding of the music. 
So I am one of Adorno’s experts. But do I get a better experience than the ‘non-expert’? If you contextualise a 
‘non expert’, they simply do not know the names, the terminology, and so are unable to articulate things in a 
technical sense. That doesn’t mean they do not grasp what the music does or achieves or even means in context 
of a film. If most people who listen to and love music, as I believe many do, can gain the same satisfaction and 
experience as the expert, then all they lack is being able to name names, literalise their experience and prove it. 
And even if, like me, they could ‘prove’ it, what is such proof if not purely an opinion?  
 
 
 
 

                                                            
2 And even if people ‘could understand the meaning of music’, it would be a subtly personal conclusion, for each person, not something we 
could be sure others agreed on. This definition of understanding music we looked at earlier (that understanding exists only when we know 
what it means) is at best a loose and porous definition for many people to accept, because ‘what something means’ is not a solid, quantifiable 
thing. If ‘what something means’ is itself open to interpretation then it’s difficult for it to be the benchmark by which we measure whether 
someone understands something. This is the point where you start going round in circles or meet yourself coming back from the opposite 
angle of the same argument.   
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The universal unconscious understanding of music 
 
I mention regularly the idea of most listeners possessing an unconscious understanding of music. It is my 
contention that it is precisely this lack of absolute immediate literal clarity with which music is ingested which 
makes it so appealing because it forces people to extract a semantic, metaphorical meaning or emotion from the 
experience of listening to music. If people could hear every note, every chord, and be able to place it structurally 
as they listen to a piece of music, then in some ways it robs them of some of the joy.  
 
Trust me, I speak from personal experience. As someone who has ‘absolute pitch’ and can name the chords and 
notes I listen to, and what interval is being stated and the likelihood of what’s coming next, it is revelatory but it 
sometimes takes the shine off it. Because the harmony side of things is such a known quantity, I tend to sometimes 
get more enjoyment from textures, or the combination of harmony and texture. I would love to be able to turn the 
tap off sometimes, and listen to something without my recognition system kicking in all the time. It makes me 
understand how all the music I listen to works but sometimes you don’t want to know, you just want to enjoy. 
Sometimes I gravitate to music which is more abstract or densely scored, because then the chords will be harder 
to recognise, or sometimes impossible (yay). It will be a nice surprise, like it used to be.   
 
The fact that most people are emotionally affected by something they don’t truly understand makes the experience 
blurred but curious and even enticing. Because of the quasi understanding of harmony and the way people 
remember and categorise music, but because of the lack of immediate literal contextualisation, people are left 
digesting something whose language communicates emotionally and metaphorically; just what films need. If 
music communicated with immediate literacy for all, arguably, who needs that in a film, alongside the already 
certain world of words and pictures? What they need is something which subtly glues all the rest of the literally 
translated stuff and gives it an extra layer of emotion which the human mind benefits from but does not understand.   
 
The blurred, non-literal manner of music’s effect on people leaves them with similar but subtly different 
experiences of music. Film composers can create something which communicates a broadly similar message to 
most people but for the audience this is a subtle, emotional experience, one which is slightly different from person 
to person, not an absolutely literal one where they hear specific chords whose names they know and which are 
instantly recognised, understood, classified and categorised and in most cases predicted. It is this subtlety, this 
ambiguity, which makes music special. It is this lack of an absolute and immediate concrete understanding which 
makes it so aesthetically pleasing. So the very fact that listeners cannot distill music literally is the very thing 
which makes it so special and personal. Music is something most people cannot completely quantify and the 
occasional vagueness of the metaphors it suggests are enough to engage us but subtle enough for us to not know 
everything. The fact that we do not know everything makes us prone to listen closely in a bid to understand, and 
this helps us engage more with the music, which brings us closer to the film.   
 
 
The difference between feelings and emotions 
 
As I said earlier, it is thought that feelings are often verbalised in the mind whereas emotions are mostly internal 
abstract mental experiences which 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. “Music is the literature of the heart; it commences where speech ends.” So said 
French writer, poet and politician Alphonse de Lamartine. And none other than Leo Tolstoy said that, “Music is 
the shorthand of emotion.” But, as I have gone to great pains to explain, it would be wrong to suggest that all this 
means that music cannot be understood by its listeners or is beyond comprehension or that it must remain 
something which is only discussed in terms of emotion. Music language exists for a reason, and it is not just to 
enable people to play. It also exists so we can classify, compare, contrast, draw reasoned conclusions and even 
ascribe certain emotions to certain chord changes or other musical events. Reading and understanding music 
means there is a layer of literacy, a layer of grammar, to support the emotions you feel. A combination of 
understanding the emotion of music while you listen to it and reading its language at the same time, is like 
experiencing music in 3D. 
 
So yes, music is understood by its listeners. How else and why else would it work? If it were literally and 
emotionally gibberish in the ears of its listeners, if it communicated nothing outside its abstract self, people simply 
wouldn’t bother. Music is understood to a degree, thanks to the quasi understanding I have spoken about before.  
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How musical are people? 
 
John Blacking’s 1973 book How Musical is Man poses the question, “Must the majority be made unmusical so 
that the few may become more musical?” Blacking’s commentary asserts that, in the West, music is composed 
and understood by a tiny minority and performed by a slightly larger one – those called musicians. Blacking points 
out the irony and contradiction that although music is completely pervasive in society, it is suggested that only a 
tiny minority of people are actually musical. This is an example of how society tries to perpetuate and maintain 
false hierarchies. Not only are most people musical, but music depends on their musicality for its very existence. 
How could a society so immersed in music not be musical? Blacking goes on to talk about the distinction between 
‘producer and consumer’. This is discussed in Philip Ball’s 2010 book The Music Instinct, in which Ball, when 
referencing what I refer to as a quasi-understanding of music, states, “We have, in the West at least, decided that 
these mental faculties are so commonplace that they are hardly worth noting, let along celebrating or designating 
as ‘musical attributes” (Ball, 2010.VII). Only in the West is music segregated on hierarchical boundaries. Only 
here is music so rigidly apportioned between producers and consumers. In many other cultures, such as those in 
many African countries, we find that there is less of a distinction between those who create and those who listen. 
Adam Ockelford talks widely about the musicality of ‘non-musicians’ in his excellent 2017 book, Comparing 
Notes, where he says: 
 
                       “The human race cannot really be divided into two groups: a very small elite of 

musicians, and the hoi polloi – the so-called non-musicians. If this were actually the 
case, then there would be no audiences for the stars to perform to, since to 
understand and enjoy the songs they sing and the pieces they play requires an active 
musical mind, with the propensity to respond to the different qualities of the sounds 
that are produced, and the capacity to perceive intentionally the many forms of 
repetition that binds them together. Almost everyone has the ability to make sense 
of music. Being musical is part of being human.”  

 
                                                                                                                           (Ockelford, 2017.180)  
 
People do not simply listen to music passively; to enjoy music, as Ockelford implies, is to understand it: we are 
all music analysts.    
 
It can be argued that the doctrine that has made the West delineate so specifically and perversely between creators 
(turning them into alchemists whose work is secretive, enigmatic, and magical and beyond our understanding) 
and consumers (who know little about music) is a construct of the music industry. After all, it suits them perfectly 
if a tiny minority of people are idolised and revered in this way because it helps them sell more records.  
 
 
Is there a down side to our musicality?  
 
What makes the general public such subconscious experts in music, is the fact that music is everywhere in our 
culture; movies, television, video games, supermarkets, airports. But there are powerful arguments against such 
widespread immersion in music and sound generally. I came across music in a swimming pool for the first time a 
few years ago. It wasn’t a special feeling. I felt like I was being force-fed, even assaulted. The sound of excited 
children splashing around and shouting had been displaced with the relentless thumping din of loud music. 
Seemingly we cannot exist without it. Music has arguably lost its specialness because it is so pervasive. Powell 
says, “In the Western world about one third of the things we do every day are accompanied by music, and for 
about half of that time the music has some sort of emotional effect” (Powell, 2016.36). What was once special has 
now become a vast urban score. We are, perhaps, to some degree, anaesthetized to the uniqueness of music. 
Kassabian refers to Chuck Palahniuk’s book Lullaby, which talks about sound in television. His point, Kassabian 
says, was that “sound colonises the mind and withers the imagination” (Kassabian, 2013.53). Cognitive 
Psychologist Herbert Simon gave a talk in 1971 where he referred to the ‘attention economy’. He talked about 
how attention is a new kind of commodity.  
 
Given that we listen to so much sound and music now in our daily life – much, much more than was the case a 
few decades ago – it is interesting to postulate whether there is a consequence to this, and if so whether that 
consequence is good or bad, or both. One good consequence, as we have established, is that many people have a 
much better emotional understanding of music than perhaps we gave them credit for. But it is not just music that 
people are immersed in nowadays, it is sound, entertainment, information. There is more information in the 
average Sunday Times newspaper than most people read in a lifetime a hundred years ago.  
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Our natural instinct is to presume that this is a good thing, but what if it isn’t. Music is also information, which 
demands our attention, even if that attention is sometimes subconscious. Kassabian suggests that, “The wealth of 
information may mean a dearth of something else. What information consumes is the attention of its recipients.” 
(Kassabian, 213.66). Palahniuk said, “George Orwell got it backwards. Big Brother isn’t watching; he’s singing 
and dancing. Big Brother is busy holding your attention every moment you’re awake.” (Palahniuk, quoted by 
Kassabian, 2013.52). Kassabian believes that, “A wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.” 
(Kassabian, 2013.6). Certainly the effectiveness of sound and specifically music isn’t lost on the marketing 
industry. Scientific studies have proven that the tempo of music can slow or speed up Mall shoppers. Certain types 
of music can affect consumers’ shopping habits. The perception of waiting time in a queue can be manipulated 
by music. Music can, in some circumstances, lessen pre-surgery anxiety. This is all what Adorno referred to as 
‘the culture industry’ and its bombardment of us by ‘musical products’. In more modern times this assault by the 
culture industry can perhaps be contextualised by the advent of the so-called ‘pseudo-individualisation’ offered 
by, for example, iPod or Spotify playlists, which allow us to think we have made conscious choices regarding our 
own individuality. If Adorno was still alive he would still see this as assault; an assault of limited choice, perhaps. 
He would perhaps muse that we had become so accustomed to the assault that, like some victims of abuse, we 
welcome it; we can’t live without it.       
 
But people’s relentless exposure to music, from their mothers’ womb to the moment of their death, has made 
people more musical than the experts give them credit for. Music’s immersion in society has made people, as I 
said earlier, develop a quasi, unconscious knowledge and understanding of music’s complexities. As Ball says, 
“The capacity to listen to and distinguish patterns of sound, which we nearly all possess, is the essence of 
musicality” (Ball, 2010.VIII). In Ubiquitous Listening, Kassabian talks about ‘music not chosen’ (Kassabian, 
2013.1). ‘Music not chosen’ in this sense is music “we listen to as a secondary or simultaneous activity. These 
include of course, film and television music.” She is of course right; we don’t have any choice over the music. 
But she later says “stunning amounts of music are created every year, and the vast majority of it is not destined 
for attentive engagement.” (Kassabian, 2013.1). The problem here is that we’re lumping film music in with ‘lift 
music’ and other occasions when music appears without our consent and certainly without our say-so. I would 
personally argue that film music is listened to attentively. It doesn’t just satisfy our need for music, it provides a 
narrative function in the film. If we were not being attentive to it, albeit subconsciously, then there would be no 
point in having it there. Also, Kassabian’s assertion presupposes that there has ever been a time when people 
listened attentively or critically. Given that for most people music is listened to and remembered in the abstract 
and subconscious, then this golden age where people listened critically, responsively and attentively is maybe a 
golden age that never was.  
 
 
Our wide, unconscious understanding of music 
 
To believe that a wide, if unconscious, knowledge of music amongst people is probable does not require a huge 
leap of faith, because music is, at heart, mathematical, as Pythagoras proposed in the sixth century BC. Therefore 
it should be no surprise that humanity warms to it and can understand it. But the B-side to that argument is that 
music is not a product of nature or a natural phenomenon; it is a human construct. But this argument also supports 
the idea that people are much more musical than we give them credit for. Ultimately everything is a construct of 
something; whether we believe music is a product of nature or we accept that it is, ultimately a system we built in 
order to draw order and beauty out of the world of sound, it is unique to us, and that is why we understand it. As 
Ball points out – and this is something which others dispute - “No other species is known to create music” (Ball, 
2010:2). Music is human.  
 
Ball says “When we listen to music, even casually, our brains are working awfully hard, performing clever feats 
of filtering, ordering and prediction, automatically and unconsciously” (Ball, 2010.2). Analysis is everywhere. 
To analyse music, albeit subconsciously on the part of most people, is a fundamental human desire inextricably 
tied to enjoyment. The enjoyment of music depends on engagement, which itself depends on analysis. Listeners 
are not simply passive accepters of what they hear. There is a real engagement in how most people listen to music. 
They process, compare, contrast and categorise the music they listen to and this is part of the experience of music. 
That is why Blacking is right in his assertion that it is misleading to say that only a tiny minority of people are 
musical. It would be better to say that only a tiny minority are composers or musicians, because that is a wholly 
different statement and is something you can validate with research and statistics. 
 
 
 
 



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

 

Meaning, Inspiration and Subjectivity 
 
What a piece of music means is not the same thing as our inspiration for writing it. Beethoven famously scrawled 
‘Bonaparte’ into the original manuscript of his 3rd symphony, the Eroica, but this only proves that this was 
Beethoven’s inspiration. It doesn’t prove what the meaning was. 
 

“Is there meaning in music”, Copland asked [rhetorically]. “The 
answer would be ‘yes’. Can you state what the meaning is?....my 
answer to that would be ‘no’..”  

Ball, 2010. 381 
 
Aaron Copland once notably suggested that the greatness of a composition exists in inverse relevance to our ability 
to say what it is about. He maintained that it was easier to attribute meaning to Tchaikovsky’s music than it was 
to find meaning in Beethoven’s music. He then followed on, “That is why Beethoven is the greater composer” 
(Ball, 2010. 381). Personally I think the point at which logical reasoned assumptions based on analysis float out 
of the window is when you attempt to suggest a universal criteria for greatness. I don’t think film music need be 
a subjective area of study, but whether or not, and why, music is or isn’t great, is both unprovable and irrelevant. 
Referring to the notion of meaning in music, Gustav Mahler said: 
  

“If a composer could say what he wanted to say in words, he would not bother 
trying to say it in music”  
                                                                                                              (Ball, 2010. 383).  

 
The problem with this absurd assertion is that we are left to assume that the composer didn’t ‘mean’ anything 
when he or she was composing, which I think is doubtful, and we are also, by definition, assuming that if he or 
she was capable of understanding the meaning then they would suddenly give up trying to put it into music. By 
this absurd and laughable yardstick, we could argue that any artist who knew what the meaning behind a particular 
piece of art was supposed to be, simply wouldn’t bother trying to create the art, which might mean that we’d have 
little art in the world.  
 
 
What do we mean by meaning? 
 
There are many people who dismiss outright the notion that music is ‘about’ anything and therefore, they say, it 
cannot generate meaning. But it all depends on what you call ‘meaning’. Whilst some argue that music creates in 
the mind of the listener very specific narratives (a view I do not share) many believe ‘meaning’ resides in more 
generalised emotions which we generate while listening to music. This is something I believe is true, but when 
music is put to picture, it is the combination of the two that makes the music seem even more forensically accurate 
in terms of the emotions it exudes. Copland, quoted here by Philip Ball, believed that music created ‘moods’. He 
said:  
 

“Music expresses, at different moments, serenity or exuberance, 
regret or triumph, fury or delight. It expresses each of these moods 
and many others, in numberless varieties of shadings and 
differences. It may even express a state of meaning for which there 
exists no adequate word in any language.” 

                       
                                                                                                                 (Ball, 2010. 383)   
 
Mendelssohn famously (and contrary to an almost universally held belief) thought that music could generate more 
specific emotions and meanings than words. He said, “They too [words] seem so ambiguous, so vague, so subject 
to misunderstanding when compared with true music, which fills the soul with a thousand things better than 
words.” (Ball, 2010. 382). I think we ought not to take his words literally (no pun intended) but instead realise 
that what he was talking about was his ability to be more informed and enlightened and overjoyed with music 
than words. I don’t really think anyone of sound mind genuinely believes that music can be more literate than 
words in terms of describing something or someone. That said, some have said that music makes them think things 
or see things or understand things in a way that words cannot. This is a view held by musicologist Phillip Tagg. I 
would tend to agree with this, but to try and compare and contrast the linguistic capabilities of music v words is 
in many ways a pointless debate anyway, because the two experiences are so profoundly different. 
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The notion that music is not about anything; it just is. 
 
Influential German philosophers Immanuel Kant, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and famous physician and 
physicist Hermann von Helmholtz all said at one time or another that music is not about anything; it just is. The 
mystique created by such views is partly what creates the terrain of ambiguity which shrouds music. Music is 
permanently trapped in a bizarre Harry Potter world of make-belief where most people do not try to understand 
it or analyse it because either they believe it to be unknowable or, worse still, they simply prefer not knowing. i.e. 
ignorance is bliss. If music had no written language of its own then I could understand people believing that it 
was beyond understanding, but the existence of musical language is precisely what enables myself and others to 
understand it, to ascribe emotions and moods to specific combinations of notes and thence to hypothesise as to 
how it functions in film. And anyway, ignorance is never bliss. It is only ever ignorance. Sometimes when people 
debate how music sounds and therefore what it means, the ‘subjective’ card is played, which normally stops any 
further conversation dead in its tracks. Generally, but by no means always, if anyone says “that’s a subjective 
opinion” it usually means they don’t have the intellectual capacity to counter it. If something is labeled subjective 
then it’s impossible to arrive at a reasoned conclusion about it. People might say that about music, but film music 
is less subjective because the ultimate yardstick of success for film music is whether it benefits the film, and that 
is something that is much less subjective.  
 
As I said earlier, if we are trying to ascertain what a piece of music ‘means’, we may well come to the conclusion 
that this is different to what the composer’s inspiration was. This is why so many older books on classical music 
are at best intellectual supposition and at worst, ill-informed conjecture and gossip. Often people will talk of what 
was going through a composer’s mind when he or she wrote something, as if that in and of itself determines what 
the piece ‘means’.    
 
 
History, Music and Analysis 
 
Plato said, “Let me make the songs of a nation and I care not who makes its laws.” (Ball, 2010.384). Whatever 
music may or may not ‘mean’, its power over people is something that has been long recognised by the public 
and governments alike. This is why in the early Greek constitutions music was heavily policed and regulated. 
Even as recently as the 20th Century the power of music was something totalitarian and fascist regimes both feared. 
Hitler’s Germany tried to determine which elements of jazz could safely be listened to by its people. Such was 
the power of Shostakovich’s music in provoking the mood of the Russian people, it is rumoured that at one point 
he was so convinced the government were going to take him away, that he slept in a bed by the front door so as 
not to disturb his family when they came for him. Martin Luther, a German professor of theology and someone 
who never resisted the urge to remove anything superfluous from his services, reveled at the power of music, 
saying “Next to the word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world. It controls our 
thoughts, minds, hearts and spirits.” (Ball, 2010. 385). If music does indeed possess the kind of power people 
both revered and feared, then it surely must ‘mean something’. Otherwise what’s all the fuss about? According to 
Alan Stephen’s book Why We Think The Things We Think, French art theorist Eugene Veron said that art was 
“more than pretty pictures or pleasing arrangements of sounds and words. Art is the expression of human ideas 
and emotions, and moreover, the medium through which these expressions are communicated between people.” 
(Stephen, 2015.42). That’s why they fear it.  
 
 
The Development and Evolution of Analysis 
 
Earlier I referred to books on classical music often romanticising the role of the composer and indulging in wild 
conjectural hypothesis about what composers were thinking when they wrote their music. Even within 
Beethoven’s own life people openly tried to interpret his music and figure out what it was supposed to ‘mean’. 
Inevitably words were written about Beethoven and others, and still are, because of the overwhelming desire to 
fathom what the music is ‘about’. The desire to understand what is ‘meant’ by music was considered by many to 
be beyond the pale because it strayed way beyond the formalist structural analysis, prevalent in the Enlightenment, 
which had limited the ‘enlightening’ to understand, chronicle and classify music structure rather than ask what it 
all ‘meant’. What it meant was way out of the bounds of formalist analysis. Such romantic, navel-gazing self-
indulgence was unthinkable in Bach’s day.  
 
In those days, as I alluded to earlier, the music was analysed in a descriptive, scientific way, to understand the 
inner structures of the music and how it functioned; but the motive was never about suggesting meaning or 
unearthing emotion. This was purely descriptive analysis.  
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What this gave way to, eventually in the post-Enlightenment period, was a less formal analysis and more of a 
desire to unearth meaning, i.e. what are we supposed to feel? Some people are fans of the Enlightenment and less 
friendly about the later period, which continues to this day, where the emphasis seems to be more about what 
music means to ‘us’ than it is about understanding music and unearthing and identifying interesting structural 
characteristics. Some people are less friendly about the Enlightenment, suggesting that debate was science-based, 
centred on identifying and classifying structural and harmonic structures in order to understand music. The issue 
with this approach, so it goes, is that once they had arrived at a description and scientific logical explanation for 
how a piece of music was structured, there ended the discussion. There was no ‘why?’. There was no ‘this is all 
very interesting but what does it all mean’. There was no discussion about what all this meant to us in terms of 
what emotions might be generated by specific harmonic structures, for example.  
 
 
My own analysis  
 
I would describe my analysis as part Enlightenment and part post-Enlightenment. I think one type of analysis 
needs the other. If we arrive at conclusions about musical structure, this means nothing without trying to figure 
out intellectual, aesthetic, philosophical and emotional questions which inevitably arise. I don’t think that trying 
to figure out what it all means, beyond science-based explanations, is indulgent at all. Above all else, analysis is 
the search for the truth. Indeed, it was American novelist and poet Jack Kerouac who said “The only truth is 
music.” Whatever truth emerges about how and why music might mean something or create feelings and 
emotions, needs a more formalist scientific analysis to underpin it and to attempt to validate conclusions. Analysis 
is a mixture of undisputed facts and intellectually based conjecture. Facts are needed to underpin subsequent 
conjecture regarding the effect music has on us. Although ideas regarding what emotions and feelings and 
‘meanings’ might be created in the minds of listeners are not always entirely provable, neither are they wildly 
speculative. Never in my analysis, having discussed harmony, do I end a sentence with “and therefore that’s why 
Father Christmas is real”, or “so hey, that’s who shot Kennedy”. Any conclusions regarding emotion, feeling 
and even meaning, are based on sound scientific research and reasoned supposition, deduction and assumption.  
 
 
Where did music come from? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As discussed earlier in this book, music, ultimately is a construct of humanity. It should not be a surprise that we 
are so close to music. It should not be a surprise that we possess what I have sometimes referred to as a ‘quasi-
understanding’ of harmony; not one based on an understanding of the language of music but one based on 
something deep, abstract, emotional, and essentially unprovable within our memories.  
 
As I have alluded to earlier, we all experience exposure to music from before birth to the moment of our death. 
Tagg says, “At the age of minus four months most humans start to hear. By the time we enter this world and long 
before we can focus our eyes at varying distances, our aural faculties are well developed.” (Tagg, 2012.58). We 
have skills of aural perception which are much more advanced than we realise. As an example, if our ears were 
only as sensitive as our eyes we would hear less than an octave. According to Leonard Bernstein, “The first 
communicative uses of sound were sung.” (Clynes, 1981.25).  
 
This is true but it is perhaps a little strange to wrap our heads around the fact that we sung before we spoke, 
because when we, as 21st Century humans, think of singing we think of ballads and microphones and CDs. The 
thought of stone-age man bursting into song is a bit hard for us to grasp. If music served no purpose in life and 
had never served a purpose in life, we would not be as close to it as we are. Our desire to understand, comprehend 
and analyse music, even at a basic level, is ingrained.  

 

Other theories include music being used in mediation in early 
civilisations, or being used as a tool to educate infants. One theory 
which is probably the best one I’ve heard of is from Mark Changizi 
who wrote a book called Harnessed: How Language and Music 
Mimicked Nature and Transformed Apes to Man. His work 
encompasses many areas related to how we feel the way we do and why 
we do the things we do. Mark suggests that our fascination with music 
lies partly in the fact that it utilises ancient brain mechanisms and 
abilities for what was, and still is, an exciting purpose. His book also 
discusses how music is part of us because we designed it based on our 
own requirements. 

Fig.1 
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Music is part of what turned us into the modern humans we now are. It played a pivotal role in the development 
of mankind. As Victoria Williamson puts it in her excellent 2014 book You Are the Music: 
 

“Music, along with language and reading, is what turned apes into humans.     
  We, by definition, are the musical animal”  
                                                                                       (Williamson, 2014.6)  
 

Stephenson says, “We all have an inner life of the mind, thoughts, beliefs, feelings and emotions” (Stephen, 
2015.47). And Clynes says, “Pitch probably is perceived by higher animals in nearly the same way as by humans. 
But animals are not spontaneously motivated to listen to abstract pitch successions, nor do they respond 
emotionally to such events.” So the thing that makes us more able to extract more meaning from music is our 
unique emotional characteristics.   
 
As I have detailed elsewhere, I believe all people possess an unconscious quasi-knowledge of music, which helps 
them understand music in a way few people give them credit for. For this to be the case people need good 
memories, otherwise where would they store such a vast archive of information? Victoria Williamson discusses 
memory and how it relates to music very well. I was particularly interested in her description of ‘semantic 
memory’ and ‘implicit memory’ (Williamson, 2014.170) because these are memories we are barely aware of and 
which I believe are at least partly responsible for our astounding ability to store complex memories of music.  
 
But being able to store stuff is no good unless you know where and how to find it, and in this respect our ability 
to subconsciously retrieve harmonic knowledge and memories with which to compare and contrast with new 
experiences is simply incredible. This wouldn’t be possible were it not for humanity’s close and unique 
relationship with music. Some say our memory of music is merely textural but it is also harmonic too; otherwise 
we wouldn’t recognise cover versions: if we heard the original Beethoven’s 5th Symphony opening in its original 
key but then heard it a month later in a different key played on a piano, we would still join the dots in our mind 
and realise what it was. Our deeply embedded memories of music are able to recognise and respond to subtle 
changes, relative to any key and inclusive of different textural contexts. 
 
As an example of the peculiar and quite special relationship we have with music, consider the fact that musical 
memory can often survive even when other memories have failed. Many dementia or Alzheimer’s sufferers retain 
musical memories when most other memories have gone. Some believe that musical memories survive longer 
because of the unique way they are formed in the first place, and this certainly cements the notion that our memory 
relationship with music is something very special indeed. Its unique speciality is not lost on science either. After 
all, it was Einstein himself who said, “If I were not a physicist I would probably be a musician. I often think in 
music. I live my daydreams in music. I see my life in terms of music.”. Heavy.  
 
Hunter S Thompson said: 
 

“Music has always been a matter of Energy to me, a question of Fuel.         
 Sentimental people call it Inspiration, but what they really mean is Fuel.” 
 

This is an interesting observation, particularly the bit about inspiration being a sentimental word. I talk about this 
very thing in my first book, where I discuss the various sentimental words people have become used to using to 
describe music (Morrell, 2013.18). American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow called music, “The universal 
language of mankind” and Hans Christian Andersen said, “Where words fail, music speaks.”  
 
Some of the greatest thinkers and artists in history are seemingly in no doubt about the unique speciality that is 
music. Some have been minded to call music a ‘universal language’ but like so many things that are said of music, 
we have to be a bit careful. Music is a universal phenomenon, and of course it is also a language. But this does 
not mean that all the sounds and harmonies have similar meanings in all cultures. If I traveled to a remote part of 
the South American jungle and played Williams’ theme from E.T. I would probably be the one in tears, not them. 
This is not because they would be incapable of feeling emotion, more that in order to enjoy Western romantic 
harmony one would assume you would need to be predisposed to it.  
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Our Relationship with Film Music 
 
If you don’t remember the music, then it’s done its job properly. 
 
A commonly held belief is that we often don’t always listen to underscore music when we’re watching a film. 
Yes, we listen to the themes but all that other stuff we ‘don’t remember’. The common mantra is that if you don’t 
remember it then it’s done its job properly. After all, it’s not there to be listened to and remembered as music, it 
is there to make the film translate better emotionally. But this view is more than misleading because it accidentally 
suggests that not remembering something means it hasn’t entered your memory on some other, deeper level. If 
we assert that people definitely don’t remember the music in any way, then, as I said before, what’s the point in 
having it in films? The whole point of music in film is to help the film communicate to its audience, and in this 
pursuit music adheres to structural, harmonic, textural and narrative traditions so that people will understand and 
benefit from it not just in one film but in all films. And because of the intrinsically similar way we’re all wired 
most people get broadly the same experience. That’s why it works. Music is an emotional, universal language. 
There is a sameness to its usage just as there is a sameness to everything in life we do or read or watch or listen 
to. So whether people realise it or not, they do remember the music. Also, when people talk of ‘not remembering’ 
the music, it’s worth noting that attention and consciousness are not the same thing, as Anhid Kassabian points 
out in her 2013 book, Ubiquitous Listening when she says:  
 

“In relation to traditional approaches to Hollywood scoring, film 
music should be beneath both attention and consciousness. But that 
doesn’t make the two the same thing.”  

(Kassabian, 2013.xx) 
 
Just because we don’t always appear to be able to remember the underscore in films, doesn’t mean we haven’t 
absorbed it emotionally and remembered, classified and categorised some of the details for subconscious 
comparison at a later date. Just because we can’t articulate the grammar, doesn’t mean we haven’t distilled it. 
Otherwise. As I keep saying, what’s the point of film music? If we really believe that music has no meaning and 
that even if it did, people can’t remember even listening to it in a film, then why do directors go to all the trouble, 
expense and upheaval of putting it in film? They put it in film because it does mean something and it distills itself 
in the mind of the listener on a deep subconscious level.  
 
 
Why is Film Music so Important? 
  
We have discussed this area numerous times in my first three books and it will no doubt surface in this series too.  
Our lives are not accompanied by a film score. The reasons why something which does not accompany everyday 
life becomes so crucially important in the telling of stories in film, are complex. If you were making a film which 
wanted to create a gritty reality, it would seem absurd to include music; music which the actors can’t hear but 
which the audience can. Straight away, one would think, the illusion of reality is broken; after all, we don’t have 
a soundtrack accompanying our lives so why on earth would we want music behind a film which is supposed to 
be real? you don’t need music to accompany a real, lived event in your own life because you’re living it. But 
usually you need it in films in order to generate an emotional bond between you and the story you’re being asked 
to believe.  
 
“Psychological tests have shown that music helps you understand what’s going on” (Powell, 2016.92). This is 
undoubtedly the case. In my own work I give numerous examples which show music working in conjunction with 
the film to create a greater sense of awareness on the part of the listener / viewer. Almost each and every example 
I have ever given is a testament to the special relationship people have with music; the ‘unconscious knowledge’ 
I talk of. The existence of music would not be as successful and important to film were it not for the fact that the 
music manages to communicate feelings and emotions to viewer. But if you think about it, the music works 
independently of the film, too. If a film starts with a man walking down a street, the way we contextualise this 
will be directly related to the music. If the music makes us feel anxious, it manages that on its own, unless in the 
film there is an axe murderer right behind the man, unbeknown to him. There are plenty of examples where the 
music works in conjunction with film but equally films are littered with examples where the music alone creates 
a specific feeling. The existence of the film gives the viewer something to be anxious about, i.e. it gives him or 
her something on which to project their anxiety.  
 
“A soldier walking through a crowd of civilians is more easily picked out by the viewer if solo military trumpet is 
involved in the music” (Powell, 2016.92). So, because our brains are always analysing and searching for meaning 
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in what they see and hear, music can draw your attention to a person or a situation. Our brains join the dots to 
reach the conclusion the director and composer wanted us to arrive at. Often such conclusions are not narrative 
facts or absolute events, but subtler, to get viewers thinking along specific lines. Shock horror moments in film 
are almost always scored to make the moment more believable, or in most cases the music feeds us fear and 
apprehension leading up to the moment. Music will often get louder leading to the moment. Our brains fear this 
on an instinctual almost primordial level; our brains associate something getting louder with something getting 
nearer – that’s why music growing louder has a genuine and real effect on us.  
 
 
The Practical Benefits of Film Music 
 
Music in film helps in simple pragmatic ways too; for example, it helps us forget that we are actually in a strange 
situation: we have entered a large room with perhaps 500 -1000 seats, full of people we don’t know, with the 
lights turned down. Then we end up staring at a huge screen and we’re asked to suspend our rational belief and 
believe what we’re about to see and hear. Music helps us forget about the screen and the room and the people and 
the darkness, and instead it helps us become immersed in the film. In addition, music can help reduce the amount 
of dialogue spoken on screen. If there’s no music to complete the emotional context of the film, characters on 
screen would be forced to speak more to add more context. Storylines and scripts don’t always have enough space 
in them for complicated plot points to be explained, and even if they did it would be absurd for every emotional 
or dramatic point to be explained. Just put music in the scene and dialogue can be greatly reduced. One way of 
looking at is to think of a film as something that depicts a series of events, actions and words that we, the viewer 
and listener, is supposed to get excited or emotional about. But the film is also supposed to relay often complex 
plot points, so most of the time it is simply too busy telling the story to tell us how to feel. If the composer has 
done his or her job properly, the film will benefit from emotions generated by the music.  
 
 
Time and Location 
 
Films are rarely portrayed in ‘real time’. A two-hour film might exist over a perceived ‘film time’ of days or 
weeks or even years. Also few films have only one location. There are multiple locations and many jumps between 
one place and the next place, or between location and time. These edits are often only made smooth by the 
existence of music, which often glosses over the edits. If you get hold of a Blu-ray of a TV show, and if the sound 
is oriented in 5.1, mute the centre channel, which will usually get rid of just the music. Then watch an episode 
and see how all those edits work without music or how the emotion feels without music to trigger you.  
 
 
Diegetic and Non-diegetic (music or emotion) 
 
Often composers are required to write around diegetic music (diegetic music is music which is part of the story, 
which the characters are aware of, or, as some refer to it, music which exists in ‘the film world’). Non-diegetic 
music therefore is the other kind of music in film, i.e. the music the composer writes, which the characters are 
unaware of but the audience hear. You would have thought that viewers would find it problematic listening to 
music, some of which is ‘in the film and for the film’ and some of which is not literally in the film but for the 
benefit of anyone watching the film. It is a strange situation, that’s for sure. But it is made easier because of the 
way the brain categorises what it hears, not just in terms of harmony and texture, etc, but also in terms of what its 
role is. John Powell says, “In our daily lives our brains are forever trying to work out what’s going on around us 
and one way do this is by combining what we are seeing with what we are hearing” (Powell, 2016.103). Powell 
goes on to use the analogy of a film scene in which a character walking down the street sees a busking violinist.  
As viewers we locate our knowledge of buskers and contextualise the busker in the film exactly as a character in 
the film would when they saw the busker. We accept that this is music in the film, not for the film.  
 
In a chapter in the 2007 book Beyond The Soundtrack, edited by Daniel Goldmark, entitled The Fantastical Gap 
Between Diegetic and Non-diegetic, Robyn Stilwell says: “The non-diegetic becomes space of fantasy, at least in 
part because of anxiety over its impossibility.” The infamous comment by Hitchcock to composer Hugo 
Friedhoffer, when he asked “But where is the orchestra?” in reference to the underscore to the 1944 film Lifeboat 
which was set at sea, speaks volumes. The concept of non-diegetic music only bothered Hitchcock when the scene 
was set somewhere where there wasn’t at least the possibility of an orchestra in the next room, or beyond a nearby 
horizon. Friedhoffer replied that the orchestra is, “in the same place as the camera.” What a superb put-down. 
Maybe non-diegetic music in the shower scene in Psycho didn’t bother Hitchcock because he knew that, deep 
down, there could theoretically be a string orchestra in the room next to Marion Crane.  
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At any rate clearly non-diegetic music’s “impossibility” was troubling to him. He was trying to create a feeling 
of reality and deep within himself, he thought the concept of musical accompaniment was absurd. And he is right, 
unless you understand why music works.  
 
Probably few directors understand why film music works. As I have said many times, people experience film 
music almost purely as emotion, and are affected emotionally by the application of film music; film music and 
picture in this sense are inseparable and their contexts become one experience.  
 
As I alluded to earlier, in our normal life our brains constantly analyse what we see and hear, trying to reconcile 
the images with the sounds; we combine what we see and hear together into a single stream of information. If we 
hear music playing and we notice a car with its windows open, then we immediately join those two experiences 
into one. But if we are unable to link music we hear in a film to a visual source in the scene, we focus instead 
almost purely on its emotional content, which we then link to what we’re watching. In other words, we distinguish 
between diegetic and non-diegetic. This is what Hitchcock didn’t understand, when he said, “But where is the 
orchestra?” 
 
Because film music communicates mainly emotionally is what makes it so good with films. It’s like being touched 
by something that - although you can often subconsciously recognise and categorise and classify - you cannot 
explain or rationalise in the same way you do with things you understand, like images and words. As an example, 
Olufar Arnalds’ music for Broadchurch is a great way to prove all of what I’ve just said; the music affects us 
emotionally and sometimes profoundly; we often react to the types of harmonies and textures he uses, recognising 
them when they reappear and gaining an emotional attachment to, but because we don’t have the ability (and the 
burden) of being able to understand, explain and literalise how and why it’s happening, it nevertheless remains an 
abstract experience, which makes it ideal to put behind pictures.  
 
As film viewers, the level to which people can effortlessly drop in and out of different complex contexts is a credit 
to their willingness to enter into the fictional world of the film, but equally it’s our ability to distinguish between 
music that’s supposed to be there and music which is heard by us – the audience. Few films ever mix diegetic and 
non-diegetic too closely for fear of confusing the delicate balance which enables us to understand and enjoy a 
film. If we thought characters in a film could hear the film music it would completely mess up this fine balance 
our brains have created for us. There are, however, a few examples of films and TV shows which have done this 
to great effect: 
 
 

1) At the end of the 1974 satirical comedy Blazing Saddles, in the middle of a desert scene we begin to hear 
a jazz orchestra playing ‘April in Paris’, accompanying a scene of a man on a horse. We naturally assume 
the music is film music, but as the camera pulls away we see the Count Basie Orchestra playing ‘April in 
Paris’. The realisation that what we thought was film music is actually diegetic music is hilarious.  
 

2) In an episode (season 7, episode 2) called ‘Father of the Bride’ from the hit TV comedy show Frasier, 
Frasier’s dad Marty is reminiscing back to his past when his kids were children, when he says “I can still 
remember dropping him off for his first class…seems like it was only yesterday”. At this point we hear 
a harp cadenza, the sort of thing which is frequently used to signify the start of a dream sequence. But 
when the harp starts Marty looks stunned and confused; clearly he can also hear the harp, which wouldn’t 
be the case if it was film music. The camera pans to a harpist in Frasier’s apartment (Frasier had been 
auditioning harp players for a wedding he’s paying for). Again, the humour is down to the confusion. 
For once the actors and viewers shares the same confusion.  

 
3) At 01.04.00 into the film Atonement, stunned and traumatised solders walk along a war-torn beach scene. 

The music begins – a soft, romantic, serene and mildly contemplative and tragic piece – as the scene 
progresses. About a minute later the music merges in with a hymn that a group of soldiers are singing. 
The ‘Whittier Hymn’ which contains the words “Dear Lord and Father of mankind, forgive our foolish 
ways; re-clothe us in our rightful mind, in purer lives thy service find, in deeper reverence praise…” The 
truly wonderful thing about this scene, and something that helps make it an unforgettable moment, is that 
the film score weaves its way into the hymn. Some of the harmonies work (i.e. they are the same as the 
original hymn chords) whereas some retain the filmic integrity by being different from the ‘correct’ hymn 
chords. So the film music doesn’t wholly succumb to become diegetic; moreover, it actually succeeds in 
being both diegetic and non-diegetic, one of the very, very few times this has ever worked.   
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4) 59.50 into the comedy Airplane 2 we see the main character go from the cockpit of a commercial 
passenger-carrying space shuttle into the avionics bay to try and solve a problem. The camera is behind 
the character. The low basses and cellos play a typical anxious line in octaves as the man heads into 
danger, and suddenly we see the character stop. The music also stops abruptly. He glances around as if 
he’s heard something. When it is all silent he carries on and the basses and cellos come back in. He stops 
again, looking around quizzically. At that point we, the viewers, burst out laughing because we realise 
he can hear the film music. At face value this is not something one would imagine would make people 
laugh, but it did.  

 
 
Film Music Must Serve the Film 
 

“The relationship between film and music has long been discussed as a tension 
between possibilities of synchronism and counterpoint, implying a degree of 
autonomy and even incommensurability between the two forms. That is, because 
of their profound essential differences, they have to made to (seem to) fit, or else 
played off against each other.” 

                                                                                                                      (Goldmark, 2007.250).  
 
Goldmark is right in that most of the discussion tends to focus on synchronisation or counteracting. This is partly 
a hangover from the days before people realised Theodore Adorno was an idiot. He thought the notion of music 
playing any kind of subservient role to film debased music. Accordingly, he preferred it when music countered 
the scene, causing dramatic friction whilst, in his mind, retaining the legitimacy of music. Music’s use as narrative 
support he described as ‘crass’. But both the Goldmark comment and Adorno’s perspective negates the other great 
service music brings to film; subtext. It pays to remember the possible functions of film music; and that they don’t 
all simply either ‘synchronise’ or ‘counter’ the pictures. Along with ‘playing’ or ‘countering’ the character or the 
scene, film music can create emotion which addresses or alludes to subtext; the wider story; the broader discourse 
surrounding the story. A lot of the music featured in my first three books and especially this one, will feature 
music’s great ability to contextualise stories.   
 
The biggest part of a composer doing their job properly is to understand all the above and realise that their music, 
above all else, has to be functional. It has to serve the film. It’s truly not about writing what you think might be 
great music, because people – from the director right through to the audience - aren’t really listening to your music 
as music. They’re listening and watching to see if your music serves the film and does a whole load of pragmatic, 
realistic, down-to-earth jobs. If your music is not doing the jobs it’s supposed to do, not only will it sound out of 
place, it will distract the audience. If people come out of film screening and say they thought the music was 
brilliant, what they’re really saying, truth be told, is that what your music did was great. Whether music is 
musically interesting and commercially viable is a completely different thing to whether it is any good as film 
music. 
 
Think of yourself not as a composer; think of yourself as one of a group of people who together make the film. 
Half the trouble we have running a BA Film Composition Degree isn’t finding students who can write music – 
they can all do that; the real issue is trying to get them to recognise that this is not about them writing music that 
impresses people or is nice or is exciting. Above all and anything else, the music must serve. It must function. 
Directors will never say to you, “well the music doesn’t work with the film but hey, it’s written beautifully and 
orchestrated well and produced well so we’ll have it anyway”. Trying to get composers to realise that their job is 
about hard practicalities and perhaps dozens of ‘acknowledgments’ (where a director wants the music to highlight 
or italicise a specific point). These are issues which require a mind-set that can deal with both technical issues and 
emotional considerations. The director might want the faintest of inflections to subtly highlight a certain point. So 
it’s not all about writing great tunes. Very little of it is about that.  
 
One mistake some new composers make is that they try and impress people, musically. Often this can be 
catastrophic. Think about it: you are asked to do a 20-minute short film which is probably quite average, made on 
a shoestring budget by a recent graduate, featuring some burning social issue they want to address through film. 
Then you steam in there trying to be James Newton Howard with your EastWest cloud subscription samples and 
cues which would make people think “wow, this guy is great.” Only, they won’t think it’s great; chances are 
they’ll just think it’s indulgent and that you didn’t understand the film because if you had understood the film at 
all your music would be much more grounded and down to earth and less fancy and perhaps simpler. All your 
cool harmonies and rich voicings are lost on a film like this. Your music will distract. Leave your ego at the door. 
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For context, let’s portray a visual equivalent is this: imagine the same low-budget film and in the second scene 
suddenly from nowhere Tom Cruise appears. He’s a great Hollywood actor but he would overwhelm your film. 
People would stop watching your film and begin asking you, perhaps not unreasonably, how you got Tom Cruise 
into your film. Ultimately films are made not just in context of the story they seek to tell, but in context of 
themselves. Hans Zimmer doesn’t score student short films, and even if he did it, as a favour, he wouldn’t score 
it like a blockbuster because if he did the context is completely shot to pieces. I watched a student film on YouTube 
recently; a 10-minute sci-fi ‘world is about to end’ type film. The film itself was actually very good but what 
ruined it was a cue from James Newton Howard’s superb score to King Kong. Imagine the sheer absurdity of 
fabulous film music ruining a film. The film and its music have to be compatible. If the mix is unbelievable then 
it will not be believed. Your music is judged not on what it is musically, but on the emotion it brings. Never, ever 
try and impress or dazzle directors with how good your music is. Try to create the best emotional response you 
can to the pictures, story, narrative or subtext, or whatever the director has asked you to address.    
 
 
The hilarious spectacle of people who don’t understand music, trying to talk music.  
 
Most directors are not musicians, much less composers, and yet a lot of them make the mistake of trying to use 
musical terminology when talking to a composer. I’ve had this and it’s sometimes painful but it can also be really, 
really funny. One once said, “yeah man, I can hear semibreves in my head.” I think he was maybe hearing things 
other than semibreves in his head. One turned to me and said, “Can this be in Bb? Bb means a lot to me. My dad’s 
favourite piece was in Bb.” I just said to him, without missing a beat, “No, Bb is not a good key to be honest with 
you. Very, very unstable and unreliable. Hardly any film music is written in Bb.” This was utter bullshit but given 
that he was talking bullshit too I thought I’d join him; bullshit became, briefly, a language we could communicate 
through. One once said to me “I’d like it…more purple.” I really don’t know what’s worse – directors trying to talk 
in a musical language which is clearly alien to them or the ones that try and talk to you in colours. The answer, 
therefore, is simple: if you like your temp tracks that much, use them. Nobody will mind. Nobody will call the 
police. The awful experiences of Lalo Schifrin and Alex North (2001 and The Exorcist) is the stuff of legend. 
Freidkin and Kubrick ought to have just gone with their temp tracks from the beginning. If that’s what you want, 
don’t try and commission a sound-alike or a pale imitation.  
 
As we come to the end of this volume, I thought I would collect and share some comments by composers which 
are interesting and enlightening. 
 
 
 

“To achieve great things, two things are needed; a plan and not quite enough time”.  
 

                                                                                                                                 Leonard Bernstein 
 
Any film composer will tell you that time is something they never have. There are some real horror stories of 
composers being given criminally short timeframes to complete the job: James Horner ended up having two weeks 
to score Aliens because the eternally detached-from-reality James Cameron overran on the shoot and ate into 
Horner’s time. The two fell out over the issue and only reconnected ten years later for Titanic. James Newton 
Howard got three weeks to score King Kong after Peter Jackson had fired Howard Shore. Leaving aside the bizarre 
notion that Shore could ever get fired, Newton Howard and his army of orchestrators and copyists worked through 
the nights to ensure the music got done. And the music really is, unquestionably superb; and therein lies the point 
Bernstein was really making, which is that sometimes it is precisely the lack of time which creates the stress which 
provokes you to have ideas that maybe wouldn’t have come if you’d had enough time. It’s an uncomfortable truth 
that Horner’s music, which gained him an Academy Award nomination, features a cue which went to achieve 
legendary status and ended up being one of the most used music cues ever written. He very nearly had a nervous 
breakdown but the music was superb.   
 
 
 

 “One of the problems with temp music is they’re all finished tracks and you can just 
pick the best scores and music ever written and just line them up one after the other. 
One of my directors put up ‘Adagio for Strings’ and everybody loved it and I was just 
going, “what are you trying to do? Kill me? The burden of that is impossible.” 
 

                                                                                                                                         Hans Zimmer 
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We discussed temp tracks in my third book, where the issue had its own chapter (Morrell, 2015.296), so I will not 
belabour the point here, suffice to say that Temp Tracks have become a cancer in the world of film music. On the 
one hand, if I were trying to communicate with someone whose language I did not speak, I would try and employ 
ways of communicating that were common to both of us, in order to be understood. But I would also realise that 
such a system is fraught with problems, because I’m never going to fully understand the other person. Similar to 
the person in a foreign country who doesn’t speak the language, communication will be difficult and basic at best.  
It’s a well-known problem with some British people that when they go abroad they simply shout in English in a 
desperate attempt to be understood. Temp tracks could be compared to that. Rather than directors leaving the 
conceptualisation up to composer, they shout at him or her with their temp track.  
 
I fully realise it must be frustrating for directors to have an idea of the kind of music they want but not be able to 
articulate it explicitly. In those circumstances it’s perfectly fair to use examples of other music as a guide. The 
problem is when directors have specific tracks and they ‘temp’ the film with music written by someone they don’t 
know and music that was never written for their film. Because the music wasn’t written for their film aesthetically, 
artistically and practically it is never going to wholly fit, because how can it? So if you force the composer to 
follow the temp, you are also denying your composer – the person for whom music is a specialism – the chance 
,to create something completely bespoke for the film.  
 
Temp tracks were never needed before because directors trusted composers. Also directors were able to shoot and 
edit films without the drug-like necessity of a track running across everything. But now directors are under huge 
pressure to produce the next big hit, or to at least not have a failure, so they try and pre-empt as much as they can.  
Music is the one area that hitherto they had no real power over, other than to choose the right composer and guide 
him or her stylistically. Now, most directors will ‘temp’ a film with something which the composer is essentially 
asked to copy. This is ethically, morally and artistically wrong and should not happen. And it does not only happen 
at a high level where the stakes are enormous; young directors still at university use temp tracks right from the 
start of their career. They are not taught about music. And most directors listen only to film music. Perhaps it 
wouldn’t be so bad if their palette was a little broader and included music in general. Film music is not supposed 
to be a genre or a style. Film music is any music which functions non-diegetically in a film.   
 
Temp tracks compromise the composer’s natural instincts. Don’t forget, 99% of all the great films and the great 
scores were not temped. The reason we got such excellent and original music for Psycho, Jaws, ET, Close 
Encounters, Star Wars or Batman Returns or Scissorhands and all the other ones, were because the composers 
were allowed to conceptualise and actually have an opinion. Tim Burton never temped a film before Danny 
Elfman got his hands on it. Spielberg never temped before working with Williams on a project. Hitchcock never 
temped anything for Bernard Herrmann. Temping is something which ought to be unthinkable but is instead, now, 
sadly, the norm. Also nowadays directors sometimes burn a BPM into the film before the composer gets it. Some 
shots and scenes and edits are based on a BPM, so the composer comes along and a) is given some music to copy, 
and b) is given the speed of the piece. Inevitably this has made a great majority of film music into generic sound-
alikes. Horror films in particular now have become so clichéd not just in the way they are written and scripted and 
directed, but also in the way they are scored. But I say again, think back to all the great horror films you’ve 
watched and if they feature a specially commissioned score it almost certainly won’t be the result of a composer 
working under ‘temp’ conditions.  
 
I have heard it argued that placing a BPM in the film for the composer to follow is good practice because it enables 
the composer to get straight into it and follow the beat. But this presupposes that a composer will think that 
following the beat to that extent is a good idea. You can always tell a film or TV drama or documentary where 
the composer is following the film rather than the evil twin sisters of a Temp and a built-in BPM. Technicians in 
film music editing have arrived at the conclusion that if something’s possible, you should do it. To quote Dr. Ian 
Malcolm from Jurassic Park, “You were so preoccupied with whether or not you could, you didn’t stop to think 
if you should.” Temp tracks and the use of BPM are both considered labour saving devices by a whole raft of 
industry people – none of them remotely qualified to speak on film music. They are designed not just to save time 
and money - which they don’t really do either - but they are also designed to guide and point music scoring in 
ever more clichéd ways, to the great detriment of film music and film itself.   
 
When you next fly somewhere, I’ll bet you anything that a film director doesn’t go into the cockpit and say to the 
captain, “Hey, this is how I’d like you to fly the plane.” A surgeon never has someone come up to them and say, 
“Hey, this is how I think you should take this guy’s appendix out.” It’s got so bad now that in many cases you can 
tell the temp tracks that were used simply by definition of the anodyne version subsequently written by the 
composer working to temp. I just finished watching a TV drama called The Reckoning. A good story, well written 
and directed but compromised by music clearly temped by John Murphy’s 28 Days Later soundtrack.  
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Almost weekly something I watch will have music which is a cheap, bland version of something else. Something 
happens to music that is copied to that level. Something is lost in translation. It’s not just that the music won’t sound 
as if it belongs in the film; it will sound inauthentic too. I have watched films with friends who didn’t spot the temp 
reference but nevertheless just thought the music was lacklustre, lifeless and tame. Some have suggested that the 
gross industrialisation and avid technicalisation of what film music production now is, will ultimately damage 
music.  
 
Danny Elfman refers to temp tracks as “The bane of my existence”. One way to try and educate directors and wean 
them off the drug-like reliance on temp music is to try and get them to realise that the main reason they’re employing 
it in the first place is because they fear a loss of control. When it comes to music, they will never really have control 
and this is simply something they have to accept. They have to trust the composer. Directors have to realise that the 
film is the only reference a good composer needs. And if there is no film yet, then the story. Sure, it’s okay for 
directors to mention composers they like and films whose music they like because these are just literally reference 
points that anybody would use in order to communicate with someone whose language they didn’t speak. That’s 
what it’s about: they do not speak your language so you both have to find a way of communicating which doesn’t 
just end in a cop-out with you both speaking through the interpretative medium of temp tracks. When we look back 
to Horner’s legendary fall-out with James Cameron following Aliens, where the overshoot ran into Horner’s time 
(something Horner himself spoke to me about) you realise that ultimately it is about power and control. When you 
overshoot into the composer’s time and you can’t push the theatrical release back and so instead bully the composer, 
you know that somewhere we’ve lost something along the way.    
 
 
                     “Music is music whether it is for the stage, rostrum or cinema. Form may change, 

the manner of writing may vary, but the composer needs to make no concessions 
whatsoever to what he conceives to be his own musical ideology.”  

 
        Eric Wolfgang Korngold 

 
This is dodgy, because it presupposes that a composer’s vision is always going to be right and to change your 
mind about your vision because a director thinks it won’t work is wrong. There has been some great music to film 
from composers who went back to the drawing board after a director questioned their first draft. Jerry Goldsmith’s 
first draft for the beginning of Alien featured a piece which, to this day I think would have worked better than the 
one he subsequently wrote, but the second draft is also fantastic. The first one took all day but the second one he 
almost wrote in real-time. Rewriting something because a director doesn’t like it is not akin to selling your soul 
to the Devil. It’s just the way it goes. The reason it can become problematic is when a director hasn’t guided the 
composer as much as they should. Directors can guide composers extremely well stylistically without resorting 
to throwing an entire temp track at them. One issue is that most directors only listen to film music in terms of 
reference. If they had a wider stylistic palette, composers would be less likely to homogenise. People forget that 
film music isn’t a genre. Music becomes film music when it is used in film. If we have got to the point where we 
can spot film music, then the styles and approaches have become overused. Think of Star Wars and then Close 
Encounters and then Alien and then Star Trek and then Interstellar. They are all such radically different scores. 
There is nothing homogenised about the scores. Excessive use of the temp track is basically a very public 
admission of failure on the part of directors to communicate with composers properly.  
 
 
 

“I can’t understand why people are frightened of new ideas. I’m frightened of the 
old ones.” 

                                                                                                                                            John Cage 
 
Never a truer word spoken. John Cage gets a bad rap from too many people, largely because they do not understand 
what he was trying to do with sound and music. The point he makes here was not aimed at film score composers 
because at the time the statement was made film music had not fallen victim to homogenisation. Composers and 
directors have a duty to the industry they are temporarily working within to ensure that - whilst acknowledging 
that film is a commercial art form - it evolves and grows and features original ideas. If everyone is frightened of 
new ideas and new concepts or everyone is tethered to cliché, then we are heading for a difficult future.    
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                         “The old idea of a composer suddenly having a terrific idea and sitting up all night 
to write it is nonsense. Night-time is for sleeping.”  

                                                                                                                                 Benjamin Britten 
 
Benjamin Britten obviously never worked with James Cameron or Peter Jackson, because if he had he’d realise 
that night time is just another opportunity to write music. Maybe if he’d been walking through London and seen 
a London bus go past with an advert for Peter Grimes, advertising an opening night three days hence, and he 
hadn’t yet finished it, perhaps he’d know how it felt to be James Horner or James Newton Howard. What I would 
say though, in support of Benjamin Britten, who I have the utmost respect for as a composer, is that his statement 
against the general notion of composers “suddenly having a terrific idea” is right, because most of the time it 
doesn’t work that way. Composing is romanticised by the media to the extent where people think it’s all about 
waiting for the great inspiration and shouting “Oh my God, I’ve got it” and then scribbling furiously on manuscript 
paper with an ink pen before the candle dies. Composers I’ve spoken to over the years attest to the fact that very 
rarely is it like that. Most of the time it’s like any other job insofar as you have a job of work to do and you have 
an allotted amount of time and you make it happen within that time. It’s about hard work and perspiration. It’s not 
about waiting for the great inspiration. Inspiration happens when your brain has located the answer to the question 
you’ve been asking it for the past half an hour. There is no cosmic significance or divine intervention. You just 
get on with it and write music, because that’s what you do; that’s your job.  
 
 
 

“I met Villa-Lobos when he arrived in Hollywood [to score the film Green Mansion], and 
I asked him whether he had yet seen the film and how much time they were allowing him 
to write the music. He was going to see the picture tomorrow, he said, and told me the 
music was already completed. They had sent him a script, he told me, translated into 
Portuguese, and he had followed that, just as if he had been writing a ballet or opera. I 
was dumbfounded; apparently nobody had bothered to explain the basic techniques to 
him. ‘But Maestro,’ I said, ‘what will happen if your music doesn't match the picture 
exactly?’ ‘In that case, of course, they will adjust the picture,’ he replied. Well, they 
didn’t. They paid him his fee and sent him back to Brazil. Bronislau Kaper, an 
experienced MGM staff composer, fitted his music to the picture as best he could.”  

 
                                                                                                                                            Miklos Rozsa 

 
The only thing I would add to this sad story is to say that your music has to be loyal to the director’s vision. Even 
in the examples I have given where directors have deliberately wanted the composer to come up with ideas 
uncluttered by the film itself, a basic story existed, which the composer used to inform their ideas. In most cases 
if a director wants a general textural and harmonic reaction to a concept or an idea of a story, then composers will 
do a good job, which in all probability then helps the director shape the film he or she subsequently shoots. But 
the Villa Lobos case shows what can happen when you ignore the film and just think that all you do is write to a 
script and everything will be fine. The director is equally to blame though, so we should poke fun at him too.    
 
 

“So, it becomes an exercise in futility if you write something that does not express the 
film as the director wishes. It's still their ball game. It's their show. I think any successful 
composer learns how to dance around the director's impulses.”  

                                                                                                                                            Danny Elfman 
 
It’s handy having this quote directly following the last one, because it highlights the importance of writing music 
in a style which the director approves of and/or suggested in the first place. What makes writing film music such 
a hard job is no always the ‘writing music’ bit; it’s understanding what directors want and what the film is about. 
It’s about suggesting ideas but ultimately respecting the director and what they want in the music. That’s very, 
very hard to do, and this is one area where many people fail. Ultimately it’s about communication. It’s about 
developing and nurturing a sense of trust and belief between yourself and the director. There are surprisingly few 
examples where composers have written music for a film that they personally didn’t like or approve of or think 
was a great idea, so that goes to show that most of the time film composers do manage to communicate. That said, 
there are a few examples of films where composers have left following ‘artistic differences’.  
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                  “When I’m writing film music, I feel like I'm more a filmmaker than a composer. It's more 
about what the film needs. I’m basically part of the team that’s creating a film, and the 
music is a very important part, but it’s just one part of many.”  

                                                                                                                                       Johann Johannsson 
 
 
This is probably the quote that sums up the very best attitude of a composer. This was a man without ego, a person 
who realised truly the collaborative art that film composing really is. A subtle and intelligent composer, taken too 
soon.  
 
 
                   “A film composer needs to understand that this is not music for its own sake, but it is music 

for a collaborative art. For me, a great film composer is always someone who not only has 
musical talent, but also a talent for telling a story with music. This is what makes film 
scoring a unique musical expression. It’s all about how the composer can assist the telling 
of the story as well as write great music.”  

                                                                                                                                               Hans Zimmer 
 
 
Definitely could not put that better. Again, like Johansson and Elfman and Williams and Horner and Newton 
Howard and all the true ‘greats’, he realises that ultimately the music has to work. You’re not really writing 
‘normal’ music (whatever that is) but instead part of your music will encompass stylistic ideas and guidance given 
to you or suggested to you by the director.   
 
 

“The fact that certain composers have been able to create first-class music within the 
medium of film proves that film music can be as good as the composer is gifted.” 
 

                                                                                                                                       Jerry Goldsmith 
 
This doesn’t contradict the last quote but it does highlight that although you are writing collaboratively and having 
to give way to non-musical people in the development of your music, this doesn’t or needn’t stop your music 
having artistic and creative context. Goldsmith knows that when he, like others of his generation, chose to write 
what some call ‘serious’ music (which I take to mean music which has no commercial guidance and isn’t 
subservient to a greater commercial endeavour, such as film), such music had much more freedom than would 
have been the case with film music. So what he is really saying is that writing film music needn’t stop you from 
writing good music. Yes, you can feel incredibly hemmed-in and perhaps frustrated at times, but that shouldn’t 
stop you from writing the best music you can do given the limitations and restrictions placed on you. It would be 
a fallacy to presume that ‘serious’ music did not have restrictions and limitations, just as song-writing does. They 
have all to be listened to and digested by the general public, so they all have to have elements of commerciality 
and they all have to ‘behave themselves’.   
 
 

 “I'll admit that writing doesn't always come, but I'm totally against walking around 
looking at the sky when you're experiencing a block, waiting for inspiration to strike 
you. Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov didn't like each other and agreed on very few 
things, but they were of one opinion on this: you had to write constantly. If you can't 
write a major work, write minor trifles. If you can't write at all, orchestrate something.”  
 

                                                                                                                             Dimitri Shostakovich 
 

This is one of the best quotes in terms of realism. Not an egotistical man at all, Shostakovich was a ‘just get on 
with it’ type of guy. His belief that at all costs you need to write and write and write, was a belief I passionately 
share. His comment about orchestration though is the most interesting point here, and one which I believe 
completely. I have often told students to orchestrate other people’s music more, because the simple act of 
arranging music that you yourself did not write, makes you a more disciplined orchestrator. Freed from the artistic 
ownership of composition, you are free to think texturally and harmonically and structurally rather than each of 
those categories having an initial compositional slant.  
 

“You're composing not in relation to the spectacle, but in relation to the drama on the     
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 screen.”  
                                                                                                                                         Howard Shore 
 
This is crucial because it highlights the need to take yourself out of the glam and glitz and spectacle of the film 
and instead concentrate on the drama on the screen and in story. He is known for seeing the craft of film 
composition more as storytelling and this is an important distinction because it makes you become more interested 
in the underlying story than necessarily concentrating or fixating purely on the picture and the images. But he is 
critical of composers who, he argues, have been complicit in dumbing down their art.  
 

“Film composers have themselves underestimated their own contribution and, in so 
doing, they have made directors and producers accustomed to very fast working times 
– not the least by resorting to myriads of clichés,”  
                                                                                                                 Howard Shore 

 
 
An excellent point, well made. Music is always the bit that comes last. I realise that we can’t avoid that, but 
directors must allow more time for composers, otherwise, as Shore says, they will have little alternative but to 
resort to cliché. During the now legendary overshoot of Aliens, James Cameron spent three days perfecting the 
sound of laser guns, and then gave Horner two weeks to score the movie.   
 
 
 
 
Ennio Morricone said of John Williams’ score to Star Wars:  
 
                “He is an exceptionally gifted composer whom I greatly respect, but even he is criticised 

for making a commercial choice about the space epic franchise. It was understandable, but 
still commercial. I could not have scored Star Wars in that way”.  

 
Well, Ennio Morricone is definitely right about one thing – he couldn’t have scored Star Wars as John Williams 
did. If you want to know what a ‘Biff Tannen alternate 1985’ looks like, imagine what film music might have 
become, post 1970s if John Williams hadn’t scored Star Wars. There will be some out there who might think 
Morricone was right. Forgive me for poking fun at Morricone, whom I really believe is a fabulous composer (his 
music featured regularly in my last three books and his wonderful score to Frantic is in this one) but it is a trifle 
unfair to accuse Williams of over-commercialism, as others have done too, perhaps thinking that for a film set in 
the future Williams should have chosen more difficult and abstract 21st century harmonies.  
 
What people forget is that Star Wars was a kids’ film. It’s easy to comment retrospectively, knowing the eventual 
success of Star Wars; it’s easy to think that, given the phenomenal success of the film franchise, that it could have 
been a great opportunity to score something more challenging. But there’s the rub; Williams’ music only seems 
simple. When you scratch the surface of the rousing melodies and examine the harmonies and orchestration that 
support the themes, it is complex and complicated. Williams has the ability to contextualise absolutely 
extraordinarily abstract harmonic colours by wrapping them in exciting orchestration and digestible themes. 
Nobody expected Star Wars would still be around 50 years later. Williams thought it was a film that might last 
the summer and that would be the end of it. But even so, the central fact remains that even if they’d known the 
huge commercial success it would become, why spoil a kids’ film with music they wouldn’t understand? If 
Williams had done that and George Lucas had gone along with it to please a few academics, chances are we 
wouldn’t be discussing either of them now, fifty years later. And let us not forget that the unparalleled success the 
franchise became, along with Jaws, Close Encounters and a few others, are generally credited with saving the 
film industry. Williams correctly saw it for what it was – a Western in space. He thought back to the movies he’d 
seen as a child and, again correctly, scored it for people to enjoy, not for people to discuss intellectually at dinner 
parties while quaffing red wine. The music was an integral key factor in the success of the film, so if he’d scored 
it as some wanted, it would have probably bombed. And anyway, commercial though it was, it is quite rightly 
regarded as one of the great film scores. I love Ennio Morricone’s music; I love his later scores for films like 
Mission to Mars and Wolf, but I think his comment about Williams and Star Wars was wrong. 
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                        “John Williams is the anti-Christ of Film Music…his music has ruined many a good film”  
 
So said the legendary 20th Century composer and international world-renowned expert on film music, Brian Eno.  
Eno was famous for composing bite-size pieces of music for Microsoft. He is a man of many opinions and like 
his music for Microsoft, most of them are of short duration. I realise that there is context to this quote, and yes I 
have watched the entire interview; but Eno was so obviously trying to shock. There is a debate to be had about 
the prolific amount of orchestral music in films, but that is an entirely different thing to referring to Williams as 
the ‘anti-Christ of Film Music’. Such comments are shameful and display a serious lack of judgment.  
 
 
And finally, functionality  
 
In my previous books and in this one too, the issue of the functionality of film music comes up regularly. If the 
music functions well, it will be perceived and remembered as being great music. So let’s just finally look at a few 
quick examples of the various roles and functions of film music.  
 
 
1 When music has an opinion 
 
Music has the ability to ‘comment’ on something without using words. Music can create feelings which, when set 
to picture, can guide the way people feel about what’s on-screen. In fact one of the best functions of film music 
is when it manages to ‘comment’ on a scene, a character or the story in general. This is where film music can have 
an opinion, an opinion which is heard and reflected on by the viewers. Commenting is something that shouldn’t 
be overdone and you have to remember that the film will already have character and style which will push viewer 
opinion in a specific direction. Music can and often does, give the film a gentle push in the right direction by 
emphasising or italicising a point. Music can pass a judgment on certain scenes. In the early days of film music 
the function of the music was to be duplicative; most of the time most of the commentary was on the images.  
 
 
2 When music helps elements of the story connect 
 
Music works brilliantly well in helping the story connect when there are shifts in location or time. As I said earlier 
edits between time or location can look very uncomfortable unless they are scored. There are numerous examples 
of this in my previous three books. Also if films have montage scenes which even within one ‘scene’ might 
reference several different times and locations, music can help bridge the gap between abstraction and reality.  
 
 
3 The ability to create the right atmosphere 
 
Because of its unique ability to create emotion, it can create and generate specific atmospheres within the film. 
This is one of the strongest functions of music. It can set the tone of the film, right from the start. Think of how 
many films you’ve watched which create a very specific atmosphere right from the start, then watch the same clip 
with the sound turned down. It is a wholly different experience. Look at the opening credits to Star Trek - The 
Motion Picture and Star Trek II The Wrath of Khan, and look at how music totally colours the intro to The Silence 
of the Lambs. People will never forget the opening music; it stays with them for a long time into the film. Equally, 
the closing credit roll music is crucial because the audience will leave with this in their heads. They will remember 
the music much more than the visual ending, even though it is easier to digest and interpret the pictures than the 
music.  
 
 
4 The ability to emphasise and italicise  
 
Music can be used to emphasise characters and relationships and complicated plot points. The so-called leitmotifs 
were established by Wagner and used widely in Opera and this is just one of the many things film music inherited. 
Film music did not come from nowhere and nor did films themselves. They both inherited a rich context and 
history from theatre and opera and other visual and musical arts which you can see and hear when you watch early 
films. Few things literally come from nowhere, and film and film music are no different. Although the use of 
leitmotif in films is not as prevalent nowadays, this is because the nature of storytelling through film has itself 
evolved. But they are still there.  
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5 The ability to portray emotions and feelings and meaning 
 
Music can be used brilliantly to portray certain emotions. If music accompanies an emotional scene and it is 
composed sensitively, then the initial scene itself need not necessarily be as ‘on the nose’ as it would have to be 
without music. If a director trusts a composer, he or she may well deliberately tone down a scene’s emotion 
because they know the composer will colour it in later. If the scene is already dripping with emotion and then the 
composer steams in and pours even more emotion, we would refer to this as being ‘over-cooked’. If you come 
across a scene like this, your music can sometimes take some of the heat out of the situation by using chords, 
harmonies and textures which are fairly neutral and therefore allow the scene some breathing space. A character’s 
face which has a neutral expression can ‘appear’ to be more emotional simply with the right music added.  
 
 
6 Music will tell you where you are and when you are 
 
Perhaps the most obvious functional use of music is when you’re trying to reference a particular period in history 
or geographic location. Music typical of the period of placement will automatically put people ‘in the zone’. You 
would think this might be an obvious or clumsy way of reinforcing location or period, but in fact the effect of it 
is quite subtle because don’t forget, the pictures themselves will represent the biggest clue regarding a change of 
location or period.  
 
 
7 Music; the great manipulator  
 
All types of functionality are manipulative in some way; that is the nature of what music does in film. It is there 
to reinforce and to create an emotional bond between viewer and film. Music is not called the ‘emotional language’ 
for nothing. If you consider the hugely problematic thing that music must be for a director, given that they do not 
read music or understand how it is created and therefore have little power over it, if they could get away without 
using it I’m sure they would. Directors have relative control over the other aspects of film-making because none 
of them are sufficiently abstract enough to not be understood. But music is.  
 
 
Hearing is Believing 
 
Film music must be a massive pain to be involved with if you don’t understand it. And yet people still use it. They 
use it because it works; something most people can’t see or touch or understand affects them emotionally. It does 
something to them. It makes them believe what they’re seeing on screen. Hearing is believing.     
 


