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TRANSCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS 
 
 
I hope you have gained some knowledge and awareness from reading this book. I wanted to talk briefly about the 
method and processes involved in producing my transcriptions and analysis, as many have asked me how it’s 
done.  
 
I begin my process by watching films, listening to relevant cues, and deciding which cues to transcribe and 
analyse. Inevitably the cues I choose are the ones I think are important, but that does not necessarily mean that 
they are the most obvious or thematic. I deal a lot with the kind of dense underscores which often offer so much 
emotional context to film, but which can get overlooked if one is looking only for highlights. Also, if you get 
hired to write film or TV music, your ability to do the ‘dense stuff’ will be key, and it probably won’t come as 
naturally as thematic writing.  Writing themes is not as hard because it is more related to how ‘normal’ music is 
constructed; themes can help and guide you through a cue and they can create a structural template on which to 
hang the harmony, counterpoint and orchestration that supports them. But ‘themeless’ music involves skills of a 
very different order; trying to generate emotion via the subtle colours and emotional gestures of harmony, 
counterpoint, texture and arrangement is more challenging because it lacks the convention, convenience and 
certainty of melody. Harder still is applying this to a narrative situation where your music is simply part of a larger 
emotional and sonic tapestry, and making it seem natural. That’s why many cues in my books are related to the 
underscore.     
 
 
Transcription  
 
I try to ensure that my transcriptions and analysis are as broad as possible in terms of styles and approaches, to 
offer as much stylistic variety as I can. I usually try and feature at least three or four cues from films and TV 
shows, although sometimes this varies depending on how compelling the music is and how much can be said 
about it. I decide on the cues and make a note of the sync points in the film. Then I buy the album and try and 
locate the audio track titles with the sync points in the film. This can be an extraordinarily long and tedious process, 
not least because the tracks on the albums are often different from the versions in the films. I try my best to make 
sure there is an audio track for readers to listen to, whether they buy the albums or find them on YouTube. But 
sometimes, if there is no audio track, I end up transcribing straight from the film.  
 
I give all the cues a ‘figure’ number (i.e. fig.1, fig.2), then lay these out in a Word file. I split the task of 
transcription from the task of analysis, having learned the hard way that transcription is a fundamentally different 
skill compared with analysis; transcription is mainly technical and needs my attention to be focussed on listening 
to the various chords and lines to ensure they are transcribed properly. I transcribe as I hear, only consulting a 
piano ocassionally, when I have finished, to double-check the notes are right. I usually feature just the salient and 
important parts of the cue but occasionally will write out cues in full. I usually score out in Sibelius using a 
different number of staves according to the level and depth of the analysis. I can usually tell instantly what a chord 
is but often replay chords to decipher the exact voicing, because this is crucial to understanding how orchestration 
works. I always begin by scoring out the main harmonic blocks, irrespective of what section is carrying them. I 
then replay the cue, adding counterpoint, melody and altering anything I may have misjudged the first time round; 
transcription is more an evolutionary process than a wholly linear one, i.e. as the score becomes fuller I might 
notice things I may have deliberately left out until I had a better mental and sonic picture of the music. If I notice 
points of interest I will annotate the score, but I usually leave analysis until after the transcription is finished, for 
reasons already stated.   
 
 
Analysis                   
 
I will usually complete all the transcriptions for a chapter first, before embarking on my analysis. At the analysis 
stage I play the scene repeatedly and make a note of the physical and emotional hit points and wider points about 
how the different sections function, musically and emotionally. I then add the analytical text, often wrapping it 
around the notation, adding arrows which point to specific devices or chords.     
                  
Throughout my life the combination of sight and sound has helped me understand music; analysing a written score 
without the accompanying audio does not allow me to really ‘get inside’ a piece of music, just as using audio 
alone will not allow me to ‘see’ the music.  
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This dual method is one I encourage students to adopt; some of the difficulties people have in working out why a 
piece works, or generates emotion, is depending purely on the audio track itself, with no visual reference. I 
sometimes refer to experiencing a cue with the audio track and the score akin to ‘hearing music in 3D’. Students 
have used this phrase too.  
 
In terms of how long the process of writing my books takes; the first two books were written in 2013 with the 
third volume being completed in 2015. My most recent book (this one) is being released at Christmas 2020.  
Hearing is Believing – Film Music and What it does to us - has taken from August 2019 to December 2020 and 
encompasses 380,000 words (although this may shrink in editing). My fascination for transcription is borne from 
a love of music and a desire to find out how it works; how something which is not understood literally by its 
audiences can nevertheless have such power over them.  
 
My younger years playing in orchestras, together with my years orchestrating for theatre and composing for TV 
generated within me a thirst for a wider understanding of how music communicated to its audience; when you are 
in the thick of it, busy composing and orchestrating, you do not usually have the time to consciously think of 
‘what it all means’. In any case, writing and orchestrating music sometimes involves a different technical and 
emotional process to the one we use to evaluate and analyse. Creativity can sometimes be reactionary, spontaneous 
and exciting when we’re trying to figure out how to write a scene. Transcription has to be cold, calculated and 
uncluttered by sentiment. Analysis is about emotional perception and understanding functionality in music, so this 
is more about creativity and emotional awareness. This is where I try and fathom how the music generates the 
emotion within us, and the relevance of this to the film.  
 
Friends and colleagues often presume that transcription is less enjoyable than the analysis which follows, but for 
me this isn’t true. I enjoy transcription more because the process is akin to a detective trying to crack a case. Once 
the case is cracked, they then have to prove it. Analysis is about proving that what I transcribed actually was as 
relevant as I thought it was, and it’s about figuring out why. I usually have a feel for the music in a cue and how 
it interacts with the film, but it’s not until I have cracked the transcription that I can put my initial ‘feel’ to the test 
and start looking and listening to the interaction between the audio, the transcription and the scene, to justify my 
initial feelings and turn them into rational, reasoned suggestions and conclusions.        
 
The analysis I undertake, for the books I write, is my attempt to understand the secret world of film music.  
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