
1 
 

 
 

AN EXAMINATION OF THREE BOOKS ON FILM MUSIC BY BRIAN MORRELL 
 

 
HOW FILM AND TV MUSIC COMMUNICATE 

 
Brian Morrell 

 
University of South Wales 

 
Commentary submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the 

University of South Wales for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 
 

December 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

ABSTRACT 

This Commentary contextualises and places within a critical framework, three books on Film 

Music written by myself.1 The books, written between 2013 and 2015, are targeted toward 

students of film music and professional practitioners. This Commentary has given me the 

opportunity to address a variety of relevant scholarship, which relates directly to the research 

question, which is ‘how does film music communicate.’ The issue of meaning in music is 

addressed occasionally, for example by Lawrence Kramer (2002), and the issue of music’s 

emotional function within film is addressed throughout the Commentary, referencing amongst 

others, Frank Lehman (2018), Arnie Cox (2017) and Lawrence Kramer (2002). 

                 The centre of gravity in my books, which is distilled and discussed in this 

Commentary, focuses on how film music creates emotion, ultimately centring on how and why 

harmony specifically can be said to convey emotion and a sense of identity to its 

audience. Building on the analysis of scholars such as Heinrich Schenker (Pankhurst, 2008), 

Eduard Hanslick (1854), Lawrence Kramer (2011; 2012; 2016), John Sloboda (2005) and 

Arnie Cox (2017) and film music scholars such as George Burt (1995), Claudia Gorbman 

(1987) Roy Prendergast (1992) and Frank Lehman (2018), the three books which form part of 

this portfolio contribute new knowledge and understanding to the world of film music 

composition, with extremely detailed, in-depth and specific analysis of hundreds of cues spread 

over a 50-year period of film history, explaining, distilling and rationalising various relevant 

concepts and ideas, such as how and why, and under what circumstances music can generate 

feelings and emotions, and to what extent such feelings inform and guide our knowledge and 

understanding of music.  

                                                 
1 See http://www.brianmorrell.co.uk/filmbooks.html 
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This Commentary places the three books in context of surrounding literature and current and 

historical critical thinking on the subject of film music and also the wider area of music and 

emotion. The Commentary discusses, amongst other theories and concepts, harmonic devices 

that exist within music and which assist films on an emotional level; all of which are alluded 

to in my portfolio of books. It also discusses the functionality of film music, discussing how 

the reality of how it is conceived is often at odds with the popularised romantic interpretation 

of how composers create music. The Commentary also discusses some limitations often found 

in some texts which seek to explain film music; namely the tendency to be over-descriptive 

and to over personalise the art of composition. In this respect the Commentary looks at different 

approaches to film music analysis and musical analysis, to examine their effectiveness, 

reliability, honesty and how my own research sits alongside.   

                Finally, this Commentary also references some sociological and anthropological 

perspectives, discussing how people interpret what they hear in music. Given that most people 

do not understand musical grammar and by definition do not interpret music literally, my books 

and this Commentary seek to explain what people do experience when they experience music. 

Perhaps more than most forms of music film music casts a lasting shadow in the memory of 

the viewer / listener, because of its merging with something visual. In my Commentary I argue 

that most people possess an innate, inbuilt type of ‘embodied knowledge’ of the language of 

music, whereby they can identify, classify and discriminate between different types of 

harmonic language. 

                 

                                                                                                                                Brian Morrell 
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                         Music has traditionally been regarded as a subordinate element in the standard film 

genres. Although a solid body of research has accumulated over the years, it is still 
a marginal part of the much larger field of study focussed on image, narrative, the 
cinematic apparatus and the history of film production. The film music literature 
has tended to accept without serious challenge the status hierarchy that puts music 
on the bottom and treats film as above all a visual medium. But this assumption 
has little to support it, historically, however commonsensical it may seem.  

 
                                                                                                                           (Goldmark, 2007: 2) 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                         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 produce, 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)  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background Context to my books on Film and Television Music 

Following a successful career in the music industry,2 where I worked at a high level as a 

composer, arranger, orchestrator and musician for West End shows, pop tours, theatre, film 

and television, I developed a fascination with how film and television music creates emotion 

in the mind of the listener. I began writing, in the summer of 2013, what at the time I thought 

would be a series of papers to contextualise lectures I delivered at Leeds College of Music, 

where I am Principal Lecturer in Film Music and Head of the Film Music undergraduate 

programme. The papers would examine lecture content in much more specific and forensic 

detail than lectures could. I realised quickly that the enjoyment of analysing music in more 

detail than my lecture slides allowed, was such that I felt a book might come out of the work I 

was doing. Within a month I had collated content and context from dozens of lectures and had 

written several chapters. A few months later the first book was finished. In the first book, ‘How 

Film and TV Music Communicate’ (2013), chapter titles were very general and encompassing, 

such as ‘Music and Meaning’, (Morrell, 2013:54) and ‘How Harmony Speaks’ (Morrell, 

2013:69); this allowed me to visit numerous films from different stylistic backgrounds and 

genres. In volumes two (2013) and three (2015) the chapters became more specific, such as 

‘Documentaries and Commercials’ (Morrell, 2013:12), ‘Horror’ (Morrell, 2013: 140) and ‘In 

Space Everyone Can Hear The Chord Changes’ (Morrell, 2015: 226) which allowed me to 

specify a little more.  

                I intended the books to function as reference books for students and academics, 

whereby any chapter could be accessed independent of other parts of the book. All the student 

                                                 
2See more details: http://www.brianmorrell.co.uk 
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or teacher or practitioner needed was a passion for film music and a good knowledge of 

harmony and music theory. Because I intended these books as reference books there was never 

a narrative flow from chapter to chapter or book to book. The chapters functioned essentially 

as separate articles on film music, revolving around a central theme of how the music 

communicated. To this end the books analyse the music for hundreds of film scenes, 

interpreting the music in terms of compositional method, harmonic approach, the use of 

orchestration and how the music worked in context of the film. The challenge was to try and 

explain how and why the music creates specific emotional responses in the mind of the listener 

and could therefore be said to contain emotion and meaning.  

                My primary means of understanding how and why film music functions as it does, is 

by analysing scores I have transcribed myself. I believe it is virtually impossible to grasp the 

often complex and abstract nature of film music without examining its structures and its 

contents, via the transcribed and reduced score. Sui-Lan Tan, in The Psychology of Music in 

Multimedia (Sui-Lan Tan, 2013), says: 

Understanding the structure of a musical work profoundly benefits our understanding of 

how it functions in multimedia  

                                                                                                       (Sui-Lan Tan, 2013: 91) 

                 As an indication of the scale of my books, there are over two hundred and sixty 

separate films and television shows referenced in the books. Most films or television shows 

feature at least a couple of audio tracks (cues) so the number of transcriptions is at least five 

hundred, most of which I undertook myself. I have ‘absolute pitch’ and I am a composer / 

orchestrator, so this is, for the most part, not an arduous task. Ironically when the books were 

published I was contacted by many composers and others who had read the books, who 

furnished me with PDFs of scores, many of which were from film cues I had already 

transcribed. Luckily all my transcriptions had been accurate but in some cases the scores I 
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received had more density to the voicings. I will discuss my transcriptions more thoroughly 

later in this Commentary. For the purposes of this Commentary, my accompanying portfolio 

constitutes the three books I have written. These are delivered as PDFs, which I believe offer 

a better environment, not to mention quicker access for referencing, for the reader. Any tracks, 

cues or film scenes I reference in this PhD are contained in the same storage device as the PDFs 

of my books. In addition, there will be one appendix.  

                  My main research objective in this Commentary is to explain how film music 

communicates to its audience. In this respect I will show examples of how and why emotion is 

generated by music, and further I will discuss why and how people are susceptible to the kind 

of emotional manipulation that the wordless language of film music – with all its harmonic 

devices – brings. My books contribute towards film music pedagogy, by offering detailed 

insights into the emotional effects of film music, specifically driven by the addition (and 

analysis of) hundreds of varied film score transcriptions. I also believe that the specific nature 

of the analysis in my books contribute new research knowledge and methods to the field of 

film music discourse. It is the combination of in-depth analysis of how and why film music 

creates emotion, distilled and contextualised by specific and numerous examples of analysed 

transcriptions which makes my work unique and allows it to contribute to the field of screen 

music studies for students and professionals alike.   

1.2 The Uniqueness and Value of my Transcriptions and Associated Analysis 

My transcriptions are unique because, firstly, most do not exist in this form in the public 

domain. They exist in detailed form only for the composer and orchestrator, and then, for the 

most part, they are archived.3 The existence of my work, and free availability of my analysis 

                                                 
3 A tiny fraction of full scores are sometimes released, such as the John Williams Study Scores series and 
Omnisphere Publishing, who published a small selection. These are usually ‘Concert Arrangements’ which have 
been re-scored for live performance, so they are often not entirely accurate to the film.   
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and transcriptions is unique also because analysis is not merely descriptive; transcriptions are 

always accompanied by comprehensive and detailed analysis, which seeks to explain why the 

music works, both practically and emotionally, with the film. I am able to transcribe the film 

music I listen to accurately because I have ‘absolute pitch’. Also, because I am a composer and 

orchestrator, I am able to place the voicings, harmony and counterpoint accurately, making 

sense of the music and tying structural or architectural elements or style of harmony to specific 

emotional reactions. Often the detail I provide is about quite specific areas, such as chord 

voicings and how the emotional flavour of the music is achieved; I also supplement the musical 

and emotional analysis in terms of the benefit, for the film. The detail is important because the 

reason certain approaches or devices work is often down to the way they are framed, 

instrumentally, texturally and especially harmonically. I feel the depth and detail of analysis - 

and the availability for scholars and professionals to be able, for the first time, to see the music, 

alongside digesting my analysis – presents genuinely new research. Most audio cues I show 

are available on YouTube, so readers are able to hear and see my analysis. I will discuss 

throughout the ‘Analysing the Analysis’ section of the Commentary how my research methods 

allow us to uncover the consistencies and the commonalties which create musical and 

emotional identity and permeate film music, as well as the individual idiosyncrasies and rarities 

which can sometimes draw our attention and generate emotion because they are doing 

something less obvious. I will talk more about my process in creating transcriptions in the 

Analysis section.  

1.3 My Desire to Democratise and Demystify the Study of Film Music 

In other parts of this commentary I have discussed my belief that the study of music – and with 

it, film music – has not always been presented in a realistic light. The art of composition tends 

to be sometimes shrouded in mystery, veneration and personalisation; music is sold to us as 

heavily personalised intellectual achievement, and because of this there is a genuine tendency 
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to presume – as I often state in my books and lectures - that film music is written by other 

people, not us. David Neumeyer agrees with these sentiments; when discussing the distinction 

between meaning and interpretation in his 2015 book Meaning and Interpretation of Music in 

Cinema, he says: “Historians gave priority to the author, often radically in the notion of the 

genius and the masterwork.” (Neumeyer, 2015: 6). In my own books I regularly discuss 

society’s propensity toward an over-personalisation of discourse about composers in general, 

and film composers in particular, many times, for example (Morrell, 20. 2013.).  

                     Having analysed widely over a number of years, and having spoken to key 

Hollywood composers, I wanted to create a body of work which, whilst not undermining or 

devaluing the composer, nevertheless sought to expunge romanticised sentiment and replace it 

with detailed analysis and interpretation. I receive emails on a regular basis from people all 

over the world who state that they are now able to understand film more clearly, many of whom 

refer to the sense of demystification. Most of the 110 film music students (current figure) who 

come to Leeds College of Music have read elements of my books, and it is often the realisation 

that everything can be explained that has made them take the plunge and believe in themselves. 

This does not make my books an easy read by any stretch of the imagination; they require an 

excellent level of music theory and awareness of harmony specifically.  

                   The fact that several alumni are now working at a high level within the industry is 

a testament to the accessibility of the books.4 At the beginning of every lecture there is a slide 

which says:  

 

                                                 
4 Dan Suett (works for Hans Zimmer’s ‘Bleeding Fingers’ company; Alex Redfern has worked in Hollywood 
for five years; Jarrod Royles Atkins is now the assistant to Tom Holkenborg; Liam Rice now works for Hans 
Zimmer’s Remote Control Productions. These are just a few of the LCM graduates pursuing film music. 
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I make the point in the books many times that, during my analysis am not trying and suggest 

what was going through the composer’s mind when they composed a cue or even a bar of 

music; I simply state what the music achieved, how it was achieved and why it works. After 

all, listeners perceive film music in context of how it makes them feel, not what the composers’ 

intentions were.  

1.4 Why the Emphasis on Harmony? 

There are many aspects of music which contribute to its unique ability to generate emotion and 

feeling, which benefits film so much. Texture, timbre, melody and rhythm are important 

aspects, and my books do discuss these areas in part of my analysis; but a majority of the 

analysis tends towards harmony as a means of understanding the music and the emotions it 

generates. Harmony could be described as the central nervous system of music; the way 

intervals and extensions interact and relate to compositional structure and orchestration, is 

crucial to the way music sounds. My books do not generally separate composition from 

orchestration; the two are treated as one. This approach is based on the reality of how and why 

music sounds the way it does: the sound of film music is as much a product of orchestration as 

much as it is about composition. And therein lies another reason for my emphasis on harmony; 

at the centre of the ‘sound’ of a film score – irrespective of whether it is an orchestral score or 

an electronic score - is a labyrinth of chord choices, counterpoint, voicing techniques and 

harmonic dynamics created by specific intervals and extensions. In film music, texture alone 

means little without its driving force; harmony. I believe harmony is the most important area 

of study and that it is sometimes underrepresented in literature about film music, in terms of 

analysis which seeks to tie music to emotion and feeling. It is much easier to discuss almost 

any other element; texture is a much more understood component of music, as is rhythm. 

Melody is also relatively easy to distil and understand, although melody too is ultimately a 

product of harmony. Harmony is the area which most professional composers talk to me about; 
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harmony is often what they see as the main driver of emotion in film music.5 Detailed 

discussion about harmony in books is rarer because scores themselves are harder to come by 

and because harmony requires a greater level of engagement and understanding, which can 

sometimes make it unpopular with publishers. My emphasis on harmony is an 

acknowledgement that it is the most important area of study – not just in terms of decoding the 

reasons why certain harmonies might produce certain emotional reactions, but also in terms of 

furthering an understanding of chord voicing and orchestration.  

1.5 Emotion in Music  

Immediately we stray down the path of contextualising emotion in music, much less what 

music might be said to ‘express’ or ‘mean’, we are confronted with historical figures of great 

importance, many of whom deny that any such thing can exist: none other than Stravinsky says:  

                         I consider that music is, by its very nature, powerless to express anything 

at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a 

phenomenon of nature. 

                                                                                                               (Stravinsky, 1936: 91)  

                 The debate about the capacity of music to express non-musical ideas (e.g. emotions 

or feelings, which was at its zenith in the latter part of the nineteenth century, not least through 

towering figures such as Brahms and Wagner) was written about very articulately by Eduard 

Hanslick in his book Vom Musikalisch-Schönen (The Beautiful in Music, 1854). The book 

questions the very idea that music can express or embody emotion. But the very first words in 

chapter one cast doubt not so much on the existence of emotions created by music, but more 

the notion that we should even be discussing such things at all:  

                                                 
5 “You get emotion from harmony, texture and arrangement, but the manipulation of harmony is by far the biggest element in creating 
emotional colour.” (James Horner, in conversation with the author). 
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                          The course hitherto pursued in musical aesthetics has nearly always been 

hampered by the false assumption that the object was not so much to 

enquire into what is beautiful in music, but to describe the feelings which 

music awakens                                                                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                              (Hanslick, 1885: 15)  

He goes on to talk about systems of aesthetics which consider ‘the beautiful’ (i.e. music) solely 

in reference to the sensations it arouses, saying: 

                         Such systems of are not only unphilosophical, but they assume an almost 

sentimental character…..they afford but little enlightenment for the 

student.                                                                                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                 (Hanslick, 1885: 15)  

Although he appears to decry the pursuit of understanding emotion created by music, and 

although this pursuit figures heavily in my own research, I would actually be inclined to agree 

with some of what Hanslick says; for a start he is not denying that emotion exists: rather, he is 

saying the notion is unworthy of pursuit. I would agree with this assumption if the basis of 

discussing emotion in music was based purely in some kind of vacuous narcissist pursuit to do 

nothing but discuss our human emotional reactions to music. But analysis such as my own, 

which seeks to explain why and how and when music creates emotion and what those emotions 

are and how they benefit a film, is not only valid, but crucial to our understanding of film 

music. In my own research and my own books, I always seek to qualify any notion of emotion 

with observations and analysis which support my opinions.     

                     The sentiments of Stravinsky (Stravinsky, 1936:91), taken at face value, seem to 

suggest that any perceived sense of meaning or emotion contained within the mind of the 

listener is coincidental, but this itself seems to contradict quite powerful and similar emotions 

felt by listeners of film music, many of which I will expand on in detail during the process of 
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this Commentary. One of the key areas of discussion, and something I refer to within the books 

and in this commentary is the idea of ‘unconscious knowledge’. This is where people –

including non-musical folk - can unconsciously access information, knowledge and 

understanding of sometimes musical complex harmonic devices, which can be stored within 

us, and activated and utilised when we listen to music which contains such devices. In my 

books and this Commentary, I sometimes reference this in terms of how music ‘feels’ to 

listeners. The way the music ‘feels’ - and the fact that some musical devices seem to have a 

familiar sound – is a product of unconscious knowledge, understanding and retention of 

musical devices. This is not an entirely consistent skill because it alters according to our 

exposure to music and other factors, including our level of intelligence. I will discuss this 

concept and reference relevant texts in the Literature Review and will refer to it regularly within 

the Commentary  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Background Context 

As alluded to earlier, by 2012 I had realised I wanted to write on the area of film music, focusing 

on composition and emotion primarily, but also discussing film music history, culture and 

context. I wanted to look specifically at modern, post-1980s film music, as I felt this had been 

overlooked in some of the prevailing literature and discourse; I wanted my books to be fresh, 

enlightening and accessible; books which analysed music in more detail but which were 

practical in the way content could be digested and applied.6 Having by that point read most 

commercially available practical and academic books on film music,7 and numerous magazine 

articles,8 I had realized that some books and journals seemed to suffer from some drawbacks 

which made me believe there was a genuine commercial and intellectual ‘gap in the market’ 

into which a new approach would fit: firstly many did not seem to articulate or explain 

analytically how film music was actually written or constructed and what characteristics within 

the music enabled it to communicate to listeners and viewers. If film music, together with the 

film itself, creates emotion in the mind of the listener and viewer, how much is the music 

responsible for this? If the music is distilled as ‘feeling’ in the mind of the listener, is this 

tantamount to the music creating a sense of emotion or even ‘meaning’ within the listener; and 

                                                 
6 I wanted readers to be informed and enlightened, not just to see scores but to analyse harmony in detail and also 
look at the emotional impact of music by ascertaining how the film music communicated with its audience.  
7 For example Composing for the Films (Adorno, 1947); Inside Film Music (Des Jardins, 1977);  Twenty Four 
Frames Under (Lack, 1997); The Art of Film Music (Burt, 1995); Hearing Film (Kassabian, 2001);  On the Track 
(Wright, 2004); Film Music; A Neglected Art (Prendergast, 1992);  Score (Schrader, 2017); Film Music (Cooke, 
2016); Complete Guide to Film Scoring (Davis, 1999); The Emerging Film Composer (Bellis, 2006); Settling the 
Score (Kalinak, 1992); Reading Film Music (Brown, 1994); The Oxford Handbook of Film Music Studies 
(Neumeyer, 2015). The Hollywood Film Music Reader (Cooke, 2010); The Cambridge Companion to Film Music 
(Cooke, 2016); From Score to Screen (Kompanek, 2004); Film Music Analysis (Audissino, 2017).  
8 As an example, I had subscribed to Film Score Monthly for many years at that point. 
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if so, why and how does this happen? Secondly,9 some existing books did not often analyse 

film music in great detail, in terms of compositional form, harmony and orchestration and 

certainly did not adequately draw conclusions about how and why these areas may have 

provoked responses in the mind of the listener. Thirdly, many scholarly articles which did 

investigate the function of harmony in film music and how it relates to emotion, tended to exist 

mainly in journals and not so much books. Also, even the books which were insightful in terms 

of analysing scores tended to focus on just a few films. What my three volumes offer is 

consistent analysis of composition and harmony and how it relates to emotion, spread over 

hundreds of examples. I believe the sheer depth and variety of music analysis has never been 

presented in one volume of books before and I also believe that most of the transcriptions in 

my books had literally never been seen before; most do not exist in the public domain and 

copyright holders do not usually share score transcriptions. This is why almost every one of 

the hundreds of cues analysed are based on my own transcriptions.    

              Some of the existing books in film music analysis were what I would respectfully 

describe as ‘descriptive’10, rather than genuinely evaluative and analytical. This is often the 

case in books about musical composition in general; as Sloboda remarked in his 1985 book 

The Musical Mind:  

                   There is a vast body of literature on musical compositions which figure prominently in 

our art culture but most of this deals with the product of composition, not the process. 

                                                                                                                              (Sloboda, 1985: 102).  

                                                 
9  For example, George Burt’s The Art of Film Music; Adorno’s Composing for the Films; Emilio Audissino’s 
Film / Music Analysis. 
10 By descriptive, I mean that the transcriptions are discussed and described in terms of their musical content, 
but not referred to in a way which offers theories as to the emotion the music generates and how it benefits the 
scenes. 
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                In other words, because books which cover musical composition tend to deal with 

the ‘outcome’ of composition and not the journey, this is perhaps one reason why they sidestep 

the issue of what kinds of emotions may have been achieved by composers, what devices 

composers use to illicit emotional responses and ultimately if and how this process works. 

Referring to research into the meanings music might have, and taking a swipe at the post-

enlightenment view of music as being autonomous and separate from any notion or possibility 

of creating specific emotion or meaning, Kramer in his book Musical Meaning (2002) suggests 

“Something is fundamentally wrong with the core assumption that musical autonomy equals 

absence of meaning” (Kramer, 2002:13). Mark Shevy, writing in The Psychology of Music in 

Multimedia (Sui-Lan Tan, 2013), says: “Although music typically is integral to mass media 

productions, little research has been conducted on the psychological effects of music…” (Siu-

Lan Tan, 2013: 66) 

                   In order to find any kind of analysis of what ‘emotion’ film music may generate or 

how it communicates to the listener, we have to usually venture outside the realm of books on 

film music and into texts which analyse music. This is potentially problematic but also 

intellectually enticing for anyone wanting to study how music creates emotion in a film 

environment, because they are left to essentially ‘join the dots’ and distil the research between 

two different fields of study.  

                  Firstly, I would like to look at books on Film Music which, given their remit, 

arguably might have benefitted from more harmonic and emotional analysis of film music. 

Texts such as George Burt’s The Art of Film Music (1995) although genuinely excellent and 

informative, is minimal in terms of detailed visual analysis of scores, with the extra context 
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such study brings.11 Commentary on the emotional impact of music on film is usually more 

general in application and, beneficial though it is, it is rarely harmonically specific or forensic, 

insofar it doesn’t often discuss relationships between harmony and any perceived resultant 

emotion or sense of meaning, much less draw conclusions. The book features much notation 

in various transcriptions and when one first sees the amount of scoring featured one imagines 

it will generate a corresponding amount of actual harmonic or orchestration context; in some 

ways it does, but the context is often descriptive rather than evaluative or analytical; it states 

facts about what harmonies are being played and presents propositions about, for example, 

where the key centres are and where the tonality lies. This is very interesting but the final piece 

of jigsaw would be to propose ideas and thoughts as to how all these facts create mood and 

emotion, relative to the scenes under discussion. Although it does touch on this, analysis is 

quite light; the reader gets an incredibly in-depth description of the notes, the harmonies and 

the tonality but very little resultant deduction or context on why it matters, much less what the 

effect of all this might be on the emotions of the listener. As I said, Burt’s book is one where I 

would have expected more in terms of harmonic and emotional analysis of the scores and how 

such musical devices and emotions serve the film. Transcribed examples are in the main 

supplementary and we are left to our own devices to determine any deeper emotional 

significance or relevance. In my books, wrapped around most transcriptions is detailed 

harmonic analysis, usually with supposition as to specific mood or emotion created by the 

music, whereas in Burt’s The Art of Film Music we tend to get excessive description of the film 

and the scene and the story but when it comes to describing and analysing the music via the 

                                                 
11 In classes at Leeds College of Music, where I run and teach harmony and composition on the new BA in Film 
Music, which I also authored, there is a limit to how much I can enlighten students about harmony and 
orchestration, and even about emotion in music without resorting to the notated score.   
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notated score which accompanies a scene he is discussing, the detail is sometimes light. An 

example is where Burt is talking about the ‘Apartment Scene’ from the film Laura (1944). 

 Muted brass in ascending major triads over a Bb pedal introduce an atmosphere    

of uncertainty 

                                                                                                                                (Burt, 1995: 173) 

How such a musical device achieves uncertainty isn’t really revealed. Is it the textures or the 

harmony? A little later Burt says: 

Descending triads in parallel motion played by woodwinds follows him as he    

moves toward, then gazes at, Laura’s portrait 

                                                                                                          (Burt, 1995: 174) 

Again, why and how these musical devices work is not fully explained. How do they provide 

an aesthetic function in the film? They must surely work because their role, functional as ever, 

ultimately, is to create tension or elicit some kind of response or provoke a reaction within the 

listener and viewer, which, together with the pictures, deliver the mood required – and yet this 

is not discussed. The kind of approach I have detailed is typical of many of the books which 

feature notated transcriptions, and given that most books on film music feature little by way of 

transcriptions in the first place, more inquisitive readers might remain oblivious to the explicit 

detail about what elements or devices give the music its character and subsequently why, how 

and when the music creates a specific emotion in the mind of the listener which fosters a greater 

connection with the pictures and the story.12 My own thoughts here are that the descriptive 

approach to analyzing notation to which I refer, whereby authors comment on the actuality of 

the harmonies but not the resultant context, follows a much more general and engrained trend 

                                                 
12 At Leeds College of Music one of the founding principles we instil in students is that any discourse which seeks 
to explain film music has to be analytical and evaluative and not merely descriptive and ‘factual’. And yet this is 
one of the issues we find with some books on film music. 
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similar to when one is being taught how to read music. For me, being taught how to read music 

had only one purpose; to create the musician. It certainly wasn’t to enlighten me about what 

the music might suggest, from an emotional perspective, much less what it might ‘mean’.13 

Another book to consider is Emilio Audissino’s 2017 book Film Music Analysis, which is 

described on the back cover as “a compelling analysis of how film music functions in a wide 

variety of contexts.” Audissino calls for a different approach to understanding film music to 

the approach I use; one which is less reliant on the close examining of score transcriptions. 

Nevertheless, his book is excellent and offers some genuinely good insights into film music. 

On page 23 he helpfully displays a contrast between his own analysis and the analysis of Frank 

Lehman and admits that his own is less musical, stating, “My analysis, though arriving at 

similar conclusions about what the music communicates, is much more superficial and perhaps 

even simplistic (Audissino, 2017. 23). If his analysis arrives at the same conclusion, but in a 

more simplistic way, it can be argued that the reasons for his conclusion might be less 

substantiated and therefore less valuable to composers and scholars in terms of a full 

understanding of how the music is constructed and why it works. His broader approach seems 

to be that analysis should represent an equitable relationship between music and the narrative; 

that they should be equal. He seems to ask for a broader, more rounded and inclusive approach 

to the study of films and film music; one which doesn’t include an over-emphasis in score 

analysis; he makes reference to analysis of “film music analysed on the score”, compared to 

his own remit, which is to explain the music in terms of “audio-visual coupling” (Audissino, 

2017: 23). My argument, purely in specific reference to the examples he contrasts, would be 

that on those occasions both remits are possible. His desire for a more combined approach – 

                                                 
13 Looking back now, with the benefit and context of recent studies, I tend to revaluate my formative education; 
and in doing so I realise I was emphatically being taught to respect the great composers, revere their greatness, 
worship at the altar of their repertoire and learn the language of music purely in order to perform the great works.  
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neoformalism – is interesting but overlooks some important factors, not least of which are the 

inherent difficulties in the comprehensive study of two areas, not one. Of all the wonderful 

books on film music, arguably there are none which do full justice to films, because their remit 

is biased primarily towards music. In this Commentary I mention that in order to find more 

literature on music and emotion, one is sometimes forced to travel outside the realm of books 

about film music; the same seems to apply to film music and films; one cannot expect an expert 

on films to be qualified to understand the detail about how music is constructed and analysed. 

They may understand what it achieves, but not ‘how to get there’. Audissino seems to favour 

an emphasis on the result - the conclusion - of the music’s effect, but at the expense of 

explaining fully how it was achieved, and why it works – which can often involve dense and 

lengthy musical analysis. His research question obviously frames his intention regarding 

finding a different way to understand film music. His question is, “How can we analyse music 

in films from a film scholar’s perspective, be as discipline-specific as possible and take into 

account a gamut as large as possible of the types and range of agency that music can have?” 

The short answer is that if we attempt to do as he suggests, then we have something which is 

insubstantial in both areas, instead of just one.  

                    Also, the approach to musical analysis that Audissino seems to favour – which 

includes less reliance on detailed musical analysis - is problematic when attempting to convey 

important musical aspects in the kind of detail needed to be fully understood. I would say that 

my own approach, in contrast to Audissino’s suggestions, is unashamedly musical in essence; 

my analysis and transcriptions can be musically theoretical, complex and very dense, but they 

are always contextualised by the film scene itself, and also an explanation of how and why 

emotional context is generated by the music and why it works in the film.  

                   Before coming to particularly insightful books on film music, I would like to look 

at the work of Theodore Adorno. Any scholar of film music cannot escape the towering figure 
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of Theodore Adorno and specifically his landmark 1947 book Composing for the Films. A 

quote from Kassabian’s 2001 book Hearing Film (below) is useful here because it highlights 

Adorno’s legendary reluctance to see music in anything other than its purest form.  

                    Adorno calls music a ‘language without concepts’. He and Eisler dismiss 

standardisation with the film music industry as if languages of any sort were not sets 

of conventions. By understanding music as an art rather than as meaning-making 

practice, Eisler and Adorno contain it within the realm of the universal and the 

aesthetic and remove perceivers even as part of the evaluative process of film music.   

                                                                                                                       (Kassabian, 2001:39) 

             It can be argued that Adorno’s is a limiting philosophy and arguably a futile approach, 

especially when analysing film music, the primary function of which is as part of a greater, 

commercially-driven artistic endeavour. Adorno refuses to conceive of music as in any sense 

subservient or even equal to a concurrent but separate commercial creative pursuit. This belief 

seems to be a 20th century version of the post-Enlightenment view that music is, first and 

foremost, an autonomous art. Tagg discusses Adorno in honest but less than flattering terms in 

his 2012 book Music’s Meanings. 

                      The most striking trait (sic) in Adorno’s writing (sic) on popular music is (sic): 

ignorance on the music on which he passes judgment. 

                                                                                                                            (Tagg, 2012: 105)          

               In Composing for the Films Adorno spends time discussing not literally how people 

compose for the films, as the title suggests, but tends instead to display, once again, his own 

feelings about how problematic the very concept of film music is in the first place. For example, 

talking about unobtrusiveness, he says:  

                  In practice, the requirement of unobtrusiveness is generally met not by an 

approximation of non-musical sounds but by the use of banal music. Accordingly, the 
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music is supposed to be inconspicuous in the same sense as are selections from La 

Boheme played in a restaurant. 

                                                                                                                          (Adorno, 1947: 10) 

               Adorno, possibly mischievously, misses the point completely, which is that film 

music is rarely supposed to function purely ‘as music’ when it appears in a film context. Film 

music is a functional and ultimately subservient art form; it exists often for quite practical and 

pragmatic narrative reasons and rarely purely for its own musical sake. In many ways it is a 

‘practical’ creative art; one of its many roles is to add emotion, especially if the director deems 

that a scene needs emotional underpinning. In my own experience the best kind of emotional 

underpinning is when there is no dialogue and a fairly open, static scene, because this means 

that music is chiefly responsible for the emotion in the scene. In my own books, which 

primarily deal with film music firstly and the film itself secondarily, I analyse hundreds of 

moments in film where the music could be said to be chiefly responsible for the emotion; in 

other words, mostly sections where the narrative or the story is relatively inert, where the music 

contextualises the moment. Some of these moments will be addressed later in the analysis 

section of this Commentary. 

2.2 Journals 

With regard to Film Score Monthly, one of the very few film music periodical magazines in 

existence and an extremely helpful and successful film music journal which said very positive 

things about my books,14 beyond surface-level articles which discuss film music in a general 

sense there is usually no wider, detailed discussion about how film music is created and realised 

in the first place. There are, however, special issues of Music Analysis – a magazine closely 

                                                 
14 “This is a magnificent gift to all composers, scholars and admirers of movie music—well-researched, lucid and 
full of specific musical examples. The prose effortlessly links musical, dramatic and cinematic theory—well done 
and highly recommended.” - Lukas Kendall, Founder/Publisher, Film Score Monthly. 
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associated with the ‘Society for Music Analysis’ – into film music, which are extremely 

valuable and which make use of transcription. In addition, The Journal of Film Music is a 

valuable contributor to a wider understanding of film music. These journals are all excellent in 

terms of providing a wealth of discourse on film music, but in general, there is not always a 

strong emphasis on, and contribution toward, either discussion about emotion in music or the 

wider area of the complex way in which film music is actually created. More generally, a 

comparative lack of context in many books and journals about how film scores are conceived 

and composed might lead some to presume that each film score is unique; a totally individual 

work of art, somehow independent of the kinds of homogenized harmonic and textural 

traditions and tolerances which actually in reality govern much of what is written in music, and 

especially something as functional as film music. This seemingly reverential approach is more 

akin to the post-enlightenment perspective I mentioned earlier, where the tendency is to 

celebrate and venerate the greatness of the music and the composer rather than analyse the 

music or highlight commonalities. It can be argued that this attitude pervaded the way in which 

classical music was contextualised and, in some cases, taught for a long time.15 Sometimes 

authors and journalists can fall into the same traps when trying to discuss film music in that, in 

the absence of a fuller and more honest analysis of composition, they tend to worship; writing 

can sometimes be reverential and descriptive rather than analytical and evaluative.   

2.3 Particularly Insightful Books on Film Music 

Some film music books do delve into serious and commendable harmonic analysis; William 

H. Rosar’s chapter in Film Music: Critical Approaches (Donnelly, 2001: 105) compares a cue 

                                                 
15 I have all-too-vivid memories of music classes at school; far too many were concerned with the life of the 
composer, how his life experiences influenced his writing. Many lessons were extremely personalised around the 
life of specific composers. From a purely personal perspective, I was taught not to truly understand the harmonies 
or textures of the great symphonies but to simply revere them as works of art. I realised much later in life how 
sometimes the way history is framed and contextualised can shape our perceptions and damage our understanding 
of the world. I believe that this same approach is often carried into some books on classical music.      
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from Bernard Herrmann’s score to Citizen Kane (1941) to a Rachmaninov Symphonic Poem, 

drawing some interesting and relevant contextual conclusions. Similarly, S. Royal Brown’s 

1994 book Undertones and Overtones, although primarily fascinated, as many are, with the so-

called ‘golden age’ of film score writing, contains some interesting harmonic analysis where 

he talks in a detailed and enlightening way about a cue from composer Michel Legrand, in 

which Legrand is able to “stress the more effective element of harmony over a more rational 

element of melody.” (Brown, 1994: 190). He makes a point that I make many times in my 

books, which is that composers are often able to deliver often quite abstract harmonies wrapped 

around quite simple melodies; John Williams’ score to the 1982 film E.T. contains many 

examples where a simple, pure melodic line is accompanied often by deceptively intense and 

dense harmonic and textural terrain (specifically in the case of E.T. cluster voicing containing 

tightly packed major 7ths). The point I make in my own books goes further than Brown’s in 

that I suggest a logic as to why Williams does this; I suggest that it is the inclusion of abstract 

harmonies that actually makes the themes seem so colourful in the first place; I make the point 

that if most of Williams’ music was as simple as the themes sometimes seem to imply, the 

themes would not transport emotionally as well as they do. The main theme from Star Wars 

(1977, music by John Williams) is deceptively simple, but the harmonies which lurk 

underneath in terms of chords and counterpoint, are beautifully dense and full of tiny pockets 

of tension. It is the juxtaposition of simple melody over abstract harmony that sometimes 

creates the tension which shrouds and so defines much of Williams’ output.16 Another book 

which was very practical and more toward my own style, was Rayburn Wright’s book On the 

                                                 
16 As described in my second book, scores such as Star Wars (Morrell, 2013: 346), Superman (Morrell, 2013: 
344) and Raiders of the Lost Ark (Morrell, 2013: 345) are testament to this.  Luckily Williams’ orchestrator was 
able to confirm this when I was fortunate enough to talk to him some years ago (telephone interview, June 1997). 
I will contextualize these points, and many others, in my analysis section later on in this Commentary.  
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Track (2004). This included practical advice and numerous notated examples, although the 

focus of the book was different to mine insofar as the examples were given mainly to add 

substance to the points being made and were not scrutinised or analysed in as much detail as I 

subsequently undertook in my own books with regard to how and why the music ‘worked’.  

Wright’s book was excellent but ultimately mainly descriptive. Another, much newer book, is 

Andy Hill’s Hill’s Scoring the Screen (2017) which is much more in the style of my own work 

and offers genuine and full harmonic commentary. Again, it tends to stay away from drawing 

links between musical devices and emotions, but is great in terms of understanding the music 

itself in terms of harmony, orchestration and narrative function. Having communicated with 

the author, he has read my own books and, like me, is trying to maintain this renaissance in 

analysis of contemporary film scores. 

             A very recent book – Hollywood Harmony, by Frank Lehman (2018) – is an excellent 

study of harmony in film music and is closest to my own of any of the commercially available 

books on film music analysis. He looks deep into the undergrowth of the underscore in films, 

focussing mainly on harmony as a vehicle of expression and narrative function in film. One of 

the best points in the book comes right at the beginning, in the introduction, where he discusses 

James Horner’s Universal Studios Logo music. He talks of many of the Hollywood musical 

logos as containing miniaturised versions of the same kinds of harmonic devices which are so 

common in mainstream Hollywood scoring, including specific intervals and extensions, such 

as the #4 (which he contextualises as an, “unvarnished Lydian mode” (Lehman, 2018: 3). 

Describing the same cue, he says, “the mode is, crucially, not simply major, but rather a scalar 

alternative that has come to connote wonder and magic” (Lehman, 2018: 3). Crucially, he 

makes the link between harmonic devices and resultant emotions and associations. My own 

books, because they are longer, contain hundreds of examples and exist online where there are 

few commercial constraints with regard to length or indulgence, I would probably go one step 
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further and try and explain why the scales used drew an emotional comparison to feelings of 

wonder and magic. Reading this book gave me an idea to write an entire chapter in my new 

book (‘Hearing is Believing – Film Music and what it does to us’) purely on the musical logos 

which precede films (Appendix 1).  

                  David Neumeyer’s 2015 book, Meaning and Interpretation of Music in Cinema is 

also an excellent book which examines in great detail some of the theories I reference in this 

Commentary and in my books.   

2.4 The Comparative Lack of Modern Context in Film Music Literature 

Since the majority of books of film music are concerned with the pre-nineteen eighties 

repertoire, comparatively little of substance tends to be written about nineteen eighties or post-

nineteen eighties film music, which means that the next generation of budding film music 

composers have little access to understanding the compositional and emotional processes 

involved in contemporary film music. There seems to be a veneration of history and almost a 

fetishizing of older film scores and old or deceased film composers in books and journals; 

perhaps an unconscious presumption that age equals success and thus death itself is the final 

arbiter of eternal greatness. One major issue about the repertoire of books about film music, is 

that the likes of contemporary 20th Century composers such as James Horner, Howard Shore 

and James Newton Howard are rarely analysed, with the notable exceptions of Rayburn 

Wright’s On the Track (2004) and Andy Hill’s Scoring the Screen (2017) and Frank Lehman’s 

Hollywood Harmony (2018). 
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2.5 When Composers Speak  

When composers are interviewed for books whose very purpose is for ‘composers to speak,17 

discussion is frequently accessible enough that almost anyone could understand it, and this 

could be seen, ironically, as their greatest drawback; the ‘rule of thumb’ seems to be to simplify 

the discussion to an extent where little of the dense, difficult and important material gets 

included. The problem here is that given that the creation of film music can be a highly 

specialized and often abstract creative pursuit, the very fact that discussion is designed for any 

skill level means it will not often be specific, forensic or precise enough in key areas for it to 

be of great use when trying to understand key questions and areas, such as composition, 

orchestration and how, why and where the music connects, or communicates emotionally with 

the film and the audience. For me the link between emotion and composition is key, but this is 

hardly ever spoken about in detail in published interviews. Readers of interviews can revel in 

the presence of composers, but never fully understand why their music is so successful, except 

on a peripheral, surface level. Listening to famous film composers talk is good in terms of 

enthusing a new generation of film composers, but if, by omission of detail, they are lead to 

believe that the process is simpler than it is, we may end up with many disenfranchised and 

bewildered students struggling to write music and win commissions; worse still, we may 

encourage an increasingly narrow, formulaic and homogenized approach to film composition 

by virtue of the dearth of information around to support a wider understanding of the art form. 

Film director Stefan Gordon,18 is one of many people worried by this:  

                                                 
17 Such as Michael Schelle’s 2000 book The Score, Matt Schrader’s 2017 book Score: The Interviews and 
Christian DesJardins’ 1977 book Inside Film Music: Composers Speak) Mervyn Cooke’s 2010 book, The 
Hollywood Film Reader 
 
18 Stefan Gordon, a musician and film director has directed many short films and has been nominated for the 
Hollywood Film Awards (2008); more recently he has been responsible for the ‘Compare the Market’ adverts 
featuring the famous Meerkats.  
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What worries me is that there is pitifully little out there by way of context for 

young composers. They see and read interviews by film score composers who 

tour the world like rock stars and they assume it’s all about all about the glitz 

and glamour and technology. We are infantilizing the audience.                                   

                                                                             Interview with Stefan Gordon                              

                                                                             Film Director (August 2016)    

 

Many of these ‘interview’ style books I refer to are, nevertheless, very informative and useful; 

my point is that readers are essentially deprived of the real context of writing music, which 

will, ultimately define them.  

                    As an example of a book which tends to venerate rather than explain, and coming 

almost seventy years to the day since Adorno’s 1947 book Composing for the Films, is Matt 

Schrader’s book to accompany the TV documentary Score (2016), which according to its 

publicity is where “the world’s finest film composers uncover the secrets behind film music, 

from crafting emotions and making it in Hollywood, to the tricks of giving an audience goose 

bumps” (Shrader, 2016: back cover). Through reading the book it is obvious that although film 

music has changed radically in the seventy years between this book and Adorno’s, it could be 

argued that genuine advancement in terms of understanding how music is created, crafted, 

structured and orchestrated is still hard to come by. The language composers use when 

interviewed, whilst being interesting from an anecdotal and historical perspective and from the 

perspective of understanding the life of a composer, is not specific or detailed enough in terms 

of composition. In contrast, when I have interviewed film composers, as soon as they realise 

we share an understanding the language of music, they will happily go into very specific and 

often dense detail about their processes and methodologies. James Newton Howard, in 

telephone conversation with the author,19 Hans Zimmer, in telephone conversation with the 

                                                 
19 Phone conversation in 2005 (when JNH was in the middle of scoring King Kong)  
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author,20 and many more have spoken with me in great detail and have attested to the fact that 

the majority of interviews they do for books and journals do not want to know the detail. “They 

only want the razzmatazz”, said James Horner, in conversation with the author.21 Firstly, the 

very notion of ‘uncovering the secrets’ is itself disingenuous; every single film composer I 

have ever interviewed has gone to great pains to point out that there are no secrets. “There are 

methods, there are historical legacies, there are harmonic devices – and then there is hard, hard 

work. This isn’t easy and there are no secrets” (James Newton Howard in conversation with 

the author, 2005). 

This from Matt Schrader’s book: 

                 Great film music can elevate the movie, and I think that’s what you should aim for. 

You should try to elevate everything that is there; the story, the acting, the 

camerawork, the director’s vision. I think we get to tell the story (Hans Zimmer) 

                                                                                                                                  Schrader (2017: 95) 

The previous quote is potentially enlightening and interesting but there is no subsequent 

substance whatsoever. How might a composer ‘elevate’ a movie with music? How might music 

help contextualise the story or the acting or the camerawork or the director’s vision? How does 

the composer get to tell the story? The style and approach will definitely encourage young 

composers in a peripheral way, but anyone wanting to learn anything about composition will 

not find it in these kinds of interviews. Once the initial excitement of seeing Hans’ words 

written down has dissipated, some may see it as irrelevant and even vacuous. It doesn’t offer 

anyone any insight into how to craft music to picture. It keeps scholars, students and budding 

film score composers at a safe distance. Another example from the same book of interviews: 

                                                 
20 Phone conversation in April 2006 with Hans Zimmer 
21 Phone conversation in February 2008 with James Horner 
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                 In other words, why does ‘Driving Miss Daisy’ not sound like Dark Knight? It’s 

obvious; I’m ‘on story’. But yes, I do have a musical ambition and a musical 

aesthetic, and the game is, how can I go and get as many of my cool notes that I 

want to go and play and still elevate the movie (Hans Zimmer) 

                                                                                                           Schrader (2017: 97) 

               Again we see Zimmer’s words but in terms of usefulness this is not very enlightening. 

When I interviewed Zimmer22 he became intensely musically and theoretically specific,23 so 

he is capable and willing to impart the dense, difficult information, but is not encouraged to do 

so by the majority of interviewers he encounters. The overarching worry is this: many directors  

I have spoken to, such as filmmaker Stefan Gordon, suggest that film music is becoming 

homogenized and overly formulaic.24 An over-reliance on technology and an over-reliance by 

film directors on the ‘Temp Track’,25 are generally offered as the reasons for this decline. But 

it can be argued that the third reason is that journalists encourage film composers to behave 

like rock stars, something which infantilizes the discourse, encourages mediocrity and offers a 

fundamentally skewed perspective of the industry.26  

                                                 
22 Telephone conversation in March 2001 
23 For example, he talked about the subtle differences between an A6 and an F#m/A chord and how these two 
chords exude quite subtly different emotions. 
24“The skill level and depth of understanding about the subtleties of narrative fiction is worryingly low, and this 
is borne out by a lot of new composers who essentially regurgitate the music of idols they’ve seen interviewed. 
This is how and why film music is becoming formulaic and homogenized. This is why film music is becoming a 
lost art, and this is why your books and the degree you run is more crucial now than ever before.”  Quote from 
Stefan Gordon, film director and lecturer on the BA Honours Degree in Film Music I run at LCM 
25 Temp Tracks are existing source music which directors use when making and editing a film. When composers 
are hired they are given the film with the ‘temporary track’ burned into the left channel. The composer’s job is to 
create music which is similar to the temp track. Temp tracks are widely discussed in my third film music book 
(Morrell, 2015: 296) 

26 Places like Leeds College of Music, with one of the few undergraduate courses in Film Music in the country, 
are increasingly the recipients of young, eager students who want to study film music composition but don’t want 
to learn the language of music in order to achieve this. They have been fed a myth by journalists and even film 
composers themselves, that musical literacy isn’t required. Luckily for Leeds there are enough students out there 
who do understand the necessity to understand the language of music. The ones who don’t read (and who therefore 
have to endure the ‘year zero’ Foundation Year in order to learn theory, never regret it and further, they understand 
fully the role of reading in understanding harmony and orchestration.   
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2.6 Summarizing Books and Journals on Film Music 

Overall, when one contextualizes the various books and journals on film music, it can be argued 

that a scenario has been created where readers would be awestruck and enthused, but in many 

ways remain essentially intellectually undernourished in terms of understanding how film 

music is written and why it works. If budding film music composers were relying solely on 

available books and journals on film music to advance their knowledge, they might understand 

lots about the history and development of the art form but learn little about how it is crafted or 

why it communicates to the audience. Because of all these things it could be argued that there 

is, in a very real sense, a fundamental disconnect between, on the one hand the reality of film 

score composing (and the wider truth about why music connects and communicates so well 

with the audience, understood by the composers and directors) and on the other hand the way 

it is popularly chronicled and contextualized. 

2.7 The Disconnect between Film Music and What is Written About It 

I have detailed not just the positive points of surrounding literature but also the less positive 

points; this not to criticise such books but to explain and contextualise the reasoning behind 

my decision to write my own books and explain where I think my books ‘sit’ in the wider 

context of available literature. The reasons for the disconnect between what film music is and 

what is written about it, may be many and varied. It may be quite simply because film 

composers are too busy writing film music and don’t have time to write books explaining why 

and how their music works. But it may also be because authors and publishers are still 

approaching the understanding of film music from a quasi-post-enlightenment perspective 

where the tendency is to celebrate the greatness of the composer first and foremost, because 

this is what people want to read about, rather than a more sedate, reasoned examination of the 

emotional function of music in a film music environment. That said, my own books have been 
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downloaded over forty thousand times, and although there is an option to download for free, 

the number of downloads possibly dispels the myth that simplicity is always ‘what they want’. 

My overarching great love of, and concern about, film music, and my worry that surrounding 

academic and commercial discourse is largely dominated by what might be referred to a kind 

of ‘pseudo knowledge’ and an urge to focus on the greatness of the composer rather than the 

effectiveness of the music, worries me.27 

2.8 The Importance of Books Outside the Context of Film Music 

As I mentioned earlier, in order to find any kind of deep analysis of how emotion is generated 

through music one usually has to stray outside the realm of books on film music and into the 

realm of books which tackle music cognition and psychology. The area of ‘unconscious, or 

‘embodied music cognition’ – how we are able to remember key musical devices and 

subconsciously recall them when listening to and digesting music – is a key part of my books 

and something I refer to in this Commentary. This is by no means a unique theory; for around 

ten years the idea of ‘embodiment’ has become important in music research, perhaps most 

notably in the Springer Handbook of Systematic Musicology (2017) edited by Rolf Bader. Marc 

Leman, writing in chapter 17 of the book, says: “Embodiment determines, to a large extent, 

why sound is experienced as music” (Lehman, 2017: 758). Explaining that the paradigm of 

embodied musical cognition relates to the ability to perceive music in relation to memory, he 

                                                 
27 An article in the Guardian by Sarah Derbyshire (https://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-
network/2015/oct/01/music-education-how-young-people-learn-exams) is seen by some as typical of a push away 
from formal music education. She says “The established music education sector remains fixated on formal 
learning and in doing so fails to reflect the diversity of young people” and later says, “It may come as a surprise 
that almost half the children who currently play an instrument presently don’t have lessons. That’s a large slice of 
our musical youth who are choosing non-formal routes.” There are many reasons why some will choose formal 
learning and others will not, but what is worrying is the presumption that the reason many do not is wholly because 
formal learning isn’t fun. Derbyshire says “The key to lifelong engagement in music is enjoyment”. The problem 
with this is that there is an assumption that music has to be permanently and absolutely nothing but fun and 
enjoyment. This means that teaching people theory, or anything challenging, is more difficult because it is not 
immediately, or in some cases, ever, enjoyable.  
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further says, “Music and musical processing were dealt with in terms of structural features, or 

patterns, while emotions and movements were seen as outcomes of that kind of prediction-

based pattern processing” (Lehman, 2017: 759).  I believe the way I interpret and use the idea 

embodied musical cognition, or unconscious knowledge - by explaining how and why specific 

musical devices create emotion in the mind of the listener / viewer – is both new and relevant 

to a wider understanding of how and why film music functions.  

                    Other authors discuss embodied, or unconscious knowledge; Lerdahl and 

Jackendoff, when talking about perception, say in their 1983 book A Generative Theory of 

Music: “It is evident that a listener perceives music as more than a mere sequence of notes with 

different pitches and durations; one hears music in organised patterns.” (Lerdahl and 

Jackendoff, 1983: x). They later go on to imply that such organised patterns are akin to a sense 

of meaning. That we react emotionally and consistently to certain harmonic devices (discussed 

in the Analysis section) would suggest not just that we perceive such devices but that we retain 

the information; we remember. Equally, Charles Nussbaum, in his 2007 book The Musical 

Representation, says, “Musical events are physically capable of performing representational 

functions” and further, maybe in a nod towards film music, states “musical events are 

representational and are used to represent by their producers and consumers”. (Nussbaum, 

2007: 22).28 Lerdhal and Jackenhoff refer to, “the musical intuitions of the experienced 

listener”, who they say, “need never have studied music” but may possess a “largely 

unconscious knowledge” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff, 1983: 3). The effect of film music in the 

one hundred years of its existence proves not just this point, but supports my theory that 

listeners possess a ‘embodied’ understanding of harmony, expressed several times in this 

                                                 
28 Nussbaum went further than most in suggesting how music was representational. He said ‘Western tonal art 
music since 1650 is a representational practice….. [but] how is it representational? The musical surface functions 
as an informationally structured entity; that is, as a carrier or vehicle from which from which information can be 
extracted by performing appropriate transformational operations that are supported representations in the human 
mind-brain.’ (Nussbaum, 2007. 25) 
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Commentary. Daniel Goldmark, in his excellent 2007 book Beyond the Soundtrack, when 

referencing music's great storytelling ability, says: 

                                 The music of a film follows a narrative track, like the events of a story, 

but it also tends to take on a life or identity of its own, like the 

discourse that frames a story  

                                                                                                                     (Goldmark, 2007: 3)               

Taking this at face value it would be reasonable to assume that music can communicate, suggest 

and infer emotions and feelings and thoughts which either directly accompany moving pictures, 

or serve to create an emotional backdrop which frames the discourse of the film. I would 

respectfully suggest that it wouldn’t be able to do either of these things, especially the second 

one, if it wasn’t able to communicate and be unconsciously remembered; the reason for such 

memories to exist is that they would help us navigate (aurally and emotionally) the music we 

hear. Film music’s specific ability in film to sometimes pre-empt or foreshadow events is based 

on its ability to generate emotions and feelings within us and project them onto the film.  

            Many books address the area of emotion in music, but before I mention them we must 

tackle what I believe is a misleading assumption built into the phrase, something I allude to 

elsewhere but which needs addressing here too because it ties in with the notion of embedded, 

or unconscious knowledge, which is one of the concepts which underpins much of my work; 

if we say ‘emotion in music’ we inadvertently imply that whatever emotion we experience 

resides literally in the music. As I said earlier, it is my contention that it is both single and 

group human interaction with music which enables us to gain personal and collective emotion 

and embed it in our unconscious memory, for later retrieval when listening to music. When 

people say that ‘the music is emotional’ they probably believe it; but the emotion has to be 

within us, within our reaction to music. The idea that the emotion was or is somehow always 

there, in the music itself, waiting to be found, becomes unstable when we distil it through the 
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prism, knowledge, understanding and awareness of embodied musical knowledge. Different 

people can listen to the same piece of music and gain broadly similar but subtly different 

emotional experiences, as film viewers do, but this would be very hard to imagine if we did not 

share similar embodied knowledge and memories; our reactions would not be so uniform and 

so predictable by the skilful film composer; whatever emotions music has, are ours, not its. 

Viktor Zuckerkandl makes a similar point when talking about ‘forces in music’ in his 1968 

book Sound and Symbol: 

                    These forces are not active in the tones at all, but in us, who hear. They have their 

origin in us – in the feelings that hearing tones arouses in us and that we then project 

out of ourselves into the tones 

                                                                                                                        (Zuckerkandl, 1968: 42) 

 

David Neumeyer says: “Music does not express emotions, but appropriates them” (Neumeyer, 

2015: 13) which is an interesting, evocative and creative way of saying broadly the same thing; 

music collects our emotions: we experience consistent emotions relative to specific musical 

devices used.     

                  Sloboda indirectly agrees insofar as a statement taken from his 2010 book The 

Handbook of Music and Emotion suggests:   

 

Musical works are not sentient, so emotions cannot be expressed in them  

                                                                                                                  (Sloboda, 2010: 25) 

I agree with Sloboda; it is my belief that the notion that emotion does not exist or reside literally 

within the music, by definition validates the notion of embedded knowledge; if the emotion is 

not in the music, then it is in us, and if it is in us, and creates uniform reactions to the music we 

hear, the only viable reason is that we possess unconscious knowledge, in the form of 

embedded memories, to which we have attached an emotional understanding and reaction. 

Sloboda appears to support this when he says, “most of our responses to music are learned” 
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(Sloboda, 1985:1). Peter Kivy’s 1990 book How Music Moves contains an interesting point in 

during a discussion about emotional reactions to music, when he says, “Sad music may delight 

me, move me or bore me, depending on how good it is, but it will not actually sadden me unless 

I am saddened by some fault in the music” (Kivy, 1990: 132). This is an interesting comment 

about how we perceive (and sometimes misconstrue) what we feel when we listen to the music. 

Music may generate feelings or emotions which profoundly move us, but when we try and 

verbalise how we feel, we often project emotive words onto such feelings; this is because we 

struggle for a verbal definition of something which itself is neither verbal or literal.   

                  There are generally thought to be different ways that emotion and meaning can be 

generated; one, which is associative in nature, is called ‘referentialism’. Another is called, 

‘embodied’ which results from a sense of expectation, or the lack of it, generated within us by 

the music. It is largely referentialism and (mainly) embodied emotion which my books and this 

Commentary refers to regularly. Sui-Lan Tan makes important contributions in understanding 

areas of psychology and cognition in music. Referring to emotion generated within us by 

music, but also including ‘mood’, she says,  

Music often elicits emotion and arousal from listeners. Indeed, one of the more 

widely cited studies that presumably linked listening to specific kinds of music to 

spatial learning, may actually be caused by mood changes. 

                                                                                                   (Siu-Lan Tan, 2.13: 269) 

There are two important elements in this quote which tie in with my own beliefs; the first is 

that she refers to music ‘eliciting’ emotion and not, as many do, to the idea of the music itself 

containing emotion (which I refer to in this Commentary and my books) and the second is that 

she separates emotion from mood.  This is an excellent observation; there are many times when 

listeners feel a certain way as a result of listening to a section of music, but it helpful to separate 

and distinguish what might be emotion and what might be mood. I would suggest that emotion 
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is more localised and short-lived whereas mood is a longer layer of emotion which might be 

generated by different, longer structural or harmonic elements. In my books and occasionally 

in this commentary I try and distinguish mood from emotion when analysing cues (although it 

is not always possible because often musically it is a fine line which separates that which can 

be said to generate emotion from that which generates a mood.    

                  Arnie Cox is an important figure in this area of study and talks about musical 

comprehension in his key work Music - Embodied Cognition (Cox, 2017). He discusses the 

ability, for instance, to recognise pitch, which he says is engrained within us:   

  

           Our ability as infants to detect (perceive) differences in timbre, pitch, contour 

and rhythm likely has an innate foundation…..infants also imitate contour, 

timbre and rhythm as early as six weeks of age 

                                                                                                                             (Cox, 2017: 18) 

If people can imitate, as Cox suggests, this more than implies the accessing of an internal 

embodied memory.  

            An important figure in terms of the study of how music can embed itself within us, is 

Bob Snyder, and particularly his landmark book, Music and Memory (2000). Talking first about 

perception, he says, “Absolutely any kind of musical structure is comprehensible.” (Snyder, 

2000:  Xvi). This is important to me because in my books and in this Commentary I will suggest 

that often complex harmonic forms can be part of our embodied memory and knowledge, and 

that even subtle differences within complex harmonic sequences can be recognised too. 

Snyder’s book discusses at great length many different theories about memory and how it 

affects our perception of reality and time itself. He discusses ‘auditory memory’ (Snyder, 2000: 

4) and how different types of memory function work. He discusses ‘echoic memory’ 

(something which dissipates almost immediately, but from which the brain performs feature 



41 
 

extraction, which unconsciously retains information). He later talks of ‘perceptual binding’ 

which is the way the brain retains and makes sense of what it hears. He also states that many 

memories remain unconscious. I would argue that these findings and theories equate with my 

own belief that we have a hidden embodied knowledge of music, not just in obvious ways but 

in less obvious and subtler ways. I have conducted many studies at Leeds College of Music 

where ask students to describe not just the emotion they feel from a specific section of music, 

but why they think they feel the emotion. This question hardly ever gets answered, and this may 

be because, as Snyder says, many of the memories are unconscious, which means they are 

formed spontaneously and without any conscious awareness. They exist within us, and we 

benefit from them; they can provoke emotional reactions, triggered when we hear certain 

musical devices that we have unconsciously stored; but when we try and locate the reason for 

our reaction or articulate how or why we feel this way, we often cannot.  

                    Marc Leman’s 2008 book Embodied Music Cognition and Mediation Technology 

is another excellent book which addresses the whole area of how people listen and distil music 

– something my own books – and this commentary – discuss. Peter Kivy’s 1991 book Music 

Alone is also an interesting book in context of the debate around music’s ability (or not) to 

generate emotion. Although his views are different from my own, he makes some interesting 

points, which appear in this Commentary.  

            Musical Communication (Miell, 2005) is an extremely interesting source of information 

and context with regard to how music might communicate. It debates, through different 

contributors, for example, whether music is simply “auditory cheesecake, a human faculty that 

pretends to communicate but is more or less parasitic on many of the abilities that underlie 

language” (Miell, 2005: 29). Further, it asserts, for example, that music “enabled humans, 

individually and in groups, to communicate useful and accurate information” and subsequently 

that “music can be conceived of as a communicative medium” (Miell, 2005: 28). Later on there 
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are numerous areas of interest and discussion which work well in helping to contextualise some 

of my points which I will discuss in my analysis, such as “musical communication is often 

considered to be a transmission process through which meaning of some kind is conveyed from 

one person to another” (Miell, 2005: 85). Referring to the difficulties and controversies 

surrounding discussions about if and how music can generate emotion or meaning, Kramer, in 

his 2002 book Musical Meanings, says: 

                      The problem of meaning stands at the forefront of recent thinking about music…the 

relationship of musical meaning to individual subjectivity, social life and cultural 

context – these questions have inspired strong feelings and sharp debate.  

                                                                                                    (Kramer, 2002: 1) 

It could be argued that the ‘problem’ he refers to essentially seem to stem from the post-

enlightenment reaction to music, which I mention elsewhere, and which in a very real sense 

held back analysis into musical emotion or meaning. Kramer again:  

                      In its modern form the problem of meaning arose with the development of 

European music as something to be listened to ‘for itself’ as art or entertainment                

                                                                                                                              (Kramer, 2002: 1) 

            It can be argued that the reason many books which cover film music composition seem 

to avoid reference to how or if music creates emotion is because they are contextualising the 

subject through a prism which still, albeit subconsciously, views music as a “unitary concept” 

(Kramer, 2002: 1), one which “projects autonomy, universality and self-presence” (Kramer, 

2002: 2). Kramer’s book addresses many areas and issues connected to the debate about 

whether, and to what degree, music is capable of extending a sense of emotion or even meaning. 

When referring to how various types of art can communicate to their audience, he says: 
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                          As the art of the ear more than the eye, music collapses the sense of distance 

associated with visuality….the resulting sense of immediacy tends to feel like 

bodily self-presence, the intimacy of oneself.   

                                                                                                                            (Kramer, 2002: 1)                                                                                                          

            As Kramer alludes to many times in the course of his book, the implication that music 

is above and independent from everything which surrounds or accompanies it only ‘stacks up’ 

if you accept that music itself creates no emotions or meanings in the mind of the listener. 

These often difficult areas may be part of the reason why few people venture to discuss emotion 

in film music. In my own books I am of course analysing principally the music, but this is 

usually intertwined with ongoing analysis of the film itself. I am careful to ensure that I never 

seek to imply or suggest that emotion generated in the mind of the listener for a specific scene 

comes wholly from the music, unless of course, I think it does: 

The film is part of your music and your music is part of the film. Most composers 

are open to the concept of their music bringing new colour, artistry and emotion to 

film; they are generally less able to engage with the notion that moving pictures and 

the existence of a story or narrative will bring emotion to their music. 

                                                                                                                                (Morrell, 2013: 11)   

            Another text which provides interesting and enlightening perspectives which relate to 

my own research, is Musical Perceptions, by Rita Aiello (1994). For example, one section 

openly debates the relevance of musical scores and their usefulness (or not) in trying to analyse 

music. Since my books use transcriptions to articulate many of my points, this is important to 

me. The author talks about the “vociferous insistence that the proper object of musical study is 

the sound of music, not the written score”, before then appearing to doubt that the claim is true. 

(Aiello, 1994: 79). The book debates whether people ‘hear musical structure’ and discusses to 

what degree a failure to hear tonal structure would result in an “apparent failure of 
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communication between composer and listener” (Aiello, 1994: 70). In the later Analysis 

section of this Commentary I examine in detail my own proposition that most people hear, 

categorise and contextualise musical harmony, despite a lack of musical literacy. But Aiello’s 

words also relate to some of my own thoughts, particularly whether emotional communication 

can be said to have happened with music unless ‘everyone’ experiences it, not just a few. In 

other words, how reliable is the very concept of communication if it doesn’t apply to all? This 

is not a question I specifically pose in my books, but I do touch the edges of this debate by 

suggesting regularly that the concept of emotional communication through music in any kind 

of group situation is valid, irrespective of the precise number of people. In other words, in a 

group of twenty people, if, for example, ten people experienced similar or identical emotions 

from a given piece of music played, this validates a theory of some kind of musical 

communication.  

                 Since I regularly carry out such ‘experiments’ in class,29 this is important to my 

theories and my work in general. Kramer said that music had a “potentiality for bearing 

ascribed meanings, meanings grounded in shared, socially mediated experiences…no music, 

however pure, can escape this potentiality” (Kramer, 2002:4). One style of analysis which I 

found in some ways to be slightly similar to my own, purely due to the reductive nature of the 

analysis - even though at the time of writing my books I had not experienced it - was the work 

of Schenker, and in particular the concept of ‘Schenkerian analysis’. The Schenker Guide 

(2008) by Tom Pankhurst is interesting. The similarities between my analysis and the work of 

Schenker lie in the fact that he would deconstruct and reduce compositional form to highlight 

                                                 
29 In my role as Principal Lecturer and head of Film Music at Leeds College of Music I regularly ask groups of 
students questions such as ‘which bars speak to you’ or ‘which bars seem to communicate a specific emotion’. 
Invariably there are always a group of students for whom the same bars ‘communicate’ and usually this correlates 
with my own findings, which I reveal after they have given me their feedback. The fact that I was able to ‘predict’ 
their thoughts amuses and surprises them, after which I explain in minute detail why these sections have 
communicated what amounts to a fairly concrete emotion. 
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and expose the ‘bare bones’ of a piece; in other words, where he surmises it began its life in 

terms of conceptualisation. He contrasts these elements to what he refers to as the ‘elaboration’ 

(the eventual harmonic context which helps complete the composition) which comes later: 

           Among other things he analyses how tonal compositions can be seen as the 

elaboration of a small number of basic patterns; it is by understanding these 

patterns that we can begin to identify what is distinctive about a given piece.                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                          (Pankhurst, 2008: 4)              

                This is an interesting form of analysis because it helps us recognise structural and 

harmonic similarities which might otherwise be missed if we were to focus on the ‘finished 

product’. In my own books, although I do not use Schenker’s precise methods of compositional 

‘deconstruction’, I make reference to specific, small moments within a piece or a phrase which 

are key to the way in which the piece communicates a sense of identity and emotion.30 

Although ultimately all forms of analysis are reductive in some way, I believe there are small 

similarities between Schenker’s style and my own. Pankhurst, in his book on Schenker, 

discusses our ability to analyse music, even when simply listening or performing, when he 

says:  

        The moment we move beyond an unreflective, moment-by-moment apprehension 

of music, whether as performers or listeners, we have entered the realms of 

analysis.  

                                                                                                                              (Pankhurst, 2008: 3)              

 

In my own books I often reduce transcriptions and isolate specific simple structural devices 

within the body of larger compositions, and I go further by hypothesizing and applying 

                                                 
30 I often refer to a piece of music having a ‘centre of gravity’ around which the rest of the piece essentially exists, 
not least in chapter six of my first book, when discussing the Thomas Newman’s score for the 1999 film American 
Beauty (Morrell, 2013: 122). 
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emotions to such devices. In other words, I isolate which elements within a piece are truly 

responsible for it communicating, and thus responsible for its usefulness within context of the 

film. In doing this inevitably I find major similarities deep within the bodies of several pieces 

which create identical emotional responses in listeners. This is what cemented my mistrust in 

the post-enlightenment approach, which, I would argue, has never really gone away.  Indeed, 

it could be argued that the modern version of post-enlightenment thinking may be the product 

of a ‘perfect storm’ of a lack of understanding and knowledge of music by many people and a 

parallel deep human desire to idolise and venerate the work of composers, who’s ability, to 

most, is seemingly unfathomable. These twin dynamics create a situation whereby each piece 

is often seen as an individual work, created wholly and completely by one person.31 Schenker’s 

basic assertion that, through his method of reduction, most music can be whittled down to very 

simplistic structural and harmonic sequences (with the rest being merely ‘elaboration’) is 

something I believe passionately. Pankhurst says, “Schenkerian theory suggests that there is 

always a simpler idea lurking under the surface of tonal music, even when it is not explicit” 

and goes on to say, “Schenker shows that although tonal music is richly complex, it can be 

understood as the elaboration of simple structures that lie beneath the surface” (Pankhurst, 

2008: 5). I agree with this and in fact in my own transcriptions and analysis I often focus on a 

particular singular element or moment, from which springs the effectiveness of the cue. My 

belief is that we are all capable of a good level of musical analysis; analysing is part of what 

makes listening such an rewarding experience. That we are able to remember, classify and 

categorise music means we have, to some degree, distilled some of the characteristics that 

makes it unique. For example, we are able to recognise ‘cover versions’ or fundamentally 

                                                 
31 Some composers are almost embarrassed by adulation they feel is misplaced. James Horner said to me, “I did 
not invent the note of Bb or the chord of Gm or the concept of the inversion or the concept of the cluster chord or 
the concept of polytonality. I simply use them. I place them. I am an architect; an arranger.”  (In conversation with 
the author, February 2008). 
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different arrangements of famous instrumental music not just because of similarities in texture 

but by recognising often complex harmonic and melodic shapes. This is analysis. Even if 

listeners do not read music or play an instrument, it could be argued that they possess an 

unconscious ‘pseudo understanding’ of harmony, born out of years of exposure to music and 

it’s various structures and traditions; if listeners respond to and recognise specific chord shapes 

or sequences, the fact that they don’t know the names of such chords does not invalidate the 

experience or preclude them from the kind of deep enjoyment which comes alongside any level 

of basic analysis: my belief is similar to Honing, who says, when talking about what he calls 

‘superficial listening’:  

                       I and a number of others have undertaken to seriously question the claim that 

young ‘illiterate’ listeners listen superficially. While it is true they still lack a lot 

of explicit knowledge about music, does this mean they cannot ‘experience’ 

music, in the same way as one might say that an illiterate person cannot enjoy a 

book unless it’s recorded. 

                                                                                                                          (Honing, 2014: 19) 

           Given that the enjoyment of listening to music is an act of interpretation, Pankhurst’s 

comment that, “Analysis, like performance, is ultimately an interpretative act” (Pankhurst, 

2008: 4) would seem to agree that the act of consciously listening to music is an act of analysis. 

In this respect Manfred Clynes’ Music, Mind and Brain (1982) is a particularly interesting 

addition to the debate. He says, “To understand any Art we must look below its surface into 

the psychological detail of its creation and absorption” before later commenting that, “Music 

makes things in our minds” (Clynes, 1982: 3). The argument therefore is that the ‘things music 

makes in our minds’ are a combination of thoughts and emotion and that these are a direct 

consequence of music, or in the case of film music a consequence of music and image. 

Obviously one charge open to anyone trying to study the emotional effect of music in film is 
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that it difficult to dissect our emotions to ascertain what affected us from the pictures and what 

affected us from the music. Fortunately in my role as leader of the Film Music BA at Leeds 

College of Music I have been able to access hours of TV and Film drama which comes with 

everything included (moving pictures, sound design and dialogue) except the music.32 It is a 

strange experience indeed seeing such everyday TV dramas without music. They are 

completely different experiences.  

2.9 Final Summary of Literature  

In summary of the Literary Review I would add that I believe my own books merge some of 

the ideas and theories contained in the books I have referenced, and expand on many of them. 

As I said earlier, much of the interesting debate about specifically surrounding musical 

communication and emotion occurs in the non-film music books I have referenced but not so 

much in the purely film music books. My books combine these areas and evolve the concepts. 

Inevitably the principal difficultly is in trying to gauge the communicative qualities of music 

when in fact we cannot disassociate the music from whatever emotional qualities the film itself 

exudes. I go to considerable lengths therefore to point out that although we are focussing on 

the music’s emotional qualities and how these are created and crafted compositionally, 

ultimately it is a combination of the music and the effect of the visual image (and the wider 

story) which is responsible for the overall emotional effect of the whole experience of the film.  

      

 

 

                                                 
32 We have thousands of hours of TV series including Broadchurch, Sherlock, Hannibal, Game of Thrones, Dr 
Who, Torchwood and some films, including Gravity.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

The Methodology section will explain and contextualise the Analysis section which follows it. 

The Analysis section of this Commentary is its centre of gravity; it will further explain and 

contextualise my approach to musical analysis, further illuminating my research and 

investigations into emotion and meaning in film music, and tying them into existing research 

and discourse. There are, understandably, a number of supporting theories, concepts, ideas and 

models employed generally in my three books, and these vary from supplementary and 

supportive concepts through to key working models and methods.  

3.1 Structure  

The Analysis part of this commentary (part 4) is titled ‘Analysing the Analysis’ and itself falls 

into several sections (descriptions below); the content is either supportive or directly relevant 

to my research and analysis. This is where I explain my analysis and it is also where the 

influence of many of the authors cited in the Literature Review are utilised. 4.1, ‘The processes 

involved in Transcription and Analysis’ will explain how my transcriptions are achieved and 

how they function in an analytical way. 4.2, ‘Music Theory and How it Links to Music 

Analysis’ includes discussions on the importance and relevance of music theory in the analysis 

of music. This section, and 4.3, ‘Introduction to Notation-based Analysis’ also includes some 

insights into my own transcriptions, highlighting and annotating various sections to address the 

functionality of the harmony and how this creates emotion. 4.4, ‘Music and the Social 

Connection’, examines music as a cohesive factor in uniting groups of people. My focus is 

harmony and in particular the use of specific harmony in films. 4.5, ‘Horizontal Harmony’ 

discusses how harmony can be inferred and hinted at, rather than being fully vertically present, 
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by single-line linear notation which collectively generate a feeling of the presence of harmony 

in the mind of the listener. 

4.6, ‘Does Film Music Express Anything?’, is where we venture in detail into areas such as 

emotion, meaning and metaphors, how people perceive music and what their experiences are.  

We examine what, if anything, music represents in the mind of the listener and discuss whether 

music is capable of representing emotion. Within this context we look at the concept of 

Hermeneutics and examine wider areas of interpretation and understanding. 4.7, ‘When is 

Music ‘Emotion’ and when is it really ‘Music?’ and 4.8 ‘Attaching Emotion to Specific 

Intervals’ both broadly deal with emotion created by film music and act as a prelude to the 

following sections - 4.9, ‘The distinctive harmonic and emotional flavour of the ‘add2’; 4.10, 

‘How Intervals, rather than notes, guide our perceptions’; 4.11, ‘The distinctive harmonic and 

emotional flavour of the ‘#4’; 4.12, ‘Harmony by Suggestion, not by Statement: The Power of 

Memory and Our Aural Past’; 4.13, ‘Listening with Prejudice - Film Music and Patriotism, 

Jingoism and Xenophobia.’; 4.14, ‘Great Expectations: How Harmony leads us into 

Temptation  expectation’ – all of which contextualise how the use of intervals and extensions 

can emotionally characterise music.  

                     Finally, in my conclusion I will contextualise and further examine ideas and 

factors which feature in my books and within my commentary. Section 5.1, ‘The Importance 

of My Research’, will address what I believe are the key benefits of my research.   
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4. ANALYSING THE ANALYSIS 

I now aim to discuss and contextualise various aspects and areas of analysis covered in my 

books, including style, approach and relevance. 

 4.1 The Processes Involved in My Transcriptions and Analysis 

I begin my process by watching films, listening to relevant cues and deciding which cues to 

transcribe and analyse. I try to ensure that my transcriptions and analysis are as broad as 

possible in terms of styles and approaches. I usually try and feature at least three or four cues 

from films and TV shows, although sometimes this varies greatly depending on how 

compelling the music is and how much can be written about it.  

                        When I have decided on the cues and worked out the sync points, I give them 

all 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 to 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 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 thematic scenes in full. I usually score out in Sibelius using a 

different number of staves according to the level and depth of the analysis. If the analysis 

involves detailed discussion specifically about textures I will produce a fairly complete score, 

which can still usually be accommodated on between eight and twelve staves. 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 
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harmonic blocks first, 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.   

                 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. 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. 

This 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 relying 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 were 

written in 2013 with the third volume being completed in 2015. My most recent book, which 

is being released at Christmas 2020 – Hearing is Believing – Film Music and What it does to 

us - has taken from August 2019 to October 2020 and encompasses 300,000 words (although 

this will 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 
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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 

one is in the thick of it, busy composing and orchestrating, one does not usually have the time 

to consciously think of ‘what it all means’.  

4.2 Music Theory and How it Links to Music Analysis 

Music theory is something that sometimes produces debate. This perhaps underpins a general 

failing in the way in which music theory is addressed and delivered in schools and colleges, in 

that it seems to many to exist almost solely to support and facilitate the performance of music, 

rather than to facilitate any understanding as to the emotional effect of music on listeners.33 

Lawrence Zbikowski addresses what he sees as some of the general failings of music theory: 

…the music theory of the classroom appears to be little more than a ghost 

that haunts the echoing halls of a crumbling cultural empire  

                                                                                                                   (Zbikowski, 2002: 24) 

           Certainly from my own experiences, music theory was taught almost as mathematics, in 

near isolation of any supporting music or meaningful wider context of how and why music 

sounds the way it does. This was a shame because, delivered and contextualised another way, 

music theory would, as it did later through my own studies, have forged a link between what I 

saw on the page and my everyday life of listening to music and feeling emotional reactions.  

From my own experiences, it was rarely there to help foster an appreciation of any perceived 

emotional relevance which might be tied to a specific section of music and which could be 

explained through annotated notation.34 The issue of a comparative lack of discussion and 

                                                 
33 “Music theory is a study in description; it is purely about notes and numbers and is rarely analysed to allow us 
to understand music itself or how it might contain meaning”. (Andy Barraclough, Senior Lecturer, Leeds College 
of Music, in conversation with the author, September 2017).  
34 A few notable exceptions appear nowadays, such as Psychological Connotations of Harmonic Musical Intervals 
by Marco Costa, Pio Enrico Ricci Bitti and Luisa Bonfiglioli (2000) from the University of Bologna published by 
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literature about the emotional qualities of music, tied directly to music theory, is something I 

cover many times in my books, not least of which in Vol.1 (Morrell, 2013: 29). Even now when 

notation is featured in music textbooks it is used frequently in a descriptive way, to chronicle 

and display the musical events but not to literally analyse them or their affect. I referred to this 

style of analysis in my Literature Review.35  

4.3 Introduction to Notation-based Analysis 

In order to contextualize how my own methods of attaching cognitive or emotional significance 

to specific harmonic situations could not be achieved without embedding notation completely 

in the intellectual fabric of my approach, below I have annotated a chord featured in a chapter 

from my second book entitled ‘The Subtle Intricacies and Exquisite Tensions of TV Music’ 

(Morrell, 2013: 77). This study addresses how listeners react to music and references reactions 

and perceptions of what people hear and how they classify it. All these issues feed into how 

we deal, emotionally, with what music is.   

Fig.1  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
the Society for Research in Psychology of Music and Music Also the book How Music Really Works by Wayne 
Chase (2006) is informative at a basic level with regard to the emotion of musical intervals. 

35 Burt’s The Art of Film Music (1995) and Kassabian’s Hearing Film are both mentioned, along with many 
others, in my Literature Review in context of a tendency to utilize notation in a descriptive way. 

 

The chord in fig. 1 is taken from Harry Escott’s score to 

the documentary film Deep Water (2006). In the original 

text I make the point that one reason the featured chord 

transports so subtly despite the chromatic tension is 

because there is a vagueness; it sounds like it has two 

possible interpretations; the harmony has a hazy, blurred 

and inconclusive quality, typical of many of the great 

impressionists of the early 20th century.  
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The chord could be an F#m (with a min6th interval – the D - clashing with the 5th - the C#) or 

it could be, as I have written it, a Dmaj7/F#. In the chapter I reference the concept of a ‘duality 

of harmonic interpretation’, meaning that the chord has at least two different ways of being 

grammatically and theoretically described.36 My wider point is that the duality of interpretation 

creates a duality of perception in the mind of the listener (Morrell, 2013:77)37. The idea that 

the chord sounds like it has two possible interpretations and that listeners might be effected by 

this, is possibly controversial because it implies that people can recognise and classify 

harmony, but this is not what I assert in my books. I discuss this issue in a chapter entitled 

‘How Harmony Speaks’ (Morrell, 2013:81) and in the chapter ‘The Deft Touch of Subtlety’ 

(Morrell, 2013:119). To help contextualise my point, David Huron, in his 2005 book Sweet 

Anticipation argues that, “the principal emotional content of music arises through the 

composers’ choreographing of expectation” (Huron, 2005:2). It is not unreasonable to state that 

it is probably the accumulation of harmony and the regularity and consistency of the various 

aural identifiers which exist within harmony, which creates this ‘choreographing of 

expectation’ Huron refers to and which helps people recognise reoccurring patterns. It can 

therefore be argued that there is a kind of ‘subconscious identification’ which takes place, 

where people do not literally or grammatically understand the harmonies or know the names 

of the chords, but they understand them ‘by ear’ well enough to remember them when they are 

heard, and even to categorise and classify them for future context. It then follows that when 

they hear a chord such as in fig.1, they are wrong-footed because they hear a shape they 

                                                 
36 Guitarist Ted Greene uses a term he calls ‘chord synonyms’ which is the action of taking one chord and applying 
a different tonic to create a new relationship between the notes. His interpretation of this theory is used to help 
guitarists learn new phrases based on a reinterpretation of the harmony. Ted Greene’s lessons are only available 
via third party websites (https://www.scribd.com/document/357965722/Ted-Greene-Guitar-Chords-Chord-
Synonyms) 
37 The transitory incompleteness the sound of the chord possesses, is popular in television and film drama music, 
but for me the issue is how the composer achieves the vague, difficult and dissonant sound, through harmony and 
how we can classify and contextualise this. 

https://www.scribd.com/document/357965722/Ted-Greene-Guitar-Chords-Chord-Synonyms
https://www.scribd.com/document/357965722/Ted-Greene-Guitar-Chords-Chord-Synonyms
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recognise but in a way which obscures or creates an alternate context. So although they would 

not in their minds literally grapple with whether this chord should be described as a Dmaj7/C# 

or an F#m with an added minor 6th, they would experience a chord which sounds difficult; one 

they recognise and remember but in a context they don’t.38 But is it literally the music they 

remember and with which they become familiar, or the emotion it creates within them? Or a 

combination of both? It can be argued that what they remember is a combination of music and 

an accompanying emotional reaction. As Zwikowsk says: 

      Almost everyone has had the experience of listening to an unusual 

composition or an exotic repertoire and be able to make something of it. 

This possibility has suggested to some a latent musicality in humans 

comparable to the sort of competence for language proposed by Noam 

Chomsky.  

                                                                                                                  (Zbikowski, 2002: 4) 

One important way we automatically and subconsciously contextualise chords in a bigger 

cognitive and aural context depends on what precedes that chord: context informs everything; 

as Wayne Chase remarks in his 2006 book How Music Really Works: 

…the emotional effects of the intervals listed below, like the emotional effects of 

other musical elements, vary with the musical context—the succession of 

preceding intervals, the prevailing chords and chord changes, rhythmic variables, 

instrumental tone colours, and so forth. 

                                                                                                                            (Chase, 2006: 221) 

The chord from fig.1 appears again in bar two of fig.2 (below) but this time it is contextualised 

as an F#m (with the added tension of the minor 6th) because it is framed aurally by the chord 

in bar one, which is a straight F#m. Again, context is everything. By contrast the chord from 

                                                 
38 Students who listened to this chord in class described it as “difficult” and “pained” (Olney, Josie. January 2017 
and Stephenson, Jacob, January 2017). Three said they thought they recognised the “type of chord” but it was a 
different version of it” (Paxton, Oliver; Barber, Emily; Stephenson, Jacob, March 2017) 



57 
 

fig.1 is repeated again in bar five of fig 2 (below) but this time it is written as a Dmaj7/F# 

because it ‘feels’ like it belongs to the Dmaj family (because a D/F# precedes it). This time the 

strain between the C# and D is heard and felt as tension between the maj7 and octave rather 

than a 5th and minor 6th.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I stress again that I am not asserting that listeners are aware of names or specific musical 

contexts, but that they are able to identify and distinguish subtle differences in how a chord 

‘feels’ partly because of how it is preceded, based on previous listening experiences which 

guide their ‘embodied understanding’ of harmony. The main point in the Harry Escott chord 

from fig.1 is that the first time we hear it in the film (and read the score in my book – Morrell, 

2013:76) it appears without any previous bar of harmony to contextualise it - (fig.3, below) – 

only a solitary note. What we are aware of in bar two of fig. 3 is the raw tension (of the C# and 

D) and the feeling that the chord is difficult and strained; there is a mild confusion and a kind 

of transitory incompleteness to the sound of the chord. This context is notated below (fig.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2 

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

We call the self-same chord 
a Dmaj7/F# largely 
because it is framed by the 
chord in bar 4 
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                 To be clear and unambiguous, I do not mean to suggest or imply that emotional 

qualities created within us by music cannot exist or be felt by listeners without a knowledge of 

music theory and notation.39 Felix Salzer hints at music theory being unable to articulate the 

vastness of music in his 1962 book Structural Hearing. Indeed, he almost suggests that music 

theory itself is at fault, as if notation merely displays the harmonies without explaining the 

emotion and meaning created by the music.  

…there are thousands upon thousands of eager young musicians as well as 

disappointed older ones who will testify to the seemingly unbridgeable gap 

between their theoretical studies and the living experience of music itself  

                                                                                                            (Salzer, 1962: vii) 

               The ‘unbridgeable gap’ between theory and what he calls the ‘living experience of 

music’ only remains a gap if, firstly, we do not realise that the ‘living experience of music’ is 

the emotion it creates within us, and secondly, we do not apply the correct models of analysis 

to unearth the emotion. One model I use to analyse harmony is to look at vertical harmony (i.e. 

                                                 
39 My contention is that the ability to know and understand music fully is achieved with the support of the visual 
dimension that notation brings. The ability to categorize, catalogue, classify and compare and contrast music 
visually and forensically offers a much wider context. It is also my contention, as I state in this commentary, that 
people who do not read possess an unconscious ‘embodied-knowledge’ of harmony. 

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

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

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

Film: ‘Deep Water’ (01.21.00) Track: ‘No one likes to be conned’ (Harry Escott)   Fig.3
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chords) to see how many separate ‘harmonic events’ take place within a chord.40 This is 

discussed in detail in the second volume of my book series in a chapter entitled ‘The 

Complexity of Harmony’ (Morrell, 2013: 111), where I talk about chords composed by James 

Horner for the film The Pelican Brief (1993). I analyse and contextualise the same chord in 

two different ways; the first way is more traditional, where intervals are contextualised in a 

root-centric way. I make the point that traditional theory offers us methods of understanding 

intervals which are understandably grounded on contextualising the intervals as they would 

appear logically in the chord, from bottom to top (see fig.4)  

Fig 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                Using traditional theory if we wanted to look at the significance of any note in this 

chord, we would look at its relation with the root of the chord; the Bb is the 7th because it lies 

seven notes from the root.   

 

Fig 5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
40 This is to try and identify how complex the chord might be and what emotions, if any, might be created in the 
mind of the listener by virtue of the number or complexity of the events. 

 

 

In fig 4, because this is a Cm9 chord, the 

first G note we see at the bottom, is 

contextualised as a 5th.  

 

In fig 5 I highlight every 

vertical relationship; every 

harmonic event that takes 

place within the chord. This 

is not simply theory for the 

sake of theory; it serves a 

purpose to illustrate the 

complexity of the chord. 

 

Eb to G 
maj3 
 

 

 

G to C 
4th  
 

 

 

G to C 
4th  
 

 

 

C to Eb 
min3 
 

 

 

D to Eb 
min2 
 

 

 

C to D 
maj2 
 

 

 Bb to D 
maj3 
 

 

 

G to Bb 
min3 
 

 

 

m 
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In the chapter I suggest an emotional significance based on the overwhelming number of events 

happening vertically and simultaneously. I use the similar logic many times in my books, 

including when discussing a specific chord in the film Superman (1978) in a chapter in my 

second book entitled ‘Excitement and The Grand Gesture’ (Morrell, 2013.376). In that example  

I look at the chord Fmaj9 (#11). If we look at the intervals in a root-centric way, we can see 

the various intervals from bottom to top, culminating with the B note, which occupies the #11 

interval. However, part of the euphoric feeling this chord creates is more based in the way the 

intervals react with each other, not their theoretical distance from the root which identifies their 

names (e.g. C note is the 5th, G note is the 9th, etc). Regarding a more local intervallic 

relationship, we can observe that the top three notes equal a chord of Em, the next four notes 

equal a Cmaj7 chord, and the bottom four equal an Fmaj7. The orchestrator Herbert Spencer, 

whom I interviewed once,41 says the practice of offering different chords to different 

instrumental sections, simultaneously, is entirely deliberate and designed to ‘heighten the 

listening experience by making it almost a multi-chordal experience’. The point is that, 

although the listening public usually have no theory knowledge, much less the absolute pitch 

needed to ‘hear’ and place these chords, they do benefit from the deliberate ‘multi-chordal’ 

experience Spencer talked of.  

 
Fig 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
41 June 1987, telephone interview with Herbert Spencer, John Williams’ long time orchestrator 

 

Em  

In fig 6 we can observe that 

the trumpets occupy Em, the 

horns Cmaj7, the trombones 

Am and the addition of the F 

contextualises it all as an 

Fmaj9(#11). 

 

Cmaj7 

Am   

The F note – the one thing that 
makes it into an F chord  
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Below (fig.7) I have transcribed more of the Superman section, for added context.42 
 
 
Fig.7  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Listeners and their ability to understand and interpret music is something Salzer talks about 

regularly. Discussing the limitations of understanding a language without the intellectual 

mental faculties to decode it emotionally, he states: 

 
The student who masters such a system has indeed learned something about music, but 

what he has learned is a nomenclature by which he can conduct a well-described tour 

through a composition, pointing out each landmark 

                                                                                                                                       (Salzer, 1962: vii) 

 
              But ‘pointing out the landmarks’ is not enough if one wants to analyse to the extent of 

revealing and emotional context to the music. ‘Pointing out landmarks’ tends to produce 

descriptive analysis (of the kind I have already alluded to and also covered in my literature 

review) rather than the kind of evaluative analytical discussions that might lead us to a better 

understanding.  

                                                 
42 The entirely deliberate move of separating localised harmony according to specific instrumental texture only 
italicises feeling of this chord being derived from bits of other chords. Because there are no obvious or chromatic 
difficulties, there is simply a feeling of being overwhelmed; a feeling of awe. 

 

Strings 

 

 

 

Trumpets / 

Woodwind 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Track: ‘Prelude and Main Title March’ (01.51) John Williams  
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            There are of course many who would disagree that the study of notation has any real 

merit. Rita Aiello looks at this argument in wider context of the means of analysing music. She 

talks about, “the vociferous insistence that the proper object of study is the sound of music, not 

the written score.” (Aiello, 1994: 79). A little later there is a suggestion that we ought not to 

see the score “as anything other than a representation of the sound…” (Aiello, 1994: 79). A bit 

further on she says, “In other words music theorists use scores but they do not study scores.” 

For me personally this is back-to-front. I study music, through notation and accompanying 

audio, often to unearth the truth about the music’s function. In the seventh chapter of my second 

book there is a section entitled The composer-writer and the performer-writer (Morrell, 2013: 

278) which talks about the specific benefit of notation both in a performance context and an 

analytical context. After citing Sloboda’s 2005 book Exploring the Musical Mind and in 

particular its high regard for notation, I discuss the intro theme from the 1958 film noir, Vertigo, 

which, when performed and heard, always seems to convey a sense of nervousness and 

apprehension. This (fig.8) is how musical listeners familiar with rhythmic grammar would have 

assumed the intro is played:  

 

  

Fig.9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is because the piece clearly 

has a ‘12/8 feel’. However, 

Herrmann wrote it as follows: 

 

Herrmann had the strings doing something 

completely alien. Only their first and fourth 

note of each bar would have ‘stacked up’ with 

the ‘straight’ crotchet pulse in their heads. 

 

Film: ‘Vertigo’ (00.00.22) Track: ‘Prelude and Rooftop’ (00.01)) Bernard Herrmann  Fig.8 
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Performers definitely need their wits about them when they attempt this. Playing crotchet 

triplets is okay but playing bar after bar of them is hard. You’re counting mental straight 

crotchets in your heard in order to stay in time and follow a conductor or ‘click’ in order to 

ascertain where the completely unnatural triplet crotchets go. The main point I make in 

reference to the context of this section of discussion, is the fact that anyone trying to ascertain 

why the performance of this piece has a strange, pained style, would study the score first.  

4.4 Music and the Social Connection  

Lawrence Kramer makes one of many comments on the whole issue of emotion - and 

meaning which may be generated by music - making a distinction between ‘meaning’ and 

music ‘being meaningful’. He also talks about music working as a medium for what he calls 

‘social connection’. 

 
Music may be ‘meaningful’ in the sense that people find it important or that it 

expresses emotions of serves as a medium of social connection, but it does all 

these things without assuming a concrete content. It bypasses language and the 

systems of rational thought that depend on language… 

                                                                                                                         Kramer (2002: 11) 
 

             In various sections of my book I inadvertently tie together the points made by Kramer 

which talk of a social connection created by music; the way in which music manages to forge 

social connections has always interested me and this interest leaked into my lectures and later 

my books. With this in mind, the chord below (fig.10) would create an instant recollection of 

a specific movie character. The chord permeates much of the music in the franchise which 

accompanies the movie character, so in many ways this chord, like many famous movie themes, 

is both culturally symbolic and representative and suggestive of something much greater than 

the sum of its parts. The difference here is that we are talking about just one chord.  
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Fig.10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                  This chord, from the James Bond films and originally conceived by John Barry but 

based ultimately on his love of Bernard Herrmann,43 is featured in the chapter ‘Music Theory 

in Action’ from my first book (Morrell, 2013: 29) and I also use this at Leeds College of Music 

‘open days’ to show how the language of music connects to people and contains emotion and 

even meaning. In this particular case the chord could be described as having several meanings: 

The first obvious one is that it reminds us of the movie character James Bond, through the aural 

power of association and memory. But in a deeper way it also exhibits emotional characteristics 

that transcend the film: on one ‘open day’ after I played the chord - resulting in thirty students 

and parents instantly citing James Bond - one young Asian student put her hand up and said 

“Who’s James Bond?”. Seizing the moment, I asked her what emotions she heard in the music, 

and she said, without missing a beat, “It reminds me of something surreptitious, secretive; 

something clandestine”.44 There was a surprised look from some audience members, not least 

because she’d communicated the concept of James Bond more articulately than most who 

immediately heard and understood the reference and therefore sidestepped any need to explain 

the meaning or emotion behind the music. To me it simply proved that the characteristics in 

the chord created emotions and feelings which, when verbalised, were an uncannily accurate 

description of the character of James Bond; the music created a metaphorical meaning in the 

                                                 
43 The chord in question (a minor chord with a major 7th added) is one of the main chords used in the film ‘Psycho’, 
composed by Herrmann. The chord is analysed in context of its use in Psycho in my second book (Morrell, 
2013:273) 
44 Open Day, Leeds College of Music, September 2012 

 

If you played the chord using a lush, string sample, or a large 

orchestral brass ensemble sample played sforzando piano, the 

 effect would be immediate.  
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mind of the listener. These metaphorical meanings music create are, in general, undoubtedly 

partly a product of society and culture and therefore location and geography. For example, it 

would be interesting to see if ‘secretive’ and ‘clandestine’ were the metaphors and feelings that 

would be present in someone hearing the ‘Bond’ chord but who was completely detached from 

western culture. After all, Tagg says, quite rightly, that: 

Music is no more a universal language than language itself. Being a universal 

phenomenon does not mean that the same sounds, musical or verbal, have the 

same meaning in all cultures   

                                                                                                   (Tagg, 2012: 80) 

              Following on from this, presumably when Kramer, referring to music’s ability to 

articulate and convey meaning, said it had “potentiality for bearing ascribed meanings, 

meanings grounded in shared, socially mediated experience” (Kramer, 2002: 4) this was a 

culturally specific observation. If a single chord of film music fits this description, it is the 

‘Bond chord’, and yet, as we have established, this chord communicates emotions irrespective 

of whether the original cultural and contextual usage is shared or not. Ultimately we will 

probably never know quite how the ‘Bond chord’ works, stripped of its ascribed western 

musical meaning and cultural appropriations unless we played it to a remote tribe of natives in 

deepest South America, untouched by western civilisation and associated music.  The chord 

itself (transcribed in fig.8), similar to the Superman Fmaj9(#11) chord discussed earlier, 

contains more than one chord. Look carefully and you will see that the top three notes of the 

chord constitute a chord of B major. If we add the G below the B and leave it as that, we have 

a rather square and raw voicing of a Gma7(#5) with no lower spacious voicing to mitigate the 

severity of the chord. With just four notes the chord has a strange, cheap, overt low-budget 70s 

horror characteristic, cheapened as it is by the simplistic voicing.  But if we add the bottom two 

notes we then have the full orchestral version of the famous Bond chord of Em9(maj7). Both 

the Bond chord and the Superman chord can be described as ‘multi-chordal experiences’ but 
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they produce subtly different emotional contexts. The Superman chord is very much a ‘shock 

and awe’ chord and one which the composer John Williams uses regularly. The exuberance is 

contained by the simultaneous experience of the Em/C/F chords producing a lavishly and 

heavily scored Fmaj9(#11). Despite the three chords implied, the result is not overtly dissonant 

or chromatic; it is the aural equivalent of being in several places at once; confusing, 

overwhelming but exciting.  

4.5 Horizontal Harmony 

The third volume of my books contains a chapter called ‘The Name’s Bond – James Bond’ in 

which I analyse a few of the James Bond cues (Morrell, 2015: 75). One small cue, which in 

film terms has become one of the most identifiable sonic logos in cinema history, is analysed 

(Morrell, 2015. 75) and again the method of its communication is tied up in the ‘multi chordal 

experience’ Herbert Spencer spoke of. This time the chords are not exactly simultaneous but 

follow each other very closely. In this case we are dealing with the concept of ‘horizontal 

harmony’, a method that film score composers use all the time and which appears in my books 

regularly. Horizontal harmony can sometimes engage the listener to a greater degree than 

normal vertical chordal harmony because notes that make up chords are delivered and 

experienced gradually; cumulatively not simultaneously. The act of understanding and 

categorisation is not only a part of listening; it is part of the pleasure people get from listening. 

The emotions of expectation and anticipation is part of that same sense of excitement and 

fulfilment. Huron, in one of numerous comments which address how music communicates, 

says that “the principal emotional content of music arises through the composers’ 

choreographing of expectation” (Huron, 2005:2). And as John Powell mentions: “As an 

experienced listener you build up expectations of what the music is likely to do next.” (Powell, 

2016: 53) 
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                   Perhaps a good example of this is our second ‘Bond’ excerpt, annotated in fig.10. 

In this piece, the listener is confronted by a four-bar line of horizontal harmony. The whole 

phrase is split into four mini-phrases. The horizontal harmony suggested at the culmination of 

the first mini-phrase implies an Em7; the culmination of the second mini-phrase suggests a G7, 

the third suggests a Bm7 and the final one repeats the first phrase. In addition, the physical and 

rhythmical distribution of the notes are themselves dramatic, with the second, third and fourth 

phrases anticipated, effectively beginning before we would expect, creating a sense of anxiety 

(as detailed below in fig.11). As if this wasn’t enough, each mini phrase ends on a note which 

is held (circled in red) and collectively these notes assume their own identity at the end of the 

phrase. Underlying the probabilistic nature of music and referring to how people listen and 

distil their musical environment, Temperley said: “In listening to a piece of music we draw 

conclusions about the underlying structures that gave rise to those notes.” (Temperley, 2010: 

3). So one of the reasons the excerpt below works so well is because of the chords inferred by 

singular notes left hanging in the phrase – notes which are part of a larger pattern which creates 

probabilities in the mind of the listener.  

 

Fig.11  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Remembering Temperley’s contextualisation of Leonard Meyer, when he said, “music only 

conveys meaning and expressive effect when expectations are violated in some way” 

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

 

Track: ‘White Knight’ 00.08 (Track attributed to David Arnold but this section is historical work of John Barry) 
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(Temperley, 2007: 19), the piece above proves the point to an extent because our expectations 

are violated by virtue of the pushed, anticipated phraseology, creating just the right amount of 

anxiety. Concluding this first section of the analysis part of my Commentary, and with 

reference to the use of notation, many of my undergraduate and postgraduate students have 

attested to the fact that they have learned in my classes to “listen through their eyes”45 and have 

as a result learned more about “what music is”.46 Also I regularly receive emails from students 

who have read my books explaining how enlightening they have been. This level of 

communication between author and reader would be impossible for me to achieve without 

utilising musical notation as a language of communication.   

4.6 Does Film Music Express Anything?   

Hanslick states that, “whatever there is in music that apparently pictures states of feeling, is 

symbolical” (Hanslick, 1854: 39). But earlier he says “the ideas which a composer expresses 

are mainly and primarily of a musical nature” (Hanslick, 1854: 36). Therefore, there is an 

important distinction between a feeling and an idea. When composers write music, many have 

feelings and emotions which they convert into musical ideas.  This itself is also comparable to 

the way in which listeners, film-goers, film directors (in fact anyone not musically literate) 

utilise emotion and metaphor when distilling film music. People often refer to film composing 

as a solitary profession. This is normally said because firstly few people understand its 

complexities and secondly because it is normally composed by one person. Perhaps this is a 

recognition of the inherently emotionally lead process of conceptualisation and composition.  

                                                 
45 “I have learned to listen through my eyes in Brian’s classes and by reading his books on film music. Brian’s 
method of wrapping explanatory text around notated examples has de-mythologised musical structure and 
compositional methodologies by essentially deconstructing the process of composition” (Luke Rowe, 3rd year BA 
student, Leeds College of Music, March 2014) 
46 “Through Brian’s lectures myself and others have learned to listen through our eyes and feel we have learned 
more about why music sounds the way it does. By playing specific audio mixes and showing students specific 
sections of the orchestra through his transcriptions, he has brought music much closer to me.” (Andrew 
Barraclough, 3rd year BA student, Leeds College of Music, April 2014) 
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4.7 When is Music ‘Emotion’ and when is it really ‘Music’? 

When one is contextualising film music one realises that music is only music for a very brief 

part of its life; film music begins its life as emotionally-lead ideas; feelings from the composer, 

driven by emotion and perspective, guided by either the film footage, spotting sessions or 

conversations with a director (who will also be principally thinking about emotion and 

perspective, too). Then the composer creates a musical idea, which is written and performed. 

Then the ‘music’ is listened to by the general public, who hear the texture but do not understand 

the harmony or compositional structures literally; they interpret the music emotionally, in terms 

of the feelings it creates and generates within them. So although we use the word ‘music’ to 

describe music written for film, it is only understood and contextualised literally as music for 

a very short period of its life and by very few people. This brings us onto the concept of 

Hermeneutics, which is defined as the theory of interpretation and the art of understanding. It 

was, initially at least, a text based discipline; music meant nothing. After all, how could it be 

interpreted if people did not understand it? Within this context, Kramer is adamant that music 

can only ‘speak’ to us if we understand the language being spoken.  

We need to understand music as music, as an autonomous language if we 

want to grant it the power to speak of other things”.  

                                                                                                                         (Kramer, 2002: 4) 

             But taken literally, this view would tend to rule out cinemagoers from deriving any 

emotion or meaning from the music contained within films. Indeed, it seems to question the 

notion that we can derive any kind of meaning from music when it is applied to anything 

external, such as film:  

Music is simply not reducible to any other circumstances, whether cultural, historical, 

biographical…any attempts to make it so has only a cartoonish reality”.  

                                                                                                            (Kramer, 2002: 4) 
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             But later Kramer appears, to a degree, to contradict this view when he says:  

              To make anything more itself, or more anything, just add music 

                                                                                                                       (Kramer, 2002: 3)  

            If music is to make anything ‘more itself’ then it must exaggerate or heighten our 

experience of it. But Kramer also says: 

                        Music remains entirely unaffected by the things with which it mixes.  
 
                                                                                                         (Kramer, 2002: 4) 

            Personally I would take issue with this presumption, as I do in my first book, when 

promoting the idea that the film is just as much a part of your music as your music is a part of 

the film. 

Most composers are open to the concept of their music bringing new colour, artistry and 

emotion to film; they are generally less able to engage with the notion that moving 

pictures and the existence of a story or narrative will bring emotion to their music. This 

is probably because music is a much more intensely personal and solitary pursuit 

compared to some creative arts. It’s often difficult for us to see our music playing a side 

role in a larger creative and commercial construct and it’s even harder to conceive of a 

situation where something non-musical could be interacting with our music and 

changing the way it’s perceived.  

                                                                                                                                   (Morrell, 2013: 11) 

         When he talks of music’s ‘cartoonish reality’ Kramer seems to suggest that the effect of 

film music, when applied to a specific scene or cue, will be infantile and unsatisfying and that, 

correspondingly, it does not have the capacity to carry complex emotions or meanings. And 

yet we have already seen and heard, in this Commentary and possibly our own experiences, 

examples where music greatly enhanced a film situation in positive and meaningful ways. The 

often crude functionality at the heart of film music’s existence does not preclude it from 

exuding complex or subtle emotions or meanings; it simply means that few will understand the 
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music literally and therefore be able to draw reasoned conclusions about how and why such 

meanings are generated in the mind of the listener when confronted with specific music.  

              As we have established, music is frequently thought of and remembered in terms of 

emotions, feelings and metaphors by the public and by non-musical people involved with 

music, such as film directors. Most conversations I have with directors tend to be frustrating 

because they can rarely literalise their thoughts musically; conversations are structured utilising 

metaphors we can all understand, but which are usually vague. This can and does become 

abstract sometimes and ironically it can end up with the metaphor being as hard to understand 

for the composer as the musical version of it was for the director.47 I discuss metaphors in my 

books, and an example of this is when I talk about “the wordless language of music” (Morrell, 

2015: 12). In context of the debate about what meaning can be derived from film music (which 

it tied to the various methods people use to experience and understand music) we can 

sometimes presume that hearing and contextualising music in terms of concepts, 

representations and metaphors makes it an unreliable or inferior experience or perhaps 

somehow invalid when compared to the person who hears, listens, literalises, analyses and 

understands. But, as I said earlier, an inability to literalise one’s musical thoughts and analyse 

and distil the music heard does not invalidate the listening experience or the emotions derived 

therefrom. In fact, Zbikowski says: 

                            Concepts are often thought of as highly stable cognitive structures of 

considerable complexity….there are now persuasive arguments that concepts 

are quite fluid, that they are not irrevocably wedded to words or to concrete 

representations, and that they are not even unique to our species…..in fact they 

                                                 
47 A director several years ago said to me he wanted the music to sound more purple (John Younger, June 2008) 
Another one a few years before that said she wanted it to be more organic. (Penny Gould, Sky TV1999). 
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are very much like the concepts we use to structure our understanding of the 

everyday world.  

                                                                                                                       (Zbikowski, 2002: 4) 

             In other words, we use metaphors and concepts and representations in many of our 

daily and most important cognitive functions. I discuss the issue of perception in the 

introduction to my first book (Morrell, 2013: 21) but to take the idea of perception and the use 

of metaphors, Zbikowski is right when he states that we think about music similarly to how we 

think about other things. But some may be suspicious of this notion. Perhaps many mistrust 

people’s abilities to gain degrees of representational meaning or emotional understanding of 

music given that most cannot understand its terminology or language.    

4.8 Attaching Emotion to Specific Intervals  

                         Tonality’s origin is found in the laws of sound. But there are other laws that music 

obeys apart from these and the laws that result from the combination of time and 

sound: namely, those governing the workings of our minds. This latter forces us to 

find a particular kind of layout for those elements that make for cohesion – and to 

make them come to the fore, often enough and with enough plasticity – so that in the 

small amount of time granted us by the flow of events, we can recognise the musical 

figures, grasp the way they hang together and comprehend their meaning  

                                                                                                       (Schoenberg, 1926: 259) 

            Schoenberg’s point was that comprehension begins with recognition. Recognition is 

possible when we’re dealing with small horizontal musical ideas – i.e. basic melodic patterns. 

But recognition is also possible vertically, in that we recognise specific types of chords and 

intervals. The fact that people cannot understand the grammar which articulates specific 

intervals does not mean that they do not benefit from the effect, nor that they can’t categorise 

it, classify, recognise it and ‘understand’ it, to a degree. By way of a wider contextualisation 
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of the emotional power of intervals and extensions below I will discuss the distinct flavour and 

contextual use of the ‘add2’ and ‘#4 extension’, including a discussion of how the use of certain 

notes suggests and implies the presence of other notes which are not used.    

4.9 The Distinct Harmonic and Emotional Flavour of the ‘add2’ 

The first example of the power of intervals is the ‘add2’ extension, which is generally regarded 

as a ‘soft’ extension which slightly blurs the gap between the root and the major 3rd creating a 

feeling of contentment and emotional warmth. In order to add substance to this, below I have 

transcribed the famous theme from the iconic television show Twin Peaks (1990) composed by 

Angelo Badalmenti. The music, including the use of the add2, is featured in my second book 

in a chapter entitled ‘The Subtleties, Intricacies and Exquisite Tensions of Television Music’ 

(Morrell, 2015:68). In the transcription below, of the main theme from Twin Peaks, I have 

highlighted in red the add2 extensions.48 In context of this track, the initial Fadd2 creates a 

warm and inviting emotion, with the subsequent Dmadd2 in bar 2 creating an opposite, dark 

feeling. This is clever writing from Badalmenti because this music is used as introduction music 

for each episode, and the overwhelming narrative of the show constantly fluctuates between 

light and dark; between hope and despair. The G note in the F chord is called a major 2nd 

interval because of the root-centric description of intervals (i.e the distance between the root 

note and the interval). The add2 also sits a maj 2nd away from the A note (the major 3rd of the 

chord) whereas the following bar the Dm features the add2 (the E note) this time sitting a minor 

2nd from the F above. The texture is consistent and the emotional differences are because of the 

chords, specifically the different add2s; the add2 is different in a minor context; it produces a 

                                                 
48 An ‘add9’ is the same note (relative to the chord) as the ‘add2’ – but an octave higher. Distinguishing between 
add2 and add9 can sometimes cause issues, not least because in many vertical chord voicings there will be more 
than two octaves, creating the question ‘which is the add2 and which is the add9? In a multiple octave situation 
the add2 is deemed to be present in the main body of the chord with the add9 appearing vertically higher up the 
scale.  
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darker, more sombre tone because of the more dissonant flavour of the intervals. The Dm 

(add2) chords are highlighted in blue.     

Fig. 12 

 

 

              But when we ask ‘what does an add2 express?’ we are left with the eternal conundrum 

of what we mean by ‘express’. As I have intimated elsewhere I suggest that music can, in some 

circumstances, generate an emotional response, which might be said to be an expression or 

meaning. These contentions underpin many areas of my books. I do not contend that such 

expression or meaning is literally physically contained in the music itself, as some do. I believe 

it is contained in our reaction and response to the music49. As Tagg says when laying down his 

benchmarks for what music is: “Music cannot exist unless it’s heard or registered by someone, 

whether out loud or inside someone’s head” (Tagg, 2012: 44). Any feeling created because of 

our interaction with music is created by us. Any emotion felt is ours, not its. As we have 

discussed elsewhere the ‘meanings’ music imparts are rarely apparent to just one individual. If 

they were, how would film composers be able to manipulate entire audiences rather than simply 

one or two people? Composers can alter the way scenes are interpreted en mass because music 

is, to an extent, experienced collectively and societally. As Kramer implies, the meaning in 

music exists because it models and contextualises our experiences by way of a collective 

experience:  

                                                 
49 just as words possess meaning not because of what they look like or sound like but because of the collective 
consciousness and common understanding of those who interpret them 

 

Film: ‘Twin Peaks’ (00.00.00) (Music by Angelo Badalmenti) 
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                          Music – and this is no different from more explicitly semantic modes such as 

narration and visual description – means primarily not by what it says but by 

the way it models the symbolization of experience.  

                                                                                                                         (Kramer, 2002: 4) 

            True, as I have intimated before, the meaning harmony imparts does not translate to 

most people with the immediacy and succinctness inherent in the written or spoken word or 

the image, but that is simply because the meanings in words and images have evolved in more 

of an absolute, complete and unequivocal way; we can all convert words into meaning 

relatively quickly and concisely. But we can also convert our aural musical experiences into 

emotions and feelings, if not into absolute concrete meanings.50 But with film music any 

emotions music generates in the mind of the listener do not actually have to be absolute in the 

first place, because they are accompanying images which, together with the music, will create 

a more concrete meaning. Indeed, if both pictures and music generated absolute concrete 

meaning, there would be little need for both existing at the same time. Film depends on its 

interaction with music for many of its messages to be translated; directly and sometimes subtly. 

According to Zbikowski, who is talking in context of our understanding of music, our ability 

to categorise is something we may be unaware of. 

                                    Our ability to categorise things is a cognitive process so basic and so 

pervasive that it can easily escape your notice  

                                                                                                           (Zbikowski, 2002: 12) 

                                                 
50 In my first book I deal at length with my theories of why, for example, humans have a much more precise 
understanding of colour but much less understanding of pitch (Morrell, 2013.21). Put simply, if we go back far 
enough in human history, our lives depended on our ability to distinguish colours; eating the wrong coloured 
berries might kill us. By comparison, although we needed a good sense of hearing in terms of texture, dangerous 
animals were not in specific keys, so we never evolved such good knowledge of pitch. 
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             The fact that we may be largely oblivious and unaware of the power of music is, again, 

one of the facts that make it such a great emotional companion to film; if we were distracted 

by the conscious thought process involved with attempting to understand what we hear, it 

would distract from the film. The thought processes do exist, but they are often subliminal and 

instinctual. Music’s emotional impact, whilst occasionally being quite forensic in its 

application, is subtle in its reception and comprehension. There are meanings, moods, emotions 

and feelings created within us by music which are ultimately governed by our unified and 

collective reactions and responses to specific harmonies, chords, intervals and other devices 

and situations. This means composers can deduce how, why and in what circumstances certain 

harmonies, intervals, instrumental combinations or melodies continue to affect people in fairly 

consistent, predictable and reasonably uniform ways.  

               In volume one of my book series, in a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of 

Music’ I cover the main theme from the 2004 film The Day After Tomorrow (Morrell, 2013: 

170). Although the intro is sombre, the use of the add2 in bar seven (which is bar two of the 

melody) creates a warm mood and a feel which in this precise narrative context is symbolic of 

hope. The add2 is highlighted in red.  

 

Fig.13 

 

 

 

 

 

             In a chapter in my first volume entitled ‘The Rich Culture and History of TV Music’ I 

cover the well-known, odd and dramatically tongue-in-cheek theme from the 1989 ITV 

 

Film: The Day After Tomorrow (00.00.25) Track ‘The Day After Tomorrow (Harald Klosser) 
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adaptation of Agatha Christie’s Poirot (Morrell, 2013: 249). The memorable theme by 

Christopher Gunning makes repeated and excellent use of the add2 (this time over a minor 

chord) and the precise emotion is different again from other examples I have given, principally 

due to the instrumentation (the treated piano) and the rapid-fire delivery of the harmonies.    

 

Fig.14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.10 How Intervals, rather than notes, guide our perceptions 

Hanslick talks about how potentially misleading it is to ascribe specific meaning to a specific 

type of chord before eventually saying “aesthetically speaking, such primordial distinctive 

traits are non-existent when viewed by the light of those wider laws to which they are 

subordinate” (Hanslick, 1854.40). The ‘wider laws’ Hanslick refers to are ultimately context; 

context is one of the major aesthetic arbiters of how we perceive anything, not just music. 

Therefore, it can be argued that many feelings, emotions or even meanings are, ultimately 

transitory in nature because they depend on varying movable contexts. I would agree with 

Hanslick in that chords do not always and universally generate only one type of feeling or 

 

TV Show: ‘Poirot’ (00.00.01) Track: ‘Poirot’ (Christopher Gunning) 
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emotion; as an example, if we play the chord in bar one of figure 15, below (C7b10) we hear 

what many might refer to as a dark, ‘dirty’, rough ‘jazz’ sound. If you repeat the rhythm in bar 

two you would achieve something like a decent stylistic contextualisation of the chord. If you 

play the same chord in bar three, the difference in octave, together with the fuller, more closed 

voicing, loses the jazz sound. But if you contextualise the chord ala bar four, you achieve a 

kind of playful strangeness. If you played it on a vibes sound it takes it into the realm of 

mystery. I can vouch for this; when I lived in London in the late 1980s I would occasionally 

do jazz gigs in the evening and sessions on the BBCTV children’s show ‘Play School’ in the 

daytime where this brand of C7(b10) was a regular choice. The same ‘chord’ achieves different 

stylistic and emotional results based on the context of its delivery.   

Fig.15 

 

 

 

 

The same basic observations can be applied to many examples where we may at first be 

forgiven for presuming that a certain chord has a specific, permanent and immovable stylistic 

home. 

The complex relationship between the interval and the note it occupies                       

Another example of how a simple note can change its emotional or stylistic character can be 

found in how notes relate to intervals they occupy. In my books a regular, reoccurring theme 

is the relationship between a sound we hear, the note name we call it according to the frequency 

it generates, and the interval it occupies, or temporarily represents. A frequency is a scientific 
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fact and a note name and interval are our way of representing the sound in a coherent and 

understandable context. But these are all, ultimately, constructs we create to govern the world 

of sound and music. Notes are, in effect, singular pieces of theoretical random harmonic energy 

until they assume the sonic shape of the interval they occupy. For example, the note of Eb is 

fairly meaningless until it begins to take the shape of an interval and be surrounded by other 

notes which form a chord; it could be the min3 of a Cm chord, or the 5th of an Eb chord, for 

example. Or it could be the b10 of the jazz chord. The point of all this is that my overriding 

contention is that listeners can hear – and are aware of – intervallic movement just as they are 

aware of the more obvious and physical movement of a note changing from a Bb to G, for 

example. It is my contention that some of the most satisfying musical experiences happen when 

the relationship between the note and the interval is brought into focus. If we hear the same 

physical note being repeated but representing different intervals each time depending on its 

surrounding harmonic terrain, it can be argued that this forces us to listen to the interval more 

than the note, which makes us engage on a deeper level. If the note itself was moving 

physically, this is much easier to recognise, but when the note remains static but what it 

represents intervallically moves, this is deeper, more profound experience because it requires 

cognitive work on our part to recognise and respond to the intervallic context. I talk about these 

issues in my books a lot, and in class too, because ultimately it helps students understand 

harmony and particularly chord voicing in a much better way.51 It is my belief, as I have alluded 

to elsewhere, that people who possess no formal musical knowledge or understanding, are 

nevertheless able to classify, categorise and respond to intervallic movement. Key to this is the 

assumption that people can discriminate between pitches and further that this suggests an 

ability to distinguish and recognise that an interval has changed even if a pitch has remained 

                                                 
51 Arrangers and orchestrators spend a lot of their time ironing out voicing issues. If they minimise physical 
movement and ensure intervallic movement, it helps the smoothness of voicing. This is because there is much 
less in terms of notes lurching downward or upward. 
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the same. Bob Snyder, in a section of his 2000 book Music and Memory, entitled ‘pitch 

discrimination and memory’ states: 

The total number of different frequencies that a human being can discriminate is large. 

Research suggests a person can perceive at least 1,400 different frequencies. The tuning 

system of western European music makes use of about ninety different pitches”.  

                                                                                                         (Snyder, 2000:  127) 

I have run tests in class to ascertain to what degree people recognise intervallic change, and my 

results have shown that a very high percentage of students not only recognise intervallic change 

but also state that the note feels emotionally different, which is subtler and different to the 

feeling of immediate recognition that accompanies pitch change.  The issue of the physical note 

remaining static whilst the interval moves within it, is contextualised below in a transcription 

of chords featured in a chapter in my first book entitled ‘Music Theory in Action’ (Morrell, 

2013: 42). As we can see the move from Am7 to Fmaj9/A is much smoother because only one 

note changes physically (the E to the F). The rest stay where they are, but given the new context 

in bar two, they express, or ‘mean’ something new; i.e. they now represent something different, 

intervallically and therefore ‘feel’ different. This represents good voicing, because there is 

minimal physical movement, and it also ensures listeners enjoy a much subtler experience than 

would otherwise have been the case if more notes moved physically.  

Fig.16  
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I use this in class in order to engage students in the 

process of interval recognition, and in particular the 

idea that we can change what a chord is, and what 

we call it, by changing just one note; the chord of 

Am7 changes to become an Fadd9/A simply 

because the E note shifts up to the F. 
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This is the only note which changes physically, but the remaining notes, although remaining 

static, change their intervallic complexion. Therefore, when I ask students to tell me which 

notes have ‘changed’ I am trying to illicit an acknowledgement of intervallic change, not 

physical change. I am also trying to get them to realise that something which changes their 

perception of a chord, what it is, what we call it, is based on an awareness of intervallic context, 

which is something much subtler in terms of our perception of it.  

                  A similar idea is when we hear the same interval being repeated, albeit attached to 

different notes, this is where the intervallic context is parallel, but not the notes. This concept 

is nothing new; indeed, one of the first lessons I learned in harmony was avoiding parallel 

intervals. But a good example of deliberate repetition of an interval to illicit a positive reaction 

created by that interval, would be a section of a track called ‘Now We Are Free’, by Hans 

Zimmer, from a 2000 film called Gladiator. This is covered in detail in my first book (Morrell, 

2013: 167) in context of a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’. In the transcription 

of the track below I have annotated the melody and also the intervals represented by the melody 

in ratio to the accompanying chords. The main point to be made in this piece lies in bar four, 

where we have the A, G# and F# melody line, which correspond to the min3 and two maj3 

intervals.  

Fig.17 

 

 

 

In class before I bring attention to the use of three successive 3rd intervals (one minor and two 

major) I ask students to tell me if there is any segment of the piece which speaks to them. 

Regularly students choose the section with three successive 3rd intervals. I then talk to them 

 6      5  min3  maj3 maj3 maj3 

Film: ‘Gladiator’ (02.22.12) Track: Gladiator – ‘Now we are free’ 01.00 (Hans Zimmer /Lisa Gerrard 
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about the richness of the 3rd interval; this is something I comment on regularly in my books. I 

discuss the 3rd interval possessing a disproportionate warmth which radiates outwards from the 

chord, compared to other intervals. I discuss this area of study numerous times, not least when 

discussing Michael Kamen’s music for the 2001 television series Band of Brothers in my first 

book (Morrell, 2013: 285). I also discuss it in a chapter called ‘The Deft Touch of Subtlety’ 

when talking about James Newton Howard’s main theme from the 2002 movie Signs (Morrell, 

2013: 146). I also discuss the same area when discussing Hans Zimmer’s music to the 2002 

film The Ring (Morrell, 2013: 137). Many composers have told me that they write to the 

interval, not the note.52  

Music’s lack of word-and-sentence semantics does nothing to bar if from 

having meaning…. 

                                                                                                         (Kramer, 2002: 15) 

Kramer’s use of the word and sentence analogy is interesting, especially because he ties the 

analogy into the argument about music possessing meaning. In a lecture I give at Leeds College 

of Music which eventually tackles the chords contained in figure three and the cue ‘Now We 

Are Free’, I begin the lecture by asking students to notice that the words ‘Chair’ and ‘Choir’ 

are identical save for one letter. The point is that one letter can completely change everything 

about what the word means, despite the fact that the rest of the letters in the word remain intact. 

I sometimes talk about a reference I wrote for a student where I accidentally used the word 

‘contentious’ instead of ‘conscientious’. I use similar analogies and eventually show students 

a section of a newspaper article about Prince Charles and Camilla Parker-Bowles.  

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

secretly seen Mrs Parker-Bowles for more than a 

decade, and as often as once a week” 

                                                                             Birmingham Evening Post, 13th December 1993 

I then show students the article as it actually appeared, which contained a one-

letter error, but one which changes the complexion of the article completely.  

 “His comments followed claims that the Prince has 

secretly been Mrs Parker-Bowles for more than a 

decade, and as often as once a week” 

                                                                             Birmingham Evening Post, 13th December 1993 

This kind of contextualisation helps students acclimatise to the concept of one, singular ‘thing’ 

(a note or a letter) completely changing the way we perceive the surrounding terrain (i.e. the 

entire sentence or the entire chord). This helps students see harmony as grammar and generally 

helps contextualise points well, especially potentially difficult terrain such as the link between 

physical notes and the intervals they occupy.   

                        Many observation of the dynamics contained within the note / interval 

relationship can be found in many chapters of my books. Looking at three stylistically radically 

different pieces, we will first look at a track called ‘This is going to hurt’ from Hans Zimmer’s 

score to the 2002 film The Ring. We can see that the lower note in the basses and cellos goes 

from the D, where is supports the Dm chord, to the Db, where it now inverts the subsequent 

Bbm chord. The point I make in the book, in much more detail, is that it is precisely the facts 

that the note goes down (from D to Db) but the interval goes up (from the root to the first 

inversion) that creates the beauty and effectiveness of this piece because there are two opposing 

forces (the note and the interval it represents) making two different, opposite journeys. 

(Morrell, 2013: 137). For me this is not just a theoretical point or technical observation; it 
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effects how people listen. Listeners, I believe, are aware of interval dynamics and benefit from 

the tension and drama they bring, even if they do not know the names or terms involved.   

Fig. 18 

 

 

 

 

The second example concerns the theme tune from the 1992+ popular ITV drama series A 

Touch of Frost. The theme (which comes at the beginning of the show in abbreviated form and 

in fuller form at the end) was composed by John Hiseman and Barbara Thompson, and is 

transcribed below. The theme is featured in my first book (Morrell, 2013: 310) and one of many 

points I make is the way the theme initially leads us into a false presumption and perception of 

the key centre. Given the lack of supporting harmony, the collective effect of horizontal 

harmony leads us into the presumption of a Dm / F major key centre at the start of the cue.53 

When we arrive at bar six, we hear the Fm chord, which throws us and darkens the mood of 

the music and the images it accompanies. The final surprise is that the theme finally begins in 

earnest in bar eight, at which point it reveals itself to be in the key of Cm. The initial Dm 

presumption isn’t something which is felt literally by (except those with ‘perfect pitch’ and a 

knowledge of harmony is used) in that they cannot locate and do not know the literal name of 

the chord; but the effect of the denial of expectation created by the apparent Dm, together with 

                                                 
53 Given the public’s ability to remember, categorise and classify the different harmonies they hear through a 
kind of embodied understanding of music theory I have alluded to elsewhere in my portfolio, they are lead to 
believe in the reality of a key centre of Dm / F major.   

 

 

Track: ‘This is going to hurt’ (Hans Zimmer) 
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the surprise on hearing the Fm and then the Cm, is just as palpable regardless. One needs to 

read and understand harmony literally to understand the events, but not to merely realise, be 

aware of and ultimately benefit from and enjoy the result.     

 

Fig.19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another example of the dynamic between notes and the intervals they represent is not in the 

books, but is one I use in lectures: David Lowe’s distinctive music which accompanied the 

rebranding of BBC News in 1999 to accompany the millennium was interesting and evocative. 

The way the feeling of expectation and inevitability was harnessed and delivered expertly by 

the exploiting the dynamic between the interval and note was extremely successful. The 

melody note was meant to mimic immortalise the famous ‘Radio 4 pip’ which used to announce 

the news in bygone years. Lowe used the ‘pip’ sound (the Bb) as a static melody note, which 

means that what people were really listening to wasn’t the note, but the interval; changing 

chordal accompaniments altered our intervallic perception of the Bb ‘pip’ sound, ensuring the 

note would never become as tedious and boring to listen to as it would have been had the Bb 

remained stating the same interval throughout. Toward the end of the piece (featured below) 

the Bb note constitutes a maj3rd when it appears over the Gb chord, then a 2nd (when it appears 

 

Initial perception – Dm / F 

Actual key centre 

     

Film: ‘A Touch of Frost’ Track: Frost theme (02.32) John Hiseman and Barbara Thompson 
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an octave higher over the Ab chord) and finally a 1st (when it appears over the Bb tonic chord). 

Thus the melody line remains static, save for the octave jump, but the intervallic context goes 

from 3 to 2 to 1. And it is this feeling of inevitability contained in the interval, not the note, 

which creates the sense of completion. Figure 20, below, contains the transcription of the final 

few bars of the piece.    

Fig. 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Below (Figure 21) is a copy of a lecture slide where I display the notes (i.e. the series of Bbs) 

and underneath the intervals they represent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film: BBC Roll (01.24) Track: David Lowe Mix (0.43) David Lowe 
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Fig.21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22, below, shows the sequence with accompanying TV pictures and graphics to show 

how the inevitability generated by the clever use of intervals is locked into the equally clever 

use of the ‘clock’ to denote the arrival of ‘the hour’.  

Fig. 22 
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4.11 The Distinctive Harmonic and Emotional Flavour of the #4 

Another example of the power of intervals, especially in context of film music, would be the 

all-powerful ‘sharp four’ interval (#4). Depending on where the interval sits vertically, it can 

be referred to as #4 or #11. The effect of this interval and its various usages is heavily featured 

in all my books. I discuss in a wider context how people listen and ‘hear’ intervals in a chapter 

in volume one entitled ‘Music Theory in Action’ (Morrell, 2013: 29). The #4 interval is 

specific, peculiar and in many ways unmistakable, but before we think that its effect is therefore 

consistent and stable, we have to remember that textural and stylistic terrain is the ultimate 

arbiter of context. I talk about this many times, not least in volume two in a chapter called ‘The 

Intricacy, Sophistication and Complexity of Film Music’ (Morell, 2015: 303). By way of brief 

supportive examples to illustrate and contextualise my point, I shall reference a few pieces 

which contain the distinctive #4/#11 intervals but where the exact defining stylistic context is 

subtly different in each. If we look at the main title theme from the 2005 documentary series 

Life in the Undergrowth (below, fig 23) we see the #11 (D#) is used in the penultimate bar. 

This, when played alongside the visual introduction, creates a slightly mystical, magical end to 

the introduction title credits, which prepares the viewer for the content and context of the show, 

which is to illustrate the beauty of nature and evolution. More detail can be found in volume 

two (Morrell, 2013: 28).  

Fig.23 

 

 

 

 

 

TV Show: ‘Life in the Undergrowth’ (00.00.01) David Poore & Ben Salisbury 
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A track by James Newton Howard entitled ‘The Empire State Building’ from the 2005 Peter 

Jackson film King Kong, makes use of the #4 interval throughout (a short segment transcribed 

below, fig.24). In this specific context, coming 02.41.15 into the movie as King Kong scales 

the Empire State, the soft textures of the strings are at odds with the visual terror and chaos 

which precedes the scene; all of which presents the creature in a different, more sympathetic 

light than previous versions of the movie. The #4s (denoted with red arrows) create a subtle 

emotion or feeling of wonderment but also apprehension. More context is covered in the first 

volume in a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’ (Morrell, 2013: 178).  

Fig.24 

 

 

 

             Compare this to the brash, exuberant and exciting music written by Thomas Newman 

for the famous 2001 TV show Six Feet Under, featured in volume one (Morrell, 2013: 282) 

and transcribed below. The piece makes great use of a combination of the #4 and the 7th, which 

was contextualised during a conversation with the composer.54 

 

 

 

                                                 
54 Thomas Newman explained that the dynamic he wanted to create in SFU was the relationship between the #4 
(the A) and the dominant 7th found at the start of the melody line (the Db). These two notes together form the root 
and major 3rd of an A chord. This, played over an Eb chord, is what lends the piece what he called the “far away” 
feel.  

 

Film: King Kong (02.41.15) Track ‘Empire State Building’ James Newton Howard 
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Fig.25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over and above the #4, there are an abundance of different intervals and extensions which can 

colour the sound of music, often adding emotional effect either subtly or directly. I discuss this 

numerous times across all three volumes, the first of which is in the introduction to volume one 

(Morrell, 2013: 14). My books often cite specific emotional meanings generated by the use of 

specific intervals, but I am generally careful not to suggest that a concrete emotional meaning 

is irretrievably associated with a specific type of interval or extension, because harmonic and 

filmic context changes everything.   

 

 

 

TV Show: ‘Six Feet Under’ Track: Six Feet Under (Thomas Newman) 

 

* 
* 

* 

#4 

7th  
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4. 12 Harmony by Suggestion, not by Statement: The Power of Memory and Our Aural Past 

An issue I mention regularly in my books is the concept of creating harmony by insinuation, 

suggestion or inference. Zbikowski said: 

     The act of conceptualising music is the beginning of a whole chain of 

cognitive events that allow us to theorise about music and to analyse 

the things that populate our aural past, present and future.  

                                                                                                                 (Zbikowski, 2002:  4) 

The reference to ‘our aural past’ is interesting because this ties in with my general contention 

that everything we listen to is remembered; everything is stored on a cognitive hard drive, ready 

to be consciously or subconsciously accessed when we listen to music. So when Zbikowski 

refers to “our aural past” it can be argued that he is referring to our memory of the thousands 

of experiences we have of music, and when he refers to “confronted with musical sound”, this 

surely includes harmony. Part of the enjoyment we gain from listening to any music, but 

particularly music set to film, is the subconscious challenge we face in understanding its 

relevance to the film and gaining pleasure from it; after all Kramer says: “Music forms the 

remainder of every experience it engages” (Kramer, 2002: 4). My simple contention is that the 

level of engagement needed to enjoy music in the way we do, and to gain satisfaction from the 

context it brings to a visual situation, would not be possible unless we had a deep relationship 

with it, a deeper understanding of it and a deeper awareness of it.  

How do we hear things which aren’t there? 

If we are able to understand harmony then we are able, to some degree, to locate the memory 

of something similar with which to compare it. What Temperley says is interesting and relevant 

because it often refers to probability in context of how music conveys and communicates; when 

referring to Leonard Meyer, Temperley suggests “Meyer was the first to suggest that musical 
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communication could be viewed in probabilistic terms” (Temperley, 2007: 19). It is my 

contention, as I have stated elsewhere, that the public’s ‘embodied understanding’ of harmony 

is able to guide them when categorising music. But it can be argued that the same cognitive 

abilities also to help them recreate a piece of harmony which is missing, based on the fact that 

under similar situations, the piece of harmony under question would have been there.  

               I talk about these ideas in volume one in a chapter entitled ‘The Deft Touch of 

Subtlety’ in context of Hans Zimmer’s score to the 2002 film The Ring (Morrell, 2013: 135) 

and I discuss it in volume one in a chapter entitled ‘The Harmonic Power of Music, where I 

talk about a 1986 film called Defence of the Realm (Morrell, 2013.195). But I discuss it many 

other times and in different contexts. In the chapter ‘The Harmonic Power of Music’ in volume 

one, in context of the 2004 film The Day After Tomorrow (Morrell, 2013: 169), I discuss the 

very opening of the movie and the haunting vocal line which accompanies the strings 

(transcribed below). 

Fig.26 

 

 

 

 

The cue features an A note rising to the Bb, over a D bass but we ‘hear’ the piece in context of 

the feeling of a minor harmonic accompaniment. Why is this?  We all spend our lives listening 

to music, some of which will involve simple melodies in minor keys. In such scenarios, the 

appearance of the min6th interval will be regular and fairly standard. The appearance of the 

min6th would be much less prevalent if a piece was in a major key. Therefore, when we listen 

 

Film: ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ (00.00.23) Track: The Day After Tomorrow (Harald Klosser/Thomas Wander 
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to the piece above, although there is no minor or major 3rd played, we fill in the missing gaps 

and our minds create the aesthetic assumption of a minor chord; even though this is not what 

we hear, it is what we remember. But if we are being fair we must also acknowledge that other 

contexts and events create the feeling of a minor key, not just the Bb (min6th); the low strings 

play the D, which summon up feelings of anxiety largely based on similar appearances of such 

textures, in a film context. Also the fact that we have deliberately and knowingly gone to watch 

a film which we already know is about global environmental catastrophe. That said, had we 

gone to see a vacuous ‘Rom Com’ and been confronted with an A to Bb haunting vocal melody 

over a low D octaved strings, we would probably have still been lead to the feeling of a minor 

accompaniment – but perhaps not quite as emphatically as was the case with The Day After 

Tomorrow. Thus in the case of The Day After Tomorrow the music was essentially providing 

a functional and duplicative role.   

                     The movie Halloween (1978) has a distinctive musical soundtrack, which is so 

specific that it functions almost as a sonic logo for the franchise, forty years after it was first 

shown.   

Fig.27 

 

 

Essentially the aesthetic assumption we create to accompany this supposedly ‘unaccompanied’ 

melody we hear creates a silent chordal accompaniment of F#m. We ‘hear’ the F#m because 

other minor chord experiences we remember will have had melodies that included the minor 

6th interval. So when we listen to Halloween, our brains happily fill in the missing harmonic 

context. When I was in the industry we would refer to such melodies (which imply their own 

chordal accompaniment) as ‘bullet-proof melody lines’. Many composers eschew the notion of 

 

The music is featured in my second book 

in a chapter called ‘The Complexity of 

Harmony (Morrell, 2013: 114) 

Film: ‘Halloween’ Track: Halloween (John Carpenter) 
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‘unaccompanied melody’, especially film composers; because they know, perhaps more than 

most, that often best harmonic accompaniment happens in the mind of the listener.55 I featured 

the music to Halloween in much more detail in my second book:   

The D note is not found in the major scale of F# but it is found in the open and 

harmonic minor scale of F#. So despite implicitly avoiding the minor 3rd, it speaks 

via the power of conjecture, probability and association. Sometimes you don’t need 

notes to actually be there. They just need to seem to be there. The overwhelming 

majority of listeners will be unaware of the history and heritage of harmonic 

presumption and how it directs them. They don’t need to understand or read music to 

be beneficiaries of the power it exerts over them.  

                                                                                                       (Morrell, 2013: 115) 

 

4. 13 Listening with Prejudice - Film Music and Patriotism, Jingoism and Xenophobia.  

Listeners’ minds tend to categorise, classify and ‘pigeonhole’ the music they listen to; it can 

be argued that they can sometimes create a sense of ‘prejudice’ through being manipulated by 

exposure to specific historically or culturally specific harmonies. I will contextualise this 

eventually by analysing the music for early ‘Cowboy Films’, tying this to earlier overtly 

American composers such as Copeland, and identifying harmonic chordal devices which have 

pervaded ‘Cowboy’ music and have been used in later films to cultivate a warm, patriotic 

feeling in listeners. To do this I will reference various transcriptions from my books and discuss 

other relevant texts.  

 

                                                 
55 James Horner said “Unaccompanied melodies are nothing of the sort; you create your harmonies by guiding 
the listener down the road you want to go down”. Phone conversation in February 2008 with James Horner 



95 
 

                      But to begin, I will discuss the concept of music creating emotional feelings of 

patriotism; this nothing new in film music. There are many films where the music manages to 

foster a sense of heroism, might, power, through music. James Horner spoke to me about his 

score for Apollo 13 containing clear “hymn-like” harmonic sequences.56 This is discussed in 

my second book (Morrell, 2013: 204).  

Film Music Conventions  

Sometimes film music composers can create powerful conventions which shape listeners’ 

perceptions of the world they live in and its history.  

Film music styles and approaches (known as ‘conventions’) are not created by 

accident. People craft such things in order to illicit specific emotions from a 

film viewer, often by the power of suggestion or association. 

                                                                                             (Morrell, 2013:  61) 

In my first book I discuss the way conventions came into being. In many ways they were a 

continuation of a classical tradition of trying to associate specific musical ideas with specific 

times in history or even geographical locations.  

Music taps into a collective power of association to attempt to create the time and place 

represented in the image. Nowadays this is wholly more accurate but half a century ago  

it wasn’t; open fourths and fifths, played by massed armies of brass instruments were 

often used to represent ancient Rome. Such assumptions are and were wildly speculative. 

This does not mean composers were deliberately falsifying our interpretation of culture  

                                                 
56 “The director wanted a sense of religiosity to this intro so I created a hymn-like context in the opening sequence. 
Hymn-like chords, not textures” (Horner in conversation) 
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and ethnicity through a distorted prism. Composers try to establish a musical identity with 

a certain place, geographically or in time. At best their efforts were often horrendously 

caricatured and exaggerated versions… 

                                                                                                          (Morrell, 2013:  61) 

Although in the book I make reference to conventions being wholly more accurate nowadays, 

this doesn’t mitigate other, separate issues; the issue of music creating jingoism, tokenism, 

racial profiling and xenophobia. For example, the 2012 film Zero Dark Thirty is a film which, 

on face value, has a reasonably accurate soundtrack, texturally and harmonically. Gone is the 

blatantly westernised lavish orchestral templates that typified older films trying to portray a 

sense of specific location;57 gone is the careful gentrification and westernisation of the textural 

and harmonic accompaniment of culturally or geographically specific films. The problem 

which has replaced the tokenism often found in the film music conventions that existed decades 

ago is different but as bad.  Consider the track ‘Drive to the Embassy’ by Alexander Desplat, 

which comes 00.09.45 into the movie. The transcription below shows the careful degree 

Desplat has gone to in order to create a harmonically and texturally accurate picture of the 

geographic location in the film (Pakistan). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
57 Ben Hur (1959) Lawrence of Arabia (1962): Lawrence of Arabia featured a masterful score by Maurice Jarre 
which, as its main theme, featured a melody built over a D to Cm6 chord sequence. This was considered at the 
time by many to be accurate in depicting music from the geographic location in the film, but this was wildly 
speculative and the music, effective though it was, was not accurate and, it could be argued, created a 
fundamentally skewed, westernised version of history.  
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Fig.29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Phrygian scale and the Duduk carefully capture the cultural and geographic location. The 

problem here is that the use of overtly Middle Eastern style music comes straight after a scene 

which portrays the torture of Pakistanis. Thus we now have a situation where regularly in films 

we hear culturally specific music in a negative light and in a way which, although not using 

western music, by definition favours the western perspective. Again, there is nothing new in 

the using of culturally specific music to create a ‘film music convention’ but in the past 

composers were charged with the responsibility of giving a western slant to music set in 

faraway places; now sometimes there is no westernisation or imperialisation of the score, 

because there doesn’t need to be; the music demonises culturally specific music by virtue of its 

placement in the film. Think of how many times you hear Middle Eastern music existing in a 

negative fictional narrative context. Then you might hear such music in the background on Sky 

News or BBC News, perhaps when they are innocently covering a story which references 

Middle Eastern issues. The music might feature in a diegetic context, but the feeling we have 

when hearing such music, might be negative.  In defence of Adorno, whom I discussed earlier; 

he would often talk of Hollywood film music in terms of its standardisations and codifications 

and he is right insofar as often the same chords are used over and over in films to garner a 

 

Duduk  

Film: ‘Zero Dark Thirty’ (00.09.45) Track: Drive to the Embassy (Alexander Desplat) 
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specific reaction. Kathryn Kalinak discusses Adorno’s worries in her 2012 book, Music in the 

Western, when she says, “In his book Composing for the Films Adorno argues that it is music's 

'ideological function' that has caused it to become institutionalised. (Kalinak, 1992: 34). We 

have to acknowledge that he is probably right; when anything is standardised and codified to 

the degree that film music is, there is going to be corresponding issues with regard to its 

institutionalisation and the negativity of its perceived ideological function in films.    

The Cowboy Chord Sequence 

          In order to contextualise institutionalism, homogenisation and the ideological function 

of film music, I will now discuss the ‘Cowboy Chord Sequence’. If Aaron Copeland could be 

said to have been one of the principal architects of ‘American music’, then arguably Elmer 

Bernstein must have been one of the first two great users of the now famous ‘cowboy chord 

trick’ by virtue of his music for 1960’s The Magnificent Seven, along with Jerome Moross, 

who composed the score for 1958 film The Big Country. In my introduction to the ‘Cowboy 

Chord Trick’ I give some historical context.  

                The interesting thing is that the enduring iconic image of the ‘cowboy’, with all its 

inherent absurdities and historical airbrushing, did not begin or end with traditional 

‘cowboy films’. Captain Kirk essentially functioned as John Wayne in space. Indiana 

Jones (Raiders of the Lost Ark series), John McClane (Die Hard series), Ethan Hunt 

(Mission Impossible series), are all reinvented cowboys. Crucially to the issue of 

whether and how music conveys meaning, the cowboy aesthetic is kept alive by the 

longevity of Jerome Moross and Elmer Bernstein’s treatment of it via chord sequences 

which still show up time after time in different modern films. Bernstein and Moross 

cannot claim ownership on two or three chords – especially a group so relatively 

ordinary, used thousands of times in classical music. What they created is the context; 

the way the music was used in a filmic context.  

                                                                                                                              Morrell, 2013: 61 
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One musical and aesthetic element of the ‘Western’ which has outgrown the films from which 

it came, was a distinctive and specific chord trick which is used to retain the feeling of heroism 

contained in such films. A way to ‘graft’ the same aesthetic onto newer films in a way which 

perhaps isn’t as obvious but which nevertheless works, is via one of the Western films greatest 

musical exports – its distinctive harmonies. The use of this specific chord trick is used in newer 

films wanting to exploit hero connotations and emotions in the mind of the viewer/listener. In 

order to explain and contextualise this issue, below the original Cowboy theme which 

contained the distinctive chord sequence is notated, followed by several films which used the 

same convention.  

                 Below (fig.30) is the main theme from The Big Country (1958). Crucial here is the 

‘turnaround’ in the middle of the phrase (i.e. the chords of Bb and G as a way to navigate back 

to C). This chord trick deviates significantly outside the key centre by dropping to the Bb chord, 

which constitutes a stark, dramatic, disorientating drop. Then the piece returns to the assured 

safety of the tonic chord via the G chord. This manoeuvre sounds dramatic at first but once we 

hear the G chord we have a feeling of knowing what’s coming and the return back to the tonic 

sounds inevitable.  

Fig.30 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Film: ‘The Big Country (00.00.10) Jerome Moross   
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In my books and in classes I help students see why the move from C to Bb is so stark and 

dramatic and even daring by showing the chords in context of a modern version of the cycle 

of fifths. 

 Fig 31 

 

 

 

 

 

As we can see from figure 3, above, when key centres are displayed in this way (with the red 

perforated lines denoting the key centre of C, the distance between the key centre of C and the 

Bb is visually obvious. Below (figure 4) I have transcribed the main theme from Bernstein’s 

score to The Magnificent Seven 

Fig.32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The concept of this 

particular way of viewing 

harmony is contextualized 

in my first book (Morrell, 

2013: 21) in a chapter 

entitled ‘Music Theory in 

Action’. 

Film: ‘The Magnificent Seven (00.00.27) Track: The Magnificent Seven (00.27) Elmer Bernstein    
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Again, as with The Big Country, we can see, relative to the key, the pivotal use of the Db to 

return to the tonic chord, via the Bb. This time the turnaround comes at the end of the phrase.  

Below we have John Williams’ opening theme to the controversial Oliver Stone 1992 biopic 

on John F Kennedy, entitled JFK. Williams makes the usual patriotic use of the trumpet and 

snare drum to instil patriotism. But the warmth, humanity, bravery and romance is retained 

more in the excellent contextual use of the ‘Cowboy’ chord trick, which comes twice.   

Fig.33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The piece is in Eb and the ‘trick’ comes once between bar 13 and 14 (but minus the pivoting 

Bb chord) and then once at the end of the phrase in its full glory.  

                    Figure 34 shows the ‘Cowboy chord trick’ being crowbarred into the main title 

theme to the 2004 movie The Day After Tomorrow. This transcription runs from 02.04 into the 

main theme and is the only example whereby the trick is used in a piece which is otherwise in 

a minor key. This time although the piece is in – and successfully returns to – Dm, the trick 

 

Track: JFK (00.13) John Williams 
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employed is via the chords of Bb and G, which are the chords that would be used if the piece 

was in Cmajor.  

Fig.34 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another contemporary use of the Cowboy chord trick is by David Arnold and Nicholas Dodd, 

in the 1996 film Independence Day. Again, as in all the examples I have shown, the chord trick 

installs a real and palpable feeling of heroism, bravery and gallantry, and this is mostly because 

listeners benefit from an emotional context created within themselves by the distinctive chord 

trick and its historical legacy, either by way of actual Cowboy films or by films that have 

benefitted from the same chord trick.   

Figure 35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Film: ‘Independence Day (02.24.50) Track: End Credits (David Arnold)  

Film: ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ (00.02.17) Track: The Day After Tomorrow (02.03) Klosser/Wander 
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4. 14 Great Expectations: How Harmony leads us into Temptation 

This section addresses the issue of one of the reasons how and why music is such an attractive, 

aesthetic and functional addition to film, by virtue of how it subconsciously entices audiences 

to believe, accept and expect a particular chordal experience, only to enjoy the wonderful 

experience that the element of surprise brings.   

A book I have already referenced which skirts the edges of how music might communicate is 

David Temperley’s 2007 book Music and Probability. By way of context, in my own books I 

regularly discuss how film music often creates attention by doing something different to what 

is probable, e.g. what we subconsciously expected. Subheadings such as ‘how harmony leads 

us into temptation’ (Morrell, 2013: 128) and phrases such as “people listen in predictable ways 

because music is structured in consistent predictable ways to accommodate our expectations” 

(Morrell, 2013: 12) are typical of many of my observations and these are concurrent with 

Temperly’s suggestions. He observed that because, “we are constantly confronted with 

uncertainty as to what will occur next, we form expectations,” but crucially he then says, talking 

once again of Meyer, “in Meyer’s view music only conveys meaning and expressive effect 

when expectations are violated in some way” (Temperley, 2007: 19). There is a symmetry 

between Temperley’s thoughts and my own; in my own book I state “in general composers 

either bow to the weight of expectation … or they subtly distort or dislocate our expectations 

and create something which, whilst not qualifying as ground breaking, is nevertheless ‘new’ or 

‘original’ in its application or context” (Morrell, 2013: 23). As to what listeners expect and 

why they expect it (and why, therefore, music which denies expectation can often grab people’s 

attention) we return to Sloboda and The Musical Mind (1985) in which he states, “The reason 

that most of us take part in musical activity is that music is capable of arousing in us deep and 

significant emotions” before later saying, “most of our responses to music are learned” 

(Sloboda, 1985: 1). This is an important point because it corresponds to Temperley’s thoughts 
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and my own in underscoring the weight and power of tradition and habit in terms of how we 

digest what we are ‘used to’ and therefore what we ‘expect’.  

            Below I will chronicle some of the many examples I have uncovered which show how 

and why music which in some small way denies or confounds our expectations can be so 

effective. In order to show a good cross section of TV series and films, both historically and 

aesthetically, I will deliberately use examples from radically different contexts which 

nevertheless prove the same point. 

                                     The first example is from the 2001 film Pearl Harbour, with music by 

Hans Zimmer. We examine a track called ‘I Will Come Back’. We join the track 00.30 in, and 

examine the way Zimmer sets up an expectation for something which doesn’t happen. This is 

featured in more detail in book one (Morrell, 2013: 128). In class I play students the section 

below and ask them to hypothesise where the piece will go, post-bar four of the phrase. 

Fig.36  

 

 

 

Inevitably students tend towards safety and choose Gm. Some observe the key signature and 

try and think outside the box, and choose chords such as Eb or Bb, or even G major. If we 

examine the fuller version, below, we can see Zimmer goes from D to Dm. This is a classic 

case whereby the chord change is not necessarily shocking, only mildly surprising. It is not 

even the music which makes this surprising; only the context of the expectation we have 

programmed into us when we listen. Further, it is the crossover from the D to Dm chord which 

acts as the centre of gravity of the piece. Alone, the first four bars are uneventful, as is the 

 

Track: ‘I will come back’ (0.30) Hans Zimmer 
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music from bar five onwards. It can be argued, as I do in my books regularly, that the emotion 

of music is normally felt in the cracks - between the bars when we experience the transition 

from one chord to another.    

Fig.37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zimmer does something similar in the same film score during the main title theme, titled 

‘Tennessee’ (Morrell, 2013: 182). Again, at the end of bar eight of figure 38 Zimmer sets the 

audience up for a return to bar one. 

Fig. 38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film: ‘Pearl Harbour’ (00.00.01) Track: ‘Tennessee’ (Hans Zimmer) 
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Bar nine onwards of the same piece (figure 39, below) reveals that Zimmer deviates from the 

path many might presume he would take (Morrell, 2013: 183). 

Fig.39 

 

 

 

The following cue, examined in book one (Morrell, 2013: 130) is titled ‘Des Dies Mercuri 

Martius’ and is from the opening sequence to the 2003 film The Da Vinci Code. There are 

many surprises in this intro: firstly, the initial chord of Dm is skewed by having a 2nd 

sandwiched in the voicing and by virtue of being inverted over the A. These additions Zimmer 

has added manage to blur the identity of the chord and thus create a feeling of drama and 

mystery because they represent something based on – but different from – what they know. In 

addition, the second and third bassline entries (bars seven / eight and eleven / twelve) land and 

subsequently settle on non-root intervals, which distort and dramatise.     

Fig.40 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Film: ‘The Da Vinci Code’ (00.00.04) Track: ‘Dies Mercuri’ (Hans Zimmer) 

Track: ‘Tennessee’ (0.27) Hans Zimmer 
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A little later (Morrell, 2013: 131) in the same cue, the basses and cellos slide dramatically down 

and land on the D. There is a natural assumption here that the piece is culminating in Dm but 

the D turns out to be a 3rd of the subsequent Bb chord.   

Figure 41 

 

 

 

 

This is pertinent because this is a specific and precise trick that Zimmer repeats in many films, 

even retaining the same key. The following cue is called ‘Hummel Gets the Rockets’ is from a 

1996 film The Rock. We can see in bars seven and eight that Zimmer sets us a presumption of 

a return to Dm, only to take the piece to Bb – the same thing he did in The Da Vinci Code. 

(Morrell, 2013: 133)  

Fig.42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film: The Rock (00.00.36) Track: ‘Hummel Gets the Rockets’ (Hans Zimmer) 

Film: ‘The Da Vinci Code’ (00.00.04) Track: ‘Dies Mecurii’ (Hans Zimmer) (01.04) 
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And he does exactly the same thing again (bars nine and ten) in the 1995 film Crimson Tide in 

a cue called ‘Roll Tide’ (Morrell, 2013: 133) 

Fig.43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I would like to turn finally to the issue of single notes and how we perceive them, 

intervallically. When we looked at the score to The Day After Tomorrow and how the Bb note 

signified Dm by virtue of the use of the min 6th, we were looking at how intervals can lead our 

perceptions of silent chords, and further how the slightest use of intervals can have a ‘butterfly 

effect’ on our perception implied harmony. But what do humans do when they hear only one 

note, with no other harmonic context to guide them? It is reasonable to assume that they would 

contextualise the note as a root. Thus, if we hear a lone D note, we assume it to be the root of 

a D-based chord, such as D major or minor. This is certainly what composers think, because 

they have utilised this very idea in film music. If we look at the 2010 film Monsters, this film’s 

prologue music (composed by John Hopkins) begins with a single note of G. Because there is 

a silent, subconscious expectation of a specific interval, when the interval is finally applied to 

 

 

Track: ‘Roll Tide’ (Hans Zimmer) 



109 
 

the chord the feeling of gentle surprise is extremely effective. This would not be the case unless 

we felt intervals (Morrell, 2015: 144)     

 

Fig.44 

                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film: ‘Monsters’ (00.00.20) Track: ‘Prologue’ (John Hopkins) 
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5. CONCLUSION 

5.1 The Importance and Uniqueness of My Research 

My books were written in part as an antidote to what I saw as a number of works, described 

more fully within the main body of this Commentary, which, although professing to analyse 

music, usually did so in a mainly descriptive way, which did not always answer what I saw as 

the big questions, such as how or why film music can generate and express emotion in the mind 

of the listener, in certain situations. Looking back, I think it can be argued that this lack of 

detail, context and clarity is for several reasons; firstly, as I found out myself when writing this 

Commentary, a more thorough and detailed approach requires not just research on film music, 

but also context into meaning and emotion in music generally, which is to be found only by 

researching fundamentally different texts and theories. Secondly, given the lack of music 

theory and notation in many film music and music text books, it is reasonable to presume that 

a strong reliance on music theory would alienate swathes of potential readership to a point that 

would make books economically unviable.58 Thirdly, the vast majority of transcriptions in my 

books had not existed in the public domain – much less had analysis attached to them – which, 

as I alluded to earlier, I believe makes them important, relevant and unique. The final reason is 

more complex in that it involves a general desire in some books to romanticise the creative 

arts, including music composition, to venerate composers and concentrate on the spectacle that 

music has become, rather than the reality of what it actually is and more importantly how it is 

achieved. When composition is discussed in over-glorified and sometimes shallow terms and 

when composers are viewed almost as magicians or alchemists, ironically it can do them a 

disservice in that it can infantilise the discussion and gloss over the very real and hard-earned 

skills achieved and the tremendous ability involved. Guy Debord covers this concept in much 

                                                 
58 When I was approached by Routledge in New York, they stated repeatedly that the reliance on transcriptions 
would lessen its appeal. 
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more general terms, outside the area of music, in his 1994 book Society of the Spectacle, but 

his sentiments can still be applied to this discussion. He says: 

                          In the present age, which prefers … representation to reality, appearance 

to essence, truth is considered profane and only illusion is sacred 

                                                                                                                 (Debord, 1994:6) 

              He later says that the ‘spectacle’ is the pursuit of “an official language of universal 

separation” (Dubord, 1994:7). Another book, which could not be more different from 

Debord’s, but which makes the same point in a different way, is a 2018 book by David 

Hepworth called Nothing is Real, which says: 

In the course of our forty-five-year love affair with the Beatles, 

something important was lost; their craft became obscured by their 

artistry, their artistry disappeared into their significance and their 

significance was eventually folded inside their legend. The result is that 

they are underrated for the work they did and overrated, if anything, for 

what it meant 

                                                                            (Hepworth, 2018:3) 

Perhaps they are overrated in terms of ‘what it meant’ because discourse tends to exist 

disproportionally in that area due to the comparative lack of available scores and the even 

further lack of anyone analysing them. Analysing scores, alongside audio tracks, can 

sometimes lead to the uncovering and realisation of new knowledge and understanding, even 

in songs. Analysis tends to exist in terms of the importance of lyrics, historical and cultural 

relevance, and, as was stated earlier, ‘what it meant’. This is why I have begun a new series of 

books entitled ‘How Pop Music Communicates’, which seeks to pursue a deeper analysis of 

the emotions generated by the music itself.                
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                       Earlier in my commentary I referred to the disconnect between film music and 

what is written about it; whilst Debord’s and Hepworth’s points are much more general, and 

whilst I am not wishing to disparage any of the many valuable and informative books I have 

read on film music, it can be argued that some of them (either by nature of their preoccupation 

with purely descriptive writing or their obsession with simple, romanticised easy-to-digest 

narratives of how film music is composed – let us not forget Horner’s comment, “They only 

want the razzmatazz” - along with a reluctance to utilise music theory, much less analyse film 

music harmony to suggest or hypothesise meaning), offer less in terms of how film music is 

actually composed, why it is composed, how it works functionally and pragmatically, and what, 

if any, emotions or meanings can be derived.     

                  I think this Commentary and the books and appendix that forms part of my 

submission for reasons I have stated - has brought new knowledge to the academic and the 

amateur and professional film scoring community, by virtue of building on existing knowledge 

and grounded theory. In this Commentary I have drawn from books about film music and also 

outside film music to generate a more rounded perspective. I also believe I have brought new 

knowledge due to the scale of the work undertaken in my three books; never before or since 

have so many examples been analysed by one person for a series of books.  

 

              The big problem with writing about film music and ‘communication’, much less 

‘meaning’, is that perception of the music is invariably contaminated by our perception of 

factors outside the music, such as the film itself. In his book, A Preface to Logic Morris Cohen 

says, “Anything acquires meaning if it is connected with, or indicates, or refers to, something 

beyond itself” (Cohen, 2015: 47). Stravinsky’s point was that this was impossible; it was 

beyond the capability of music to have meaning or to bestow meaning on anything else. The 

fact that film music’s great success is to merge with the film to create emotion, proves 



113 
 

Stravinsky wrong, and it authenticates much of the work that I do. One hears music and sees 

film simultaneously, so whatever emotion, feeling, mood or meaning is generated by the music 

is at least partly because of the context of its use.59 However, this doesn’t stop us understanding 

what emotions and meanings are created by the music, differentiating between the music and 

the film, and how these emotions and meanings can fundamentally alter our ultimate perception 

and enjoyment of a film. Goldmark refers to “what kind of life the music embodies, and how 

the life of the film as a whole is altered by it.” (Goldmark, 2007:3). It can be argued therefore 

that it is possible to examine the emotion created by the music as a separate thing to the effect 

that emotion then has on a film, as my books do. 

5.2 Concluding Remarks about Unconscious Knowledge, ‘Air Analysis’ and Music as an 

Emotional Language 

As I have alluded to elsewhere, the fact that many listeners often experience broadly the same 

kinds of emotional experiences from listening to the same piece of music does not imply that 

whatever emotion it suggests literally lies in the music, there to be understood by all. If it did, 

then Lord Fluffington (my cat) would enjoy the same emotional experience I do from listening 

to film music. Whatever experience we have is something we generate; something we create as 

a response to the stimuli of music; if music has any meaning then it can be argued that we are 

it. It is thought that feelings are often verbalised in the mind whereas emotions remain internal 

abstract mental experiences which are wordless and not often distilled into language in one’s 

mind. If music really is the ultimate emotional language it would explain why many people 

(even trained musicians) are powerless to explain or verbalise their thoughts on the music they 

have heard, beyond surface-level stuff; it is because music communicates emotionally and 

                                                 
59 Music for film is an important field of study, because “Music on TV or in films reaches our ears and brains 
more than does music from any other source but also because the music’s meanings cannot be fully understood 
without considering other events seen and heard at the same time” (Tagg, 2012. 530) 
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emotion is something our brains do not verbalise. Ask most people what they think after 

listening to music and they will usually talk not about the music but about what it does to them. 

Their description becomes personalised, internal and more about their experience. This is 

perhaps why it remains seemingly abstract and sometimes unquantified - because the real 

language of music is emotion, not the grammar of harmony. The reason film music is so 

successful is because listeners get broadly the same emotional experience when listening to 

any carefully cultivated piece of film music, and this is because people decode and distil music 

in much the same way they do many things in life; i.e. broadly the same way as each other. We 

are all connected and we live our lives and live out our experiences in broadly similar ways. In 

this Commentary I referred to a kind of ‘embodied understanding’ of harmony; how people 

build up vast deposits of information about harmony, along with supportive emotional context 

on how and in what way harmony is used; all this without the theoretical knowledge or tools 

to understand music ‘properly’. But, in order to deliberately try to torpedo my own theory, how 

is this possible? How do we know without knowing? How is it possible to understand without 

understanding? I would argue that an embodied-understanding is not just possible but probable; 

although people lack the theoretical knowledge of harmony and musical grammar, they 

understand the emotional language that ultimately defines music; especially film music. Adam 

Ockelford, when discussing the degree to which people ‘understand’ music, says: 

                         [It] requires an active musical mind, with the propensity to respond to the different 

qualities of the sounds that are produce, 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) 

                      A commonly held belief is that we often don’t always listen to the underscore 

music when we’re watching a film; we listen to the themes but the deeper, denser, often 
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complex contextual underscoring we ‘don’t remember’. The common mantra is that if you 

don’t remember it then it’s done its job properly. But this view is more than misleading because 

it 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 films in any 

way, then 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 many films. There is a sameness to its usage just as there can be a sameness to 

many things in life we do or read or watch or listen to. So whether people realise it or not, they 

do remember the music: not note for note but in terms of its structures and functions. Music 

triggers feelings and emotions which people use to navigate the films they experience. Music 

is stored deep within us for later retrieval and use either as comparison or contrast to other 

music we hear.  It can be argued that when people say they don’t remember music, they are 

being honest insofar as what has been triggered within them by the film music are emotions 

and feelings, rather than explicit and coherent musical memories. For the audience these 

emotions and feelings are part of a greater, immersive film experience and not something they 

consciously believe or remember being caused by music. And anyway, when people talk of 

‘not remembering’ the film music, it’s worth noting that attention and consciousness are not 

the same thing, as Anhid Kassabian points out in her excellent 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) 
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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 in another film. Just because most people 

can’t articulate the grammar of music doesn’t mean it isn’t there or they haven’t understood it 

in their own way.  

                       Marc Leman says, ‘The human way of dealing with music is based on beliefs, 

intentions, interpretations, experiences, evaluations and significations’ (Leman, 2008. xiii). 

This, and other things he says, support my core belief that our unconscious knowledge and 

embodied understanding is what truly allows us to enjoy and ‘understand’ music. Roger 

Scruton covers this area in his 2009 book, Understanding Music – Philosophy and 

Interpretation when discussing understanding and comprehension of music He says: 

                    Musical understanding is in each case a matter of grasping the way in which one 

musical event compels the next one. Satisfaction comes from perceiving order and 

discipline in what, from the acoustic perspective, is no more than a sequence of 

sounds. 

                                                                                                                             (Scruton, 2009. 36) 

                       If music is, on a surface level ‘no more than a sequence of sounds’, and if we are 

able to perceive order in those sounds, I would argue that this is at least partly because we are 

unconsciously aware of, and react to, the interaction of intervals and extensions in harmony. 

Often in class – to encourage students to consciously recognise the interval rather than the note, 

I will encourage them to see the difference between a note and the interval it occupies. For 

example, the D in bar one (below) is a note. But in bar two, it becomes an add2; I distinguish 

between the ‘note’ (the note name and the sound it makes) and ‘what it means’ (the interval 

name and how it sounds in context of its new surroundings).  

 

 



117 
 

Fig.45 

 

 

 

 

                Arnie Cox talks about mimetic comprehension – the idea of remembering by 

mimicking, in his 2017 book Music – Embodied Cognition. The ability, for instance, to 

recognise pitch is engrained within us, he asserts:   

  

           Our ability as infants to detect (perceive) differences in timbre, pitch, contour 

and rhythm likely has an innate foundation…..infants also imitate contour, 

timbre and rhythm as early as six weeks of age 

                                                                                                                             (Cox, 2017: 18) 

           He talks about the well-known concept of ‘air guitar’ (Cox, 2017: 19). But it can be 

argued that this basic concept can be applied to people building up databases of knowledge 

centred around the unconscious memory of specific intervals, harmonies and their likely usage, 

guided by music’s universal language - emotion; a kind of air analysis or air harmonic 

recognition? I would argue that the concept of analysis and the need to learn and evolve is 

within us from very early on; humanity has to find a reason for things; things do not amount 

to much unless we can attach context or meaning to them. With music, conscious or 

unconscious analysing and categorising is part of the enjoyment of music, all guided by the 

emotional connection music creates for everyone. As Philip Ball rightly points out: 

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).  

 

 

2 4 b10 

5th  

2nd  
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Musical analysis, then, is a naturally occurring by-product of humanity. It is needed to create 

order, and possibly even meaning, from the music we hear. Ball says:  

Music is a whole brain activity. You need logic and reason. You need 

unconscious mechanical processes for sorting pitch and classifying rhythm 

and metre, as well as bits of the mind that govern language of movement. 

                                                                                                (Ball, 2010: 410). 

What does ‘meaning’ mean? 

But what of ‘meaning’ in music? The lack of a universal description of ‘meaning’ has always 

been problematic; something Kramer observes well:  

The …. flawed supposition, that music’s non-textural character bars it from 

having text-like meaning is based on a confusion between the medium and the 

message 

                                                                                                                           (Kramer, 2002: 15) 

With this in mind, Powell refers to another one of many experiments he cites, this time 

undertaken with an audience watching clips from the 1985 film Witness (music by Maurice 

Jarre), where audiences are the beneficiaries of emotion and even meaning, suggested by the 

music.   

Participants were shown the one-minute long clip with one of five soundtracks: 

silence, speech only, sound effects, a combination of speech, sound effects and 

music, or the original ‘music only’ version. The viewers found that ‘music 

alone’ was even more effective than dialogue in getting the desired message 

across  

                                                                                                                     (Powell, 2016: 92) 

 

Given the results of these and others studies, we can say with some certainty that in many 

situations emotions generated within us by the wordless, ‘illiteral’ language of film music can 
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be remarkably accurate in conveying mood and emotion and sometimes as good, if not better, 

than actual words to convey meaning. Perhaps the worst aspect of Stravinsky’s formalist 

position, his relentless proposition that any notion of meaning in music outside formal music 

structure was impossible, which we discussed earlier, is the inherent snobbery engrained in the 

opinion that you need to be an expert in music in order to appreciate it at all. As Ball says, this 

attitude “leads to an arid brand of music appreciation that banishes any emotion aside from a 

lofty sense of formal beauty” (Ball, 2010:  386). Deryck Cooke, in his 1959 book The Language 

of Music, famously, and perhaps unwisely, attempted to literally decode the language of music, 

translating specific types of chords or sequences into literal equivalents. He was derided by 

many, but we must remember that what he was trying to do was offer an antidote to the 

direction he perceived many of his contemporaries were going in the late 1950s, which was to 

decry and dismiss the notion that music might actually mean something. Fearing that such talk 

inevitably leads to pure subjectivity in the analysis of music, many were happy to fall in line 

with Stravinsky’s view that analysis of music ‘must limit itself to the question of form’ (Ball, 

2010: 383). Whatever the misgivings about Cooke’s motives or the precision (or not) of his 

findings, he was right about one thing: analysis limited purely to a discussion about form made 

music a ‘mere decorative art’, as opposed to how he saw music, which was as ‘an exploration 

of the human condition’.  (Ball, 2010: 383).  

                 In a bid to uncover what is meant by ‘meaning’ and referencing the widely held view 

that it is not music’s inability to create meaning which is at fault, rather the inability of 

conventional language to enable most people to properly articulate their thoughts, we are 

reminded of Jack Westrup (professor of music at Oxford during the mid-20th Century) who 

said:  

Strictly speaking you cannot write about music; music expresses what it has 

to say in its own terms and you cannot translate these into language. 



120 
 

                                                                                             (Ball, 2010: 382). 

This underpins why music is so successful in films; you ‘cannot translate music into language’ 

on a purely literal level but it is able to generate emotion, and possibly even meaning in the 

mind of the listener. To focus for a moment on whether the emotion – or ‘meaning’ - that music 

generates within us is a result of our experience and interpretation of what music sounds like 

or what it implies or suggests, it’s interesting to read Alan Stephen’s 2015 book Why We Think 

The Things We Think, which refers to whether words have meanings when it states:  

     Philosophical attempts to ascertain whether words have meanings have 

centred on the idea that the definition of words (and hence their meaning) 

comes about from the interplay between the sign and the object to which 

they refer.  

                                                                                                                        (Stephen, 2015:42) 

The key moment in that sentence is the assumption that definition equals meaning. Therefore, 

could we not argue that the meaning of music resides in its definition? But who defines our 

experience of listening to music other than the person listening to it? Dorothy Miell says: 

Music accumulates its identities from the ways in which it participates 

in other activities. 

                                                                                                     (Miell, 2005:33) 

 

Taking this on face value, we could argue that the identity of film music – its ‘participation’ in 

film - is its function and therefore also its meaning; in which case, ironically, film music has 

an abundance of identities and meanings based on its participation in ‘other activities’. People’s 

inability to articulate their thoughts and feelings and verbalise what I have called their 

‘embodied-understanding’ of music, is hinted at by Sloboda in Exploring the Musical Mind 

when he asks, rhetorically, “Are there things about musical experience that we know but cannot 

say?” (Sloboda, 2005: 153). Later he quotes John Dewey, who said:  
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     If all meanings could be adequately expressed by words, music would 

not exist. There are values and meanings that can be expressed only 

by immediate audible qualities, and to ask what they mean in the sense 

of something that can be put into words is to deny their distinctive 

existence.  

                                                                                                               (Sloboda, 2005:153).  

This is one of the most important quotes of all, but it brings us to a standstill if we cannot put 

into words what music’s meanings are. Maybe music’s meanings are not supposed to be 

understood. As I have alluded to elsewhere, if music could be understood literally and instantly 

by all who listened, its effect in film would be diminished greatly. It is the subtle vagueness of 

music’s emotional message which enters the more literally communicative world of moving 

pictures (through our interpretation of the music) in order to create an experience which is more 

personal. As Claudia Gorbman put it in her then ground-breaking 1987 book Unheard 

Melodies, “Music supplies a perceptual psychological human depth, which augments the literal 

immediacy of the pictorial illusion of reality.” (Gorbman, 1987 :67).  Music’s message is strong 

enough to determine emotional states in its listeners, but vague and imprecise enough for it to 

seemingly be a subtly personal experience for each person. In film at least, music is perceived 

by its audience through the prism of the emotions it generates within us for the benefit of the 

film; it communicates because of the emotion it generates, not what it is. When it comes to 

music, the medium is indeed the message. Dorothy Miell said:  

Music seems to embody an essential ambiguity, and in this respect it can 

be suggested that language and music are at the opposite poles of a 

communicative continuum, almost meeting in the middle somewhere 

near poetry. 

                                                                                                                              (Miell, 2005:35) 
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                     Trying to ascertain how film music communicates and what it ‘means’ is akin to 

cycling to Mars or herding cats. Indeed, there are some notable figures who have suggested 

that we ought not to pursue such enquiries; none other than Robert Schumann, said: ‘The best 

way to talk about music is to be quiet about it’ (Pleasants, 1965. 112).  Perhaps the chorus of 

conflicting discourse is why a definite consensus is hard to achieve. But it is the trying which 

defines us, and which, ultimately, enriches the sum of human knowledge. It seems that nobody 

truly knows what music ‘means’, but of one thing we can be sure; it definitely means 

something. 
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