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Music for Films

Chapter Overview

From the earliest days of commercial films, live music introduced and accompanied movies.  With the advent of sound films, the film score emerged as a new form of dramatic music, underpinning the movie’s emotional effects while serving innumerable practical functions as well.  Composers must approach the creation of film music differently from the way they write for the concert hall.  Chicago (2002) and De-Lovely (2004) heralded movie musicals’ return to popularity.  Pop, jazz, country, and rock, as well as classical music and opera make important contributions to film music.  Electronic and “ultramodern” techniques may raise viewers’ tension and emotional involvement.  Filmscores have become important in their own right,
Listening Example

John Williams:  Star Wars, Main Title

Suggestions for Further Listening

Source or Diagetic Music


Saturday Night Fever


Dirty Dancing


American Graffiti

Functional or Nondiagetic Music


Lifeboat

Documentary


The Plow That Broke the Plains

Scores by Aaron Copland


Quiet City


The Heiress 

Scores by John Williams


Jaws


The Star Wars Films

Pop Music Scores


High Noon


Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid


Pulp Fiction


When Harry Met Sally


Philadelphia

Jazz Scores


A Streetcar Named Desire


Anatomy of a Murder
Electronic Music Scores


Spellbound


Midnight Express
Rock Scores


Blackboard Jungle


The Wall


Beetlejuice

Opera in Film Scores


Fatal Attraction


Moonstruck


A Room with a View


Philadelphia

Film Score Suites


Leonard Bernstein: Suite of dances from West Side Story

Symphonic Suite from On the Waterfront

Terence Blanchard: The Malcolm X Jazz Suite

John Corigliano: The Red Violin Chaconne
For further information, including interviews and sound clips, go to npr.org (The National Public Radio site) and search for “film music.”
Terms to Review
film score

Mickey Mousing

source or diagetic music

functional or nondiagetic music

sound track

classical Hollywood film score

fanfare

theremin

quarter tones

new age

temp

Key Figures

Alfred Newman

Max Steiner

Erich Korngold

John Williams

Visuals

Scene from Jaws
Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia, and Hans Solo in a scene from Star Wars
Critical Thinking

To what might you attribute the American public’s apparent revived taste for movie musicals?

If you know the songs “Things Have Changed” (Bob Dylan, from Wonder Boys, 2000), “If I Didn’t Have You” (Randy Newman, from Monsters,, Inc., 2001), and “Love Yourself” (Eminem, Jeff Bass, and Luis Resto from 8 Mile, 2002), do you associate the songs with the films for which they each won the Academy Award for best song?

The next time you view a film, notice as much as you can about the music.  Who wrote it?  Who performs it?  What is the style of the music?  How does it affect the movie?  Is there both source and functional music in the film?  Could the music stand alone as a film score album?  Could it be arranged into a suite for orchestral performance?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Pay close attention to the score of a film you view on video.  Mute the sound to re-view scenes in which the music had significant impact and consider the difference in effect.  Try playing different, unrelated music while viewing the same scene.  Describe your impressions.

2. How would you describe the music you consider to evoke a romantic (mysterious, frightening, religious, humorous) effect?
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