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ABSTRACT

The present study deals with the use of classical music in narrative film, and
some of the theoretical and historical considerations that can help us contextualize and

understand that use. The following 1s a list of chapters, and a summary of concepts

contained therein.

CHAPTER ONE: After briefly considering some of the challenges of i‘nterdiscip]inary
scholarship, I will review the literature on classical music in the sound film. This review

will touch upon the early (1930s and 1940s) commentaries of Kurt London, Hanns

Eisler and Theodor Adorno, and John Huntley, and then pass on to a kind of concensus
held between both commentators and composers of the 1960s and 1970s. Finally I will

review the work of more recent film music scholars who, along with some others

working in other fields, provide what I feel to be a more open model for understanding

this kind of film music.

CHAPTER TWO: Having reviewed the position of the film music community, this
chapter will concern some responses of music critics to film music generally, and the
appropriation of classical music in particular. 1 will outline specific complaints and

criticisms, and attempt to show some of the broader socio-musical issues that motivated

them.

CHAPTER THREE: This chapter will consider the musical parallelism associated with
traditional Hollywood-type narratives, and then concentrate on the oppositional model
(derived from "montage” aesthetics) represented by Soviet and other modernist cinemas.

I will deal espectally with the influential "counterpoint analogy,” and consider how



musical discourse can resolve some of the confusions that this analogy has habitually

presented.

CHAPTER FOUR: The last chapter will have presented a counterpoint based on musical
principles as a possible analogy or metaphor for how film music works, and how its
meaning and affect can be understood. This chapter 1s about the programme music
tradition that prevailed in the nineteenth century. 1 will enumerate some of its similarities,
musically and in terms of its critical reception by the music community, to film music. 1
will explore how programmes, or extra-musical narratives, are also central to

understanding musical meaning, and to the use of classical music in films.

CHAPTER FIVE: Here I will look more closely at montage, meaning, and classical
music on film. A number of questions will be addressed. What are the interpretive
strategies that most apply? How does musical meaning function in a film context,
especially with regard to source music? Beyond classical music in general, what is the
importance of periods, idioms, composers and specific pieces? What is the significance
of the artist's intent? What about when the artist 1s not fully in control of his
circumstances, or of his craft? What of phenomenology? All of these expansions
obviously complicate the equation. Accordingly the concept of indeterminacy will be

reviewed to suggest how both chance and control operate within musical montage.

CHAPTER SIX: I will suggest and expand upon some of the extra-musical implications

of this study. I will suggest some of the possibilities these raise for future research.



CHAPTER ONE: INTERDISCIPLINE AND THE PLACE OF CLASSICAL
MUSIC IN FILM STUDIES

Introduction

As viewed from without, the disciplines of music can appear to be very resistant

to extra and interdisciplinary influence, and occasionally even hostile to it. These

outsider’s perceptions can be ascribed to a couple of conditions that, though they by no

means account for the whole, certainly exist within the musical communtty.

One of these perceptions is that, semiotics, carnaval and post-modernism
notwithstanding, serious music (as the phrase tmplies) is still in many ways an elite,
elitist field, held above and held to be above the fray by a goc.:)d number of its adherents.
While faithful to outmoded (though not entirely illegitimate) notions of mastery and at
least partial imperviousness to social and historical influence, while properly preoccupied
with formal properties and expressive purities, musical practitioners can forget that they

are inevitably, in some way, affected by their material existence. As they are affected, so

is their work, if only indirectly.

Even when attitudes are not quite elitist, it is still true that music, and musicology
in particular, is a specialized field. The microscopic examination of any object can
obscure that object’s setting and the circumstances external to it. Musical insularity

proceeds from here, and indeed corresponding conditions can be found within any
specialization. There is a tension between the specific and the fairly generalized
knowledge typical of popular discourses. Broad surveys can miss the details and
contradictions that make academic scholarship so important and, sometimes, so
enjoyable. But academic scholarship can also resist the contextualization that the general
can provide, thereby blocking possible connections with lay constituencies.

The relevance of this tension to this study is that resistance can also inhibit

relationships between specialists 1n different fields. Initiates can be impatient with a



newcomer’s scholarly baby steps, and the outwardly banal insights that they lead to. But
baby steps are essential to the beginner; as one enters into a new discipline, undue
attention to that discipline’s specialized cutting edges may obscure 1ts more fundamental,
if unexceptionable roots. Clearly, without roots, connections that spring up are in danger
of withering quickly away.

It is not only the newcomer that needs to step back from elite or specialized
sensibilities. Specialization’s inward look also can mask the salutary effects of others’
elementary investigations. Even received wisdom can be groundbreaking, when
innovation occurs in new combinations of the received. A film scholar’s study of
classical music holds this possibility, especially in the ways that music interacts with the
motion picture medium. More than in music, specialized research in media and literary
studies has attended to popular perception and reception.! Transposed to a musical
setting, such research would remind us that listeners not only hear the music in the midst
of their own social and historical circumstance, but a vast majority of them (us) do so at a
musicological level very much below the thin-aired engagement of the experts. And yet
that hearing is also essential to an understanding of music's meaning, as well as its
emotional and cultural affects. This study will attend primarily to film/music interactions,
both theoretical and actual. However, interpretive strategies and specific interpretations
discussed in later chapters imply, through my own response, how important setting and

reception is not only to the understanding of classical music in film, but to the

understanding of the music itself.

In academic practice, musicology has attended fairly exclusively to musical

content. Context--the extra-musical conditions under which music 1s composed and

heard--is mostly left to other commentators.



Musicology 1s perceived as dealing essentially with the factual, the
documentary, the verifiable, the analyzable, the positivistic. Musicologists

are respected for the facts they know about music. They are not admired

for their insight into music as aesthetic experience.?

Conventional musicological activity is important, and needs no justification. But

music scholar Joseph Kerman asks whether musicologists do enough.

Why should analysts concentrate solely on the internal structure of the
individual work of art as an autonomous entity, and take no account of
such considerable matters as history, communication, affect, texts and

programmes, the existence of other works of art, and so much else??

For Kerman, musicology's collection of facts and details masks a reluctance to interpret,

and thus to engage with the world which gives music significance.4

There have been alternatives to this kind of musical positivism, but musicology
has generally been very unsympathetic to them. Donald Tovey, Deryck Cooke and
Leonard Meyer are notable contextualizers, whose work has had some extra-musical
attention and influence. Recently musicologists have tended to concentrate on their
perceived inadequacies (respectively, an over dependence on elaborate extra-musical
metaphors, scrambled semiotics, pandering)>. As a result these figures have sometimes

been slighted or even ignored, but as Kerman points out, for all they may have lacked,

1. See, for example, Belton, John (ed.), 1996, Movies and mass culture, New Brunswick,
Rutgers University Press; Staiger, 1992, Interpreting films: studies in the historical

reception of American Cinema, Princeton, Princeton University Press, etc.
2, Kerman, 19835, 12.

3, Ibid, 18.
4, Ibid, 31-59, 79-90.




they did something essential. These writers sought to connect to popular audiences,
regardless of what elites might think.®

Whatever these writers' shortcomings, I will hope to take from them something
quite essential. As Kerman points out in reference to Meyer, they deal "with music as
perceived by listeners. The theory is oriented towards the receptor rather than the
stimulus, to the listener who experiences ‘emotion and meaning' rather than the composer
who puts them in."”

This is the sensibility informing the musical components of my own study. I will
consider composers and listeners both, but I will do so primarily as an informed but lay
listener, one who 1s not in a position to add to the valuable literature of musicological
detail. I will seek rather to elaborate on the other, underdeveloped side of the equation:
context. I will set forth some theoretical and critical strategies for dealing with music in a
setting which is not strictly, or at least absolutely musical. 1 will demonstrate said
strategies through some film/music content analysis, and then venture some
interpretations, of various sorts and predicated on various traditions, that will situate that
content more clearly. These interpretations go from a listener to others with similar
backgrounds, and to musicians who don't yet share them.

This background to which I refer is characterized by Edward Said in his book
Musical Elaborations (1991). In this work Said applies literary/cultural tools to mﬁsic,
observing that music has not applied valuable advances from these fields (the work of

theorists like Raymond Williams, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Stuart Hall, Jacques

Derrida, Frederick Jameson, etc.), and that it has harmed itself in not so doing. Said

5. See Tovey, 1937, Meyer, 1956, Cooke, 1959. For crniticism see Monelle, 1992, 1-30.
¢, Kerman, 1985, 107.
7, Ibid., 108. The phrase "emotion and meaning" refers to the title of Meyer's 1956

book, Emotion and Meaning in Music.



observes that when even hermetics like Joyce and Mallarmé are being read ideologically

or psychoanalytically, music can and should receive similar scrutiny.®
But there are difficulties attached to this kind of border crossing. Before

continuing with the main body of this study, I wish briefly to address some of the

challenges and benefits of interdisciplinary study, especially in the areas of film and

mMusic.

The Sunday Times had the following to say about film music. "At its best, the
big idea (about film music) is not simply to get the music to sell the movie, and vice
versa, but to use the power of one to enhance, and make explicit, the mood of the other."?
And again, in reference to the BBC's 1994 television ﬁroduction of Dickens' Martin
Chuzzlewit: "If there was music, it was perfect, because I can't remember hearing any." 19
These comments, respectively introductory and slightly facetious as they are, suggest a
number of intriguing things about the status and function of film music in general
popular discourse.

The Culture section of The Times proclaims feasonab]y expert correspondents,
and assumes a broadly informed readership. In light of these it is interesting to note how
a fairly obvious, banal insight--that music enhances mood in film--should be seen by the
author as something fresh, or that he should feel to present it as such to his readers.
Whether the lack lies with the writer, his grasp of reader background, in the experience of
the readers themselves, or in some combination of the three, something is suggested here.
Despite its long participation in the making and inflecting of meaning in movies, music
remains in many ways and in many instances an unconsidered, un-understood, unsung

component of the cinematic equation. That this is so is at least partly due to the

8, Said, 1991, xiv-xvi. Elaboration is by no means a new concept. Donald Tovey's
musical criticism contains many striking extrapolations from extra-musical discourse.
See for instance, his comments on the relations between Mendelssohn's incidental music
to A Midsummemight's Dream and Shakespeare's play. Tovey, 1937, 1V, 102-109.

9. Sandall, Robert, 1994, "You've seen the film...", Times, October 23, sec. 10, p.19.
10, Gill, A.A., 1994, "Suds' law", Times, November 13, sec. 10, p.3.

7



persistence of an ancient film-musical platitude, which abides despite.a good deal of
theorizing and practicing suggestive of other possibilities.

The second quote from The Times reflects this platitude, that music is
subordinate to the image and to the narrative impulse, that music's role is to meekly
reinforce these more important players, and to not call attention to itself as it does so.!!
That this has generally been, and continues to generally be the case is not disputed.!2
What is interesting is that the Times writers should take this so much for granted. That
they do so leads us to a dilemma that motivates the present project, which seeks to
overcome this dilemma even as it inevitably suffers from some of its effects.

It 1s not my desire to denigrate these writers' incidental banalities, but rather to
suggest through them a very pressing problem, a central challenge to writers in any
cultural field. Critics of popular music and of television state painfully obvious, or
patently incomplete notions about film music. Their gaffes are not unique, nor are they
signs of any special inadequacy. Given exponentially expanding repertories and the
staggering proliferation of writing in every discipline, the difficulties of merely keeping
up, even in a single area of study, have become very great. Such being the case, the
challenge of currency in additional media 1s a very daunting one indeed.

Said is aware (as am I) of the possibilities and problems of poaching from
enclosed disciplines. Nevertheless, he expresses faith in the value and validity of this

course, through the concept of transgression, of venturing where one does not belong.

In i1ts most literal sense transgression means to cross over, but rather than

simply leave it at that. I want to insist that the notion does not necessarily

1l This idea was first and most influentially stated in London, 1936, 37.

12, The title of Claudia Gorbman's Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music is very
suggestive of the subservient, even subjugated status of film music throughout the
history of the medium. Her book is just one of many convincing works that trace the
whys and ways of this kind of musical functioning. See "mapping the field" section in
this chapter, and the discussion on parallelism in chapter three.

8



imply some irrevocable action against law or divinity. Secular
transgression chiefly involves moving from one domain to another, the
testing and challenging of limits, the mixing and intermingling of

heterogeneities, cutting across expectations, providing unforeseen

pleasures, discoveries, experiences.!3

For all the errors incident to travelling in unfamiliar critical territory, it is just this

venturing forth, this kind of transgression that provides the solution to the exclusivities

and irrelevancies feared by Joseph Kerman. Said continues.

(T)he transgressive element in music is its nomadic ability to attach itself
to, and become a part of, social formations, to vary its articulations and
rhetoric depending on the occasion as well as the audience, plus the

power and the gender situations in which it takes place.!4

In other words, music is multivalent, built for context and re-context, though

social/musical custom may blind us to the fact.

How do we connect music to social formations? Where are these instructive
transgressions found? Said notes that "references and allusions, negative and positive,

create the context of musical presentation and representation."!S Musicologists may
not be accustomed to look in their sphere, but films are already built on references and
allusions, both textual and, as much study in recent years has demonstrated, intertextual.
This being so, it seems especially useful to investigate serious music through film, and as

it is appropriated in film. Here references and allusions are more customary, can be

13, Said, 1991, 355.
14 Tbid., 70.
15, Ibid., 90. Emphasis added.



made more explicitly, and its associations and affects can perhaps be seen in greater

relief.

What I hope to demonstrate then is that these associations foreground what is too
often unackhowledged in musical culture: context, which gives the a-historical a time, a
place, a specificity, a history. But it is not only music that benefits from some film or
literary customs. Film, and film music, are obviously enriched by musical culture as
well. Here is the reason. The above quotes from The Times reflect two points--a
persistent ignorance about film music, and an impoverished idea of its possibilities.
These are very much indicative of a predominant perception about scores for films.
However this perception in no way predominates in the study of music itself.

Even once despised popular musical forms, long buttressed by the informed
enthusiasms of passionate critics, not to mention the enthusiastic patronage of its
millions of listeners, have generated a considerable range of very substantial writing at a
number of levels. This writing implies substantial reading, and listening too; popular
music is being appreciated in the many ways, for the many ways that it functions as
music, and as the music functions in our lives. As for "serious" music, centuries of
activity testifies of even greater awareness, and of practically innumerable levels of
significance as they pertain to its composition, performance and affect. In addition to
musicological practice, popular music's example could well be applied to serious music:
not just function, but function conte_xtua]ized.

All this being the case, it is my intention to indicate something of the range and
expressive possibility of music in films through an investigation of classical music, as it
has been utilized in the narrative film specifically. In doing so I will ook not only at the
conventions of film and film music, but at music itself as an independent form. Then, in
bringing musical discipline and musical legitimacy back to bear on movie music, I hope

to show how that discipline, combined with the narrative manufacture of meaning in the

movies, actually multiplies that meaning, leading to a richer, more complex play. It

10



multiplies feeling, or affect, as well. 1 wish to state what, unfortunately does not seem to
be obvious enough: movie music can be, like plain old music, rigourous, meaningful, and
susceptible to a very great many insights and enjoyments.

There has been a predominating lack of context and social engagement in
musicology. Since this 1s the case, Said says that "it must fall to rank outsiders with no
professional musicological reputation at stake to venture the risky, often impressionistic
theorizing and descriptions” that are required.!® Commenting on music from outside the

discipline can be risky. But attached to the risk are perspectives that promise great value

and insight.

Mapping the Field

To begin, then, I would like to survey the literature, generated from film and film
music communities, dealing with classical music in film. Is there precedent for this kind
of study? Positive attention has been infrequent; since the advent of sound the use of

classical music 1n film has been almost universally condemned, by commentators and

practitioners alike. Early commentaries and compilations show that film music in the

silent period drew broadly, even predominantly upon the classical repertory.!” These

publications list columns of composers, along with scores of their compositions, and

very specific suggestions about how to use the music in films. Tony Thomas quotes

Max Winkler, "the man who invented the film music cue sheet," on the nature of that use.

We turned to crime. We began to dismember the great masters. We
murdered the works of Beethoven, Mozart, Grieg, J.S. Bach, Verdi, Bizet,

Tchaikowsky and Wagner--everything that wasn't protected by copyright

16, Tbid., xvii.
17, See George, 1912 and 1914, Becce, 1919 (cited in London 1936, 55), Lang and West,

1920, Rapée, 1924 and 1925. It should be noted that, while I will make some reference
to silent film music, my emphasis for the most part will be on the sound film.

11



from our pilfering. Today I look in shame and awe at the printed copies
of these mutilated masterpieces. I hope this belated confession will grant

me forgiveness for what I have done.!8

Partly because of the tone of Winkler's frequently quoted confession,
compilations have not been very favourably, or even carefully considered. Kurt London,
who's Film Music (1936) is seen as the first self éonscious]y critical account of movie
scores, introduces the typical response, seeing the end of borrowing as the beginning of
film music maturity. "The system of compiled film illustrations remained, even in its
greatest perfection, only a makeshift."1?

But illustrations generally fell far short of perfection. London was attempting to
prove that film music could be an art in itself, and so puts the best face on things.20 By
the time Hanns Eisler's seminal Composing for the Films (co-written with the uncredited
Theodor Adorno) was published 1in 1947, allowances are no longer being made.

Eisler and Adorno briefly and dismissively discuss the use of classical music as
part of their book's opening offensive, "Prejudices and Bad Habits."?! "One of the worst
practices (in film music composition) is the incessant use of a limited number of worn-
out musical pieces that are associated with the given screen situations by reason of their
actual or traditional titles." But they see this practice as more than just an annoyance, and

elaborate on the consequences throughout the book. Borrowing is emblematic of all that

1s rootless and inferior about film music.

(Dt is preposterous to use words such as 'history’ with reference to an

apocryphal branch of art like motion-picture music. The person who

18, Thomas, 1973, 37-8. See also Karlin, 1994, 156-7.
19, London, 1936, 62. Cf. film composer Leonard Rosenman, quoted in Thomas, 1979,

237.
20, London, 1936, 78-9.

12



around 1910 first conceived the repulsive idea of using the Bridal March

from Lohengrin as an accompaniment is no more of a historical figure

than any other second-hand dealer.22

The writers note that the practice of appropriating classical music is these days
retained only in "cheap pictures,” but still find it "a nuisance." "It is only a special

instance of the general practice of rummaging through all our cultural inheritance for

commercial purposes, which characterizes the cultural industry."23

Among other things, a kind of modernist elitism operates here. Writing in the

same year, British film music writer John Huntley offers a different kind of caution.

(T)he associations which individual members of the audience may have in

relation to a certain piece of well-known music are quite beyond the

control of the director of a film in which it is used; indeed it may produce
an effect on the individual entirely different to the one he wants, or it will
almost certainly produce a distraction (which may occur at a vital

moment in the plot and spoil the whole effect of the film), because of

these private reminiscences which are evoked by the music.4

Huntley is motivated by more than just snobbery. For him it is not only that quotation 1s

tired, it is also dangerous. Pre-composed music can upset film hierarchies (narrative

explicit, ideology effaced), and unduly open up the traditional narrative film.

21, Chapter one in Eisler, 1947, 3-19.
22 Tbid., 15, 49.
23_Tbid, 15-16, 49, 82. See also their introduction, ix-x1. Eisler and Adormo do note the

potential "charming disproportion” of, say, "Pluto galloping over the ice to the ride of the

Walkyries." (17) For more on such oppositional possibilities, see "counterpoint”
section in my chapter three.

24, Huntley, 1947, 53-4.
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These two sets of dismissals and warnings set the tone for a whole generation of
film music commentators to come. To one degree or another, they all repeated the same

refrains.??> Writing on early film music practice, Charles Berg observes that

(t)he employment of mechanical pianos and random phonographic
accompaniments...indicates the rather narrow and arbitrary attitude toward
music that prevailed. These mechanical accompaniments which were not
capable of responding to the shifting moods and situations on the screen
eliminated the possibility of music giving any substantial dramatic

support to the film.26

Berg's observation, written in the 1970s, is based on historical documentation, but
his judgments about dramatic support are similar to the sentiments of his

contemporaries. Many commentators from this period are not so much historians or
rigourous scholars, as informed and passionate afficionados. As a result, instead of
observing patterns and i1dentifying causes, much of what they write aggressively
advocates, prescribes and forbids. Their views on classical music are much affected.
Roy Prendergast 1s skeptical about the usefulness of previously composed
music. "(T)he music for (concert music films), however great on its own merits, was
really the antithesis of good film music, for it was certainly not conceived with the

%

dramatic requirements of the picture in mind."#? Is this true? Frequently what we intend
is not the same as what we accomplish, and yet something is accomplished.

Prendergast's objection does not hold, until we look more closely at what underpins it.

25, This is not to say that their repetitions were unconsidered. But as I hope to
demonstrate, there are other ways to look at these i1ssues.

26, Berg, 1976, 17.
27, Prendergast, 1992, 70.
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We would not underline a dramatic film with a Beethoven symphony
because, no matter how good the film, the audience might end up listening

to Beethoven. In short, good film music is a purely functional aspect

of...drama.28

Here 1s a strangely conflicting statement, with defensiveness (the fear of
Beethoven) coinciding with too much modesty (film music should be purely functional,
and not call attention to itself). Much film music writing still betrays this conflict, with
inferiority complexes exacerbated by lack of ambition. The result is that very practical,
how-to type concerns can flare up into disproportionately strong feeling.

Irwin Bazelon objects to the use of the standard repertoire for mere "emotional

saccharine." He expects the musician to object too.

To a music-loving purist the use of concert music in films of this type 1s

offensive because the original mood and tone, organic to the

composition's formal structure, are altered when combined with

oversweetened narrative.2®

Emest Lindgren echoes John Huntley, summarizing this still standard view about

the possible duplicities of film music, and then using some remarkably emphatic

language.

The use of well-known music is...distracting, and has the additional

disadvantage that 1t often has certain associations for the spectator which

28, Williams, Martin, "Jazz at the movies,"” in Limbacher, ed., 1974, 42. Cf. composer
Ernest Gold: "I wouldn't use classical music as a score, I think it interferes. If you know
the music, 1t draws more attention to itself than it should...If you don't know the music, 1t

doesn't support the picture because 1t wasn't written for the picture.” Quoted in Larson,
1987, 351-2.

29, Bazelon, 1975, 133. Emphasis added.
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may conflict entirely with the associations the producer wishes to

establish in his film....The use of classical music for sound films is

entirely to be deplored.?¢

Lindgren's strong sentiments are almost universal among the film composing
community, which adds a new issue to the mix. Composers repeatedly emphasize how

pre-composition is an emblem of various dire phtlistinisms.

Producers will rest content (to tolerate mediocre film music) so long as
movie critics, like the movie-going public itself, continue to exhibit their
altogether remarkable insensitivity to all film music except popular songs,
folk tunes, ballads or familiar concert and opera classics; and so long as

music critics continue to ignore film music completely.3!

It can be said that this statement equates philistinism with the mistreatment of
artists, in this case film music artists. Pre-composed tunes are an emblem and element of
this mistreatment. So it is that many complaints against this music emerge as statements
of solidarity for put-upon members of the composers' fraternity.

Tony Thomas defends Alfred Newman, who's contribution to George Stevens’

The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965) was much derided.

The more snide among the critics sneered at Newman's 'attempting to
glorify his own music by incorporating Verdi and Handel' but once again
it was a case of the blame being laid at the wrong door. Stevens had

defeated his own purpose by insisting on the Hallelujah Chorus; all it did

30, Quoted in Flinn, 1993, 37.
31, Thomas, 1973, 21.
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was accentuate an already overly-theatrical film. Sprinkled as it was with

dozens of cameo performances by famous faces the film emerged as a

rather monstrous vaudeville act.32

Jerry Goldsmith comments on a different example of the same problem.

I remember seeing Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey and
cringing at what I consider to be an abominable misuse of music. I had
heard the music Alex North had written for the film...It is a mistake to
force music 1nto a film, and for me 2007 was ruined by Kubrick's choice

of music. His selections had no relationship, and the pieces could not

comment on the film because they were not a part of it.33

Goldsmith is addressing the familiar problems of appropriateness, the need for

music to support images, the ambiguity of familiar music, which ambiguity is taken to be
negative. But inseparable from his contra-Kubrick sentiment is the pro-North one. The

travails of Alfred Newman and Alex North are just a part of a larger fraternal problem.

I have no tolerance for the critics who put down film music. The film
composer today functions in much the same way as did Mozart, Haydn,
and Bach with their weekly commitments to the church or their patrons,

except that we haven't yet produced a Mozart, a Haydn, or a Bach. But 1t

can happen.34

32, Ibid, 62.
33, Quoted in Thomas, 1979, 227-8.
34, Ibid.
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Goldsmith's meaning is clear: to the critical listener, stop putting us down; to the
composer (and the film producer), don't use the greats, become great yourself.

The connection between classical quotation and composer tribulation is very
important. For composers, especially during Hollywood's heyday, using classical music
increased their sense of alienation and frustration, as it took them further away from their
own goals and development as composers. Later, after the breakdown of studio
orchestras, use of pre-recorded music meant, for both composer and musician,
unemployment. There was no need for live bodies when a recording would do.35

A related challenge is that classical music actually adds to the prejudice, the

"snobbism” and 1gnorance that keeps film composers from receiving their full due.

The snobbism comes from outside the industry, from so-called serious
music lovers who have always tended to regard that which is written for

films as being of less value than what is written for the concert hall, the

opera, the ballet or the theatre.36

Given prejudices like these, the film music community policy, and the policy of
its staunch defenders (Thomas, Bazelon, Prendergast, etc.37), makes complete sense. "I...
believe that original composition, not the adaptation of music from other sources, is the

answer to effective film music."3® That's the sense of the standard view: Bernard

Hermann articulates the feeling behind 1t. "I think 1t's stupid (the use of pre-existing

35, On alienation of Hollywood musicians see Eisler, 1947, 45-61 (especially note on 55-
6), 112-13; Faulkner, 1971, 22, 44-57. On unemployment and other related issues see

also Chanan, 1995, 82-86.

36, Thomas, 1979, 7. |
37, For the advocates' view, see Thomas, 1973, 1979, Limbacher, 1974, Bazelon, 1975,

Prendergast 1992.
3, Franz Waxman, in Thomas, 1979, 55. See also British film composer Clarence

Raybould, quoted in Prendergast, 1994, 20.
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music). What's it got to do with the film? Nothing. Cover it with chocolate ice cream,
that's about it!"37

This then is the dominant thinking with regard to classical music in film, and it
remains current. However other possibilities have appeared. Irene Kahn Atkins' book,

Source Music for Motion Pictures (1983) is built on the constraints we have just been

observing. Echoing the language of the golden age composers, and probably echoing

their motivation as well, Atkins says

there is really nothing very creative about playing a record to accompany
a film, even if there is a phonograph or radio on the screen. This
criticism is also applicable to the use of records in nonsource background
scoring, as in 2001, The Exorcist, and Barry Lyndon. One argument
against the use of records, particular orchestral ones such as ‘Blue
Danube' and 'Also Sprach Zarathustra,' is that they have a frozen,

conealed-in-aspic quality; another, that they are a throwback to the clichés

of silent theater music, with 'tried-and-true’ classics from 'the old

masters.'40

Using records is not creative, presumably, because no one created any new music,
and therefore they were not paid, and they were not enhanced in reputation, and neither
was the film medium itself.4! 1 will hope to show through this study that, beyond a not
insignificant concern for the livelihood and reputation of film composers, these

sentiments are simply not true.

39, Quoted in Brown, 1994, 291. In contrast to this overwhelming rejection Brown
(1988, 177-80) very briefly discusses a strain of acceptance for this music, continuing

from silent practices well into the sound period. This acknowledgment, however, is fairly
unique in the current literature.

40 Atkins, 1983, 58.
41 Cf. Bernstein, Elmer, 1972. Also in Film Music Notebook 1, Winter 1974, 10-16
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Atkins' book is designed "to show the way in which source music can enhance
the dramatic elements in a film."42 For her, “source music” is that which, regardless of
its point of emanation, “is audible to the characters of the film.”43 It is almost always
pre-composed, pre-recorded music. For Atkins, “enhance” implies an evaluative model
evident throughout the book, and throughout the work of other writers quoted in this
section. There is recurring consideration of music that works and music that doesn't,
"working" meaning to reinforce meaning and unify disparate cinematic elements.

The fact 1s that though one can argue about more or less successful music, all
music enhances, 1f we take enhance to mean that it inflects and enriches, whether for
unity or multiplicity. It 1s likewise true that actual instances of musical elaboration far
exceed the constraints of audible emanations, or even standard diegetic/non-diegetic
splits. Claudia Gorbman, for instance, points out the frequent presence of
“metadiegetic” film music, which straddles in multifarious ways between the usually

theorized inner and outer spaces. In fact, film music maintains a complex and shifting
relationship of “mutual implication” with the image track, the permutations of which
result in a rich and constantly negotiated “combinatoire of expression.”’44

In this light the traditional formulations described by film-music advocates in this
section become limiting. Not only is music expressive all the way across the sound
track, so too can image express regardless of its accompanying music’s temporal or
compositional origins. With the possibilities, and realities too, of Gorbman’s mutual

implication, it is clearly not necessary to so smother notions of music's affect, nor is it

necessary to proscribe the music being used.

42 Atkins, 1983, 17.

43 Ibid., 13.

44 Gorbman, 1987, 15-6, 20-26. In this connection Gorbman also discusses the
dialogue and sound effects tracks. These are obviously important elements of these
image/sound relationships. Notwithstanding, this work will concentrate mostly on

musical uses.
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As mentioned, 1 do feel that Atkins' book is valuable for the way 1t hinted at other
possibilities beyond the accepted film-musical norm. She is one of the first writers to
call attention, in a serious and sometimes sympathetic way, to the possibilities of using
source, or pre-composed music in films. This is a shift which, followed by a rush of
other film musical elaborations (see discussion in next section), opens up a place for the
present work. Following Gorbman’s terminological lead, I have expanded Atkins’
definition of source music to include any (in this instance classical) piece composed
previous to the film’s production, and occuring somewhere across the cinematic

soundscape (non-diegetic, diegetic or metadiagetic). On that broad spectrum distinctions

must--and will--be made between different articulations and variations.4 But now I wish

simply to take Atkins’s original focus on pre-existing music, and through it demonstrate

some of the many ways that attention to this element of the combinatoire enhances and

enriches the cinematic equation.

Finding a Place for Source Music in Film

As we have seen, much writing on film music, and on source music in film,
simply states what the writer prefers and then condemns that which departs. 1 will briefly
set forth here, and then go on to make use of some strategies that seem to me to be more

useful. Some of these relate directly to film music, while others come from different

settings and require some transposition.

In place of the familiar demands and advocacies I suggest a kind of

subordination, where the viewer/listener stops wrestling and simply tries to understand.

C.S. Lewis' extremely valuable Experiment in Criticism (1961) calls for an alternative to

the evaluative criticism we have already seen. Instead of self-aggrandizement through

critical prescription, Lewis recommends the enlargement of self through the acceptance

45, See my chapter five for a fuller discussion of diegetic, non-diegetic and meta-diegetic
1SSues.
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and embrace of others. What does the book have for the reader? What is in the text
(film)? Having established these, the reader/viewer simply, and humbly, tries to learn.46

This strategy is of course familiar from the writings of André Bazin. Bazin felt
that, though medium specificity (Rudolf Amheim, the Soviets) had been important at one
point, the cinema was mature enough to stop having to separate itself from the other arts.
He advocated the occasional subordination of cinematic impulse to a pre-existing text,
sensibility, philosophy. With such subordination, the other could not only be
recontextualized in an enlightening fashion, but film itself could be enriched as well.47
The implications for considering classical music in film in this way are obvious.

Lewis and Bazin bring us to other complimentary strategies. The title of Susan
Sontag's influential essay Against Interpretation (1964) offers a rebuttal to over fussy
film musician prescription. Sontag suggests that to interpret is to wrest or justify a work

that requires, deserves neither. Interpretation is not absolute, and

In most modern 1nstances, interpretation amounts to the philistine refusal
to leave the work of art alone. Real art has the capacity to make us
nervous. By reducing the work of art to its content and then interpreting
that, one tames the work of art. Interpretation makes art manageable,

comfortable.4®

Clearly classical music can make some film types uncomfortable, but their

discomfort limits film itself. Opening eyes (or ears) can open up the medium. "The

46, Lewis, C.S., 1961, An experiment in criticism, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, see espemally 104-41.

47 Bazm André, 1967, What is cinema? , ed. Hugh Gray, Berkeley, University of
California. See particularly "In defense of mixed cinema” (53-75) "Theatre and cinema”
(parts one and two, 76-94, 95-124), and "Le journal d'un curé de campagne and the
stylistics of Robert Bresson™ (125-43).

48 Sontag, 1983, "Against interpretation,” in A Susan Sontag reader, New York, Vintage,

97, 99.
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function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, even that it is what it is, rather |
than to show what it means."4

David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson have developed these strategies in their
wide-ranging neo-formalist studies. Without advocating an absolute end to
interpretation, Bordwell suggests "that art is an affair of perception, and as such it
presents the perceiver with problems of unity and disunity.” But these problems need
not be solved; conflicts in art are frequently unresolved, and struggle and strangeness are
not stages to pass through, but valid destinations. Instead of finding meaning that
delimits, Bordwell seeks to articulate, to explicate, and to leave open aesthetic
experience.”

Again, the relevance of this course to film music study is obvious.
Commentators would do well to stop objecting so much and just start observing. Even
Eisler and Adormo suggest as much when they point out that strict universal criteria
cannot be applied to uses of film music. Quoting Hegel, they see potential harm in

bringing "one's own yardsticks and (applying) one's personal intuition and ideas to the

inquiry; it is only by omitting these that we are enabled to examine the subject matter as it

is in and for itself."

In addition to the typological refinements already mentioned, Claudia Gorbman's
groundbreaking 1987 study, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music, also
demonstrates just this kind of clear calm. Gorbman takes important film/music contexts

(narratology and film music, the reasons music is used, its relationship to the spectator,
f

the classical Hollywood model and the Eisler/Adomo critique) and describes them,
Jeaving aside distracting and distorting advocacies and antipathies. But once again, in

comparing pre-existing models she also effects an important expansion. The primordial

49 Ibid., 104.

50, Bordwell, 1981, The films of Carl-Theodor Dreyer, Berkeley and Los Angeles,
University of California Press, 3-4, 60-1, 186. See also "Why not to read a film" in
Bordwell, 1989, 249-274.
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division of film music between poles of parallelism and perpendicularity becomes, in
Gorbman’s combinatoire, a much more open and interesting system. In terms of the
object of study here this means that whatever the musical source of idea and affect, it
deserves our attention.

In the same way then Kathryn Kalinak's 1992 book, Settling the Score: Music
and the Classical Hollywood Film, also takes a more objective view of Hollywood
scoring conventions. While detailing the way things have been, Kalinak implicitly
suggests that what has been 1s not what must be. Although neither of these books deals
primanly with source music, or classical source music, their scholarly calm and openness
do provide a context where this music can be and even must be observed, calmly and
sympathetically.’!

Where scholars have at times been inattentive, it is important to point out that

f1lm production practice has frequently pushed theoretical boundaries and opened new

. ground for the study of classical music in film. For instance, classical music is integral
to the provocative soundscapes of Jean-Luc Godard. It contains some of the compelling
oppositions and thematic cores in the work of Ingmar Bergman and Pier Paolo Pasolini.
It is one site of Luis Bufiuel’s dark ironies, as well as his incongruous expressions of
tenderness. It reveals material and historical structures beneath narrative surface in the
work of Luchino Visconti and Martin Scorcese. Here and elsewhere5? this music brings

in previously distant contexts to isolated music and defensive film--pre-enlightenment

31, Also antecedent to this study is Film music I, a collection published in 1989 and
edited by Clifford McCarty. This collection of essays helpfully extends its inquiries into
a number of diverse contexts, without priority or hierarchy. See bibliography.

52, The examples I have cited here obviously relate most particularly to a kind of high
modemist auteurism, but there are also many other settings in which classical music can
be found and studied. In the age of the compiled soundtrack album we also find a
proliferation of such pieces in more commercial films. The conventional modes of film
music composition have not only been changed and subverted by this increasing
presence of the music industry in film production and marketing. The independent film
sensibility (the Sundance film festival, etc.), and a few generations of cutting edge activity
have also wrought musical changes which require and invite different critical strategies.
All of these possibilities will be considered 1n the pages to follow.
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plenitude, individualistic ideologies, the myth of the Romantic artist, formal
fragmentations as well as far reaching reconciliations--all things that demand more than

professional boosterism and close textual analysis, as useful as these things may

sometimes be.33

Royal Brown's work is also very helpful in this regard. His chapter in Gary
Edgerton's book on film and the arts is one of the only works to consider at some length

the specific relations between film and classical music.34 His observations are quite

preliminary, but it is an open attitude and a willingness to wander into seemingly
unrelated but ultimately enlightening areas that is most of value. Avoidance of too hasty

limitations allows us to contextualize the music. So in Brown's book Overtones and

Undertones: Reading Film Music (1994), he advocates an active engagement with film

music, which means attentive hearing and then attentive thinking. Not only should we

analyze the music itself, but, as Joseph Kerman suggested, we should proceed to connect

it to the film, its production, and the world of its reception.

This clearly takes us beyond neo-formalism. David Bordwell points out, and

bemoans the possibility of excessive interpretive elaborations.55 Legions of outlandish
constructs support his point, but the excess is probably only egregious when the
construct is being presumptuously ascribed to the artist, or presented as an absolute. My

feeling is that multiple interpretations, presented as options for understanding, can be

extremely useful. They show us how rich and multivalent a work can be, and give us,

53, Many other filmmakers have used this music as well (Robert Bresson, Louis Malle,
Werner Herzog, etc.), and numerous instances will be discussed throughout this study.
With particular regard to Romanticism see Caryl Flinn's Strains of Utopia: gender,

nostalgia and Hollywood film music, which among other things discusses classical film
scoring in relation to musical romanticism and its various ideologies. Flinn also briefly
discusses Hollywood antipathies to the use of classical music. Flinn, 1992, 13-50.

54, Although he does deal with the topic, Brown does turn frequently from classical
music to the classical Hollywood film score, which are of course not the same thing.
Brown, 1988, 168-9, 179-80, 184-92 (see section entitled "styles and genres of
interaction”).

55, Bordwell, 1989, 254-63. See also, for instance, an example quoted in Flinn, 1992, 67.
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and others, multiple points of access and use.’® These multiple points can also

encourage a reader or a viewer who may have been cowed by absolute interpretations or
daunted by the indeterminacies of formalist analysis, to join in, finding a place and a

voice. In addition to letting art be, it can also be desirable to join, as a reader or viewer, in

the art-making process.”’

In addressing these multiplicities, French sound theorist Michel Chion also
provides a very important inspiration for my own work. In his 1985 work Le Son au
Cinéma, Chion suggests, similar to the possibilities of the meta-diegetic category, a way
out of the parallel/perpendicular impasse that has bedevilled film music.58 A third
category, "anempathetic” music, allows us to do more than simply support and oppose,
but rather to see, and hear, how music shifts and confounds in the ways it relates to
meaning.>?

In his 1994 book, Audio-Vision, Chion goes beyond the films themselves to

make a similar distinction between critical approaches to film music. He posits three
receptive categories. Causal listening seeks the source of sound, and its specific
meaning. Semantic listening, which 1s based on codes and language, contains the

possible extravagances (personal interpretations) of the causal alternative. And reduced

56, In another setting, and as only one example out of the many possible, see two

compelling and contradictory accounts of Orson Welles' The Magnificent Ambersons
(1942) in Carringer, Robert L., 1993, "Oedipus in Indianapolis,” in The Magnificent
Ambersons: a reconstruction, Berkeley, Unmiversity of California Press, 5-32: and
Rosenbaum, Jonathon in Welles, Orson and Bogdanovich, Peter, 1992, This is Orson
Welles, New York, Harper Collins, 454-56.

57, The interpretation by P. Adams Sitney of some very difficult and slippery avant garde
film texts is exemplary in this regard. Sitney's interpretations can (and should) be
debated, but it is by interpreting and then debating that he makes these challenging films
accessible and personal for viewers who might otherwise be excluded. See Sitney, 1979

(second ed.), Visionary film: the American avant garde, 1943-1978, Oxford, Oxford

University Press. _ N
58, Once again, classical Hollywood vs. the kind of oppositional, "contrapuntal” practice

advocated by Hanns Eisler. See chapter three.

59, In Gorbman, 1987, 151-161. Gorbman clearly acknowledges her debt to Chion, and
returns the favour in her translation of Audio-Vision. Incidentally, Chion is not the first
to think of anempathetic possibilities in music. Eisler, quoting Busoni, notes the similar
function of the Barcarolle in Offenbach's Tales of Hoffman. Eisler, 1947, 27. See also
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listening, like formalism, seeks only to observe and account, without recourse to

interpretation or semiotic rationalization.60

Which approach 1s validated? All of them. Chion rejects methodological
hierarchies, and compositional ones besides. He too effaces distinctions between
diegetic and non-diegetic music, between original compositions and excerpted ones.
Each option means, and each deserves attention. I agree. There are numerous points to
consider when studying classical music in film. Few of them have received any
substantial attention. Rather than following previous courses of prescription and

proscription, I will present a broad survey of approaches. It will be left for the reader to

choose and follow what he or she feels to be the most productive path.

A Note on Boundanies and Limitations

Before continuing I wish to give some idea of the extent and boundaries of this
dissertation. This is not intended to be an exhaustive list of films in which classical
music appears. Such a list would be useful as a resource for further study, but it wouid
necessarily leave aside the critical work needed to provide theoretical context. Instead, as
I have suggested, I will consider a number of texts, attempting to draw therefrom some
general patterns and their implications for the ways films are made, both at the level of
production and reception.

For "classical music” I will use the term in its generally, popularly accepted

sense. It is art music which has, either in its time of composition or by some
evolutionary process, corr;e to be accepted as "serious”. It 1s that which has been
composed by the formally trained (though there are a few exceptions, such as the
Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky) to be played by the formally trained. It

includes that which usually falls within the standard concert hall repertory, comprising

the concept of "essence and appearance” in ibid., 29, 79
60, In Chion, 1994, 25-34.
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mostly the Baroque, Classical and Romantic periods. In relation, it is generally that
which has been composed and canonized long before the production of the film in which
it appears. There will be some consideration of 20th century forms as well, especially
that which derives from the traditions and culture of classical music. I will not generally
deal with opera, though its utilization in film has has been very frequent, and raises many
of the same issues that will be discussed here. As for compositions and composers
which have to a degree become serious after the fact (George Gershwin, Kurt Weill),
there will be only passing mention.

"Narrative film" will be even more loosely utilized. It is that which tells a story of
some kind, which is of course true to most fiction and much of non-fiction production.
Narratives can range from the most familiar conventions to the most stringent boundary
stretching. Narratives both transparent and opaque fall within the purview of this study,

and though avant gardes are officially outside the present scope, there will be some

reference to these traditions as well.
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CHAPTER 2
FILM MUSIC AND THE MUSICAL COMMUNITY

In the first chapter I discussed the challenge of interdisciplinary study, and this
second one will illustrate an important embodiment of that challenge. We have seen the
responses of film composers to classical music, as well as the observations of several
different writers and scholars. We have seen that the former group has predominantly
condemned direct use of classical cues. However, that condemnation notwithstanding,

film musicians did consistently seek to appropriate other elements of classical musical

culture within their own work.

I will briefly discuss some of these strategies, and then go on to consider some of

the ways that musicians and music critics have responded, both to specific instances of

poaching, and to film music 1n general.

In addition, I will also seek to situate musical criticism within a larger critical
context. We have already seen how traditional musicology has tended not to go beyond
purely musical facts. The thoughts of other cultural figures will help us to place and
understand some of these facts, and the way musicology inflects their interpretation in

film settings. With that broader cultural ground illuminated, I will go on in later chapters

to discuss ways that both film and music, as well as their respective communities, can

benefit by mutual association.

First I will present an illustration of a typical unsympathetic musical response to
film music. In his foreward to a UNESCO catalogue of films for music education, John
Madison is sarcastic about music's traditional subservience in film. "Stronger mortals
may abjure what they feel to be the irrelevancies of how musical sound is produced,;
certainly where visual stimuli come between the creative artist and his audience they are

to be deplored." Madison here touches upon the common feeling that the material
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realities of this visual medium, together with the narrative preferences of filmmakers (and
audiences), marginalize music.

His solution does not account for the possibility that these realities and
preferences might be valid. Piqued by music's traditional subordination, Madison goes
on to suggest that film's greatest service to music could be, should be to reinscribe the
materiality of music, the facts of its production and enjoyment, in the viewers'
consciousness. Films should at least partly be about the making of music. "Film
techniques can, at their best, recapture what may be called the social dimension, recalling
and revivifying the personality o-f a great musician or quickening the sense of occasion,
whether of a chamber recital, an opera or a grandiose festival."6!

This is essentially a musical version of André Bazin's discussion of photographic
ontology®?, and valuable as far as it goes. But from Madison's music-first position there

1s no awareness of or concern for whether film might not have its own ontology, its own

ways of expressiveness, its own artful destiny. What Madison suggests, a half century

after film started to reject the notion, is a validation of film through validation of the non-

filmic.63

The UNESCO catalogue concentrates on filmed musical performances, a few
documentaries, and the odd low budget narrative made for educational purposes. The
only feature films listed as using music educatingly are rare exceptions to the usual
philistine run of things.6* For the rest, according to this account, film dishonours music.

This is the situation, then, or at least the face of it. Such discounting has been

fairly typical. "Film music can do a great many things but something it apparently

61 International Music Centre, 1962, 3.
62, Bazin, André, 1967, "The ontology of the photographic image," in What is Cinema?,
Berkeley, University of California Press. -

63, Cf. the films d'art of cinema's early years.
64, The Archers' The Tales of Hoffmann (1951) (co-produced by "Emerio” Pressburger),

Elsenstem/Prokoﬁev s Alexander Nevsky (1938) and Pabst/Brecht/Weill's The Three-
Penny Opera (1931). International Music Centre, 1962, 104, 111.
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cannot do 1s overcome its own rather dubious reputation. Most musical intellectuals
regard film scoring as a medium of slick, conventional, cliché-ridden composition..."%>
Naturally the film music community takes issue, and it takes action as well. But
the predominant responses to such musical rejection are as much appropriations of the
classical as any use of a precomposed cue. These appropriations have been
understandably seen by musicians as transgressive, in which transgression is contained
an ignoring or even an ignorance of present conditions and the pressing imperatives they
bring. I will return to these criticisms. For now I will set forth some of the actions that

gave rise to them.

Film music rationalization appears in a number of guises. One of the most

important of these is demonstrated by Max Steiner.

Often complimented as the man who invented movie music, Steiner would

reply, 'Nonsense. The idea originated with Richard Wagner. Listen to
the incidental scoring behind the recitatives in his opera. If Wagner had

lived in this century, he would have been the Number One film

composer,'6

Film composers sought to appropriate the reputation and culture of their

forebears, or at least the most respectable of them. Steiner's comment 1S not as modest as
it might seem. He was very much aware of film music's lowly reputation. Rather than
being monarch of that paltry kingdom, Steiner deftly conflates high opera and

melodramatic movie scoring, thus bringing himself into fellowship with Wagner, and

bringing the entire film composers' fraternity with him..

65, Thomas, 1973, 18. See Eisler, 1947, 62-3 for a withering expression of this low
regard.

66, In Thomas, 1973, 122. See Brown, 1988, 170, for a contemporary affirmation of the
relevance of Wagner to picture music.
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This connection is urged throughout early film music discourse. Steiner, again:

In my early days in Vienna, Richard Strauss and Gustav Mahler had
enormous influence on all budding composers, and theirs were the styles
everyone tried to emulate. Later we became aware of the French school,
of men like Debussy and Ravel, followed by the great impact of

Stravinsky. And of course Beethoven, Mozart, and Brahms were all basic

to us. We sort of inhaled them as we grew up.67

The refrain of legitimation by association 1s taken up frequently by the first
generation of film music scholarship as well. Tony Thomas deftly indicates how this

Viennese abundance made its way to Hollywood.

While both were richly melodic and obviously Viennese, Steiner was the

product of an operetta background and (Erich Wolfgang) Korngold came

from somewhat further up the street--from the opera house and the

concert hall...Vienna, like Hollywood, was an artistic mecca.%8

Just as early film sought legitimization by drawing from respectable authors and

their works, so film music used the validated to attain its own respectability. After the
silent period the use of actual classical music was officially discourageds?, but the

suggestion is that this is no great loss. Being that the film composers are real heirs to
their classical--or more properly romantic--forebears, past bounty gives way without a

break to present musical reality.

67, Thomas, 1979, 107. Steiner, ca. 1964, 1s full of name droppings and protestations of
legitimacy through proximity to august musical personages.

68, Thomas, 1973, 73, 107, emphasis added.

69, Though in fact usage remained frequent. I will go on to discuss these uses.
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Another important vanation of this theme can also be marked through sound

film's first decades. A common rebuttal to musical snobbery is similar to the previously

cited, and not necessarily very cinematic UNESCO course. Kurt London's seminal study

contains an emblematic chapter, entitled "Prominent European Film Composers and their

artistic significance." 70

The opening and through argument of John Huntley's British Film Music 1s the

continuing avowal of serious composers working in the cinema. Where in the silent

period it was hoped that the film medium in general would be exalted through proximity

to dead musical masters’!, we see in Huntley's work a certain progression. Now 1t 1s

film music itself, and British film music specifically, that benefits in the company of

revered living composers.

In these themes there is some truth, but there is a tangible discomfort in stating it.

The tone is apologetic, and the terms of favour are distinctly dictated by the music

community. The question of terms leads us to an even more fundamental and egregious
classical usage. Film composers borrowed more than just traditions and reputations.

Throughout the classical period of Hollywood film composition, classical music forms

were also wholeheartedly (if not completely rigourously) utilized.

Romanticism and Modernism as Relating to Hollywood Film Music

British film music proneer Muir Mathieson (to whom Huntley's book was

dedicated) observed in a 1971 interview that film fulfilled the notion of

gesamptkunstwerk to an extent never envisioned by Wagner.’2 This is at least part of the

70, London, 1936, 211. Note the use of capitals. The New Grove summarizes Ernest
Irving's career by noting that "he was responsible for engaging a number of
distinguished (British) composers to write film scores" (for British films in the 1930s
and 40s). For this Irving, as well as Muir Mathieson, are credited for finally making film

music a serious proposition. See article on Irving in Sadie, ed., 1980, 9: 329. For simular
sentiments from another perspective see Previn, 1991, 91-99,

11, Cf. George, 1912, 1914, Lang and West, 1920, Rapée, 1924, 1925.
72, Interview with Ken Secorra, broadcast during the program "Carl Davis on Film
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point of Max Steiner's previously quoted comment about Wagner. In the first decades
of sound films the techniques and conventions informing the work of Wagner (and R.
Strauss and Gustav Mahler and the rest of the composers Steiner cites) were consciously

and vocally applied to film music problems.

One of the most important of these techniques, and a staple of classical
Hollywood composition, was the leitmotif, by which characters and situations were
identified and elaborated. The leitmotif was also a means by which otherwise diffuse and
gap-filled scores were given musical unity. Of course use and defense of the leitmotif
partook also of the legitimizing influence already discussed. Once again it was not only
Wagner's technique, but Wagner himself that was being appropriated.

This at least was the 1dea. As years passed, however, observers became less
convinced by claims by film music to Wagnerian vigour and validity. Hanns Eisler and
Theodor Adorno asserted that because scores and films alike were generally substandard,
leitmotif in film was doomed to mere and maddening repetition.”? Wilfred Mellers,

writing in the Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (5th edition, 1954), echoed the
argument, finding film to be too fragmented and episodic to successfully utilize a

technique designed after all for large musical structures.?4

Music," Radio 3, 21/3/95. Gesamptkunstwerk is Wagner's term for the integrated art
work, "in which all the arts (including music, poetry, and visual spectacle) were to be
perfectly fused." Randel, ed., 1986, 339.

73, Eisler, 1947, 5. Keller (Sight and Sound, volume 15, number 60, 136) says that, far
from the potentially justifiable "theme with variations,” Hollywood leitmotif is more often
"a theme without variations, but with plenty of repetitions."

74 Mellers, 1954, 3: 105. Hollywood leitmotif may actually bear more resemblance to
the notion of the idée fixe, "a melody representative of a character or feeling, which
reappears in a variety of forms and develops with the changing circumstances."
(MacDonald, Hugh, 1980, "Idée fixe," 1in NG, 9: 18._) Those unsympathetic to film music
might point out how this musical figure slavishly reinforces the accompanied image, and
overdetermines the musical material. In relation the superlative idée fixe (from Berlioz'
Symphonie Fantastique) was an opium addled artist's dream of his lost beloved, whom
he'd murdered (at least in his dream). In French the term means, or has come to mean
"obsession." MacDonald notes that Balzac also referred to the idée fixe, and that it
became a clinical term for unreasonable, even certifiable obsession. MacDonald, 1980, 9:
18. For a modern defense of the validity of leitmotif in film, see Brown, 1988, 163-6,
199-201.
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As with the leitmotif, so too the idea of the integrated art work, at least as

conceived by Wagner, came to be seen as foreign to film realities.

It is worth reconsidering here Wagner's interest in Gesamtkunstwerk and
Hollywood’s own investment in unified, coherent texts, since both
maintain that textual components should work toward the same dramatic
ends...The difference between Wagner and classical film commentators,
however, comes from the fact that while for Wagner the unity of the
music drama was achieved through the synthesis of its elements, with the

total effect equaling more than the sum of its parts, classical film critics

and practitioners believed cinematic unity was retained through

redundancy and overdetermination, not through a true synthesis of

elements.’?

The gap between theory and reality that Caryl Flinn observes here has a couple of

important consequences, for the music as well as for those composing it.

The romantic style that many Hollywood composers felt themselves heir to
provided a musical separation from vulgar realities. This is the classic formulation about

Hollywood aims and results as well, and in this way the romantic idiom seemed to be

ideal for Hollywood films.?¢

The musical conventions were as follows: "nondissonant if mildly chromatic

harmonies, monophonic textures, broad, sweeping melodies, and lush

instrumentations,"?? large forms, a general appeal to the sensuous, the emotional and the

75, Flinn, 1993, 34,

76, By "romantic" I mean the musical period dating roughly from middle Beethoven to
the primes of R. Strauss and Mahler. Romanticism obviously pertains to more than just

music. Many of the musical points made here could be cautiously applied to other
discourses as well.

7, Brown, 1988, 184.
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inexpressible. These were exalted 19th century notions, and they applied across cultural
fields. Byron and Shelley, Delacroix and David, the titanic Beethoven, Bayreuth, all
bespeak a kind of heroic individualism, and the notion of art that transcends context and
external consideration.’s

But by the late 19th century (and the birth of film) many cultural observers and
artists and even musicians were feeling that the time for these things had passed. Other
impulses had come to the fore. The outsized forms of Wagner or Gustav Mahler
coexisted with smaller, more humanizing alternatives: in the narrative and visual arts with
Chekhov and Ibsen and the Impressionists, in music for instance with the
ethnomusicological efforts of Béla Bartok and Sabine Baring-Gould and Ralph Vaughan
Williams.

They also coexisted with more troubling, and even more agonized expressions.
Positivism (along with Darwin, Marx, Freud, etc.), giving way to naturalism, cubism, and
especially the crises rising out of the First World War (Dada, not to mention
overwhelming destruction): all came to collide with what now seemed oblivious
Wagnerian largeness, which was felt to reflect only upon the largeness of Wagner (the

unique artistic sensibility) or upon other bourgeois obscenities. Given this trajectory,

and the weight of social realities surrounding it, the romantic notion of a complete, self-

contained art work simply broke.

By one definition romanticism leans away from the topical and toward the

ineffable. But it can be said, and in this period 1t was certainly felt, that this ineffability

was disingenuous and even dangerous.

(If these doctrines (musical mystification) are unhesitatingly accepted by

those concerned with music, as for the most part they actually are,

78, Not the only possible take on Romanticism; see, for instance, Rosen and Zerner,
1984. Siegmeister (1938) also discusses the progressive and democratic elements of
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musicians will not question the social bases of the conditions under

which they work, nor the social function of their work...Composers will
go on creating in the same way...contemplating the ‘inner soul’ and never

questioning the society under which such activity is doomed to frustration

n advance.”®

This account suggests that late romanticism was out of touch even with its own
time, which is why modemism fled from it. Functioning these decades later, romantic
film music was twice removed. Escapist mandates and their consoling consequences not
only distracted audiences from their frustrations. Elie Siegmeister's statement pertains
particularly to Hollywood music makers themselves. There is a paradox in the fact that
film composers used and defended the idiom of individuality in an industrial context that
completely effaced the individual. Itis at least partly true that the celebration of romantic
ideologies masked for the composers the indentured realities of their own creativity.5

Music criticism, then as now, did not often foreground these ideological matters.

And yet they were an important subtext in the music community criticism of film music

and its various appropriations. A close reading suggests that for many music critics, the
inadequacies of classical film music were emblematic of broader musical/cultural ills. In

other words, condemnations reflected deeper biases. If criticism addressed, and
continues to address inherent film music failings, it also has a foundation of extra-
musical discontent with the conditions of art and its reproduction in the 20th century.

We will now look closely at an important and influential music institutional critique of

film music, and at some of the currents crossing beneath its surface.

early Romanticism. Here 1 am concentrating on its latter permutations.

79, Siegmeister, 1938, 12. See Faulkner, 1971, for a fine book length study of the social
conditions of Hollywood musicians.

80, For evidence see Levant, 1940, Raksin, 1989, Previn, 1991.
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The Grove Dictionaries

In the late 1870s Sir George Grove, the great Victorian engineer, editor and
educator, undertook to prepare a comprehensive musical reference for the musical
amateur. Grove’s innovation and importance lay 1n part in the fact that he was himself an
enthusiastic and informed amateur. “I wrote about the symphonies and concertos
because I wished to try to make them clear to myself and to discover the secret of the
things that charmed me so; and from that sprang a wish to make other amateurs see it the
same way.”8!

Grove’s first dictionary was published in four volumes in 1879-80. After this
ambitious (and kindly) beginning the Grove continued to evolve, passing through four
more editions (1904-1910, 1927-28, 1940 and 1954) before the twenty volume New
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians was published in 1980. By that time it had
become “(t)he standard and the largest comprehensive music encyclopedia in English
and the work to which all others are currently compared.’’82

Naturally over these one hundred years the tone of the Grove changed
considerably. One of the most significant shifts pertains to the audience being
addressed. Although New Grove editor Stanley Sadie declared his own intent to
continue speaking to the dictionary’s traditional, partly amateur, public,83 it can be argued
that with the passage of time, and with the increasing volume and sophistication of
musical scholarship, the dictionary became in many ways a reference written for
specialists, and by specialists. *“This (1980) edition clearly favors the interests of music
scholars rather than those of informed amateurs and performers.”4

This (partial) change can be seen 1n many ways, and it has a number of important

consequences. A colleague noted that Sir George “undertook his task in the spirit of a

81 | Quoted in Krummel, 1981, 762.
82 Duckles and Reed, ed., 1988, 14.
83, Sadie, 1975, 260. See also Shawe-Taylor, 1981, 218.

84 . Duckles and Reed, ed., passim.
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lover of beauty rather than in that of an antagonist.” But as D.W. Krummel observed,
this open sentiment was eventually succeeded by a more adversarial one, and later
editions gave themselves over increasingly to “invidious comparisons’” and value
judgments.85> This antagonism was complex (and not universal), but it can be at least
partly ascribed to an increase in scholarly specialization, and to the elitism (discussed in
my first chapter) that sometimes goes with it.

However such elitism is not an absolute, but rather exists in relation to the things
it purports to rise above. More important in this context than the severities of advanced
scholarship are the dangers that such severity opposes. The Eric Blom-eciited 1954
Grove is the sight of the most invidious comparisons cited by Krummel, and its areas of
opprobrium are predictable, and significant.

Desmond Shawe-Taylor observes that the 1954 edition was particularly poor, and
even parochial, in its coverage of ethnic and popular music. Richard Hill, in a
contemporary review, described its tone as “insularity with a vengeance.” Stanley Sadie

goes so far as to call Grove Five xenophobic.86 Nowhere is this attitude more evident

than in the discussion on film music, which appears to be heard as ethnic (read

American) and popular in the worst ways. Why the withering disapproval? There were,
of course, valid musicological objections. But additionally, Sir George’s amateur’s love
of beauty, and of communicating its pleasures, were no longer admissable when popular

beauties had become so dangerous, and its afficionados had gone so far astray.
From the perspective of the film music writers, George Grove’s music-for-the-

people utopianism was no longer possible. In film music the beauties loved by amateurs

85, Krummel, 1981, 764.

8 , Shawe-Taylor, 1981, 218; Hill, 1954, 87; Sadie, 1975, 263. Blom’s Britain-first
strategy was one of the most remarked and controversial characteristics of the fifth
edition. See Hill, 1954, 86. Also problematic was a related hostility to things American.
Both of these attitudes are key elements to the film music entry in the 1954 dictionary.

(Krummel [1981, 762] points out that the removal of anti-American biases was one of
the main objectives of the supplement to Blom’s 1954 edition.)
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(overwhelmingly the people composing and appreciating this music) could only be
answered by antagonism.

Shawe-Taylor suggests that in using the New Grove specifically, “everyone is
sure to come across details in his own particular field which are misleading or plain
wrong.””87 This is perhaps even more true of Blom’s edition, predating as it does the
official establishment of film and media studies, at least in an official academic sense.
Film music’s previously cited pugilistic reactions to musical disdain confirm how
troubling this kind of misunderstanding can be. But my point is not merely, or not even
to find fault with the attitudes expressed in the 1954 edition. Stanley Sadie describes the
value and validity of those earlier expressions. *“(W)e recognize that every age needs its
own reference works, not merely to absorb extensions in factual knowledge, but also to
represent the attitudes, the interpretations, the perspectives, the philosophies of the
time.”88 Some of the Grove attitudes remain with us. Paradoxically, they also suggest

ways out of contemporary dilemmas.

The 1927 edition of the Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians does not have
an entry on film music. In that year it was clearly too early to discuss the sound film
with any degree of perspective. Still, it must have been well known that film and music,
largely lifted from classical domains, had coexisted for thirty years. It may be imagined
that the Grove editors did not wish to digmty that relationship by their notice, especially
since it could not have met with their approval. The 1954 edition bears out this
suspicion.

Three writers, Emest Irving, Hans Keller and Wilfred Mellers, collaborated on

the film music entry. Irving opens the entry by pointing out that in film exhibition, there

87 . Shawe-Taylor, 1981, 220.
88 Sadie, 1975, 259.
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was music from the first. "Some of the music was, of its kind, excellent in quality..."89,
He says that in silent years music "had to be used” instead of dialogue, in order to make
the action readable. Irving here dismisses the music, and even more the film medium
itself. There is a subtle intimation that the picture, even motion pictures, were insufficient
to the telling of the story, and that conversely music could carry meaning on its own.
The first suggestion is mostly not true, and the second contradicts the whole burden of
serious music criticism in terms of music's dalliance with film.9¢ Such slightly bilious
contradictions occur frequently in the Grove film music articles. Mention is made of
numerous pieces adapted by "talented hacks," and exalted names like Beethoven are quite
consciously placed next to the ignominious uses their music was put to ("aeroplane dives
and Red-Indian chases”).

Expressions are generally polite, but the fundamental attitude taken is clearly

rendered in passages such as the following, which describes the selection of musical cues
and their dissemination by the various musical forces. "The silent film thus made
millions of people acquainted with classical music, even if in a diluted and degraded
form, and certainly created a good deal of lucrative employment for the executive
musician."?! Dilution and degradation are defensible descriptions’ of much musical
transformation in film presentation, but they are also ideologically loaded terms,

containing much of contempt and condescension.

In the Grove there are examples of a virtue being made out of what were
perceived as film's inherent limitations. In The Gold Rush (1925) Charlie Chaplin 1s

complimented for his musical "apotheosis of the trivial." As the tramp waits for the

dance hall girls,

89, Irving, 1954, 3: 93. Italics added.

%0, That burden being that music 1s not built for and should not have to carry narrative
meaning.
91 Irving, 1954, 3: 94.

41



the shabby music (of the motion picture music guides) reinforces the
shabby poetry of the scene. The use of the 'Star of Eve' from
‘Tannhauser' is a case in point; no subtler tune could so intimately relate

the little man's dreams to the banality of the world in which he lives.%?

The Grove writers suggest that the musical implications of the coming of sound
are a simple extension of the old kinotek techniques: heavy handed correspondence,
diegetic strum to justify the entrance of the orchestra, mickey mousing, vulgar leitmotif,
excessive and inappropriate use of 19th century symphonic styles. The functions are
simply illustrative, geographical, the conventions ensuring an absence of depth or poetry.

The discussion of processes used for recording sound ends with an expression
of disapproval at the "very regrettable mutilation” which the cuts and additions of cinema
practice impose on the music. The music is given over to the mixer, "who proceeds to
dilute it with dialogue, commentary, train noises, bird noises, car noises, footsteps, door
bangs and suchlike incidentals." In this rendering the music has rightful pnmacy, and 1t
is in the superimposition of "incidentals,” of the aural agents of clear signification which
is after all the narrative film's generally received first responsibility, that music receives its

greatest indignity.%3
Again, this discussion is contradictory. Music is sullied by the burden of
signification in its silent period usage, and then when it is relieved from that burden, 1ts

new subservience is even more vigourously bemoaned. At heart are convictions about

22, Mellers, 1954, 3: 104.

3. Irving, 1954, 3: 97. Alternatively such indignities can be seen as evidence of the film
medium's maturing. George's guide (1912, 28-83) gives the approximate duration of
complete musical selections, obviously assuming that the film musician would play them
straight through. (See a similar view in Van Houten, 1992, 22, which suggests that
audiences actually preferred this course.) Cinematically, or in relation to the standard
prescriptions about film music, this practice was quickly condemned. However it would

seem that musically, and in the music community, this respect is just what is longed for,
even forty years later.
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music's rightful preeminence, and lingering doubts about the possibility of film being art.

Perhaps this accounts for some of the dismissal in the following quotation.

For composers the first and most important result of the invention of the
sound-film was the tendency to use special music for each film. This
began to provide a steady and rapidly increasing income for all
composers capable of equipping themselves with the necessary technique.
Three months in each year spent in writing film music leaves them nine
months to write such symphonies, concertos and chamber music such as
their artistic urge may dictate; music discarded from serious compositions
can often be furbished up for use in films, its very flaws possibly
rendering it more suitable for the less austere medium. It is seldom that
the same music can make a success on the concert platform and in the
kinema (sic). If it is good concert music it is essentially bad film music,
and the converse is usually true. Nevertheless a good composer will write

better music for even the crudest of dramatic scenes than a bad one, if

only he possesses the necessary dramatic instinct.

Here is the dubious reputation referred to by Tony Thomas. This account

provides for three months' film whoring which, as soul destroying as it may be, at least
leaves leisure for the kind of composing that really counts, that which at least coincides
with "artistic urge." The rest can be fobbed off on the films. It is interesting to note the
depth of feeling in Irving's writing, a depth which in some ways replaces a detailed

defense of his position. What are the "flaws" serious compositions are prone to, and

why would they be more suitable for film? Why is it, what makes 1t a "less austere

9, Ibid. "The truth is that no serious composer writes for the motion pictures for any
other than money reasons..." Eisler, 1947, 335.
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medium”"? Why must good concert music be bad film music? Why the apparent
supposition that film drama is likely to be "crude,” and film composing as well?°>

Many attitudes inform the Grove film music entry. Irving's comments suggest
that one of these is an adherence to the romantic ideology which exalts the artist and
renders the work immutable. This marked high-low division underpins the above-quoted

assumptions, and would also account for what seems an excessively critical tone. In

connection Irving also demonstrates a (self conscious? self-justifying?) musical
sophistication, and displeasure when composition is not rigorous, or formally correct
(conventional). One of his great objections is that high art correctness is beyond the
reach of film music's workaday realities.%

What 1s accomplished, then? Irving suggests that film music is used only to
excite and subliminally influence audiences. "Its appeal must be eighty percent
subjective because it has to operate upon a large body of people of whom at least eighty

percent are non-musical."®” This last sentence is more polemical than scientific but
clearly, between broad lines, it 1s saying that film presentations are not conducive to the

rapt reception that music properly requires, nor the reverence its best composers have a

right to.

This last inflection very clearly coincides with the auteurist impulses that were
soon to overtake film culture. The account of the "good" composers' experiences in the
cinematic wilderness resemble quite dramatically discussions conceming the great

Hollywood directors who spent careers languishing in fields of philistine

95, Donald Tovey, speaking in more charitable terms, points out that theatrical music (to
which category we might add film music) often seems to fall short when taken out of
theatrical context because it was conceived as part of a musical/narrative/visual ensemble.
Since its effect comes in combination, it 1s not quite fair to criticize only part of the
combination for producing a diminished effect. Tovey, 1937,1V, 29, 31, 44.

9%, With less strain, Wilfred Mellers also takes note of film composition's frequent
formal naiveté. As with the leitmotif in film, Mellers points out that film composition 1s
episodic, and can not properly be worked out (with developments and recapitulations) in

the standard Sonata form. Mellers, 1954, 104.
T, Trving, 1954, 3: 97.
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incomprehension. This is the classical conception of the composer working in the studio

era.”s

In connection, Hans Keller goes on to cite the case of British film in the 1940s
and early 1950s. Its fortunate circumstance was to draw upon the enthusiastic
contributions of generations of great composers for a wide range of films in a humber of
genres. Some of those enthusiasms are cited, and yet it also seems that there is some sad
head-shaking. Film music defenders like John Huntley rejoice in the august
participation of great composers. For his part Keller expresses regrets, suggesting in
great measure that the Baxes, Blisses, Brittons, Benjamins, Waltons and Williams are
squandering their talents in a medium unable to bear those talents up. "One cannot have
a highly organized unity without having enough to unite."%

Where merit is acknowledged--eg. Walton and his unusual success in using
leitmotif in Olivier's Hamlet, tonal coherence in Bax's "Oliver Twist" music--it is likewise
treated in auteurist fashion. "Even the best Hollywood composer would just
automatically..."190 Walton and Bax, of course, do more than this poor Hollywood
construct could ever have imagined. Keller's understanding of these issues (author and

institution) is quite nuanced, but his separation leads very directly to the language and

attitude of the 1970s film music enthusiasts already discussed. There the great

composers are sentimentally characterized, genius labouring in its figurative garret,

hatching miracles while the unheeding hordes run munching to the exit signs.

This is not to say that talent and genius, or institutional insensitivities to them, are

irrelevant. These validated composers are validated for good reason, and much of their

98, For more on this refer back to my Chapter 1. In the Grove dictionary elaborate
efforts are made to validate the work of the Hollywood auteurs and show solidarity
within the ideologies of genius, without giving undue musical credit. "Chaplin produced
another musically insignificant but highly intelligent score to 'Monsieur Verdoux."
Mellers, 1954, 3: 108. Elsewhere (Keller, 1947, Sight and Sound, volume 16, number 61,

31) Keller advocates the prominent display of composers' names on marquees and 1n
advertisements, to "invite praise and crticism.”

99, Keller, 1954, 3: 99.
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film work 1s doubtless superior to the hack-produced run-of-the-mill. But it is true that
notions, or even facts of talent and genius can distract us from real conditions and real
affects. This same difficulty is present in the Grove account of American film music.

This account states that "perhaps the finest scores to complete film dramas yet
composed are the work of”, predictably, Aaron Copland. Referring to Of Mice and Men
(1939), Mellers valourizes Copland's elaboration of Hans Eisler's advanced,
musicologically informed film scoring theones. Ironically, the thing most acclaimed is a
simple stinger, a dischord accompanying the moment when Lennie crushes Curly's
hand.!0! Of course this does not invalidate either Copland or Eisler, nor even the time
honoured convention of stingers. It seems though that the qualities of Copland's film
compositions are not at issue. The point is that the Grove's granting of exemplary status
to Copland over, say, Korngold, relates as much to Copland's seriousness as a composer
as to the qualities of his music,102

A tone of condescension, or at least paternalism runs through the Grove entry on
film music, together with a kind of resentment typical of (and at least partly justified in)
the patronized. There is a mild allowing for the artistic possibilities of film mixed with

the assurance that those possibilities will not likely come close to musical actualities.

The cinema 1s the one field where composers are regularly employed in
considerable numbers, and where their music is regularly played if not
listened to. However artistically frustrating the task of writing film music
may sometimes seem, the honest composer cannot forget that the public

which--however subconsciously or unconsciously--listens to his music

100, Tbid., 3: 100.
101, Mellers, 1954, 3: 107. |
102, It relates also to how quickly a reputation can change. Twenty years earlier, just

before Korngold's remove to the US, his reputation would have far exceeded the still
relatively obscure American composer.
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may be immense, and that its musical and emotional health is to that

extent in his hands.103

Toward the end of his discussion Keller quotes Ralph Vaughn Williams, who
advocates more integration of the various artistic functions--dialogue, design, direction,
music--of film. Keller likewise looks forward to this day, but not too optimistically. He
continues: "once the film stops calling itself an art and starts to become one, its makers
will realize that instead of teaching the musician his business they might learn some of

their own from him."104

The 1954 Grove entry on film music is perceptive and, ultimately, unsympathetic.

The next official take suggests at least a certain softening. Desmond Shawe-Taylor
notes substantial improvement in the New Grove over its predecessor, for the simple fact
that this time the contributors seem to consistently have sympathy for their subjects. !9
To some degree the 1980 film music entry in the New Grove reflects this attitude. For

instance, there is an admission that film is a bona fide art form, and that though 19th

century forms continue to characterize its music, that this music also has its own special

characteristics and problems.

The article is as much adapted (by Christopher Palmer and John Gillett) as it 1s
rewritten, though much of the previously dismissive language is softened. Still,

auteurism, and a superior attitude prevails. "A real advance was made when such
composers as Milhaud, Honegger and Shostakovich began to take an interest in the
cinema."!06 In this there is certainly advance, or at least advantage, but much remains

unstated. These composers became involved with film as young men, before they were

who they were, so to speak. Therefore the impression given of great masters coming to

103, Mellers, 1954, 3: 109.
104 Keller, 1954, 3: 103.
105 Shawe-Taylor, 219.
106, Palmer, 1980, 6: 549.
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the infant medium's aid is not accurate. More importantly, emerging from under the
influence of Satie/Cocteau, and from the Soviet Revolution which exalted the despised-
by-the-bourgeois forms like film, such composers' film activities would have come out of
a sensibility very distinct than the one informing the New Grove account.197

Similar to the 1954 edition, the writers go on to track improvements in film
scoring through and because of the activities of the usual celebrated suspects: Prokofiev,
Shostakovich, Kabalevsky, Milhaud, Auric, Honegger, Maurice Jaubert, Britten, Bliss,
Alwyn, Benjamin, Walton, Eisler, Korngold, Antheil.198 Again, this 1s true enough. But
it does not necessarily follow that, because there are masters, the masterpiece tradition
that most enshrines them 1s always and only the best explanation.

The section most pertinent to the present discussion, and which in some way
summarizes the attitude of much of the academic music community toward the movies,
concemns the functional use of concert music in film. According to the 1980 article there
are three ways that it 1s done: illustrations of concert music in pictorial terms (Jean Mitry,
Fantasia); uses by filmmakers "not primarily interested in the music” (as in Delius'
"Appalachia"--and Mendelssohn's "Midsummer" overture--clipped by Herbert Stothart
for The Yearling, Tiomkin's borrowing of "The Merry Widow Waltz" in Shadow of a
Doubt). Finally there is a more dire kind of appropriation. "There was no...extra-
musical justification for David Lean's interpolation of Rakhmaninov's (sic) Second Piano
Concerto throughout his film of Noel Coward's Brief Encounter, and the use of existing
music in such a context may be found distracting or even offensive."19 This remarkably
cranky expression quite willfully ignores a great deal of vigourous critical comment on

this particular film, evidently to affirm, after all the attempts at understanding and fair

consideration, exclusivity and snobbery.

107, On French influences see Thomson, 1966, 52-61. For the Soviets, see my chapter
three.

108, See also Sternfeld, 1960.
109, Palmer, 1980, 6: 552-3.
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Who, then, are these elitist film music haters? As we will see, the situatilon 1S not
so easily reduced; elitism 1s only part of a complex cluster of attitudes and motivations
behind musical suspicion of film.  As such, it is obviously important to respond to
the biases of the 1954 edition not as absolute expressions to adopt or reject (as for

instance film composers and their defenders have been wont to do), but as statements

inflected by setting and context.!10

Sentiments expressed in the Grove dictionaries are not necessarily untrue: music
has, historically, been subservient, and it has often been substandard. Romanticism in
film music, and clear-eyed observation as well may imply the effacement of individual
expression within repressive capitalist economies. But it is also highly romantic, and
inaccurate to suggest that effacement eliminates meaning or its expression.
Subconscious signification is signification nevertheless. The fact remains that what in

evaluative economies (the predominant reduction of films to either good or bad status) 1s

mediocre should still be subject to consideration that is more than just dismissive.

Film Music Criticism: Underlying Sentiments

Similarly, these same critical evaluations should be interrogated, as validations
and condemnations both are illuminated by the conditions and ideologies that gave them
rise. We will novs} look more closely at music community dismissals of film music, and
particularly of the use in films of the classics. There are various voices and motivations,

all opening up larger 1ssues than we might at first see.

One of the writers of the 1954 Grove film music entry, Hans Keller, criticized

film music for Music Review from 1948 to 1959.111 The apparent hostility found in

110 (1)t would be idle to pretend that Grove was being prepared for use in a
musicological vacuum.” Sadie, 1975, 262.

111, The other writers' biogl:aphie_s are of interest as well, particularly as they suggest
some of the ways that specific criticism relates to larger critical communities. Emnest

Irving was the musical director at Ealing Studios from 1935 to his death in 1953. Before
that, between 1900 and 1940 he was an active London theatre conductor, also giving
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Keller's Grove entry can also be found in his Music Review wnting. He states
unequivocally "that Hollywood music in and beyond Hollywood 1s the most powerful
force unmusicality has ever commanded must be a truism to every musical mind."112 He
is skeptical about and often dismissive of original film composition, and these attitudes
are a result of a great and demanding musicological sophistication.

Keller describes a belaboured film attempt at modern music as "a pastiche with
wrong notes duly injected."!!3 He notes that Leith Stevens' Piano Concerto in C min.,
composed for the film Night Song (1947), "is no piano concerto and ends in F min." He
finally and wrathfully declares 1t "nine minutes of stinking refuse.” He finds that another

sub-par effort "makes one dream of America's first great thriller, Scarface (1932),

wherein there was no background music at all."114
As with observers of early film who came from outside the discipline!!3, Keller

often seems reluctant to afford film full artistic status. "(There) is no legitimate inartistic

seasons of light opera on the continent. Clearly he had an investment in, and evidently an
affection for popular musical expression, especially as it related to popular musical
forms. It is also possible that as a popular musician/composer, he felt somewhat self-
conscious in august Grovian company. Irving is the most dismissive of the three 1954
writers, and his attitude is similar to the sense of pugnacious inferiority often found in
film musician discourse. On Irving see Sadie, ed., 1980, 9: 329,

Wilfred Mellers' writing has none of this protesting-too-much, and he is not an
academic absolutist. He has always been interested in music's social background, as
evidenced by his first book, Music and society (1946). His 1965 work, Harmonious
meeting (London, D. Dobson), sympathetically investigated the relationship between
music, poetry and drama in the English baroque, and the music degree course he started
at York University in 1964 pioneered the application of extra-musical factors (social and
historical determinants) to musical study. His book The twilight of the gods (1973, New
York, Viking) is a delightful musicological analysis and fan letter to the Beatles and their
at once (unconsciously) sophisticated and fully accessible music. His editing of the
series "Music and Society,” (see Russell, 1987) bespeaks his continued interest in and
commitment to the study of music in its context. I will return to Mellers later (see also
Sadie, ed., 1980, 12: 108-10).

112, Keller, 1951 (Music Review, XI1I), 324.

13, Keller, 1950 (M.R., XI), 145.

Ha, Keller, 1949 (M.R., X), 50-1.

115, je. Rudolf Amheim and Erwin Panofsky. Both critics are in some ways sympathetic
to film, but their tone can also be condescending. Amheim, 1957, Film as art, Berkeley,
University of California; Panofsky, 1934, "Style and medium in the motion pictures,” in
Film theory and criticism, ed. Gerald Mast, Marshal Cohen and Leo Braudy, 4th edition,

New York, Oxford, 233-48.
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music, which 1s why naturalism, the art of remaining inartistic but expressive, will always
be able to say more, rather than less, without music."!!1¢ He damns with faint praise,
talking in one case of "one of the least rotten American scores." Conversely, as

commentators from the start of film had done, he valorizes the participations of real

composers. Praising new composition in William Walton's "Hamlet" score he notes that
"even the best Hollywood composer would just automatically have re-used the music." 117
This dismissal of Hollywood film scoring may relate to one of its central tenets.
Keller disagrees with Kurt London's oft-quoted maxim about film music being bad when
one can hear it. "Any so-called artistic process or device that has to shun the light of
consciousness is suspect in the extreme."!18 He disagrees with the handmaiden model,
finding that when the score merely reinforces the images that musical tautology results.
But although he is critical of original composition and wants the music to be
heard, Keller's greatest ire is reserved for the kind of music we are partly discussing in
this study, the kind of music that, even in film, comes to the foreground. Keller decries
especially "the notorious strategem of hiding behind music from the concert hall, as if a

picture had ever been uplifted by the music it degrades."!!? He observes how Lionel

Newman “murdered” Mozart's Clarinet Quintet in the film Apartment for Peggy (1948)

by, among other things, taking out the clarinet.!20 He laments Franz Waxman's

"protracted and multiple murder” of Smetana's Vitava in Man on a Tightrope (1953).121
Keller finds that musical quotation often emerges as a "covert expression of

simultaneous love and hate towards a parent figure--the quoted composer." This applies

not only to individual instances, but to the whole practice, and what it says about film's

116, Keller, 1956 (M.R., XVI), 255.
117 _Keller, 1948 (M.R., IX), 197.
18 Keller, 1951 (M.R., XII), 315.
19 Keller, 1949 (M.R., X), 22J.

120, Keller, 1951 (M.R., XII), 223. See also Adorno on arrangement (1991, 36).
121, Keller, 1953 (M.R. X1V), 311-12.
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relationship with the parent arts. For Keller quotation 1s a powerful evidence of film's

perpetual adolescence.

(A)s in literature a quotation serves to authorise a wrong statement, so a
musical quotation may answer the quoter's need for parental approbation;
he feels that by thus honouring, and identifying himself with, daddy's
holy words, he sanctifies his own. A rose thrown into a midden, however,

does not improve the latter's smell, but rather starts to stink itself.122

For all the strong languange, Keller was aware that film music need not be a force
of unmusicality. He acknowledges how film has been uniformly successful in
smuggling twelve-tonality into public consciousness.!23 On "The Function of Feature
Music” Keller states that "as long as... 'good music'...is not used for any extraneous and
unmusical purpose, or re-scored and ‘arranged’ or 'varied' by a composer in search of
atmosphere, there 1s definite if limited scope for the filming of unfilmic (previously
composed) music,"!24

But Keller is not just echoing the instransigent attitude manifest in the previously
cited UNESCO catalogue. He is interested in more than how film can further musical
ends. Although at times his writing betrays a conflict in his own mind, Keller's best
instincts seem to speak for a reconciliation of film and music communities, for the
possibility of each edifying the other. Such would mean that "(t)he narrow minded

musician would have his eyes opened, the narrow minded film-goer his ears."125

122, Keller, 1949, 25, 26. See Keller 1946-7 (Sight and Sound, volume 15, number 60,
136) on the related evils of pastiche.
123, Keller, 1951 (M.R., XII), 147-49.

124 Keller, 1953, (M.R,, XIV), 311-12.
125 Keller, 1952 (M.R., XIII), see 209-211. As with many other issues here considered,

the desirability and difficulty of such compromise is not unique to film. Franz Liszt
discussed the challenge posed by programme music to both professional musicians and
men of letters. "Both parties set themselves against it with the same vigor, with the same
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Keller 1s not just a hostile critic, but a demanding would-be enjoyer of films and
film music, 1f on his own specifically musical terms. Those terms include, as we have
seen, a pretty complete intolerance for musical quotation. There is more to this

sentiment, though, and to Keller's film music writing in general than education,

expression and enjoyment, and a jealous regard for classical music's rightful territory.
As with many of his cntical contemporaries with similar backgrounds, Keller is
motivated by more weighty matters. He quotes Antony Hopkins on the subject of

underqualified film composers. "Who are these people, whose names never seem to

appear on any concert programmes? What else have they written; what pages have they
placed on the altar of Art, rather than on the lap of mammon?"126

Elitists, or even just art lovers, have always been concerned about philistine
besmirchment of art's altars. But serving Mammon, sacrificing principle to material
expediencies, can have more portentous ramifications. Hanns Eisler and Theodor

Adorno describe these in their discussion of modem culture, as transformed into modem

cultural industry.

Taste and receptivity have become largely standardized; and, despite the
multiplicity of products, the consumer has only apparent freedom of

choice. Production has been divided into administrative fields, and
whatever passes through the machinery bears its mark, is predigested,

neutralized, leveled down...All art, as a means of filling out leisure time,

has become entertainment...1?7

obstinacy. The latter, looking askance, see their property being taken over into a sphere
where, apart from the value they placed on it, it acquires new significance; the former are
horrified at a violation of their territory by elements with which they do not know how to

deal.” Liszt, 18535, 130. For more on programme music, see my fourth chapter.
126 Keller, 1951 (M.R. XII), 224.

127, Eisler, 1947, 1x-x. Also 53, 82.
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Mass art diminishes the art object and dehumanizes those who contemplate it.
During and after the Nazi period (ie., the time of the 1954 Grove entry), these issues
assume special weight. In the age of mechanical reproduction fascism's massive social
formulations had led to unprecedented holocaust. In this light apparent elitism could
seem the last defense against disaster. 128

The dire effects of the culture industry are a central preoccupation of Theodor
Adomo's writing, and this preoccupation overwhelmingly informs Eisler and Adomo's
book Composing for the Films. We have discussed musicology's customary insularity.
Adorno is an important exception to this tendency. His musicology was inseparable
from his sociology.?? Adorno's most celebrated explication of the modern conditions of

music 1n a social context 1s found in the 1938 article, "On the Fetish Character in Music

and the Regression of Hearing,"130

In this article Adorno discusses the modern musical tendency of fragmented
listening, whereby conspicuously recognizable (beautiful, famous) parts of larger works
are keyed upon at the expense of the whole. In this way a fetishizing replaces real
engagement and pleasure with the work's actual dimensions and implications. Of course
much more than music appreciation is at stake.

Musically the "isolated moments of enjoyment prove incompatible with the
immanent constitution of the work of art, and whatever in the work goes beyond them to

an essential perception is sacrificed to them." What this portends is that compositions

become "culinary delights which seek to be consumed immediately for their own sake, as

128, See Walter Benjamin's 1935 article, "The work of art in the age of mechanical
reproduction.” Anthologized in Mast and Cohen, ed., 1985, Film Theory and Criticism,
New York and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 675-694.

129 This is attributable to the fact that, with his really remarkable range of reference,
Adorno was much more than a musicologist. See Adomo, 1991, author's preface in
Adormno, 1973, xi-xv, and particularly his 1967 collection, Prisms (trans. Samuel and
Sherry Weber, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press).

130, In Adorno, 1991, 26-52.
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if in art the sensory were not the bearer of something intellectual which only shows itself
in the whole rather than in isolated topical moments." 13!
So we have a loss of thought, action, freedom. This mode of listening reflects a

mode of living, or rather not living. "The romanticizing of particulars eats away the body

of the whole," and thus moderm musical culture creates a general malaise of regression
and misrecognition.!32 The triumph of the culture industry is that this social

misrecognition is masked by mere brand name recognition. The regressive state and its

concomitant fragmentations become legal tender, and use gives way to exchange value.

The feelings which go to the exchange value create the appearance of
immediacy at the same time as the absence of a relation to the object
belies it...If the moments of sensual pleasure in the idea, the voice, the
instrument are made into fetishes and torn away from any functions
which could give them meaning, they meet a response equally isolated,

equally far from the meaning of the whole, and equally determined by

success in the blind and irrational emotions which form the relationship

to music into which those with no relationship enter.133

The cultural inoculation, the "vulgarization and enchantment"!34 that Adomo
outlines in this piece is seen as a general condition and a dire danger. It appears in
numerous settings, like in film music. Given this context, strong words of criticism and

disapproval suddenly appéar as much more than cranky proprietary complaints about

incorrect appropriation of the leitmotif.

131, Tbid., 29.
132, Tbid, 36, 41-49.
133, Tbid., 34-5, 33.
134 Tbid., 36.
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Concerns like these are essential to understanding this period, its critics and the
tone of its criticism (Adorno, Benjamin, Horkheimer, Keller, etc.). I do not wish to
propose facile equivalencies. These critics do not constitute a homogeneous group. But
they do hold some things to be self evident. Defenses are needed against the dangers of
the popular.

And what was the supreme popular (sub) art? The movies, of course. Film for
these critics 1s not considered just for itself, but as an emblem. Eisler and Adorno point

out that

(m)usic is supposed to bring out the spontaneous, essentially human
element 1n 1ts listeners and in virtually all human relations. As the
abstract art par excellence, and as the art farthest removed from the world

of practical things, it is predestined to perform this function.

Film's reduction of music to purely functional levels, as discussed in the Grove
dictionary's entry on film music and in Eisler and Adorno's book, not only blocks that
destiny, but in so doing it blights human relations.135

In all these statements the underlying stakes are extraordinarily high. Thus, for
instance, Keller's hyperbolically critical review of the score, by Daniele Amfitheatrof, for
Max Ophul's Letter from an Unknown Woman (1949), which he finds it to be "utterly

depraved, as well as stupid."13¢ Once again Keller, naturalized British, but a Jewish

135_ Eisler, 1947, 20. Film music is a classic example of what Adorno and Horkheimer
criticize in their Dialectic of enlightenment (1969). Use value had given way universally
to exchange value, where "the intrinsic value of things (was displaced) for the sake of
ends (capital accumulation) extrinsic to them." Introduction in Adorno, 1991, 3-10.

136, Keller, 1952 (M.R., XIII), 55-6; this 1s an unusually long and pointed blast. Donald
Tovey, who saw himself as an educator and looked for ways to make music accessible
and more universally enjoyable (though he did not suffer besmirchment either) provides
an important alternative to Keller's severnity. See, for instance, Tovey's view of adaptation
in his reading of Liszt's arrangement of Schubert's Wanderer Fantasy for piano and

orchestra. Tovey, 1937, IV, 70-73.
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Austrian refugee from Hitler, 1s not merely being elitist in his displeasure. As with

Adorno (another refugee), he finds such encroachments to be emblematic of a general

cultural disaster.

Keller criticizes Karajan's 80 minute version of the Matthew Passion, which

juxtaposed paintings of Christ's life with Bach's music:

(A) devitalized culture which has ceased to understand its own creations
tends to explain one art in terms of another; hence the popularity

of...Disney's Fantasia... and [the filmed] St. Matthew's Passion. To

juxtapose self-contained works of art is to establish a meaningless
relation between what is meaning-full-up, in a vain attempt to recover the

lost meaning, 'new and unsuspecting beauties." "Thou shalt not make unto

thee any graven image...'l37

This is Adorno's fetishism in exelcis. Film quotation of previously composed
music infantilizes the listener and gives the power of selection and dissemination to the
"publishers, sound film magnates and rulers of radio," and other such totalitarians.!3

So, severity. Much music theory of this time as well as 1n the present, was .

concerned with the problems of composing modern music. Observers were concerned

with currency, against the perceived reactionary back-peddling of film music practice. In

a pre-Cage world, this meant a kind of musical self-containment, a fortress defended by

severity and inaccessible compositional complexity.!3?

137, Keller, 1954 (M.R. XV), 141. Inits initial release, and for many years afterward,
Fantasia was not actually a financial success.

138, Adorno, 1991, 46, 31.

139 At this time Schoenberg's influence was still very substantial, and figures like

Babbitt, Boulez and Stockhausen were poised to continue that extremely specialized level
of discourse.
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Keller was a systematic analyst, a close textual reader put off by the
besmirchments of the extra-musical. For him musical meaning was thematic, or rather,
motivic, contained within the composition, and n purely musical relations. For him and
for the tradition he represented, film music's significatory functions, not to mention the
additive meaning of familiar compositions, were suspect. 140

These are also the reasons that Adomo so fiercely defended the absolute, and,
among other things, criticized film music. He had seen music culture and its modern
accoutrements (sound recordings, technology as taken over by culture) raising ephemera
(a three minute single) above the great longer forms that they could not properly render
and distribute.

Thus 1t was that the concert hall--since the courts and cottages, the musical
cultures and political economies that created the music in the first place no longer
existed--not only presented music as it was intended, it also insulated it from the
vulgarizations of middle class culture and the culture industry.!4!

Before John Cage and Karlheinz Stockhausen, classical ideology was based on
liveness. Recordings were documents of real performers, really performing (which is
where Glenn Gould's flight from the stage could be seen as constituting a betrayal). This
1s why Grove film music contributor Wilfred Mellers admired the egalitarian and
participatory nature of early English music; from that plainsong unity even the concert
hall is a great fall. But the concert hall at least preserves some the conditions of and

regard for things lost. Film, as the most literally canned of all the arts, was in this

formulation irredeemable. And film music, bound up in technology and the workadays, is

the apostacy embodied.

140, In fact, Keller went on to develop a non-verbal system of analysis, and then gave up
writing about music altogether. Kerman, 19835, 73, 76-8.

141, Adorno was wary of the concert hall too; Schoenberg was his ideal modemn
composer, precisely because of his musical intractability, and the discomforts he caused
the bourgeois concert-goer. Ultimately his pessimism was fairly terminal. "Between
incomprehensibility and inescapibility, there is no third way." Adomo, 1991, 31; also
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To summarize, then, there is more than elitism at the root of musical cniticism of
film music practice. In terms of film uses of classical music, cavalier cutting and careless

quotation are mere symptoms of a more general malaise.

The musical critics I have discussed are informed, articulate, convincing, and they
privilege what are for them purer universal narratives in music, or foreground its most
pressing threats. This accounts for what sometimes seems to be a stubborn anti-film
attitude. The medium, in its commercial manifestations, masks with 1t disastrous
individualism the mere vulgar search for lucre that runs it.142

Music critics who criticize film music, then, use film as a plank 1n a larger
platform. Especially taken in this context their arguments were and remain effective,
valuable, even largely valid. But, they are not the only possible perspectives. The

following two chapters will focus on other areas where classical music traditions have

special applications in modern film, and particularly film music practice.

38-9, on how the concert hall was not necessarily ideal.
142 See Mellers, 1946, chapter 4, especially note 24.
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CHAPTER 3
SOUND MONTAGE AND COUNTERPOINT ANALOGIE

In the last chapter we saw how music critics have dismissed film music for a

number of reasons that are not necessarily completely musical. The strict isolationism of
Hans Keller and Theodor Adorno goes beyond mere musicological fussiness. Elitism in

the face of dire modern reality is a response to and a defense against that reality. It is

also in many ways a refusal of that reality.

This means that these critics, to a degree, are also refusing film itself.
Fragmentation (as in, for instance, musical quotation) is not only the burden of
modernism, but it is the matenal fact of the cinema. The unwillingness to consider the
viability of basic film properties is where Adorno and Keller, and in part the musical
community, fall short in their criticism of film music. For a more complete picture we

need, in addition to their valuable views, a perspective more accepting of and conversant

with that fragmentation.

This chapter will deal with the film tradition--in broad terms, Soviet montage--that

most articulately expressed and passionately pursued this idea. In doing so it will

present an alternative to Adormo's terminal judgments concerning art and culture. In

addition to representing that alternative, this chapter and the one that follows will also

introduce the second of three ways that serious music interacts with film and film culture.

The first way was 1llustrated in the first two chapters of this study, where we saw

direct theoretical and critical responses to film music, and classical music's place in film
music. The second way is more problematic, and it has in some ways been the most
theoretically influential. Classical music discourse has also related to film practice and
theory by analogy. This means that instead of discussing specific instances of

film/music interaction, artists and theorists have elaborated ways that film is like music.
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The most famous film/musical analogy is the Soviet notion of contrapuntal
sound. The standard explanation of counterpoint in the sound film 1s that it built upon
silent Soviet montage cinema, which elaborated formal strategies by which bourgeois
social constructs were criticized, and revolutionary alternatives presented. In this account
film sound counterpoint functioned as an aural variant of Sergei Eisenstein's intellectual
montage, so that disjunctions between picture and sound tracks led to uncovered apparatii
and empowering new conceptual syntheses.

This formulation posits polar opposites, criticizing bourgeois parallelisms as it
favours revolutionary oppositions. It also privileges intellectual meaning over emotional
affect. I will argue that these perpendicular geometries are not adequate to the
complexities of film/sound, and especially to the film/music relationship. This
inadequacy is partly due to the appropriation of the musical term "counterpoint.” I will
hope to demonsfrate that there have been two uses of "counterpoint” in film. The first

one relates to counterpoint's musical properties, but does not address issues of meaning.

This use has received much less attention than the more dominant oppositional one,

which is figurative, an analogy, and not very musical.

I will briefly discuss what I feel to be an important alternative that lies between
these two: counterpoint as an analogy which partakes of musical sensibilities. By

including Eisenstein's concepts of tonal and overtonal montage, as well as discussing the
phenomenon of programme music in the chapter which follows, I will suggest a way past
the simplistic modcmis; dualisms and crude materialist dialectic that have prevailed, and
which to some degree continue in film music theory. I hope to find a more complex and
satisfying alternative to familiar and too frequent oversimplifications.

In this way, through revising and replacing the dominant similes of classical
music, I will come to an effective way to deal with the third way that serious (classical)
music has interacted with film and film culture. This way is in the actual uses of the

music in films. The last chapters will demonstrate ways that direct music and film
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criticism, as well as complicating but enriching film/music analogies, help us to

understand and enjoy this underconsidered part of film music practice.

The Two Avant Gardes

If Theodor Adorno represents one pole of modernist thought, advocating as well
its corresponding artistic strategy, then the Soviet film artists are at the other end. The
way that Peter Wollen characterizes these two alternatives in his influential essay "The
Two Avant Gardes" 1s useful to this discussion. In this essay Wollen suggests that avant

garde art 1n the twentieth century split into two streams: the aesthetic, and the political.
Their ways and means were dramatically different: where one sought to remove itself

from objectionable realities, the other moved to change that reality.143
Although Wollen states that the aesthetic avant garde was derived from earlier
experiments in painting, I wish to carefully place modern music, in the sense that Adorno

uses the term!44, in the same category. "(T)he suppression of the signified altogether, an
art of pure signifiers detached from meaning as much as from reference” seems to me to

describe the Shoenbergian severity that Adomo defends as much as it does the visual
abstractions to which Wollen refers.145

Unlike its counterpart, the political wing of the avant garde was most concerned
with content and its application in a social sphere. All formal experimentation was to be
in the service of progressive social ends. Instead of the strategic inaccessibility of the

aesthetes, the political artist's aim was to communicate, and even proselytize. The artist's

social role was very distinct as well. The heroic high modernist and the prophet crying in

143, In Wollen, 1982. For discussion of "avant garde" vs. "classical” art see Burger,
1984, 70.

144 cf, Adomo, 1973.
145, Wollen, 1982, 95.

63



the wilderness were replaced, for instance, by the Soviet worker-artist, un-alienated,
valuable and valued, in happy and productive service to the revolution. 146

It is clear how serious music can coincide with Wollen's aesthetic avant garde, but
what of the political wing? In many ways Hanns Eisler's Composing for the Films is the
key film/musical expression of this perspective. Eisler's collaborations with Bertolt
Brecht (more on Brecht below) confirm his interest and activity in the area of
musico/political engagement, and indeed some of his oppositional suggestions for film
musicl47 coincide very directly with Soviet theory. But the book also deals very much
with decried film music realities, as well as reflecting some of the isolation and
pessimism of co-writer Adomno. In this book, and in general it is a conflicted
combination of the two avant gardes that obscures some of the possibilities, as well as the
problems of the political side.!48

For a more clearly defined example I wish now to concentrate on Soviet film.
What does Soviet revolutionary cinema have to do with music culture? As suggested,
and as I will goon to Qemonstratc, one key connection is through the film/sound
counterpoint analogy. But analogies can be uncomfortably abstract. Before discussing
them I wish to briefly and concretely sketch a similar and significant artistic and social
development pertaining to music. This expression of the political avant garde helps put
metaphorical contrapuntal elaborations on firmer historical and theoretical ground.

Adomno himself suggests a link to a political musical practice. In Dialectic of

Enlightenment (1944) Adomo and Horkheimer discuss the "detail” in high art. A detail

is some formal element--a post-impressionist brush stroke or fauvist use of colour,

146, On the cinema worker see Petric, Vladimir, 1987, Constructivism in film: The Man

With the Movie Camera: a cinematic analysis, New York, Cambridge University Press.
147, See Eisler, 1947, 23-27 for examples.
148 1 see these conflicts not so much as weaknesses as signs of the humanity and sincere

grappling behind the work. My emphasis on Soviet theory here is intended to more
clearly delineate terms and possibilities, and also to suggest how clear delineations, in
this and other cases, have sometimes obscured and complicated both the application and

the understanding of theory.
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musical dissonance, etc.--which leaps out from and disturbs the harmony of the unified

artwork. The result of this disturbance is the unmasking of the illusory workings of the

culture industry. !4

I have shown 1n my first chapter and the first section of the second how

discreetness and the illusion of unity were at the core of commercial film music's

perceived mandate. These are some of the things most objected to by music critics, who

have been seen to favour the aesthetic side of Wollen's avant garde. Extremely important
in this regard is a contemporaneous musical movement which advocates the political use

of the disturbing detail. In doing so it contradicts substantially the perceived

irrelevancies of romanticism and the effaced domesticity of film music, not to mention

the severities of a Schoenbergian avant garde.

In his introduction to The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonney, Bertolt

Brecht discussed the now deadening effects of Wagnerian opera and, by extension, of

conventional dramatic theatre.

So long as the expression 'Gesamtkunstwerk' ...means that the integration
is a muddle, so long as the arts are supposed to be "fused” together, the
various elements will all be equally degraded, and each will act as a mere
"feed" to the rest. The process of fusion extends to the spectator, who
gets thrown into the melting pot too and becomes a passive (suffering)
part of the total work of art. Witchcraft of this sort must of course be
fought against. Whatever is intended to produce hypnosis, is likely to

induce sordid intoxication, or creates fog, has got to be given up.1°9

149 In Adomo, 1972, 125-6. Charactenstically, Horkheimer and Adomo find that the
detail, "a vehicle of protest against the organization" which operated from Romanticism

through Expressionism, can no longer function under the totality of the culture industry.
150, Brecht, 1964, 37-8; 1976, 281-2. See Adomo, 1972, 124 for Adorno and
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Clearly this criticism could also apply to the integration of film elements already
discussed. Brecht's collaborator Kurt Weill had advocated a different place for music in
the theatrical equation. Against illusion and the stupor described above, Weill spoke for
the "gest,"” the 1dea that music mustl have a point, of which the audience must be
conscious.!3! To accomplish this awareness Brecht posited a "radical separation of the

elements.”

The set (works) as images rather than illusion, the story (becomes) less of
an experience and (gives) room for meditation, the music (comes) not 'out
of the air' but out of the wings and (remains) like a concert piece.

Writing, music and architecture (play) their part as independent arts in an

intelligible performance. 152

Each constituent element, each "detail” was to be visible, audible, noticeable.
Musically this meant leaving "dramatic opera" for "epic opera,” music that "dishes up"
for music that communicates, "music which heightens the text" for music which "sets
forth the text,” music which merely 1llustrates for music "which takes up a position."!53

All of this dramatically contradicts the received imperatives of film music:
unheard melodies, subliminal heightening, smooth integration, cinematic leitmotif. For

the artist/composer, Brecht's ideas demanded that confrontation replace hypnotic tale

Horkheimer's dire charactenization of modern artistic integration in television.

151, Brecht, 1976, xxix.

152, Ibid., XxX.

153, Brecht, 1964, 38. The most famous part of this essay, later anthologized as "The
Moderm Theatre is the Epic Theatre," 1s the gnd placing conventional "dramatic theatre”
against the new "epic theatre.”" In this grid numerous elements of narrative theatre were
similarly opposed to reveal their old dramatic and new epic functions. For a strictly
musical demonstration of disturbing detail consider the work of Les Six, including their
incorporation, as in a collage, of popular idioms, pastiches and quotations in their
compositions. A number of this circle (Auric, Milhaud, Honegger) went on to compose
for films. Thomson, 1966, 52-72; Brown, 1988, 174.
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spinning. And the confrontation was to be ideological as well, meaning that for artist and
viewer both, passivity was to give way to activity and action.!54

Brecht and Weill's 1deas, as well as the works in which they applied them, caused
a revolution 1n the theatre and were felt generally in the arts. Their similarities to the
general aims of Soviet cinema are especially striking. In either instance, formal details
were to stand out, and all to progressive ends. Music of course, was one of these details.

The music critics discussed in the last chapter were responding to the Hollywood
romanticism that rejected and then obscured these modermnist possibilities. Likewise
Brecht and the Soviet filmmaker/theorists were reacting to integrated illusionistic
traditions in their own media, and in their own time.!35 Before elaborating on their
reactions I will take a brief look at the classical cinematic integrations that the Soviet
version of Brechtian modernism opposed. Its musical manifestations are especially

telling, and will be returned to when I discuss the actual interpretation of classical music

in film.

Parallelism

Brecht suggested that modern integration of the arts was a form of hypnotic,
intoxicating witchcraft. The following are some of the recipes for spells cast by film

music. Irene Atkins suggests that the key film-musical questions are as follows. ""Why

is the...music necessary to the scene? or, if the music is not really necessary, 'Does 1ts

154 "Of course such innovations also demand a new attitude on the part of the audiences
who frequent opera houses.” Ibid., 39. Dziga Vertov, preceding the better-known
Brecht, articulately represents the cinematic applications of many of these ideas. See,

Vertov, 1984, Kino-Eye: the writings of Dziga Vertov, ed. Annette Michelson, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, University of California.

155, As suggested in my first chapter, film music has only recently taken up some of
these issues again. See, for instance, Brown's writerly prescriptions (1994, 1, 22) against
Thomas' traditionally integrated suggestions (1973, 16). Generations of film musical

romanticism (which I do not wish to reject uncategorically) combined to obscure the
points so well made some seventy years ago.
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inclusion still add something dramatically and emotionally?"15¢ Atkins' supposition is
that music will or should "add somehow dramatically and emotionally.” The implication
is that adding means uniting, eliminating any rogue elements that might unduly distract
from or open up the film.!57 These ideas are emblematic of musical parallelism, of polite
and obedient musical accompaniment of visual stimuli. Modernism questioned the
necessity of this correspondence, in part because it questioned the arbitrary and
constraining suppositions that often lay beneath it. Silent music practice is full of these

suppositions.

Edith Lang and George West's seminal 1920 primer, Musical Accompaniment of

Motion Pictures features the following illustration.

There are certain keys such as A flat and E flat which suggest 'warmth' or
languor, such as B flat minor or G minor which fit a mood of sorrow and
grief, such as A or D major which lend themselves to brilliancy, such as E

major which suggests ‘clear skies' or the ocean's wide expanse.'...The key

of C has nothing to commend it...158

With similar arbitrariness Lang and West link certain tone colours (organ stops)
to specific meanings: suspicion, clarinet solo with string accompaniment; entreaty,
saxophone solo with string 8' and flute 8' accompaniment; temptation, clarinet or oboe
with string accompaniment; defiance, reeds mf;, treachery, reeds mf; torture, reeds f.15

It is unclear why all this should be so, beyond maybe convention and our

susceptibility to the power of suggestion. Whatever the source, we see here a confidence

156, Atkins, 1983, 21. The ellided word 1s "source.”

157, "(F)ilm music did not become film music until the music began to coordinate with
the action." Brown, 1988, 169.

158, Lang/West, 1920, 13.

159, Tbid., 54.
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in inevitable, inherent musical meaning. That confidence in musical matters extended to

the films themselves, to their messages and to the way audiences responded to them.

In the introduction to his influential film music collection Motion Picture Moods

for Pianists and Organists (1924), Erno Rapée makes the following proposition.

One third of all film footage is used to depict action; another third will
show no physical action, but will have, as a preponderance, psychologic
situations; the remaining third will neither show action nor suggest

psychological situations, but will restrict itself to showing or creating

atmosphere or scenery.160

Throughout this publication Rapee's "moods" and "situations" are consistent
with this schematic rende<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>