Music in the Movies: The Forgotten Art?


Try this experiment: watch the shower scene from Psycho (1960) with the sound turned off. Hmm. A couple of goose bumps maybe? The odd hair at the back of the neck reaching skywards, perhaps. Nothing you can't handle, right? Now replay the scene with Bernard Herrmann's jarring musical accompaniment. How are you feeling now? You feel nauseous, right? You want to rush for the nearest exit, but you cannot move: you're a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming truck, a mongoose trapped by the gaze of a cobra. Surrender to terror is absolute. That is the power of music when coupled with startling visual imagery. Many films cannot be conjured up in the mind's eye without a ghostly orchestra piling notes on every image, whether it be the soothing tones of Rachmaninoff, as Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard have their Brief Encounter, or the shrieking violins of Mr Herrmann, when Marion Crane and “Mrs Bates” have their brief encounter. We all remember Susan Blacklinie's midnight swim that kick-starts Jaws; the shock of her death from below is intensified immeasurably by John Williams' pared-to-the-bone musical score. And can you imagine Peter O'Toole's traversing of the desert landscape in Lawrence of Arabia without Maurice Jarre's stirring notes for company? Perhaps Bride of Frankenstein would still be James Whale's crowning achievement if Franz Waxman's musical supplement was left out, but I seriously doubt it. And any time I think of King Kong's first awe-inspiring appearance - quite often actually - in the 1933 classic, it is impossible for me to remember the images without Max Steiner's stunning music rumbling through my brain.

In fact, the King Kong score was probably the first time audiences took note that music was being employed to embellish the visuals of a film with properly manipulative musical composition (classical standards were usually tacked on up to this point, not so much to enhance the visuals, as to stop the audience becoming bored in the silence of the theatre). This important relationship between images and music holds true even today, but worryingly, the role of the film composer seems to be waning in favour of selecting popular music to boost the visuals, serving to comment on the drama rather than actually becoming part of that drama (Ghost anyone?). There are still highly effective musical scores to savour nowadays - Hans Zimmer's The Thin Red Line is a particularly good example, and Michael Nyman's work for Jane Campion's The Piano could hardly have been left out without leaving the film lacking in something essential (and his long partnership with director Peter Greenaway is an important one, as we shall see); but the norm would seem to be to tack on a collection of popular tunes on the soundtrack and give the composer a day off. High time, then, that some kind of retrospective was attempted in this field, and I would like to offer this essay as a tribute to the great film composers of the past and present.


The first film with a fully synchronized score premiered on August 6, 1926: Don Juan, directed by Alan Crosland, was a huge breakthrough in the history of cinema; and then, of course, Crosland made the very first film with synchronised spoken dialogue - The Jazz Singer - the following year, which well and truly sealed the fate of the silent film. Beginning in the Thirties, dramatic musical scores began to take over from tacked on classical music, and key figures in the movement began to emerge. In the Thirties, three composers stood out in their efforts to create a new musical "language" for film: Max Steiner, Erich Wolfgang Korngold and Franz Waxman; there were others, but these three were undoubtedly the most important figures in the field at the time.

1. Max Steiner (1888 – 1971)

Spanning a career of over 40 years, Steiner scored well over 300 films. Much of his work is instantly recognizable – everybody can hum the Gone With the Wind for instance - and he won three Oscars. He was born in Vienna in 1888, and before long he began displaying a unique musical talent. He went to Hollywood in 1929 (with 32 dollars to his name) and spent the next four decades building his reputation as one of the finest film composers ever. His style is unmistakeable; in fact, many feel that a lot of his work suffers from a tendency to overstate - to drown the visual drama in music much too dramatic (The Treasure of the Sierra Madre has often been singled out for criticism in this respect). His best scores are King Kong and Gone With the Wind.

2. Erich Wolfgang Korngold (- 1957)

Erich Wolfgang Korngold started writing music for film in the 1920s – his first was the sore for Michael Curtiz’ Noah’s Ark in 1929 – but he will always be remembered for adding the musical accompaniment to The Adventures of Robin Hood in 1938. Our enjoyment of his talent should not stop at that classic, however, as he has added his name to some fine work in other great films: he did the arrangement for Reinhardt’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and won an Oscar for his work on Anthony Adverse in 1936 (he also won the statuette for The Adventures of Robin Hood the following year). My favourite is probably that other swashbuckler, The Sea Hawk, which reunites some of the cast from Robin Hood, and his most famous later work was for King’s Row in 1942. 

3. Franz Waxman ( - 1967)

After emigrating to France from Germany in 1934 – he was mugged and badly beaten by a group of anti-Semites – Franz Waxman went to America and began his glittering career the same year. His first, and arguably best score, was the magnificent moodiness of Bride of Frankenstein for director James Whale. Like Korngold, he also won two Oscars for his music, his first for Sunset Blvd. In 1950 (after seven nominations before that), and won his second the following year for George Steven’s A Place in the Sun. Altogether, he received a staggering 12 nominations for his scoring. 
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