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OPENING TITLES


‘Just the Music’


Sometime back in the early seventies, when I was at primary school in Finchley, North London, my mother took me to a cinema in Muswell Hill to see Dougal and the Blue Cat – the feature-length animation based on the popular TV series The Magic Roundabout. The film was an Anglo-French stop-motion production which, like the TV show, had been directed in France by Serge Danot, and then later dubbed into English by Eric Thompson (father of Emma), who largely made up his own dialogue.


It was a bizarre and occasionally nightmarish adventure about a cat named Buxton who plans to take over the Magic Garden and eliminate all colours except his own – blue. Part of the action took place in a deserted treacle factory that looked like something out of Robert Wiene’s 1920 horror classic The Cabinet of Dr Caligari – all angular expressionistic shapes and strangely theatrical forced perspectives. Here, Buxton had to prove his worth to the disembodied ‘Blue Voice’ (played in fantastically fruity tones by the great Fenella Fielding) by facing his worst nightmares in the ‘Room of Dreams’ – a hallucinatory collage of screaming faces and whispered threats accompanied by demonic howls of laughter.


The film was completely bonkers.


I absolutely loved it.


A few days later, Mum and I found ourselves in the local Woolworths store, which was selling a Music for Pleasure album of the soundtrack of Dougal and the Blue Cat for 99p. I pleaded with Mum to buy it for me and eventually she caved in and forked out the necessary pence. Back at home, I was too young to be allowed to operate my dad’s treasured gramophone set, but he agreed to let me listen to the record on the massive ‘electrostatic’ headphones that were his pride and joy.


What an experience it was! Almost the entire film was there in long-playing record form (although, admittedly, it wasn’t a very long film), with Eric Thompson’s narration leading the proceedings, interspersed with haunting musical numbers, composed by Joss Baselli and sung by Thompson himself. As soon as it was finished, I got my dad to start again from the beginning of Side One, and I sat there in rapt attention, mesmerized by the idea of being able to hear a movie – to effectively rewatch it with my ears! Because, in those days before the arrival of video, the chance of being able to relive a movie at will seemed little short of astonishing.


What I didn’t realize at the time was that Dougal and the Blue Cat was not a typical soundtrack album, and that generally the music from a film was the only thing you’d get on such a disc. Yes, some soundtracks contained fragments of dialogue – something that would be popularized decades later, in the nineties, when Quentin Tarantino started to litter CDs of Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994) with quotable exchanges that sat in between the jukebox pop hits. But for the most part, soundtrack albums consisted of orchestral scores or pop song compilations, themes from which could be heard in the movie, often playing underneath the action and words.


My first inkling that soundtracks weren’t literally ‘soundtracks’ came when my local record store put a copy of the LP of the 1973 film The Sting in their shop window. I was ten years old when the film came out; I’d been to see the movie (which won the Oscar for Best Picture) at the Classic in Hendon with my sister Annie. We both loved it, and after the viewing Annie bought a book of sheet music with many of the Scott Joplin piano rags that Marvin Hamlisch had arranged and adapted for the movie. Annie was a really good pianist, and within a matter of days she’d learned to play ‘The Entertainer’ (which was effectively the film’s main theme) in pretty convincing fashion. Now she’d moved on to ‘Pine Apple Rag’, which was also in the movie, although I couldn’t for the life of me remember which scene it accompanied, or introduced – something I found oddly frustrating.


The next time I was in the record shop (I’d pop in there on my way home from school, to stare at garish album covers like Supertramp’s Indelibly Stamped or BeBop Deluxe’s Axe Victim) I saw that soundtrack LP of The Sting hanging in the window and noticed that it had all the tunes from the movie listed on the back cover. I went up to the counter and asked a guy in an obviously much-loved Yes T-shirt to play ‘Pine Apple Rag’, which he did (again, this was a different age, when asking to hear a particular track from a record didn’t get you thrown out of the store – at least not immediately). He put the track on the record player behind him, and I stood there at the counter, listening to it intently.


When it finished, the Yes-T-shirt man went to pick the needle off the disc, at which point I blurted out, ‘No, no, leave it, let it play on. I want to hear where it comes in the film.’ He looked at me as if I were a fool. Which of course I was. I was expecting the dialogue to pick up at the end of the song, just like it did on the soundtrack LP of Dougal and the Blue Cat, when the tunes finished and the narration returned. Yet all that happened was that the next music track started to play, with no identifying speech or sound effects to indicate its placement in the film.


I looked baffled.


‘Where’s the rest of it?’ I asked, confused.


‘The rest of what?’ he replied blankly.


‘The rest of the film,’ I said. ‘You know, the rest of the “soundtrack”.’


‘You mean you want to hear another track?’ he asked.


‘Yes. Well, no. I mean . . . the record sleeve says it’s the “original motion-picture soundtrack”, right?’


‘Right.’


‘So . . . where’s the rest of the “soundtrack”?’


The Yes-T-shirt guy looked at me with an expression suggesting that he couldn’t quite decide whether I was having him on or I was really that stupid.


‘What are you talking about?’ he said, his voice measured, but with a hint of exasperation.


‘You know, the words,’ I said. ‘Where are they?’


Long pause.


‘It’s an instrumental,’ he said, quietly but sternly. ‘There are no words.’ At which point he picked the disc off the turntable and started to slide it back into its dust-sleeve.


‘No, I mean the words of the movie,’ I said, my voice becoming squeaky with agitation. ‘Not the words of the music. I know the music is instrumental. But where are the words of the movie?’


Yes-T-Shirt guy looked me squarely in the eye, took a deep breath, and said: ‘There are no words. It’s just the music. That’s what “soundtracks” are. They’re just the music.’


And with that he and his T-shirt turned their backs on me, indicating (in case I hadn’t already figured it out) that this conversation was over.


Not the whole movie.


Just the music.


Huh?


At first, I was genuinely disappointed. I’d been saving up to buy a new long-playing record for a few months now, and I thought that being able to listen to all of The Sting over and over again would be well worth £2.50, since I had really enjoyed the movie in the cinema. Yet, as I walked out of the store, shoulders dropped in shame at my ignorance, that phrase started to rattle around in my head: ‘Just the music’.


Just the music.


And it was then that it first occurred to me that maybe that was all you really needed. Maybe the music of a film could tell its own story. Maybe you didn’t need the words or sound effects after all.


Many decades later, I found myself talking to the British film-maker Edgar Wright about his favourite soundtrack albums. I was making a programme for BBC Radio 2 called The Soundtrack of My Life, for which I’d been interviewing directors and musicians about the film soundtrack albums that had proved formative for them. I mentioned to Edgar that, in the age before videos, I had owned and learned by heart the spoken-word-and-song LP for Dougal and the Blue Cat, which had mistakenly convinced me that ‘soundtrack’ albums contained the entire soundtrack of the film – a ridiculous notion! And then Edgar reminded me that in the early eighties there had been a tie-in ‘storybook’ album for Steven Spielberg’s E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982), with Michael Jackson narrating the film and breaking down in tears when E.T. appears to die. That record, which was on the MCA label, became the subject of a lawsuit by Jackson’s record label Epic, since its release pre-empted the imminent arrival of his new LP Thriller and they were worried that, in the weeks before Christmas, it would effectively be competing with their product. The lawsuit caused distribution problems for the E.T. storybook, although it went on to earn a Grammy Award for Best Children’s Recording, with Jackson declaring: ‘Of all the awards that I’ve got tonight [he bagged seven others for Thriller] I’m most proud of this one.’


‘You should probably give it a listen,’ Wright told me. ‘But I never owned – or heard – the storybook album. I had the E.T. album with the John Williams score only. And to be honest with you, you really don’t need a narrator. That music told the story better than any narrator ever could.’


Wright went on to muse upon the subject of whether Williams would prove to be the last great writer of memorably hummable movie themes – earworm tunes that would pass the proverbial ‘whistle test’. But what struck me most about our conversation was his observation that the music for E.T. ‘told the story’ of the film without the need for words. That was something I had first started to understand after that bruising encounter in my local record shop, all those years ago, and now it seemed to make perfect sense.


The first movie music LP I owned (apart from that Dougal and the Blue Cat album) was the music from Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Or rather, it wasn’t the music from 2001, which had been issued on the MGM label in the year of the film’s release. Instead, it was a Decca recording of Richard Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathustra, performed by the Los Angeles Philharmonic under the baton of Zubin Mehta. Kubrick’s movie famously begins with the opening movement of Also Sprach Zarathustra, performed by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra under Herbert von Karajan (although for complicated reasons the original MGM disc apparently featured a different version of the same piece, with Karl Böhm conducting the Berlin Philharmonic – don’t ask). But after those opening few moments, with their ascending horns and booming timpani, Strauss and Kubrick go their separate ways, with the director cherry-picking tracks by György Ligeti and Aram Khachaturian (alongside Johann Strauss II’s ‘The Blue Danube’), giving a wide berth to the music that filled up the remaining two sides of the LP of which I was now the proud owner.


The reason I had the ‘wrong’ LP was simple. I had asked my parents if they could get me the music from 2001 after I had been to see a rerelease screening of the film with my friend Mark Fürst. Mark’s father was the celebrated Hungarian conductor János Fürst, who had taken us both to see the sentimental 1972 science fiction charmer Silent Running at the Casino Cinema on Old Compton Street, the London home of Cinerama. At that screening, Mark and I had seen a trailer for 2001, which was coming back to the Casino immediately after Silent Running ended its tenure there. The two movies were connected because Doug Trumbull, who had worked visual effects miracles for Kubrick on his space odyssey, had gone on to make Silent Running (one of only two feature films he directed) partly in response to the cold inhumanity of Kubrick’s movie.


Neither Mark nor I knew anything about this connection, nor did we realize that 2001 was now several years old (this was the early seventies) and was getting a theatrical revival rather than a first release. We just thought it was an exciting-looking new science fiction film, and we couldn’t wait for it to open. When we finally got to see it some time later, at the Phoenix (then the Rex), East Finchley, it left us completely baffled. Mark’s mother had warned us that the movie was very ‘symbolic’, but we had no idea what that meant, nor what was going on with the old man and the space baby at the end of the movie. Yet still it made an indelible impression on me, and I became determined to figure out what it all meant. So I went to a bookshop and bought co-writer Arthur C. Clarke’s novelization of his movie script, and then asked my mum and dad to buy me the music from the film so that I could listen to it while reading the book. Simple!


The problem was that my dad, who was something of a music buff (he loved everything from choral hymns to jug-band jazz), knew what the music from 2001 was actually called (most people just thought of it as ‘the theme from 2001’). So when he went to the record store to purchase the disc, he didn’t say, ‘I’d like an LP of the music from 2001, please,’ but rather, ‘I’d like an LP of Richard Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathustra, please.’ Which is exactly what he got.


Strangely, I didn’t initially realize that only a couple of minutes of the music on that LP actually featured in the film I had watched. Indeed, as I sat there reading the book of 2001 with Dad’s gigantic electrostatic headphones threatening to break my neck with their weight, I convinced myself that Also Sprach Zarathustra in its entirety was featured in Kubrick’s film, which I had seen just the once. To this day, I can’t hear any movement of that whomping great tone poem without being transported into outer space, so inexorably were the words of Clarke’s book, the images from Kubrick’s film (which featured on the book’s jacket) and the music of Richard Strauss welded together in my confused young head. Indeed, when I finally came across a copy of the real MGM 2001 soundtrack album, complete with sleeve notes explaining where all the different pieces of music came from, I read them and thought, ‘Well, that’s not right . . .’


If two minutes of music from 2001 had given me the movie soundtrack bug (albeit misguidedly), then my next acquisition sealed the deal: the MCA LP of the music from Silent Running. When I first saw the movie with Mark Fürst, I had found it a genuinely heartbreaking experience – a tale of lonely space travel with an unforgettably tear-jerking finale that didn’t so much pluck at the heartstrings as snap them in two. The score was by Peter Schickele, who had achieved fame as the musical satirist ‘P.D.Q. Bach’, a fictional figure who was claimed to be the ‘youngest and oddest’ of Johann Sebastian Bach’s children.


Trumbull had first come across Schickele’s name on the back cover of a Joan Baez album, on which Schickele was an orchestrator and arranger. When I was writing my BFI Modern Classics volume on Silent Running decades later, Trumbull confessed to me that he had asked Schickele to compose the music for his film largely because he figured it might be a way of getting Baez to agree to record a song for the movie. Which she did – two songs, in fact: the folksy ‘Silent Running’ and the sublimely mournful ‘Rejoice in the Sun’, the latter of which remains my favourite movie soundtrack song of all time.


Both of these songs featured on the soundtrack album, along with Schickele’s brilliantly evocative score. I played that album to death, listening to it over and over again, gazing at the poster image on the front cover of the LP and the black-and-white stills on the back, reliving the movie in my head as the record worked its musical magic. From the majestic pomp of ‘The Space Fleet’ to the haunting strains of ‘The Dying Forest’ and the low-key melancholia of ‘Tending to Huey’, every note conjured a picture – a moving picture. Here was the key to being able to rewatch a film whenever you wanted – a musical gateway into a world of movies that stirred the visual imagination as it surrounded you with sound.


It was heaven.


It was also strangely instructional. Once I’d discovered that it was possible to own and listen to the music from a movie, I started to watch films in a different way. For the first time I began to take note of how music cues – as in, short pieces composed for specific scenes – were used in cinema. Of course, theme tunes from hit films had long been a popular attraction (compilations of ‘Big Bond Themes’ and ‘Best of the Westerns’ were a regular part of most record collections). But the idea of listening to an entire score from a single film was something different – something a bit more . . . obsessive? And that sense of obsessiveness bled back into the cinema, making me take note of the music I was hearing as I watched a film, understanding just how much of the storytelling was being done by the soundtrack.


Shortly after buying the Silent Running LP, I snapped up a copy of the soundtrack to Norman Jewison’s dystopian sci-fi thriller Rollerball (1975), which featured a series of pieces performed by the London Symphony Orchestra, conducted by André Previn (who I knew from The Morecambe & Wise Show as ‘Andrew Preview’). The most famous of these pieces was Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, with organ soloist Simon Preston hammering out an arresting curtain-raiser for this future fantasy about deadly gladiatorial games (‘In the not too distant future, wars will no longer exist. But there will be . . . ROLLERBALL’). The track that really caught my attention, however, was Albinoni’s Adagio in G Minor, a maudlin tune that became an overused movie favourite, to which we will return later in this book. I pretty much bought that soundtrack album on the strength of that single piece, but I’d sit and listen to the entire LP while reading William Harrison’s source short story ‘Roller Ball Murder’ and looking at the front-cover poster image of a studded fist raised in front of a helmeted head, or the back-cover montage of pictures of James Caan in action on his rollerskates.


From there I progressed to Jerry Goldsmith’s angular score for Planet of the Apes (1968, still a firm favourite), John Williams’ music for Jaws (1975, so much more than just the iconic opening theme!), the synthy sounds of Wendy Carlos’s work on A Clockwork Orange (a film I wouldn’t see for decades because Kubrick effectively banned his own movie from UK exhibition after its initial run in 1972) and Alain Goraguer’s prog-jazz stylings for the animated oddity La Planète Sauvage (1973) on what I presume was a French import disc, although I bought it in a decidedly non-specialist record shop in Golders Green for £1.50 (the reduced price sticker never came off).


In the wake of the blockbuster success of George Lucas’s sci-fi epic Star Wars (1977), John Williams’ double-LP soundtrack became a record-breaking hit, although that same year I was more interested in German prog-rockers Tangerine Dream’s score for William Friedkin’s Sorcerer (1977), partly because the film had tanked in cinemas, becoming something of a lost classic (it has since been re-evaluated and is now regarded as one of the director’s finest works). The next year I bought Giorgio Moroder’s broodingly pulsey score for Alan Parker’s Midnight Express (1978) and got a friend to record me a cassette tape of Goblin’s witchy accompaniment to Dario Argento’s Suspiria (1977), all of which cemented a long-standing interest in soundtrack electronica, which is the subject of a chapter of this book.


In the eighties, I was introduced to the work of minimalist pioneer Philip Glass through his music for Godfrey Reggio’s head-spinning documentary Koyaanisqatsi (1982), and Paul Schrader’s Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters (1985), an introduction that would lead me to Glass’s operatic works Akhnaten (1983) and The Making of the Representative for Planet 8 (1988), both of which I loved despite knowing nothing about opera. Glass’s music also featured prominently in Jim McBride’s Breathless, a 1983 remake of À Bout de Souffle which I have always found infinitely preferable to Godard’s revered 1960 original.


Meanwhile, Peter Greenaway’s The Draughtsman’s Contract (1982) put British composer Michael Nyman on the movie map (his previous credits had included the altogether less auspicious 1976 soft-core romp Keep It Up Downstairs), and American guitarist Ry Cooder scored a cult-favourite soundtrack hit with Wim Wenders’s Paris, Texas (1984) – which became a staple of every student household, along with an obligatory poster for Betty Blue (1986).


Other essential hip soundtrack albums of the eighties included Trevor Jones’s haunting score for Alan Parker’s devilish chiller Angel Heart (1987), on which Courtney Pine’s saxophone weaves in and out of some very well-chosen dialogue clips; and Bill Lee’s score for his son Spike’s controversial hit Do the Right Thing (1989), featuring fellow sax-legend Branford Marsalis. Both of these were must-have items for any self-respecting music or film fan, effortlessly bridging the gap between popular music and orchestral film scores. (We’ll hear more about Do the Right Thing in Chapter 8, ‘Pop Goes the Movies’.)


As a diehard devotee of David Bowie, I’d been to see Nagisa Oshima’s Merry Christmas, Mr Lawrence (1983), and although I didn’t care much for the film (I preferred Nic Roeg’s 1976 sci-fi drama The Man Who Fell to Earth), I did buy the soundtrack album by Bowie’s onscreen co-star, Ryuichi Sakamoto. The Japanese musician/actor (and leading light of the Yellow Magic Orchestra) would go on to share Oscar victory with Talking Heads frontman David Byrne and Chinese composer Cong Su for their joint work on Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor (1987), beating off stiff competition from Italian legend Ennio Morricone for his soaring score for Brian De Palma’s The Untouchables (1987), alongside two further nominations for John Williams (The Witches of Eastwick and Empire of the Sun, 1987), who was well on his way to becoming the most celebrated and successful film composer of his generation.


In the nineties, I co-presented the BBC Radio 1 film show ClingFilm (a terrible name for which I take no credit), an hour-long programme which was divided fifty-fifty between speech and music, with pop tracks from the movies making up half of the running time. During these years I amassed a large collection of jukebox soundtrack CDs, with favourites ranging from the retro sounds of Philip Kaufman’s The Wanderers (1979) to Iain Softley’s 1995 computer romp Hackers and of course Danny Boyle’s era-defining Trainspotting (1996), alongside those Tarantino CDs with their eminently clippable dialogue soundbites.


Fast-forward twenty years to 2019, and I found myself presenting a weekly two-hour film soundtracks show on the newly launched – and now sadly defunct – Scala Radio (‘classical music for modern life’). I’d landed the gig because my former Radio 1 colleague (who had gone on to become my Radio 5 Live colleague) Simon Mayo had recommended me to the station’s bosses when he became Scala’s morning-show host. Simon and I had been working together since the nineties, and I had shackled my wagon to his star and hung on for dear life, with very effective outcomes. As a result of his patronage, I’d effectively remained employed on the radio for over two decades, and to this day we still co-present a movie podcast (Kermode and Mayo’s Take – available wherever you get your podcasts, since you ask) which has become a mainstay of my working life.


Thank you, Mr Mayo.


Much had happened in film music in the years between my time at Radio 1 and my five-year tenure at Scala Radio. As you may have noticed (or perhaps not), most of the soundtrack albums I’ve cited so far in this chapter have been by male composers, who were widely considered to have the monopoly on film scores since the earliest days of recorded sound. But in 1997, Rachel Portman made history by becoming the first woman to win an Oscar for scoring a motion picture (Douglas McGrath’s 1996 Jane Austen adaptation, Emma), and it had started to occur to me that perhaps there was a world of film music out there that I’d been missing out on for all these years. And indeed there was, from Indian soundtrack pioneer Usha Khanna, through British composers like Doreen Carwithen and Elisabeth Lutyens, to American innovator Shirley Walker, all of whom helped to lay the groundwork for such latter-day titans as Anne Dudley (who won an Oscar for 1997’s The Full Monty), Turkish-born Pinar Toprak (the first woman to score a blockbuster superhero movie, with 2019’s Captain Marvel) and Icelandic composer Hildur Guðnadóttir (who provided the Academy Award-winning score for the 2019 DC smash hit Joker).


When my Scala producer (and co-author of this book) Jenny Nelson and I first met in 2019, we made a pact that we would never make a show which did not feature a range of music by women, transgender and non-binary composers, and that was a rule we kept to throughout our five-year run at Scala. Our very first show, which went out on 9 March 2019, consisted entirely of two hours of tracks by Doreen Carwithen, Anne Nikitin, Nainita Desai, Kathryn Bostic, Anne Dudley, Mica Levi, Rachel Portman, Wendy Carlos, Angela Morley, Laura Karpman, Amelia Warner, Hildur Guðnadóttir, Debbie Wiseman, Anna Meredith, Pinar Toprak, Kira Fontana, Usha Khanna and Lesley Barber.


Over the next five years, Jenny and I would seek out and showcase new film music by Audrey Ismaël, Anne-Kathrin Dern, Gazelle Twin, Ariel Marx, Kate Simko, Anna Drubich, Die Hexen, Dascha Dauenhauer, Zeltia Montes, Carla Patullo, Tara Creme, Anne-Sophie Versnaeyen, Chloé Thévenin, Nadah El Shazly, Morgan Kibby, Tamar-kali, Bryony Marks, Theodosia Roussos, Fatima Al Qadiri, Anne Chmelewsky, Lucrecia Dalt and Stephanie Economou, the last of whom won a Grammy in 2023 for a videogame score.


Sarah Angliss’s music for the British horror movie Amulet (2020) provided some wonderfully eerie broadcasting moments, while Amy Nostbakken’s vocal accompaniments to the Canadian psychodrama Mouthpiece (2018) proved utterly mesmerizing. Jenny and I also discovered (and fell in love with) Japanese composer Aska Matsumiya through her work on the 2019 short film Clavadista. Aska would go on to compose extraordinary feature scores for 37 Seconds (2020), I’m Your Woman (2020), After Yang (2022, to which Ryuichi Sakamoto also contributed) and more recently Kôsai Sekine’s Kakushigoto/Stay Mum (2024).


French-born composer Emilie Levienaise-Farrouch (who is now based in London) and British-Indian composer Nainita Desai became mainstays of the show, which regularly featured tracks from films like Only You (2018), Censor (2021) and Living (2022) from the former, and For Sama (2019), The Reason I Jump (2020) and The Deepest Breath (2023) by the latter. You’ll hear from both of those composers later in the book, along with many of the others mentioned here. I also became obsessed with Japanese singer/songwriter/musician Eiko Ishibashi’s score for Ryûsuke Hamaguchi’s Oscar-feted Drive My Car (2021) – my favourite soundtrack of that year, and for my money one of the finest film scores of the twenty-first century. We’ll take a deep dive into that score later on.


If all of this reads like a seemingly endless list of composers, many of whom you may never have heard of, then that’s exactly what it’s meant to be, because Jenny and I became somewhat evangelical about expanding the landscape of ‘celebrated film composers’ beyond the established ‘boys’ club’ with which we had both grown up. Which is not to say that the canonized greats (Erich Wolfgang Korngold, Bernard Herrmann, John Williams, Jerry Goldsmith, Hans Zimmer et al.) are not ‘great’ – merely that they are not exclusively great. Their story is not the whole story. There are other stories to be told.


The problem, of course, is that (as you’ve probably gleaned from this introduction) my own personal experience of film music is both scattershot and shambolic. Growing up in the age before the internet, I had stumbled upon film soundtracks as and when they appeared in my local record shops. It wasn’t until I moved back from Manchester to London in the late eighties that I discovered 58 Dean Street Records, the legendary soundtrack store in Soho owned by the famously irascible Derek Braeger, and run (at least when I was a customer) by the Masheter brothers, Martin and Philip. Browsing through the racks of vinyl at 58 Dean Street was an education, largely because it showed me just how little I knew about the great history of film soundtracks.


‘I think the golden years were the eighties,’ Philip tells me. He started work at the store in 1981 and rapidly became the manager. ‘Back then, 58 Dean Street was the only place in London which specialized fully in film music. And because we were one street parallel to Wardour Street, a lot of film people would come in. At that time, before the internet, directors would often come in to find music to temp-track the films they were working on, when they were editing them in Soho. They’d pick out some music and ask you to suggest things. One of the people I was most pleased to meet was Terence Young, who came in a few times. Lewis Gilbert was in once too. But the store was always packed. I remember that on a Saturday I’d arrive at work at 10 a.m., and you’d usually have five or ten people waiting to go in.’


I would have been one of those people, loitering outside London’s only soundtrack emporium, hoping there’d be some bargain that would catch my eye inside. I had a ton of soundtrack LPs that I loved and cherished, but I also had very little idea of where they all fitted into the wider picture of film music composition and recording. It wasn’t really until I started working with Jenny on the Scala show that she began to lend some form of context to my unruly (and largely uneducated) film music passions, not least because, as the producer of that show, it was her job to make some sense of the random hotchpotch of tracks and titles that I absolutely insisted we should play in full.


Jenny had previously been an executive producer at Classic FM, where she had produced the extremely popular film music show Saturday Night at the Movies, working first with composer and presenter Howard Goodall, and then with my film critic colleague Andrew Collins. Jenny had also written an excellent book with the same title as that Classic FM show, which focused on twelve key collaborative relationships between film composers and directors. When we first met, she gave me a copy of her book, and I gave her a list of unbroadcastable atonal squonkfests that I wanted to play on our show. Somehow, we met in the middle, with Jenny making sure that my own zealous enthusiasm for ‘challenging’ obscurities (‘Yes, Jenny, I do think the listeners need to hear four minutes of industrial noise from the soundtrack of David Lynch’s Eraserhead’) was matched by an altogether more disciplined overview of the kind of film music that Scala audiences might actually like to hear.


More importantly, Jenny broadened my horizons beyond the scope of ‘music from films that mean a lot to Mark’ by insisting that I put those pieces in the wider context of a history of popular film scores (that mean a lot to everybody else), upon which she had been drawing throughout her years at Classic FM. And, as with all the best partnerships, that creative tension produced something unique – five years of shows that genuinely tried to do something different in the field of film music broadcasting, without either scaring off the listeners with horribly unfamiliar ambient noise, or simply boring and/or pacifying them with tracks they already knew.


By the time we broadcast our final Scala show on 24 February 2024, Jenny and I had started to work together on this book, keeping pretty much the same working relationship in print that we had on the radio: I would be the presenter, she would be the producer, and the end result would navigate a course between our shared interests. This book may be called Mark Kermode’s Surround Sound, but (as with the radio show) it has been written jointly by Jenny and me – in my voice, but with her guidance, and with both of us rewriting and rearranging each other’s work.


*


So, what can you expect? Well, there’s a fair amount about electronica, pop music and horror films, which should come as no surprise to anyone who’s ever listened to me talking about movies. But there’s also an attempt to investigate how modern movie scores are made – from composition to recording; from demo tapes to orchestration. We’ll take you inside the practical process of scoring films, whether that be at home with a computer screen, or in one of the hallowed recording rooms at Abbey Road Studios in London where vast orchestras have gathered to provide music for films as diverse as Terry Gilliam’s brilliantly troubling Brazil (1984) and Mel Gibson’s Oscar-winning breast-beater Braveheart (1995).


We’ll try to get to the bottom of how a composer can reflect and amplify the vision of a film director, and what happens when those partnerships find themselves at loggerheads. And, in the two-part chapter ‘How Did We Get Here?’, we’ll attempt to sketch out a broad-strokes guide to the milestones of film music history, from the early twentieth century heyday of Max Steiner and Erich Korngold to the twenty-first-century era of Hildur Guðnadóttir, Mica Levi, Jonny Greenwood and Anna Meredith.


We’ve conducted a series of interviews for this book, for which we’d like to thank composers Michael Abels, David Arnold, Lorne Balfe, Neil Brand, Suzanne Ciani, Nainita Desai, Anne Dudley, Warren Ellis, Germaine Franco, Jonny Greenwood, Hildur Guðnadóttir, Natalie Holt, James Newton Howard, Laura Karpman, Emilie Levienaise-Farrouch, Anna Meredith, Clint Mansell, Rachel Portman, Benjamin John Power (aka Blanck Mass) and Howard Shore, along with Abbey Road Studio engineer John Barrett, soundtrack album producer and film historian/preservationist Mike Matessino, soundtrack collector and curator Philip Masheter, and one of the first violins at the London Symphony Orchestra, Maxine Kwok.


We’ve also drawn on interviews that Jenny and I have conducted over the years, with Ludwig Göransson (for the Kermode on Film podcast), Amelia Warner and Isobel Waller-Bridge (for ‘Scala Radio x Abbey Road Presents: Music for Film’ at Abbey Road Amplify 2022), Yorgos Lanthimos (for The Observer), Nic Roeg (for The Culture Show), Pino Donaggio (for the 23rd Trieste Science+Fiction Festival), David Lynch (for Q magazine and The Guardian), Angelo Badalamenti (for the 2001 Edinburgh International Film Festival), Jocelyn Pook and Natalie Holt (for ‘Scoring for Film & TV’ at Abbey Road Equalise 2023), Prano Bailey-Bond (for Sight and Sound magazine), Edgar Wright and Alan Parker (for BBC Radio 2), Walter Murch, Don Letts, Ernest Dickerson, Ed Bailie, Dionne Edwards and A. R. Rahman (for BBC Radio 4’s Screenshot), and Daniel Pemberton, Hans Zimmer, Max Richter, Eiko Ishibashi and Abbey Road’s head of audio products Mirek Stiles, all for Scala Radio.


Oh, and William Friedkin, to whom I had the great pleasure of speaking on countless occasions between 1990 and 2023, and whom I miss greatly.


All of these interviews have proved invaluable in the writing of this book, and they allow the reader to hear first-hand what it’s like to work at the coalface of modern film music. Unless otherwise stated, all the quotations used in this book come from those interviews. Thanks again to everyone who gave up their valuable time to speak to us.


One final note: the world of music can sometimes seem alienatingly obscure from the outside – filled with names and terminologies that are essential to the craftspeople making the music but baffling to everybody else. This is doubly true of film music, in which the process of composing for the screen has its own strange set of histories and complications, exacerbated by the fact that both film and music critics (and I speak as both) can have a tendency to want to let you know just how much more they know about their subject than you do.


That is not the case here.


As far as the music jargon is concerned, although I may technically be ‘a musician’ on some level (I was actually the ‘Musical Director’ for the BBC One chat show Danny Baker After All in the nineties), I have never had any formal music training beyond Grade 4 French horn (which I failed) and – most significantly – I cannot read music. My chosen instrument, the double bass, came to me after I had broken so many guitars that my fellow band members begged me to try something less breakable and forced me to play what is effectively a wardrobe with strings. Also, my favoured brand of music is skiffle, which is essentially people hitting kitchen utensils and household appliances (washboards, tea chests, wine bottles, etc.) with sticks and broom handles. So, although there are occasions in this book in which I have tried to describe in words a particular sequence of notes that occurs in a significant film score, those moments are few and far between and, when they do come up, I hope they’re described in a way which anyone will be able to understand, regardless of their musical training, or lack of it.


You can basically skiffle your way through it.


Equally important is the fact that this book has been co-written by someone who literally used to think that soundtrack albums had the entire soundtrack of a movie on them, and had to have it explained to them that it was ‘just the music’. I hope it’s already abundantly clear that, despite being an enthusiastic collector of film soundtracks for several decades, I really didn’t know anything about the history of film scores for most of those years, and I’m not expecting readers of this book to be any more up-to-speed than I was. Jenny and I have tried to sketch out the briefest history of film score evolution, picking out some of the biggest names from the silent age to the modern blockbuster. We’ve also interspersed the main chapters with a series of brief dives into individual soundtrack selections that have played a major part in our own appreciation of film music, most of which are from the past fifty years, and many of which you may recognize. For those that you don’t, please do check them out – we think they’re all worth a listen.


So, if that all sounds acceptable, join us on a journey into sight and sound – with the occasional squonk en route.


Enjoy!










CHAPTER 1


Never Silent


It was getting on for midnight in Sodankylä, up in the top quarter of Finland, yet it was still as bright as midday. The sun showed no signs of dropping down behind the horizon. The mosquitoes, which had been rightly described as having the bodies of locusts and the attitude of Scottish midges, were still feasting on every inch of exposed human flesh, desperate to make the most of the short period in which they must eat, mate and die, impervious to the napalm-style ‘protections’ of all manner of insect repellent. I hadn’t slept for a couple of days, since up here the days and nights blurred into one another, and my body clock was so discombobulated that I felt perpetually drunk, even though I hadn’t been drinking. At least, not yet.


For all my disorientation, however, I was also elated. Earlier that evening, I had played double bass and harmonica with my skiffle band The Dodge Brothers, who had joined silent-movie maestro Neil Brand to provide an improvised soundtrack for a screening of F. W. Murnau’s 1930 gem, City Girl. We were performing as part of the Midnight Sun Film Festival – an annual shindig established by Finnish film-making legend Aki Kaurismäki and his brother Mika. Against all expectations, we had performed a live accompaniment to a nearly century-old silent movie which was attended by just shy of a thousand punters, all of whom had reacted as if they were watching a screening of the latest Mission: Impossible film.


It was wonderful.


And a little bit baffling.


The Midnight Sun festival has become something of a cultural phenomenon, with guests that year including former French enfant terrible Leos Carax, Mexican film-maker Alfonso Cuarón and Italian auteur Alice Rohrwacher. But Neil was the real star – a regular visitor who was treated like royalty by the festival crowd. Neil had wowed them before and they were ready for more. If anyone was going to prove that silent cinema was alive and kicking in the twenty-first century, then Neil was the man to do it.


You probably know Neil from his brilliantly accessible 2013 BBC Four series Sound of Cinema: The Music that Made the Movies and its 2015 follow-up Sound of Song. He has composed gorgeous new orchestral scores for films like Alfred Hitchcock’s The Lodger (1927) and Anthony Asquith’s Underground (1928) and become internationally renowned for his peerless ability to perform improvised piano accompaniment for silent cinema of all genres – from comedy to horror, documentary to melodrama. To watch Neil accompany a feature-length film (which he would often be watching for the first time) is an astonishing experience; his eyes are on the screen, his hands are on the piano, and somehow music just flows out of him, accentuating and enhancing every nuance of the movie.


The day before we played City Girl, I had sat in the main Midnight Sun arena – a huge circus-style tent crammed to bursting with punters searching for seats and legroom – and watched Neil perform live improvised piano accompaniment to three silent comedy shorts. The first was a 1928 romp entitled From Soup to Nuts in which Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy find themselves employed as waiters at an upmarket dinner function – a job for which they are sorely unprepared. The crowd roared as our anti-heroes covered their guests and themselves with cake and slipped over into huge bowls of soup, with Neil accentuating every slapstick mishap without ever losing sight of the pathos at the heart of the pair’s onscreen relationship.


Next came the 1922 Buster Keaton short Cops, a film now best known for a fleeting scene in which Keaton grabs the rear of a passing car and is literally yanked off his feet in a manner that is both hilarious and horrifying. The fact that Keaton famously did all his own stunts adds to the audience engagement, as we find ourselves wondering how the star’s arm wasn’t pulled right out of its socket when the vehicle hoiks him into the air and out of the frame. Then we finished off with Harold Lloyd’s last short film, Never Weaken, a 1921 three-reeler in which Lloyd plays an office worker who spends most of the movie dangling from girders at vertiginous heights – a classic of his ‘thrill comedy’ oeuvre.


Never Weaken presented a number of challenges for Neil, not least because its narrative hinges upon a heartbroken Lloyd attempting to end his life by shooting himself, and then being hoisted blindfolded out of a high window in a manner that makes him believe he is ascending into heaven, accompanied by choirs of angels. Hearing Neil negotiate the tragicomic twists and turns of this thirty-minute oddity was a masterclass in making movie music. No matter how sharp the changes between laughs, gasps and groans, Neil’s music hit every note bang on key, all the more remarkable since he was literally making it up as he went along. The audience, which ranged from pre-school youngsters to Zimmer-frame-wielding pensioners (and all ages in between), went wild, with Neil getting a standing ovation at the end of the performance, and everyone leaving the tent with beaming faces and a spring in their step.


This, of course, was the magic of the accomplished silent-movie pianist – the predecessor of the modern composers and musicians who are such an integral part of today’s filmgoing experience, and whose work forms the substance of most of this book. Yet in this age of digitally recorded soundtracks and huge orchestral film scores, there remains something almost mystical about watching one man and his piano doing all that work, all by himself, right there, right before your very eyes.


The Dodge Brothers had started working with Neil in the late noughties, when his research into early cinema exhibition revealed that many movie houses would rope in local bands to accompany their film programmes, rather than just relying on a lone piano player. Neil had become fascinated by the idea of a whole band improvising simultaneously, and between us we figured out a way of everyone playing along together, without the need for sheet music. Instead, we would choose a number of key themes and motifs that seemed to fit the tone of the movie, and then we’d just watch Neil for the changes and try to keep up.


Our silent-movie repertoire began with a performance of the 1921 William S. Hart Western White Oak (directed by Lambert Hillyer) which we played at the Barbican in London in 2009. We flew by the seat of our pants, but as long as I kept an eye on Neil’s left hand I could tell what key we were in and somehow everything else fell into place. Next, we took a swing at William Wellman’s Beggars of Life, a 1928 drama starring Louise Brooks, Richard Arlen and Wallace Beery, for which a theme song had been written by J. Keirn Brennan and Karl Hajos, giving us a reference point for the rest of the music. Made on the cusp of the ‘talking pictures’ revolution, Beggars of Life had originally been released with a couple of sound sequences which were sent out on discs to be played in sync with the picture. Although all copies of those sound recordings are now believed to be lost, they included a sequence in which Wallace Beery (as the gruff ‘Oklahoma Red’) arrives with a barrel of booze, singing the boisterous drinking song ‘Hark Those Bells’.


Beggars of Life came together beautifully and it became our signature film. With Neil, we’d go on to accompany a growing selection of silent classics, from Abram Room’s revolutionary 1930 Soviet weirdie The Ghost That Never Returns (on which I started experimenting with a vaguely historically accurate theremin) to Hell’s Hinges (1916), a tale of fire and brimstone featuring a climactic sequence in a blazing church which (like the train-wreck in Beggars of Life) was shot for real. But it was Louise Brooks and Richard Arlen falling in love in a succession of boxcars and haystacks to which we would return time and again.


We played Beggars everywhere – from the historic hall of the Bo’ness Hippodrome in Scotland to the Verdensteatret in Tromsø way up in the Arctic Circle. And, in July 2014, The Dodge Brothers made history (sort of) by becoming the first band to score a silent film live at the Glastonbury Festival, where we played Beggars to a tentful of people up to their ears in mud. An official brochure listing ‘44 Things to Do in Glastonbury’ placed us at Number 38, under the headline ‘See a Weird Band Play Along to a Silent Movie’. I couldn’t quite figure out if that was a compliment or an insult.


Like Beggars of Life, Murnau’s City Girl was another film of many moods, ranging from tentative romance to seething violence, culminating in a stormy sequence involving cantering horses, misjudged gunfire, and plenty of breast-beating damnation and redemption. We’d played the film several times before taking it to Sodankylä, but there was something about the almost unearthly setting of that festival, with its twenty-four-hour daylight, that lent a weird magic to the Midnight Sun performance. We had been somewhat nervous in advance of the screening, since the film is fairly lengthy and the crowd included several punters who really knew their cinema (Alfonso Cuarón engaged me in a fervent discussion about Murnau being forced to change the ending of the movie against his wishes, and how much better the film would have been if his original darker ending had been allowed to prevail). But the entire experience became utterly thrilling as the audience reacted to both the movie and the music in profoundly vocal fashion, and by the time it finished I was in a state of dreamy reverie.


As we all repaired to the bar, I cornered Neil, bought him a pint, and started to pump him for information about music in the earliest days of cinema. What was it really like? What would the audience have heard? Would it have been anything like what we performed that evening? And how much do we know for certain about exactly how the sound and vision of modern cinema evolved? Neil pointed out that we needed to get on a minibus and go to some strange gathering in the middle of the woods where an evil mixture of vodka and brandy would be served to the festival glitterati in surroundings which seemed uncomfortably like a live-action remake of Midsommar. But he did promise me that he’d tell me everything he knew when the time was right, and that was a promise to which I intended to hold him . . .


*


When it comes to the earliest days of cinema, it turns out that hard facts are even harder to come by. Because the medium of motion pictures had its roots in the somewhat disreputable arena of fairground attractions and phantasmagorical projections, a lot of it simply went unrecorded, with anecdotal evidence outweighing factual documentation by a scale of ten to one. Yet what we can say, with some certainty, is that the very first presentations of moving images were accompanied by music. For example, accounts of the Lumière brothers’ minute-long film L’Arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat, which was first screened in January 1896, suggest that it was seen with a musical element as part of the programme – a programme that would usually have comprised a selection of short films, presented as a sensational medley of movement.


‘It was probably only a very small group of musicians,’ according to Neil, ‘and they were almost certainly playing music that already existed. But the assumption, from the very earliest days of cinema, was that the kind of group experience of watching a film couldn’t happen in silence. There had to be sound there, which if not actually directly linked to what people were watching, was at least complementary enough not to actively clash with it. I doubt that if you went from watching L’Arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat and then straight into Repas de bébé [1895, in which we watch a proud father feeding a baby while mother makes tea] that there’d be much of a change from the dramatic music of the former to the more domestic sounds of the latter. It was probably just music that would be of general interest to the audience; music that would make people relax, and would make them feel that they were in a sacred space that had already got something about it.’


I love Neil’s use of the term ‘sacred space’ to define that strange aura of a room filled with music, in which we are not just listening to the air around us, but to something that adds an element of creation, choreography and artistry. For Neil, this is always a key ingredient of the communal watching of moving pictures – the early precursors of what we now think of as the ‘cinema experience’, in which the atmosphere of the room itself tells us that ‘what we’re watching has some significance beyond the ordinary’.


That sense of seeing something ‘beyond the ordinary’ expanded in the early twentieth century, as moving pictures shifted from the Parisian cafes in which the Lumières first exhibited their wares into the darkened tents of fairground sideshows, where they would rub shoulders with the other oddities, curiosities and monstrosities that made up so much contemporary popular entertainment. Here, in what film historian and academic Tom Gunning would call the ‘cinema of attractions’, short reels of ship launches, fires, waterfalls and sometimes even natural disasters would be played with ramshackle musical accompaniment, usually to a noisy crowd for whom the music was merely a signal that something worth watching was going to happen! None of this music was synchronized to the picture – that wouldn’t start until several years later, when the relationship between moving pictures and music began to be locked down by film companies eager to ensure that their product was getting the best possible exhibition. Instead, these musicians were simply playing along to the projected performance, providing a sense of occasion, rather than one of ‘accompaniment’.


In these early incarnations, the performance of short films came with the expectation that a small group of musicians, rather than just a single pianist, would provide the aural backdrop. People had pianos in their own houses; it would take something more than mere ivory tinkling to get potential punters to part with their hard-earned cash. How about a string quartet, or maybe a makeshift chamber orchestra? Perhaps the accompanists could comprise a pianist, a cellist and a violinist, or even a trumpet player, or clarinettist? Occasionally, percussion could be introduced to add an element of pace and tension, or to accentuate something specific, such as a bass drum being struck while an explosion happened on screen. But such synchronous accompaniment was a rarity – for the most part, the music was simply providing that ‘sense of occasion’. (There are anecdotal accounts of early cinema reels being played to the sound of a harpist and tuba player, although one struggles to imagine what scenes could be comfortably augmented by that strange collision of sounds.)


‘What you need to remember’, Neil tells me, ‘is that we’re talking about a time when music was everywhere. You’d go out on a Sunday, there’d be a brass band playing in the bandstand, or a local choir singing. People were generally making music vastly more than they are now. So the performance of live music was completely normal – it came with the society you lived in.’ This surplus of sound – choirs, music guilds, orchestras, local bands – existed as standard into the early twentieth century, so it was simply a matter of course for music to feature heavily in early cinema exhibition.


Feeding into this marriage between music and movies was the legacy of the theatrical Music Hall tradition – particularly in the UK, where the twentieth-century concept of ‘the cinema’ (as in, a bespoke environment in which to show and watch films) effectively emerged from the nineteenth-century cocoon of musical theatre. Musical underscoring had long been a part of the theatrical experience, with the word ‘melodrama’ (an anglicized modification of the French word mélodrame, meaning literally ‘song and drama’) acknowledging the innate relationship between verbal, visual and musical performance in a manner that had none of the negative connotations of its modern usage. From the bedrock of established theatre emerged the crowd-pleasing medium of Music Hall, a populist form of live entertainment involving music, dance, spoken word, comedy and magical spectacle, creating the cradle from which cinematic pioneers like Charles Chaplin would emerge.


Just as this creative lineage saw a progression from musical theatre to sound cinema, so venues in which theatre once ruled gave way to the emerging art form of the movies, with Music Hall providing the missing link between the two. When films first started to attract public attention in the early twentieth century, music halls provided the perfect setting in which to exhibit them, not least because many music halls had resident bands on hand to provide the necessary accompaniment to the projected attractions. ‘From about 1905 onwards,’ Neil explains, ‘you begin to get this idea of films turning up in spaces in which the audience are already used to having a small band, and even an interlocutor in the form of a Music Hall MC who could very easily become the showman-like explainer of early cinema. When it became harder to draw audiences for end-of-the-pier acts, films became the new attraction, but the venues remained the same. So music halls became a sort of halfway house between theatre and what we now call cinema. And if films could help keep the music halls’ turnovers up during the summer, and pay to keep the roof over their heads, then why not capitalize upon that potential?’


When it came to pulling in the crowds, the 1905 British silent film Rescued by Rover proved to be a particularly reliable draw. Produced and directed by Cecil Hepworth and Lewin Fitzhamon, and featuring the Hepworth family (father, mother, baby, dog) who would go on to become early cinema superstars, the seven-minute one-reeler is packed with incident. The action is set in motion when a baby is dramatically kidnapped from its pram while the child’s nursemaid is distracted by a handsome soldier during a visit to the park. Back at home, the grief-stricken nurse explains to the child’s mother what has happened – an explanation that is heard and understood by the family collie dog, Rover. Leaping into action, Rover jumps out of an open window and rushes down the street, round a corner, down to a river across which he swims, arriving at the nearby neighbourhood slums. Here, the dog goes in and out of every house, boldly knocking open front doors until he arrives at the dwelling where the baby is being mercilessly stripped of its fancy clothing. The baby is distraught and its captor swigs theatrically from a bottle of booze, cruelly shooing Rover away when he comes to the rescue.


But Rover is not done! Rushing home (back across the river, back around the corner, back up the streets, back in through the open window), he wordlessly entreats his master to follow him (back down the streets, back across the river) to the slums where he finds and retrieves the stolen child. In the final shot the family is reunited, leaving the errant kidnapper with her bottle and her stolen baby clothes – a lesson to us all!


Rescued by Rover, which was made for the princely sum of seven pounds, thirteen shillings and ninepence, became so successful that it had to be reshot twice after the first two negatives wore out meeting the demand for prints, which sold at the rate of £8 per print. If you’ve never seen the film, you can find it on the British Film Institute’s Early Cinema: Primitives and Pioneers DVD collection (or you can hop over to YouTube, where it’s been uploaded umpteen times). It’s well worth seven minutes of your time, not least because it turned Blair the collie into cinema’s first-ever canine star. And, as writer Michael Brooke observes in an article on the BFI’s Screenonline (‘the definitive guide to Britain’s film and TV industry’): ‘its style and canine subject matter were both highly influential’, with Hepworth going on to produce Dumb Sagacity (1907) and The Dog Outwits the Kidnapper (1908), while James Williamson jumped on the bandwagon with titles like £100 Reward (1908). More importantly, Brooke continues, Rescued by Rover ‘appears to have influenced the great American film pioneer D. W. Griffith, who would build on its innovations over the next few years, notably by introducing parallel cutting to present multiple plot strands in the same time frame.’


Brooke hails Rescued by Rover as being ‘amongst the most important films ever made’, marking a turning point in the art form’s development from amusing novelty to the ‘seventh art’, ‘able to hold its own alongside literature, theatre, painting, music and other more traditional forms’. It is undoubtedly a major step forward in the evolution of film grammar, using editing and camera movement to tell a fairly complex story rather than just presenting divertingly isolated scenarios. But try watching it in silence, with no music playing. Seriously – just try it. Although the artistry of the film-making is evident, the tone of the piece (Suspense! Tragedy! Danger!) is utterly ill-served by being viewed in an aural vacuum. Indeed, it’s almost impossible to watch Rescued by Rover without at least imagining a piano cranking up the tension, or a violin adding to the scenes of wailing pathos. This isn’t simply because we have become used to the cliché of a rinky-dink accompaniment being obligatory for any ‘old movie’ viewing. On the contrary, Rescued by Rover positively cries out for a musical backdrop, if only to dispel the eerie silence into which its rabble-rousing images (Wicked vagrants! Endangered babies! Heroic dogs!) would otherwise have to be projected.


Rescued by Rover was one of the short films that helped the music halls through some of their leaner periods, being brought back time and time again whenever crowds were flagging. And since the film became fairly well known, the musicians who played along to it got to know the rhythms of the piece – its highs and lows, its moments of grief and ecstasy. Imagine a packed music hall watching that doggy drama unfold, buoyed up by enthusiastic musicians giving it their all. This is the beginning of the modern cinema experience – a collision of sight and sound that predates the full-scale arrival of ‘synchronized sound’ by decades. Because, as any fan of early cinema will tell you, silent cinema was never silent.


‘In terms of noise, early cinema was comparable to the experience of being in a football stadium,’ Neil tells me. ‘It was a noisy, noisy place. You’d have people shouting at the screen, and in some of the lower-rent venues the musicians would just be doing their best to keep up with the sound of the crowd and get through the film as best as possible. So maybe you’d have two players struggling to be heard. But then you also had the higher-end cinemas – great big picture houses in the major cities which became flagship venues with reasonably large bands who could provide the kind of music you would hear in a concert hall. But even then they’d be competing against the crowd – or more accurately, they’d be playing with the crowd, following their lead, reacting to their reactions.’


The importance of the audience’s reaction as part of the early twentieth-century cinema experience was vibrantly illustrated in the twenty-first century when the Lincoln Center Orchestra played Oscar Micheaux’s 1925 film Body and Soul with a score specially composed for the movie by trombonist Wycliffe Gordon. The film, which features the motion-picture debut of Paul Robeson, was part of the so-called ‘race film’ genre: American films produced by Black film-makers specifically for Black audiences, featuring African American casts who were often excluded from more widely celebrated US studio pictures. In Body and Soul, Robeson plays an escaped prisoner posing as a preacher in Tatesville, Georgia. He also plays the escapee’s identical twin brother – a clever device that allows Micheaux to tell a twisty story of love and deception that involves a scheme to swindle the local church congregation, a theft, a flight from justice, a death . . . and a thoroughly unexpected dreamy revelation. It’s hot-blooded fare, and when Micheaux applied to the Motion Picture Commission of the State of New York for an exhibition licence for the picture, he was flatly denied. According to the commission, Body and Soul was an ‘immoral’ and ‘sacrilegious’ work that would ‘tend to incite crime’, a verdict that forced the director to make significant edits and alterations before the film was deemed fit for public consumption.


Much of Micheaux’s work in the silent era has since been lost, with only three of his twenty-something silent films still surviving: the groundbreaking 1920 masterpiece Within Our Gates; The Symbol of the Unconquered from the same year, which exists only in an incomplete form; and Body and Soul. But having been overlooked by (predominantly white) cultural historians for decades, Micheaux’s work began to enjoy a reappraisal in the late twentieth century. In 1992, Within Our Gates was selected for preservation by the US National Film Registry as being ‘culturally, historically and aesthetically significant’, an honour which was subsequently bestowed upon Body and Soul in 2019.


Described by BFI silent-film curator Bryony Dixon as ‘a key work’ of the pioneering Micheaux in which ‘the unusual structure explores the use of memory and dreams in dealing with violence and immorality’, Body and Soul is a strange film indeed, particularly when viewed in the somewhat sterile environment of one’s own home, away from the company of others. I’ve never seen the film projected in an auditorium, and that’s something I regret, largely because Neil’s account of watching it with a packed house and a live musical accompaniment makes for electrifying reading. In a guest column for Silent London written in 2021 under the subtitle ‘An Audience for Body and Soul’, Neil describes seeing the film at the Barbican, with Wycliffe Gordon’s live score, and finally understanding the power of the audience and the role viewers can play in a performance. Musician Wynton Marsalis, who introduced the film, instructed the audience to be loud, and the band followed suit when they weren’t playing, ‘letting loose their feelings about what they were watching. Slowly, slowly . . . we all began to join in.’


Neil’s description of the call and response nature of that screening paints a vivid picture of a performance in which the musicians provided an essential bridge between the film and its viewers. Here is a first-hand account of the way that live music can transform the experience of watching a projected movie, written by someone who knows silent movies inside out, but who is still discovering the excitement of those early screenings as if for the first time, over a century after the birth of cinema.


*


If audience reaction played a key role in the early cinema experience, then so too did the differing nature of the musical accompaniments available at different venues. As the appetite for cinema grew, and the number of performances increased exponentially, so the costs of staging those performances also went up. Musicians were one of the most expensive elements of any early cinema screening, and the easiest way to reduce costs would be to cut down on the number of players, giving rise to the now-familiar image of a lone pianist playing a matinee show to a half-empty auditorium in a one-horse town, with the midweek turnout too small to justify further orchestral outlay. But at the other end of the market, top-tier cinemas had started to employ musical directors (MDs), enabling them to boast that their screenings were of the highest possible quality, thanks to the virtuosity of the musical accompaniment. By around 1915, these MDs had become part of the upmarket cinema landscape, leading bands of players that – in the very best venues – could comprise as many as twenty-four musicians, all working in harmony, if not exact synchronization, with the movie.


The MD’s role would be to source suitable music for each new movie, and then to lead the players through the significant shifts in the drama, showing them when and where to make a change. These changes wouldn’t be the kind of second-by-second shifts that would come with synchronized sound and bespoke movie music, but they were broadly timed to the action of the movie and laid the groundwork for the specially recorded film scores that would follow.


A visit to Neil Brand’s treasure-trove website (www.neilbrand.com) reveals a wealth of archive material that offers invaluable insight into the role of the musical director in the days of silent cinema. Among its gems is a set of instructions dated 25 August 1921, published in a supplement to Stoll’s Editorial News, regarding the performance of Maurice Elvey’s 1921 mystery thriller The Hound of the Baskervilles. Billed as ‘Musical Suggestions by Samuel Mey, Musical Director of the Stoll Picture Theatre, Kingsway’, the piece is presented in three vertical columns: the first headlined ‘Title or Action’; the second, ‘Character’; and the third, ‘Music Suggested’. The ‘Title’ of that first column relates to the ‘intertitles’ of silent movies – interpolated frames in which dialogue or dramatic exposition would appear on screen, explaining the otherwise ‘silent’ action to the audience. Meanwhile, the ‘character’ of the second column means the mood of the scene, rather than the names of those who appear on screen. So, if we read across the first horizontal row of the vertical columns, we learn that the first intertitle will begin with the words ‘Midst the desolate silence of . . .’; the character of the scene will be ‘slow pastoral to mysterious’; and the music suggested by MD Samuel Mey should be ‘Intro Overture “Merry Wives of Windsor” (Nicolai)’. Further down we find the dialogue intertitle ‘Sir Henry, you are in terrible danger’, introducing a scene whose character is ‘restless, flowing’, and for which the ‘Jupiter Symphony, Part 1 (Mozart)’ is suggested as the perfect musical counterpoint.


My favourite feature of this document is the middle column, in which Mey attempts to describe in as few words as possible the tenor of each particular scene. His descriptions are at once precise and preposterous, running the gamut from ‘creepy mysterious’ and ‘flowing, semi-mysterious’ to ‘restless unmelodious’, ‘slightly exciting to weird’ and (most convolutedly) ‘restless, to mysterious, to ordinary’. The composers whose work Mey draws upon are all fairly well known, but his choice of particular pieces is wide ranging and astute, and one imagines that his musical suggestions would have been a great help to the musicians accompanying the movies.


Cue sheets sent out with the film reels added to the sense of preparation that became an increasingly common part of live cinema music at the higher end of the exhibition chain. Armed with these, the MDs could collate the music they needed, and either buy or hire it, in time for a run-through on, for example, a Friday afternoon. This would be the players’ only chance to familiarize themselves with the music and scene changes, in readiness for a weekend in which they would most probably play the movie three times a day on both Saturday and Sunday. By the time Monday came, they could probably play the film with their eyes closed . . . and then Friday would roll around and they’d have to start from scratch all over again.


As for the MDs, they could either be employed by a specific venue, or they could travel from theatre to theatre, often bringing their own music with them. These peripatetic MDs soon became a favourite of the film companies, since the best of them could be relied upon to ensure that their product was presented in its finest form across a range of venues. For the film companies, the primary appeal of these MDs was not creativity but uniformity. In the days before the advent of recorded synchronized sound, the struggle to control the manner of a film’s presentation was fraught with difficulty. Once the film reels had been sent out, it was pretty much up to the individual exhibitor to define how a movie would be seen – whether it would be projected correctly, at the right speed; whether the auditorium would be sufficiently darkened to ensure picture clarity; and what kind of clientele would be present for each screening. All of these elements clearly had a major impact on the way a film would be received, and in an age when word-of-mouth was the key to popular success (newspaper reviews were still in their infancy), the film companies found themselves somewhat at the mercy of the exhibitors. Having a trusted MD overseeing the musical accompaniment to a particular film in a number of locations offered a solution to this thorny problem. Although bespoke film scores had existed since the turn of the century, the landscape of musical accompaniment in general had been fairly chaotic in the early days of cinema. Here was a way of regulating that chaos – of bringing order to cinema exhibition in a manner that would maximize profits, and with any luck optimize audience enthusiasm for films.


The cinemas understood this too, and would make much show of offering the ‘best musical experience’ for movies that they believed had the potential to pull in large audiences. In his excellent book, The Phoenix Cinema: A Century of Film in East Finchley, author Gerry Turvey details the history of the cinema in which I effectively grew up – a beautiful venue that I frequented as a child, when it was called the Rex, and which showed double-bill reruns of Ealing comedies during the school holidays. Turvey’s account includes fascinating details of how the Phoenix (then named the Coliseum) became engaged in a ‘battle of the orchestras’ with the neighbouring New Bohemia picturehouse. ‘[T]he two cinemas vied with each other to announce the quality of their musical provision’, believing they could ‘distinguish themselves competitively . . . by making much of their in-house music [and] featured performers’.


Such rivalries were commonplace, particularly when an event movie like Fred Niblo’s 1925 Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ was playing. Based on a novel by General Lew Wallace that had already been adapted into a riotously popular play featuring onstage chariot races, the film rights commanded a hefty price tag for theatrical producer Abraham Erlanger, who earned both production approval and a profit participation deal, so certain was the film’s success. Marketed with taglines like ‘The Picture Every Christian Ought to See!’ and ‘The Supreme Motion Picture Masterpiece of All Time’, Ben-Hur had audiences queuing around the block in the US, turning it into MGM’s highest-grossing picture, taking over $9 million in rentals worldwide with foreign earnings in the region of $5 million, a figure that remained a record-breaker for the next quarter-century. (Ironically, due to the vast cost of production, and the overly generous deal signed with Erlanger, MGM reportedly lost money on Ben-Hur during its initial run, although several commentators have pointed to MGM’s ‘loss’ as an early example of the kind of creative accounting that kept later smash hits like 1987’s Fatal Attraction out of the black for decades.)
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