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Abstract

Social Dimensions of Film Music Content

Michael Pinsonneault, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 1999

This thesis argues that various processes based in the social dimensions
of our lives affect film accompanists, composers, and their work in a direct
and pertinent fashion. Mediating social influences act upon the relationships
between film musicians and the institutions or formations within which they
function, and reflect the economic and political preoccupations of those
collective bodies. These same factors also produce effects in the realm of
social subjectivity, informing the internal attitudes of film accompanists and
composers toward their metier and toward the individuals and groups with
whom they interact in the course of making music for motion pictures.
Social considerations further affect the processes in which film musicians
produce the actual notes, timbres and styles heard in live accompaniments
and on soundtracks, shaping the structures, idioms, instrumental media, and
conventions that have evolved in mainstream film music over its century-
long history. Finally, various residual and emergent elements are shown to
challenge and redefine dominant film musical practice in different ways. In
the former case, the coexistence of live performance and reproduced motion
pictures during the silent era, and the echoes of live musical reception
sensed when attention-demanding background music or commercial tunes
are heard on soundtracks, are seen as bringing residual influences to the fore
at times in Hollywood movies. In the latter case, general cultural shifts in
postmodern society, indicating the evolution of more actively engaged

forms of reception and participation and a related desire for greater personal



expression and participation among a critical mass of people, are explored
as emergent trends transforming standard film musical practice and

reception in a number of respects.
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Introduction

Throughout Hollywood history, the musical presence in film has been
a significant one. From the live accompaniments of the silent era to the
expensively-produced soundtracks of the 1980s and 90s, music has
consistently shaped the experiences and expectations of audiences vis-a-vis
motion pictures. But while many journalists and writers have focused on
film music makers, their compilations and scores, and the general ways in
which music functions in the narrative cinema since the 1910s, only a
handful of cnitics have considered the social implications of movie music in
any depth. For a number of reasons, this represents a serious deficit, and a
central objective of my work is to address this shortfall in the literature on
mainstream film music.

Two examples typical of recent discussions on film music-related
topics illustrate what I refer to in this regard. The 1997 documentary
Hollvwoodism: Jews, Movies, and the American Dream follows the Neal
Gabler book An Empire of Their Own: How the Jews Invented Hollywood
quite closely. Both Gabler and director Simcha Jacobovici examine in some
detail how the social backgrounds of the movie moguls who built the
Hollywood studios (Adolph Zukor at Paramount, Louis B. Mayer at MGM,
etc.), as well as those of the directors, actors and other production personnel
who worked for them, influenced the content of mainstream pictures from
the silent era until the early 1950s. But while the role of music and
musicians during the "golden days" of the industry is examined to a degree
in Hollywoodism, only filmed performances of songs with lyrics (from
musicals, primarily) are considered. One can only speculate why Jacobovici

chose to devote considerable time to Jewish songwriters like Harold Arlen



and Irving Berlin (presenting the former as "a messenger of Black music"
for having brought African-American musical styles to the attention of
mainstream white audiences via Hollywood films, and the latter as the
promoter par excellence of patriotic American values through tunes like
"America the Beautiful") and why he completely ignored the far more
substantial film contributions of Jewish composers such as Max Steiner and
Hugo Friedhofer. My sense is that, like so many who have dealt in one way
or another with the subject of film music, the director in this case simply
lacked the vocabulary or insight required to introduce the studio music
department heads and other film music makers into the discussion. Because
the Steiners and Friedhofers of classical cinema wrote instrumental
background scores rather than melodies with words (whose social
implications can be more easily assessed), these vital figures seem to have
been excluded on the grounds that their work is too intangible to speak about
in social terms. In my view, this is not only a disappointment, but a real
shame, given that fascinating links between classical film scores and the
social backgrounds of composers relevant to the theme of the documentary
quickly become apparent when an appropriate analytical framework is
applied to their work and careers. To name only one obvious example in this
regard, the development of a quasi-universal romantic sound in movie
soundtracks by Steiner and others, as well and their integration of patriotic
leitmotifs in scores throughout the 1930s and 40s, indicate that their desire
for a neutral, all-American identity that hid potentially dangerous ethnic
origins was every bit as strong as with the movie moguls.

A second recent treatment of film music shows that consideration of
the specific musical content of scores and accompaniments is equally

lacking in coherence and consistency of late. A review by Doug Adams of



the music for The Truman Show (in the July, 1998 issue of Film Score
Monthly) reflects on an eclectic soundtrack containing original work by two
different composers (Australian film musician Burkhard Dallwitz and
concert composer Philip Glass) as well as compiled works by Chopin, pop
numbers, and other stylistically varied selections. Adams concentrates at one
point on Glass's contributions to the film, describing his cues as "the most
conceptually difficult leg of the score." Adams claims this difficulty lies in
the fact that the pieces are "incredibly obvious as constructed music. The
paths they take are dictated [more than anything else] by the desire to work
through some sort of mechanism." This self-contained formal quality causes
a certain amount of confusion in the picture, Adams insists, blurring the line
between the background music "which reinforces Truman's humanity," and
the music-within-the-film associated with the TV show that unscrupulously
spies on Truman's life. But if one listens to these "confusing" pieces and
keeps in mind a few basic concepts related to standard film musical
discourse, their "problematic" ambiguity can be easily put into context. The
Glass excerpt which plays when Truman first begins to suspect his squeaky-
clean environment is not what it appears to be, for instance, is in fact entirely
appropriate for the moment despite the fact that it was not composed
specifically for the film and has the kind of self-contained quality Adams
refers to. To label such pieces as misfits on formal grounds is an unfortunate
oversight, in my opinion, because clearly the ambiguity Adams is perturbed
by--in this case, at least--has nothing to do with any distracting stylistic
imprint left by Glass, and everything to do with the fact that the selection's
metric structure (5/8 + 7/8) gives it an off-kilter rhythmic feeling, and its
harmonic underpinning alternates regularly between major and minor

chords (musical gestures whose ambiguous narrative-musical shading is



grounded in socially-influenced practices discussed in later chapters of this
work). Even the most basic of analytical concepts can help circumvent
critical wild goose chases such as Adams's, and yet commentaries like his
are the rule rather the exception in my experience, particularly in the popular
print media.

The prevalence of instances such as Hollywoodism and the Adams
article have convinced me that clear terms of analysis for music in film—
particularly with regard to its social aspects—are required now more than
ever. To this end, my treatment of mainstream movie music in the following
chapters will be based on the proposition that the prime energy underlying
cultural processes is generated by the dialectical tension between social
subjectivity and collective being. The Hollywood film music milieu
illustrates this interplay in the constant conflict it has seen between the
personal interests and motivations of accompanists or composers on the one
hand, and the economic or politically-related priorities of their institutional
employers on the other. After outlining the main theoretical components of
my thesis, I proceed to examine the wider institutional, formational,
economic, technological, and political dimensions of the area in the
remainder of Part 1, considering the general connections Hollywood movie
music has forged with society as a whole. I then move on to assess the actual
music of Hollywood film in Part 2, proposing that the content of movie
accompaniments and soundtracks is produced not from some “pure” realm
within the imaginaticn of the film music maker, but from the nuanced
subjective-collective relationships they bear to dominant practice and values,
as well as to the various residual and emergent influences informing them
and the broad-based realities surrounding their work at any given time. I also

reflect at various points in the study on the roles and reactions of film



spectators vis-a-vis music, and the complex weave formed by film texts,
music, and the social subjectivity of audiences at the level of reception.

I do not in any way claim that what follows in this work represents an
airtight theory of movie music with all-encompassing explanatory power.
But I do believe that the concepts I have synthesized from the scholarly
literature on film music, and developed on my own using an
interdisciplinary approach, are capable of meeting my core objectives of
providing an effective and accessible framework within which mainstream
scores, accompaniments, and source music may be evaluated in terms of
their connection to the social. But there is an even more compelling
motivation behind my having pursued this subject in the way I have, and a
deeper objective underlying this project. From my perspective, Hollywood is
one of the principal forces driving the current economic, cultural, and
political push towards a particular form of globalization. The inequalities
and injustices of this process as it exists at the turn of the millennium are
serious and extensive, and for this reason an uncritical buying into the
ideologically-charged image-sound-music package propagated by
Hollywood and related cultural industries is entirely unacceptable to me.
Mainstream film music is part and parcel of this apparatus, and even if the
Hollywood apparatus is less monolithic than was formerly claimed by many
critics, it is nevertheless imperative that the tools with which to question
music's role therein must be developed if any meaningful alternatives to (or
creative possibilities within) dominant practice are to be found. I believe
examining the various social dimensions of Hollywood film music in as
detailed and comprehensive a fashion as possible will provide an important
push in this direction, and what follows represents my best effort to do

precisely that.



Part 1:

Film Music and Society



Chapter 1

Theoretical Considerations

[ will begin this examination of mainstream movie music by defining
what, in my estimation, constitutes “the social” generally speaking, and
what types of impact I see social factors having on cultural phenomena such
as Hollywood film and film music. Friedrich Engels, Julia Kristeva, and
other Marxian-influenced thinkers maintain that dialectical' processes are
fundamental to the formation of our mental and social realities, a position I
am in basic agreement with. In my view it is the interplay of various
opposing interests, orientations, and perspectives that drives the unfolding
of human society, and the dialectic of social subjectivity and collective
social being is the principal fuel for that force. The awareness of oneself as
a distinct entity (or, in the case of “ pre-individualistic collectivities,”* of
oneself as a distinct family, tribe, village, etc.) is thus constantly challenged
and unsettled by a simultaneous awareness of the wider social spheres in
which one is defined, giving rise to the essential dialecticism of our
existence.

[ would describe the subjective aspect of this dialectic in largely
postmodern and post-structuralist terms: that is to say, subjective experience
must be understood as a complex locus at which any number of defining
social influences can be found, and not as an autonomous category standing
in more or less independent relation to the social and historical conditions in

which it exists (as idealist and humanist framings of the subject would have

' The term is used here and throughout this work primarily in the sense linked to Engels’
formulation of materialist dialectics, i.e., that internal contradictions and oppositions are a
fundamental part of all living things and processes.

* Hanns Eisler and Theodor Adorno, Composing for the Films (London: Dennis Dobson,
1947) 21.




it). The dialectic’s collective aspects, on the other hand, are played out in
broadly Marxian terms in my perception: because our dialectical presence in
the world inevitably leads to various types of action (struggling for survival
or prosperity, propagating the species, educating our young, caring for the
sick, controlling violence within the social group, etc.), it is also inevitable
that increasingly elaborate economic, cultural, and political institutions
evolve to organize and focus these activities as societies grow more
complex. This reality leads Marx and other methodological holists® to
conclude that although the agency of social subjects is undeniable, (people
do act—to survive, to propagate, to allocate power, etc.) that agency can
only be properly understocd in relation to the social conditions motivating

and contextualizing it.

The manner in which I place Hollywood film and its music within
this large canvas of the social is somewhat nuanced. Because of their
commonly perceived status as artists or creative craftspeople, Hollywood
filmmakers and film musicians are normally understood as functioning in
the cultural domain. Moreover, the existence of substantial and diverse
audiences for mainstream cinema reinforces the notion that Hollywood is
primarily a cultural phenomenon with widespread influence in that area. But
the significance of popular film as an economic and political phenomenon
cannot be overlooked in an examination of its music, given Hollywood’s
importance in American society as the United States has grown to dominate
not only the world’s various cultures, but also its economies and polities,

over the course of the twentieth century.

} Including Durkheim, Mead, and Raymond Williams, to name only a few holist scholars.



It is again Marx in whom the theoretical tradition linking these three
vital areas of culture, economy, and the political is rooted. His assertion that
“It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the
contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness”* has served
as the basis for a host of writings on the socially-defined nature of culture,
some of which have included assessments of specific cultural forms such as
the Hollywood cinema. Marxian-related criticism categorically insists that
artists and crafispeople are not ultimately reliant on transcendent sources of
inspiration, or even on inherent talents or gifts, in making their
contributions to culture. Rather, it suggests that cultural producers relate to
their work and to the audiences that consume it in ways which are socially-
defined in every sense. Accordingly, the Marxian-inspired concepts used in
film studies and cultural studies contribute substantially to my assessment
of mainstream movie music. [ must specify from the outset, however, which
particular strains within the diversity of Marxian-related thought have been
relevant in the limited scholarship on movie music, and in the areas of film
criticism that scholarship is based on.

In the first place, Marx’s attempt to clearly separate “ the
consciousness of men” (a term which includes, in his view, all “the legal,
political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic—in short, ideological forms”
making up the societal superstructure) and *“social being” —comprised of
those material “ relations of production” constituting “ the economic
structure of society, the real foundation” or base’ —resulted in a
determination model too crude and limited to be of any real use to film

criticism. For example: if, as in Marx’s well-known formulation, the piano-

* Carl Marx and Friedrich Engels, On Literature and Art (Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1978) 41.
$ Marx and Engels 41.
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maker is a productive worker and part of the economic base, while the
pianist is non-productive and part of the superstructure (the former directly
determining the social being of the latter), the model quickly breaks down
in logical extension to the cinema (any suggestion that the owners of the
means of production in that medium—motion picture equipment
manufacturers and the capital investors controlling production, distribution,
and exhibition—dictate in every detail the outcomes of filmmaking and film
composition being far too simplistic, especially given more recent critical
understandings of film as a discursive, textual phenomenon and of the
possibility of multiple interpretations and readings of film texts by
audiences).

Nonetheless, the influence of certain early modifications of Marx’s
base-superstructure determination model (“ reflection theory” in particular,
a slight refinement which conceives of culture as “reflecting” realities in
the economic base rather than being directly “ determined” by them)® can
occasionally be found in film studies work. Michel Renov, for example, has
stated regarding World War II Hollywood films that “ This period of social
life... constitutes a moment during which a variety of disparate elements
fused together to form a condensed ideological amalgamation, [a moment at
which] the apogee of confluence between perpetuation of state policy and

"7

authority and the...cinematic institution [occurred],””’ implying that the war
moment in America saw a relatively undistorted reflection in culture of the
imperatives of the state apparatus (which, at that same historical juncture,
exerted an exceptional degree of control over the means of production in the

country and hence of the economic base).

¢ Janet Wolff, The Social Production of Art (London: MacMillan, 1981) 60.
” Michel Renov, “ The State, Ideology, and Priorities on Parade,” Film Reader 5 (1982):
218.
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Moreover, the concept of “ mediation”, a further theoretical revision
suggesting that social realities cannot be directly reflected in art because
they have already passed through a process by which their content has been
changed, continues to inform film and film music criticism in a relatively
active way into the 1990s. Given that the mediation process includes the
creation of commercial or non-commercial cultural artifacts, as well as the
socially mediated imprint those works bear once they are completed and
circulate within the culture, mediation has been interpreted in both negative
and positive terms by various writers—either as a means by which various
forms of ideological “distortion” are introduced through artists or the media
in which they work,® or as a concrete manifestation in culture and in specific
artworks of the intrinsic relations between Marx’s “being” and
“ consciousness” .’ Thus, to name only two of many examples, authors such
as Dana Polan argue in the former case that dominant forces in a society
typically use narrative as a mediating device designed to neutralize conflicts
and contradictions between and among its various groups and individuals,
specifically by creating textual “ figures of mediation” who take up
opposing sides of issues, and by placing those figures within the coherent
framework of an ideologically “correct” story.” In the latter case, critics
like Caryl Flinn posit an affirmative mediating function for certain utopian
narrative elements in film, maintaining that such constructs can act as a
strategy to expose lacks in the social status quo by portraying partially

realizable alternatives to dominant structures.'

* Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1977) 98.

’ This more positive interpretation of mediation is largely linked to the Frankfurt School.
Adomo, for example, maintained that * Mediation is in the object itself, not something
between the object and that to which it is brought.” (* Thesen zur Kunstsoziologie”,
quoted in Williams 98.)

'° Dana Polan, Power and Paranoia (N.Y.: Columbia UP, 1986) 18.

'* Caryl Flinn, Strains of Utopia (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992) 150.
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The theoretical modifications introduced by Louis Althusser, (which
allow, among other things, for a degree of “relative autonomy” in what
Marx had initially labeled superstructural elements) are also influential in
much of film criticism. Asserting that cultural producers may have their
own “specific effectivities” on society and on social subjects (as well as
vice-versa), Althusserian relative autonomy goes beyond determination,
reflection, and both negative and positive mediation in the sense that it
potentially reverses the previous models’ ” flow” of influence and sees the
superstructural elements theorized by orthodox Marxism affecting those in
the economic base.'? Apparatus theory is one important example among
many in film studies of a critical approach strongly grounded in
Althusserian notions of a nuanced relationship between culture, social
subjectivity, and society as a whole.

Marxian thought has also contributed to post-structuralist criticism’s
insistence that the artist’s creativity is so thoroughly defined by social
conventions and practices that the “ death of the author” in contemporary
culture can be postulated. Roland Barthes, for example, maintains that “ the
text...” [i.e. cultural artifact] “...is not a line of words releasing a single
‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multi-
dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original,
blend and clash.” ® Moreover, Barthes, Julia Kristeva and others extend the
notion of the “ death of the author” to include a simultaneous * birth of the

reader” . Poststructuralist work has focused a great deal on the social

2 It should be pointed out that Marxian-inspired film and film music criticism from the
1970s onward has tended to disregard the base and superstructure categories as obsolete
in terms of the more subtle analyses of social subjectivity and the operations of ideology
it has focused on. They are mentioned here to illustrate the evolution of Marxian thought
into increasingly intricate conceptual frameworks for understanding the confluence of
c;glmral and other socially-based factors in the creation of micro- and macro-level social
realities.

" Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text (N.Y.: Hill and Wang, 1977) 146.
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subjectivity of audiences and readers, as well as the impact of that formed
subjectivity on the reception of cultural productions. Here again, the
overwhelming consensus has been that “ The reader, viewer or audience is
actively involved in the construction of the work of art”, and that the “ideas
and beliefs” audiences bring to the “de-coding” of artworks “always
originate in...social structures and processes.” ' Recent work in cultural
studies, film studies, and other disciplines has expanded the inquiry into
subjectivity to include such factors as race, gender, ethnicity and class,
while remaining firmly committed to the idea of the audience’s, author’s
and artwork’s subjective-collective dialecticism.

Finally, Michel Foucault’s analysis of the modalities of power
distribution in society are of direct pertinence to this study. In particular,
Foucault’s notion of social “ grids” —ideological configurations which
position social subjects in relation to dominant values—is useful in
understanding the internal and external dynamics of a cultural industry like
Hollywood film. That the shaping of discourse—those systems of
inclusions and exclusions creating social reality in social subjects—takes
place within Foucault’s grids in a completely decentralized way, largely
internalized by subjects during the actualization of their social being, very
much describes the type of dialectical forces I see at play in processes such
as film music making.

Although there are many disagreements and unresolved issues among
the different points of view cited above,'" what is important here is the fact
that Marxian and post-structuralist work consistently emphasizes the

inseparability of subjectivity, cultural production and participation, and the

' Wolff 95, 105.

'* For example, whether relative autonomy—a concept that posits an influential role for
the artist and related categories—can coexist with Barthes’ insistence on the
disappearance of those very categories.
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economic or political currents within a society. It is therefore from the
perspective of the Marxian/post-structuralist critical amalgam just outlined

that [ embark upon my examination of Hollywood film music.

If, as Raymond Williams asserts, the cinema is an “ outstanding
example...in which capitalist...corporations organize production from the
beginning”, where “the scale of capital involved, and the dependence
on...complex and specialized means of production and distribution” have
important consequences on filmic reception and content;'¢ and if, as Janet
Wolff reminds us, “ film is a collective product” that involves “levels of
social cooperation and mediation between conception and reception”,
bringing together “ producers, camera crews, actors, scriptwriters, and many
others...” ; and if, as any number of critics in cultural studies, film studies
and other fields have emphasized, the institutional, historical, ideological
and apparatus dimensions of cinema are all shaped and defined by social
forces, then the clear implication is that film music, only one part of the
multi-faceted cinematic process, must necessarily be subject to the same
degree of social influence as other aspects of cinematic production and
reception.

In fact, the handful of writers who have taken a critical approach to
film music all confirm this basic premise in various ways. Among the
earliest to focus on the topic were T. W. Adorno and film composer Hanns
Eisler, whose ground-breaking Composing for the Films appeared in the
1940s. Built on the Frankfurt School’s observations on the mediating
ideological role of culture in society, Eisler and Adorno’s study asserts that

“The motion picture cannot be understood in isolation,” but must be

' Raymond Williams, Culture (London: Fontana, 1981) 52-53.
7 Wolff 4, 32.
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considered “ the most characteristic medium of contemporary cultural
industry.” Specifically, the authors maintain that “ The function of music in
the cinema is [but] one aspect...of the general function of music under
conditions of industrially controlled cultural consumption,” '* and point out
the many ways in which ideology and aesthetic prejudices or assumptions
enter into the production and reception of film music.

Almost three decades later, Irwin Bazelon’s Knowing the Score
delved further into film music’s socially defined nature from a (less
rigorous, but nonetheless) Marxian perspective. Concentrating primarily on
institutional factors (e.g. the “businessman philosophy” that led to “the
deliberate standardization of motion-picture music” during the studio era;
the film composer’s status within the post-World War II Hollywood
industry as “a temporary employee who can be discharged for any number
of reasons, including the arbitrary judgment of his [producer] employers
concerning the material he supplies”; and the concert composer’s being
“ frozen out of a featured role in the industry at its very inception” because
of an “early Broadway-Hollywood show biz alliance” '*), Bazelon also
analyzes the different ways in which film music has been shaped by socio-
economic reception factors. For example, he cites the “ hit-title-song craze”
that affected Hollywood soundtracks from the 1950s through the 1970s as a
calculated device used to “lure customers [to the box office] through the
judicious use of music”, insisting that the music accompanying films often
panders directly to tastes and expectations in the general public that are

largely cultivated outside of cinema by the recording industry.”

'* Eisler and Adomo ix, 20.
* Irwin Bazelon, Knowing the Score (N.Y.: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1975) 17, 20, 35.
* Bazelon 32-33.
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In the 1980s, Claudia Gorbman’s Unheard Melodies opened up new
areas of inquiry into the social ramifications of film music. Although
focused mainly on a structuralist-semiotic evaluation of film-musical
reception, Gorbman's study also examines the ideological implications of
background scoring using Marxian- and post-structuralist-inspired concepts.

Among her particular concerns are the ways in which

[film] music removes barriers to belief: it bonds spectator to
spectacle; it envelops spectator and spectacle in a harmonious
space. Like hypnosis, it silences the spectator’s censor. It is
suggestive; if it’s working right, it makes us a little less critical
and a little more prone to dream.”

Gorbman emphasizes Liow this bonding, hypnotic function of film music
does not occur in a vacuum, but is socially defined in every way.
Comparing background music in a film to “ easy listening” music (of which
the Muzak we hear in stores or on airplanes is but one example), Gorbman

maintains that

...the overall purpose of film music is very much like easy-
listening music: it functions to lull the spectator into being an
untroublesome (less critical, less wary) viewing subject. *

Gorbman goes on to explain that just as easy-listening music helps ward off
the “economic tensions of shopping and the physical fear of dentist’s
dnlls”, film music acts to mask various forms of displeasure. For one thing,
it works to avoid “uncertain signification”, supplying “information to
complement potentially ambiguous..images and sounds.” It also
“establishes historical and geographical setting, and atmosphere, through
the high degree of its cultural coding.” Finally, like other cultural forms

grounded in bourgeois ideology, film music prevents

* Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies (London: BFI, 1987) 55.
2 Gorbman 58.
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the spectator’s potential recognition of the technical basis of
filmic articulation. Gaps, cuts, the frame itself, silences in the
soundtrack—any reminders of cinema’s materiality which
jeopardize the formation of subjectivity—the process whereby
the viewer identifies as subject of filmic discourse—are
smoothed over...by the carefully regulated operations of film
music.”

Gorbman’s interest in the socially-defined nature of movie music was
carried forward in the 1990s by Caryl Flinn, whose Strains of Utopia
provides a detailed study of the ideological biases in classical Hollywood
film scoring practice. Working from a theoretical framework drawn
primarily from Ernst Bloch’s Frankfurt School contributions, Flinn explores
the nostalgic-utopic strain inherent in the romanticism of Hollywood film
music. For Flinn, the “deeply nostalgic enterprise” of applying romantic-
style background music to classical era films indicates that “the film score
[was] treated as if it were able to restore an original quality or essence
currently lacking—be it within the text, the apparatus, or the moment of
consumption.” * Music “ functioned as a sort of conduit to connect
listeners...to an idealized past, offering them the promise of a retrieval of
lost utopian coherence.”? Flinn connects these tendencies to numerous
social, economic, and discursive factors at work in America during the
1930s and 40s, insisting that *...the classical approach to film music
dominated a specific historical and institutional setting,” and criticizing
those commentators who have sought “to remove cinema music from its
discursive and institutional contexts” or characterize the film score “as

something ethereal, timeless, and deeply ahistorical.”*

2 Gorbman 58.
% Flinn 48.
= Flinn 50.
> Flinn 91.
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Finally, Kathryn Kalinak’s 1992 work Settling the Score explores
numerous other ways in which film music is connected to the social. Like
Flinn and Gorbman, Kalinak limits her inquiry to classical era film music,
which she sees as “a nexus of style, ideology, technology and economics
which coalesced during a particular time and in a particular place.”” Her
study of the classical Hollywood score draws attention to the visual bias in
Western culture that shapes the way spectators and critics experience a film,
and to the important consequences this bias has had on the reception of film
music throughout the history of cinema. Kalinak also emphasizes the
historical dimensions of film music practice, examining its evolution during
the silent era and the continuity of many musical conventions from previous
forms such as theater and opera into early film musical accompaniments.
Various technological and aesthetic considerations originating in the
“functional” and “structural” dimensions of both silent and sound era film
music are also expanded on in Kalinak’s work. The crux of Kalinak’s
argument resonates with Marxian and poststructuralist thought, in that she
sees the classical film score as defined by a set of institutionally-based
conventions grounded in historical practice, maintaining that these
conventions have consistently “exert[ed] a controlling influence on what

audiences heard when they went to the movies.” #

My own study builds on much of this film music scholarship® by

integrating many of its insights into the theoretical framework outlined

7 Kathryn Kalinak, Settling the Score (Madison: Wisconsin UP, 1992) xiv.

* Kalinak 203.

¥ It should be pointed out that apart from the few critical studies covered in the preceding
pages, the majority of work on the film score and film composers has almost completely
“bracketed” the question of film music’s socially permeated nature. [See, for example,
Mark Evans, Soundtrack: The Music of the Movies (N.Y.:Da Capo, 1975); Earl Hagen,

Scoring for Films (N.Y.: E.D.J. Music, 1971); R.D. Larson, Musique Fantastique
iMetuc%en, N.J.- Scarecrow Press, 1985); James Limbacher, 53.,1;1[6 Music: ﬂrom
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earlier. There are, however, a number of specific theoretical challenges in
attempting to analyze film musical content in terms of social influence (the
focus of Part 2), which I will presently address. One of these issues stems
from the fact that even though many commentators on music acknowledge
certain general connections between musicians, musical practice and
society, the vast majority continue to assign musical content to a category of
its own, placing harmony, melody, rhythm and timbre in an autonomous
realm that ultimately proves separate from or transcendent of the processes
of language and symbolic discourse at the heart of social reality. Traditional
musicologists are especially prone to drawing on such idealist framings of
music, sifting out the literal content of * serious™ musical works in
particular from the social context in which it is produced. Some
musicological commentaries of this nature treat music as a discrete aesthetic
artifact whose content can only be examined in a self-referential, formalist
fashion. Other treatments tend to be heavily informed by various types of
romanticism. As Caryl Flinn points out, “ Romanticism’s belief that music’s
immaterial nature lends it a transcendent, mystical quality” led the

historical movement *“to emphatically separate music and musician from the
world of mundane realities.” Moreover, romantic ideology has caused its
latter-day proponents within and outside of the musicology field to adopt

similarly idealistic approaches to the topic:

Because music depends on a relatively self-contained system of
formal and mathematical relations, its existence was—and still
is—considered more or less independent of the world as we

Violins to Video (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1974); and Roger Manvell and John
Huntley, The Technique of Film Music (N.Y.: Hastings House, 1975).The prevalence of
formally-oriented works such as these is one reason I have chosen to begin my own
assessment of Hollywood movie music by stating that its social permeability exists in my
view, and in the opinion of several important authors on the subject.




know it. It is not believed to derive any influence from the
social world nor to exert any upon it.*

Romantic conceptions of music have led commentators like Victor
Zuckerkandl to state that “music...speaks a language...understood by
everyone... To assign a definite meaning to music is as impossible as to
deny that it is supremely meaningful.”*' They have also inspired Suzanne
Langer to claim that music is “the total analogue of emotional life,”*
implying that it has an immanent type of reflexivity that removes it from the
realm of discourse and ordinary language. American musicologists have
been particularly slow to move beyond romanticism’s limited perspectives
on music in relation to scciety, leading one critic to observe that in the
United States, “ music has been perhaps the last of the arts to break away
from the 100 per cent art for art ideology.” ** Although I do not take a
position against romanticism or formalism per se in this study, I have found
it necessary to circumvent the shortcomings of romantic, formalist, and
idealist methodologies in my own efforts to understand the very tangible,
material connections that exist between music and society.

The challenges of articulating the linkages between musical content
and social context go well beyond simply refuting obviously idealized
framings of music, however. Far more theoretically sophisticated
approaches to the topic are mired in similar, if more subtle, forms of
musical idealism. Adorno, for example, while decrying the countless ways
in which the culture industry has appropriated music for its own capitalistic

purposes, nonetheless conceptualizes “ pure” forms of musical creation and

* Flinn 7.

% Victor Zuckerkandl, The Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1959) 4, 5.

* Suzanne Langer, Feeling and Form (N.Y.: Scribner’s, 1953) 27.

 Barbara Zuck A History of Musical Americanism (Ann Arbor: Michigan University
Research Press, 1980) 113.
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reception on the level of specific musical content. The complex dialectical
relationship he sees between music and culture reveals this underlying
idealism, insofar as music is characterized as being “ commensurable with
the outside world of social reality” on the one hand, and “ not unequivocally
identifiable with any moments of the outside world” on the other.* This
latter “incommensurability” of music coincides with the ““ autonomy”
Adorno sees great works of musical art possessing in relation to the culture
industry, and also with the critical, distanced mode of reception he
advocates when listening to such repertoire. Adormo’s continuous rigid
distinctions between “ genuine” musical art and “ commodified” popular
music further reinforce the impression that he reserves an idealized category
for “pure” forms of musical expression, a category that ultimately
transcends the social context surrounding it.

Other Marxists have tended to treat music as a sort of tabula rasa in
relation to ideology, revealing additional theoretical problems in attempting
to connect musical content to social reality. One Russian commentator, for
example, has stated that * Music can take anything,”** implying that its non-
representational nature as a sign system allows it to absorb a potentially
infinite number of meanings and effects (a conclusion Eisler and Adorno
seem to concur with when they state that “ because of its essentially
amorphous nature, [music] lends itself to deliberate misuse for ideological
purposes”*). Furthermore, the Marxian economist and social commentator
Jacques Attali, though for the most part asserting that “ music as an
autonomous production is a recent invention,” and that “as late as the

eighteenth century it was effectively submerged within a larger [social]

# T.W. Adomo, Introduction to the Sociology of Music (N.Y.: Seabury Press, 1976) 44.
3 Vladimir Jankelevitich, La musique et I'inetfable (Paris: Editions du seuil, 1983) 13.
% Eisler and Adomo 21.
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totality”, contradictorily refers to music elsewhere as a “pure sign” that
provides a “rough sketch of society,” ¥’ thereby distancing it from the soctal
realities he believes it describes.

Post-structuralist criticism has also tended to assign musical content
to an abstracted, removed position in relation to society. In certain
Barthesian categories such as jouissance, for example, one senses a further
tendency to separate musical content from ordinary experience (jouissance
being a type of ecstasy arrived at through the perception of inherent
“excesses” which “threaten the very boundaries of textuality and
subjectivity,” a virtually transcendent state that is contrasted with plaisir—
“something safe, predictable and established,” the mundane standing in

sharp relief to the more idealized former experience’®).

Given these various difficulties in conceptualizing musical content
vis-a-vis social context, how can the actual material heard on Hollywood
soundtracks be appropriately theorized for the purposes of this study?
Marxist scholarship offers some potential building blocks in this regard,
especially in its notion of structural homology. Raymond Williams traces
this concept back to earlier Marxist terms describing the relationship
between art and culture, in particular Lukaks’ typification, wherein “ Art, by
figurative means, typifies the elements and tendencies of reality that occur
according to regular laws”, and Walter Benjamin’s correspondences,
“resemblances in seemingly very different practices, which may be shown
by analysis to be both direct and directly related expressions of and

responses to a general social process.”* The more rigorous term homology,

¥ Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music (Minneapolis: Minnesota UP,
1985) 3, 5.

* Flinn 61.

¥ Williams, Marxism and Literature 103, 104.
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according to Williams, has a range that “ extends from a sense of
resemblance to one of analogy... but... includes also a sense of
corresponding forms and structures.”  In other words, homologies reveal
that the structural characteristics of processes taking place in one socially-
defined area correspond—in a variety of possible ways, e.g. analogies,
resemblances, typifications, etc.—to the processes of another area.

If structural homology can potentially serve to illustrate the
connections between film musical content and other social phenomena, then
exactly what that content is proposed to be homologous with must be
specified. Are the structures of music to be compared with those of the film
medium itself, for example? Tempting though it may be to imagine such a
linkage, it is not a valid one in my opinion. While the musical portion of
Hollywood soundtracks is, on occasion, complicit with the visuals it
accompanies (in providing the illusion of completeness to screen images
when it issues from a visible or implied source within the film, for instance),
its abilities in this regard are not the result of structural resonances. Indeed,
the phenomenological differences between music and cinema are so marked
and extensive, they would seem to preclude any significant homological
correspondences between the two areas. Music is auditory while film is
visual, for example; the soundtrack is an invisible, three-dimensional
presence in the theater, while the image track remains fixed in space and
two-dimensional; the musical medium by its nature tends towards
continuity and formal coherence," whereas film must employ special

techniques to conceal its essentially fragmented nature®?; and so on.

“ Williams, Marxism and Literature 104-105.

* In the sense that music relies heavily on a limited range of materials (e.g. seven basic
pitches in diatonic tonal systems, twelve in serial music, a small palette of rhythmic
values, etc.) as well as on basic configurations (scales, tone rows, metric cycles, common
harmonic progressions, standard instruments and ensembles, and so on) the use of which
is for the most part organized in accepted formal systems designed to facilitate coherent
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Film narrative, on the other hand, offers considerable potential as a
homologous textual and formal connection-point in relation to music. As we
shall see in Chapter 2, the rise of the story film in the 1910s was
coincidental with the increasing dominance of big business in the industry.
The vast majority of Hollywood movies have been narratively-oriented ever
since, and any examination of film-musical content must take this into
account. But for narrative-musical homologies to be accepted, some specific
objections must first be addressed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, for example, states

his position on the possibility of musical narrativity as follows:

Can we say that when we hear a musical work, it is explicitly
narrating something? When I read the phrase “ the marquise
went out at five o’clock,” I don’t need a title to know what has
been narrated. When I hear the beginning of The Sorcerer’s
Apprentice, 1 have to know that I’'m dealing with a symphonic
poem in order to approach the work with the intention of
hearing it as narrative....If music could, in itself, constitute a
narrative, then music would speak directly to us, and the
distinction between music and language would disappear...

Music is not a narrative, but an incitement to make a narrative,
to comment, to analyze. We could never overemphasize the
difference between music, and music as the object of
metalanguages to which it gives rise. Only thus can we start to
outline its symbolic functioning... Music remains an
“unconsummated symbol”.*

While it is indisputable that music as a sign system is in most respects
completely different from spoken and written language, this does not
preclude structural similarities between most types of narrative organization

and the dynamics of music (particularly tonal music, the essential musical

musical discourses in different styles.

 The extensive debates in early film theory over whether sound should bear a * parallel”
or “contrapuntal” relation to the image, smoothing over disjointed shots via adjoining
musical passages and sound effects in the former case, and allowing the fragmentary
nature of the cinematic apparatus to be perceived in the latter, further attests to the lack of
any obvious structural similarities between sound, music, and filmic images.

# Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and Discourse (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1990) 127-129.
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paradigm of Hollywood film scores). Many commentators see narrative as
delineating a type of “field” in which the reader’s (or viewer/listener’s)
attention is focused on an implicit or explicit “ center” —characters,
situations, values or emotions the story revolves around—and in which the
established center is challenged or destabilized in various ways by
“peripheral” elements (twists in the plot, dangers to the central characters,
instabilities in their situations, disturbances of the focal values or emotions,
etc.). David Hull, for one, refers to the “central subjects” and themes in
historical narratives that serve to unify and fortify their particular sequences
and interpretations of past events against possible *“chaotic” or
“incoherent” interpretations of the same history.* Moreover, Steven Heath
has argued that classical filmic narratives typically present or imply an
initial set of stable conditions (a “ center”, in my terminology), only to do
“violence” to them (i.e. by introducing “ peripheral” elements}—an
“interruption of the homogeneity” of the initially coherent state that is the
primary motivational and causal force within the story.* Along the same
lines, Robin Wood suggests that horror narratives follow a fundamental
pattern in which “ Normalcy is threatened by the monster,”* and a similar
premise underlies classical comedy when the potential for festivity is
thwarted by forces of adversity.” The basic structural dynamics of most
narratives can therefore be seen as fundamentally resonant with those of
tonal music, implying that stories and music have been effectively and

frequently combined in film and other media not because music functions as

“ David Hull, “ Central Subjects and Historical Narratives,” History and Theory 14 no. 3
(1975) 255.

* Steven Heath, “Film, System, Narrative,” Questions of Cinema (London: MacMillan,
1981) 136.

*“ See Robin Wood, *“ The Return of the Repressed” in The American Nightmare
(Toronto: Festival of Festivals, 1977).

4 See Polan 26.
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13

Nattiez’s “unconsummated symbol” in narrative contexts—existing in a
realm of its own that somehow complements or runs parallel to that of
narrative—but because of the underlying structural homologies between
music’s hierarchized “tonal field” and the “ narrational field” of most
stories.

The structuralist position on narrative is not dissimilar to what has
just been proposed. In his “ Introduction to the Structural Analysis of the
Narrative,” ® for example, Roland Barthes states that ... by its very
structure, the narrative institutes a confusion between consecutive and
consequent, time and logic.” On one side of the divide this distinction
engenders, Barthes cites formalism as “holding absolutely to the
unshakable principle of chronological order: ... time is reality, and for this
reason it (is) essential to establish the story in time.” “ On the other, he
points to “..Anstotle... (who), in contrasting tragedy [defined by the unity of
action] and history [defined by the plurality of the actions and the unity of
time] was already assuming the primacy of logic over chronology.”*
Barthes obviously leans towards the latter of these formulations, which,
though ultimately utopian in design, nonetheless supports the idea that
recognition of narrative form must ultimately inform the analysis of specific
narrative content.

Lévi-Strauss’s proposition that “ The order of chronological
succession (in narrative) is absorbed into an atemporal matrix structure”*!
frames the issue in a similar way. If “ matrix structure” is understood as an

organizational scheme wherein narrative elements are arrayed around a

# Roland Barthes, “ Introduction to the Structural Analysis of the Narrative,”
Communications 8 (1966).

% Barthes,  Introduction” 11.

% Barthes 14.

5t As cited by C. Bremond in *“ Le Message Narratif,” Communications 4 (1964).




27

discernible “point™ (which the general, anatomical and mathematical
definitions of the word “ matrix” lead us to believe), then Lévi-Strauss’s
proposal is also one on which the notion of narrative-musical homologies
may build. Indeed, much of Lévi-Strauss’ work in the areas of mythology
and structural anthropology can be interpreted as supportive of a center-
periphery structure shaping most narratives. In his introduction to Structural
Anthropology, he states that “If, as we believe to be the case, the
unconscious activity of the mind consists in imposing forms upon content,
and if these forms are fundamentally the same for all minds—ancient and
modern, primitive and civilized—...it is necessary and sufficient to grasp the
unconscious structure underlying each institution and each custom, in order
to obtain a principle of interpretation valid for other institutions and other

customs...” * Later in the same book, Lévi-Strauss specifies that

.. the question is not to substitute one particular content for
another or to reduce one to the other, but, rather, to discover
whether the(ir) formal properties present homologxes and what
kind of homologies; contradictions, and what kind of
contradictions; or dialectical relatlonshlps that may be
expressed as transformations...”

I submit that any successful analysis of music in cinema must be based on a
premise closely related to the above: that when music and filmic images
coalesce in the articulation of a filmic narrative, structural homologies
between story and musical content are identified—consciously or
unconsciously—by composers, filmmakers and audiences alike, and not
only inform the creation and reading of films and film music, but also attest

to the homologous relationship of that content to the wider cultural and

2 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology (N.Y.: Basic Books, 1963) 21. By
“institutions and customs” , Levi-Strauss of course includes mythology and therefore
narratives in general, as later chapters in the work and later works in his corpus clearly
indicate.

s Lévi-Strauss 85-86.
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political-economic dimensions from which it emerges.

Lévi-Strauss further states that “ mythical thought progresses from the
awareness of oppositions toward their resolution,”* implying that it is a
centripetal force which shapes many narratives’ center-periphery structure.
Thus, comedy returns its protagonists to festivity after the forces of
adversity are overcome, and classical filmic narrative resolves the
“violence” inflicted on initial coherent conditions by providing a sense of
closure—a new unity whose arrival dispels the dynamic instability driving
the storyline. This centripetal patterning in narratives further emphasizes the
homology between the structures of tonal music (which consistently affirm,
in however fleeting or indirect a manner, a single center in a harmonic-
melodic field) and those of certain stories. But to say that filmic narration
universally—or even usually—conforms to essentially mythical patterns of
storytelling would be somewhat of an oversimplification. Any analysis must
take into account the great variety of filmic narratives, the different
orientations of those narratives according to genre, auteur, and numerous
other factors including the changes cinematic storytelling has undergone
over the medium's history.

Certain elements of literary criticism also support the above notions.

In "Theory of Modes", for example, Northrop Frye states that

...ever since Aristotle criticism has tended to think of literature
as essentially mimetic, and as divided between a "high" form of
epic and tragedy dealing with ruling-class figures, and a "low"
form confined to comedy and satire and more concerned with
characters like ourselves.”

5 Lévi-Strauss 224.
Ssgg;tlgrsop Frye, “Theory of Modes,” Sound and Poetry, ed. Frye (N.Y.: Columbia UP,
1 .




Elsewhere in the same essay, Frye expands on the different types of

mimesis as follows:

(In) the high mimetic ... a centripetal perspective replaces the
centrifugal one of romance (i.e. low mimetic). The distant
goals of the quest, the Holy Grail or the City of God, modulate
into symbols of convergence, the emblems of prince, nation,
and national faith.*

Frye thus implies that most literary works (and, it may be inferred from the
wide scope of his essays, most narratives of any type) are structured not
only in a bipartite (center-periphery) fashion, but with different bi-
directional “ flows” as well. In the “ centripetal pattern” already mentioned,
dramatic interest is generated by temporary imperilments or destabilizations
of the narrative center, which create tension and provoke interest in the plot
even though the center is always eventually affirmed or reaffirmed in a final
resolution (the “happy ending”, or at least the confirmation of the central
characters or situations as positive, noble, or the like). In the “ centrifugal
pattern”, on the other hand, a story-center is delineated, but narrative energy
tends to flow “out” from it without any definitive resolution—the tensions
or contradictions inherent in central characters, situations or themes are left
basically unresolved at the deepest levels of the story.

The majority of Hollywood narratives conform to one of the two
patterns Frye alludes to. Classically-structured films normally follow the
centripetal pattern, and are often further informed by what critics have
referred to as “ master narratives” —generally circulating mythologies (in
the Barthesian sense) that color texts with ideological tones. The clusters”

of narrative elements affirmed as story centers in Hollywood movies are

* Frye 58 (emphasis mine).
7 In Lévi-Strauss’s sense of the term, i.e. the implicit or explicit groupings of factors
commonly found in myths, fables and other stories.
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therefore grounded in dominant, often utopian, social values as a rule. On
the other hand, various “ centrifugal” stories with ambiguous or outright
dystopian central subjects and themes began appearing in the mainstream
repertoire as early as the 1940s. According to Dana Polan, this reversal of
narrative polarity began to occur during and immediately following World
War II with the “breakdown in the [studio system’s] ability to confidently
tell its stories.” * Around that historical moment, the dominance of
unambiguous “central subjects” in film was challenged by the casting of
strong figures of “ continuous contingency” in key roles,” and by the
sudden weakness or insubstantiality of central protagonists whose
tendencies to self-doubt and questionable behaviour contrasted sharply with
the often more compelling and seductive qualities of peripheral “ figures of
menace.”® The stability of classical textuality was further unsettled by the
regular “derouting” or “mockery” of conventional narrative projects,
compromising the tight system of closure Hollywood had previously
established.® Furthermore, these various developments within mainstream
film coincided with a wider troubling of “ master narratives” in society at
large.” The general discontent that existed in the forties can be seen as
providing the basis for audiences’ responsiveness to what Julia Kristeva

calls “the powers of horror” (that which “ disturbs identity, system, order...

* Polan 31.

% Polan 200.

% Polan 226-227.

s Polan 215, 216.

82 Social historians have suggested that widespread discontent with master narratives
created the conditions for many of the twentieth century’s most traumatic developments:
e.g. the emergence from reactionary or radical-leftist responses of alternative narratives
such as Fascism and Communism, or the outright rejection of binding collective
mythologies in Nihilism and Anarchism. This same trend can, however, also be seen in
milder forms of social discontent such as the rise of unionism in early twentieth century
America and the evolution of alienated or activist youth cultures in the postwar years.
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the in-between, the ambiguous...” ), a fascination that continued to allow
the mainstream repertoire to include a mixture of centripetally- and

centrifugally-organized narratives in the decades following the classical era.

Other homological rapports involving music will be considered in
Part 2 of this work, including the Marxian-based ideas put forward by
cultural studies critic John Shepherd in “The ‘Meaning’ of Music” and
“The Musical Coding of Ideologies.”* Shepherd suggests that comparisons
can be drawn between certain harmonic-melodic systems and the social
structures within which they developed, an observation stemming from his
assertion that concrete forms of analysis “can, within certain limitations,
elucidate the social meaning inherent in music.” ® Shepherd insists these
connections can be made despite the fact that musical content is often
implicit in nature (meaning that it falls, in certain cases, into the category of
experiences “which can only be sensed in consciousness and not
specifically referred to”* and is thus entirely grounded in social
subjectivity). The music of pre-literate societies, for instance, is not notated,
nor is it discussed in theoretical terms by its practitioners, because “ pre-
literate man possesses neither the objectivity nor the high division of labor
necessary to divorce music from its social context.” * Nonetheless,
Shepherd outlines a number of specific ways in which the music of pre-
literate groups informs such fundamental socio-cultural activities as the

maintenance of traditions and the encoding of historical information.

* See Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: an Essay on Abjection (N.Y.: Columbia UP,
1982) .

* John Shepherd, “ The ‘Meaning’ of Music” and * The Musical Coding of Ideologies,”
Whose Music? A Sociology of Musical Languages (London: Latimer, 1977) 53-124.

> Shepherd 69.

¢ Shepherd 61.

§* Shepherd 74.
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Although more idealistic in his analysis of music’s place in such societies
than critics like Attali (who, as we are about to see, identifies music’s use in
delineating power relationships within pre-literate, ritual-based social
orders), Shepherd nonetheless makes it clear that music has a political
dimension in even the most basic collectivities.

Shepherd also sees connections between pre-literate musical
expression and explicit music, in which consciously formulated abstract
concepts and organizational structures come into play. Explicit music is
generally found only in more complex, literate societies that have created a
separation between written and spoken language on the one hand, and non-
representational sign systems such as music on the other. Nevertheless,
Shepherd maintains that homologies between implicit and explicit musical
structures and the social structures surrounding them exist in all societies,
and seeks to illustrate these by closely examining three key pillars of
Western musical expression— pentatonicism, modality, and tonality—in
terms of their structural resonances with the “ world-sense” of the periods in
which they have been most prevalent.

Shepherd argues that the pentatonic scale is the predominant implicit
structure found in pre-literate melodic music, a fact he connects with its
derivation from the harmonic series. Pre-literate singers and musicians
intuitively isolate overtones from the physically-based series® in their
implicit acts of musical expression, and arrive at a system of five tones that

forms the basis of their spontaneous creations or more considered

A musical note (i.e. a stable sound with a periodic frequency) is comprised not of a
single pure tune but of a fundamental frequency and multiple overtones, all of which are
higher in frequency and softer in amplitude than the fundamental. The overtones are near-
exact arithmetical multiples (2x, 3x, 4x, etc.) of the fundamental, and form an invariable
series of intervals above it: the octave, perfect fifth, perfect fourth, major third, minor
third, etc. Shepherd insists the pentatonic scale is based on the primacy of these intervals
in human hearing.
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compositions. Shepherd asserts that when Western music became an
explicit—i.e. notated and theorized—phenomenon sometime in the Middle
Ages (via Gregorian chant and later church music), pentatonicism remained
essentially intact in “ newer” musical structures such as the church modes.
Although the modes were based on seven-tone scales, Shepherd cites a
variety of musicological and theoretical arguments that the extra notes
introduced in plainchant served largely passing-tone functions, and insists
all pre-Renaissance modality remained ultimately grounded in
pentatonicism. This is essential insofar as the pentatonic scale establishes no
one fundamental within its core structure. Despite its original dertvation
from the intervals between a given pitch and its strongest overtones, the
pentatonic system in practice is one of interlocking, mutually
interdependent fundamentals. Each note in the scale (C-D-F-G-Bb being a
generic example) is a “ center without margins”, able to serve as either a
fundamental to which other tones in the scale may gravitate as overtones
(G-C, for example), or as an overtone gravitating to other fundamentals (C-
F, for instance). In this way, the pentatonic scale and modality in general
articulate the social structures of the times at which they have been
prevalent, periods when society—whether tribal or feudal—* was of a
highly decentralised and localised type.” ® Similarly, the structures of
tonality are related to an entirely different “ world-sense” : that of
“industrial man”. With the development of the major scale, tones became
strictly organized in a hierarchy wherein all components of the system
“finally and ultimately relate back to one note.” Given that tonality
developed in a period which also saw concepts of the individual and private

property come into prominence, the rapid growth of towns, cities and

© Shepherd 90, 92.
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factories, and the mass conversion of use-value into the exchange-value of

wage labor,

the architectonicism of the tonal structure articulated the world
sense of industrial man, for it is a structure having one central
viewpoint (that of the key-note)... It is, in other words, a center-
oriented structure with margins... Less important notes only
relate to each other inasmuch as their position is defined by
their relationships to the more important notes.”

I have taken the time to outline Shepherd’s homological ideas here
because, as I shall explain in greater detail in Part 2, they are largely
applicable to the harmonic-melodic paradigm of Hollywood film music, and
provide further theoretical support for the notion that musical content can be

linked to the dialectical subjective-collective realities from which it arises.

In addition to outlining the precise ways in which center-periphery
and centripetal-centrifugal dynamics act to link Hollywood narratives and
film music, I will consider the utopian and dystopian dimensions of these
processes, drawing on the work of Caryl Flinn, Ernst Bloch and others in so
doing. Beyond purely structural considerations, various conventional factors
affecting film musical content will be assessed from a number of
standpoints. Howard Becker explains the importance of artistic conventions

as follows:

People who cooperate to produce a work of art ...rely on earlier
agreements now become customary, agreements that have
become part of the conventional way of doing things in that art.
Artistic conventions cover all the decisions that must be made
with respect to works produced, even though a particular
convention may be revised for a given work. Conventions
dictate the materials to be used, ...the abstractions to be used to
convey particular ideas or experiences, ...the form in which
materials and abstractions will be combined, ...[and] the

™ Shepherd 105.
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relations between artists and audience, specifying the rights
and obligations of both.”

If “ work of art” is understood to also include commercial works (and in
Becker’s study it evidently is), then clearly any analysis of the practice and
reception of Hollywood film music must examine the role of conventions in
some detail. From the very beginnings of cinema, film musicians and their
collaborators have relied on different conventions and principles to guide
their compilation or composition processes. Many of these originated in
previous forms combining music and drama (e.g. opera, stage plays,
musical theater), while others were developed within film musical practice
itself. The conventional factors I examine in Chapter 4 also include the
different stylistic idioms and instrumental media that have shaped the sound
of film music through the years. But as important as conventions in
Becker’s definition are to this study, my own research has led me to seek an
expansion of the concept in order that it may accommodate a wider range of
materials. The work of biologist Richard Dawkins has been useful in this
regard, in that his concept of the “meme” accurately describes many
otherwise difficult-to-theorize elements found on Hollywood soundtracks
(particularly those of a more commercial nature). Explaining that memes are

*“a unit of cultural transmission”, Dawkins specifies that

[in] the soup of human culture, ...memes propagate themselves
...by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the
broad sense, can be called imitation... Examples of memes are
tunes, ideas, catch phrases, clothes, fashions... If a scientist
hears or reads about a good idea, he passes it on to his
colleagues and students. He mentions it in his articles and his
lectures. If the idea catches on, it can be said to propagate
itself...just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by
leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs.”

"' Howard S. Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley: California UP, 1982) 29.
 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989) 192.
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Because it is so common for widely disseminated, “ catchy” musical
elements (e.g. familiar timbres like rock guitar, melodic and rhythmic
patterns heard frequently on records, trendy popular styles) to be used on
Hollywood soundtracks, conceptualizing such elements as memes gives
both flexibility and currency™ to both the analysis of conventions and the

general understanding of film music practice.

The chapters of Part 2 are further theoretically interconnected by their
focus on different diachronic categories developed within Marxian
scholarship. Walter Benjamin was among the first to formulate such
categories, implying in “ The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Production”™ that Western cultural history can be divided into two broad
phases. The earlier of these is characterized by the primacy of ritual, magic,
and the religious cult in the social order, and by the direct *“ use value™”
attached to cultural artifacts and all forms of cultural participation.
Benjamin’s second period begins when the magical or cult value of artifacts
and participation acquire an additional “exhibition value”’ and are partly or
wholly experienced or contemplated outside of a sacral setting. In this latter
phase, the “aura”” of performers and artworks—i.e. the belief-inspiring
charisma or allure grounded in their uniqueness within the sacred/magical
tradition that is their cultural heritage—begins to erode. Benjamin further
indicates that the deterioration of “aura” and its ritualistic associations was

accelerated and deepened with the advent of various forms of mechanical

7 Inasmuch as film music has become steadily more commercialized in the post-classical

era,
™ Walter Benjamin, “ The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Production”
Illuminations (N.Y.: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968) 219-253.

" Benjamin 226.

™ Benjamin 226.

7 Benjamin 223.
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reproduction (photography, sound recording, and the motion picture
foremost among them). |

Decades later, Jacques Attali elaborated on these ideas in Noise: the
Political Economy of Music,™ extrapolating on the more oblique diachronic
implications in Benjamin’s work and positing that each of numerous
historical phases is defined by its own political economy. Attali presents an
early ritualistic period as pre-industrial and pre-capitalist, for example,
characterized by intense (if implicit) concentrations of power in the
shaman, priest, god-king, or other religious figures. An “auratic” middle
phase sees the introduction of money into the social econemy and the
gradual replacement of sacrificial use-value by materialist exchange-value
in Attali’s version, while an ensuing era of mechanical reproduction steadily
erodes or eliminates the “live” and the original in culture through the mass-
production and proliferation of innumerable fixed commodities (e.g.
recordings, films, photographs). Attali also adds a fourth period in his
historical scheme, suggesting that an era of individual freedom and personal
creativity may be emerging within the fundamentally alienated conditions
of reproductive culture in the late-twentieth century.

Benjamin’s and Attali’s historical divisions overlay the better-known
“residual”, “dominant” and “ emergent” dynamic categories developed by
Raymond Williams, further guiding my exploration of the dynamic-
historical aspects of film musical content throughout Part 2. In Chapter 5,
for example, I connect the accompaniment and soundtrack materials

produced by dominant™ Hollywood practice to the era of mass reproduction

”® See footnote 37 for full reference.

" According to Raymond Williams, the dominant phase in any social or cultural process
is connected to the hegemonic. That is, it indicates a condition wherein certain sets of
practices and beliefs achieve an overwhelming level of importance in a society, to the
point that identification with and adherence to them is sufficient to marginalize other
practices and beliefs not resonant with them. (See Williams, Marxism and Literature 117-
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in which they have developed, a linkage I make based on the observation
that the homologous structures and conventions of standard practice amount
to little more than flexible “ molds™ from which mainstream film music is
produced. Chapter 6 explores the notion that Hollywood soundtracks also
contain “residual”® elements associated with Attali’s “auratic” phase.
Although live musical accompaniment was gradually eliminated from
classical sound era exhibition during the late 1920s, traces of live
performance dynamics have lingered in mainstream film music long after
that development (the various types of filmed musical spectacle or
“spectacular” background music heard on Hollywood soundtracks
constituting an important and ongoing residual presence in the medium).
And finally, in chapter 7, I examine “ emergent”*® trends in movie music,
suggesting that Attali’s paradigm of personal creativity may indeed be in

ascendancy relative to longstanding dominant practices.

127.)

" Residual practices are among those marginalized by the dominant, having been
“effectively formed in the past, but...still active in the cultural process not only and often
xlxgtz a)t all as an element of the past, but as an effective element of the present.” (Williams
u Tl.xe. emergent indicates “ new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships
and kinds of relationship [that] are constantly being created.” (Williams 123.)
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Chapter 2

Institutions, Formations and Film Music

In Conceptions of Institutions and the Theory of Knowledge,
sociologist Stanley Taylor suggests that institutions are “the constitutive
tissue of human social existence,” pointing out that thinkers as diverse as
Marx, Durkheim, Mead and Lucaks have insisted at various times that
mediating institutional influences act on the very structures of human
thought itself.' Similarly, Raymond Williams observes that cultural
institutions such as the family, schools, churches, communities, places of
work, and communication systems are intrinsically defined by processes
connecting them to the social: that is, they highlight, according to him, a
“selected range of meanings, values, and practices™ at the expense of other
possibilities, and thus establish specific ways of being and acting in
society.’ Janet Wolff resonates these points of view when she implies that
institutions provide the very conditions under which cultural production—

whether commercial or non-commercial—can occur;

In the production of art, social institutions affect, amongst
other things, who becomes an artist, hiow they become an artist,
how they are then able to practise their art, and how they can
ensure that their work is ?roduced, performed, and made
available to the public...,

And Foucault’s social grids further indicate that institutions can be
understood as key mediation points at which the distribution of power in
society is facilitated (or, alternatively, subverted and/or redirected in various

ways).

' Stanley Taylor, Conceptions of Institutions and the Theory of Knowledge (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1989) 34-335.

2 Williams, Marxism and Literature 117-118.

3 Wolff 40.
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I see all of these observations as supportive of the notion I put
forward in the preceding theory outline, namely that culturally-based
institutions are both the outgrowth and extension of certain basic human
activities, and a type of conduit through which key aspects of subjectivity
find expression in the realm of collective being. Insofar as institutions
comprise not only the concrete organizations and enterprises promoting
various interests, causes or programs in society at large, but also the more
amorphous patterns of behaviour and relationships that become established
within a culture, they are of paramount importance when considering a
cultural phenomenon such as film music. Consequently, this chapter will be
devoted tc examining the precise nature of the links film music has formed
to various Hollywood institutions during the silent, classical, and post-
classical decades of American cinema history, and to assessing the main
functions film music makers have fulfilled within those institutions. While
the main focus of what immediately follows is on the relatively narrow
internal workings of the Hollywood industry, passing references will also be
made to the more general cultural, economic and political connections
Hollywood has formed within American society and with the international
community as a whole (areas I return to in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3).

In addition, the status of film music making as a formation in and of
itself will be assessed. Williams points out that formations are distinct from
institutions in culture insofar as they constitute “ forms of..internal
organization which [are] concerned...with the practice...of the art itself...”
Because there is a “strict relation” between formations, the webs of internal
relations they circumscribe, and the larger institutions they are typically part

of,* movie music as a distinct cultural activity with its own inherent

* Williams, Culture 57.
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dynamics will receive separate consideration from a formational perspective

in the final section of this chapter.

Motion Picture Music and Hollywood Institutions

During the motion picture’s first three-and-a-half decades, music was
an integral part of the historical processes taking place as the institutional
fabric of the American film industry was established. Occurring as they did
during a unique period in film music history, the sweeping changes of the
early 1900s underline in a particularly clear fashion the fact that social and
musical influences coalesce in the context of cinema as a whole. They also
indicate that rapports between music making and filmmaking other than the
ones currently entrenched in Hollywood practice are possible, and suggest
that a wider range of relationships between the two areas is still feasible.’
But before examining the impact of these early processes in more detail, it
will first be necessary to consider the different institutional roles that
became established around music and musicians during the silent years.

Until the late-1900s and early-1910s, music was connected to cinema
more or less exclusively at the level of exhibition. Nickelodeon or theater
owners and managers were the ones who arranged for and paid pianists,
organists, and orchestras to play live music in their venues prior to, during
and after screenings. The production end of the industry had virtually
nothing to do with music or musicians during that same period. But as
Charles Berg has pointed out,® even though movie exhibitors were quick to
identify a general need for music—as a means of neutralizing embarrassing

silences in the audience, of covering distracting sounds from within or

* A point I take up in Chapter 6 of this work.
® Charles Merell Berg, *“ An Investigation of the Motives for and Realization of Music to
Accompany the American Silent Film, 1896-1927,” diss., U. of Iowa, 1973: 15-42.
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without the theater (the noisy projector, conversation, street clatter. etc.),
and of providing some sense of continuity and spatial depth to the cinematic
experience—they were much slower to discover music’s potential to
dramatically enhance the filmic images and narratives shown to their paying
customers. It was common practice in early cinema, for instance, to use
randomly selected player piano rolls, phonograph records, or live stage acts
bearing no relation whatsoever to the film as accompaniment. As a result of
this widespread lack of insight into the connection between movie and
musical content, the early film musician (or his/her mechanical proxy) was
largely confined to a single institutional role during the early years: that of a
perfcrmer. Music was needed to fill the auditory space of the hall during the
exhibition of films for all the reasons cited above, but there was no
consistent requirement that performances match or reflect what was being
shown on the screen.

In fact, the main demands made on musicians by exhibitors in early
cinema stemmed from the variety format in which films were most often
shown at the time, an entertainment approach that had dominated American
popular culture for several decades prior to cinema. Miriam Hansen
characterizes the overriding context of early cinema as a host of
“attractions” and “appeals” to the audience that included concurrent
exhibition elements—simultaneous lectures, music, and sound effects, for
example—as well as activities that preceded or followed the films, such as
overtures, interludes, illustrated songs, vaudeville acts or magic lantern
shows.” Once again, this indicates that music and musicians were first

integrated into cinematic institutions at the performance level, as a generic

” Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1981) 25-34.
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sideshow whose purpose was to amuse, entertain, and fill exhibition venues
with sound during the screening of films.

The performance aspects of music remained important throughout the
silent era. Many commentators from the period noted that as late as the
1920s, musical and other stage performers often constituted a stronger draw
for spectators than the movies themselves. Variety, for example, related how
more than half the audience of the Chicago Theater walked out and
demanded refunds when the curtain could not be raised because of a
mechanical malfunction, and only the movies--not the accompanying stage
show--could be presented.®

But the film musician’s place in cinematic institutions began to
become more nuanced and diversified within about fifteen years of the
medium’s inception. This was in large part the result of producers seeking
to improve the quality of live musical accompaniments to films, forging
some of the first significant links between exhibition and production via
music. In 1909, for example, the Edison company began publishing cue
sheets in trade magazines which included musical suggestions and timings
of scenes for its pictures.” While publication was a tenuous way to achieve
quality film music (given that following the musical suggestions was
entirely voluntary on the part of theater musicians), the Edison example was
quickly followed by other producers, and similar attempts to ensure
appropriate musical backgrounds became commonplace in the 1910s. More
specific practices connecting production and the musical aspects of
exhibition soon evolved, such as including cue sheets when movies were
distributed. Though many producers were at first reluctant to incur the extra

expenses involved in the preparation of musical accompaniment

¥ Douglas Gomery, Shared Pleasures (Madison: Wisconsin UP, 1992) 52.
* Berg 101-112.




suggestions for each and every one of their films (as opposed to general
publication on a more selective basis), the inclusion of cue sheets in
distribution gradually became standard practice during the second and third
decades of cinema.

Among other things, these developments meant that the theater
musician’s role no longer simply involved straight performance, as it did
during the earliest years. It also regularly required the compilation' of
musical excerpts for filmic accompaniment. The solo pianist, organist,
musical director or conductor now as a matter of course had to choose either
from among the film-specific selections provided by producers in cue
sheets, from suggestions provided by the exhibitor and audience members,
or, on a more generic basis, from classified musical excerpts in various
published collections,'' in the process of putting together appropriate
musical backgrounds for films. The more refined compilation process
superimposed itself, as it were, on the continuing importance of
performance in silent film accompaniment, creating a role-combination that
was prevalent among film music makers until the advent of sound
technology.

Musical performance and compilation did, however, coexist with two
other roles almost from the very beginning of cinema. Recent research by
Martin Marks offers convincing evidence that composed musical film scores
existed as early as the 1890s.'> Charles Berg has also suggested that creative

theater musicians, in collaboration with their exhibitor-employers, were

' Compilation in the sense that theater musicians became collage artists of a sort,
combining appropriate pieces of existing musical material (chosen in advance or on the
ispot) according to their perception of the dramatic requirements of a film.

See, for example, Emo Rapee, Encyclopedia of Music for Films and Motion Picture
Moods for Pianists and Organists: A ﬁa 133 Reference Collection of Selected Pieces
Adapted to Fig—Two Moo;as and Situations (N.Y. 1924, repr. N.Y.: Amo Press, 1970).

artin Marks, © usic ot the Silent Period,” diss., Harvard U., 1989.
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instrumental in actualizing “ music’s role as an expressive or dramatic agent
in the film performance™ relatively early in the history of cinema, and that
an important part of this process was based in original composition efforts."

Whether or not these claims can be fully substantiated in empirical
terms, there is ample evidence to suggest that by the 1910s, film exhibitors
and producers had identified a need for musical specialists capable of
composing or compiling scores suited to the needs of specific films.
Examples of original film music from that decade are numerous: in 1914,
the Universal Film Company commissioned original music for its feature
film Samsoun; D.W. Griffith and composer Joseph Carl Breil collaborated on
a part-original, part-compiled score for the former’s Birth of an Nation
(1915); Victor Herbert wrote a much-publicized score for Thomas Dixon’s
The Fall of a Nation (1916); in 1917, the Williamson Brothers Film
Company announced the creation of a music department to provide tailor-
made orchestrations and compositions for its pictures;'* and many original
scores were composed in the 1920s for larger-scale productions. But despite
these high-profile instances of original scoring work, film composition was
to remain relatively marginal throughout the silent era, for reasons that will
be explained more fully in the final section of this chapter.

In addition to performance, compilation, and composition, a fourth,
more “floating” role, improvisation, was also a regular part of film music
making during the silent years. A degree of improvising was involved in
each of the other three roles, in that a type of instantaneous
composition/compilation often took place in the live performance context of
film accompaniment. It was also an intentional technique used by theater

musicians to create a kind of spontaneous energy and excitement in live

" Berg 43.
“ Berg 161-162
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situations. While the unpredictability of improvisation was not something
exhibitors and producers were necessarily comfortable with, it was
nonetheless prevalent throughout the silent era in solo playing in particular,
because the fast-moving, real-time projection of movie images (as well as
the large volume of different films requiring musical backing) meant that
rehearsal was usually impossible and the necessity of making
accompaniment decisions on the fly was common.

As mentioned earlier, the four roles played by silent film musicians
evolved against a backdrop of far-reaching developments in the movie
industry, and the early decades of cinema were a unique time in terms of the
institutional profile of music. The industry began as a decentralized,
somewhat chaotic web of exhibitors, producers and distributors that evolved
very rapidly in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. The film
music idioms and conventions Hollywood would later universalize took
shape in this unpredictable, highly competitive context, in thousands of
theaters across the United States, Canada, and Europe during the silent era.
Prior to the “top-down”, production-centered approach established by the
Hollywood studios beginning in the 1910s, a more “ bottom-up”,
exhibition-oriented process in which trial-and-error was common and local
tastes and conditions were catered to predominated.

The big-business-led centralization that gradually supplanted this
diversified institutional fabric came into prominence during the 1910s and
20s. As various monopolistic and oligopolistic forces vied for control of the
rapidly-growing movie industry, a studio system integrating production,
distribution, and exhibition replaced the more competitive (but less
organized) earlier model. The exhibition practices of early cinema

(including its “uneven” musical accompaniments) were among the first to
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be targeted for change and vigorously attacked by the studio institutions. As
Miriam Hansen points out, because films were distributed on a national and
international basis, the unpredictable, live performance quality that local
exhibition practices lent to screenings was of great concern to producers. As
a result, these practices were suddenly denounced by production companies
and often became the object of conflicts between individual exhibitors and
producers. The latter exerted constant pressure on the former to minimize
nonfilmic acts and activities or subordinate them to the film (in the case of
music and sound effects).!® One reason for this assault was that each of the
new, large-scale motion picture corporations emerging at the time was
seeking to increase its share of the movie market by distinguishing its own
pictures from those of competing companies. While the principal strategies
employed in this battle revolved around capital-intensive publicity and the
use of star performers as marketing tools, big business interests also began
paying much closer attention to quality at the exhibition end. Seeking to
establish full control over their products (including the live musical
accompaniment that affected audiences’ enjoyment of films), the studios
began providing cue sheets with their pictures, insisting on stricter criteria
of competency for theater musicians, and even commissioning original
scores for some of their more elaborate productions.

But despite the increasing trend throughout the 1920s towards the
control and standardization of film accompaniment, silent era movie music
should not be misunderstood as a neat prefiguration of the studio music
departments that were formed after the coming of sound. Early cinema
music developed in a qualitatively different institutional atmosphere than

the latter, as an exhibition practice grounded in the entertainment

'5 Hansen 43-44.
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approaches of vaudeville and the circus. Only with the transformation of the
picture show into a dominantly narrative medium (a development that more
or less coincided with the entry of big business into the film industry and
the consolidation of the studio oligopoly through a long string of mergers
and acquisitions in the ‘teens and twenties) was the “ crazy-quilt” of
pioneering musical practices gradually transformed into a more
standardized set of accompaniment procedures. Nonetheless, elements of
the unpredictability and local specificity inherent in live performance
remained a part of silent film until the technological means to eliminate

them was adopted by the Hollywood studios.

The historical sequence of events leading from the silent to the sound
era (via the development of “classical” Hollywood cinema) has been much
discussed in film literature. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, among
many others, have recounted how classical filmmaking began evolving little
more than a decade after the medium’s inception, and achieved its definitive
form in Hollywood films of the 1930s and 40s.'® The classical system they
describe was characterized by a formal reliance on narratives in which the
psychological motivations of characters serve as primary causal agents, and
which display strong degrees of closure in their endings; by a careful
adherence to continuity editing and certain types of camera work or mise-
en-scéne elements designed to create coherent spatial and temporal relations
within the classical film; and by the standardization of an institutional
approach to production and the division of labor across the American

industry.”

' David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art (N.Y.: Knopf, 1986) 364-367.
'” Bordwell and Thompson 98-116, 349-353.
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A key commentary on the institutional and economic aspects of the
classical period is Douglas Gomery’s The Hollywood Studio System, which
documents the rise in dominance of a few large entertainment companies in
the American film industry early in its history. Included in Gomery’s
account is how the first attempt at an outright monopoly was made by a
cartel of equipment manufacturers formed in 1908, the Motion Pictures
Patents Company. Its intention was to extort fees from producers and
exhibitors through complete ownership of film and projection technology.
In a further effort to consolidate its hold on the industry, the MPPC formed
its own distribution arm in 1910, the General Film Company. But the
cartel’s attempts to dominate the business fell apart by 1914, when
infighting and antitrust legislation initiated by the U.S. government broke
up the MPPC.

Around the same time that the MPPC was disintegrating, other
corporations rushed to fill the void left by the embryonic monopoly. Taking
a different approach that allowed a limited degree of oligopolistic
competition, companies like Famous Players-Lasky (later to become
Paramount) succeeded in eliminating most competitors through numerous
mergers and acquisitions of theater chains, distribution operations, and
production facilities. This led to a situation at the beginning of the sound era
in which an oligopoly of five very large corporations (Paramount, Warner
Brothers, Loew’s, Fox, and the newly formed Radio-Keith-Orpheum) and
three other companies with only production and distribution arms
(Universal, Columbia, and United Artists) completely dominated the movie
business in America, in addition to acting as a major force internationally.

As discussed in the previous section, anti-competitive trends such as

the formation of the MPPC monopoly and the oligopoly of major studios



50

affected cinema music and musicians from the outset. It was with the arrival
of big business that efforts to standardize cinematic products in terms of
quality and content began and the targeting of exhibition practices such as
live music took place. Moreover, the film medium made a more general
shift from being a novelty item with diverse but static subject matter to a
medium almost exclusively devoted to narrative, resulting in greater
emphasis on the compilation and composition aspects of theater
musicianship and the heightened status of musical specialists in film
institutions.

The rise of the musical specialist indicates the nature of the
institutional shift that occurred when sound technology arrived in the late
1920s. The takeover of the movie industry by large capital interests and the
development of sound in fact coincided with a worldwide socio-economic
trend of great significance: the rise of corporatism. The political philosopher
John Ralston Saul has outlined the historical processes which have led to
the corporation’s increasing dominance as a force in Western civilization.
Saul argues that with the rise of rationalism centuries earlier in the
Enlightenment, a corresponding veneration of expertise and
specialization—embodied in the professional—became increasingly
prominent in the West. As a result, the rationally organized social structures
that evolved over the ensuing period—most notably, in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the corporation—strongly emphasized the division of
labor into narrow bands of specialization, and encouraged the development
of tightly-focused expertise.'® It is therefore unsurprising that with the
domination of the film industry by a corporate oligopoly in the 1920s and

the achievement of total control over film products through the development

'* John Ralston Saul, Voltaire’s Bastards (N.Y.: Penguin, 1992) 38-41, 471-474.
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of sound and other technological refinements during the early 1930s, the
making of music for motion pictures was soon confined to a highly
specialized area within the movie studios.

But prior to music’s place in fully corporatized cinematic institutions
being stabilized in the mid-1930s, an interesting transition period of several
years occurred. Kathryn Kalinak relates how during the late 1920s and early
30s, after the introduction of sound but preceding the complete delineation
of the Hollywood studio system, a variety of strategies regarding music
existed. On the one hand, most studios clung to silent film practices
(including continuous musical scoring) for some time, uncertain whether
sound technology would ultimately supplant or coexist with the old
medium, and still having substantial investments in the older form. On the
other hand, a good portion of the emerging film oligopoly’s top
management believed that musical experts would not be needed in the
sound era organization.'” Max Steiner’s account of his own experience with

the RKO studio in 1930 describes this situation:

...RKO decided they didn’t want any music in their dramatic
pictures. This was motivated not only by the economic factor
[of the 1929 stock market crash and the ensuing depression],
but because they had decided you could not have background
music unless you showed the source. In other words, you had
to have an orchestra in view, or a phonograph or performers, so
that people would not wonder where the music was coming
from. They felt, therefore, that they had no need for a full
music department.?

A combination of economic constraints and certain aesthetic assumptions
on the part of studio management therefore resulted in most sound films of
the early 1930s being produced without any background music whatsoever.

Had audiences and critics not reacted favorably and vocally to background

1% Kalinak 66-71.
* Tony Thomas, Film Score (Cranbury, N.J.: A.S Bames and Company, 1979) 76.
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scoring in films like Cimarron (1932) and King Kong (1933), music’s role
in the sound-era studio system might have been quite different. Only sound
technicians, along with a few performers and musical directors, would have
been necessary to fulfill the objectives around music established by the film
industry’s corporate managers once sound technology became established.
The composing and improvising roles of the silent era would have been
eliminated altogether, and only limited performance and compilation would
have been required of a select few musicians to provide source music cues.

What in fact happened early in the sound era was that composition,
embodied in the composer-expert, came instead to dominate film music
making in Hollywood. As financial investment in producticn increased in
relation to exhibition in the industry at large, musical improvisation
disappeared, subsumed within the compositional process of producing a
finished, written background score for the self-contained talking picture.
Performance became limited to a small circle of expert musicians recording
in Hollywood studios, and compilation was similarly confined to musical
direction tasks fulfilled by a few specialists in the studio music
departments—usually the composers themselves.

Reducing music’s presence in the film industry from tens of
thousands of musicians employed by a host of exhibition enterprises to a
tiny population of experts in studio music departments amounted to what
would now be called a massive downsizing operation. Moreover, the
institutional shift that saw a situation of full employment for musicians
change to one of serious unemployment—permanently transforming the
role of the musician in cinema in the process—was no simple accident of
history precipitated by technological innovation and economic trends.

(Although, as we will see in the following chapter, these factors did play a
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key part). It was also very much due to the same corporatist, rational
devotion to efficiency and specialization that has come to dominate
economics, politics, and culture today. What happened to musicians during
the transition from silent to sound film can in fact be seen as a typical
example of what has been occurring in many sectors of society—for the
same rational reasons—since the first industrial revolution.

The organizational aspects of the sound-era studio music departments
are well documented in the literature on film music. Kathryn Kalinak, for
one, describes it as a “ hierarchy which positioned management over
labor..., [and permeated] every aspect of a film’s production from its visual
style to its music.” ?' Caryl Flinn describes the top-down flow of power

within the studios and its effects on musicians as follows:

The carefully stratified music department was structured much
like a miniature version of the studio itself... Work tasks...were
highly compartmentalized...[and], as with the studio more
generally..., [the] specialized jobs were arranged hierarchically.
Heading the music department was the music director...,, a
middleman of sorts...[who] was often called upon to translate
the economic imperatives of the studio... into musical terms
and instructions for composers, who were rarely part of
production decisions... Below them [in the pecking order] were
other, secondary composers, cue-sheet preparers, assorted
copiers, and orchestrators.?

Once established in the mid-1930s, music’s profile in sound-era
studio institutions did bear some resemblance to certain aspects of silent-era
music making. (For example, by relegating music to the post-production
phase and requiring that musicians deal only with finished films, the studios
in effect duplicated the after-the-fact quality of theater accompanists’ work.)

For the most part, however, film musicians’ relationship to the studio music

21 Kalinak 75.
2 Flinn 18-19.
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department stood in stark contrast to the rapports they had formed in earlier
institutions. While in the silent era the multiple roles of improviser,
composer, compiler, and performer were routinely combined in single
cinema accompanists (who in turn had a relatively direct relationship with
their exhibitor-employers), the sound-era music department employee was
ultra-specialized, and related to the films on which he worked in a
comparatively indirect way.

Even though, historically speaking, the sound-era studio institutions
lasted only about twenty years in the stable form just discussed (from the
early 1930s to the early 1950s), the influence of their organizational
structures and management principles on the making of film music has

extended far beyond that period, and is still strongly felt at the present time.

The institutional stability of the powerful Hollywood oligopoly was
in no small part due to varying degrees of government cooperation with the
film industry in the United States, which began as the studios took shape in
the ‘teens and 20s and lasted until the late 1930s. But when the Roosevelt
administration filed an anti-trust suit against Paramount in 1938, claiming
that the position the studios had carved out for themselves in the American
entertainment sector amounted to an illegal monopoly, a series of legal
actions began which would ultimately break up the studio system. In 1949,
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the eight Hollywood studios could no
longer control exhibition through its theater chains, and the studio system
slowly disintegrated.

Another institutional shift within the film industry took place as a
result beginning in the 1950s. Although the studios were allowed to retain

much of their power in the production and distribution areas, the



55

independent producer suddenly became far more important in the post-
classical era industry. Formerly a marginal part of the business, the
independent production became the norm rather than the exception in
Hollywood by the late-1950s.

A second key post-classical development was that as the divorce
between the studios’ production-distribution and exhibition divisions
gradually proceeded in the 50s (MGM did not complete the required
separation with its Loew’s theater chain until 1959, and other studios were
slow to comply), the structure of movie corporations began to change
considerably. Due to reductions in revenue resulting from their theatrical
divestments, and to the fact that television was fast becoming the American
public’s primary entertainment medium, studios were forced to make drastic
reductions in overhead and production budgets. The music departments
which formerly employed staff composers, conductors, music directors and
orchestras were drastically cut back or dismantled altogether as part of this
process. In their place, a system of outsourcing emerged, in which musical
services were contracted to freelance composers and musicians on a film-
by-film basis.

This shift had a profound impact on the ways in which music was
created for films. Composer Fred Steiner has pointed out that whereas in the
studio era, the music directors in charge of the music departments were
“executives with sufficient power bestowed on them by the studio bosses so
that their decisions were rarely questioned when it came to music
making...”*, in the post-classical era world of freelance work the composer
“ frequently finds himself in direct, one-to-one confrontations with

[independent producers] who, skillful though they may be in other areas of

2 Robert Faulkner, Music on Demand (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1983) 3.
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film production, usually have little if any ability to understand the language
of music and what it can or should do for their pictures.” * The direct, one-
on-one mode of relating between composer and producer Steiner refers to, a
rapport formerly mediated by the corporate executive/ music director,
became part and parcel of the composer’s métier after the dissolution of the
studio system, with major effects on the subjective aspects of film music
making.”

In his extensive study of Hollywood film composers, Robert Faulkner
refers to this new type of rapport as “ symbolic interaction”, and describes

its interpersonal dynamics as follows:

The producer or director may know little about film scoring in
general; understanding scores and what composers do,
filmmakers may still not know what they want, they may not
communicate it effectively to the composer; communicating it,
they may be unable to adjust to the composer’s suggestions
about how to go about achieving the effects they both
desire...Not liking the score [that the freelance composer
creates], they may throw it out, start over again, fire the
composer and hire one of his colleagues. All of this makes
communication crucial.?

* Faulkner 6. Steiner’s view that musically unskilled producers have little idea what
music can or should do in their pictures is debatable, and will be taken up in a later
section on socially-based influences affecting film music content.
* An example of the studio music director’s mediating role in this regard is recounted by
David Raksin (in Roy Prendergast Film Music: A Neglected Art (N.Y.: New York. UP,
1977) 63-64). While working on his score for the detective mystery Laura (1944), Raksin
was unhappy with the cues he was coming up with for reel two of the picture. The music
for reel one had been entirely based on his main theme, and Raksin was trying to develop
new material for certain second reel scenes. He decided to seek the advice of Twentieth
Century-Fox music department director Alfred Newman, and was gently told that to
Newman’s more objective ear (and that of the audience Newman was able to project
because of his extensive experience) the Laura melody was strong enough to serve as the
basis for a uni-thematic score. Respecting Newman’s impartial and non-coercive advice
to use the melody as much as possible, Raksin went on to write his most celebrated score.
Had Raksin been forced to deal directly with the filmmaker in this instance (or had he
elected to say nothing to the producer or director, fearing a negative reaction to his
uncertainty regarding the score)}—as would have been the case less than a decade after
ﬁa;r:u:vnas t?;de—the outcome would no doubt have been quite different.

aulkner 13.
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The tenuousness and difficulty of this process, as experienced by the many
Hollywood freelance composers Faulkner interviewed in-depth, is
constantly emphasized in his text. “ Working in commercial worlds presents
extraordinary potential for conflicts with producers and directors™, he states
in relation to the post-studio freelancer’s lot, referring to the feelings of
“indifference”, “resignation”, and even “contempt” they often experience
towards their employers and working situations.

Yet to an outside observer, the fact that the outcome for composers
has been largely negative in the wake of the studio system’s disintegration
is far from a self-evident development. Why did the more positive potentials
inherent in the new institutional configuration of independent producers and
freelancers—potentials for a more integral musical role in the filmmaking
process because of the direct rapport between filmmakers and composers,
for example, or for greater creative freedom for film music makers because
of the disappearance of many of the hierarchical strictures of the studio
music department—why did these not come to pass for the most part in
mainstream Hollywood? Faulkner’s survey implies that at least three
answers to this fundamental question are possible.

One is that the comparative insecurity of the new, more loosely-
structured institutional environment in post-classical era Hollywood led not
so much to open competition and diversity among film music makers
seeking to establish collaborative relationships with filmmakers, but more
to a type of new anti-competitive oligarchy made up of “ central”

freelancers:

Both freelancers and filmmakers...strive to dominate the world
in which they work. Cooperative advantages and...control over
conditions of employment hinge on gaining access to power
and publicity...Since for composers this means getting access
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to films and their makers as important sources of opportunity
and industry legitimacy, they will seek a central position within
networks of film producers. And since for the producers this
means hiring only the most visible, ‘hottest’ and productive
composers in Hollywood as solutions to risk and uncertainty,
they will be equally determined to select discriminatingly from
within a narrow circle of freelancers.”’

What this translated into after the dissolution of the studio system was a
situation in which * small numbers of freelancers capture a disproportionate
share of the available film projects and awards.” A number of Faulkner’s
empirical studies bear this out: in feature films made between the mid-
1960s and the mid-1970s, for example, only 3% of the 450 composers
surveyed had scored over 10 films, while the vast majority had scored only
one.”

A second set of constraints imposed by the new freelance hierarchy
revolved around the creative freedom of film music makers. According to
the composers Faulkner interviewed, even though occasional opportunities
for greater creativity in film composition could arise for the freelancer—that
is, when the direct filmmaker-composer rapport was ideally configured (in
other words, when “ symbolic interaction” was working smoothly and to the
composer’s advantage)—by and large the pressures to produce conventional
musical work and to avoid experimentation actually increased when

independent productions became the Hollywood norm in the 1950s and 60s:

[The composer] quickly learns that the one element [the
independent] producer...most wants to minimize in his work
life 1s randomness. The producer calculates, plans, strives,
“hypes”, exactly in order to reduce the hazards of something
unexpected or too unexpected. Reliance on musical
conventions is a major part of the producer’s effort to minimize
randomness in the film project, but the composer’s attitude is
likely to be more complex. [He knows] the difference between

77 Faulkner 10.
% Faulkner 28.
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craft and art, between knowigg what one has to do and what
one wants to do, or could do.”

But again, the fact that greater conventional restraints should be placed on
composers in an institutional environment where they are afforded more,
not less, direct access to the filmmaker, seems rather paradoxical.
Nonetheless, in conservative, profit-oriented Hollywood, a highly
conventional approach and consistent limitations on innovation in film
scoring became commonplace after the classical era. These pressures
resulted in a return of the silent era compiler role, a latter-day mutation of
the function that has proven to be a distinctive characteristic of post-
classical film music making. As creative latitude in movie composition has
been consistently eroded by the risk-reducing demands of independent
producers and directors, the composer has in effect become a kind of high-
level compiler of clichés and predictable scoring choices, a process which,
despite technically being “ original”, resembles all too closely the collage-
like assembly of existing musical materials for film accompaniment during
the silent years.

A third factor hampering the more positive possibilities for film
scoring after the breakup of the studio system was the continued relegation
of music to the final post-production stages in the filmmaking process. This
was perhaps less surprising than the suppression of real competition and
innovative creative expression, given that the technical flow of creating a
film had already been established in the classical era. Nevertheless, the
iogistical position of music in filmmaking continued to have a largely

negative impact on composers’ work in the era of independent productions.

3 Faulkner 98-99.
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In his forward to Faulkner’s book, Fred Steiner recounts how from the very

earliest years of the sound era,

...most filmmakers regarded music as a necessary evil, about
which they understood all too little...Once a picture was
finished, the necessity of adding music to it would often try the
producer’s patience because it would hinder the preparation of
his film for its theatrical release—all of which would lead him
to continually urge the composer on.*

If time pressures regarding music were prevalent even in the relatively
controlled environment of the Hollywood studios, they would become far
more acute when independent productions (with their pressing financial
imperatives) became the norm. Faulkner relates how the post-classical
composer “works under extraordinary time pressure”, despite having to
carry out a complex series of activities (including “spotting” the film,
establishing timings for musical cues, creating sketches and maquettes of
key musical passages, composing and orchestrating the score itself, and
more) without the benefit of a music department staff to share parts of the
burden. Faulkner’s survey is riddled with complaints from composers about
the time restrictions imposed by the continued postproduction position of
music. The rational principles behind adding music only to the finished film
have thus overridden opportunities afforded by the more open-ended
freelance process for earlier intervention in the creative process by film

music makers.*!

%0 Faulkner 1. Based on an interview with RKO music department head Max Steiner.

*! On the other hand, the privileged and powerful position of studio music department
directors sometimes allowed them to sidestep standard procedures during the 1930s and
40s. In Sertling the Score, Kathryn Kalinak recounts how the Academy Award-winning
music for The Informer (1935) was created by composer Max Steiner in an exceptional
collaboration with director John Ford, emphasizing that “Steiner’s involvement in the
film before and as it was being shot provided him with the opportunity to reverse the
usual practice of postsynchronizing the score to edited footage.” (Kalinak 114-115.)
More will be said about this unusual instance in film music history in chapter 6.
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While the changes that came about after the dissolution of the
Hollywood studio oligopoly were wide-ranging and complex, the factors
discussed above were such that the shifts occurring in the 1950s and 60s did
not necessarily result in a new and more interesting institutional place for
film scoring. Instead, the substance of film music making—what was
demanded by filmmakers of film composers, and the actual functions of the
scores they produced—remained relatively unchanged after the classical
era. And this was the case despite the fact that the nature of the institutional
demands made on film music makers were far greater, more difficult and
more direct than when composers worked in music department teams under
a musical director.

Faulkner’s Music on Demand examines the state of affairs in post-
classical era Hollywood until about 1980. More recent studies, such as
Karlin and Wright’s On the Track and various journals dealing with the
subject of film music, tend to confirm that the dialectical tensions between
composers and producers have remained in place until the present day. In
Karlin and Wright’s generally upbeat 1990 manual (marketed largely to
aspiring and beginning film composers), the authors nonetheless
acknowledge that *“ The composer training to work in films must...be
prepared for high levels of stress. There are time pressures, commercial
pressures, and artistic pressures...” * They also describe some of the pitfalls

in the “symbolic interaction” between directors, producers, and composers:

Some directors...have volatile personalities and you never
know what their response will be to a particular
situation...Sometimes directors don’t want what they say they
want...[and] the director usually suffers from some amount of
insecurity during the weeks when the composer is writing the
score...

*2 Fred Karlin and Rayburn Wright, On the Track (N.Y.: Schirmer, 1990) 3.
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Sometimes a producer may want to guide the composer, though
he really doesn’t have the background for it. His language may
reveal his weakness in this area...The composer...is compelled
to give him what he wants and still find a way to make it work
for the film and for...the composer himself...

Trade journals such as Film Review, Music from the Movies, Film Score,
and American Film also confirm that Hollywood film music credits
continue to be concentrated in a small circle of high-profile individuals such
as Randy Newman, Danny Elfman, Bill Conti, Hans Zimmer, Christopher
Young, and other recognized film composers.

Although the institutional changes that occurred in the transition
between the classical and post-classical periods were of a less radical nature
than those accompanying the shift from silent to sound films, they
nonetheless had a profound impact on film composing in general and on the

shrinking number of working film music makers in Hollywood.

Formations and Film Music

If, as I have suggested to this point, various social influences based in
Hollywood institutions have had a significant impact on film music
throughout the history of cinema, then the importance of different types of
“internal organization” within the film music area must also be considered.
In other words, the manner in which film musicians interrelate among
themselves, as well as the ways in which the associations and coalitions
they have formed with other groups, organizations, or formations at various

times have significantly modified and transformed the reality of film music

* Karlin and Wright 14, 15, 20, 21, 22.
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making over the course of cinema history, must be assessed in addition to
wider institutional considerations.

There is strong historical evidence to suggest that the influence of
film musical formations was at its peak during the silent era, and then
abruptly declined as film music making became specialized with the coming
of sound. Charles Berg’s research indicates that until the late 1900s, the
typical business arrangements around motion picture accompaniment
seldom involved more than a simple, straightforward contractual
arrangement between individual exhibitors and musicians. Few, if any,
forms of organization among film musicians are mentioned in historical
sources from the earliest period. But the appearance of cue sheets in 1909
indicates that film musical formations had begun to take tangible shape at
the beginning of cinema’s second decade. Although the Edison Company
was the first to publish accompaniment guides in 1909, during the 1910s
and 20s it was largely film musicians themselves who pushed for and
developed the cue sheet. Moreover, producers were criticized by musicians
in trade publications for their initial reluctance to provide accompaniment
guides, and theater musicians were largely responsible for refining the cue
sheet from a series of general musical suggestions to a precise document
providing details of screen actions, the character, tempo and timing of
musical cues, and lists of specific musical pieces which could be used as
scene-by-scene accompaniment.

A further indication that various forms of formational communication
and feedback were prevalent among musicians during the silent period were
the many film music columns in motion picture trade magazines.
Publications such as Moving Picture World, Dramatic Mirror, Moving

Picture News, Metronome, and Melody Magazine all featured various
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forums and discussions around film music during the 1910s and 20s. The

World’s column, for example,

...provided an ongoing forum which enabled film musicians
across the country to exchange views and suggestions. The
invitation to share experiences and opinions which was
extended from the column’s outset was immediately seized
upon. There followed lively debates on the merits of sound
effects, the superiority of the orchestra versus the lone
keyboard player, and improvisation. There were also questions
on where to get Chinese or Western music and how to interpret
flashbacks. Musicians and exhibitors...sent in their own
musical suggestions.>*

Formational activity among film musicians also inspired the
publication of extensive “libraries” of musical selections for compilation
purposes. These first appeared in the mid-1910s as collections for solo
keyboard players, but by the 1920s they also included orchestral reductions
and fully orchestrated “mood music”. Like cue sheets, these compendiums
drew on the professional experience of film accompanists in making their
repertoire selections for publication, and “libraries” would be continuously
changed and revised to reflect the needs and innovations of film music
makers working in the field. The various handbooks and guides for the
theater musician that also appeared during the silent era [What and How to
Play for Pictures (1913), Musical Accompaniment of Moving Pictures
(1920), etc.] provide further testimony to the depth of formational musical
activity throughout the period.

Furthermore, musical formations were engaged in various significant
ways with other parts of the film industry during the silent years. As
previously mentioned, musicians were not the only ones contributing to the

development of cue sheets and the film music forums in trade magazines;

* Berg 115-116.
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producers, exhibitors, and even audience members participated as well, a
sign that different types of input and feedback regarding music were
circulating within the movie business at the time.

Other formational relationships in the early industry involved
composers and their associations. Because most silent era producers and
exhibitors resisted incurring the expense of commissioning original scores
for their films, and because compilation of existing music, performance and
improvisation were far more cost effective from a business perspective,
these roles were encouraged and became dominant in film accompaniment
until sound technoiogy was introduced. Moreover, when legal issues began
to put pressure on the compilation area in 1917, original composition was
still firmly rejected in favor of compilation by the industry. After a United
States Supreme Court ruling in favor of composer Victor Herbert, royalties
had to be paid for any public performance of a copyrighted work. ASCAP,
the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers, then asserted
that the ruling applied to cinema performances as well, and had their claim
backed up by the Court.”” What ensued was a type of inter-formational
battle, with composers and some publishers on one side, other publishers
and exhibitors on the other, and theater musicians caught between the
warring factions. The ultimate outcome proved to be a confusing mix: some
publishers sided with dissenting exhibitors and boycotted the ASCAP tax
by putting out collections of “ public domain™ materials by classical masters
and others that were classified for film accompaniment. Musicians working
in the boycotting venues had to put together their compilations using only
these libraries. Other exhibitors complied with the new copyright laws and

allowed more current, copyrighted material to be included in

35 Berg 141-144.
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accompaniments. Other publishers unscrupulously altered copyrighted
pieces in an effort to pass them off as original film compositions (which
were not yet subject to the copyright tax). But this last type of activity was
uncommon, and compilation continued to marginalize composition in film-

musical formations through most of the silent era.

The advent of sound technology not only consolidated earlier trends
towards increasing standardization and efficiency in the filmmaking process
(radically altering the institutional reality for film music makers in the
process), it also signaled the effective end of significant formational activity
among film music makers. As Kathryn Kalinak points out, many of the
silent era devices that served as communication links between film
musicians were eliminated by the corporatization of filmmaking in the

classical period:

The mediating devices which regulated the conventions of the
silent film score (manuals, columns in trade papers, musical
encyclopedias, and cue sheets) were, for the most part,
produced independently of the studio whose authority had only
an indirect and limited impact on the music... [In the sound era
studios, on the other hand, a] structure of accountability
affected the composer’s responsibility for the score and gave
the studio more direct control over how a score would be
fashioned... This intervention marks a major difference
between the classical film score and its silent predecessor.*

Kalinak goes on to explain one of the principal reasons that the studios’

growing power scuttled formational activity:

What the sound period did was institutionalize a mode of
production which contractually bound the individual agents
who create a film to the studio. The [classical era] score
developed during a period which saw the solidification of the
power of the producer. A composer, like other crafispeople
employed by the studio, experienced a relationship to any

% Kalinak 76.
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given film that was specific, transitory, and subject to the
authority of the studio.”’

In contrast to the informality and diversity of silent era relations between
accompanists and exhibitors, the centralization of authority in the studio
system discouraged formational activity by isolating individual composers
1n strict, binding contractual arrangements. Moreover, the studio
corporations’ devotion to efficiency also tended to have an isolating effect

in these terms. As Caryl Flinn emphasizes,

[Musical] work tasks, like those in the studio at large, were
highly compartmentalized: film composers, for instance,
seldom oversaw the orchestration of their own pieces and
frequently worked in isolation from one another, sometimes on
the same assignment (during the preproduction of Gone with
the Wind, David O. Selznick apparently hired Franz Waxman
to write a backup score for the film in case [Max] Steiner’s
proved unsatisfactory). So pronounced was the division of
labor that it was not uncommon for composers to turn over
their basic melodic lines to other composers to be harmonized
or developed.™®

Not only were composers isolated in the filmmaking process itself,
they were usually unable to avail themselves of the intra- and inter-
formational links common in labor organizations, being the only non-
unionized employees in the studio music departments. Sound technicians,
recording engineers, and recording musicians all had unions to protect their
interests and act as formational rallying points, but the composers did not.
According to Flinn, even ASCAP, the performing rights organization, “ was
unable to protect the film composer, whose work...legally...belonged to the
studio, which, having initially commissioned the score, was then given legal

proprietorship of it.” ** Although some formations like the Studio

37 Kalinak 72.
* Flinn 18-19.
¥ Flinn 19.
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Composers Association (1945) and the Composers and Lyricists Guild
(1950) eventually took shape, they have either been short-lived (in the
former case) or largely ineffective in protecting film music makers (in the

latter).*

The formational isolation of film music makers deepened after the
classical period. Faulkner, Karlin and Wright all indicate that heavy
competition among freelancers has resulted in fewer, not more, levels of
interconnection between film music makers. Although Faulkner does
emphasize that various informal types of association exist among musical
freelancers in the Hollywood scene, it is clear from his study that the client-
composer relationship is central to all of them. The “ war stories”
composers exchange with their colleagues (or the occasional contracts they
pass on to one another) typically revolve less around musician-to-musician
exchanges regarding the craft than around their business and symbolic-
interactive dealings with producers and directors.

A possible exception to the above is the limited degree of
communication that has occurred among film musicians via different books
and periodicals published after the classical period. Karlin and Wright’s On
the Track is an example of this trend, a large tome containing extensive
essays on virtually every aspect of current film composing, from musical
materials and scoring examples to business suggestions. Many similar
works have appeared since the breakup of the studios, in fact the vast

majority of literature on or related to film composing has been published

“ The main accomplishment of the Composers and Lyricists Guild was to organize a
brief strike in late 1971 and early 1972, after which an antitrust suit demanding greater
copyright ownership of film scoring work for composers and more reasonable time
allotments in which to complete scores was filed (a development I will return to in
Chapter 2). The suit was unsuccessful, however, and to my knowledge no further actions
of significance have been initiated since by the organization.
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since the 1950s. But given that the increasingly tiny number of working
Hollywood composers are contributors to or authors of this material, not its
readers, and the fact that most composition-oriented publications are sold to
aspiring or neophyte composers on the outer fringes of the Hollywood

scene, the formational significance of such works is questionable.

In sum: the organizational structures of Hollywood institutions have
provided both restrictions and opportunities to film music makers, often
constraining the free expression of their creativity but also connecting them
to ruainstream American and international culture through commercial film.
The ongoing dialectical relationship between the interests and aspirations of
accompanists and composers and those of the film industry have resulted in
different types of integration and selection of musicians for work in the
Hollywood scene, and in numerous historical shifts in employment patterns
and policies therein. The often confrontational quality of this interplay has
also led to the evolution of various levels of interconnection among film
music makers, formations which have themselves been subject to dramatic

changes over the course of cinema history.
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Chapter 3

Economic and Technological Factors in Hollywood Film Music

I have so far presented movie music as a chameleon-like presence in
the film industry, an area of production in which musicians and
composers—whether as individuals or in formational collectives—have
attempted to adapt to the shifting historical conditions of American cinema,
and have been integrated into or rejected from mainstream film institutions
in the process. But because Hollywood has been part of a capitalist system
from the outset, a system in which the realities of inter- and intra-sectoral
competition and the imperatives of profit-making are constantly at play,
economic factors have always had a determining influence on movie music
and virtually every other aspect of commercial filmmaking.

The interconnections that exist between the structural dynamics of
economies and those of the cultures they coexist with have been noted by a
number of commentators. Paul Gilbert, for example, refers to the
“ international paradox” in twentieth century history, a dialectical
configuration clearly applicable to the American film industry. Gilbert
points out that on the one hand, an “ideal conception which inextricably
links communal identity, cultural values, and economic role” has been
operative in many social groups over the past hundred years, a nationalistic
(and at times xenophobic) worldview in which * culture reflects and
reinforces the way of life founded upon the modes of production and
consumption made possible by [a specific] place.”' On the other hand,

Gilbert notes that parallel to this identity-bound consciousness,

! Paul Gilbert, *“Nations, Cultures and Markets: An Introduction,” Nations, Cultures, and
Markets ed. Paul Gilbert and Paul Gregory (Brookfield, Vt.: Ashgate Publishing, 1994) 4.
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...there has been an increasing globalisation of markets in
commodities and products. Few countries of the world, if any,
now operate largely self-sufficient economies. With the
globalisation of markets has come...a corresponding global
culture.?

These two opposing tendencies can plainly both be found in the economic-
cultural confluence that is mainstream American film, in that Hollywood
has, in the former sense, consistently “elaborated a profile of Americanism
by confirming individualism, pragmatism, and free enterprise initiative—
the ideological pillars of the American system”*—and thereby amounted to
a type of national cinema, while at the same time relentlessly searching tor
new markets around the world and acting as a key force in the globalization
of American culture. Giuliana Muscio identifies a similar juxtaposition of
economic and cultural forces in 1930s Hollywood in particular, pointing out

that

the inextricable link between politics, economics, and
communications...emphasizes the connection between...
business...and ’the movies’. Bank of America was an early
supporter of the film business; Goldman, Sachs financed
Warner Bros. in its escalation toward the status of major studio.
We should consider that the film executives’ frequenting of
Wall Street and the business community...might have affected
not only their business methods and industrial practices but
also their cultural and political integration.*

The Temporary National Economic Committee appointed by the Roosevelt
administration in the late 30s came to the same conclusion about
Hollywood, noting that American cinema had developed into an “ important
social and cultural force” whose power and influence needed to be gauged

“in terms other than the conventional one of dollars and cents.”® Similar

? Gilbert 1.

* Giuliana Muscio, Hollywood’s New Deal (Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1997) 74.
* Muscio 6.

5 Muscio 142,
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characterizations of Hollywood as a key economic and cultural element of
society have appeared frequently in film criticism since the Second World
War. Moreover, the film music area itself has been broadly connected to the
confluence of various socio-economic factors in Hollywood: Roy

Prendergast, for one, states that

Film is an extremely commercial form of art and, as such, must
always pay its own way...The film composer has always been
at the mercy of economics. A composer can write an opera with
nothing more than pen, paper, and his own creative
imagination. A film composer, on the other hand, cannot write
a film score without a film, whose production is a costly
endeavor.®

In addition, as mentioned earlier, Adorno, Eisler and Bazelon have all
underlined music’s “ pandering” to the commercial imperatives of the
Hollywood film industry in their commentaries.

Given these different areas of concern, I will devote this chapter to
examining the impact of key economic considerations on film music
making, again assessing the silent, classical, and post-classical decades of
Hollywood history in so doing. A second preoccupation of this chapter is a
topic closely related to economics: technology. Raymond Williams has
stipulated that all technologies (which in his view involve not only the
inventions and innovations that lead to their emergence in culture and in the
economy, but also the modes of distribution allowing large numbers of
people to use or experience them) are deeply grounded in social relations.’
Similarly, Neil Postman states that technology has had a “lengthy, intimate,
and inevitable relationship with culture,” and that cultural-technological

interactions merit careful consideration and reflection.® Movie music has of

¢ Prendergast 41.
” Williams, Culture 108-109.
® Neil Postman, Technopoly (N.Y.: Vintage Books, 1993) xii.
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course never been impervious to technological influences throughout its
development, and I will evaluate its relationship to technology from three
different standpoints: how film music itself has inspired various types of
technological change; how the technological evolution of cinema as a whole
has affected film music making; and how technological innovations outside
of the film industry have influenced the film music form. I must emphasize,
however, that space and the general orientation of this study do not permit
an extensive exploration of music technology in film scoring and recording
here. Rather, the following discussion is focused on clearly making the
point that technological influences are among the many social factors
tangibly felt in film music making, and to assessing the most important
ways in which these particular connections have had an impact on

Hollywood soundtracks.

Economics and Movie Music

As discussed earlier, the 1910s were watershed years in the economic
transformation of the film industry from a diverse, competitive web of
smaller motion picture enterprises into a big business oligopoly. Music and
musicians were vital to both small and large scale economic competitors
throughout the silent era. From the earliest days of the nickelodeon,
exhibitors identified music as a box-office draw, and the hiring of musicians
(or, at the very least, the purchase of a mechanical keyboard) was a virtually
universal practice. Moreover, the use of music as a competitive tactic did
not change appreciably during the ascent of the Hollywood studios: it was
clearly understood by locally- and nationally-based entrepreneurs alike that
music constituted an audience draw and was a necessary expense in the

commercial presentation of films.
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The lengths to which exhibitors would go to gain an advantage over
competitors through the use of music were often extensive. Accompanists
were regularly promoted as special attractions in their own right, and many
were known for their distinctive film music “styles”.° Musicians would
take requests from the audience, include popular material in their
accompaniments, and generally “work™ the crowd during their theatrical
engagements. Certain spectacular elements were often added to their
performances as a means of highlighting their presence in the live event.
Special lighting, formal dress, elaborate entrances and stage gestures were
all used to enhance musicians’ profile inside theaters, and their drawing
power outside of them.

Certain commercial practices connected to music did not survive the
industry’s transition to centralized control by the studios, however. The
*song slide”, for example—essentially a still projection of song lyrics on
the screen as part of an organized audience sing-along between films—was
eliminated in the late 1910s and early 20s. Although a proven box-office
attraction, with known vocalists sometimes engaged to perform the tunes
and lead the audience in the singing, the song slide (along with other non-
filmic elements) was actively repressed in studio-owned theaters. The same
was true of “photoplays”, an early precursor of music videos. Song
performances would be illustrated with a series of still images projected on
the screen, an extra-filmic attraction that also had proven audience appeal
when a reputable singer was employed. But, as Miriam Hansen has pointed

out, non-filmic elements were linked to the heterogeneous nature of early

? Charles Berg recounts how the “film funner” —an accompanist who played tunes with
titles that provided a commentary on film images as they were projected—was a common
figure in the earlier silent years. Other film musicians were known for their sensitive
interpretations of dramatic moments on the screen, and others still for their virtuosic
performances.
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audiences and were strongly discouraged during the corporate takeover of
the film business.

Nonetheless, other promotional techniques clearly derived from extra-
filmic practices paradoxically came into vogue during the 1920s, years after
most of the participatory features of early cinema had been eliminated. The
“theme song” approach, for example, was common from the early 20s until
the coming of sound (and, as we shall see, would periodically return as an
important commercial device in subsequent decades). A song relating in
some way to the dramatic content of a film would be composed, published
in sheet music form, and often released on disc or “plugged” in live
performance in advance of the movie’s release. Advertising for the film
would then tie in the song’s public exposure by promising to feature it
prominently during screenings. The theme, either in complete form or in
various fragments, would subsequently be played repeatedly in the
instrumental accompaniment to the picture. More surprisingly, a full (and
usually extra-filmic) performance of the song—sometimes by one of the
film’s stars—was also routinely offered to patrons during exhibition, a clear
departure from the spectatorial regimen encouraged by the Hollywood
studios.

One indication of the increasing effectiveness of musical
accompaniment as a commercial enhancement to exhibition was the steady
rise in musicians’ wages—particularly those of “ star” performers—
throughout the silent period. There was often intense competition among
exhibitors to acquire the services of the best accompanists, who would be
featured prominently in publicity campaigns and on theater marquees to
attract patrons. Even the theatres’ organs (the “ Mighty Wurlitzers” being a

prominent example) and their capacity to produce special effects and
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orchestral sounds were routinely mentioned in advertisements as a means of
attracting patrons and augmenting ticket sales.

In the same vein, as theaters expanded in size with the influx of large
capital investment, so did the musical presence in exhibition. Small
ensembles and medium- to large-size orchestras became commonplace in
the picture palaces, although solo accompanists remained the norm in
smaller venues. But as we have already seen, the willingness of movie
corporations to hire conductors and orchestral musicians at considerable
expense did not typically extend to commissioning original compositions. It
was the spectacular presence of music in the theater that was of primary
commercial value to them, not the original content of what was played as
accompaniment. In this sense, it was economic considerations that were
largely responsible for marginalizing composition in relation to compilation
during much of the silent era.'®

Finally, music was integrally involved in a more subtle but ultimately
very far-reaching economic project spearheaded by big business from the
late-1900s on. Central to this initiative was, in Miriam Hansen’s words,
“The creation of the classical spectator”, a category which was not only
subjective in nature (a “ position anticipated by strategies of narration and
address”), but economic as well. The earlier variety format in which movies
were shown was looked upon unfavorably by investors, whose reticence

was not so much due to there being anything inherently unprofitable in the

' As Kathryn Kalinak points out, even though original orchestral scores were a “mark of
distinction, and the public came to expect them in big-budget, prestige productions,” they
nonetheless *“ presented problems in production and distribution which limited their use.
The cost of commissioning a score far exceeded the cost of economical cue sheets. Not
all movie houses had an orchestra, and the logistics of arranging and publishing parts for
the various combinations of instruments that existed in pits throughout the country
confined the performance of orchestral scores to major houses in large cities. [Moreover]
conductors, who had gained status through their control of musical accompaniment, were
resistant to relinquishing their power to published music.” (Kalinak 53.)
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format (it had contributed to the success of countless entertainment
enterprises over the previous decades), but to its tendency to attract “a
distinctly lower class of patrons.” Following the example of vaudeville,
whose impresarios had consciously sought to cultivate a more affluent,
middle-class clientele, film industry magnates made a concerted effort to
develop their enterprises along similar lines. But they did so with far more
at stake than in the earlier decades of cinema: the “emerging mass
audience” "' in North America and elsewhere constituted an enormous
economic prize, and every effort was made to capture it.

Music was clearly a part of the overall move in this direction from the
beginning. As Charles Berg points out, it was one of several “ harbingers of

a new era for the film industry”:

The vermin-infested nickelodeon with its hundred or so
uncomfortable hardback chairs gave way to the thousand to
three-thousand seat picture palace with its ornamental plaster
reliefs on ceilings and walls, cavernous lobby, decorative box
office, plush carpeting, and countless other refinements. The
lone pianist or organist or two or three piece “orchestras”
expanded to an orchestra of twenty, thirty or more. The accent
was on refinement and bigness. As the film business shifted
from an essentially working-class medium to a medium for all
the people..., music was instrumental in winning patrons from
the middle and upper classes.'?

Among the specific contributions film music made to this strategy was the
frequent inclusion of classical pieces by known European composers as
movie accompaniment. The titles of the refined selections were often shown
on slides prior to or following films, or written on programs to simulate a
recital or concert event. Moreover, exceptions were again made to the

avoidance of extra-filmic acts when classical singers and instrumentalists

‘: Hansen 59.
2 Berg 250-251.
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would be hired to perform serious repertoire in the picture palaces as an
introduction to films or during intermissions. Film producers sometimes
complemented the efforts exhibitors were making by casting opera divas in

starring roles, or in some cases filming entire operas.

The transition to talking pictures had many far-reaching consequences
on film music, all of which stemmed from the series of alliances and
cooperative ventures between AT&T, RCA and certain movie studios that
led to the latter’s development of a completely autonomous audio-visual
product.” As Douglas Gomery has pointed out, eliminating musicians and
other live performers from the cinema through the rapid introduction of
sound was a key part of the power play that saw two aspiring monopolists
enter the ranks of Hollywood’s “big five”. Warner Brothers and Fox,'*
lacking sufficient capital in the mid-20s to establish theatrical chains of
their own and to compete on an equal footing with the top three majors who
did, both gambled on investing heavily in synchronized audio as a means of
acquiring a monopoly on sound shorts. This strategy paid off. The filmed
orchestral overtures and vaudeville acts offered by Warner Brothers and the
newsreels innovated by Fox resulted in large cost savings for exhibitors,
allowing the replacement of expensive live performers and musicians, and
became instantly popular among theater owners and audiences alike. The
two studios reaped windfall profits and were soon able to acquire their own
exhibition chains through various mergers in the late 1920s. While
competitors resisted the move to sound for a brief time because of the

technology’s association with Fox and Warner, eventually the widespread

** AT&T had a monopoly on sound technology until RCA (in association with the RKO
studio) introduced its own system in the early 1930s.
4 Later to become 20%-Century Fox.
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demand for talking films was so strong that the industry as a whole changed
over to sound.

Prior to these developments, the cost-effectiveness of acquiring
licenses for copyrighted materials to be used in compilations began to be
eroded for exhibitors as silent film productions became more elaborate in
the 1920s and audience expectations regarding music increased. This led the
studios to pursue more cost-efficient options, because, as Caryl Flinn
emphasizes, “ Rising publishing houses maintained a near-monopoly on
available music” at the time'® (backed as they were by the Supreme court
copyright ruling of the late 1910s). Studios like MGM suddenly began
seeing the wisdom in establishing their own publishing operations and of
hiring composers to create original film material that the studio would then
own outright, and a similar type of bottom-line thinking would guide the
studios’ decision-making regarding music once the transition to sound had
been completed.

The studios’ overarching plan to universalize the motion picture
(undertaken as a means of capturing the widest mass audience possible) was
also a strong determinant to the place music ultimately assumed in classical
sound film institutions. The industry’s efforts to “ define its audience as
‘universal’ in order to conceal the too generic and commercial concept of

” 16 were conscious and

‘mass’—a definition that displeases everyone
deliberate. Moreover, music constituted an important part of this strategy.
As Flinn further indicates, the “uniformity” of classical era scores can be
traced to the fact that most background music “was composed in a manner

deeply influenced by late-romantic composers like Richard Wagner and

'S Flinn 15.
' Muscio 111.
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Richard Strauss.” !’ Hollywood’s eventual approval of the romantic idiom as
an appropriate background-musical style for the new talkies is therefore
unsurprising, given it arguably contained the most “universal” elements of
musical listening vocabulary known to the public of the time. It had been
used consistently for decades in prior entertainment forms such as
melodrama, operetta, and various forms of theater, and was familiar to
virtually everyone. It also had the advantage of being widely associated
with cultural edification and prestige, making romantic music an ideal fit
with the economic aspirations of the studios.

There was a further economic dimension to the selection of
romanticism as the musical sine qua non of the classical sound film. As the
worldwide depression deepened in the 1930s, Hollywood came to serve,
somewhat paradoxically, as a beacon of hope for ordinary people. The
opulence and extravagance it often portrayed on the screen, not to mention
the high salaries and lavish lifestyles of its stars, filmmakers, and top
executives, “had in fact the collateral effect of promoting optimism™ among
the citizenry.'® A key reason this occurred was that the Great Depression
saw the culmination of a longstanding battle between two socio-economic
strains in American society: an older, “ Puritan-capitalist culture”, and a
more recent “ culture of abundance”.'® Hollywood epitomized the latter far
more than the former, and in the hard times of the depression years
constituted a strongly attractive symbol of plenty for much of the
population. The large symphony orchestras that became the dominant
musical medium of the classical soundtrack were part and parcel of

Hollywood’s opulent, abundant image, and contributed to the sense of

'” Flinn 13.

'* Muscio 120.

* Muscio 3. These terms first appeared in Walter Susman, Culture as History (N.Y.:
Pantheon, 1984) xx.
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economic optimism it projected (in a way that smaller, more modest popular
ensembles or other musical combinations could never have done).
Although music remained as strongly influenced by big business’s
profit motives in the classical sound era as it had been during the silent
years, the manner in which it contributed as a box office draw changed
considerably after the coming of sound. Instead of providing a physical
presence in theaters, as well as a degree of spectacular flair as a live
addition to movie presentation, the new film score was invisibly inscribed
on the soundtrack and was by and large not heard consciously by the
audience. Now inextricably wedded to the processes of narrative, music
served more as a type of polish applied to films than as an identifiable
element of exhibition in its own right. It was a means among many others
(stars, cinematography, mise-en-scene, etc.) by which to distinguish the film
products of one studio from those of its oligopolistic competitors. On the
other hand, the temptation to exploit music for its commercial potential was
never far from the minds of Hollywood filmmakers and executives
throughout the classical era, and this modified film music’s profile to a
certain degree during the period. The industry quickly began cultivating
film composers as minor “stars” in their own right, for instance (the first
Academy awards for music in 1934 being one example of how public
attention and recognition of film scoring was cultivated at the time),
reviving in modified form some of the silent era’s promotional techniques
regarding music. In general, then, filmic accompaniments assumed a more
subtle but nonetheless important role in the overall commercial promotion

of a motion picture during the studio years.
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Kurt London® and Roy Prendergast?' have also referred to a revival
of the “theme song™ promotional approach—replete with advertising tie-ins
and coordinated publishing and recording releases—that occurred during
the early sound years. We have seen that Hollywood sound films avoided
background music almost altogether until the mid-30s in favor of visible or
acknowledged “source” music. This temporary aesthetic did, however,
allow for the performance—in whole or in part—of commercially attractive
theme songs on the screen.?? Even though the approach was overused, and
audiences eventually tired of the continual suspensions of dramatic action
that the rendering of theme songs required, the possibility of successful
soundtrack music was something few classical era filmmakers were ever
entirely indifferent to.

The example of David Raksin’s “ Laura” (1944) is informative in this
regard. More than a decade had passed since the theme song approach had
fallen out of fashion, and * The tremendous success of the song ‘Laura’ as
an entity apart from the film” (it reached the top of many popular hit
parades at the time) “ was something of a phenomenon in 1944
Hollywood.” # Unsurprisingly, the moment soundtrack music’s commercial
potential had again come to the attention of studio executives, economic
pressures were brought to bear on film music makers. As Raksin himself
recalls, “In the noble Hollywood tradition, in which imitation is more than
the sincerest form of flattery—it’s a way of life—those who were not trying
to write ‘another Laura’ were demanding that others write it for their

pictures.” 2

2 Kurt London, Film Music (London: Faber & Faber, 1936) 118-124.
2! prendergast 25.

2 1 will return to the subject of musical spectacle in chapter 5.

B Prendergast 39.

 Prendergast 59.



83

The general impact corporate structural organization had on film
music making in the Hollywood studios was mentioned at several earlier
points. The highly fragmented, specialized approach to scoring that was
standardized in the music departments resulted in compositional techniques
often resembling those of eighteenth century “pasticcio” opera.”> A number
of composers would be involved in writing the different acts of those
operas, and many would insert arias and overtures from other pieces into the
overall work. Similarly, classical sound film composers would write
different parts of the same score, or divide up the compositional tasks
associated with given cues (e.g. orchestration or the elaboration of basic
melodic ideas). Clear!y these and other working techniques (such as the
regular reuse of musical cues from one film in others produced by the same
studio) were very much the product of the industry’s economic priorities.
Studio composers did not invent such procedures, but were obliged to adopt
them as part of their jobs, despite the fact that they bore little relation to the
logical evolution of film composition based on the creative and practical
experience of Hollywood musicians at the time.

But there were tangible economic benefits within the studio system
for the chosen few who worked in the music departments. The classical
sound era saw what was probably the most substantial labor and capital
investments in music ever on the part of the film industry. In addition to the
payroll costs involved in retaining the numerous music department
employees (“ executives and their secretaries, bookkeepers, librarians,
rehearsal pianists, composers, arrangers, orchestrators, copyists,
proofreaders, and orchestral musicians” ), “ there was usually a music

building on the studio lot containing executive offices, cubicles for

% Prendergast 30.
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composers to work in, a music library, and a sound stage where scores were
recorded.” ® Add to this the expense of recording equipment, and it
becomes clear that the studios were firmly committed to music financially
speaking during the classical years.”

Moreover, composers in particular received collateral financial
benefits from the studio system. Over eighty per-cent of Hollywood film
music written between 1930 and 1950 was licensed for theatrical
performance by ASCAP, which then paid royalties to film composers (albeit
in “scant” amounts according to a complaint filed against the society in
1945). When ASCAP lost a suit filed against it by the U.S. government and
164 theater owners in 1950 (who claimed it violated antitrust laws by
demanding fees from both producers and exhibitors of motion pictures), it
was prevented from collecting the million-and-a-half dollars in royalties
that it averaged per year from theatrical sources.”® According to Roy
Prendergast, *“ the resulting financial impact on film composers was

29

relatively severe,” = as the supplementary royalties often vital to the
livelihoods of film composers were suddenly cut off. This in effect brought
to an end the only period in which the average film music maker received
significant revenues beyond his or her straight salarial or contractual
remuneration.

Many have referred to the classical sound era as the “ golden days” of

Hollywood filmmaking, and authors like Caryl Flinn have concluded that

% prendergast 59.

?7 In some areas, the studios did nevertheless impose economic constraints on the music
departments. When a number of composers and music directors in the mid-40s began
demanding that more string players be hired in the studio orchestras in order “to maintain
a [properly] symphonic orchestral balance”, for example, management refused because
the twenty or thirty extra musicians this would require constituted an unacceptable
expense. (Prendergast 95.)

*8 Prendergast 57-58.

* Prendergast 58.
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the period was equally “golden” for film music.’® From my perspective,
given that a situation of full employment for silent era musicians was
brought to an end by the very catalysts of the classical sound film period—
the adoption of sound technology and the complete corporatization of film
music making—the classical period perhaps appears more “ golden” in

relation to what followed it than what came before.

Rather than ensuing from relatively sudden technological changes
such as those that ushered in the sound era, the onset of the period following
the classical years was marked primarily by legal and demographic
developments. As we have already seen, the Paramount antitrust ruling
effectively broke up the studio system by permanently separating exhibition
from production and distribution, resulting in a general decentralization of
the film industry®! and the rise of independent production in Hollywood. A
system of outsourcing, in which the services of freelancers were contracted
on a film-by-film basis by movie producers, progressively replaced the
permanent jobs provided by the studios, until the creation and recording of
film music was exclusively carried out by freelancers by the late-1950s.

Coincidentally with these legal and institutional developments, a

significant demographic shift was underway in the United States. Record

% «“During the [classical] period..., the Hollywood studio was operating at its most
efficient. It seems only logical that this golden age of film composition should coincide
with a period of wider economic vitality and gain, and indeed the classical conception of
film composing did find considerable support within the studio.” (Flinn 18.)
3 In relative terms, at least. Compared to the highly centralized studio system, the motion
picture business did see an increase in competition as of the 1950s. But the former studios
all retained powerful production and—far more importantly—distribution operations.
Although most productions were independent, in the sense that the studio did not in the
majority of cases take direct responsibility for budgets, schedules, etc. as was the case in
the classical era, a distribution deal with one of the *“majors” was a virtual prerequisite to
a film’s success for many years after the studio system broke up, and the companies spun
gﬁf 05 restructured from the classical era studios retain much influence in the industry to

s day.
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numbers of people were moving away from large urban centers to suburban
areas in the postwar period. This meant that much of the clientele of the
downtown movie palaces now lived at a considerable distance from them,
and small, utilitarian suburban theaters—often organized in multiplexes for
maximum profitability-—soon sprung up to capitalize on the shift in
population. Moreover, television further eroded moviegoing audiences
everywhere by allowing young families in particular to enjoy audio-visual
entertainment in their own homes without having to organize an outing to
the cinema.

These combined trends had the effect of increasing competitive
pressures on producers and exhibitors alike. With audiences dwindling in
numbers, productions had to be made more cost-efficient in order to keep
profit margins at acceptable levels. In spite of this, the quality of films was
more important than ever, given that patrons had to be enticed into movie
theaters (and away from their television sets) by compelling content and a
“special” cinematic experience. Music was tied to both of these revised
economic necessities, in that composers continued to provide effective
dramatic scores through the new freelance system while the music they
wrote was reproduced in most venues via technological enhancements like
stereo sound.*

As mentioned earlier, the shift to independent production saw
filmmakers and the creators of film music routinely dealing directly with
one another for the first time. The “ symbolic interaction” resulting from
this new institutional reality was, and remains to this day, heavily imbued

with the economic concerns and aspirations of filmmakers. From the earliest

* Stereo sound was one of many technological additions to film exhibition designed to
offer spectators sensorial experiences television could not provide. These also included
wide screen projection, cinemascope, 3-D, and other innovations.
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years of the post-classical period, the pressure was on independent
producers to attract box office revenues and create profitable films (which
would, in turn, be chalked up in the all-important “ track record” of the
filmmaker). This created a built-in dilemma for film composers, who
continually had to juggle career and artistic ambitions in their film work
because of relentless commercial pressures from the financial backers of
films.

As Robert Faulkner points out, this has resulted in the post-classical
composer working in two separate but strongly interrelated “ markets™, one
“external” and the other “internal” to the industry. The first is created from
the fact that “ Each film project is a separate piece of business whose
ultimate purpose is profit from sale to a mass market of audiences™* (in
other words, the market that drives the economic motives of film
producers). The “internal” market, on the other hand, consists of “a shifting
set of business transactions constituted for the film project and dissolved
after completion of the work” —i.e. the market in which film composers and
other freelancers compete with each other for movie contracts. The former
market sees film musicians “sinking” or “swimming” according to the
fortunes of their filmmaker contacts and individual movie projects, while
the latter consistently requires that post-classical composers learn “to be
part artists, part technicians, part diplomats, and part dramatic actors or
actresses in selling themselves to nervous and powerful filmmakers.” *

Having to deal with these two levels of competition is in essence a
return to the past for the film musician. During the silent years, film
accompanists also had to achieve competitive advantage over various rivals

for theatrical jobs, by providing exceptional quality or spectacular appeals

33 Faulkner 21.
3 Faulkner 21.
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in performances, compilations or improvisations. These contributions
would, in turn, help the exhibitor’s wider competitiveness by creating a
potential audience draw. But there are a number of significant differences
between the doubly-competitive scheme of the post-classical years and that
of the earlier silent period.

First, in terms of the “ outer” market referred to above, the
relationship between film music and film has changed radically in the latter
time penod. Instead of being unique to the films shown in a particular
theater (or even unique to each screening of the same movie), as
accompaniments generally were in the silent era, sound era scores are a
permanent part of the film product. The choices that the composer makes
are duplicated in each and every theater exhibiting a film, and therefore
become the focus of much anxiety and concern on the part of producers.
Music is only one of many elements the independent producer is
responsible for bringing together that can make or break a film, and its post-
production position in the filmmaking timeline makes it a particularly
nerve-wracking undertaking. Given the difficulty of these circumstances (to
which the inevitable and often oppressive financial stresses of producers are
typically added), it is less than surprising that persistent snags in filmmaker-
composer “symbolic interaction” have occurred ever since the breakup of
the studio system.

Secondly, in terms of the “ internal” market for the services offered
by film music makers, there are again striking differences between the silent
and post-classical periods. Given that film accompanists were in high
demand during the earlier years, it was largely a seller’s market internally,
the consistent escalation of film musicians’ wages at the time being one

indication of this situation. By contrast, the decades following the classical
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period saw a shrinking number of freelancers taking an increasing share of
available film work. A key reason for this development was that nervous
producers, with their financial preoccupations, are invariably more
comfortable with “name” composers and proven track records than with
lesser-known musicians. The awarding of film work after the classical
period has therefore tended to pyramid up to a few select composers,
leaving the majority of film music makers at the periphery of the
Hollywood scene. Although television and other fields have offered some
extra employment to composers, the same “ top-tier” structure soon
developed in many of the new areas as well, and persist to the present time.
The way film music is commercially exploited has been subject to
further transformations during the post-classical decades. The use of theme
songs almost immediately came back into vogue after 1950 with the success
of soundtrack recording releases from films like High Noon (1952) and The
High and the Mighty (1954). Eager to capitalize on any opportunities to
make their films profitable, independent producers quickly realized that
collateral sales from soundtrack albums (the long-playing record had just
been developed in the early 50s) could greatly contribute to a movie’s
economic success. According to Roy Prendergast, this turn of events had a

lasting impact on post-classical era composers:

The aesthetic effect on film music was immediate and
devastating. Every producer, in order to help assure the
financial success of his film, now wanted a film score with a
song or instrumental number of a type that would *“ make the
charts” . No longer did producers care if the music written for
their films was the best possible music for that specific picture,
they now wanted music that would sell away from the
picture...[The composer] was now asked to impose a strictly
musical form and style, the pop song, onto a film whether it
was appropriate to the film or not.*

35 Prendergast 103.
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This was a significant departure from earlier practices. Classical era songs
like “Laura” had come upon their successes almost by accident, with name
performers choosing to record and popularize them after-the-fact because of
the overall popularity of the film and its integral music. Even in the silent
years, solid links between the lyrical content and general musical character
of theme songs and the films they were part of were consistently made.

Moreover, the commercialized use of music in film not only
blossomed in the 1950s as never before, it metamorphosed and evolved into
even more blatant forms in the 60s and 70s. In 1964, the Beatles’
soundtrack album for A Hard Day’s Night made profits in the area of two
million dollars for Uxnited Artists, and Simon & Garfunkle’s pop song score
for The Graduate enjoyed similarly massive commercial success. These
precedents led independent producers to seek multiple-song soundtracks for
their films, to maximize their chances of large revenues from recording
releases. “Name™ pop stars, with millions of dollars of marketing and
promotion already behind them in their musical careers, were actively
recruited as contributors to films, a practice which continues to this day in
Hollywood. (Before the mid-60s, it was far more common for seasoned film
composers like Dimitri Tiomkin and Max Steiner to do double duty and
compose pop tunes in addition to their romantic-idiom background scores.*
Indeed, the 1960s developments led Steiner to comment that “ [film]
composition is a highly developed art that’s now dominated by young men
who can only hum a tune.”*’ In a similar vein, David Raksin has stated that
in the post-classical era, the film soundtrack has been relegated “to the

humiliating status of an adjunct to the recording industry.” %)

* Steiner’s 1959 hit tune “ Theme from A Summer Place” being one example in this
regard.

¥ Prendergast 148.

% Prendergast 164.
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From an economic perspective, then, the film music maker’s role in
the movie production has been significantly different after the classical
period than at any other time. The composer is a freelancer whom, on the
one hand, producers routinely expect to combine numerous tasks formerly
executed by different studio music department employees (composition,
arranging, orchestration, conducting, rehearsal accompaniment, even
copying and technical work). These tasks can be and often are
subcontracted to others, but they are nonetheless considered the
responsibility of the individual composer, who has suddenly been
transformed into a music department director and music department rolled
into one. On the other hand, the commercial imperatives of Hollywood
independent producers have led to a further fragmentation of film music
making into a number of specializations such as pop song writing, record
producing, and background scoring, each of which have as a matter of
course been carried out by different people with different musical
backgrounds and commercial profiles since the mid-60s. (The pop record
producer, for example, entered the Hollywood picture as soon as
commercial songs became de rigeur elements of independent film
soundtracks. As recently as 1990, Karlin and Wright observe that “ Record
producers are objects of both envy...and disdain [in Hollywood circles],
because they are often put into responsible situations in filmmaking even
though they may not have the film background to make things work
well.”)*

The brief strike carried out by the Composers and Lyricists Guild in
the early 1970s, and the antitrust suit brought by the organization against

the Association of Motion Picture and Television Producers when the strike

¥ Karlin and Wright 559.
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ended, are indicative of the type of economic constraints Hollywood
composers are still faced with. There were two principal issues that the
actions sought to address: the amount of time composers were given to
complete their work in post-production schedules; and the need for greater
copyright ownership of their synchronized audio-visual compositions. In the
latter case, full publishing ownership of film music makers’ synchronized
work has belonged to the producer ever since sound technology was
introduced, and with few exceptions this situation remains unchanged to
this day.*

In the former case, it had become clear that continuous cost-cutting
measures were resulting in often-ridiculous shrinkages in the time allotted

to film music making:

In the [studio system] days a composer was usually given about
six weeks to provide a score for a feature film, short enough
time in itself. Today, however, with the many low-budget,
quickie...movies..., a composer may be given as little as ten
days in which to write and record his score. There are instances
of a composer receiving only six days to complete forty
minutes’ worth of music.*!

The same budgetary pressures that have led to these time compressions can
also be seen in the emergence of a two-tier wage system for film
freelancers. While “name” composers, pop artists, and record producers
receive very high remuneration for their contributions to a Hollywood
production, wages and the very livelihoods of those closer to the freelance
periphery have often been subject to heavy downward pressures, a fact

David Raskin alluded to in a 1974 Variety interview:

“«“Name” composers often have had the power to demand half ownership of the
publishing for their film work. John Williams, Jerry Goldsmith, Henry Mancini, and
others fall into this category. But for the great majority, one hundred per cent ownership
of publishing by the producer, the maximum permitted under copyright law, and zero per
cent for the composer, is the standard division.

“! Prendergast 156.
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Many people believe the industry has been plundered,
ruined...by men whose principal interests—whatever they may
be—do not lie in film-making. The disastrous unemployment
resulting from this circumstance has become worse as film
companies have made more and more pictures abroad.
American composers find it difficult to believe that the use of
foreign composers is not related to the fact that they work for
less money.*

Technology and Film Music

We have become accustomed to thinking of technology as associated
primanly with the invention of various machines, and with subsequent
improvements and innovations those machines tend to inspire. But cultural
studies and communications scholars have long insisted that even the most
basic of tools, materials and techniques—such as those involved in
writing—and the various innovations they may introduce (e.g. the
development of an alphabet and the evolution of written language itself) can
and should be considered technologies as well. This is an important point
insofar as non-machine technologies were very much a part of silent movie
music and its evolution. Although the very raison d’étre of film music was
the invention of the moving picture camera, projector, and film—machines
and machine-related matériel—it was nonetheless non-mechanical
inventions like the cue sheet that helped film music evolve from its
rudimentary beginnings to a mature form with an enduring presence in the
cinematic medium.

The cue sheet was, in effect, a type of synchronization device,
designed to coordinate music and sound effects with moving images on the

screen by providing accompanists with descriptions of shot sequences and

“2 Prendergast 162, 164.
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other actions in the film. As mentioned earlier, these descriptions became
more and more detailed during the silent years, eventually including
musical and expressive suggestions, precise timings of screen events, and
other information.* The continued use and further refinement of the cue
sheet in the sound era (it is still employed on an almost universal basis
today, albeit in more sophisticated—usually computerized—form) indicates
that its invention in the 1910s and 20s was a significant technological
development in the history of film music.

Mechanical inventions and innovations were also important to music
in the silent era. What is unique about the period is that the ubiquitous
presence of music in the large number of venues exhibiting films actually
drove many of the technological developments taking place. For example,
Kathryn Kalinak indicates that

Pianos and organs were...produced to help insure a continuous
stream of music. During this era a number of manufacturers...
marketed mechanical and electrical “ player” pianos and organs
to cost-conscious theater owners... Unique in their double-head
construction, these player pianos and organs could hold two
rolls simultaneously. This allowed the operator to cue up one
roll while the other was playing, thus insuring continuous
music.*

Specially designed musical instruments became more expensive and
elaborate after the upright pianos and mechanical keyboards ot the
nickelodeon period were replaced by large organs in the picture palaces. For

instance,

“ As the cue sheet became more refined, its fabricators did make use of certain related
machine inventions. Charles Berg recounts that “ One method of preparing cue sheets was
described for Photoplay by Joseph O’Sullivan, music director of the Mutual Film
Company. In the first stage as the picture was screened, O’Sullivan dictated the plot and
action in proper sequence and speed to a phonograph. The second stage consisted of
playing back the record and jotting down appropriate musical selections. A timing device
Bnllccg tgk tl;% phonograph enabled the precise timing of each scene. (Berg 107.)

in .
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In 1912, the Hope-Jones Unit Orchestra (the patent rights of
which were acquired by the Rudolph Wurlitzer Company) was
introduced. For $20,000, an exhibitor could provide “the music
of a full orchestra” and an array of sound effects including
thunder, rain, wind, gun shot, and a lion roar.*

Helping theater owners cut costs was only one tactic among many employed
by instrument manufacturers in their efforts to gain film exhibitors as
customers, and as Charles Berg explains, keyboard companies made inroads

into most major theaters in the United States during the silent era:

Even with the evolution of the large orchestra [in the later
silent period], the electric organ (either a Wurlitzer, Moller,
Reuter, Kimball or Barton) became a standard fixture of every
“imporiant” picture house. It helped bridge transitions, when
the orchestra paused to change music, filled in phrases for
missing instruments, and provided the accompaniments for the
supper show when the orchestra was on break.*

Douglas Gomery’s work has helped clear up the misconception that
the introduction of sound technology in the late 1920s was exclusively
motivated by the desire to capture the human voice on film. Warner’s
introduction of sound shorts almost entirely dedicated to popular musical
acts indicates that encoding music on the soundtrack was at least as
important a consideration as the recording of dialogue and narration in the
technological push towards the sound film.

Regardless of the motivations that led to its emergence, primitive
sound recording technology imposed serious constraints on film music

makers for almost a decade after its introduction.*’ Post-synchronization

S Berg 249.

“ Berg 250.

“" 1t also imposed important restrictions on the film medium as a whole, though for a
shorter time. The noisy cameras of the late 20s and early 30s had to be encased in booths
so as not to be captured on the soundtrack, making camera movement virtually
impossible. The technological imposition of this static visual approach could only be
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(the ability to add music, sound effects, dialogue or voiceovers after the
shooting of a film) was not developed for several years. This meant that all
personnel required for both the soundtrack and the visual track had to be
present on the set for the live recording of scenes, including the entire
orchestra, their conductor, sound effects and foley artists, and sound
technicians. The tremendous expense this entailed was notorious (Max
Steiner recalls short scenes of one or two minutes taking two days or more
of filming because of acoustical problems and the many takes required), as
were the logistical constraints the technology of the time imposed on
filmmakers.*®

On top of synchronization-related difficulties, the microphones used
in early sound era recording posed serious problems of their own. Among
the instruments that recorded poorly through them were violins, horns, and
timpani, all vital in the late-romantic orchestrations that were becoming the
Hollywood scoring norm at the time. The microphone problems were of
sufficient severity and duration as to inspire the creation of special
“microphone instruments” like the saxtrombone and the saxhorn, which
produced timbres with overtone qualities that were more easily picked up
and reproduced in film recording. But these were only marginally used, and
disappeared in the early 30s. More significantly, a good number of film
composers orchestrated their scores in ways that compensated for

microphone weaknesses, deemphasizing problem instruments and bringing

lifted when quieter cameras, the boom microphone, and other innovations allowed
camera mobility to return in the early 30s.

“8 ««...during the filming of a certain picture... it took us two days to find a suitable spot
for the double bass, as the acoustical conditions on the stage were such that every time
the bass player touched his instrument the soundtrack would overshoot (distort or blur).
This experience with the entire company—actors, singers, and musicians—cost the
company seventy-five thousand dollars.” (Max Steiner, in Prendergast 23.)
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forward woodwinds, trumpets, pizzicato strings, and other acoustically
appropriate timbres.

From a technological point of view, then, the early sound period was
a reactive one compared with the earlier silent era. Instead of innovation
being driven by demand from theater musicians and owners, most of the
new technological factors at play were linked to different ways of coping
with the technical realities of sound films. But after the initial problems
were ironed out by the mid-30s, a period of relative technological stability
set in. It was only towards the end of the classical sound era that composers
began experimenting with (and appropriating for soundtrack use) various
technologies from outside the film industry per se.

The tape recorder, for example, first became commercially available
in the United States in the late 40s, and composers soon began incorporating
it into their film work. Many of the techniques they employed were inspired
by those of the “electro-acoustic” school, including the playback of various
sounds at faster and slower speeds (with corresponding timbral, pitch and
duration variations), and the editing of tape to alter the attack and decay
characteristics of sounds.*® Electronic instruments such as the Ondes
Martenot were also heard for the first time in film during the classical era.
But given that most technologically-inspired sound experimentation came

late in the period, the bulk of it has occurred from the 1950s to the present.

Composers’ experimentation with electronic instruments and other

technologically-based sound sources did indeed accelerate after the classical

“ This type of work was anticipated in earlier years by certain ad hoc experiments with
film equipment. David Raksin, for example, created an eerie timbre for a scene in Laura
with the help of a sound engineer, who figured out a way to alter the playback speed of a
soundtrack playback device, through which a piano rendition of the melody was played.
The attack of individual notes was then altered by manipulating the dials of the device’s
mixing console.



98

era. Miklos Rosza’s famous use of the Theremin, for example (an early
electronic instrument whose single pure tone is pitch- and volume-
controlled by the movement of the player’s hands around an antenna),
greatly popularized the instrument during the 1950s.5° Moreover,
synthesizers were employed in films from a very early stage in their
development, as were digital samplers and other sound-generating
modules.”!

The post-classical period also saw the introduction of stereo sound, as
mentioned earlier. This exhibition innovation was immediately used to
musical advantage in films like Julius Caesar (1953), with music by Miklos
Rosza. One example of how Rosza employed the stereophonic technique
was to help distinguish intertwining contrapuntal themes from one another,
each of which would represent different dramatic elements in a particular
scene. The themes were individually assigned to a different place in the
stereo spectrum (e.g. one in the right speaker, another in the left, converging
on the center as the scene develops). Stereo sound in exhibition has since
been enhanced in the 1980s and 90s by “ surround” sound, which assigns
different audio mixes to a number of speakers positioned at the front, back,
and sides of theaters. Typical uses of surround include the assignment of
certain ‘‘motion’’ sound effects to side speakers, dialogue to front speakers,

and music to front and back speakers.

% Rosza has commented that although his idea to use the Theremin in films was
appropriate and even original the first times he included the instrument, producers were
soon pressuring him and other composers to overuse it once audiences and reviewers had
reacted favorably to the instrument’s dramatic effect. Whatever power the unusual timbre
once had soon evaporated, and it became a cliché, almost comical sound after incessant
repetitions on sci-fi and other soundtracks.

’! Synthesizers generate tones from simple electronic wave patterns (square, sawtooth,
triangle), and allow for subsequent manipulations through envelopes, filters, frequency,
and other controls. Digital samplers are able to record any input from a microphone or
line, and allow for subsequent tape recorder-like and synthesizer-like manipulations of
the recordings. Most electronic modules encode digitally sampled sounds in silicon chips,
making them available for performance only through the MIDI protocol (see below).
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Even more significant among post-classical era technological
developments affecting film music has been the evolution of personal
computers and digital musical instruments. The MIDI protocol (which
allows electronic instruments made by different manufacturers to
communicate in a common language), in conjunction with digital
synchronization devices, affordable sequencing software, and other
computer-assisted composition tools, have allowed many film composers to
work in unprecedented ways. The ability to assemble audio performances of
themes and sketches of cues using sequence-driven sampled acoustic
instruments or abstract electronic timbres has modified a great many
composers’ working methods. providing a self-contained feedback
mechanism that did not exist before the 1980s. Furthermore, the same
technology can provide previews of cues and entire soundtracks for
consideration by producers and directors before the final recording and
dubbing sessions take place, significantly altering the dynamics of the film
musician’s symbolic-interactive relationships. In some cases full scores are
completely executed by electronic devices, eliminating the need for studio
musicians. As Karlin and Wright point out, *...there are so many young
composers who are prepared to do a synthesized score in their own studios,
and who want to score a picture as a career move, even if it isn’t
profitable,”? that Hollywood production budgets for music have often been

dramatically trimmed as a result.

In sum, since the early years of cinema, film accompanists and
composers have been consistently affected by the wider economic and

technological objectives of the movie industry, just as they have been

% Karlin and Wright 557.
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driven by monetary and career motivations of their own throughout
Hollywood history. Whether in live performance situations or behind-the-
scenes post-production work, the métier of movie musicians has been
tangibly shaped by the imperatives of profit and competition, by the
“trickling down” of effects from broad industry developments such as the
cultivation of a middle-class clientele in the silent era or the move to
independent production after the breakup of the studio system, and equally
by relatively localized, internal industry issues such as the terms and
conditions of contracts. The overarching context of a capitalist, free-market
economy has therefore been a key connection point between Hollywood
film music and society all along, a prime conduit through which the
actualization of the subjective-collective dialectic I proposed earlier has

taken place in the area.
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Chapter 4
Power, Politics and the Film Music Maker

While the institutional, formational, economic and technological
factors I have dealt with so far all constitute important sources of social
influence in the film music area, the critical issues of power and the political
they are invariably intertwined with have been only obliquely touched on in
prior discussions. Consequently, I have chosen to examine these issues
separately in the present chapter, in order to assess in some detail what are
perhaps the least obvious social dimensions of film music.

Questions of power have traditionally been the preoccupation of
political economy,! and I will rely on a number of theorists whose work
relates to that discipline in elaborating my own views on power in film
music. What follows this brief introduction essentially consists of two
discussions. In the first of these, I examine the relationship of Hollywood
film and film music to the evolving political-economic grids of American
society. My view is that these grids are heavily informed by the principles
of “classical” political economy (not to be confused with the “classical”
cinema), and the subsequent permutations of that paradigm in neoclassical,
Keynsian and neo-liberal economics. It is also my contention that the basic

tenets of classical political economy coincide with the film industry’s

I The discipline of political economy is a vast one, and even basic definitions of what it
comprises vary from author to author. Vincent Mosco, in The Political Economy of
Communication, outlines several contrasting definitions of the term taken from various
works on the topic. Some of these tend to emphasize the economic side of the discipline:
The New Palgrave, for example, states that “Political economy is the science of wealth.”
Others focus on the political dimensions of the discipline: communications scholar Dallas
Smythe describes political economy as *“the body of practice and theory offered as advice
by counselors to the leaders of social organizations,” and The Dictionary of Economic
Terms qualifies it as “a branch of statecraft.” [Vincent Mosco, The Political Economy of
Communication (London: Sage, 1996) 24.)] As stated above, political economy is
understood 1in this study to mean a critical evaluation of power relationships and their
impact on any given socially-defined area, in this case Hollywood film and its music.







