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Abstract 

 

‘Romantic Minimalist’: 

Meaning and Emotion in the Film Music of Michael Nyman 

Music constitutes a significant element within feature films, contributing to both 

meaning and emotional affect, and in the last twenty years there has been a significant 

growth in the study of film music. This thesis examines the question of how the 

meanings and emotional affects of Michael Nyman’s film music can be understood and 

the importance of Nyman’s work in the general context of film music. 

The thesis explores a number of different approaches for understanding 

Nyman’s film music, suggesting that each of these can shed some light on his work. It 

looks at: 

 how Nyman has been written about and understood by critics and in the press; 

 Nyman as a major exponent of minimalism in film music, an important 

development in the last thirty years that has, as yet, received little in depth 

analysis;  

 the way Nyman has contributed significantly to the development of film music 

practice, initially through his collaboration with Peter Greenaway, and 

subsequently with other film directors;  

 the way his music has been recycled in different film contexts, either using the 

same piece of music in different films or using music in a film which was 

originally written for a completely different situation; this practice raises 

important questions about the polysemic ‘transferability’ of film music and 

therefore about the ways in which it conveys both meaning and emotion 

 the way Nyman’s music can be understood both archetypally and ideologically. 

The thesis will start by looking at the ways in which questions of meaning and 

emotion have been understood, first in relation to music alone, and second in relation to 

film music; it is concerned with the overall question of how music and narrative images 

can combine. It will then consider each of the Nyman areas mentioned above and 

examine them in relation to the question of the music’s meaning and emotional affect.  

The thesis will draw on the work of music theorists Susan McClary, Nicholas 

Cook, and Pwyll ap Sion (who has written extensively on Nyman), and film music 

theorists such as Claudia Gorbman, Royal Brown, and Jeff Smith; it is an 

interdisciplinary approach using methods of analysis drawn from both musicology and 

film studies. It will offer interpretations of Nyman’s film music, by looking at: his film 

music practice; the ways in which ‘Nyman’ has been discursively constructed by critics 

and reviewers; how his film music relates to narrative; detailed analysis of particular 

musical pieces in relation to minimalism and the ‘transferability’ of film music; and the 

possible meanings of his music in both archetypal and ideological terms. It will argue 

that all of the above approaches are important and useful in understanding the role of 

Nyman’s film music in particular and of film music in general. 
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1 

 

Introduction 
 

 

‘The power of music … resides in its ability to shape the ways we 

experience our bodies, emotions, subjectivities, desires, and social 

relations.’
1
 (Susan McClary) 

 

Inspiration 

For many years I have studied film as a critical analyst and watched film as an 

ordinary film fan. I have taken pleasure in going to the cinema and watching a whole 

variety of different types of films as a paying member of the public, and I have enjoyed 

analysing, taking apart, and critiquing films from a range of different critical 

perspectives (historical, social, ideological, feminist, aesthetic, and so on) as a film and 

media studies teacher. The focus of most of my viewing and my analysis has been the 

narrative feature film,
2
 and around 1988 I became interested in noting particular 

sequences in films which had a very strong emotional impact on me. 

Three things emerged from this focus: first, that emotional responses to films 

were central to audience pleasures in and consumption of film, even though film 

studies, at that time, paid little theoretical attention to ‘emotion’. Second, that nearly all 

my favourite film sequences were ones that included music; this combination of music, 

images, and narratives could be extremely powerful and ecstatic and the music was a 

crucial element in the emotive power of these sequences. Third, that emotional 

responses were always related to meaningful narratives. What I mean by this is that, 

whatever emotions were experienced – sad, happy, frightened, and so on – they were 

always drawn out of, or mapped onto, a particular meaningful narrative situation, a 

particular set of tragic or joyful or terrifying circumstances and meanings. My readings 

of, and reactions to, films, and these music/image sequences, were thus related both to 

the meanings of the narratives and the emotions that they produced. Consequently, I 

came to view the two as inextricably interconnected; it thus makes sense to speak of 

‘meaningful feelings’ or ‘feelingful meanings’ when analysing narrative feature films 

and their musical sequences.
3
   All these realizations and a growing interest in music 

                                                             
1
 Susan McClary, Conventional Wisdom: The Content of Musical Form, Berkeley, University of 

California Press, 2001, pp.6-7. 
2
  Narrative feature films are generally between 90 and 150 minutes long; they tell stories and are 

screened in cinemas, and when I use the term film I am referring to these cultural products. 
3
   These terms will be used throughout the thesis. 
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itself led me to focus more on film music and its role in film, and all of these factors 

have provided the inspiration for this thesis.  

 

What the study is about 

The aim of the thesis is to study how meaning and emotion are produced in the 

combination, or ‘combinatoire’,
4
 of music, image/narrative, sound effects, and dialogue, 

through a consideration of the film music of Michael Nyman. Nyman was chosen, first, 

to give the thesis a bounded focus; second, because he is a significant film music 

composer who has contributed to the development of film music practice yet whose film 

music has received little in-depth critical attention;
5
 third, because he is an exponent of 

minimalism, an important musical style in the recent development of film music which 

has also received little critical attention; and fourth, because I find his music particularly 

affective. The thesis considers a range of different approaches that can be used to 

understand Nyman’s music/image combinations. While the thesis remains focused on 

Nyman’s film music as one example, the implications of this examination can be carried 

over into consideration of feature-film music in general and the broad theoretical 

questions of how film music can be understood, thus contributing to the growing body 

of work on film music. 

 

What emerged from the study 

 In the course of the study a number of factors emerged which had not been 

originally anticipated: first, the issue of what I call music’s ‘transferability’ (linked to its 

polysemic potential), which demonstrated the possibility and practice of using the same 

music within different film/image contexts; second the idea of seeing music as 

‘archetypal’, that is, expressing general emotions and meanings, rather than specific 

ones (for example expressing ‘love’ in general rather than a particular ‘love’ situation) 

and drawing on Jung’s notions of archetypes; third, critical reading drew attention to the 

importance of understanding how music expresses social values and contributes to the 

creation of audience subjectivities. All of these concerns have been subsumed into a 

thesis which now examines how a number of different approaches can be used to give 

                                                             
4
 Claudia Gorbman refers to the ‘combinatoire of expression’ formed by ‘[i]mage, sound effects, 

dialogue, and music track,’ in Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music, London, BFI, 1987, 

p.16. 
5
  Nyman has written music for a number of films which have been critically acclaimed and his music is 

understood as an important element in their success.  
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answers to the overall question: how can the meanings and emotional affects
6
 of 

Michael Nyman’s film music be understood?     

 

Themes and structure of the study 

 These approaches have determined the structure and organisation of the thesis. 

The first two chapters consider general theoretical concerns and review relevant 

literature, looking first, at the way music per se has been understood in relation to 

feelings and meanings, and then at the way film music has been written about with a 

special focus on how images and music can combine. The third chapter gives a broad 

overview of Nyman’s film music work and career, and looks at the way ‘Nyman’ has 

been discursively constructed, particularly in more popular discourses. The remaining 

four chapters offer different approaches for understanding how his film music can be 

understood, looking at specific film music examples; they consider Nyman’s film music 

in relation to minimalism (Chapter 4), its uses with different kinds of narrative film 

(Chapter 5), its transferability (Chapter 6), and its possible archetypal and ideological 

meanings (Chapter 7). 

Running throughout the thesis are a number of central themes: the idea of 

analysing, as Theo van Leeuwen puts it, ‘the story told by the music;’
7
 a concern with 

the way music is described, explained, and interpreted through language; the way 

Nyman’s film musical career can be understood in terms of two different styles of 

music, ‘two Nymans’, described as ‘Greenaway-Nyman’ and ‘romantic-Nyman’.  

      

Methodology 

 This is an interdisciplinary study, analysing both film and music. The main 

concern is to offer hermeneutic interpretations of Nyman’s film music, demonstrating 

how film and music can interact. These interpretations are of the music in relationship 

with its particular visual and narrative contexts, thus performing a textual analysis of 

film/music sequences. As well as analysing the films and music, attention is paid to 

analysing critical and popular writing about Nyman and his film music. The textual 

analysis draws on a range of approaches developed in film studies, cultural studies, and 

musicology: it uses semiology and formalist aesthetic analysis to make close readings of 

                                                             
6
   The term ‘emotional affects’ is used rather than ‘emotional effects’ to avoid the suggestion that there is 

a simple ‘direct effect’ communicated by the music rather than affects which are partly subjective. 
7
  Theo van Leeuwen ‘Emotional Times: The Music of The Piano’, in Rebecca Coyle (ed.), Screen 

Scores: Studies in Contemporary Australian Film Music, Sydney, AFTRS, 1998, p.42. 
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the texts, but by situating films and music within their social and historical contexts it 

draws on cultural theories about representation, postmodernism, minimalism, and 

narrative. It references both cognitive and psychoanalytic understandings of how film 

music is apprehended. As well as drawing on the work of established film music 

theorists such as Claudia Gorbman, Jeff Smith, and Royal Brown, it uses the work of 

new musicologists such as Susan McClary and Robert Fink, who argue that music 

always carries social meanings. It also draws significantly on the work of Pwyll ap Sion 

and Maarten Beirens, who have both done important work on Nyman.  

 The interpretations are supported by these theoretical paradigms and this 

theoretical work, but it is recognized that they are also influenced by a degree of 

subjectivity, my own responses to these film/music texts and their meaningful feelings, 

and this will be referred to. Such subjectivity is accounted for in work on audiences 

within cultural and media studies, which has argued that meanings are not so much 

contained in texts, but rather in the way that different audiences make meanings from 

texts;
8
  these meanings and readings of texts are always changing through time and 

context. My own position is to argue that while different people may make very 

different readings of the same text, at different times and in different places, it is still 

possible, through semiological, formalist and cultural analysis, to argue for particular 

meanings and readings, for what Stuart Hall has called a ‘preferred’ or ‘dominant’ 

reading.
9
 These are the readings I look for, but with awareness that they may be 

influenced by my own cultural context, my own time and place, as a white, middle-

class, middle-aged, academic male, and my own psychological predispositions. 

Furthermore, music, like all art forms, is open to different interpretations as to its 

meanings and this thesis is concerned to demonstrate and explore a number of possible 

ways for understanding and approaching the meanings of Nyman’s music rather than 

provide a single definitive answer as to their meaning and their emotional affect. 

 The ‘texts’ used for analysis are primarily DVD versions of films which Nyman 

has composed for and CD soundtracks.
10

 Included with the thesis (Appendices D and E) 

are a compilation DVD and compilation CD which feature key ‘musical’ scenes and 

‘cues’ that are analysed in the thesis.  There are also some references to Nyman’s music 

                                                             
8
  See Stuart Cunningham & Graeme Turner (eds), Media and Communication in Australia, Sydney, 

Allen & Unwin, 2002, pp.85-98; Jostein Gripsrud, ‘Film Audiences’, in John Hill & Pamela Church 

Gibson (eds), The Oxford Guide to Film Studies, Oxford, OUP, 1998, pp.202-11. 
9
  See Stuart Hall, ‘Encoding/Decoding in Television Discourse’ in Stuart Hall, et al (eds), Culture, 

Media, Language, London, Hutchison, 1980; see also Tim O’Sullivan, et al (eds), Key Concepts in 

Communication and Cultural Studies, 2
nd

 ed., London, Routledge, 1994, pp.239-40.  
10

  Appendix C gives brief plot summaries of the main films that are referred to.  
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scores; these are a mixture of published scores, Nyman’s own original printed or 

handwritten scores (photocopies), and transcriptions by myself. The published scores 

are very useful but sometimes there are differences from the actual film versions, or else 

a score has been turned into a solo piano piece. Nyman’s own scores are also useful, but 

again these are not always what are actually heard in the films. I am very thankful to 

Nyman for giving me the opportunity to photocopy some of his scores, though sadly, 

Nyman himself was unavailable for interview or discussion of this thesis. For some 

music sequences that are analysed scores are unavailable, so analysis is based purely on 

aural analysis and the use of my own transcriptions of the main musical aspects of 

particular music ‘cues’. 

 The lack of film music scores is often a problem for film music analysis. In 

Nyman’s case there is a problem in getting music scores because of the way his music 

has evolved. Beirens has shown this, as follows: 

The almost exclusive relationship with the Michael Nyman Band as 

foremost performers of his music is emphasised by the absence of real 

scores, particularly for the early pieces. The close contact with the 

musicians of his own band made the production of a conductor’s score 

superfluous (Nyman ‘conducts’ his ensemble at the piano, using the bass 

guitar part as a reference), meaning that for many pieces only instrumental 

parts have been made and even then, the players have sometimes through 

many rehearsals and performances developed an interpretation of their parts 

that significantly departs from what is written.
11

  

This absence of full scores does present some problems for full analysis of Nyman’s 

work.  

Thesis discourse 

I make one final point here in relation to the language of the thesis. Film-studies 

writing generally refers to the film/cinema experience in terms of ‘seeing’, ‘watching’, 

‘viewing’, or ‘looking at’ films. In order to make the presence of film music more 

apparent, and to draw attention to the way music, sound, and an aural discourse are 

often neglected, I will refer at times to the experience of ‘hearing/watching’ films and to 

‘viewer/listeners’ rather than just viewers or spectators.
12

 The clumsiness of these terms 

                                                             
11

 Maarten Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, unpublished PhD Thesis, Leuven, 

Katholieke Universiteit, p.185. Dr Nicholas Bannan has also recounted to me personally that when he 

applied for a score for Nyman’s music for The Draughtsman’s Contract what he received from Chester 

Music was so confusing and disjointed that he and his music group were unable to use it. 
12

 The word ‘film’ itself refers originally to celluloid from which images were projected so it too is a 

visual term though it is now assumed to include sound as well. The term ‘audience’ does theoretically 

privilege sound since it is derived from the Latin, ‘audio’ meaning ‘I hear’, but it has now come to be 

popularly understood more in visual than auditory terms. 
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is outweighed by the way they draw attention to both cinematic aspects and to the 

common neglect of sound or its assumed inclusion and subordination within a visual 

discourse. Despite these efforts, I was aware throughout the thesis how often I myself 

used visual terms when discussing film music (for example, ‘perceived’, ‘noticed’, 

‘recognised’, ‘focus’, ‘reading’, are all used in this introduction), a reflection (another 

visual term) of the cultural dominance of sight over sound.  
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Chapter 1 

Meaning and Emotion in Music 
 

 

„The whole problem can be stated quite simply by asking, “Is there a 

meaning to music?” My answer would be, “Yes.” And “Can you state in 

so many words what the meaning is?” My answer to that would be, 

“No.”‟
1
 (Aaron Copland) 

 

 

This thesis is concerned with how meaning and emotional affect are produced in 

the combination of music with film image/narrative, through a consideration of the film 

music of Michael Nyman. Any analysis of the meaning and emotion of Michael 

Nyman‟s film music needs to consider first, how the meanings and emotional affects of 

music per se can be understood, and second, the ways in which music has been used to 

accompany narrative feature films in terms of meaning and emotion. The former will 

give some understanding of how music works and suggest methodological approaches 

which can be applied to Nyman‟s film music. The latter will provide a context for 

understanding the functions and development of film music and a starting point for 

examining Nyman‟s contribution to film music. These concerns will be the basis of the 

first two chapters of the thesis. 

 

Meaning and emotion 

Before looking at how meaning and emotion can be understood in music it is 

important to say something about the use of these two terms and how they are 

connected. „Meaning‟ refers to how things are rationally understood and explained in 

words; to give meaning to any thing or action or feeling is to explain what it is or what 

it does. The process of naming and identifying things, actions, and feelings in words is a 

process of giving them meaning, a cognitive process. Meaning also refers to 

communication: all words have meanings and when they are used between people in 

conversations, emails, novels, film dialogue, and so on, they are communicating 

meanings. But there are other forms of meaningful communication beyond language. 

Semiology has analysed all these in terms of sign systems whereby signifiers represent, 

signify, or stand in for signifieds.
2
  Such systems include iconic representational signs 

                                                             
1
   Aaron Copland, http://www.quotesandpoem.com/quotes/listquotes/author/Aaron-Copland (accessed 

27/12/2009). 
2
  See Michael O‟Shaughnessy & Jane Stadler, Media and Society (4

th
 ed.), Melbourne, OUP, 2008,  

pp.134-5; Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, London, Fontana, 1974; Roland 

Barthes, Mythologies, London, Paladin, 1973. 

http://www.quotesandpoem.com/quotes/listquotes/author/Aaron-Copland
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(such as drawing, photography, and film, in which the signifiers look like or resemble 

the signifieds), and symbolic representational signs (such as language itself, traffic 

signals, morse code, and mathematical symbols), in which the signifier has no direct 

resemblance to the signified but is understood to represent it, arbitrarily, through a 

shared cultural code.
3
 Narrative feature films contain visual images alongside aural 

sound-effects, dialogue, and music, and thus combine different kinds of sign systems: 

the film images themselves are iconic representational signs which resemble material 

things – people, landscapes, buildings, and so on; the sound-effects signifiers similarly 

resemble actual sounds;
4
 the dialogue uses the symbolic representational code of 

language. Though using different kinds of signs, all of these clearly communicate 

meaning to the film audience since they are representational, referring to some object, 

idea, action, feeling, and so on.  

Music is more problematic. Studies of film music have argued consistently that 

film music does carry meaning; but the problem is that music does not clearly refer to 

anything outside of itself, unlike iconic signs or language where words are understood 

to symbolically signify objects, actions, ideas, and so on. Therefore, it does not in itself 

seem to communicate meaning since it is a non-representational sign system. This issue 

forms a starting point for considering the nature of musical meaning.  

 The term „emotion‟ is used to refer to the affects and feelings experienced by 

people when they hear/see films. These three terms – emotions, affects, feelings – are 

all used and linked throughout the thesis and are to some extent interchangeable since 

emotions refers to affects and feelings. The original literal meaning of emotion was 

related to movement coming out of the body;
5
 hence to „emote‟ was to express feelings 

through some physical action, for example crying, hair standing on end, backing away, 

or hitting things could express sadness, fear, or anger; these physical expressions would 

let the emotions out.
6
  Although the term emotion evokes the idea of movement it is of 

course possible for people to experience emotions/feelings/affects when they are sitting 

still, the position in which most audiences experience films. At moments of extreme 

emotional intensity audiences may cry, laugh, scream, or grip the edge of their seats, but 

for much of the film experience audiences will be still, yet will be experiencing 

                                                             
3
   As C.S. Peirce suggested, see O‟Shaughnessy & Stadler, Media & Society, p.140. 

4
   Synchronised sounds heard with images are presumed to be the actual sounds made by those events. In 

fact sound is often added after filming and foley sound effects are often used to enhance the on-screen 

sounds by adding some other sound source. Michel Chion gives the example of how a crushed 

watermelon can be heard as the sound of a boy crushed by a tank, Michel Chion (trans. Claudia 

Gorbman), Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, New York, Columbia University Press, 1994, p.22. 
5
   From the Latin words „ex‟, out of, and „moveo‟, I move. 

6
   These emotional movements can be both voluntary and involuntary. 
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emotional responses to the film (which may of course be registered by internal bodily 

and physiological responses or movements). While film music may function to 

communicate meaning, its primary function is to produce emotional responses and 

indeed it is regarded by many, as will be discussed below, as the key stimulus for 

audience emotional responses.   

I have discussed the terms „meaning‟ and „emotion‟ separately so far and also 

implied a „mind/body‟ dichotomy in the way that „meanings‟ are understood cognitively 

and „emotions‟ are experienced bodily. But in the experience of watching/hearing films 

these two aspects are always connected. While bodily expression is important for 

feelings and emotional affects, these are also understood as meaningful in the brain and 

as such are partly a mental, cognitive activity. Sadness, triggered for example by the 

death of a loved one, is understood through the mental knowledge of death yet 

experienced through the physical bodily expressions of crying, tearing one‟s hair, and 

so on, expressing the feelings that accompany the mental knowledge. It is this mental 

aspect of emotions that suggests a crucial link between meanings and emotions. 

Emotions themselves are always imbued with meaning as soon as they are identified by 

the words used to meaningfully describe them. Hence „sad‟, „happy‟, „angry‟, and so on 

are emotions but they „mean‟ as well. „Meaning‟ and „emotion‟ are thus intrinsically 

bound together.
7
  

Despite this link between meaning and emotion, Western culture has separated 

the two and also tended to devalue emotion. Alison Jagger articulates this split as 

follows: 

Within the Western philosophical tradition, emotions have usually been 

considered potentially or actually subversive of knowledge; reason rather 

than emotion has been regarded as the indispensable faculty for acquiring 

knowledge.
8
  

Going beyond the simple mind/body opposition, she develops this binary: 

                                                             

7
   Connections between meaning and emotion in the brain are also now recognized elsewhere. Psychiatric 

understandings of the chemical processes of the brain show how feelings and emotions are actually 

governed by the chemistry of the brain so that mood altering drugs, whether recreational or medical, are 

understood to work on the brain and produce different feelings/emotions. In relation to music and the 

brain see Oliver Sacks, Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 2007; 

Robert Jourdain, Music, the Brain and Ecstasy: How Music Captures our Imagination, New York, Quill, 

2002;  Jaak Panksepp, „Music and Chills‟, in Affective Neuroscience: The Foundations of Human and 

Animal Emotions, New York, OUP, 1998, pp.278-9. 
8
 Alison M. Jagger, „Love and Knowledge: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology‟, in Jagger (ed), Just 

Methods: An Interdisciplinary Feminist Reader, Boulder, CO, Paradigm Publishers, 2008, pp.378-91, 

p.378. 
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the rational has been contrasted with the emotional, with reason associated 

with the mental, the cultural, the universal, the public and the male, whereas 

emotion has been associated with the irrational, the physical, the natural, the 

particular, the private and, of course, the female.
9
    

She argues against this „derogatory Western attitude towards emotion‟,
10

 and argues for 

the values of emotions, not just in themselves, but also from the point of view „that 

emotions play a vital part in developing knowledge.‟
11

 Despite this cultural split, the 

cinema (along with several art forms) is a place where emotion is valued and meanings 

and emotions are linked. These meaning/emotion connections are important for any 

understanding of how film/cinema works.   Indeed, the way that the film/cinematic 

apparatus has developed since its inception in 1895 has been to provide a pleasurable, 

recreational, leisure experience, through the presentation of meaningful stories which 

feature emotionally-involving characters and situations. The pleasure experienced by 

audiences is thus a combination of mental and emotional stimulation and engagement; 

audiences mentally follow the story at the same time as they feel for the characters or 

the situations portrayed. The two are always connected, so, rather than talk in terms of 

the separate meanings or feelings produced by a film it makes more sense to speak of 

the „feelingful meanings‟ and „meaningful feelings‟ apprehended and experienced by 

audiences.
12

  

I have outlined the meanings of the terms „meaning‟ and „emotion‟ and argued 

that they are linked, especially in the cinematic context. It is also important to note that 

neither meanings nor emotions/affects are purely „natural‟: they are, at least in part, 

social constructions which are learnt. Certainly, in relation to the study of cinema, 

cultural studies‟ and film studies‟ approaches have stressed the importance of 

understanding and uncovering the ways in which films construct social values, 

meanings, and feelings, whether implicitly or explicitly.
13

 Yet, the focus has tended to 

be on the rational meanings of the stories and the ideological values they project. 

Emotions may seem to be free from ideological constraints if they are regarded as 

natural or instinctive or physiological or biological; but another important argument in 

Jagger‟s article is that emotions are „in part socially constructed [and] like all social 

                                                             
9
    Ibid., p.378. 

10
  Ibid., p.383. 

11
  Ibid., p.389. 

12
  See Michael O'Shaughnessy, „Meaningful Emotions and Emotional Meanings: Ennio Morricone‟s 

music in the films of Gillo Pontecorvo‟, in Metro no.154, 2008, pp.154-9. 
13

 See for example Richard Dyer, Stars, London, BFI, 1979, pp.2-4; Graeme Turner, Film as Social 

Practice, London, Routledge, 1988, pp.145-59; David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art: An 

Introduction (6
th

 ed.), New York, McGraw Hill, 2001, pp.386-96. 
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constructs they are historical products, bearing the marks of the society that constructed 

them.‟
14

 Consequently, emotions too are a site of ideological meanings and values. This 

point resonates with Susan McClary‟s view of music as ideological; she argues that 

„[t]he power of music ... resides in its ability to shape the ways we experience our 

bodies, emotions, subjectivities, desires, and social relations.‟
15

 Music for McClary, like 

cinema, teaches audiences who they are. Thus, any study of the meanings and emotions 

of film music needs to consider their ideological import. Indeed, the fact that cinema is 

often understood as a manipulative medium, particularly through its use of emotive 

music, suggests the need for some vigilance in relation to the role of music.  

To sum up the above: emotion in the cinema, often expressed by music, is 

culturally validated; it is also inextricably linked to meaning in terms of feelingful 

meanings or meaningful feelings; but, as a social construct, emotions need to be 

considered ideologically in terms of the meaningful feelings they communicate, just as 

meanings do.      

The differences and connections between meaning and emotion are especially 

relevant in relation to how music is heard. Analysts have suggested two different ways 

in which music can be heard, distinguishing between „cognitive‟ and „affective‟ modes. 

Shepherd and Wicke, when comparing music and language as communication 

processes, argue that listening to music is primarily an affective process in which 

„expressive‟ music offers something that „meaningful‟ language does not.
16

 Music 

expresses feelings rather than stating them and thus there are significant differences 

between music and language as signifying systems. According to this view, the music 

experience is affective, whereas language is cognitive and listening to music is all about 

experiencing emotion. As John Sloboda says „music is capable of arousing in us deep 

and significant emotions.‟
17

 

But Shepherd and Wicke overstate the case because music listening is also 

cognitive. Leonard Meyer, John Sloboda, Peter Kivy and others
18

 have argued this in 

relation to music and indeed this is the argument that supports the dominant way of 

                                                             
14

  Jagger, „Love and Knowledge‟, p.386. 
15

  McClary, Conventional Wisdom, pp.6-7. 
16

  John Shepherd & Peter Wicke. Music and Cultural Theory, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1997, p.140. 
17

  John Sloboda, The Musical Mind: The Cognitive Psychology of Music, Oxford, OUP, 1985, p.1. (Note 

the title of Sloboda‟s book which emphasises a cognitive approach.) 
18

  See Leonard Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1956; 

Sloboda, The Musical Mind; Peter Kivy, Music Alone: Philosophical Reflection on the Purely Musical 

Experience, New York, Cornell University Press, 1991. 
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appreciating music put forward by Eduard Hanslick in the nineteenth century.
19

 It is an 

argument that has also been put forward more recently in understanding how film and 

film music work by Jeff Smith, Greg Smith, Carl Platinga, and others.
20

 Jeff Smith uses 

a cognitivist approach to understand how film music is apprehended by 

spectator/listeners. He argues that audiences hear music and cognitively identify it as 

carrying particular meanings, associations, and signification, through recognition of 

musical structures and gestures Thus, a slow and plaintive violin piece signifies the 

emotional state of sadness. The listener cognitively recognizes this through their 

understanding of musical codes and social uses, and they „read/hear‟ and understand the 

scene as a sad one (without necessarily feeling the actual emotion of sadness).
21

 Russell 

Lack has commented on how audiences unconsciously learn the codes of film music 

through repeated usage of similar music styles operating as a meaningfully coded 

system. He quotes George Antheil:  

Hollywood music is very nearly a public communication, like radio. If you 

are a movie fan (and who isn‟t) you may sit in a movie theatre three times a 

week listening to the symphonic background scores which Hollywood 

composers concoct. What happens? Your musical tastes become moulded 

by these scores, heard without knowing it. You see love, and you hear it. 

Simultaneously. It makes sense. Music suddenly becomes a language for 

you, without your knowing it.
22

 

Music listeners, in general, first have to make cognitive sense of a musical piece, 

to register the particular structures and modes of the music and identify what these 

structures signify (the slow pace of a piece in a minor key understood as „sad‟). Such 

cognitive processes are behind Meyer‟s understanding of how music works, as listeners 

cognitively identify particular structures, anticipate what will come next and deduce 

both meanings and emotions on the basis of how their expectations are fulfilled.  

Sloboda, however, argues that understanding music is not just an intellectual, 

cognitive exercise. He suggests that music is „able to affect people.‟ Cognitively, „the 

human mind endows these sounds with significance ... [so] [t]hey become symbols for 

something other than pure sound,‟ so that affectively, this „enables us to laugh or cry.‟
23

 

                                                             
19

  See Eduard Hanslick (trans. Geoffrey Payzant), On the Musically Beautiful, Indianapolis, Hackett, 

1986, (originally published 1854.) 
20

  See Jeff Smith, „Movie Music as Moving Music: Emotion, Cognition, and the Film Score‟, in Carl 

Plantinga & Greg M. Smith (eds.), Passionate Views: Film, Cognition and Emotion, Baltimore, The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999, pp.146-67. See also Torban Kragh Grodal, Moving Pictures: A 

New Theory of Film Genres, Feelings and Cognition, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1997. 
21

   When watching/listening to films from the past it is often easy for audiences to understand the musical 

codes and meanings without necessarily being emotionally affected by them.  
22

  George Antheil quoted in Russell Lack, Twenty Four Frames Under: Film Music a Brief History, 

London, Quartet, 1997, p 174. 
23

   Sloboda, The Musical Mind, p.1. 
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He argues that „[m]ost of our responses to music are learned‟,
24

 but it is on the basis of 

this learned, cognitive approach, that audiences can be affected emotionally by music. 

There is thus both a cognitive and an affective stage in responses to music, just as with 

jokes, which people must understand, „get‟ cognitively, before they may or may not 

laugh, affectively.
25

 Sloboda thus acknowledges the importance of both cognitive and 

affective processes in responses to music as does Jeff Smith in relation to film music. 

Like Sloboda, Smith argues that „all emotions are composed of both affective and 

cognitive components‟ and that  

since cognitivist and emotivist theories of music each describe different 

hierarchies of judgement and affect, both are necessary to understanding the 

role film music plays in the spectator‟s emotional experience.
26

  

Consequently, cognitivist and emotivist theories should be seen as  

complementary theories accounting for different aspects of the same 

phenomenological experience. Judgement and arousal, thus, would 

comprise two levels of music‟s emotional engagement with listeners.
27

  

This combination of „judgement‟ and „arousal‟ supports the idea that films and film 

music work by producing „meaningful feelings‟ and/or „feelingful meanings‟.   

 

Musical perspectives 

The distinction between „affective‟ and „cognitive‟ musical experience begins to 

open up the question of how musical meaning and emotion have been understood by 

musicologists and music philosophers; how music, with its own special qualities, can be 

interpreted. This is a huge and complex area. Questions about meaning and emotion are 

now firmly on the musicological agenda,
28

 and a range of different theoretical 

                                                             
24

   Ibid., p.1. 
25

  These two stages may not always be in operation: it is possible to hear a piece of music and cognitively 

know that it is sad without necessarily feeling the sadness. Leonard Meyer makes a related distinction 

between what he calls „formalist‟ and „expressionist‟ aesthetic views of music (Meyer, Emotion and 

Meaning in Music, p.2.) He argues that both of these can hear „the meaning of music as being essentially 

intramusical (non-referential)‟, (ibid., p.3) but whereas the formalist argues that „meaning in music is 

primarily intellectual‟, the „expressionist‟ argues that the same music is „capable of exciting feelings and 

emotions in the listener‟, (ibid., p.3.) The „affective‟ response to music also draws attention to the 

question whether music is in itself expressive of emotional affects or whether these are read into the 

music. Peter Kivy has written about the way St Bernard dogs or weeping willow trees are perceived as 

expressive of sadness because they look sad whereas actually they are not in themselves sad. Similarly 

music may be perceived as expressing sadness but sadness is not actually contained within the musical 

notes themselves; it is perceived as such by listeners. See Stephen Davies, „Philosophical Perspectives on 

Music‟s Expressiveness‟, in Patrik Juslin & John Sloboda (eds), Music and Emotion: Theory and 

Research, Oxford, OUP, 2001, pp.34-6.   
26

   Smith, „Movie Music as Moving Music‟, p.156. 
27

   Ibid., p.155.  
28

   Questions about music‟s meanings and emotional affects have been central in musicology since 

Leonard Meyer‟s seminal work, Emotion and Meaning in Music, was first published in 1956. He stated 

„[w]hat constitutes musical meaning and by what processes it is communicated has been the subject of 
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explanations and research areas are being explored, including psychological, 

physiological, biological, and anthropological alongside aesthetic, historical, 

sociological, and cultural approaches.  It is impossible within the scope of this thesis to 

explore all these.
29

 What seems agreed is that music has great emotional power and has 

been a meaningful part of all human cultures, but that questions of musical meaning and 

emotion are extremely complex and difficult to explain comprehensively. For many 

commentators musical meanings and emotional affects remain a puzzle which attests to 

the special nature of music as an aesthetic form. Claude Levi-Strauss says „[m]usic is 

the only language with the contradictory attributes of being at once intelligible and 

untranslatable‟,
30

 and Aaron Copland, as cited at the outset of this chapter, puts the 

musical paradox beautifully:  

The whole problem can be stated quite simply by asking, „Is there a meaning 

to music?‟ My answer would be, „Yes.‟ And „Can you state in so many 

words what the meaning is?‟ My answer to that would be, „No.‟
31

 

Despite Levi-Strauss and Copland, approaches for understanding music have 

been developed which can be used in relation to Nyman‟s music. However, for 

musicology there is one major problem in analysing musical meaning and emotion and 

there is also a history of how this problem has been approached, and I will consider 

these first. The problem, as stated earlier, is that music does not clearly refer to anything 

outside of itself, and thus appears to be a non-representational sign system. For 

example, Meyer observes that music provides the „puzzling combination of abstractness 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
numerous and often heated debates‟ ( p.1), and also noted that „music is said to communicate emotional 

and aesthetic meanings as well as purely intellectual ones‟ (p.vii), thus drawing attention again to the way 

that meaning and emotion are linked. His book offered a significant exploration of some of the formal 

ways in which the structures of music could be heard as meaningful and affective. Subsequently questions 

about musical meanings and affects have been a focus for many musicologists who have attempted to 

explain how music works. Lawrence Kramer states „[t]he problem of meaning stands at the forefront of 

much recent thinking about music‟ (Musical Meaning: Towards a Critical History, Berkeley, University 

of California Press, 2002, p.1); Susan McClary asks „how can we talk about meaning in musical 

procedures?‟ (Conventional Wisdom, p.xii) and then argues that „[w]e have to recover some notion of 

how musical gestures, procedures, and forms do, in fact, produce their very powerful effects‟ (p.8); 

Stephen Davies asks „what does music mean and how does it mean?‟ (p.ix) and „given that music is 

nonsentient, how could emotions be expressed in it?‟ (Musical Meaning and Expression, Ithaca, Cornell 

University Press, 1994, p.x). Christopher Small also asks „[w]hat is this thing called music ...? The 

question has been asked many times over the centuries, and since at least the time of the ancient Greeks, 

scholars and musicians have tried to explain the nature and meaning of music and find the reasons for its 

extraordinary power in the lives of human beings‟ (Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and 

Listening, London, University Press of New England, 1998, p.2). 
29

  Excellent overviews of the study of music‟s meanings and emotional affects are to be found in Juslin 

and Sloboda‟s book, Music and Emotion and the CBC Radio series The Nerve: 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio2/features/theNerve/ (accessed 26/12/2009). See also Anthony Storr, Music and 

the Mind, New York, The Free Press, 1992. 
30

  Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked, Cape, London, 1970, p.18. 
31

  Aaron Copland, http://www.quotesandpoem.com/quotes/listquotes/author/Aaron-Copland (accessed 

27/12/2009). 
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with concrete emotional and aesthetic experience,‟
32

 [my emphasis].  Shepherd and 

Wicke put it thus:  

A central problem in understanding significance in music has been that, in 

their „abstract‟ (by which we mean „non-denotative‟) manifestations, the 
sounds of music do not obviously refer outside themselves to the world of 

objects, events and linguistically encodable ideas. In terms of the way in 

which symbols are commonly understood to have meaning, this „abstract‟ 

aspect of music emerges either as having „no meaning‟, or as having a 

meaning that is quite distinct from all other forms of meaning.
33

  

Similarly, Naomi Cumming refers to the problem posed by Eduard Hanslick of whether 

absolute music is capable of having an expressive content, given that 

emotions usually have an object, and music lacks reference to anything 

outside of itself which might serve to identify what is expressed
34

 [my 

emphasis].   

So, music is essentially a non-representational, abstract system which uses a „language‟ 

which ostensibly is purely self-referential and doesn‟t appear to mean anything at all. 

The twelve notes of the Western musical scale are a sign system: the notes are denoted 

by the letters A to G (plus accidentals), but these signifiers simply refer to themselves, 

there is no other signified. And the only relationships between the signs are those 

between these abstract twelve notes. Consequently, Caryl Flinn asks how it is possible 

„to talk concretely and specifically about the effects generated by a signifying system 

that is so abstract‟, a system which seems to „undermine semiosis.‟
35

 Music is simply 

the ordering of „notes‟ (different sounds), and timbres, which are just physical 

vibrations with no representational qualities.  

There are answers to this signification problem. It is possible, for example, for a 

purely abstract symbolic system to be given meaning through accepted codes and 

cultural conventions (as found in the case of traffic lights as a culturally coded symbolic 

sign system). This is broadly the position taken by Meyer. He notes the important 

distinction between what he calls musical „absolutists‟ and musical „referentialists‟. 

Both groups find meaning in the codes of music. The „absolutists‟ „insist that musical 

meaning lies exclusively within the context of the work itself, in the perception of the 

relationships set forth within the musical work of art.‟
36

 The „referentialists‟ on the 

other hand „contend that … music also communicates meanings which in some way 

                                                             
32

  Meyer, Emotion and Meaning, p.vii. 
33

  Shepherd & Wicke, Music and Cultural Theory, pp.10-11. 
34

  Naomi Cumming, „Metaphor in Roger Scruton‟s Aesthetics of Music‟ in Anthony Pople (ed), Theory, 

Analysis and Meaning in Music, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994, p.3.   
35

  Caryl Flinn, Strains of Utopia: Gender, Nostalgia, and Hollywood Film Music, Princeton, New Jersey, 

Princeton University Press, 1992, p.7. 
36

   Meyer, Emotion and Meaning, p.1. 
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refer to the extra-musical world of concepts, actions, emotional states, and character.‟
37

 

Meyer argues that music can actually communicate meanings through both systems, so 

that it is possible for music both to mean in itself and to refer to things outside of itself, 

to be „referentialist‟. He notes several examples of the latter:  

The musical cosmologies of the Orient in which tempi, pitches, rhythms, 

and modes are linked to and express concepts, emotions, and moral 

qualities; the musical symbolisms depicting actors, character and emotion, 

utilized by many Western composers since the Middle Ages … all these 

indicate that music can communicate referential meanings.
38

  

It is also useful to point out that while the pitches of the twelve-note scale are 

not in themselves representational there are important relationships between them in 

terms of the physical vibrations and acoustic properties that they exhibit. The harmonies 

heard between notes one fifth apart are produced because the physical vibrations of the 

higher note are in a harmonious proportion to the lower note, as are the notes an octave 

apart, where the vibrations are exactly doubled.
39

 Such mathematical proportions in 

terms of the physical properties of sound reflect or demonstrate the harmonies that are 

heard by listeners and create other harmonic relationships. Consequently the 

organisation of musical scales and their intervals is not purely arbitrary: the scale is 

based on intervals which will be conducive to making harmony and meanings. While 

the twelve-note scale is a Western scale it appears that musical scales from all cultures 

recognize and include notes which are a fifth apart and notes which are an octave apart 

and derive their own scales on the basis of these important relationships.
40

  

It would therefore seem that musical notes and scales remain an abstract code of 

communication, but they contain within them structures which will be conducive to 

producing meaningful and affective musical relationships, and which can be given 

culturally coded conventions of meaning and affect, and which in some instances are 

used to refer to the outside world. Methodologies for how to interpret and read these 

will be discussed further below.  

In terms of the history of how musicology has approached the question of 

musical meaning and emotion since the nineteenth century (when musicology began to 

establish itself as an academic discipline) there have been important developments that 

                                                             
37

  Ibid., p.1. 
38
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are related to this question of abstraction. Traditional musicology of the nineteenth and 

first half of the twentieth century dismissed such investigations: „[m]usicology has 

frequently avoided questions of affect and meaning altogether.‟
41

 This traditional 

reluctance to engage with questions of meaning, emotion, and affect is linked to the 

doctrine of „absolute‟ music established during the nineteenth century. This tradition 

argues that music, „pure music‟ or „absolute music‟, is an art form which carries no 

representational, social, or cultural meanings but should just be understood as an 

abstract aesthetic system with its own musical codes and structures. Analysis should 

focus on these pure forms and „true‟ music appreciation is based on the ability to follow 

and understand how these structures are working (thus exemplifying Meyer‟s 

„absolutists‟). Eduard Hanslick is the key theorist who put forward this point of view, 

arguing that the content of music is just „tonally moving forms‟.
42

 Nicholas Cook and 

Nicola Dibben argue that  

Hanslick was claiming that questions about musical meaning, which had 

long been formed in terms of representation, should be reformulated as 

questions about the intrinsic properties of music itself.
43

  

Hanslick did accept that music can be meaningful but the meaning is purely 

concerned with the aesthetics of the musical form. The doctrine of „absolute music‟ was 

in fact established in the nineteenth century as a reaction to „program music‟, music 

which referred to or even aimed to represent some aspect of the human world, such as 

Berlioz‟s Symphonie Fantastique (first performed 1830) and Smetana‟s Ma Vlast 

(1874). The connection between music and the human, social world, however, has a 

long history. Until the eighteenth century, most western music was performed and heard 

within a context that made its meaning and purpose clear. In many situations music was 

combined with words, particularly in drama, all forms of song, and the beginnings of 

opera. The words in these situations were tied to the music and they carried the meaning 

and affects of the music. The social settings of music – used in churches, used at 

weddings and funerals, used with dance – also gave an indication of its use and the 

meanings and affects it was designed to produce. As such, explanations of what music 

was doing were not needed for the layperson. The rise of music played on its own, 

„pure‟ music, at the end of the eighteenth century, changed this situation. While 

„program music‟ sought to re-establish a referential aspect to music, the doctrine of 

                                                             
41

  Shepherd and Wicke, Music and Cultural Theory, p.7. 
42

  Hanslick, On the Musically Beautiful, p. 29. 
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 Nicholas Cook and Nicola Dibben, „Musicological Approaches to Emotion‟, in Juslin and Sloboda, 
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„absolute music‟ challenged this and gained ascendency in the academy.
44

 Hanslick 

argued that „absolute‟ music was the highest form of music-making, and thus better than 

„program music‟. Absolute music could go beyond representation since the composer 

creates „something which has no counterpart in nature and hence none in the other arts, 

indeed none in this world.‟
45

 And  

[i]t is precisely because of its lack of direct reference to the specifics of 

everyday existence that the art historian Walter Pater ... wrote that „All art 

constantly aspires to the condition of music.‟
46

  

The value of „absolute music‟, music played on its own in the concert hall, and 

the focus on formal musical structures as the „true‟ way of understanding and 

appreciating musical meaning dominated Western musicology from the mid-nineteenth 

century till the 1980s. Scholarly musical appreciation was concerned with a rational 

understanding of the aesthetic forms of music, and was not concerned with any non-

musical meanings or in the emotional affects of the music. These ideas gained 

prominence at the moment when musicology valued the concert-hall „absolute‟ music of 

the nineteenth century as superior to music which was accompanied by words or other 

representational elements, such as song or opera or program music. Such prejudice 

persists today in the way that film music is still deemed by some as less significant than 

„pure music‟ so that composers like Bernard Herrmann and Ennio Morricone are not 

recognized as key composers of the twentieth century.
47

 Of course in terms of popular 

culture, music has been most valued, enjoyed, and consumed in what Nicholas Cook 

calls „multimedia‟ forms,
48

 where music is combined with words – as in popular songs – 

and with narrative and visual performance – as in opera, music hall, film, music videos, 

and so on. This contributes to the split between popular culture and high art in the 

evaluation of music.
49

 Additionally, although the „absolute music‟ partisans tended to 

dominate within musicological institutions there were always composers and musicians 
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who didn‟t accept these views, alongside the audiences who still enjoyed program 

music, songs, and opera. Richard Wagner‟s work and his concept of the 

„Gesamtkunstwerk‟, the „total work of art‟ which combined music, poetry, gesture, and 

stage setting to create an overall drama as a visual/aural experience, is the outstanding 

example of this tendency.
50

 His approach to music and drama has been influential in the 

development of film music, particularly through the use of the leitmotif;
51

  it has been 

argued that „[t]he most important influence upon Hollywood film scoring … was that of 

late nineteenth-century operatic and symphonic music, and Wagner was the crest of that 

influence.‟
52

   

From its inception the „absolute music‟ position has always been flawed. As 

Cook and Dibben point out, at the very moment in the nineteenth century when 

„absolute music‟ was being regarded as the purest form of music, people began to write 

extensively about music, „so there emerged a plethora of commentaries on music, each 

attempting to work from the musical text to the meaning assumed to lie behind it.‟
53

 

This led to the resulting paradox that „music no longer in need of words now seems 

more than ever in need of words.‟
54

 Yet despite this paradox, and the prevalence of 

„program‟ music, the formalist study of absolute music retained its hegemony in the 

musical academies. However, in recent years it has been challenged from many points 

of view. 

Shepherd and Wicke, Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida are amongst those who have 

challenged the „absolute music‟ position. The main argument Shepherd and Wicke put 

forward is that music always exists in a social and human context; it reflects social 

concerns and thus can be understood from a number of human perspectives, for example 

spiritual or psychological as well as social. The problem with traditional musicology is 

that when it has looked at questions of meaning and emotion, „it has tended to do so in a 

manner which isolates musical processes from their embeddedness in social and cultural 

processes and the everyday lives of people.‟
55

 Tagg and Clarida demonstrate the flaws 

in the whole notion of „absolute music‟ in the first two chapters of their book Ten Little 
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Title Tunes. They note that „[t]o state that music is … not conducive to explanation … is 

a truism‟, but they stress that  

music must relate to phenomena outside itself: if it did not we would neither 

make it, nor react to it, nor sing and dance to it, nor have any opinion about 
it.

56
  

It is from these social connections – „phenomena outside itself‟ – that music is both 

meaningful and emotional.  

Other theorists and approaches have also challenged „musical absolutism‟. 

Music historians and ethnomusicologists have tried to understand how music first 

evolved and what social functions it served and serves. Their answers are not 

necessarily provable but they offer explanatory frameworks for the role and power of 

music. It is suggested that music precedes language: this is true both for new-born 

infants who show signs of recognizing music before they understand language but more 

importantly for the human species which, Darwin suggests, developed some musical 

practices for communication, specifically of emotional content, before language.
57

 

Anthony Storr argues that 

it makes sense to think of music as deriving from a subjective, emotional 

need for communication with other human beings which is prior to the need 

for conveying objective information or exchanging ideas.
58

 

Certainly, the earliest social uses of music demonstrate „the collective importance of 

music‟
59

 whereby music is linked to ceremony, ritual, and a way of speaking with spirits 

and the supernatural. Sloboda argues that 

[m]usic, perhaps, provides a unique mnemonic framework within which 

humans can express, by the temporal organization of sound and gesture, the 

structure of their knowledge and of social relations. Songs and rhythmically 

organized poems and sayings form the major repository of knowledge in 

non-literate cultures.
60

  

Music thus carried both emotional and social meanings from its inception. This has 

formed the basis for much ethnomusicological study which invariably seeks to place 

music and music-making within a social framework, where music serves emotionally 

meaningful social functions.
61
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The spiritually meaningful aspects of music are also suggested by several 

commentators and composers. Storr, comparing music to literature and painting, notes 

that „because music neither represents the phenomenal world, nor makes statements 

about it, it bypasses both the pictorial and the verbal. … What music expresses is the 

inner spirit‟.
62

 He cites Bayan Northcott‟s comment that Olivier Messiaen „views 

composing wholly as a matter of revealing the divine order.‟
63

 Michael Tippett similarly 

suggests that music can give us access to the „inner flow of life‟:  

The miracle is achieved by submitting to the power of its organized flow; a 

submission which gives us a special pleasure and finally enriches us. The 

pleasure and enrichment arise from the fact that the flow is not merely the 

flow of the music itself, but a significant image of the inner flow of life.
64

 

In a somewhat similar vein, Wagner wrote „[w]hat music expresses, is eternal, infinite 

and ideal‟
65

 while Storr notes that Schopenhauer claimed that music is able to „express 

the inner nature of the Will itself.‟
66

 The spiritual aspect of music or the way it reflects 

an „inner life‟ are significant for this thesis in relation to the idea of „archetypal‟ music, 

which will be considered in Chapter 7.   

Psychoanalysts have also tried to explain music‟s emotive power and meaning. 

Anton Ehrenzweig suggests „music has become a symbolic language of the unconscious 

mind whose symbolism we shall never be able to fathom.‟
67

  Psychoanalytic approaches 

suggest that music may be a pre-verbal experience and hence its extreme emotional 

pleasure is because it has the ability to return people to the state of oceanic bliss 

experienced by the infant before it enters into language and separation from the 

mother.
68

 Psychoanalysis has also been used as a means of studying individual 

composers‟ music in the light of their own life and experiences. Studies of Charles Ives, 

Beethoven, Schumann, and many others have been fruitfully undertaken in this light 

whereby their music is understood as a reflection and expression of their personal lives, 

their social experiences, and their psychological traumas.
69

 Tony Palmer puts forward 
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the view that music is simply an expression of a composer‟s feelings, beliefs, and views 

of the world. He has made many films about music and musicians and says „I happen to 

believe that every musician ... every composer, every note they write means something, 

they‟re telling us something about them, and their world, and their condition‟.
70

  

Palmer‟s methodology is to understand the personal, social, and historical contexts of 

any composer‟s work and thus to deduce both meaning and affect. He can then conclude 

for example that for Vaughan Williams, The Tallis Fantasia „is staring death straight in 

the face ... it‟s a terrible cry of pain‟, and that, in general, Vaughan Williams „writes 

about disappointment and longing and some strange mystical unfulfillment‟, or that 

„Shostakovich was describing what that terrible time under Stalin was like.‟
71

  

 It is clear then that there are many arguments against Hanslick‟s sole emphasis 

on rational appreciation of the „tonally moving forms‟ of absolute music and the denial 

or avoidance of the emotional affects of music and its social connections. In the last 

thirty years this has led to significant changes within the music academy. Susan 

McClary has recounted how she originally wanted to study music (in the 1960s) 

because of the profound emotional effect it had on her:  

I entered musicology because I believed that it would be dedicated (at least 

in part) to explaining how music manages to create such effects. I soon 

discovered, however, that musicology fastidiously declares issues of 

musical signification to be off-limits to those engaged in legitimate 

scholarship.
72

  

She learnt that she must „never ask what any of it [music] means.‟
73

 However, in the 

1980s Joseph Kerman was one of the first academics to challenge the avoidance of 

emotion in traditional musicology, complaining that  

[a]long with the preoccupation with structure goes the neglect of other vital 

matters – not only the whole historical complex … but also everything else 

that makes music, affective, emotional, expressive.
74

  

Following his lead, McClary, Sloboda, Lawrence Kramer, Nicholas Cook, and many 

others have developed a body of work which explores these issues, putting the question 

of music‟s emotional affects and meanings firmly back on the musicological agenda, 

which is important for the study of film music given its central functions as a signifier 

of „meaningful feelings‟ and „feelingful meanings‟. 
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The discussion above suggests the importance of understanding music‟s 

meaning and affects by locating it within a social and human perspective. Despite the 

problem of explaining how music means and emotes, given its abstract, non-referential 

form, and despite the history of the musical academy, with its focus on „absolute 

music‟, there is now a plethora of recent musicological work seeking to answer these 

questions. There are a number of different approaches to this which will also have some 

relevance in consideration of Nyman‟s film music.
75

  

 

Musical meaning and emotion: methodologies 

Nicholas Cook, in his hermeneutic approach to musical meaning, suggests the 

need to deal with three aspects: to explore music‟s internal structures (the formalist 

approach); to focus on the social context of music‟s creation, performance, and 

reception; and to explore what „meaning arises from the mutual mediation of music and 

society.‟
76

 He concludes that musical meaning is „the product of an interaction between 

sound structure and the circumstances of its reception.‟
77

 There are thus three main 

considerations: the music itself, the social context, and their interaction. In the case of 

film music the social context is dominated by the way music is heard in relation to film 

images/narratives which are experienced in the cinema, and on television, DVD, or 

computer screens. The visual, narrative context for the music is obviously the most 

important. When considering the music itself, meaning and affect can be based on either 

universal, intrinsic properties inherent in musical notes and structures, or on particular 

musical conventions, codes, and formal structures which have been culturally learnt by 

composers, musicians, and listeners.   

The „universal‟ position argues that there are intrinsic meaningful and affective 

properties inherent in musical notes and structures and consequently certain musical 

patterns will produce universal meanings and affects. The question of music 

universality has been the subject of much debate. Anthony Storr argues against it noting 

that there are many different musical cultures and therefore no universal language of 

music. The example of different musical scales used by different cultures seems to 

support this: „[a]ll scales are arbitrary inventions governed by the necessity of defining 
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musical relations within the octave‟,
78

 and different musical cultures adopt different 

scales thus refuting the idea that „the diatonic scale of Western tonal music has anything 

to do with universals.‟
79

 However Storr accepts that the octave and fifth intervals are 

universally found across all music cultures; these relate to the physical acoustic 

properties and ratios between these intervals, discovered by Pythagoras, which produce 

harmonies based on the acoustic laws of nature (as previously mentioned). It also seems 

obvious that certain very basic musical elements, for example slow and fast-paced 

music, loud and soft music, relate universally to meanings and feelings of quietness and 

stillness as opposed to energetic excitement. If the human heart-beat is taken as a 

measure of pulse then musical pulses that are slower or faster will tend to calm down or 

excite people. It could also be argued that musical phrases which ascend or descend 

correspond to emotional ascents or descents. Whether or not music communicates 

universally it is clear that it communicates through culturally learnt and understood 

codes and this forms the basis of much analysis of how music means.   

Leonard Meyer and Deryck Cooke both developed formalist arguments about 

the way musical conventions, codes, and formal structures (which have been learnt by 

composers, musicians, and listeners) form the basis for musical meaning and affect. 

Meyer‟s 1956 text, Emotion and Meaning in Music, was important in raising questions 

about how music generated meaning and how it affected audiences. His basic premise 

derives from a psychological perspective. He argues that in general „[e]motion or affect 

is aroused when a tendency to respond is arrested or inhibited‟,
80

 and that in the case of 

music „music activates tendencies, inhibits them, and provides meaningful and relevant 

resolutions.‟
81

 Meyer claims that the great composers arouse our emotions because they 

are expert at heightening expectation and postponing resolution. His approach, 

explained by Cook and Dibben, uses a psychological, Gestalt basis:  

Listeners are drawn to perceive musical patterns as wholes, as tending 

towards closure, and compositional techniques can be understood as ways of 

both stimulating and challenging such perceptions.
82

  

The main idea is that music works through delays and variations before offering 

closure. This makes it very close to narrative structures. While Meyer is concerned with 

emotional affects, his method focuses on the formal structures of music based 

particularly around tonal music‟s need to return to its „home‟, tonic note, and the delays 
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and variations that composers use before the final return. Cook and Dibben note that 

„the analysis of musical emotion plugs into that of musical structure.‟
83

 Nyman‟s 

minimalist style is not always focused on a teleological return to home, as is discussed 

in Chapter 4, but he does have particular „musical structures‟ and „compositional 

techniques‟ that he uses again and again. Analysis of these, his cyclical chord 

progressions, his use of repeated melodic/rhythmic cells, his minimalist processes, and 

the way his musical „narratives‟ relate to film narratives, will be a way of understanding 

his musical meanings and affects. 

Deryck Cooke, also using a formalist basis, tried to establish a comprehensive 

lexicon of musical meaning and emotional effects by suggesting that specific tonal 

intervals and resultant „tensions‟ used in melodies produce particular meanings and 

emotions. In The Language of Music he argued that  

the conception of music as a language capable of expressing certain very 

definite things is not a romantic aberration, but has been the common 

unconscious assumption of composers for the past five and a half centuries 

at least.
84

  

In an example of his classification he suggests the following meanings/affects:  

Tonic: Emotionally neutral; context of finality. Minor Second: Semi-tonal 

tension down to the tonic, in a minor context: spiritless anguish, context of 

finality. … Minor third: Concord, but a „depression‟ of natural third: stoic 

acceptance, tragedy. Major third: Concord, natural third, joy.
85

  

His work is thus an extension of the standard view that the major scale and major third 

interval = happy, whereas the minor scale and minor third interval = sad. But he offers a 

more complex analysis built on the study of many different pieces of music and relating 

basic acoustic principles to principles of nature. He argues: „[t]hat the major third 

should be found to express pleasure should surprise no-one … [it] is nature‟s own basic 

harmony, and by using it we feel ourselves to be at one with nature.‟
86

 Cooke‟s method 

of exploring the meanings of specific tonal intervals and tensions is illuminating and 

useful as a method for analysing musical meaning/affect within the constraints of a 

culturally coded system. Whether major third and minor thirds „naturally‟ and 

universally express joy and sadness will not ultimately be important in assessing 
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Nyman‟s music; it is sufficient to know that they mean and express this in terms of the 

musical traditions and culture within which Nyman is working.  

Given Nyman‟s own position within the Western classical tradition it will be 

possible to consider how specific meanings/affects could result from his use of 

particular melodic intervals and his musical structures as suggested by Meyer and 

Cooke. Attention will therefore be paid to the melodic contours of Nyman‟s music, 

different intervals, the rise and fall of his melodies and the way different musical lines, 

or „voices‟, are combined. Extending the focus on melodic structures, attention will also 

be paid to Nyman‟s rhythmic structures. Since Meyer and Cooke‟s work was done prior 

to the advent of minimalist music, which is the style most important in Nyman‟s work, 

formalist musical concerns, as considered by minimalist analysts (see Chapter 4), will 

also be applied to Nyman‟s music.  

Deryck Cooke‟s work is a bold attempt to understand musical meaning and 

affect but it has limitations as cited by Storr: „[t]he emotional effects of music are more 

dependent upon context, less upon purely musical devices, than Cooke allowed.‟
87

 The 

idea of context suggests again the importance of understanding music within particular 

social and cultural situations, as Nicholas Cook, Tagg and Clarida all suggested. Tagg 

and Clarida in exploring this relationship aim for „the construction of a solid empirical 

and theoretical foundation on which a semiotic musicology of the mass media can be 

built.‟
88

  They are thus attempting a similar but more elaborate kind of musical coding 

than Cooke‟s, using a semiological approach, which relates meaning and affect back to 

specific social/cultural situations. They „identif[y] a range of signs in popular music, 

equating particular emotions, moods and meanings with particular harmonies, melodies, 

timbres, and so forth, … referring to them as “musemes”.‟
89

 They attempt to verify their 

meanings first, by doing audience research, gathering data on the images and 

connotations which listeners report when they hear a piece of music; they find 

significant similarities and these are called „inter-subjective comparisons‟. They then do 

„inter-objective comparisons‟ using other bits of music with similar musemes. This 

semiological approach is presented extensively in Tagg and Clarida‟s Ten Little Title 

Tunes.
90

 The importance of social associations and connotations, as used in all 
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semiological cultural analyses,
91

 is thus central to the work of Tagg and Clarida. 

Whereas Cooke begged the question whether the meanings and affects of music are 

inherent in particular musical structures, they see these as part of musical conventions 

that are learnt through musical experience and context. So while Cooke might argue that 

the minor scale really does sound sad, they would allow that people have learnt to hear 

it as sad.  

Tagg and Clarida‟s work focuses on contemporary popular musical tunes, 

particularly those used on television. But Cook and Dibben point out that the use of 

music conventions as a form of direct communication and a kind of semiotic 

communication was also central to Baroque music through the composers‟ use of the 

„Doctrine of Affections‟, whereby composers would use particular musical techniques 

to signify particular emotions and meanings; thus there is a long history of such musical 

signification. According to the Doctrine of Affections  

[s]pecific musical figures had been demonstrated empirically – by Baroque 

audiences said in contemporary reports to swoon, wail, weep, and shout for 

joy at just the right moments – to evoke specific emotional results, with a 

force as reliable as the one that attracts an apple to the ground.
92

  

James Gaines also notes this in his study of Johann Sebastian Bach‟s life; he 

quotes J.G Walther‟s Musical Lexicon and its definitions of anabasis/ascensus, a 

passage of rising notes, and catabasis/descensus, a passage of descending notes, as 

follows: 

[ascensus] through which something ascending into the heights is 

expressed. For example on the words: „He is risen,‟ „God has ascended‟ … 

[descensus] through which lowly, insignificant and disdainful things are 

represented.‟
93

  

There are clear parallels here with the way early film music catalogues were 

formed, listing music which would be appropriate for a variety of different emotions 

and actions, recognizing that they were appropriately coded for specific audience 

responses. In relation to Nyman it will be clear that he has his own recurrent „musical 

figures‟ (for example the rhythmic/melodic cells of „Beacus‟ and „Fish Beach‟ 

discussed in Chapters 5 and 6) which carry meaning/affect, but that he also works 

within the traditions and connotations of Western music codes. Thus it will be important 

and fruitful to look at the way he uses rising and falling melodies to convey meaningful 

emotions, to understand how both his qualities of irony (discussed in relation to „Time 
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Lapse‟ in Chapter 5) and romanticism (discussed in relation to „Franklyn‟ in Chapter 4) 

are understood in relation to musical codes and conventions, and how his reworking of 

composers such as Mozart and Purcell relates to postmodern conventions.   

Meyer, Cooke, Tagg and Clarida all offer approaches which explore the 

structures, codes, and conventions of music which can be applied to Nyman‟s music. 

While Meyer and Cooke seem closer to the „universal‟ approach to musical 

understanding, Tagg and Clarida stress the importance of social connotations and 

cultural knowledge as an element of musical meaning and affect. This links their work 

to Nicholas Cook‟s concern with looking at the social context of music as a way of 

approaching musical meaning/affect. This concern with the social and cultural 

conditions of the production and consumption of music is also found in the approaches 

of the new musicologists such as McClary, Kramer, Cook, and Robert Fink. They all 

follow McClary‟s desire to „ask what music means‟ within its social context. They bring 

together social/cultural analysis and formal musical analysis, and they argue that music 

is always composed, played, and heard, within specific social situations (what Kramer 

describes as particular „contingencies‟
94

), and that these contribute to musical meanings. 

For Kramer, „[m]usical meaning is understood as communicative action and therefore 

embedded in a continuous texture of psychological, social, and cultural relations.‟
95

  

In attempting to carry out a hermeneutics for any piece of music, Kramer also 

recognizes the centrality of language. He describes the processes of „Ekphrasis‟, which 

was „supposed to ground itself in literal description‟ of music and aimed to explain „the 

perception of a meaning that is conveyed through musical devices,‟ and paraphrase, for 

such interpretations.
96

 The point is that people need to use language to explain music, 

but, additionally, Kramer asserts that any musical interpretation will be specific to its 

particular historical, social situation and thus be „culturally embedded‟ within a „cultural 

framework‟. He is at pains to locate any interpretations of music within a historical 

situation, for example in showing the changing meanings of Beethoven‟s „Moonlight 

Sonata‟ through the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries.
97

 He shows how 

the Sonata has been given several different readings, for example signifying eroticism, 

lost love, and the sublime, at different points in the nineteenth century, and then 
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signifying tranquillity and relaxation in the twenty-first century. While he finds some 

links to the actual music he notes that „the sonata alone did not and could not determine 

most of the meanings it attracted‟;
98

 the various readings are thus linked to the 

bourgeois ideals and ideology of their time. Kramer‟s work draws attention to the 

importance of language in shaping understanding of music and providing explanatory 

discourses of musical meaning and affect. This concern with language and „cultural 

frameworks‟ will be taken up in the way that Nyman‟s music has been understood and 

interpreted discursively by analysts and film reviewers, in Chapter 3.    

In considering the use of language to „explain‟ music, and how language can 

„translate‟ music into human terms, the work of Naomi Cumming is important. She 

argues that music creates a particular subjectivity for the listener; the „musical subject‟ 

is what listeners become while they are engaged with a piece of music and this is 

founded on three aspects: musical timbre, gesture, and syntax.
99

 Rebecca Leydon 

explains how each of these is related linguistically and descriptively to human 

behaviour. Timbre relates to  

the human voice [which] serves as an interpretant for the grain of the 

musical sound (as in the „plaintive‟ tone of an oboe, „screaming‟ guitars, or 

„muffled‟ horns).
100

 

Gesture relates to the way in which  

a listener gains access to a vicarious kinaesthesia ... [so that] physical 

gestures of the body serve as interpretants for motivic shapes, rhythms and 

contours (as in a „soaring‟ melody, „creeping chromaticism‟, or a „power 

chord‟).
101

  

Third, syntax 

can serve as the locus of causality and intentionality: the elements in music 

which create implicative expectancies – voice-leading, harmonic 

progressions, conventionalized forms and generative grammars – these 

elements draw us through a linear trajectory that can be understood as 

„causal‟ in some sense.
102

  

Cumming‟s main point is that music constructs a subject position for the listener, a 

feelingful, meaningful state; but she explains the process of how music is understood in 

human terms and bodily activities through descriptive language – „plaintive‟, 

                                                             
98

 Ibid., p.30. 
99

  Naomi Cumming, „The Subjectivities of “Erbarme Dich”‟, in Music Analysis, vol.16 no.1, Mar, 1997, 

Blackwell, pp.5-44. Available on http://www.jstor.org/stable/854112 (last accessed 7/12/2009). 
100

  Rebecca Leydon, „Towards a Typology of Minimalist Tropes‟, in Music Theory Online: The Online 

Journal of the Society for Music Theory, vol.8 no.4, December 2002, 

http://mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.02.8.4/mto.02.8.4.leydon.html (last accessed 31/12/2009).  
101

 Ibid. 
102

 Ibid. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/854112
http://mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.02.8.4/mto.02.8.4.leydon.html


30  
 

„screaming‟, „soaring‟, and so on – which relates to non-musical human feelings, 

actions and descriptions. These non-musical descriptive words are a valid way of 

understanding how the music works. Such an approach demonstrates the value of a 

seemingly non-musical discourse that many people use when explaining what music 

means to them. While the analysis of film music in this thesis presents some detailed 

music text analysis, attention is also given to responses to the music based in human 

feelings – the music felt sad, lonely, happy, and so on. This discourse is found in many 

film reviews (see Chapter 3) and in popular communication. It is a clear expression of 

what music feels like to audiences, what it „does‟ to people, and as such is important in 

offering insight into musical meanings and affects.    

 Susan McClary‟s work presents something of a synthesis of the musicological 

approaches outlined above; she aims to unpack the social meanings and affects of the 

music by placing it within its social, historical context and by doing close textual 

analysis of musical form, codes, and conventions. In her book, Conventional Wisdom, 

she argues that „[g]enuine social knowledge is articulated and transmitted by means of 

shared procedures and assumptions concerning music.‟
103

 She has also stressed, as 

mentioned previously, that „the power of music … resides in its ability to shape the 

ways we experience our bodies, emotions, subjectivities, desires, and social 

relations.‟
104

 Her aim is „to recover some notion of how musical gestures, procedures, 

and forms do, in fact, produce their very powerful effects.‟
105

 She is thus going a stage 

further than those who simply argue that music can be understood as carrying or 

reflecting social meanings since she is arguing that music is a profoundly powerful 

social force in the way it contributes to shaping society. This is similar to Cumming‟s 

view that music constructs subjectivities for its listeners.  

In Feminine Endings, McClary brings this perspective to bear on the way music 

represents and constructs gender and sexuality. She suggests music has always been 

involved in doing this, and she focuses on the way western music has done so from the 

seventeenth century onwards:  

Beginning with the rise of opera in the seventeenth century, composers 

worked painstakingly to develop a musical semiotics of gender: a set of 

conventions for constructing „masculinity‟ or „femininity‟ in music.
106
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She argues further that „[m]usic is also very often concerned with the arousing and 

channeling of desire, with mapping patterns through the medium of sound that resemble 

those of sexuality‟
107

 and that various musics are „clear instances of „fabrications of 

sexuality‟
108

 that „participate actively in the social organisation of sexuality.‟
109

 She 

concludes from this that „one of the principal tasks of feminist music criticism would be 

to examine the semiotics of desire, arousal, and sexual pleasure that circulate in the 

public sphere through music,‟
110

 and the rest of Feminine Endings does this through a 

number of detailed case studies.  

McClary cites various other musicologists who support her thesis that music is 

involved in the construction and representation of sexuality, gender, and desire.
111

 

While it may remain questionable whether all music can be read in this way or whether 

it makes more sense to see this as just one possible way of interpreting music, it is clear 

that music is often used, played, and presented in a way that relates directly to the 

construction and representation of sexuality, desire, and gender. This is particularly 

relevant to Nyman‟s film music since it is often used in films and for sequences which 

explore issues of sexuality and desire, which construct views of gender. This musical 

construction of sexuality, gender, and desire in conjunction with the film narratives will 

be taken up in the thesis.  

 

Basic emotions and Nyman‟s film music  

Before moving on to consider how film music functions, there are two further 

points in relation to emotions and emotional affects which will be important for 

understanding film music in general and Nyman‟s music in particular. The first is to 

suggest that the actual range of emotions that music expresses may be quite limited. 

There may be a huge variety of musical ways to express these and they may be 

expressed very powerfully; but, just as it has been argued by Propp and other 

structuralists that there are a limited number of plots available for story-tellers, the 

number of basic emotions is also quite small.
112

 There may be hundreds of different 

individual stories which are tragedies, and hundreds which are comedies, and 
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correspondingly hundreds of different pieces of „sad‟ music, or „happy‟ music, but they 

may be reduced to two generic types focused on two main emotions. The idea that there 

are a small number of basic emotions which are experienced by humans is supported in 

the collection of essays in Music and Emotion. In several chapters, writers refer to 

psychological models of emotion. In each case a small number of emotions are shown 

as the basis for all emotional states, as shown in Figures 1, 2, & 3.  

Figure 1 

 
Figure 1 („Table 4.1‟

113
) shows a basic emotions model: Happiness, Anger, Sadness, 

Fear, Disgust. This demonstrates  

the concept of basic emotions; that is, the idea that there is a limited number 

of innate and universal emotion categories from which all other emotional 

states can be derived (see Ekman 1992; Izard 1977; Oatley 

1992;Plutchik1994; Power & Dalgleish 1997; Tomkins 1962).
114

 

                                                             
113

  John Sloboda & Patrik Juslin, „Psychological Perspectives on Music and Emotion‟, in Music and 

Emotion, p.76.  
114

   Ibid., p.76. 
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Figure 2 

 

Figure 2 („Figure 4.2‟
115

) shows how six basic emotions – Love, Joy, Surprise, Anger, 

Sadness, Fear – are the core of a wider range of more particular emotional states. 

 

 

Though there may be gradations for each emotion (for example „agony‟, „depression‟, 

„dismay‟, „guilt‟, „alienation‟, „pity‟, as types or degrees of sadness in Figure 2), the 

basic emotions in each case are still small in number. Film narratives also operate 

                                                             
115

   Ibid., p.80. 
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within a small range of basic emotional states; consequently, film music does not have 

too complex a task in terms of the number of emotions to represent.  

 

Figure 3 

Figure 3 („Figure 14.2‟
116

) shows how a set of basic emotions – „Tenderness, happiness, 

sadness, fear, anger‟ – are the basis for research for understanding how specific musical 

expressions are related to emotional effects. It relates a large number of musical 

research papers to these emotion categories. 

 

 

 

The second, and more important, point arising from this relates to the film 

music/narrative connection. I suggest that film music‟s function is to communicate the 

generalized meaning/emotion – for example „love‟ – while the film narrative gives it a 

                                                             
116

 Patrik Juslin, „Communicating Emotion in Music Performance: A Review and Theoretical 

Framework‟, in Juslin, Patrik & Sloboda, John (eds), Music and Emotion, Oxford, OUP, 2001, pp.309-37, 

p.315. 
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specific incarnation in the form of the particular characters and story being presented. 

The idea that music expresses generalized emotion is put forward by Schopenhauer:  

music does not express this or that particular and definite pleasure, this or 

that affliction, pain, sorrow, horror, gaiety, merriment or peace of mind but 
joy, pain, sorrow, horror, gaiety, merriment, peace of mind themselves, to a 

certain extent in the abstract, their essential nature, without any accessories, 

and so also without the motives for them.
117

  

Wagner puts forward a similar point of view:  

[w]hat music expresses is eternal, infinite and ideal; it does not express the 

passion, love, or longing of such-an-such an individual on such-an-such an 

occasion, but passion, love, or longing in itself.
118

  

Both Schopenhauer and Wagner are writing before film (though Wagner was 

writing operatic multi-media narrative dramas), but their comments are suggestive for 

understanding what is happening in film music: that music is capable of suggesting an 

abstract emotion – love, longing, sadness, and so on – and then the film images, 

narrative, and characters attach this generalized feeling to the specifics of „such-an-such 

an individual on such-an-such an occasion‟ on the screen. It is the emotive power of the 

music, with the „essential nature‟ of the emotion, which evokes such intense feelings for 

the spectators as they watch/hear the stories of specific individuals unfold. These 

generalized emotions can be understood as archetypal, both in the sense that they are 

like prototypes, the original forms of the emotions, from which „all things of the same 

kind are copied‟,
119

 and in relation to Jung‟s theories about archetypes as „inherited 

unconscious idea[s], pattern[s] of thought, image[s], etc., universally present in 

individual psyches.‟
120

 

 Music used in this way can help transform individuals in films into, what Jung 

described as archetypal figures, and individual stories into archetypal patterns, and thus 

encourage the audience to feel emotions as archetypal. This idea of generalized 

emotions relates back to ideas about the spiritual qualities of music already discussed 

and can be taken further by using a Jungian archetypal framework. Jung argued that 

archetypal figures and behaviour could be seen in myths, stories, and dreams. Certainly, 

Jungian analysis of contemporary films suggests that many stories about individuals 

represent versions of what Joseph Campbell, following Jung, calls „the hero‟s journey‟, 

                                                             
117

 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, Vol. I, New York, Dover, 1966, p.261. 
118

 Wagner quoted in Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, pp.221-2. 
119

 Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype (accessed 5/1/2010). 
120

 Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype (accessed 5/1/2010). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype
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the „hero‟ being one kind of archetype.
121

 Archetypes represent emotional or 

experiential structures derived from what Jung called the collective unconscious, which 

can be found in all cultures, in everyone. This may explain the power of many stories 

and films where individual figures are seen to represent archetypal patterns so that 

audiences will feel an archetypal connection with them. Because music used with film 

is focused on the general emotion, for example „love‟ or „sadness‟, rather than a specific 

situation, it will heighten this archetypal sense, encouraging audiences to see/hear 

characters and situations as something greater than just individual stories, thus 

heightening the emotional intensity and the overall meaning of the specific narrative.  

The archetypal representation of the music intensifies the spectator/listener response. 

The music is both a means of involving listener/viewers with what is happening to the 

individuals on the screen but also of transcending that individual story/experience into 

an archetypal experience (as will be explored in Chapter 7).  

The problem with this Jungian archetypal approach is its universalist tendencies. 

A social-construction view of the world
122

 argues that emotions and archetypes are 

cultural and social constructs and will carry particular social and ideological values 

within them.
123

 So, Wagner‟s „love ... in itself‟ may be a social construct. This universal 

versus social-construct view will also be considered in the discussion of archetypal 

music.  

The argument that film music expresses a limited number of basic emotions and 

that it does so in a generalized way, rather than a particular and individualized way, is 

particularly relevant to understanding Nyman‟s film music, but also film music as a 

whole. Most importantly, it gives some explanation of film music‟s „transferability‟, the 

ability to successfully use the same piece of music with different film narratives; this is 

a crucial aspect of Nyman‟s film music. If a piece of music is representing the 

generalized feeling and meaning of „love‟ then it should be able to be used for many 

different „love stories‟. In examination of Nyman‟s film music practice it will be found 

that his music is often transferred from one context to another; his practice draws 

attention to this phenomenon, which is rarely explored in the analysis of film music but 

                                                             
121

 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1973. 

Campbell‟s  and Jung‟s analyses of myths and legends in these terms are now used as a kind of 

scriptwriting blueprint for many films; see Christopher Vogler, The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure 

for Storytellers and Scriptwriters, California, Michael Weise Productions, 1992. 
122

  See Peter Berger & Thomas Luckmann, „The Foundations of Knowledge in Everyday Life‟, in The 

Social Construction of Reality, Norwich, Peregrine, 1979, pp.31-61.  
123

  As previously argued by Jagger, „Love and Knowledge‟, p.386. 



 37 
 

which is significant for understanding how film music works in general. This issue of 

„transferability‟ will be dealt with at length in Chapter 6.  

 

Film music, meaning and emotion 

In the last few paragraphs I have begun to raise questions about the specific 

practice and functions of film music. This will be developed in the next chapter which 

will look at the history, theory, and practice of film music, but it is helpful here to make 

two remarks about how film-music practice relates to what has so far been written about 

music in general, particularly in relation to the idea of „absolute music‟.  

The first and most obvious point to make is that film music is a form of program 

music, music which is related to an external reality which it in some sense represents.  

With films and film music the „program‟ is made very clear for the audience since they 

can actually see the material reality of the film (which the music is illustrating and 

related to) in front of them on the screen. Meanings and emotions are thus going to be 

much more fixed, and much clearer to articulate since the music is linked to a visual 

dramatic narrative. To use Roland Barthes‟s term, the images and narrative serve as a 

form of „anchorage‟ which delineate the possible meanings/affects of the music;
124

 to 

think in Nicholas Cook‟s system of „reciprocal interactions‟, images and music will 

engage in a dialectic, which will produce meaning and affect.
125

 The whole question of 

what music means when used with film is seemingly much simpler than analysis of 

music on its own, because the images and narrative provide a meaningful, feelingful 

context.  

The second point is to show that film music composers in general aim to 

communicate definite meanings and emotions, and thus are not working within a 

framework of „absolute music‟. Quotations from film music composers show this 

repeatedly.
126

 For example, Maurice Jarre wanted to create a „beautiful, idealistic 

theme‟
127

 for Lawrence of Arabia (1962), and a „cold, alienating atmosphere‟
128

  for 

Witness (1985); Gabriel Yared explains that Robert Altman wanted music that was 

                                                             
124

  See Roland Barthes, „Rhetoric of the Image‟, in Image, Music, Text, London, Fontana, p.39; Tim 

O‟Sullivan, et al, Key Concepts in Communication and Cultural Studies, 2
nd

 ed., London, Routledge, 

1994, p.13. 
125

  Nicholas Cook, Analysing Musical Multimedia, p.67. 
126

 See, for example, Neil Brand, Dramatic Notes: Foregrounding Music in the Dramatic Experience, 

Luton, University of Luton Press, 1998; Mark Russell & James Young, Film Music: Screencraft, Oxford, 

Focal Press, 1998; James Horner interview for The Nerve: Episode 6. 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio2/features/theNerve/episode6.html#shore (accessed 28/12/2009). 
127

 Russell and Young, Film Music, p.46. 
128

 Ibid., p.53. 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio2/features/theNerve/episode6.html#shore
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„both haunting and had a destructive element in it‟
129

 for his film about Van Gogh, 

Vincent and Theo (1990); Leonard Bernstein „aimed to capture the stifling but refined 

elegance of the era‟
130

 for Age of Innocence (1993); John Barry, for Out of Africa 

(1985), „used the orchestration to reflect the wide open spaces of Africa … [so that] the 

experience would be spiritual not triumphant.‟
131

 Nyman himself, when composing for 

Drowning by Numbers (1988) 

had in the back of my mind that this was a film that had a particular kind of 

atmosphere ... a sense of regret and death. The music I wrote had the 

tendency to emphasize those particular feelings.
132

 

 These interviews explain how composers are inspired by the film‟s script, or the 

settings and landscape, or characters and their feelings. So their work is directly related 

to the meanings and emotions of the film narrative. Similar working practices are 

demonstrated in nearly all accounts by film music composers that I have come across. 

This shows that composers do not see themselves as producing „absolute music‟, they 

see music as having the capacity to produce meanings and emotions; they also 

demonstrate the possibility of describing music with language in human, social terms.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has been about the meanings and emotions of music per se. It has 

considered first, the use of the terms „meaning‟ and „emotion‟ and how these are 

significantly connected through „meaningful feelings‟ or „feelingful meanings‟. It has 

noted both „cognitive‟ and „affective‟ ways of hearing music. It has explored the 

problems associated with hearing music as meaningful and affective, problems related 

both to music‟s abstract, non-referential „language‟ and to the historical tradition of 

„absolute music‟ within musicology. But it has shown how contemporary musicology 

has stressed the importance of understanding musical meaning and affect, and how 

musicology has developed a number of positions and methodologies, considering both 

formalist analysis and social context, for achieving this. These can be applied to 

Nyman‟s film music.  

The chapter has concluded first by arguing that film music tends to represent a 

basic number of emotions in a generalized manner which can be understood in 

archetypal terms; consequently music can be potentially transferred to different 

                                                             
129

 Ibid., p.116. 
130

 Ibid, p.42. 
131

 Ibid, p.81. 
132

 Michael Nyman interview with Marco Werba in Soundtrack: The Collector’s Quarterly, vol.9 no.34, 

June 1990, p.11. 
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situations. Second, I have noted that film music, like programmatic music, is clearly 

involved in producing meaning and emotion; these are „anchored‟ by film narratives and 

images (in a way different to music that is heard on its own), and the music is generally 

written intentionally to relate to these narratives. This will be developed in the next 

chapter which extends the discussion of purely musical meaning and emotional affect 

by looking at the practice of film music and what happens when music and film come 

together. 
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Chapter 2 

Meaning and Emotion in Film Music 
 

 

‘The best film music should reveal something which cannot be seen or 

told. It should illustrate what the text of a film does not express, what 

even the images do not say.’
1
 (Ennio  Morricone) 

 

Chapter 1 explored the ways in which meaning and emotion can be understood 

in music on its own. With film music the problem is seemingly simplified since music is 

always played alongside representational images and a narrative story-line, which 

appear to give the music both a meaningful and an emotional context. Yet, the music 

interacts with these images/narratives in complex ways, in which music and image 

„form a combinatoire of expression‟
2
 rather than the music simply revealing the 

meaning/emotion that is already present in the image.  

This chapter asks how the meanings and emotional affects of film music, and the 

combination of music and images in general, have been understood in the film music 

literature. This will give a broad context for examining Michael Nyman‟s film music 

and its place within the overall history of film music. After a brief overview of the field 

of film music scholarship, the chapter will consider two approaches to these questions, 

looking at relevant historical developments of film music and ways of theorizing the 

image/music relationship. This will make clear the possible functions and uses of film 

music. 

 

Existing Research on Film Music   

The first thing to note is an apparent contradiction in the field of film music 

study: on the one hand, within the general area of film studies, analysis of sound has 

been given much less attention than visual and narrative areas, and analysis of film 

music has hardly figured at all.
3
 However, in the same period there has been a growing 

                                                             
1
  Ennio Morricone quoted in Ben Horace, „The Last of the Titans: Ennio Morricone‟, in Music from the 

Movies, vol. 45/46, 2005, p.43. 
2
   Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music, London, BFI, 1987, p.16. 

3
  The absence or paucity of work on film music within film studies as a whole can be seen first in the 

books which aim to give readers a detailed methodology for analysing film; second in more general books 

which give overview theories of film or which provide anthologies of essays on film study; third in books 

on specific directors or genres. 

The „analysing film‟ books are often used to introduce students to Film Study. David Bordwell 

and Kristin Thompson‟s Film Art: An Introduction and James Monaco‟s How to Read a Film (revised ed., 

Oxford, OUP, 1981) are the most popular and have been printed in several editions; there are also books 

by William H. Phillips, Film: An Introduction, (New York, Bedford/St Martin‟s, 1999),  Bernard F. Dick, 
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specialist literature and interest in film music; there is now a considerable body of work 

and research on the history, development, and practice of film music, including books, 

articles, journals, and conferences.
4
 Gillian Anderson and Ronald Sadoff‟s „Music and 

Image Bibliography‟ gives a good overview of the literature, demonstrating its extent 

and also the way it can be classified into a number of discrete areas.
5
 Now, there are 

even tertiary courses taught on film music, both critical and practical, and university 

lecturing positions in film music.
6
  

The specialist film music literature has grown since 1987, the publication date of 

Claudia Gorbman‟s Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music. Her study and a number 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Anatomy of Film, (3

rd
 ed., New York, St Martin‟s Press, 1998) and Joseph M. Boggs, The Art of Watching 

Films (4
th
 ed., Montainview, Ca., Mayfield, 1996). All of them have chapters on sound but in earlier 

editions there was very little on film music. However in more recent editions this is being redressed and 

there are now specific sections or chapters in Phillips and Dick and particularly Boggs which are useful, 

but film music is still very much a minor aspect. 

The earlier general theories of film – for example Andrew Tudor‟s Theories of Film, (New York, 

Viking Press, 1973), Peter Wollen‟s Signs and Meaning in the Cinema, (London, Secker & Warburg, 

1972), Noel Burch‟s Theory of Film Practice (London, Secker & Warburg, 1973)  – and the early editions 

of overview anthologies – for example Gerald Mast & Marshall Cohen‟s Film Theory and Criticism, 

(New York, OUP, 1974), Pam Cook‟s The Cinema Book, (London, BFI, 1985), David Bordwell, Janet 

Staiger & Kristin Thompson‟s The Classical Hollywood Cinema, (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 

1985) – again gave little space to film music. However there are chapter contributions in the more recent 

of these – for example Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies, (David Bordwell and Noel Carroll, 

[eds], University of Wisconsin Press, Wisconsin, 1996), The Oxford History of Film and The Oxford 

Guide to Film Studies (John Hill & Pamela Church Gibson [eds], Oxford, OUP, 1998) and what is 

noticeable is that in later revised editions of the anthologies (as with the „analysing films‟ books) there is 

more attention paid to film music in keeping with the growing body of specialist literature and the 

recognition of the importance of film music. 

More specific books on genres and directors also tend to ignore music. Amy Lawrence‟s study 

of Peter Greenaway is a case in point, which gives virtually no analysis of Nyman‟s music for Geenaway 

even though his contribution is recognized as very significant. At one point Nyman is referenced but in 

relation to visuals: „[m]uch of the credit for the “look” of a Greenaway film is due to his production team 

… cinematographer Sacha Vierney, composer Michael Nyman, editor John Wilson, and production 

designers Ben Van Os and Jan Roelfs‟ [my emphasis], The Films of Peter Greenaway, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 1997, p.7. 
4
  For example, recent journals include Journal of Film Music, Equinox - see 

http://www.equinoxjournals.com/ojs/index.php/JFM/index (accessed 28/12/2009) - and Music, Sound and 

The Moving Image, Liverpool University Press - see http://www.liverpool-

unipress.co.uk/html/publication.asp?idProduct=3727 (accessed 28/12/2009).   Recent conferences include 

the School of Music Film Music Conference at the University of Leeds, 6/11/2009 - see 

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/music/conferences/filmprog09/ (accessed 28/12/2009); and the annual Music and 

the Moving Image Conference, New York University, established May, 2007 - see 

http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/music/scoring/conference/ (accessed 28/12/2009), linked to the on-line journal 

Music and the Moving Image, see http://mmi.press.illinois.edu/ (accessed 28/12/2009). There are also 

popular film music journals such as  Music From the Movies, Film Score Monthly, and Soundtrack; and 

conferences directed towards the film industry and composers rather than academics, such as the 

International Film Music Conference, City of Ubeda, Spain, July 2007 (see Federation of Film and 

Audiovisual Composers of Europe, 

http://www.fface.org/News/files/99de3afc3521da8d5a36db836072c97b-18.html (accessed 28/12/2009).   
5
   See http://pws.prserv.net/loosepoodle/AndrsonSadofBib.pdf (accessed 28/12/2009). 

6
   There is now a plethora of film music courses, practical and critical, in the UK and USA. See for 

example: http://www.hotcourses.com/uk-courses/Film-Music-degree-

courses/hc2_browse.pg_loc_tree/16180339/220704/p_type_id/2/p_bcat_id/3108/page.htm (accessed 

28/12/2009). 

http://www.equinoxjournals.com/ojs/index.php/JFM/index
http://www.liverpool-unipress.co.uk/html/publication.asp?idProduct=3727
http://www.liverpool-unipress.co.uk/html/publication.asp?idProduct=3727
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/music/conferences/filmprog09/
http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/music/scoring/conference/
http://mmi.press.illinois.edu/
http://www.fface.org/News/files/99de3afc3521da8d5a36db836072c97b-18.html
http://pws.prserv.net/loosepoodle/AndrsonSadofBib.pdf
http://www.hotcourses.com/uk-courses/Film-Music-degree-courses/hc2_browse.pg_loc_tree/16180339/220704/p_type_id/2/p_bcat_id/3108/page.htm
http://www.hotcourses.com/uk-courses/Film-Music-degree-courses/hc2_browse.pg_loc_tree/16180339/220704/p_type_id/2/p_bcat_id/3108/page.htm
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of other books provide a significant body of work for approaching the area.
7
 Film music 

study can be classified in a number of ways;
8
 some books and articles give an historical 

account of how film music has developed, exploring and explaining different phases 

and approaches, the effects of new technologies, economic determinants, and so forth; 

some theorize the functions of film music and how music and image can combine; and 

some give a „how to write film music‟ approach for potential film music composers. 

Included within this literature are studies of specific films and composers, interviews 

with, or accounts by, film music composers, analysis of how film music relates to social 

and ideological concerns, and specific musical score analysis.
9
   

There are several places where it is possible to find an overview of the whole 

field of film music, which is not necessary here.
10

 The issue in this chapter is to 

consider how the meanings and emotional affects of film music, and the combination of 

                                                             
7
  See Roy Prendergast, Film Music: A Neglected Art, 2

nd
 ed., New York, WW Norton, 1992; Caryl Flinn, 

Strains of Utopia; Royal S. Brown, Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music, London, University 

of California Press, 1994;  Kathryn Kalinak, Settling the Score: Music and the Classical Hollywood Film, 

Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1992. 
8
  For example, Florence Daugherty, in her Dissertation on Michael Nyman, classifies Film Music 

Literature into four areas: 

a) History of film music; 

b) Catalogs of film music and film music composers; 

c) Instructional books on film music; 

d) Types of film music and music‟s employment in film.  

(Narrative and Non-Narrative Structures in the Film Music of Michael Nyman, Ann Arbor, UMI, 1997). 

Gillian Anderson and Ronald Sadoff use the following categories to classify their bibliography of „Books 

on Music for Moving Images‟: 

a) Bibliography and Encylopaedias 

b) Composers – Interviews, Biographies, Analysis 

c) History and Criticism 

d) How to … 

e) Psychology of Perception 

f) Sound Design 

g) Soundtracks 

h) Theory and Analysis 

i) Early Film Music 

j) Film Musicals 

k) Horror and Science Fiction Film Music    

l) Sociology 

m) Film and Television Music from Third World Countries 

n) Non English Language Books on Film and Television Music. 

(http://pws.prserv.net/loosepoodle/AndrsonSadofBib.pdf [accessed 28/12/2009]).  
9
 Studying film music requires knowledge of film and music. The lack of people with expertise in both 

areas is one possible reason for the earlier paucity of study of film music. This lack is recognized in the 

film industry itself, where there is usually a clear division of labour between filmmakers and composers, 

and many composers have commented on directors‟ lack of real musical knowledge. 
10

 See, for example, Daugherty; Claudia Gorbman, „Film Music‟, in Hill & Gibson, 1998, pp.43-50; 

Kevin Donnelly, „The Hidden Heritage of Film Music: History and Scholarship Lit‟, in Kevin Donnelly 

ed., Film Music: Critical Approaches, New York, The Continuum International Publishing Group, 2001, 

pp.1-15; David Neumeyer, Caryl Flinn & James Buhler, „Introduction‟, in Buhler, James, et al, Music and 

Cinema, Hanover, Wesleyan University Press, 2000, pp.1-29. 

http://pws.prserv.net/loosepoodle/AndrsonSadofBib.pdf
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music and images, have been understood, and to place Nyman‟s film music practice 

within an historical context.  

 

Historical developments in film music styles and production processes  

Nyman‟s earliest film music was written in the mid-1970s; he has contributed to 

film music developments since then, in terms of his minimalist style of music, in the 

way his music combines with images, and in his compositional production practices. 

His music can therefore be situated within the context of the development of film music 

since the 1960s.  

While the main functions of film music have not changed dramatically through 

the history of film, the actual styles and techniques of composition have changed 

considerably and there have been different production processes. From the beginning of 

cinema up until the 1950s there is broad agreement about the particular music styles 

used and the changes that have taken place. The early „silent‟ cinema period saw the 

gradual development of music used to support narrative and provide emotion with the 

establishment of music „cue‟ sheets for film music.
11

 More importantly a cinematic 

musical „language‟ was established: the language of nineteenth-century Romantic music 

which, it is generally agreed, was the dominant film music style used initially for 

„silent‟ cinema, and subsequently for mainstream sound cinema till at least the 1950s. 

This is well documented in the film music literature
12

 where a number of reasons for the 

                                                             
11

  For more information on the silent period see Charles Merrell Berg, An Investigation of the Motives for 

and Realization of Music to Accompany the American Silent Film, 1896-1927, New York, Arno Press, 

1976, and Gillian Anderson, Music for Silent Films: 1894-1929, New York, Library of Congress, 1988. 

Note also Erno Rapee, Motion Picture Moods for Pianists and Organists: A rapid reference collection of 

selected pieces adapted to 52 moods and situations, (1928), reprint New York, Arno, 1970, and Edith 

Lang and George West (1920) Musical accompaniment of moving pictures, New York, Arno, 1970. Both 

these demonstrate an early form of suitable „library‟ music for film accompaniment. This way of 

classifying and using music is still present today; Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida refer to „Library music … 

whose purpose is to provide the makers of audio-visual productions (radio or TV programmes, adverts, 

low-budget film, etc.) with recordings envisaged as suitable to a wide range of quite specific moods, 

scenarios and dramatic functions‟ (Ten Little Title Tunes, New York, Mass Media Music Scholars‟ Press, 

2003, p.125). They draw up a list of library music categories (p.126), see Appendix A. Although the 

practice of using pre-existent musical pieces for different films was replaced by the composition of 

individual film soundtracks, this earlier practice is important in setting a precedent demonstrating  the 

potential „transferability‟ of film music pieces which is especially significant in understanding Nyman‟s 

work (see Chapter 6). 
12

  See Brown, Overtones and Undertones, p.96, where he cites the influence of Wagner, Mahler, Strauss 

and Puccini. Gorbman also states that „[t]he core musical lexicon has tended to remain conservatively 

rooted in Romantic tonality … the late Romantic style of Wagner and Strauss‟ (Unheard Melodies, p.4); 

See also Prendergast Film Music, p.x, and Irwin Bazelon Knowing the Score: Notes on Film Music, New 

York, Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1975, p.15; Flinn starts her book by citing Dimitri Tiomkin‟s 

amusing Oscar-accepting speech of 1955 which links his own composition practices of the 1940s and 

1950s with the nineteenth century: rather than thanking his wife and family or any of his contemporaries 

for his success he starts by saying: „I like to thank Johannes Brahms, Johann Strauss, Richard Strauss, 

Richard Wagner‟ (Strains of Utopia, p.3). 
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adoption of this style are given: its familiarity, its dramatic qualities, its utopian 

qualities, and the suitability of its musical forms. It is a style which is still found in the 

scores of many composers.
13

  

There are also parallels to be drawn between film narratives and these musical 

structures, since these both have a kind of narrative structure. Caryl Flinn, for example, 

notes Christopher Ballantine‟s argument that „the sonata‟s movements‟ differing themes 

and tonal activity dramatize the dialectical principles of conflict and tension‟
14

 and work 

towards some kind of resolution of these conflicts. Similarly, Susan McClary suggests 

that music, particularly tonal music, works in a narrative manner, telling musical stories 

which are finally resolved, so that „the linear unfolding of tonality almost always 

pursues a narrative-like series of dramatic events.‟
15

 Film music composer Barrington 

Pheloung‟s description of John Williams‟ scores as „really just two opposing ideas, 

which is what all symphonies are based on ... two themes: one mixed against another 

one ... [which] eventually go together,‟
16

 is particularly telling in the way it parallels the 

system of binary oppositions, conflict, and resolution which structures many narrative 

films.
17

  

The importance of tonal resolution in nineteenth-century style music (the way 

musical pieces move away from the tonic, via the dominant and then back to the tonic 

resolution, often via various cadences) also offers a clear parallel to the basic form of 

narrative outlined by Tzvetan Todorov and others,
18

 whereby an initial stable situation 

is disrupted before there is a final resolution and return to stability. Using this tonal 

form of resolution, music can complement narrative moments of resolution throughout a 

film.
19

 But tonal music can go further than this by including moments of dissonance or 
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atonality within itself (without going into atonal, twelve tone or serial music) as long as 

this is resolved within the piece.
20

 

Just as there are general observations to be made about the style of film music 

composition up to the 1950s, there is general critical agreement about Hollywood‟s 

early film music production practices and their subsequent development from the 

„silent‟ era, into sound, and beyond. The earliest film music practices developed the 

music „libraries‟ of suitable film music cues.
21

 Once original film music compositions 

were required, the Hollywood studios incorporated music production and performance 

into their practices, in the same way that they had developed a vertically integrated 

structure, whereby production, exhibition, and distribution of films were all controlled 

through the studio system. Studios preferred original compositions rather than pre-

existing music so that they could hold copyright and control over music. However, an 

homogenous musical product across all the studios helped bind audiences into familiar 

patterns of musical repetition and variation already established through genre and the 

star system. Consequently, the use of the nineteenth-century symphonic Hollywood 

score was cemented in place by an industry which wanted to maintain uniformity in its 

style so as to maintain its popular audience. Particular processes of music composition, 

orchestration, and performance were therefore established as part of the Hollywood 

studio factory system, and these tasks were often performed by European musicians, 

already trained in nineteenth-century music, who had emigrated for various reasons to 

America through the first half of the twentieth century.
22
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Figure 1: Music organisation in the Hollywood studio system, 1930s/40s
23

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
century idioms; they are actually developing classical music traditions in ways that are just as important 

as other twentieth century composers: „[i]f structural resemblance to instrumental music in a European 

art-music style were a criterion for inclusion, Herrmann and Morricone would be in the canon‟ of 

Western music study (ibid., p.32). Film music has not remained fixed in the European nineteenth-century 

musical mould in a purely static way; film-music composers can be seen as some of the most significant 

composers in the twentieth century. 
23

 Prendergast, Film Music, p.37.  
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Roy Prendergast illustrates the studio hierarchy and organization of music 

production in his diagram/illustration of the studio system of production [see Figure1]. 

Important procedures evolved from this: a) a division of labour between composer, 

arranger/orchestrator, and conductors; b) the composition of music after a film had been 

shot and edited; c) the practice of „spotting‟ music cues while watching the finished 

film, sometimes just by composers, sometimes in collaboration with directors and/or 

producers; d) development of technological means to aid in the synchronization of 

sound and image, such as the use of the click-track. 

These standard methods of film music production had an effect on the kinds of 

music written, on the modes of performance, and music‟s functions.
24

 Accounts of these 

reveal both the generalized practices and constraints under which musicians worked, but 

also cases where composers did something different.
25

 The collaboration between 

Sergei Eisenstein and Sergei Prokofiev was one of the earliest in which film maker and 

composer saw themselves as equal collaborators so that, for example, sometimes music 

was written to go with certain images and vice versa.
26

 However this example was 

outside the mainstream Hollywood system. More interesting is the way Orson Welles 

invited Bernard Herrmann to collaborate with him on Citizen Kane (1941) from the 

beginning of working on the film,
27

 and to see how the music played an unusually 

meaningful role in the film.  

Significant collaborations between composers and directors have often happened 

and the practice of involving composers from an early stage is not now so rare. Sergio 

Leone, in his „spaghetti westerns‟, gave Ennio Morricone a lot of time and space for his 

music, and he even wanted to have Morricone‟s music written before filming started, 
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and to have the music played on set for the actors and film crew to work with.
28

 This 

practice was taken up later by Guiseppe Tornatore when he too worked with Morricone. 

Some composers now prefer to write music on the basis of reading scripts rather than 

seeing a finished film, and they are being given the opportunity to do this. These 

collaborations are important in relation to Nyman‟s work, particularly with Peter 

Greenaway, as once again he was given more autonomy than many other composers. 

The consequence of this kind of practice is film music inspired by scripts which, as 

composer Nino Rota has said, „expresses above all the spirit of the film rather than the 

materiality of the succession of images‟
29

, and which moves away from syncing closely 

to movement and actions on the screen, thus freeing up the musical possibilities. 

Furthermore, composers like Herrmann and Morricone stressed their need to 

work as orchestrators and often as conductors of their own music; they challenged the 

division of labour system. Nyman similarly orchestrates and arranges his own 

compositions and indeed works mainly with his own group of musicians, thus further 

personalising his work and giving him more control over the music. 

Since the 1950s and 1960s, following on from nineteenth-century romantic 

style, there have been significant developments in film music. Film music histories are 

again in general agreement about these developments, which brought new elements to 

film-scoring practice, while still tending to work within the traditional range of film 

music functions, and meaning/affects. 

The first development is the increased use of dissonance. Dissonance has always 

been used within film scores, mainly to create and accompany moments of disturbance, 

suspense, and horror. As Henry Mancini has said „the atonal is always something 

disturbing [and] has been used by film composers … from the beginning.‟
30

 However 

dissonance is most often used within the tonal system, as a way of creating that 

disturbance.
31

 Consequently its meaning – disturbance – is created by its place within a 

music system which positions tonality as „normal‟.  

Modernist music, using serial, twelve-tone, and atonal styles, has been 

occasionally introduced more fully into film scores, for example, in horror movies. 

David Huckvale has shown how the popular horror films from Hammer Film 
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Productions in the 1950s and 1960s featured modernist and avant-garde music scores 

from a number of composers.
32

 Science fiction, with its futurist and modernist subject 

matter, has also used some modernist music practices, for example Jerry Goldsmith‟s 

score for the 1968 version of Planet of the Apes and Gyorgy Ligeti‟s music used by 

Stanley Kubrick for 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). However, Royal Brown sees this 

music as „limited almost exclusively to abnormal … situations‟,
33

 while George Burt 

notes its use for moments of „high level musical intensity.‟
34

 Hollywood experiments 

with „open interval harmonies and dissonant chords, tritone motifs or such devices as 

the chromatic scale in parallel, minor seconds‟,
35

 or using instruments like the theremin, 

for example, in Spellbound (1945), but these are not the rule; their use is still generally 

within the overall context of tonal music. 

The most significant challenge to the nineteenth-century style came when 

Hollywood introduced a much wider combination of musical styles, including 

„legitimate and illegitimate‟
36

 musicians, jazz and classical, together, which gave film 

music greater richness and diversity. Burt notes the rich range of musical styles 

available so that „musically trained composers of today have many choices, perhaps 

more than ever.‟
37

 Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida, developing their thesis that film 

composers have been ignored but are actually musically important and innovative, say  

standard twentieth-century music history also turns a deaf ear to the 

complex process whereby the wagnerisms and debussyisms of early 

Hollywood later combined with the art-music avant-garde, serialism, jazz, 

rock, popular, electronic and non-Euro-American musics to provide 

contemporary film composers with an eclectic store of musical influences.
38

  

Hollywood was happy to use and embrace jazz from the 1940s onwards. David Butler 

has written about its particular generic use within film noir and, in the 1950s, jazz was 

successfully used in films which were about contemporary and problematic urban 

settings, gangster films, or social realist films like On the Waterfront (1954), as well as 

film noir.
39

 The introduction of jazz is also linked to the second generation of composers 
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within Hollywood, emerging post-Erich Korngold,
40

 who had taken on board a new set 

of musical influences. Jazz also has various social and cultural connotations, linking it 

for example to sexuality, blackness, crime, and the city; as contemporary music it was 

well-suited to illustrate contemporary films. 

Kathryn Kalinak analyses the work of David Raksin as one example of the new 

generation of composers, finding that his work included „complex counterpoint, jazzy 

instrumentation … “freaky” harmonies … harmonic structures [which] are … 

postimpressionistic … [and] contrapuntal‟; he used „pared down and smaller ensembles‟ 

and wrote scores where „instruments of jazz – brass, woodwind, percussion – 

dominate.‟
41

 But she also notes that Raksin‟s „structural approach to film scoring [still] 

relied upon the dominant set of conventions‟ – leitmotif, character development, 

structural unity – of film music.
42

 So, new musical styles were emerging, but tending to 

serve the traditional meaning/affect functions of film music. Later film music 

composers were coming from different traditions, interests, and practices. Many 

important film music composers were often trained classically but at the same time they 

had interests in and often played different kinds of music: jazz, rock, electronic.
43

 John 

Barry started as a pop song writer; Morricone arranged Italian pop songs for five years; 

other composers played in rock bands. Consequently a whole range of new musical 

influences began to be filtered into film music scores. 

The 1960s and 1970s saw film composers developing in several significant new 

directions, and it is this context that is particularly important in relation to Nyman‟s 

place within film music history. Jeff Smith
44

 has argued that the influence of pop music 

on composers like Barry, Mancini, and Morricone was important and can be found in 

many scores. He argues that this is linked to economic concerns and technological 

developments. The desire for profits in the film industry has always been paramount, 

and this has traditionally involved off-shoots from the films as well as the films 

themselves. The development of the recording industry and the sales of both „45s‟ 

(singles), and LPs (long-playing records), provided the opportunity of selling individual 

theme tunes and complete soundtracks. Through links with the music industry, a 

popular song from a film could act as a kind of advertisement for the film. Successful 
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„theme tunes‟ like „Do Not Forsake Me, Oh My Darling‟ in High Noon (1952) or 

„Moon River‟ in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961) were crucial in alerting film producers to 

the fact that a good tune could help promote a film, increasing ticket sales, but more 

importantly could be sold separately, creating more profit through „No 1 hits‟. Many 

film producers began to insist on the use of a theme song as central to the film‟s score 

and its promotion, and this of course affected the role of film music composers in terms 

of what they were being commissioned to produce. 

The move to writing popular songs for films made a significant change to how 

music could be used in a film and this in turn led to the use of pre-existing pop songs as 

the basis for film scores and film soundtracks available for sale. The pop-song structure 

featured a full melody and often used words; consequently, when used as film music it 

required enough time for the melody to be played out in full (unlike the snippets of 

nineteenth-century orchestral style music which could be shortened to any length), and 

if the words were heard, there needed to be a relationship between them and the on-

screen action. Overall these changes began to give music more time and prominence, so 

it became less the „unheard‟ underscore of traditional film music and more a heard 

feature in its own right, which might even be a significant selling point for the film. 

These are significant factors for the use of Nyman‟s music, setting a precedent for 

musical prominence.  

Using pre-existing popular music, which is already well-known and therefore 

instantly recognized, also creates a different relationship for audiences to film music: 

whereas original film music, however „poppy‟, appears to emanate from the diegesis of 

the film world (even though it is often non-diegetic), pre-existent music brings in a 

whole chain of pre-existing connotations. These connotations can add to the richness of 

the film but also remind the viewer/listener of a world beyond the film diegesis.
45

 Films 

like American Graffiti (1973) and Mean Streets (1973), by the new generation of 

„moviebrat‟ directors, such as George Lucas and Martin Scorsese, who had grown up 

influenced by contemporary popular music and then been trained in film schools, 

introduced the idea of the compilation pop music soundtrack, using a collection of 

popular songs. This music was initially introduced for aesthetic reasons by these 

directors – it was related to the narratives and character development and it also 

provided a new musical dimension, giving the films a freshness and dynamism just at 
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the time that traditional Hollywood studio films were going into a slump. But producers 

were quick to realize the potential for more profits by putting these compilation 

soundtracks on sale and consequently included similar compilation soundtracks of 

popular songs in other films (sometimes combined with an original score).
46

 

Soundtracks like these, when well-used, can add much to the meaning and affect of a 

film, but several film music composers have bemoaned this tendency where the use of 

pop music adds little to the narrative richness of the film and is based on film directors‟ 

own musical preferences and film producers‟ commercial priorities.
47

 As Barrington 

Pheloung complains „it breaks my heart when I see a really beautiful and beautifully 

made film plastered with wall-to-wall, out of date, naff pop music just to sell a 

compilation album.‟
48

 However, in the hands of directors with an acute musical 

sensitivity and knowledge of popular music, such as Quentin Tarantino, these 

soundtracks can still be both affective and meaningful.
49

  

These changes in film music scores coincided with the huge boom in popular 

music facilitated by the new recording and distribution technologies, the new teenage 

market that emerged from the economic consumer boom of the 1950s and 1960s, and 

the subsequent development of the music video, built on the success of the pop music 

industry and driven by the development of Cable TV channels like MTV. Music video 

has in turn influenced the development of film music. A major difference from the 

traditional cinematic music/image relationship is that in music videos the visuals are 

being used to illustrate the music: the music has primacy over the images, which are 

produced after the music and edited to the music, a complete reversal of the standard 

image/music relationship. These changes also coincided with a period when Hollywood 

cinema recovered from a significant decline in audiences in the 1960s and 1970s, on the 

basis of an increasingly younger age demographic for its audiences. These younger 
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audiences also enjoyed the pop-music soundtracks. The developments of the musical 

soundtrack thus need to be understood within these wider technological, economic, and 

social parameters, all of which provide a context for the introduction of Nyman‟s music.  

A further trend in film music, from around the 1960s and 1970s, was the use of 

pre-existent Western art music; for example, Stanley Kubrick‟s soundtracks in 2001 

(1968) and A Clockwork Orange (1971), Orson Welles‟s use of Tomaso Albinoni in 

The Trial (1962), and Erik Satie in The Immortal Story (1968), and Ingmar Bergman‟s 

use of Bach extracts in many of his films. These pieces also tend to require time to have 

a significant length of music played and they draw attention to themselves; and as with 

pop music, in Anahid Kassabian‟s view, this music will again affect audiences‟ 

identification processes. 

Pauline Reay discusses all these developments in her description of what she 

calls „[t]he post-classical era (1960 onwards).‟ Her account is typical of much of the 

literature on film music. She suggests that the era has seen „major technological 

developments and an increasingly diverse range of music being used in films.‟
50

 The 

„diversity‟ of film music is the major point she and others make alongside the ideas that 

music is now used in some different ways, that individual film soundtracks often 

include a variety of different kinds of music (particularly combining an original score 

with the use of pre-existing pop soundtracks), and that film music is much more 

prominent (audible) than before. To sum up, since the days of the classic Hollywood 

film score there have been a number of changes to film music practice. As Gorbman 

puts it, 

[s]ignificant changes in the post-studio era such as shifts in industry 

economics, and a new generation of film composers schooled not in Vienna 

but in television and pop culture, resulted in an influx of new musical 

idioms on [the] one hand, and a vastly more flexible range of ideas 

concerning the nature, placement, and effects of music in movies on the 

other.
51

 

Finally, it is worth noting that, given the improved technology for production of sound, 

film music is made to be heard in the late twentieth century and beyond in a way that it 

wasn‟t earlier: „[t]oday when music roars from theatre speakers with the hyperclarity of 

digital sound, it is increasingly difficult to think of film music as unheard.‟
52
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Nyman‟s significance as a film music composer is usually assessed in terms of 

what are regarded as innovations in his work with Peter Greenaway: the autonomy and 

prominence of his music in those films; the way music and image combined; the 

practice of music composition Greenaway and Nyman established; and Nyman‟s 

minimalist style. Yet, as has been shown above, in relation to pop-oriented and pre-

existing music, film music was already being given more prominence, so the „heard‟ 

quality of Nyman‟s music was not unprecedented. Also, Rota‟s „expressing the spirit of 

the film‟ method was already established pre-Nyman, and Morricone, with Leone, had 

developed a kind of operatic film music style, so these approaches were not entirely 

original practices for Nyman either; and while the Greenaway/Nyman relationship was 

unusual, similar collaborations between film director and composer had occurred 

previously. But writing music which was not primarily designed to relate to narrative 

and character emotion was unusual. This, plus the extreme freedom and autonomy 

Greenaway gave Nyman were groundbreaking. So, while Nyman‟s differences are 

partly a reflection of some new trends being established, he has taken some of these 

trends further and has thus broadened the established possibilities of film music 

practice. Furthermore, the minimalist style of his film music was very much a new 

element, though one shared with Philip Glass. 

The use of minimalism in film music is the one major development since the 

1960s which, surprisingly, has received little attention in the film music literature. 

American minimalist music, exemplified by the compositions of La Monte Young, 

Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and Glass, and characterised as repetitive, pulsing, tonal, 

musical processes, emerged in the 1960s. While initially an avant-garde movement 

which polarized audiences and found its place, not in the concert hall, but in New York 

lofts and art spaces, minimalism gradually achieved both acceptance and popularity and 

challenged the dominance of Western art music‟s serial and atonal tendencies. At the 

same time as minimalist music per se was achieving popularity it was being heard in 

film music scores, particularly those written by Nyman and Glass. Nyman‟s minimalist 

style is one of the most important aspects of his contribution to the development of film 

music and to his music‟s meanings and affects; it will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

4. What follows here is a brief summary of minimalism‟s role in film music.  

In the considerable film music literature produced since the 1980s, much of it 

concerned with changes in film music practice and styles over the past forty years, the 

important advent of minimalist film music, including Nyman‟s and Glass‟s work, has 

received little critical attention. This is a surprising absence given the increasing 
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popularity of minimalism and the importance of these composers and this style within 

Western art music. Despite Susan McClary‟s assertion, in 2007, that 

the ubiquity of minimalism in the soundtracks of our present lives – in 

everything from hip-hop and electronic dance music to advertisements and 
the environmental sound piped into upscale restaurants – suggests that we 

have come to accept such musical processes as natural,
53

   

there is a major absence of  discussion of  minimalist film music scores.
54

 There may be 

some reasons for this overall absence: many film-music books are „survey‟ books, 

giving an overview of a wide field in which Nyman‟s and Glass‟s work is relatively 

small; they are also more concerned with American popular film while Glass and 

Nyman have tended to work within art-house or European film contexts. Nevertheless 

some of the films they have scored for have been popular and/or critically acclaimed 

and, more importantly, the way they have combined film image and music soundtrack 

and the minimalist styles they have used have constituted significant innovations within 

film music practice.   

In other film music books there are some brief references to Nyman or Glass. 

Reay, for example, in her book, notes the number of new composers writing film music 

and bringing in a diversity of music styles, and includes a mention of Nyman, as 

follows: 

[t]here have also been a number of moderately well-known composers in 

Europe, many of whom have collaborated with particular directors. Michael 

Nyman is one of the most prominent British contemporary film composers: 

he has collaborated with director Peter Greenaway on a number of films, as 

well as scoring Jane Campion‟s The Piano.
55

  

But even in this brief note there is no mention of his minimalist musical style; Nyman is 

simply framed as European, and placed in relation to directors Greenaway and 

Campion. Brown, however, has commented on the significance of the 

Nyman/Greenaway collaborations and Nyman‟s „baroque minimalist‟ style,
56

 and there 
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is some specific and useful work on Nyman and minimalist film music which begins to 

explore questions of the meanings and affects of minimalist film music and which will 

be referred to in later chapters.
57

  

Since 1980, other film music composers have adopted minimalist techniques and 

it could be argued that minimalist traits can be found in the music of earlier composers 

such as Bernard Herrmann, as Mervyn Cooke suggests: „[i]n embryonic form, 

minimalist techniques are to be found in Herrmann‟s ostinato-based music in the 

1950s.‟
58

 But Nyman and Glass are the two most significant minimalist composers to 

have written film scores. They are both important composers in their own right, though 

it is their film music which has made their music available to a much wider audience 

than their concert hall material; Nyman‟s popularity is most evident through his best-

selling soundtrack for The Piano (1993), and his score for the same film, which has 

been taken up by many amateur pianists. There are some significant parallels in the 

work of Nyman and Glass and it is useful to compare the trajectory of their film work to 

understand how minimalist film music developed. 

Both composers worked mainly within the art-house category, though Nyman 

more in Europe, Glass in America (perhaps reflecting their countries of origin and 

domicile). They began composing film scores at a similar time – the late 1970s – and 

both have become increasingly popular as film music composers. Their earliest scores 

were for films outside the mainstream – in Glass‟s case writing for films such as 

Godfrey Reggio‟s Koyaanisqatsi (1982) and Errol Morris‟s The Thin Blue Line (1988), 

in Nyman‟s case writing for the cinema of Peter Greenaway, from 1976 to 1991. They 

both wrote music for short films, documentaries, experimental, and avant-garde films, 

then art-house feature films. Their music is regarded as a very significant element in the 
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success of many of these films, more so than most film music, and is seen to be 

performing different functions than normal. Both were involved in unusually 

collaborative situations with the directors they worked with and given a different role to 

that found in „normal‟ film music production practices. Subsequently they have 

composed for films which have achieved mainstream release and considerable 

popularity, for example Glass‟s scores for The Truman Show (1998), The Hours, 

(2002), and Notes on a Scandal (2005), and Nyman‟s scores for The Piano (1993), 

Gattaca (1997), and The End of the Affair (1999).
59

  

This trajectory, from avant-garde and art-house to popular, mirrors the growing 

popularity of minimalist music itself in this same period, leading to, as McClary has 

stated, „the ubiquity of minimalism in the soundtracks of our present lives.‟ Nowadays 

film music composers „make use of the current lingua franca [minimalism], just as their 

predecessors relied automatically on their most familiar idiom – that of German 

Romanticism.‟
60

 So, by the late 1990s, minimalist music had become acceptable; but 

Nyman and Glass‟s early minimalist film scores were a radical innovation which took 

audiences by surprise and offered something new in film music (just as minimalism was 

a new development in Western art music). The acceptability of minimalist music may 

partly be attributed to its increasing familiarity. Glass, in response to a critic who 

suggests his repetitive music is both mechanical/technological but also emotional, 

makes an interesting comment about how audiences changed in their reception of 

minimalism: 

I‟ve always felt that the core of the music was not repetition but 

expressivity. That was how I looked at it. And I think that is how we 

experience it. Though in the early days of this music it appeared much more 

radical than it does today – and I think we have to remember that we‟ve 

been hearing this music for twenty-five years – so when this music started 

appearing in the late sixties and early seventies, people would actually 

throw things at us and try to make us stop, and people got very angry at this 

music. What they were hearing was the mechanical-ness of it, and they 

weren‟t hearing the expressiveness of it. And then eventually when they got 

used to the mechanical part of it they kind of forgot about that, and they 

began to hear the lyricism of it. I think it just took a while.
61

 

Glass is arguing that audiences in the 1990s hear the music differently and positively, 

partly through growing familiarity. This familiarity, as McClary has argued elsewhere, 

                                                             
59

 Interestingly, Nyman was first commissioned to write the score for The Hours but his work was 

rejected and then Glass was brought on the project. More recently, Glass has written for more mainstream 

and American films, while Nyman has stayed within the European art-house film context. 
60

  McClary, „Minima Romantica‟, p.51. 
61

  Philip Glass in James Tobias, „Variations on the Musical Image: An interview with Philip Glass‟, in 

Documentary Box, No. 22, October 2003, Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival, p. 25. 



 59 
 

is built on the way that repetitive musical tropes (which are central to minimalism) are 

found in a number of different musical sources, such as African-American popular 

music, so they are not exclusive to minimalism.
62

 Familiarity and pleasurable 

acceptance are also helped by minimalism‟s tendency towards harmonic tonality, 

modifications to the earlier, sparser, minimalist style, and the introduction of more 

traditional musical influences. Glass continues in the above interview by agreeing that 

his own music has developed a „different kind of expressivity‟ that  

sounds like romantic, western piano music in the tradition of Chopin … Part 

of that was I wanted to explore what you call this more romantic, more 

lyrical style. I had become so associated with this motoric driving music, 

and I began to do this other music.
63

  

These comments echo Nyman‟s view on his own romantic, lyrical, expressive 

developments: 

Yes, and there‟s a romanticism in Patrice Leconte‟s film [Monsieur Hire] 

and in Drowning by Numbers. You assume that [the] music I do is the 

aggressive music in The Cook, which I feel comfortable with, or the pomp, 

rocky sort of stuff in Draughtsman’s; but there have always been extremes, 

extremes of hysteria, extremes of very slow elegiac music, that I find come 

as naturally as the more hysterical stuff ... there are other tributaries I 

discovered in writing The Piano music.
64

  

So, Nyman and Glass were originally ground-breaking film music composers 

introducing their minimalist styles; then audiences gradually found these more 

acceptable and minimalist music became more ubiquitous; subsequently, Nyman and 

Glass both developed a more romantic, lyrical minimalism, a postminimalist or 

„romantic-minimalist‟ style. However they are still predominantly working with art-

house films. This begs the question as to whether minimalism as a style is particularly 

suited to art cinema rather than mainstream cinema or whether Nyman and Glass choose 

to work with more „serious‟ cinema, where they are often given more autonomy. 

Chapter 4 will consider this question by looking at how minimalist music „combines‟ 

with film. What is certainly true is that they both prefer to work in collaborative ways 

with film directors, to have a degree of autonomy for their working practices, and for 

their film music to be heard; all these conditions are more easily met within art-house 
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productions.
65

 They also regard film music composition as just one strand of their 

musical lives: they have established musical careers outside film, including other 

collaborative projects (working with dancers, other musicians, writing operatic and pure 

concert materials) but often include some of their film music in their concert 

performances. They also formed their own music ensembles primarily to play their own 

music, and developed their own distinctive musical sounds, particularly featuring 

electronic and amplified music, which have attracted a popular audience.
66

   

Nyman‟s film music and minimalist style needs to be examined in relation to the 

typical functions of film music and within the context of film music practice and 

developments of the past forty years. As already suggested, Nyman‟s work has 

contributed to the development, innovations, and practice of film music, but also 

reflected some of the changes already coming into place. I will argue in the following 

chapters that he writes some film music which functions in typical film music fashion, 

but that he also expands the possibilities of film music practice and the way film image 

and music combine. However, before beginning this analysis of Nyman, it is important 

to look in a more general way at the question of how image and music can combine. 

 

The Image/Music Relationship: functions of film music 

This thesis is concerned with the way Nyman‟s music combines with film 

images and narratives: the way it produces meaning and emotional affect. This relates to 

wider questions about the ways in which filmic images and music, in general, can 

combine, and the possible functions of film music. These questions can be approached 

by looking at the way media theorists have theorised the image/music relationship, and 

considering what purposes music serves in relation to film; in other words, what are its 

possible functions and uses? Such questions are addressed time and again both by film 

music theorists and by film music composers. As Claudia Gorbman argues, two of the 

„framing questions in the current study of film music‟, are „why do films have music?‟ 

and „what are the narrative functions of music in films?‟
67

 The answers to these 

questions include a mixture of historical, technological, and aesthetic reasons, which 
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relate to either meaning or emotion or both, and to the broader theoretical question of 

how music and image can combine.  

It is agreed in most film music histories that music was a vital component in 

cinema right from its beginnings at the end of the nineteenth century. Music was used as 

an accompaniment to film as soon as narrative form was established; the „silent‟ cinema 

was never actually silent. However, Charles Merrell Berg argues that „it took almost 

fifteen years before most musicians and exhibitors realized that the musical 

accompaniment could and should relate to the moving images.‟
68

 At first music was 

played fairly randomly, but, Berg argues, as the cinema became more focused on 

narrative, producers realized the potential of music to be connected to that narrative, so 

that „the development of the motion picture as a narrative medium had a decided impact 

on the nature of musical accompaniment.‟
69

  

Historically, narrative film developed within the traditions of theatre, 

melodrama, and the music hall. Greek drama offers the earliest conjunction of music 

and drama. Subsequently, music has always played a role in some dramatic narratives. 

It is particularly found in the traditions of opera and nineteenth-century melodrama 

(literally from the Greek „melos/music + drama‟) which was the closest popular form to 

film, historically and aesthetically.
70

 As Roger Manvell and John Huntley note „the 

pianist and orchestra had long been established in the living theatre‟;
71

 and Gorbman 

adds that „[m]usical cues appear abundantly in “acting editions” of British melodrama 

… the clichés of film music arose directly from those of melodrama.‟
72

 Berg, quoting 

Spaeth, also links early film music and melodrama in terms of its meaningful function:  

Spaeth cited the custom of matching every stock melodramatic effect or 

situation with a recognizable and inevitable musical tag. … „Love, Home, 

Mother, Virtue, and all the other estimable abstractions had their motifs as 

clearly assigned to them as did the heroes and heroines of Wagner 

himself.‟
73

   

The links between these two forms were further compounded by early films being 

shown in theatres, by the combination of short films and live dramas/performances as 
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part of the same program of entertainment, and by the predominance of melodramatic 

narratives in early films.   

Before the technological development of synchronised sound, music could be 

used more easily as a sound accompaniment than voices and sound effects. It was 

important for two reasons: first, as a way of making audiences feel more comfortable; 

second, as a way of increasing audiences‟ understanding of, and emotional involvement 

in narrative dramas. The „comfort‟ factor relates to the specific technological conditions 

of the new medium and the problem posed by a visual narrative medium that was silent. 

It is argued that music did a number of things:
74

 it hid the noise of the projector and any 

other disturbing sounds, such as the audience; it compensated for silence itself; it made 

what Theodor Adorno and Hanns Eisler called the „ghostly character‟ of silent figures 

more human, less disturbing;
75

 and it gave the two-dimensional screen a third 

dimension. As Irwin Bazelon sums it up, music was „introduced to cover up the silence 

and effectively combat audience disturbance.‟
76

  

Going beyond this, music was used with narrative films to increase audience 

understanding, involvement, and pleasure, to contribute to narrative meaning and 

emotional affect by providing music which related to the actions and emotions on 

screen. The use of music to enhance narrative and emotion was established for the 

„silent‟ cinema. Once sound was introduced music‟s role was developed, but the basic 

practices of contributing to narrative and emotion remained.
77

 This is evidenced in the 

various dramatic functions of film music. Several analysts and film music composers 

have come up with classifications of these functions; these are listed in Appendix B. 

Bernard Herrmann‟s concise composer‟s view gives a useful summary: 

Music on the screen can seek out and intensify the inner thoughts of 

characters. It can invest a scene with terror, grandeur, gaiety, or misery. It 

can propel narrative swiftly forward or slow it down. It often lifts mere 

dialogue into the realm of poetry. Finally it is the communicating link 

between the screen and the audience, reaching out and enveloping all into 

one single experience.
78
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Herrmann conceives of music in both its meaningful aspects – „seeking out the inner 

thoughts of characters‟ – and its emotional aspects – „investing a scene with 

feelings/emotions‟. The various taxonomies of film functions show many similarities. 

They exemplify the possible relationships between music and image/narrative and offer 

some answers to the questions of how the two media can and do combine which I will 

now examine.   

Several writers have noted and argued the idea that traditional film music has 

always been subordinate to film narrative.
79

 But it doesn‟t have to be this way; music 

videos are an obvious medium in which the music comes first, where the images are 

designed to „accompany‟ the music. It is also argued that in some cases the assumption 

of subordination „is now beginning to attract the challenges that may overturn it.‟
80

 

Nyman‟s work with Peter Greenaway is one such example, and his music for Jane 

Campion‟s The Piano (1993) plays an unusually important role within the narrative. 

Nevertheless, film music has generally been regarded as a kind of second-class citizen 

in relation to narrative. 

Kalinak goes further than this by drawing attention to the predominance of 

visual/sight discourses over aural/sound discourses in Western culture, referring to 

theorists who privilege sight/objectivity over sound-music/emotion; consequently, she 

argues, films show „the transcendent power of the image and the dependence of the 

soundtrack.‟
81

 Music and image can engage in a complementary, interactive relationship 

(as Kalinak shows in The Magnificent Ambersons [1942]),
82

 but in the „classical film 

score ... [the] structural foundation which bound music and image in service to the 

narrative remained constant‟.
83

 Flinn states that „[s]ound has come to function as sight‟s 

lesser counterpoint, performing the role of an irrational, emotional “other” to the 

rational and epistemologically treasured visual term.‟
84

 Consequently, sound is a 

fundamentally different discourse than sight which, as Mary Ann Doane suggests, offers 

„a different truth and another order of reality‟ to that of the visual.
85

 So, sound in 

general, and music in particular, are both subordinate to narrative, and present a 

different and emotional view of the world. While accepting that music operates 

emotionally, the subordination position seems to contradict the argument made in 
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Chapter 1, that cinema brings together reason and emotion, narrative and music, into an 

equally validated unity. Kalinak and Flinn stress separation of the visual and 

sound/music discourses and the subordination of sound/music. But my argument is that 

in the actual film viewing/listening experience, music (sound) and image are generally 

experienced as a unified whole. While sound may be supporting the predominantly 

visual narrative, it is both a part of that narrative and highly valuable as an expression of 

emotion, without which the screen would be dead. Caryl Flinn quotes the film editor, 

Helen van Dongen, who sees/hears the combination of music and image as providing a 

sense of „plenitude‟ rather than separation:  

There is no separation of I see in the image and I hear on the track. Instead, 

there is the I feel, I experience, through the grand total of picture and track 

combined.
86

  

However, musical equality is always compromised in films which present any 

kind of continuous narrative diegesis, where the music is fragmented, that is, heard only 

in some segments of the film. Since the narrative world is continuous, any musical 

sequences will always be heard/understood in relation to this visual world, even if 

during musical sequences the music has equal prominence. The situation could be 

reversed if the dominant continuous element was the music, for example the playing of 

a complete Beethoven symphony during which images were screened at certain times; 

but the dominance of the film narrative world and the fragmentation of the music both 

contrive to maintain music‟s overall subordination even when the music is given 

significant autonomy and prominence. 

Linked to the issue of „subordination‟ is the question of whether film music is 

„heard or unheard‟. The main title of Gorbman‟s book Unheard Melodies draws 

attention to this, arguing that, with traditional film music, viewer/listeners‟ conscious 

attention is always on following the story, narrative, and character development. In this 

sense audiences don‟t „hear‟ or pay conscious attention to following the music.
87

 

Certainly, techniques in film music were developed to assist its unobtrusiveness.
88

 

However, a similar argument could be made about various cinematographic and editing 
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techniques which remain unnoticed by the spectator who simply follows the narrative; 

this „unconscious‟ viewing/listening is part of the normal film experience.
89

  

While the „unheard‟ thesis is accepted in relation to much film music 

composition within the classical Hollywood period, it doesn‟t fit the situation since the 

1970s. As Gorbman herself has put it: „[n]ow … unobtrusiveness is no longer the rule, 

but rather remains as one among a number of possibilities‟;
90

 and elsewhere: 

„[m]elodies are no longer unheard.‟
91

 Developments of what Brown calls „postmodern 

scoring‟
92

 and the use of popular music tracks (as mentioned), have changed the way 

music is used and „heard‟ in films. Improved technologies of sound reproduction in 

cinemas have made sound and music much more important elements in contemporary 

films, particularly blockbusters,
93

 so there is no way that audiences won‟t hear this 

music. Michel Chion has suggested that with the improved sound technology „[n]oises 

are reintroducing an acute feeling of the materiality of things and beings, and they 

herald a sensory cinema … [in which] speech is no longer central to films.‟
94

 

In fact it is obvious that there have always been moments in films where 

audiences are aware of the music; for example the opening credit sequences of films, 

the Jaws (1975) „shark‟ music, the Psycho (1960) shower scene violins, and so on. So, 

the „unheard‟ thesis needs to be qualified. But, even when consciously heard, most film 

music is still supporting the film‟s narrative. Consequently, when watching/listening to 

a film, audiences will often have an „unconscious awareness‟ of music (just as they will 

have an „unconscious awareness‟ of editing and cinematographic techniques). They hear 

the music, its different musical layers and variations, and register various musical 

meanings and emotional affects, but they will hear all these things in such a way as to 

make sense of, follow, and enhance the narrative meanings and emotions of the film 

they are watching. Their focus is primarily on following plot, story, and character, and 

they will use all their visual and aural senses to help them do this. This is the case for 
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many of Nyman‟s scores, which are „heard‟ but linked to narrative. However, it is 

argued that Nyman‟s music for Greenaway‟s films can operate in a different way, 

presenting a significantly different film music paradigm and thus broadening the range 

of film music functions, as will be discussed in Chapter 5.  

While music may in general be subordinate to film narrative, the questions 

remain as to how these two media combine; what different elements do each bring to 

the combination, and how do they affect each other? The most common way of 

understanding the image/music connection suggests two possible relationships: music 

either complements the image in what has been called „parallelism‟,
95

 „synchronization‟, 

or „hyper-explanation‟,
96

 or music goes „against‟ the image, as Philip Glass suggested,
97

 

offering another point of view or „counterpoint‟.
98

 So, for example, music can provide 

the emotional feeling which complements the visual images – love music evoking 

romantic feelings as a film shows a couple falling in love, kissing, and so on – or an 

emotional feeling which the image itself would not necessarily produce or which may 

not seem directly related to the images, adding something different to the film. As 

Herrmann puts it 

[t]he function of the score is to enlarge the scope of the film by giving it 

emotional penetration, and to add qualities of excitement and suspense. This 

does not necessarily mean it must complement the action. For example, 

during a chase, it might be more appropriate for the music to intimate 

grief.
99

  

This „complementation‟/„counterpoint‟ model is problematic but provides a 

starting point for understanding the music/image relationship. Music/image 

complementarity can operate in different ways. The most obvious, and one of the 

earliest ways this was developed, is through establishing a synchronicity between sound 

and movement, „coordinating music with action and image.‟
100

 This technique, known 

as „mickey-mousing‟ was developed in the early Walt Disney „Silly Symphony‟ 

animations whereby any on-screen action was directly paralleled or complemented by 

an off-screen musical noise.
101

 These actions might suggest a noise, for example a door 

closing, or just be visual movements which are „illustrated‟ by music. It was a technique 
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that was carried over into feature films and its most famous early exponent was Max 

Steiner who has written clearly about how he worked with this method: 

The „Mickey Mouse‟ scoring (my way of scoring) … fits a picture like a 

glove. In other words, if I want to underline a love scene in a parlour and we 
were to cut away to a boat on the water, I would try and write my music so 

that the love theme would modulate into some kind of water music.
102

  

The complementary relationship is mentioned in all the film music history overviews. 

Roy Prendergast explains how music can complement the inherent „rhythm of film as an 

art of movement‟
103

 to give movement „auditory accentuations and profundity‟,
104

 and 

Kevin Donnelly explains how „silent film music attempted to become an aural 

equivalent to screen action through homologizing image and narrative dynamics.‟
105

 

Cooper, in an excellent summary of how to theorise the relationship between music and 

meaning in film scores,
106

 uses the term „isomorphism‟, which „indicates a structural 

identity or correspondence between different elements‟
107

 to describe this relationship; 

he notes „sonic‟, as well as visual, „mickey-mouse‟ isomorphisms, whereby a musical 

sound imitates a natural sound, for example the shrieking, bird-cry violins used in the 

infamous Psycho shower scene.  

Seigfried Kracauer takes this a stage further. He writes:  

music is not just sound; it is rhythmical and melodious movement – a 

meaningful continuity in time. … no sooner does music intervene [with 

images] than we perceive structural patterns where there were none before. 

Confused shifts of position reveal themselves to be comprehensible 

gestures; scattered visual data coalesce and follow a definite course. Music 

makes the silent images partake of its continuity.
108

 

This is significant in demonstrating how audiences start to perceive relationships 

between any music and any image, and how music can give meaning and continuity to 

images. Thus the music is being more than just complementary; it is adding something 

to the images, or giving them qualities not found in the image alone, and in some ways 

is dominant – the „images partake of‟ the music’s „continuity‟. So this relationship does 

not have to be pre-empted by the image. Consequently, while still using the concept of 

synchronicity between sound and images, it is possible to reverse the order of events 
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and shoot images to synchronize with music, as has been the case with some of 

Nyman‟s scores (and is the practice with music video). An easy way of connecting 

image and music is by editing film to the rhythm and structures of the music, so it is 

common practice to edit some visual sequences to music, synchronising with the pre-

existent musical rhythm, phrases, tonal changes, and so forth.  

Some composers took a different approach to Steiner; rather than find direct 

synchronous and complementary parallels between music and image they would write 

music that might counterpoint or „go against‟ the image. It is an approach adopted in 

certain situations by many composers, and Herrmann, Morricone, and Glass have all 

commented on its value. In relation to his music for Koyaanisqatsi Glass states 

„sometimes the music goes with the image, sometimes against it. Sometimes it is what 

you‟d expect to hear and sometimes just the opposite.‟
109

  

Meanwhile, Richard Dyer, in discussing the film music of Rota, suggests a third 

possibility, beyond „mickey-mousing‟ or „go-against‟ music: „the “over-all” school‟, or 

as Dyer calls it, the „side by side‟ method.
110

 Here the composer is producing music 

which is linked to the images, in a complementary way, but has more freedom, more 

autonomy. Dyer quotes Rota who „saw it as his practice “to produce music for film that 

keeps itself apart as music, which runs alongside the film and doesn‟t submit itself to 

it”‟;
111

 for Rota, his music „expresses above all the spirit of the film rather than the 

materiality of the succession of images.‟
112

  

Examples of all three approaches can be commonly found in contemporary 

cinema; the freedom provided by the „go-against‟ and „side-by-side‟ practices, which 

were established by the 1970s, is important and relevant as a context for Nyman‟s work 

(as mentioned). Glass has commented:  

I feel that in any given scene you only have to hit a sync point once or 

twice. And then you can let the music float between the spectator and the 

cinematic action. So once the listener is confident that my music is telling 

the story, they‟ll provide all the other sync points without me doing 

anything.
113

 

This suggests it is important to make some „mickey-mouse‟ type connections between 

music and image, through „hitting‟ some sync points (moments where a particular 

musical sound will correspond with a visual image, movement, or cut), but once these 

are established, and periodically maintained, there is a great deal of freedom for the 
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music to follow its own directions (and find other sync points and correspondences by 

chance). Nyman‟s music often operates in Greenaway‟s films in interesting ways; 

although the music may be partially ironic and not connected to expressing the emotions 

of the characters, there are visual/aural links: for example, the opening scenes in A Zed 

and Two Noughts are edited to the musical rhythms and structure of „Car Crash‟; and 

the musical rhythm and pace of „Time Lapse‟, in the same film, are related to either 

slow visual movements on the screen or the slow tracking movement of the camera (as 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5).     

In contrast to the three possibilities mentioned above, a different way of thinking 

about the relationship of music and images is to suggest that music and image are 

always involved in what Gorbman calls „mutual implication‟,
114

 whereby each can have 

an effect on how the other is perceived. In fact, if any piece of music is put together 

with any piece of film, audiences will find some kind of relationship, some connection 

between the two, in the same way that Lev Kuleshov, Sergei Eisenstein, and the Russian 

montagists showed that audiences would make a relationship, connection, and meaning 

out of any two juxtaposed images.
115

 As Gorbman says: „[w]hatever music is applied to 

a film will do something, will have an effect ... because the reader/spectator 

automatically imposes meaning on such combinations.‟
116

 This also suggests the 

possibilities of music‟s „transferability‟, particularly important in the use of Nyman‟s 

music, since music will always „do something‟ in any context.   

The idea of „mutual implication‟ points up the limitations of the 

complementation/contrast model, which nearly all writers agree is too simplistic; as 

Gorbman says „the restricted number of possible narrative/music relationships as 

discussed by most film scholars seems curiously primitive, limited largely to the 

concepts of parallelism and counterpoint.‟
117

 The idea of „mutual implication‟ stresses, 

first, that music and image are both involved in the process of meaning/affect, and 

second, that the meanings/affects produced by „mutual implication‟ are created through 

difference. Music and images, as two different media or discourses, bring different 

elements into their joint equation. As Gorbman points out, since music isn‟t a 

representational form in the way images are, it „figures in the expression of mood, pace, 

feeling in relation to the represented space‟,
 118

 by introducing different elements.  
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This is a more sophisticated understanding than the simple 

parallelism/counterpoint view and also challenges the „subordination of music‟ thesis. 

Nearly all the film music writers and composers express some version of this idea. 

Brown shows that Herrmann‟s music for Hitchcock is neither simply parallelism nor 

counterpoint but „expressed in its own aesthetic terms what the filmic style was 

expressing in its particular manner.‟
119

 He argues later that music can „express ... in a 

different medium what the film expresses in visual and narrative terms‟
120

 [my 

emphasis]. Similarly, Burt argues that music and image „interact contrapuntally … it is 

through interaction that the full force of their combined effect comes into play‟
121

 [my 

emphasis]. Further, Noel Carroll has explored the relation between images and film 

music with his notion of „modifying music‟, arguing that image and music operate on 

each other, each „modifying‟ the meanings and affects of the other so as to produce 

again a combinatory meaning/affect.
122

 So, music and image are different media and 

they each affect the other when used together. These considerations move discussion 

away from the simplistic „complementation/counterpoint‟ ideas; rather, „difference‟ is 

what makes music important and points to the qualities that music has, which images do 

not, and therefore music‟s ability to add something to the images or even change them. 

Before considering further the way image and music „modify‟ each other in a process of 

„interaction‟ and „implication‟, I will note how music most commonly adds elements to 

film narratives, emphasising two main functions: music‟s addition of emotion to films 

and music‟s contribution to narrative meaning and development. 

Nearly all writers repeatedly stress the power and importance of music in 

imbuing a film with emotion. As composers Elmer Bernstein and Andrea Morricone 

(Ennio‟s son) say: „[m]usic can tell the story in purely emotional terms and the film by 

itself cannot‟;
123

 „[f]ilm music gives you all the emotions of the pictures.‟
124

 Kalinak 

supports this idea that „the image is ultimately limited in its ability to convey 

emotion‟,
125

 so music is required to supply the emotion. Music on its own has always 

been recognized as an emotional art form; one of its prime functions with film is thus to 

heighten the emotional affects and mood of the narrative dramas and this is perhaps its 

                                                             
119

  Brown, Overtones and Undertones, p.173. 
120

  Ibid., p.239. 
121

  Burt, The Art of Film Music, p.6. 
122

 Noel Carroll, Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory, New York, 

Columbia University Press, 1988, pp.213-25. 
123

  Elmer Bernstein in Tony Thomas, Music for the Movies, New York, AS Barnes, 1973, p.193. 
124

  Andrea Morricone in Rudy Koppl, „Andrea Morricone and Yo-Yo Ma‟, in Music from the Movies, 

Vol 45-6, 2005, p.94.  
125

  Kalinak, Settling the Score, p.176. 



 71 
 

most obvious function.
126

 Jeff Smith, in his discussion of the emotive power of music, 

points out that there are at least three different ways in which music may relate to 

emotion. It may „represent the emotional states of characters, [or] suggest the prevailing 

mood of a scene, [or] prompt an appropriate emotional response from spectators.‟
127

 

David Cooper makes a similar point in his analysis of Vertigo, noting music‟s potential 

to relate to the subjective „point of view of the protagonist‟ or to be „independent of any 

of the characters‟ points of view.‟
128

 In relation to Nyman it is useful to distinguish 

between these as his music operates in very varied ways. Sometimes it represents 

characters‟ emotions, as in the scenes with Dora Carrington in the film Carrington 

(1995), which are analysed in Chapter 5; sometimes it suggests the „prevailing mood of 

the scene‟, as in the use of „History of the Insipid‟ in Man on Wire (2008), analysed in 

Chapter 6; much of the music used in Wonderland (1999) is used to „prompt an 

appropriate emotional response from spectators‟, while for Gattaca, a science-fiction 

film set in an emotionally cool future, Nyman explains how he was asked to write the 

score with the general idea was that „I would help to humanize the story.‟
129

 In all these 

situations the music invites audience emotional involvement with the narrative in one of 

the ways described by Cooper. But with some of Peter Greenaway‟s films Nyman‟s 

music is more complex: it is often used there with a sense of distance or irony in 

relation to the narrative. The music may still be emotional but it is connected to the 

narrative in different ways.  

Music‟s functional contribution to narrative development and meaning is also 

dealt with extensively by both analysts and composers. Some suggest, first, that music 

supports the on-screen narrative through a form of complementation: Gorbman says that 

music „illustrates, emphasises, underlines and points‟ out what is happening within a 

narrative,
130

 thus helping to interpret scenes and anchor meanings. She refers, for 

example, to the „stinger‟, „[a] musical sforzando used to illustrate sudden dramatic 
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tension.‟
131

 Similarly, Flinn argues that music can „reinforce narrational information 

already provided by the image.‟
132

 Theorists and composers both note the use of 

Wagnerian leitmotifs to relate to either characters or to concepts and thus to signpost for 

audiences what is happening on screen.
133

  

Second, Donnelly and others point out that music can „provide additional 

information about the diegesis and narrative to the audience.‟
134

 In Morricone‟s words,  

the best film music should reveal something which cannot be seen or told. It 

should illustrate what the text of a film does not express, what even the 

images do not say.
135

  

Consequently, music can be used to show what characters are thinking or feeling. Hugo 

Friedhofer is quoted by George Burt as saying music is „capable of portraying the 

mental processes of the actor, which motivate him to do such and such‟,
136

 while Burt 

himself comments that „[m]usical syntax or mode of construction exists as an additional 

means to reveal or corroborate the nature of an individual‟s mental process.‟
137

  

Herrmann notes the limitations not only of the visual image but of dialogue as well: 

„[t]he real reason for music is that a piece of film, by its nature, lacks a certain ability to 

convey emotional overtones … dialogue may not give a clue to the feelings of the 

character.‟
138

 Once again music is linked to emotion but here it is about letting the 

audience cognitively know what on-screen characters are feeling rather than, or as well 

as, trying to make the audience feel something, and thus it is connected to narrative 

understanding.
139

 Composer David Raksin‟s view is that  
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I feel that the music should try to get inside the spirit of the film … You 

should try to find what the film is really about … at certain times the music 

will have to be at odds with the subject.
140

  

Raksin‟s comment is particularly interesting in relation to his celebrated music for Otto 

Preminger‟s film Laura (1944). In this film Raskin deliberately composed music 

designed to make the main character, Laura, more sympathetic and appealing than 

Preminger, the director, wanted, providing a great example of how music can change 

the meanings and affects desired by the filmmaker.   

 Narrative development and emotion are obviously linked in this and many other 

examples and the same is true for many of Nyman‟s later scores. His music for The End 

of the Affair is an interesting example. Nyman recounts how Neil Jordan, the film‟s 

director, thought that they should aim for „more love music than suffering music.‟ 

Nyman suggests that  

[t]here were some previews where people found the film too dark and they 

didn‟t quite believe in the passion of the affair. Since there was nothing he 

could do on the screen, he asked me to underline the passion with some 

recomposed music.
141

   

All this emphasizes the importance and power of music in bringing something new into 

the film narrative, particularly in relation to psychology and meaning as well as to 

characters‟ feelings and emotions.  

There are some other ways in which music can add to films‟ meanings and 

affects. One of the ironies and paradoxes of film music is that while audiences know it 

mainly functions as a non-diegetic part of the film soundtrack, it is accepted as a 

conventional part of film „reality‟ and often serves to help the spectator/listener to 

believe in and accept the „reality‟ of the film diegesis, and to feel more emotionally 

connected to it. Film music can thus „lull‟ the spectator/listener into following, 

believing in, and accepting the film world.  It achieves this effect in various ways. 

Morricone has noted how amongst his concerns as a film music composer are the need 

for his music to relate to such things as the „geographical location and historical setting 

... the light and colour ... whether the scene is empty or full, interior or exterior ... the 

weather.‟
142

 In relating his music to all these factors he aims to complement and add to 

the film reality, making it more believable and comprehensible through the use of 

appropriate music, considering both the generalities of the film – country and historical 
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period – and the particularities of individual scenes – the light, weather, and so on.  

Philip Glass, discussing his score for Kundun, stated that his main aim for this music 

was to create a „doorway‟ for the audience to enter into the world of Tibet and the Dalai 

Lama. This guided his choices in orchestration as well as his melodic and musical 

structures.
143

  

Music is also used to „maintain continuity between scenes‟,
144

 and within scenes. 

A piece of music can flow continuously and smoothly from one visual shot to the next 

and thus can also make the movement of the camera, in time or place, seem smooth.  

Berg states that „the independent continuity of music superimposed its rhythmic, 

melodic, and harmonic structures on the spectator‟s perceptual faculties and thereby 

imparted to the film a sense of continuity‟
145

 (like Kracauer suggesting the potential 

dominance of music). Similarly, Pheloung comments that „there are also huge time 

jumps and editorial cuts in a film where music‟s the only way to make that jump – and 

it can make them seem seamless.‟
146

 The potentially discontinuous appearance of edited 

film is thus smoothed over and there is, in Gorbman‟s words, „a lessening awareness of 

the technological nature of film discourse.‟
147

 This suggests that music functions 

similarly to, and in conjunction with, continuity editing, which served to construct a 

sense of realism and hid the constructed nature of the filming process, thus allowing 

spectators to be more involved in the narrative and to follow events easily. Glass, 

discussing his score for The Hours, states that his aim was to use music to tie together 

three different stories from different eras and places. He felt that using the same music 

across the three stories, rather than using different motifs for the different characters and 

places, would help audiences see the links between them and maintain a sense of 

continuity.
148

  

The term „lulling‟ points to the way music can lead the audience to believe in the 

story it is seeing/hearing. This is related to the emotive power of music, which creates a 

greater depth of feeling and emotional involvement for audiences. Gorbman relates how 

audiences laughed at the dialogue of love scenes in the first „talkies‟ when there was no 

musical support; however once music was played with the dialogue, they accepted and 
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were moved by these scenes.
149

 She makes a further suggestion that although spectators 

like to have a filmic world presented as if it is a real world, there is also an awareness 

and acceptance that they are actually watching fantasies. She gives a wonderful 

quotation from Jack Warner (head of Warner Brothers studio) which specifically links 

music and fantasy: „Films are fantasy and fantasy needs music.‟
150

 So, her suggestion is 

that music „lulls‟ audiences into accepting the fantasy world without questioning it, 

because it „increases the spectator‟s susceptibility to suggestion [and] to unconscious 

fantasies. … [It] releases the censor, drawing the spectator further into the fantasy-

illusion suggested by filmic narration.‟
151

 Flinn develops these ideas in exploring the 

psychological theory that music helps return us to an idealized, pre-verbal state of 

consciousness.
152

       

Jeff Smith, however, argues that Gorbman‟s, Flinn‟s, and other theorists‟ 

understandings of how film music functions are „situated within the doctrinal confines 

of post structuralist and psychoanalytic theories of cinema.‟
153

 According to such 

approaches film music involves the spectator/listener through the process of „suturing‟ 

the spectator into the film world. The concept of filmic „suturing‟ (literally stitching-

into) suggests ways in which the spectator unconsciously accepts certain positions from 

which to view/understand the filmic world, creating a sense of emotional involvement 

which denies or forgets the processes of filmic construction and the cinematic apparatus 

involved in creating a film, such as the use of continuity editing. Smith argues that film 

music theorists base their understanding of how music works on the idea that 

music serves as one of many means of „suturing‟ the spectator into the 

fictive world ... By creating an emotional bond among film, character, and 

spectator, the film authorizes the spectator to „claim‟ the emotion depicted 

on-screen as his [sic] own ... [T]he emotional curve of the film‟s music 

aurally reflects the emotional experience of the spectator.
154

  

Smith goes on to show some of the problems with this position and puts forward the 

cognitive approach (as discussed above), which offers a different way of understanding 

the spectator/listener position, whereby he/she is more consciously aware of how the 

music is working at the same time as being affected by it. Smith makes valid points but 

the ideas put forward by Gorbman and Flinn, that suggest the possibilities of film with 

music relating to „unconscious fantasies‟ and an „idealized ... state of consciousness‟, 
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are useful for the possibility of understanding film from a Jungian perspective, as 

embodying archetypal stories and patterns. This theme will be taken up in Chapter 7 

with the suggestion that music is a major factor in communicating these archetypal 

aspects. 

 Nyman‟s music operates in different ways in involving the spectator/listener. 

Many of his later film scores perform the traditional functions outlined here, but his 

Greenaway scores do something different and potentially contradictory. On the one 

hand these films are not designed to involve the spectator emotionally or to encourage 

identification with the characters, and the music is not intended to support the narrative 

or communicate emotions linked to the characters or film diegesis. But the music, in 

itself, may provide a level of emotional engagement (with the music) that, in a sense, 

makes the films easier to watch. As Nyman said, „take away Memorial from The Cook 

… and you‟re left with a strange visual and emotional shell.‟
155

 

 

The Image/Music Relationship: Meaning and Affect  

 The above discussion has given a broad overview of the possible functions of 

film music. At this point I will return to the more general question of how music/sound 

and image can combine in relation to meaning and affect. Two theorists, Michel Chion 

and Nicholas Cook, have explored these issues in depth. Chion focuses on the way 

image and sound as a whole relate,
156

 while Cook looks at how image and music relate 

in a range of different situations – film, opera, theatre, song, and so forth – hence the 

title of his book, Analysing Musical Multimedia.  

Chion, like Carroll and Gorbman, stresses that when sound and image are 

combined they each have an effect on how the other is perceived, and, in fact, alter how 

each would be perceived if just presented on their own. As he puts it, „[w]e never see 

the same thing when we also hear; we don‟t hear the same thing when we see as 

well.‟
157

 So any sounds, for example music, played alongside visual images will change 

how we see the images, and so in a sense actually change the images, and vice versa. 

This is important because it means that sounds, and music, are open to different 

meanings, interpretations, and affects depending on their visual context. Just as 

                                                             
155

  Nyman interview, Time Out, 5/6/96, p.20. 
156

 Chion‟s focus on sound in general draws attention to one other factor that needs to be taken into 

account in any analysis of film music. The music must be considered not just in relation to its interaction 

with images and narrative but also to other parts of the soundtrack. As Theo van Leeuwen notes, the 

soundtrack is „multimodal‟, featuring sound effects and dialogue as well as music, so these will also 

determine possible musical meanings and affects („Emotional Times: the Music of The Piano‟, p.46).  
157

  Chion, Audio-Vision, p.xxvi. 
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Gorbman performed her commutation test on music in Jules et Jim (1962),
158

 Chion 

provides exercises and examples for testing this out and explores how different pieces 

of music combine in very different ways with the same visual images. He argues first 

that in such „forced marriages‟ of images with different musical excerpts „we begin to 

see the image in all its potential signification and expression.‟
159

 This suggests that 

music has the capacity to reveal or bring out possible meanings contained within the 

image, but which are not perceived until music is added. He then concludes that, 

because there are so many possible elements brought out by the music, we „become 

conscious of the fundamental strangeness of the audiovisual relationship ... [and] 

become aware of the incompatible character of these elements called sound and 

image.‟
160

 Such observations about the fundamental difference of image and sound are 

echoed by theorist Seigfried Kracauer, who remembered the playing of a „Drunken 

Pianist‟ accompanying silent films and the new potential meanings in the images that 

were thrown up by this music: 

Whenever he performed, he was so completely immersed in himself that he 

did not waste a single glance on the screen. His music followed an 

unpredictable course of its own … This lack of relation between the musical 

themes and the action they were supposed to sustain seemed very delightful 

indeed to me, for it made me see the story in a new and unexpected light or, 

more important, challenged me to lose myself in an uncharted wilderness 

opened up by allusive shots. Precisely by disregarding the images on the 

screen, the old pianist caused them to yield many a secret.
161

  

As well as emphasising the difference between music and image, this surreal 

juxtaposition of sound and image, alongside Chion‟s other examples, is very important 

in relation to the idea of the „transferability‟ of music –  how the same music can be 

used in different situations – which, as will be seen, is particularly significant in relation 

to Nyman‟s music. 

Chion also uses the concept of „added value‟ to further explain the image/sound 

connection. He describes this as  

the expressive and informative value with which a sound enriches a given 

image so as to create the definite impression … that this information comes 

from what is seen, and is already contained in the image itself 
162

 [my 

emphasis]. 
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  See Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, pp.16-19. 
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  Ibid., p.188. 
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  Ibid., p.189. 
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  Siegfried Kracauer quoted in Scott Paulin, „Richard Wagner and the Fantasy of Cinematic Unity‟, 

p.69. 
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  Chion, Audio-Vision, p 5. 
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The concept of „added value‟ parallels some of the formulations given above, that music 

is a different medium from images which always adds something new to 

meaning/affect; but his idea that audiences feel that the information comes from the 

image rather than the sound is significant in demonstrating the primacy audiences give 

to visuals over sound/music. He thus concurs with others that the composition of the 

soundtrack is subordinate to the shot, but this is not because of the priority of narrative 

but because of the way audiences as humans perceive/hear sounds and images together. 

As he puts it, „we classify sounds in relation to what we see in the image.‟
163

 And, 

although „sound still has the role of showing us what it wants us to see in the image,‟
164

 

„[i]t is always the image, the gathering place and magnet for auditory impressions, that 

sound decorates with its unbridled splendour.‟
165

  

Nicholas Cook focuses specifically on music but explores the music/image 

relationship from a very broad perspective and aims to find an overarching theoretical 

framework for thinking about and explaining the way that music can combine with 

other media such as words, images, and colours. Songs, opera, film, and music video 

are the most obvious examples. Like other theorists, he stresses the difference between 

music and images as particular media: „[m]usic signifies in a manner that is 

qualitatively different from the pictures, and the issue of parallelism or counterpoint 

accordingly takes on a quite different aspect.‟
166

 Indeed, for Cook it becomes a non-

issue and he challenges the basis of much film music criticism when he attacks 

the terminological impoverishment epitomized by film criticism‟s 

traditional categorization of all music-picture relationships as either parallel 

or contrapuntal, and [the] unconscious (and certainly uncritical) assumption 

that such relationships are to be understood in terms of hegemony or 

hierarchy rather than interaction.
167

 

His idea of „interaction‟ (like Burt‟s) is crucial. Just as Chion and Carroll argued that 

music and image mutually affect and „modify‟ each other, Cook sees the two media 

operating in a dialectic of meaning/feeling production, rather than music simply adding 

to the pre-existent image. He would argue that this theory of interaction still holds true 

even given the fact that most film music is composed after the images have been shot, 

and indeed in response to those images, and despite the way audiences will privilege the 

visual over the sound/music. Consequently, Cook argues that there is a difference 

between the questions „What does the music mean?‟ and „What does the music mean 
                                                             
163

  Ibid., p.68. 
164

  Ibid., p.144. 
165

  Ibid., p.143. 
166

  Nicholas Cook, Analysing Musical Multimedia, p.67. 
167

  Ibid., p.107. 
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here?‟
168

 In his example of Mozart‟s opening to The Marriage of Figaro being used for 

a Citroen car commercial, he argues that the meaning of the music  

in terms of the commercial – emerges from [its] interaction with the story-

line, the voice-over, and the pictures [so that] [i]f the music gives meaning 
to the images, then equally the images give meaning to the music.

169
   

Mozart‟s music in this visual context takes on quite different meanings than it has in its 

original operatic context. 

Again, this argument draws attention to the polysemic, „transferable‟ 

possibilities of music when placed in different contexts. Roland Barthes used the 

concept of „anchorage‟ to explain how when words are placed with an image as a 

caption they act to „anchor‟ the meaning, to focus or limit the possible meanings in the 

image.
170

 When music and image are placed together they both operate as a form of 

anchorage by suggesting ways in which both image and music can be interpreted, 

understood, and felt. As already stated, this has significant ramifications for Nyman‟s 

film music since Nyman or film makers so often use the same piece of music in 

different narrative/image contexts. Any hermeneutic reading of Nyman‟s film music 

will therefore always need to consider his music in its specific visual context. 

This dialectic of music/image interaction is explained primarily for Cook by the 

„metaphor model‟. He gives as an example the metaphor „Love is War‟, and explains 

how this communicates successfully because there are some overlaps of similarity in the 

meanings of the two words, but also because there are significant differences between 

the two; these differences are illuminating in giving a new understanding to each word. 

Similarly, music and image can add to each other through their differences, as well as 

their similarities, and make audiences see/hear each of them differently than if they 

were just seen/heard on their own. He describes a system of „reciprocal interactions‟ 

between music and image whereby „the transfer of attributes‟ between music and image 

will create an „emergent‟ new meaning.
171

 So, „metaphor may be seen as a viable model 

of cross-media interaction.‟
172

 Subsequent chapters will seek to show how Nyman‟s 

music interacts with image/narratives through its similarities and connections with 

images and through the introduction of its particular, different, musical qualities and 

meanings.  
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  Roland Barthes, „Rhetoric of the Image‟ in Image, Music, Text, London, Fontana, 1977, p.39. 
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Conclusion  

This chapter has given an overview of significant film music literature, 

considering the main functions of film music, its recent stylistic developments, and the 

way the relationship, interaction, or combination of image and music can be understood 

in terms of meaning and emotional affect. The understandings of the possible functions 

of film music show that film music can be emotional, meaningful, and a powerful 

partner with images, engaged in the production of „meaningful feelings‟ and „feelingful 

meanings‟. This partnership of image and music is based on the „reciprocal interactions‟ 

of two intrinsically different media. All this gives a theoretical basis for considering the 

feelingful/meanings in Nyman‟s film music. While this discussion has focused on the 

more traditional practices of film music, the theoretical perspectives will also be useful 

in looking at Nyman‟s music for Greenaway‟s films, since the use of music for these 

films broadens the understanding of how film music can function.  

The chapter has also situated Nyman‟s film music within the wider context of 

the history and practice of film music, drawing attention to Nyman‟s contributions to 

these, particularly through his use of minimalism. This minimalist practice will be 

examined in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will show that Nyman is a skilled practitioner of 

„typical‟ film music but also that he has contributed to the development of film music 

through the prominence, autonomy, and different functions of his music. Before this, 

and to give more context, Chapter 3 will give an introduction and overview to Nyman 

as a film music composer and consider the way he has been discursively understood and 

constructed.  
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Chapter 3  

Michael Nyman, film-music composer 
 

 

‘Nyman's style begins to become warmer and less minimal, employing 

sweeping orchestrations and creating an underlining sense of emotion 

that has often been (purposely) neglected in his work with Greenaway. 

This will eventually lead us into the beautiful music he created for 

Michael Winterbottom's best film Wonderland ... and the aching 

melancholy of his work for Neil Jordan's great adaptation of The End 

of The Affair.’
1
 (Jonathan James Romley) 

 

 

The previous two chapters set out considerations for understanding film music, 

focusing on: the music itself, historical developments of film music practice and style, 

theories of how music and image combine, and the functions of film music.  These can 

all be used in the analysis and interpretation of Michael Nyman‟s film music, looking at 

how it combines with film images and how it produces meaning and emotion, or 

„meaningful feelings‟. In order to establish a context for these interpretations, this 

chapter will give an introduction to Nyman with an overview of his film music career. It 

will also consider how he and his work have been discursively constructed in various 

writings about him. These writings in themselves constitute one answer to the question 

of what are the affects and meanings of Nyman‟s music, showing how music can be 

understood through language. The overview of Nyman‟s career draws on various 

sources, from critics, reviewers, and the words of Nyman himself. Thus it is drawing on 

pre-existing discourses about Nyman and developing in this chapter a further discursive 

view of Nyman.     

 

Nyman or the ‘two Nymans’ 

This overview of Nyman will outline the different styles and compositional 

methods of his film music and the significant ways in which he has contributed to the 

development of film music.
2
   

Nyman was born in 1944 and grew up in post-war North East London. Pwyll ap 

Sion notes his „interest in collecting London bus tickets, which later developed into a 

                                                             
1
 Jonathan James Romley, CD Review of The Very Best of Michael Nyman: Film music 1980-2001, 

27/2/2008, 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/review/R2X67LSW1KRPBW/ref=cm_cr_pr_viewpnt#R2X67LSW1KRPBW 

(accessed December 2009.) 
2
 The thesis will not try to interpret Nyman‟s music through understanding his own personal life, seeing 

his music as a reflection and expression of personal circumstances or offering psychological 

interpretations. Such an approach would no doubt be very interesting and valid but awaits further 

research. There will, however, be some occasional references to relevant biographical details. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/review/R2X67LSW1KRPBW/ref=cm_cr_pr_viewpnt#R2X67LSW1KRPBW
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fascination with ordering and grouping objects and creating lists in general‟
3
 thus being 

able to „“make something significant out of the ... urban chaos” of post-war London.‟
4
 

From the age of eight he received a „broad and intensive musical education‟
5
 from his 

school‟s music teacher, Leslie Winters, and he then went on to the Royal Academy of 

Music in 1961 where he was particularly influenced by the music teaching and Marxist 

politics of Alan Bush.
6
 After attempting some music composition within his studies, 

Nyman gave this up because he felt he did not fit with what was then the dominant 

serialist practice of music composition.
7
 Instead, following his musicological focus, he 

studied from 1964 to 1967 at King‟s College, London, under Thurston Dart. Here he 

developed his interest in Baroque music and also travelled to Romania to study folk 

music. Subsequently, rather than playing or composing, he became a music reviewer 

and critic for The Spectator (1968-70) and other publications and was increasingly 

interested in the practices of experimental and avant-garde musicians such as Cornelius 

Cardew. This resulted in his writing Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond (1974), a 

significant contribution to the understanding of avant-garde and experimental music 

practices. The development of this music encouraged Nyman to return to composition 

and performance from around 1975 and he quickly established his own compositional 

approach which was realized by his performance groups, first The Campiello Band, then 

The Michael Nyman Band, and then The Michael Nyman Orchestra. He was 

particularly influenced by Baroque music and the development of minimalism or 

systems music, and incorporated elements of both within his compositions.  

Once Nyman began to compose he established a relationship with filmmaker 

Peter Greenaway in the mid-1970s and this was the start of a long collaboration (1976-

91). It was through this work that he was first recognized as a significant film music 

composer and as a composer in his own right, as he gave concerts of his work which 

included his film music. Subsequently, his score for Jane Campion‟s The Piano (1993) 

made him particularly well-known (the film soundtrack has sold over three million 

copies
8
), and led to other film music commissions, primarily with European „art-house‟ 

                                                             
3
  Pwyll ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman: Texts, Contexts and Intertexts, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2007, 

p.15. 
4
   Ibid., p. 15, quoting Michael Hastings, Almeida Opera Programme, 1-18 July, 2004, p.8. 

5
  Michael Nyman interview in Russell & Young, Film Music: Screencraft, Oxford, Focal Press, 1998, 

p.95. 
6
   Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, p.17. 

7
  Ap Sion notes Nyman‟s experience at Wardour Castle Summer School in 1964 where „the pressure 

placed upon him to adopt these [serial] methods resulted in a complete creative impasse. His reaction to 

serialism was to remain silent as a composer for a decade‟ (The Music of Michael Nyman, p. 21). 
8
   Russell & Young, Film Music: Screencraft, p.95. 
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directors.
9
 He has also written several operas, pure orchestral work, and collaborated 

with other musicians in various projects. He is now recognized as one of the more 

important British contemporary western art music composers and one of the most 

popular; in 2008 he was awarded a CBE for services to British music and a full three 

day retrospective of his work was held in London, and in 2009 he was given his first 

full Promenade concert at the Royal Albert Hall. His concert repertoire includes some of 

his film music scores, though these have frequently been rewritten and developed for 

concert performance.  

Nyman‟s initial success and popularity were built on his film music, as 

acknowledged on his own website:  

By the mid-1970s he had also embarked on a career as a film composer, a 

role in which – sometimes to his slightly rueful regret – he is probably best 

known by the general public.
10

 

His „rueful regret‟ points to ambivalence about the value of his film music; he would 

rather be considered as a composer per se than a film music composer, and he states that 

he would rather, in general, write non-film music; it seems that his most preferred 

medium is to write operas – a form which combines elements of drama, narrative, 

character, and visual stage settings and is thus similar to film, but which gives him the 

power of authorship rather than a film director.
11

 However, he accepts that his role as 

film music composer is to serve the director and the film. He also feels film music has 

certain constraints imposed on it by its form: it needs to be simple and is often limited 

by time and narrative in how much it can develop.
12

 

The meaningful and emotional power of his film music is based ultimately on 

his skill as a composer: like Nino Rota or Bernard Herrmann, he writes „great‟ film 

music, as shown by the public and critical recognition he has received. But Nyman is 

particularly significant within the history of film music (as stated in Chapter 2) because 

of the music he composed for Greenaway‟s films: its autonomy and prominence, the 

way it was commissioned and composed, and its minimalist style. His subsequent film 

                                                             
9
  Gattaca (1997) is Nyman‟s one major, successful, Hollywood production. His score for Practical 

Magic (1998) was rejected (the film features a compilation soundtrack CD); in relation to this rejection 

Nyman commented  „it does seem though that I don‟t connect too well with Hollywood … If the Warner 

guy was right, my music didn‟t culturally speak the language of the middle-American audience‟ (Nyman, 

interview by Nick Joy, „From “Hours” to “Heures”‟, in Music from the Movies, no.35/36, December 

2002, pp.60-1, p.60). 
10

  Michael Nyman official website: http://www.michaelnyman.com/info/about (accessed 28/12/ 2009). 
11

  „I‟d prefer to write an opera or a string quartet than a film score anyday‟, Nyman, interview by BBC, 

Norfolk: http://www.bbc.co.uk/norfolk/music/celebrities/michael_nyman.shtm  (accessed 26/08/07). 
12

  „You don‟t want to overcomplicate a film score‟, Nyman, ibid. 

http://www.michaelnyman.com/info/about
http://www.bbc.co.uk/norfolk/music/celebrities/michael_nyman.shtm
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scores, which are dramatically very effective, have tended to fulfil the functions of a 

more typical film-music framework.  

This split between two kinds of film score, two styles of music or „two 

Nymans‟, is a useful way of understanding Nyman. The first, „Greenaway-Nyman‟,
13

 is 

characterized as producing exciting, aggressive, ironic, pulsing music, which is based 

on strict minimalist processes; the second, „romantic-Nyman‟, produces lyrical, 

emotional, elegiac music, which develops his minimalist style in new directions. This 

split is commented on by critics (see, for example, the CD review quoted at the head of 

this chapter), and by Nyman himself. One critic writes that Nyman‟s music is 

at times polarized to the excesses of the classical avant-garde, at others he is 

composing in such an overtly romantic style that it is difficult to know 

whether his acute sense of fun is at work.
14

  

Maarten Beirens, noting the difference in Nyman‟s music for The Piano, comments 

[t]he music Nyman provided for this purpose possesses a lyrical and even 

impetuous quality that seems to be at odds with the edgy minimalist and 

systematic character of his earlier works.
15

  

According to Nyman, when Jane Campion asked him to write for The Piano she said 

she didn‟t want „any of that Greenaway shit‟, but she did want him to write „emotional‟ 

music.
16

 Nyman also refers to film directors who subsequently approached him:  

It also depends which Michael Nyman they‟re aware of. If they only know 

the Michael Nyman composer of The Piano, then that‟s the more tedious 

approach. If they‟re aware of The Draughtsman’s Contract Michael Nyman, 

then that‟s more exciting as that Michael Nyman is no different from the 

concert house and opera house Michael Nyman.
17

  

This comment supports the „two Nymans‟ concept, but it also reveals Nyman‟s stated 

preference for „Greenaway-Nyman‟ (which he describes as „The Draughtsman’s 

Contract Nyman‟), and that this music is what Nyman writes for himself; the music is 

actually „Nyman‟ music, not „Greenaway‟ music. As he puts it, „if I‟m composing for 

Greenaway I write what I want to‟ [my emphasis].
18

  

                                                             
13

 This „Greenaway-Nyman‟ label is not a term that Nyman himself would approve of since he is clear 

that this is his music, not Greenaway‟s music; Nyman has also written much non-film music in a similar 

style. Nevertheless, since the thesis is concerned with Nyman‟s film music, and since this first style is 

most commonly linked with Greenaway‟s films, I will use this term. 
14

 Naxos classical music website: http://www.naxos.com/composerinfo/Michael_Nyman/25607.htm 

(accessed 26/08/2008.) 
15

 Maarten Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, Phd Thesis, Leuven, Katholieke 

Universiteit, p.192. (Unpublished, manuscript personally sent to author.) 
16

  Nyman, interview on The Piano DVD, Optimum Classic, 2006. 
17

  Nyman, interview by BBC Norfolk.  
18

  Nyman, interview with Richard Johnson, Sunday Times Magazine, 31/10/93, p.96. 

http://www.naxos.com/composerinfo/Michael_Nyman/25607.htm


 85 
 

 The split between the two Nymans can be seen in chronological and stylistic 

terms, as Nyman developed from minimalist to „postminimalist‟ or „romantic-

minimalist‟.
19

 Considering the shift towards more „overtly romantic‟, more emotional 

music, it is useful to note Nyman‟s own views on how emotional his music is. He 

makes an interesting comment about The Piano’s music, linking it to the time of its 

production:  

It strikes me as very much a piece for the nineties … there seems a different 

prevailing climate with people looking for something kinder, less hard-

edged, perhaps more nostalgic.
20

 

This suggests Nyman‟s awareness of how music relates to specific cultural and 

historical moments. It can be inferred from his comments that he sees the 1980s, the 

main period of his work with Greenaway, as a more hard-edged, crueller time. It was 

also, aesthetically, the period when „radical‟ postmodern minimalism was at its height; 

subsequently it began to develop into something „more romantic, more lyrical‟, as 

Philip Glass has said.
21

  Nyman‟s comment may also refer to changes in Nyman himself 

as he developed, finding „other tributaries‟ in himself. It implies that Nyman‟s music 

now has the qualities of being „kinder, less hard-edged, perhaps more nostalgic‟, and 

more emotional.  

Elsewhere, Nyman seems to deny that emotion was initially important in writing 

his music. This is partly in relation to his composition processes which are typical of the 

objective, detached style of early minimalism. He adopts a very rational approach to the 

structures and systems which he explores in his music; as he says, pointing to his head 

„I don‟t emote – it‟s all up here.‟
22

 He also sees English culture as one that is wary of 

emotion: „The instinct is to deny it [emotion] or feel slightly ashamed of it, because the 

English don‟t feel emotion do they?‟
23

 Certainly, his „Greenaway-style‟ is dynamic and 

energetic but also perceived as ironic and detached. Yet while Nyman claims not to 

work emotionally he recognizes the emotional power of his work and values this. In 

contradiction to the view of his Greenaway music as „detached‟, he has suggested that 

his music adds warmth and emotion to Greenaway‟s films, which are „shot with such a 
                                                             
19

 See Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, p.193, and ap Sion, The Music of Michael 

Nyman, p.57 & p.79: both refer to Nyman as „postminimalist‟. I am not aware of anyone using the term 

„romantic-minimalist‟ but this seems an appropriate term to use in relation to much of Nyman‟s later 

music. McClary does refer to the music from The Piano as „minimalist Romanticism‟, in her article called 

„Minima Romantica‟, in Beyond the Soundtrack, 2007, p.57. 
20

  Nyman, interview with Duncan Hadfield, What’s On In London, 16/2/94, p 16. 
21

 Philip Glass, in James Tobias, „Variations on the Musical Image: An interview with Philip Glass‟, in 

Documentary Box, No. 22, October 2003, Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival, p. 25 

(quoted in Chapter 2). 
22

  Nyman, interview in Sunday Telegraph, 12/10/97, p.3. 
23

  Nyman, in John Morrish, „Unsettling Scores‟, in Time Out, No.1005, Nov 22, 1989, p 6. 
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sense of emptiness that the music has to be there just to cover what‟s missing;‟
24

 as 

quoted in Chapter 2, if you took away Memorial from „The Cook ... you‟re left with a 

strange visual and emotional shell.‟
25

 The following comments also demonstrate 

Nyman‟s awareness of the emotional power in his music:  

Greenaway‟s films are emotion-free … When I write music I set up the 

same distancing process [as Greenaway] which may be conforming to some 

kind of grid or system. And yet out of this distancing I create something 

which is very passionate. I’m often shocked or excited when I hear the 

finished music. I‟ve spent all my time focusing myopically on the formal 

problems of the score, but I‟ve produced something which is charged with 

emotion.
26

    

When he heard Holly Hunter‟s performance of his music in The Piano he felt she 

revealed „unsuspected emotional depths beneath what he took to be his usual cool, 

detached surfaces.‟
27

  

These two sides of Nyman – the cerebral and the emotional – are reflected in his 

comments about his composition of the music for Drowning by Numbers, which was all 

derived from the slow movement of Mozart‟s Sinfonia Concertante in E flat (K364). 

Nyman (and Greenaway) were first drawn to Mozart‟s music because of its beauty and 

emotional power. Nyman has described the original Mozart theme in the following 

ways: „the gorgeous tune in E flat that ends the “exposition” ... with a chord progression 

... which marginally links classical music with doowop,‟
28

 a „brief but stunning melody 

... the melody of my favourite bars,‟
29

 and „Mozart‟s delicious closing theme.‟
30

 And he 

has explained how his formal starting point for this „plundering‟ of Mozart was an 

examination and re-working of „Mozart‟s “affective” deployment of the accented 

appoggiatura ... [which] partly accounts for the poignancy of this movement – a 

poignancy which I deliberately allowed to reach into my soundtrack”
31

 [my emphasis]. 
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  Nyman, interview with Mark Pappenheim, The Independent, 1/12/93, p. 38. 
25

  Nyman, interview in Time Out, May 29, 1996, p. 20. 
26

  Nyman, in Mark Cooper, „Michael Nyman Composer‟, in Empire, No.27, September 1991, p.40. 
27

  Nyman, interview The Independent, p.38. 
28

 Nyman Drowning by Numbers for Violin, Viola and Chamber Orchestra, London, Chester Music, 

2001, p iii. This description illustrates two of Nyman‟s musical trademarks: his use of chord progressions, 

which he repeats as the basis for a musical piece; and his combination of western art music with popular 

music, by inference producing a music which will appeal to popular audiences as well as western art 

music aficionados. 
29

   Nyman, Drowing by Numbers CD liner notes. 
30

   Nyman, Best of Michael Nyman CD liner notes. 
31

  Nyman, Drowning by Numbers CD liner notes. Director James Marsh‟s comments on „Fish Beach‟ 

(one of the pieces in Drowning by Numbers), which he used for Man on Wire, suggest Nyman‟s success 

in achieving this poignancy: „Michael Nyman‟s music here is lovely‟ and „again Michael Nyman‟s music 

feels perfect for this heightened reality ... It‟s my favourite piece of all Michael‟s work ... it‟s a lovely, 

lovely piece‟ (Man on Wire DVD commentary). 
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The point is that while Nyman‟s reworking and restructuring of Mozart is carried 

through almost as an intellectual exercise, a  

musical trawling in which all examples of a particular category of musical 

material are taken out of their original context and placed side by side in a 
montage that preserves their original chronological ordering,

 32
 

his initial interest in the piece is based on the music‟s emotional and „affective‟ qualities 

– „gorgeous‟, „stunning melody‟, „delicious‟, „poignancy‟ – and these same qualities are 

intentionally carried through into Nyman‟s own work, so that the music in Drowning by 

Numbers is deeply affective.  

  In relation to his opera, The Man who Mistook his Wife for a Hat, he said  

all my considerations were to do with form, process, structure, to do with 

exposition of the text. When I sat down and gave the first performance I 

suddenly found there is this overwhelming emotional work. … by the end of 

the work, which to me was just a kind of manifestation of the variation 

process, I found it unbearably moving. Now if I sat down … and set out to 

milk that emotion I would have come up with something very faked.
33

 

His last comment about „faking‟ emotion is particularly significant in relation to 

meaning and intention; it suggests that conscious intention to compose music to convey 

a particular meaning/emotion may not work for Nyman. So, while critics and reviewers 

often refer to the emotional qualities of Nyman‟s music (as will be seen below), and 

note how he gradually becomes more musically emotional, there is a contradiction 

between Nyman‟s compositional methods and approach, which seem to be very cerebral 

and intellectual, and the resultant emotional music. But it does seem that as he has 

grown older he is more willing to write „emotional‟ music, having discovered these new 

emotional „tributaries‟ when asked to write emotional music for The Piano. And of 

course, once Nyman started to compose for traditional narrative films, as opposed to 

Greenaway‟s structural, avant-garde films, he entered the traditional film music territory 

of composing music with the prime function of being emotional.  

So, to sum up, the combination of changing social and aesthetic contexts, the 

developments of minimalism, Nyman‟s own maturing, and the move from Greenaway-

style to traditional narrative films, have all combined to facilitate a move from the first 

Nyman, „Greenaway-Nyman‟, to a second Nyman, emotional, „romantic-Nyman‟.    

However, this polarization shouldn‟t be applied too rigidly. Elements of both 

Nymans are found throughout his career; as he has said, „there have always been 
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extremes, extremes of hysteria, extremes of very slow elegiac music‟ in his music;
34

 

romantic, lyrical music is thus found early on in his career (for example, in parts of his 

Drowning by Numbers [1988] score, his „String Quartet No 3‟ [1989] - which was used 

in Carrington [1995] - and parts of his Monsieur Hire [1989] score), while the 

energetic, „Greenaway‟ style is found in his later music (for example parts of his scores 

for Man with a Movie Camera [2001], and The Libertine [2005]).
35

 And contemporary 

Nyman combines both elements in his concert performances and continues to enjoy 

writing „exciting‟ music in the style of „Greenaway-Nyman‟.
36

  

However, overall the „two Nymans‟ have produced different styles of music for 

different types of film. This has been reflected by different compositional approaches, 

different ways of working with directors, and different film-musical functions. While 

the second, „romantic Nyman‟ has proved more popular with film directors and 

audiences,
37

 it is the first „Greenaway-Nyman‟, as already stated, who is more 

significant in terms of the developments of film music. This significance will be 

examined further in Chapter 5, but here I will a give a brief summary of the working 

practice Nyman adopted in collaboration with Greenaway and compare that with his 

practice for producing more traditional, „romantic-Nyman‟ film music.  

Nyman has explained that he has worked in a number of different ways with 

films and film directors.
38

 His work with Peter Greenaway is the most important 

because it was a unique collaboration between composer and director that developed an 

unusual kind of relationship between music and image, as remarked on by many critics. 

Royal Brown notes that „Greenaway‟s partnership with Nyman remains one of the most 

important director-composer collaborations in current cinema‟
39

; Domenico De Gaetano 

„has compared their achievements with that of Eisenstein and Prokofiev, Hitchcock and 
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Herrmann, or Fellini and Rota‟,
40

 and ap Sion argues that their work „has done nothing 

short of redefining the symbiotic relationship between sound and image in film.‟
41

 

Greenaway himself commented on the unusual role of the music Nyman wrote:  

In cinema, it is rare to come across a truly satisfying equivalence between 

image and music. Traditional film editing procedures and practice normally 

push, cajole, persuade or relegate music into a secondary or tertiary role, 

essentially making it function as a prop for providing emotional mood. 

Music, used as structure in film, outside of being merely a vehicle to 

illustrate, is exceptional. Michael Nyman has constantly applied himself to 

rightfully demanding a better deal for the marriage of image and music.
42

  

Maarten Beirens supports this view and distinguishes such soundtracks from typical 

Hollywood: 

Unlike the common practice in the vast majority of film scores, Nyman 

wasn‟t supposed to provide some kind of background music that was meant 

to support the ongoing events and emotions as shown on the screen. Instead 

of blending in almost imperceptibly with the images, these soundtracks were 

at many points at the centre of the attention … and certainly no[t] music that 

aims to emphasize the emotions of the characters.
43

    

The most significant factors from these comments are that the music itself is given 

equal prominence with the visual images, in a „satisfying equivalence between image 

and music‟, so that the soundtrack is „at many points at the centre of the attention‟ and 

doesn‟t serve the typical film music function of supporting the narrative or illustrating 

characters‟ emotions. Indeed, the music operates independently of the images, as ap 

Sion has suggested, in a „parallel universe‟.
44

  

In terms of the music‟s composition and production it was usually written 

independently before filming commenced, on the basis of certain „structural‟ directions. 

Nyman has recounted many times the novel way that he and Greenaway worked 

together and the unusual „deal‟ that Greenaway set up for him: „[Greenaway] gave me 

carte blanche and that allowed me to write probably the most diverse music that any 
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composer has been allowed to write for film.‟
45

 The music was meant to parallel the 

structural pattern of Greenaway‟s films but be independent of it. He describes The 

Draughtsman’s Contract (1982) music as follows:  

With The Draughtsman’s Contract the instruction was there are twelve 

drawings; each drawing should have a piece of music so that the audience 

would be able to locate instantly where the drawing was being made. 

Secondary instruction was that drawings were done over a period of six 

days so I deduced from that each piece of music should exist in six stages of 

completion from more or less a blank page or a bass line to the completed 

piece.
46

  

Although the music was structurally linked to the script, for example to be heard while 

the drawings were being done, it was not meant to narratively or emotionally support 

what was happening on screen. Thus a different kind of music/image dialectic or 

combination was set up. Furthermore, in many instances Greenaway edited his films to 

the pre-existing music, thus giving the music a prominence in the image/music dialectic.   

The freedom Nyman experienced in working with Greenaway is taken one step 

further in Nyman‟s soundtracks written for silent films, most notably his 2001 score for 

Dziga Vertov‟s 1929 film Man with a Movie Camera.
47

 The freedom is two-fold: first, 

the music has no competition from dialogue or other sound effects and runs throughout 

the film, so does not have the constraints of fixed-time cues; second, and more 

importantly, since the film directors are dead and Nyman is working on his own, he has 

complete freedom and autonomy to do whatever he likes with the music – he has, in a 

sense, taken over the role of director in having the final say of where and how the music 

fits and what he wants it to do. This situation means that, on the one hand, Nyman has 

more freedom to do what he likes than in any other filmic situation since no one is 

going to reject his music or want it changed but, on the other hand, he is writing music 

to pre-existing images so he is constrained by this in a way that he was not with the 

Greenaway musical blueprints.     

Nyman‟s film music for directors other than Greenaway is generally intended to 

support the films in terms of emotion and narrative meanings, thus working within the 

traditional parameters of film-music functions previously outlined. As Beirens 

comments: 

In Nyman‟s film scores from after 1992, the ... tendency to strive for 

musical autonomy and not to follow the stylistic commonplaces associated 
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with (Hollywood) soundtracks is loosening. Conscious mood setting 

becomes a common feature in Nyman‟s soundtracks and a more 

conventional lyrical approach is unmistakable.
48

  

But these scores have been produced under varying conditions. In some situations 

Nyman has been asked to compose for a completed script, sometimes prior to filming, 

but with a significant degree of freedom. Jane Campion chose Nyman as composer for 

The Piano because she perceived his ability to „create a self-contained sound world.‟
49

 

This links to the need for the music to relate to and communicate the world of Ada, the 

film‟s protagonist, who through her dumbness has chosen to live in a self-contained 

world where music is her main means of communication and expression. Music thus 

becomes a sort of character in the film and is important both diegetically and non-

diegetically in expressing Ada‟s emotions and telling Ada‟s story.
50

  

In writing this score Nyman had the script available; there were certain sections 

which showed Ada playing diegetic piano music which Nyman had to write the music 

for; but he was free within that to compose music which he felt was suited to Ada and 

her world and then Campion would film the scenes.
51

 He also composed the non-

diegetic music to be used elsewhere in the film. Although Nyman was composing a 

score which was related to narrative and character (unlike the Greenaway scores), it was 

Campion, as director, who decided exactly where, when, and which music should be 

included.  Consequently, analysis of the music‟s „meaningful feelings‟ cannot be done 

purely in terms of Nyman‟s authorial intentions; music/image meanings and feelings are 

being constructed by others and through chance juxtapositions of music and image. 

Here, and elsewhere, the choices of the film director are important in the shaping the 

ways that Nyman‟s music means and feels.  

Nyman has composed scores for two films directed by Michael Winterbottom, 

Wonderland (1999) and The Claim (2000). Some music composed for Wonderland was 

not used there but was heard subsequently in Winterbottom‟s 9 Songs (2005), in which 

Nyman also appears in concert, and he was involved in orchestrating some of the music 
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for Winterbottom‟s A Cock and Bull Story (2005).
52

 For Wonderland’s score Nyman 

describes, with seeming pleasure, how he 

was given total freedom. The one descriptive word that Michael gave me 

was „aspirational‟, and I just went away and wrote the music that you hear 
with the film.

53
 

In fact, Winterbottom wanted something that he also described as „lyrical‟ and he tried 

using the music from The Piano as a „temp track‟ for the film,
54

 but, according to 

Nyman, this didn‟t work at all. This is an interesting case where Nyman‟s music was 

not easily transferred to other images, possibly because The Piano music is derived 

from nineteenth-century Scottish folk music; while this Scottish music was successfully 

„Nymanised‟ for The Piano it may still have carried Scottish and nineteenth-century 

connotations which were not suited to the contemporary London of Wonderland.  

Nyman thus had an idea behind his music for Wonderland – to provide „lyrical‟ 

music which is „aspirational‟. I don‟t want to try and define either of these terms here 

but do want to stress that this music can be understood in terms of language, and that 

language is, in this case, used as the starting point for the composition of the music, not 

just as a means of talking about or describing the music after it is written. In this 

instance, there is thus a link, some equivalence, between words and music, as will be 

discussed further below.  

Nyman‟s work for Greenaway, Campion, and on Wonderland, demonstrates 

varying degrees of compositional freedom for writing film music. Nyman has also 

worked in much more traditional situations, at the other end of the compositional 

spectrum: after a film is completed, the places where music is required are identified 

through the process of „spotting‟ (noting the places where music cues are needed) and 

then Nyman goes off and composes the music. „I‟m usually confronted with highly 

cultivated little narrative sequences, with films that need to be supported‟;
55

 in these 

cases music is „much more tailor-made for the film, moment by moment‟
56

 so that 

„more and more I‟m working to timings ... the music has to chase the development of 

the scene.‟
57

 His music thus needs to be fitted to the narrative and emotional 

developments of the sequence, a process that for Nyman takes a lot of time and is not so 
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enjoyable: „I can do it, but I don‟t enjoy doing it.‟
58

 In such contexts, although he 

communicates with directors, it is they who decide what music to use and where to use 

it. This was the process for his work on The Claim, which Nyman described as just a 

„job of work‟.
59

  Nevertheless, while he is less enthusiastic about this kind of process, 

he still produces very successful music which is integral to such films‟ production and 

their emotional impact, and the music is still clearly identifiable as Nyman‟s. The music 

for these films may not be innovative in the context of film music‟s development but it 

has great emotional/meaningful power, something that will be considered further in 

Chapter 7.  

The various compositional methods outlined above relate to the difference 

between music written in its own right, which has the potential for being more free-

floating, transferable to other images, and for creating a different kind of music/image 

relationship, and music which is more closely aligned to the film, its visuals and its 

narrative. The shift towards music which is geared towards narrative and emotional 

functions coincides with the developments in Nyman‟s own musical style, and the 

discovery of a more romantic, emotional style of music.  

I will now pursue discussion of Nyman in the context of understanding the ways 

in which people have talked and written about him and his music;  the „discourses of  

Nyman‟ that have been constructed by critics, reviewers, fans, and Nyman himself.
60

 

 

Discourses of Nyman 

Looking at Nyman‟s film music production practices provides an important 

context for understanding the meanings and affects of his music. And textual analysis of 

his music in combination with images (which will be undertaken in subsequent 

chapters) takes this understanding further. But Nyman‟s film music doesn‟t just exist as 

part of the soundtrack of a number of films to be heard in cinemas, on DVDs, 

computers, and television, or as music which has its own separate life as CD 

soundtracks, concert performances, and published scores; all these constitute what can 

be called „primary circulation‟ texts. Nyman‟s music also exists in the ways it is talked 

and written about by fans, critics, journalists, musicologists, film studies theorists, and 
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even PhD candidates. These „secondary circulation‟ texts construct a discourse or 

discourses of „Nyman‟, explaining, criticising, analysing, or simply applauding his 

work. The rest of this chapter will consider these discourses because they contribute to 

an understanding of what his music means and what it feels like, but also because they 

draw attention to the problem of analysing or talking about music in words, and the role 

of language/words in explaining music.  

The main focus here will be on the descriptive language used in non-

musicological discourses. The reason for this focus is that audience members who do 

not have detailed musicological knowledge (which is the vast majority of people), are 

nonetheless able to respond to, and be affected by Nyman‟s music, and to talk about 

how they experience it. This non-musicological discourse gives an insight into what 

Nyman‟s music can mean and how it can affect people, and forms a feedback loop 

which further influences the way audiences respond to and understand his music.    

There are a number of discursive sources – musicological critical analyses, film 

music theory, film reviews, interviews, press coverage, internet sites, and so on – that 

give views on Nyman and his film music. They engage in forms of Nyman-

interpretation and all offer some way of answering the question: „How can the meanings 

and emotional affects of Michael Nyman‟s film music be understood?‟ In fact, in a 

sense, they are one answer to that question: the meanings and affects are explained in 

these verbal discourses. Yet amongst these sources there are two main „Nyman 

discourses‟: a musicological discourse, and a common-sense, „lay-person‟s‟, discourse. 

The musicological discourse can refer to tempo, tone, melody, orchestration, and so on; 

it seeks to explain music by taking it apart, noting for example what scale, mode, or key 

the music is in, what its rhythmic and harmonic structures are. The common-sense 

discourse explains music by describing it in „normal‟ language, particularly adjectival 

language, so that people can understand music as it relates to human experience. This 

discourse uses ordinary, descriptive terms; for example Nyman‟s music has been 

described variously as „fun‟, „aggressive‟, „tongue-in-cheek‟, „exciting‟, „hysterical‟, 

and so on. There are also some aesthetic terms which do not only refer to music; for 

example „avant-garde‟, „romanticism‟, „lyrical‟. These terms act as an intermediary, 

bridging discourse between the other two discourses, making sense to people who have 

a general aesthetic understanding but not necessarily a musicological one.  

These different discourses draw attention to one of the issues about 

understanding music raised in Chapter 1: how words and language can be used to 

account for an aesthetic form which doesn‟t use words and appears to be non-
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representational; how music can be explained in words. The paradox, that words were 

used in ever greater degrees to interpret or comment on music at precisely the moment 

in the nineteenth century when music was no longer linked directly to words, and 

indeed was regarded as a superior form to words, has already been mentioned (Chapter 

1). This paradox remains; as Simon Frith notes, in the 1990s „virtually all instrumental 

music has some sort of associated verbal description, even if only in its title‟,
61

 

linguistic markers which „work like labels to supply interpretative information, an 

indication of how to listen.‟
62

 Frith also points to the importance of CD liner notes 

which „explain‟ music. Consequently, most contemporary music is contextualised 

through words, but these need to address the lay person, as well as the musician or 

musicologist; the person who enjoys music but does not necessarily have a detailed 

musical knowledge. These „explanations‟ may contain elements of all three discourses. 

Frith explains that: 

Roland Barthes famously remarked that music critics are obsessed with 

adjectives. Henry Kingsbury notes their strange habit of imbuing notes with 

personality. My favourite example of this is Norman Lebrecht‟s description 

of Harrison Birtwistle‟s music: „It is a totally personal sound – tough, gritty, 

even violent; and at the same time shy, warm and slyly humorous.‟ ... [T]he 

adjectives turn description into interpretation and are effective only to the 

extent that we are prepared to agree that, yes, this is how musical sound 

means.
63

  

Such adjectival discourse can be understood by the layperson who has no deep musical 

knowledge but understands what „shyness‟, „warmth‟ and „humour‟ are. It can show 

what the music feels like but it doesn‟t explain how the music actually produces the 

feelings; this still remains a mystery. So, non-musicological discourse is able to account 

for what music does to people, the feelings it produces, while the purely musicological 

discourse arguably can explain how it does this.  

There are of course cases where these two discourses merge; the definitions of 

general musical terms in the Rudiments and Theory of Music demonstrate this: terms 

like col legno „a direction to string players to use the wood of the bow‟
64

 or pizzicato 

„plucked (in string music)‟
65

 are musicological instructions on particular playing 

techniques; terms like accelerando or crescendo, while adjectively descriptive, 
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„gradually faster‟,
66

 „becoming gradually louder‟,
67

 are simply descriptions about the 

pace and volume of the music; but terms like agitato,  con anima, and appassionato – 

„agitated‟,
68

 „with deep feeling‟,
69

 and „passionately‟
70

 – introduce dimensions of human 

emotion that transcend the purely musicological and thus link the two discourses. 

This combination of musical and human-feeling discourses links to arguments 

made by John Sloboda, Susan McClary, Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida in Chapter 1: they 

all stressed the social aspects of music. Sloboda suggests that musical sounds „become 

symbols for something other than pure sound, something which enables us to laugh or 

cry‟;
71

 McClary writes that „[t]he power of music … resides in its ability to shape the 

ways we experience our bodies, emotions, subjectivities, desires, and social relations‟;
72

 

and Tagg and Clarida argue that „[m]usic must relate to phenomena outside itself: if it 

did not we would neither make it, nor react to it, nor sing and dance to it, nor have any 

opinion about it‟;
73

 while Cumming‟s ways of discussing musical timbre and gesture 

used words which relate to the human body.  Music for these analysts is thus always 

meaningful and affective through its social, human dimensions. Thus a combination of a 

„common-sense‟ discourse of human feelings and social uses, with a technical 

musicological discourse, produces an overall discourse which can explain both how 

music works and what music does to audiences (its meaning/affects).  

Various discursive sources offer ways of „understanding‟ Nyman, as noted 

above. What emerges from these sources is that both discourses are used, sometimes 

separately and sometimes together. The musicological descriptions give a framework 

for understanding how the music is composed and place it within a musical/historical 

context, but when they remain at a purely technical level they don‟t explain what the 

music might mean or feel like, its emotional affect. These aspects are better conveyed 

by the „commonsense‟ discourse, which, on its own, fails to explain or understand how 

the music is put together.  

Several descriptions circulated in the media exemplify the musicological 

discourse. They are usually brief (not surprisingly given limitations of space) and may 

depend on the reader‟s presumed pre-existing musical knowledge. For example there 
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are frequent references to minimalism: „Nyman‟s minimalist music‟,
74

 „an English 

composer of minimalist music‟,
75

 or to Nyman as an „English systems composer‟.
76

 

These references don‟t explain the terms or interrogate how much of a „minimalist‟ 

Nyman is, but they give a general musicological pointer to Nyman‟s style and 

techniques. Other references give more detail, for example referring to Nyman‟s 

„Baroque-influenced use of repetitive tones ... extreme high and low octave 

doublings‟
77

, or noting 

Nyman‟s approach ... of „deconstructing‟ pieces of music to extract a 

repetitive bass line and then reconstructing a new piece based upon this into 

something similar to the ancient forms of Chaconnes and Passacaglias [and] 

his trademark repetitions of harmonic phrases with varying themes and 

accompaniments.
78

  

The musicological discourse is more developed in Pwyll ap Sion‟s book on Nyman and 

Maarten Beirens‟ Phd Thesis on European Minimalism, which uses Nyman as a key 

example.  

Ap Sion analyses In Re Don Giovanni, Nyman‟s reworking of Mozart, in detail 

over several pages, using Mozart‟s original score and a table to demonstrate Nyman‟s 

arrangement. He explains at one point how 

[i]n his re-arrangement of this section, Nyman turns the 15-bar sequence 

into a kind of perpetual canon or round. Four equal blocks are each repeated 

twice, resulting in eight repetitions of the complete cycle, rounded off with a 

short coda  ... His approach is almost like that of a Schenkerian analyst, 

building up musical layers from harmonic background through contrapuntal 

middleground to melodic foreground, or even applying in reverse the 

principles underpinning Hans Keller‟s theory of „functional analysis‟. 

Nyman thus self-consciously separates out, or „deconstructs‟, the original 

material into its component parts (harmonic, melodic, and counter-melodic 

elements) before reordering them back together again.
79

  

I quote this at length to demonstrate the density and precision of such analysis; similar 

analyses, alongside score examples, are found throughout ap Sion‟s book and they 

explain well how Nyman‟s music is constructed. Beirens too offers detailed accounts of 

how Nyman‟s music works, giving both general overviews and detailed analysis of 

individual pieces. Here, for example, is his general account of Nyman‟s style: 
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The quintessential Michael Nyman style relies heavily on harmonic 

elements: prominent bass lines, repeated chord progressions, all often set as 

ostinati. This repetitive basis then supports a variety of melodic phrases 

imposed or superimposed upon it. The harmonic core of Nyman‟s music 

may either be original or derived from pieces from the classical repertoire.
80

 

Again, this is quoted at length to show the depth of musical knowledge and information 

that can be included in such a summary (and both ap Sion‟s and Beirens‟ descriptions 

are excellently informative background about Nyman‟s music and how it works).
81

 But 

the point about both these quotations is that they don‟t say much about what Nyman‟s 

music actually feels like or means. This is not a criticism since that was not the intention 

of these extracts and there are places where both Beirens and ap Sion do explore 

meaning and affect. But it is the non-musicological, social discourse, which offers more 

insight into meaning and affect. In fact, the combination of discourses can be found in 

both Beirens and ap Sion. Consider the following, previously cited, quotation from 

Beirens, in relation to The Piano: 

The music Nyman provided for this purpose possesses a lyrical and even 

impetuous quality that seems to be at odds with the edgy minimalist and 

systematic character of his earlier works.
82

  

Here, Beirens moves beyond the purely musicological terms – „minimalist and 

systematic character of his earlier works‟
83

 – towards descriptive, emotional, „common-

sense‟ terms – „lyrical‟, „impetuous‟, „edgy‟ – which suggest something of what the 

music might mean and feel like. Similarly, ap Sion discusses a particular „ascending‟ 

musical phrase as follows: 

This melodic type often sets off from an initial downbeat, reaching up to, 

and sometimes beyond, an octave. A syncopated effect is often added to the 

phrase by tying the first note of both the third and fourth semi-quaver 

groups to its preceding note ... in the third quartet it is lyrical and inward-

looking. The theme‟s potential, a paradox given its rising trajectory, is often 

used to signify introversion and self-doubt
84

 [my emphasis]. 

In this example, ap Sion slips easily from his musicological analysis into commentary 

on meaning and feeling in the music which can only be expressed in non-musicological 

terms. Similarly, in his discussion of „Sheep and Tides‟ he refers to it as „breezy‟, 
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„playful‟ and producing a „state of musical innocence‟.
85

 This discursive slippage can be 

found in many other examples from press reviews and internet sources about Nyman‟s 

music: Nick Kimberley notes his „strong melodies‟ and „flexible yet assertive 

rhythms‟,
86

 so musicological aspects – melody and rhythm – are described in non-

musicological terms – strong, flexible, assertive. Justin Milward, writing in the British 

Federation of Film Societies singles out „a horn-based ascending musical theme that 

conveys absolutely the joy of childhood,‟
87

 once again moving from musical analysis to 

feeling and interpretation. This combination of discourse is found time and again. 

Following the Sloboda, Tagg/Clarida, McClary line, the social, common-sense language 

is actually part of a fuller musicological discourse but there is a difference between this 

and the purely musicological. The two discourses can also be understood in terms of an 

objective/subjective dichotomy. The technical musicological discourse seeks to show 

how the music works through its analysis of the musical components. Embedded in this 

is a whole matrix of concerns associated with modernity, professionalism, expertise, 

and scientific/objective epistemologies. This can be traced back to the nineteenth-

century origins of professional musicology, from Hanslick onwards through the 

twentieth century, and is certainly linked to the musicologists who believe in the value 

and supremacy of pure, „absolute‟ music and who „fastidiously declare[d] issues of 

musical signification to be off-limits to those engaged in legitimate scholarship.‟
88

 The 

common sense discourse seems to come from a more subjective approach, focused on 

feelings and emotion as a way into understanding meanings. It validates emotional 

responses just as Alison Jagger has argued they should be validated.
89

 In the context of 

this thesis, it is interesting to note that these two approaches also parallel the „two 

Nymans‟: one intellectual, cerebral, producing music „coming from up here‟ (indicating 

his head); the other emotional, lyrical, full of feeling and heartfelt.   

The common-sense, descriptive discourse is, however, also an interpretive 

discourse: it suggests how Nyman‟s film music can/should be understood/felt. It is the 
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discourse which is most prominent in film and film music reviews which take note of 

Nyman‟s music and these will now be considered.
90

  

The film review descriptions of Nyman‟s music are mainly in terms of feelings; 

there is little technical discussion of music. This demonstrates the lack of musical 

knowledge of film reviewers or their awareness that such a discourse would be 

inappropriate for their readership; but it also demonstrates the perceived importance of 

feelings and emotion in any consideration of film music. Within the reviews there are 

several recurring themes. First, the reviews refer to the two dominant trends in Nyman‟s 

music, relating to the „two Nymans‟, „Greenaway-Nyman‟ and „romantic-Nyman‟; 

second, they demonstrate different ways in which Nyman‟s music can combine with 

film visuals and narrative; third, they stress the emotional nature of Nyman‟s music. 

There is also a consistency in some of the emotional adjectives used to describe his 

music across a range of films, an awareness of the development of Nyman‟s music as he 

gets older, and an understanding of his roots in minimalism.  

Reviews for several film scores written after The Piano confirm the idea of  „two 

Nymans‟ and of his musical development, noting the difference between Nyman‟s 

Greenaway music and his scores for The Piano and after (both of these are often used as 

reference points). For example, one review proclaims „another exquisite minimalistic-

style Nyman score in the vein of The Piano‟;
91

 another hears the „most memorable score 

since The Piano‟.
92

 A review of The Claim argues  

in recent years [Nyman] has become much more lyrical and accessible ... 

[t]he innovator has turned into the romantic ... with just ever more emotional 

expression with The Claim being perhaps his most lyrical score to date.
93

   

Empire’s review of The Libertine notes first, Greenaway-type elements, „pounding 

baroque rhythms that thump along with nutty energy‟, but then new elements: „Nyman‟s 

music these days has an elegiac quality his Greenaway work only hinted at ... proof that 

Nyman is getting better with age.‟
94

 On the other hand a review of Man with a Movie 

Camera notes that Nyman‟s Greenaway, experimental, avant-garde style is better suited 

to the film than his „more melodic compositions typified by The Piano‟ and how 
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Vertov‟s „rigid attention to structure‟, with its „passing connection to Peter Greenaway‟, 

makes Nyman „seem doubly at home.‟
95

    

Many of the reviews consider how music and image combine and stress 

emotional responses to the films. There are several interesting cases where Nyman‟s 

music is referenced but it is unclear if the descriptive words in the review are referring 

to the music or to the film or to the music‟s affect on the film; Time Out’s review of 

Wonderland describes it as an „achingly tender film ... shored up with Michael Nyman‟s 

most memorable score since The Piano.‟
96

 What is unclear is if the film itself is 

„achingly tender‟ or if the music is „achingly tender‟ or if the film narrative has become 

„achingly tender‟ because of the effect of Nyman‟s music. The last interpretation is most 

probable, showing that the reviewer has unconsciously transferred the emotional affect 

of Nyman‟s music onto the film narrative, transferring the „aching tenderness‟ from the 

music to the images. Time Out’s review for The Claim presents a similar 

blurring/condensation when it describes the film as „a piece of cinema of exhilarating, 

flowing beauty, fittingly scored by Nyman.‟
97

 The implication here is that Nyman‟s 

music is also „of exhilarating, flowing beauty‟ and that it is the music that gives this 

feelingful/meaning to the images. The Times’s review of Wonderland similarly states 

„[t]here are several sublime sequences of blurred fast forward trips around the streets of 

London with Michael Nyman pressing the organ keys.‟
98

 Again visuals and sound are 

blended together: is the „sublimity‟ produced by the fast forward, visual effects or by 

the music? „Pressing the organ keys‟ seems to carry both religious connotations and 

refer back to a silent cinema where the organist would play a melodramatic, heart-

rending accompaniment, thus referencing Nyman‟s own role as performer as well as 

composer. Nyman „pressing the keys‟ suggests the potentially emotionally manipulative 

effect of music. In all these cases, what the reviewers unwittingly reveal is that film 

music, as Gorbman, Cook, and Carroll have argued, works through a modifying 

combinatoire, in which the two elements, music and image, combine together to 

produce an overall meaning/affect that neither could achieve on its own.   

Nyman‟s music is more explicitly referenced in other instances in a 

complementary way which doesn‟t condense music and image, as in the examples just 

given; this is true for several reviews of The Claim. The Independent Review by 
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Anthony Quinn says „[m]uch of this [spectacular image] is lent enchantment and 

grandeur by Michael Nyman‟s pulsatingly urgent score.‟
99

 Colin Kennedy‟s review in 

Empire says the film is „exquisitely complemented by Michael Nyman‟s soundtrack.‟
100

 

Music from the Movies notes the „at times achingly sad score [used] to support the raw 

emotions on display in such a sad story‟,
101

 and Nick Joy in Film Score Monthly stresses 

the „grand orchestral landscape [used] to complement the visuals of Calgary‟s open 

plains.‟
102

  With Monsieur Hire, Nyman‟s score contributes to the „melancholic 

loneliness and yearning of the character‟, and a similar understanding that music can 

show a character‟s feelings is found in a review of The End of the Affair: „Michael 

Nyman‟s looping music underpins the fever-dream frenzy of Bendrix‟s jealous 

obsessions.‟
103

     

In contrast to this complementary use of music, several reviews of Wonderland 

suggest an effective contrast between narrative and music, showing how the music adds 

something very different to the images, so that, „just when you think Winterbottom is 

playing unhappy families ... the sound of Michael Nyman‟s swirling, screeching strings, 

finally gives you something to cheer about‟.
104

 Similarly: „then Michael Nyman‟s 

sumptuous, romantic soundtrack starts up full of emotional import... that ... helps lift 

this quotidian scene out of glum English realism.‟
105

 A review of the Man with a Movie 

Camera score notes a similar style of contrast:  

There are no sound effects or explicit references to what is occurring on 

screen but rather a reaction to the more general shifts in mood ... the use of 

juxtaposition is used throughout.
106

  

All the above reviews suggest the different functional ways in which Nyman‟s music 

contributes to the films‟ meaningful feelings, and the importance it has in creating an 

emotional mood.  
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The particular words used in the film reviews to describe Nyman‟s music are 

important in establishing the way Nyman‟s music is popularly understood; there are a 

number of key recurring words which can be classified into two groups relating to the 

„two Nymans‟ discourse. The first group of words relate to „Greenaway-Nyman‟, and 

several of these adjectives are derived from verbs, thus stressing the activity and energy 

of the music: pulsating, urgent, swirling, screeching, swooping, looping, insistently 

repetitive, pounding, exhilarating.
107

 The second group of words focus on the emotive 

quality of the music of „romantic-Nyman‟: haunting, evocative, melancholic, yearning, 

exquisite, lyrical, romantic, sad, lush, aching, elegiac, beautiful, melodic.
108

 A Japanese 

computer game director once told Nyman, in response to The Piano, „[y]ou are the 

composer in the world who best represents women‟s feelings.‟
109

 The Piano is clearly 

focused on a female protagonist and it might be argued that generically, in terms of film 

and literature, the themes conjured up by descriptions of „romantic‟ Nyman would apply 

primarily to melodramas, women‟s films, and romances. Yet Nyman‟s „romantic‟ or 

„emotional‟ music for subsequent films deals with both male and female protagonists, in 

narratives that have appealed to both men and women. Thus the director‟s comment, 

although it makes a culturally specific link between „women‟ and „feelings‟, perhaps 

points to Nyman‟s ability to express emotional feelings per se, and this is one of his 

great strengths. But the second group of descriptive words, given above, suggests that 

there are a very specific set of feelings and emotions that Nyman returns to time and 

again.  

There are two significant clusters in the second group of words. One cluster 

stresses the sense of harmonic beauty in his music: exquisite, lyrical, lush, beautiful, 

melodic. The second cluster stresses the sad romantic longing of the music: haunting, 

evocative, melancholy, yearning, romantic, sad, aching, elegiac. (Some words, such as 

„exquisite‟ and „lyrical‟ could also be included in this second cluster.) Each of these 

words is rich in specific meanings and associations which contribute to the overall 

feeling/meaning of the music. „Haunting‟ suggests a ghost/spirit world which is hard to 

see or pin down and which comes back to trouble this world, or remind listeners of 

people they have lost. „Evocative‟ also suggests music which reminds listeners of or 

conjures up for them - literally „calls out of‟ - another world or realm, often lost or from 

the past. „Melancholy‟ indulges the „gloomy state of mind‟ of listeners in experiencing 
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the sweet sadness of what Keats described in Ode to Melancholy, where he writes of 

„[b]eauty that must die‟; it suggests a sense of mourning often associated with the 

romantic movement. „Yearning‟ expresses a consuming or obsessive desire and love for 

something which is usually not attained or attainable. „Exquisite‟ (which derives from 

the Latin „to seek out‟ and therefore also suggests elements of searching) can refer to 

beauty as mentioned above, but also to deep and intense sensitivity which can also be 

linked to pain and sadness, as in „exquisite pain‟ (the surrealist juxtaposition word game 

known as „exquisite corpse‟
110

 also suggests something of the potential perversity of the 

word). „Lyrical‟, while referring to beauty and pleasing melody also refers to the 

expression of deep emotion, extreme personal feelings, often love poetry, and so 

stresses the emotional quality of the music. Lyrics also refer to words or poems set to 

music and, while Nyman‟s film music rarely uses words (though occasionally he uses 

the human voice as an instrument) to describe his music as „lyrical‟ suggests it carries a 

degree of meaning. The word „romantic‟ carries twentieth century connotations of 

simple sweet love and romance, but its nineteenth-century connotations related to the 

romantic movement suggest much more intense and challenging meanings, stressing 

strong emotion as a source of aesthetic experience, and focused on emotions such as 

horror and awe as well as intense love and desire; all this seems more appropriate to 

Nyman‟s music. „Sad‟ is straightforward sorrow, and „aching‟ is used in reviews as 

„achingly sad‟ and „achingly tender‟ and stresses the idea of beautiful pain again. 

Finally „elegiac‟ refers to a form of poetry which specifically relates to someone‟s death 

or more generally can be an expression of mourning and sorrow for that which is 

irrecoverably past and lost. 

The similarities in these words in expressing deep and intense emotion relating 

to loss, sadness, and desire, are remarkably consistent. They point to recurring themes in 

Nyman‟s music as experienced by reviewers which relate to the often melancholic 

subject matter of many of the films he has chosen to compose for since working with 

Greenaway, that is, in his „romantic-Nyman‟ guise.   

The overall interpretations of his two styles of music as „energising‟ and 

„moving‟ can also be related to McClary‟s comment that „[t]he power of music … 

resides in its ability to shape the ways we experience our bodies, emotions, 

subjectivities, desires, and social relations.‟
111

 Understood in these terms, the music has 
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an effect on audiences‟ bodies and emotions, and in combination with the films offers 

ways of understanding and experiencing the film narratives. The „moving‟ music of 

„romantic-Nyman‟ suggests a way of seeing/hearing the worlds of the film narratives it 

accompanies, cuing audience reactions to narrative events and identification with 

characters and situations. Nyman has referred to Ada‟s music in The Piano as a „music 

of consolation‟
112

 and this could be a useful way of understanding the overall meaning 

and affect of much of Nyman‟s music for listeners: that it consoles and comforts in the 

face of sadness, loss, and tragedy. The consolation is only partial in many cases, since 

the stories may still end sadly; it also only tells half the Nyman story since it is not a 

good description of „Greenaway-Nyman‟, whose pulsing, exciting music is better 

categorised as a music of energy and humour; this offers a very different way of seeing 

the world and experiencing „our bodies‟ and so on in the Greenaway films. But „music 

of consolation‟ is a useful way of understanding how audiences understand and are 

affected by the music of „romantic-Nyman‟; how the music creates a particular 

subjectivity, as Cumming suggests,
113

 a position from which to feel the music and the 

world it is representing as shown in the descriptive words used by reviewers.   

Furthermore, the appreciation and interpretations of Nyman found in the reviews 

that have been examined can be understood ideologically. This is the argument Kramer 

puts forward in his discussion of the meanings of Beethoven‟s Moonlight Sonata: that 

various interpretations of the sonata have been an embodiment or reflection of the 

ideologies of their time.
114

 Similarly, the dominant discourses about Nyman‟s music 

may reflect a contemporary ideological position. The cinematic narratives that feature 

the music of „romantic‟ Nyman usually present crises of personal relationships, 

involving desire and thwarted love, and the music facilitates empathy for and 

identification with the main characters and „consolation‟ in the face of their tragedies. 

At a broader level, the „structures of feeling‟ represented by such narratives could be 

interpreted as a more generalized emotional response to contemporary life. Raymond 

Williams, in his discussion of „patterns of culture‟, uses the term „structure of feeling‟ to 

describe the „particular sense of life‟ or the „culture of the period‟.
115

 For him „the arts ... 
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are of major importance, [f]or here ... this characteristic is likely to be expressed.‟
116

 I 

would argue that in the contemporary global context of Nyman‟s work there are several 

different ways of responding to the world, several possible „structures of feeling‟, and 

Nyman‟s music offers at least two such positions (found in the „two Nymans); 

„romantic-Nyman‟ presenting one such „structure of feeling‟. This is clearly appreciated 

by the reviewer quoted at the onset of this chapter, as it signals an openness to emotion 

previously felt to be lacking in Nyman‟s music. But as Alison Jagger has argued, 

emotions, like those Nyman‟s music offers, are particular social constructs:
117

 his 

„romantic‟ music offers listener/viewers a melancholic subject position from which to 

contemplate and understand the contemporary world, one particular ideological way of 

making sense of the world.         

While the reviews quoted from in this chapter offer little musical analysis, and 

do not explain how emotional results are achieved musically, they stress the emotional 

power of Nyman‟s music and give a good indication of how reviewers understand both 

the meaning and affect of it; they show remarkable similarity expressed across a range 

of films and film scores. These subjective responses of reviewers act as a useful guide 

to the meanings and affects of Nyman‟s music, offering one account of what Nyman‟s 

film music means. It is thus possible to use a non-musicological discourse to develop a 

reading or interpretation of Nyman‟s music.
118
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Furthermore, the uniformity of the film music reviews in citing Nyman as 

„minimalist‟, with two distinct styles, who provides both „energising‟ and „moving‟ 

music, suggest that these understandings of Nyman have now become part of the 

accepted discursive understanding of Nyman and thus part of the feedback loop by 

which people may be introduced to and become aware of Nyman‟s music. 

Consequently, this descriptive discourse may also become „prescriptive‟; it may be used 

by audiences as a template for how they then listen to Nyman‟s music, and for what it 

makes them feel. In this sense, it offers a way into the music that may then limit the 

range of possible readings and responses.    

 

Conclusion 

The first part of this „Nyman‟ chapter outlined his musical career, his different 

film-music production processes, and both his innovative and his traditional 

contributions to film-music practice. The second part looked at various writings about 

Nyman which construct his music discursively. Together they have given an overall 

introduction to Nyman and his music. Both have shown how Nyman‟s film music can 

be understood in relation to the idea of „two Nymans‟ and the development of an ironic, 

pulsing, exciting style into a more emotional, romantic style,  as demonstrated in the 

descriptive and analytical discourses on his work, and its perceived meanings and 

affects. While Nyman‟s output should be seen as moving quite flexibly between the two 

styles, it is a useful framework for analysing his musical meanings and affects; and it 

makes sense to see Nyman moving from an ironic, postmodern „structure of feeling‟ in 

his Greenaway scores, to a more emotional, softer sensibility which can be culturally 

located as part of a reaction to the hard, postmodern detachment of the 1980s, a „music 

of consolation‟. Nyman can thus be heard as a quintessential composer of his time as he 

embodies two different, competing, and equally powerful, sets of feelings.  

The discursive approach has also examined the difference between 

musicological analysis of Nyman and a more common-sense analysis of how the music 

feels; it has drawn attention to the general problem of how to write and talk about 

music, how to explain it in words. While the musicological discourse is crucial for any 

understanding of how Nyman‟s music is put together and arranged, how it works, the 

common-sense discourse is able to give an understanding of what Nyman‟s music feels 

like and what it means. It is valid in its own right and is a useful way to „understand‟ 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Sion (The Music of Michael Nyman, pp. 181-96),  and McClary („Minima Romantica‟, in Beyond the 

Soundtrack, pp.48-65).  
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Nyman and, indeed, is the main popular discourse used to communicate about 

Nyman.
119

 The implicit practice of many musicologists, as well as the explicit approach 

of writers like Sloboda, McClary, Tagg and Clarida, suggest that writing about music 

should combine elements of both discourses, since music is always a social activity, 

carrying social meanings.  

The thesis will now begin more detailed textual analysis of Nyman‟s film music 

in order to consider his musical meanings and affects. The first approach, in Chapter 4, 

will be to examine Nyman‟s minimalist style: to consider how minimalist Nyman is, 

how minimalist music combines with film, and to look at the meanings of minimalism.     

 

                                                             
119

 This draws attention to the fact that most audiences don‟t have musicological training yet are able to 

make sense of and respond deeply to Nyman‟s music (and by extension to other composers‟ film music.) 
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Chapter 4 

Nyman, minimalism, and film music  

 

‘We repeated ourselves into this culture. 

We may be able to repeat ourselves out.’
1
 (Robert Fink) 

 

 

The previous chapter gave an overview of Michael Nyman‟s development as a 

film music composer. It suggested that his career could be understood in terms of „two 

Nymans‟, „Greenaway-Nyman‟ and „romantic-Nyman‟, and examined various 

discourses of „Nyman‟. The importance of minimalism as Nyman‟s main musical style 

was also noted. The use of minimalism in film music, primarily represented by Nyman 

and Philip Glass, is a significant new development within film music over the past thirty 

years. Nyman‟s music contains key minimalist elements, in particular, his use of 

repetition, steady pulse, tonality, and compositional processes, but it is also different 

from the style of the American minimalists. Nyman has developed musically, but his 

second „romantic-Nyman‟ style still contains significant minimalist traces and 

influences, and thus can be described as romantic-minimalism. This chapter will look at 

Nyman‟s music from a minimalist perspective and consider how minimalism 

contributes to meaning and affect in Nyman‟s film music and film music in general. It 

will consider the following questions: 

a) What is minimalist music? 

b) How minimalist is Nyman?  

c) How do minimalist music and film combine?   

d) What and how does minimalist music mean and how does this illuminate the 

meanings and affects of Nyman‟s music?  

 

Minimalist music 

There is a considerable body of literature about minimalist music and significant 

agreement about what it is and how it evolved.
2
 Minimalism as a musical movement 

began in America in the 1960s and is often linked to four key composers: La Monte 

Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and Philip Glass. It is understood, in part, as a 

reaction by these composers against what was then the orthodoxy of modernist Western 

                                                 
1
  Robert Fink, Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural Practice, Berkeley, University 

of California Press, 2005, p.22.  
2
  See, for example, Wim Mertens, American Minimal Music, London, Kahn & Averill, 1983; Robert 

Schwarz, Minimalists, London. Phaidon Press, 1996; Keith Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
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art music, represented by Schoenberg, Stockhausen, Boulez, and others, who were 

composing within the dictates of serialism, atonalism, and the dissonant avant-garde 

practice of the twentieth century. All four minimalist composers mentioned were partly 

trained within these traditions and reacted against them. They were all also involved in 

more popular forms of music making (particularly jazz) while they undertook their 

musical studies, and they were interested in the contemporary experimental music being 

developed by John Cage and in traditional music practices from India, Indonesia, and 

Africa. Their work was well received in Europe and Nyman was one of the people 

instrumental in promoting the music of Reich and Glass in Britain.  

The term „minimalism‟ was borrowed from art criticism and first applied to 

music by Nyman himself in his role as music critic. The music was labeled minimalist 

through comparison to painters like Rauschenberg who used a minimum of materials in 

their work. La Monte Young described his own work as „that which is created with a 

minimum of means.‟
3
 It is a term not always appreciated by its practitioners and in 

many ways not an entirely suitable description considering the way the music has 

evolved and developed, but it is the term which has „stuck‟ and is commonly used, so it 

is useful. Other terms – meditative music, repetitive music, hypnotic music, process, 

and systems
4
 music – have also been used.

5
 Minimalism evolved as a reaction against 

serialism but also against „chance‟ music as developed by John Cage and other 

„experimental‟ composers in the 1950s and 1960s. Although the minimalist composers 

rejected the methods of serialism and chance music that they were presented with at 

music schools, there are some links between these different styles.
6
 Mertens, in 

particular, argues that from a perspective looking at twentieth-century music as a whole, 

minimalism is part of the same tradition of serialism and chance music in that all three 

were challenging the dominant nineteenth-century forms of classical music.
7
 More 

importantly, there is a formal connection between these styles: serialism, chance music, 

and minimalism all share a „commitment to the consequences of rigorous application of 

                                                 
3
  Quoted in Schwarz, Minimalists, p.9.  Mertens points to „a dominant equality of timbre and rhythm, a 

constant density and a very limited number of pitches‟ [my emphasis] (Mertens, American Minimal 

Music, p.12). 
4
  „Systems music‟ is a term used by some British composers, like Nyman and Cornelius Cardew, to 

describe their work, rather than minimalism. 
5
   See Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, p.2; Mertens, American Minimal Music, p.11.  

6
   Just as „postmodernism‟ is partly a break with and rejection of modernism, but also partly an extension 

of modernism, so is minimalism a rejection of modernist music but also an extension of it. 
7
  Mertens, American Minimal Music, p.87. Reich showed little interest in European music from 1750-

1900 or in the form of the classical orchestra of that period, and Nyman‟s main classical interests were 

initially Purcell, Handel, and Mozart. 
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processes independent, to a significant degree, of the composer‟s note-to-note control‟
8
 

[my emphasis]. 

The idea of minimalist „processes‟ or „systems‟ is best explained by Steve Reich 

in his seminal essay „Music as a Gradual Process‟; he explains there how his early 

music pieces were based on processes like „phasing‟, or his „additive‟ process.
9
 Musical 

elements were repeated but small changes, introduced incrementally, would gradually 

alter what was happening musically. The important point for Reich was that these 

processes should be easily heard: „I am interested in perceptible processes. I want to be 

able to hear the process happening throughout the sounding music‟, and to achieve this 

„a musical process should happen extremely gradually.‟
10

  

The outcome of these processes was music which was simple and repetitive and 

which led to a different kind of listening experience,  

                                                 
8
  Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, p.11. 

9
 „Phasing‟ is a form of extended canon whereby the same melodic and/or rhythmic patterns are played 

together but starting at different points, and gradually changing the place where they begin, as found in 

Music for two marimbas; the „additive‟ process is where a rhythmic and/or melodic phrase is gradually 

built up by repetitions with single pitches/beats being gradually added, as found in the beginning of 

Drumming.  
10

 Steve Reich, „Music as a Gradual Process‟, in Writings on Music 1965-2000, Oxford, OUP, 2002, p.34. 

Reich and Glass have both developed distinctive minimalist processes which form the structural bedrock 

of their work. In Reich‟s case his use of phasing, the development of this into canonical forms, and his 

own additive or subtractive process distinguish his early work and formed the basis of shorter pieces like 

Clapping Music, Music for Pieces of Wood or full length pieces like Drumming. Canonical effects are 

achieved by starting a phrase on different beats of the bar for different instruments (seen in Clapping 

Music and Music for Pieces of Wood); different rhythmic effects are achieved by introducing the overall 

rhythm gradually through adding one note at a time over several repetitions (seen in Drumming); melodic 

effects are achieved through tuned percussion – claves, bongo drums, marimbas and glockenspiel. Reich, 

when he uses just percussion instruments, has no possibility of sustaining notes. 

       Glass distinguishes himself through his additive process whereby he extends a phrase by adding one 

more note for a number of repetitions, and then extends it again. Glass repeatedly works with pulsing 

eighth or sixteenth notes with melodic instruments; while these are capable of sustaining notes he favours 

the pulsing of these notes as in Glassworks. He frequently adds rhythmic complexity by combining 

different rhythmic patterns as in the Opening of Glassworks which plays 3 against 4, and develops a 

melodic style often based on repeated arpeggios.  

       Both Glass and Reich‟s work is built up by using repetition and variations, but their works do 

„progress‟ in the process of variations used. For example in Reich‟s Music for Pieces of Wood there are a 

series of climaxes as gradually all the claves are added into the mix over the first pulsing clave, and then 

some fall silent; the music also progresses from using a 12/8 structure, to 4/4, to 3/4, thus creating shorter 

overall segments which create their own sense of increased tempo. In Drumming „progress‟ is achieved 

through changing instrumentation – from bongos to marimbas to glockenspiels and a corresponding 

gradual rise in pitch as well as the introduction of more players as the piece progresses creating both 

greater volume and increased rhythmic complexity; the addition of voices creating new „rhythmic‟ 

patterns adds a further dimension to the sound mix. These progressions are built out of the „processes‟ 

that form the structural basis and constraints of the works and they determine the way each piece evolves. 

Despite these progressions many of the initial critical responses focused on the perceived a-teleological 

nature of Reich and Glass‟s work, the sense of timelessness evoked through repetition and a certain 

„flatness‟ to the work in terms of dynamics.    
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a process happening so slowly and gradually that listening to it resembles 

watching a minute hand on a watch – you can perceive it moving after you 

stay with it a little while.
11

 

  

One of Reich‟s most often quoted comments in relation to his own method is „once the 

process is set up and loaded it runs by itself.‟
12

 Nyman also talks about his composition 

methods in terms of process:  

You have an idea and you have a process or structure and you just use the 

process to develop the original idea, creating variety and drawing it out [so 

that, for example, in „Bird List‟] the piece is both progressing and standing 

still … an abstract process based piece.
13

  

One of the consequences for both Reich and Nyman is that often they do not know what 

the musical, emotional results will be of their processes, what the piece will actually 

sound like. As has been previously noted, Nyman writes music using a „distancing 

process which may be conforming to some kind of grid or system‟, and then is surprised 

by the emotional quality of the music.
14

 Working with simple compositional processes 

which virtually „run‟ themselves is the minimalist link between Nyman and the 

American minimalists, but, as will be seen, his processes are quite different from theirs. 

Alongside the establishment of composition „processes‟ which determine the 

form and structure of the pieces, the key components of the minimalist style are:  

 a return to tonality as the basis for the music;
15

 

 the extensive use of repetition;  

 the use of insistent pulse through the music.
16

  

The return to tonality and pulse made minimalist music sound very different 

from serial music and much more accessible to audiences who responded to and 

                                                 
11

 Steve Reich, Writings on Music, p.36. Paul Hillier describes minimalism thus: „In place of atonality, 

constant variation, and rhythmic asymmetry, these composers proposed a steady state tonality, a fixed 

rhythmic pulse, and remitting focus on a single, slowly unfolding pattern that anyone could follow.‟ 

(Reich, Writings on Music, p.4.) 
12

  Ibid., p. 34. 
13

  Nyman, interview, Metro, no.133, July 2002, pp.44-54, p.48.  
14

  Nyman, interview by Mark Cooper, „Michael Nyman Composer‟, in Empire, no.27, September 1991, 

p.40.     
15

  This is not always the case; some of Reich‟s tape-loop and percussion pieces were not tonal.  
16

 Riley, Reich, and Glass all developed a form of „pulse‟ minimalism, but Young developed a form of 

„drone‟ minimalism. For more detailed analysis of different minimalist methods see Maarten Beirens, The 

Identity of European Minimal Music, Phd Thesis, Leuven, Katholieke Universiteit, 2005. Beirens‟ thesis 

is an examination of the similarities and differences between European and American minimalism and the 

ways in which European composers can be considered minimalist. As well as giving a comprehensive 

analysis and definition of the elements of minimalism and how it has been understood, Beirens shows 

how four European composers, including Nyman, relate to American minimalists. He argues that there 

are similarities but that the Europeans have also developed their own original elements. 
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recognized tonality and rhythm;
17

 since these two elements formed the basis of all 

Western music prior to modernism, their inclusion provided music which in some ways 

was deeply familiar to its audience. Reich is very clear that he believes these elements 

are central to universal pleasures in music and dance and will become dominant in the 

future as they were in the past. He comments at different times that  

the pulse and the concept of [a] clear tonal centre will re-emerge as the basic 

sources of new music experience
18

 … [t]he basic impulse at the foundation 

of all dance …[is] the human desire for regular rhythmic movement
19

 … 

[t]he reality of cadence to a key or modal centre is basic in all the music of 

the world …. [t]he postman will never whistle Schoenberg.
20

  

However, minimalist music uses these traditional elements in a new context, creating a 

new sound and a new listening experience, particularly through extensive repetition, 

which is perhaps the most important aspect of this music. Schwarz draws attention to 

this repetition:  

In classic minimalist compositions of the 1960s practically every musical 

element – harmony, rhythm, dynamics, instrumentation – remains fixed for 

the duration of the work, or changes only very slowly. And the chief 

structural technique is unceasing repetition.
21

  

Repetition is of course an element that has always been used in music but it is taken 

further in minimalism and this is what distinguishes it. The same pulsing notes, short 

patterns, or ostinatos, are repeated in seemingly endless fashion. For example the same 

rhythmic/melodic pattern in Steve Reich‟s Drumming forms the basis for all parts of 

this entire piece, which runs for over an hour; another similar 6/4 pattern forms the basis 

for both Clapping Music and the first part of Music for Pieces of Wood. However, as 

Reich and others have pointed out, these processes of repetition are actually going 

through continual gradual changes and modifications. Repetition is also produced by the 

constant pulsing of eighth or sixteenth notes, often at the same pitch. 

 All these elements combined to produce a challenging music exemplified by 

Terry Riley‟s In C (1964), often regarded as the first fully-fledged minimalist work. As 

Schwarz says, „[b]y re-embracing the primal forces of unambiguous tonality, pounding 

                                                 
17

 Initial audience responses to minimalism were not actually so positive. While some people liked it 

many were put off by the extensive repetitions. Only gradually did it become popular and accepted; the 

tonal aspect contributed to this acceptance.   
18

  Reich, Writings on Music, p.52. 
19

  Ibid., p.71. 
20

 Ibid., pp.186-7. This last comment is a direct refutation of Schoenberg‟s claim that in the future 

postmen would whistle his tunes. 
21

  Schwarz, Minimalists, p.9. 
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pulses and motoric repetition, Riley threw down a gauntlet before the hermetic, over-

intellectualised new-music mainstream.‟
22

   

Figure 1: Score for Terry Riley’s In C
23

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22

  Schwarz, Minimalists, p.45. 
23

 Terry Riley, In C, http://www.otherminds.org/SCORES/InC.pdf (accessed 8/1/2010). 

http://www.otherminds.org/SCORES/InC.pdf
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The minimal simplicity of Riley‟s ground-breaking score (for a piece which can last up 

to ninety minutes) is seen in Figure 1 and it illustrates all the points made about 

minimalism. The „process‟ is set out in the two pages of „Performing Directions‟ while 

the actual score is just one sheet of paper with fifty-three very short musical phrases 

which the most average musician could competently play. Its title assertively announces 

a return to tonality. The repetition is found in the way each phrase is repeated „from 

somewhere between 45 seconds and a minute and a half or longer‟,
24

 so the whole piece 

becomes a series of interlocking ostinatos.  The gradual variations are found in the way 

that 

[e]ach pattern can be played in unison or canonically in any alignment with 

itself or its neighbouring patterns. One of the joys of IN C is the interaction 

of the players in polyrhythmic combinations that spontaneously arise 

between patterns. Some quite fantastic shapes will arise and disintegrate as 

the group moves through the piece when it is properly played.
25

 

  

Pulse is maintained throughout „by the means of an eighth note pulse played on the high 

c‟s of the piano‟, and it is important that „[a]ll performers must play strictly in 

rhythm.‟
26

   

Several critics suggest that this kind of music creates a different sense of time 

for listeners, and hence a different listening experience than with other Western art 

music. This is crucial to understanding how this was radically different music. 

Richardson‟s overview is that „[w]hat distinguished minimalism most markedly from 

serialism … as well as from its romantic antecedents, was its temporal organization.‟
27

 

This „temporality‟ combines both „[d]uration and stasis, without beginning or end: 

eternal music.‟
28

 Schwarz comments that 

[i]n minimalism you will not find the contrasts – loud and soft, fast and 

slow, bombastic or lyrical – that are the substance of western classical 

music. In fact minimalism challenges our perception of time itself, since the 

music changes almost imperceptibly over minutes or even hours.
29

  

 

 

 

                                                 
24

   Terry Riley „In C Performing Directions‟, p.1, http://www.otherminds.org/SCORES/InC.pdf 

(accessed 8/1/2010). 
25

   Ibid., p.1. 
26

   Ibid., p.1. 
27

   John Richardson, Singing Archeology: Philip Glass’s Akhnaten, Hanover, University Press of  New 

England, 1999,  p.24. 
28

  Mertens, American Minimal Music, p.89. 
29

  Schwarz, Minimalists, p.9. 

http://www.otherminds.org/SCORES/InC.pdf
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Hillier concurs:  

The altered perception of time [is] … one of the most fundamental 

characteristics of minimal music based on … a sense of relation or circular 

development, rather than the linearity of more conventional music.
30

  

These last two comments point to important differences between minimalism and earlier 

Western art music. According to Potter, minimalism was  

selecting some of the oldest and most familiar building blocks of music 

[but] subjecting them to the radical scrutiny afforded by remorseless 

repetition [and thus] it takes on the challenge of revitalising the most 

hackneyed and debased musical currency available.
31

  

Mertens, focusing on the technique of repetition, cites Burde‟s comment that listening 

to this music leads to „surrendering to a musical stream that will lead to a new expanded 

experience of time.‟
32

 Mertens then takes this further; he argues that repetition has 

always been used in Western music but previously „in a predominantly narrative and 

teleological framework.‟
33

 For him „Western music is essentially dialectic: development 

follows from the process of a conflict between opposites and finally leads to a situation 

of synthesis‟
34

 (as exemplified in the sonata form). Minimalist music, in contrast, uses 

repetition in a „non-narrative and a-teleological‟ form.
35

  It is thus a major challenge to 

the teleological, narrative, climax-resolution approach of Western art music, using 

„activation of rhythmic repetition to reject teleology altogether.‟
36

 Schwarz also puts 

this idea forward:  

In traditional western classical music, repetition is used within the context 

of a dramatic, directionalised form … [to build to a frenzy of excitement]. 

But in minimalism, repetition is used to create what Glass has called 

„intentionless music‟, which replaces goal-directed directionality with 

absolute stasis.
37

 

And Glass, pointing out minimalism‟s close parallels and possible indebtedness to non-

Western music, develops this idea:  „Like so much non-Western music, minimalist 

pieces do not drive towards climaxes, do not build up patterns of tension and release, 

and do not provide emotional catharses.‟
38

 The non-Western musical influences are an 

                                                 
30

  Reich, Writings on Music, p.14. 
31

  Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, p.13. 
32

  Mertens, American Minimal Music, p.91. 
33

  Ibid., p.16. 
34

  Ibid., p.17. 
35

  Ibid., p.17. 
36

  Potter, Four Musical Minimalists, p.14. 
37

  Schwarz, Minimalists, p.9. 
38

 Glass, quoted in Schwarz, Minimalists, p.9.  Glass, referring to his own music, says „[w]hat sets the 

music apart is the fact that it‟s non-narrative, we don‟t hear it within the usual time frame of most musical 

experiences‟ (quoted in Richardson, Singing Archeology, p.26.) Richardson himself notes a similar 
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important aspect in Glass and Reich‟s work but they should be put alongside the 

influence of „[t]he contemplative quality of Gregorian chant, the stasis of mediaeval 

organum, the repetitive, motoric rhythms of Baroque music [which] all share certain 

qualities with twentieth-century minimalism.‟
39

 The consequences of this repetitive, 

„intentionless music‟ is to induce a meditative, trance-like auditory experience.  

To sum up, the main characteristics of American minimalism found in the 

literature on minimalism are its compositional processes based on simplicity, tonality, 

insistent pulse, excessive repetition, non-teleology, and as a result of all these factors a 

different kind of listening experience.  

   

Minimalist Nyman 

Given the above descriptions of minimalist music, how minimalist is Nyman‟s 

film music? Nyman himself has stated: „I‟ve always been a minimalist. My music has 

characteristic features that are definitely linked to what I learned from the 

minimalists.‟
40

 He links this specifically to „simplicity‟, as he notes that „[a]ll my music 

scores are minimalist, since they are simple.‟
41

 He qualifies suggestions that his music is 

simply repetitive: „I don‟t like repetitive music and I don‟t write it. What I write 

develops. It repeats but it develops.‟
42

 As he said about „Bird List‟, „the piece is both 

progressing and standing still.‟
43

 The point is that within Nyman‟s „progressions‟ there 

is substantial repetition.  Nyman sees himself related to the minimalist tradition 

                                                                                                                                               
difference in the way minimalism works for audiences: „Rather than be drawn into a maelstrom of tension 

and release, denial and fulfillment of desire … the minimalists chose to focus on the continuous „now‟ – 

the quality, structure, and sheer physical volume of the sound … The intention in bringing music back to 

its zero degree is to liberate the listener‟s consciousness from the constraints of historical forms and the 

„stories‟ embedded within those forms‟ (ibid., p.26). 
39

  Schwarz, Minimalists, p.10. 
40

  „Michael Nyman in Iran: Beyond Simplicity‟ in Film International, vol.10 no.2, March 2004, p.36. 
41

 Nyman in Film International, p.36. In relation to Nyman‟s simplicity there is more to be said. Nyman 

and the American minimalists wrote music partly in reaction to the dominant atonal, serial music. This 

music was regarded as overly complex and Nyman‟s 1980 article „Against Intellectual Complexity in 

Music‟ (in Thomas Docherty ed., Postmodernism: A Reader, London, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993, 

pp.206-13) explores the ways experimental music presented something different to the modernist 

position. Nyman doesn‟t actually suggest that the new music of Reich and others is „simple‟; he writes 

that „[i]n discussing experimental music as a whole, we should perhaps read “New Objectivity” for “New 

Simplicity”‟, (Docherty, Postmodernism, p.212) and he acknowledges there are complexities to be found 

in the new music, but these are readily perceived by the listener rather than obscured. Moreover, in his 

work with the Portsmouth Sinfonia and later with the Foster‟s Social Orchestra (established 1976), 

Nyman was keen that music would include parts simple enough to be played by non-professional 

musicians in the democratic desire to include many people in music production as well as listening. There 

is thus a political, non-elitist, dimension to Nyman‟s musical beliefs and practice developed through a 

commitment to musical accessibility and simplicity. One of the few recordings of Nyman‟s music not 

made by one of Nyman‟s own music ensembles is by an amateur brass band, the Wingates band – Nyman 

Brass 2006 – with its roots in northern-British working-class culture. 
42

  Nyman, interview with Michael White, „Commercial Drive‟ in The Independent, 8/11/91, p.17. 
43

  Nyman, interview, Metro, p.48. The same could also be said for Reich and Glass‟s music. 
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established by composers like Glass and Reich in that his music „originated from 

knowing their music. A composer builds on the tradition that‟s already established. … 

There‟s a common language or attitude‟,
44

 but he also sees his work as distinctively 

different: „I don‟t think my music relates to Philip Glass and Steve Reich at all.‟
45

  

Nyman‟s self-assessment rings true:  his „minimalism‟ has similarities with and 

differences from American minimalism. The main similarities are his use of minimalist 

compositional processes or systems which are mainly based on tonal simplicity and 

which feature significant use of repetition and insistent pulsing. The main differences 

arise because these processes feature Nyman‟s own distinctive characteristics which are 

markedly different from Reich‟s and Glass‟s processes. Beirens gives a useful overview 

of his work: 

The quintessential Michael Nyman style relies heavily on harmonic 

elements: prominent bass lines, repeated chord progressions, all often set as 

ostinati. This repetitive basis then supports a variety of melodic phrases 

imposed or superimposed upon it. The harmonic core of Nyman‟s music 

may either be original or derived from pieces from the classical repertoire.
46

  

Repetition and tonal harmony connect Nyman to minimalism (alongside insistent 

pulse), but Beirens notes a significant difference between American and European 

minimalists which relates to Nyman‟s use of pre-existing music; the Americans make 

little reference back to previous Western music, thus establishing minimalism as a very 

new movement; the Europeans, however, while adopting the new processes of 

minimalism, relate back to their previous musical heritage. Nyman in particular, 

repeatedly, uses the earlier music of Mozart, Purcell, Handel, and others, as the basis for 

his compositions. Other differences in his minimalist processes are suggested by 

Beirens through his references to „prominent bass lines, repeated chord progressions‟ 

and „variety of melodic phrases‟.
47

 The important point is that because Nyman uses 

minimalist processes, repetition, and pulsing, he is considered minimalist; his 

differences have been accepted as part of the minimalist style and thus simply extended 

the boundaries of what minimalist music is and how it can sound.  

In relation to his musical processes Nyman has spoken about how his early 

pieces were organized through structural „systems‟ (like Reich‟s „processes‟). He 

                                                 
44

  Nyman, interview by Michael Walsh in Time, 5/12/94, p.84. 
45

  Ibid., p.84. 
46

 Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, p.187. Beirens points out that Nyman even uses 

Webern and Schoenberg on occasion, thus including modernist elements as well as pre-modernist music 

in his approach to composition (ibid., p.187). 
47

 All these musical connections lie behind Royal Brown‟s description of Nyman‟s style as „baroque 

minimalist‟ (Overtones and Undertones, p.181).  
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describes how these evolved in relation to his early composition In Re Don Giovanni, 

which was significant in establishing both a compositional and performance process. In 

looking at the different components of sixteen bars from Mozart‟s Don Giovanni 

Nyman thought to himself 

„[t]his is an interesting texture, I‟ll take it apart and put it together again.‟ So 

I started playing the repeated quaver chords on the piano, but instead of 

playing them as they‟re written, I played them like Jerry Lee Lewis. I‟d 

never played the piano remotely like this before and I thought, „Shit! I really 

like this.‟ So simultaneously I discovered an approach to texture, an 

approach to piano playing, and a piano style which dictated the dynamic, 

articulation and texture of everything I‟ve subsequently done. It was born in 

one complete package.
48

  

Similarly, he describes the birth of this process/style in a 1993 interview: „[i]t came 

instantaneously; overnight I became a composer with a fully fledged language, 

methodology and position.‟
49

 He elaborates on this as a two-fold method: „[y]ou have 

an idea and you have a process or structure and you just use the process to develop the 

original idea, creating variety and drawing it out.‟
50

  These elaborations of his methods 

place him within the minimalist camp.
51

 They were made in interviews from 1991, 

1993, and 2002 and thus refer to periods covering Nyman‟s earlier music, but also his 

later, more romantic style.  

The use of other composers‟ existing musical phrases as the basis for musical 

extensions puts Nyman into a postmodern framework; using, borrowing, and 

developing pre-existing music in an inter-textual compositional process. This is a 

position which he happily acknowledges, as shown in the short film about Mozart, 

Letters, Riddles, and Writs (1991); here he has Mozart comment on Nyman‟s work as 

follows: „[h]e has taken my chords, he has slowed them down‟, and Nyman 

demonstrates this on the piano, thus both explicitly acknowledging his debt to Mozart 

and showing how he creates something quite different – Nyman‟s own music.
52

 

                                                 
48

 Nyman, interview, „Jerry Lee Lewis plays Mozart‟, in Andrew Ford, Composer to Composer: 

Conversations about Contemporary Music, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1997, pp.192-5, p.194. 
49

  Nyman, interview with Andrew Clements in The Guardian, 12/11/93, p.8. 
50

   Nyman, interview, Metro, p.48. 
51

 Nyman‟s distinctive compositional and orchestral method, his borrowing from other music, is 

commented on by several critics. Ap Sion examines In Re Don Giovanni in detail, as an early example to 

show how Nyman‟s „process‟ used Mozart (The Music of Michael Nyman, pp. 9-14). See also these 

comments:  „[t]ypically, he will take a phrase from an existing score and extend it, in various forms, over 

a whole orchestral piece‟ (http://living.scotsman [accessed 10 July, 2007]); „[w]ith the piece In re Don 

Giovanni he discovered that by cutting up Mozart and looping and subjecting the fragments to mechanical 

processes, he could create something new‟  (Nyman, interview, „Nyman Scores‟ in The Financial Times 

Weekend,  9/11/2002, p.VII).     
52

 See also Nyman‟s explanations of how he wrote the music for Drowning by Numbers in Drowning by 

Numbers for Violin, Viola and Chamber Orchestra, London, Chester Music, 2001, p.iii. 

http://living.scotsman/
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It is the repetitious quality of his processes that places Nyman most firmly 

within the minimalist tradition. But his music has its own specific qualities: it has more 

space for melodic and rhythmic contours alongside repetition and regular pulsing; they 

create more variation through different melodic lines; they are built on bass chord 

progressions which are then repeated cyclically; they build up to more climactic 

resolutions, suggesting a more traditional musical teleology. Overall, Nyman‟s music is 

related to minimalism, through its repetitions, pulsing and tonality, but also to Western 

art music, through its explicit „borrowings‟, chord progressions, and some of its 

structural forms, and furthermore it is related to popular music, through its pulsing 

repetitions, its „doo-wop‟ chord progressions, its volume and dynamism.
53

 As ap Sion 

notes, 

[t]he rapid reiteration of a single chord is often avoided in modern music. 

On the other hand, repetition is a common feature of the visceral playing of 

rock ‟n‟ roll pianists such as Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis.
54

  

Nyman, as noted, sees himself playing like Jerry Lee Lewis. 

All these aspects combine to provide music which is linked to minimalism and 

which extends the parameters of minimalism to include Nyman‟s own new and 

distinctive processes. It thus makes sense to call Nyman a „minimalist‟; this now needs 

some exemplification.  

Nyman‟s use of repetition and pulse is ubiquitous and a cursory glance at most 

Nyman scores will show this.  His score for Man with a Movie Camera provides good 

examples.
55

 A short melodic phrase is used as an ostinato through a number of different 

musical cues. It occurs first in cue M3 [see Figure 2, bars 1-2 shaded, pages 14-16
56

] 

played by the second violins. The phrase starts on the fourth beat of the bar and ends on 

the third beat of the next bar. In the score this phrase is played by second violins for the 

first 12 bars; then it is taken up by the violas, flute, alto sax, and horn till the end of bar 

26; then violins play it till bar 34, joined by violas and cellos at bar 31; the second 

violins continue right through till the end of the cue at bar 53, joined by violas from bars 

36 to 47, and flute from bars 48 to 53.  

                                                 
53

 Nyman‟s orchestral palette combines traditional classical instruments - strings, piano, flute - with older 

instruments - rebecs and shawms - and brass and electronically amplified instruments, to produce the 

„Nyman‟ sound, created through combining instruments from different musical periods and styles.  
54

 Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, p.12. 
55

  Nyman‟s music for Man with a Movie Camera is interesting in terms of Nyman‟s film music career for 

a number of reasons: it was a score in which he had total freedom since he was not answerable to a 

director; and it was written in 2001, so after Nyman had developed his „romantic-Nyman‟ style, but much 

of it harks back to his earlier „Greenaway-Nyman‟ style. This is partly explained in that he was using and 

reworking music that he had written earlier but it shows his continued interest in this earlier style.  
56

 All score extracts for Man with a Movie Camera, from unpublished score supplied by Nyman. 
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Figure 2: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M3, pp.14-16 
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Figure 2 contd. 
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Figure 2 contd. 

 

 

 

 

 



124  

 

The same melodic phrase is repeated in cue M7 transposed up a fifth, played by all the 

strings [see Figure 3, bars 1-2 shaded, pages 33-4]. Here second violins and cellos play 

a harmony with the first violins and violas. This phrase is thus heard throughout all 42 

bars of the cue (though with different orchestration).  

Figure 3: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M7, pp.33-4. 
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Figure 3 contd. 
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Another transposed and faster-tempo strings‟ variation is found in Cue M10 [see Figure 

4, bars 43-4 shaded, p.65] and the ostinato is repeated throughout cue M11.  

 

Figure 4: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M10, p.65. 
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The theme is repeated with violin and piano in cue M16, accompanied by further 

variations and is again used in cue M17 as it was in M10.
57

 This repeated pattern is thus 

played for very long periods throughout the film score.
58

 

Man with a Movie Camera also provides many examples of Nyman‟s use of 

insistent pulse, using mostly quarter, eighth, or sixteenth notes. In cue M2 [see Figure 5, 

bar 1 shaded, p.4] the scored lines of alto sax one, bass trombone, and cello all 

demonstrate this, as do the violins, violas, cellos, and electric bass in cue M5 [See 

Figure 6, bar 15 shaded, p.21]. Such pulsing is heard again in cues M6 and M8, led by 

the strings but also featuring at times bass trombone and bass saxophone. In all these 

cases the tempo is fast and the pulsing drives the pieces forward. Here the repeated pitch 

of the notes is determined by the cyclical chord progression of the piece, as in many of 

Nyman‟s pieces. These are not the only feature of these cues, but they form the bedrock 

on which further melodies and rhythmic patterns are played out in typical Nyman style. 

Time and again in his musical film scores Nyman will introduce a pulse line, related to 

the chord progression. Such pulses often underpin more melodic and rhythmic lines, as 

for example in the opening theme for The End of the Affair; or, they are introduced after 

a piece has been started, as for example in „Beacus‟ or „Fish Beach‟,
59

 and do not 

necessarily continue throughout. They are a fundamental part of Nyman‟s musical 

toolbox, as demonstrated by the opening 14 bars of cue M8, which consist of nothing 

but pulsing repetitions [see Figure 7, bar 1 shaded, p.38] which then continue as other 

elements are added.  

On occasion Nyman uses pulse notes within a rhythmic/melodic pattern; for 

example, the beginning of cue M10 in Man with a Movie Camera [see Figure 8, bars 1-

4 shaded, p.61]. Given the two crotchet rests, the overall feel is of a pulsing ostinato. 

Furthermore, in this case though writing within a 4/4 time signature the actual effect is 

of a 14/4 time signature, demonstrating a rhythmic pulsing complexity. 

There are often minor melodic and rhythmic variations to the ostinatos: in cue 

M7 there is a melodic change in bar 3 which is repeated in bars 9, 28, and 38, and a 

single note melodic change in bars 8, 15, 22, 33 and 43 [see Figure 3, circled]; there is 

also a change from 4/4 to 3/4 time signature for bars 31 and 32, and 38. Similar slight 

                                                 
57

  There are some significant differences between the written score and the film soundtrack version. 

Piano and voice feature on the soundtrack but are not written in the score, with the piano often playing the 

same ostinato as one of the scored instruments. Other instruments that are scored are not heard on the 

soundtrack, for example some of the scored lines for flute, horn, and saxophone. The ostinato referenced 

here is played throughout the soundtrack on the cues referred to by at least one of the scored instruments.   
58

  There are many other examples of repetition in these Figures, for example the Alto Sax and Horn in 

Figure 2. 
59

  See Chapters 5 and 6. 
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variations are found in the other cues. These are very minor shifts which do not detract 

from the major repetition, but do avoid a situation of pure, continual repetition.  

Figure 5: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M2, p.4. 
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Figure 6: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M5, p.21. 
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Figure 7: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M8, p.38. 
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Figure 8: Extract from Man with a Movie Camera score. Cue M10, p.61. 
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More importantly there is a significant difference from Reich‟s early pulsing/ostinato 

minimalist pieces in that Nyman writes other melodic lines alongside his repeated 

ostinatos and his pulsing eighth or sixteenth notes. These will often introduce their own 

rhythmic/melodic patterns, which are a significant contrast to the first patterns, as will 

be seen in the different musical lines in „Gertler‟, Beacus‟, „Car Crash‟, and „Fish 

Beach‟
60

, and as can be seen on several of the Man with a Movie Camera score 

examples; these patterns will also be repeated, as for example the alto sax and horn parts 

in cue M3, bars 1-12 [see Figure 2, p.14]. It is the interweaving of these different 

melodic/rhythmic patterns which creates a distinctive Nymanesque feel and gives his 

music the richness of different „voices‟
61

 within a minimalist framework of pulse and 

tonal ostinatos. And, all these patterns are embedded on Nyman‟s framework of cyclical 

bass chord progressions.   

These progressions are indicated throughout most of the Man with a Movie 

Camera score by the electric bass line [see Figures 3-6]. Their structural prominence in 

Nyman‟s own compositional practice is suggested by Nyman‟s one page overview score 

for the film [see Figure 9 and Appendix F for enlarged copy]. It is not clear if this was 

written down after all the cues were fully composed or before, but it shows how Nyman 

can condense a whole 68-minute film score onto one page (rather like Terry Riley‟s one 

page score for In C). It demonstrates how the score is linked to the film‟s visuals, but 

simply in terms of where cues begin, as indicated, for example, by the captions 

„WINDOW -> SLEEPING WOMAN‟ (cue M3) or „CAM. ABOVE STREET: REG. 

OFFICE‟ (cue M9). This underlines Nyman‟s methodology of providing a musical 

score which is not designed to highlight the movements and actions on the screen in a 

„mickey-mouse‟ style, and not designed to synchronize with screen actions; rather, it is 

designed as a musical universe that parallels Vertov‟s visual portrait. More importantly 

for my argument here, the one page score shows how the music is predominantly based 

on the bass chord progressions so that most of the cues are scored in terms of the root 

notes of the main chords; for example cue M2, bars 1-42, and cues M6 and M8, which 

are written out entirely as the bass line. It also shows how repetition is fundamental to 

the musical structures; for example, through the number of repeat bars indicated 

throughout cue M6, and many other places on the score, but most obviously in cue 

M10, which is structured in terms of blocks of bars which contain their own repetitions, 

starting with blocks of „7‟, „7‟, „9‟ and „11‟ bars which account for the first 34 bars.  

                                                 
60

 See Chapters 5 and 6. 
61

 See discussion of Schaffer in Chapter 5. 
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Figure 9: One page score overview of Man with a Movie Camera 

 

 

 

 

 

Where the score is not presented in terms of bass chords it is usually presented in terms 

of ostinatos, as in most of cues M5, M7, and M13.  Overall, Man with a Movie Camera 

is a clear case of the way in which bass chord progressions form the basis for Nyman‟s 

music. 
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The repeated chord progressions or cycles are a central aspect of Nyman‟s 

composition. They provide the basis for repetition in two ways: first, because the chord 

progression or cycle can be repeated again and again; second, because over these 

progressions Nyman can compose a rhythmic/melodic cell which, while it changes pitch 

in order to harmonize with the chord progression, repeats its rhythm and its melodic 

contour (as will be shown in „Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds‟). Sometimes 

these chord progressions/cycles are quite simple and short, four chords in four bars, 

repeated again and again as heard in his early piece „Bird List‟, part of his score for The 

Falls. Sometimes they are more complex, creating a longer overall cycle, as in the 15 

bar cycle of „Chasing Sheep‟; sometimes there are more variations, as in several of the 

cues for Man with a Movie Camera which provide even more complexity. In cue M6, 

for example, there is no clear cycle for the first 48 bars, but then a simple 4 bar chord 

progression is established and repeated [see Figure 10]. 

 

 

Figure 10: Bass line for Cue M6 Man with a Movie Camera 

 

 

Bars 1-48: 

C C C C G G / C C C C Ab Ab / C C C C G G/  G C Ab Ab C C Eb Eb G G 

E E G E E E E D D D C C Ab Ab C C Eb Eb G G /  

 

Bars 49-93 

C Ab Eb G x 11 

 

 

 

There are some repetitions in the first 48 bars (the 4-bar Cs for example) and some 

regularity in the first 18 bars (which I have divided into three 6 bar blocks) but there is 

no fixed progression pattern. However, after the first 48 bars, he uses the repeated 

progression C, Ab, Eb, G (I-VI-III-V) eleven times for the next 44 bars, establishing a 

much more fixed and simple four-bar chord progression.  

Nyman‟s early piece „Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds,‟ composed for 

The Draughtsman’s Contract, illustrates several of the Nymanesque aspects so far 

discussed and in particular, the cyclical structure of a Nyman piece. It again shows 
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elements of repetition and pulse: pulsating eighth notes as part of the chord progression 

are played first by the piano;
62

 these are shown in Nyman‟s solo piano score version in 

the left hand bass line [see Figure 11, p.12, Track 1, CD compilation Appendix E],
63

 

and they are maintained throughout the piece apart from one 8-bar sequence. They are 

supplemented after bar 15 by the addition of pulsating strings. While the piano 

continues to play eighth notes (for a 4/4 time signature) the strings play triplets, thus 

introducing a complexity of cross rhythm within this pulsating structure (not a typical 

Nyman tendency though one often found in Glass). 

The major element of repetition is found not in an exact melodic 

repetition/ostinato but in the repetition of a rhythmic pattern with a similar melodic 

contour: the rhythmic pattern (in sequence A) consists of a held three-quarter note at the 

start of each bar followed by three sixteenth notes which complete the bar and lead into 

the next three-quarter note [as seen in the top line of the piano score, Figure 11, bars 1-2 

shaded]. Melodically, the first note of the sixteenth notes is normally the same as the 

preceding three-quarter note and then either ascends and descends by a third, or 

descends and ascends by a third. The melodic pitches of this pattern are determined 

through harmonization with the bass chord progression, which thus underpins and 

determines the melodic possibilities and provides a second layer of repetition in the 

sequence or cycle of 15 bars. The melodic similarities and the rhythmic repetitions of 

the sequence combine to create a listening experience of minimalist repetition, enhanced 

by the repetitions of the 15 bar cycle. This 15 bar sequence or cycle, derived from 

Purcell,
64

 forms the basis for the structure of the whole piece in which A, B, and C 

provide three different variations of the cycle [see Figure 12]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
62

  A bass trombone is used in the original film recording, whereas piano is used in „The Composer‟s Cut‟ 

recording of Nyman/Greenaway Revisited. 
63

   Score extracts for „Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds‟ from Michael Nyman: Film Music for 

Solo Piano, Bury St Edmunds, Chester Music, 1997, pp.12-15. A recording of  „Chasing Sheep is Best 

Left to Shepherds‟ is on the CD, Appendix F, Track 1. 
64

 Nyman, as mentioned, in his early works uses pre-existing musical pieces as the basis for his 

composition. „Chasing Sheep‟ is derived from the opening eight bars of Purcell‟s King Arthur, the 

prelude to Act III, Scene 2. See ap Sion, Music of Michael Nyman, pp.96-7. 
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Figure 11: Extract from ‘Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds’ piano score. 

  

 

 



 137 

 

Figure 12: Structure of ‘Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds’. 

 
 

A 1  15 bars rhythmic/melody pattern over bass chord cycle 

A 2  19 bars development of rhythmic/melody pattern, same chords 

A 3  15 bars further development, same chords 

A 4  15 bars further development, same chords 

8-bar ‘bridge’, a quieter section using same rhythmic/melodic phrase but 

without pulsing 

 

B 1  15 bars new melodic pattern but with same chord cycle  

C 1  15 bars new rhythmic/melodic pattern same chord cycle 

C 2  15 bars development of rhythmic/melody pattern, same chord cycle 

C 3  15 bars further development, same chord cycle 

A 5  16 bars recapitulation of A1, same chord cycle. 

 

 

 Rebecca Leydon in her article discussing the use of ostinatos in minimalist 

music refers to the work of Richard Middleton.
65

 He 

offers a useful way to distinguish among different kinds of ostinati and their 

effects. Middleton draws a distinction between what he calls „discursive‟ 

and „musematic‟ repetition strategies. … Musematic repetition is a more or 

less unvaried repetition of „musemes‟ … the smallest meaningful units 

within a musical system. Discursive repetition, on the other hand, is 

repetition of longer, syntactically more complex units, like whole phrases or 

strophes. The musematic strategy tends to project a single-leveled formal 

structured „groove,‟ while the discursive strategy projects a hierarchically 

organized discourse … The two strategies are differently weighted in 

different musical styles and they produce quite different experiential 

effects.
66

 

This is useful both for understanding Nyman‟s method and the effects of his music. The 

two types of repetition are both present in his work, exemplified in the short (1 bar) 

rhythmic/melodic cell of the right hand and the longer (15 bar) chord progression of the 

left hand which is then repeated throughout the whole piece. This is a typical Nyman 

structure, and in terms of „experiential effects‟ it differentiates Nyman from the 

American minimalist practice described previously. Whereas their repetitions tended to 

produce a potentially trance-like, mesmeric listening experience, based on the 

                                                 
65

 Richard Middleton, „“Lost in Music”? Pleasure, Value and Ideology in Popular Music‟, in Studying 

Popular Music, Milton Keynes, Open University Press, 1990. 
66

 Rebecca Leydon, „Towards a Typology of Minimalist Tropes‟ in Music Theory Online, Vol 8, No 4, 

(2002), http://mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.02.8.4/mto.02.8.4.leydon_frames.html  (accessed 

28/12/2009). 

http://mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.02.8.4/mto.02.8.4.leydon_frames.html
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predominance of the use of „musematic‟ repetition strategies, Nyman‟s use of 

„discursive‟ bass chord cycles produces a more traditional listening experience, 

following the development and progression of the chord cycle. The „bedrock‟ of the 

chord cycle provides a music which, while it could still be called „minimalist‟, can be 

followed in a more traditional, less hypnotic, way. In fact the bass chord progressions 

are simply using Purcell‟s Baroque ground-basses; but these are repeated nine times, to 

give a minimalist flavour. The right-hand melodic/rhythmic phrase is also typical of a 

Baroque phrase but this is insistently repeated in all the „A‟ sections in a way untypical 

of Baroque music, which gives the indelible minimalist stamp of repetition.     

The central cycle of „Chasing Sheep‟, played for the first 15 bars of the piece 

(A1), is repeated, demonstrating further aspects of pulse and showing development 

through variations. In the second sequence (A2) pulsing strings are added; in the third 

(A3) a saxophone counter-melody is introduced, and the fourth (A4) includes both of 

these. The second sequence is actually extended to nineteen bars. This length is 

perfectly suited to its first use in The Draughtsman’s Contract as the cue ends at the 

same point as this scene ends so that both film sequence and music have a moment of 

resolution. What is not clear is whether Nyman extended this sequence from 15 to 19 

bars after filming was complete in order to fit the timing of the film or whether 

Greenaway timed his shots to fit the music. The former seems quite probable as it is the 

only sequence extended to nineteen bars; it demonstrates the flexibility of Nyman‟s 

repetitive style. Nyman has commented on this flexibility, how minimalist music can be 

easily adjusted in relation to the demands of film cues:  „I‟m very flexible ... one of the 

advantages of writing modular music or repetitive music is if you need to shorten things 

you just take out a module [or add one to lengthen a cue].‟
67

 

Nyman develops the piece by then having a short, quieter, 8-bar sequence where 

the pulsing stops while the rhythmic and melodic pattern of the three-quarter note 

followed by three sixteenth notes is maintained; this is followed by another 15-bar 

sequence (B 1) which brings back the pulsing but changes the main melodic repeated 

rhythmic pattern and includes a saxophone melodic line. Then there are three 15-bar 

sequences (C1, C2, C3): these increase the tempo (in the solo piano score the first 

sequences are given a tempo of 96-112 per quarter note and the C sequences are played 

at 138-154 per quarter note) and this is emphasized through the continued eighth note 

                                                 

67
 Michael Nyman, The Guardian Interview: Michael Nyman, National Film Theatre, British Film 

Institute TV, 1994. 
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pulsing of the piano; the sequence introduces a new repeated rhythmic/melodic pattern 

which stresses beats 2, 3, and 4 [see Figure 13, bars 56-9 shaded, p.15]. These are 

mostly ascending or descending triads harmonizing with the same bass chord 

progression and they lead into the first beat eighth notes of each bar. Each „C‟ sequence 

is developed through additions of other melodic lines, including the saxophone melody 

heard in the previous section. Finally, the piece returns to the original „A‟ cycle and 

original tempo to play it one final time. 

I have given this long description of the piece since it acts as a useful outline of 

a typical Nyman „process‟ and structure: the use of a melodic/rhythmic cell (often 

derived from a classical musical source) which is played over a bass chord progression. 

The rhythmic cell can be repeated with melodic variations while the bass completes its 

cycle and then the whole sequence can be repeated but with further orchestral additions 

and variations; development is produced by introducing new repeating 

melodic/rhythmic structures (sequences „B‟ and „C‟) which are still related to the 

original bass chord progression. Additionally, one or several instruments play pulsing 

lines. Similar structures can be found at work in many pieces, for example „Time 

Lapse‟, Memorial, and Water Dances, and are influential in many of Nyman‟s later film 

music compositions. 

A further key element within Nyman‟s minimalist structures is his use of rising 

and falling musical intervals. This is a central aspect of his melodic structures and is 

very significant in relation to the affect of his music. It is demonstrated well in „Chasing 

Sheep‟. The piano‟s top hand melodic/rhythmic pattern (in A1) presents an octave 

ascent from G4 to G5. In fact the piece rises to E6 in bar 13 in a climactic moment 

which has been reached by gradual stages moving up to C5 (bar 2), F5 (bar 3), G5 (bar 

5), A5 (bar 7), B5 (bar 8), C6 (bar 10). Thus the general movement in the whole 

sequence is upwards. However within this general upward movement there are pitch 

descents in some bars (both descents and ascents are related harmonically to the bass 

chord progression which provides Western ears, attuned to tonality, with a sense of 

harmony and order). It might seem at first as if the sixteenth notes at the end of each bar 

will determine the ascent/descent movement: they themselves have a rising or falling 

structure based on 3
rd

 intervals, but though most of the rising sixteenth notes lead to 

ascents this is not always the case.  The varied alternations of ascent/descent are thus 

not rigidly fixed and give a varied musical rising/falling contour to the music within an 

overall structure of ascent and final return to chord resolution.  
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Figure 13: Extract from ‘Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds’ score, p.15  
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This provides a musical „up/downness‟ which can be linked to emotional response and 

affect and produce a corresponding emotional roller-coaster ride of ascent/descent, 

happy/sad. The overall movement here of ascent, expressed by the climactic E6, 

corresponds to the uplifting nature of the piece, but there is a constant state of tension in 

the 15-bar sequence as it moves towards its resolution. Unlike a simple 4-bar chord 

progression, which is quickly resolved, this 15-bar progression delays the moment of 

resolution. 

There is another example of rising/falling tensions in the third „C‟ sequence. 

Here there is more obvious separation of low versus high pitch as the three accented 

notes in each bar, which are heard as a kind of call and response, or echo, are alternately 

low against high [see Figure 13, p.15]. Each three note pattern might have its own 

variant of ascending/descending but the contrast or opposition between high and lower 

notes is maintained throughout the sequence, thus creating a dynamic conversation 

between the two pitch registers. Another excellent example is the repeating 

rising/falling treble line played from bar 21 onwards in „Time Lapse‟ (played as 

sixteenth notes first, then thirty-second notes), which starts on the A5 and rises at the 

end of every four bars to C6 [see Figure 14, p.23, bars 21-4 shaded, Track 2, CD 

Appendix E].
68

  

The development of a musical piece, through rising and falling pitches, relates to 

the question of the teleology of music. Minimalism, as discussed, was first characterized 

as a-teleological music, largely because of its repetitious, pulsing qualities, and its 

tendency to stay at a constant level and not move towards a climax of musical 

resolution. All of this induced a different, „timeless‟, listening experience. But the 

question of minimalism‟s non-teleological nature is in fact a source of some debate. 

Robert Fink has suggested that rather than think in terms of „the essentialist binary 

opposition “teleological/nonteleological”‟
69

 it is possible to understand minimalist 

music as a form of „recombinant teleology‟.
70

 While traditional teleological music has a 

pattern of development that „follows from the process of a conflict between opposites 

and finally leads to a situation of synthesis,‟
71

 and to a final climax of musical 

resolution that works on the basis of an overall single „tension-release arc‟, Fink 

suggests the musical possibility of a „recombinant teleology‟.   

                                                 
68

   „Time Lapse‟ score from Michael Nyman: Film Music for Solo Piano, pp.22-4. A recording of „Time 

Lapse‟ is on the CD, Appendix F, Track 2. 
69

   Fink, Repeating Ourselves, p.42. 
70

   See ibid., pp.42-7. 
71

   Mertens, American Minimal Music, p.17. 
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 Figure 14: ‘Time Lapse’ piano score, pp. 22-4. 
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Figure 14: ‘Time Lapse’ contd. 
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Figure 14: ‘Time Lapse’ contd. 
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In a „recombinant teleology‟ 

a complete tension-release arc might be much smaller than the piece, 

perhaps as small as the four-bar rhythmic cycle (three bars of groove plus a 

final „turnaround‟ bar that leads back to the beginning again) that is the 

primary building block of disco, house, and techno, or the four-to-six-fold 

repetitions of measure-long modules in a typical minimalist process piece.
72

  

Thus the music can feature a series of repeated climaxes, teleological processes within a 

single piece. Nyman‟s use of the four-bar cycle certainly relates to the way that he uses 

cyclical chord progressions as an organizing process. Many of his pieces demonstrate a 

circular structure, as they are based on chord progressions which complete themselves 

and repeat; in this respect they may demonstrate a „recombinant teleological‟ aspect 

within the chord structure itself but a non-teleological aspect in the continued 

repetitions. But the length of Nyman‟s cycles, forming what Middleton called the 

„discursive‟ repetitions, suggests a more teleological element in his work.  

Repetition, pulse, and abrupt endings are standard minimalist musical 

components which link Nyman to the a-teleological position, but his music often 

demonstrates a greater degree of development and momentum which is climactic and 

hence more traditionally teleological.
73

 This is realized through structures of increasing 

volume, texture, and complexity, as new instrumental lines and variations are added 

through the repeated cycles; tempo can also be seemingly increased by doubling pulsing 

notes. This is most apparent in pieces like „Time Lapse‟ and Memorial. In both of these 

the basic funereal march of the music is played through as a cycle which can be 

repeated, but the sequence of cycles builds towards a climax. The published piano score 

for „Time Lapse‟ corresponds closely to the CD soundtrack recording and usefully 

demonstrates several of these aspects [see Figure 14, pp. 22-4]: 

 It is built up of nine cycles of four bars (total thirty-six bars); 

 Each four-bar cycle is built round an eight chord progression, as seen in bars 

five to eight – a cycle of fifths starting with F minor – which then repeat (the 1
st
 

cycle has some variations); this is played with pulse so this and the insistent 

repeats make it minimalist;   

 Each cycle builds climactically through the introduction of new instrumentation 

(indicated in the piano score by „barred‟ notes), or by the introduction of 

melodic variations (bars 13, 17, and 21), or by the introduction of a slower 

                                                 
72

 Fink, Repeating Ourselves, p.46. 
73

 It should be noted that some other so-called minimalist composers – particularly John Adams - also 

exhibit teleological aspects within their work.   
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instrument line (bars 13-16, the ascending quarter notes played first in the left 

hand but then in the right hand bars 15 and 16), or by an increase in pace by 

moving from eighth notes to sixteenth notes (bar 21) to thirty second notes (bar 

29), or by a gradual rise in pitch (the piano right hand moves over all from C4, 

bar 1, to C6, bar 36), or a combination of any of these. 

On the CD soundtrack there are many subtle and complex developments in the 

orchestration which build on the piano score; some of the most obvious ones are the 

introduction of saxophone at bar 5; introduction of violins at bar 9 when the piano 

moves to sixteenth notes; saxophone used for the quarter note ascension bars in 13-16; 

and the introduction of high woodwind playing the thirty-second notes in the final 2 

bars. All these elements, alongside other variations, demonstrate both the cyclical 

Nyman pattern, and its teleological, climactic development. What is different about the 

musical climax is its final abruptness and the failure to move to a closure back to the 

tonic F. But it is precisely this kind of ending, once the process has been fully 

developed and worked through, that is typical of Nyman. A similar process of cyclical 

building and layering can be heard in all the pieces analyzed in Chapter 5 and many 

other Nyman pieces. Memorial’s structure is similar to „Time Lapse‟; the basic cycle is 

more complex since it runs over 8 bars (lasting about fifty-five seconds) and thus the 

chord progression of 16 changes is more complex, but the teleological progression is 

similar. The piece builds in intensity until Sarah Leonard‟s voice joins the orchestra in 

what is almost a terrifying scream. This, however, is not the end of the piece; like many 

other Nyman pieces, for example „Beacus‟ and „History of the Insipid‟,
74

 climactic 

musical moments can be followed by quieter, concluding cycles, but these do not belie 

the idea of teleological progression in these pieces.  

Consequently the teleological experience of Nyman‟s version of minimalist 

repetition is somewhat different from that of the earlier music of most of the American 

minimalists.
75

 It is not quite the meditative, trance-like listening experience of that 

music. The repetitious structure of short „musematic‟ ostinatos allows the listener to 

hear the same rhythmic phrases repeated;
76

 there is a pleasure in hearing these patterns 

again and again; and this does have a quality of timelessness since it seems possible that 

                                                 
74

 Discussed in Chapter 5. 
75

 However it should be noted that not all American minimalists adopted the a-teleological style. John 

Adams has already been mentioned as writing music that is more traditionally teleological. Furthermore, 

just as Nyman develops a postminimalist style, so too do composers like Reich and Glass. Their later 

work adopts more teleological processes and other conventional musical aspects.  
76

 For example, the one-bar ostinato in „Chasing Sheep‟, the one-bar sighing themes in „Beacus‟ and „Fish 

Beach‟, the one-bar pulsing eighth notes of „Car Crash‟ which repeatedly start with a tone or semi-tone 

ascent and the one-bar sixteenth note melody in „Time Lapse‟ at bar 21 which is then heard four times. 
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these repetitions and cycles could go on and on, like a chant or mantra.
77

 But the fact 

that these one-bar phrases are based on chord progressions over a number of bars gives 

each cycle a contoured structure which is not necessarily trance-inducing; meanwhile, 

the driving energy of the pieces, while it may encourage bodily movement (and 

singing), is not particularly meditative; finally the variations and developments that take 

place in the music provide change and variety, and often lead towards a climax.   

The above analysis of Nyman‟s minimalism has shown how his work is related 

to the minimalist practices developed by Glass, Reich, and others, but also how he has 

developed his own practices, style, and sound. However, are Nyman‟s minimalist 

characteristics that were developed at the start of his musical career found in his later, 

„romantic-Nyman‟ work? Beirens suggests that Nyman maintains minimalist aspects in 

his post-Piano work but that these are modified: 

As surprising as the stylistic change in The Piano may be, the recent work 

of Michael Nyman has maintained a strong audible connection with 

minimal music. Features such as repetitive setting of motives, extensive sets 

of variations, the importance of recurring harmonic cells and above all the 

almost relentless pulsation remain important in recent Nyman as well as the 

earlier pieces. Nyman‟s recent output is certainly postminimalist in the 

sense that the systematic character of the early works gradually disappears 

from the mid-1980s onwards, and certainly there is in the post-Piano-works 

a far greater sense of musical variety.
78

  

I concur with this. There are significant changes and developments in Nyman‟s work; in 

particular he has become less dependent on using pre-existing music as his sources and 

writes more sustained and developed melodic material, with more musical variety. But 

elements of minimalism are still apparent and important so this later work can be 

labeled postminimalist or „romantic-minimalist‟.
79

 One example, from the score for 

Wonderland (1999), shows how early Nymanesque minimalist elements are still present 

in this later work, which is typical of „romantic-Nyman‟. 

The solo piano piece „Franklyn‟ [see Figure 15, pp.8-9, Track 3, CD 

compilation, Appendix E]
80

 is used three times in Wonderland (including the final end 

credits sequence). Its melodic theme and bass chord progression are also used as the 

basis for several other orchestral cues in the film.  

                                                 
77

 One of my pleasures in listening to the music is to sing along with the repeated melodic/phrases again 

and again! 
78

  Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, p.193. 
79

 See ibid., p.193. As mentioned before (p.85), I have not come across the term „romantic-minimalism‟ 

elsewhere, though McClary, as mentioned, does refer to The Piano score in terms of „minimalist 

Romanticism‟ in McClary, „Minima Romantica‟, p.57. 
80

 „Franklyn‟ score from Nyman, Wonderland for Solo Piano, Bury St Edmunds, Chester Music, 2000, 

pp.8-9.  
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Figure 15: ‘Franklyn’ Piano score. 
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Figure 15: ‘Franklyn’ contd. 
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The left hand plays an eight-bar/nine-chord progression/cycle: D major, F# minor over 

C#, G major, D major over A, G major, A major over G, D major over F#, E minor 7
th

, 

A major; it repeats this five times (extended to nine bars for cycles 2, 3, and 4) in 

typical Nyman cyclical fashion. It starts with chord I (D major) before finally resolving 

to chord V (A major) at the end of bar 8. Throughout the piece it maintains a steady 

pulse and repetition by playing each chord as quarter notes while the right hand is 

playing a predominantly pulsing eighth-note harmony/melody. The first five bars of the 

left hand produce a gradual descent, usually of a major second. This descent is halted at 

bar 6 with the A major over G chord (A dominant 7
th

, 3
rd

 inversion) but is then 

continued in bars 7 and 8 before an interval ascent to the resolving A major chord. The 

change of descent direction in bar 6 is emphasized by playing the A dominant 7
th

 chord, 

adding tonal complexity for one bar. 

While the left hand maintains the same pattern over the five repetitions and also 

maintains a steady pulse as it plays each quarter note, the melodic right hand performs 

both rhythmic and melodic variations in each sequence. Its melodic changes are 

determined by maintaining harmony with the left hand, with passing notes gradually 

introduced. In the first sequence it accentuates pulse and repetition by playing eighth 

notes at the same pitch in each bar, thus at twice the speed of the left hand. Nyman uses 

accents on the four beats of the bar. This accenting emphasizes the four-beat pulse and 

gives more variation to the pulse than unaccented minimalist pulsing.
81

 The second 

sequence maintains the eighth notes but now leads into the chord changes with the right 

hand playing one of the next bar chord notes at the end of each bar and then holding this 

for the first eighth beat of the next bar. The third sequence introduces a new right-hand 

rhythmic pattern for the first half of the sequence before returning to the second 

sequence pulsing pattern; the fourth and fifth sequences use the same right-hand 

rhythmic structure as the first half of sequence three, and maintain this, with minor 

variations, till the end. Thus, there is both a balance and contrast in the right-hand 

melody between the 2½ sequences based on eighth notes and the 2½ sequences using 

the second rhythmic structure: the piece moves from pulsing to the slower, more lyrical 

rhythm of the second half. This move can be heard as a move from a minimalist style to 

a more lyrical, romantic style, paralleling aspects of Nyman‟s own overall development, 

                                                 
81

  Nyman often uses some form of accenting, as in the accents for the right-hand ostinato on the last beat 

of bars 9-16 „Franklyn‟) and the pulse quarter notes for the left hand in „Chasing Sheep‟ (see bars 1-15). 

In „Time Lapse‟ he tends more towards accenting every note (see bars 1-8) and elsewhere he uses „what 

Dave Laing in his analysis of punk rock has described as the “rhythmic monad”: a series of regular, 

undifferentiated beats based on 1-1-1-1 rather than 1-2-1-2‟,  (ap Sion, Music of Michael Nyman, p.11.)    
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but a move which gives space to both „Nymans‟. This melodic pattern also 

demonstrates Nyman writing a longer melodic theme across the whole chord 

progression (as seen also in „History of the Insipid‟), rather than just repeating similar 

rhythmic/melodic cells, as in „Chasing Sheep‟, or „Fish Beach‟. These melodic themes 

(described as „extraordinary beautiful melodies‟ by Neil Jordan
82

) come to be a feature 

of Nyman‟s later work.  

The melody of the right hand initially contrasts with the gradual descent of the 

first bars of the left hand as it ascends from tonic D4 to dominant A4 to tonic D5 to 

dominant A5, ascents of fifths and fourths before it starts a more gradual descent. A5 is 

in fact the highest note played in the whole piece; it is reached in each of the first four 

sequences just once, but three times in the final sequence [see Fig.15, circled] and it is 

the high point of the melody in terms of ascent and emotional intensity; its position as 

the dominant note obviously makes it a point of harmonic resolution and its intensity in 

bar 42, just before the piece ends, is emphasized as it is held for three beats. In every 

sequence after the first one it is heard directly after the 6
th

 bar, the A dominant 7
th

 chord 

(bars 14, 23, and 32 in sequences 2, 3 and 4, Fig.15, circled). I have already suggested 

that this is the chord which stops the left hand descent and adds harmonic intensity and 

complexity, indicating an emotional shift which is then confirmed by the top hand 

ascent to A5 in sequences 2, 3 and 4. This is felt even more strongly in sequence 5: A5 

has already been heard twice, on the fourth beat of bars 37 and 39; it is heard a third 

time directly after Bar 41 which stands out, again, because it features the bottom hand 

dominant 7
th

 A chord, but also because the top hand plays a four beat ascent (the only 

time the right hand plays this pattern, Fig.15, shaded) to the held A5, the climax before 

the piece ends.       

 „Franklyn‟ demonstrates that Nyman continues to write pieces of tonal 

simplicity. More importantly it shows how he incorporates minimalist aspects within his 

later work, but in the context of a more melodically developed, lyrical piece, typical of 

„romantic-Nyman‟ or „romantic minimalism‟.  

 

Minimalism and film  

The above analysis of minimalism has outlined its processes and techniques and 

considered how minimalist Nyman is, but it has focused purely on the music. The 

questions to explore now are how does minimalist music interact with film, and what 

meanings does it bring to these interactions? Two articles, one by Pwyll ap Sion and 
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  Neil Jordan, DVD commentary to The End of the Affair, Columbia Tristar Home Video. 
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Tristian Evans, and the other by Susan McClary, offer important insights into these 

questions and suggest two different ways of considering minimalist film music.
83

 Ap 

Sion and Evans are concerned with the formal nature of minimalism and its „neutral‟ 

qualities which tend to make it „autonomous‟ and „transferable‟ across a number of film 

situations.
84

 McClary takes a different approach: she is concerned with the social 

meanings and affects of minimalism in general and how these are linked to film 

meanings and affects.       

Ap Sion and Evans aim „to explore the relationship between minimalist music 

and various types of multimedia,‟
85

 with a focus on film and television. They argue that 

„the nature of this relationship deviates from normative patterns established between 

sound and image.‟
86

 The argument is that minimalist music tends to operate in films in 

such a way that the music „does not usually dissolve into the supporting image,‟
87

 and 

as such, it carries more weight in the ensuing „dialogue‟ between sound and image. It 

seems that ap Sion and Evans are arguing that this is a consequence of the nature of 

minimalist music itself. They point out that minimalist music has a history of being 

involved in multi-media projects in which the music often operated in an autonomous 

way, unlike film music that is usually subordinated to film narrative. This is certainly 

true, and the way Nyman‟s and Glass‟s minimalism was first used in film continued this 

practice: film directors Peter Greenaway and Godfrey Reggio set up unusual parameters 

on their respective films which gave both composers more autonomy and a significant 

voice in the films, setting up a different film/music relationship.  

Ap Sion and Evans also note that minimalist music  

emphasized extreme formal abstraction and internal objectivity. Early 

compositions eschewed any referential or programmatic content [so that] in 

some respects … minimalist music was the complete antithesis to 

                                                 
83

 Pwyll ap Sion & Tristian Evans, „Parallel Symmetries? The Relationship between Minimalist Music 

and Multimedia Forms‟, in Graeme Harper, et al. (eds), Sound and Music in Film and Visual Media: A 

Critical Overview, New York, Continuum Press, 2009, pp.671-91. (This article first appeared as „Parallel 

Symmetries? Exploring Relationships between Minimalist Music and Multimedia Forms‟, unpublished 

paper delivered at First International Conference on Music and Minimalism, Bangor University, 31/8-

2/9/2007 and it is this paper which is referenced here); Susan McClary, „Minima Romantica‟, in Daniel 

Goldmark, et al. (eds), Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema, Berkeley, University of 

California Press, 2007, pp.48-65. Both articles deal with minimalism in general but make specific 

references to Nyman. 
84

 The „autonomous‟ issue will be developed in relation to Nyman‟s Greenaway soundtracks in Chapter 5, 

and the „transferable‟ issue will be developed  in Chapter 6. 
85

 Ap Sion and Evans, „Parallel Symettries?‟, (2007), p.1. 
86

  Ibid., p.1. 
87

  Ibid., p.1. 
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traditional, functional film music: it stubbornly resisted references, clinging 

instead to a distilled, extreme form of musical absolutism.
88

  

This is a different argument and it is certainly true that the origins of minimalism 

support this, as ap Sion and Evans demonstrate.
89

 But the irony then is that Nyman‟s 

and Glass‟s music seems to have worked so well with film. If the music „eschewed any 

referential … content‟, if it was an „extreme form of musical absolutism‟, then what was 

actually happening when film image and music met (both in unusual films like The 

Draughtsman’s Contract and Koyaanisqatsi, and in typical narrative films)? Audiences 

certainly found they could watch/listen to these films in a productive and pleasurable 

way. This could be evidence of the fact that minimalist music is not just a new style of 

film music but one which presents the viewer/listener with a new sound/image 

relationship. This is ap Sion and Evans‟ argument, that 

in the complementary pairing of image and sound … a composition would 

retain its own autonomous space while at the same time relating to a specific 

visual moment. Music‟s relationship to moving images could best be 

described as metonymic or associative rather than metaphoric or integrated. 

Instead of being absorbed into the other‟s dimensions, it existed alongside it 

on essentially equal terms.
90

  

Their point here is that it is minimalism‟s formal characteristics that make this different 

kind of image/music relationship possible. They conclude that minimalism has „a 

chameleon-like character‟ so that „[m]inimalist music‟s neutrality, objectivity, 

malleability and colouristic aspects allow it to shift across different visual landscapes or 

emotional spaces‟,
91

 and it is these qualities which suggest the possibilities of 

minimalist music‟s „transferability‟.  

This „neutrality/malleability‟ argument is supported by the idea that minimalist 

music produces a different kind of listening experience from „ordinary‟ music, one that 

is more open to a variety of hearing experiences and therefore interpretations. Brian Eno 

has written of his experience listening to Philip Glass: 

One of the most interesting musical experiences I ever had was hearing a 

Philip Glass piece … in 1970 … It was loud and completely repetitive, but 

the most interesting thing was that you were constantly hearing melodies. 

Now, I know these melodies weren‟t being played, but I was finding them 

there. What‟s happening is that the job of finding narrative, finding melody, 

and finding sense in the music is being passed over to the audience. They 
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  Ibid., p.4. 
89

  See ibid., pp. 3-5 
90

  Ibid., p.5. This will be discussed in relation to Nyman‟s music for Greenaway in Chapter 5. 
91

  Ibid., p.24. 
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are being given a mix, and then being told, „OK, go and find your way 

around‟.
92

   

This suggests the possibility of music which gives the audience a more important sense-

making role, and which thus remains „open‟ to a variety of possible meanings; and this 

in turn suggests its potential flexibility and transferability when being used in 

conjunction with different film images. 

 However, the weakness of ap Sion and Evans‟ „neutrality/malleability‟ argument 

– which argues for a different kind of music/image relationship than normally found in 

films – is that this different kind of music/image relationship, and the different ways of 

watching/listening to them, were established by Greenaway/Nyman and Reggio/Glass 

in non-mainstream film contexts. I argue that the meaning/affects of Nyman‟s music for 

Greenaway‟s films are largely determined by the unusual narrative structures of the 

films rather than the minimalist music; since the films do not conform to typical film 

narratives they provide a different context for any music that goes with them. 

Furthermore, Nyman‟s music could be successfully transferred to „normal‟ narrative 

films and work appropriately in that context (as argued in Chapter 5). Also, as regards 

transferability, it is not just minimalist music that can be used, „chameleon-like‟ in 

different situations; there are many examples of „pre-existing‟ Western art music doing 

this and also examples of film music composed for one context being used in another 

(as shown in Chapter 6). Additionally, film music in general tends to refer to 

generalized, archetypal feelings and circumstances (as shown in Chapter 7) so that it 

would be possible for much film music to be easily transferred to different situations; 

this malleability is therefore not just a feature of minimalism. After Nyman‟s and 

Glass‟s earlier scores, their minimalist music has subsequently been used in more 

typical, „subordinate-to-narrative‟, ways, which undermines arguments about 

minimalism‟s „autonomous‟ and „equal‟ relationship to images.
93

 

The strength of the „neutrality/malleability‟ argument is that minimalist music 

does seem to combine well with film in general, and therefore is especially transferable, 

so that the same minimalist music often operates effectively in very different 

situations.
94

 I will argue (in Chapter 6) that many styles of music are more open to 
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  Brian Eno, quoted in Russell Lack, Twenty Four Frames Under: A Buried History of Film Music, 

London, Quartet, 1997, p.179. 
93 Another example is William Friedkin‟s The Exorcist, which made use of Mike Oldfield‟s minimalist 

„Tubular Bells‟ in a fairly typical film narrative/music relationship in 1973; more recently, the subsequent 

development of minimalist music and film has demonstrated more typical use of music, as in Gattaca and 

The Piano (Nyman), and The Truman Show and Notes on a Scandal (Glass).  
94

  As will be seen, for example, with „History of the Insipid‟, Chapters 5 and 6. 
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transferable possibilities, in their combination with film images, than has been 

recognized in the film music literature; but minimalism, in particular, has certain 

aesthetic characteristics that make it especially suited to this transferability. However, I 

don‟t agree that it is just its „neutrality‟ that makes this possible; rather, there are certain 

formal, aesthetic qualities that make the film/minimalist music combination particularly 

resonant, powerful, meaningful, and feelingful, and make minimalism an ideal kind of 

music to accompany film, and these will be discussed below. Before doing this, 

however, it will be useful to briefly situate the qualities of minimalist film music within 

a wider understanding of how film music has developed in the last forty years, 

acknowledging that there has been a general shift in the way film music and image are 

put together. The following points reiterate and develop points made in Chapter 2 which 

will be referred to again in Chapter 5. Their importance in providing a context for 

understanding minimalism and Nyman‟s music makes this reiteration worthwhile.    

Royal Brown, when considering film music developments, argues that 

one of the most interesting and indicative aspects of film music in the ‟90s 

lies ... in the redefining and resiting of the very role of music in the imaged 

universe of the cinema. ... [Film music] no longer function[s] purely as 

backing for key emotional situations, but rather exist[s] as a kind of parallel 

emotional/aesthetic universe. ... [T]he music, rather than supporting and/or 

coloring the visual images and narrative situations, stands as an image in its 

own right.
95

      

Several analysts have noticed how a different image/music relationship was brought 

about through the use of pre-existing art and pop music in films;
96

 Jeff Smith, for 

example, in his discussion of the development of film scores in the 1960s, has shown 

how film music, prompted by the industrial economics of selling soundtrack recordings, 

became more prominent and autonomous.
97

 At the same time there were more examples 

of film music adopting Nino Rota‟s „third way‟, expressing „the spirit of the film‟, 

rather than being a slave to „mickey-mouse‟ techniques. Minimalism‟s emergence and 

the different image/music relationship it engenders needs to be understood within this 

wider context of a general changing relationship between music and image: it is not 

only minimalism that demanded more prominence and autonomy; other music was also 

given more prominence, more space and, if not exactly complete autonomy, certainly 

more freedom in the way it and images combined.  
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 Royal Brown, Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music, London, University of California 

Press, 1994, pp.239-40. 
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  See Stillwell and Powrie, Changing Tunes; Gorbman, „Ears Wide Open: Kubrick‟s Music‟; Kassabian, 

Hearing Film. 
97

  Jeff Smith in The Sounds of Commerce examines the examples of Henry Mancini, John Barry, and 

Ennio Morricone.  
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Given this context, it is useful, following ap Sion, Evans, and others,
98

 to 

consider the formal characteristics and aesthetic qualities that make minimalism, and 

Nyman‟s music, suited to film narratives in general and to this new 

prominent/autonomous use of music. Certainly, there are a number of ways in which 

minimalism fits the practical needs of putting images/narrative and music together: first, 

minimalist music, as already mentioned, can be easily lengthened or shortened, by 

adding or removing repeated cells, to fit the time constraints of narrative cues. Second, 

as ap Sion argues,  

[t]he absence of goal-orientation – no clear beginning, middle or end – 

meant that the music could be used flexibly: any part of any piece could be 

used without losing a sense of the music‟s essential features.
99

  

Third, since minimalist music endings are often perceived as abrupt, cutting music 

abruptly when editing to a film is heard as quite normal within a minimalist aesthetic. 

Consequently, the whole process of editing minimalist film music cues is very 

simple.
100

  

 The use of accentuated, repetitive pulsing in minimalism is also suited to film. 

Pulse suggests life, movement, and tension. It doesn‟t have to be fast, though much of 

Nyman‟s music is and thus has energetic and energizing qualities; but the slow pulsing 

of „Time Lapse‟ and even the lilting, repetitious 3/4 waltz-like rhythms of „Beacus‟ and 

„Fish Beach‟, which also contain some pulsing, suggest movement too. This is 

peculiarly suited to film which is a time-based medium showing movement through 

time; movement of music and image thus combine symbiotically. The pulsing 

processional qualities of „Time Lapse‟ and Memorial, for example, will suit any film 

which shows a procession of people or has complementary camera movement (as in the 

tracking shots through the twins‟ „Time Lapse‟ photo-laboratory in A Zed and Two 

Noughts [see Chapter 1, DVD compilation, Appendix D], and through the restaurant in 

The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover  – hereafter The Cook – at the start of the 

film when Memorial is first heard). Pulsing musical movement can bring to life almost 

any images on screen. Peter Weir, discussing film music, values this aspect of 

minimalism. He notes that people live in an industrialized, mechanized age which 

features lots of repetitive sounds, like fans, refrigerators, and so on:  

                                                 
98

  Andrew Ford, The Music Show, Radio National, ABC, 25/7/2009, also refers to Nyman‟s „neutrality‟. 
99

  Ap Sion, „Minimalist Film Music in Context: The Case of Man on Wire‟, unpublished paper delivered 

at „Film Music Conference‟ School of Music, University of Leeds, 6/11/2009, p.3. 
100

   Given film music‟s increased prominence, music cues tend to be longer, so that, in Nyman‟s case, 

many of his music cues last between 40 seconds and 2 ½ minutes. This length is suited to his cyclical 

patterns so there is often time for a cycle to be repeated two or three times within one cue. 
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This repetition, that‟s in a lot of mechanized sound, I think peculiarly suit[s] 

film … [and] that drew me to Philip Glass … [W]hen you take that 

repetition you create a tension.
101

  

For Weir, tension is part of films‟ „DNA … will they kiss, will she turn around ... will 

the bomb go off?‟, and for him, the repeated pulsing of minimalism can build this 

tension.
102

 As he says „I‟ve been drawn to that cyclical music; when it breaks out of its 

cycle of course it has great power, just the change of a note or a chord progression 

makes a difference.‟
103

 

 Pulsing is important in one other respect: it is very suited to „rhythmic‟ 

editing,
104

 cutting to the pulse of music. This is a familiar and highly effective way of 

combining film and music as seen in numerous pop videos. It is no accident that 

Greenaway‟s films have this pop video quality as he often cuts his films to Nyman‟s 

music, and uses pulse as the determining factor of where cuts should come. Editing any 

film content in this way can create a dynamic relationship between images and music.
105

 

            Minimalist ostinato repetitions also combine well with film. Rebecca Leydon, in 

an analysis of „the effects of ostinato techniques‟ in minimalism suggests that 

„[r]epetition can potentially serve a great variety of expressive purposes‟ when using 

„incessant motivic repetition.‟  She suggests that „because ostinati may be constructed 

and combined in myriad ways, a variety of different kinds of stories can be told about 

musical subjects,‟ and she identifies six „tropes‟ of repetition as follows:   

Maternal [where] repetition evokes a 'holding environment', or regression to 

an imagined state of prelinguistic origins … mantric [where] repetition 

portrays a state of mystical transcendence … kinetic [where] repetition 

depicts (or incites) a collectivity of dancing bodies … totalitarian [where] 

repetition evokes an involuntary state of unfreedom … motoric [where] 

repetition evokes an indifferent mechanized process … [and] aphasic 

[where] repetition conveys notions of cognitive impairment, madness, or 

logical absurdity.
106

 

Each of these „configures a different sort of musical subject – an infant, a dancer, a 

mystic, a prisoner, a machine‟ for the listener.
107

 Leydon is not arguing here for the 

„neutrality‟ of minimalist repetitions. On the contrary she is arguing that minimalist 
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  Peter Weir interview by Andrew Ford in Into the Music, Radio National, ABC, 13/06/2009. 
102

  The shark‟s two-note ostinato theme in Jaws is an obvious example. 
103

  Peter Weir interview, Into the Music. 
104

 See Bordwell and Thompson Film Art: An Introduction Sixth Edition, New York, University of 

Wisconsin, 2001, pp. 257-8. 
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 Rebecca Leydon, „Towards a Typology of Minimalist Tropes‟, in Music Theory Online, vol.8 no.4, 
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28/12/2009).  
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 Leydon doesn‟t include a „musical subject‟ for the „aphasic‟ trope.   
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repetitions carry meanings and feelings for „expressive purposes‟. Moreover, minimalist 

repetitions can take on a number of different forms which can relate to „different 

stories‟. These forms, as described, relate to quite general situations; just as it was 

argued in Chapter 1 that music can relate to generalized emotions (for example, love or 

sadness), which will be made specific and individual by particular film narratives, so 

too can different minimalist tropes be made specific in particular filmic stories. 

Minimalist repetition thus has a variety of general purposes, which can be applied or 

transferred to a host of specific situations, stories, narratives.  

Using Leydon‟s approach it can be argued that Nyman‟s variety of ostinatos and 

repetitions can produce very different feelings and meanings, „different kinds of 

stories‟. Man with a Movie Camera provides a good example. The film is a visual 

portrait of the Soviet revolutionary state in 1929, depicting a society in flux, developing 

industrially and politically; machines, like the camera, are central to organizing people‟s 

lives and providing exciting new possibilities. The film documents „the full spectrum of 

1929 Soviet urban life with dazzling inventiveness‟,
108

 showing people at work and at 

leisure. The main music for the film is based on two pieces „Enemy Zero‟, and „Laura‟. 

These are immediately differentiated by pace, the one fast, dynamic, and energetic, the 

other slow, gentle, and lyrical. Each of these produces different expressive affects which 

offer a way of understanding/feeling the film‟s content; the first might easily carry 

elements of Leydon‟s kinetic, totalitarian, and motoric tropes; the second, elements of 

the maternal and mantric. The possible music/image meaningful feelings will depend on 

their combination.  

The opening scene, the first use of „Enemy Zero‟ (cue M2), is set in the cinema 

itself. This is a place which is characterized in terms of regimentation, industrial order, 

and proletarian social equality, qualities which are represented by the chairs in the 

auditorium which are shown in regimental rows; they are basic in terms of comfort, all 

the same, and are operated mechanically so that they move without humans, almost 

robotically. But this movement is also magical, just like the cinema itself, as the chairs 

are animated, brought to life. The cinema is also a place of culture and beauty, harking 

back to pre-cinema, pre-revolution theatres, with shots of plush curtains and candelabra, 

as well as being a place of the machine and modernity, as shown in the projector itself 

and the magical mechanisms of celluloid.  Into this world come the masses, the Soviet 

people, who fill every seat expectantly, and then the orchestra, a group of skilled artists 

waiting to orchestrate the visual spectacle and triumph of cinematic technology which 
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 Man with a Movie Camera, BFI  DVD, 2001, DVD liner notes. 
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will unfold. This collective group of individuals is literally sparked into action by the 

dynamics of the projector starting up: the drama is ready to begin. The kinetic, 

„dancing‟ trope can be seen in the movements of the musicians once they start to play; 

they aren‟t actually dancing but they are moving with vigour, artistry, excitement, and 

expressiveness. The „totalitarian‟ trope can be seen in the rows of chairs operated as one 

by machines, not by human action; this, alongside shots of the magnificent projector, 

also demonstrates the „motoric‟. The dynamic, energetic, pulsing, repetitive music of 

„Enemy Zero‟ thus has a number of different possibilities. This is demonstrated 

throughout the film as the „Enemy Zero‟ theme is used several times: cue M6 shows the 

energy of the city as it goes to work, with shots of buses, trams, factories, street scenes, 

workers, machinery, and the cameraman himself; cue M8 features in a third sequence 

which is focused on travelling across the city, featuring one particular horse and cart 

journey, but also shows the power of the camera using freeze-frames and showing the 

editing process. Overall, in all these sequences the music is part of the film‟s celebration 

of machines, travel and human agency, but it is being used in a number of different 

situations, which at times can express different aspects such as the „dancing‟ and 

„motoric‟ tropes.
109

 

In contrast to „Enemy Zero‟, „Laura‟ is slow, gentle, and more insistently 

repetitive. It is first used in scenes depicting the city asleep, at dawn, still, and mainly 

devoid of people. These scenes also show the regimented qualities of architecture and 

social space (exemplified by the shot of babies‟ cots in hospital); they present contrasts 

between the poor and the relatively well-off and show a series of locations (including 

several shots of inactive industrial machinery) which will be seen later on in the film 

(filled with people). All the different elements of the new Soviet life, which are shown 

in this sequence, are linked by the music. Here the trope is closer to the sonorous, 

„maternal‟ repetitions suggested by Leydon: the city is still, and there are many shots of 

people sleeping, vulnerable, and innocent. Further, an element of elegiac melancholy is 

communicated in the way that the ostinato phrase always finishes with a descending 

interval (usually a major third, occasionally a minor third). The same theme is then 

repeated in cues M7 and M13, which accompany a variety of other scenes and events 

that become linked by this same musical context.   

                                                 
109

 There is little attempt in Nyman‟s score to achieve direct synchronization of music with images or 

editing. Only in the final sequence when Vertov starts to use a combination of fast cutting and fast motion 

do music and image combine in this more pop-video format. 
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 The way the same music cues are used for different scenes might seem to 

illustrate ap Sion and Evans‟ argument that the music is neutral and „chameleon-like‟ 

and can be used in numerous situations (once again, demonstrating „transferability‟). 

But, following Leydon, the music brings particular expressive qualities and 

meanings/feelings to each scene. Consequently, using „Laura‟ for the „Enemy Zero‟ 

scenes would be very inappropriate. Or, rather, it would change the meaning and feeling 

of the scenes. There are in fact similar shots of trams and city-life used with both 

„Enemy Zero‟ and „Laura‟, but audiences are invited to see/hear them differently, 

depending on which music is used. This harks back to Nyman‟s own argument against 

the musical „neutrality‟ of his work.
110

  The point is not that the music is totally 

chameleon-like and malleable but that it brings its own meanings and feelings to any 

scene. In the case of the repetitions of „Enemy Zero‟ there is a sense of exuberance, 

energy, and joy, transforming the film into a celebration of the new Soviet state, a 

celebration of its „mass‟ quality, and of the power and energy of the machine age, 

epitomised especially by the camera and the properties of cinema. With „Laura‟ a more 

feminine, lyrical, view of the same place, the same society, is presented. Leydon‟s 

tropes do not necessarily describe perfectly what is happening with Nyman‟s music, but 

her concept of meaningful expressivity for a number of generalized feelings, which can 

then be made specific through film narratives, goes beyond the supposed neutrality of 

minimalism to the meaningful expressivity of minimalism; the music will give 

meaningful feelings to narratives but can also be used in a variety of situations.
111

        

A final point about the way that Nyman‟s minimalist music is suited to film 

relates to the teleological/a-teleological nature of his music. Nyman‟s music often 

progresses through repeating cycles towards some climactic resolution (as already 

shown in „Time Lapse‟). Consequently, it contains both cyclical, a-teleological aspects, 

and teleological direction. Both fit well with film narratives, though in somewhat 

different ways. Laura Mulvey has discussed the way film narratives operate at different 

times in terms of stasis and narrative progression, particularly in relation to musical 
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  Nyman interview by Andrew Ford, The Music Show, Radio National, ABC, 25/7/2009. When Ford 

suggests that Nyman‟s music is sometimes seen/heard as „neutral‟, Ford contradicts himself by noting 

how the music actually changes the way that images are perceived; Nyman points out this contradiction 
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 Man with a Movie Camera is an interesting case since there have been several different music 

soundtracks composed for it (as there have also been for Fritz Lang‟s Metropolis); for example, the 

Cinematic Orchestra‟s 2003 version and Biosphere‟s 1996 version. Each soundtrack aims to relate to and 

express meaningful/feelings about the film but prompts different interpretations of the images. This 

demonstrates the „transferability‟ of images rather than the „transferability‟ of music.   
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numbers and the representation of women as spectacle.
112

 Musical numbers often 

present moments of narrative stasis, where the plot action does not move forward, but 

spectators are invited to enjoy moments of musical spectacle. Nyman‟s music, with its 

circular patterns, supports such moments of stasis. But elsewhere, music can be used as 

an accompaniment to forward narrative movement and thus aid narrative development. 

The use of Memorial in The Cook, perfectly illustrates both possibilities. Music 

accompanies the final, ten minute, climactic sequence in which the wife forces her 

husband to eat her lover before she shoots him. The sequence is held in a tension 

between stasis/spectacle and forward narrative movement and the music contributes to 

both of these aspects. Accompanied by the slow processional walk of the characters and 

a slow tracking camera shot, the repeating music cycles help to prolong these moments, 

savouring the moment of on-coming revenge, holding the narrative back; but at the 

same time each cycle, through its gradual musical development, moves the narrative 

forward, culminating in the moment when Sarah Leonard‟s voice screams out and the 

thief is finally shot.
113

 Nyman‟s version of minimalism thus can be tailored towards 

cinema‟s dual tendencies of spectacle/stasis and forward narrative movement.  

To sum up: Nyman‟s minimalist music has certain formal, aesthetic properties 

which make it particularly suited to film narratives in general. In this sense it can be 

regarded as „neutral‟ or „malleable‟; but his music also expresses meaning and feeling, 

so it is not neutral. But because these feelingful/meanings operate at a general level, 

they can be used in, transferred to, a variety of different film narrative contexts. The 

above discussion has explored ways in which minimalism and film can combine; but the 

issue of what minimalist music means socially and culturally, and how this relates to the 

meanings and affects of Nyman‟s music, needs further discussion.   

 

The meanings of minimalism 

 While ap Sion and Evans focus on minimalist music‟s „neutrality, objectivity, 

[and] malleability,‟
114

 McClary takes a different line. She is concerned with the social 

meanings and affects of minimalism in film music. Before looking at her work it will be 

useful to situate minimalism within the context of postmodernism and to consider two 

                                                 
112

 Laura Mulvey, „Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema‟, in Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, 
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developed cyclically.  
114
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approaches to minimalist music per se: Wim Mertens‟ American Minimal Music, 

written in 1983, one of the first critical accounts to consider the meanings of 

minimalism, and Robert Fink‟s 2005 Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as 

Cultural Practice.
115

 Both of these accounts shed light on the possible meanings and 

affects of minimalism.  

Postmodernism, it is argued,
116

 built on and challenged the precepts of 

modernism, which in turn were challenging nineteenth-century traditions of both 

realism and romanticism.
117

 Minimalism can be understood as one particular 

postmodern practice. The following tendencies, amongst others, have been ascribed to 

postmodernism: an end to the certainty of the „grand narratives‟ of progress established 

in Western culture since the enlightenment; cultural appropriation, recycling, pastiche, 

and bricolage, resulting in stylistic hybridization and the blurring of aesthetic 

boundaries; a stress on consumption and pleasure; knowingness and irony.
118

 All of 

these relate to minimalism and Nyman.
119

 Postmodernism, as a whole, is understood as 

a response to the conditions of late capitalism and a major question is what social 

meanings does it offer its audience. Does it offer a critique of the dominant systems of 

exploitative consumerism (see Fredric Jameson) or is it totally incorporated into this 

system, either supporting it or else just disregarding any material questions of morality 

and politics through a retreat into a-historical abstraction – Andrew Ross‟s „Universal 

Abandon‟? Given its roots in postmodernism, the same questions can be asked of 

minimalism; Mertens, Fink, and McClary give different answers.   

Mertens raises one major problem about minimalism: that it may refuse to 

engage with the real world. Citing comments like Glass‟s „[m]usic must be listened to 

as a pure sound event, an act without any dramatic structure‟,
120

 Mertens argues that 

minimalism is „a music whose function is not to represent something outside itself but 

                                                 
115

 Robert Fink, Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural Practice, London, University 

of California Press, 2005. 
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 See Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism or The Logic of Late Capitalism, London, Verso, 1991. The term 
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only to refer to its own creation.‟
121

 Consequently it retreats into what he calls a 

„mystical ideology‟ which is „an inevitable by-product of the use of repetition.‟
122

 But 

Mertens does see potential meaning in minimalism: he draws on the theories of Jean-

Francois Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze, and even Sigmund Freud, in suggesting that 

minimalist music can be seen as challenging the dominant capitalist system because of 

its „libidinal philosophy‟.
123

 Minimalism, with its pleasurable tonality and its hypnotic, 

repetitious pulse, can provide this libidinal energy, an argument which is developed by 

Fink in his analysis of Donna Summer‟s and Steve Reich‟s music.
124

 So, minimalist, 

repetitive music, for Mertens, is a double-edged sword. He stresses the ecstatic state it 

can produce  

which could also be called a state of innocence, an hypnotic state, or a 

religious state … created by an independent libido, freed of all the 

restrictions of reality.
125

 

While this sounds wonderful, Mertens also points out that it is a state outside „reality‟, 

producing a „drug-like experience and imaginary satisfaction‟
126

 [my emphasis].  

However, Mertens‟ analysis does not seem to fit the uses of Nyman and Glass‟s 

early minimalist film music scores; these were used for films that were seriously and 

responsibly concerned with representing and understanding the real world (from a 

postmodern perspective). While Greenaway‟s films are in no ways realist and draw 

attention to and celebrate their own artifice, they are nevertheless films which examine 

issues of representation and of the real, social world. He is concerned with cinema and 

film as an art form, trying to develop new cinematic, alternative narrative practices; he 

is also concerned with issues of death and sexuality and human society, for example the 

relationship between humans and animals explored in A Zed and Two Noughts, or 

gender relationships explored in Drowning by Numbers. Nyman‟s music is used 

meaningfully to challenge the conventions of mainstream cinema in its use of film 

music, and to provide a musical commentary which is by turns pleasurable, emotional, 

energetic, and ironic, and which is related in some ways to the films‟ narratives. 

Similarly, Glass wrote music for Koyaanisqatsi (1983, directed by Godfrey Reggio) and 
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The Thin Blue Line (1988, Errol Morris), two films which present serious postmodern 

critiques of the postmodern world, each dealing with major postmodern „concerns‟.
127

 

Merten‟s work was one of the first to seriously consider the import of the 

cultural meanings of minimalism, but tends to have a somewhat critical view of what it 

achieves (despite his own work as a practicing minimalist composer). Robert Fink‟s 

book, Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural Practice, is explicitly 

committed to exploring the possible meanings of minimalism and generally has a much 

more positive view.
128

 Fink states „I will argue, passionately and at length, that 

minimalism in music has a meaning.‟
129

 He argues that minimalism is „the most 

protean, popular and culturally significant music to arise within the last half of the 
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The directors of both films hear a connection between Glass‟s music and their postmodern 
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repetitions of all aspects of daily life; the „ephemeral vocal texture‟ which turns heavy machinery into an 
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century‟
130

 and that its defining quality is repetition, a „cultural practice‟ which is 

dominant and dominating in the total „repetitive excess of postindustrial, mass-mediated 

consumer society‟,
131

 not just in minimalist music. He considers various ways in which 

minimalism has been previously understood, noting: the resistance to interpreting 

minimalism because it supposedly wants to refuse interpretations;
132

 the way 

minimalism has been seen to stand for nothingness, nullity „the void, the absence of 

cultural meaning, that repetitive music reflects back‟;
133

 and the way that minimalism 

was first understood as part of a counter-culture against consumerism, „consumption as 

meaningless repetition,‟
134

 a music „whose abstract sound-products demonstrate total 

disengagement with conventional and commercial culture.‟
135

  He also presents a good 

summary of the early enemies of minimalism who did „attempt to make its 

[minimalism‟s] formal language signify‟:
136

   

perhaps it can be understood as a kind of social pathology, as an aural sign 

that American audiences are primitive and uneducated (Pierre Boulez); that 

kids nowadays just want to get stoned (Donal Henahan and Harold 

Schonberg in The New York Times); that traditional western cultural values 

have eroded in the liberal wake of the 1960s (Samuel Lipman); that 

minimalist repetition is dangerously seductive propaganda, akin to Hitler‟s 

speeches and advertising (Elliott Carter); even that the commodity fetishism 

of modern capitalism has fatally trapped the autonomous self in minimalist 

narcissism (Christopher Lasch).
137

 

Fink wishes to use but challenge all of these views and give a different framework for 

understanding the meanings of minimalism. His main argument is that minimalist music 

is directly related to the wider cultural forms and tendencies of late twentieth century 

capitalism. But rather than being part of a counter-cultural opposition, part of an anti-

consumerist music which resists having any meaning, minimalist music, particularly 

through its repetitive form, is both a reflection of and contributor to the repetitive 

consumerist culture of this period. He argues that  

the single-minded focus on repetition and process that has come to define 

what we think of as „minimal music‟ can be interpreted as both sonic 

analogue and, at times, a sonorous constituent of a characteristic repetitive 

experience of self in mass-media consumer society … we are constantly 

„repeating ourselves‟, fashioning and regulating our lived selves through 

manifold experiences of repetition. … sometimes experienced as 
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pleasurable and erotic, but more often as painfully excessive, alienating, and 

(thus) sublime.
138

  

He suggests that this cult of repetition „arises when the extremely high level of 

repetitive structuring necessary to sustain capitalist modernity becomes salient in its 

own right, experienced directly as constituent of subjectivity.‟
139

 Consequently, for 

many people the tropes of minimalism and its repetitious music actually „sounds like, 

feels like‟
140

 our lives. So his argument is that we live in a „repetitive‟ society and that 

minimalist music is born out of this, provides us with certain „repetitive‟ pleasures, and 

offers some kind of a commentary, reflection on this society.
141

 And repetition 

contributes to the development of contemporary subjectivities. But, for Fink, repetition 

can also lead to something new.    

The enigmatic final words of Fink‟s Introduction are repeated at the end of his 

book: 

We repeated ourselves into this culture. 

We may be able to repeat ourselves out.
142

 

When questioned about what exactly this means Fink elaborated his argument that we 

live in a culture of repetition that constructs our subjectivities, and determines who we 

are, how we think, feel and behave. But within this context he argues that  

[i]f you agree that repetition is a fundamental way that we „make‟ ourselves, 

it seems possible to use [repetition] to make ourselves what we want, not 

what (some other big force) wants. Practically, watching the same TV 

shows every night and a daily practice of meditation and chanting are both 

repetitious; but they lead to different subjectivities.  My personal feeling is 

that you have to fight fire with fire, and repetition with repetition.
143

 

So, while the forces of capitalism may have constructed a world of constraining 

repetition, it is possible to use repetition as a form of resistance to this. Minimalist 

music and other forms of repetition may offer a cultural way „to repeat ourselves out‟ of 

this culture. It seems clear that Nyman‟s early minimalist scores are being used, with 

Greenaway, in films that are challenging the dominant aspects of capitalist, consumerist 

society, and thus in films which offer a way „out‟ of the dominant culture. Subsequently 

Nyman‟s musical style changes and develops into his „romantic-minimalism‟. This 

change can be understood as Nyman‟s own way „out‟ of minimalism, into a new 
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cultural paradigm; he has repeated himself out of minimalism into romantic-

minimalism. However, this may actually be a more conservative style of music than 

minimalism, as will be considered below.      

 McClary, like Fink, is also concerned with the social meanings and affects of 

minimalism, and in her article, „Minima Romantica‟, she considers the meanings of 

minimalist film music, examining the scores of Glass, Alexander Balanescu, and 

Nyman for The Hours, Angels and Insects, and The Piano. She compares traditional 

nineteenth-century romantic music, the staple of film music till the 1960s, with 

minimalism, suggesting that minimalist music constructs a very different world view. 

She argues that audiences  

have long counted on those surging melodic lines [of nineteenth-century 

romanticism] to produce a sense of infinite longing; they enable us to 

believe we can transcend present conditions, spiraling ever upward toward a 

promise of perfect bliss. [This romantic style of film music] offered 

spectators a means of escape into a mythologized and culturally elite past.
144

  

She links nineteenth-century music and narrative fictions with twentieth-century 

narrative cinema whereby they both  

aspire to deliver the illusion of seamless continuity, to portray the trajectory 

of a subject overcoming obstacles and securing ultimate goals as though by 

inevitable means of cause and effect.
145

  

But minimalism, she argues, offers something very different. She analyses the opening 

of Glassworks and concludes that rather than following the romantic musical path,  

rather than pursu[ing] that trajectory, Glass just circles back mechanically, 

always just at the moment where the Soul ought to take flight. … [H]e 

constructs a loop of causes that do not yield their promised effect. As he 

simulates those pleasures and longings but refuses to grant their final 

assurances, he positions us as heirs to the great tradition, now woefully 

bereft of its comforts.
146

  

Similarly, she notes the minimalist aspects in The Piano score in which  

Nyman‟s circular procedures – however much they throb with passion – 

also sound obsessive and trapped. In many respects his music for Ada 

recalls Glass‟s Glassworks, down to the self-divided, two-against-three 

figuration in the accompaniment and its futile attempts at escaping into a 

different reality.
147

  

Returning to The Hours, she argues that Glass‟s  
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147

  Ibid., p.56. 
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minimalist procedures constantly deny the comfort offered by 

conventionally romantic film scores. Indeed, the redundancy of the score – 

however much it might simulate nineteenth-century emotional qualities – 

grounds us in the quotidian, in the present moment of duration rather than 

trajectories aimed at transcendence. … Glass‟s music suggests that we have 

nothing beyond sheer survival of the hours that measure our lives. His score 

works from the same set of harmonic gestures in Glassworks discussed 

earlier: concentrated references to the Romantic signs of hope and yearning, 

always doubling back to resignation.
148

  

Her conclusion is that Glass‟s score 

constantly invites us to wish for a deus ex machina to deliver us from the 

existential dilemmas of everyday existence. It draws on those strains of 

utopia we have internalized to induce hope. But … Glass‟s music makes us 

aware of the impossibility of having those dreams ever truly realized. Still 

… he encourages us to believe in the need for aspiration, without which life 

would be genuinely unbearable.
149

  

I have quoted McClary at length because of the clarity and insight of her 

argument about how minimalist music can carry social meanings and what those 

meanings are, but also in order to elaborate on her position. McClary‟s reading of 

minimalism relates specifically to postmodernism‟s challenge to the „grand narratives‟ 

of progress, which would include the aspiring ideals of nineteenth-century romantic 

music. Minimalism, for McClary, sees through the illusory hopes of transcendence 

normally provided by traditional film music. Rather, it draws attention to „the present 

moment of duration‟, which can be understood as linked to the postmodern and new-age 

concern with „being in the now‟, rather than focusing on narratives of progress which 

are geared towards the future. Similarly, it doesn‟t support the grand romantic 

possibilities of romanticism; it represents a more knowing, ironic, sensibility.  

But to speak of the music as music of „resignation‟, that is „obsessive and 

trapped‟ which positions the audience as „woefully bereft‟, raises the question of why 

audiences find this music pleasurable (as demonstrated by the three million purchasers 

of music from The Piano) and a source of expressive enjoyment. There is a potential 

paradox in minimalism‟s meanings as „woefully bereft‟ yet pleasurable. This pleasure 

can be explained in a number of ways. First, since minimalism critiques and refuses the 

ideals and pleasures of nineteenth-century romanticism, it offers a more up-to-date and 

realistic view of the world; second, its focus on a timeless, a-teleological, present 

moment (through its structures of repetition), is a positive appreciation of the „now‟ 

rather than focusing on an unrealized future moment – a-teleological music (as 
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discussed) offers its own, timeless pleasures; third, if it is an „obsessive and trapped‟ 

music of „resignation‟, the pleasure for audiences may be in the recognition and 

acknowledgment of the „trappedness‟ of contemporary life – it reflects Western social 

conditions and allows audiences/listeners an understanding of the world they live in; 

fourth, going beyond „trappedness‟, McClary‟s final comment on Glass‟s score is that it 

still „encourages us to believe in the need for aspiration‟ even while it has shown 

romantic dreams are „impossible‟ – hence it is still a music of some hope, and in 

Nyman‟s case, considerable energy and humour. All these pleasures can be found in 

Nyman‟s minimalist music. But Nyman‟s music for The Piano, it is not just minimalist 

music; as the title of McClary‟s article suggests, it is „Romantica Minima‟, a romantic 

development of minimalism. She herself draws attention to the „lushly orchestrated 

strains of the minimalist Romanticism‟ which led to „a best-selling album.‟
150

 What this 

seems to suggest is that Nyman‟s later work, his „romantic-Nyman‟ music, is actually 

reintroducing some aspects of a romantic sensibility into a postmodern, postminimalist 

world. In this way, it may be expressing the emotional aftermath of postmodernism, 

presenting a more emotional, nostalgic music, a melancholic music of sadness and loss 

which nevertheless offers some comfort and healing; a „music of consolation‟, as 

discussed in Chapter 3. The meanings and affects of Nyman‟s music thus shift as he 

moves from his earlier version of minimalism to his „romantic-minimalism‟.   

McClary‟s and Fink‟s work and a postmodern framework all provide a useful 

framework for thinking about the meanings and affects of Nyman‟s music, as does the 

framework of the „two Nymans‟. „Greenaway-Nyman‟ can be seen as an exponent of 

postmodern minimalist music, situated primarily in the 1980s, the heyday of 

postmodernist minimalism.
151

  This music is derived from re-working past musical 

styles and fragments, a form of bricolage and pastiche; it is often ironic; it is used for 

films which explore issues of representation and self-reflexivity; in its circular, 

repetitive forms it suggests the impossibility of narratives of progress;
152

 the energy and 

exhuberance of the work signify and offer qualities of joy, pleasure, and playfulness; the 

world view of this music is ironic and detached, like Greenaway‟s films, so that its 

„mock‟ quality parallels the „mockery‟ of Greenaway‟s films and the whole postmodern 

undermining of a belief in any certainties.   

                                                 
150

  Ibid., p.57. 
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 As argued in Chapter 3. 
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 Though Nyman‟s music has elements of progress and climax, as discussed, these are different from 

previous western art music traditions. Nyman‟s endings (and his openings) sound abrupt in comparison 

with earlier music. The listener is immediately immersed in the music when it starts and immediately 

dispatched with its ending.  
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But „romantic-Nyman‟ is different.
153

 Although some aspects of Nyman‟s 

minimalist style are retained, the shift to „romantic-Nyman‟ produces significant 

changes in musical meaning. This is made most apparent in the soundtrack for The 

Piano, which heralded the new „romantic‟ Nyman (though there are traces of this 

already apparent in earlier scores such as Monsieur Hire [1989]). Nyman has 

commented, as mentioned previously, on his score for The Piano: „It strikes me as very 

much a piece for the nineties ... there seems a different prevailing climate with people 

looking for something kinder, less hard-edged, perhaps more nostalgic.‟
154

 This 

suggests that Nyman‟s own development is related to wider social and cultural changes, 

a shift from a purely postmodern sensibility and practice, established with Greenaway, 

to a different perspective. This is most evident in the way his music moves away from 

irony towards a straight-faced seriousness, which expresses and engages with real 

human emotions.
155

 Listening to the tracks on The Very Best of Michael Nyman: Film 

Music 1980-2001 these changes become very apparent. The staccato, virtual parodies of 

the funereal marches, complete with „belching‟ bass trombones in „Time Lapse‟, are 

replaced by the intense, drawn-out, string melodies, or gentle piano playing of the music 

for Gattaca, Wonderland, and The End of the Affair. This music represents a different 

world view, suggestive of beauty, emotion, and love, though all of these are often tinged 

with melancholy and sadness, just as many of the films are. It is music which reflects 

McClary‟s view of Glass‟s music as presenting simultaneously „resignation‟ and 

„aspiration‟. While „Greenaway-Nyman‟s‟ music constructs its audiences as knowing, 

witty, over-lookers of human events, who can energetically pursue life with a certain 

ironic detachment, „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ music constructs its audiences and 

subjectivities as persons of feeling caught up in the empathic dramas of human 

emotions. For some critics this may seem a retreat into a more sentimental, romantic 

sensibility, for others a development into a more human, fully-rounded one. Nyman 

himself seems happy to maintain both perspectives.        

This „romantic-minimalism‟ music consoles in the heart of a basically tragic 

world. For myself, this often proves intensely pleasurable, but McClary suggests a more 
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critical way of looking at the music. In her discussion of Nyman‟s music for The Piano, 

McClary‟s final comment is: 

Still, as the final credits roll, we are immersed in the lushly orchestrated 

strains of the minimalist Romanticism that made this soundtrack a best-

selling album. Who said false consciousness – even when marked as such – 

wasn‟t profitable?
156

 

Her argument has been that  

[i]n weaving together dialects of minimalism and gestures reminiscent of 

the Romantic piano repertory, Nyman effectively produces a contemporary 

critique of nineteenth-century aesthetic ideals and illusions.
157

 

The problem, for McClary, seems to be that audiences are happy to keep on buying this 

„lushly orchestrated‟ critique, not for its critique but for its lushness. Thus the „false 

consciousness‟ of the music is being accepted as some kind of „true consciousness‟. 

This is the ideological problem of „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ „romantic-minimalism‟. In 

moving beyond the constraints of minimalism, „repeating ourselves out‟,
158

 in Fink‟s 

words, of a cultural formation, his music has in some ways just turned back to an earlier 

Romantic ideology. My own initial reaction to Nyman‟s music for The Piano, when I 

was already familiar and appreciative of his minimalist-Greenaway music, was a feeling 

that he had somehow „sold-out‟ to a more commercial, mainstream musical style. 

However, I became more accepting of this, and was definitely seduced by the 

subsequent „romantic-Nyman‟ music I heard in the later films. I went along with the 

film music reviewers who felt Nyman was becoming more mature, more emotional, and 

more human in his later music.
159

  And this then is the ideological crux of Nyman‟s 

„romantic-minimalism‟: does it represent a positive, humanist, view of human society 

and relationships (as some would argue is found in the films of Michael 

Winterbottom
160

), a softening of the ironic, distanced „Greenaway-Nyman‟? Or is it 

somehow regressive, an escape back into tragic Romanticism, a music of consolation 
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which supports ideals of lost and unattainable love, but offers no way forward?  These 

questions will be taken up in Chapter 7.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has looked at Nyman‟s musical meanings and affects from a 

minimalist perspective. It has shown that Nyman can be regarded as a minimalist 

through his uses of repetition, pulse, simple tonality, and minimalist processes. It has 

also shown how he has developed his own brand of minimalism, through working with 

reference to and within a classical European musical tradition, through his musical 

structures built round cyclical chord progressions, and through his own processes, 

developing melodic/rhythmic variations, adding musical layers, and working towards 

some kind of musical climax. But Nyman has developed musically (as have other 

minimalists such as Glass and Reich) and while traces of minimalism are still heard in 

his work, particularly through repetition and pulse, these are not now so dominant.  

The chapter has gone on to explore how minimalist music and film images can 

work in combination and then to consider the possible meanings of minimalist music. In 

relation to Nyman‟s meaning/affects it has been argued that, while traces of minimalism 

persist, „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ film music offers a more emotional world view and 

positions audiences differently.  

Ultimately, it is not so important to ascertain whether Nyman remains 

minimalist or not, or to label him as „minimalist‟; but rather, it is important to consider 

what meanings and affects are generated by Nyman‟s particular individual musical 

style, and how using the critical frameworks and definitions of minimalism and 

postmodernism can assist in this. The differences between the two styles of Nyman will 

be further explored in the next chapter, which will examine how his music is used in 

different ways, within different narrative contexts. 
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Chapter 5 

Nyman’s music for non-traditional and traditional narratives 
  
 

 ‘Through some kind of magic it always worked.’
1
 (Michael Nyman)  

 

Chapter 4 explored Michael Nyman‟s film music in relation to minimalism. 

Prior to that, Chapters 2 and 3 established a context for understanding Nyman‟s position 

as a film music composer. Chapter 2 showed that Nyman can be understood as 

introducing significant innovations into film music practice through his collaborations 

with Peter Greenaway: together they established a different role for film music based on 

its equality, its autonomy, its prominence, the way it was commissioned and composed, 

and its minimalist style. However, Chapter 2 also suggested that these innovations could 

be seen as related to other developments found in film music practice since the 1960s 

(see p.55).  

Chapter 3 showed that Nyman‟s output can be understood in terms of „two 

Nymans‟, whereby different music styles have been combined with images and 

narrative in two different ways. The first, „Greenaway-Nyman‟, supported the idea from 

Chapter 2 that this music made a significant contribution to the development of film 

music. The second, „romantic-Nyman‟, is understood to have produced film music 

designed to combine with film narrative, character, and images in traditional and typical 

ways, with a more emotional musical style, a „postminimalist‟ or „romantic-minimalist‟ 

style.  

This chapter aims to examine these two different ways of combining music with 

images and narrative, by considering what meaning/affects are respectively produced 

through detailed analysis of specific examples. In looking at „Greenaway-Nyman‟ the 

main concern is to develop some of the points made in Chapters 2 and 3, and to 

question how significant and innovatory Nyman‟s contribution to film music 

development has been. In looking at „romantic-Nyman‟ the major aim will be to 

demonstrate how his music functions to support narrative. The kinds of films Nyman 

writes for, under the „two Nyman‟ labels, are significantly different and will be 

classified here as „non-traditional narrative‟ and „traditional narrative‟ films.
2
 

                                                             

1
 Michael Nyman, The Guardian Interview: Michael Nyman, National Film Theatre, British Film Institute 

TV, 1994. 
2
 The polarised view is too extreme; there are cross-overs found in Nyman‟s output between the two 

musical styles, and there are cross-overs in the way his music has interacted with images and narrative in 
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Non-traditional narrative film music: ‘Greenaway-Nyman’ 

Greenaway‟s films with Nyman can be separated into two types: the first are the 

shorter, more experimental films like 1-100 (1975) and A Walk Through H (1977); these 

pseudo-documentary films, based on catalogues and listings, are non-narrative films, 

part of an avant-garde style challenging dominant cinema.
3
 The second type are 

Greenaway‟s feature collaborations with Nyman, starting with The Draughtsman’s 

Contract (1982) and finishing with Prospero’s Books (1991), which embrace certain 

narrative elements of the full-length feature film; given that it is these films which 

achieved critical success, a significant audience, and film musical acclaim, they are the 

ones focused on here. They are classified here as „non-traditional narrative films‟.
4
 The 

following section will examine Nyman‟s musical innovations in these films.  

The received wisdom on the Nyman/Greenaway collaborations, from critics like 

Royal Brown, Pwyll ap Sion, and Domenico de Gaeteno (as cited in Chapter 3), and as I 

have outlined in Chapters 2 and 3, is that they produced an innovative and different kind 

of film/music combination; this is why this film music and these films are so important. 

However, while accepting that there were some significant innovations, this section will 

question their extent.  First, it will reiterate that the innovations need to be considered 

within the wider context of other film music developments; second, it will look more 

closely at how Nyman and Greenaway worked together and draw attention to some of 

the contradictions in their methods in relation to these innovations; third, it will argue 

that, in practice, the differences in Nyman‟s music for Greenaway should not be 

overemphasised since his music often provides a fairly traditional emotional sound-

point from which to watch the films, and can contribute to narrative meanings and 

audience excitement in a typical film music way. In fact, while Greenaway‟s films 

might aim for viewer detachment and intellectual stimulation in a non-traditional 

narrative form, the music might draw spectators back towards more traditional 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
different ways. Nevertheless, the broad characterization does illuminate the possible meanings and affects 

of Nyman‟s film music. 
3
 The Falls (1980) adopts a similar pseudo-documentary, catalogue-style but is much longer at 195 

minutes. 
4
 The period of working with Greenaway (1976-91), some twelve film scores over fifteen years, coincides 

with Nyman‟s early development as a composer; as Pwyll ap Sion notes „[t]he techniques adopted by 

Nyman in his film music have assisted him in the general formation of his compositional style‟ (The 

Music of Michael Nyman, p.81.) The films were highly successful within the world of „art cinema‟ and 

the film soundtracks reached a wide audience. Working with Greenaway in a more independent way than 

would be found within the constraints of Hollywood or big budget studio productions allowed Nyman the 

freedom and control of writing, arranging, conducting, and playing his own music with his own 

musicians. This established his independence and control and is a practice he has maintained throughout 

most of his career. 
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narrative-viewing practices.
5
 Lastly, I will suggest that the impact of the 

Nyman/Greenaway collaborations is based more on the individual strengths of 

Greenaway as filmmaker and Nyman as composer: Greenaway makes „good‟ and 

„different‟ films, and Nyman writes „great‟ music. In sum, I will argue that the 

Nyman/Greenaway film music is new and innovative in some ways, but only up to a 

point.  

Brown, in considering film music developments, has suggested (as mentioned in 

previous chapters) that since the 1960s film music could exist as „a kind of parallel 

emotional/aesthetic universe‟, where „the music, rather than supporting and/or coloring 

the visual images and narrative situations, stands as an image in its own right.‟
6
 Brown 

showed how this related to the practice of using „pre-existing classical music on the 

nondiegetic music track‟
7
 (referring to examples such as Stanley Kubrick‟s use of 

Richard Strauss‟s Also Sprach Zarathustra and Johan Strauss‟s The Blue Danube Waltz 

in 2001: A Space Odyssey), as well as to Greenaway‟s films and Nyman‟s soundtracks. 

Claudia Gorbman explains how „[f]or Brown, in the postmodern age the hierarchy of 

the image and music is up for grabs.‟
8
 Consequently, Nyman‟s innovatory music for 

Greenaway needs to be seen as part of this wider trend, whereby music is no longer 

focused on providing traditional „cues‟ for „spotted‟ film sequences. Other different 

trends – the use of pop music featuring longer and more prominent melodic cues, 

writing music that „expresses above all the spirit of the film rather than the materiality 

of the succession of images‟,
9
 as exemplified by Nino Rota, and the operatic use of film 

music as exemplified by Ennio Morricone‟s scores for Sergio Leone – were all 

mentioned in Chapter 2 (p.55) as elements that are found in Nyman‟s Greenaway scores 

but predate these.  

However, in all the above instances the film music is generally there to develop 

and illustrate the film narrative. Nyman, on the other hand, has written music which is 

supposedly not concerned with supporting narrative or the emotions of the film, but 

                                                             
5
 Nyman apparently tells an interesting story about a couple who met at a screening of The 

Draughtsman’s Contract and asked Nyman to play this music at their wedding six months later (Woods, 

Being Naked, Playing Dead, p.229). Presumably the music carried a degree of emotional resonance for 

them which may not be related closely to Greenaway‟s intellectual conceits.  
6
 Royal, S. Brown, Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music, London, University of California 

Press, 1994, pp.239-40. 
7
  Ibid., p.239. 

8
 Claudia Gorbman, „Ears Wide Open: Kubrick‟s Music‟, in Powrie & Stilwell (eds), Changing Tunes: 

The Use of Pre-existing Music in Film, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2006, pp.3-18, p.5. 
9
 Nino Rota quoted in Dyer, „Side by Side: Nino Rota and Film‟, in Daniel Goldmark, Lawrence Kramer 

& Richard Leppart (eds), Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema, Berkeley, University of 

California Press, 2007, pp.246-59, p.250. 
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instead asserts its separate discourse, its own musical voice, which then forms a 

dialectical relationship with the image. The musical autonomy is enhanced by its 

prominence and audibility so that audience attention is drawn to focus on/listen to the 

music as much as watch the images. The autonomy of the music means that it has a 

more free-floating, significatory aspect in relation to the meanings and feelings it may 

produce.
10

 It is these elements which give the Nyman-Greenaway collaborations a 

significant place in the development of film music and provide something new.
11

  

 However, further examination of the ways in which Nyman and Greenaway 

worked together reveals both innovatory and traditional aspects in their practice and 

some contradictions in the idea of the music as autonomous. The most significant 

innovatory point is the way Nyman was commissioned to provide musical pieces which 

would correspond to the structure of the films: for example, five pieces of a certain 

length to correspond to the five „landscape‟ sections of Greenaway‟s A Walk Through 

H; twelve pieces of music which would correspond to the twelve pictures being 

prepared by the Draughtsman in The Draughtsman’s Contract, which would also have 

some link to the historical period of the film and to the present; a number of musical 

pieces in A Zed and Two Noughts (1985) (hereafter Zed) which correspond to the stages 

of evolution charted through the film; six pieces of music which would correspond to 

the differently colour-coded settings used in The Cook, The Thief, His Wife, and Her 

Lover (1989) (hereafter The Cook).  

This music production process meant, first, that Nyman was composing his 

music before the films were even shot, so that he was not writing music to fit into pre-

conceived images or narrative; second, that, although the music was linked to a script, 

for example music to be heard while the drawings were being done, it was linked to the 

formal structure of the film, not to the emotional story or to characters in the narrative; 

third, that Nyman had relative freedom to compose whatever he wanted.  The way the 

music was commissioned is also significant with regard to how Nyman composed. 

Nyman has said 
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  This relates to the music‟s „transferability‟, discussed in Chapter 6. 
11

  Recent explorations of the possible relationships between music and image can be found in mixed-

media events, such as Bill Henson‟s and Richard Tognetti‟s Luminous project (April, 2009); this  mixes 

Henson‟s photographs with music from the Australian Chamber Orchestra, and aims to give equal billing 

to music and image, to see them as operating autonomously rather than one „illustrating‟ the other (see 

http://www.timeoutsydney.com.au/music/classicaljazz/luminous--interview.aspx [accessed 30/12/2009]). 

See also Brian Eno‟s Luminous „festival of music, ideas, light and performance‟ (Sydney, 2009), another 

mixed-media event (http://luminous.sydneyoperahouse.com/home.aspx for information [accessed 

30/12/2009]). Such developments have their precedents in the Nyman/Greenaway collaborations. 

http://www.timeoutsydney.com.au/music/classicaljazz/luminous--interview.aspx
http://luminous.sydneyoperahouse.com/home.aspx
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the beautiful thing about the Greenaway situation was I could write a four 

minute suite that I knew would always fit because the music was 

autonomous and the picture was autonomous and through some kind of 

magic it always worked.
12

 

This supports the idea of the separate, autonomous nature of image and music, but more 

importantly it shows how Nyman worked on the basis of writing complete pieces of 

music, such as a „four minute suite‟, rather than a strictly timed „cue‟ to fit a specific 

visual sequence; he was thus unconstrained by the need to write a short piece of a 

particular length which has been „spotted‟ to go with pre-existing film images. This 

gave him great compositional freedom;
13

 as he says „the great thing about Peter 

Greenaway is that he does give the composer the freedom and space to be himself.‟
14

  

The way Greenaway then put image and music together established an equality 

of music and image; that is, the music was not subordinated to the narrative, as in 

typical film music, but was meant to exist autonomously, alongside the images. This 

was further achieved by giving the music prominence through its volume, and length, 

and by editing sequences to the pre-existing music.
15

 In these ways a different 
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 The Guardian Interview. 
13

 One of the features of Nyman‟s work in general is that many of his musical compositions are quite 

short – such as „a four minute suite‟ – in comparison with standard western art music symphonies and 

sonatas (though not of course with popular songs and pop or rock music). His method with Greenaway is 

well-suited to this. 
14

 Nyman interview, Time Out, 5/6 96, p.20. However, Nyman‟s pieces heard on screen are usually 

abbreviated versions. In some of the earlier, more abstract, experimental films, such as A Walk through H, 

his music pieces are played through complete, but in the later feature films it is unusual for a whole piece 

of Nyman‟s music to be played from start to finish; normally Greenaway selects an extract and uses that 

or else cuts the piece up so that parts of it are heard separately. This draws attention to the distinction 

between the music as heard in the films and as heard in the concert hall or on CD soundtracks. The 

outstanding exception to this is the way Greenaway used Memorial in The Cook: it is used as a cue 

thirteen times. The full piece lasts 11 minutes 30 seconds and is played in its entirety at the end. The other 

twelve cues, varying between 30 seconds and 2 minutes 15 seconds, total another 12 minutes 23 seconds 

(a grand total of 23 minutes 53 seconds of the film is thus given over to this music). The first twelve cues 

use different parts of the music, most coming from the first six minutes of „Memorial‟, though Cue 11 

includes for the first time the „screaming‟, climax of the piece, 74 minutes into the film and thus coming 

close to the end of the film. Consequently, after the first twelve cues, viewer/listeners are deeply familiar 

with this music and have heard almost all of it, but only in parts. For the climax of the film Greenaway 

has the soundtrack play the complete version. Playing such a long music cue is in itself unusual, but at 

last the viewer/listener is able to experience the full rendition of this piece which until now they have only 

heard in fragments. Several friends have anecdotally reported that the musical/dramatic climax of The 

Cook is one of the most memorable film experiences they have ever had. This is due to a combination of 

the intrinsic power of Nyman‟s music and its full length performance, but also the way it has been „set 

up‟ by previous cues, so that this final and full repetition is very familiar, both deeply satisfying as well as 

deeply disturbing.  
15

 The musical prominence is enhanced through other means: many musical sequences in the films do not 

include dialogue, so the music is foregrounded, and though there may be some diegetic sound effects 

these are generally secondary to the volume of the music; also, whereas many film music cues 

customarily start without being noticed (remember Irwin Bazelon‟s comment in Chapter 2 about music 

„sneaking in under dialogue‟ [Knowing the Score, p.48]), many of Nyman‟s cues start at full volume and 

often at the beginning of a new scene; third, many of the cues are given a significant amount of screen 

time so that they are able to develop a musical theme. Editing the films to the music means that some 

sequences resemble music-videos. 
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music/image dialectic or combination was set up. Indeed, Greenaway and Nyman‟s 

philosophy was to work collaboratively and equally in ways that challenged the 

conventions of film narrative and film music.
16

 Greenaway commented in 1979 (before 

any of the full length films were made): 

We‟ve worked a lot together trying to evolve a system whereby the music 

and visuals are created simultaneously and each has its own independent 

life. We‟ve made up our own multi-media show – our „circus‟, we call it ... 

showing my paintings, playing his music, screening our films.
17

   

This comment creates an image of equality both in the working practice of 

„simultaneous‟ and „independent‟ production and in the presentation practice of „my 

paintings ... his music ...our films‟. Furthermore the presentations were often not in 

traditional cinemas, they were „multi-media show[s]‟ rather than cinema. While the 

early films realized these aims, Greenaway‟s subsequent films, made for cinema, 

adopted some narrative elements and this had an effect on the way image and music 

related.  

It is argued that these working methods lead to a different kind of film music, 

performing different film music functions. But my argument (see also Chap 4, p.154) is 

that Nyman‟s „Greenaway‟ music is different from traditional film music mainly 

because of the filmic contexts in which it is used: Greenaway‟s films are not traditional 

narrative films. As such, regardless of the music, they set up a different audience 

viewing position which does not invite typical emotional involvement; consequently, it 

would be impossible for music to perform traditional functions in a Greenaway film. 

Furthermore, the music is normally closely linked to the intellectual themes and 

concerns of the films, so it is not independent. It is useful to understand Greenaway‟s 

general ideas about film-making to elaborate on this and to give a further context for 

Nyman‟s music. 

                                                             
16

 The early Greenaway films are quite abstract, experimental, non-narrative films, part of the 

experimental film movement dominated by the structural materialists and anti-narrative ideas of the 1970s 

(see Peter Gidal, Materialist Film, London, Routledge, 1989) and often organised around lists, and 

numerical structures (influenced by Greenaway‟s own training in the Central Office of Information). For 

example, Act of God goes through a list of cases of people struck by lightning and The Falls is based on 

the biographies of ninety-two people affected by „Violent Unexplained Events‟. As Nyman comments   

„[the] early films with Peter were very abstract – [this] meant having a cinematic structure 

paralleled by a musical structure. Though numbers, categories, structure were the same, the 

two media are totally different kinds of narrative; although there was maybe a 

numerological connection between what you saw and what you heard, you see and hear 

something totally different.‟ (The Guardian Interview). 
17

 Peter Greenaway interview by Nigel Andrews, „A Walk through Greenaway‟, in Vernon Gras & 

Marguerite Gras (eds), Peter Greenaway: Interviews, Jackson, University Press of Mississippi, 2000, 

pp.3-5, p.5. 
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Greenaway has commented many times on his dislike of the „straight line 

narrative‟ of mainstream cinema, which is based on „the use of suspense and asking the 

viewers to identify with the main characters ... [t]hat accounts for all those 

psychological dramas.‟
18

 He has argued that „[c]inema is too important to hand over to 

the storytellers,‟
19

 that „we need to show that cinema can give up narrative,‟
20

 and he is 

aiming to escape from „a narrative-bound, plot-bound, text-bound cinema.‟
21

  He adopts 

a sort of narrative structure for his films but only as a way to initially attract an 

audience; as he says, „for me the stories are only the hook on which to hang one‟s hat.‟
22

 

These stories allow him to explore his intellectual concerns, and overall there is, as 

Amy Lawrence describes, an „emotional detachment ... reinforced by Greenaway‟s 

visual style .... encouraging us to read the scene intellectually, as visual composition, 

rather than emotionally.‟
23

  

Consequently, the narratives of Greenaway‟s feature films, The Draughtsman’s 

Contract, Zed, and Drowning by Numbers, which are all to some extent structured by 

numerical or alphabetical progressions, are exercises in formal self-reflexivity on the 

nature of film; they invite an intellectual, self-reflexive detachment which is partly 

focused on spotting the 1-100 numbers in Drowning by Numbers or moving through the 

alphabet in Zed, and thus contemplating the very process of narrative construction. 

Although they are also narratives focused on stories about individuals and groups of 

people, with beginnings, middles, and ends, they are not narratives which are based on 

encouraging audience emotional identification and narrative suspense. Additionally, 

Greenaway‟s formal cinematography, his use of long shots, both in terms of time 

duration and camera position, his avoidance of cross-cutting close-ups, his stylised and 

artificial mise-en-scene emphasising formal symmetry, and his actors‟ unemotional 

delivery, all encourage audience distance – a detached, cool, reflexive observation of 

events. All these aspects make these films „non-traditional narratives‟. There is a 

musical parallel here in relation to the argument that „[a]esthetics of distance and 

detachment is a central feature of early minimalist music.‟
24

 This supports the argument 

that Nyman‟s early minimalist music fits Greenaway‟s films well, whereas his later 

                                                             
18

  Peter Greenaway interview by Hartmut Buchholz & Uwe Kuenzel, „Two Things That Count: Sex and 

Death‟, in Gras & Gras (eds), Peter Greenaway: Interviews, pp.50-9, p.52. 
19

  Ibid, p.52. 
20

  Peter Greenaway interview on The Music Show, Radio National, ABC, 10/10/2009. 
21

  Ibid. 
22

  Greenaway interview Bucholz & Kuenzel, „Two Things That Count‟, p.52. 
23

  Amy Lawrence, The Films of Peter Greenaway, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997, p.77. 
24

 Pwyll Ap Sion, „Minimalist Film Music in Context: The Case of Man on Wire‟, unpublished paper 

delivered at „Film Music Conference‟, School of Music, University of Leeds, 6/11/2009, p.3. 
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music, which becomes more emotional, less distant, works in more traditional ways as 

emotive film music for traditional narratives, and would not work so well with 

Greenaway.  

Greenaway‟s ideas about cinema extend to his views on the possible uses of film 

music and how he works with composers. He argues that normally „music is often 

extremely badly used in the cinema, because it‟s a slave of everybody else.‟
25

 It was in 

order to avoid this „slavery‟, and to challenge this cinematic convention, that 

Greenaway used music to relate to the structure of his films, rather than to the emotional 

narrative, and to contribute a sense of irony or distance.
26

 The structural organisation of 

the music (twelve pieces of music linked to twelve drawings in The Draughtsman’s 

Contract and so on) is the key principle for Greenaway that distinguishes his use of 

music from mainstream cinema, so that Nyman‟s music  

did not come after, or simply match, the action or images. It was introduced 

as a component in its own right, linked rather to the intellectual structures of 

the film ... than to individual characters.
27

  

Greenaway comments that „[i]t [the music] is an important binding – cement, if you like 

– between the sound and the images.‟
28

 This structural approach demonstrates a 

radically different way of writing and using film music, but it also shows how the music 

is still closely linked to the film. In this respect there is a certain contradiction in the 

idea of autonomous music – „a component in its own right‟ – and music which is not 

completely separate, but is „an important binding‟ between sound and image; so 

although the music, as Woods says, „always began as an independent piece, with a 

continuing history and life of its own‟,
29

 and was developed according to its own 

musical constraints, thus giving the composer freedom to write what he wants, it is still 

„linked ... to the intellectual structures of the film,‟
30

 and therefore in some ways 

subservient to Greenaway‟s filmic demands.    

This „binding‟ can be further seen in the complementary irony of Nyman‟s 

music with Greenaway‟s films;
31

 Greenaway‟s irony is achieved cinematically by the 

distancing and artificial techniques already mentioned, which invite an emotionally 
                                                             
25

  Greenaway interview, The Music Show. 
26

   There is an irony in the way Greenaway and Nyman‟s collaboration finished: Nyman was unhappy 

that his music for Prospero’s Books was being masked by other sound effects and not given its deserved 

prominence. It seems Greenaway here was treating music more slavishly and Nyman would not accept 

this.  
27

  Alan Woods, Being Naked, Playing Dead, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1996, p.203. 
28

 Peter Greenaway interview by Karen Jaenhe, in Gras and Gras (eds), Peter Greenaway Interviews, 

pp.21-7, p.25. 
29

  Woods, Being Naked, Playing Dead, p.129. 
30

  Ibid., p.203. 
31

  See Greenaway interview The Music Show. 
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detached audience position from which to observe the unfolding comedy of human 

actions. Amy Lawrence has described the experience of watching Zed as   

[d]etached, ironic, scientific ... predominantly comic. Attempts to empathize 

with the brothers‟ grief are frustrated throughout by the distance from which 
they are filmed, by the symmetrical compositions that reduce them to paper 

cut-outs, and by the marked lack of affect in the performances.
32

   

This ironic distance is typical of Greenaway‟s film; so, film music designed to facilitate 

emotional involvement (the normal practice of mainstream cinema) would therefore be 

anathema to Greenaway. Instead, Nyman‟s music is also used ironically. For example, 

the music „Angelfish Decay‟ in Zed is an extremely animated, lively, fast-paced, piece, 

used in the fast-motion sequences showing the decomposition of various animals. The 

music in itself has a humorous quality through its speed, the „craziness‟ of the violin 

melody, and the thumping pulses of Nyman on the harpsichord, playing in a twentieth 

century punk-style on a refined Renaissance instrument. This humour is heightened 

when played to the decomposition images: while the speed of the music is well-suited to 

the fast-motion camera-work, the liveliness of the music is a deliciously ironic contrast 

to the death and decay projected on screen.  

Further irony is heard in „Time Lapse‟ which is used as a kind of parodic funeral 

march throughout Zed.
33

 Greenaway has commented on the representations of death in 

his films and how „in these deaths there are little or no condolences available, no 

sentimental gloss‟;
34

 consequently in Zed, a film which also „deals with death and 

mourning‟, Greenaway „didn‟t want the music to be too romantic or sentimental‟ though 

he did want music which was „slow and solemn‟
35

 as befits funeral music. Although the 

deaths of the two main protagonists are delayed until the end of the film the constant 

repetition of this funereal music is an ironic portent of their impending fate. 

The extreme slow pace of „Time Lapse‟ (largo), the steady pulsing, and the 

solemn repeated chord progression, all suggest a serious funeral march. But there are 

ironic elements [see Figure 13, Chapter 4, pp.142-4, „Time Lapse‟ piano score, and 

Track 2, CD compilation]: first, the introduction of the bass trombone sixteenth notes in 

the 4
th

 bar, and again in the 7
th

 and 8
th

 bars (and then throughout the piece). This deep, 

belching, primitive, sound interrupts the classical tonality and serious solemnity of the 

                                                             
32

  Ibid., pp.77-8. 
33

 The main musical theme in „Time Lapse‟ is heard throughout Zed in three pieces, „Time Lapse‟, „Swan 

Rot‟, and „Lady in the Red Hat‟. These play the same melodic theme on strings or piano so it is heard 

insistently, with 23 separate cues playing for a total of 24 minutes and 20 seconds through the entire film. 
34

  Woods, Being Naked, Playing Dead, p.66. 
35

  Greenaway interview by Michael Ciment in Gras and Gras (eds), Peter Greenaway Interviews, pp.28-

41, p.39. 
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strings. Further, the string line is taken over in bar 5 by saxophone: here, a similar 

earthy timbre is played staccato, making the pulse rhythm into a parody of a funeral 

march (which would not be so abrupt). In bar 9 the strings take over the main theme; 

but now, by playing a syncopated staccato „call and response‟, the effect is once again 

parodic of the funeral march. The final overall ironic effect is achieved by Nyman‟s 

pastiche or parody of Heinrich Biber‟s Requiem ex F con terza minore.
36

 The result of 

Nyman‟s „systems‟ method is to hear a form of mock-Biber (or mock-Mozart, mock-

Purcell in the other films). As ap Sion notes, the music works through „the use of self-

reflexive mechanisms‟ which „draw attention to the illusion of representation.‟
37

 This 

complements Greenaway‟s self-reflexive, ironic distancing. The critical point here is 

that, while the music is not performing traditional emotional film music functions, it is 

still very closely linked to supporting the intellectual concerns of Greenaway‟s film; it is 

not really autonomous and separate.   

Furthermore, „Time Lapse‟ manages to contain elements of the grandeur, 

solemnity, and beauty of the earlier music style alongside its ironic distance. In bar 13, 

for example, the clarinet plays a beautiful, mournful, flowing quarter-note melody for 

four bars [shaded on Fig. 13, Ch.4, p.143], which is developed in subsequent cycles. 

Then, in bar 21, the strings begin to play a rising and falling sixteenth-note pattern 

[shaded on Fig.13, p.143], which will continue and develop until the piece climaxes. 

Both this and the clarinet theme introduce something of the lyrical beauty of „romantic-

Nyman‟, played alongside the pulsing, energised „Greenaway-Nyman‟. This points to a 

possible contradiction or paradox in Nyman‟s music, that it can be both playful and 

ironic but also, and at the same time, lyrical and emotional.
38

 And this, in turn, points to 

the fact that the actual experience of Nyman‟s music in Greenaway‟s films may not 

always achieve what Greenaway wanted: in practice there are situations where the 

music can excite and emotionally engage viewer/listeners, and this undermines 

Greenaway‟s distancing aims. Or perhaps there is a paradox in the way Greenaway uses 

music; he has commented that music is an art form which is „greedy, because it is both a 

                                                             
36

 Most of Nyman‟s early music is derived from pre-existing Western art music, specifically Mozart for 

The Falls and Drowning by Numbers, and Purcell in The Draughtsman’s Contract. 
37

 Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, p.99. 
38

 Such a contradiction might be seen in the man himself. On the one hand, he tends to adopt an ironic 

demeanour in interviews, often mocking himself, for example, as „a failed musicologist‟ (The Guardian 

Interview, interview on The Piano DVD), or a bad financial manager (The Music Show Interview), or 

constructing himself as cerebral rather than emotional. Yet, he is able to produce music which is deeply 

emotional. 
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form which is highly intellectually abstract but also a medium of the highest emotion.‟
39

 

So Nyman‟s music is perhaps operating in both these ways.   

There are several other factors which seem to undermine the idea of Nyman‟s 

music as a purely ironic, distanced, structural element, or as independent of the images. 

First, the structural principle, which was used as a starting point for the music, was not 

always followed through in practice. Nyman has commented on how, when it came to 

editing the film and music, Greenaway would sometimes throw out the structural 

principle and choose music that he felt best fitted particular scenes and images.  

Peter Greenaway and I realized we were involved in a bogus game: all the 

pre-planning that we were involved in ... all the careful structural games that 

I‟d accepted for Draughtsmans‟ were all blown to pieces. Peter would listen 

to a piece of music and I‟d say this piece we had designated for location 1, 

Day 1, and he‟d say „No no no, I‟ve got a wonderful place for this, this 

sequence does this and would use exactly this kind of music‟, and all the 

logic has gone for a burton.
40

  

This undermines the structural basis by which the music was originally conceived and 

begs the question as to on what basis Greenaway selected certain pieces of music for 

certain sequences. Nyman‟s comment is that Greenaway „became a punter‟ and „just 

responded to the music as music.‟
41

 Certainly, in practice the music sometimes serves 

narrative and emotional functions or achieves a typical film music complementarity 

between music and image. This is demonstrated in sequences which Nyman has 

commented on (with apparent pleasure): 

There are whole sequences in The Draughtsman’s Contract where it looks 

as though the rhythm of the music and the rhythm of the images were 

designed for each other and the images existed [prior] and the music, in the 

traditional Hollywood fashion, was written to synchronize with certain 

rhythmic activities on the screen; [but] these things were brought together 

purely accidentally. [For example a] [w]onderful sequence where the 

gardeners are raking the gravel and they‟re raking the music in time to my 

music. I don‟t know how they did it.
42

 

This shows how in some situations the „autonomous‟ music can be closely bound to the 

image in „traditional Hollywood fashion‟. Greenaway himself has commented that 

while he achieved his musical aims in The Draughtsman’s Contact, „[f]or purely 

practical reasons for the most part – time, finance, recording expediency – it never quite 
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  Greenaway interview, The Music Show. 
40

  The Guardian Interview. 
41

  Nyman interview The Music Show. 
42

  The Guardian Interview. 
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worked in the same way afterwards.‟
43

 So the structural principle turns out in some 

cases to be more theory than practice.  

A further undermining feature is that Nyman‟s music has occupied increasingly 

traditional film-music territory as Greenaway‟s films become more narrative-based. For 

example, when it came to the music for Drowning by Numbers Nyman suggests  

[t]he music in the film is not the usual Peter Greenaway music. It‟s 

supporting the action. ... Usually Peter lets the music dominate, but there ... 

he just wanted a background score.
44

 

The music adds an emotional quality and warmth to the films which, in a sense, makes 

the films bearable to watch. Nyman commenting on his music for Greenaway has stated 

that he was used to „working on films which are “shot with such a sense of emptiness 

that the music has to be there just to cover what‟s missing.”‟
45

 In relation to The Cook 

he recounts a screening at the Venice Film Festival without music which „didn‟t work‟; 

he was „not surprised because the music has a very powerful effect both emotionally 

and more importantly I think rhythmically, in terms of giving the film energy‟;
46

 and he 

suggested elsewhere that if you take away Memorial from The Cook „you‟re left with a 

strange visual and emotional shell.‟
47

 These emotional and rhythmic energy qualities are 

typical of much film music.  

Greenaway‟s use of more traditional narrative is most apparent in The Cook, and 

consequently it is here that Nyman‟s music for Greenaway is most obviously subsumed 

into performing traditional film musical functions as regards narrative, character, and 

emotion; but traces of this were already becoming apparent in the earlier Greenaway 

„narratives‟. For example, ap Sion notes how Heldt identifies in the music for Zed „a 

sense of claustrophobia, absence, hopelessness and resignation represented in the 

rhythmic, metric and harmonic repetition of Biber‟s sequence‟
48

, which is directly 

related to the themes and narrative of the film. While Greenaway „often tried to fight 

against ... [musical] emotional manipulation in order to give far more credibility to the 

great range of music, not just simply as a support for you taking out your Kleenex,‟
49

 he 

does admit that he may have used music to reinforce an emotion in The Cook in which 
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 Nyman interview by Marco Werba, Soundtrack: The Collector’s Quarterly, vol.9 no.34, June 1990, 
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 Nyman interview in The Independent, 1/12/93, p.38. 
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„virtually the last reel, the last twenty minutes, is totally operatic‟,
50

 and full of 

emotional power.  

The above discussion of Greenaway‟s philosophy and his way of working with 

Nyman‟s music suggest that while the use of music is different in some respects from 

the functions of traditional film music this is mainly because of the kinds of films 

Greenway makes, which are not traditional narratives. And though the music is not 

typically emotive, it is still closely linked to the films‟ thematic concerns.  In further 

consideration of this, ap Sion provides a taxonomy for considering the functions of 

Nyman‟s music for Greenaway. He lists six separate functions: coexisting, primary, 

prefatory, commentary, diegetic, and subsidiary.
51

 These are very useful in separating 

different ways in which the music works, and the first four categories in particular 

illustrate „the independent coexistence of sound and image‟
52

 and show how Nyman‟s 

music functions differently from traditional music. Closer examination, however, 

suggests that, as suggested above, the differences may not be so extreme. The 

„coexisting function‟ stresses music that works „independently but in parallel‟ with the 

film; ap Sion gives as an example the way that the music in The Cook was designed to 

be „built around the six locations represented in the film‟.
53

 However, this can be 

understood as a form of traditional leitmotif. In the same way the „prefatory function‟, 

related to The Draughtsman’s Contract, „becomes a way of musically identifying a 

particular character or situation‟
54

 and thus is also partly leitmotivic. The „primary 

function‟ stresses the „operatic‟ nature of the music/image relationship, demonstrating 

music‟s priority over image rather than its traditional subservience; but this also implies 

how closely music and image are bound together, as in the „operatic‟ The Cook, where 

music is closely linked to narrative, rather than being separate. This „operatic‟ function 

is also something already heard/seen in the 1960s‟ Morricone/Leone „spaghetti western‟ 

collaborations, so it is not new. Further, the „prefatory‟ and „commentary‟ functions are 

structural elements, related to the structure of the film, but in both cases there is a direct 

relationship between music and the film‟s ideas, so though the music might have been 

written autonomously, its usage is in relation to the ideas and „spirit‟ of the film.
55

  

                                                             
50

  Ibid. 
51

 Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, pp.86-7. 
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Overall, ap Sion‟s categories are useful in pointing to differences in 

Nyman/Greenaway‟s use of music compared to typical film music. The functional 

qualities that ap Sion and I have outlined certainly describe a different approach to the 

traditional film music practices discussed in Chapter 2, and show that Nyman is 

contributing something different to the practice of composing film music. Nevertheless, 

the outcomes of this approach are not as radical as some commentators have suggested; 

the main reason these films appear/sound different is, as I have argued, because of the 

content, structure, and practice of Greenaway‟s film-making itself. Furthermore, some 

of Nyman‟s music for Greenaway may offer a close and typical 

music/narrative/emotion relationship and I will explore this by considering two 

examples of Nyman‟s music in Zed: „Car Crash‟ and „Time Lapse‟.  

 

„Car Crash‟ and „Time Lapse‟  

Zed was made in 1985 (three years after The Draughtsman’s Contract) and is 

the rather bizarre story of a group of people who are connected to a Zoo. Nyman was 

asked to write music which related to the stages of evolution and to the themes of death 

and decay. Greenaway says  

I particularly admire the simultaneous slow and solemn funeral march in 

The Draughtsman’s Contract. I asked [Michael] to use it as a starting point 

[for the music for Zed] since it too deals with death and mourning ... I 

needed a very strong musical structure. Michael spent a month writing the 

music and then played it on the piano. Then he came to the Netherlands to 

present all his themes and we applied them throughout the entire film. But 

we were still a long way from using all the music he gave us.
56

 

In this instance it sounds as though Nyman was composing for a film which had been 

mapped out in terms of its themes and most likely already partly filmed since after „a 

month‟ his music could be „applied‟ to the film. 

„Car Crash‟ [see Figure 1, Chapter 1 on DVD compilation, Appendix D, and 

Track 4 CD compilation, Appendix E]
57

 is heard just once in the film during the 

opening credits sequence. Its title suggests it was composed for a specific filmic event, 

though Nyman often names his compositions after he has written them.
58

 The musical 

elements of this piece are typical of Nyman‟s minimalist style; similar structural, 

rhythmic, and melodic features are found in many instances of his music.
59

 A cyclical 
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pulsing chord progression is established with bass quarter notes. Over this is an insistent 

pulsing of eighth notes played by violins through the entire piece, structured by an 

accented first pulse followed by seven pulses either a minor or major second higher. 

The opening bars feature this with rising intervals from D to E, A to B and B to C. The 

effect of this pulse (4 pulses every second) is dynamic excitement and tension 

(remember Peter Weir‟s comments about minimalist pulsing in Chapter 4), which is 

accentuated by the rising intervals which occur regularly at the start of each bar. 

However this regularity is varied:  the rhythmic structure is predominantly in a 4/4 time 

signature, but bars 9-18 and 41-50 alternate one 6/4 bar with one 4/4 bar. In the 6/4 bars 

the rising interval is followed by eleven pulses on the same note. The effect of this 

variation is to jolt the listener for a moment before the regular pattern is resumed, to 

create some rhythmic disturbance which enhances the dynamic excitement of the piece. 

The combination of chord progressions and pulsing violins with rhythmic variations 

creates a cyclical structure which can go on for as long as required, typical of many 

Nyman minimalist pieces. 

A second musical theme plays over the pulsing rhythm four times, including 

during bars 11-18 and 43-50 (the different time signature segments). This provides 

contrast in orchestration (brass as opposed to strings) and pace (rhythmically much 

slower than the pulsing pattern). This combination of two interweaving, contrasting 

musical themes or „voices‟ can be related to the way that typical film narratives are built 

around conflicts and oppositions and is a standard Nyman technique in his mainstream 

film music. What is important here is that a musical style and method which Nyman 

uses for „typical‟ narrative film music is already being employed in his Greenaway non-

traditional narrative film music. 

How do the music of „Car Crash‟ and the opening credits of the film combine? 

In many ways this image/music opening is typical of many narrative films: the film 

titles are intercut with a number of shots which, in a standard pattern of parallel 

intercutting, introduce the main characters (the twins), their situation (in the zoo), and a 

dramatic action (a car crash killing two people), which will set in process the rest of the 

dramatic action, thus conforming to Todorov‟s narrative structure of initial disruption 

leading to a series of questions and answers needing resolution. 
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Figure 1: ‘Car Crash’ 

 

Shot    Visuals      Bars  Pulse notes Other sound    Length  

              Seconds 

 
1 Title 1: ZOO 1

st
 credit 2 bars 4/4   16   4 sec 

                      2
nd

 credit 2 bars 4/4   16   4  

 3
rd

 credit 2 bars 4/4   16   4  

                      4
th
 credit 2 bars 4/4   16   4  

2 Children with dog L/S  

      + Title 2 
1 bar 6/4, 1 bar 4/4  

1 bar 6/4, 1 bar 4/4        
20 

20  
Diegetic sound 

2
nd

 theme starts 
5  

5  

3 Title 2 1 bar 6/4, 1 bar 4/4   20   5  

4 Tiger in cage M/S 1 bar 6/4, 1 bar 4/4   20  Tiger sound 5  

5 Zebra head C/U 1 bar 6/4 12   3  

6 Hand counter C/U 1 bar 4/4 8  2
nd

 theme stops 2  

7 Title 3 2 bars 4/4 16   4  

8 1
st
 Twin & Tiger M/S 2 bars 4/4 16  Dogs barking 4  

9 Title 4 2 bars 4/4 16   4  

10 Zebra head C/U 1 bar 4/4 8  Car horns begin 2  

11 Hand Counter C/U – 6 1 bar 4/4 8   2  

12 1
st
 Twin & Tiger – 8 2 bars 4/4 16  Car crash noise 4  

13 Crash shot L/S 4 bars 4/4 32  2
nd

 theme/Scream 8  

14 2
nd

 Twin & Gorilla M/S 1 bar 4/4 8   2 

15 Camera counter C/U 1 bar 4/4 8  Camera sound 2 

16 Gorilla in cage L/S 2 bars 4/4 16  4 

17 Camera C/U 1 bar 4/4 8 Camera sound 2 

18 Title 5 2 bars 4/4 16  4 

19 Gorilla in cage M/S -16 1 bar 4/4, 1 bar 6/4 20  5 

20 Camera counter C/U-15 1 bar 4/4 8  2 

21 Twin & Gorilla M/S-14 1 bar 4/4, 1 bar 6/4 20 2
nd

 theme starts 5 

22 Title 6 1 bar 4/4, 1 bar 6/4 20  5 

23 Camera counter C/U-15 1 bar 6/4 – 1
st
4 beats 8 Camera sound 2 

24 Twin & Gorilla M/S-14 Last 2 beats 6/4 bar 

1 bar 4/4 

12  3 

25 Tracking shot into crash 1 bar 6/4, 1 bar 4/4 20 2
nd

 theme ends, 

sirens & V-O start 

5 

 Tracking shot cont. 20 bars 4/4 160 V-O continues, 

music fades 

40 

 Freeze frame 1 bar 4/4 8 Music vol. up, 2
nd

 

theme 

2 

26 Dissolve B&W photo 1 bar 4/4 8 2
nd

 theme cont. 2 

 Zoom out to newspaper 2 bars 4/4 16 2
nd

 theme cont. 4 

   6 credits 6 x 2 bars 4/4 96 2
nd

 theme cont. 24 

27 Crash scene L/S 2 bars 4/4 16 Music fades 4 

 

 
 

The precise timing is 1 beat = 118, thus 1 bar is fractionally over 2 seconds, approximately 50 frames 

(24 frames = 1 second). 

The pulses are eighth notes. 
 



 189 
 

Over this title sequence Nyman‟s „Car Crash‟ music is heard. The sequence is cut 

throughout to the beat of the music, starting each new shot at the beginning of a bar; 

most shots last the length of two bars, which is the main rhythmic cell that structures the 

music, but there is some „rhythmic editing‟
60

 which contributes to the changing pace of 

the opening (see shots 5, 6, 10, 11, 14, 15 for example, which accelerate the action, and 

shots 13 and 25 which slow it down). The music is exciting and dramatic, integrates 

other parts of the soundtrack such as the tiger‟s growl and the woman‟s scream into the 

musical tempo, and builds to a crescendo at the point of the car crash (shot 13); the 

music then fades into the background as plot exposition is given through a voice-over 

talking about the crash and raising narrative questions, while a slow tracking camera 

shot reveals what has happened (shot 25); then the music rises in volume for more of 

the credits and visual exposition, via a newspaper headline (shot 26), before finally 

fading as the film proper begins with further action. 

There is little in this description to suggest that this film and its use of music is 

doing anything different from many other feature films, as the music is formally 

integrated into the opening credits and narrative through its editing and through its 

dramatic quality, which sounds admirably suited to a drama of violent death and 

intrigue. So is this a different use of film music? The main differences from 

conventional films are to be found not in the music or the kind of narrative that is being 

set up, but in the mise-en-scene, cinematography, actions, and acting style of the film; 

in the way the narrative is cinematographically presented and also in the way that 

visuals are edited to the music. In these ways Greenaway is subverting traditional 

narrative. Apart from the long tracking shot into the car (shot 25) and the zoom out 

(shot 26), the camera remains static (which is unusual in mainstream narratives, 

particularly when dealing with action). Not only that, but in most instances it is 

positioned at a ninety-degree angle to the action. In cinematic terms these factors 

suggest a lack of dynamism and an audience position which is fixed, as if in a theatre, 

rather than being involved in the action, as in conventional cinema; all of this draws 

attention to the artificiality of the film-making/watching situation. Though the car crash 

shot (shot 25) is at a more dynamic 45 degree angle, the actual action of the crash is not 

shown so it too remains static. Additionally, the formal framing of shots, the lack of 

emotion shown by characters, the somewhat bizarre content of the scenes (the twins 

doing what looks like some kind of time-and-motion study of zoo creatures, a crash 

                                                             
60

 See David Bordwell, & Kristin Thompson, Film Art: An Introduction 6
th
 ed., New York, McGraw Hill, 

2001, pp.257-8. 
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caused by a swan), the almost comic voice-over relating the bizarre accident, and the 

ridiculous headlines around the newspaper photograph, all combine to suggest this is 

not a typical action story – inviting audience identification with characters, and 

suggesting the possibility of an emotional cinema trip – but some other kind of 

experience; what Lawrence describes as  „emotional detachment ... reinforced by 

Greenaway‟s visual style.‟
61

 Even the intercutting of action displays a formal symmetry 

as the sequence of shots of Twin 1 are exactly paralleled by the shots of Twin 2, and 

these are placed either side of the crash; this again suggests a degree of artifice. So, it is 

not the music which suggests audiences are in for anything different from standard 

narrative cinema, it is these other cinematographic aspects of Greenaway‟s direction; or, 

rather, it is the conjunction of what sounds like typical film narrative music with a non-

typical narrative, which suggests a different kind of film experience. In this 

music/image combination there is again a sense of irony, produced here by the 

mismatch of exciting music with static, distanced images. But whereas the music of 

„Time Lapse‟ was in itself ironic, through its musical style and structure, „Car Crash‟, 

on its own, is not ironic; it is exciting and dynamic. Its irony is a result of its 

juxtaposition with Greenaway‟s images.  

The way that Greenaway has edited the opening to the music is the other factor 

which might suggest that this is a different use of film music. While many films will 

edit visuals in relation to significant musical features – for example the musical pulse, 

the start of a new bar or the introduction of a new instrument – they are unlikely to cut 

the film as consistently to the beat as Greenaway does here. Every shot, apart from shot 

24, starts on the 1
st
 beat of a bar, and many shots are cut every two bars. Since the music 

itself is quite rigidly structured by the chord progressions, this editing to pulse is very 

apparent, and consequently draws attention to a degree of artificiality, and foregrounds 

the music; but once again it is mainly how Greenaway uses the music rather than the 

music itself which produces this effect.
62 

  

The main points here are that it is Greenaway‟s film that is unusual in its 

presentation of narrative, and that, while Nyman‟s music „works‟ in this context, the 
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Lawrence, The Films of Peter Greenaway, p.77. 
62

 While a music-video editing style breaks some of the conventions of standard narrative film editing, it 

is very much a part of popular culture. It is more concerned with audience pleasure than establishing an 

intellectual awareness of self-reflexivity, so Greenaway‟s normal distancing style is somewhat 

undermined by his use of music-video techniques.  
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music itself is dramatically exciting and could equally well be used for a typical 

narrative, action film.
63

  

While „Car Crash‟ is heard just once, „Time Lapse‟ and its variants are heard 23 

times. I have already shown that „Time Lapse‟ has both ironic, distancing qualities, and 

emotive, lyrical qualities. While its irony becomes more apparent through its insistent 

repetitions this is not so clearly established when it is first heard immediately after the 

opening credits [see Figure 2, Chapter 1 on DVD compilation, Appendix D, and Track 2 

CD compilation, Appendix E]. In this sequence, which shows the twins grieving over 

the death of their wives,  Greenaway‟s cinematography once again encourages audience 

distance through his artificial ninety-degree camera angles in all shots, his formal 

symmetries in shots 4, 5, and 6, his static camera in all shots except 3, and his 

deliberately slow tracking shot 3. The film is also cut to the music, particularly 

emphasising the musical development as it cuts to different settings for shot 3, at the 

beginning of bar 5 (the 2
nd

 musical cycle), and for shot 4, at the beginning of bar 9 (the 

3
rd

 musical cycle). There are two instances of „isomorphism‟
64

 where first, the slow 

movement of the window opening, and then, the slow movement of the tracking 

camera, parallel the slow pace of the music; and there is one instance where the sound 

effect of the medical apparatus in shot 3 is timed to keep almost exact pace with the 1st 

and 5th eighth notes of each bar. All of these elements contribute to the artificial, 

distancing quality of the film. 

Yet despite the irony, the funereal quality of the music and its lyrical, emotional 

qualities are perfectly suited to the grief of the twins and the sombreness of the hospital 

operating theatre. So, the music, like „Car Crash‟, is again suited to typical narrative 

development and characters‟ emotions. Furthermore, putting „Car Crash‟ and „Time 

Lapse‟ together at the beginning of the film means that the opening 5 ½ minutes of the 

film feature music throughout, apart from a 15-second break between the two pieces. 

Music thus dominates the soundtrack and provides excitement at first, and then sadness, 

in a way which foregrounds emotion. Indeed, it is the music which provides a „way in‟ 

to the film for the spectator, providing, as Nyman said, emotional warmth for the 

coldness of Greenaway‟s images.  

                                                             
63

 My own experience watching the film was to feel the music was crucial in establishing my attention 

and in setting up the possibilities of an exciting drama; it was also excitingly pleasurable. Greenaway‟s 

filmic success is often indebted to the aural pleasures of Nyman‟s music. 
64

 Musical isomorphisms are discussed in David Cooper, Bernard Herrmann’s Vertigo: A Film Score 

Handbook, London, Greenwood Press, 2001, p.63. 
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Figure 2: ‘Time Lapse’ 

 

 

 

Shot Visuals      Sound      Bars

   

1 L/S Twin 1 picking up glass at scene of  Twin crying, glass      3 ½  

            accident     

 

2 C/U picking up glass    Twin crying, glass      ½ bar 4 

 

3 L/S Doctor with woman on operating table. Medical equipment      5 – 8 

Window opens slowly. 

 

4   L/S camera tracks into C/U Twin 2 crying,  Cameras clicking      9 – 14 

in photo laboratory, camera flashes 

 

5 C/U photos of gorilla    Cameras clicking      ½ bar 15 

 

6 L/S crematorium. Twins walk towards Twins talk, music fades   ½ bar 15  

 camera              – 16  

 

 

 

What has been argued above is that Nyman‟s music for Greenaway‟s non-

traditional narrative films has generally been understood to function in a different way 

than normal film music, and that the practices established through the 

Greenaway/Nyman collaboration have been an important new element in the 

development of film music. But, while some of their practices are unusual, they are part 

of a whole process of change in film music practice which has been developing, as has 

been shown, since the 1960s. Furthermore, the suggested autonomy of Nyman‟s music 

is compromised by the way his music still relates to the films‟ thematic concerns. 

Finally, Nyman‟s music for Greenaway could certainly function as typical film music in 

other circumstances. The fact that much of his music is written prior to films being 

made and not written as a result of „spotting‟ musical cues to particular sequences does 

not debar it from being successful film music. Indeed, as will be seen in the discussion 

of transferability, one of the peculiarities of Nyman‟s music is its ability to work in 

different film contexts. This is partly the result of a general change in the way that film 

music has been used in combination with film images since the 1980s; it no longer has 

to correspond, „mickey-mouse‟ style, to film actions and movement. Further, given 

Rota‟s example of music fitting „the spirit of the film‟, Smith‟s argument that music 
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cues are now longer and more free-floating, and the increased use of pre-existing music, 

film music is now much freer in the way it can interact with images. On the whole, in 

assessing the singularity of Nyman‟s music for Greenaway‟s films and its functional 

difference as a form of film music, the crucial factor is the style of the films rather than 

the style of the music.  Finally, the impact of Nyman‟s music for Greenaway, and the 

impact of the films themselves (evidenced in their popularity and critical acclaim) can 

be understood in terms of the power of the music on its own, and Greenaway‟s skills as 

a filmmaker. Viewer/listeners can take pleasure in both aspects and their combination. 

The ultimate significance of Nyman‟s collaboration with Greenaway in terms of film 

music innovations is not so much that they established a different way of combining 

music and image, but rather the unusual ways in which the music was commissioned  

and that the music introduced minimalist practices into film-scoring. 

In relation to the issue of the „two Nymans‟, however tempting simplification 

may be, it is not the case that „Greenaway-Nyman‟ always equals parody, irony, 

distance, intellectual ideas, high-energy music, and atypical film music functions, 

whereas „romantic-Nyman‟ (The Piano and beyond) always equals emotional 

involvement and identification through slow, lyrical music that performs typical film 

music functions. His Greenaway style music can be used parodically and comically, as 

in A Cock and Bull Story, or in the theatre sequences of The Libertine; however, in 

examples of Nyman‟s high energy music used in other scores (for example cues in 

Monsieur Hire, The Piano, Carrington, and The End of the Affair, as well as in the re-

use of cues from The Draughtsman’s Contract in Man on Wire), the music is fully 

subsumed into the narratives, and is not operating parodically or ironically, inviting 

detachment from the audience;
65

 rather, it is encouraging audience involvement and 

excitement within the drama. Similarly, examples of Nyman‟s burgeoning lyrical 

romanticism can be found in Drowning by Numbers and Zed. His music for Man with a 

Movie Camera is a good example of a score which brings together these two different 

aspects.  

 

Traditional narrative film music 

Nyman‟s work after Greenaway demonstrates his ability to write music which 

fulfils typical film music functions, contributing to narrative meaning and emotional 

affect. The second half of this chapter will examine this with examples from Carrington 

                                                             
65

 The irony in Nyman‟s music is sometimes found in its own inherent, „mock‟ qualities – as shown with 

„Time Lapse‟ – but elsewhere a result of its juxtaposition with particular images – as with „Car Crash‟.   
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(1995) and The Libertine (2005). These extracts are chosen so as to begin an exploration 

of the ways in which Nyman‟s music is used to represent love, desire, and sexuality; to 

show how Nyman‟s music practice developed over a ten year period; and to contribute 

to the understanding of how music and image combinations can be analysed.  

One of the most common methods for analysing film narratives is through an 

analysis of binary oppositions: narratives are understood as conflicts of oppositional 

characters, situations, ideas, and values that require a restoration of balance and 

resolution.
66

 Musical structures, such as the sonata form or symphony, can also be 

understood in these narrative terms, whereby two musical themes or ideas are played 

against each other. Barrington Pheloung, as mentioned, described John Williams‟ film 

scores as „really just two opposing ideas, which is what all symphonies are based on ... 

two themes, one mixed against another one, and they eventually get together.‟
67

 Music 

can thus contribute to the narrative struggle and resolution of binary oppositions; 

different musical themes, or instruments, or voices, can relate to different narrative 

oppositional aspects and can eventually be reconciled or harmonised. Peter Shaffer‟s 

play Amadeus, about the two composers Mozart and Salieri, provides an interesting 

account of how music can work in such a narrative context. There is a scene in which 

Mozart and Salieri are joined by two other court nobles in a discussion on the nature 

and purpose of music and opera. With the four of them on stage Mozart delivers the 

following speech: 

Look at us! Four gaping mouths. What a perfect quartet! I‟d love to write it 

– just this second of time, this now, as you are! Herr Chamberlain thinking 

„Impertinent Mozart. I must speak to the Emperor at once!‟ Herr Prefect 

thinking: „Ignorant Mozart. Debasing opera with his vulgarity!‟ Herr Court 

Composer thinking: „German Mozart. What can he finally know about 

music?‟ And Herr Mozart himself, in the middle, thinking: „I‟m just a good 

fellow. Why do they all disapprove of me?‟ That‟s why opera is important, 

Baron. Because it‟s realer than any play! A dramatic poet would have to put 

all those thoughts down one after another to represent this second of time. 

The composer can put them all down at once – and still make us hear each 

one of them. Astonishing device: a vocal quartet! I tell you I want to write a 

finale lasting half an hour! A quartet becoming a quintet becoming a sextet. 

On and on, wider and wider – all sounds multiplying and rising together – 

and the together making a sound entirely new! … I bet you that‟s how God 

hears the world. Millions of sounds ascending at once and mixing in His ear 

to become an unending music, unimaginable to us! That‟s our job! That‟s 

our job, we composers: combining the inner minds of him and him and him, 
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   As mentioned in Chapter 2. 
67

 Barrington Pheloung in Neil Brand, Dramatic Notes: Foregrounding Music in the Dramatic 

Experience, Luton, University of Luton Press, 1998, p.66. 



 195 
 

and her and her – the thoughts of chambermaids and court composers – and 

turn the audience into God.
68

 

This view of music comes from a playwright, not a composer, but relates to 

music and opera, concerned with representing characters, narratives, human thoughts, 

and emotions. It can be applied to the possibilities of film music and provides a starting 

point for an examination of how Nyman‟s film music mobilises oppositional musical 

„voices‟. In particular, Shaffer‟s speech suggests that music can be a means of 

expressing human emotions, feelings, and thoughts: of expressing drama. This is of 

course the standard view of one of the main functions of film music so there is nothing 

particularly new here. More importantly, it stresses a dramatic understanding of the 

multi-layered texture of music, in this case the four different voices. Musical pieces are 

most often made up of a number of different elements or layers: different instruments, 

melodies, timbres, rhythms, and so on. One way of listening is to hear all these layers 

combine into an overall sound experience, a totality, held together through harmonic 

links – Shaffer/Mozart‟s „[m]illions of sounds ascending at once and mixing in His ear 

to become an unending music‟ [my emphasis]. But another way of listening to the 

music is to hear the separate layers individually – Shaffer/Mozart‟s four separate voices. 

It is also possible to hear the separate layers and at the same time relate them to each 

other.
69

  

Films can also be understood as built up by a number of different elements or 

layers. Most obviously, as in Shaffer‟s example, there may be a number of characters 

involved in the same scene, each with their own feelings and speeches. While it is 

unusual in film to have speeches overlapping (Shaffer/Mozart‟s point about the 

superiority of opera over drama), nevertheless different and often conflicting feelings 

may still be expressed in one scene. Film meaning/emotion is also constructed by a 

number of other methods or layers, including both the content of what is filmed (mise-

en-scene), the way in which this is filmed, (cinematography), and how a scene is put 

together, (editing). These separate layers each offer some meaning/emotion and then 

combine into an overall totality.  Film analysts examine the editing, cinematography, 

and mise-en-scene of a film to deconstruct it and show how particular emotions and 

meanings are communicated. Musical layers can be similarly deconstructed to see how 

they work in conjunction with the narrative, acting like Shaffer‟s different voices. I will 
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   Peter Shaffer, Amadeus, London, Samuel French, 1981, p.43. 
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 These second two possible ways of listening may only be fully achieved on repeated listening, possibly 

with the use of a score, and form the basis of textual analysis which seeks to understand how the music is 

constructed in relation to the images. 
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therefore examine four contrasting „love‟ scenes from the films Carrington and The 

Libertine. In all cases the interpretation is based on a reading of the combination of 

music and image in a way which seeks to show how the „story told by the music‟
70

 

relates to the stories on the screen.  

 

Carrington 

The film Carrington was made in 1989. Written and directed by Christopher 

Hampton and based on his own play, it tells the life story of the English painter Dora 

Carrington (played by Emma Thompson), focusing on her relationships with a number 

of men, most importantly her life-long relationship with the writer Lytton Strachey. 

While much of Nyman‟s music for this film was „recycled‟ from his Third String 

Quartet, he also wrote original music cues for the film; he notes that this was his first 

soundtrack where music „has been designed ... to illuminate character.‟
71

 Carrington 

includes four pieces of music which represent four of Carrington‟s lovers: „Gertler‟, 

„Partridge‟, „Brenan‟, and „Beacus‟.
72

 All four musical „portraits‟ explore different 

facets of love, sex, and desire.
73

 Since the film is an exploration of Carrington and of 

her experience of the world and men it makes sense to see/hear these musical portraits 

as expressive of her experience of the men and her relationships with them, and as 

representing different ways of experiencing love/sex/desire.    

 

„Gertler‟ 

In this short scene Carrington is discovered with her would-be lover, Mark 

Gertler [see Figure 3, Chapter 2 on DVD compilation, Appendix D, and Track 5 CD 

compilation, Appendix E].
74

 They appear to be dancing together at first, then struggling 

as Gertler wants to make love with Carrington and they move onto her bed. She breaks 

away from him and the music stops before they talk. He is driven by passion, lust, and 

desire, but quite honourable as he asserts he is interested in Carrington as a person and 

indeed asks her to marry him. She is trying to stop him, but possibly going „some of the 

way‟ with him. The musical cue is built around two contrasting melodic/rhythmic lines 

or themes, the first played by strings, the second by saxophone. These two themes can 
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 Theo Van de Leeuwen, „Emotional Times: The Music of The Piano‟, in Rebecca Coyle (ed), Screen 

Scores: Studies in Contemporary Australian Film Music, Sydney, AFTRS, 1998, pp.39-48, p.42.  
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 Michael Nyman, Carrington, CD liner notes. 
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 Tracks 7, 10, 12, and 13 on the CD soundtrack. 
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 Portraiture is a significant theme in the film since Carrington herself painted portraits of most of these 

men. 
74

  No score available. 
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be interpreted as representing the two characters; their passion, conflicting impulses, 

and different emotional perspectives.  

The first musical theme (strings) begins when the title „TWO: GERTLER 1916-

1918‟ appears. This seems to assert „Gertler‟ as the key figure in the narrative. However 

the fact that this is chapter two in a film which has earlier stated in its introductory titles 

that it is a film about Dora Carrington, and the fact that it covers only two years, 1916-

18, suggests that Gertler‟s story is just going to be a small part of Dora‟s narrative and 

that audiences will be seeing/hearing Gertler as Carrington experiences him.  

 

Figure 3: ‘Gertler’ 

 

Shot          Visuals                               Music and Sound   

 

1  6 sec       Title: „Two: Gertler 1916-1918           Strings Theme. One cycle of 4 bars. 

 

 

2  23 sec     Tracking shot (right to left) of               Strings contd. with saxophone theme 

                   Carrington and Gertler moving             Three and half cycles of 4 bars. 

        to bed  

 

 

3  8 sec       MCU Carrington and Gertler on bed;   Strings and saxophone continue.  

                  she breaks away from him.          Last 2 bars of 4
th

 cycle, plus 2 bars. 

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless,  this  first  musical  theme  is  linked  to  Gertler,  as  it starts exactly at the 

moment his title appears. Musically, it is interesting first in its time signature, which is 

either in 5/4 or a sequence of one 3/4 bar followed by one bar in 2/4 (thus giving a 5/4 

feel).
75

 This is not the most common Western music time signature; its unusualness 

suggests something/someone unconventional.
76

 Its „beat‟, to Western ears, has a 

potentially jerky feel (compared to the straight marching beat of 2/4 or 4/4 or the more 

lyrical feel of 3/4 waltz time, or 6/8 jig time). To put this in practical physical terms it 

would be more difficult to dance to for most Western listeners. This is not insignificant 
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 Score for „Gertler‟ is unavailable. 
76

 The main characters in Carrington are mainly artists or writers and part of a radical, unconventional 

social group. The rhythmic pattern may also be a way of referencing the rhythmic complexity of 

unconventional music like Stravinsky‟s The Rite of Spring (first performed 1913) which would be 

contemporary to the historical period of the film, though this is not the rhythmic complexity of a 

Stravinsky but the simpler, recognisable style of Nyman‟s own version of repetitive minimalism.  
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in relation to Gertler and Carrington‟s physical movements; these start as a dance (so 

there may be some diegetic music playing, possibly the same music being heard) but 

then become an unsuccessful attempt by Gertler to make love to Carrington.  

Consequently their movement together is more struggle than flow. The pace of the 

music is a fast „Allegro‟, about 152 beats per minute, and the strings (violins and cellos) 

are played with a vigorous attack (found often in Nyman‟s music and contemporary 

postmodern string players such as Alexander Balanescu and Nigel Kennedy.)  In sum, 

the music, its beat, pace, and attack, is dynamic and forceful, as is Gertler; 

unconventional, as is Gertler, a bohemian artist; and physically disruptive, as 

experienced on screen by the two characters. It is also a strong musical contrast to the 

lyrical, flowing love music heard some thirty seconds earlier, representing Carrington‟s 

love for Strachey.  

Assuming a 5/4 time signature, the piece is eighteen bars long. The strings‟ 

theme is played in a four-bar cycle which repeats four times, in typical Nyman style, 

with another two bars at the end which appear to be starting another cycle. Each bar 

repeats the same rhythmic ostinato, but there are variations to the melody and 

underlying bass through the piece. This musical theme is counterpointed by a 

contrasting second theme, a second „voice‟, played on saxophone. This starts in the 

second cycle of four bars, on the fourth beat of the first bar, just after the visual action 

starts (replacing Gertler‟s title) when both characters are seen on screen. While the first 

theme can be linked to Gertler, the second musical theme can thus be linked to 

Carrington, who is now on screen. This second theme is played through three and a half 

times over the strings, with variations.
77

   

The two themes provide a musical contrast which relates to the two characters; 

first, through instrumentation – saxophone versus strings; second, through expression – 

flow of the saxophone versus staccato of the strings; third, through pace and length of 

theme – the saxophone notes are generally held longer than the string notes, and the 

strings theme/ostinato is played through in one bar (which is repeated four times), while 

the saxophone theme plays over four bars. In all, the second theme sounds much more 

languid, flowing, and lyrical, while the overall musical contrast of the two themes is 

illustrative and expressive of the contrast and struggle between Gertler and Carrington. 

Gertler‟s emotional motivation in this scene is quite obvious and well illustrated by the 
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 The full theme actually starts on the first beat of the 5/4 bars, but its first rendition leaves out the first 

three beats; this is different from the CD soundtrack recording where the second theme enters on the first 

beat not the fourth. 
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first musical theme. But this is also Carrington‟s scene and her situation is more 

complex, as is her character as a whole. (The previous scene had shown her 

simultaneous desire to punish/love Strachey, whom she knows to be gay and therefore 

unavailable to her). What is she thinking and feeling in this scene with Gertler and how 

does the music relate to/express that? She appears torn between her love/desire for 

Gertler, her romantic feelings, and her repulsion of him. So the two musical themes 

illustrate her two conflicting impulses. The first musical theme, as well as representing 

Gertler‟s insistent but „jerky‟ desire, represents her struggling against him, while the 

second theme evokes a more erotic, languid, desire which can be heard/read as 

Carrington‟s romantic feelings. The music themes thus illustrate both the struggle 

between the two characters (which we are witnessing) and the internal struggle of 

Carrington – her resistance to Gertler versus her erotic romanticism. And it is the 

second musical theme which draws audience attention to Carrington‟s feelings of love 

and desire, which would not be so apparent merely from the visuals and the first 

musical theme. The music is thus not just complementing the visual narrative but 

adding something to it. And, of course, it is expressing the emotions of the situation and 

thus encouraging/allowing audiences to feel these same conflicting emotions which 

would not be experienced simply by watching from the outside. It is as though music 

allows audiences to experience the internal emotional states of mind and feelings of 

both characters.
78

 

The final musical point to be made with regard to this scene relates to the 

teleological structure of the music; where it is going and how it is resolved. This relates 

to Nyman‟s minimalist style and his way of ending musical pieces, and to the way that 

film music is generally subordinated to film narrative, what is seen happening on 

screen. How does the teleology of the music fit that of the narrative? As already 

mentioned, the strings theme is built up with four-bar cycles, so that sixteen bars would 

represent a level of completion by playing four cycles of four bars. But this piece lasts 

eighteen bars, two bars starting a new cycle and also giving half of theme two. Breaking 

off at this moment interrupts the teleological flow of both musical themes, disturbs the 
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 In terms of Carrington‟s ambiguous response, note also how the scene is presented filmically. The 

colour on screen during this scene is predominantly blue, conventionally a colour of coldness rather than 

passion, though this changes as they reach the bed covered with a vivid orange-red bedspread. Also, the 

audience point of view is initially one of separation/distance, observing the event through glass windows, 

but this changes as the scene then offers a more intimate point of view of them on the bed. Colour and 

camera position thus both suggest an emotional contrast. Additionally, there is a portrait of Gertler on 

Carrington‟s bedside wall, suggesting her interest in him. The two different camera angles of shots one 

and two even suggest a more romantic versus a more base/sexual point of view. 
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musical balance, and thus perfectly complements the abrupt moment of „interruptus‟ (if 

not quite „coitus‟) that is seen on screen. Ending the music here doesn‟t suit the musical 

flow but this very fact makes the ending perfectly expressive of the narrative and 

emotional situation of the characters.  

There is one other aspect to consider in relation to this musical cue. Nyman‟s 

„cue‟ for Gertler on the CD soundtrack is actually three minutes fifteen seconds long, 

while the cue here is just thirty seven seconds; furthermore, although the CD track starts 

with the two themes heard in the film (there are actually four more bars of theme one on 

the soundtrack before theme two starts), it then develops musically, adding several more 

musical „ideas‟. For Nyman, these would further „portray‟ Gertler and his relationship 

with Carrington, yet they are left out of the film. This raises some problems of textual 

interpretation: who is making decisions about which bits of music to use where – 

Nyman as composer or Christopher Hampton as director? What is the music intended to 

emote and convey, and what were the intentions at the point of composition? Is my 

interpretation of the way the two themes relate to the two characters in this sequence 

based on the intentions of composer, and/or director, or has the music „happily‟ 

coincided with the images in such a way that I can make this interpretation? Without 

arguing that Nyman or Hampton necessarily intended all that I have read into the 

music/image connection, I do argue that my reading is valid in terms of what is there in 

the text; it is supported in terms of an analysis based on reading the codes and language 

of film and music-making through close textual analysis. The question of intentions 

then becomes superfluous. Furthermore, Nyman has made some comments about his 

music for The Piano which relate directly to the points I have made. Nyman discusses 

Jane Campion‟s decision to use Ada‟s main theme, „The Heart Asks Pleasure First‟, 

which is first heard when she plays the piano on the beach, and also in the later 

sequence where Ada‟s finger is cut off. These two scenes are very emotionally different:  

On the one hand she‟s on the beach overwhelmed with joy, and you hear it; and the 

exact same recording is used later in the film to accompany a sequence that is 

intensely menacing.
79

  

This is a case where the same musical theme is used to illustrate very different scenes 

and thus to link them; this is partly normal leitmotivic practice, linking scenes involving 

the same character, but also an example of „transferability‟ whereby the same music can 

be used in very different filmic situations. But Nyman is „amazed‟ by this. In his DVD 

interview about The Piano he says   
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 Nyman, Metro interview, p.49.  
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[t]he thing that amazes me about music is its malleability, whether in film or 

not in film; here was a piece of music that expresses Ada‟s joy at being 

reunited with her piano, on the beach … very up, and not only the same 

music but the same recording and the same performance was used for the 

knife chasing sequence. On the beach there‟s an outside, for the scene in the 
bush there‟s an inside; the outside is the theme [he sings the main piano 

theme] – da, da-da, da-da, da-da –  and the inside is the [hums the bottom 

hand bass configuration] – da,da,da, da, da, da, da.  She [Jane Campion] had 

taken what to me was just conventional piano configuration as expressing 

this turmoil that was going on.
80

  

The important points here are, first, that Nyman recognizes how the two hands of the 

piano, its two layers, can communicate very different „meaningful/feelings‟ in relation 

to different images; this supports the kinds of readings I am making in relation to 

different „voices‟ or layers in the music; but secondly, that while this makes perfect 

interpretive sense it wasn‟t something he had intended.  

„Beacus‟  

Carrington‟s relationship with Beacus occurs some years after her relationship 

with Gertler. The two sequences for analysis [see Figures 4 and 5, Chapter 3 on DVD 

compilation, Appendix D, and Track 6 CD compilation, Appendix E] are set on 

Beacus‟s boat and show their developing relationship through two sexual encounters. 

The music, in these scenes, forms one continuous piece, as heard on the CD soundtrack; 

in the film this is interrupted at bar 32, the end of the first sequence, and resumed at bar 

33, the beginning of the second sequence. The complete music cue lasts for sixty bars of 

3/4 time signature, played at approximately seventy beats per minute (adagio). As with 

the Gertler piece, there are two main musical themes: theme one plays throughout the 

piece; it is divided into three twenty-bar sections or cycles. Theme two only plays 

through the first twenty-bar cycle.  The music features strings (violins/violas, cellos), 

horn, saxophone, and bass guitar. Theme one is based on a repeated rhythmic cell (one 

bar) of one accented beat followed by a two-beat held note (an identical rhythmic 

pattern and similar melodic pattern to Nyman‟s „Fish Beach‟ which will be analysed in 

Chapter 6), a languid, „sighing‟ rhythm.  Cycles one and two feature ten one-bar 

variations of the central rhythmic cell, each variation/bar being repeated; cycle three 

puts all these variations together without the repetitions. The intervals within each cell 

are all whole tones, apart from three instances of a descending minor third, and 

predominantly these are descending intervals. The final cycle is played an octave higher 

than the first two cycles. The first cycle is played by horn in sections one, saxophone in 
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section two, and by strings in section three. It is the dominant theme in cycles two and 

three but the subordinate theme in the first twenty-bar cycle which features the second 

theme. This is a pulsing string melody playing eighth notes and simple two-note 

„rolling‟ repetitions based on a chord structure of I, VI, I,VI, III, V, I, VI, III, V played 

over the twenty bars.     

 

Figure 4: ‘Beacus’ 1   

 

Shot          Visuals                                       Music & Sound  

 

1  15 secs   LS boat sailing into view (right to    Themes 1 & 2 (horn & strings) 

        left)        play together. Carrington V-O. 

 

 

2  8 secs     MS Carrington (foreground) & Beacus    Themes and V-O cont. V-O stops 

                   on boat 

 

 

3  64 secs   MS Beacus below deck. She brings            Themes cont. Theme 1 taken over   

food, camera tracks in as they                     by saxophone as theme 2 ends; he  

start to make love.                                       talks to her. 

 

 

 

Figure 5: ‘Beacus 2’ 

 

 

Shot          Visuals                                              Music and Sound  

 

1  5 secs    LS boat at anchor     Theme 1 

 

 

2  53 secs  Below deck M/S, camera tracks slowly in on Theme 1 cont. Strings cont. 

      Beacus & Carr. making love, orgasm, to C/U  theme rises to climax 

 

 

3  21 secs  L/S Carrington rides horse towards camera Theme 1 cont. 

                  in rain, dismounts and enters house 
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The action with Beacus is divided into the following stages, with music playing 

throughout:  

Scene 1: 

a) Carrington‟s feelings of love for and attraction to Beacus, expressed through her 

voice-over talking about Beacus, initially stressing her point of view (up to bar 

12) 

b) The two begin to make love and then Beacus talks to her, thus taking over the 

verbal discourse (up to bar 32). 

Scene 2:  

a) Beacus makes love to Carrington (up to bar 52) 

b) Carrington rides home to Ham Spray house on a horse in the rain (till end bar 

59). 

In terms of meanings and emotions, Carrington is shown initially as very happy in her 

attraction to Beacus; his silence is an asset and he is visually attractive as evinced by her 

comments about him and his belt; the sunny, outdoors, sea setting suggests freedom and 

escape. She is happy watching Beacus, preparing food for them, and then being made 

love to (a contrast to her rejection of Gertler in the earlier scene). The first twenty-bar 

cycle is heard during this sequence. It combines the minimalist repetitions of the two 

contrasting themes, the „sighing‟ and „rolling‟ rhythms, suggesting something of the 

constant movement of the boat through the rolling pulse of waves and ocean; the two 

themes are differently paced but blend together through the simple chord structure. 

Once again, as with the interpretation of the Gertler music, it is possible to read 

these two different themes as related to the two different characters and also as 

expressive of Carrington‟s own different emotions in this situation. Thus theme two, the 

faster-paced, higher-pitched and thus lighter, strings‟ theme is expressive of 

Carrington‟s feminine sensibility, happiness and light-heartedness, while theme one, the 

deeper, slower, sighing horn‟s theme is expressive of masculine Beacus and his 

sexuality. Despite pitch and pace difference, the two lines harmonize through the chord 

progression, thus suggesting compatibility between the two different themes/characters. 

For the first twenty-bar cycle it is the higher „rolling/pulsing‟, the Carrington melody, 

theme two, which predominates through its greater volume; this relates to Carrington‟s 

dominance in the situation, expressed by her voice-over which gives her the dominant 

discourse as she describes and looks at Beacus.
81

 But just as her voice/discourse is 

replaced by Beacus, who is the only one to talk during the rest of the scene, so too does 
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the Carrington musical theme-two disappear after the first cycle, suggesting that Beacus 

comes to dominate her and the situation. From this point on theme one is louder and 

dominant. The rolling strings‟ theme stops; the violins continue to play but now these 

are long, sustained notes, and they are subordinate to theme one. The higher pitch is still 

expressive of Carrington but now of her passion. At the end of the first section theme 

one changes from horn to saxophone; this change in timbre suggests a dramatic change 

as Beacus now begins to express his sexual feelings. While theme one and the strings 

are still harmonized, a different relationship has been established than that heard in the 

first section.    

As the scenes progress, the most important element is Carrington‟s own 

conflicting feelings, and the music is expressive of these; as well as relating to the two 

different characters, the combination of the musical themes can be read as expressing 

Carrington‟s internal state, particularly the shift in her emotional state from one of 

relaxed happiness to a more intense experience of both pleasure and pain. Through the 

course of the scene the more intense states, represented by the horn/saxophone theme, 

begin to dominate. In the first scene of their love-making the problems in the 

relationship are already being signalled cinematographically, by the deliberately 

voyeuristic tracking-in movement of the camera (which will be even more explicit in 

the second scene), and then by Beacus‟s suggestions that she wear sexier underclothes. 

With these comments the verbal discourse and power is taken away from her voice-over 

and given to him as he finds fault with her sexually, which will be the ultimate downfall 

of their relationship. But it is the music that prefigures the dysfunctionality even before 

Beacus speaks, and which thus gives a hearing position (aural discourse) from which to 

understand the actions of Beacus (visual discourse) and his subsequent words. As he 

puts his hand up her skirt the second section of the music begins, the „rolling‟ strings 

rhythm stops, the horn is replaced by the saxophone, and the sustained violin begins. All 

these changes signify a narrative development, moving into a new phase. Though she 

appears to be consumed with passion, as indicated by her actions on screen, the 

sustained violin notes represent Carrington‟s sexual pleasure but also her tension while 

the timbre of the saxophone introduces a note of melancholy into her feelings. All these 

musical changes combine to create a disturbance to the love-making which might not be 

read purely from what is shown visually; they suggest that something is not quite right 

in this love-making scene, an example of music revealing characters‟ psychology and 

emotional states. 
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This kind of love-making music which combines passion, melancholy, and 

disturbance is found in Nyman‟s „love‟ music for several other films. In this film it is 

certainly the case that love is mostly tragic, unrequited, unfulfilled, though deeply felt. 

The main story is focused on Carrington‟s unfulfilled love for Lytton, who is gay, and 

her various unsuccessful love affairs with other men (not to mention Lytton‟s own 

unsuccessful love affairs). The film culminates with Lytton‟s death and Carrington‟s 

suicide. Nyman‟s music is thus required to represent love and passion, which is often 

unfulfilled or painful and ends in death, a tendency that will be considered further in 

Chapter 7. 

The first scene with Beacus ends before the love-making is completed (at the 

end of bar 31) thus eight bars before section two is complete) and cuts to a scene which 

shows more disruption between Carrington and Lytton (who has taken a lover) and 

shows Carrington‟s distress about this. The film then cuts back to Beacus and 

Carrington again making love on the boat. It is obvious that narratively this is at a later 

date, but the sequence, in a sense, carries on where the last one left off as the film shows 

them now actually having intercourse. The music also suggests continuity as it 

completes the last eight bars of section two before continuing with section three. 

The earlier disturbance of their love-making is intensified in this sequence by 

both cinematography and sound: the camera approaches the couple, voyeuristically 

„discovering‟ them through a half-open, banging door;
82

 the creaking sounds of the boat 

do little to romanticize the love-making, and neither do the visuals, which show 

Carrington being subjected to Beacus‟s controlling love-making. It is earthy but rather 

brutal, no eye-contact, her face mainly in shadow. Yet it is clear she is experiencing 

intense sexual feeling and indeed appears to reach orgasm in this sequence before it 

ends and cuts to her riding a horse in the rain back at Ham Spray House. The cut to her 

rain-sodden appearance confirms something of the distress of the sexual scene – she is 

almost in tears at the end of love-making which are then expressed through the rain 

which often in films signifies that something is wrong. It becomes clear later that she is 

riding in the rain in order to try and bring on a miscarriage, with the implication through 

the narrative sequence that she conceived in the scene just witnessed.  

This sequence starts musically with the last eight bars of section two, 

establishing continuity with the previous scene before commencing section three. In 

section three the strings take over theme one. If the strings represent Carrington‟s 

feelings, then these are now expressed through theme one. In this sequence the music 
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emphasises the moments of sexual climax as the first chords of bars 48 and 50 coincide 

exactly with Carrington‟s expressions and movements of orgasm. The first chord of bar 

48 is particularly orgasmic: this note offers the climax the music has been repeating 

towards, as it plays the highest pitch heard so far in theme one and continues to ascend, 

moving from A to B; but it is also discordant as an F# is played, expressing the pleasure 

of sexual climax but also some of the pain that Carrington experiences in this 

relationship, a pain which is expressed by her appearance in the rain moments later (bar 

53). Bar 50 produces another orgasm chord, not so discordant but even higher in pitch, 

but this time it descends from E to D. The overall pitch movement in the third sequence 

is upwards as it moves from Di to Eii, but within each rhythmic one-bar cell the 

predominant pitch movement is downwards, consistently so for the last six bars. There 

is thus a contrast between upward (positive) pitch movement to the orgasm, but 

downward (negative) pitch movement of the individual cells, „sighs‟. The whole of 

section three gains greater intensity by leaving out the repetitions of each phrase; thus a 

melodic sequence which previously took forty bars is now condensed to twenty bars.  

The music in section three offers an expression of Carrington‟s sexual feelings 

but the same music continues for the last seven bars over shots of Carrington riding in 

the rain. Her feelings in this scene are clearly distress and pain, indicated by the mise-

en-scene of the rain, Emma Thompson‟s acting, and the revelation that Carrington is 

trying to make herself abort. What is interesting musically is that the same piece can be 

suited first to love-making and orgasm, then to sadness and abortion. Obviously if this 

music is linked leitmotivically to character (Beacus and Carrington) then it is 

appropriate in both scenes, but the musical effect on the potential contrast between the 

action of the two scenes is to draw attention to the connections and similarities between 

them 

There is one other significant musical development heard in the post-orgasmic 

music. One might expect to hear calm and peaceful music after a climactic love-scene, 

but instead of this the cellos and bass which have been playing held notes, now start 

playing pulsing notes. These begin at bar 52. Into this post-coital moment the pulsing 

brings notes of disturbance and increased pace into the music, suggesting that this „love‟ 

is in some way flawed, and ushering in the tension of the rain sequence. 

Teleologically, this music is more complete than the Gertler example since it 

does complete its three twenty-bar sections. It also reaches a climax and it could be 

argued that much of the process of the music is about moving to this moment and then 

falling away. Yet the final ending, though signalled by a ritardando, is not a completely 
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conventional tonal resolution. Like many of Nyman‟s pieces, and other minimalist 

pieces, it just stops as the process has come to an end. There is consequently some sense 

of abruptness but this works well filmically as it is appropriate to Carrington‟s own 

feelings at this moment: she is not happily resolved, and the narrative of her life is 

interrupted and unsettled.   

 These examples from Carrington show how Nyman‟s repetitive minimalist 

music can be very closely linked to character, action, and emotion, and to the narrative 

oppositions being played out on the screen, in a traditional film-music manner. They 

also show, by looking closely at the way different musical „voices‟ and themes are 

woven together, how such music can be read in terms of the actions and representations 

of different characters: as a representation of the external relationships, conflicts, and 

oppositions between characters, and the internal emotional states of a central character.  

Thus „the story told by the music‟ relates to the story unfolding on screen. 

  

The Libertine: „History of the Insipid‟ 

The Libertine (2005) was directed by Lawrence Dunsmore; it tells the story of 

the Duke of Rochester‟s somewhat debauched life in the time of Charles II‟s 

seventeenth-century reign in England – a fictionalised account of real events. The music 

cue, „History of the Insipid‟, is used for three separate sections of The Libertine, the first 

three music cues of the film.
83

 The third cue (1 minute 50 seconds) features first cellos 

and then the piano playing the main theme before it is joined by the woodwind, then a 

string melody which reaches a climax leaving just the cellos and double bass finishing 

the piece [see Figures 6 and 7, Chapter 4 on DVD compilation, Appendix D, and Track 

7 CD compilation, Appendix E].
84

 It shows the Duke of Rochester (Johnny Depp) and 

his wife (Rosamund Pike) travelling together to London by horse-drawn coach. They 

talk and he encourages her to retell the story of her abduction by him, as he sexually 

pleasures her. After she climaxes, Rochester looks away, and then there is a cut to him 

leaving her sleeping.  

The sequence shows the relationship between Rochester and his wife: their 

conflict, then their passionate coming together, then separation. It focuses on the 
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 The first cue (forty seconds in the film – the opening solo is twenty seconds longer on the CD 

recording) is a solo woodwind playing the main theme; this is played over the opening titles for the film; 

the second cue (sixty seconds) features piano playing the main theme but over cello and double-bass 

lines. 
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 There are two differences between what is heard with the film and what is heard on the CD soundtrack: 

a) the film version starts the second section with piano, then adds woodwind, whereas the CD second 

section starts with woodwind; b) the CD version is recorded a semitone lower than the film version. 
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feelings of both of them at different moments. The narrative develops in the following 

way:  

 Rochester, angry with his mother, boards his coach 

 Rochester and his wife have a muted conversation 

 She remembers her abduction fondly 

 Rochester wants her to retell the abduction story  

 She resists 

 He persuades her to continue and she becomes aroused 

 She climaxes and they are close 

 Rochester turns away 

 Rochester leaves her 

These narrative stages are accompanied by the music with its own narrative 

development. The time signature is 3/4, the pace 72 beats per minute, adagio. The 

structure is based on three stages, ABBCA: 

A  4 bars cello pattern   

B  8 bars piano melody/rhythm 

B  contd 16 bars woodwind repeats and develops piano melody/rhythm 

C  10 bars strings melody/rhythm 

A  4 bars cello pattern repeated. 

 

Figure 6: ‘History of the Insipid’ score transcription 
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Figure 7: ‘History of the Insipid’ 

 

 

 

Shot          Visuals                                             Music  

 

1  10 sec   M/S Rochester gets into coach and it leaves Cello and Bass theme A,     

piano starts theme B 

                    

 

2  9 sec     C/U Rochester and wife in coach talking              Piano theme B continues 

                 about fear               

 

3  3 sec     L/S Coach travelling left to right                         Piano theme B continues 

 

4  17 sec   C/U Rochester and wife talk about abduction,  Piano continues B, joined  

                 camera pans down following Rochester‟s          by soprano saxophone after   

                 hand to her thighs, between her legs                   he says „abduction‟ 

 

5  23 sec   C/U Rochester and wife; he tells her to talk     Sop. sax theme B continues,  

                 more about abduction; she does                        rising with held notes, with 

                                                                                            piano 

 

6  9 sec     C/U Rochester‟s hand between her legs, she   Sop. sax continues and  C                                             

                 continues to talk, begins to climax                    violins begin theme C with 

 piano 

 

7  4 sec    C/U Rochester and wife; she climaxes             Violins soaring into 

theme C with piano  

        

 

8  3 sec    C/U and pan down to his hand between  Violins continue with piano 

     her legs 

  

9  20 sec  C/U Rochester and wife, pans across to just        Violins continue with piano,  

                show Rochester, looks away and smiles, fade climax and ends; cello  

                to black      theme A returns with piano 

                

10  6 sec   Dissolve into M/S of wife sleeping; he   Cello theme A with piano,  

                 kisses her and leaves    fades. 

 

 

 

  

 

The „story told by the music‟ in this cue can once again be understood as the 

interplay between the different instruments or voices; there are three main aspects to 

consider. First, the repeated rhythmic cello and bass pattern, theme A, which begins and 

ends the sequence; second, the main melody/rhythm, theme B, which is introduced after 
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the first few bars of the cello theme, played initially on piano and then taken over by 

woodwind; third, another melody/rhythm, theme C, played by violins, accompanied by 

piano, which takes over as the main melody stops; as violins and piano reach a climax 

they stop and the cello/bass theme returns. In this example, rather than reading the 

musical layers in terms of representing and relating separately to the two characters it 

makes sense to see them as relating to the general emotional/meaningful shifts that are 

taking place through the narrative, between the two characters, interweaving 

image/dialogue with the music. There are subtle changes in both the film narrative and 

the music which combine to draw attention to each other. Overall, the piece shifts from 

the dull, repetitive, „insipid‟ opening and closing shots, represented visually by the mud, 

rain, and mist in Oxford and London, to the passionate expression of love and sexuality 

inside the coach. Musically this is achieved by the contrast between the „insipid‟ cello 

theme (A) which frames the whole piece and the increasingly passionate 

melody/rhythms at the heart of the music (B and C). 

A focus on melody and rhythm in relation to meaning and emotion is revealing. 

The main melodic line is built up through contrasting instrumental layers, with different 

themes and instruments taking the lead at specific moments. The piece includes another 

example of repeated rhythmic cells in the cello theme, using pulse notes, similar to 

Nyman‟s earlier minimalist pieces (see Figure 6, bars 27-32), but the major musical 

difference here, from his earlier work, is the development of a longer melodic theme 

over eight bars, which is played first by the piano, then repeated and developed by the 

woodwind. This suggests Nyman‟s developing interest in working with longer melodic 

themes as opposed to the simple repeated cells that characterised the Carrington 

examples (written ten years earlier) – a development of, or departure from, his 

minimalist style. 

The cello theme A is a simple pattern of four repeated eighth notes, which start 

and end on F natural (not shown in Figure 6). The mournful pattern circles back on 

itself and thus goes nowhere. (It is used again in several other cues throughout the film.) 

The woodwind melody has a rhythmic pattern played over two bars: it starts with two 

eighth notes leading into a half note on the first beat of the bar, a quarter note, and 

another half note on the first beat of the next bar; this pattern is repeated four times (as 

played previously by the piano). Each bar begins with a half note and this is continued 

after the four repeats apart from bars 13 and 16. However, after the four repeats of the 

first rhythmic pattern there is a rhythmic variation in bar 8, when the melody ascends to 

its highest pitch so far (C). This is followed by a different rhythmic pattern which 
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repeats the two eighth notes followed by a half note four times, bars 9-12. These bars 

also provide a gradual melodic ascent, G, A, B. This is followed by an ascent to higher 

pitches, E, D, and then an octave descent. This ends the woodwind theme B which is 

replaced by the strings theme C, which features a quarter-notes pattern also played over 

two bars, which is played with melodic variations five times with a gradual ascent 

before the cello theme resumes. There are two important differences between the 

rhythmic pattern of the woodwind and strings: although both are played over two bars 

the woodwind accents the half note that starts every bar, thus emphasising the 3/4 waltz 

timing. The strings pattern, however, comprises six unaccented pulse quarter notes over 

two bars, which makes the rhythm more flowing and elongated, and certainly different. 

Secondly, this six-note strings‟ rhythm actually begins on the second beat of the bar, so 

the full phrase crosses over into the first beat of the next bar; the listener would hear 

each six-note phrase as complete in itself, and might imagine it begins at the start of the 

bar. The result of this structure is that the fifth phrase is actually cut short and the final 

note is replaced by the return of the cello theme as the first note in bar 27, a moment of 

disruption. All of these variations are significant in relation to the way they combine 

with the images/narrative.  

The relationship of music and image here is twofold: first, there are definite 

moments when music and image/narrative combine to indicate significant shifts in 

meaning and feeling which appear to be intentional; second, the combination of music 

and image/narrative will also produce meanings/feelings which may be the result of the 

chance combination of music and image but which are nevertheless powerful and 

appropriate to the overall context of the film.  

The first significant musical change is the shift from cello (A) to piano theme 

(B). The „insipid‟ cello theme is suited to the gloomy, muddy exterior shot, and the 

disgruntled Rochester (shot 1). The piano theme begins just before the image cuts to the 

close-up of Rochester and his wife (shot 2). Though they are at this stage in some 

conflict, indicated by the cutaway after their first bit of dialogue to a shot of the coach 

(shot 3), the waltzing quality of the rhythm, the lyricism of the melody, and the higher-

pitched timbre of the piano all suggest a degree of gentleness and emotional warmth. 

The piano theme continues with the second close-up (shot 4). Here the camera angle is 

slightly altered, emphasising the wife‟s face and thus her feelings, and suggesting a 

slightly altered mood. This is confirmed by her wistful memories of abduction to which 

the emotional warmth of the piano theme is even more suited. Though there is no 

change in camera position or shot at this moment a major change is registered by the 



212  
 

music immediately after Rochester asks „did you like abduction?‟ The piano theme is 

replaced by the woodwind theme.
85

 This change emphasizes an important narrative shift 

as the couple are now brought closer together, indicated also by her turning to face him; 

just as she replies - „Passionately‟ - so the emotional warmth of this theme is apparent in 

the woodwind. The woodwind repeats the eight-bar melody of the piano and the couple 

are still partly in conflict but then the wife begins to accept and enjoy Rochester‟s 

sexual advances. At this point the rhythm and melody alters (bar 9 onwards); she retells 

the story of her abduction and at the point in her narrative when he has „taken‟ her she 

stops talking; in bar 8, instead of the two eighth notes on the third beat there is a 

quarter-note C, the highest pitch so far; then in bar 9 the melody begins its four-bar, 

climactic ascent and rhythmic variation which coincides perfectly in bar 11 with her 

first orgasmic sigh. In bars 13 and 14 the melody ascends even higher (E, D) and on the 

held D there is a cut to his hand between her legs. Here the edit draws attention to the 

intensity of the music, and the intensity of the music reinforces the passion on screen. 

Though the melody then descends an octave it leads to a held C in bar 16, the longest 

held note in the sequence, overlapping to bar 17 where there is a second orgasmic sigh 

emphasised by her own hand movement. The length of note corresponds to the intensity 

of the orgasmic moment, time-stopped for a moment, and suggests an altered state 

which is confirmed musically as at this point the new strings theme begins; on the third 

note of this there is a cut back to her face and a third orgasmic sigh. The strings rhythm 

indicates another significant change; the shift into moments of post-orgasmic bliss (a 

very different way of presenting this moment musically than was heard in the „Beacus‟ 

example). This is shown visually as the couple look at each other. The sexual emphasis 

in this sequence has been on her pleasure (it is she who experiences orgasm, not him), 

but the emotional emphasis is on the relationship between the two of them, and their 

closeness, expressed visually by their physical proximity. To emphasise this, for the 

first three renditions of the strings theme the camera focuses on the couple in close-ups, 

indicating that the ecstasy of the music is a shared ecstasy; but on the fourth rendition 

the emphasis shifts visually to Rochester as the camera pans to the right and his wife 

goes out of shot. At this point the audience is invited to focus just on Rochester and his 

experience. Whatever emotions the music is conveying are now related to him rather 

than the couple, which is in keeping with the film‟s main concern to give a portrait of 

                                                             
85

 The orchestration difference between CD and film version previously mentioned (footnote 95) is 

important. On the CD this theme is played from the beginning by the woodwind, thus it does not allow 

for a significant change in the narrative to be registered instrumentally. The move from piano to 

woodwind in the film is dramatically more effective. 
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him. The music rises through these five bars beautifully but almost unbearably in the 

last rendition. On the first note of this final phrase Rochester turns away, indicating 

separation from his wife with whom he has just been so intimate, and his look of 

pleasure changes to one of introspective distance and gloom, which contrasts with the 

beauty of the music and the love that has just been witnessed. Instead of the fifth phrase 

completing it is cut short and its final note replaced by the gloomy cello theme returning 

at the beginning of bar 27. Although Rochester then gives an enigmatic smile the gloom 

is confirmed as the screen fades to darkness. The cellos continue as in the final 

moments (shot 10) Rochester, at night, kisses his wife and leaves her. The one major 

difference from the beginning of the scene is that now a gentle, and higher-pitched 

piano pulse is played over the cellos, adding a note of warmth and beauty to the gloom. 

As the music stops, the scene cuts to shots of London mud and rats. 

This description shows how closely music and its changes and variations can 

relate to the developing meaningful emotions of a narrative scene. Significant narrative 

moments are reinforced by significant musical changes and more subtle narrative 

nuances are brought out by smaller musical changes. The significant changes are most 

likely to be intentional as a way of enhancing the narrative; but the smaller, subtler 

changes may be the happy accident of a character movement at the beginning of a bar or 

on a held note, and the interplay of music and image, for example Rochester‟s turning 

away.    

 

Conclusion 

Detailed textual analysis has shown how Nyman‟s music and film images can 

interact in different ways, within different narrative contexts, both non-traditional and 

traditional. The first half of the chapter suggested that Nyman‟s music for non-

traditional narratives was written within an unusual production context; it explored how 

innovative his film music is, and showed that even within a non-traditional narrative 

context his music has the potential for performing traditional film music functions. The 

second half has shown how Nyman also writes music which directly supports narrative 

and contributes to the meaningful feelings of films, illustrating narrative meanings and 

characters‟ internal feelings – which may not be apparent just from visual images – and 

creating an emotional affect for audiences. It has used an analytic method focused on 

different musical layers, „voices‟, and the ways in which their interaction relate to the 

film‟s narrative oppositions. It has also started to consider how Nyman‟s music is used 

in representations of love, sex, and desire.  
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All the pieces analysed exhibit elements of Nyman‟s minimalist style (discussed 

in Chapter 4); „History of the Insipid‟ shows how this developed with the introduction 

of a longer melodic theme and more thematic variations within one cue. These pieces 

show how, in the context of the films‟ images and narrative, Nyman‟s minimalist music 

is linked to meaning and emotion: it is not objective and neutral.  However the next 

chapter, by looking at the „transferability‟ of film music cues, begins to complicate this 

interpretive approach as a way of understanding how Nyman‟s music produces 

meanings/affects, and raises wider questions about how film music in general functions.  
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Chapter 6: 

The transferability of Nyman‟s film music 

 

 

„A BBC arts programme once set out to prove that even the most 

mundane piece of film can appear interesting if accompanied by 

Michael Nyman‟s music ... [Played over] two old men fishing by a river 

… it [the visuals] became positively thrilling.‟
1
 

 „Somebody told me a story about Nino Rota‟s score for The Godfather, 

that the reason it wasn‟t given the Oscar for Best Original Score was 

that he‟d actually written it for an earlier film. And I stood up for 

composers and said, “We‟re all doing that all the time.”‟
2
 (Michael 

Nyman)  

 

Previous chapters have looked at Michael Nyman‟s film music and its possible 

meanings and emotional affects, in terms of his developing output (the „two Nymans‟), 

his minimalist style, and through detailed analysis of his work for non-traditional and 

traditional narrative films. Mention has been made several times of the issue of the 

„transferability‟ of Nyman‟s music, that is, the way the same piece of music can be used 

in or transferred to different film contexts. This practice within film music has received 

little critical attention. The point about transferability is not so much that it is another 

method for understanding meaning and affect; rather, it problematizes the notion that it 

is possible to determine the meanings and affects of a piece of film music because these 

will change in different contexts. Nyman forces one to consider this question because of 

the extent to which his music is transferred or recycled from one filmic situation to 

another. This poses important theoretical questions for all film music study: what 

happens when a piece of music composed for one context is used in a different context? 

How easily can music be transferred to different film contexts? This chapter will 

address this issue of „transferability‟ and look at two specific Nyman examples.  

Theorists such as Nicholas Cook, Michel Chion, Noel Carroll, and Claudia 

Gorbman have all argued that music and image act upon each other, modifying  each 

other‟s meanings and affects; they show that the same music played to different images 

(that is, transferred), results in very different meaning/affect readings. As Gorbman has 

said, any piece of music if it is „applied to film will do something, will have an effect‟;
3
 

while, as Cook has shown, Mozart‟s music will mean something different in different 

                                                             
1
 Premiere, vol.5 no.2, Mar 1997, p 32. 

2
   Nyman interview with John Wrathall, Empire, no.61, July, 1994, p.79. 

3
  Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music, London, BFI, 1987, p.15. 
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contexts.
4
  Others, such as Powrie and Stillwell, have examined the uses of pre-existent 

music in films, music which has also been transferred from one context to another.
5
 And 

there are many instances where music composed for one film is rejected but then re-

used, transferred to a different film, as happened with Nino Rota‟s score for The 

Godfather, and has happened with several Ennio Morricone scores. Nyman, as can be 

seen in the quotation above, suggests that this process of recycling is ubiquitous: „We‟re 

all doing that all the time.‟
6
 But despite this critical awareness the issue of 

transferability has not been explored in depth.  

Nyman takes recycling and transferability a step further than most film music 

composers through the extent of his recycling, a practice in which he has been aided and 

abetted by various film directors.
7
 Figure 1 gives a list of some of these situations but it 

is by no means exhaustive. It refers to occasions where music composed for one film 

was subsequently also used in another; where music not originally written for film at all 

was then used as part of a film score; and where music written for one film, but not used 

there, was subsequently used in another film.  

Nyman‟s approach to the transferability of his music arises from his roots in the 

„experimental music‟ tradition which he wrote about and which inspired him in the 

1970s.
8
 He valued the work of John Cage, who advocated the importance of chance 

within music composition and performance. While Nyman‟s own music is 

compositionally tightly structured and he is not personally an advocate of 

improvisation, he values the role that chance can play in what happens when images and 

music, which have been separately composed, are brought together, producing 

emotions, reactions, and feelings which had not been anticipated. In discussions of his 

own music production he often points out how chance can play a significant role in the 

way he finds the „right‟ music for a particular film. He goes further than this when he 

relates how he doesn‟t feel  that he himself could always produce the „right‟ music for  a  

                                                             
4
 See Cook‟s analysis of the use of Mozart‟s Overture to The Marriage of Figaro in a Citroen car 

commercial, in Analysing Musical Multimedia, Oxford, OUP, 2001, pp.4-8. 
5
 See Powrie & Stilwell, Changing Tunes. 

6
  Nyman in Empire no.61, p.79. 

7
  The popularity of Nyman‟s music and the way it combines successfully with visual images has meant 

that there are many examples where pieces of Nyman‟s music have been adopted by film and television 

makers in contexts they were not designed for, without reference to Nyman, illustrating how any image 

can „appear interesting if accompanied by Michael Nyman‟s music‟; for example, a news report on 

Malcolm Turnbull, then a potential leader of the Australian Liberal party, broadcast on ABC television 

(7.30 Report, ABC, 19 Nov, 2007) used Track 2 from The Libertine; „Sheep and Tides‟ featured in a 

commercial in which a woman smashes a man‟s car, and Nyman/Greenaway music has been used in the 

Japanese TV program Iron Chef.    
8
 See Michael Nyman, Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, 2

nd
 ed, Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press,  1999. 
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Figure 1: Examples of Nyman „transferred‟ music  

 

 

Original film music subsequently used in other films: 

„Fish Beach‟: Originally composed for Drowning by Numbers; used subsequently in 

The Cook, and Man on Wire 

 

„Chasing Sheep‟ and „An Eye for Optical Theory‟: originally composed for The 

Draughtsman’s Contract; both subsequently used in A Cock and Bull Story, and Man on 

Wire 

 

„If‟: originally composed for The Diary of Anne Frank; used subsequently with new 

lyrics in The Libertine. 

 

„History of the Insipid‟ originally composed for The Libertine; used subsequently in 

Man on Wire. 

 

 

Non-film music used in films: 

 

Memorial: Originally composed for an installation concert in France and then for the 

Heysel Football Stadium disaster 1985. Used in full for The Cook; used subsequently in 

Man on Wire   

 

„String Quartet No 3‟: adapted for Carrington 

 

„String Quartet‟: adapted for Monsieur Hire 

 

„Laura‟: originally composed for the Video game Enemy Zero; used subsequently in 

Man With a Movie Camera, then set to words for the musical commission Acts of 

Beauty and subsequently used in Never Forever 

 

 

Music written, but not used, for one film, and then used in a later film  

 

„Molly‟: originally composed for Wonderland but not used; used subsequently in Purely 

Belter 

 

„Nadia‟ and „Debbie‟: originally composed for Wonderland but not used there; used in 9 

Songs 

 

 

 

particular scene if he consciously tried to compose music to fit the images, narrative, 

and emotion.
9
 There are several instances when his music, already composed, has been 

                                                             
9
  Nyman, The Guardian Interview: Michael Nyman, National Film Theatre, British Film Institute TV, 

1994. 
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used with a film where he (and others) feel the resultant mix is perfect and his music 

does exactly what is required; but in a sense this „blend‟ has been found by chance. He 

describes how Patrice Leconte used some of Nyman‟s music as a „temp‟ track for a film 

Leconte wanted Nyman to compose for. The effect of the temp track on Nyman was that 

I sat back and thought I couldn‟t possibly improve on this score … What it 

taught me was that a piece of music that I think has a particular logic or 

particular meaning or particular value can be perceived by someone else in a 

totally different way and put with images in such a way that I would never 

have come up with those musical images.
10

  

He further remarked on how one sequence of his pre-existing music was played over 

water with the result that  

you get this wonderful upsurge. But if Patrice had asked in words for music 

that was very flowing, exuberant and really over the top, there‟s no way I 

could have written anything with the kind of freedom that I wrote my string 

quartet with, not limited by someone over my shoulder saying this kind of 

music has to do something for someone‟s images.
11

  

This suggests that, for Nyman, composition-to-order will not necessarily produce the 

most powerful music for any one scene. Furthermore, he acknowledges that there is a 

„free-floating‟ significatory potential in his music; there are a number of possible 

meanings that can be attached to any one piece of music in different visual contexts.  

While chance results relate to one aspect of Nyman‟s practice, reworking or 

recycling music is another important part of how Nyman works. For example, he 

reworked his music from Zed into his score Zoo Caprices for Solo Violin, inspired by 

„the stunning virtuosity of Alexander Balanescu‟.
12

 He has also reworked different 

versions of his music for The Piano; since the original recording for the film he has 

rewritten the piece as The Piano Concert Suite or The Piano Concerto, and, following 

the original film soundtrack CD release in 1993, there are at least two other Nyman CD 

versions, a live recording of the Concert Suite, 1994, and The Composer’s Cut version, 

2005. Nyman performs pieces from The Piano in solo piano concerts and in orchestral 

concert versions. The different recordings of „The Heart Asks Pleasure First‟ show a 

marked difference in tempo, as the later versions slow down the pace of the original 

soundtrack recording, while arrangements linking it and „The Promise‟ change the order 

                                                             
10

  Ibid. 
11

  Ibid. 
12

  Michael Nyman, „Composer‟s Note‟ in Zoo Caprices for Solo Violin, London Chester Music, 1986, 

p.1. 
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in which these two pieces are combined on the different recordings.
13

 Nyman‟s 

comments on the liner notes for The Composer’s Cut series are significant: 

The purpose of the Composer‟s Cut series is to present music from my 

soundtracks in a state of continuous evolution. As I transferred particular 
cues from film to concert hall both musical structures changed and 

performance styles developed, enabling the music, perhaps, to realize its 

true potential.
14

 

As well as demonstrating Nyman‟s recycling tendency and belief in musical 

„evolution‟, this comment reflects Nyman‟s view that film music often has to remain 

quite simple in order to suit the film and therefore may be somewhat limited, whereas in 

the „concert hall‟ the music may „realize its true potential‟. It also points out the 

difference between cinema and concert hall as venues for his music.  

But Nyman‟s recycling goes even further than this; it is part of his own 

compositional process in the way that he consciously reworks other composers‟ works 

in his own pieces. His recyclings of Mozart, Purcell, and Bibier are well documented.
15

 

For example, Nyman used bars 58-62 of Mozart‟s Sinfonia Concertante in E flat 

                                                             
13

 See original soundtrack recording, 1993 (Virgin), Michael Nyman Live 1994, (Virgin/Nyman), Michael 

Nyman The Piano: The Composer’s Cut 2005 (MN records). The Piano Concert Suite also performed by 

The Royal Philarmonic Orchestra 1998. 
14

 Nyman, CD liner notes, The Composer’s’ Cut series, 2005, (MN records). In relation to the ownership 

of Nyman‟s work it is important that he has been able in most cases to retain copyright of his film music 

scores and indeed developed his own record label – „MN‟ – on which to release them. The Composer’s 

Cut series seems to make good business sense as it allows another outlet for Nyman‟s music on his own 

„MN‟ label, but Nyman‟s comment on Radio National‟s The Music Show that he is „a financial fool‟ 

suggests this may not necessarily be the case. 

Controlling copyright is unusual within the film-scoring world, where composers are normally 

not only playing second fiddle to film directors, but also to studios who retain copyright and ownership of 

the music. This is true within the American/Hollywood system but less so within European art cinema. 

Nyman has mostly worked within the latter context, but it may also be that his status as acclaimed music 

composer rather than just film-music composer has given him more bargaining power in the negotiation 

of contracts and copyright ownership, and thus allowed him to retain control of his music. Given his 

practice of recycling this would certainly be desirable for him. His most notable Hollywood success, his 

score for Gattaca, proves an exception; James Marsh has explained how Nyman gave Marsh carte 

blanche for using Nyman‟s back catalogue for Man on Wire but 

„[t]here was a piece I wanted to use from a film called Gattaca that Michael had done ... but that 

was owned by a Hollywood studio and we couldn‟t use it‟ (Man on Wire, DVD commentary).   

Nyman‟s ownership of most of his music makes recycling/transferability much more possible and 

practical than it might be for many other composers shackled by studio ownership. This is aided by 

Nyman‟s own ability and interest in collaborating with others and with finding new contexts for his 

music. Marsh again comments: 

„Michael doesn‟t think anyone owns his music, or any film owns his music, he‟s really open to 

reinterpreting his own work, and recycling his work, and repositioning his work, and that‟s what 

we‟ve done‟ (DVD commentary).  
15

 Nyman himself explicitly references these in his published scores. Ap Sion and Beirens have also noted 

these and made detailed notes on such recycling. See especially ap Sion, „Intertextual references in the 

Nyman-Greenaway soundtracks‟, and „inter-referential connections between La Traversee de Paris and 

Prospero’s Books‟ (The Music of Michael Nyman:Texts, Contexts and Intertexts, Aldershot, Ashgate, 

2007, p.89 & p.112). 



220  
 

(K364), that he and Greenaway „had already plundered‟
16

 for The Falls, as the basis for 

his score for Drowning by Numbers. But more importantly Nyman extensively recycles 

his own work in different situations. Maarten Beirens has noted how 

[f]or instance, the score to the 1929 silent movie Man with a Movie Camera 

by Dziga Vertov (2002) not only uses material initially written for the 

computer game (!) Enemy Zero (1996) but also takes material from 

Greenaway‟s The Falls (1980).
17

 

Nyman himself also notes how he brings together his music from different places into a 

new situation: 

I was able, in Acts of Beauty, a totally new work, to link my compositions 

from 1985, The Kiss, through Vital Statistics and Facing Goya (1987/2000), 

The Man with a Movie Camera (2002) to Man and Boy: Dada of 2004.
18

  

Nyman seems to display no irony in his words „a totally new work‟, but sees this 

recycling as a crucial part of his development and evolution as a composer. He has 

commented that „[y]ou can see my whole work as recyclable – not because I lack ideas, 

it‟s much freer.‟
19

 He is „free‟ because he has access to the whole range of pre-existing 

musical influences, and also because in recycling his own music he can develop his 

musical ideas. 

Recycling and transferring music thus relate to Nyman‟s general musical 

philosophy and practice. Some of the issues that arise from this practice are well 

brought out in Mark Kermode‟s review of Nyman‟s music for the film Carrington.
20

 

Kermode asks how effective film music can be which is not specifically written for a 

particular film but is recycled from elsewhere. He also asks what difference it makes if 

the viewer/listener has prior knowledge of this music and where it originally came from. 

Kermode starts by noting that much of the music for Carrington was „second-hand 

material‟ comprising „segments from Nyman‟s Third String Quartet, originally written 

as a choral piece for a BBC documentary on the Armenian earthquake and later adapted 

to celebrate the Romanian Revolution‟.
21

 (Note how this piece of music, which was first 

composed to relate to one event, had already been „recycled‟ to relate to another 

situation.) Christopher Hampton, the film‟s director, used this music as a „temp track‟ 

for the film; when Nyman saw the film and heard the temp track  

                                                             
16

 Michael Nyman, Drowning by Numbers for Violin, Viola and Chamber Orchestra Score, London, 

Chester Music, 2001, p.iii. 
17

 Maarten Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, Phd Thesis, Leuven, Katholieke 

Universiteit, 2005, p.189. 
18

  Michael Nyman, CD liner notes for Acts of Beauty/Exit No Exit, MN records, 2006. 
19

  Michael Nyman interview with Jonathan Romney in New Musical Express, 7/1/89, p.31. 
20

  Mark Kermode, „Endnotes‟, in Sight and Sound, vol.5, no.11, November 1995, p.62. 
21

  Ibid. 
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I realized it was doing a better job than anything new I could possibly come 

up with. I wouldn‟t be able to improve on it, so we decided to leave it in.
22

  

This again demonstrates Nyman‟s belief that he can‟t necessarily write the best music 

for a film after he has seen it and in response to it, and that the „best‟ music might 

emerge from elsewhere through a chance process.
23

 Kermode, though, argues against 

the suitability of this music: „[k]nowing that the score has been lifted from another 

project makes the musical cues sound intrusive, inauthentic and alien to the landscape 

of the drama itself.‟
24

 He goes further, to critique Nyman in terms of „laziness ... merely 

to have dusted off a few hundred yards of second hand material.‟
25

 But later in the same 

review he reconsiders his own criticism. He recognises that his critique was actually 

constructed after a second viewing/listening when he knew that the music was not 

specifically written for the film but was „second-hand‟ music, and acknowledges that 

his reactions to the film‟s music at his first viewing were very different:  

In the absence of prior historical knowledge, Nyman‟s music for Carrington 

is … both awe-inspiring and bizarrely suited to the material. When I first 

saw the movie, I heard a sensuous, brooding and proudly melancholic 

undercurrent which swept the viewer up into the tragically passionate world 

of the movie‟s protagonist. I even scribbled „bloody marvellous music‟ on 

my reviewer‟s pad.
26

  

The issue of prior knowledge of music is complex. For Kermode watching 

Carrington for the second time, prior knowledge of where the music came from proved 

undesirable. But in other situations, prior knowledge might enhance audience pleasure; 

for example, in Michael Winterbottom‟s A Cock and Bull Story (2005), which uses two 

of the most well-known Nyman tracks from A Draughtsman’s Contract. The film is 

partly a period piece, set in eighteenth-century England, and partly a contemporary 

twenty-first century story, so it could be argued that the music serves the same function 

of simultaneously evoking two historical/social moments that it did in A Draughtsman’s 

Contract; additionally it acts within an ironic and humorous context as it did in the 

earlier film. So the music fits the film regardless of its prior use. However, the film, as 

well as retelling the story of Lawrence Sterne‟s novel Tristram Shandy, is a comic, post-

modern, self-reflexive, and fragmented exploration of the film-making process itself. It 

uses music as part of this process and is self-consciously referencing/quoting the music 

                                                             
22

  Nyman quoted in ibid. 
23

  While this music for Carrington was recycled, the cues discussed in Chapter 5, „Gertler‟ and „Beacus‟, 

were written specifically for the film. 
24

  Kermode, „Endnotes‟, in Sight and Sound. 
25

  Ibid. 
26

  Ibid. 
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from A Draughtsman’s Contract. Rather than have a single composer score original 

music, thus providing consistency throughout the film, Winterbottom has a music 

soundtrack made up of pre-existing musical pieces, most of which were originally 

composed for or used in other notable art-house films, such as Federico Fellini‟s 

Amarcord (1973) and Stanley Kubrick‟s Barry Lyndon (1975).
27

 This can be understood 

as a form of post-modern plundering of other styles. The elements of self-reflexivity are 

enhanced in particular by using musical cues from Fellini‟s 8 ½ (1963), one of the best-

known self-reflexive films about the process of making a film. So, while it is perfectly 

possible to view the film without this extra-filmic/musical knowledge, in this case, 

viewing pleasure and understanding is enhanced by prior knowledge of where the 

music, including Nyman‟s, comes from. 

Powrie and Stilwell have explored in detail the uses of pre-existent music in 

film. One issue they consider is whether pre-existing music „has an integrative function 

or not‟;
28

 that is, whether its pre-existing connotations and context disturb the diegesis 

of the film narrative. A crucial point here is whether the music is „recognisable.‟
29

 As 

Kermode showed with Carrington, this can have a big effect on how listeners 

apprehend musical meanings/affects. Yet Gorbman notes how in some cases with 

Kubrick, „recognisable‟ music fits the images so well that it „become[s] the music of the 

specific movie scene rather than the piece one may have known before‟,
30

 so that prior 

connotations are dispensed with.  

All this demonstrates the complexities in the value of writing specific music for 

a specific film or of using pre-existent music. It also demonstrates that, in Nyman‟s 

case, it seems possible to use his music very effectively in different situations, as 

suggested also by the BBC arts programme quoted at the outset of this chapter.
31

  There 

are two factors which might account for this affective and meaningful transferability; 

the first relates to Nyman‟s specific minimalist style, the second to more general 

musical and filmic qualities.      

As discussed in Chapter 4, Pwyll ap Sion and Tristian Evans seem to offer an 

explanation for the transferability of Nyman‟s music when they argue that minimalism 

                                                             
27

  The fragmented narrative of at least four different and contrasting stories within A Cock and Bull Story 

is made explicit musically in the DVD set-up „trailer‟ for the film: there are four separate sequences and 

each is accompanied by a different musical clip from the film. Most DVD set-up trailers use just one 

piece of music from the film. 
28

 Phil Powrie and Robyn Stilwell (eds), Changing Tunes: The Use of Pre-existing Music in Film, 

Aldershot, Ashgate, 2006, p.xiii. 
29

  Ibid., p.xiv. 
30

 Claudia Gorbman, „Ears Wide Open: Kubrick‟s Music‟, in Powrie & Stilwell (eds), Changing Tunes, 

pp.3-18, p.4. 
31

  Premiere, vol.5 no.2, Mar 1997, p.32. 
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combines effectively with film because of its „neutrality, objectivity, [and] 

malleability‟.
32

 For them, because „minimalist music does not usually dissolve into the 

supporting image‟ it retains its own meanings, „on essentially equal terms‟
33

 as co-equal 

partner, and therefore can be easily transferred into different film contexts.
34

 

Minimalism, „[u]nlike narrative film music, which makes use of powerful, memorable 

themes and leitmotifs, ... is less prescriptive in terms of what it communicates or is 

meant to say‟;
35

 it is imbued with its own, internal, significatory richness; and 

consequently, it can be used in very different visual contexts (be recycled or transferred) 

and will still function very powerfully, establishing a new dialectical relationship 

between sound and image.  

However, ap Sion and Evans‟ argument in relation to minimalism being 

„neutral‟ and a „co-equal partner‟ is useful but debatable. Andrew Ford, interviewing 

Nyman, pursues the same logic when he refers to „the neutrality of your music, which 

suggests that you could layer any [Nyman] music on to a film‟ and it would work. But 

at the same time Ford says the music „would probably change the film‟ and moments 

later comments that other Nyman music „transforms‟ the literary texts for which he 

writes music. Nyman himself points out the contradiction in Ford‟s argument between 

the asserted „neutrality‟ of the music and its „transforming‟ power.
36

 The point here is 

that Nyman‟s music has the power, through its own significatory richness rather than its 

neutrality, to interact with different images and to produce different meanings/feelings.  

Further, ap Sion and Evans‟ point about minimalist music and film being 

„essentially equal‟ partners is not one that is exclusive to minimalist music; other music 

styles can achieve this. Certainly, there are film/music combinations which deliberately 

set out to establish a different kind of relationship between the two media, as 

Greenaway and Nyman did at the beginning of their collaborations; their co-equality is 

about music not being subservient to film narrative, character, and emotion, but 

operating in a different, independent way (as discussed in Chapter 5). But Sergei 

Prokofiev and Segei Eisenstein had similar aims and Jean Luc Godard, as Royal Brown 

argues, used non-minimalist music in Vivre Sa Vivre in very different ways.
37

 There are 
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  Pwyll ap Sion, & Tristian Evans, „Parallel Symmetries? Exploring Relationships between Minimalist 

Music and Multimedia Forms‟, unpublished paper delivered at First International Conference on Music 

and Minimalism, Bangor University, 31/8-2/9/2007, p.24. 
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   Ibid., p.5. 
34

   Ibid., p.1. 
35

   Ibid., p.13. 
36

   Michael Nyman interview with Andrew Ford, Radio National, The Music Show, 25
th
 July, 2009. 

37
  See Royal, S. Brown, Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music, London, University of 

California Press, 1994, pp.134-6 & 188-200. 
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also other film/music combinations where the music is connected to film narrative, 

character, and emotion but, in some sequences, the music demands as much attention 

from the spectator/listener as does the image; in this sense music and image are co-

equal, involved in a dialectical relationship of meaning/affect, even while connected to 

the film narrative. The (non-minimalist) film music of composers such as Herrmann, 

Morricone (particularly with Sergio Leone), and John Williams exemplifies this. As 

Frederic Jameson argued in 1992,       

[movie] music in any case ... acquires its own autonomy within the 

modernist loosening of forms, and often develops a formal power not 

inferior to the visual image itself.
38

  

Just as Gorbman and others now agree that film music is no longer „unheard‟, Jameson 

stresses the equality of music – „not inferior‟ – and image, and this is not just a 

reference to minimalist music.
39

  

Autonomy, equality, and audibility certainly characterise the use of many pre-

existing pieces of music (especially classical, but also popular music) which are used in 

films. Examples include extracts from Beethoven‟s symphonies, such as his Sixth 

Symphony, the „Pastoral‟, in Soylent Green (1973), his Seventh Symphony in Zardoz 

(1974), and his Ninth Symphony in A Clockwork Orange (1971); Kubrick‟s use of 

Richard Strauss‟ Also Sprach Zarathustra and Johann Strauss‟ The Blue Danube in 

2001 and Arthur Freed/Nacio Herb Brown‟s „Singing in the Rain‟ in A Clockwork 

Orange; Ingmar Bergman‟s and Andrei Tarkovsky‟s uses of Bach in their films; David 

Lynch‟s use of the pop classics „Blue Velvet‟  and „In Dreams‟ in his film Blue Velvet 

(1986), and so on. In all these instances the music „does not usually dissolve into the 

supporting image. Instead it retains, affirms and even strengthens its own musical 

meanings in such contexts.‟
40

 Its own musical meanings are of course in a dialectical 

relationship with the image and so the resultant meanings/affects are a product of this 

combination.  

All these pre-existent musical examples are being recycled, transferred, from 

their original contexts. There are also many cases where the same piece of music has 

been affectively used in different films with very different images and narratives; two of 

the most obvious examples are Samuel Barber‟s Adagio for Strings and Tomaso 

Albinoni‟s Adagio in G Minor for Strings and Organ.
41

 Barber‟s piece has been used in 
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  Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, London, Routledge, 1992, p.209. 
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  Actually composed by Remo Giazotto, published 1958.  
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numerous situations, including The Elephant Man (1980), Platoon (1986), and Amelie 

(2001); Albinoni/Giazotto‟s Adagio has also been used many times, notably during the 

opening credits for Orson Welles‟ The Trial (1962) and for the battle scenes in Peter 

Weir‟s Gallipolli (1981). This demonstrates that non-minimalist music can easily and 

successfully be transferred to different film situations. 

While pre-existent classical and pop music are often used for soundtracks it is 

more unusual for pre-existent film music to be used in other films (unless as a form of 

deliberate quotation, as in A Cock and Bull Story). This is not because the music could 

not be easily transferred, but because once film music has been heard successfully in 

one context it is not regarded as legitimate practice to „transfer‟ it (whereas pre-existent 

non-film music is more acceptably transferred). The connotations which link film music 

to a specific film perhaps outweigh its possible transferability, so that the music for 

Psycho or The Godfather or Once Upon a Time in the West always refers indelibly back 

to those films.
42

 But without those connotations those pieces of music could easily and 

successfully be transferred to other film situations; the fact that some of the music for 

The Godfather and Once Upon a Time in the West was actually written for other 

cinematic contexts, supports this view.  

The use of recycled Nyman music in Man on Wire is an unusual case. Director 

James Marsh commented about the film‟s use of Memorial, which he heard when he 

visited Philippe Petit who was practising tight-rope walking while listening to it: 

I was ambushed by Michael‟s stunning „Memorial‟, originally composed for 

the Greenaway film The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover. It was 

familiar but I couldn‟t immediately place it – it seemed so perfect for the 

grace and energy of Philippe‟s tight rope routines that it was hard to imagine 

it ever had any other purpose. And for Philippe, of course, it really hadn‟t. I 

finally realised what it was – but I didn‟t care at all that it was embedded in 

another film. Philippe had completely dislodged that association and 

reinvented its meaning. It‟s a testament to the music‟s power and mutability 

that this theme has now come to define Man on Wire, too.
43

 

This quotation draws attention to the way that music can be read either in relation to its 

previous uses and contexts or in a way that completely separates from these previous 

associations, thus creating new meanings and associations. And it points to the way the 

same piece of music can connect with very different emotional and meaningful content, 

different narrative situations, demonstrating what Marsh calls the „mutability‟ of music, 

                                                             
42

 Thus most uses of well-known pre-existent film music are done as a form of comedy or parody, 

deliberately evoking memories of the earlier film scenes, for example using the Jaws shark theme, or the 

Psycho shower scene in episodes of The Simsons. Quentin Tarantino also uses Morricone‟s music in Kill 

Bill but more as a cinematic homage. 
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and what I call „transferability‟. Marsh‟s comment that „it was hard to imagine it [the 

music] ever had any other purpose, and for Philippe, of course, it really hadn‟t,‟ refers 

to the fact that Philippe used to play this music while he practised his tight-rope 

walking. This in itself is a wonderful example of how individuals can take a piece of 

music and make it serve their own purposes, and thus transfer it to their own 

feelingful/meaningful world.  

 The point that emerges from all of this is that all music, including film music, 

has this transferable potentiality. As psychologist Sandra Trehub says, „the fact that 

music has no definite meaning ... leaves us free to project all kinds of meanings onto 

it‟.
44

 While transferability is not initially so apparent with film music, Nyman, the great 

recycler, draws attention to this because of the extensiveness, and success, of his 

transferred music, supporting his own comment: „the thing that amazes me about music 

is its malleability.‟
45

 His music demonstrates the possibilities of transferability, but not 

just because of his minimalist style; the same possibilities of transferability exist for 

many other musical examples.     

This argument leads back to the suggestion made in Chapter 1 that film music 

tends to relate to a few basic and general emotions. The point made there was that rather 

than relating to specific, individual dramatic situations, music can convey general 

sadness, joy, love, passion, and so on, and that these general feelings can be understood 

as archetypal emotions. Thus Barber‟s and Albinoni‟s sad adagios suit any sad filmic 

situation.  Consequently, the same piece of music can be easily transferred to different 

narratives which share some basic, general, emotional qualities. Such transferability is 

not limitless; there needs to be a degree of appropriateness between image and music to 

achieve feeling/meaning, unless one is to descend to the levels of Seigfried Kracauer‟s 

drunken pianist who produced quite surreal combinations of music and image.
46

  

This is a simple argument but one that is significant for the practice and 

understanding of film music as a whole, as it suggests the potential transferability not 

just of Nyman‟s music and minimalism but of many musical pieces. Mike Cormack 

refers to the ambiguous meaning of Rachmaninov‟s Piano Concerto No. 2, used in Brief 

Encounter; he argues that „[l]ike all non-representational works, it has a purely musical 

structure which can be understood (and responded to emotionally), but beyond that it is 
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  Nyman The Piano DVD interview. 
46

 Mentioned in Chapter 2, see Paulin, „Richard Wagner and the Fantasy of Cinematic Unity‟, p.69.  
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open to many interpretations.‟
47

 All this offers a different way of thinking about the 

minimalist „neutrality‟ issue: rather than thinking of Nyman‟s music as „neutral‟ it can 

be thought of as „generalized‟, expressing a general emotion – sad, joyful, exuberant – 

which can be articulated to a specific narrative situation. The rest of this chapter will 

explore these concerns by looking in detail at two examples of Nyman‟s „transferred‟ 

music: „Fish Beach‟ and „History of the Insipid‟.  

 

„Fish Beach‟  

„Fish Beach‟ was originally composed for Drowning by Numbers (1988), used 

again in The Cook (1989), and then again in Man on Wire (2005). The original 

recording of „Fish Beach‟ lasts 2 minutes 26 seconds. It has an eight-bar main melody 

or cycle which lasts approximately twenty seconds; this cycle is accompanied by a bass 

line and other instrumental lines (the bass line cycle lasts 16 bars and is thus repeated 

three and a half times); the melody cycle is repeated, using different orchestration, 

seven times with a variation in the final cycle. The published score has eight repeats of 

this cycle. The seven-cycle version is played on the Drowning by Numbers soundtrack 

CD and this is the version used for The Cook. An eight-cycle version is recorded on the 

Nyman/Greenaway Revisited: The Composer’s Cut Series Vol. II CD and this is the 

version used for Man on Wire. As well as featuring eight cycles there is some different 

orchestration, notably the prominent use of bassoon in cycles 3 – 6.
48

  

Nyman has explained how all of his music for Drowning by Numbers was based 

on reworking elements from Mozart‟s Sinfonia Concertante in E Flat (K364), 

producing music which „is so familiarly Mozartian but yet which self-evidently is 

not.‟
49

 This is typical of much of Nyman‟s work – quoting or borrowing musical 

elements from earlier composers and using this as the basis for his own work.
50
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  Nyman, 2001, Drowning by Numbers for Violin, Viola and Chamber Orchestra, p.iii. See comments in 
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„Fish Beach‟ in Drowning by Numbers and The Cook 

Nyman and Peter Greenaway make meaningful/affective connections between 

Nyman‟s music, death, and sex, and Greenaway‟s films repeatedly explore death, sex, 

and their connection (for example, The Draughtsman’s Contract, A Zed and Two 

Noughts, The Cook) as does Drowning by Numbers. In this film, death is the 

predominant theme (whereas for most of the film, particularly in Madgett‟s case, sex is 

just talked about) and the sequence of four male deaths provides a series of climactic 

points. Nyman has commented that „Drowning by Numbers is the second score in which 

I have resited Mozart‟s music in the location of death‟ and also noted how he has 

written „a long and continuing line of “death musics,”‟
51

 making meaningful 

connections between his music and death.
52

   

However, despite its affective potential, „Fish Beach‟ is not very prominent in 

this film; this is partly because the music itself is not highlighted (the dialogue is 

foregrounded) and partly because this scene, and the dialogue, are not in themselves 

particularly dramatic or emotional, even though the scene, and consequently the music, 

is still linked to themes of death and sex. The music is used just once as three women, 

the three Cissies, talk and walk along a beach covered with dead fish – hence its title. It 

plays for 2 minutes 15 seconds approximately ninety minutes into the film. The music 

plays for two bars before dialogue starts. Whereas often in Greenaway‟s films the music 

is given prominence by playing without dialogue, here the dialogue runs through the 

whole scene and is the dominant part of the soundtrack, partly because of 

cinematography as the characters gradually move from long shot into close-up during a 

single slow tracking shot, and partly due to sound levels (the music level is lowered 

after the first two bars). At the end of the scene the music fades out before it has 

completely finished so the „ending‟ of the piece is not included. Drowning by Numbers, 

like many Greenaway films, adopts filmic techniques which are generally designed to 

distance audiences rather than involve them in the kind of emotional identification 

typical of Hollywood (as discussed in Chapter 5); but the music adds an emotional, 

mournful quality which gives a sad warmth to the scene. However, the emotional 

potential of this piece is not fully realized here but is used much more affectively and 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
came to define composition through the Romantic period; within a post-modern context, quotation and re-

working or pastiche of past aesthetic styles and movements is very much the norm for composers. 
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  Nyman, Drowning by Numbers CD liner notes. 
52
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Mozart‟s music is used to „affect‟ spectators with poignant sadness over these deaths. In this way this pre-

existent music is now associated with death in a way that was not necessarily part of Mozart‟s original 

music. Here is another example of meanings and affective associations being linked with a piece of 

music, demonstrating the music‟s transferability. 
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meaningfully in the next two, very different, filmic contexts, and these will be the focus 

of analysis. 

„Fish Beach‟ is used again in Greenaway and Nyman‟s next collaboration, The 

Cook [see Figure 2, Chapters 7 & 8 on DVD compilation, Appendix D, and Track 8, 

CD, Appendix E]. Whereas the music was heard just once in Drowning by Numbers, 

and was subordinate to dialogue, it is heard in full or in part for seven separate 

sequences in The Cook, for a total duration of 12 minutes 50 seconds screen time; and 

several times it is heard without dialogue, so it is foregrounded. It occurs in scenes 

which are narratively and dramatically much more intense and thus the music‟s 

potential for emotional affect is heightened and it takes on Wagnerian leitmotivic 

qualities through its recurrence. It is always used in association with the Wife and her 

Lover, first of all in their love-making scenes and at the end in scenes where Michael, 

the Lover, is dead; thus it is linked to sex and death.   

 

 

Figure 2: „Fish Beach‟ cues in The Cook 

 

 

1   Starts 17.50: whole piece. The Wife and Lover meet for the first time. They don‟t 

talk. The wife returns to the restaurant. 

 

2   21.45: whole piece. The Wife and Lover meet again; they make love in the Ladies. 

They don‟t talk. The music ends at the moment of sexual penetration. 

 

3   74.45: whole piece. The Wife and Lover are naked and dirty and being cleaned. Then 

they walk naked into the Lover‟s book depository. After the third cycle they start 

talking so the music is subordinate. They talk until the music finishes. 

 

4   82.50: whole piece. In the first eight seconds The Thief discovers where they live: 

„Got ‟em!‟ he says. Then the Cook is bringing food to the Wife and Lover; during the 

third cycle the three characters talk and the Wife prepares to leave. She and the Cook 

leave. 

 

5   88.30: 1
st
 cycle only. Wife finds dead Lover and calls out „Michael‟. 

 

6   89.45:  1
st
 3 cycles. Wife tends to dead Lover. No dialogue. 

 

7   91.26: 5 ½ cycles. Wife tends to dead Lover again. She talks to him. Finishes half 

way through sixth cycle, completed by dialogue: „I love you‟.   
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In discussing „Fish Beach‟ ap Sion has commented:  

In The Cook ‘Fish Beach‟ is used during the quiet, reflective scenes between 

Georgina and her lover Michael while in Drowning by Numbers it is used to 

symbolize the solidarity of the Three Cissies. Ritzel suggests that the music 

may therefore represent a musical type based on unity or solidarity, a unity 

that is reinforced in the treble line‟s replication of the bass (Ritzel 1993).
53

  

This commentary is useful in seeking to find a link between the meanings evoked by the 

same music in different films and different contexts; it is also useful in trying to explain 

this link through a musical analysis – „the treble line‟s replication of the bass‟. However 

I think the music is doing something more than expressing „solidarity‟. It may be true 

that this is what the music is doing in Drowning by Numbers, though the music may be 

an ironic and melancholic comment on what the three Cissies are doing, and more 

expressive of death – the beach is after all covered with dead fish – than solidarity. But 

the affects and meanings of the music in The Cook seem very different. The music is 

linked to „Georgina [the Wife] and her lover Michael‟, as ap Sion says, but their scenes 

are not just „quiet, reflective‟ scenes. They are initially scenes of passion, love, and 

danger and subsequently of death. However, ap Sion‟s comment rightly draws attention 

to the „quiet, reflective‟ quality of the music. It is slow and gentle, inducing a sense of 

meditative timelessness in its recurring cycles, as found in many minimalist repetitive 

pieces, and perhaps communicating something similar to Leydon‟s maternal and 

mesmeric affective tropes.
54

 There is also a sense of order and certainty in the repeated 

and regular melodic cycle and chord structure, and the music has a melancholic sighing, 

yearning quality in its central rhythmic cell and melodic intervals, (similar to those used 

in „Beacus‟). There are thus musical elements of gentleness, harmony, order, yearning, 

and melancholy, perhaps summed up in James Marsh‟s comment on „Fish Beach‟, „it‟s 

a lovely, lovely piece.‟
55

 But the narrative content of the images in The Cook is more 

dramatic than this description of the music.
56

  

The Wife and Lover are drawn into a passionate and sexual encounter without 

ever having spoken to each other. Moreover, they embark on this relationship even 

when they both know it is extremely dangerous. Subsequently they are initially 

threatened with violence and then the lover, Michael, is brutally killed; the Wife 
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  Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, p.111. 
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55

  James Marsh, Man on Wire, DVD commentary. 
56
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expresses her grief and her love for him. „Fish Beach‟ is played over the main scenes 

depicting their relationship; consequently it is connected first to desire for something 

which seems impossible, then to passion and sex, (cues 1 and 2) and then to love and 

death, (cues 5, 6, and 7.)  What is interesting in The Cook is the way this music is used 

for these quite different dramatic scenes, especially its initial use for the impossible 

desire/passionate love-making scenes. It is thus linked in The Cook with passionate, 

romantic longing, with love, and with a deep melancholic sadness. This is a typical 

element in Nyman‟s film music, found repeatedly in the „romantic-Nyman‟ of various 

film-music scores and film narratives. Remember, for example the film reviews 

discussed in Chapter 3 that described his music as „haunting‟, „sad‟, „melancholic‟, and 

so on, and Kermode‟s description in his review of Carrington where he „heard a 

sensuous, brooding and proudly melancholic undercurrent which swept the viewer up 

into the tragically passionate world of the movie‟s protagonist.‟
57

 While romanticism in 

the twentieth century tended to be reduced to a chocolate-box idyll of sentimentality and 

courting couples, its origins as an aesthetic movement at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, and its earlier roots in the romantic traditions of courtly love and the musical 

troubadour, are concerned with the passionate and spiritual aspirations of individuals 

seeking spiritual fulfilment. Romantic love between couples is often the main focus of 

these aspirations, as detailed by Robert Johnson,
58

 and these relationships are imbued 

with a deep spiritual passion. Furthermore, Johnson argues, because essentially spiritual 

aspirations have become focused on individual humans, on love and romantic 

relationships, they are doomed to tragic failure (as evidenced in countless plays, novels 

and operas), because humans can‟t provide each other with spiritual fulfilment, 

precisely because they are simply human. The music suggests elements of this „lovely‟ 

romantic and melancholic longing.  

But romantic melancholy needn‟t just focus on sexual coupling relationships. It 

can also be focused on other passions, passion for personal fulfilment, social justice, an 

ideal world, or the dream of high-wire exploits. If Nyman‟s „Fish Beach‟ relates to 

general qualities of human romantic passion and general situations of sadness, yearning, 

and melancholy, then it should „work‟ emotionally and expressively in various dramatic 

contexts. This is what happens when „Fish Beach‟ is next used in Man on Wire.  

However, before looking at this third film more consideration needs to be given 

to the repeated use of „Fish Beach‟ in The Cook, heard seven times through the film, 
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and the meaning/affects of this repetition. It clearly operates as a leitmotif, used to 

signify the relationship between the Wife and the Lover, even as this changes. This is 

used to great dramatic effect in the fourth „Fish Beach‟ cue. In all the previous cues the 

Wife and Lover are seen on screen with the music; however, the fourth time the music 

is heard they are not on view. The Thief, in a jealous rage, is trying to find out where 

they are hiding; he searches through a basket of plates and cutlery and finds a book in it; 

the camera cuts to a close-up of the open book, held in his hand, and, as it does so, „Fish 

Beach‟ starts. After the first two bars, the Thief announces „I‟ve got „em!‟. He has found 

an address on the book which tells him where they are. But in fact it is the music which 

has already told the audience that he has „got „em‟: at the exact same moment that the 

thief opens the book to reveal the address on screen, before he says „I‟ve got ‟em‟, the 

music starts, signifying their presence. Thus, although they are not visible, because this 

is „their music‟ they are leitmotivically present and, tragically, now in the hands of the 

Thief. This is also the moment where the tragic, melancholic nature of the music is far 

more apparent than previously, because the audience knows that the loving couple are 

now in serious trouble. After eight seconds the camera cuts to the location of the couple 

so that they and their music are reunited, but this moment with the Thief is a brilliant 

use of music to signify both narratively and emotionally what is happening.  

Prior to this scene the music was featured in the first two scenes of passion 

between the couple. Its gentle, lyrical quality offers a beautiful musical way of viewing 

the couple‟s passion and subsequent love-making. Indeed, it seems a recurrent feature of 

a number of Nyman‟s scores for love-making scenes that he writes lyrical, flowing, 

aspiring, and gentle music for explicitly sexual scenes. This has already been seen with 

„Beacus‟ and „History of the Insipid‟ (though „Beacus‟ features a somewhat discordant 

climactic moment); it is also apparent in the love-making scenes between Bendrix and 

Sarah in The End of the Affair, the use of „Debbie‟ (originally written for Wonderland) 

in the very explicit love-making of Nine Songs,
59

 and the music used in love-making 

scenes between Rochester and Mrs Barry in The Libertine and the romantic leads in 

Never Forever. There is thus a similar romantic musical thread through Nyman‟s music 

for a number of loving and sexual couples.
60

 But this music also has a melancholic 

element. This might not seem so appropriate to the first two scenes in The Cook, but its 

appropriateness is revealed in the subsequent scenes of death and loss as it is heard in 
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   In 9 Songs Michael Winterbottom wanted to explore making a film about love and sex in which the 
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three scenes which show the Wife with her dead Lover. The seeds of loss and 

melancholy are planted in the music from its first rendition. The music covers the 

dramatic trajectory from first to last meeting, from live love, to dead love, linking love 

to death, and sadness. A similar trajectory is apparent in the repetition or development 

of Nyman‟s romantic musical cues in the other films just mentioned – for example the 

repetition of „Debbie‟ in 9 Songs when the couple are separating, or the use of similar 

music cues used in the love scenes to those used for the death scenes of Sarah and 

Rochester in their respective films.
61

    

This does not only illustrate the way that the same piece of music can be used in 

the same film for very different scenes (as suggested in earlier references to The Piano 

and the „Beacus‟ cue in Carrington), but shows how in Nyman‟s music the emotional 

states of love, loss, and melancholy, are connected. Thus „Fish Beach‟ is equally 

expressive of both love and death, and can be transferred from scenes of love-making to 

death. Sex/love and death are, of course, often connected and the music makes this 

connection apparent, but these are quite different dramatic scenes which, by using the 

same music, demonstrate the music‟s transferability as well as this thematic link.  

 

 „Fish Beach‟ in Man on Wire 

Man on Wire is an interesting case study in terms of transferred music since it 

uses thirteen different Nyman cues taken from other film scores as well as some other 

pre-existent music.
62

  „Fish Beach‟ is the cue used most often, for five separate music 

cues in Man on Wire [see Figure 3, Chapter 6 on DVD compilation, Appendix D].
63

 As 

such „Fish Beach‟ takes on greater structural importance, a leitmotivic quality, and gains 

affective and meaningful power through its repetition.  

It is heard twice near the beginning of the film. It is the first Nyman music used 

and appears immediately after the film title, after a five minute introductory teaser to the 

whole film, and is heard again two minutes later. It then recurs twice just after an hour 

of screen time, very close to the tightrope-walking climax and once more after that 

towards the end of the film. Thus it signals the beginning of the film and in its reprise, 

signals the beginning of the end – it functions as a kind of „this-is-where-we-came-in‟ 

moment; the end must be getting close. It is always linked specifically to the Twin  
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three times. 
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Figure 3: „Fish Beach‟ Cues in Man on Wire     

 

 

 

1
   

Starts 5.00: 3 cycles. Shots of Twin Towers being built (38 seconds). Cuts to split 
screen with black and white photos of young Philippe. After 2½ cycles Philippe‟s voice 

over: „Once upon a time ... fairy tale‟.   

 

2   7.00: 4 cycles. Philippe talks about his „dream‟ of doing the walk, then more shots of 

Towers being built. At the end of the fourth cycle cuts to footage of young Phillipe and 

fades out. 

 

3  63.00: 4 cycles. This sequence intercuts between real footage from the Towers, 

reconstruction of events, and interviews with the main characters. The sound mixes 

voice-over from the interviews with the music. They are talking about the actual night 

before the walk. The music plays the first 3 cycles but then plays the seventh, final, 

cycle. This means the music can resolve.  

 

4  64.36: 2½ cycles. More reconstruction and voice-over intercut with interviews, 

retelling the events on the roof. The music starts just after the 1
st
 bar of the 5th cycle and 

ends after 4 bars (not 8) of the 7
th

 cycle.  

 

5  83.30: 2 cycles. Shots of police papers, footage and photo from the walk, and 

Philippe re-telling how he was let off police charges and met a woman. Music plays last 

2 cycles (7
th

 and 8
th

).  

 

 

 

 

Towers walk, often to the planning involved.
64

  

The first thing to note is that the music is operating within a seemingly 

completely different narrative context: whereas The Cook was exploring desire, 

sexuality, violence, and death, Man on Wire initially seems to have nothing to do with 

this as it is focused on two buildings and a man who loves to tightrope walk. The 

music‟s first two appearances aren‟t even initially connected to people since they are 

predominantly heard over shots of the construction of the Twin Towers. Yet, following 

the above comments about the wider meanings of romanticism and its connection with 

spiritual desire and passion, thematic connections can be made between the content of 

the two films and the role of the „Fish Beach‟ music. Man on Wire is focused on one 

man‟s obsessive passion, a passion that will take him close to death, as did the lovers‟ 

passion in The Cook; the film is also concerned with the passionate relationships 

                                                             
64

 Ap Sion, sees „Fish Beach‟ as linked to „planning‟ in all three films („Minimalist Film Music in 

Context: The Case of Man on Wire‟, unpublished paper delivered at „Film Music Conference‟ School of 

Music, University of Leeds, 6/11/2009, p.5.) 
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between the three main participants, a passion which is highlighted by the tears of one 

participant and the breakdown of the main relationships after the walk has been 

achieved. These relationship breakdowns cast a shadow over the triumphant walk, 

whereby Philippe is left on his own at the end of the film. And finally, the Twin Towers 

stand as a symbol both for the highest achievements of man and for subsequent dreadful 

tragedy. Though the film and filmmakers are at pains not to make direct reference to the 

destruction of the Towers,
65

 there are in fact a couple of subtle reminders of this, and 

while the film seeks to celebrate the Towers and the walk there is a certain melancholy 

to be found at times, enhanced by the music, which connects with viewers/listeners‟ 

knowledge of the fate of the Towers. In relation to the first „Fish Beach‟ music cue, 

which is played over the first shots of the Towers being built, James Marsh comments  

[c]learly there‟s a connection that many people will make with the images at 

ground zero; but these are the foundations being laid for the original world 

trade centre buildings, and they just happen to be uncannily similar to the 

scene at ground zero; but what we‟re seeing here are some of the iconic 

elements that were created by the disaster.
66

   

The choice of the melancholy „Fish Beach‟ complements and encourages this 

awareness. 

A further way into understanding the meanings and emotions associated with 

„Fish Beach‟ in its different contexts can be found in the words used to describe it by 

the filmmakers, in the words of the participants in the film, and in the visual images and 

contexts accompanying the music. These latter two aspects act as a form of Roland 

Barthes‟ „anchorage‟, providing a meaningful anchor for the free-floating musical 

signifiers, pointing listener/viewers to an interpretation of the music. The filmmakers 

commented that the music, as used for cues 3 and 4, „feels perfect for this heightened 

reality.‟
67

 The „heightened reality‟ is a reference to the film style being used at that 

moment – black and white photographic reconstructions, deliberately shot with a kind 

of expressionistic, dreamlike, hyper-reality – but also to the extreme emotional state of 

the participants at that moment, and to what the filmmakers call „Philippe‟s super-real 

world.‟
68

 But this comment is also appropriate for the initial uses of „Fish Beach‟ in The 

Cook and the „heightened reality‟ state of the two lovers when they first meet and their 

aspirations for something more in their lives.  

                                                             
65

  See Man on Wire DVD commentary. 
66

  James Marsh, Man on Wire DVD commentary. 
67

  Ibid. 
68

  Ibid. 
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In Man on Wire the main participants describe and recount the story as it 

happened; they aren‟t describing the music, but their comments on the walk are heard in 

conjunction with the music, so a connection is established between their words and the 

music. Towards the end of cue 1 Philippe starts to speak and describes his story as „a 

fairy tale‟, and then, immediately prior to cue 2 he says „now I have acquired my 

dream‟. The object of his „quixotic‟ dream is the Twin Towers. The music, which 

precedes or is overheard with these words is thus again linked to the „heightened reality‟ 

of his fairy tale and his dream and to the amazing Twin Towers which are also shown 

while the music is heard. During cue 3 all three participants describe their emotional 

state when they are on top of the Towers using the following words: „Magnificent‟, „We 

were kings‟, „So happy‟, „Peace, hope and joy.‟ The music is now associated with and 

expressive of these emotions, which are variously triumphant, joyful, and peaceful. This 

is also a moment when everything is going well with the walk so the music is associated 

here with success. However in cue 4, while there is no description of how the 

participants are feeling, there is a hitch in the narrative and it seems things may go 

wrong. Musically this disturbance could be signified by the fact that the end of this cue 

is not the usual completion of a cycle; it ends half way through and thus there is a 

musical signification that all is not resolved.  

Alongside the dialogue and narrative development, the visual images provide 

another context. The visual images of cues 3 and 4 include shots of the reconstructed 

drama on top of the tower. They are deliberately shot with a kind of expressionistic, 

hyper-reality,
69

 which again connects with the dreamlike qualities being associated with 

the music. But the visual images seen in the first two cues are quite different. These 

consist of documentary footage showing the building of the Twin Towers, starting with 

the establishment of the foundations and finishing with an aerial shot of the buildings 

getting very high. There is no dialogue over these shots, though there are some 

naturalistic building sound effects, so the music is foregrounded. The narrative 

progresses, in so far as the Towers are being built, but these sequences are also 

visual/aural spectacle scenes, allowing contemplation of the Towers, and a musical 

meditation before the narrative resumes.
70

 My initial personal comments and reactions 

to this sequence were:  

My feeling is a mixture of deep melancholy, sadness, and peace and love. 

Also, for me, instant recognition of the music which has been used 

                                                             
69

  As explained by Marsh, ibid. 
70

  Remember Laura Mulvey‟s  comments in Chapter 4 about how musical and spectacle sequences can 

often provide moments of stasis within the progressing narrative. 
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elsewhere, so a heightened pleasure of familiarity but also an awareness of 

the emotional associations of love and death from The Cook.
71

   

My reading of the film and music was based initially on my previous knowledge of 

Nyman; these associations enriched my viewing of Man on Wire. But these associations 

would not necessarily be shared by many audience members. However, the feelings the 

music induced in me are typical of the kind of responses to much of „romantic-

Nyman‟s‟ music, as suggested by my broad survey of reviews in chapter 3. Overall the 

music combines with the specific discursive „anchorage‟ provided by the dialogue and 

images in Man on Wire.   

Different narrative and visual contexts will heighten different emotional aspects of 

the music. So, in the scenes which first use „Fish Beach‟ (cues 1 and 2) the melancholy 

is brought out by knowledge of the fate of the Twin Towers, which plays a significant 

role in shaping the interpretation and emotional response of the listener/viewer. My own 

viewing of these shots was, as Marsh suggested, to think of ground zero, and I was not 

certain for a moment if this footage was taken before or after the buildings‟ 

destruction.
72

  

James Marsh‟s comment on Nyman‟s music in general is also illuminating: 

But it was the score for Drowning by Numbers that completely bowled me 

over – almost all the emotional life of the film was expressed in Michael‟s 

music and he found an uncanny depth lurking in the chilly narratives of the 

movie.
73

 

While Marsh‟s film doesn‟t have quite the „chilly narrative‟ of so many 

Greenaway/Nyman collaborations, it does have „uncanny depth‟ and Nyman‟s music in 

general, and „Fish Beach‟ in particular, helps audiences to see/hear/explore this depth.  

Although The Cook and Man on Wire are very different in terms of their 

narrative content, I have shown that there are significant links in their content in terms 

of their romantic passions and their mixture of love, triumph, and sadness. 

Consequently, the emotional resonance of the films can be carried by the same piece of 

music, which demonstrates its polysemy and transferability but also how it contains 

some core emotional content suited to both contexts. And this demonstrates the general 

principle of transferability; that the same music can be used for very different scenes, in 

different films.  In The Cook and Man on Wire these emotional/meaningful resonances  

                                                             
71

  Author‟s personal film viewing/listening notes. 
72

 The dual aspect of triumph and tragedy in Man on Wire is brought out in a number of review comments 

on the film which recognize some of the problems involved in Philippe‟s obsessive quest, particularly the 

breakdown of his relationship with his friends and lover. 
73

  Marsh, Man on Wire CD liner notes. 
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Figure 4: „Fish Beach‟ score excerpt 

 

 

 

 

are conveyed by the „story of the film‟: by visual images, the narratives, the verbal 

discourses of characters in the films, and the comments of critics and film makers. They 

are also embedded in the actual music of „Fish Beach‟, the „story of the music.‟  

 

 

Eb C Ab Bb C G

Ab Bb

Eb C Ab

Bb C G

Ab Bb
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Musical analysis 

This musical analysis of „Fish Beach‟
74

 first gives a brief description of the piece 

and then considers melody, rhythm, orchestration, and structure in relation to meanings 

and emotional affects in The Cook and Man on Wire. The structure of „Fish Beach‟ has 

been explained by Nyman: he presents „[t]he Bass Line simultaneously as bass line and 

melody in diminution ... [a]lso in quasi-retrograde mode.‟
75

 Ap Sion describes this as  

the simultaneous statement and variation of a pre-existing theme where 

harmony becomes melody while at the same time being „heard against itself 

in augmentation‟. Nyman takes the bass line from the endlessly generative 

doowop sequence of Mozart‟s movement, transfers it to the top line and 

repeats it twice underneath a single repetition of the same phrase in double 

values.
76

   

Ap Sion‟s example, reproduced here as Figure 4, shows how the melodic theme of the 

first 8 bars – Eb, C, Ab, Bb, C, G, Ab, Bb – is reproduced in the bass line of the first 16 

bars.  

It is this connection which organises the structure of the piece: on the one hand 

there is an 8-bar cycle of the melody line which is then repeated (referred to in Figures 2 

and 3) but this is heard over the 16-bar cycle of the bass line. It is this 16-bar cycle 

which forms the basis for the whole piece [see Figure 5]. This cycle is repeated three 

times but, while the melody line is the same for repeats 2 and 3, the bass line undergoes 

subtle changes: the 1
st
 and 3

rd
 cycle are the same, the second changes to C, Eb, Bb, Ab, 

Eb, C, Bb, Ab. In the final 16 bars, starting bar 49, the melody line changes as it no 

longer repeats each bar and correspondingly the bass chords change each bar so that the 

melody cycle now takes just 4 bars and thus can be repeated 4 times in the 16 bar cycle. 

Nyman takes this structure and 8/16 bar cycle as the basis for the whole piece; each 16 

bar cycle is varied through orchestration changes and additional musical lines.  

 The four repeated phrases (bars) of the melody have the same rhythmic 

structure; an accented one-beat note followed by an alternating rising and falling two-

beat note, within a 3/4 time signature.
77

 The intervals are a falling minor 3
rd

, an 

ascending minor 2
nd

, a descending perfect 4
th

, and repeat of the same ascending minor 

2
nd

. The pitches are determined by the chord structure of the bass line so that the Eb, C, 

Ab, Bb, C, G, Ab, Bb notes of the melody line are the same as the lowest notes of the I, 

VI, IV, V, VI, I (1
st
 inv), IV, V chord sequence.  

                                                             
74

   Using Nyman‟s published score and The Composer’s Cut Vol II recording. 
75

  Nyman, Drowning by Numbers for Violin, Viola and Chamber Orchestra, p. iii. 
76

  Ap Sion, The Music of Michael Nyman, p.110. 
77

  Ap Sion has suggested „Fish Beach‟ could be regarded as a Waltz, a form popular with Nyman (The 

Music of Michael Nyman, p.73). 
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Figure 5: „Fish Beach‟ score extract 
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The pace of the piece is Larghetto (1 beat = 64) and it is played in E Flat (as was the 

original Mozart, though the second half of the bass line, by reversing the Eb, C chord 

sequence to C, Eb [retrograde], sets up an ambiguity as to whether the whole piece is in 

C minor). 

This kind of pattern – the establishment of a simple theme which is then 

repeated several times while further musical layers are gradually added and slight 

variations made through orchestration and harmonic changes – is found many times in 

Nyman‟s work, and is a kind of standard Nyman minimalist blueprint, as shown in 

Chapter 4. Nyman‟s use of Mozart provides the contemporary listener with an „echo‟ of 

Mozart; it is not necessary for the listener to know the original Mozart, but it is 

important that the music places itself in relation to this tradition of Western art music. It 

is thus implicated in the conventions of Western tonal music. Nyman‟s piece also gives 

an „echo‟ of „doowop‟ style, thus linking it to the context of twentieth-century popular 

music conventions. Nyman‟s reworking of this demonstrates his skills as a composer, 

playing with the original music and rearranging it intricately with subtle 

interconnections and changes.  

 In what ways can this music produce the kinds of meanings/affects that have 

been suggested – passion, aspiration, melancholy, sadness, loveliness? The melancholy, 

sadness, and loveliness
78

 are most easily accounted for in relation to: first, the repeated 

descending minor 3
rd

 which is heard in the first two bars of each 8 bar cycle and thus 

occupies a prominent place in the music; second, the slow pace of the piece; third, the 

overall descending movement of the melody cycle which starts on Eb but finishes on Bb 

below; and fourth, the „sighing‟ nature of the rhythm, one accentuated beat followed by 

a two-beat held note at Larghetto pace. These meanings/affects may be understood in 

relation to universal, intrinsic properties inherent in musical notes and structures, or in 

relation to musical conventions, codes, and formal structures which have been learnt by 

composers, musicians, and listeners.
79

 It is not necessary to argue here whether a minor 

3
rd

 be heard as sad through inherent musical properties or through musical codes and 

conventions; suffice to say that in the contemporary social context of its production and 

consumption, a minor 3
rd

 commonly „means‟ and „induces‟ sadness; similarly a musical 

descent (going down), a slow pace (funereal), and „sighing‟ (lamenting), can all signify 

sadness and melancholy within this context.  

                                                             
78

  Sadness and loveliness in music are not incompatible; music can often express sweet sorrow. 
79

   As suggested in Chapter 1. 
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The rhythmic „sighs‟ of the melody work within the context of Western tonal 

music which has established such gestures as signifying sadness or melancholy (as 

shown in Doctrine of Affections established in the Baroque musical period).
80

 Nyman, 

though he is working within a postmodern, minimalist, framework, is also connected to 

the earlier history of Western music (as discussed above), so is linked to these traditions 

of musical meaning and expression. Further, many contemporary listeners have also 

been brought up within these musical, cultural traditions and understandings so will 

hear/read the music correspondingly.
81

 

In relation to the sadness of the music it is worth quoting Beirens‟ comments on 

Nyman‟s lamenting music. Though not specifically addressing „Fish Beach‟ his 

comments do relate to it. He notes that  

several of the baroque bass lines for which Nyman shows a preference ... 

correspond to the „lamento‟ type. Whether it is in „Bravura in the Face of 

Grief‟ (from The Draughtsman’s Contract), which is based on the bass line, 

as well as some other musical elements, from Purcell‟s „The Plaint‟, or in 

„Memorial‟, which is built on harmonies from Purcell‟s King Arthur, it 

concerns a descending chromatic bass line that is traditionally heavily 

associated with the idea of a plaint or mourning.
82

 

Beirens continues by noting Nyman‟s own lamenting formula: 

It is an interesting observation that in Nyman‟s music the presence of such 

lamento formulas is not limited to these quotations, but also includes 

original music by Nyman, such as „Tango for Tim‟ (1994), in which the 

diatonic descending fourth is an equally commonplace lamento formula, 

unsurprisingly appearing in the context of a piece intended as a memorial to 

the composer Tim Souster.
83

 

Nyman also uses the „lamenting‟ descending fourth mentioned by Beirens for 

bars 5 and 6 of his „Fish Beach‟ melody. 

How do sadness and melancholy relate to Marsh‟s „lovely, lovely‟ music? The 

two are not incompatible; sadness and melancholy can be sweet, and sad music 

particularly tends not to make its listeners feel sad but rather gives them pleasure (one 

of the paradoxes of music). The music is mainly consonant; the mild dissonances in the 

melody – the Ab in bars 3 and 4 – are quickly resolved to consonance. It is gentle in its 

pace. Its repetition produces a hypnotic sense of timelessness, as the musical loop not 

only repeats each bar/phrase, but includes a repeat within the cycle – bars 3 & 4 are 

                                                             
80

 See Chapter 1 discussion. 
81

 Greenaway‟s films are staples of international film festivals, as are many of the other films Nyman has 

written for and, while the music traditions he uses are derived from Western culture, in a globalised world 

many non-Western listeners will have become accustomed to the codes and conventions of this music and 

its associated meanings and affects.   
82

  Beirens, The Identity of European Minimal Music, p.433. 
83

  Ibid., p.433. 
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repeated in bars 7 & 8, and then there are repeats of the whole 8 bar cycle another 5 

times. There appears to be little complexity in this music (though Nyman has done some 

complex work in re-arranging the original Mozart), so this is a very simple melody. It is 

easy for a listener to follow and make sense of both melody and bass chord structure, 

and the combination of tonality, simplicity, and repetitions provides the basis for 

„lovely‟ music, the pleasures of familiarity and expectations fulfilled. The structure of 

the piece is organised around minimalist repetitions and orchestral variations and 

additions.  

The role of repetition is particularly important in Nyman‟s music (as discussed 

in Chapter 4). It has been suggested that minimalist repetitions work in a non-

teleological way, lulling a listener into trance, timelessness, an eternal now, rather than 

providing a musical narrative of progress and resolution. Once started, the repetitions 

could go on forever. In the case of „Fish Beach‟ there is, of course, a progression in the 

chord structure itself: I-VI-IV-V leading back to I, which could resolve the cycle or start 

it up again, but this sequence is continually repeated (though with retrograde 

variations). This minimalist repetition can be heard as beautifully simple and reassuring: 

once on the „loop‟ it is easy for any listener to follow, and can operate like a blissful 

meditative mantra.
84

 The feelings evoked by the musical cycle are extended through the 

repetitions. It is this extension, the prolonging of musical pleasures, which connects 

with the passion and aspiration of the music, its never-ending, dreamlike qualities. 

Furthermore, Romanticism is also often characterised by a predilection for wallowing in 

contemplation of the desired object, so the trancelike meditative qualities of minimalism 

probably suit that kind of orientation. But the piece avoids pure repetition by including 

several variations (most notably different instruments taking the melodic solo lead), the 

retrograde variations in the bass line, variations in rhythmic accompaniments, and a 

seventh cycle which leaves out the doubling of each bar and thus gets through the cycle 

twice as fast.  

The first variation is provided in orchestration: the melody is played by horns 

(brass), then violas (strings), then flute and clarinet (woodwind), and finally, first by 

strings alone but then joined by trombone, clarinet and horn. The melody is thus 

continually renewed in texture and timbre by these different orchestrations and achieves 

some development and progression in the combination of instruments in the final cycle.   

                                                             
84

 Early audience responses to minimalist music were often polarised between those who hated the 

repetitive, going-nowhere music, and those who reveled in it as noted by Philip Glass in Chapter 2. But 

minimalist music became increasingly popular as listeners became familiar with its conventions.  
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Figure 6: Extract from „Fish Beach‟ score 
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The second variation is provided by Nyman adding further elements into each 

cyclical repetition, which is again typical of his musical structures, systems, or 

processes. The most notable addition comes at bar 17. Here he adds a new rhythmic line 

[see Figure 6], played by bass clarinet and bassoon. This new line harmonizes with the 

melody line while following the subtle variations Nyman introduces into the bass line; 

but its rhythm and pitch provide strong contrast with the top-line melody. The „sighing‟ 

top line is, as shown, slow. The new rhythm is mainly pulsing sixteenth notes, with 

accents on the first, fourth, and ninth beats, and a held fourth beat producing a 

syncopated effect. Although it harmonizes with the main melody, the much faster, 

insistent pace of this pulsing rhythm and its syncopation, contrasts with the main 

melody and brings not only variation but a sense of rhythmic urgency and disruption, 

challenging the languid sighing of the main melody. The pulsing nature is emphasised, 

as the same note is repeated 22 times in each two bar phrase, so there is no melodic 

variation. The pitch is also lower, thus emphasising the power of this melody and 

rhythm.
85

 For both films this has the potential to introduce a new feeling into the 

unfolding narrative, an undercurrent; this is most apparent in Man on Wire (which uses 

the later recorded version). It is this energetic and deeper undercurrent which adds 

passion to piece. When the pulsing rhythm stops for the final two cycles of „Fish Beach‟ 

there is a sense of peace, calm, and resolution, though still a melancholic feeling, as the 

piece ends. In Man on Wire, cue 5 just plays the final cycles; this is directly after the 

walk has taken place, so there is no longer the tension which has been present since the 

start of the film. This sense of resolution and calm is also emphasised by the 

introduction of sustained high Eb notes played by violin over the main melodic cycle, 

thus creating another rhythmic and pitch contrast, and emphasising the tonic Eb of the 

whole piece.  

Rhythmic combinations are an essential feature of Nyman‟s work; they are not 

melodically complex but they give a sense of driving pulse typical of much minimalist 

music. While the melody may just be going round in circles, the driving pulse pushes 

forward, complementing narrative progress even though these rhythms are also held in 

the basic repetitive structures.  

                                                             
85 There are some significant differences between the two CD recorded versions and the score. In the first 

recorded version this rhythm is played for only 16 bars (through cycle 2, bars 17 – 32); it is played by 

cellos and its volume is quite low so that the main melody predominates. In the score the rhythm plays for 

the same period but it is orchestrated for bass clarinet and bassoons and then returns at bar 49; in the 

Composer’s Cut recording, the rhythm plays throughout cycles 2 and 3 (bars 17 – 48) by bass clarinet and 

bassoons, and its volume is similar to that of the main melody. Consequently, it is given more time and 

power in the second recording to emphasise what it brings to the music.  
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This musical analysis of „Fish Beach‟ has explored melody, rhythm, 

orchestration, and structure and the way they contribute to the meanings and affects in 

The Cook and Man on Wire. They have emphasized the qualities of sadness, 

melancholy, and loveliness, described in the earlier analysis of the films. The aspects of 

passion and aspiration are less obviously part of the music. The dreamlike repetition 

structure does contribute to the sense of hyper-reality and aspiration portrayed in both 

films, and the lower-pitched pulsing pattern adds to the driving passions. But while 

passion and aspiration are central to the narratives of both films this may be a case 

where these qualities are partly transferred to the music, whose predominant traits are 

sadness, melancholy, and loveliness, from the images. The music, in the main, provides 

an overall melancholic viewpoint from which to view these films about human passions 

and aspirations.        

 

„History of the Insipid‟ 

„History of the Insipid‟ [see Figure 7, Chapter 5 on DVD compilation, Appendix 

D, and Track 7 on CD, Appendix E] was originally composed for The Libertine (2005), 

and it has already been discussed in that context, in Chapter 5. But it was used again in 

what seems a very different context in Man on Wire (2005). The analysis in Chapter 5 

showed how closely and appropriately the musical story of „History of the Insipid‟ 

could be linked to the film story of The Libertine (for which it was intentionally 

composed.) What is striking is how well this same music fits this sequence in Man on 

Wire.
86

  It has already been noted how two films such as The Cook and Man on Wire, 

which seem at first to be very different, can be seen to share some similar, romantic, 

thematic concerns. The same is true of the relationship between The Libertine and Man 

on Wire; the „History of the Insipid‟ music cue relates equally well to the sexual passion 

of Rochester and his wife and to the spiritual aspirations and passion of wire-walking 

Philippe Petit. 

In this sequence Philippe Petit‟s friend, Jean Louis, and Philippe‟s lover, Annie, 

recount his wire-walking exploit at Notre Dame Cathedral. „History of the Insipid‟ 

operates very powerfully here, in what seems like a very different scene and situation: a 

wire-walking documentary set in the twentieth century rather than a fictional love scene 

in the eighteenth century; an individual on a tightrope over a cathedral rather than a 

couple making love in a horse-drawn coach.  

                                                             
86

  I have to say that as a member of the audience I found both these sequences very emotionally powerful 

when I watched them; they were spine-tingling moments.   
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Figure 7: „History of the Insipid‟ 

 

Shot          Visuals                                             Music  

1 10 sec    B &W L/S Philippe on wire. Zoom in  Cello and bass theme A 
      Friend Jean Louis talking: „It‟s a dream‟ 

 

2  7 sec     B&W Photo 1: Philippe on wire   Soprano saxophone theme  

      Jean Louis talking                                                  B starts 

 

3  8 Sec    B&W Photo 2: Philippe sitting on wire  Sop. sax cont. 

      Jean Louis talking 

 

4  7 sec     B&W Photo 3: Philippe sitting on wire  Sop. sax cont. 

                 Annie talking – „extrordinaire‟ 

 

5  3 sec    B&W low angle M/S Philippe walking  Sop. sax cont. 

     No dialogue 

 

6  4 sec    B&W low angle L/S Philippe walking   Sop. sax cont. 

     No dialogue 

 

7  3 sec    B&W L/S service inside cathedral: service Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

8  3 sec    B&W L/S inside cathedral: windows   Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

9  2 sec    B&W M/S choir boys    Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

10 3 sec   B&W M/S priests     Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

11 2 sec   B&W M/S priests and candles   Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

12 4 sec   B&W C/U Bishop     Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

13 3 sec   B&W M/S service      Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

14 5 sec   B&W C/U bowing priest    Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

15 4 sec   B&W L/S priests bowing/kneeling       Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 
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Figure 7: „History of the Insipid‟ contd. 

 

 

16  5 sec  B&W M/S priests lying down   Sop. sax cont. 
     Annie talking 

 

17  3 sec  B&W M/S organist     Sop. sax cont. 

     Annie talking 

 

18 10 sec  Colour C/U Annie     Sop. sax finishes, strings  

      Annie talking     theme C begins 

 

19  6 sec   B&W Photo 4: Philippe lying on wire  Strings cont. 

      No dialogue 

 

20  4 sec   B&W Photo 5: Police, people watch Philippe Strings cont. 

      No dialogue 

 

21  5 sec   B&W Photo 6: L/S pan up cathedral to Philippe    Strings cont. 

      No dialogue 

 

22  8 sec   B&W low angle L/S Philippe lying on wire,   Strings finish; cellos start 

        he gets up. No dialogue    theme A 

       

23  3 sec   B&W C/U people looking up   Cellos cont. 

      No dialogue 

 

24  4 sec   B&W low angle L/S (as 21) Philippe juggling Cellos cont.  

      Police siren  

 

25  4 sec   B&W M/S Police van driving away  Cellos cont. 

      Police siren 

 

26  2 sec  Colour L/S construction of Twin Towers  Cellos finish.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Man on Wire sequence takes on spiritual dimensions as it is set in a cathedral and 

suggests the priests are honouring the wire-walker. This is conveyed partly through the 

accounts by Jean Louis and Annie which describe the event in awed tones as like a 

„dream‟ and „extraordinary‟. And it is compounded by the setting in Notre Dame, the 

shots of the priests and the way these are intercut with the extraordinary and breath-
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taking footage and photos of the actual walk. This is the first of Philippe‟s major 

„walks‟ in the film and thus has great impact on viewers.
87

  

The four-stage story of the music – themes played by cellos, clarinet, strings, 

and repeated cellos – builds perfectly towards the climactic moment of the strings as the 

camera pans up to reveal Philippe on the wire, just as it did in representing Rochester 

and his wife‟s passion; both are moments of spiritual passion, even if one is focused on 

an individual‟s wire-walking prowess and the other on sexuality (they both demonstrate 

a form of male prowess). Further, the return to the cellos as the police take Philippe 

away, as in the Rochester sequence, is a perfect, post-climax, „return to earth‟ moment. 

Ap Sion has pointed out another similarity in the two scenes, in that both „possess the 

character of “retrospection”‟
88

 as characters look back at past events. In fact, both 

scenes feature a woman talking ecstatically about her lover‟s past exploits, so this also 

links the two scenes. 

In terms of how music, cinematography, editing, sound, and story-telling 

combine in this sequence of Man on Wire, there are some significant and 

complementary aspects. The first shot of the sequence shows Philippe on the wire, 

zooming in to reveal him in a ten second shot which is the longest shot in the first 17 of 

this sequence. Jean Louis‟s comment „it‟s a dream‟ at the end of the shot, leads directly 

into the cut which reveals the first still photo of Philippe on the wire, and at the same 

moment the cello theme changes to the „uplifting‟ clarinet (shot 2); for a few moments 

there is no dialogue, giving space to the first notes of the clarinet theme. After Annie 

describes the event as „extrordinaire‟ (end of shot 4) her dialogue stops to give more 

space to the emotional music and to register this „extraordinary‟ moment, but now 

reverting to live footage of Philippe on the wire for greater impact (shots 5 and 6). The 

black and white photos (used for the first time in this sequence) alongside the black and 

white documentary footage, signify authenticity, truth, and reality, giving the whole 

sequence more impact.
89

 Annie‟s dialogue resumes for shots 7 to 17, and her description 

of the cathedral service is perfectly matched by footage of it, while the music 

continues.
90

 The description and images in this sequence build up to shot 16 - the priests 

                                                             
87

  In Man on Wire the whole cue of „History of the Insipid‟ is played as one continuous piece, whereas in 

The Libertine it is played as three separate cues for different scenes. The analysis here just looks at the 

third part of the cue (the same piece analysed in The Libertine), but the full sequence in Man on Wire is 

built up by using the whole music cue which underscores the recounting of how the Notre Dame walk 

was planned. 
88

  Ap Sion, „Minimalist Film Music in Context: The Case of Man on Wire‟, p.6. 
89

  See Barthes, „Rhetoric of the Image‟, in Image, Music, Text, London, Fontana, 1977. 
90

 This footage is possibly taken from some other documentary source, but its black and white texture is 

similar to the footage of Philippe so there is no sense of a continuity break.  
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prostrating themselves as if worshipping Philippe - and this shot is fractionally longer 

than the others in this sequence, thus giving it more weight.    

 Shot 18 is a colour close-up of Annie, in the present, recounting the story. This 

shift in visual space is the moment the clarinet theme ends to be replaced by the ecstatic 

strings. This is another ten-second shot giving space and time to register‟s Annie‟s 

ecstatic face (paralleling the orgasmic moment of Rochester‟s wife at the same point in 

the music) as the strings start their theme. Her voice-over continues briefly into shot 19, 

which continues the documentation of the actual walk with the first of two more black 

and white photos (shots 19 and 20), but then her voice ceases so the visual walk and 

aural music can come together climactically in shots 21 and 22. In shot 21, as the music 

plays its fourth ascending cycle of the strings theme, the camera pans up the cathedral, 

to reveal Philippe again.
91

 Thus music and image are both ascending together. The fifth 

and final sequence of the strings, which is interrupted by the „return-to-earth‟ cellos, is 

played over a penultimate image of Philippe lying down on the wire. In fact, shots 19 to 

22 all show Philippe just lying, perfectly still on the wire, during the strings sequence. 

Rather like The Libertine sequence, the strings are playing over a post-orgasmic 

moment of bliss and stillness. The exact moment the cellos resume, in shot 22, Philippe 

moves his right leg as he begins to stand up and prepares to leave the rope. The final 

shots, 23 to 25, are Philippe‟s return to earth and arrest, presaged by the sound of a 

police siren in shot 24 before the police van taking him away is seen in shot 25. The 

cellos fade out as the scene changes in shot 26 to colour footage of the Twin Towers.  

 This detailed description and analysis aims to show how music and image, 

music-story and film-story, can combine in a powerfully affective sequence, but also to 

show how the same music can operate so affectively in different situations (in both The 

Libertine and Man on Wire), a perfect illustration of transferability. This is due to the 

general, thematic similarities in the two film stories – spiritual, romantic, passionate – 

the inherent qualities of the music in expressing these themes, and the cinematographic 

skills which blend pre-existent music (which was originally written to go with pre-

existent images) with images and sound.   

 

Conclusion   

This chapter has explored the issue of transferability of film music, considering 

the ways in which the same music can be used in very different contexts and how this 

changes its possible meanings and emotional affects. The notion of transferability 

                                                             
91

 This shot has the dynamism of movement but is actually a pan-up another black and white still image. 
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demonstrates that film music cues specifically written for one film are not „fixed‟ in 

terms of their meanings and affects; Nyman through his working practices and the way 

film directors have used his music, certainly challenges this. However, I suggest there 

are still some meaning/affect links to be found when the same piece of music is used in 

different contexts.  This is not primarily because of Nyman‟s minimalist „neutrality‟ but 

rather because the musical meanings are linked to more generalized meanings and 

emotions embedded in the music and because there may be similar generalized thematic 

links in what initially may seem like very different films; the same music can then 

function effectively for these different films. Although The Cook, The Libertine, and 

Man on Wire are all very different in terms of their narrative content, there are 

significant links in terms of their romantic passions and their stories of love, triumph, 

and sadness, and there are thematic links between specific scenes which use the same 

music. The emotional resonance of these films can thus be carried by the same piece of 

music, which demonstrates its transferability but also that its core emotional content is 

suited to varied contexts.  

In relation to film music practice in general, „transferability‟ harks back to the 

way that film music was initially produced for silent film. Libraries of appropriate pre-

existent mood and content music were established and drawn upon as required, the 

same music being „transferred‟ to different films. The practice of writing individual and 

original sound scores, whose copyright was held by the studios, originated with the 

coming of sound, and subsequently „transferability‟ mainly disappeared. However, it 

would be possible to establish a library of suitable music, derived from existing film 

music, which could be used for, transferred to, new films. Indeed, this would be much 

more feasible for music composed as a result of contemporary film music practices 

which are less tied to the „mickey-mouse‟, close-synching, practices of earlier film 

music. Perhaps the only reason for writing new film music is to keep providing a degree 

of novelty for the listener, in the same way that film narratives keep inventing novel 

variants on a few standard plot lines. The variations keep audiences interested but the 

general themes and ideas and emotions are quite limited. Nyman‟s practice of recycling 

and transferability draws attention to this; awareness of the possibilities of 

transferability becomes a way, not of understanding particular musical meanings and 

affects, but of understanding how film music works in a more general sense.  

„Transferability‟ is thus a significant issue in the study of film music and the 

way film music can produce meanings and affects, and any analysis of how Nyman‟s 

music functions needs to take this into account. Primarily, it shows how music works at 
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a generalized emotional/meaningful level, pointing to the idea of music conveying 

general, archetypal meanings and feelings. These are what „History of the Insipid‟ and 

„Fish Beach‟ are communicating in their various film contexts. The final chapter will 

look in more detail at the way Nyman‟s music represents events and emotional states by 

considering the music as „archetypal music‟, thus offering a final perspective, or hearing 

aid, through which to consider the feelingful meanings of Nyman‟s music. 
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Chapter 7 

Nyman’s music: archetypes and ideologies 
 

 

‘It follows that by listening to music, and while we are listening to it, we 

enter into a kind of immortality.’
1
 (Claude Levi-Strauss.) 

 

This thesis, as mentioned in the introduction, was inspired by my own emotional 

responses to particular music sequences in narrative films. It has consequently 

examined several different ways of approaching the film music of Michael Nyman and 

the way music and image combine to produce meaning and affect; but it has not fully 

accounted for why these sequences might be so emotionally and meaningfully powerful. 

This final chapter suggests two ways of understanding this power, by considering how 

the film/image combination communicates archetypal and ideological meanings.  

The previous chapter argued that Nyman‟s music demonstrates the potential 

transferability of film music, which is relevant for understanding the practice of film 

music in general. It is this issue of transferability which provides the key for thinking 

about film music as archetypal. This is linked to the argument suggested in Chapter 1, 

that film music relates to general meaningful feelings rather than specific ones; so, love 

music, for example, evokes „love‟, in general, even when being played over a specific 

and individual love scenario. It is this generalised musical meaning/feeling capacity 

which makes film music easily transferable, as was demonstrated by the use of „History 

of the Insipid‟ in The Libertine and Man on Wire. One way of understanding this is to 

consider film music as archetypal; another method is to consider what social values film 

music communicates, and how it can be understood ideologically. This chapter will 

look at both approaches by focusing on the music of „romantic-Nyman‟. In places, it 

will adopt a methodological approach that differs somewhat from the approaches of 

previous chapters by exploring the values of subjective responses to Nyman‟s film 

music.  

 

Archetypal music 

There are two relevant ways of defining the term „archetype‟. The first, more 

general, defines it as 

the original pattern or model from which all things of the same kind are 

copied or on which they are based; a model or first form; prototype.
2
  

                                                 
1
  Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked, London, Cape, 1970, p.16. 

2
  Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype (accessed 5/1/2010). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype
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The second definition is related to the work and ideas of Carl Jung and his concept of 

the collective unconscious, where archetype is defined as 

a collectively inherited unconscious idea, pattern of thought, image, etc., 

universally present in individual psyches.
3
 

 

For Jung, there are numerous archetypes which are „present in individual 

psyches‟ as a kind of genetic psychic inheritance, and which are also represented, and 

thus made visible, in dreams, myths, fairy tales, and stories, including film. These 

repeatedly include such archetypes as the „anima‟ or „animus‟
4
 the „shadow‟, the 

„trickster‟, the „wise old man or woman‟.
5
 Robert Moore and Douglas Gillette, using 

Jungian ideas, suggest four important masculine archetypes: the King, the Warrior, the 

Magician, and the Lover;
6
 and a Jungian approach to film shows how these archetypes 

can be used as a way of understanding and analysing the actions and characters of 

numerous male figures in film narratives.
7
 For example, in the two sequences which use 

„History of the Insipid‟, the actions and character of both the Earl of Rochester, in The 

Libertine, and Philippe Petit, in Man on Wire, can be understood in relation to the 

Magician archetype.  

Joseph Campbell‟s book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, similarly uses a 

Jungian framework to explore the representations of the hero archetype in myths and 

fairy tales from all over the world, including analysis of films like Star Wars, which he 

regards as contemporary myths. In recent years there have been a number of similar 

Jungian approaches to film analysis.
8
 However, while there has been a productive 

Jungian analysis of film narratives and archetypes, there has been little analysis of film 

music from a Jungian perspective. Indeed, Jung, who often considered the significance 

of other art forms, made very little reference to music at all. Anne Marshman points out 

that „[i]n fact, the word music appears fewer than twenty times in the twenty volumes of 

                                                 
3
  Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype (accessed 5/1/2010). 

4
 Jung defined the anima as the internal feminine spirit of men and the animus as the internal masculine 

spirit of women.  
5
 See Freida Fordham, „Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious‟, Chapter 3 in An Introduction to 

Jung’s Psychology, Harmonsworth, Penguin, 1991, pp.47-68. 
6
  Robert Moore & Douglas Gillette, King, Warrior, Magician, Lover: Rediscovering the Archetypes of 

the Mature Masculine, San Francisco, Harper Collins, 1991. 
7
  See O‟Shaughnessy and Stadler, Media and Society, 3

rd 
ed., Melbourne, OUP, 2005, pp.312-16. 

8
  There has been recent study of cinema and film as a contemporary space where archetypal stories and 

representations are manifest. See Luke Hockley, Cinematic Projections: The Analytical Psychology of 

C.G.Jung and Film Theory¸ Luton, University of Luton Press, 2001; Christopher Hauke & Ian Alister 

(eds), Jung and Film: Post-Jungian Takes on the Moving Image, Hove, Bruner-Routledge, 2001. 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/archetype
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his Collected Works.‟
9
 Mary Butterton, though, does refer to a conversation Jung had 

with a music therapist in which he reportedly  

was very excited and as easy and naive as a child to work with. Finally he 

burst out with, „This opens up whole new avenues of research I‟d never 

dreamed of. ... I feel that from now on music should be an essential part of 

every analysis.‟
10

  

 

Elsewhere Jung himself wrote 

[m]usic has certainly to do with the collective unconscious. ... Music 

expresses in sounds what fantasies and visions express in visual images ... 

music represents the movement, development and transformation of the 

motifs of the collective unconscious.
11

 

 

Although Jung did not systematically apply his work to music, film music 

certainly has the potential for being understood from a Jungian (archetypal and 

mythical) perspective and this relates to the generalized capacity for music to express 

emotions, referred to throughout the thesis. Ideas about the general function of music, 

which can be related to this approach, are found in the philosophies of Arthur 

Schopenhauer and Richard Wagner. These were mentioned in Chapter 1 and are worth 

restating here. In relation to the emotions expressed by music, Schopenhauer suggested 

that  

music does not express this or that particular and definite pleasure, this or 

that affliction, pain, sorrow, horror, gaiety, merriment or peace of mind, but 

joy, pain, sorrow, horror, gaiety, merriment, peace of mind themselves, to a 

certain extent in the abstract, their essential nature, without any accessories, 

and so also without the motives for them.
12

  

 

Wagner put forward a similar point of view:  

[w]hat music expresses is eternal, infinite and ideal; it does not express the 

passion, love, or longing of such-an-such an individual on such-an-such an 

occasion, but passion, love, or longing in itself.
13

  

 

For both of them music expresses „the inner nature, the in-itself, of every phenomenon, 

the will itself.‟
14

 Schopenhauer in fact distinguishes music from the other art forms as 

most capable of achieving this. Anthony Storr argues that for Schopenhauer  

                                                 
9
 Anne Marshman, „The Power of Music: a Jungian Aesthetic‟, in Music Therapy Perspectives, vol.21 

no.1, 2003, pp.21-6, p.21. 
10

  Margaret Tilly quoted in Mary Butterton, Listening to Music in Psychotherapy, Abingdon, Radcliffe 

Publishing, 2008, p.102. 
11

  Jung quoted in Butterton, Listening to Music in Psychotherapy, p.102. 
12

  Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, Vol. I, New York, Dover, 1966, p.261. 
13

 Richard Wagner, quoted in Susanne Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard 

University Press, pp.221-2. 
14

 Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, p.261. 
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[b]ecause music neither represents the phenomenal world, nor makes 

statements about it, it bypasses both the pictorial world and the verbal ... 

[w]hat music expresses is the inner spirit.
15

 

 

This is useful in distinguishing the difference between film (the „pictorial‟ and „verbal‟) 

and music (the „inner spirit‟); these two forms are then brought together in combination. 

The potential result of this union is described by Schopenhauer: 

This close relation that music has to the true nature of all things can also 

explain the fact that, when music suitable to any scene, action, event, or 

environment is played, it seems to disclose to us its most secret meaning, 

and appears to be the most accurate and distinct commentary on it ... 

Accordingly, we could just as well call the world embodied music as 

embodied will; this is the reason why music makes every picture, indeed 

every scene from real life and from the world, at once appear in enhanced 

significance, and this is, of course, all the greater, the more analogous its 

melody is to the inner spirit of the given phenomenon.  

 

Schopenhauer is suggesting that music needs to be „suitable‟ and its melody 

„analogous ... to the inner spirit‟ of whatever scene is being depicted (unlike the music 

produced by Seigfried  Kracauer‟s „drunken pianist‟); if it is „suitable‟, it then has the 

potential to go beyond the surface reality of the scene. If „the function of the arts is not 

to depict particular instances of reality, but to represent the universals which lie behind 

the particular‟,
16

 then music has a powerful capacity to perform this generalized 

feelingful/meaningful function. For audiences, this transforms individual stories into 

universal stories, which magnifies their significance and also makes it possible for 

increased identification, both on a personal level – the film story could relate to an 

audience member‟s personal experiences of love – and a general level – the story can 

relate to an audience member‟s understanding and experience of love in general.  

If Wagner and Schopenhauer‟s ideas about the general nature of music‟s 

referentiality are accepted – that the music is representing something more than just 

individual, particular emotional situations and that, consequently, this generality can be 

understood as archetypal – then this begins to explain why the combination of image 

and music can be so emotionally and meaningfully powerful. Audiences see/hear in 

them archetypal emotions and meanings.    

This approach to music explains why non-diegetic (and therefore non-realist) 

music is so easily accepted by audiences. Musical sequences in films offer audiences 

moments of transcendence, of movement beyond the events of everyday reality to a 

heightened, archetypal reality. As Claude Levi-Strauss suggested, „by listening to 

                                                 
15

  Anthony Storr, Music and the Mind, New York, The Free Press, 1992, p.140. 
16

  Ibid., p.134. 
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music, and while we are listening to it, we enter into a kind of immortality;‟
17

 in Jungian 

terms this immortality relates to the way music connects listeners to these eternal human 

archetypes. The music in music/film sequences therefore encourages listeners to get in 

touch with their unconsciousness, which is linked to this archetypal reality, to Jung‟s 

„collective unconscious‟.  

The way music relates to the unconscious is explicitly demonstrated in the way 

some composers and film directors understand the role of music and the process of 

music-making. Peter Weir, when discussing the role of music for him as a director, 

describes how he collects pieces of music when he is making a film and puts them all 

together as a source of inspiration: 

I find that music helps open the unconscious and the creative process; on a 

shoot I‟ll play my music that I‟ve collected, in the evening, almost every 

evening ... sit on my own and just think about the next day‟s work, put the 

music on ... hit certain tracks seemingly at random, and I think what it does 

is jam the radar, I think it stops you making sense; I think it allows the 

unconscious to open its doors, to daydream, and I get some of my best ideas 

through that, using music in that way.
18

 

 

He also uses the music to inspire actors and film crew by playing music on the set to 

„hose it down‟, to inspire creativity, to „blast‟ the crew with music since „music 

introduces a kind of controlled chaos, a sort of anarchy‟, and he sometimes plays music 

through actual takes to inspire creative enterprise.
19

  

Similarly, Howard Shore discusses his work as a composer in terms of the 

emotional importance of the music and how this relates to his unconscious creative 

processes. As he says 

[m]y process is to view the film... as an audience and to have an emotional 

reaction to it ... [then] find the dream-state that interprets that ... [T]he core 

of it is to capture the feeling.
20

 

 

He uses his own feelings, his emotional reactions to the film, as the source of his 

compositions, his aim being to write music which will convey those emotions. 

Composition is for him a process of getting in touch with his unconscious feelings:  

You have to feel what the Shire [in Lord of the Rings] is, to write that piece 

... you have to allow yourself almost to be in that semi-conscious dream-

state ... you‟re trying to tap into your subconscious ... I‟m absorbing this 

                                                 
17

  Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked, p.16. 
18

  Peter Weir, interview on Into the Music, Radio National, ABC Radio, broadcast 16/6/2009. 
19

  Ibid. This is not necessarily the same music that will be used in the film. 
20

  Howard Shore, interview, The Nerve Episode 6, 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio2/features/theNerve/episode6.html (accessed 12/1/2010). 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio2/features/theNerve/episode6.html
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wonderful book and really just dreaming about it, and through that dream-

state ... allowing your creative mind to express ideas.
21

 

 

Shore thus makes the links between dreams, the unconscious, emotions, and musical 

creativity.  

For Jung, archetypes were presented and found in myths and this is a useful term 

to use in considering films as contemporary myths and film music as archetypal. Levi-

Strauss examined myths from an anthropological point of view and argued that myths 

serve a social function of making sense of the world by resolving the contradictory 

aspects of the human world. Graeme Turner explains it as follows: 

Myths ... were used to deal with the contradictions in experience, to explain 

the apparently inexplicable, and to justify the inevitable. Within myths, 

contradictions and inequities which could not be resolved in the real world 

were resolved symbolically. The function of myth was to place those 

contradictions – between man and his natural environment, for instance, or 

between life and death – as part of natural existence.
22

    

   

Royal Brown has another way of explaining how films can be mythical. He suggests 

that stories and narratives become mythical in relation to  

the degree to which a given character, object or situation escapes from the 

moment of time and space in which he/she/it appears in a given narrative ... 

to link with other characters, objects, and situations from other narratives, 

and the degree to which that character, object, and/or event escapes from a 

causal or historical determination of that moment of time and space.
23

 

 

Music is one of the elements in films that facilitates these „escapes from the moment of 

time and space.‟ So myths, according to Jung, are expressions of the collective 

unconscious; according to Levi-Strauss and Turner, they are a way of making sense of 

the contradictions of the human world; and, according to Brown, they are found in 

narratives which go beyond the particularities of their individual situations to link with 

more general human and social situations. These approaches to myth and archetypes can 

be fruitfully applied to Nyman‟s film music. To illustrate this, I will focus on two 

examples of „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ work, looking at his „mythic‟ music for Wonderland 

and The Claim, two films directed by Michael Winterbottom. 

 

 

 

                                                 
21

  Ibid. 
22

 Graeme Turner, Film as Social Practice, London, Routledge, 1988, p.72. Turner notes how for Levi-

Strauss myths are structured around „binary oppositions‟, see ibid., pp.73-4. 
23

  Royal, S. Brown, Overtones and Undertones: Reading Film Music, London, University of California 

Press, 1994, pp.8-9. 
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Wonderland and The Claim 

Following on from the definitions of myth and archetype given above, both 

Wonderland and The Claim can be interpreted as mythological films, though in quite 

different ways; and Nyman‟s music is crucial in expressing these mythic qualities and in 

lifting the individual and particular to the general and universal. Wonderland is about a 

group of characters living in contemporary London and is filmed in a documentary 

realist mode. It appears at one level to be about the very ordinary, mundane, materiality 

of everyday life, and its narrative structure is simply based on the events of four days, 

each presaged by an inter-title: „Thursday‟, „Friday‟, „Saturday‟, „Sunday‟. The Claim, 

in contrast, is a Western, a dramatic cause-and-effect narrative in a traditionally 

mythological genre.  

Wonderland’s title suggests this „ordinary‟ film may be presenting something 

more than the everyday (though the film‟s title is withheld till the end of the film); but it 

is the very ordinariness of the film which first proves its generality, its universality. The 

main characters are individuals, but they are also ordinary, typical, and representative of 

the whole population; in this sense they are „everyman‟ and „everywoman‟ figures. 

Brian McFarlane and Deane Williams notice the lack of background information about 

the characters and suggest 

they are little more than the character types of documentary film ... [t]hese 

characters embody personas closer to types than to the full and rounded 

characterisations expected from much commercial cinema.
24

  

 

This suggests a distinction between type and archetype. Typical characters relate more 

to the ordinary, the everyday, the lowest common denominator factors of human life. 

Archetypal characters assume a more elevated role, expressing the more profound 

emotional experiences of humanity. In Wonderland the characters initially appear more 

as types but they are elevated to the archetypal as their stories become more dramatic, 

but especially by the accompanying music which lifts their narrative situations from the 

individual to the general, from the typical to the archetypal.    

Winterbottom has described what he was aiming for in the film: 

The film isn‟t about material conditions ... I wanted to go beyond that. The 

world of the movie is just like the world I live in, in London. Part of the 

attraction was just to get on film what it‟s like living there at the moment ... 

[people] all just struggling to find some connection with other people, 

struggling not to be lonely, to have someone in their life, to love someone, 

                                                 
24

 Brian McFarlane & Deane Williams, Michael Winterbottom: British Film Makers, Manchester, 

Manchester University Press, 2009, p.39. 
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to be in touch with their parents or their children or whatever. That‟s the 

same for everyone.
25

 

 

So, when „captur[ing] moments of ordinary people‟, rather than focusing on their basic 

„material conditions‟, their social and economic realities, Winterbottom‟s concern is 

with showing the „internal life [of the characters] where there‟s some dream they all 

have‟,
26

 and on showing how these individual stories are „the same for everyone‟. The 

problems and contradictions the characters face – „struggling to find some connection 

with other people‟, oppositions between men and women and between family members 

– relate to Levi-Strauss‟s conception of myths dealing with fundamental human 

contradictions. The fact that their stories are the „same for everyone‟ means that they 

„link with other characters, objects, and situations from other narratives‟, as Brown 

described, and thus are moved into the archetypal and mythological realm.  

Yet these aspects of the film are not immediately apparent given the ordinariness 

of the characters and images, and its lack of dramatic action. Indeed, the film can be 

related to earlier traditions of British documentary filming, established by John 

Grierson, Humphrey Jennings, and others in the 1930s and 1940s, and developed by the 

„free cinema‟ movement of the 1950s.
27

 These films sought to document the lives of 

„ordinary‟, British people who were seen as typical and representative of social groups 

at the same time as being individuals. But one of the techniques developed by Jennings 

was to use sound and music to add some different elements to the images, to lift the 

images out of their ordinariness and beyond simple documentation. This was seen most 

powerfully in his wartime documentaries such as Listen to Britain (1942), where images 

taken from around the country were combined with a montage of different sounds and 

music extracts. One of the final music/image sequences in Wonderland, which presents 

a montage of shots of buildings in London accompanied by Nyman‟s music, parallels 

scenes in Listen to Britain which show shots of buildings to a montage of „British‟ 

music. The music is central in both films in moving from the typical to the archetypal. 

Winterbottom achieves his aims cinematographically first by using a realist, 

documentary style, which includes many shots or scenes which feature the faces and 

actions of ordinary people who are not the main characters in the film. Thus he „make[s] 

                                                 
25

  Michael Winterbottom interview in indieWIRE, 

http://www.indiewire.com/article/interview_michael_winterbottoms_wonderland/ (accessed 7/1/2010).  
26

  Ibid. 
27

  McFarlane and Williams suggest the British New Wave of the 1960s  and the „free cinema‟ movement 

of the 1950s are important influences on Winterbottom (Michael Winterbottom, pp.17-18).  
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connections between ... [the main characters] and the people around them.‟
28

 One of the 

strengths of his film is in the emotions expressed by these people who seem totally 

unaware they are on camera. But he also shoots some sequences using either fast or 

slow-motion to give a heightened reality to ordinary city-life, while his shots of the city 

at night are full of bright shining lights, for example the lights on the bridges across the 

Thames or the red London buses, gleaming in the rain.
29

 But for Winterbottom the 

music was also very important: 

That‟s why we wanted the music, as well, to try to connect our characters to 

all those people. And all those people and all the characters connected to 

some sort of internal life where there‟s some dream they all have.
30

    

 

The music is thus a generalized linking device between the internal lives of all 

characters seen on the screen. For Winterbottom, who wanted Nyman to compose 

„aspirational‟ music,
31

 the music can be „a great, big, score, rich and lyrical‟ which 

expresses people‟s „dreams and aspirations‟.
32

 The music is used to represent the 

internal states of the characters but also to give audiences a position from which to view 

them. The fact that music represents generalised emotions/meanings – „passion, love, or 

longing in itself‟ – lifts the film from the individual to the archetype, from the material 

to the spiritual.  

Ultimately, it also conveys an optimistic, uplifting feel in relation to the main 

characters; Winterbottom comments  

[b]y the end, for me, I feel the music is the right music – that it‟s their music 

and that makes me feel more positively towards them ... you understand 

them better and that is what ... makes it feel more optimistic.
33

 

  

Winterbottom‟s comment here stresses the final optimism of the film but also picks up 

on a point noticed by several critics, as mentioned in Chapter 3: that the music seems, at 

least initially, to offer a contrast to the grim realities of the ordinary lives, that „helps lift 

this quotidian scene out of glum English realism‟.
34

 In this sense, rather than connecting 

us to the characters‟ internal emotional lives (as Winterbottom wanted), the music 

instead seems to offer another perspective, inviting us to observe the characters from 

outside. But if initially the music seems to „go against‟ or counterpoint what is on 
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  Winterbottom interview in indieWIRE. 
29

  Similar techniques are found in Godfrey Reggio‟s film with Philip Glass, Koyaanisqatsi. 
30

  Winterbottom interview in indieWIRE. 
31

  Nyman interview in Metro, no.133, July 2002, pp.44-54, p.49. 
32

  Winterbotom interview in indieWIRE. 
33

  Ibid. 
34

  Wonderland, film review by Stuart Jeffries, in The Guardian Section 2, 18/1/2000, p.12. 
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screen, Winterbottom‟s point is that by the end of the film, the beauty and lyricism of 

the music does relate directly to the characters, their emotions and their lives.  

The powerful effects of the music in Wonderland were noted by several critics. 

It appears that this is one of Nyman‟s most successful scores, alongside his work with 

Greenaway and Campion, and one that he values himself. There are nine Nyman cues 

used in the film [Figure 1], plus a reprise of „Franklyn‟ heard over the end credits. 

Nearly all the cues are over two minutes in length (the shortest is 1 minute 40 seconds) 

so they are given significant screen-time. Although these are presented as different cues 

(apart from „Franklyn‟ and „Dan‟ which are both repeated) there are several melodic, 

rhythmic, and chord progression similarities between them and the solo piano piece, 

„Franklyn‟, seems to be the starting point for these; „Molly‟ is an orchestral version of 

„Franklyn‟; the same melodic themes are the basis for parts of „Darren‟; „Debbie‟ 

features one of „Franklyn‟s‟ rhythmic structures and develops a variation on the melody, 

and while „Debbie‟ has its own melodic theme, this is repeated in „Unnamed‟, as are 

elements of „Molly‟/„Franklyn‟. Thus the „Franklyn‟/„Molly‟ theme is found throughout 

the score while „Jack‟ and „Eileen‟ present two separate melodies.
35

   

The music sequences punctuate the film and many of these combine shots of the 

main characters with shots of anonymous people in the street, in cafes and pubs, at the 

bingo hall or football match. The main characters, like the other anonymous people, are 

often not doing much – leaving a pub, going home on a bus, driving a scooter at night 

time, watching a football match. These scenes are consequently, like Laura Mulvey‟s 

moments of narrative stasis, moments for audience reflection, contemplation and 

feeling. Only towards the end of the film do significant narrative actions happen during 

the music sequences – Eddie crashes his scooter, Molly gives birth, family 

reconciliations take place. So, most sequences provide observation of the main 

characters and other ordinary, anonymous people performing everyday routine 

activities. This mix between individual and general stories provides Winterbottom‟s 

„connections‟ between his ten main characters and the seven million inhabitants of 

London; Nyman‟s music thus helps to transform his individuals into „every-wo/man‟ 

figures, archetypes for all of London.  

 

 

                                                 
35

 Although the cues are named on the CD soundtrack in relation to the ten main characters they are not 

normally used to represent them in the film – for example „Molly‟ is played during a sequence which is 

focused on Nadia. 
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Figure 1: Nyman Music cues in Wonderland 

 

 

Start     Length  Action     Sound              Length 

 

4.40   2.00  Nadia leaving pub & walking home at night   s/eff                 45 sec 

  People in pub     music only          24 sec 

‘Molly’
36

 Nadia walking home -> time lapse     quiet s/eff           15 sec 

  Time lapse, people/city at night    some s/eff         20 sec 

  Title: „Friday‟                 8 sec 

  Daytime high angle long shot of London               8 sec 

 

19.10 2.15 Mother at home     s/eff   4 sec 

  Franklyn at work, then leaves, evening  dialogue and s/eff  40 sec 

  Exterior cafe shots    s/eff   12 sec 

‘Franklyn’ Franklyn in Nadia‟s cafe    dialogue & s.eff    40 sec 

  Ext. Franklyn leaves       s/eff   4 sec 

  Eddie driving scooter      s/eff     15 sec 

  Eddie talking to himself on street    dialogue & s.eff  20 sec 

 

38.08 2.08 Mother & women at Bingo Game    dialogue & s.eff  53 sec 

  Dan and Jack at football match, 

‘Dan’   crowd shots    s/eff   75 sec 

 

55.28 1.50 Eddie leaves shop with stolen goods  s/eff   10 sec 

  Eddie on scooter, night -> time lapse  s/eff then just music 28 sec 

‘Franklyn’  Eddie walking through streets, some slo mo 

   intercut with shots of people  s/eff    72 sec 

 

62.37 3.40 Nadia leaves Tim. Tim alone   dialogue & s/eff  35 sec 

 Ext. and int, bus shots; Nadia going home;   

‘Debbie’   rain; people on bus; Nadia crys  s/eff then just music          102 sec 

  Mother can‟t sleep, poisons barking dog  s/eff   74 sec 

  Title: „Sunday‟     music only  5 sec 

 

76.25   2.25 Tim with his girlfriend   1 s/eff   5 sec 

  Nadia alone in her flat    1 s/eff   9 sec 

‘Eileen’  Landscape shots of London  1 s/eff   8 sec 

   Molly and Debbie at the hospital   1 dialogue and s/eff  34 sec 

  Jack alone at fair     2/3 s/eff   77 sec 

  Eddie on scooter    4 s/eff   9 sec 

  Dan in car    4 s/eff    3 sec 

The music in Eileen goes through 4 stages: melancholic; optimistic; more optimistic; back to melancholic.  

 

80.27 1.40 Jack & people watch fireworks   s/eff   80 sec 

‘Dan’  Eddie on scooter, crashes    s/eff   20 sec 

89.40 2.20 Debbie drives Jack home, Dan left alone  s/eff   18 sec 

  Molly giving birth    dialogue & s/eff              118 sec 

‘Darren’ Man slumped in wheelchair   dialogue & s/eff  4 sec 

 

95.20 3.25 C/U of Alice        s/eff    20 sec 

  Debbie & Jack in car    dialogue & s/eff   45 sec 

‘Unnamed’ Father goes home, gets phone message  dialogue & s/eff  55 sec 

  Darren & girlfriend on train   s/eff   25 sec 

  Debbie & Jack walk home    dialogue & s/eff   15 sec 

  Night-time shots of London buildings  just music  45 sec 

 

                                                 
36

 All titles taken from Wonderland CD. 
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The music, as in all melodramas, acts to heighten and intensify the drama – even 

of seemingly insignificant moments - lifting it to a generalised, universal, and 

archetypal level. Bill Mousoulis describes Wonderland’s music as follows: 

Nyman charges this score of his with emotion and gives it breadth. The 

music created is heart-wrenching, full of tragic qualities, yet also extremely 

light (and alleviating in its effect). It is the film's main grace note.
37

  

 

He draws attention to its tragic/melancholic, its optimistic/uplifting, and its 

spiritual/„grace‟, qualities. In these different ways the music gives an 

emotional/meaningful viewpoint for the film; but this viewpoint is quite complicated. 

What is most striking in the earlier music sequences is the contrast between the 

beautiful, lyrical music and scenes which are mainly low-key, and often seem sad and 

depressing: Nadia going home alone after an unsuccessful blind date; Franklyn and 

Eddie going home from work; Franklyn unable to communicate his attraction to Nadia; 

Eddie trying to pluck up courage to tell his pregnant wife that he is quitting his job; 

Nadia‟s mother and a whole group of old ladies looking thoroughly depressed at the 

bingo hall; and a football crowd of mainly men who, while they are more animated, also 

look anxious rather than joyful, an anxiety epitomised by the close-up shots of two 

young boys. In nearly all of these scenes there is a failure to communicate and connect 

with other people. As the narrative unfolds none of the characters appear to be having a 

„wonderful‟ time in „wonderland‟, yet the music is „wonderful‟. „Debbie‟ (the longest 

music cue in the film) is used for the most intense of these unhappy scenes;
38

 Nadia 

travels home after another unsuccessful date, alone and crying in the rain-soaked streets 

of London, surrounded by people who all seem to be drunk; meanwhile her mother 

finally decides to poison the neighbour‟s dog so she can get some sleep.  

The juxtaposition of image and music in many of these scenes draws attention to 

the music, and forces audiences to consider the relationship between music and image. 

The music could be read as operating ironically, but this would not fit with the 

compassion for the characters which is the film‟s project. Alternatively, and more 

fittingly, it could be read as an external commentary of compassion for the plight of 

these people, its spiritual beauty offering an antidote to the emptiness of their lives, and 

designed „to prompt an ... emotional response from spectators‟,
39

 rather than showing 
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  Bill Mousoulis, „The Unbearable Lightness of Being: Wonderland‟, in 

http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/00/7/wonderland.html, 2000 (accessed June 2007). 
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Plantinga & Greg M. Smith (eds), Passionate Views: Film, Cognition and Emotion, Baltimore, The Johns 
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what the characters are feeling. Or, it could relate to the internal dreams and aspirations 

of the characters, as Winterbottom suggested. I suggest it moves between these last two 

possibilities. Aspiration is the key word and it is most clearly seen in the fireworks‟ 

sequence which occurs eighty minutes into the film. Here, aspiration is literally figured 

as the camera shows a series of shots of people, in community, looking expectantly 

upwards at the fireworks. And in this sequence it seems that aspirations are finally being 

realized (unlike in the bingo or football scenes) as the fireworks provide beauty, joy, 

and excitement. This suggests more optimistic possibilities, even though these are partly 

undercut, by Eddie crashing his scooter at the end of the musical sequence, and by 

young Jack, who has been abandoned by his father, getting mugged in the park 

immediately afterwards.  

The next music sequence, „Darren‟, is played once again over painful scenes;
40

 

these show the fractured family relations between Dan and Debbie, and then the agonies 

of child-birth for Molly. However, it is at this point, the birth of the child, that music 

and image/narrative move more towards consonance than contrast; once the birth is 

complete, mother and child are shown in blissful close-up, and the optimistic music 

begins to „fit‟ with what the characters are experiencing as well as providing an 

emotional point of view for spectators.
41

 The scene is visually and aurally powerful as it 

documents a real birth (in keeping with Winterbottom‟s realist aesthetic as 

demonstrated in films like 9 Songs); it can also be understood as archetypal as it 

documents one of the most significant and universal human rites of passage: birth. The 

concluding shot and imagery of mother and child is thus a powerful archetypal image. 

But the emotional intensity of this archetypal sequence is heightened and transformed 

by the accompanying music.  

One of the points made by Claudia Gorbman, Royal Brown, and others (see 

Chapter 2) is that music is „different‟ to images and narrative, and it brings this 

difference to bear on the visual scenes it accompanies. It is the different and special 

quality of music that can transform the listener‟s experience of reality; when the world 

is witnessed and experienced with an accompanying musical soundtrack it is 

transformed. Music has traditionally been used in many social situations to produce 

such a transformation of reality, whether in working songs which assist the rhythmic, 

collective nature of work (for example, groups of men hauling in fishing nets or boats 

                                                 
40

  See Chapter 10, „Darren‟, on DVD compilation, Appendix D. 
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 Though even this scene is followed by a shot of a man slumped hopelessly in a wheelchair in the 

hospital. 
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together), or social music dances which bring men and women together, or community 

music and singing at births, weddings, funerals, sporting events, and even natural 

disasters, such as the Haitian earthquake. Playing music is also a commonplace practice 

in contemporary life, whether it be putting on „mood‟ music to make love to, or 

listening to music when jogging, cycling, or driving through the countryside. The 

different dimension of music, and the aesthetic experience it offers, alters how all these 

events are experienced. Music is not just „revealing ... what the images do not say,‟
42

 it 

is adding a different level of reality. This is also what happens in visual-musical scenes 

such as the „Darren‟ sequence of childbirth in Wonderland, which is seen/heard as a 

blissful, archetypal experience. In the cinema in general, music is used to transform 

such visual spectacles on the screen.       

The uplifting nature of the „Darren‟ sequence paves the way for the final musical 

sequence („Unnamed‟, the second longest music cue
43

) which shows Alice, the new 

baby, with her happy parents and various shots of family reconciliations and love. This 

is the sequence which culminates in a montage, not of other people, but just of London 

buildings at night. It is also the most Jennings-like sequence, which includes the 

landscape highlights of St Paul‟s Cathedral (one of Jennings‟ favourite images, as it 

represents grandeur, tradition, and the spiritual heart of London/England which survived 

all the war-time bombings) and the Post Office Tower. These shots, showing London as 

a whole, suggest the universal, archetypal qualities of the film. This sequence is also the 

one which shows the possibilities of love, optimism, and reconciliation after all that has 

gone before. It is immediately followed by a kind of coda, a final scene in which Nadia 

and Franklyn finally manage to establish a connection and then walk off into the sunrise 

of the new dawning day, before the final reprise of „Franklyn‟ over the credits.
44

  

As mentioned, Mousoulis heard a mixture of tragedy and optimism in the music. 

Different emotional states are suggested by the way individual cues change and develop 

musically and are fitted with the visual images. The most obvious example is in the 

major musical theme heard in „Franklyn‟ and „Molly‟ and parts of „Debbie‟ and 

„Darren‟. As shown in Chapter 4, there is a contrast between the initial pulsing melodic 

theme of „Franklyn‟ and the more flowing, languid second half (though both are played 

over the same chord progression). The two halves suggest different emotional states: the 
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first presents a more driving, minimalist pulsing, while the second is a gentle, slow, 

languid, alternately rising and falling melody. This contrast is picked up by the images 

in the „Franklyn 2‟ cue: during the first pulsing section, Eddie is shown travelling 

through London on his scooter using fast-motion, time-lapse cinematography; when the 

music changes to the second, slower theme, the images change to Eddie walking 

through London in slow motion, in a more reflective mode. Similarly, in the other cues 

for „Franklyn‟ and „Molly‟ the musical changes suggest two different emotional 

qualities for understanding those scenes, and in several of the other music cues there are 

significant changes of mood and pace which relate to the screen images. This is most 

notable in the „Eileen‟ cue where there are four musical stages and each musical stage 

and change relates to visual changes. The first stage, which is played for about 55 

seconds (marked as 1 on Fig. 1) is played over shots of Tim at home with his girlfriend, 

Nadia, and shots of Molly entering hospital. The shot of Tim and his girlfriend confirms 

that he is not interested in Nadia, and is lying to her; Nadia is then seen isolated at 

home; the shots of Molly at the hospital show her in physical pain and emotional 

distress. The music throughout these shots is at its slowest and most melancholic. But 

this changes as the film cuts to Jack at the fair; here the pace increases and reflects some 

of the joy Jack is experiencing, even though he is on his own. This second stage 

develops into the third, where the music increases in pace and volume, intensifying 

Jack‟s pleasure as he is now seen on various rides at the fair. The dynamism of music, 

fair rides, and cinematography all come together to express Jack‟s enjoyment. However 

the music in its fourth stage repeats stage one, as though it has come full circle, as the 

film cuts to Eddie, seen once again riding his scooter at night (and therefore not with 

Molly who is giving birth at the hospital).  

A similar musical mood change is found in „Darren‟: the first 18 seconds reflect 

the sadness of Debbie, Dan, and Jack‟s fractured family, but the mood changes as Molly 

begins to give birth, and the music reintroduces elements of the „Franklyn/Molly‟ 

themes. Even though she is in some distress the music is much more positive and 

uplifting, presaging the change for Molly once she has given birth and happily holds her 

new-born daughter.  

There is a more subtle change in the use of the „Dan‟ cue. This is used first for 

the bingo and football games, and later for the fireworks scenes. These are all focused 

on crowds and community as first Eileen (the mother) then Dan and Jack are shown as 

parts of collective social groups playing bingo, watching the football and watching 

fireworks. McFarlane and Williams describe the shots of the women at the bingo hall as 
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follows: „Winterbottom renders this world in a terse montage of individual shots 

overlain with the melancholy of Michael Nyman‟s minimalist score.‟
45

 The melancholy 

is in the images as much as the music as the screen shows a succession of unhappy 

faces; however the music changes key when the film cuts to the football match, 

suggesting a more uplifting quality and it is this second phase of the music which is 

used again for the fireworks scene where the crowds look genuinely happy.   

Overall the function of Nyman‟s music is to suggest something of the internal 

dreams of the characters and to heighten the emotional responses of the audience; to 

make the audience feel. This feeling is connected to the individual main characters but 

the feelings produced also relate to general, archetypal experiences and emotions. 

McFarlane and Williams‟ summation of the film is that „Wonderland emerges as a 

humanist masterpiece of British cinema, bleak in many of its insights but ultimately 

holding out the prospect of hope for its beleaguered protagonists.‟
46

 The music is central 

in realizing this and in establishing the overall emotional tenor of the film.  

The Claim is a very different sort of film. While the acting styles, camerawork 

and editing also have some elements of documentary realism, the film is a historical 

drama, a cause-and-effect narrative, and generically a western; it focuses on the building 

of the Central Pacific Railroad across America which will link the east and west coasts 

and signal the coming of civilisation and law and order to the frontier west; and it 

explores the stories of a group of individuals caught up in this drama.
47

 The western has 

been understood as an exploration of American history and society, a genre which 

represents „America talking to itself‟,
48

 and is mythical. As Jim Kitses says 

[w]ithin the form were to be found seminal archetypes common to all myth, 

the journey and the quest, the ceremonies of love and marriage, food and 

drink, the rhythms of waking and sleeping, life and death.
49

 

 

In The Claim the „ordinary‟ pioneers‟ lives are significant as they are seen as the 

extraordinary founders of America, and in this way the ordinary becomes once again 

archetypal. At the end of the film, Dalglish (Wes Bentley), the chief surveyor of the 

railroad, refers to Daniel Dillon (Peter Mullan) and other pioneer leaders: „They were 

like kings‟. He thus makes explicit the archetypal qualities of the characters. Certainly, 
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the dramatic landscape of the Sierra Nevadas, California
50

 and the effect of widescreen 

give the film grandeur and majesty. The music is used throughout for moments of 

emotional intensity, highlighting the emotions of the individual characters, and 

transforming the experience of the landscape (for example, in the sequences which 

show the railroad surveyors travelling through the country). At the same time, the music 

shifts these specific moments into the realm of generalized, archetypal emotions, which 

are experienced by the audience through hearing the music.  

The major difference between the two films and their music is that while 

Wonderland’s music acted in a complex dialectic with the scenes it was combined with, 

the music for The Claim operates in a more traditional film music fashion; for the most 

part the music is designed to relate directly to the emotional lives of the main characters 

and to stimulate an emotional response for the audience. Although this is a simpler use 

of film music it is still emotionally powerful. The second difference is that, while 

Wonderland is ultimately optimistic, The Claim is more focused on tragedy, 

emphasising the emotions of love, despair, and lost love. There are some scenes which 

suggest an optimistic view of the future and of community; several cues show the 

railroad team surveying for and building the railway; these are combined with shots of 

the spectacular landscape and present a vision of progress, enterprise, and development, 

in harmony with the beauty of the natural world. The positive power of community is 

also shown in another fireworks scene, this time at the wedding of Dillon and Elena 

(Nastassja Kinski). As in Wonderland, everyone looks happy in this sequence and the 

music soars appropriately, allowing audiences to enjoy the archetypal utopian spectacle 

of love and community. But the dominant musical expression in The Claim is tragic, as 

the consequences of Dillon‟s early moral mistake – selling his wife and baby daughter 

to a stranger – come back to haunt him and others.  

The point to make here is that, despite the differences in film form (documentary 

style as opposed to generic western) and emotional tone (optimism versus tragedy), the 

music in these two films can function in similar ways. The specific emotions of 

individual characters are generalised by music and thus can be heard as archetypal. 

Nyman‟s music is able to heighten the emotional responses of the audience, giving the 

narrative events, the stories of these individual characters, an archetypal significance. 

One way of exploring these archetypal music/image sequences is through a 

subjective methodological approach which examines how audiences personally 

understand and respond to films. After teaching film and media studies for many years I 
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became aware of the importance of subjective responses in determining interpretations 

of films. Using ideas taken from Jung, Freud, and gestalt psychology, one way of 

understanding how audiences interpreted films was in terms of „projection‟: audiences 

project aspects of themselves onto the films they are watching in order to interpret 

them; thus what audiences see is partly a reflection of themselves, because the way 

audiences understand the external world, other people, and films, is to see in these a 

reflection of their own unconscious internal states. I understood that in my 

interpretations of media texts I was often projecting myself, my view of the world, onto 

the text. This was made abundantly clear when, in preparation for a course on film 

melodrama, I watched D. W. Griffith‟s short film Mender of Nets with two co-

organisers. Discussing the film afterwards, each of us had a very different reading of the 

ending, in which the actress Lillian Gish is left on her own. One of us said with 

optimism, „Ah well, she‟s learnt a lot. It will be better next time.‟ The second said 

despairingly, „Of course, relationships never work.‟ The third reflected that „All men are 

bastards!‟ The three readings (all of which could fit the text) reflected the views on 

relationships that each of us held at that time. We had projected ourselves into the text. 

If one is trying to understand how audiences read texts, the idea of projection can be 

used: when people read a text they reflect themselves, since they project their own ideas 

and feelings onto it. Individual conscious and unconscious feelings and beliefs will thus 

be reflected in the way audiences interpret texts. This is particularly true for „favourite 

films‟; films that have particularly strong individual resonances for people.  

I developed these ideas in courses for adult students, with titles such as 

„Understanding films, understanding ourselves‟,
51

 which focused on emotional 

responses to favourite films and aimed to interpret the films, to understand the 

theoretical processes of projection involved in watching/interpreting films, and to offer 

some degree of self-understanding and awareness to students of their own unconscious 

projections.
52

 On the one hand it looks as though this methodology relates purely to 

personal and individual responses but my argument is that powerful individual 

emotional responses are linked to that individual‟s unconscious feelings and that these 

are related to archetypal concerns in the same way that Jung argued individual people‟s 

dreams are also manifestations of archetypes, of the collective unconscious. Such an 

approach thus relates a specific dramatic film situation to an individual‟s emotional 
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response which is in turn connected to archetypal feelings. For example, I was deeply 

affected by the funeral of the projectionist, Alfredo, in Cinema Paradiso (1989), which 

I understood subsequently as related to the grief over my own father‟s death. This 

reaction can be understood in the following way [Figure 2]:   

 

Figure 2: Individual/archetypal responses 

 

 

Death of Alfredo/father figure shown 

↓ 

With emotional, archetypal grief music 

↓ 

Linked to personal memory/grief over father‟s death 

↓ 

Experience of individual-archetypal grief over death of parent 

 

 

The crucial point here is the role of the film music. It is the emotional affect of the 

music that triggers the intense emotional and meaningful response and this is based on 

the way music taps into archetypal representations, or Schopenhauer‟s „inner spirit‟. In 

this way individual film narratives, personal feelings and archetypal feelings are all 

linked, with music operating as the conductor of these feelings.  

 

Ideological approaches: love, desire, and coupling 

The main problem with Jungian theory and the concept of archetypes is their 

tendency towards universality and essentialism. Critics of Jung argue that the values in 

dreams, myths, and fairy-tales should be understood as socially constructed, culturally 

specific and ideological rather than as universal and applying to all cultures. Thomas 

King, in his book The Truth about Stories, demonstrates the ideological values inherent 

in stories and myths, showing how some stories, mainly those of the white, imperialist 

cultures, have become dominant and are presented as universal truths. At one point 

King compares the creation myth of Genesis (the culturally dominant myth), with an 

indigenous, native-American creation myth: 

The elements in Genesis create a particular universe governed by a series of 

hierarchies – God, man, animals, plants – that celebrate law, order, and good 
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government, while in our Native story, the universe is governed by a series 

of co-operations ... that celebrate equality and balance.
53

 

   

And he concludes, from these differences, 

[s]o here are our choices: a world in which creation is a solitary, individual 

act or a world in which creation is a shared activity: a world that begins in 

harmony and slides towards chaos or a world that begins in chaos and 

moves towards harmony; a world marked by competition or a world 

determined by co-operation.
54

  

 

King‟s point is that the two stories (and stories in general) construct different 

human value systems - or ideologies - but present them as natural. For King, stories may 

be accepted by audiences as representing universal truths but they are always social 

constructs. This relates to the arguments of Alison Jagger and Susan McClary, referred 

to in Chapter 1, that emotions themselves are socially constructed and learnt and that 

music both reflects and constructs social values and ideologies, so that music is 

ideological. To reiterate their positions, Jagger states that emotions are „in part socially 

constructed [and] like all social constructs they are historical products, bearing the 

marks of the society that constructed them;‟
55

 similarly, McClary argues that „[t]he 

power of music ... resides in its ability to shape the ways we experience our bodies, 

emotions, subjectivities, desires, and social relations.‟
56

 Consequently, emotions and 

music are both sites of ideological meanings and values and therefore, emotions and 

music (and stories) which claim to be universal can be seen as ideological. 

 An example from a non-Nyman soundtrack illustrates some of these concerns. 

John Barry wrote the music for Nicolas Roeg‟s film Walkabout (1971), a film about 

three children, two Anglo-Australians and an Aboriginal boy, in the Australian outback. 

A pivotal scene in the film is the discovery of a place of paradise,
57

 where Anglo-

Australia and aboriginal Australia can exist together in perfect harmony. Barry‟s music 

is used to emphasise and heighten this moment of archetypal harmony, a moment which 

is clearly meant to relate to a universal desire for lost innocence and idealised 

community. But the music‟s „archetypal‟ function in this scene can also be interpreted 

as working ideologically; while the film is placed in an Australian and aboriginal 

landscape and setting, the music is derived from the Western, European musical 
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tradition, just as the discovery of this lost paradise, peopled by noble savages, is a 

Christian, European myth. So, the universality of this archetypal scene, where the 

emotion is communicated by the music, is actually culturally and ideologically skewed 

to a white-Western perspective.
58

 (The film uses some aboriginal didgeridoo music 

early on but this has been displaced by the European style by the time this scene 

occurs.) 

A Jungian approach would suggest that although the music for Walkabout is 

coded in a specifically Western musical idiom, the feeling it represents – in this case a 

feeling of harmony – is a universal emotion. And, although the music derives from a 

particular culture, this feeling can be understood by people from all cultures. This view 

can be based either on the understanding that, as some research has suggested, music 

from specific cultures nevertheless contains universal qualities (for example a musical 

minor third universally suggests sadness).
59

 Or, it can be supported by the view that the 

codes of music from one culture (Western) can be learnt and understood by other 

cultures. For the purposes of this thesis it does not matter which of these arguments is 

correct: the point is that, either way, listeners from different cultures can understand and 

feel the meanings and emotions conveyed by the music. Thus, while Barry‟s music 

comes from and therefore privileges a Western ideological tradition, it can still 

communicate universal or archetypal meaningful feelings.         

However, the problem remains that universal emotions, like love, can still be 

constructed and experienced in culturally specific – and therefore ideologically inflected 

- ways. Indeed, „love‟ can be analysed as archetypal, but also as ideological,
60

 and 

Nyman‟s music for „love‟ situations can therefore be interpreted as both 

mythical/archetypal and as ideological. Thus, although Nyman might write generalized 

„love‟ music – that is, „love‟ music that could be successfully used in a number of 

different and individual film situations – this „generalized‟ musical view of love can still 

be understood as ideologically constructed.  

My concern, therefore, is to consider the ideological values inherent in Nyman‟s 

romantic-minimalist music, in relation to representations of love, desire and coupling. 
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In consideration of this issue, a potential problem for my analysis and evaluation of 

Nyman‟s music is my own attachment and emotive response to the music; if it has not 

already become apparent in this thesis that I am often deeply moved by Nyman‟s film 

music/image combinations, particularly his „romantic-Nyman‟ scores, then this needs to 

be acknowledged. I am also aware that this is not a universal response. For example, 

Mervyn Cooke has commented on Nyman‟s post-Greenaway scores that  

Nyman‟s music from here on began increasingly to run up against critical 

malaise. ... his music for other directors often seemed ponderous and ill-

conceived, most noticeably in the sci-fi film Gattaca ... and the wartime 

drama The End of the Affair.
61

 

 

This difference between the subject positions of Cooke and myself can, however, offer a 

way into understanding the ideological nature of Nyman‟s music. Here, I am referring 

less to subject positions in terms of social class, race, and gender (the dominant 

considerations often established within cultural studies), than to psychological 

subjectivities, or ways of understanding, responding to, and acting in the social world. 

While the former are important factors, the latter offers a deeper understanding of how 

emotions can be ideologically inflected, and this can be used in understanding my 

response to Nyman‟s music and consequently to illuminate the ideological nature of his 

music. In pursuing this analysis, I will first situate Nyman‟s music within the wider 

context of filmic representations of love, desire, and coupling.   

The ending of Guiseppe Tornatore‟s film Cinema Paradiso shows a montage of 

climactic „kissing‟ moments from a range of famous films, set to one of Ennio 

Morricone‟s powerfully emotive film scores.
62

 The film draws attention to the 

predominance of heterosexual coupling and eroticism that lies at the heart of cinematic 

representations. While not all couples in films are necessarily heterosexual and while 

some couples may not even be romantically involved – male buddy movies, parent-

child movies, for example – nevertheless the dominant narrative structure in Western 

cinema makes some form of attempted coupling, usually heterosexual, central. This is 

true of virtually all the feature films for which Nyman has composed, including the 

Greenaway films. Nyman‟s music is often used for important coupling and 

romantic/sexual/erotic scenes, and it is also used for scenes involving the death of one 

half of a couple or the failure of romantic coupling.  
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The couple can itself be understood archetypically and ideologically. Most 

cultures make a central distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine, 

and focus on the differences between these and their possible sacred union.
63

 Chinese 

culture, for example, understands the world in terms of yin and yang; oppositional, yet 

complementary energetic forces which are found in all aspects of the world, for example 

female and male, dark and light, low and high, cold and hot. Balance is achieved 

through the combination and acceptance of both aspects.
64

 Within Western culture, the 

family and the couple and the ideology of romantic love have been central to social 

organisation. However all of these have also been subject to change in their cultural 

meanings and expression, as Robert Johnson argues in his book The Psychology of 

Romantic Love.
65

 Johnson provides an account of how the Western myth of Tristan and 

Isolde demonstrates how love and romance have been constructed and understood in 

Western culture over a number of centuries. Additionally, since the insights of Freud 

(into the psychological importance of sexual energy), the developments of feminism, 

and the rise of the gay liberation movement, questions about sexuality, coupling and 

romance have become a source of debate and a constant focus for popular culture in the 

Western world. Consequently, while ideal images of the couple are still propagated, 

Western culture has been fragmented by a breakdown of the „traditional‟ family; many 

film stories are therefore about exploring these issues of love, romance, sexuality, and 

coupling, and this is true of many of the films Nyman writes for. The questions then are 

how does Nyman‟s music interact with these filmic representations of love and desire 

and what ideological views does it present? My answers here are derived more from 

understanding my personal, subjective responses to the films and their music and by 

referring back to film review comments, than from textual analysis of the music. 

In the cluster of „romantic-Nyman‟ films, Nyman‟s music is used for three kinds 

of love scenes: sex-love scenes, unattainable-love scenes, and death-of-a-loved-one 

scenes. The sex-love scenes in 9 Songs, The End of the Affair, Never Forever, The 

Piano, The Libertine, and Carrington are often quite sexually explicit, especially in 9 

Songs, and very passionate. The way the music combined with images in The Libertine 

and Carrington, bringing out both romantic and painful aspects, has been discussed in 
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Chapter 5. What is notable about the other scenes is the way the music stresses the 

romantic aspect of sexuality and often the gentle lyrical quality of love-making rather 

than a more earthy animal passion (which the images seem more inclined to show). This 

is evident in the slow solo piano pieces „Nadia‟ and „Debbie‟, used in 9 Songs, and the 

slow drawn out strings used for Never Forever, and The End of the Affair. In this way 

the music represents sexual energy and passion within a lyrical, romantic framework.  

The style of Nyman‟s romantic music is so consistent that, following the 

discussions of transferability, it is arguable that the various musical themes from these 

different films could easily be swapped around and be equally affective in the different 

contexts; this is of course helped by the thematic and narrative similarities which are 

found across these films. But what is additionally important is that very similar 

romantic music is used in the scenes which represent unattainable-love and the death-of-

a-loved-one; sometimes, indeed, it is the same music. For example, „Debbie‟ is used 

initially in 9 Songs as the couple make love, but at the end it is used as the film shows 

and tells about the couple‟s separation; similarly, „Nadia‟ is first used when the couple 

are making love and close, but subsequently when there is distance between them. In 

Carrington, where the music was described by Mark Kermode as providing „a 

sensuous, brooding and proudly melancholic undercurrent which swept the viewer up 

into the tragically passionate world of the movie‟s protagonist‟,
66

 the music is 

particularly poignant in several „love‟ scenes between Carrington and Strachey; but 

while the same music plays, her love for him first seems as though it may be realized 

but is then thwarted as he turns away from her or leaves her. As Nyman has noted, 

Carrington‟s „relationship with Lytton Strachey is represented ... by material derived 

from my String Quartet No.3‟
67

 across a number of different tracks which show 

different stages of the relationship. Consequently the same themes are first used in the 

tracks expressing Carrington‟s love, but also, by the end of the film, in „Outside 

Looking In‟,
68

 in scenes showing her separation from him. Similar musical themes 

expressing first love, then its unattainability, are found in The End of the Affair and The 

Libertine. All this is partly explained in leitmotivic terms, as all these scenes in the films 

relate to the same love themes; but the point I am stressing is that the love invariably 

turns towards first thwarted love and then death: the tragic and romantic death of the 

failed or lost lover is shown in Carrington, The End of the Affair, Monsieur Hire, The 
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Claim, and The Libertine, which all end with death and music. The use of similar music 

across all scenes suggests the way in which melancholic, romantic, tragedy pervades the 

films throughout.  

It is these links between love, its unattainability, and death, which are reflected 

in the film review descriptions discussed in Chapter 3, which consistently describe the 

music as „haunting‟, „sad‟, „tragic‟, and „melancholic‟. And, it is these descriptions 

which bring out the heart of „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ music and the ideology of love and 

relationships it presents. This has been previously discussed in relation to Nyman‟s 

comment on Ada‟s music in The Piano, referring to it as „music as consolation‟,
69

 and I 

will reiterate my argument, made in Chapter 4 (see pp.170-1), that this seems an 

admirable description of the emotional, functional, and ideological role of „romantic-

Nyman‟s‟ music: it is music that consoles in the heart of a basically tragic world.  

As stated in Chapter 4, for myself, this proves intensely subjectively pleasurable; 

but the argument there considered McClary‟s view of the music as a „lushly 

orchestrated‟ form of „false consciousness.‟
70

 I suggested that consideration of this is 

the ideological crux of Nyman‟s „romantic-minimalism‟, and I asked: does this music 

represent a positive, humanist, view of human society and relationships (as some would 

argue is found in the films of Winterbottom
71

), a softening of the ironic, distanced 

„Greenaway-Nyman‟? Or is it somehow regressive, a nostalgic escape into tragic 

Romanticism, a music of consolation which supports ideals of lost and unattainable 

love, but offers no way forward? I refer back to my own subjective responses as a way 

of answering these questions.      

Many different psychological approaches set out frameworks which understand 

human behaviour in terms of defence mechanisms which are used by people as ways of 

coping with the world; these lead to the adoption of different character types.
72

 One 

such approach is the Enneagram which suggests there are nine character „types‟, of 

which one is the „tragic romantic‟.
73

 Such typologies are of course themselves social 
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constructs developed in particular contexts and they should not be taken as presenting 

any absolute truths about human behaviour. Nevertheless, the descriptions of the „tragic 

romantic‟ both resonate with my understanding of my own subjectivity and my 

understanding of the emotional import of „romantic-Nyman‟s‟ music. The „tragic 

romantic‟ has a basic tendency to always be looking for something better, or harking 

back to lost opportunities. More significantly, in relation to love, the tendency is to look 

for the unattainable, and/or to constantly grieve over lost loves; there is some tendency 

to dwell on these tragic aspects. Knowing my own psychological tendencies towards the 

„tragic romantic‟ begins to make sense of my attraction towards the „romantic-Nyman‟ 

films, and to place them within a particular ideological framework, one, as mentioned, 

that is more related to my psychological subjectivity than my social subjectivity. In this 

sense I would argue that Nyman expresses a musical ideology that is not specifically 

masculine or feminine but one that is available for both men and women who share 

these „tragic romantic‟ sensibilities.  

The „tragic-romantic-minimalism‟ of Nyman can thus be understood socially 

and ideologically. His music offers a particular emotional sensibility which is linked to 

narratives which construct love and desire in particular, tragic, ways at a particular 

historical moment in Western culture, as it deals with the perennial issues of sex, love, 

desire, and coupling. In other words, his music „shape[s] the ways we experience our 

bodies, emotions, subjectivities, desires‟
74

 as tragic romantics. Of course, this is just one 

aspect of Nyman‟s music, and he may well be reflecting a tendency which is shared by 

the film directors and writers he is working for and their particular narratives. While this 

analysis has focused on the archetypal and ideological qualities of Nyman‟s „love‟ 

music, a similar analysis could be undertaken of the positive humanist view heard in 

Wonderland, or his ironic, energetic music for Peter Greenaway, which could be 

understood as offering different ideological positions and constructing different subject 

positions for listener/viewers.   

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has been concerned with the way the generalized feelings and 

meanings of film music can be understood archetypally and ideologically. Both 

approaches are interested in the way music can heighten emotions and both approaches 

illuminate the way these emotions are constructed and experienced. But the most 

important point for the thesis is to understand what film music brings to the music-
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image combination. The use of music with images leads to a heightened and different 

experience of the film-world reality; whether it constructs archetypal meaningful 

feelings, or ideologically-constructed meaningful feelings, is not the issue. Either way, 

the point is that the experience, power, and pleasures of music-image combinations in 

films can be understood as transformative, offering an experience that invites 

viewer/listeners into an altered state of consciousness, a different way of being, that can 

be more intense than many real-life experiences. These moments can be deeply 

spiritual, filling audiences with wonder and a sense of revelation, giving space and time 

for contemplation, for revaluation and re-creation. Just as dreams are sometimes more 

intense than daily experiences, being immersed in music-image scenes can stimulate 

hearts, minds, and emotions in extraordinarily fulfilling ways. And while the music-

image experience seems to be about external events, it invites viewer/listeners to go on 

an inward journey, discovering their core beliefs, feelings, and desires; this is a journey 

that the special qualities of music can facilitate. Nyman, considering the popular 

reactions to and critical acclaim for his film music, seems to achieve this.  
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has presented an overview of Michael Nyman‟s film music, and a 

number of different approaches for understanding the meaningful feelings and feelingful 

meanings found in the „stories told by the music‟ and the way music combines with film 

images and narratives. It has not sought to suggest any one approach is better than 

another, but rather to show that film music‟s meaning and emotional affects can be 

understood in various useful ways: in relation to the discursive formations used to 

interpret Nyman‟s music, in relation to the way musical voices combine with film 

narrative, in relation to the formal characteristics of minimalism and romantic-

minimalism, and in relation to both archetypal and ideological understandings of 

Nyman‟s music. As such it has sought to contribute to the ongoing critical 

understanding of film music. It has put forward the framework of „two Nymans‟ as a 

way of understanding his career and development, as he moved from a more radical 

minimalist style to a more traditional romantic one.  This radical/traditional opposition 

is understood in relation to his changing musical style, the kind of films he was writing 

for, and the ways in which music and image can combine.  The radical, „Greenaway-

Nyman‟, has been shown to be a significant film music composer in terms of the 

developments of film music practice since the 1960s. In particular he has contributed to 

different film music composition practices and different paradigms for the ways in 

which music and image can combine; he has also been significant in introducing 

minimalism into film music scores. However these innovations are not entirely original; 

it makes more sense to see Nyman‟s contributions to film music development as part of 

the more widespread changes which were developing the nature of film music and 

introducing new musical styles in this period. His „romantic-Nyman‟ (romantic 

minimalist) output is aptly described as a „music of consolation‟, but, remembering 

„Greenaway-Nyman‟, this is only half of the Nyman story.    

There are three main features that stand out in Nyman‟s film music, which the 

thesis has sought to illustrate. The first is his introduction of minimalist music into film 

scores; in exploring this, the thesis has also examined the particular combinatory 

relationships that are possible between minimalism and film images, and the way 

Nyman‟s film music has developed from „baroque minimalism‟ to „romantic 

minimalism‟. The second is the issue of transferability of film music which is 

demonstrated time and again in Nyman‟s work; the thesis has argued this is not only 
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related to minimalist music but is a feature of all music and of film music practice in 

general, which needs to be taken account of in any theories of film music‟s meaning and 

affects. This notion of transferability has been elaborated on through an exploration of 

the way that film music can be understood archetypally. Finally, the success and 

importance of Nyman‟s work is built on the fact that he composes music which is 

emotionally powerful, which combines well with images, and which audiences enjoy. It 

is the power of this music in its combination with film narratives which ultimately 

contributes to the communication of meaningful feelings and feelingful meanings.  
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APPENDIX  A 

Library Music Categories 

 
Philip Tagg and Bob Clarida construct a table of „mood and function categories‟ of film 

music as derived from „ten library music categories‟.
1
 Earlier examples of such 

classifications are found in the manuals for musicians playing for silent films.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

1
 Philip Tagg, Philip & Bob Clarida, Bob, Ten Little Title Tunes, New York, Mass Media Music Scholars‟ 

Press, 2003. 
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APPENDIX B 

Functions of Film Music 
 

 

Several film music theorists and film music composers have classified the different 

functions of film music as follows:  

A) Claudia Gorbman  
 

Gorbman presents two slightly different sets of functions for the „Silent Film‟ period and 

then for Classical Hollywood Sound Period:
2
 

 

Silent Film functions of music: 

 

1) To cover the noise of the projector 

2) To carry narrative signifying/semiotic functions for: 

i. historical, geographic and atmospheric locations 

ii. character identification (through musical motifs) and to qualify 

character‟s actions 

iii. compensation for lack of speech 

3) To establish a rhythmic beat and particular sounds to complement editing 

and movement on screen 

4) To add a third dimension to the two-dimensional screen 

5) To act, like magic, as an antidote to the potentially „ghostly‟ technological 

images on film, to make them more life-like  

6) To bond spectators together.
3
 

 

Some of these functions carry over into in the sound era but Gorbman suggests the 

following principles which determined the use of music in the various stages of 

composition, mixing, and editing: 

 

1) Invisibility of the technical apparatus of music making (unless music is diegetic) 

2) „Inaudibility‟ of music: ie not to be consciously noticed by audiences and to be 

subordinate to dialogue, visuals and narrative 

3) Music as a signifier of emotion – both for specific moods and emotions and as 

signifier of emotion itself 

4) Music as a form of narrative cueing: 

i. referential/narrative cueing: e.g. to establish point of view, to mark 

beginnings and endings of scenes, to establish settings and characters 

ii. connotative cueing: music to „interpret‟ or „illustrate‟ narrative events 

5) To establish continuity between shots and scenes, to fill in gaps between these 

6) To create unity: Using repetition and variation of music to help towards the film‟s 
formal and narrative unity.

4
 

                                                 
2
 The „silent‟ film period lasts from 1895 to around 1927, the release of The Jazz Singer. The „Classical 

Hollywood‟ period is taken to refer to the style of film-making from Hollywood from the early 1930s till mid-

1950s.   
3
 Derived from Gorbman , Unheard Melodies, p.53. 

4
 Derived from ibid., p.73. 
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B) Philip Tagg & Bob Clarida cite Zofia Lissa’s classification of film music functions:  

 

1) Emphasizing movement 

2) Stylizing real sounds 

3) Representing location 

4) Representing time – of day, and of history 

5) Commentary – counterpoint – on visual actions 

6) Source music 

7) Expressing psychological experience – of characters 

8) Providing empathy for audience 

9) Formal Unification of film.
5
      

 

 

C) Douglas Gallez, as cited by Florence Daugherty, presents a „functional taxonomy of 

film music‟ as follows: 

 

I. Introductory and Descriptive Music 

a) Psychologically adjusts audience by establishing general moods; 

b) Provides information as to initial and succeeding settings:  

1. Period 

2. Location 

II. Mood (Background Music) 

a) Intensifies apparent mood of sequence by synchronous: 

1. Imitation (“Mickeymousing”) 

2. Evocation (overall treatment) 

b) Provides ironic contrast of sequence mood by asynchronous counterpoint 

III. Realistic (Source) Music 

Provides musical realism by: 

a) Using justified incidental music 

b) Integrating production number(s) in the film story 

IV. Dynamic Music 

a) Emphasizes cutting rhythm 

b) Provides continuity by: 

1. Connecting dialogue sections with neutral filler 

2. Carrying on development of though 

c) Psychologoically advances action by: 

1. Providing transitions 

2. Building climaxes and preparing further action 

V. Imitative (Onomatopoeic) Music 

a) Imitates mechanical or natural sounds other than human 

b) Imitates human speech or utterances (screams, sighs, moans, etc.) 

VI. Suspensory and Terminal Music 

a) Suspends action 

b) Terminates film.
6
 

                                                 
5
 Tagg & Clarida, Ten Little Title Tunes, p.124. 

6
 Douglas Gallez, „Theories of Film Music‟, in Cinema Journal 9, No 2, 1970, pp.40-47, cited in Florence 

Daugherty, Narrative and Non-Narrative Structures in the Film Music of Michael Nyman, pp.23-4. 
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D) Mark Evans, also cited by Daugherty, suggests the following functions for film music: 

 

1) To intensify or relax the pace of a film 

2) To reflect emotion and provide atmospheric shading 

3) To provide a composer‟s comment 

4) To add a new dimension 

5) To parallel or underscore action 

6) As an element of time or location 

7) As an element of comedy 

8) To provide unity.
7
   

 

E) Jeff Smith lists the following functions:  

 

Film music‟s dramatic functions … typically encompass a variety of musical and narrative 

interactions: Film music:  

(1) provides a sense of continuity,  

(2) reinforces formal and narrative unity,  

(3) communicates elements of the setting,  

(4) underlines the psychological states of characters, and  

(5) establishes an overall tone or mood.
8
  

 

 

 

 

Film composers have given their own rationales for explaining what film music should and 

can do and how they go about it: 

 

F) Aaron Copland was one of the first composers to clarify the functions of music as 

follows:  

 

1) Creating atmosphere of time and place 

2) Underlining Psychological states – unspoken thoughts, unseen implications 

3) Neutral background filler 

4) Building continuity 

5) Underpinning theatrical build-up and rounding off with finality.
9
 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Mark Evans, Soundtrack: The Music of the Movies, New York: Hopkinson and Blake, 1975,  cited in 

Daugherty, Narrative and Non-Narrative Structures in the Film Music of Michael Nyman, p.19. 
8
 Jeff Smith, „Movie Music as Moving Music‟, p.156. 

9
 Copland wrote: „Music can create a more convincing atmosphere of time and place … can be used to 

underline or create psychological refinements – the unspoken thoughts of a character or the unseen 

implications of a situation … can serve as a kind of neutral background filler … can help build a sense of 

continuity in a film … can provide the underpinning for the theatrical build-up of a scene, and then round it 

off with a sense of finality‟(What to Listen For in Music, 2
nd

 ed., New York, McGraw-Hill, 1957, pp.256-8). 
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G) Bernard Herrmann was regarded as one of the most successful of all film music 

composers. He also presents a five point summary suggesting that film music can: 

 

1) Seek out and intensify the inner thoughts of the characters 

2) Invest a scene with feelings and emotions 

3) Propel narrative forward or slow it down 

4) Lift dialogue to the realm of poetry 

5) Be a communication link enveloping audience into one singe experience.
10

 

 

 

H) Ennio Morricone, another eminent and even more prolific film music composer offers 

a slightly different slant as he suggests the elements that he takes into account when 

composing a film score, as follows: 

 

1) Geographical location and historical setting 

2) Characteristics of costume and scenography 

3) Light and colour 

4) The scene: empty or full? Interior or exterior? 

5) The weather 

6) Psychological state of the characters 

7) Presence of noise – eg trains, barking dogs, etc. 

8) Presence or absence of dialogue 

9) „Real‟/diegetic sound sources 

10) Presence of musical instruments in the story that could comprise part of the 

soundtrack.
11

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10

 Bernard Herrmann, quoted in David Cooper, Bernard Herrmann’s Vertigo: A Film Score Handbook, 

London, Greenwood Press, 2001, p.59. 
11

 Ennio Morricone, Comporre per il Cinema, Rome, Fondazione Scuola nazionale de cinema, 2001, 

unpublished translation by John Pearce, p.17. 
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APPENDIX C 

Plot summaries of Nyman Films discussed in thesis 
 

 

A Zed and Two Noughts  (1985) 

 

The wives of identical twin zoologists are killed in a car crash. The twins, while having an 

affair with Alba, the driver of the car, whose legs are amputated, become obsessed with 

death and decay, and eventually decide to film their own deaths. At the zoo various animals 

keep disappearing.  

  

 

Drowning By Numbers  (1988) 

 

Three generations of women, all called Cissie Colpitts, one by one kill their husbands by 

drowning them; they enlist the support of the local coroner, Madgett, to protect them with a 

possible promise of sexual favours that are never granted. Madgett‟s son plays games 

involving counting and death and eventually kills himself. The three Cissie‟s finally drown 

Madgett. The numbers 1-100 appear sequentially throughout the film.   

 

 

Monsieur Hire   (1989) 

 

Monsieur Hire is a reclusive man who becomes sexually obsessed with his beautiful 

neighbor. He protects her and her boyfriend from a murder charge hoping to run away with 

her. He himself becomes the chief suspect for the murder. Even though the neighbor 

betrays him he doesn‟t tell the police the truth about her so she escapes while he, chased by 

the police, falls to his death. 

 

 

The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover  (1989) 

 

A thief dines regularly at an expensive restaurant. There his wife meets and has an affair 

with a lover. When the thief learns of this he takes revenge by killing the lover. The wife, 

assisted by the cook, arranges for her lover to be cooked and then she forces her husband to 

start eating him before she kills her husband. 

 

 

The Piano  (1993) 

 

Ada McGrath, mute from the age of six, travels from Scotland to New Zealand for an 
arranged marriage. Her new husband neglects her piano which is her most treasured 

possession. To regain the piano Ada trades sexual favours with a local settler and they 

gradually fall in love. She finally leaves her husband, loses her piano, but starts a new life 

with her lover.   
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Carrington  (1995) 

 

The film tells the story of accomplished English painter Dora Carrington and her 

relationship with Lytton Strachey in the early twentieth century. It details her affairs with 

several other men, before she commits suicide after Strachey has died of consumption.  

 

 

Wonderland  (1999) 

 

The film shows four days in the lives of three generations of one family in contemporary 

London. There are three sisters: Molly is due to have a baby; Debbie has a young son and is 

separated from her husband; Nadia lives alone and is looking for a relationship. Molly 

gives birth to Alice at the end of the film. 

  

 

The End of the Affair  (1999) 

 

Novelist Maurice Bendrix falls in love with and has an affair with a neighbor, Sarah Miles, 

during the 2
nd

 World War in London. She ends the affair for religious reasons. Bendrix 

pursues her and they reestablish the relationship but she is fatally ill and dies. (Based on the 

novel by Graham Greene.) 

 

 

The Claim  (2000) 

 

Derived from Thomas Hardy‟s novel The Mayor of Casterbridge, the story is set in 

America in the 1860s and shows the arrival of the railroad in an isolated mountain gold-

rush town. The ruler of the town, Daniel Dillon, who had sold his wife and daughter for 

gold many years earlier, tries to make amends when the wife and daughter come to see him. 

However the wife dies of consumption, his daughter leaves him and the railroad decides to 

build the railroad elsewhere, thus turning his town into a ghost town. He burns it down and 

dies. 

 

 

 Man with a Movie Camera  (2001) 

 

Dziga Vertov‟s 1929 silent Russian film presents a portrait of contemporary urban Russian 

life showing the people of the city at work and at play, and the machines, including the 

camera, that keeps them going. Nyman has written a new score for this. 

  

 

The Libertine  (2005) 

 

Set in the reign of Charles II of England, the film tells the story of the libertine Earl of 

Rochester.  It focuses on his relationships with his wife, with Mrs Barry – one of the first 

women stage actresses – and King Charles. It shows how Rochester‟s life falls apart till he 

finally dies, riddled with disease. 
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 9 Songs  (2005) 

 

An explicit account of a sexual relationship between two young lovers. The film used 

actors who were prepared to perform sexually for the camera with no simulation. Their 

affair is interspersed with trips to various concerts. In the end the woman leaves the man. 

 

 

Man on Wire  (2008) 

 

A documentary about Philippe Petit‟s wire-walk between the twin towers of the World 

Trade Centre in 1974. The film shows the history and build up to this event as a kind of 

heist movie. It uses pre-existing music of Nyman. 
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APPENDIX D 

DVD compilation of film extracts (attached) 

 
1   A Zed and Two Noughts:  'Car Crash' & 'Time Lapse'.   

2  Carrington:    'Gertler'         

3        “    ‘Beacus’    

4   The Libertine   ‘History of the Insipid’  

5   Man on Wire   ‘History of the Insipid’  

6   Man on Wire    ‘Fish Beach’    

7   The Cook    ‘Fish Beach’    

8                 “     ‘Fish Beach’    

9   Wonderland   ‘Debbie’    

10               “    ‘Darren’    

 

  

 

 

 

APPENDIX E 

CD compilation of Nyman music (attached) 
 

 

1 ‘Chasing Sheep is Best Left to Shepherds’ (The Draughtsman’s Contract) 

2 ‘Time Lapse’  (A Zed & Two Noughts) 

3 ‘Franklyn’  (Wonderland) 

4 ‘Car Crash’ (A Zed & Two Noughts) 

5 ‘Gertler’  (Carrington) 

6 ‘Beacus’  (Carrington) 

7 ‘History of the Insipid’ (The Libertine & Man on Wire) 

8 ‘Fish Beach’ (Drowning by Numbers, The Cook, & Man on Wire) 

9 ‘Unnamed’ (Wonderland) 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX F 

Overall score for Man with a Movie Camera (attached) 
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