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The role of leitmotifs as a storytelling technique; examining the work of John Williams and how the leitmotif is created.
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Fig.1 Leitmotif in Film Music.



Introduction of the concept of leitmotif


The leitmotif is arguably one of the resources that a film composer has to create the soundtrack for a film and was a concept first used to evaluate the opera of Richard Wagner. Defined as a musical theme it is often used to tell a story through strengthening dramatic action, providing character identity, or linking the reasons behind the dramatic event, for the purpose of association by the viewer. Colon and Infante (1997) characterise it as the “driving musical motive that individualises a character, determines an idea or circumstance that will have such an effect on the conception and deep psychological meaning of film music” (Molina, 2018) The leitmotif becomes a signpost identifying the development of the story to the viewer through signifying action or the introduction of a character. The viewer becomes in this way drawn to the music as an indication of what is to happen next and from the initial introduction of the leitmotif it becomes a signifier for action throughout the rest of the film.

The ability to draw the audience through associations is one of the attractions and functions of the leitmotif as a tool for the composer and all this thanks to the listener’s memory, which allows them to associate emotions with the theme which can then be revived later. The leitmotif draws the audience’s attention toward a certain music score whilst the rest of the music score is often forgotten, replaced by the action. “So much of what we do is ephemeral and quickly forgotten, even by ourselves, so it’s gratifying to have something you have done linger in people’s memories” (Brainyquotes, 2020). The leitmotif although considered a simple device by Williams, has a profound impact on the viewer and arguably on the impact of the film. One of the most common uses of the leitmotif is when a character, entity, circumstance or concept appears on the screen. It is the moment when the composer uses the musical theme in such a way that all components are most readily recognised by the viewer; one of John Williams’ great contributions to the use of the leitmotif was to assign a theme to a character. Some of the most recognisable leitmotifs can be attributed to Jaws, Superman, Star Wars and more recently Harry Potter, whereby the viewer automatically hears the music and can be transformed back to the film. In this essay I will be discussing and analysing specific scenes, themes and compositional techniques that John Williams created to tell a story and influence the viewer’s perception. 
The Jaws Leitmotif
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Fig. 2: Jaws Franchise

John Williams’ shark leitmotif in Jaws is probably the best-known leitmotif in the film. The two sharp notes played on the cello’s low register indicate something threatening, that is getting closer and closer.
Click on the following link for an example of a leitmotif that signifies Jaws’ presence
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5tMqcARKRSE&feature=emb_logo


The mechanical shark notably did not work for a surprising amount of filming and had to be portrayed by this leitmotif. Spielberg sought an ingenious solution which was not to reveal the shark until it was really necessary to do so, for instance when it brutally attacked its prey. The leitmotif would warn the viewer that the shark was coming. Williams discovered that by altering the tempo it would alert the viewer to danger, but also terror and ferocity. The recurrent accelerando of the theme into a horrific string ostinato transformed its portrayal of lurking menace into a lethal kinetic ferocity. The testimony to Williams’ brilliance is that anything so simple in construction might give a multiplicity of expressions for the audience. A horn motif was added to the raging ostinato shark used to help create the sea chase; additional elements such as a hornpipe (traditional sailor’s dance) were added to create a spritely nautical theme, which supports scenes of the shark at sea.

The following link consists of John Williams conducting the Jaws theme tune with the Boston Pops Orchestra at Tangle wood.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-sX2Y0W8l0&feature=emb_logo
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Fig. 3: John Williams Conducting at Film Night 2014

Williams notably used a specific method when writing this score to create a sense of mystery and fear of what was coming next in the storyline. This was done simply by arranging a collection of two notes from a minor second interval which sounds incomplete and dark, leaving the audience with a feeling of suspense and anticipation which is what makes the theme so scary. The supporting instrumentation and arrangement provides the viewer with more context and the competing rhythms; changing tempos help to create trepidation in line with the characteristics of the shark.

The leitmotif of the shark is used to create anxiety and fear as demonstrated in the scene of a young boy named Alex Kintner who was killed by the shark. At the opening of the scene when you see his legs underwater, the deep bass horns play the shark’s motif. The ostinato builds tension for the viewer and signifies the shark is ready to attack. A sharp string glissando is played with the camera focusing on Chief Brody as he sees the shark surfacing the water and brutally attacking and killing the young boy Alex. The attack continues with the theme introducing fast attacking xylophones, strings and horns, which adds more intensity to the scene. In this way the viewer is brought to an initial level of anxiety through the slow leitmotif; as it increases in tempo the anxiety turns to fear and the viewer is moved to the edge of their seat as they begin to realise the impact of the music score on the action in the film.
Alex Kintner Gets Killed
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The Imperial March
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Fig. 4  The Imperial March – Star Wars

There are occasionally eureka moments – off the top of my head, maybe Darth Vader’s them, you know, the imperial march. (Williams)

The Star Wars saga utilises a similar Richard Wagner orchestral approach with the score comparable to the film Jaw’s. Williams’ created a leitmotif for each of the main characters with distinctive and melodic characteristics which alerts the viewer of their presence when on set. Arguably one of the most iconic scores of the Star Wars saga is considered to be Darth Vader’s, The Imperial March.

The Imperial March was notably introduced in the second Star Wars film The Empire Strikes Back. It was written in a minor key to represent Darth Vader as the dark side and ruler of the empire. The score commences with a string ensemble accompanied by snare drums which signify a military march style drum roll. Pitched instruments such as timpani, horns and violins are played in their lower range to signify darkness and evil. The dark opening riff is also continued into the main melody of the leitmotif, sounded by trumpets and trombones in the low register. This arguably gives the viewer a sense of fear and dark times ahead alerting them to Darth Vader’s presence. 
There’s very basic human, non-verbal aspect to our need to make music and use it as 	part of our human expression. It doesn’t have to do with body movements, it doesn’t 	have to do with articulation of a language, but with something spiritual 			(Williams, 2020). 

The use of a leitmotif especially one as significant as The Imperial March forms a musical connection which derives and creates a specific emotion; the viewer is provided with a spiritual connection with the character of Vader and becomes emotionally attached to his role. 

The following link is a short clip of Star Wars The Empire Strikes Back, when The Imperial March was first introduced. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8-8xeUvS1g
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Fig. 5 Hedwig: Both Owl and Saint
‘Hedwig’s Flight’ from the Harry Potter franchise is a highly recognisable and iconic score of the film. Hedwig is the owl and close companion of Harry who had the role of delivering and receiving Harry’s mail. The leitmotif for Hedwig was written, orchestrated and composed by John Williams who wrote the scores for the first three Harry Potter films. The leitmotif was first introduced in the opening scene of ‘The Philosopher’s Stone’ and became the theme for the Harry Potter saga. Williams did not anticipate this becoming the main composition, however, the catchy leitmotif became popular and recognisable for the film's fans over time and arguably the viewers relate this composition to the character, Harry Potter.

Hedwig’s Flight is used as a storytelling device to create ambience for the scene where Professors Albus Dumbledore and Minerva McGonagall deliver baby Harry to his relatives on Privet Drive; this moment dictates much of what follows in the Harry Potter franchise and it is therefore a pivotal moment in the story. The leitmotif begins with violins playing in a crescendo and decrescendo, making the viewer rise and fall in time with the flight of Hedwig. A French horn in the lower range is then introduced into the foreground; the deep bass sound is punchy and figuratively directs the viewer’s attention, leading them towards a dark and mysterious moment, reminiscent of the glissando in the Jaws leitmotif. Both sounds fade as the celesta is introduced creating a mysterious melody with an underlying cello base; the celesta, a piano instrument in which the hammers hit metal bars instead of strings, leads the viewer to anticipate something magical will happen, reminiscent of the twinkly leitmotif associated with Tinkerbell, a fairy from Peter Pan. The celesta is used in the high range, accompanied by strings in the low range to create a feeling of suspense and gloom.
 
Initial perceptions by the viewer are that the place where Harry was taken to was not a suitable place for him to settle and this is later seen as the story unfolds. The motif is played in a minor scale which creates an eerie and foreboding feel, and the immediate emotion is one of fear for Harry. This is later supported as the family mistreat, neglect him and give him the cupboard under the stairs as a bedroom. Later in the film the viewers learn that Harry was in fact taken to Privet Drive as a safe location, as far away as possible from the dark wizard Lord Voldemort who notably killed both of his parents.

At the residence of Privet Drive where Harry lives with his auntie and uncle, it is perceived by the viewer as a cruel place without hope or magic. The magic arrives in the form of Hedwig, with a parliament of owls and multiple acceptance letters from Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. His uncle tries everything in his power to prevent the letters being delivered but fails against the unstoppable force of magic of Professor Dumbledore. The ambient leitmotif is orchestrated with instrumentation such as the celesta, glockenspiel and these timbres are accompanied by the French horn indicative of triumphant moments of sorcery to the viewer. 
The following link is a short clip of the opening scene of Harry Potter and the Philosophers Stone.
Harry Potter & The Sorcerer's Stone (2001) Official Opening Scene in 3D [HD] - [DVD QUALITY] !!!!!

Superman March
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Fig. 6 Warner Bros. Pictures/DC Entertainment
In 1978 John Williams’ wrote the score and produced the Superman theme also known as the Superman March. This score is arguably one of the most iconic scores ever written and the most famous leitmotif assigned to a film character. Worldwide the Superman March became symbolic for children as providing superhuman strength and transforming them into superheroes; the power of the leitmotif arguably has never had such a profound effect as with Superman. As Williams states, “I find that musically, looking back, I have learned much more from those relationships, people I have bumped into that I have admired, that’s the way I feel musically I have learned most in life” (Williams,). This can be attributed to Superman; the leitmotif associated with him has for many built a personal relationship, creating an emotional connection between them and a fictional character.

The original soundtrack starts with a brass section, accompanied by a Timpani roll which crescendos and leads up to a crash cymbal, creating excitement for the viewer and raising high expectations of the storyteller. A string ensemble then commences beginning with the cello ostinato in the low register creating depth; the violins and violas are introduced accelerando and crescendo which creates the build-up to the leitmotif. This generates excitement for the viewer, creating awareness that superman is getting ready for action. Notably in the film the viewer hears this music as Superman is transforming from his disguised identity as Clark Kent and rushing out of the office to aid a rescue; he runs through the turnstile doors and exits the building as superman in full costume, leaping into flight. The leitmotif is played continuously as the viewer watches him making the rescues and lifting buses, airplanes and all kinds of objects that would be impossible to do by a single-handed man. The music signifies his heroic ways, providing a sense of urgency for the viewer and the indication of a sublime moment within the film. 

The Superman march and Imperial March use the same approach but in different scales; superman in major scale and Imperial in minor scale. For the viewer this is symbolic of an out of this world character being introduced as their emotions are manipulated in the same way. The Superman march utilises the major scale, using short sharp bursts in staccato and legato, creating a feeling of being lifted higher and higher with each burst. Similarly, the Imperial March does the same in a minor scale except the feeling is the opposite as the viewer feels they are sinking with each burst of music.

The following link is an example video of the Superman Theme.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AGUyNy07ZYg&feature=emb_title

The leitmotif is notably a recurring musical phrase that is associated with a particular person, place, thing or idea and John Williams’ has arguably become well established as one of the godfathers within this practice. Williams’ has created some of the most iconic scores of all time for characters and themes. His ability to create suspense, nostalgia, and surreal moments within music to enhance the ambience of scenes, relationships and personalisation to a character has made a significant impact in films becoming storytellers. The leitmotif can become symbolic of a film through its link to a character as represented in the cases of Darth Vader, Superman and Harry Potter. This approach connects with the viewer and brings the story to life and in many cases has the ability to make a film or film saga famous and memorable simply through its leitmotif.
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