Leitmotifs in Lord of the Rings 
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In this essay, I will be discussing Howard Shore’s musical compositions for ‘Lord Of The Rings’ and the impact it has on the audience, these different and recurring themes are known as ‘leitmotifs’ due to their associations. I will be analysing all three films and comparing and contrasting different themes from scenes and locations and how the music for each scene will set the mood for the audience. Also, I shall be explaining the importance of musical performance throughout the trilogy and how it is set to work with characters and their emotions.

One of the main reasons the Lord Of The Rings trilogy had such a big impact on the audience was because of the powerful and memorable use of the musical themes. “Lord Of The Rings voted best movie soundtrack of all time” (Diaz, 2015).  In the sense that the films have different stories happening all at once and each city and species has their own theme of music. Every scene you watch, the music and sound will tell you who you will see, which location you are in and which story you are following. For example, once The Shire is introduced, it has its own theme playing titled ‘Concerning Hobbits’, the theme makes you think that this is a location full of life, an idyllic setting. The countryside and cheerfulness with a lilting tempo with its pastoral connotations, this music is stylised to suit the scene because The Shire is full of Hobbits, who are a species that are immersed in their own day to day lives with little or no awareness of what is happening in the rest of Middle Earth, in this sense the theme is composed to reflect a scene of serenity and safety where everything is well in that location. “Tolkien based The Shire off Warwickshire, “ (Eden, 2010) an area that is full of the countryside and has a lot of nature. This is why Howard Shore has chosen this style of music for The Shire, as it connects the fantasy location to the real life locations it was based off, really nice and under the feeling of nostalgia for Tolkien and where he grew up.

This is contrasted by the use of the music in the location Moria. The music that is played throughout Moria is dramatic and builds tension, and makes the audience know that the fellowship characters are now in danger. However, once the fellowship enters the great hall, there is an outburst of music that is more imperial, this music gives a sense of past achievements and glory that is gone, this illustrates the history of the dwarves. This is a very brief interlude before the return to the tension and build up towards the Goblins and Balrog. As the Balrog is a bigger threat than the Goblins, it is introduced by the music before it appears visually, the music tells the audience that this Balrog is something more demonising and the music mimics the flames and the destructive power of fire. This time, the music reflects a more intense composition and follows the actions onscreen from where the Fellowship are running away from the Balrog, and making the audience hear a fast chanting which is what raises the tension and pace, a dramatic build up, as well as giving a depth and grandeur. “The Polynesian men’s choir and he tympani drums heighten the tension and excitement of the film.” (Heimdal, 2017) You will note that the composition tends to grow more intense and immediate to crucial moments in the story, e.g. the music becomes a lot more dramatic once Gandalf is facing the Balrog. These are examples of the music being a fundamental component to the films and playing an important part to the screenplay.

Throughout all three films, every scene has a focus on how the musical composition magnifies a variety of moods within the film, enforcing and strengthening the audience with the photography, cinematography and character emotions. During the breaking of the fellowship, Frodo is about to set out on his journey to Mordor by himself, he is stood by the lake with tears in his eyes and the ring in his hand. There is complete silence, with only the wind in the background being heard “everything we do is music” (John Cage Shaw-Miller, 2013) the wind in the background could be considered as music and shows that Frodo is thinking about his decision, this lasts for about fifteen seconds. Until his memory of the conversation he had with Gandalf about wishing the ring had never come to him becomes the voice over, once Gandalf’s speech is remembered and is the dialogue over the scene, the Fellowship music begins to play. The wind sounds by the music is showing his thought processes, the utter silence is showing his panic thoughts of “why me?” and “I cannot do this this”. Whereas once the fellowship music begins to play, it is as if Gandalf’s speech has inspired him to pull himself together and resolve his thinking, resulting in him making the decision to set off to Mordor by himself. The music combining with the expressions of the actor drives the audience into Frodo’s emotions and thoughts. One of the main themes throughout the trilogy is friendship, and this Fellowship music is about friendship and trust. The music works throughout this scene because as Sam pursuits Frodo, the music echoes Sam’s descend into the water, with the notes deepening and the tempo slowing, and then it meets its resolution once Frodo pulls Sam out of the water.

In addition to friendship being a theme throughout the trilogy, love is also a theme. Scenes with Aragorn and Arwen being together commonly have a song called Evenstar playing in the background. This music is very elven and dreamy, it makes you think of the elves, night and stars; Aragorn is a fundamental character to the story but is not an elf himself. This music is used to emphasis his strong connection with the elves, it gives his backstory and shows that his future is fixed with elves. The music is tender and unearthly, high notes in a romantic way, when it is used it is always when he is dreaming or remembering, like a psychic connection. “Reduced listening takes the sound-verbal, played on an instrument, noises, or whatever-as itself the object to be observed instead of as a vehicle for something else.” (Chion, 2010) Arwen is not shown much throughout the trilogy but she is an important character, especially towards the end of Return Of The King once Aragorn is crowned as King, the music shows Aragorn’s softer and romantic side and the contrast between his usual fighting self. The music strengthens the scenes involving Aragorn and Arwen and their strong connection as it makes them seem as if they are in their own little world. “The Simple reason for this is that a ninety-minute film provides a too brief a temporal and dramatic span to introduce and develop a legion of leitmotifs bound by motivic relationships to one another. An epic film series, however like Lord Of The Rings makes such a thing conceivable.” (Bribitzer-Stull, 2015)

During Return Of The King, Gandalf rides to Minis Tirith; this is an imperial location, the music is slow and majestic, yet it makes the area seem half dead, empty, an area in the mourning and in general not a pleasant place, with only the grand history of the Dúnedain. As Gandalf and Pippin wander around the Kingdom, the scenes are quite static and do not involve much movement. The location is more grey and white and the music for this location connects with you on an unconscious level and is echoing that emptiness. “The theme is a simple, expansive melody played by a single French Horn. The use of the French Horn is likely a reflection of the Horn of Gondor referenced throughout Tolkien’s novel. The broad melody could represent the proud, noble spirit of the Dúnedain.” (Young, 2007) In comparison, Rohan is a location that has more colour to it, i.e. there’s more greens and browns to it. The music for this environment is played on a Norwegian harp and on a high pitch string, as well as sounding slightly like the wind, this represents movement and freedom as there is a lot more of that in Rohan than there is in Minis Tirith. “Rohirrim live a lifestyle similar to Viking culture through the physical appearance of their armies. Through Shore’s instrumentation the audience of course gets a taste for the types of instruments that were common in each of the cultures.” (Young, 2007) 


The climax to the whole trilogy is the destruction of the one ring. As Frodo is hanging off the cliff above the lava, the music that begins to play is slow and sad yet high, like strings and a high register choir; it makes the audience believe that Frodo has lost all hope and is about to let go. Once Sam convinces him not to let go and reaches for his hand to pull him up, the music becomes louder and more powerful, this is to inspire a sense of resolve, hope and brighter choice. As the ring is being destroyed, there is utter silence from the music and only sounds as if there is a slight shrieking from the eye of Sauron. “There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make a silence, we cannot.” (Cage, 1961) Music begins to play as the great of eye of Sauron tumbles down and blows up, despite the environment and watching the utter destruction that is happening, the music again brings a sense of achievement with the choir, followed shortly by softer music that makes you think everything has gone to plan as it shows the rest of the Fellowship cheering for Frodo. As the volcano erupts, there is a change completely in the rest of the Fellowships emotions and hearts as they believe Frodo and Sam do not have a chance of survival, the tempo in music has altered and slowed right down, this mirrors the emotions of the characters. In this sense the music is not always depicting the scene but it is showing how their characters feel and strengthens the feelings of the audience and connects with them on an emotional level.

In conclusion, the music was one of the most striking and important elements within the trilogy as it depicted the scenes, showed both how characters were thinking and feeling during all moments including the romantic and action moments. This all adds to the films because it engages the audience into the whole story, you’re not only hearing the noise through your ears you’re also connecting with it through your emotions and on an unconscious level. Due to the music being so memorable, once you hear it that afterwards it will automatically remind you of that scene because of the strength of the music. Despite the sheer range of different themes, they stay imprinted in your brain whilst not being confusing because of the variety of them. In this sense, the music in Lord Of The Rings is a special effect itself. The themes help the flow and movement and benefit the changes from one to another, it is used in a way that on an unconscious level: the music you hear makes you know what to expect from the scene before the actions even happen.
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