The Importance of Music in Film

Introduction
  The purpose of this essay is to discuss the soundtracks of two different films by two different directors. The films chosen are firstly The Shining, originally written by Stephen King and adapted for the screen by Stanley Kubrick and Diane Johnson in 1980. Kubrick went on to direct the film which stars Jack Nicholson and is a psychological horror. The second film chosen is Easy Rider a screenplay by Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper and Terry Southern which was directed by Dennis Hopper. The film was released in 1969, so is older than The Shining, and starred Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper – Jack Nicholson was also in this film. Easy Rider is not as easily categorised as The Shining but is essentially Action & Adventure / Drama / Road Movie. So, what is a soundtrack? It could be considered to be just the background music which accompanies a scene but Rutter (2013) notes that it is a fundamental aspect of the filmgoer’s experience and indicates that it is as important as the visual aspect of a film. According to Tony Palmer, cited by Probish (2017) before Kubrick came along music in film was “either decorative or used to heighten emotions”, but Kubrick uses it to provide significance, this will be explored further. The soundtrack of Easy Rider has also been described as ground-breaking though (Reekie, 2019), so Hoppers influence on future soundtracks should also be explored. One thing that can be agreed is that music has an effect on emotion and can also express emotion (Juslin & Sloboda, 2001; Porter, S., 2015). I will start by looking at The Shining and then discuss Easy Rider. 

For the films I will be talking about three separate soundtracks used for a single scene each. As many songs mostly in The Shining are reused for effects throughout the film it would take a long time to discuss all of it.

Shining main theme music- 

A main title song is key to setting the stage for the audience for them to understand what the film is about. The Shining score composed by Wendy Carlos and Rachel Elkind is at first very simple and singular. Making you feel alone and uncomfortable. As it follows along past a single island to following a single car along a single road it can make the viewer feel isolated in the mountains. With the vocals coming in to echo throughout the mountain range as they get deeper in and almost sounds like a scream nearing the end giving a haunting and supernatural vibe. As the song ends, and it moves to show one of the main characters, the music has already set the stage for the audience. We already know it is going to be eerie and all about being isolated and alone. But it was the music in this instance that really created that knowledge more than the visuals. Had you put different music, for example a Christmas song, over the title sequence you would have expected it to be a family film about going on holiday over Christmas. The use of a score rather than an already made soundtrack for this makes it even more haunting as its specific to the film.

Music for strings, percussion and celesta (3rd movement) 

This is used as one of the most uncomfortable pieces of horror music. Starting as they enter the maze provides this feeling that something may not be right. The low slow tones of the cellos and double basses constantly there never making you feel safe, while the violins and violas playing over with the higher pitch provides an almost childlike curiosity as to what is around each corner, as you try to look with them but never picking up pace constantly keeping you on edge. As it switches to Jack the music changes as he throws the ball to bounce the piano once, just playing singular notes in the background becomes the priority and with it the feeling of something eerie. The drums banging away underneath start to increase the pace of the music, not by a lot but enough that you can tell something is not right with Jack. As Jack leans into the model maze the violins and violas start to play again but this time they are fast and low being used as the background bass line, the piano which was only single tones is now playing an almost fantasy magic crystal ball feel as you look down into what is happening in the maze. The music starts to pick up both in tempo and in sound as the camera pans further into the maze as if something terrible is about to occur as you would expect. It causes your heart to beat faster and you become worried about what is happening to the unsuspecting people in the centre of the maze and then BAM Kubrick uses all that build up to put up the title of Tuesday and all of a sudden the tension that was built is gone and we have moved on and we are left wondering what is going on with the maze not to be answered.

Midnight, the stars and you- 

This piece is used during the ballroom scene as Jack’s mentality is starting to go completely, this piece of music on its own would not normally be of any significance to the film, however, with Kubrick’s vision of time change it works on two separate levels- 
1. It fits the era that it is trying to create visually, the ballroom of the early 1920s. although the song was released in 1934, 13 years after the ballroom scene is supposed to be portrayed as, the music is still very relevant.
2. The soundtrack is a jazz piece that sings about love at midnight, however those words can be taken completely differently when tied in with the sound to screen visuals and the context that we all know is happening during the scene. It is important As viewers we all know that this scene is strange enough as it should not be happening in the first place. We know they are the only people in the hotel and the bar was empty and we know the year is well beyond what is showing. We also know that the first time Jack came to this room the bar was barren and he talked to himself before saying “I’d give anything for a drink…. Even my god damn soul.” With these words in mind we can take the music into account.  The use of midnight in the song can be used in two ways romantically or more likely in this event as the hour of darkness in which most evil things are done. Secondly the use of “I surrender all my love to you” as he is handed his so needed drink that he was willing to sell his soul for can be perceived as him agreeing to sell his soul to what is known in this as “the house” as a deal with the devil as its just after this occurred that there was no turning back for Jack.

With this Kubrick managed to create a really horrifying tone out of an otherwise very romantic jazz song and showed us the importance of picking music that lyrics can take a deep effect in.


Following on from Kubrick’s horror The Shining, is a bit more of an uplifting film that was created during the revolution of Hollywood’s film industry; It helped define an entire culture and what film could be, that film is Easy Rider. Bramesco (2019) notes that Hopper used Easy Rider to put a symbolic middle finger up to the powers that be, it is a rebellious film on many levels including the type of music used. 

Easy Rider has a number of tracks that were extremely popular with the people of the era, this was a move away from the usual orchestral music used. The tracks were chosen to fit the scene, but I do not think there was one more fitting than Steppenwolf’s- Born to be wild. This iconic song that is loved by many till this day has many reasons why it fits so well into this film. To start off with we’ve got the type of film this is.; A road movie. And what are all road movies about? Being free as you travel. What is more it is based in the land of the free: America, with a number of American flags all around. In a country where film at the time had been very limited in what could be shown and heard. With the whole time is money mindset running around the studios of American films this was a complete 180 on what was known. With Wyatt throwing a watch onto the ground as the music kicks in it was really giving two fingers to the norm and creating the face of what should be the norm, being free as America was supposed to be.  Not only does this song sound incredible but if you really listen to the lyrics it almost tells you the story of the entire film within a minute of screen time. Between get your motor runnin’ head out on the highway as they drive off in their American choppers to talking about adventure guns and lovin’ embraces it tells you the story of what you’re in for as well as showing two guys with long hair having a laugh. You are influenced to feel upbeat and positive about what is to follow. 

The film does not stop there either though, it’s a film that keeps on giving moving on to the next song which is now moving on from freedom to drugs in If You Want To Be A Bird by Antonia Duren. This is a more interesting song as if you just listen to it, it is potrayed very literally as Jack Nicholson’s character George rides on the back of the bike, in a suit, waving his arms around as though flying high. It is evident they are all having a good time albeit drug induced. This song would have been hugely controversial as it brings up the topic of using drugs such as weed to be free. As the characters smoke weed and get George to try some, as well as waving their arms like they are flying and standing on the seat of the bike, what is being said in the song once again is directly portrayed onto screen. If the director had chosen to use music without voice as it was before there would have been a potentially different perception of why they were behaving as they were, this is supported by Donn Cambern cited by Greiving (2019). 

Finally, we come to the end credit song, which was created specifically for Easy Rider, Ballad of Easy Rider by Roger McGuinn & Bob Dylan. This song narrates the fact that all they wanted was to be free. Considering that they are now dead it is not overly melancholy, it seems to indicate that their spirits will be taken by the river, that their journey is not yet over. The camera pans out allowing the visual to show us as the song progresses the wider world, the journey the river takes to the sea and perhaps the enormity of the world in which freedom can be found. No one can now tell them where they should be or what they should be doing so they are now free. This means that the audience could still left with a relatively upbeat feeling from the music, although it could be argued that they may not be deeply affected by the deaths of two drug dealers anyway. 

One interesting point which was raised by Steve Hochman, cited in King (2019) was that the music from Easy Rider when released as a soundtrack album, was also purchased by people who had not seen the film, this indicates how hip the music was and its appeal to all. The soundtrack from The Shining would certainly not have the same general appeal unless someone had seen the film. It is not uncommon now to see the songs from a film in the charts, in fact it is almost anticipated that Disney songs will be present soon after release. The innovating methodology used by Hopper may well have led to this phenomenon and yet it originally stemmed from trying to reduce costs (Grieving, 2019), now the soundtracks from film are regarded as a potential income by filmmakers (Lynch, 2016). Lynch also notes the importance that a great soundtrack linked with a great film has on a film’s longevity and cultural impact (2016).  

Conclusion

It has been important to consider the use of music as an influence on the filmgoer as I progress in this course. Thinking about the different ways which Kubrick and Hopper used music has given me the opportunity to explore in depth the importance of getting this right. It has also given me the chance to realise that there is flexibility and choice for a director in this area, and that they should be open to doing something unusual or different. If hearing music from a film at a later date, can bring back the emotions or vision of a scene then it’s significance cannot be doubted (Porter, 2015). Both of these directors were seen as ground breaking in the soundtracks they used (Probish, 2017; Reekie, 2019) and both of these films have withstood the test of time which according to Lynch(2016) is testament to film and soundtrack. The music in The Shining was evocative and mixed genres from jazz, to electronic and orchestral whereas the music in Easy Rider was purely additional narrative to what was being seen but still had such an impact on the viewer that they would not forget the film from even the first score. 
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