Chazelle's Musical Flirting with Jazz
How Does Damien Chazelle utilise music and silence to tell the audience the inner thoughts of his characters?


This essay will explore the dichotomy of music and relationships in the works of Damien Chazelle, focusing primarily on Babylon (2022) and Whiplash (2014) but also referring to his other films throughout. Chazelle uses music to a great extent in his films, making it a crucial component of his works. For instance, there are parallels between the music and Story in Babylon (2022) and La La Land (2016). There is often a romantic element to his films that has many layers. His music correlates with the relationship of the characters. For example, the soundtrack to Chazelle's student film Guy and Madeline on a Park Bench (2009) is available online, and it beautifully accentuates the story of two lovers whom the universe destined to be together despite interference. (Rich, 2023) tells us that Chazelle has worked with composer Justin Hurwitz on most of his soundtracks; the two met as freshmen in college and have since collaborated on five of Chazelle's feature films together. Hurwitz, outside of composing the soundtrack to 5 of Chazelle's films, has also worked as a producer on Curb Your Enthusiasm (2017) and The Gabriels (2013), as well as writing episodes for 5 T.V. shows, including an episode of The Simpsons in 2011. 

In his still young but successful career, Chazelle has gone from releasing a shoestring budget film with a budget of only $60,000, taking two years to film and releasing in 2009 (Lincoln, 2017) to working with Hollywood stars like Margot Robbie and Brad Pitt in 2022. Chazelle's first commercial feature film was Whiplash (2014), which he got funding for through the distribution of his 2013 short film of the same name. Both feature established Hollywood actor J.K. Simmons as the character of Fletcher. The casting of Simmons was possible due to executive producer Jason Reitman's (Juno) contact with Simmons after directing him in six of his films.  
  
Chazelle has stated that he believes that many movies are "too narrative focused" and that he likes the idea of "having an entire movie within the opening scene" and that "the rest of the movie should just riff on that". He elaborated that movies should flow more like music, allowing audiences to get the "cathartic moments where it just becomes about image and sound" (Storytellers, 2019). For this reason, his movies are much more music-driven, and a lot can be told about the characters within his stories from the music alone. Jazz is a crucial feature of Chazelle's works, as most films are about jazz or have jazz-heavy soundtracks. The characters in his films are often part of an ill-fated love story, as many of his films contain a love story that the audience becomes invested in, only to have something separate them, such as a breakup or having them walk off into the night never to see each other again. By comparing and contrasting Chazelle's first commercial film, Whiplash (2014), and the latest film, Babylon (2022), this essay will outline and explain how Chazelle has used music in these movies to reflect and convey the characters' romantic arcs. 

Two Damien Chazelle movies that explore the theme of ambition and romance are Babylon and Whiplash. Whiplash follows the journey of Andrew Neyman, a talented young jazz drummer with an unrelenting drive to become a renowned musician. However, his ambition comes at a cost as he pushes away loved ones to achieve his goals. The film showcases the consequences of his actions and his complex relationship with his teacher, who challenges him to be the best but abuses him. 

On the other hand, Babylon is set in the early days of Hollywood's sound era and provides an insight into the film industry's culture. The movie's main characters, Jack, Nellie, and Manny, strive to achieve their dream of becoming successful Hollywood household names. However, they soon realise that the path to success is fraught with obstacles and challenges. They must navigate the cutthroat world of Hollywood, adapt to its culture, and stay true to themselves. The film also highlights the harsh reality of those who fail to adapt to the industry's culture and are ostracised and ridiculed.

According to (Harris, 2014), in January 2014, Damien Chazelle released his first commercial movie, Whiplash, at the Sundance Film Festival, taking home the top audience and grand jury awards in the U.S. dramatic competition. Chazelle's short film of the same name took home the jury award in the U.S. fiction category one year prior. Whiplash, at its core, is about music and emotions, with the feelings and soundtrack of the film being inextricably linked to each other. The film centres around a character devoted so profoundly to music that he cannot give attention or emotion to anything or anyone else. This is apparent in the writing as well as the soundtrack. 
 
In the film, the protagonist, Andrew Neyman (Miles Teller), meets his love interest, Nicole (Melisa Benoist). The two do not meet due to Andrew's music but, instead, because of his home life, and so she is immediately narratively separated from the music that is the core driving force of the movie. Reflecting this, scenes between Andrew and Nicole do not have music in them other than their first date scene when there is diegetic music in the restaurant that Andrew brings attention to and loves, whereas Nicole does not seem interested. The conversation quickly moves away from the music entirely. This separates Nicole from the music of the movie through Narrative, Dialogue and the music of the film itself. For instance, the film's soundtrack does not have a song based on their romance as is common in Chazelle's other works, such as Mia and Sebastian's theme from the La La Land soundtrack. Through the music, Chazelle is telling the audience that the relationship between Andrew and Nicole is doomed to fail. 
 
Another love story in the movie is that between Andrew and the music itself; the actions and cinematography when Andrew plays or listens to music are much more personal than when he is interacting with his only romantic interest in the movie. Music scenes are shot from various angles and vary from wide to close up, and the drums he plays most often are shot from low angles and backlit; this is a stark contrast to Nicole, who is mainly shot from one angle, at eye level, and with natural fill lighting. Chazelle is making the drums more exciting and vital to the audience, showing that that is also how Andrew feels. Music is Andrew's only happy relationship; he is profoundly devoted to it. In scenes with his extended family, they brush off his music, and he becomes aggressive with them. The audience also sees at the start of the scene how Andrew silently reacts to the extended family undermining his father's cooking, which adds to his getting argumentative later in the scene. The scene does not have any music, further accentuating the separation between Andrew's musical ambitions and his home life. The scene directly after the family dinner is a loud and energetic musical rehearsal with Fletcher's studio ensemble, which cuts in during the crescendo of a song, contrasting the silence of the family dinner, breaking the tension and showing how much more Andrew enjoys music than spending time with his family at this point in the narrative. 
 
In their analysis, Guthrie & Guthrie assessed Andrew's intelligence through "Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences." They found that Andrew possesses exceptional "musical intelligence" but lacks "interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligence" (2015, p.219). This finding reinforces the previously mentioned reading that Andrew's musical passion and talent hinder his ability to form and maintain healthy relationships. However, it contradicts the idea that after leaving Scheiffer, Andrew believes he can have emotional relationships with others and a dedication to musical arts. The authors also observed that Fletcher, Andrew's mentor, shares similar traits with him. They noted that Fletcher's heightened musical intelligence appears to "blind him to his students' needs". This observation shows why Fletcher targets Andrew early on and consistently employs tactics to bring him down. Fletcher may see Andrew as his best chance to produce a "Charlie Parker," as seen in scene 93A at the jazz club following Andrew's expulsion from Schieffer. Overall, the authors' evaluation of Andrew's and Fletcher's intelligence provides valuable insights into their personalities and explains their behaviour towards each other.
 
Whiplash presents music as the end goal, and the protagonist is supposed to be willing to sacrifice anything to get it; every other significant character in the movie is "a path he could take on his journey" (Tyler Mowery, 2021). Some paths are away from music, and others are towards it. However, it takes a pessimistic view of music, and that view bleeds into every other path Andrew could take. As a result of the unhappy relationship Andrew starts to have with music due to J.K. Simmons's character Terence Fletcher, his relationships with every other character get weaker. In contrast, at the movie's start, we see Andrew interact with his father every few scenes as a brief respite from the stresses presented to us in the scenes with Fletcher. However, the closer Andrew gets to his goal, the less we see his father until he gets kicked out of Scheiffer Conservatory. We finally get a scene between Andrew and his father, which shows his father and a lawyer trying to convince Andrew to privately go on record against Fletcher, where Andrew's father delivers the line, "You think I was going to let him put my son through hell and walk off scot-free? Don't you know I would never let that happen, Andrew? That there's nothing in the world more important to me than you? Don't you know that?" (Chazelle, 2014 p.79). The audience can see that at this moment, Andrew is seeing just how far away from his family and friends he has pulled away. As the scene goes on, the music begins to fade in, symbolising the change in Andrew's mind that he can simultaneously have music and emotional connection. However, the music at this moment is sombre as it is a slow-paced piano scoring with low energy; it is played accompanying the scene of Andrew, his father and the lawyer, which is also interspersed with footage of Andrew alone watching a home video of him as a child playing the drums. This scene shows him reminiscing about a time when he was happy with music and with his family. This scene is meant to display how he is emotionally evolving and developing healthier relationships. 
 
Despite its lengthy three-hour runtime, Babylon is a well-paced and thrilling film. Each scene feels necessary to the story, and the film remains engaging. The use of jazz music and musicians in the story is significant, and the soundtrack features a theme for two of the main characters who become romantically involved. Jazz music is significant because of the era of the movie. The theme shares a similar tone to Mia and Sebastian's theme from La La Land, where sacrifices are made to achieve dreams. In Babylon, the characters sacrifice their moral integrity and compass, leading to the breakdown of their relationship. Their bosses convince Nellie and Manny to do things they would have never agreed to do at the start of the movie. This is caused by the constant sacrifices the characters make to get to their point of success in the movie, Leading to Manny choosing to convince his friend Sydney Palmer (Jovan Adepo) to use makeup to darken his skin for a recording of Palmer and an ensemble band playing jazz music. Though Palmer protests at first, Manny guilts him into doing it as it would "feed these guys", meaning the rest of the ensemble and crew working on filming the performance. This scene sticks in our minds as we realise how much Manny has changed to become the Hollywood director he dreamed of being. Despite their career progress, Manny and Nellie's moral decline has changed them too much and cost them their relationship. 
 
The final scene with Nelly LaRoy shows her dancing into the shadows as the theme plays, and we later learn she died soon after. The music score tells us that she died in love with Manny, as the music symbolises their love for each other; hearing it play at her final on-screen moments and so close to her last moments alive, the music symbolises that she is still deeply in love with Manny moments before she dies. The last moment of Manny and Nelly's theme in the film is when Manny returns to Hollywood years later and sees a film about Nelly. The music continues to play whenever he sees or is reminded of her, showing that his love for her never disappears. The use of music in Babylon is purposeful and poignant, telling the characters' story in a way that lingers with the audience long after the film has ended. 
 
The films Babylon and Whiplash present a contrasting portrayal of love and relationships. In Babylon, the music serves as a reflection of Manny's profound affection for Nelly. On the other hand, Whiplash depicts a viewpoint where Andrew perceives love as a hindrance to his successful music career. Despite both films featuring bitter conclusions to their romantic subplots, the contrast is that Manny fought for his love in Babylon, whereas Andrew chose to push it away in Whiplash.

Throughout the two films, Damien Chazelle expertly employs music to imbue his scenes with deep meaning and emotional resonance. Rather than relying on overbearing or heavyhanded soundtracks, Chazelle and Hurwitz carefully curate their use of music to enhance the impact of their storytelling. In Whiplash, for instance, he deliberately omits music during pivotal moments to convey his protagonist's idea that interpersonal relationships will further inhibit his chances of ‘Being one of the greats’. In Babylon, Chazelle employs leitmotif to underscore the profound and enduring love between two central characters, elevating their bond to new heights. His masterful use of music as a storytelling tool is a testament to his directorial skill and ability to craft unforgettable cinematic experiences.
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