How does Robert Zemeckis’ Back to the future (1985) iconography and sound design convey the theme of nostalgia to audiences?

Nostalgia is the feeling of longing for a time that has passed, it combines the feeling of happiness and yearning. Movies frequently employ this feeling as a means of assisting viewers in re-establishing connections with the past, facilitating introspection. This creates an effect on the audience that sticks with them, increasing the movie's appeal over time. A film that is extremely well known for its nostalgia is Robert Zemeckis’ 1985 film, Back to the Future. An eighties sci-fi classic where audiences follow the story of main protagonist, Marty McFly, being thrown back to the 50s when an experiment with his scientist friend Doc Brown goes wrong. We follow him accidently encounter his parents, disrupting the two falling in love. He has to ensure that the two end up together or otherwise he’ll cease to exist. Throughout this essay, I will be analysing how the theme of nostalgia is portrayed to audiences through iconography, studying elements such as iconic symbols of nostalgia in set design and pop-culture referencing. I will also investigate how the emotion of nostalgia is presented to the audience through sound design. How the emotion of nostalgia is conveyed through the score composed by Alan Silvestri, the soundtrack selection and the non-diegetic and diegetic sounds that help transport audiences to 1985 and 1955, making them experience nostalgia (Starobinski, J. and Kemp, W.S., 1966)


The DeLorean DMC-12 was, and still is a huge symbol of the eighties. With its unusual and futuristic look at the time, made it a fitting time travel vehicle for the film. Due to its recognisability, it’s a vehicle heavily linked with the 1980s. Therefore, triggering nostalgia for this time period to the audience. The concept of a time travelling DeLorean and time travel- exploring different time periods, further emphasises the concept of nostalgia to audiences. Some viewers who watch it now feel as though they are taken back in time to the 1980s, when they were children and thought everything was possible, even something as fantastical as a DeLorean time machine.  (Cook, P., 2004)

The fictional Californian community of Hill Valley serves as the backdrop for Back to the Future. The idea of this set is to depict a typical small American town. Each period of 1955 and 1985, the set has been perfectly dressed. For instance, Marty seeks to find his home as soon as he travels back in time to 1955, but it hasn’t been constructed yet. In this scene there is a full screen shot of a billboard, displaying the words “Live in the home of tomorrow… today!” This alluding to the movies time travel plot. However, its design is strikingly similar to ones that would have been common during this era.  We also see a cinema in the establishing shots of Hill Valley in 1955, with the sign showing the 1954 American western “Cattle queen of Montana” this piece of set design immersing the audience into this time period, enhancing the feeling of nostalgia for those watching who were alive in the 50s, this would have been common for 1985 as the average age of cinema goers experienced the 1950s first-hand. Therefore, experiencing the nostalgia while seeing the iconography in these establishing scenes of 1950s Hill Valley. (Wimmer, M., 2023)

Back to the Future is rich with pop-culture refences of both the 1980s and 1950s alike, this helping the audience to be emersed in this time and experience the emotion of nostalgia. For example, there are several references to pop-culture such as direct references to the Star Wars franchise. One example takes place when Marty is trying to scare his father into taking his mother to prom. Marty is aware that his father is into sci-fi and is gullible, so he used this to his advantage by dressing up in his radiation suit, calls himself “Darth Vader” from the planet Vulcan. Another direct Star Wars reference is when Marty is in the 50s and he’s trying to convince Doc Brown to help him get home “please doc, you’re my only hope” a direct nod to the 1977 film “Stars Wars Episode VI: A New Hope”. An example of a cultural reference of the 50s is of “The honeymooners” The man from space, a TV episode from 1955. Lorraine Baines’ family are watching it while sitting around the dinner table. Marty explains how he’s has already seen it, as during the opening of the film in 1985 his father, George McFly is watching it on a rerun. These direct references tap into audiences’ memories and appreciation of pop culture of the past, generating a sense of nostalgia. (YOU, W.A., 2018)

The sound design in Back to the Future is a huge part of the film as the theme song is instantly recognisable and transports viewers and really immerses them into the story. The score was composed by Alan Silvestri, it is considered nostalgic for many reasons, and I will be covering all in this segment of my essay. Melodic themes are extremely important in conveying nostalgia as they feature memorable and recurring melodic themes. Over the course of the film this gets ingrained into the audiences’ memory and will evoke the emotion of nostalgia while hearing them. The main theme of the film, “Back to the Future Theme” is an uplifting and powerful melody that instantly evokes the feeling of adventure and nostalgia. This theme is used multiple times throughout the course of the film, connecting the different time periods and emotions, which becomes a musical anchor for the audience to experience nostalgia.  (Whittington, W., 2007)

Instrumentation is important to a film score as the choice of instruments and orchestration can play a significant role in creating nostalgia. Using instruments or arrangements that are heavily linked with a certain time period is important to transport audiences to a particular time period. The Back to the Future score features a full orchestral arrangement, this style is heavily linked with classic Hollywood cinema. The use of orchestral elements in the soundtrack such as strings, bass, and woodwind instruments, add a timeless quality to the music, reflecting older film scores, generating a sense of nostalgia. When composing a film score, emotional resonance is crucial because when the music successfully captures the emotions of the characters, it draws the viewer into the plot. As a result of this emotional connection, viewers may feel nostalgic as they relive the emotions they had when they originally saw the movie. The captivating and emotionally resonant melodies in Silvestri’s score for Back to the Future make it simple for listeners to relate to the music, and therefore the film on a personal level. This method of composition is similar to the soundtracks of vintage movies, which frequently included catchy and resonant music.  (Green, J., 2010)

Leitmotifs in a film score is a succession of notes, harmonic progressions, or rhythmic patterns associated with a particular character, setting, or theme. They are a principal theme in all film soundtracks as these repeated sounds get engrained in the audience’s memory, creating an emotional link to the film. Alan Silvestri really fixates on this in the Back to the Future score, as the soundtrack is one of, if not the most memorable soundtracks if all time. The magic motif is a six-note jingle that played on the glockenspiel and is littered throughout the film’s score in scenes of discovery such as when Marty discovers that he has in fact, gone back in time. This is one of the most memorable leitmotifs of the Back to the Future soundtrack, as it’s so quick, catchy and sparks wonder to the audience. Doc’s theme is another leitmotif that is used in the Back to the Future score, the theme starts of sprightly and comedic, but as it progresses the melodies change to a more serious tone. This reflects Doc brown as a character as in the narrative he isn’t taken very seriously, but as the story progresses the audience come to realise that they are mistaken, and Doc Brown is an intelligent individual. A character leitmotif such as this can create emotional connection to the character, increasing the films likeability, therefore creating nostalgia through re-watches. Another example of a character leitmotif is Marty’s theme- “Marty’s letter” this is used less than Doc’s theme, but it is equally important as Alan Silvestri has composed it to fit Marty’s character to a tee. It has been composed with brass instruments to begin as it progresses, strings are used. The way these instruments have been composed, it is impactful in symbolizing Marty’s innocence and wonder. This connects the audience to the story and the character of Marty McFly as warching it for the first time you experience the same emotions wonder alongside Marty on screen. The final leitmotif that I will be covering is the “trouble motif” this is played where there are moments of danger and peril in the narrative, such as in 1955, when Marty is being chased by Biff and when the clocktower power circuit breaks moments before the lightning strike that sends Marty back home. Even though these sequences are thrilling on their own, the way the music is used in these two moments truly makes the audience sit up and pay attention to what’s happening on screen. This showcases how soundtracks can excel viewers emotions, therefore making the film memorable and overtime nostalgic to viewers as they remember how exciting and thrilling scenes like this where, promoting rewatches, creating the emotion of wistfulness. (Albrecht, H. and Wöllner, C., 2015, Pett, E., 2013)

Soundtrack selections are important in film as they can be used as an anchor to transport audiences into the world that the writer and director have created. Back to the future (1985) is no stranger to this as pop songs of the eighties and fifties are placed throughout the soundtrack. In the opening 5 minutes of the film, we see Marty rushing to school on his skateboard, with Huey Lewis and the news’s song “the power of love” this 1985 was written for the film but became a huge song in its own right. Its success along with the film, made this song iconic and hugely attached to the eighties. The song is still continuously played on the radio, which makes people reminisce on when they first heard the song, which for people around the 50-40 age range was when they watched Back to the Future for the first time, creating nostalgia surrounding both the song and film. A nostalgia for an earlier time of 1955 is also created in this film. This is portrayed on screen when Marty first steps into 1955 and is looking for proof of his time travel, the 1954 version of Mr Sandman by the Four Aces is playing as a non-diegetic sound. This is an instantly recognisable 50s song to the audience, transporting them into this time. “Earth Angel” (1954) by the penguins but sang by the fictional band Marvin Berry and the Starlighters. This song is played during the enchantment under the sea dance where George McFly is trying to romance Loraine. This song creates a nostalgic atmosphere alongside the dialogue of the dance, these two elements of sound design blend seamlessly together. Therefore, transporting audiences to the 1950’s high school setting, allowing them to experience the nostalgia of that era. A hugely iconic scene in the third act of the film, when Marty celebrates getting his parents back together at the enchantment under the sea dance, sealing his future. He plays “Johnny B. Goode” a 1959 song by Chuck Berry. In 1955 this song hadn’t yet been released at this time, but the audiences shock and Marvin Berry talking to his cousin on the phone “the new sound you’re looking for? Listen to this” signifies the huge change that is impending on the music scene in the next three years in America. This scene is one of if not the most popular scene of the film, making Johnny B. Goode at the centre of an emotional anchor the audience have with the film. Emotional anchors such as this will create the emotion of nostalgia. (Gengaro, C.L., 2010, Priewe, M., 2017)

Authenticity is important when creating a film, adding diegetic and non-diegetic is one way through sound design to create authenticity to audiences. Sound effects are essential to filmmaking because they give the characters and the setting, they inhabit a sense of realism. Back to the Future’s sound effect heighten the audience’s sense of awe and nostalgia while enhancing the time travel narrative. As soon as the film begins there is an example of this, in the first opening minute of the film with a diegetic sound of a radio playing an advert for a car dealership, it makes a point to reference the year that it is set, 1985. Instantly setting the scene of what time is being portrayed to the audience. Radio adverts like this were extremely common in the eighties as radio were one of the leading medias at the time. People who grew up in the eighties and hearing this, will feel nostalgic for the times they lived through, and using this film to experience the sweet and sour emotion of yearning for a time that has passed. Familiar diegetic sounds in scenes such as the sound of the DeLorean’s engine reaching 88 miles per hour and the humming of the flux capacitor will trigger nostalgia for the moments in the film they represent, like the excitement of wondering if the time machine will in fact work, sparking the emotions of wonder into the audience. (Tan, S.L., Spackman, M.P. and Wakefield, E.M., 2017)

To conclude, when starting this essay, I wanted to instigate how Robert Zemeckis’ 1985 film Back to the Future conveyed the theme of nostalgia to audiences by utilizing their emotions of the past. I did this by closely investigating the iconography of the film. By closely looking at iconic symbols of the time such as the DeLorean DMC 12 and how it is used to trigger the emotion of nostalgia. I also investigated iconography and its link to nostalgia through the set design of Hill Valley and how the film is rich with cultural referencing tap into audiences’ memories and appreciation of pop culture of the past, generating nostalgia. In the second half of my essay, I investigated sound design and how this is used to portray the theme of nostalgia to the audience. I looked how this is done through the score of the film, composed by Alan Silvestri. How it has been composed to transport audiences to the 1980s and 1950s through the use of instruments, therefore audiences can experience the nostalgia of times gone. I investigated how films use leitmotifs to build emotional connection with the story and characters, making a lasting impression and overtime by generating nostalgia. I finally looked at soundtrack selection with songs such as “the power of love” by Huey Lewis and the news were made for this film and serves as an anchor that when audiences hear it, they feel nostalgic, and how non diegetic and diegetic can create time and place. Overall, I believe that I have answered the question of, “How does Robert Zemeckis’ Back to the future (1985) iconography and sound design convey the theme of nostalgia to audiences?” 
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