Types of film music

Roles or functions of music in films

1. Titles music

Plays at the beginning of the film, underscoring the titles.  Used to establish:

· mood, including sense of expectation in audience

· place/location 

· period/time

· style

· character (character theme used as the titles music, eg Indiana Jones).

2. Mood underscore

The predominant use of music in film. Music can powerfully establish or support the mood of a scene. It can also be used to ‘play against’ the mood and comment ironically on the scene (eg childlike music in horror genre).

Musical motifs and themes can also contribute to (or ‘comment on’) the action or narrative.

3. Dramatic underscore

Similar to mood underscore with the additional quality of being closely matched to the action. Commonly used in action and horror genres and in cartoons (where the technique of matching action to music is called ‘Mickey Mousing’).

4.  Character theme

A musical theme connected to a character and reflecting aspects of the character (eg Indiana Jones theme is ‘heroic’ and plays when Jones is involved in an action sequence).

Once the link with the character is established, the theme can replace or suggest the presence of the character (eg shark theme in Jaws, Darth Vader theme in Star Wars etc).

5. Source music

Where the source of the music is visible on screen or understood by the audience (eg a character sings, a jukebox is playing, a band plays a bar).

 Monty Python satirises this when a man walking through a field with a string orchestra underscore suddenly bumps into the orchestra sitting in the field.

Notes: 

· Music can play more than one role at any time, eg character theme used as titles music, source music used to set mood etc.

· Music is often used as a transitional device between scenes (eg to establish the mood of the coming scene or suggest a change of location).

· The use of sound effects (SFX) in modern films is often closely married to the use of music and is often inseparable (eg Batman Forever opening titles). The sound editor mixes dialogue, music and sound effects to create the final sound edit on the film’s soundtrack.

· Pop/rock songs are often used in contemporary films to play roles 1–5.
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