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2. Overwriting 



Not just about writing too much, or being too loud, but also 
can be about ‘saying too much’

Always ask yourself, “what am I trying to say?” In film 
your music will always be functional; it will be trying to 

achieve something – trying to speak
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repeating the initial trumpet 
line in different contexts

Why does it work?



7th  maj3rd maj3rd         7th 

7th  maj3rd 13th  

Trumpet 

1st                                                                                                                          b5    7th  

5th                                                             9th 

Goldsmith creates a 
haunting melody by 
repeating the initial trumpet 
line in different contexts

it is mildly sci-fi (C chord to 
F# chord) but it is majestic 
and sparse, generating awe 
and mild anxiety



8 minutes

“The original one I wrote took me a 
day to write it; the alternate one took 
five minutes to write.”

Jerry Goldsmith’s score lets 
space open up between the 
notes, and the subtle heartbeats 
on the soundtrack shadow the 
camera to suggest a 
perplexingly withheld point of 
view 

(Luckhurst, 2019: 24)



Goldsmith said he started with polyharmony - 

A ‘D’ chord, an E chord and a Bb chord

He then added extensions.

He then started taking the roots out

The famous ‘Alien’ chord















The ‘Alien’ chord and the musical visualisation of emotion a 
vertical tree of sevenths 

In space no one can hear you scream In space everyone can hear the C9
(#5/#11)

Synonymous with 
the film 
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Equally 
Synonymous with 

the film 



Historically, when composers 
have overcooked things, a 
good device to pull them back 
is to deliberately impose a 
level of ‘creative limitation’



The ‘Alien’ chord; a vertical tree of sevenths 

7th 

7th 

7th 

7th 

7th 



Over and above the ethereal textures 
and ‘ghostly’ sounds, is there a flavour 
to the harmony, or a logic which 
determines the thinking behind it?



3. Music and Emotion



What’s the difference between hearing and listening ?



Film Music is something we 
hear, and are aware of, but 
what we absorb, what we 

distil, is different

What’s the difference between hearing and listening ?



• In tests, 8 out of 10 moviegoers do not mention 
the music when discussing films they’ve seen



• Screenings took place of new films, over the period of a 
week
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• Screenings took place of new films, over the period of a 
week (NY, 1992)

• There were no surprises. Some liked them, some not. 
Nobody left the screenings

• When asked about music, 80% said they hadn’t noticed it

• “I heard it but I didn’t really notice it, if you know what I mean.” (to paraphrase several) 
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• Screenings took place with everything minus the music

• Ten minutes for the first person to notice something was wrong

• Twenty minutes before people began fidgeting / talking / disengaging

• Within 45 minutes half the audiences had walked out
• “Couldn’t understand it.” “Unconvincing.” “Unrealistic.”

 

(to paraphrase several) 



• Of the people who were left, 80% didn’t enjoy the films. 
Nobody mentioned the lack of music
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Nobody joined the dots 



• Of the people who were left, 80% didn’t enjoy the films. 
Nobody mentioned the lack of music

Nobody joined the dots 

Not a single person



This was one of 
the films

If audiences don’t listen to music critically and most of the time say 
they don’t remember it, what exactly are they missing when we 
pull the music?



People generally 
have a strange 
relationship with 
film music. On the 
one hand they can’t 
do without it; on the 
other hand they don’t 
notice when it’s not 
there

Why is this ? 



Most people do not understand music 
literally. So even if they did listen properly, 
they wouldn’t be able to comprehend it.



If audiences hear film music but most 
don’t listen, or even consciously know 
it’s there, why do directors have it in 
film?

What’s going on when people aren’t 
listening to film music?



Why does music have this power, considering 
only a tiny fraction of people actually 

understand it literally?



Why does music have this power, considering 
only a tiny fraction of people actually 

understand it literally?

Why do we love it so much, given that most 
people can’t understand it literally?



“Music, uniquely 
among the arts, is 
both completely 
abstract and 
profoundly 
emotional.”

Oliver Sacks



“Music, uniquely 
among the arts, is 
both completely 
abstract and 
profoundly 
emotional.”

Oliver Sacks



“Emotions, which are described 
in words with such difficulty, are 
directly conveyed in music, and 
that is its power and 
significance.”(Tolstoy)



Music is what emotion sounds like



We hear music but we listen to emotion



We hear music and we listen to music
They hear music and they listen to emotion



They were never really listening to the 
music. They just thought they were



What would happen if people had evolved with a literal 
understanding of music, as they did with language, and sight?

They were never really listening to the 
music. They just thought they were



If people knew every note and every chord and how they 
related to each other…

They were never really listening to the 
music. They just thought they were

What would happen if people had evolved with a literal 
understanding of music, as they did with language, and sight?
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