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IN FILM EVERYONE CAN HEAR THE SUBTEXT
Looking at films where the music plays a deeper meaning / is subtextual,
where the music tries to provoke an intellectual / philosophical response



Subtextual music is not a specific musical style or approach. 

It could be music which in a different environment, sounded perfectly normal 

It is the use which is notable, not necessarily the music itself

It’s the context of how and why the music is used which is different



Film Music usually tries to forge a link between the film and the viewer by 
providing emotional and practical support

Duplication of characters / events / locations onscreen

Counterpoint to things on screen

Supporting edit points

Music can forewarn 

Music can infer / imply / suggest what characters are thinking

Subtext: 
Music can suggest a different context to the one shown on the screen. It can 

sometimes tell us what the film is really about
 



1946 - 2025
David Lynch





Twin Peaks



ANGELO 
BADALAMENTI

David Lynch’s Twin 
Peaks remains one of 
the most ambitious and 
popular television series 
of all time. 

Lots of people who 
remember the show 
remember the music 
primarily and the story 
and image via the power 
of association

The triumph of 
Emotional 

Memory



We listen to music emotionally, not literally.
We recall the musical experience emotionally

Despite this, sometimes we remember music a lot clearer than 
other, more literal facts

Who played the lead 
character in Twin Peaks?

Who wrote the music for 
Twin Peaks?



Twin Peaks’ Legacy

Famous for music

Melancholic ‘orchestral style’ piece 
which captures the beauty and tragedy 
of ‘Twin Peaks’. 

Electric Piano & Roland D50



Twin Peaks’ Legacy

Revolves around two themes, the second 
one of which is split into three parts



So many examples of TV or film we observe 
can be seen to set examples for future 
film makers. 

Twin Peaks subverted the TV formula and 
opened the door for shows like ‘The X Files’ 
and ‘Lost’

Dreamy, textured music



“Music should not serve”
‘…Music must not [be] a narcotic, preventing the 
listener from thinking…it must demand thought. 
Music should not ‘serve’ but ‘mediate’. It should 
not ‘intensify’ or ‘assert’ the text but ‘interpret’ 
it. It should not ‘illustrate’ but ‘comment upon’

Leonard Meyer, ‘Emotional Meaning in Music’

When I spoke to Angelo, he quoted Leonard Meyer 



Twin Peaks Angelo Badalmenti

“Slimy underbelly of the small-
town American Dream.”

TV Heaven – Jim Sangster & Paul Condon    

Music is not always synced to picture in order to fit the edits 
Sometimes music plays the overview 



Opening titles



Does the music fit the pictures?

Does the music fit the overall 
narrative?



This is not ‘background music’ to 
‘serve’

This is ‘foreground’ music that 
brings subtext into ‘text’



The great thing about using notation in music analysis is that often you can spot things you might not always hear. 
Are there any reoccurring harmonic devices?

Music will always have them. They will always be there. This is part of what helps music maintain its structure, identity and integrity
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The romance of the add2



2 2 2 #4/2 2 #4 2

2 2 2 2 9

7maj 6 9 maj7 6 2 2 2 2

2

The romance of the add2                             
The intrigue of the #4



Themes built on exposed extensions
The chords are the melody. The harmony is the melody

2 2 2 #4/2 2 #4 2

2 2 2 2 9

7maj 6 9 maj7 6 2 2 2 2

2



Constantly 
moving 
parts

Orchestration isn’t just about instrumentation; it’s also about how 
you orchestrate one instrument – i.e. voicing



Emotional Contours have consistency, structure and 
predictability. They give the music a feeling of inevitability



Because there is no percussion or noticeable rhythm in 
the cue, we rely on the harmony to propel it



In the next clip (00.05.55) 
what does the music play?



$
02.50 / 06.00 2nd theme 2 – parts 1,2 & 3

1

2
…as they roll the body over….



D$

3



The music goes from sombre, 
minor-key dark music to a more 
positive mood, just as the body 
is rolled over and identified as 
Laura Palmer

“Good Lord, it’s Laura”



The music plays the sadness, not the murder
The celebration of life rather than the tragedy 
of death   



Why are these simple chords so evocative?

Inversion – 
dramatic
Not normally a 
starting chord
Normally a 
passing / pivot 
chord

Minor chord 
– dark?

Minor chord 
– dark?

Inversion – 
dramatic
Not normally a 
starting chord
Normally a 
passing / pivot 
chord

Minor 7 chord – not 
mysterious – a pop 
chord



Why are these simple chords so evocative?

Inversion – 
dramatic
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starting chord
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passing / pivot 
chord

Minor chord 
– dark?

Minor chord 
– dark?

Inversion – 
dramatic
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starting chord
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Why are these simple chords so evocative?

Minor 7 chord – not 
mysterious – a pop 
chord

Minor chord 
– dark?

Minor chord 
– dark?

Inversion – 
dramatic
Not normally a 
starting chord
Normally a 
passing / pivot 
chord

Inversion – 
dramatic
Not normally a 
starting chord
Normally a 
passing / pivot 
chord



Constant fluctuation between the three types of chords breaks down and blurs their normal 
characteristics, and therefore your reaction to them. They can become entrancing



The D note (9th, bar 6) creates a link 
between the key of Cm and C



Musical Value v intervallic value

3                   4          5 3                   #4          5 3                   #4          5

This romantic theme (part 2 of theme 2) is played to convey tragedy - over the 
discovery of a dead body
The music plays the sadness, not the murder   

“Good Lord, its Laura”



Musical Value v intervallic value

3                   #4          5 3                   #4          5

This romantic theme (part 2 of theme 2) is played to convey tragedy - over the 
discovery of a dead body
The music plays the sadness, not the murder   

“Good Lord, its Laura”

3rd 3rd 
4th #4th 

5th 5th 
3rd #4th 

5th 



A mixture of warmth, romance, darkness and incongruity

“Good Lord, its Laura”

The incongruity of the move from C#, D# and 
E (over an E chord) to G (over an Fm chord)
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