
Music Teacher November 2017

KS5KS5

1

James Manwaring 
is director of music 
for Windsor Learning 
Partnership, and 
has been teaching 
music for 13 years. 
He is a member 
of the MMA and 
ISM, and he writes 
a music education 
blog.

Edexcel A level AoS3: Music for film, part 1

by James Manwaring

INTRODUCTION

I’m passionate about film music, and I just love listening to it. Whether enjoying it within a movie, or listening to 

a new film score at home, I really enjoy the whole world of cinematic music.

Using film music to teach, and also teaching about film music, are two things that I therefore always look 

forward to. When choosing the A level specification for my school, I was excited by the selection that Edexcel 

have chosen for the New Anthology.

This resource will begin to unpack film music and also consider ways in which students can approach the 

study of film music. I will touch on techniques for studying the set works, approaches to wider listening, and 

links to composition for A level students. I will then consider the first set work from Area of Study 3 – Psycho.

STARTING POINT

It’s my firm belief that music teachers need to take their heads out of textbooks and away from exam board 

handouts, and really fall in love with music again. The more we listen, the more we’re prepared. The wider our 

listening spreads, the wider our students’ listening is also likely to spread.

I think a basic starting point for any topic area at A level is for teachers to immerse themselves in the music 

they’re about to teach. Film music is an easy genre for me, as I’ve already mentioned, but I always do the same 

with any genre. I find that the more I listen, the more I know and also the more examples I have. I pride myself 

on being able to give students a variety of pieces to listen to when they ask to hear examples.

Before you move forward with this resource, consider how much you listen to film music, and think about what 

you already know. As with any genre, you might be familiar with one part of it but not another. You might, for 

example, be really into the music of John Williams, although you’ve never really considered a Herrmann or 

Korngold score.

There are also some fantastic scores that belong to films we may not choose to watch, even though their music 

is glorious. I suggest that before you start teaching film music, you really think about what you are going to do 

with your own listening in order to be fully prepared.

Believe it or not, I’ve heard teachers utter words very similar to that. And yet I believe that listening to music is 

part of our planning, and should possibly make up around 70 per cent of the preparation for a lesson.

Spotify, Apple Music, YouTube, Google Music, Amazon Music – all of these service providers mean that we 

really don’t have an excuse. The music is out there, so get listening.

‘Listen to music? I’m far too busy to listen to music – I have lessons to plan!’
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Suggested Listening

I want to help you get started, however, and I think it might also be good to get your students listening to some 

film music just to get them thinking. So here’s a playlist that you might like to use as a starting point, to open 

your ears to the wonderful and varied world of film music.

I haven’t narrowed the listening down to a specific cue, piece or movement, but I’ve simply given the film and 

the composer. These are all part of my listening history, and I hope that you and your students will find this 

useful.

If you’ve already heard these film scores, please feel free to fill in the gaps, but I hope there is something 

here for you. It goes without saying that this is an excellent pathway into wider listening and also a greater 

understanding of film music.

1. The Adventures of Robin Hood (Erich Korngold)

2. Vertigo (Bernard Herrmann)

3. Up (Michael Giacchino)

4. Back to the Future (Alan Silvestri)

5. The Man in the Iron Mask (Nick Glennie-Smith)

6. The Truman Show (Philip Glass and Burkhard Dallwitz)

7. Never Let Me Go (Rachel Portman)

8. Edward Scissorhands (Danny Elfman)

9. Hook (John Williams)

10. King Kong (Max Steiner)

11. The Bridge on the River Kwai (Malcolm Arnold)

12. Lawrence of Arabia (Maurice Jarre)

STUDYING FILM MUSIC

Film music or cinematic scores are all about creating atmosphere. Something I teach at Key Stage 3 is how 

music can be used to convey an atmosphere, and how simple changes can make for an entirely different 

mood. We could even forget the whole concept of it being film music because let’s face it, Mahler and Wagner 

weren’t cinematic composers, but they could certainly create atmosphere! Instantly we can let our students 

into a secret – film music is no different to any other music that we’ll study. Or is it?

When it comes to studying film music, we must start with a simple question:

 � What makes film music, film music?

It’s a good place to start with your students, and it’s a good way into any genre of music:

 � What makes Baroque music Baroque?

 � What makes this operatic?

 � Why is this piece Classical and not Romantic?

These kinds of questions are great starting points to open students’ thinking and get them discussing ideas. 

When it comes to the essay writing part of the exam, it’s crucial that students are able to define and explain 

the genre/style/period of the music.
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So what is the answer?

TEACHING FILM MUSIC

In initial lessons on film music, I’d suggest you get students as familiar with the genre as possible. The tasks, 

questions and ideas below will help you in these early stages, and will lay the groundwork for studying the 

set works.

Step 1: class discussion

I’m a firm believer in class discussion. The more students can talk about music and the more that music is the 

target language, the greater the progress will be.

Lesson one is crucial, so start with an exciting piece of film music that you know particularly well. Avoid Star 

Wars, Pirates of the Caribbean and any of the Harry Potter films. Use something new, something exciting, and 

something that you have listened to and loved:

1. Describe this piece in one sentence.

2. Choose one feature of this music that makes it cinematic.

3. What would happen to the music if you took this feature away?

4. How is mood created in this extract?

5. Is there a particular instrument that sticks out, and why do you think this is the case?

Step 2: over to the students

Now ask students to go and choose their own piece of film music to analyse. Hopefully you will have access 

to either computers or iPads in your classroom, or students may have their own devices. Ask them to find 

something they know, otherwise they’ll waste time looking for a piece. And suggest that they focus on the first 

minute of music.

1. List five key musical features that you hear in the extract you’ve selected.

2. Now look again at your list of musical features and rank them in order of importance to the music.

3. Describe the melody, remembering that when we describe melody we are describing the horizontal 

organisation of pitches.

4. Are there any features of your piece that suggest when it might have been composed – early 20th century, 

middle 20th century, late 20th century, or 21st century?

5. Now write one sentence that describes this piece of music as if you were writing an essay and referring to 

this piece as an example of wider listening.

The fifth step is an important one in this process, because students need to refer back regularly to the exam 

and the skills they will be required to show. Being able to reference other pieces of music without taking up 

too much essay space is crucial. Wider listening need only be a one-sentence reference, as long as it’s full of 

musical features.

What exactly is cinematic music?

It’s about atmosphere, mood, character, place, time, emotion and period. It is key to enhancing what’s 
happening on screen and bringing the whole film to life. But when you take away the screen, you can 
still enjoy film music.

There isn’t really a definitive answer, but discussions around what film music is are so important. These 
discussions will not only improve students’ understanding of the genre, but also benefit them in the 
essay part of the exam. True musical analysis is about asking the right questions and unpacking the 
music in a systematic way.
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Now allow students the chance to talk about their piece, and ask them to refer to the questions. You may like 

to spread this discussion around the class and aim different questions at different students, or just allow them 

to present on their piece. Differentiation doesn’t end in the sixth form.

Step 3: finding features

This is something I do with both GCSE and A level classes, and I find it works really well. It does require access 

to music, but hopefully you will have the facilities within your classroom.

This type of task gets students listening to music, and also listening out for features. This is not only important 

for studying film music, but also excellent ear training. It’s also good to get them listening to different pieces 

and composers. One of the best features of some of the latest music streaming services is that they provide 

listening suggestions based on what you are currently listening to. I encourage students to jump between 

pieces using the suggested listening.

Initial conclusions

So far my approach has been about unlocking film music and presenting the genre itself to the students. By 

now they will have listened to lots of extracts, and will have gained some key analytical skills in the process. It 

is now time for them to move on to the set works.

PSYCHO BY BERNARD HERRMANN

In this section, I want to consider some approaches to studying this set work, and also look at some techniques 

for the essay part of the exam, before finally considering some wider listening examples that link to this piece.

Herrmann and Hitchcock

Bernard Herrmann composed his first complete work in 1929, a piece for large orchestra called The Forest: 

A Tone Poem. From this point onwards, Herrmann began composing for radio and film as well as working as a 

conductor. His first film score was for the Orson Welles movie Citizen Kane, which not only marked a turning 

point in his career but also earnt Herrmann his first Oscar nomination.

His collaborative work with director Alfred Hitchcock began in 1955 where he composed the score for The 

Trouble with Harry. Herrmann went on to work with Hitchcock on the movies The Man Who Knew Too Much,, 

The Wrong Man, Vertigo, North by Northwest and Psycho.

I believe it’s significant that Hitchcock and Herrmann worked so closely together, and Hitchcock was quoted as 

saying that 33 per cent of his movies are about the music. Such close collaboration between a director and a 

composer is surely likely to result in the greatest combination of on-screen action and cinematic underscoring. 

We’ve also seen such collaborations between Steven Spielberg and John Williams, Tim Burton and Danny 

Elfman, and Christopher Nolan and Hans Zimmer.

These collaborations could also be linked back to the operatic partnerships between Mozart and Da Ponte, 

and Strauss and Hofmannsthal. Bernard Herrmann’s partnership with Hitchcock on Psycho has given us music 

that not only fits perfectly with the on-screen atmosphere, but also brings to mind the film’s famous scenes 

without us even needing to see the drama.

Task: now we’ve started to identify some of the key features of film music, I’d like you to list the top 
five features. Find an example of each feature within a piece of film music. You cannot use the same 
piece or composer twice, and you need to write down exactly where you find the musical feature.
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Historical context

Historically speaking, this film and score sit at the end of what’s often referred to as the Golden Age of cinema. 

The release of The Jazz Singer in 1927 ended the silent era, and could be said to mark the start of this Golden 

Age. Cinema profits were increasing as sound was introduced to more and more motion pictures. Movie 

studios began to develop their own styles and their own movie-making partnerships.

Such a fundamental shift in the way movies were made allowed cinematic composers to take centre stage, 

and also to begin to also shape the way in which we enjoy movies. Hitchcock was one of a handful of directors 

at the time who fought to get studios to see his vision and adhere to his artistic values. One of these visionary 

ideas was to shoot Psycho in black and white, to help capture its mood of gothic horror. It was seen by critics 

at its release in 1960 to be a distasteful movie, but the public disagreed and it soon became an international 

success.

The film was shot in just five weeks, with a budget television crew and a very tight schedule. At first Hitchcock 

wasn’t happy with the film and considered cutting it down considerably, but when Herrmann saw the movie 

he had some ideas of his own. Herrmann asked to be able to compose music for the film while Hitchcock 

went away on holiday. Hitchcock agreed, but the condition that Hermann shouldn’t compose any music for the 

famous shower scene. Hitchcock was adamant that this scene would only feature the sound of running water 

and nothing else.

The tight budget meant that Herrmann could only stretch to using a string orchestra, but in many respects this 

decision is very much in tune with the movie’s black and white imagery. Herrmann did, of course, compose 

music for the murder scene, but Hitchcock loved it and it was included in the final movie.

And so Herrmann’s music made the movie, and we’re left with a masterpiece of cinema and a score that is full 

of fascinating compositional moments. It was a landmark in cinematic composition and a huge success for 

Herrmann – and yet, no Oscar nomination was received. The 1960 Oscar went to Ernest Gold for his score to 

Exodus.

Prelude

One preconception about cinematic music is that it is inherently melodic. The Prelude from Psycho, however, 

is far from melodic, and it could even be described as devoid of any sense of melody.

The most obvious feature of the music, however, is its rhythm. Herrmann opts to use somewhat hammered 

chords, which create an uncomfortable and unsettling mood. This is, of course, music for a horror movie, and 

the persistent, unnerving semiquaver ostinato figures make for a perfect underscoring in this opening music.

You could easily miss the fact that Herrmann is composing for limited orchestral forces because his writing 

for strings creates such a stunning tapestry of sound. With just a five-part string texture, Herrmann is able to 

create a sense of rhythmic drive as well as ostinato motifs that almost float over the top. There is such energy 

in the music, which is injected mainly through Herrmann’s use of syncopated and highly punctuated rhythms. 

Pizzicato as well as arco techniques are used, and we can see the just how diverse the sound of a string 

section can be.

Before you begin teaching the Psycho set work, begin by listening to all eight Psycho cues in one go 
with your class. It will only take around 12 minutes, and it takes the students on an excellent journey. 
At this stage don’t use the score: just listening will help them to focus on the music in a different way.
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The City

The sudden serenity of ‘The City’ shows a marked change from the music of the previous cue. But again, 

Herrmann uses the strings to their full potential, creating an entirely different musical landscape.

The musical language fits with the film’s opening, in which the camera pans across the Arizona skyline. This is 

in many ways a simple cue, defined by the rise and fall of the almost entirely crotchet-based motifs. The strings 

provide the perfect timbre for this opening, and Herrmann uses a wide-ranging compass for the instruments.

There is a noticeable lack of energy in the music, and students should note how Herrmann creates a landscape 

of sound that is entirely different to that of the opening Prelude. Such lush, rich string writing could be likened 

to some of the symphonic music of Shostakovich or Mahler. Film composers have to be able to represent not 

only people and moods, but also places and landscapes. The lack of any singable or particularly memorable 

melody here helps to paint a rather eerie picture of this city.

Marion

The score to Psycho could in many ways be described as avant-garde, since Herrmann has moved away from 

the Hollywood traditions of using large orchestral forces. The movie itself was made on a tight budget, but 

Herrmann also made the decision to choose an instrumental ensemble that in itself conveys the stark nature 

of the film.

It’s an interesting thought that strings can be both full of colour and also almost black and white in their sound. 

This cue is clearly the most conventional of all the movie’s cues, and provides a suitable depiction of Marion, 

the unhappy leading lady who eventually ends up being murdered by Norman Bates.

The cue begins with an impassioned sense of yearning, created by a rising 7th on violins followed by a falling 

5th. This three-note pattern is then treated as a sequence and features throughout the cue. The lush timbre of 

the lower strings brings a sense of melancholy to the score.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What do you think the music would sound like if played by a woodwind quintet, and why?

2. What is your favourite moment in the Prelude, and why?

3. Why does pizzicato playing have such an impact on this music?

4. If you were going to compose a Prelude to a movie such as this, what one feature from Herrmann’s 
score would you want to steal?

5. What changes in texture can you hear in the Prelude, and what impact do they have?

6. What would you say is the tonal centre of this music?

7. There is a moment referred to as the ‘Psycho theme’. Where do you think this occurs in the music?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Can you think of any other music you have listened to that conveys a landscape?

2. What do you think gives this cue an almost Romantic style?

3. How would you describe the use of dynamics in this cue?

4. How would you describe the harmonic rhythm of this cue?
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It is rich and Romantic, and could again be mistaken for a symphonic passage in the music of Rachmaninov or 

Mahler. Strings, when allowed to be, will create the most passionate sense of yearning, and the simple leitmotif 

in this cue is the perfect portrayal of pain and anguish.

The Murder

It’s no surprise that Hitchcock included this music, despite asking Hermann not to compose anything for this 

scene. Since its composition in 1960, this section of music has become possibly even better known than the 

film itself.

This is an iconic moment of cinematic music, and a perfect example of how music can be representative of a 

movie moment. It’s also another great example of the power and diversity of stringed instruments. There is so 

much packed into this short cue, and students can learn how music can be used almost as a sound effect.

The strings are no longer muted and are now playing very high-pitched notes. The texture builds up bar by 

bar, until we end up with an eight-part string texture creating a huge cluster chord. There were rumours at the 

time that Hitchcock had used bird screeches to generate this sound, but it was all created using the string 

ensemble.

Microphones were placed closer to the strings to help achieve the effect, and the sffz instruction also added to 

the impact. This is a truly remarkable moment in cinematic music where students can focus on how the choice 

of instruments is key to creating the exact sound required – a concept that runs through this whole score.

The Toys

This cue is interesting in that the lower strings keep a constant, march-like pedal note going throughout, and 

the upper strings provide more serene chords over the top. The combination of the upper strings’ swelling 

chords and the constant drive of the lower strings contributes to yet another eerie and powerful cue. It’s so 

simple and yet so effective and in many ways, which is the goal of the cinematic composer – to create exactly 

what’s needed to enhance the scene.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why is this cue so full of emotion?

2. Create a list of good-quality adjectives that can be used to describe this music. These will come 
in handy when writing your essay.

3. How confident are you reading the alto clef?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Can you find another passage where instruments are used to create more of a sound effect in 
music, or a very specific sound?

2. Research ways in which technology, such as recording processes, is used in cinematic music.

3. How has technology changed cinematic music since 1960?

4. Write down a list of all of the different string techniques and approaches that you’ve learnt about 
from this film score, and then link back to other set works in this anthology.
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The Cellar

When you listen to this cue, it really captures that particular cinematic sound. But students need to be able to 

show why. If they can work out why music sounds the way it, then explain using musical examples and key 

terms, and then backing up their explanation with examples from wider listening, they will surely do well in the 

essay part of the exam.

‘The Cellar’ is dominated by a driving bassline that creates a swirling effect – highly cinematic. It is aggressive, 

highly rhythmic and uses tremolando effects to enhance the sound. Herrmann eases us out of the flurry of 

notes with a descending scalic section that not only causes the texture to die away, but also takes us down to 

the lower range of the double bass – a big contrast to the high pitches of the murder scene.

Discovery

This is a wonderful cue that is packed full of so many notes. It is furious and has huge impact. The descending 

chromatic motif in bar 26 is particularly cinematic and powerful, representing the discovery of Norman’s 

mother. There is a great deal of rhythmic interest in this cue, and particularly in the triplet crotchets in the bass 

underneath the semiquaver patterns in the upper strings. The change in time signature in bar 26 has a huge 

impact on the frantic nature of the cue.

Finale

The finale is bleak, stark and very monochrome. We’re taken back to a much more avant-garde feel to the 

music, and there is much less rhythmic drive. It is an unresolved cue that focuses on the face of Norman Bates 

in his cell. There is wide use of the rich timbre of the violas, and the upper strings are again pushed to the top 

of their range. It is a very fitting end to the movie, and another example of how string techniques and timbres 

can be used to great effect.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Less is often more: can you find another example of a passage where a composer has used minimal 
instrumental forces to create an effective piece of music, maybe outside the cinematic genre?

2. How does the theme in the upper strings link back to the Psycho theme?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What different moods are created in this cue, and how are they achieved?

2. What does ‘sul ponticello’ mean, and where is it used in this cue?

3. Explain the marking used in bar five on the quavers played by the lower strings.

4. What does ‘divisi’ mean, and where is it used in this cue?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. How would you describe the final chord heard in this cue?

2. Analyse some of the intervals between the upper strings’ notes starting bar 1. What is the impact 
of these intervals on the overall sound of the cue?



Music Teacher November 20179

WIDER LISTENING

Asking your students to approach wider listening in this way:

 � One other piece by Bernard Herrmann.

 � One other piece of cinematic music.

 � One other piece that isn’t from the cinematic genre.

This covers a number of bases and gives students a good sense of comparison. With Psycho, suggest that 

they listen to the Vertigo score. It’s a fantastic cinematic score, and although it isn’t just for strings, there are 

lots of parallels that can be drawn with Psycho.

You could also suggest another cinema score from the same era, so that students can get a feel for film music 

from the 1960s. The Magnificent Seven or Lawrence of Arabia would both be great examples.

For the non-film piece, suggest that students listen to some more string music – maybe Bartók’s First String 

Quartet, since it has clear connections with the Psycho score.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why is the finale unresolved?

2. Describe the ‘madness’ motif played by the violas in bars 15 to 16.


