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AQA AoS2: Computer gaming music

by James Manwaring

INTRODUCTION

In the AQA GCSE specification, students are asked to study music from four areas of study:

 � Area of Study 1: Western Classical tradition 1650-1910

 � Area of Study 2: popular music

 � Area of Study 3: traditional music

 � Area of Study 4: Western Classical tradition since 1910

This resource looks at AQA’s Area of Study 2, specifically computer gaming music since 1990. It will help with 

the study of computer gaming music, but will also consider some of the ways in which we study and appraise 

music. There are some questions related to Metal Gear Solid 4: Sons of the Patriots, and also some analysis 

of the music from Assassin’s Creed.

The more students can listen to music from the genre, the more they will understand it. It would be good to 

find out if they play any games at home, since a key part of understanding any genre of music is to consider 

its target audience and context. Although it might not be possible to play games in school, there are several 

videos on YouTube that show games in action. You may like to show one such video to help students picture 

the music during gameplay.

THE AQA GCSE EXAM

The areas of study mentioned above are linked to Component 1 of the GCSE – Understanding Music. This 

component is worth 40% of the overall GCSE and carries 96 marks in total. The exam lasts 1 hour and 30 minutes, 

and is made up of two sections. Section A is a listening section where students listen to unfamiliar music, and 

is out of 68 marks. Section B is based around the study pieces that AQA have selected. Students are required 

to demonstrate in-depth knowledge and understanding of musical elements, musical context and musical 

language. This resource will consider these three particular areas in the context of computer gaming music.

Let’s start with those three words – elements, context and language. Ask your students what they think of 

those three words, and what they think they mean. A good way of approaching this in a lesson is to play a 

piece of music and ask students to comment on elements, context and language. At this stage, chose a piece 

from a computer game and ask students what they think the context is, what elements they can hear most 

prominently and what musical language they can hear. If you’re struggling for a piece to play, try the main 

theme from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare.

At this stage get your students talking about the music, sharing ideas and being prepared to have a go.

A key area to focus on at the start of this unit is atmosphere, and how it’s created in music for computer games. 

Clearly there is a strong link with cinematic music, and students should understand why the music focuses on 

atmosphere. Here is a list of ways in which atmosphere is created in music for computer games, with a few 

listening examples:

 � Use of voices, choral writing or chanting: Assassin’s Creed, ‘City of Jerusalem’

 � Ostinato patterns: Assassin’s Creed 2, ‘Earth’

 � Strong percussive presence: Halo: Reach, ‘ONI: Sword Base’

 � Melancholy string melody: Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, opening titles

 � Culture-, country- or place-specific instruments: Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End, ‘Lure of Adventure’

 � Percussive string writing: Assassin’s Creed Unity, ‘Chase by Chase Basis’

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R9XdMnsKvUs&list=PL1E5A61D291A590A5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R9XdMnsKvUs&list=PL1E5A61D291A590A5
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 � Electronically generated sounds and FX: Metal Gear Solid, ‘Songs of Liberty Theme’

 � Prominent use of bass: Splinter Cell: Conviction

MUSICAL ELEMENTS

‘Elements’ is always a fairly approachable term, and students should have spent Key Stage 3 starting to 

understand the elements of music. It’s important that they’re aware of exactly what the elements of music are, 

and that they get used to using them in their listening work.

It doesn’t matter how they remember them, but they need to make sure that they do. I like to always clarify three 

key things at GCSE level that can sometimes get misinterpreted by students:

1. Melody is the horizontal organisation of pitch.

2. Rhythm is the horizontal organisation of note values.

3. Harmony is the vertical organisation of pitch.

Students can often get confused with these three elements. They might describe a melody as being played 

on a clarinet and loud, for example, neither of which actually describe the melody itself. Likewise, they might 

describe a rhythm as being bright and fast, which doesn’t really help us understand the rhythm itself.

Elements are crucial for the exam and for the overall study of music, so depending on where you are in the 

course it’s worth stopping to ensure that students know what they all mean. There are many ways into teaching 

elements, and lots of different ways of helping students to remember them. It’s also crucial to get students to 

use them in conversation in class and in their analysis.

Lets go back to the music from Call of Duty. Here are some of the elements that students might spot:

 � Pedal note: Harmony.

 � Minor: Tonality.

 � Swells in volume: Dynamics.

 � The melody begins with a leap of a 5th from D to A: Melody/Intervals.

 � The melody then moves to a leap of a minor 6th from D to B flat: Melody/Intervals.

 � There is prominent use of stringed instruments: Instrumentation/Timbre.

 � There is use of electronically generated beats and effects: Timbre.

These are just a few ideas to get students thinking about the elements. The important thing is that they’re 

describing the music using key terminology. Page 15 of the AQA specification gives a very helpful list of the 

musical elements that link to Area of Study 2, and the definitions for each have been added. Giving students 

this list and then setting them the task of finding these elements in computer game music will make for a very 

useful task. Not only will they more fully understand these terms, but they will also listen to a wide range of 

music from the genre:

Melody

 � Riff: often the basis of a composition – an ostinato or a repeated chord progression/pattern.

 � Pitch bend: this is where a note is slightly raised or lowered to create the effect of the note bending. On 

some instruments this can be done by the musician themselves, but on electonic instruments there is often 

a pitch bend function.

 � Melisma: this is where one syllable is sung over several notes. It has the effect of dragging out a word or 

syllable. It is the opposite of ‘syllabic’, where every syllable has its own note.

 � Hook: similar to a riff, a hook is a musical building block that’s often found in popular music. It has the effect 

of drawing the listener into the piece and is common in rock, hip-hop and dance music.
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 � Slide: in essence, this is a musical ornament and has the effect of creating a smooth slide from one note to 

another. It is slightly linked to the idea of a pitch bend and is basically an extension to a pitch bend.

 � Glissando: this is where you glide from one note to another.

 � Improvisation: when a musician ‘makes up’ what they’re playing and doesn’t follow a set musical pattern, 

melody or chord sequence, they are improvising. Improvisation is common in jazz and rock music where 

musicians play extended improvised solos.

 � Ostinato: a repeating pattern or notes that continues throughout a piece or for a significant portion of a 

piece. You can get melodic ostinatos and also rhythmic ones. They are patterns that very much characterise 

the piece.

 � Blue notes: these are notes that may not belong to the particular key being used, and therefore mark a break 

away from the standard pitches. Blue notes often feature in improvisations where musicians experiment with 

notes outside the scale they’re using.

Harmony

 � Power chords: often associated with rock music, these chords are commonly played on an amplified electric 

guitar and consist of the root note and the 5th.

 � Chord symbols: these often appear above the music and give an indication of which chord to play with a 

melody. Sometimes the sheet music can be simply the lyrics with the chords symbols above.

 � Stock chord progressions: there are a number of common chord progressions in pop and rock music, the 

most common being I-V-vi-IV.

Tonality

 � Pentatonic: where five notes are used to create the piece or section of music. The pentatonic scale is most 

easily played using just the black notes on a piano or keyboard.

 � Modal: this is where music is created using a specific mode. Modes date back to the Middle Ages and each 

mode features a different pattern of tones and semitones.

 � Blues scale: this is a scale where certain notes are flattened or made into ‘blue notes’. Often the 3rd, 4th 

and 5th notes are flattened.

Structure

 � Intro/Outro: the opening part of a song or piece of music, and the closing section.

 � Verse: a section of a song that precedes the chorus. A verse will most commonly contain different words 

each time it is used, but the music will remain the same.

 � Chorus: this is the section of a song that features in between the verses. A chorus is likely to have the same 

music and lyrics each time.

 � Break: this is often an instrumental section within a song that quite literally provides a break.

 � Twelve-bar blues: this is possibly one of the most famous and prominent structures in music, and relies on 

the chords I, IV and V.

 � Drum fill: a section for drums only that links other sections of a song.

Sonority/Timbre

 � Standard contemporary instrument types, eg electric guitar, synthesiser.

 � Specific instrument types, eg sitar, dilruba.

 � Instrumental techniques, eg palm mute (pm), pitch bend, hammer-on (ho), pull-off (po), slide guitar/

bottleneck.

 � Drum kit components and techniques, eg rim shot.

 � Vocal timbres, eg falsetto, belt, rap, beatboxing, scat singing.

 � Specific instrumental techniques, eg slap bass, pizzicato, muted.

 � Specific instrumental effects, eg amplification, distortion, reverb, delay.

 � Specific technological recording techniques, eg automatic double-tracking (ADT) and direct input 

transformer (DIT).
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Tempo, Metre and Rhythm

 � bpm – Beats Per Minute.

 � mm – Metronome Marking.

 � Groove: basically the underlying feeling in the music that’s created by the forward momentum of the rhythm. 

The groove is often established in the rhythm section of a band.

 � Backbeat: this is where the second and fourth beats are clearly accented in 4/4 time.

 � Syncopation: where there is a temporary movement away from the normal accented or strong beats of the 

bar. Sometimes it will involve notes being tied over a barline. Not to be confused with off-beat.

 � Off-beat: where you accent or prominently use beats 2 and 4 in 4/4 time.

 � Shuffle, Swing/Swung: where a set of two quavers is made into a dotted quaver and a semiquaver creating 

a swinging sound in the rhythm.

This is a great list to start with, and students could have it in front of them as they listen to examples of computer 

game music (see below). You could even play a game along the lines of Musical Element Bingo.

The important thing is to get students using these words. Here are some links to some great computer game 

music that you could use to help reinforce the elements above – but be aware that some of the elements listed 

above aren’t as closely linked to computer game music as they are to pop and rock songs.

MUSICAL CONTEXT

Computer game music is a fascinating genre, and a previous resource (Music Teacher, October 2018) provides 

an excellent history of the genre. It’s always crucial for students to be aware of how much has changed and 

evolved over time. There’s a good online video that you might like to show to students, to emphasise how the 

world of computer gaming music has changed, as well as introducing them to several themes.

Much gaming music evolves as the game progresses, and responds to the success of the game player. The 

music has to change and evolve throughout a particular level on the game, but also has to respond to the 

different settings and areas within the game. It’s very similar, therefore, to cinematic music, and students 

will easily be able to compare features of computer game music with those of film music. It’s no surprise 

that music for computer games has progressed so much over the years when you consider how cinematic 

music has changed. Ask your students why they think gaming music has advanced so far, and how it links to 

cinematic music.

The video above nevertheless emphasises how computer game music has changed from being minimalist 

and repetitive to being broader and more passionate. Students need to be able to describe this change when 

considering musical context.

There are three things that stand out from the AQA specification that link to context, and which can be used to 

help consider how computer gaming music has changed over time:

 � The effect of audience, time and place on how the study pieces were created, developed and performed. 

How have audiences changed over time? What are people listening to that might be affecting what they 

expect from computer game music?

 � How and why has the music across the selected areas of study changed over time?

 � How is the composer’s purpose and intention for the study pieces reflected in their use of musical elements?

COMPUTER GAME MUSIC EXAMPLES

 � Street Fighter 2

 � Final Fantasy VIII

 � The Elder Scrolls

 � World of Warcraft

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L__Rfiy-zes
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=GYkZRFpKS48
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RNdGoENQNQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0mUmqH1ZHW8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNVomngq-Qc&feature=player_embedded
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MUSICAL LANGUAGE

The AQA specification states that students must be able to use musical language appropriate to their selected 

Area of Study in the following ways:

 � Reading staff notation.

 � Chords and chord symbols.

 � Musical vocabulary and terminology.

Students need to be able to interpret the music in front of them, as well as the music that they listen to.

HARRY GREGSON-WILLIAMS: METAL GEAR SOLID 
4 – GUNS OF THE PATRIOTS
One of pieces that AQA has included in their suggested listening list is the music from Metal Gear Solid 4 by 

Harry Gregson-Williams, an English composer, orchestrator and conductor born in 1961. His work includes 

music for film, television and video games. He’s famous for his work on the Metal Gear Solid games series, 

and this is a great example of his skills in composition and orchestration. Notable other works include the main 

theme from Call of Duty 4 that we listened to earlier, as well as music for the movies The Martian, Live By Night 

and most recently The Meg.

The Metal Gear Solid 4 score is a great example of computer gaming music and is packed full of strong 

musical moments. Below I’ll pinpoint a few tracks from the score and provide some discussion questions to 

use with students:

Old Snake

1. How does the composer create a sinister atmosphere in the opening moments of this piece?

2. Why does the composer choose a Spanish guitar sound for the main melody?

3. What do you notice about the accompaniment to the main melody?

4. How does he change the mood of the music at 1:48?

Laughing Octopus

1. How does the composer make this music sound creepy?

2. What do you think might be happening in the game when this music is used?

3. What does this music not have?

Atonement

1. Atonement means ‘the action of making amends for a wrong’. How does this music represent that?

2. How would you describe the melodic material at 2:25?

3. What tonality prevails in this piece?

Sorrow

1. How does this track differ from some of the other music we’ve heard so far?

2. What harmonic device is used in the opening section of this piece?

3. How would describe the texture of this piece?

Once you’ve introduced the students to this music and been through these questions, ask them to make 

up their own questions for some of the other tracks in this piece. Flipping the learning and asking students 

to generate the questions means they can listen with even more depth and clarity, and want to create great 

questions to try out on their classmates. Thinking like an examiner is a good way of getting students to spot 

key musical features.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-VYoBMGuqCk&list=PL34D3BCBECE15374D&index=1
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MARTIN O’DONNELL AND MICHAEL SALVATORI: 
HALO
The game Halo was released in 2002, and features a huge array of musical styles and techniques. The 

orchestration alone is packed full of so many elements that will be of interest to students, including use of 

chanting in the opening. Like many computer game scores, Halo is one you can easily enjoy without playing 

the game. The music is clearly designed to bring the game to life and make it more immersive, but it’s still great 

music in its own terms.

The Halo score is available to download and stream on Apple Music, and can also be found here.

Opening Suite

1. How would you describe the texture of the chanting that begins at 0:11?

2. What effect does the chanting have, and why? Would it be as effective if played on strings?

3. What is the tonality of this chanted section?

4. How and why does the music change when the strings take over?

5. What harmonic devices are used in the strings when they take over?

6. How would you describe the melodic material in this opening suite?

Brothers in Arms

1. Explain the importance of rhythm in this track.

2. Why does the composer favour the use of brass for some of the melodic material in this track?

3. How is the title ‘Brothers in Arms’ conveyed throughout this piece, and does it change?

4. What cadence is used at the end of this track, and why?

Under Cover of Night

1. What’s the role of the bass in this track, and can you describe the bassline?

2. How does the composer create a sense of night in this music?

3. Can you work out the chord progression that is used in most of the piece?

4. How does the piece change at 1:44?

Rock Anthem for Saving The World

1. What three features make this rock music?

2. What different techniques are heard on the electric guitar?

3. How would you describe the rhythms used in this piece?

The Maw

1. How would you describe the texture at the opening of this track?

2. What voice types are used in this opening?

3. What musical styles or influences can you hear in this track?

The Halo theme is great example of a leitmotif used in a computer game, and is often cited as one of the best 

examples of music from this genre. Once students have tried the questions above, and maybe generated 

some questions of their own, set them the task of writing out the Halo theme for themselves. Melodic dictation 

is a key skill and something that students need to be able to tackle at GCSE. This theme has some key melodic 

features that they can use to get them started. The theme itself is easily obtainable online, and they can see 

how they got on writing it out.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GYil_vtBExo&list=PLxoOpZa54NksiD8p9EWkcgt81eotkv-Xv
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JESPER KYD: ASSASSIN’S CREED

Assassin’s Creed is another very successful computer game franchise. It started in 2007, and has has strong 

religious and mythological undertones as well as a complex, interesting storyline.

This section provides paragraph descriptions of some of the tracks from this score. You could also ask your 

students to write these kinds of descriptions. They need to aim to describe the music, mentioning the sounds, 

instrumentation and prominent elements.

City of Jerusalem

The piece opens with choral writing that sets the atmosphere. A tambourine then leads into a plaintive guitar 

melody that’s punctuated by a bass drum, with a continuous use of tambourine. The addition of a flute and 

piano helps to fill out the texture, and adds to the melancholy atmosphere. Voices are again used, and the 

wordless ‘ahhh’ is very effective in creating an almost religious undertone to the music. There’s a continuous 

sense of build-up towards a monophonic plainchant that’s accompanied by an inverted pedal and more 

acoustic guitar motifs. It’s really interesting how the instruments combine to create a sense of space and of 

trepidation. A solo piano is used in a similar way to the plainchant vocal section, and the piece ends with a 

gradual reduction in the number of layers. The voices from the opening bring the piece to a close.

Acre Underworld

The piece opens with a low bass that provides a pedal note underneath a metallic-sounding ostinato. More 

chanting is used – another link to religion, mythology and the ‘underworld’. There’s no melodic material, but 

instead a gathering of colours and sounds. The use of electronically generated sound effects makes the piece 

even more interesting. For someone playing the game, music like this is ideal: it draws you in, and also keeps 

you on edge.

Dunes of Death

This music’s opening uses a broad, string-based motif over a low bass drum that almost sounds like it’s in the 

distance. The string writing is in the minor mode, and creates a very stark and empty atmosphere. There are 

various other instruments added, each one providing more of an effect than anything else. Percussive sounds 

help to add colour, and there’s use of a rather angular and yet hugely effective piano fragment. This section 

of music brings together so many interesting sounds, all with different timbres. It has a real sense of depth 

and range, and the composer has shown how effective it can be almost to avoid a clear melody. He has used 

fragments or cells of music, and layered them together to great effect.



Music Teacher November 2018 8

CONCLUSION

Computer game music is now a key genre of music in the 21st century, with a wide reach and popular appeal. 

The music we’ve listened to across this resource is not reliant on the games themselves, but it’s possible that, 

conversely, computer games have become reliant on their music.

Like all forms of media, music enhances what we’re watching. It helps to bring a screen to life, and seeks to 

immerse the audience even further in the story that’s unfolding before them. When playing a computer game, 

the gamer is putting themselves into another world, and the music is there to take them further into this world 

and create an atmosphere that draws them in.

We’ve considered the musical features of a number of pieces, and it’s clear that game music is very similar 

to cinematic music. The way it represents the on-screen action is similar to the way a movie score enhances 

the film. It’s no surprise that leading film composers such as Hans Zimmer and Michael Giacchino have also 

composed music for computer games. It will be interesting to see how this genre develops, but it’s clear that it 

is now a mass-market form of composition and clearly one that is very worthwhile studying.


