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ABSTRACT: Conposers used the twelve-tone nmethod in film scores
fromthe 1950's and 60's. This essay, however, focuses on a much
earlier work: Schoenberg's *Begl ei tungsnusi k zu ei ner

Li cht spi el szene,* Op. 34 (1930), which was, however, conm ssioned
for a cinema-nmusic library, not a specific film | apply sinple
commut ati on tests to gauge how Opus 34 night actually function as
background nusic, and | assess the inplications of questions that
ari se about rnusical culture and class differences.

ACCOVPANYI NG FILES: nto.93.1.1.neuneyer.qgif, nto.93.1.1. neuneyer.fig

I NTRODUCTI ON

[1] The play on words is tantalizing, but, alas, no evidence to
dat e suggests that twelve-tone nusic was written for any of the
serials so popular in American filmtheatres in the Thirties and
Forties. Serial nusic, however, did eventually find its way into
feature filns of the psychol ogical -drama, sci fi, and horror
genres. The mpjority of film conposers who used serial nethods

pi cked them up about the sane tinme Stravinsky did, in the early
to md Fifties. Leonard Rosenmann, for exanple, clainms to have
witten the first fully serial score for a full-length feature
filmin 1955, for *The Cobweb* (1), though by that tine Roman

VI ad, Kenyon Hopkins, Elisabeth Lutyens (2), Roberto Gerhard, and
per haps others, had already used serial nmethods to varying
degrees in their own work for films produced in Britain and
Hol | ywood. By 1962, one nmight have been excused for thinking that
the gulf between concert and film conposition, and between the
nmovi e theatre and tel evision, had been fully and irrevocably



bridged--with Jerry Goldsnith's serial score for the film
bi ography *Freud* and NBC television's prem ere of *The Fl ood*,
whi ch had been commi ssi oned from Stravi nsky.

1. Roy Prendergast, *A Neglected Art: A Critical Study of Misic
in Films* (New York: NYU Press, 1977), 119.

2. According to an unpublished finder to filmnusic holdings in
the British Museum | amgrateful to Alfred W Cochran for
sharing his copy. Note to format: The asterisks indicate italics.

[2] Any nunber of questions arise fromthe historica

ci rcunmst ances sketched above. Anpbng those that interest nme is the
obvi ous "Does twel ve-tone nusic work, by the professional and
critical standards of film conposition?" Since "twelve-tone"

desi gnates a techni que, not a style, however, the question
becomes nore neaningful if we substitute for "serial nusic" the
broader "atonal nusic"; that is, the style of Viennese

Expressi onism Research to this question can be carried out to a
surprising extent without scores, by close study of filmprints.
Qobvi ously, however, traditional close analysis--such as row
counting, location and interpretation of subtle intertextua
references (such as B-A-C-H notives) or of relationships between
row choice, row "progression,” and film action--does require
scores, which are not generally accessible.

[3] I will pass by the "does it work?" question here, remarking
only that | think the answer (for the classical Hollywood
repertoire at least) is "yes, it does"--the nost conpelling

i nstances, by far, to ny ear, being not in the serial scores
nmenti oned above, but in Rosenmann's nusic for *East of Eden*,
whi ch transpl ants the manner of Schoenberg's Opus 16 to turn-of-
the-century Monterey and the inner turmoil of the James Dean
character. In what follows, | shall concern nyself with the
earliest of all twelve-tone film scores--Schoenberg's
*Begl ei tungsmusi k zu ei ner Lichtspielszene,* Op. 34 (1930). In

particular, | discuss application of sone sinple commutation
tests to gauge how this conposition mght actually function as
background nusic. In the conclusion, | touch on a broad question

that ainms directly at matters of nusic and nusical culture,
namely, "How does film conposers' early use of serial nethods
affect widely held notions of class differences in twentieth-
century conposition?”

SCHOENBERG S OPUS 34

[4] As Dika Newin has it, Schoenberg's Opus 34 "was not really
for the novies, but only synmbolically."(3) The facts, however, do
not quite support this ideologically convenient assessment. The
conposition was requested by Heinrichshofen's Verlag, which at
the tinme specialized in nmusic for use in silent-film
performances. (4) Walter Bailey discusses Schoenberg's contacts
during this period with the German society of filmnusic
conposers; these clearly suggest that he had practical, not
"symbolical” notives in accepting Heinrichshofen's conm ssion. (5)
Furthernore, it is reasonable to assune that the publishers

t hought they might receive sonething nmore than a "prestige" item
-in fact, a conposition they could license for performance. |If
they were disappointed, it would have been by the nusic's
difficulty, rather than its style, but, indeed, "it's hardly to
be assumed that this piece was played in theaters in the early



Thirties."(6)

3. Dika Newlin, *Schoenberg Remenbered* (New York: Pendragon,
1980), 206.

4. Arnold Schoenberg, *Saentliche Werke*, |V, vol. 14, 1:
*Orchesterwerke I'11*, ed. N kos Kokkinis and Jrgen Thym ( Mai nz:
Schott, 1988), B (Critical Report), xiii-xiv.

5. Walter Bailey, *Progranmatic Elements in the Wrks of
Schoenberg* (UM Research Press, 1984), 21-22.

6. Schoenberg, *Werke*, xiv.

[5] Opus 34 is not a single-nmvenent conposition; it consists of
three nore-or-|ess independent cues given titles by Schoenberg

hi nsel f: "Threateni ng Danger" [Drohende Gefahr] (=bars 1-43),
"Fear" [Angst] (=bars 44-155), and "Catastrophe" [Katastrophe]
(=bars 156-219). The first cue is divided into two main sections
of simlar duration (1:21, 1:10, respectively). The first of
these begins slowly with sinister ponticello string trenmolos and
nmotivic fragnents cast about between the woodw nds and brass.
This builds to a fortissino tutti by 0:38, at which point the
tenpo picks up a little. Till the beginning of the second section
at 1:22, tutti with abrupt changes between dynam c extrenes
(especially sharp brass chords at 1:08) nust be treated as
stingers. The second subdivision of the first part ("Maessig)"

is somewhat nore consistent. At first it hints at a waltz, with a
clear, continuous nelody in doubled wi nds. A short sforzando
brass chord at 1:41, however, begins a slow process of

mel odi ¢/t hemati c devel opnent that coincides with increasing
tension until the end (2:21 ff), which is another tutti, very
heavy and sl owi ng down greatly. The nusic goes out loudly with a
strong cutoff.

[6] The second cue ("Angst") has four main divisions, the first
and | ast very fast, the second a stretto (increasingly fast), the
third section slower. The tenpi of the first and | ast sections
are stable, those of the intermedi ate sections vary. Timngs are:
1: 05, 0:22, 1:40, and 0:17. The final cue ("Katastrophe") has two
mai n sections. The first begins "Presto" and gradually slows down
over the course of 43 seconds. Atriple-forte climax is reached
after 9 seconds and a | oud dynamic |level persists till

approxi mately 9-10 seconds before the beginning of the second
section, which is a long spun-out adagio (2:31) with a clear

mel ody, nostly consistent (and relatively light) texture and | ow
dynani c | evel

COVMMUTATI ON TESTS FOR FI LM MJSI C

[7] The descriptions given above concentrate on characteristics
that point to certain practical problens of film underscoring--
timngs of cues and their subdivisions, dynam c range, tenpi, and
unusual |y marked events. In this, they prepare for conments on ny
i nformal experinments using Schoenberg's Opus 34 as a cue for
scenes from several early filns. This process anmpbunts to a sinple
comut ati on test,which, as Claudia Gorbman describes it, "focuses
attention on the existing nusic versus the nusic that m ght have
been [and so] brings out stylistic and cultural information that
goes unrecogni zed in the usual processes of filmview ng."(7)
Commut ati on assunes that cinema is a well-defined code including
several clearly recognizable, separable sub-codes (inmages,

di al ogue, sound, music). The normal npde of cinema is to invite



the spectator/listener to coordinate those several elenments
during each segnent of the film This constitutes cinema's
cognitive baseline, so to speak, and thus "whatever nusic is
applied to a filmsegnent will do sonething, will have an
effect...because the reader/spectator automatically inposes
meani ng on such conbi nations."(8)

7. Claudia Gorbman, *Unheard Mel odies: Narrative Film Misic*

(Bl oomi ngton: Indiana University Press, 1987), 18.

8. CGorbman, 5. | amgrateful to Stephen Simms for his recent

rem nder that David Bordwell and Kristin Thonpson use sinple

commutation tests in their *FilmArt: An Introduction,* third
ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1990).

[8] Gorbman herself considers the effects of altering Georges

Del erue's music for a scene from *Jules and Jint by changing the
node to mnor, making the tenpo faster, or altering orchestration
or articulation. She also substitutes for the cue a diegetic song
fromlater in the film a piano boogi e-woogi e, or Beethoven's
Fifth. In every case, it's not difficult to predict the effect
created, but what may be surprising is the extent to which a

vi ewer's basi c understanding of visual and narrative contexts may
be influenced by the nusical acconpaninent.

[9] For ny purposes, it was convenient to flip the ternms of
CGorbman's test--1 took the first cue from Schoenberg's Opus 34
("Drohende Gefahr") and applied it to three scenes from
*Frankenstein* (1931), as well as to scenes from several other
films released in the period 1929-1932, including *The Bl ue

Angel * (1930) and *Public Enemy* (1931).(9) It was perhaps a bit
unfair to Schoenberg that these are all sound filns, but they are
closely contenporary to Opus 34 and very early in the history of
sound cinema. Furthernore, it was easier to nmake conpari sons with
the fam liar conventions of Hollywod sound-film scoring practice,
many of which were established in the years inmediately thereafter
(roughly 1932-35). In the follow ng paragraphs, | nake sone genera
comrents about the tests and discuss certain details of the
"Monster's Birth" scene from *Frankenstei n*.

9. Newin (207fn) wites that Opus 34 was "used as background for
several filnms; | have seen only Jean-Marie Straub's, in which a
narrative of anti-Jewi sh atrocities is inposed onit." | haven't
been able to verify her claimto date and would be very pl eased

to hear from anyone who knows of filnms which use Schoenberg' s score.

[10] The "Monster's Birth" lies at the end of a long (11 m nute)
scene in which preparations are nade in the | ab, unexpected
visitors arrive, and the Monster is "born." Next to the ending
scenes (Maria's father carrying her body through the town square,
and the search for the Monster), this is the npbst fanpous sequence
inthe film It contains opportunities for some fairly continuous
writing, the biggest obstacle being an active (and conpl ex)
sound-effects track, with nuch storm noise, "sizzling" of

el ectrical gadgets, and so on. The "Monster's Birth" begins with
a flash of |ightning and quickly follow ng thunderclap which spur
Henry Frankenstein and his assistant Fritz into action, while
their three guests sit and watch. (The guests are concerned
friends of Henry: his fornmer professor Dr. WAl dman, his close



friend Victor, and his fianc'ee Elizabeth.) There is no
substantive dial ogue until Henry's increasingly hysterica
response to the Monster's first auto-novenents at the end of the
scene. The action consists of Henry and Fritz noving about the

| ab, first checking electrical equipnent, then unrolling covers
fromthe Monster, raising the carriage up to an opening in the
ceiling, later lowering sanme, the novenents of the Monster's
right arm and Henry's response.

[11] Below is a detailed description and shot list for the
"Monster's Birth." (For a segnentation of the entire file as well as
a shot list for the scene which ends with the "Monstor's Birth," see
the .fig file.)

a. Flash of light at 8:39, then |loud crash of thunder
at 8:39; 44" long
then electronic sizzles as Fritz and Henry go to work.
Very little dialogue through this

1. LS of lab from behind carriage (8")

2. carriage (3")

3. Visitors in their seats (2")

4. as in 2 (14")

5. Henry & Fritz at carriage (roll away bl ankets) (11")
6. as in 3 (Visitors sitting) (2")

7. as in 2, 4 (carriage) (4")

b. Monster goes up in carriage

at 9:23; 70" long

8. LS from above; carriage goes up, canera follow ng (22")

9. MS Henry (3")

10. CU Fritz (1")

11. LS lab, as at the end of shot 8 (3")

12. CU Victor & Elizabeth (2")

13. CU Dr. (2")

14. Carriage froma different angle (5")

15. as in 9 (MsS Henry) (2")

16. as in 12 (CU Victor & Elizabeth) (2")

17. MS Henry (2")

18. carriage (as in 70) (2")

19. CU Fritz (2")

20.-21. Electrical equipnment (3")

22. Ms Henry (2")

23. Carriage followed down fromceiling (17")
c. The Monster's hand noves; Henry goes wild

at 10:33; 30" long

24. CU Monster's hand (3")

25. M5 Henry, with hand in foreground (7")

26. as in 24 (3")

27. Ms Henry at carriage, others enter shot (18")
d. End of scene

at c. 11:05

[12] Mapping any kind of nusic onto a sequence w |l cause

probl ens because of the force of filmnusic conventions.

| eave asi de whether these conventions have arisen from natura
(universal ?) cognitive biases that would set up probabilities
for nmost of us whenever we conbine filmand rmusic, or whether
they were sonething established in the silent and sound film
cultures of the Holl ywood production conpanies. The practica
probl ens can be understood in terns of Gorbnman's seven "principles
of conposition, mxing, and editing," her summry of the
conventionalized solutions to practical problems of filmnusic
composition. (10) Several do not apply to the matter at hand, but
ot hers--enotion, narrative and connotative cueing, formal and



rhythmc continuity, and unity--flow directly out of the imediate
task of spotting a filmor film scene

[13] I will start with the problem of the stinger, a sforzando
chord or sharply marked short gesture which draws attention to
sonmet hing on the screen, a sudden turn of action or a shocked
response--as it were, an accent in the inmagetrack coordinated
with an accent in the music. Stingers were used in silent-film
acconpani ment but cane into their own with the recorded
soundtrack and extensive enploynent by Max Steiner. (Later on,
they were used nost often in cartoons.) Any unusually marked

musi c--but especially if marked by dynam cs--nust be regarded as
a potential stinger. Opus 34 is full of them especially the
second section, but, in fact, since the stinger is neant to be an
unusual event, the second section is actually easier to use as a
cue. The first section has only a few potential stingers, and
their use has to be planned fairly carefully so as not to seem
silly (like the nisplaced chords of a bad silent-film
acconpaniment). In one early application to the "Minster's Birth"
scene, | found that the lack of a stinger actually enphasized the
failure of clear notivation for the exaggerated w ncing of Victor
and Elizabeth in shot 12 (lightning is seen and thunder heard

t hroughout, but nothing unusually sharp either before or during
the shot). The discrepancy was the nore obvi ous because a stinger
did coincide with the Doctor's simlar gesture in the foll ow ng
shot. In later nonents, | caught nyself asking why the Doctor was
singled out in this way--and was even able to answer the
question: the "scientific triunmph" of Henry over the doubts (and
even obstruction) of the establishment (the Doctor) is given
physical interpretation by this sudden, involuntary (and
undi gni fi ed) gesture.

[14] From the above, two points arose which couldn't be resolved
with the neans at hand--sol utions would require rerecording using
a mxer or a newmy recorded performance. First, the volune |evels
of the nusic needed to be flattened--the range was too great to
wor k wel | throughout the scene. Dial ogue was sonetines |ost under
the nmusic, the nmusic sonetinmes inaudible under soundtrack noise.
(I'n general, | actually found nyself "disappointed" that the

pi ece was | ess heavily scored and nuch | ess emptionally intense
than | expected. On the other hand, the strong--and sonewhat
unexpected--buil d-up at the end of section one (bars 36 ff)

mat ched very neatly Henry's surprisingly intense (and overly
dramatic) reaction to the Monster's first novenents.) Second, the
tenmpi woul d need adjusting in several places in order to shift
events such as stingers forward or back a few seconds. This
"elasticity" has | ong been a requirenment of film rmusic and

obvi ously arises fromclose tenporal constraints unknown in
concert nusic. (11)

[15] Another significant factor is that *Frankenstein* already
has sone nusic in the soundtrack: cues for the nmain and end
titles, as well as source nusic for the dancing of Gol dstadt
citizens. W may safely ignore the nusic for the end title and



cast list--even in the silent-filmera, this was heavily
conventionalized "fram ng" nusic whose source is the "up-and-out"
cl osing progressions for opera and operetta overtures and scene
or act conclusions. The dance nusic, |ikew se, is conventional
its melodies usually less clear than one mght like, as the nusic
conmpetes with crowd noise. (Nor is any one tune |inked closely
enough with the citizens to becone a nanming thenme.) Mre

i nportant, perhaps, is that it is very difficult to think of
other places in the filmwhere this nusic mght appropriately be
used. After this scene, the citizens are heavily involved in the
films action, but the extended search for the nonster and the
burning of the windm Il both call for "hurries,"” a topos which
can incorporate fleeting references to naning themes but is nore
likely to be thematically indifferent.

[16] The rusic for the main titles is another matter. David
Broekman's cue is rich in "exotic," "grotesque," and "sinister"
affects , but it is poor in narrative referential functions (no
suggestion of the general physical locale of the film nor even
that of the opening scene; no suggestion of attributes of the
maei n characters). Indeed, it relies in the earlier nonments rather
too heavily on a conflated exotic/oriental affect and so
threatens to misplace the locale to (at |east) the Caucasus
rather than the nmountains of mddle Europe. As in the

operal/ operetta overture, the clearly presented theme woul d be
expected to play a very inportant role in any underscoring for
the film Thus, the lack of any reference to this thenme in the
Schoenberg cue has to be taken as a di sadvant age.

[17] A related problemis recurrent themes or notives within the
cue itself. If a thene is established in relation to sonething--a
character, place, situation, or even object--then recurrence of
that theme will tend to recall or "nanme" that thing. (Indeed, the
recurrence i s necessary: the appearance of a nelody sets up a
referential possibility, but the recurrence confirns it as a
narrative referential function.) The oboe thene at 0:38 (bar 9)
is the first strongly nelodic entity--extended nel ody rather than
fragnentary notive--but it arrives just a bit too late: beginning
at 0:26, the eleven seconds of shot 5 would have been perfect, as
Henry & Fritz roll away blankets to give us our first full view
of the Monster (Ex. 1: Schoenberg, Opus 34, bars 9ff, oboe

mel ody; Ex. 2: Schoenberg, Opus 34, series Po). The oboe thene,
thus coordinated with a long shot, mght have "naned" the Monster
(and, at another level, set up a conjunction of terms

Monst er/t heme/ (oboe)/Po.) At 0:38, we see the visitors sitting,
not an occasion for a nanmng theme, even if the shot were |onger
than two seconds.

CONCLUSI ON

[18] As | suggested earlier, cognitive paths apparently nake
creating a filmscore no nore difficult than playing a CD while
the filmis running; but cormmentary to the commutation tests
shoul d al so have suggested that the interplay between cognitive
bi ases and the traditions of film conposition are such that

st andards of judgnment are available--in short, that we can tel
what a *good* filmscore is. | would further claimthat the
practical problens with the tests support an assertion that
conposing a *good* filmscore is not at all easy.

[19] The fact that filmand "non-film conposers were



experimenting with twelve-tone method at the sanme tine al so tends
to undercut the assunption that popular culture |ags behind the
intellectually aristocratic "avantgarde," a notion that goes back
to the earliest days of the Romantic/nodernist conjunction. One
m ght al so ask about inplications of the fact that | found little
use for the typical |anguage or nethods of nusical analysis in ny
"m x-and-match" comutation tests. But then, | suppose it is no
secret that our |anguage or nmethods are not designed to
facilitate judgnents of value, but only to support them after
they have been nmade. Perhaps the nost far-reaching inplication is
that the link between the tools of technical musical criticism
and the ideology of masterwork culture is not at all secure. If
this suggests a crisis (I hope it does), possible solutions would
seemto be: (1) entrenchnent (a strategy of which music theorists
were accused--with hilarious irony--by Joseph Kerman sone years
ago); (2) adoption of the socio/anthropo-|ogical stance (whose

i deal --if not whose practice--enphasizes ideol ogical detachment
fromthe cultures being studied); or (3) serious nodification of
the dom nant humani stic stance nusic theorists have shared with
hi storical nusicologists (in the direction of self-consciousness
and inclusiveness). The first option doesn't appeal to ne; either
of the others seens plausible.

[20] The class distinctions that have been supported by
humani stic nusic schol arship can no | onger be conceal ed. But, if
so, where do we go from here? Where's the real tinsel, anyway?
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