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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

Film Musings: A Selected Anthology from Fanfare Magazine 

By Royal S. Brown

Lanham, Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, 2007. ISBN: 978-0810858565 (pbk). viii+414 pp. $45.00 
(pbk). 

A Review by Kendra Preston Leonard, Independent scholar, USA

From 1983 through the summer of 2001, film music scholar Royal S. Brown wrote a column called 

"Film Musings" for Fanfare magazine, a publication founded in 1977 for serious collectors of (mostly) 

art music. The author of the film music tome Overtones and Undertones (University of California 

Press, 1994), and a frequent contributor to Cineaste, Brown was particularly well-suited to the job. 

After retiring from the column in 2001 in order to focus on other areas of interest, Brown compiled 

the majority of his columns into this anthology. Despite -- or perhaps in some cases because of -- 

Brown's own idiosyncrasies in critiquing films and film music, the book is a good first source for 

collectors or laypersons interested in film music.

Divided into eighteen chapters, one for each year Brown's column appeared, Film Musings offers 

brief overviews of current films as they are released, as well as reviews of new releases of historical 

recordings, a few interviews with film composers, and essays on composers of interest, including 

Jerry Goldsmith, Miklós Rósza, Howard Shore, and others. Brown is all-encompassing in regard to 

genre and intended audience in the films he reviews, neither eschewing action movies nor slighting 

tiny art-house films. The mix is one of great variety, and allows Brown to speak to a diverse group 

of collectors and aficionados. The light and conversational tone, somewhat superficial analyses, and 

limited space devoted to each film and column necessarily place this book as one of interest to 

general readers rather than Brown's music-scholar peers.

Brown's own preferences and interests are visible throughout, with multiple positive reviews and 

references to the scores by Bernard Hermann for Alfred Hitchcock, and almost always positive 

reviews for scores by the ubiquitous John Williams. At the same time, readers will have no doubt of 

Brown's dislike of Prince, whose "excremental songs" and "slimy voice, effete/macho posturing, 

sophomorically suggestive lyrics and electronically polluted back-ups represent one of the worst 

things to happen to popular music in recent decades" (66). Indeed, while there are excellent 

analyses of selected scenes in films Brown likes, at other times his invective is his own worst enemy. 

Brown is at his best in instances such as his discussion of the Hermann score for North by 

Northwest (Alfred Hithcock, 1959), in which he discusses the sound quality of the recording, the 

organicism of the recorded but unused music, short cues and long musical interludes, and the 

relationship between cues used in this film and those in Vertigo (Alfred Htchcock, 1958) and Psycho 

(Alfred Hitchcock, 1960), two other Hermann scores (177-178). His analysis of Rósza's score for El 

Cid (Anthony Mann, 1967) is another strong entry, offering casual listeners the tools to make more 

sophisticated connections between what they are hearing and what they are shown. The "acidly 

bitonal" chords of a cue inform the audience that a particular love story cannot be; a solo organ cue 

represents the death of a major character (202). 

It is clear as well that Brown has a considerable amount of repertoire at his fingertips, writing that 

he hears the waltz from Carousel (Henry King, 1956) in cues from The English Patient (Anthony 

Minghella, 1996), and noting that another motif from the same film "flirts dangerously with a 

moment in the second movement of Schubert's 'Unfinished' Symphony" (233-234). Although Brown 

goes against musicological convention in his appreciation of the mixture of anachronistic music used 

in Elizabeth (Shekhar Kapur, 1998), he does have the information readily available to argue a case -

- applicable mostly to casual viewers of the film, rather than those educated in music -- for including 

Elgar's Enigma Variations and selections from Mozart's Requiem. He notes the use of Shostakovich 

in James Horner's score for Enemy at the Gates (Jean-Jacques Annaud, 2001), but goes too far in 

accusing Horner of "ripping off John Williams for six years" without acknowledging Williams's own 

flaws in terms of borrowing (376). 

While the lack of significant depth on any particular film, composer, or topic is justified by the genre 

of the magazine column and the intended general audience, Brown's writing, which often veers from 

the jocular into sarcasm or downright nastiness, is a serious detraction. Dismissing artists, films, 

and songs with childish and pejorative terms such as "namby-pamby" (70), "hyperbolic goo" (110), 

or "colossally blah" (327) is neither useful nor professional. Brown's own ego is, even he admits, 

frequently to blame: He writes that, "you'll pardon my ego, but…I had a perfect screenplay in mind" 

for Misery (Rob Reiner, 1990), and finds the real screenplay lacking in comparison (93). But it is not 

so much Brown's ego as his lack of interest in the new. With a few exceptions, such as his adulation 

for Patrick Doyle's score for Dead Again (Kenneth Branagh, 1991), Brown is happy with just a few 

composers, whom he lauds again and again, repeating even the same phrases in his praise of them: 

Hermann, Rósza, Korngold, Williams. The fact that the best-known of this bunch – Williams -- is 

recognized primarily for his constant reuse and recycling of his own materials to the detriment of 

true creativity casts a doubt on Brown's reviews of other composers and their techniques. Of the 

score for Erin Brockovich (Steven Soderburgh, 2000), Brown writes, "OK. Just for starters let me 

give you a list of the instruments that make up the ensemble that performs Thomas Newman's 

score for Erin Brockovich", listing guitars, tongue drum, tonga drum, a phonograph, bloogle, and 

piano. He goes on, "Do I know what half these instruments are? No way. A bloogle? You've got to 

be kidding. And only in the age of rap can a phonograph become a percussion instrument." (368) 

Later, writing of The Green Mile (Frank Darabont, 1999) by the same composer, his comments are 

equally unreceptive: "a bowed traveling guitar (say what?)…a tonut (eh?)" (336). It is a shame that 

in an era of ever-expanding soundscapes and musical environments in film, Brown has decided not 

to venture beyond his personal comfort zone, even for the sake of educating his audience.

There are several missed opportunities and a few errors in the book. Again perhaps because of the 

limitations of writing a column, Brown often passes over opportunities to explore the uses and 

meaning of scoring in depth. His discussion of John Corigliano's score for The Red Violin (François 



Girard, 1998) is just one example of a review that touches upon subjects worthy of deeper study, 

including the motif of sacrificial female death and the trope of the uncontrolled artist, but they are 

passed over. There is little discussion of the way scores are used to imbue characters with depth, 

advance a plot, or let the audience in on knowledge not readily apparent through the visuals of the 

medium. Brown also notes instances of "ghosting," particularly that of Anthony Hopkins's Hannibal 

Lector being ghosted in Hopkins's later roles as Titus Andronicus and Richard Nixon, but the effect 

of such ghosting is neither explained nor explored. Brown also declines to include any discussion of 

women's contributions to film and film scores. Almost all of the films under consideration are 

directed and scored by men, and Brown makes a point of disdaining so-called "soap opera" movies, 

i.e. films that appeal to women. Although Aimee Mann's songs for Magnolia (Paul Thomas Anderson, 

1999), one of which earned an Oscar nomination, are the focal point, musically speaking, of the film, 

Brown instead spotlights the background score written by Jon Brion, emphasizing Brion's 

involvement in the arrangement of some of Mann's songs and the "excellence" of Brion's score 

(349-351). There are a few factual errors and typos: Brown gives Platoon (Oliver Stone, 1986) 

credit for making Barber's Adagio for Strings so popular (99); it has been an American icon since it 

was used at Franklin Delano Roosevelt's funeral in 1945 and again at John F. Kennedy's in 1963. 

Elsewhere, actor Derek Jacobi's name is misspelled (105). 

For the record collector or the non-musician interested in film music, Film Musings is a worthwhile 

introduction to some of the basic ideas and concepts that shape film music criticism and their 

application in general-readership venues. For those dabbling in film music study, it is a potentially 

interesting resource for gauging the reception of particular films and composers, albeit by one highly 

distinctive voice. Those already familiar with and established in the field may have little use for 

Brown's acerbity and lack of significant insight, but might still enjoy dipping into the book for the 

occasional reference. Ultimately, it is a compendium more of Brown's praise for the classic scores of 

the past and those continuing in that style than a chronological view of the scores and the 

innovations that have shaped film music over the last twenty years. 
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