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Preface and Acknowledgements

The spur to develop what I present in this book came from a practical 
need. For my previous monograph on John Williams I needed to study 
his film music not as ‘music’, as mine was not a research in musicology, 
but in films history and stylistics. I also needed to analyse the role of his 
music in films, and Williams’s music, is mostly in the area of what would 
be called ‘accompaniment’ music, not ‘comment’ music. More than 
tools to interpret its meaning, I needed tools to analyse its formal agency. 
I came to the conclusion that Neoformalism was the right approach for 
my scope. As a former film-maker, when I watch a film that has some 
effects on me—perceptive, affective, semantic, ideological—what 
intrigues me most is to understand how those effects have been pro-
duced and induced. In general, I find Neoformalism a stimulating way of 
analysing films because it entails a sort of reverse engineering: from the 
finished artefact, one has to reconstruct and examine the creative steps 
that led to the result. Specifically, I have also found Neoformalism to be 
very helpful in investigating what music can do when combined with 
visuals. Since it has proven very handy to me, I resolved to develop a 
Neoformalism-based method to the study of music in film.

I call this method ‘Film/Music Analysis.’ The slash sign between 
‘film’ and ‘music’ is not intended as a frill, a pretentious coinage—well, 
not only. If I say that I perform a ‘film–music analysis’ the general under-
standing is that I am going to dissect musicologically a piece of music 
written for the screen. The slash sign in film/music analysis is to be inter-
preted as a relational sign: this is an instance of film analysis in which 
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particular attention is placed on the music as to its interaction with the 
other components of the film. And the order is also important: in ‘Film/
Music Analysis’ film analysis is the first concern, as it stems from a film 
scholar’s perspective.

The work is articulated into three parts. Part one is the Pars Destruens, 
in which I present a review of the issues that I think make most past and 
current approaches incomplete or biassed. Part two is the Pars Construens, 
in which I present my theoretical frameworks of reference, mainly Kristin 
Thompson’s Neoformalism. But film music is also music, and even if the 
method I propose does not entail in-depth harmonic analysis or descrip-
tions of the contrapuntal design and it strives to keep the references to the 
musical text to a minimum, some concepts from Music Studies are to be 
brought in. These are drawn principally from Leonard B. Meyer’s music 
theories and connected to Neoformalism with an overarching frame-
work based on Gestalt Psychology. Then, I propose a method to analyse 
music in films based on the spheres of mental activity in which the film-
viewer is engaged: perception, emotion, and cognition. As guidelines for 
the analysis, I finally offer a set of three functions that music can fulfil in 
films, based on those three spheres of mental activity. The third part could 
be called Pars Demonstrans. One chapter consists of a set of case studies 
focussed on single topics and musical agencies: an examination and criti-
cism of Stilwell’s ‘Fantastical Gap’ in Laura, The Witches of Eastwick and 
The Sea Hawk; a discussion of Chion’s ‘anempathetic effect’ in Hangover 
Square and A Clockwork Orange; a look into how songs and lyrics operate 
in films, with examples from Breaking Bad and Casablanca; an analysis of 
how music combines with the other cinematic elements in the opening-title 
sequences to set the tone for the narrative and prefigure future develop-
ments, with examples from classical Hollywood films and a more extended 
analysis of the opening sequence of The Hateful Eight; a study of the 
macro-emotive function of the music in The Umbrellas of Cherbourg. The 
closing chapter is a full analysis of Close Encounters of the Third Kind and 
E.T. The Extraterrestrial, focussing on how the score cooperates with the 
other filmic elements to produce the local and global design of the narra-
tion, and also comparing my film/music analysis of this pair of films with 
other recent analyses by musicologists.

The research for this study was financed with a Vice Chancellor’s Award 
in Film from the University of Southampton, and the bulk of this was writ-
ten during my stint in their Film Department. I would like to offer my 
warmest thanks and appreciation to Kevin Donnelly, my always friendly and 
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helpful supervisor, with whom I had a number of extremely pleasant and 
enlightening consultations—namely, he pointed me to Gestalt Psychology as 
a perhaps better fit than Cognitivism for my work. My thanks also go to 
Francesco Izzo and Miguel Mera for their musical advice. And I also extend 
my appreciation to all the other nice people I had the opportunity to work 
with at Southampton: Tim Bergfelder, Mike Hammond, Sally Keenan, Lucy 
Mazdon, Paola Visconti, and Michael Williams. For making this book possi-
ble, I am grateful to Palgrave Macmillan, and in particular to Lina Aboujieb 
and Karina Jákupsdóttir, who assisted me in the development phases.

I would also like to acknowledge the Worldwide Universities Network 
that awarded me a Research Mobility Programme grant to spend a 
period of study as Visiting Scholar at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, USA. I was graced with the opportunity of penning the parts 
about Neoformalism there, in Neoformalism’s birthplace. I would like 
to express my sincere gratitude to David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, 
and Jeff Smith, who were so kind as to welcome me in their academic 
community during my visit and to offer me invaluable advice and seminal 
directions for my research. The good parts in the following pages are the 
fruits of such consultations; any bad part is to be imputed solely to my 
misunderstanding.

Finally, a due acknowledgement to my stable family—my parents 
Silvia and Vittorio and my sister Sara—who have always borne with my 
travelling around, my appearing and disappearing, and with my strange 
occupational status during these years. Grazie!
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