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Purpose of Music in Film

● Silent Films
○ Since these films contained no sound or music the acting was over dramatized in order to 

help get the main idea across.
● What music can demonstrate in film. (Copland, 2002)

○ Movie music is used to help relay emotions to the audience.
○ It is also used to represent places and objects be associating them with one melody.
○ Music can help portray psychological elements to the audience such as a character's 

thoughts.
○ Creates and symbolizes a more convincing atmosphere, time, and place.
○ Background filler for scenes with dialogue.
○ Helps to make a movie more continuous.

● Music helps add to the overall experience and immersion of a film. 



Richard Wagner + Leitmotif

● What is a leitmotif?
○ Translates to “Leading motive” (“Understanding the Leitmotif,” 2017)

○ A recurring musical idea that the composer has given specific 
semantic/contextual meaning to

○ Idea largely used in program music

● Richard Wagner (1813 - 1883)
○ Composer associated with the use of leitmotif in his operas.

■ Der Ring des Nibelungen (1848 - 1874)
○ Musical themes represented individual characters/ideas in the opera

● Howard Shore uses Leitmotifs to describe important ideas in The Fellowship of the Ring, 
including the fellowship, the hobbits / the Shire, and the Ring itself

● Over 100 different leitmotifs identified within the LOTR films  (Wikipedia, 2021)
● “During the Hollywood Golden Age, film music composers such as Max Steiner, Erich 

Wolfgang Korngold, and Nino Rota were adept at using Leitmotifs to create 
memorable audio icons for the films they have set music to.” (Wee, 2016)



Thesis
The film The Lord of the Rings incorporates a variety of musical themes to describe 

characters, locations, and emotions using the idea of Richard Wagner’s leitmotif in 

order to enhance the movie-watching experience for the audience.



The Ring and Sauron Theme

Young, 2007



Ring and Sauron's Theme

The ring theme is the main theme of the franchise.

Minor string melody. Using chromatic half-steps 
instead of scales, giving the theme a sense of 
elusiveness.

Minor key gives the idea that the ring is dangerous. 
The theme also sounds very elegant representing the 
jewelry well. The tone of the music is tempting to 
those who hear as the ring wants to be taken.

Variations are present throughout the film, including 
Sauron’s theme.

Sauron’s theme is very similar to the ring theme but it 
takes on darker tones and is more dramatic.

Brass is more present in this theme but it still retains the 
same musical idea of the ring theme.

The darker ring theme represents Sauron's character as 
he is after the ring and is the villain in the movie.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1pDIYo6ABkT8Q_CLD5Kddu1McwySIKEC_/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1GoYALQHwe0iUeNLNXDKvIfZJVrV_8FuR/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/17KYhLoMxCiODkm9IpZyPmJuo0b4irREs/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1VPciTFvcXBTezTrgeyhDrWZZUKtWfT1U/preview


The Shire Theme

Young, 2007



Shire Theme 
● Hometown of the Hobbits

● Major key - instruments vary depending on the mood/characters in 

the scene 
○ Usually a fiddle or flute for melody, strings in background

○ The melody rises and falls

■ Starts with an ascending scale 

○ Calm, pastoral

○ Relatively slow rhythm 

● Represents the Hobbits and their unity and connection to each other
○ Peace, nature, and simple lifestyle the the hobbits live - the hobbits 

embody these traits that the music describes (Young, 2007).

● Provides a feeling of comfort amidst the chaos and danger of the film 

https://docs.google.com/file/d/170P7rtJ5guit_O_VR30HJKX9PO9GVlz2/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1tSBSF0rsNfxrh2BKnfwGvh_se7vLRUbb/preview


The Fellowship Theme

Youtube, 2018



Fellowship Theme

● Bold, major key using strings and brass. 

● Melody repeatedly rises and falls

● Usually played with displays of fellowship, and devotion to 

the cause of delivering the ring.

● The brass and strings contribute to the feeling of heroism 

and fellowship.

https://docs.google.com/file/d/18P2wWO11FWwbr7999FJazp5BTi2uIlgw/preview


Conclusion

● Music serves the screen in many ways:

○ Creating a more convincing atmosphere of time and space

○ The unspoken thoughts of a character 

○ Highlighting the theatrical build-up of a scene (Copland, 2002)

● Importance

○ Evoke a sense of “wonder and awe” (Jorgenson, 2010)

○ Howard Shore’s appeal to emotion

○ The final piece that pulls the audience into this mythical world 
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History of Program and Film Music

● Program Music 
○ Compositions with extra-musical content that direct the attention of the listener to a literary or 

pictorial association.

○ Essentially associating music with a particular image.

○ This type of music was particularly popular during the 19th century.

■ Examples include the Symphonie Fantastique by Hector Berlioz and 


