[.CSO

MUSIC FOREVER

What Makes Music “Spooky”

This month’s lesson plan will help guide student’s to understand
what makes music sound scary or spooky. We will discuss
different musical terms that composers usc when writing scary
music and give examples Tor cach term.

These plans can be used as is or altered to fit your classroom
neceds. This lesson plan is writien out like a discussion, so please
add your own assessments and activities to make it more
interesting.



Musical Terms

Composcrs usc a variety of tools to compose spooky and scary music. Below
are just five tools that are used, but there are certainly more! These tools have
been used for hundreds of years, irom symphonies to operas to horror
movies.

The first tool a composer may use is writing in a minor key. Composers often
write music in a major or a minor key. Major key often sounds happy and
joyTul, while minor key music can sound sad, spooky, or dark. Composers will
start in minor and then switch to major to help tell a story and make the picce
creepier. We will talk about a couple of those examples later.

The next tool that composers use is dissonance. Dissonance makes music sound
harsh or tense. It can create feelings of unease, but also add more emotion
and depth to a story. These dissonances come from combining two or more
notes or sounds that clash together and create a harsh sound.

Timbre (pronounced tam bur) is the sound quality or color of a note,
instrument, or composition. Common timbres in music are bright, dark, thin,
full, and warm. Timbre can be hard to describe, but you can create different
timbres on a desk or chair. Take a pencil or pen and tap on your desk or seat
of your chair and think about how it sounds. Is it woody? Is it hollow? Now, tap
your pencil or pen on the leg on your desk or scat. How is the timbre
different?

Another tool is ostinato, which is a Tancy way to describe something that
repeats. An ostinato can be a rhythm that repeats over and over again like the
drum set in a rock or pop song, a melody that gets stuck in your head and
won’t stop repeating, or even just a couple of notes that repeat over and over
again to build tension.

Finally, composers will use different dynamics to make music scary. Dynamics
are how loud or soft the music is being played. Very sudden dynamic changes
can cause a lot of tension, as well as a gradual build from soft to loud.



Musical Examples

Here are two examples for cach musical term, as well as a Tfinal bonus example the
incorporates all of the terms. These can be used however you would like, and you
can add or replace examples with your own! Each piece below also has a briel note
about its importance and how it relates to the term.

Minor key:

« Johann Sebastian Bach “Toccata and Fugue in D minor”
It wouldn’t be a Halloween playlist without this picce. As the name implies, it is written
in D minor and performed on the organ. Although it was not composed to be spooky,
carly filmmakers have used it since the silent film era to enhance their dramatic and
scary stories. Because of it’s association with film, “T'occata and Fugue in D Minor”
and the organ itseli have become Halloween staples.
hitps://youtu.be ' ho9rZijlsyYY?si-xiSHYCS4 vILH71iC

« Dmitri Shostakovich “Symphony No. 10, Op. 93 movement II”
There is much debate about Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 10, but many believe the
symphony was written in response to Stalin’s death. While not scary in the sense of
ghosts and monsters, this symphony depicts the terror that Russian people Taced
during Stalin’s rule, when between cight and 20 million pecople died from his regime.
The second movement in particular is a military march that is described as “a
musical portrait of Stalin”. The movement is written in a minor key, giving it a dark
and brooding feeling that paints a terrible picture of the ruler.
hitps://youtu.be/C21T97GsYOnI?si-kt rtzNIFvj3ZpUy

Dissonance:

« Camille Saint Sa¢ns “Danse macabre”
Like the previous examples, “Danse macabre” is written in a minor key. What makes
this piece unique is the use of dissonance. The picce is a tone poem describing Death
brining the dead back to life to dance with him while he plays his fiddle (violin) until
the sun rises and they return to their graves. The picce begins with 12 harp notes,
signaling the clock striking midnight, followed by a violin playing a tritone. The
tritone is considered the most dissonant interval in music, and was called the “Devil's
interval”, being banned in Medicval and Renaissance era churches.
hitps://youtu.be/ CWMMWA WAFds?si—IviNIRrn UKW _16x




Musical Examples

Dissonance (cont.):

+ Modest Mussorgsky “Night on Bald Mountain”
“Night on Bald Mountain” has become a staple Tor Halloween, but this picce has only
recently become popular. When MussorgsKky wrote it in 1867, his mentor refused to
periorm it, causing the composer to insert parts irom his picce into two other operas.
Five years after his death, Russian composer Rimsky-Korsakov used music irom one
of the two operas Mussorgsky wrote to compose his own version of “Night on Bald
Mountain”. Rimsky-Korsakov’s version went on to become popular, being used in
Walt Disney’s 1940 film “Fantasia”. Mussorgsky’s original version was not officially
published or performed until 1968, but is now gaining popularity. The picce itself tells
a story of a witch’s sabbath being performed atop a “bald mountain” in Russia. The
music contains many different elements, but the most important elements are the fast
moving, chromatic notes that cause diiferent types of clashing harmonies and
dissonances.
hitps://youtu.be/OM3mM6¢BxkQ?si-mD3taDDshAuRoAlp

Timbre:

+ Bernard Herrmann “Psycho: The Knife”
Here we have our first example written specifically for film. The 1960 movie “Psycho”
quickly became one of the greatest horror films ever produced. Arguably the most
famous scene from the movie, the “shower scene”, also contains the most iconic
composition from the movie. This is the famous “screech, screech, screech” piece that
has been used in countless other films since. Interestingly enough, the director
originally wanted the scene to be completely silent, but Herrmann argued his way
into adding music. This is an excellent example of timbre because the strings are
playing very harshly with a shrill sound. It is not a “nice” or “beautiful” sound like we
would normally expect irom orchestral strings.
hitps://youtu.be/z3hANiVHW]s?si-ypsqsGIDEAqIKhNQ

« lgor Stravinsky “The Rite of Spring, Part Two: The Sacrifice”
Stravinsky’s ballet “The Rite of Spring” helped propel modern music and dance in
the early 1900's. The ballet is in two parts and depicts a fictional, primitive tribe
celebrating the advent of spring. In part two, a young girl selected to be sacrificed
and dances to her death. The entirec work is a study in timbre with instruments being
playing in unconventional ways, playing at extreme highs and lows that make their
instruments unrecognizable, and combining different instruments in ways that was
unheard of. Fun fact: the beginning of part two is used by John Williams for the
moyvie “Star Wars”.
hitps://youtu.be/EkwqPlZe8ms?si-WEKyN2YhpWWVOhrzS&t-995




Musical Examples

Ostinato:

« John Williams “Jaws: Main Theme”
Another popular film music example is the main theme from “Jaws”. The theme is
very simple using just two notes a hali step apart. Williams has commented on this
simple theme by stating it should be “brainless... like the shark” But what makes this
theme so suspenseful is the repetition of these notes, starting slow, then going faster
and faster. By creating this ostinato, Williams is able to create a feeling of suspense,
that something is coming and getting closer, but no one knows when it will arrive.
hitps://youtu.be/BePizCOMRZQ?si-sQaRRxjUp8KolFhHx

+ John Carpenter “Halloween Theme”
Liike Herrmann’s soundtrack to “Psycho”, Carpenter’s soundirack to the film
“Halloween” has become a staple for horror music. Not only did Carpenter write the
music, but he filmed and directed the movie as well. The original version of the
movie had no music or sound ecifects. When he showed this version to an executive at
20th Century Fox, they were not scared at all. Because Carpenter was determined to
malke his film a success and had no additional budget, he composed and recorded
all the music himseli with synthesizers. By adding music to the film, Carpenter was
able to save it, with the previous executive reaching out to him to express their love
for the movie. There are actually two (possibly three) ostinatos that occur during this
theme. Written in and odd time signature, the repeating high notes continue
throughout the piece, rarcly changing pitch. The bass “melody” could be considered
an ostinato whenever it occurs. But the main ostinato is one that not many people
recognize. There is a constant, percussive “pulsing” that happens without any pitch.
This blends in with the rest of the music and adds a sense of unease, building tension
that never resolves.
hitps://youtu.be/pTAFY3NrhGg?si-qz3HCiMInjVyVIVH




Musical Examples

Dynamics:

« Lidvard Gricg “In the Hall of the Mountain King”
“In the Hall of the Mountain King” was originally written as music for Henrik Ibsen’s
play “Pecer Gynt”. It was later extracted and used as a part of Grieg’s “Peer Gynt,
Suite No. 1. The music describes a young Peer Gynt entering the hall of the troll
Mountain King. While Grieg himseli could not bear to listen to the picce, it has
become popular with orchestras, television, and Halloween. The piece begins slow
and quict, as if sneaking into the hall. As the picce progresses, the dynamics and
tempo build, getting louder and faster, until the ending where it is loud and
energetic.
hitps://youtu.be/OqvHWUZZAPO?si-6k8yRT dSmqgpcak9

« Hector Berlioz “Symphonie Fantastique movement [V”
Berlioz’s Symphonic Fantastique is unique on this list because it isn’t quite associated
with Halloween like the others. However, its Tourth and fifth movements describe
scenes out of a horror movie. Berlioz’s symphony is an example of “program music”,
meaning it is telling a specific story. In the first three movements, the character,
loosely based off Berlioz, is in love with a woman from afar and is haunted by her
beauty. At the end of the third movement, the character poisons himseli with opium,
knowing he could never be with his love. The poison sends him into a nightmare.
Berlioz writes, “The dose of narcotic plunges him into a heavy sleep. He dreams that
he has Killed his beloved, that he is condemned, led to the scafiold and is witnessing
his own execution.” What makes the music really scary is that the piece is written in a
dialogue between the main character and the crowd leading him to his death. It
starts nice and soft in a minor Key like a funeral march. Berlioz adds various
dynamics to build tension and express diiferent emotions that the character is
fecling while being led to his death. Then, the crowd interrupts will sounds of
cheering and fanfare, and the music becomes major instead of minor. At the end of
the movement, we hear the music, signaling the character is approaching the
scaffold. The music cuts out and a solo clarinet plays the theme of his love. This
theme is interrupted by a loud hit of the orchestra, imitate the blade coming down
and ending his life. Finally, we hear the orchestra play a triumphant fanfare as the
crowd cheers for justice. It is both.comical and creepy to imagine the scene as the
Music progresses.
hitps://youtu.be/sdYRYbjCclg?si-5GnXKOKbDRsO3ZK{&(=2222




Musical Examples

Bonus

« lI'ranz Schubert “Erlkonig”
Like the previous example, Schubert’s “Erlkonig” isn’t always associated with
Halloween, but it incorporates many of the tools mentioned and is just as creepy. The
title translates to “Elf King” and is based off of a poem of the same name. A man is
carrying his son home while riding on horseback, when the “EIf King” appears. The
child is terrified of the being, but the father cannot see it and tries to comiort his son
by saying his imagination is playing tricks on him. The EIf King tries to draw the son
towards him, offcring him games, flowers, and dancing. As the son becomes more
terrified, the father continues to try and comiort him. Eventually, the EIf King grabs
the child and the father speeds home, but only to find the son has died in his arms.
The song is written for a male tenor singer and pianist. It is written in a minor Kkey,
setting the tone for the dark and morbid tale. Schubert does alternate between major
and minor to show different emotions of the Tather comiorting the son and the Elf
King tempting the son. Schubert does make use of some dissonance, building tension,
especially between the different characters. The singer must sing the parts of
narrator, son, father, and EIf King. The timbres change Tor ecach role, diiferentiating
when cach character is speaking. There is a repeating rhythm ostinato to create a
sense of urgency and tension that only resolves after the father arrives home and
finds that his son is dead. Finally, Schubert uses difierent dynamics for cach
character and too build tension and show fear within each character.
hitps://youtu.be/IS91p vmmSi0?si-UOtPqlCXnkoaZywn




