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Abstract 

 
This essay will investigate the processes of musical alienation in the horror film, 
exploring disruptive and disturbing sound as a persuasive aesthetic tool. I will argue 
that the horror genre relies upon defamiliarisation, using music as a powerful tool to 
interact with the diegesis. 
 
Initially I will examine aesthetic and political models of estrangement in the early 
twentieth century, especially the influence of Russian Formalism and Marxism, 
identifying the disruption of perception as a tool for audience engagement. I will then 
use these ideas to launch an investigation of horror film music drawing on a range of 
titles, including Psycho (1960) and The Shining (1980), proposing that the effects of 
schizophonia and temporal continuity establish music as an influential parallel 
dimension in film. The study will conclude with an analysis of Mica Levi’s 
soundtrack to Jonathan Glazer’s Under The Skin (2013), in which I attempt to shed 
light onto an otherwise disorientating score through consideration of its estranging 
properties, drawing especially upon Isabel Pinedo’s model of the contemporary 
horror genre to explain the numerous ways music successfully functions as part of 
the alien narrative. 
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Introduction 
 
 

Noël Carroll offers an enticing definition of the horror genre in his influential 
book The Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart (1990). Carroll 
persuasively argues that the horror genre is fundamentally defined by its affective 
capacity: 

 
 
‘The cross-art, cross-media genre of horror takes its title from the emotion 
it characteristically or rather ideally promotes; this emotion constitutes the 
identifying mark of horror. 
[…] 
The word “horror” derives from the Latin “horrere” – to stand on end (as 
hair standing on end) or to bristle – and the old French “orror” – to bristle 
or to shudder […] the original conception of the word connected it with an 
abnormal (from the subject’s point of view) physiological state of felt 
agitation.’1 
 
 

Of course, increased physiological response in some form or another is the goal of 
all spectacle cinema, but I would suggest that the horror genre is unique, both in its 
extensive and explicit ‘transgression of comfortable borders’ and its manipulation of 
the resulting discomfort into an aesthetically valuable, enjoyable cinema experience; 
to be ‘simultaneously appealing and appalling’.2 I would argue that the horror genre, 
predicated as it is on a disruption of the physiological norm as suggested by its 
etymology, relies in part on the device of estrangement – its ability to destabilise and 
disturb natural order – to achieve its unique effect.  
 

The process by which art may positively disturb its audience, using agitation 
and dissonance to heighten engagement, has its roots in the early twentieth century. 
Chapter One charts the development of Russian Formalist notions of aesthetic 
alienation into politicised Brechtian “epic theatre”: both movements held at their 
centre the idea that to de-familiarise was to activate the audience and to endow the 
work with an extra function. Kurt Weill’s collaborations with Brecht demonstrated 
the capacity of music to enact this de-familiarisation, introducing an audio-visual 
dissonance that agitated and engaged its spectators. 

This kind of dissonance and rupture of convention partly endowed early 
sound film with the capacity to become horrific: visible pit orchestras became 
invisible; sound became sourceless. Chapter Two briefly examines the origins of 

 
1 Noël Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart (New York, NY: Routledge, 
1990), pp. 14-24. 
2 Isabella van Elferen, Gothic Music: The Sounds of the Uncanny (Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 2012) p.35. 
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horror and the ‘supernatural character’3 of its distant music world, before considering 
the way in which more contemporary horror music, in creating and maintaining its 
own dimension in film, uses this distance from (and tension with) the diegesis to 
generate a disturbing anempathy and indifference. 

The ambiguous, interstitial nature of the musical dimension in horror exploits 
gaps in our understanding and, in Under the Skin (2013), plays a vital role in 
constructing an indifferent, alien perspective: the film sits within a general trend 
towards hybridity and postmodernism in the horror film genre.4 Chapter Three 
discusses Under the Skin as a compound of the historical ideas of estrangement in 
the genre (though dissonance, temporality and anempathy) that pursues deliberately 
alienating processes to engage its audience with its perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Kevin Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound: Music in Film and Television (London: BFI Publishing, 
2005), p.13. 
4 Isabel Cristina Pinedo, ‘Postmodern Elements of the Contemporary Horror Film’, in The Horror 
Film, ed. Stephen Prince (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 85-117, p.85. 
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In order to investigate the application of alienating techniques in 
contemporary film soundtracks, it will first be prudent to examine some foundational 
ideas of estrangement in literature and theatre that developed alongside sound film’s 
infancy. Though originating in Russian Formalist aesthetics, the concept of 
deliberate artistic alienation gathered political weight in the “epic” period of Bertolt 
Brecht, becoming a persuasive tool that laid bare the illusory nature of theatre in 
order to liberate audiences from apolitical passivity.5 Whether motivated by 
aesthetics or politics, estrangement in art is justified by the principle that this 
disruptive reframing of perception – even to the extent to which the audience 
becomes agitated and uncomfortable, as I will discuss with relation to the horror 
genre in the next chapter – can endow the work with an engaging aspect.  

Music played (and continues to play) a key role both in disrupting theatrical 
and cinematic continuity, and in establishing in its place a kind of audio-visual 
dissonance designed to heighten audience engagement.6 This chapter will investigate 
core theories behind estrangement in the early twentieth century, considering 
positive effects of audio-visual dissonance. 
 
 
“Enstrangement”: A Common Ground 
 

In 1916, Russian literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky proposed the concept of 
ostranenie in an essay that would become the first chapter of his seminal Theory of 
Prose (1925). As Benjamin Sher (translator for the 1990 version of Theory of Prose) 
identifies in his notes, there is no such word in Russian dictionaries; it is a neologism. 
Sher argues that, though translations of ‘estrangement’ and ‘de-familiarisation’ have 
their merits, his own (positive) term ‘enstrangement’ is more apt.7 Shklovsky 
subscribed to Formalist notions of art, believing that literature should enact a 
transformation of received categories of thought and expression, and used ostranenie 
to describe the technique used by writers to transform audience perceptions by 
separating ideas from their conventional settings and associations.8 By disconnecting 
an object from ‘the network of conventional, formulaic, stereotypical perceptions 
and linguistic expressions’, ostranenie does not simply strip it of meaning, as the 
English words ‘estrangement’ or ‘de-familiarisation’ would suggest, but rather 
‘endows an object or image with “strangeness” ’, enacting a shift in audience 

 
5 Peter Brooker, ‘Key Words in Brecht's Theory and Practice of Theatre’, in The Cambridge 
Companion to Brecht, ed. by Peter Thompson and Glendyr Sacks (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 209-224, pp. 212-213. 
6 K. J. Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics: Synchronization in Sound Film (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), pp. 82-83.  
7 Viktor Shklovsky, Theory of Prose, trans. by Benjamin Sher (Champaign & London: Dalkey 
Archive Press, 1991), pp. xviii-xix. 
8 Tony Bennett, Formalism and Marxism: New Accents (London: Methuen, 1979), p.20. 
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perception.9 The distinction between estrangement and enstrangement is key to 
understanding the justifications for artistic disorientation: art that deliberately 
destabilises or alienates its audience gains a unique extra function in doing so. 

For Formalists the extra function of this de-familiarisation was purely 
aesthetic, and in ‘Art as Device’ Shklovsky defines art as ‘a means of experiencing 
the process of creativity’: art is perception. Art should therefore use enstrangement 
to replace “recognition” (‘we know it’s there but we do not see it […] we can say 
nothing about it’) with “vision”, where the object can be “seen” outside the field of 
automatized perception.10 This is purely aesthetic concept; as Stanley Mitchell 
reminds us, ‘what was perceived did not matter’.11 
 
 

Bertolt Brecht proposed his concept of Verfremdungseffekt in the mid-1930s 
- though still concerned with manipulating audience perception though 
disorientation, the newly distanced perspective offered by Verfremdungseffekt was 
achieved by explicitly making plain the artificiality of the drama to the audience, 
encouraging them to separate the play’s events from its message.12 This enabled an 
unprecedented level of political engagement: viewers were jolted from the illusion 
of reality, and provided with new ways of thinking about theatre that were previously 
inaccessible.13 Brecht explained his methods thus: 
 
 

‘Once illusion is sacrificed to free discussion, and once the spectator, 
instead of being enabled to have an experience, is forced as it were to cast 
his vote; then a change has been launched which goes far beyond formal 
matters and begins for the first time to affect the theater’s [sic] social 
function.’14 

 
 

The opposition to ‘illusion’ in theatre stems from the broader Marxist 
concern that passivity in the face of art risks political detachment and submission to 
the capitalist class. Theodor Adorno wrote extensively on this Culture Industry, 
emphasising time and again its damaging goal ‘to administer comfort and illusion’.15 
Brecht’s “epic theatre” replaced the illusionary realism with deliberately non-

 
9 Shklovsky, p.xix. 
10 Shklovsky, p.6. 
11 Stanley Mitchell, ‘From Shklovsky to Brecht: Some preliminary remarks towards a history of the 
politicisation of Russian Formalism’, Screen, 15.2 (1974), 74-81, pp. 79-80. 
12 Brooker, p.191. 
13 Chuck Kleinhans, ‘Marxism and film’, in Film Studies: Critical Approaches, ed. by John Hill and 
Pamela Church Gibson (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2000), 104-111, p.105. 
14 Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, trans. and ed. by John Willet (New York, NY: Hill and Wang, 
1964), p.39. 
15 Theodor Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture (London: Routledge 
Classics, 2011), p.24. 
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realistic sets, disruptive and disorientating music, montage effects and often ‘direct 
exhortation of the audience in defiance of the fourth wall’, destroying the illusion of 
reality.16 Russian Formalists were similarly keen to promote works that laid bare the 
processes of their own working; Tony Bennett explains this preference:  
 
 

‘Whereas realist modes of writing encourage the reader to read through the 
formal artistic devices, without noticing them, in order to appropriate the 
story that rests beneath them, those works which wear their formal 
operations on their sleeve force the reader to attend to the artistry of the 
work as an end in itself.’17 

 
 
Such opposition to the concealing of formal devices in favour of a broadening of 
perspective is a central element of Brecht’s epic theatre.  

It is also significant that Brecht began using this term in 1936 after his visit 
to Moscow to see a performance by Mei-Lan Fang’s company.18 As John Willett 
explains, the word Verfremdungseffekt itself is ‘a translation of the Russian critic 
Viktor Shklovskij’s [sic] phrase ‘Priem Ostrannenija’ [sic], or ‘device for making 
strange’, and it can hardly be a coincidence that it should have entered Brecht’s 
vocabulary after his Moscow visit.’19  

It is difficult, therefore, to refute the argument that the transition of ostranenie 
into Verfremdungseffekt was fairly direct, and part of a broad artistic experimentation 
with the concept of ‘enstrangement’. Comparing Shklovsky’s theory with later, 
politicised conceptions of art, Maria Enzenberger tracks the transition: 
 
 

‘Thus art was still “a device”, what had changed from the original 
Formalist interpretation was the application of the device. The emphasis 
was shifted from the aesthetic function of the device to its use in the service 
of a “social demand”. All the manifestations of the device […] were now 
considered in the light of their potential social utility.’20 

 
 
For both Shklovsky and Brecht, to de-familiarise the audience was to engage them; 
to overturn automatised perception was to activate audiences in new ways; to 
enstrange was to endow the work with an extra function impossible to achieve in 
realist art forms. 
 

 
16 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music: Music in the Early Twentieth Century 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010), p.534. 
17 Bennett, p.21. 
18 Brecht, p.99. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Maria Enzenberger, ‘Osip Brik: Selected Writings’, Screen, 15.3 (1974), 35-58, p.51. 
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Audio-Visual Dissonance 
 
 If enstrangement is predicated on establishing a disruption of audience 
perception, then it follows that a subversive relationship between visual and musical 
components of theatre could contribute greatly to the de-familiarising aspects of the 
work, and therefore its effect on its audience. In alignment with Brecht’s ideas, Kurt 
Weill contended that, in opera as in theatre, music ‘ “achieves its proper value when 
it interrupts the action at the right moments” in order […] to adopt an attitude toward 
the action and influence the spectator’s response to it.’21 In opposition to the flowing, 
continuous backdrop to opera pursued by stylistic purists like Wagner and Verdi, 
Weill maintained that ‘music cannot further the action of a play, or create its 
background’, instead favouring interruptive jolts designed to disrupt the audience’s 
remaining illusion of reality.22 In this way, the visual and musical aspects of the 
performance are at odds with one another – the created tension disturbs audience 
perception, and thus activates critical processes.  

The application of this tendency can be heard in a number of Weill’s 
productions in the Weimar Republic, but his collaboration with Brecht in the late 
1920s on Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny (The Rise and Fall of the City of 
Mahogany) perhaps best demonstrates the disorientating relationship between action 
and music. Throughout the opera both the narrative and the music take unexpected 
and seemingly independent turns, with instances such as Jacob’s ecstatic joy (in Act 
II, Scene 13) sung to a discordant melody and furnished with a macabre backing, or 
in the finale where Jimmy’s corpse is carried along to the jaunty ‘Alabama Song’. 
Such moments are particularly jarring to behold, setting up a dissonance between 
music and action that requires an alteration of conventional audience perception to 
resolve. In addition, before most scenes, inscriptions are held up to describe the 
upcoming action to the audience. Deprived in this way of the element of surprise in 
the vast majority of the narrative, Weill’s conflicting musical interjections 
emotionally distance the audience even more when the twists in the plot do occur. 
The technique ensures that viewers remain observant throughout, and remain 
detached enough to consider the political message of the play rationally.  

 
When music is used in this way, functioning to disrupt continuity, a powerful 

and persuasive dissonance is established between music and image. In his 
discussions of sound film, Kevin Donnelly posits that Brechtian techniques function 
in the much same way as sound-image asynchrony: the coherent world of sound and 
image is disturbed, ‘alienat[ing] the audience from the comfort of the illusion’, and 
thus forcing them to confront the work head on.23 The dissonance between audio and 

 
21 Taruskin, p.535. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Kevin J. Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics: Synchronisation in Sound Film (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), p.84. 
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visual components has a profound impact on the viewer – the state the audience 
experiences when faced with such sensory conflict is described by Donnelly as akin 
to cognitive dissonance.24  

It is with this description that enstrangement can be explained on a universal 
level. When an individual is forced to hold contradicting ideas or pieces of 
information simultaneously, the recognition of their inconsistencies ‘cause[s] 
dissonance, and will motivate [the] individual to resolve the dissonance’.25 This 
‘motivation’ is driven by a desire to escape the uncomfortable state in which we find 
ourselves when, say, taking a musical example, the accompaniment to the procession 
of Jimmy’s body in Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny seems to attempt to cheer 
us. Brecht and Weill used such dissonance to produce an activated ‘state of physical 
arousal, a tangible state of anxiety’ by which spectators were more receptive to the 
political aspect of the drama.26 So enstrangement, in its establishment of tension and 
disruption of perception, puts the audience in an agitated state of heightened 
awareness, engaging them to an extent that illusory realism cannot. In the next 
chapter I will discuss how this disturbed, extra-perceptive state is exploited in horror 
films, which use the similarity of states of agitation, fear and excitement to achieve 
their affect. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
24 Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics, p.76. 
25 Richard Hall, Cognitive Dissonance (1998) 
<https://web.mst.edu/~psyworld/general/dissonance/dissonance.pdf> [accessed 10 January 2017]. 
26 Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics, p.82. 
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Chapter Two 
A Parallel Dimension: Music in the 
Horror Film 
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Explanations offered previously posit that a disruptive reframing of 
perception and aesthetic disturbance can endow art with an engaging aspect. This 
chapter will briefly outline the genesis of the horror film in this light, explaining the 
significance of early sound and music to notions of the supernatural, before 
addressing ways in which music functions in more contemporary cases to create and 
maintain a distinct distance from the diegesis. 
 
 
The Spectre of Early Film 

 
The advent of publicly screened motion pictures at end of the 19th century 

was, to a brand new audience, both ‘spectacular’ and ‘spectral’.27 For the first time, 
disembodied, ghostly images flashed across the screen; film was ‘a conjuration […] 
a magical act of illusionism that dazzle[d] the audience into believing it.’28 Donnelly 
notes the widely observed “train effect”, where ‘audiences feared physical impact 
upon seeing the Lumière brothers film L’arrivée d’un train en gare de la Ciotat 
(1895)’.29 Early film, by nature of its unprecedented illusionism, could produce 
powerful effects in its captive audience, and thus provided a perfect medium for the 
visualisation of Gothic and ghost stories designed to elicit fear or dread. Isabella van 
Elferen’s description of early cinema highlights this suitability: 

 
 
‘[…] rattling automata project[ed] larger-than-life moving images onto 
large screens while their audiences were watching in wonder in darkened 
rooms. Moving, human-looking ghosts came out of machines, their strange 
world of light and silence so close and yet so distant from that of their 
spectators.’30 
 
 

Thus, early film appeared to the audience as an eerily fascinating rupture of natural 
order, at once frightening and exciting. 
 If moving pictures possessed something of the uncanny, then the advent of 
sound film brought these qualities to the foreground, often to an extent that 
threatened an audience’s subscription to the illusion.31 Before synchronised sound 
technology, characters were silent and theatre orchestras played musical cues and 
sound effects live – where sound existed, the audience were aware of its spatial 
origin. Upon the introduction of new technology as the 1920s progressed, voices and 

 
27 Isabella van Elferen, ‘Gothic Film Music: The Audiovisual Uncanny’, in Gothic Music (Cardiff: 
University of Wales Press, 2012), 34-72, p.34. 
28 Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics, p.70. 
29 Ibid. 
30 van Elferen, p.34. 
31 Robert Spadoni, ‘The Uncanny Body of Early Sound Film’, in The Velvet Light Trap, 51 (2003), 
4-16, p.4. 
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music could emanate from seemingly nowhere; music historian Joseph Lanza 
observes that in the early 1930s ‘audiences, still new to the sound film, were known 
to deride a phantom symphony of violins, harps, and horns coming out of thin air’.32 
Criticisms of the time often noted film’s ‘very crude and unreal’ nature, as 
‘characters, as usual, seem[ed] to speak from their vest pockets.’33 This new recorded 
sound, ‘phantom’ and ‘unreal’ as it was, endowed a strangeness that Robert Spadoni 
argues was absorbed by two of the most influential early ventures into filmic horror, 
Dracula and Frankenstein (both 1931).34 Technology, as Donnelly proposes when 
expanding upon Spadoni’s ideas, was able to express ‘an embodiment of […] 
aesthetic disturbance’ in such films through this unnatural, often flawed 
synchronisation of sound and image.35  

I believe it is important to emphasise that this disruption of audio-visual 
naturalism and resultant ‘aesthetic disturbance’ was rarely an intended effect, but 
more often a bi-product of the spectral, disembodied nature of early film. Regardless, 
as Spadoni concludes, the coming of sound to film endowed an already ghostly 
medium with the uncanny ‘sensations of strangeness’36 which, I would argue, are so 
crucial to horror’s disruptive, de-familiarising technique. Sound and music 
introduced elements that often worked against the illusionism of film, and in doing 
so endowed cinema with a supernatural extra function. I believe that this 
demonstrates the way in which, even from its genesis, the horror film relied upon 
enstrangement and de-familiarisation to affect its audience, particularly through 
audio-visual relationships. 
 
  
Schizophonia 
 

If obscuring the spatial origin of sound contributes to producing the 
excitement and agitation necessary to the horror film, then the relationship of non-
diegetic music (music existing outside the narrative, undetectable to the film’s 
inhabitants) to the on-screen world suggests a similar disconnect of sound from the 
illusion. As the source of non-diegetic music moved from the pit orchestra to the 
recorded disk upon the advent of sound film, audiences were deprived of the tangible, 
visible “substance” of such music, highlighting its transient, ghostly nature. Kevin 
Donnelly explains this ethereal property: 

 

 
32 Joseph Lanza, Elevator Music: A Surreal History of Muzak, Easy-Listening and Other Moodsong 
(London: Quartet, 1995), p.56. 
33 Review of ‘Napoleon’s Barber’, in Photoplay, 35.2 (January 1929), p.93, 
<http://www.archive.org/details/photoplay3536movi> [accessed 3 February 2017]. 
34 Robert Spadoni, Uncanny Bodies: The Coming of Sound Film and the Origins of the Horror 
Genre (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007), pp. 6-7. 
35 Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics, pp. 72-73. 
36 Spadoni, Uncanny Bodies, p.6. 
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‘[Non-diegetic] film music appears supernaturally, and has something of a 
supernatural character more generally […] Like a spectre, film music is 
disembodied and denies the logic of the rest of the diegetic film world. 
Non-diegetic film music is a seemingly “irrational” element in the context 
of the film’s construction of a “rational” diegetic world on screen.’37 

 
 
Thus, non-diegetic music sits uncomfortably with the mimetic premise of 
mainstream cinema, that is, to give the illusion of reality. These ‘phantom 
symphon[ies]’38 are, I would argue, disorientating in their immediate sourcelessness, 
both physically within the movie theatre and aesthetically within the story-world 
constructed on-screen. 

The conventional relationship of non-diegetic sound to diegetic sound (that 
which issues from the character’s world) is one that is disrupted quite frequently by 
filmmakers, prompting a wave of criticism aiming to address its non-binary nature – 
one notable argument is Robynn Stilwell’s ‘Fantastical Gap’.39 Numerous films 
exploit the audience’s expectations of this conventional relationship to produce 
disorientation: when diegetic and non-diegetic poles are traversed, audio-visual 
naturalism is ruptured. Stilwell describes the effect as ‘highlight[ing] a gap in our 
understanding, a place of destabilization [sic] and ambiguity’.40 As we will see, this 
technique has been particularly effective in the horror genre where such 
destabilisation is essential to enstrangement; to endow horror with its engaging 
aspect is to remove the audience from a stable viewing environment. 
 
 As a purely sonic example, Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) uses the 
uncanny nature of disembodied sound, as well as the uncertain relationship between 
the diegetic and the non-diegetic, as the mechanism of its central, dread-inducing 
plot twist. Throughout the film, audiences are led to believe that Norman Bates 
(Anthony Perkins) lives with his mother – we hear her speak to Norman on a number 
of occasions. It is later revealed, upon the discovery of her corpse (Fig. 1), that 
Norman’s mother had been dead for ten years; a psychiatrist tells us that Norman, 
after murdering his mother, had kept her alive as an alternate personality in his own 
mind. The physical source of Mother’s voice, the character that the voice belongs to, 
has been absent the entire time; as van Elferen confirms, ‘the absence of embodiment 
is the core of the Bates Motel terror’.41 

 
37 Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound, p.9. 
38 Lanza, p.56. 
39 Robynn J. Stilwell, ‘The Fantastical Gap between Diegetic and Nondiegetic’, in Beyond the 
Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema, ed. by Daniel Goldmark, Lawrence Kramer, and 
Richard Leppert (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 2007), 184-202, p.186. 
40 Ibid. 
41 van Elferen, p.54. 
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To further complicate our understanding of Mother’s voice with relation to 
the diegesis, we next see Norman in a police cell, and hear the disembodied musings 
of his alternate personality whilst Norman’s lips remain still. The effect is 
disorientating – having recently justified Mother’s character as Norman’s crude 
impression, her voice now appears entirely separate from his, heard only by Norman 
himself. This scene represents the culmination of the film’s blurring of diegetic and 
non-diegetic sonic elements: our conceptions of the origin of Mother’s voice move 
from her, to Norman, to somewhere in-between, where sound exists neither 
completely in the physical, diegetic world nor in the narrated, non-diegetic one. 
Incidentally, this final transgression of boundaries is represented visually by the 
superimposition of Mother’s skeletal features on top of Norman’s face in the 
penultimate shot of the film (Fig. 2).  
 
 
 

 

Fig. 1: The discovery of Mother's corpse. Screenshot, Psycho (1960). 
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The splitting of a sound from its source or context is known as 
“schizophonia”, a term coined by R. Murray Schafer and which, due to its “schizo” 
root, necessarily implies its unnatural, hallucinatory effect. Schafer explains: 
‘Related to schizophrenia, I wanted it to convey the same sense of aberration and 
drama’.42 Indeed, the actual voice used for the disembodied Mother in Psycho was 
the result of Hitchcock’s recording of two female voices and one male, which were 
layered and blended into one: ‘double gendered, triple disembodied’.43 Thus the very 
essence of schizophonia underpins Mother’s eerie non-presence. 

 Psycho relies on the anxiety caused by its schizophonic undertones, as well 
as sound’s occupation of the ‘place of destabilization [sic] and ambiguity’44 between 
the diegetic and non-diegetic, to enact its disorientating, terrifying denouement.  
  

The very nature of non-diegetic music could be seen as a form of 
schizophonia. In the context of a self-contained, illusionistic screen world, film 
scores are irrational, but the very fact that this music issues from somewhere outside 
the narrative gives it its unique power. That mainstream cinema attempts to maintain 
an illusion of reality yet consistently utilises a non-diegetic, “non-real” soundtrack 
gives this music both a supernatural character,45 and a placelessness that seem to 
suggest a new perspective. Steve Wurtzler discusses the alternate stance that film 
music adopts through its non-relation to the physical diegesis: 
 

 
42 R. Murray Schafer, Our Sonic Environment and the Soundscape: The Tuning of the World 
(Rochester, NY: Destiny, 1994), p.91. 
43 van Elferen, p.55. 
44 Stilwell, p.186. 
45 Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound, p.13. 

Fig. 2: Norman’s face with skull overlay. Screenshot, Psycho (1960). 
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‘Not only does a non-diegetic score specify a subject position different 
from that of the synchronous recording of voices […] but it also posits no 
time or space of origin, no event or source.’46 

  
The ambiguity of film music’s origin endows it with a power beyond that of mere 
accompaniment; the music does not issue from the narrative, but acts parallel to it. 
The writings of John Cage carry echoes of Kurt Weill’s similar aversion to writing 
“background music”: Cage agrees that ‘music loses its virtue when it accompanies. 
Nothing in life or art needs accompaniment, because each has its own center [sic] 
[…] Both film and music may proceed free of one another’.47 Arnold Schoenberg 
even went so far as to write a piece of “film music” without a film, Begleitungsmusik 
zu einer Lichtspielscene (1929-30), which remained picture-less until 1972. Non-
diegetic music, free from solely representing the narrative world, is therefore a 
powerful force to comment upon the diegesis and, in horror, to disrupt its audience 
with a positive effect. 
 
 
Music’s Parallel Universe 

 
In Psycho the strings’ vicious, onomatopoeic murder cue shrieks almost too 

loudly – this is known as a “stinger”, a shocking outburst of sound designed to mimic 
the physiological response of someone experiencing the terror of a murder or the 
apparition of a demon or monster.48 Though such techniques are effective in arousing 
a physical agitation, the role of the audience is, essentially, passive. Stingers and 
leitmotif-like figures serve as ‘sonic signifiers […] Much like [Pavlov’s] dog, we, 
the audience, have learned how to react’.49 Thus, the mechanism of their processes 
does not explain why horror film soundtracks get under our skin; the effects of a 
successful horror film extend far beyond its immediate, unambiguous shock factor. 

To more fully understand the disturbing, disorientating effect of music in 
horror films – to explain why, for instance, Bernard Herrmann’s incessant, 
meandering passages do more for the uncanny atmosphere of Psycho than his 
screeching murder motif – we should examine the ways in which music, as an entity 
working alongside film rather than issuing from it, fosters ambiguity and blurs 
boundaries, working beneath the film’s surface to produce these effects. 

 

 
46 Steve Wurtzler, ‘ “She Sang Live but the Microphone was Switched Off”: The Live, the Recorded 
and the Subject of Representation’ in Sound Theory, Sound Practice, ed. by Rick Altman (London: 
Routledge, 1992), 87-103, p.100. 
47 John Cage, ‘A Few Ideas about Music and Film’, in The Routledge Film Music Sourcebook, ed. 
by James Wierzbicki, Nathan Platte and Colin Roust (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012), 148-150, 
pp. 148-9. 
48 Stilwell, p.192. 
49 Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound, p.6. 
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In his essay ‘Dread, Taboo, and The Thing: Toward a Social Theory of the 
Horror Film’, Stephen Prince follows Mary Douglas in arguing that horror films 
‘base their appeal on portraying the intermediate categories whose anomalies elicit 
horror and anxiety to the extent that they escape established social classifications.’50 
This perspective, relating the evocation of an indefinable, ambiguous, impure 
“other” directly to a causation of anxiety and thus fulfilment of purpose, is examined 
further in Carroll’s discussion of the mechanism of horror. For Carroll, as for 
Douglas, ‘an object or being is impure if it is categorically interstitial, categorically 
contradictory, incomplete, or formless.’51 Impurity is the basis of countless monsters 
of the horror genre; werewolves, vampires, ghosts, zombies, robots and aliens all 
carry something of the interstitial or ambiguous. Carroll cites Norman Bates’ dualism 
as representative of the concerns of the genre:  

 
 
‘He is Nor-man: neither man nor woman but both. He is son and mother. 
He is of the living and the dead. He is both victim and victimizer [sic]. He 
is two persons in one. He is abnormal, that is, because he is interstitial.’52 
 
 

Horror films rely upon a tension between categories or states of being for their de-
familiarising effect. 

 
Music that can blur boundaries and elicit the same anxiety through escaping 

convention is therefore particularly important to the horror film. I would argue that 
the influential effect that de-familiarising music can have on audiences is, in part, 
product of the nature of music itself. Kate McQuiston points to the linear, temporal 
nature of music – that we experience music (unlike a painting or a book) meeting us 
in the present, from one moment to the next – as ‘import[ing] wholesale into film a 
real-world feeling of time passing’.53 Alluding to this property of real-time 
communication, theorist Leonard B. Meyer observes that ‘both music and life are 
experienced as dynamic processes of growth and decay, activity and rest, tension and 
release’: 54 music is propelled, as we are, through time. Referencing Schenkerian 
musical theory, McQuiston establishes ‘repetition’, the construction of patterns from 
smaller cells, in addition to ‘continuation’ as the most striking and powerful 
characteristic of music.55 Both aspects induce an expectation in the listener: the 

 
50 Stephen Prince, ‘Dread, Taboo, and The Thing: Toward a Social Theory of the Horror Film’, in 
The Horror Film, ed. by Stephen Prince (London: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 118-130, p.122. 
51 Carroll, p.32. 
52 Carroll, p.39. 
53 Kate McQuiston, We’ll Meet Again: Musical Design in the Films of Stanley Kubrick (New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2013), p.65. 
54 Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 
p.261. 
55 McQuiston, pp. 65-66. 
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expectation for patterns to emerge, and the expectation for those patterns to continue. 
The abrasive nature of 1950s experiments by the likes of Pierre Boulez into ‘total 
serialism’ to the modern ear constitutes a simple example: after centuries of tonal 
music in both “popular” and “art” music, we are simply unaccustomed to music that 
resists repetition. Hanns Eisler and Theodor Adorno, in their contentious work 
Composing for the Films (1947), explain the essence of a conventional melody: 
‘continuity seems natural, because it is almost possible to guess in advance exactly 
what will follow. The listener […] feels cheated if [this anticipation] is denied him’.56 
In the context of the horror film, non-repetitive or discontinuous music escapes its 
purity or “completeness” of form, constituting a breakdown of audience perception. 

 
56 Theodor Adorno and Hanns Eisler, Composing for the Films (London: Athelone Press, 1947), p.7. 

Fig. 3: Jack looks down upon a model hedge maze and sees Danny and Wendy. Screenshot, The Shining (1980). 
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In The Shining (1980), Stanley Kubrick uses the third movement from Béla 
Bartók’s Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta three times. The first is during 
the dizzying, visually-disorientating scene in which Danny and Wendy explore the 
Overlook Hotel’s hedge maze: Jack remains indoors but, whilst gazing down upon a 
model of the maze in the lounge, appears to see the figures of his wife and son at its 
centre (Fig. 3). The scene is characterised by its vertiginous nature; we, as an 
audience, are utterly disorientated, and given the impression that the line between 
reality and non-reality is eroding within Jack’s mind. As the visual trickery only 
occurs for a period of a few seconds, the scene relies heavily on music to retain this 
eerie, disorientating atmosphere. As David Code explains, ‘Music for Strings 
exemplifies as richly as any other work by Bartók his characteristic organizational 
[sic] principles based on the “axes of symmetry” ’.57 The aimless, meandering tune 
for violin and celesta (heard mainly alongside Steadicam shots of Wendy and 
Danny’s exploration, Fig. 4) uses the rotation of minor thirds in a ‘non-hierarchical, 
symmetrical alternative to compelling teleology of diatonic syntax’.58 Timpani 
glissandi destabilise pitch centres, whilst the xylophone rubato figures distort our 
sense of time (Fig. 5). This music is at once symmetrical in harmonic design and 
totally unfamiliar and unpredictable in sound, fundamentally interstitial. 

 
57 David J. Code, ‘Rehearing The Shining: Musical Undercurrents in the Overlook Hotel’, in Music 
in the Horror Film: Listening to Fear, ed. by Neil Lerner (New York, NY: Routledge, 2010), 133-
151, p.137. 
58 Code, p.137. 

Fig. 4: Danny and Wendy explore the hedge maze. Screenshot, The Shining (1980). 
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A majority of the musical language heard in The Shining can be said to refuse 

categorisation in this way – Krzysztof Penderecki’s numerous pieces, including 
Polymorphia and The Awakening of Jacob, disorientate by resisting conventional 
tonality, metre and timbre; their modernist soundscapes seem to occupy a space 
between music and sound design. Temporal confusion, as one of the film’s central 
themes, is embodied by the timeless quality of Penderecki’s textures. In fact, as 
McQuiston explicates, the relationship of this music’s universe to the film’s is one 
of “soft edges”, which ‘animates the central character’s ambiguous relationship with 
time.’59 Music in The Shining (including most notably Ligeti’s Lontano) often fades 
in slowly – as an audience we only become gradually aware of it, as if unconsciously. 
The impression given is that this music ‘is a manifestation of the film’s supposition 
of a realm that is present – we need only “tune in” to it.’60 In other words, the music 
runs parallel to the narrative, coming in and out of focus. This, I believe, touches the 
essence of why The Shining is such an unnerving film; the music ‘manifests a 
dimension in its own right’,61 and this supernatural, corruptive dimension is 
occasionally-audible, but ever-present. 
 
 
Anempathy 
  

As Stan Link remarks, ‘a second practice’ has emerged in horror’s attempts 
to reimagine ‘the musical reinforcement of horrific actions and emotions’.62 This 
practice harnesses music’s ‘tendency to continue’63 by showing music’s parallel 
universe to be indifferent to the drama – this is often achieved through 
recontextualisation of works known to the audience. An objective, anempathetic 
relationship of music to horror imagery can create an uncomfortable tension between 

 
59 McQuiston, p.71. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound, p.45. 
62 Stan Link, ‘Sympathy with the devil? Music of the psycho post-Psycho’, in Screen, 45.1 (2004), 
1-20, p.1. 
63 McQuiston, p.66. 

Fig. 5: The unstable opening of Bartók’s Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta (1936). 
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viewer and picture.64 The intimacy and immediacy of the effect of Herrmann’s 
murder cue, the archetypal stinger, is, in these cases, rejected for a deliberately 
distancing anempathy. 

 
Horror films frequently recontextualise classical works in order to highlight 

musical indifference towards often-shocking levels of brutality and induced terror, 
subverting our expectation that music should somehow reflect this horror, as in 
Jonathan Demme’s Silence of the Lambs (1991). Both Link and Stilwell highlight 
the anempathetic function of Bach’s Goldberg Variations in Hannibal Lecter’s brutal 
escape scene: as Lecter (Anthony Hopkins) prepares for his gruesome attack on the 
guards, he listens calmly to Bach’s opening aria issuing from a cassette player (Fig. 
6). The placid music encodes no sense of danger. When the attack begins, Howard 
Shore’s ‘fairly generic nondiegetic horror music […] swamps the Bach’,65 but 
afterwards, as Lecter prepares to mutilate one of the guards, the serene keyboard 
music becomes audible once more ‘seventh variation, a joyful gigue, now goes 
merrily about its business’66 (Fig. 7). The effect is hideous: whilst the 
accompaniment to the attack is empathetic to the action - that is, it mirrors the panic 
and carnage that ensues – the Goldberg Variations here is anempathetic, ‘exhibiting 
conscious indifference to the situation, by progressing in a steady, undaunted, and 
ineluctable manner’.67 I would propose that music’s ‘tendency to continue’68 through 
time, oblivious to human action, lies at the heart of the terror of scenes such as this; 

 
64 Stilwell, pp. 190-191. 
65 Stilwell, p.191. 
66 Link, p.6. 
67 Michael Chion, Audiovision, trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 1990), p.8. 
68 McQuiston, p.66. 

Figure 6: A tape recorder is shown to be the source of the Bach. Screenshot, The Silence of the Lambs (1991). 
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Lecter’s Bach cassette has continued to play as the sickening violence is carried out, 
we simply tune back in after the event. The film adaption of Steven King’s novel 
Needful Things (1993) constitutes another good example of classical music 
continuing anempathetic to the diegesis (see Appendix A for further discussion). 
 

As we have seen, music creates a parallel dimension for itself that can be 
used effectively in horror to represent a cold detachment from the action onscreen. 
It is no coincidence that the above examples also happen to play across the 
diegetic/non-diegetic border, exploiting the fundamentally disorientated, placeless 
nature of music in film.  

In the opening of Jordan Peele’s acclaimed race-horror Get Out (2017), the 
abduction of Andre Hayworth (Keith Stanfield) is accompanied by the jaunty 
wartime nursery rhyme ‘Run, Rabbit, Run!’ (1939) being played from the 
kidnapper’s car stereo. As the camera cuts to a long shot and Hayworth is dragged 
towards the car, the music swells to become plainly non-diegetic, spilling over the 
first few titles of the opening credits. The effect is the opposite of the technique of 
many directors to reveal non-diegetic music to be diegetic: in Kubrick’s Eyes Wide 
Shut (1999), an apparently non-diegetic Shostakovich waltz abruptly cuts off when 
Bill (Tom Cruise) switches off a radio. The audience is sealed in a space much closer 
to the drama, as the connection to the ‘outside’/non-diegetic world is severed.69 In 
Get Out, the function of music in the abduction scene instead highlights a dissonance 
between audience and action; as well as the fact that its jovial tone is anempathetic 
to the violent kidnap, the motion of the soundtrack – from the “reality” of the diegesis 
outwards to an more objective “non-reality” – withdraws (like the camera) from the 
scene, rather than engaging with it. The music only cuts off when the car door is 
slammed closed, implying it continues unheard to the audience. 

 
 

69 McQuiston, p.57. 

Figure 7: Lecter silently conducts the gigue as he prepares to cut the face from a prison guard. Screenshot, The 
Silence of the Lambs (1991). 
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Music in horror films is revealed to be unflinching in the face of terror. 
Through its inherently discontinuous, interstitial, supernatural qualities – both the 
results of the ambiguity of its source and the processes of its often-challenging 
sonority – truly disturbing horror music mirrors Carroll’s notion that horrific threat 
is the threat of the insubstantial; ‘the ambiguous superseding the defined, the 
fragment displacing the whole’.70 Musical distance in horror, when sound is 
disembodied from the universe of the film, enables soundtracks to ‘deliberately 
[look] away as tragedy approaches’:71 this distance, just as the distance Brecht 
championed in his epic theatre, forces the audience to attend to the audio-visual 
dissonance and affects them beyond the bounds of illusionistic cinema. 

 

  

 
70 Stan Link, ‘The Monster and the Music Box: Children and the Soundtrack of Horror’, in Music in 
the Horror Film: Listening to Fear ed. by Neil Lerner (New York, NY: Routledge, 2010), 38-54, 
p.43. 
71 Link, ‘The Monster and the Music Box’, p.46. 
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Chapter Three 
Under the Skin: Postmodern Hybridity 
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As the horror genre developed through the 1990s and into the twenty-first 
century, a number of films demonstrated an explicit shift in concern. Cynthia 
Freeland, in her essay ‘Horror and Art-Dread’, finds a more ‘subtle and lingering’ 
horror in such films as Blair Witch Project (1999) and The Others (2001), ‘a matter 
of mood more than monsters’.72 Fundamentally, though typical ‘psycho killers’ 
continue to be produced with success, contemporary horror has distinguished itself 
by refusing to adhere to classical tropes of the genre. Isabel Pinedo argues that horror 
films, even from as early as 1968, should be considered postmodern, championing a 
newly ‘aggressive blurring of boundaries’.73 In this chapter I will examine Jonathan 
Glazer’s Under the Skin (2013) as the product of the kind of contemporary, 
postmodern outlook on the horror film that Pinedo describes; I will consider its 
soundtrack as a vital component to its alienating, ‘subtle and lingering’74 threat, 
harnessing the principles of horror’s musical otherworldliness to create an important, 
indifferent, interstitial dimension in the film.  

 
For a short synopsis of the film, see Appendix B. 
 
 
Hybridity and Ambiguity 
 

Under the Skin is, as most critics term it, a ‘sci-fi horror’ film.75 The fusion 
of these two genres is, of course, not uncommon; Carroll regards ‘the boundary 
between [them] as quite fluid’, where futuristic technologies take the place of Gothic 
monsters and the supernatural.76 Alien (1979) and its associated universe, including 
the prequels Prometheus (2012) and upcoming Alien: Covenant (UK release: 11 May 
2017), still dominate this interstitial genre. Crucially for Pinedo, films like Alien 
represent the way in which postmodern horror ‘draws upon other generic codes and 
structures to concoct hybrids like science fiction horror.’77 

The Woman in Under the Skin embodies the hybridity and ambiguity 
inherent in the postmodern genre. Postmodernism, though hard to define, is 
predicated on the rejection of the man-made ‘centering [sic] structures’78 that govern  

 

 
72 Cynthia Freeland, ‘Horror and Art-Dread’, in The Horror Film, ed. by Stephen Prince (London: 
Rutgers University Press, 2004), 189-205, p.189. 
73 Pinedo, p.85. 
74 Freeland, p.189. 
75 Peter Bradshaw, ‘Under the Skin review: “Very erotic, very scary” ’, The Guardian (13 March 
2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/mar/13/under-the-skin-scarlett-johansson-peter-
bradshaw> [accessed 15 March 2017]. 
76 Carroll, p.14. 
77 Pinedo, p.88. 
78 Jack Solomon, ‘Our Decentered Culture: The Postmodern Worldview’, The Postmodern 
Presence: Readings on Postmodernism in American Culture and Society, ed. by Arthur Asa Berger 
(Walnut Creek: Altamira Press, 1998), 35-50, p.39. 
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Fig. 8: The construction of The Woman’s eye. Screenshot, Under the Skin (2013). 
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our world, representing a post-industrial ‘crisis of cultural authority’.79 For Pinedo, 
‘the postmodern world is an unstable one in which traditional (dichotomous) 
categories break down’ and ‘boundaries blur’;80 following on from Carroll’s notions 
of the impure, postmodern horror films transgress boundaries and mix categories for 
their effect. The Woman is herself a hybrid character – Scarlett Johansson’s human 
form conceals an alien origin. As a review from the British Film Institute identifies, 
the source novel ‘delayed revealing its enigmatic protagonist’s extraterrestrial [sic] 
origins’, whereas Glazer’s film ‘makes it apparent from the start’81 – the opening 
scene firmly establishes The Woman’s fabricated, interstitial nature, depicting the 
construction of her eye (Fig. 8). These images arise out of ambiguity, though – the  
pinpricks of light and slowly-moving spheres are reminiscent of Kubrick’s 
planetary alignments in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), and bridge the gap between 
our understanding of the “unnatural” construction of Johansson’s character and of 
her origins in a “natural” alien universe. Thus, the opening scene embraces both 
ambiguity and hybridity – the audience is thrust into the void of instability that a 
postmodern worldview generates at its centre.82 

 
 

The Alien Dimension 
 

Music in film is able to manifest itself as an alternate dimension running 
parallel to the narrative, as explained in Chapter Two. In Under the Skin the audience 
is invited to see Earth through the eyes of an alien species, and so Mica Levi’s music 
becomes vital in representing a different universe, framing the narrative with an 
otherworldly sound. Because The Woman looks upon our world as strange whilst 
the audience sees normality, Glazer often relies upon the music to distort our 
conceptions of our own planet: ‘if the pictures are just witnessing these events, what 
the music is doing is describing’.83 Glazer, in a short interview preceding a live 
performance of the soundtrack at Royal Festival Hall, further clarified the role of the 
music: 

 
‘Because the film takes the perspective of [an] alien, essentially we knew 
the music needed to be the blood of that character. And […] so you can 

 
79 Craig Owens, ‘The Discourse of Others: Feminists and Postmodernism’, in The Anti-Aesthetic: 
Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port Townsend, WA: Bay Press, 1983), 57–
82, p.57. 
80 Pinedo, p.86. 
81 Samuel Wigley, ‘Film of the Week: Under the Skin’, BFI, (29 June 2015) 
<http://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/reviews-recommendations/film-week-
under-skin> [accessed 11 March 2017]. 
82 Solomon, p.39. 
83 Charlie Anders, ‘Under The Skin Is About “De-Eroticizing” Scarlett Johansson’, Gizmodo (1 
April 2014) <http://io9.gizmodo.com/under-the-skin-is-about-de-eroticizing-scarlett-johan-
1556420016> [accessed 20 February 2017]. 
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hear what you can’t see, that’s the role of the music, and so the music […] 
needed to stand apart, very separate really, to other things. It needed to feel 
like it was its own universe entirely.’84 

 
 
The music functions to produce this universe in the opening “creation” scene: Glazer 
calls the scratchy string tremolandi that emerge in the darkness a ‘beehive’85 effect, 
evoking a kind of swarming intelligence that Levi herself terms as an ‘alien 
language’.86 This buzzing soundscape continues through The Woman’s construction, 
cutting off abruptly as the camera cuts to a title insert (Fig. 9), then begins again upon 
a close-up of The Biker’s helmet as he speeds along a motorway (Fig. 10). The 
“beehive” is thus immediately associated with the alien consciousness, which 
manifests itself on a different temporal plane: the sharpness of the synchronised cut 
away from The Woman’s eye and seething soundscape to a silent title implies that 
while observation has merely been interrupted, the sound continues within the alien 
environment, resuming as we focus on the other alien of the film (The Biker). The 
music, all the while, continues in its own dimension. 
 
In the previous chapter, discussions of a parallel dimension occupied by music led 
to questions about musical indifference. In fact, Under the Skin as a whole presents 
an indifferent, postmodern perspective on the world, a perspective that we are 
encouraged to share. The eye imagery of the opening – much like the ‘initial, 
disturbing “eye contact” ’ with the pumpkin in the opening of Halloween (1978)  

 
84 Jonathan Glazer, in interview at the pre-concert talk, ‘Mica Levi: Under the Skin’, 4 April 2017 
(London, Royal Festival Hall). 
85 Anders. 
86 Wigley. 

Fig. 9: Title insert, the instant the music cuts out. Screenshot, Under the Skin (2013). 
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declares the film’s ‘confrontation of points of view’87 – announces the film’s 
intention to proceed from an alien viewpoint, to ‘[look] at the world through an alien 
lens’.88 The Woman is simply a drone, ‘a coldly efficient worker’:89 Levi’s score, 
emanating from this other universe, remains as indifferent to our human world as she 
does. 

 
 
Disruption 
 
 The alien dimension explored in the soundtrack of Under the Skin acts 
alongside postmodern principles of narrative disruption; that is to say, we do not 
derive pleasure from the film’s narrative, or indeed its subject matter. For Pinedo, 
the contemporary horror film is ‘decentered [sic], disordered’90 and – aligning with 
the postmodern outlook that ‘narrative has lost its sacred power’91 – ‘changes textual 
codes in order to disrupt narrative pleasure’.92 Levi’s soundtrack is vital in 
destabilising our viewing experience; whilst the camera generally remains passive, 
depicting reality, the music frequently acts as a source of disruption. Glazer describes 

 
87 J. P. Telotte, ‘Through a Pumpkin’s Eye: The Reflexive Nature of Horror’, in American Horrors: 
Essays on the Modern American Horror Film, ed. by Gregory A. Waller (Chicago, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, 1987), 114-128, p.116. 
88 Jonathan Glazer, interviewed by David Cox, Film4 (18 March 2014) 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZUvIfXKVVc> [accessed 2 March 2017]. 
89 William Thomas, ‘Under the Skin Review’, Empire (10 October 2015) 
<http://www.empireonline.com/movies/skin-2/review/> [accessed 2 March 2017].  
90 Pinedo, p.88. 
91 Solomon, p.39. 
92 Pinedo, p.88. 

Fig. 10: The Biker’s helmet, when the music resumes. Screenshot, Under the Skin (2013). 
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‘the music [as] volcanic in places […] while the frame remains dispassionate and 
formal’.93 
 Donnelly’s discussion of reducing anxiety can be used to approach the 
agitating, disruptive elements of Levi’s score. Citing Schafer, Donnelly states that 
‘acoustic ecology’s answer to current stressful environments is to limit sourceless 
sound or to emphasize [sic] sound that is continuous and fairly predictable, so that 
we know where we are with it […] As we might expect, music that targets the 
opposite effect will often contain precisely what is lacking in such relaxing music.’94 
It is the sourceless, unpredictable and non-continuous elements of Levi’s score that 
most effectively disrupt and discomfort us. 
 
 The sourceless nature of music in film has been discussed to a degree in 
Chapter Two. Under the Skin, in addition to establishing a “sourceless” soundworld 
divorced from our own (the universe it represents is unknown), often blurs non-
diegetic music and diegetic sound; Levi herself calls the film’s music-sound 
relationship ‘really cohesive and homogeneous’.95 A processed cymbal roll 
representing, as Levi puts it, ‘the sea, the sky, […] the planet that she’s on’96 
frequently emerges from or disappears into the sound of waves or wind; in the 
harrowing scene in which a father and mother drown, leaving their baby crying alone 
on the beach, the cymbal texture grows almost inaudibly before dominating the 
soundtrack as the tragic events unfold (Fig. 11). In one of the most disturbing scenes 
of the film, The Biker later visits the beach to seize the possessions of a surfer that  

 
93 Anders. 
94 Donnelly, Occult Aesthetics, p.80. 
95 Wigley. 
96 Mica Levi, in interview at the pre-concert talk, ‘Mica Levi: Under the Skin’, 4 April 2017 
(London, Royal Festival Hall). 

Fig. 11: A husband and wife drown in the sea, accompanied by a cymbal drone. Screenshot, Under the Skin 
(2013). 
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The Woman abducts. The baby is still crying, and its screams blend with the 
screeching birds, the waves, the wind, and Levi’s cymbal texture (Fig. 12). Such 
clouding of the diegetic/nondiegetic, whilst embodying the “real/illusion” blur of 
postmodern art, obscures the source of the music, disturbing its audience.  

The unpredictable, non-continuous elements of Levi’s score are possibly the 
most distinctive aspects of the film. The Woman’s ‘keening, three-note Siren’s 
call’97 – the music we hear when she hunts – consists of an unstable string melody 
that slides upwards; first a semitone, then a perfect fourth, forming a tritone leap 
(Fig. 13). The intervals are clearly chosen for their grating dissonance, eliciting 
discomfort, but the melody becomes truly discontinuous when it begins to be 
manipulated; individual components of the three-note gesture are looped, disrupted 
and generally temporally-distorted in the manner of Levi’s Chopped and Screwed 
(2010). ‘At the beginning’, Mica explains, the motif is ‘fake – it’s her perfume, it’s 
the way she reels in these guys with a tune. Then it deteriorates’;98 this deterioration 
is achieved by increasingly invasive electronic processing. Figure 14 is a 
transcription of the soundtrack in one of the film’s “seduction” scenes (Fig. 15); the 
original motif has intensified, expanding into a complex, jarring melody comprised 
of fragments of the original motif. The brackets indicate phrases that are sonically 
cohesive; transitions between bracketed phrases are jarring, as the melody here cuts 
from one audio fragment to the next. 
 
  

 
97 Robbie Collin, ‘Under the Skin: “simply a masterpiece”, The Telegraph (13 March 2014) 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/film/under-the-skin/review/> [accessed 2 February 2017]. 
98 Jonathan Romney, ‘Away from the picture: Mica Levi on her Under the Skin soundtrack’, BFI 
(16 September 2016) <http://www.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/interviews/away-
picture-mica-levi-her-under-skin-soundtrack> [accessed 2 February 2017]. 

Fig. 12: A child is left on the beach. Screenshot, Under the Skin (2013). 
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Fig. 13: The Woman’s capture riff. Transcription. 
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Fig. 14: Development of the capture riff during seduction scene. Transcription. 

Fig. 15: Seduction scene – a victim sinks through the floor as he tries to follow The Woman. Screenshot, 
Under the Skin (2013). 
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Dispassion 
 

During the beach scene The Woman dispassionately observes the death of 
husband and wife, accompanied first by silence, then a cymbal texture, then a 
faltering gated drum (Fig. 16). Glazer identifies why this moment proves to be one 
of the most effective in Under the Skin – it embodies the perspective of the film: 
 
 

‘The horror is supposed to be described by the reality […] The scene is full 
of love and tragedy and nobility and courage and selflessness. It's 
unfathomable, I think, to her.’99 
 
 

The music here swells, not with the clichéd dissonance of a typical horror picture or 
with an ironic, anempathetic consonance, but with an entirely dispassionate 
disinterest that is empathetic to The Woman’s perspective. We are presented with 
the world from an alien viewpoint immune, in a postmodern sense, to the codes and 
structures of humankind. The music is empathetic to The Woman’s (and therefore 
our) separation from the strange culture in which she finds herself, a distance that is 
emphasised relentlessly in the film. The steady drum pulse, though representing ‘her 
hunger’,100 conveys no emotion, seeming (like the cymbal texture) to occupy a space 
between the natural and unnatural: sonically the pulse is reminiscent of the effects 
gated reverb, an audio processing technique which uses a noise gate to cut the tail 
from a long reverberation.101 The result is an unnaturally “clipped” timbre that 
mirrors the sliced audio of the string motif that it often accompanies, evoking a 
suppressed, disintegrated whole. 
 The music of Under the Skin appears from an unknown world, encompassing 
both our non-comprehension of the alien universe and The Woman’s non-
comprehension of ours. In its ambiguity, chaos and disturbing incoherence, Levi’s 
score embodies the collapse of familiar categories and resultant uncertainty 
 that postmodern horror attempts to enact.102 Even as we are shown the most 
depraved side of humanity (in the rape scene), the music progresses undaunted; the 
steady drum pule continues, unchanged from past usage. The inefficacy of human 
(and musical) action is expressed through our spectatorial helplessness. Writing for 
the Independent, Kaleem Aftab called the film ‘laughably bad’, complaining that 
‘there is nothing for the audience to empathise with. She’s a blank canvas’.103 This 

 
99 Anders. 
100 Levi, pre-concert talk. 
101 Jay Hodgson, ‘A field guide to equalisation and dynamics processing on rock and electronica 
records’, in Popular Music, 29.2 (2010), 283-297, p.291. 
102 Pinedo, 85. 
103 Kaleem Aftab, ‘Film Review: Under the Skin’, Independent (5 September 2013) 
<https://tinyurl.com/rsb7e7o > [accessed 4 March 2017]. 
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is exactly true, but Glazer’s depiction of an alien world through the eyes of an alien 
relies upon its “blankness” to achieve its chilling dispassion. 
 

  

Fig. 16: The Woman watches the deaths from a distance; later she stands over the unconscious surfer. 
Screenshot, Under the Skin (2013). 
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Conclusion 
 

Under the Skin emerged as an enigmatic, hybrid product of the postmodern 
tendency of contemporary horror films. It derives its effect from the eerie evocation 
of an alien dimension (largely through its soundtrack) that remains starkly indifferent 
toward our conceptions of the horrific. That such a cold, ‘blank’104 film (at its 
premiere at the Venice Film Festival in 2013) generated, as Johansson remembers, 
the ‘sound of people cheering and booing at the same time, but with equal gusto’,105 
is telling enough: Glazer’s film and Levi’s score succeeded in activating its audience 
through alienation. 

For Brecht, ‘empathy implicates inertial passivity rather than engendering 
active social engagement’.106 Both the musical and visual realms of Under the Skin 
refuse to view the world in an empathetic way – their indifference and instability 
force us into an extraterrestrial viewpoint. Music in horror films consistently comes 
from this parallel universe, issuing not from the diegesis but occurring alongside it.  

  
From Dracula to Under the Skin (and beyond), enstrangement forms an 

integral part of the horror film. Returning to Carroll’s definition, if we are to consider 
horror as necessarily affective, eliciting an ‘abnormal […] state of felt agitation’,107 
we can assume that some form of disruption is required. Though stingers and other 
sonic devices are often situated within the music of the horror film, these only form 
the surface of the disruption elicited by horror soundtracks. The longer-term, 
perception-shifting, ‘subtle and lingering’108 threat that scores such as Levi’s possess 
enacts a disruption beneath the film’s surface that fulfils the function of horror to 
transgress boundaries. 

Audio-visual dissonance, the disconnection between what an audience sees 
and hears, was deliberately explored by Brecht and Weill, yet existed in early sound 
film by nature of poor technology. Both fed into the idea of schizophonia; the 
agitating effect of sourceless, or context-less, sound endowed horror with an extra, 
activating function. Musical sourcelessness, then, provided a foundation for the 
establishment of a parallel dimension to film – that which acts independently to the 
diegesis. Historical explorations of enstrangement, activating an audience through 
defamiliarisation and anempathy, supported the idea that music could inform 
narrative; by remaining separate, ‘emanat[ing] from outside the illusionistic world 

 
104 Aftab. 
105 Carole Cadwalladr, ‘Scarlett Johansson interview: “I would rather not have middle ground” ’, 
The Guardian (16 March 2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/mar/16/scarlett-
johansson-interview-middle-ground-under-the-skin-sodastream> [accessed 3 Feb 2017]. 
106 Philip Harper, Abstractionist Aesthetics: Artistic Form and Social Critique in African American 
Culture (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2015), p.3. 
107 Carroll, p.24. 
108 Freeland, p.189. 
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on screen’,109 horror soundtracks demonstrate their potency to disturb our perception 
of the diegesis. In Under the Skin, the various processes of musical alienation are 
visible as part of a movement away from the discrete good/evil, moral/immoral 
certainty of classical horror towards a postmodern transgression ‘characterised by 
incoherence’110 – music acts as a completely alien dimension designed to disturb our 
perceptions of the narrative played out on screen. 
  

 
109 Donnelly, The Spectre of Sound, p.12. 
110 Pinedo, p.88. 
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A 
 
Needful Things: Anempathy and Continuity 
 

The film adaption of Steven King’s novel Needful Things (1993) demonstrates 
music’s steady indifference to the diegesis. Leland Gaunt (Max von Sydow) is the 
embodiment of the Devil, and plots the ruin of a small town in Maine by tricking its 
inhabitants into committing an escalating series of crimes. One particular set piece 
involves a brutal fight scene between two female characters, Nettie and Wilma, which is 
prefaced and then overlaid with Schubert’s Ellens dritter Gesang (better known as his Ave 
Maria). When the piece begins, Gaunt is seen enjoying the music in the comfort of his 
chair at home; the music then disappears and we are shown several minutes of preparatory 
information for the fight, including the motives of both women.111 The music resumes as 
the fierce struggle begins (shots of Gaunt show him becoming increasingly excited); at its 
close, both Nettie and Wilma lie dead from knife wounds and the music cadences finally 
upon a satisfied Gaunt crossing their names off a list of townsfolk. Like the example from 
Silence of the Lambs, this serene music is totally indifferent to the brutality of the violence 
it accompanies. In addition, its temporality influences the drama – the audience is made 
aware of the fact that the whole ten minute scene occurs within the few minutes of the 
piece’s bounds.112 The terrifying power of Gaunt as a character is embodied by the quick 
destruction that he enacts, represented within the concrete, indifferent temporal bounds of 
Schubert’s Ellens dritter Gesang. 
 
 
 
Appendix B 
 
Under the Skin: Short Synopsis 
 

The film is (rather loosely) based on Michel Faber’s novel Under the Skin (2000), 
in which ‘an alien called Isserley, disguised as an attractive woman, hunts hitchhikers in 
the Scottish highlands for their meat’.113 In Glazer’s adaption, Scarlett Johansson stars as a 
nameless extra-terrestrial that stalks the streets of Glasgow in a white van, luring natives 
back to her abstract, void-like lair where they sink through the floor to be, apparently, 
harvested for their insides. As The Woman (Johansson) learns more about the alien planet 
upon which she finds herself, she attempts to break free from the service of her watchful 

 
111 Matthew J. McAllister, ‘A Spectacle Worth Attending To: The Ironic Use of Preexisting Art 
Music in Film’ (unpublished Ph.D, Florida State University, 2012), p. 75. 
112 Ibid., p. 76. 
113 Robbie Collin, ‘Under the Skin: “simply a masterpiece” ’, The Telegraph, 13 March 2014 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/film/under-the-skin/review/> [accessed 15 March 2017]. 
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commanding officer, The Biker (Jeremy McWilliams), and to integrate herself with 
humankind, even beginning a relationship with a local man (Michael Moreland). When she 
inevitably fails to assimilate, pursued by a growing number of her own species, she flees to 
the wilderness where, after a failed rape attempt by a logger (Dave Acton), we finally see 
the black alien form beneath her human skin. Terrified, the logger burns The Woman to 
death. 
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