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1. Music and memory in The Dead
2. Music and mourning ritualized in Broken Lullaby
3. Music and memory and Brief Encounter

3.1. From the concerto to Laura’s music
3.2. ‘memory-motifs’
3.3. Intercutting of distinct time-lines
3.4. Laura’s voice

Conclusion: Music, memory and cinema: a modern form of Requiem?

In tro duc tion. In lit er at ure, when music is heard by a char ac ter, the
reader is both blind and deaf, and only visual and aural ima gin a tion
can sup ply the ne ces sary in form a tion to enjoy the de scrip tion of dis‐ 
tinct memor ies and emo tions of the char ac ter. In cinema, we be lieve
we can see and we can hear things dir ectly, though we are aware that
the pic tur ing of on screen memor ies as well as the me lo drama of in di‐ 
vidual and col lect ive memory re main an ima gin ary audio- visual con‐ 
struct. 1 The three films under dis cus sion, The Dead (John Hu s ton,
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1987), Broken Lul laby (Ernst Lu b itsch, 1932), and Brief En counter
(David Lean, 1948) have in com mon the topos of mourn ing which
sheds a par tic u lar light on the sym bi osis of music and memory within
cine matic time.

The in di vidual ex per i ence of re min is cing past scenes which are sud‐ 
denly iden ti fied by a char ac ter when a long- forgotten piece of music
in trudes upon the nar rat ive con tinuum, reaches the heights of
tragedy in Hu s ton’s ad apt a tion of Joyce’s The Dead. The sud den trans‐ 
form a tion of the past into the present by the on- screen per form ance
of a music piece calls for the study of col lect ive as well as in di vidual
memory; such is the case in the cli mactic scene of Lu b itsch’s Broken
Lul laby. What about non- diegetic music and the char ac ter’s memory?
This point will be ex amined in a dis cus sion of David Lean’s Brief En‐ 
counter (1948). Such cine matic scenes are a means of arous ing the
spec tator’s em pathy with the char ac ters, whether by die getic music
and their re cov ery of a for got ten mo ment, or mu sical un der scor ing of
dra matic ac tion. Thus, it will be ar gued that the cine ma to graphy of
the ex per i ence of memory in scenes of mourn ing finds a power ful ally
in music.

2

1. Music and memory in The Dead
The case of off- screen die getic music 2 being sud denly re cog nized by
the heroine as hav ing a secret mean ing for her, will be dis cussed in
the light of the screen ad apt a tion in 1987 by John Hu s ton of James
Joyce’s short story The Dead. 3

3

Music echoes through out the short story and there are sug ges tions
that its pat tern is op er atic. 4 Mary Jane Morkan plays the piano, and
she ac com pan ies her aunt Julia Morkan who sings clas sical arias as
was the fash ion in middle class Cath olic so ci ety in Dub lin, among
which, in Hu s ton’s film, ‘Array’d for the bridal’. Be fore din ner, Mary
Jane plays quad rilles such as ‘lan cers’ (Joyce 187), and the guests start
dan cing. Among the guests is Bar tell D’Arcy, a tenor who keeps com‐ 
plain ing about his voice, until he is fi nally heard off- stage singing an
Irish bal lad, “The Lass of Aughrim” 5 al though most of the guests have
already left. In this key scene, the con trast between the bustle of
music dur ing the party and the lyr i cism of the aria, between so ci ety
and a sol it ary fig ure, is an op er atic mise- en-scène of memory, and
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the ghostly pres ence of an ab sent third party 6. This on- stage/off- 
stage aural struc ture which is found in opera music im plies the on‐
stage char ac ter’s still ness, listen ing in tently as if over powered by the
music, while the spec tator is made to listen care fully. For the sake of
meth od o logy, a sum mary of the ana lysis by Michel Chion of the mod‐ 
al it ies of listen ing in audio- vision is added here and will be used in
the fol low ing case stud ies. The film critic dis tin guishes between
‘causal listen ing’, in which the sound is un der stood as a source of in‐ 
form a tion on the sur round ing world, ‘se mantic listen ing’ which iden‐ 
ti fies a mes sage in the sound heard, and ‘re duced listen ing’ which fo‐ 
cuses on the traits of the sound it self (Chion 25-34). This key scene of
Joyce’s work is groun ded on the pause in the ac tion and the ‘re duced
listen ing’ of both char ac ter and spec tator. Moreover, we re cog nize
here the mu sical theme which is in tro duced by com poser Alex North
in the ‘main title’ (Kal inak 4), i.e., the open ing cred its, and which is
heard re peatedly in the fol low ing mu sical un der scor ing of the film.

In this cli matic scene, the memory aroused in Gretta (An gel ica Hu s‐ 
ton)’s mind by the off- screen die getic music also causes an in tense
emo tion in a second listener as well, her hus band Gab riel Con roy
(Don ald Mc Cann), though without any memory to match the lyric. In
Joyce’s text, the im pact of the melody which is heard by Gretta Con‐ 
roy as she is leav ing the party with the other guests 7 is strong
enough to make her stop short on the top of the stairs, while Gab riel
has already reached the ground floor. Thus in the short story as well
as in Hu s ton’s film, the scene is framed from Gab riel’s point of view.
He must look up wards to get a view, not of the singer, but of the
listener.

5

He was in a dark part of the hall gaz ing up the stair case. A woman
was stand ing near the top of the first flight, in the shadow also. He
could not see her face but he could see the ter ra cotta and sal mon ‐
pink pan els of her skirt which the shadow made ap pear black and
white. It was his wife. She was lean ing on the ban is ters, listen ing to
some thing. Gab riel was sur prised at her still ness and strained his ear
to listen also. […] Gab riel said noth ing but poin ted up the stairs to ‐
wards where his wife was stand ing (Joyce 211).

Ref er ences to light ing are used in the de scrip tion of Gab riel’s per cep‐ 
tion as if in a frame: the dark part of the stair case fills the fore ground,
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while the back ground is also in the shadow. A weird play on the sub‐ 
ject ive up ward angle gives us a view of her feet rather than her face,
as Gab riel only sees the “ter ra cotta and sal mon pink pan els of her
skirt”. She is trans fixed into com plete im mob il ity like a sit ter in a por‐ 
trait. 8 In Joyce’s text, Gab riel uses the meta phor of music for his fan‐ 
cied paint erly ef fect:

If he were a painter he would paint her in that at ti tude. Her blue felt
hat would show off the bronze of her hair against the dark ness and
the dark pan els of her skirt would show off the light ones. Dis tant
music he would call the pic ture if he were a painter (Joyce 211).

While the cam era screens what Gab riel sees, we also no tice that in‐ 
stead of com ment ing on the singing per form ance, his at ten tion to the
bal lad is drawn by his wife’s sur pris ing at ten tion to the per form‐ 
ance. 9 This is the first and only time when Gab riel’s at ten tion shifts
from the guests at Julia’s new year’s party, to the music being played,
as he iden ti fies an Irish bal lad. 10 As to Gretta her self, her ‘re duced
listen ing’ al lows her to per ceive the singing purely as music, in its
“ca dence”, i.e., its rhythm, and “hoarse ness”, i.e. its pitch.

7

The song seemed to be in the old Irish ton al ity and the singer seemed
un cer tain both of his words and of his voice. The voice, made plaint‐ 
ive by dis tance and by the singer's hoarse ness, faintly il lu min ated the
ca dence of the air with words ex press ing grief:

8

O, the rain falls on my heavy locks 
And the dew wets my skin, 
My babe lies cold . . . (Joyce 211)

The bal lad is a pop u lar one: “The Lass of Aughrim”. 11 While Joyce is
care ful to render the old- fashioned con text of the scene, where it is
heard with piano ac com pani ment, Alex North gives it more dra matic
em phasis by choos ing to use the single sound of the voice singing a
capella. This un der lines the fact that the scene is de voted to the re‐ 
turn in Gretta’s present life of an other scene from her past, as she
tells Gab riel later at the hotel. 12

9

Be cause her young lover died for her, as she be lieves, the fact that
she hears a man’s tenor voice singing the bal lad while all the singing
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dur ing the party was by Julia Morkan, re sur rects the young man him‐ 
self. The memory of Mi chael Furey who died after wait ing out side her
win dow is thus typ ical of the ‘dis place ment’ and ‘con dens a tion’
defined by Freud as the char ac ter ist ics of dream ing, and in this par‐ 
tic u lar scene, those of re min is cing. 13 While the bal lad tells the death
of a se duced and be trayed young woman, to Gretta, it tells the story
of her young lover in Gal way, and the very dis tance between her and
the singer re vives the dis tance between her and the young man
catch ing death out side. The tenor’s male voice is heard in the dis‐ 
tance as if she heard the voice of the dead Mi chael Furey’s ghost, a
ghost of a lover who, as Gretta says, ‘died for me’, and haunts the
scene de scribed by Joyce. The bal lad tells the tale of the se duc tion,
be trayal, re jec tion and death of a young girl, but also has na tional, i.e.
col lect ive, sig ni fic ance.

While Gab riel at tempts to em path ize with his wife, it is made clear
that her own emo tion can not be shared by him. For him, this scene is
the cli max of an ex per i ence of rev el a tion, of Joy cian epi phany. 14 He
now sees their re la tion ship in a new light: until then he be lieved they
shared an in tim acy groun ded on an equally genu ine love. He real izes
all his own memor ies of their love which now come back to him have
been un real, a mere fic tion which he con struc ted in his ima gin a tion.
Dur ing all those years, she lived both in the present with him and in
the past with her young lover.

11

Mu sical per form ance causes the emer gence of a repressed memory
in this story, but later Gab riel is seen be hind the room’s window- 
pane, as he is gaz ing in the dis tance. Greta’s mourn ing for Mi chael
Furey be comes his own mourn ing for Ire land’s past tra gedies, as if an
evoc a tion of a col lect ive memory was also meant in Joyce’s text,
which sug gests an other re la tion between music and memory. For
him, the story also echoes the ghosts of Irish His tory. The past is ever
present in The Dead. Aughrim is a vil lage in County Gal way, which
was the site of a ‘slaughter’ in 1691.

12

In the fol low ing ex ample which will be ex amined now, music has a
sim ilar re la tion to in di vidual memory, as it is thanks to a mu sical per‐ 
form ance that an other ghostly young man can at last be prop erly
mourned. In ad di tion, it will also be seen that the lyr ics allow the shift
from per sonal to col lect ive memory in a quite ex pli cit man ner.

13
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2. Music and mourn ing ritu al ized
in Broken Lul laby
The sud den re turn of the past and the achieve ment of mourn ing
through music, at first secret and in di vidual and then given a na tional
mean ing in Joyce’s The Dead, was screened as both an in di vidual and
a col lect ive mourn ing in Lu b itsch’s Broken Lul laby. 15 The cli mactic
scene of the film oc curs when the Ger man par ents of a son killed on
the front are called upon by a French sol dier who wishes to be for‐ 
given by con fess ing his re spons ib il ity. The film shows how a single
piece of music can be used in a ritual of mourn ing which gives the
dead young man a form of second life as he will al ways be re‐ 
membered.

14

In Lu b istch’s an ti mil it ar ist me lo drama, Broken Lul laby, memory is
rep res en ted as fright en ing hal lu cin a tions. Paul is haunted by the
ghostly face of Wal ter, the Ger man sol dier whom he killed on the
front as they con fron ted each other in a shell hole in which they had
both fallen. Rather than shar ing the French army’s cel eb ra tion of vic‐ 
tory, in the hope of free ing him self from this ob ses sion, which is driv‐ 
ing him crazy, he con fesses the killing to a priest, but when told that
he was only doing his duty, he finds that this does not cure his hal lu‐
cin a tions. Be cause he ex amined the young Ger man sol dier’s wal let, he
knows his name and ad dress and about his earlier stay in Paris as a
vi ol in ist. Hav ing de cided to meet the young man’s par ents in Ger‐ 
many to atone for hav ing killed him, in the hope of free ing his mind
from his hal lu cin a tions, he plans to con fess the truth and ask them to
for give him. In stead of doing so, how ever, he in vents a meet ing with
Wal ter in Paris, telling the dev ast ated par ents that they had been
friends, while delay ing the mo ment of his con fes sion. By bor row ing a
false iden tity which is groun ded on an im it a tion of what he has learnt
about Wal ter when read ing his last let ter (DVD 05�56—07�00) Paul
cre ates for him self an ac cept able role in the fam ily group, that of the
dead man’s friend. The fact that the rest of the pop u la tion of the town
is scan dal ized by his in tim acy with Wal ter’s fam ily un der scores the
col lect ive di men sion of memory and the ten sion caused by his being
an alien. He is fi nally in vited by Wal ter’s father to play on his son’s vi‐ 
olin. He chooses a piece which he has mem or ized as a vi ol in ist him ‐
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self and which he knows that Wal ter used to play and is there fore fa‐ 
mil iar to his griev ing par ents.

If we fol low Maurice Halb wachs’s the ory of col lect ive memory in re‐ 
sponse to Henri Bergson’s own the ory of sub ject ive in di vidual
memory, the choice of Schu mann’s music piece Traumerei-  A
Dream, 16 to achieve the final atone ment which will free his mind
from the ob ses sion of Wal ter’s dead face, con firms the col lect ive
nature of memory in pub lic mu sical per form ances. Music, as Halb‐ 
wachs ex plains, is not only a se mi otic sys tem of codes and con ven‐ 
tions but also a vehicle of memory for the listener. The case of the
trans pos i tion of piano into vi olin - -which is the case of the Traumerei
per form ance in Lu b itsch’s film -- is ana lysed by Halb wachs as an ex‐ 
ample of memory at work. He ex am ines the gap between the ini tial
per form ance on a piano and its trans pos i tion into a lyric for a vi olin.
For Halb wachs, there is only one ex plan a tion, the fact that the
melody has been mem or ized sep ar ately from the in stru ment on
which it was played. And it is the re cog ni tion of the melody which in‐ 
terests the philo sopher psy cho lo gist when it is being heard as an
aural ex per i ence.

16

Where is the model which we re cog nize, if we do at all? It must be
loc ated in our memory and within the sound space. In our mind, as a
dis pos i tion which we have ac quired in our past to re pro duce what
we heard, but an in com plete dis pos i tion be cause we would have
been un able to re pro duce it. But the sounds now heard come for ‐
ward and join the re pro duc tion being per formed. 17

Though there is a great dif fer ence in the acous tic qual ity of a fluid
con tinu ity on the piano thanks to the pedal sus tain ing the vi bra tion
of the piano strings, and the es sen tial fluid ity of the vi olin’s notes tied
to gether by the mu si cian’s bow, yet we know the melody for hav ing
heard it in the past. In the film the trans pos i tion from Schu mann’s
piano score into a score for a vi olin is im pli cit. What Lu b itsch is
show ing is that the melody is what catches the at ten tion of the char‐ 
ac ters, who show that they identify it per fectly, as for ex ample Wal‐ 
ter’s fiancée Elsa as she im me di ately sits at the piano to play an ac‐ 
com pani ment to the melody. The melody has clearly been mem or ized
in di vidu ally and in de pend ently from the in stru ments. The ap peal to
col lect ive memory is dram at ized by the per form ance, since the ex ‐

17



Music and Memory in Cinema – The topos of Mourning in The Dead (John Huston, 1987), Broken
Lullaby (Ernst Lubitsch, 1932) and Brief Encounter (David Lean, 1948)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

per i ences of play ing and listen ing both share the mem or iz ing of a
com mon cul tural arte fact from the past. What is more, there is an
em phasis on the present time of the shared mo ment, a mer ging of
the tem por al ity of the char ac ters in the fic tion and our own tem por‐ 
al ity as audio- viewers. The fram ing of Wal ter’s par ents sit ting on a
sofa lit er ally sig nals our fict ive pres ence within the frame.

The nar rat ive pat tern of the film fo cuses on the power of music to
ad dress col lect ive memory. It is there fore all the more sig ni fic ant as it
sus tains the dom in ant pa ci fist ideo logy of the film – i.e. ‘pas sions’ or
‘psychic af fects’ upon which cinema as well as music exert a sub lim‐ 
inal power – such as hatred being cured by love thanks to the ritual of
mourn ing. When Elsa, Wal ter’s fiancée, is secretly told the truth by
Paul, she first suf fers from a fit of hatred, but she also wishes to pro‐ 
tect her foster- parents from suf fer ing from this ter rible truth. She
ac cord ingly de cides that Paul will have to stay and live with them as
the only way to atone for the killing, thus sug gest ing the ne ces sary
trans form a tion of in di vidual pas sion from hatred into mercy.

18

In this scene we are en gaged in the three above- mentioned forms of
re lat ing to music, from the die getic level of causal listen ing to the
cul tural re cog ni tion of a well- known piece of piano music by Schu‐ 
mann trans posed for the vi olin, and to pure at ten tion to the sonic
qual it ies of the per form ance. While these modes of re lat ing to music
are sim ul tan eous, yet they are nar ra tiv ized so that they are iden ti fi‐ 
able by the film audio- viewer. Just as in Hu s ton’s film, the use of die‐ 
getic music in Lu b itsch’s sud denly in ter rupts the flow of nar ra tion,
and al lows the emer gence of repressed memory and haunt ing ghosts.
Memory is closely as so ci ated to the die getic music as the me lo dra‐ 
matic nar rat ives reach their cli max, and its re la tion to time is sig ni fic‐ 
ant, since it re- situates the past in the present. In ad di tion to Halb‐ 
wachs’s above- quoted ana lysis, it is now thought that rather than re‐ 
cov er ing a frag ment stored in a given part of the brain, the re min is‐ 
cence “is an or der ing of people, places, things and events. There are
no cal en dars in the brain” (Rosen field 166). The music pieces, whether
an Irish pop u lar bal lad or a well- known piano piece by Schu mann,
both in tro duce in the un rav el ling of the nar rat ive a mo ment of re- 
creation rather than mere re cov ery of a past scene by its rhythm and
move ment. To quote Rosen field again:

19
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Ac cur ate memory traces would hardly help us sur vive in an ever- 
changing world. Freud at temp ted to ac count for how what he be ‐
lieved to be per man ent memory traces could be altered in given cir ‐
cum stances. Yet, he often pin pointed the ways in which memor ies
are new cre ations. Ob ses sional neur ot ics, for ex ample, “redo” un ‐
pleas ant ex per i ences in a vari ety of ob ses sional rituals. Such rituals
are memor ies par ex cel lence – new cre ations, the past re worked
(Rosen field 79).

How ever, it is no tice able that the two film makers’ scripts make the
scenes es sen tially cine matic by the in tru sion of a spe cific form of
move ment thanks to mu sical per form ance. The at tempt to “redo” a
repressed scene is an act of cre ation within the move ment of cine‐ 
matic time, and, since for Freud “the un con scious lacks a concept of
time” (Doane 37), I sug gest that, in these two films, music gives such a
tem poral func tion to the lyr ical per form ances. Music ap pears to be a
priv ileged mo ment of sus pen sion of die getic time when the prot ag‐ 
on ists enjoy purely acous tic qual it ies. Be cause all acts of re cog ni tion
and re col lec tion re quire some motor activ ity, the memory- scenes of
Mi chael Furey dying from cold or of Wal ter dying from a deep wound
can be cre ated anew by the sub ject thanks to acous tic dis place ment
and con dens a tion of or din ary move ment into a newly re- created
present en counter with the real, how ever tra gic it may be.

20

My thesis in this paper would be that the issue of the mu sical move‐ 
ment - its rhythm, tempo, pitch, and melody (Ac caoui 145) - is cent ral
to the emo tional awaken ing of visual re min is cence be cause it al lows
the re- enactment of the past. Its ob ses sional re sur gence as in Paul’s
hal lu cin a tions is dif fer ent from memory, res ult ing from trauma. Thus
the three modes of re lat ing to music defined by Michel Chion, already
men tioned above, causal, se mantic and re duced listen ing, are in sym‐ 
bi osis with memory and the achieve ment of mourn ing in those two
scenes, by music’s above men tioned au ri cu lar qual it ies. Both Gab riel
and Paul are aware of the music’s source, singing a pop u lar bal lad or
trans pos ing piano for the vi olin, and can for mu late its title, but what
makes the lyric truly ef fi cient in the re- creation of the past is the ca‐ 
pa city of em bed ded listen ers, Gretta and Wal ter’s par ents, to enjoy
re du cing their listen ing to pure rhythm, tempo, pitch, and melody
(re duced listen ing).
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In the two films dis cussed here, music is used die get ic ally to de pict a
cli mactic mo ment in the story- telling which causes a prot ag on ist to
ex per i ence mourn ing as a re vival of the dead. Memory and music ap‐ 
pear syn chronic owing to com mon move ment: con tem por ary the or‐ 
ies of memory – Freud in par tic u lar – (Rosen field 78-79) define re‐ 
min is cence is a re- enacting of the ex per i ence by set ting the ‘memory
image’ into move ment, which is what music is about. The third film
ex amined in this paper, though more com plex in its rep res ent a tion of
memory and music through the topos of mourn ing, tends to con firm
this view, as will be ar gued.

22

3. Music and memory and Brief
En counter
In stead of wit ness ing a char ac ter’s emo tions at the re turn of the past
which the per form ance of a piece of music has oc ca sioned, in David
Lean’s ad apt a tion of Noel Cow ard’s play, Brief En counter (1948), 18 we
share the re min is cing char ac ter’s memor ies and emo tions through‐ 
out the film. The spec tator has an im me di ate ac cess to Laura’s
memory at work thanks to the auto bi o graph ical nar rat ive of the
voice- over in which she ad dresses a con fid ant, sup posedly her hus‐ 
band. By the 1940s, this form of first- person nar ra tion had been well
es tab lished by nov el ists such as Henry James and Vir ginia Woolf and
pop ular ized as ‘the stream of con scious ness’. It be came typ ical of noir
film by the 1940s along with the use of the flash back. 19 In par al lel, it
is the con tinuum of music which provided the first the or eti cians of
cinema with con cepts which ap peared ap pro pri ate, such as the frag‐ 
ment a tion into move ments, the ne ces sary suc ces sion and re pe ti tion
of its com pos i tion. Bor d well, among other film crit ics, men tions Ei s‐ 
en stein’s ref er ence to Wag ner to en force the mu sical ana logy: “in
Sergei Ei s en stein’s essay on Al ex an der Nevsky ’s battle on the ice […]
[t]he mu sical ana logy is used to stress tem por al ity” (Bor d well,147).
Ger maine Dulac is known to have com pared cinema to music by
Claude De bussy: “The in teg ral film which we all hope to com pose is a
visual sym phony made of rhythmic im ages, co ordin ated and thrown
upon the screen ex clus ively by the per cep tion of an artist […] De‐ 
bussy’s Le Jardin sous la Pluie, or Chopin’s “goutte d’eau” pre lude, for
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ex ample, are the ex pres sions of a soul pour ing forth, re act ing among
things”. 20

Rach maninov’s Second Piano Con certo was re ques ted for David Lean’s
film by Noël Cow ard pre sum ably be cause it com bines a Wag n erian
use of the leit motiv and the cine matic un der stand ing of film music as
the ex pres sion of the stream of con scious ness. In the script of the
film, the nar rat ive tells us about Laura’s memory in a series of flash‐ 
backs as she re min isces her love af fair and brings it back to life in ac‐ 
cord ance with the pro cess of memory, a re- enacting of the ex per i‐ 
ence by set ting the ‘memory image’ into move ment, as said above.
This meant that the use of Rach maninov’s con certo had to be come
Laura’s music, in con ductor Muir Math ieson’s opin ion (O’Con nor 3).
This is made clear in the end of the film, when, after hav ing par ted for
ever from her lover, she is seen rest ing after din ner in her hus band’s
com pany, and we see her turn ing on the radio: Rach maninov’s Second
Piano Con certo is heard at once. As she sits in her arm chair by the
fire place with some nee dle work, she acts as if she were listen ing to
the con certo, du ti fully keep ing com pany to her hus band who is busy
doing cross words puzzle. At this in stant, the con certo be comes die‐ 
getic music, though only for a few minutes (13�42). Through out the
flash backs, the con certo had been non- diegetic film music while the
spec tator fol lowed her re min is cences of her secret love- affair. 21 In
par al lel with the voice- over, the con certo frag ments which are used
to un der score her memor ies be come es sen tially ‘her music’, the
themes fit ting her dif fer ent moods from deep anxi ety to in tense hap‐ 
pi ness or tear ful nos tal gia, and thus be come clas sical non- diegetic
film music (Gorb man 14-18), as will now be seen.

24

3.1. From the con certo to Laura’s music

The mu sical score of the film’s ‘main title’ (Kal inak 4) is the first
minutes of the con certo, which are heard as the cred its roll down on
a shot of a dimly lit train sta tion at night, between the open ing shot
of an ex press train thun der ing by from the fore ground on the left into
the dis tant back ground on the right, its white steam in vad ing the
black sky in the op pos ite dir ec tion, and its re pe ti tion con clud ing the
cred its and in tro du cing the plat form and the re fresh ment room. The
ef fect is to in tro duce main themes of the film in the tra di tion of opera
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over tures, so that our own memory is im me di ately aroused by mu‐ 
sical ‘themes’ as we have grown to ex pect in clas sical Hol ly wood
cinema. The open ing bars of the con certo es tab lish the at mo sphere
of the film: the first piano chords fol low Rach maninov’s in dic a tions,
em phat ic ally sound ing the bot tom note of the chord first, which
Eileen Joyce does with great suc cess. The or ches tra is then heard to
play in suc ces sion a first melody fol lowed by the full or ches tra; the
piano then fol lows with the new theme, which is the most fam ous
melody in the con certo (O’Con nor 4). The lat ter melody is re peated
by Rach maninov in his con certo in vari ous forms through out the
work, the re pe ti tion being a piano solo which might sud denly be
over taken by the or ches tra (O’Con nor 5).

What makes the film music of Brief En counter 22 so spe cial is that
while we are in volved in a pro cess of re min is cence by such themes,
Rach maninov’s own con certo is it self groun ded on echoes and re pe ti‐ 
tions (Cor mack 19-30). Rach maninov’s ex plan a tion of this con certo is
based on the no tion of awaken ing from memor ies, sug gest ing that
the re pe ti tion with slight changes of themes or ‘leit mot ivs’ are akin to
his own ‘stream of con scious ness’. 23 The com poser uses re cur ring
themes and, when re peated, al ters them slightly to trans form them.
Sim il arly, in the film, the use of “memory- motifs” (Gorb man 28) be‐ 
longs both to the non- diegetic music which al lows us to hear frag‐ 
ments from the con certo and to the struc ture of the con certo it self,
which thus tells us about memor ies. Ar gu ably, the whole con cep tion
of the con certo fits the the or ies of how our memory works, re appro‐ 
pri at ing the past to give it some sort of new co her ence, as Halb wachs
and, later, Rosen field, ar gued. This is so true that when people are
asked about the music of the film they will speak of the ‘theme of the
film’ never even men tion ing Rach maninov’s opus (O’Con nor 1).

26

3.2. ‘memory- motifs’

In his paper, Sean O’Con nor fol lows closely the three move ments of
the con certo and finds that such ‘memory- motifs’ are in ser ted in the
film’s score with dif fer ent ef fects. For ex ample, the same sec tion of
the main title be longs to the first move ment of the con certo, and it is
heard un der neath Laura and Alec’s date in the park when they con‐ 
fess their love, thus ex press ing her hap pi ness (O’Con nor 5). An other
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theme un der lines her un hap pi ness in scenes of guilt (07�15,
14�34,52�14) (O’Con nor 7). The second move ment is used more spar‐ 
ingly, in mo ments of suf fer ing, when they de cide that their next
meet ing will be the last, and, as the train starts mov ing out, she is fol‐ 
lowed at her win dow by Alec’s gaze. The piece of ro mantic music
con tin ues until the nar ra tion tells us of the next day, when they walk
to a bridge in the park (57�39). They kiss for the second time (58�30) as
we hear the piano which goes on until they reach the sta tion and the
sound is re placed by a loud sound of a train rush ing by (59�50). The
con certo’s ‘memory mo tifs’ un der score scenes which Laura re- enacts
as mo ments of deep emo tion, either hap pi ness and in no cent love or
its op pos ite, an guish caused by her sense of guilt.

Thus, what we hear has little to do with the ac tual per form ance
which Laura comes upon by chance as she turns the radio on. We do
not hear the open ing bars of Rach maninov’s Second Piano Con certo
which we have heard in the main title, but rather an ef fect of ‘stream‐ 
ing’ with the flow of music either grow ing very loud in the fore ground
of the screen sounds or fad ing to a softer back ground sound.
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The music is used to in dic ate her re min is cing, sound ing as it were in
a dis tant place and pro gress ively draw ing nearer by the in creas ing
sound. Being a dia logue between a piano and an or ches tra, it some‐ 
times ex presses solitude in solo pieces, or ir res ist ible gushes of de‐ 
sire by the full or ches tra play ing wave after wave of music. When
piano and or ches tra are played to gether within a single mu sical har‐ 
mony, they con vey mo ments of hap pi ness (Costa de Beauregard 80).

29

The very rhythm of the con certo un der scores the re- enactment of
memory. The music uses strong con trasts between ac cel er at ing or
slow ing down tem pos, these changes in rhythm being ed ited in the
film to match the feel ings of the heroine. Fol low ing the con certo’s
three move ments while watch ing the film as Sean O’Con nor pro poses
to do in his above quoted paper, shows how Rach maninov’s re cur ring
themes are also an es sen tial source of unity which matches the con‐ 
tinuum of present con scious ness given by the voice- over, like a
tapestry within which Laura’s memor ies are re- enacted.
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3.3. In ter cut ting of dis tinct time- lines
The story of Laura’s chance en counter with Alec is in tro duced by her
voice, in the form of a con fes sion : “I’m a hap pily mar ried woman – or
rather, I was, until a few weeks ago.[…] But, oh, Fred, I’ve been so
fool ish. I’ve fallen in love. It all star ted on…” Only at this point do we
begin to see the im ages which are ushered by her words (Dyer 16).
Punc tu ations such as trains rush ing by, trains whist ling, or bells
ringing to an nounce de par ture, provide trans itions from voice- over
re min is cing to em bed ded on screen re- enacted scenes, i.e. memory
scenes.
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The film’s nar rat ive rep res ent a tion (Gorb man 20) plays with sev eral
dis tinct tem por al it ies. On the one hand, two present timelines are
con stantly com pet ing: the em bed ding present tem por al ity of her
even ing at home listen ing to the radio (timeline one), and the present
as con tinuum, or ‘dur a tion’ (Bergson 315), in the evan es cent tem por‐ 
al ity of her day- dreaming when the con certo is heard (time line two).
A third timeline is cre ated by autonom ous scenes which are in ser ted
within the film con tinuum. The inter- cutting from timeline two and
timeline one provides the nar rat ive clos ure. In the middle of her re‐ 
min is cing, her hus band’s voice is heard, in ter rupt ing the con tinuum
of her dream ing memor ies:” Hi! Laura! You were miles away! […] turn
that down?” He rises and turns the sound down, and then says: “You
look a bit tired”. The cam era cuts to her face as she says “I’m per fectly
happy” (48�13—48�48). This vi ol ent re turn to the real (timeline one) in‐ 
ter rupts her day dream ing and voice- over (timeline two) as the scene
of the per fect day of hap pi ness has reached its end: the scene
(timeline three) was show ing them on a lake with Rach maninov’s
music play ing as she was re call ing her hap pi ness (42�08). As they walk
back to the sta tion in si lence, the loud sound of a rush ing train is
heard and the music starts again (48�06) with an as yet un heard new
move ment of the con certo. But in timeline one, her hus band even tu‐ 
ally kindly draws near her sug gest ing she is hav ing a bad dream. The
scene leads to the con clu sion of the film by sug gest ing her place as a
wife and mother.
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The third timeline is con struc ted from em bed ded past scenes which
she re- enacts to keep her prom ise to re mem ber forever. While Laura
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is wait ing in the Mil ford rail way sta tion’s re fresh ment room be fore
her train home after a day’s shop ping, Alec joins her and we un der‐ 
stand they are meet ing for the last time. But their con ver sa tion is
sharply in ter rup ted by Dolly, a close ac quaint ance who ex claims:
“What a lovely sur prise!”. The woman sits with Laura on the train
home, and keeps talk ing to her while Laura is be gin ning to re mem ber
scenes from her love- affair. She re mem bers their first meet ing in this
re fresh ment room as Alec had re moved a piece of grit from her eye.

In this part ing scene, be fore Dolly’s in tru sion upon them, Laura was
telling Alec she wanted to die. But he was quick to reply that she must
live be cause what he wanted was that she should re mem ber him
every day of her life. Memory is cent ral to the film’s nar rat ive from
the very be gin ning of the flash back which starts when the con certo is
heard after noises from the train sta tion and we see her on board her
train going home. Their last meet ing, which is what she re calls first,
over laps the present time of her listen ing sup posedly to the radio and
pre tend ing to con fess her love- story to her hus band.
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If we ex am ine the three timelines dis tin guished above in the light of
film music and its re la tion to memory, one might ask who really
listens to the con certo, as none of the char ac ters in the film show any
dis pos i tion to ‘re duced listen ing’ to mu sical codes and their af fects.
The scenes from the past which Laura re- enacts (timeline three) for
the sake of keep ing her prom ise to Alec have their own mu sical co‐ 
her ence. For ex ample, we hear die getic music, when a string or ches‐ 
tra is play ing in a res taur ant where they have stopped for lunch.
Never pay ing at ten tion to the mu sical per form ance they laugh at the
artists whom they find grot esque and enjoy a de gree of in tim acy in
their laughter (22�10), and Alec even jokes as he asks Laura with a
smirk whether she plays the piano. Then they go to see a movie called
Flames of Pas sion and, be fore the film starts, a lady plays the organ 24.
In stead of pay ing at ten tion to her per form ance they wait for her to
turn and face her audi ence, bet ting on whether she is or is not the
lady from the res taur ant or ches tra and when they find she is in deed,
again they enjoy shared laughter (25�16). Such mu sical per form ances
show that neither Laura nor Alec are sens it ive to music’s emo tional
im pact. This sup posedly ‘soph ist ic ated’ sneer ing at mu sical per form‐ 
ance is not so very dif fer ent from the mo ment when Laura’s hus band
com plains the sound of the con certo is too loud and turns it down
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(48�13). I be lieve that we are meant to infer that she is not listen ing to
the music of the con certo. Be sides, if her hus band un will ingly hears
the con certo, Alec never hears it. Rather she seeks shel ter in its sub‐ 
lim inal sound as a form of noise in which to secretly enjoy her
memor ies, since listen ing to the radio gives her a com mon coun ten‐ 
ance.

3.4. Laura’s voice
But what about the cine matic con tinuum which is the vehicle for the
stream of con scious ness in her secret present? The timeline of the
voice- over (timeline two) stands for her pre tence at con fess ing her
af fair to her hus band, and it shifts between re call ing how in no cent or
how shame ful she felt in the past and how nos tal gic she feels now.
This is when we hear the con certo in frag ments ex press ing her emo‐ 
tions. In these mo ments the con certo is a de pic tion of her emo tions
by its form, as it ex presses her inner life through rhythm, tempo, or
pitch as well as melody. If memory is the ‘mat ter’ of the con certo, that
is to say the present “dur a tion wherein we see ourselves act ing in the
con tinu ous change of liv ing ex per i ence” (Bergson 243), it is linked
with music in the film in a par tic u lar man ner: it only in flu ences our
emo tions, never hers. Which means that the film music is ap pre hen‐ 
ded less as rep res ent a tion than as in di vidual ex per i ence by ourselves,
and, in the film, it is the close- ups of Laura’s face which provide clues
for the present ex per i ence of the lost past, along with her voice- over.
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It is her voice- over which is the main source of our shar ing her
memor ies, re mem ber ing, from the first mo ment when we hear her
say ing to her self: “I want to re mem ber every minute” (09�13) as the
cam era cuts to a close shot of her face. The voice- over tells her story,
the spec tator al ways pay ing close at ten tion to what she has to say. In
such mo ments of the film, Laura’s voice has an im pact of its own: it is
non- diegetic, as op posed to the scenes in which we hear her talk ing
with other prot ag on ists in ways that de pict her psy cho logy and her
moral char ac ter. When her voice is only heard by us, she thinks to
her self in our pres ence, re- writing her past, and think ing how happy
and in no cent she felt, or how guilty and ashamed as when she spends
hours in the rain to es cape from the tempta tion of sexu al ity (1�06�47—
1�10�11). As Pam Cook writes about the film: “the film is say ing that
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memory is a mat ter of re tell ing and re order ing events” (Cook 102).
The role of the story- telling in the voice- over is con sist ent with the
view of “memory as a cre at ive pro cess closely linked to fantasy rather
than a mat ter of ac cur ately re con struct ing or re triev ing the past”
(Cook 110). 25

Her voice ac com pan ies “metadie getic im ages”, since the scenes in
timeline three are sup posedly nar rated or ima gined by her (Gorb man
22). Such is in deed the case when she fan tas ises a Hol ly woo dian
happy ro mance while on the train, music match ing her dreamy ex‐ 
pres sion on the partly opaque win dow glass (49�25). Dur ing these
brief epis odes, Rach maninov is ous ted by die getic music, but sound
and image are wel ded to gether in a dream of per fect hap pi ness, and
we hear suc cess ively the coded music of a waltz as she dances at a
ball, an opera open ing as she enters an opera house, (50�00 –50�10).
Nev er the less, the con certo is re sumed as she fan cies her self and Alec
on a trop ical beach by the sea (50�38), and this trans ition is one
among many that shifts from die getic to non- diegetic film music,
music she hears or ima gines she hears and music she prob ably only
hears sub lim in ally. In such mo ments, the volume, mood, and rhythm
are en tirely sub or din ated to the dra matic and emo tional dic tates of
the film nar rat ive, what Gorb man calls ‘in aud ib il ity’ (Gorb man 76).
Though music can al ways be heard, in mo ments when the spec tator
pays no at ten tion to the mu sical un der scor ing, it then be comes sub‐ 
lim inal.
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For this reason, com plete si lence some times screams at us, as the ‘in‐ 
aud ible’ un der scor ing is sud denly si lenced. These vi ol ent breaks in
our sub lim inal pleas ure re call the raw un pleas ant ness of the real
world. For ex ample, com plete si lence is heard as Laura is check ing
her make up in a mir ror at home, and we see her hus band ap pear ing
in the back ground. She ac tu ally lies to him about hav ing had lunch
with her friend Mary Norton, and, as soon as he has gone down again,
she asks her friend on the phone to be her alibi (51�08). The in sist ence
on the rail way sta tion, on the sound of an ex press train, not only
echoes Tol stoy’s Anna Karen ina when she is temp ted by sui cide
(1�20�14) but makes Time a power ful agent in the me lo drama (Dyer 18).
The die getic sound of the ex press trains un der scores omin ous views
of trains rush ing in the dark ness of night (59�14), as a meta phor of
pas sion as well as a coun ter point to scenes on the train when she
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can not but choose to head for home, or scenes when one of them is
leav ing on a train mov ing away, for cibly sep ar at ing them. Clocks are
also om ni present in the scenes at the rail way sta tion, a nat ural icon
of rail way life when seen in the hand of the station- master, but which
is em phas ized when Laura ac tu ally buys a clock which we see in
close- shot as a present to her hus band (Dyer 44-45).

And yet, Rach maninov’s con certo frag ments have such power that we
can not over look the music along with the nar rat ive. Whenever we
suf fer the in tru sion of such si lences, or of blar ing noises from the
train sta tion, we can not but pay at ten tion to the con certo when it re‐ 
turns. Maybe more than any thing, it is the sound of the piano which
we re mem ber, as it draws our at ten tion to par tic u lar mo ments of
Laura’s stream of con scious ness. Be cause the con certo is as so ci ated
in the film with such mo ments by the en act ing of the ritual of mourn‐ 
ing, as it were, it dis plays a form of col lect ive memory as we saw in
the two pre vi ous films, as if, in the com pany of her hus band’s kind at‐ 
ten tion to her sad ex pres sion, she ex per i enced a form of com mon
cel eb ra tion of the lost lover. In Hu s ton’s film, Gab riel never met his
wife’s young lover, and the true iden tity of Paul is not re vealed to the
dead sol dier’s par ents. What the three films have in com mon is the
need for atone ment of the guilty young woman or young man, and
ma ture wife.
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Con clu sion: Music, memory and
cinema: a mod ern form of Re ‐
quiem?
The com par ison between these films which each dram at ize in their
own way the theme of ‘mourn ing’ shows sim ilar ap proaches to the
sym bi osis of music and memory in cinema. They rep res ent the char‐ 
ac ters’ memor ies and the re cov ery of secret emo tions by music. Dif‐ 
fer ent moods ac com pany the re- enactment of memor ies by music
such as nos tal gia for the past in The Dead, or ritu al iz a tion of the lost
past in Broken Lul laby. In Brief En counter, both nos tal gia and ritu al iz‐ 
a tion char ac ter ize Laura’s re min is cing of her past hap pi ness as if she
were con fess ing her love- affair to her hus band.

41



Music and Memory in Cinema – The topos of Mourning in The Dead (John Huston, 1987), Broken
Lullaby (Ernst Lubitsch, 1932) and Brief Encounter (David Lean, 1948)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

AC CAOUI, Chris tian (2001). Le temps mu‐ 
si cal, Paris: Des clée de Brou wer.
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To con clude, the topos of ‘mourn ing’ has ap peared as the cent ral
motif which suited the study of music and memory in the three films
in par al lel and has il lus trated what Mary Ann Doane calls ‘cine matic
time’ (Doane 1-4, 22-25). Music shares with cine matic time fea tures
such as the suc ces sion (be fore/after) of events and the ir re vers ib il ity
of time, along with en tropy. The pres ence of time in mourn ing is
dram at ized by Gretta’s loss of Mi chael Furey or Wal ter’s par ents’
grief, and Laura’s loss of Alec. The melod ies, as well as Rach maninov’s
own re pe ti tion of memory- motifs, are mu sical forms which make the
listen ers as sume time’s ‘arrow’ in a fic tional ‘eternal re turn’. In Brief
En counter, music stands for Laura’s stream of con scious ness, and
both the melod ies and their slightly mod i fied re turn are the vehicle of
ir re cov er able change. As has been noted, the reg u lar in ter rup tion of
the voice- over and its mu sical un der scor ing by ex press trains sig‐ 
nalling the pro gress of time’s arrow is an out stand ing fea ture of David
Lean’s film. In Hu s ton’s film, it is ex pressed by the pro gress of Aunt
Julia’s party, and its un ex pec ted end ing which re veals the pres ence of
an in vis ible clock work. In Lu b itsch’s film, the con text of killing under
the pre text of duty make time’s pro gress tra gic ally ir re vers ible. If
music and cinema have in com mon the un der stand ing of time as the
ex per i ence of ir re vers ib il ity, music in the three films deal ing with the
dead, be comes an ex per i ence of ‘mourn ing’. Which is to say that the
re appro pri ation of memor ies in the present mo ment by ex pli cit in‐ 
tense listen ing or ap par ent pre tence of doing so, is not un like the
music of a Re quiem, be cause pre cisely the two forms of ex pres sion,
music and cinema, ad dress the audio- viewer’s lived ex per i ence of
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1  A volume of pa pers about these ques tions was pub lished by Zeenat Saleh
and Melvyn Stokes (Dirs.), Memory in/of English- speaking Cinema-  Le
cinéma comme vec teur de la mémoire dans le cinéma Anglo phone, Paris:
Michel Hou d iard Ed iteur, 2014.

2  I will be using Michel Chion’s tri part ite dis tinc tion between ‘on screen’
music/sound, which is die getic, as op posed to non die getic ac com pani ment
‘off screen’ music/sound, and, third, ‘off screen’ music/sound which can be
either die getic or non- diegetic, a device which of fers the pos sib il ity of
shift ing from one to the other. For ex ample, the open ing scene of Hu s ton’s
film has off- screen piano music, and, as the cam era frames a win dow, the
music be comes die getic: we un der stand it comes from in side the room.
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3  James Joyce, The Dead in Dub liners, (1914) Har mondsworth: Pen guin
Books, 2000, p.175-225. Film  : The Dead (1987) US/GB, col our, 83 min.. Dir.
John Hu s ton, pr. Wie land Schulz- Keil, sc. Tony Hu s ton based on the short
story by James Joyce “The Dead” in Dub liners, ph. Fred Murphy, mus. Alex
North. Cast : An gel ica Hu s ton/Gretta Con roy, Dowal Mc Cann/Gab riel Con‐ 
roy, Cath leen Delany/Aunt Julia Morkan, Helena Car rol/Aunt Kate Morkan,
In grid Craigie/Mary Jane.

4  See Athena Media Pod cast 4 on Music in Joyce’s short story The Dead htt
ps://www.joyces dub lin.ie ac cessed 29/7/19

5  The Na tional Gal lery in Dub lin has a col lec tion of sheets of folk lore
music. There is a re cord ing by Eliza beth Cronin singing in 1907, such as
Joyce would have heard it. It seems he was a tal en ted tenor and ac tu ally
sang this Bal lad. Athena Media Pod cast 4 on Music in the short story The
Dead. In Hu s ton’s film, the part of Bar tell D’Arcy is played by singer and mu‐ 
si cian Noel O’Grady, on a ver sion by Pat ter son. https://www.joyces dub lin.ie
ac cessed 29/7/19.

6  See Verdi’s Travi ata (1853), when Vi ol etta hears off stage the voice of Al‐ 
fredo.

7  Gab riel Con roy’s eld erly aunts Kate Morkan and Julia Morkan have been
throw ing a party in their Dub lin house dur ing Christmas- time (Joyce, 178).
Play ing the piano is part of the en ter tain ment, mostly as back ground un‐ 
heard musak (Joyce, 186). Music stands for Irish cul ture, un der stood as lost
in a dis tant past, and for Aunt Julia in par tic u lar for her lost youth, being
now an old maid who nev er the less sings « Array’d for the bridal ... » in John
Hu s ton’s film.

8  The type of por trait which is re ferred to may well have been Ros setti’s
por traits of beau ti ful women lost in thought, turn ing away from the ob‐ 
server who sees their pro file, and who are some times ac com pan ied by a
music in stru ment, des pite the fact that Pre- Raphaelite paint ers re jec ted
chiaroscuro a well as depth in their works.

9  His listen ing is not fo cused on the qual ity of the sound, but on the cause
of it, what Chion calls ‘causal listen ing’ (Chion 25).

10  By identi fy ing it, his listen ing be comes ‘se mantic’ listen ing (Chion 29).

11  The Lass of Aughrim is a ver sion of a widely dis persed Scots and Irish bal‐ 
lad. See Hugh Shields, ‘The His tory of The Lass of Aughrim’, in Irish Mu sical
Stud ies, I : Mu si co logy in Ire land, eds. Gerrd Gil len and Harry White, Dub lin,

https://www.joycesdublin.ie/
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1990, pp. 58-73. It is in the ‘old ton al ity’: folk music of Scot land, Ire land,
Wales and Brit tany em ployed a pentatonic scale. Melod ies which ex ploited
this five- note scale often em braced a range of two octaves and were a chal‐ 
lenge to the singer, es pe cially for one more ac cus tomed to the eight- tone
octave of the diatonic scale. Joyce, The Dead, in Dub liners, Note 78, p. 314.

12  Once they have left 15 Usher’s Is land, they reach the mod ern Gre sham
Hotel where they will spend the night. In stead of en cour aging her hus band’s
ad vances for pas sioante love- making, she ad mits that the song re minds her
of someone, a young man named Mi chael Furey, who had cour ted her in her
youth in Gal way. He used to sing The Lass of Aughrim for her. Furey died at
sev en teen, early in their re la tion ship, and she had been very much in love
with him. She be lieves that it was his in sist ence on com ing to meet her in
the winter and the rain, while already sick, that killed him. After telling
these things to Gab riel, Gretta falls asleep.

13  Sig mund Freud, L’interprétation des rêves (French trans la tion of the 1901
ed., Paris : PUF, 1926), Paris : France Loisirs, 1989, p. 204, 302.

14  Oliver St John Gog arty, a friend of Joyce’s, thought that, for the poet- 
novelist, an epi phany was a show ing forth of the mind in which one gave
one- self away. Joyce cen ter on the web: https://james joyce.ie/epi phany/
ac cessed 30/07/2019.

15  Ernst Lu b itsch, Broken Lul laby (1932) 76 min., b&w, USA, Eng lish lang. dir.
Ernst Lu b itsch, pr. Ernst Lu b itsch, sc. Sam son Raphael son, ph. Vic tor Mil‐ 
ner, distr. Para mount Pic tures, based on a French play by Maurice Rostand,
ori ginal title: The Man I Killed, or The Fifth Com mand ment, cast: Li onel Bar‐ 
ry more (Dr H. Hold er lin), Phil lips Holmes (Paul Renard), Nancy Car roll
(Fraulein Elsa, Wal ter’s fiancée), Louise Carter (Frau Hold er lin).

16  Schu mann, Traumerei/Dream: https://en.wiki pe dia.org/wiki/Kinder‐ 
szenen. Ac cessed 3/05/2016. It is played on the piano by Valentina Lis itsa. It
is part of Kinder szenen/ Scenes from Child hood, opus 15, n°7 from a set of
thir teen pieces of music for piano writ ten by Robert Schu mann in 1838. See
T.D.Taylor, “Schu mann’s Kinder szenen…,” IRASM 21 (1990)2,161-178, on- line.
Other mu sics in the film are from Beeth oven, Sym phony n°5 (un cred ited),
Der Frohe Wander s mann, music Theodor Froh lich, lyr ics Joseph Freiher von
Eichen dorff, Père la Vic toire, music Louis Ganne, Quand Made lon, music Ca‐ 
m ille Robert, lyr ics Louis Bousquet.

17  Maurice Halb wachs, “La mémoire col lect ive chez les mu si ciens” (1939).
On- line at: http://www.uqac.uque bec.ca/zone30/Classiques_des_sci ‐

https://jamesjoyce.ie/epiphany/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinderszenen.%20Accessed%203/05/2016
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ences_so ciales/index.html. Ac cessed 3/5/2016. Eng lish trans la tion Lewis
A. Coser, ibid. Maurice Halb wachs, La mémoire col lect ive- (1950) Ebook, http
s://www.puf.com/Auteur%3AMaurice_Halb wachs Ac cessed 03/05/2016.
See also “La mémoire col lect ive chez les mu si ciens” (1939) on the same web‐ 
site. Since Lu b itsch’s film is 1932, maybe the most rel ev ant work on the sub‐ 
ject is Hallb wachs’ in flu en tial book pub lished in 1925 Les Cadres so ci aux de
la mémoire, on- line as well on the same web site.

18  Brief En counter (1945) GB, 86 min., b/w. ad apt a tion from a 1936 play Still
Life by Noel Cow ard; pro du cer Noel Cow ard, An thony Havelock- Allan, dir‐ 
ector David Lean, music con ductor Muir Math ieson, music Sergei Rach‐ 
maninov. Cast: Celia John son/Laura Jesson, a middle- class wife, Tre vor
Howard/Alec Har vey, a doc tor, Cyril Ray mond/Fred Jesson Laura’s re li able
hus band, Stan ley Hol lo way/Mr Goby, ticket in spector, Joyce Carey/Mrs
Bagot, café owner. The story is told in flash back as she re min isces her love
af fair in the voice- over mono logue which is in ter cut with ac tual scenes.
Laura and Alec, both mar ried with chil dren, meet in the re fresh ment room
at the sta tion and fall in love; they meet once a week sev eral times but hav‐ 
ing come across some of Laura’s friends and hav ing star ted to tell lies to
every one, after much hes it a tion and re pres sion of pas sion, they de cide to
part for ever. In its time it was a suc cess ful movie, and one can still meet
today Brit ish film view ers who call it their best loved film. The con trast
between the pas sion ate music and the so cial and moral re pres sion of the
scenes achieves strong emo tional cli maxes.

19  In cinema, it is a char ac ter istic fea ture of noir film, as in Billy Wilder’s
Double In dem nity (1944).

20  See for ex ample Hans Richter, Rhyth mus 21 (1921) and Rhyth mus 23 (1923).
The films are on you tube, ac cessed 08/08/2019. See also David Bor d well,
« The Mu sical Ana logy », Yale French Stud ies 60 (1980), 141-156, ac cessed on
JSTOR 07/08/19.

21  The piano is played by Eileen Joyce ac com pan ied by the Na tional Sym‐ 
phony Or ches tra of Bri tain, con duc ted by Muir Math ieson. Eileen Joyce was
a well- known pi an ist, which con trib utes ac cord ing to Richard Dyer to giv ing
a par tic u lar fe male in flec tion to Rach maninov’s music in the film for spec‐ 
tat ors who re cog nised her name in the open ing cred its (Dyer 17).

22  Sergei Rach maninov’s Second Piano Con certo is nearly the only music we
hear in Brief En counter. Frag ments of the con certo are used pre dom in antly
as non- diegetic music ad dress ing us view ers through out. A tim ing sheet
would show that the time of the three move ments I Mod er ato �11.06, II

https://www.puf.com/Auteur%3AMaurice_Halbwachs


Music and Memory in Cinema – The topos of Mourning in The Dead (John Huston, 1987), Broken
Lullaby (Ernst Lubitsch, 1932) and Brief Encounter (David Lean, 1948)

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Adagio sos ten uto �11.53, III Al legro scherz ando : 11.34 – i.e. 33.93 min, does
not co in cide with the length of the film 86 min.

23  The Second Con certo is known to have been writ ten as the com poser was
re cov er ing from de pres sion thanks to a ther apy of hyp nosis. The open ing
bars sug gest the awaken ing from hyp nosis, fol lowed by re min is cences of
the causes of his de pres sion  : his past suf fer ing is told in deep tones and
loud chords (first move ment Mod er ato). With the second move ment, Adagio
sos ten uto, the mu si cian re cov ers hope in life, even though his mel an choly is
still present. In the third move ment, Al legro Scherz ando, music is re in stated
at the su per ior joy of the mu si cian (Ber tens son, 67-96).

24  Pipe or gans were stand ard equip ment when si lent films were on show
until the 1920s. The Para mount theatre used a Wurl itzer which be came the
fash ion. Listen ing to the organ player is a re min is cence of such com mon
prac tices.

25  For this reason, ques tions have been asked about Laura’s re li ab il ity as a
nar rator, in par tic u lar be cause the dis tinc tion between her emo tions in the
past and her emo tions in the present is ne ces sar ily blurred (Dyer 17-18).
Moreover, it has been noted that, be cause she en joys read ing, the ref er ence
to the nov els by Kate O’Brien – such as Mary Lavalle (1936) about the con‐ 
flict between ro mance and every day life – that she bor rows at Boots is an
in dic a tion of her per son al ity which is con veyed by the voice- over, and ex‐ 
plains her se lec tion of Rach maninov on the radio (Dyer 37-39).

English
The re la tions between the two con cepts are ex amined through a single
topos, mourn ing, which the three films have in com mon. Hu s ton’s film fol‐ 
lows Joyce’s key scene in which a voice which is heard singing a bal lad has
an emo tional im pact on the heroine by awaken ing her memory of her dead
lover. Lu b itsch uses a sim ilar device, when Schu mann’s Lul laby is played and
arouses the hear ers’ memory of the dead sol dier. The cinema’s use of music
and memory is brought to greater com plex ity in the third film, owing to
inner mono logue, while Rach maninov’s Second Piano Con certo is ad ap ted to
the film’s nar rat ive and be comes film music.

Français
Les re la tions entre les deux concepts sont exa mi nées du point de vue de la
fi gure du deuil. Le film de Hus ton se ré ap pro prie la scène cen trale de la
nou velle de Joyce, lors qu’une bal lade est chan tée a ca pel la hors- champ, et
ré veille le fan tôme d’un jeune amant dans la mé moire de l’hé roïne. Lu bitsch
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uti lise un pro cé dé si mi laire, lorsque la Ber ceuse de Schu mann est jouée sur
le vio lon du mort et res sus cite son fan tôme pour sa fa mille. Dans le troi‐ 
sième film, ce pro cé dé entre en ré so nance avec d’autres : le mo no logue in‐ 
té rieur, et la trans po si tion du Deuxième Concer to pour Piano de Rach ma ni‐
nov en mu sique de film.
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