Introductory slide.
Today, this is a real thrill for me to assist in some small way in the presentation of one of the highlights of my life – a screening of King Kong with the score performed by a live orchestra; the fine Brigham Young University Symphony Orchestra (CHECK).  And we can do it thanks to the work of the three men sitting here today – James D’Arc, John Morgan and William Stromberg.  When I was asked to be on this panel, I considered it, as I do now, the greatest honour of my life; I’m pretty sure we wouldn’t all be sitting here at a Max Steiner Symposium without them.  They are going to share the fruits of their hard work with you today, but I thought I would begin by reminding you of the context, both for Steiner personally and as a composer, of King Kong.
Max Steiner: The Road to King Kong – The Rise of Max Steiner 1930-1933
WARNING: Please note, there may be some British spelling once again, for which I apologise (!) in advance.  Parents, please warn your children that this is not how spelling is done in the real world.  Or grammar, for that matter.
INTRODUCTION
Once again, I find myself humbled to be here today, and grateful that I have been given this opportunity.  Made it, Ma, Top of the World!!!
Last year, I detailed the journey that Steiner took from his beginnings as a child prodigy in Vienna, to his arrival in Hollywood in 1929.  
By the time he arrived in California, he had been conducting American musical theatre for the previous fifteen years, and in London for the five years prior to that.  Therefore, he already had two decades’ experience conducting orchestras of all sizes and shapes, as well as orchestrating, copying and, yes, a little light composition now and again.  
Harry Tierney Approaches Steiner
At the time he signed his contract, he was conducting a show called Sons o’ Guns at the Imperial Theater in New York City, a show which featured the future Mrs Errol Flynn, Lili Damita.  According to Max’s unpublished autobiography, Notes to You, (p102), it was Harry Tierney, the composer, who approached Steiner and asked him to come to Hollywood and work for the fledgling music department of the studio that had just had a huge success with a film version of Tierney’s Broadway hit Rio Rita, RKO Radio Pictures.  Other sources have stated that it was William LeBaron who went to New York to talk to Steiner; but I’m going to take Max’s word for it, as it would seem a little strange that one of the studio’s key producers would go on a 6,000-mile round trip simply to sign an orchestrator.  Stranger things have happened, though.  Perhaps it was all done by telephone.
Steiner Says, Yes!
However the approach was made, Steiner evidently didn’t take long to make his decision.  Yes, he said.  And movie music history was made.
He Arrived Just at the Right Time
Steiner also noted that, not long after he left New York, theatres there began to close, and producers – including the famous Shuberts – went bankrupt.  By 1931, almost 50% of the theatres on Broadway were dark.
But in Hollywood, the story was almost entirely different.
I’m Sorry – What Did You Say?
Warner Bros.’ presentation of The Jazz Singer in October 1927 is the stuff of legend.  The year prior to that, they had made Don Juan, a silent picture but which included synchronised sound effects and – most importantly of all for us – a musical score, written by William Axt and David Mendoza.  But then, of course, music was necessary to compensate for the lack of dialogue, and studios made other films which featured this combination of sound and scoring – When a Man Loves (WB 1927), Old San Francisco (WB 1927), Sunrise: A Song of Two Humans (Fox 1927), and The Viking (MGM 1928).  
Dixiana
The studio reassembled almost all of Rio Rita’s main cast – only John Boles was missing, but Bebe Daniels, Dorothy Lee, Bert Wheeler and Robert Woolsey all returned for Dixiana.  Unlike Rio Rita, Dixiana was written especially for film, not lifted from the stage.  It featured ten songs by Tierney and Anne Caldwell, who also wrote the film’s story.  Hollywood, then as now, never hesitated in giving audiences more of the same if they liked something, but the similarities between this film and its predecessor were so pronounced that it had a negative effect on the cast’s performances, not to mention the production’s performance at the box office, where it struggled to break even.  

Steiner’s First Screen Credit!
…and best of all for Max, he also got his first screen credit!
Dixiana (RKO, 1930)
It was for orchestration, naturally, on Dixiana, naturally.  
A Completely Random Example from Dixiana
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And, on the slide, we have a completely random example of Max’s work on the picture, included for no other reason than Max orchestrated it, for cellos.  It comes from the conductor’s score.
Steiner, like many in his and other professions, started almost at the bottom of the ladder, but he was looking up and ready to climb.
The Conductors at RKO in 1930 Were Victor Baravalle & Roy Webb 
Having arrived at the bottom, in Notes to You Steiner records the names of some of the other staff in RKO’s music department that he was essentially working for.  The conductor, Victor Baravalle, who served as Musical Director on Dixiana and a number of other of the studio’s musicals; and the man who was Baravalle’s assistant at the time – Roy Webb.  Steiner also recorded meeting supervising producer William LeBaron, as well as his assistant at that time, Pandro S. Berman.  
However, Both Baravalle & Webb Were Let Go
But, post-1929 economic hard times eventually reached Hollywood and all studios were forced to make cutbacks.  RKO, always the most financially fragile of the five major studios, felt the pinch more than most, and almost their entire music department, such as it was then, was let go.  
Bye, Bye, Max!
According to Max himself, he was first of all kept on at the studio, then he too was let go, before being called back to Hollywood on a month-by-month basis. 
Hi, Hi, Max!
Max was told that William LeBaron wanted Max to stay on at RKO, as Head of the Music Department!  
The Big Cheese
According to Jim’s notes for the beautiful 3-CD set Max Steiner: The RKO Years 1929-1936 (2002), if I may quote from them, the industry journal Screen World announced on November 5, 1930, almost 89 years ago today – doesn’t time fly? – that Max Steiner was now the head of the music department at RKO Radio Pictures.  Screen World said: “Radio’s keeping of Steiner would seem to be a very sensible thing – which in itself is worthy of mention in the picture business.  Steiner has a reputation not only for orchestra conducting but for composing, orchestration, and business experience in the show, picture and opera industries.  Any executive or official in picture production must be a ‘man of all work’ – specialists,” Screen World concluded rather cryptically, “are limited to the lumber companies.”  (James V. D’Arc, Max Steiner: The RKO Years 1929-1936, 2002, p.5.)  This was less than one year after arriving as a lowly orchestrator, he was now head of the whole shebang!  And, naturally, being the head honcho at one of the five major studios music department, he got to pick and choose (for the most part, at least) which pictures he would write for, or at least act as its Musical Director…
Cimarron (RKO, 1931)
…and they didn’t come much bigger than the studio’s biggest production of the 1930/1931 season, Cimarron.  It was to be a two-hour Western based on Edna Ferber’s novel, and set during the Oklahoma Land Rush of 1889.  As I said earlier, musicals were no longer the order of the day, and you couldn’t get a picture less like a musical than this one.  
…A Learning Experience…
Cimarron was a learning experience for all departments at the studio.  Firstly, they had not made a western on this scale to date; only the odd B-western, a comedy or two and – of course – musicals like Rio Rita.  
No Precedent
And for all films, there was always music to accompany the main titles at the start of the film, perhaps a minute, or 90 seconds of music at the most, and this would stop the moment you saw actors on the screen, or at least before the dialogue started.  And, unless you saw an orchestra or a phonograph, or a radio, on the screen, you wouldn’t hear another note of music until the end titles, when a short burst of library music would inform audiences that it was time to wake up, put their coats on and trudge outside, back into reality.  In the early days of the sound era, movie producers believed that, if audiences heard music that could not be explained by something on the screen, they would sit wondering where on Earth the music was coming from.  The posh terms for it that film musicologists use is diegetic music – that which is given an on-screen performance; and non-diegetic music, which was the stuff that Max was about to get into – the background music that was “a subliminal boost to the impact of the visual,” as Tony Thomas neatly summed it up in his notes to the album The Film Music of Max Steiner (Medallion Records, n/d, ML 309).  
Naturally, the situation was different in the silent era.  Most movie theatres had at least a piano, or an organ, and some of the larger ones might utilise a small orchestra or band.  The big first-run houses in major cities like New York, Chicago, and elsewhere, could probably afford large orchestras to play for high-profile openings of major productions.  But the birth of the sound era changed all that and, while theatres had to pay to be fitted with sound equipment, they were certainly glad not to have to hire expensive orchestras on a regular basis.
Steiner Surprises Us All
Instead of using library music, or composing some kind of vacuous, completely unmemorable waltz for strings, Steiner wanted to compose something that fitted the picture.  This would be somewhat unusual for the Viennese composer whose music up to that point, both published and in the theatre, was rooted very much in the traditions and idioms of Viennese light music – waltzes, military band music, and popular songs.  Not to mention the Broadway shows that had, in a roundabout way, come from those same Viennese light operatic traditions.  At this moment in film history, there was no precedent on how to score a sound film, but Max, up until then a representation of convention and conformity, musically speaking, wanted to try something a little bit different, and the film’s producer, William LeBaron, agreed.
Much More Than Your Average ‘Main Title’ Music
[Play clip from Cimarron] 
The most important individual on any production during the Studio Era was the producer.  And for Max, it was no different.  If he could get the producer on his side, then he was pretty much free to do what he wanted.  And this was what he came up with for Cimarron.  William LeBaron, director Wesley Ruggles, and writers Howard Estabrook and Louis Sarecky had combined to give Steiner a golden opportunity to compose something that was much more than your average Main Title Music.  Not only were there short headshot sequences of each of the main cast members after the main titles, but then a number of contextualising title cards (of course, these were common in silent film) gave Steiner even more opportunity to keep his music going, right into the opening shot of the movie, where we see hundreds of wagons lined up and ready to go once the starting guns are fired.  Note that Steiner very cleverly captures the context and the location just by using a Native American-style theme.  Furthermore, it marks the first of many occasions that I know of that his main theme uses the same number of notes as there are syllables in the film’s title.  One can imagine Steiner, sitting at the piano, wondering how or what he is going to build his theme upon, and what better than the title?  It worked for this picture – though the score and its composer went uncredited on screen he did receive some positive feedback for it.  Indeed, ever the servant of the production, Steiner probably felt that it would have subconscious effect on the viewer, with the three-note theme played as the title is seen in large lettering on the screen.  Helps them to remember it, you know.  Not that I’ve ever walked out of a cinema and forgotten the title of the film I just saw.  It could yet happen.
If We Don’t Like It, We’ll Get Someone Else to Do It
[image: Cimarron Main Title (First Theme)
Max Steiner]
Those wondering if Steiner had written anything before this for pictures either at RKO or anywhere else might be surprised by his claim in Notes to You that when he was given Cimarron, he had “…done no composing for motion pictures.  When the picture was finished, the studio tried to hire a composer named Frank [sic] Harling to do the job, but Frank was busy at Paramount and couldn’t accept the job.  Then they tried several other composers but all of them were occupied.”  All that effort does seem a bit strange given the fact they had a composer sitting on their lot doing nothing but signing budget sheets all day.  Not only that, but the studio told him to “knock out a score for us.  Don’t spend too much money and if we don’t like it, we’ll get somebody else to do it over.”  (Max Steiner, Notes to You, 1963-1964, pp. 106-7).  Ah, Hollywood!  
Steiner says he scored the picture to the best of his ability, but to be fair, it is not really a score as such, more a picture with a few cues here and there.  Even the three-note theme I mentioned earlier is introduced with a great natural understanding of the medium  for which he is writing, an affinity, if you will.  First one note, then two notes as the picture fades in after the RKO signature, then the full ba-ba-baaam! as we see the first title card with the name of the picture in the largest lettering (this was in the days before stars’ egos demanded their names in the same size, or bigger, than the picture title.).  This theme is varied and explored and is so closely Native American that you can almost see the smoke signals already.  This theme is given thirty seconds of screen time before a second theme, entirely different from the first, almost pushes it off the screen with a wind and string glissando.  It is the kind of theme which I’m sure Max would have been very familiar, both as composer and conductor; it is more or less a Viennese-type military march, which takes us to the end of what I would call the regular titles for this period.  
If We Don’t Like It, We’ll Get Someone Else to Do It Part II
But there’s more.  RKO use a semi-comic series of headshots for the main characters, and Steiner accompanies this by changing tack completely once again.  Strings slide up and down to provide this rather soppy melody, yet once again, with his compositional career less than two minutes’ old, he’s shown us his natural instinct for the genre of film scoring, itself less than two minutes’ old.  This type of softer theme works just perfectly to introduce the characters, and there is even a slight stop in the score when ‘The Kid’ fires his gun at no-one in particular during his head shot.  The melody is not high, not obtrusive, it’s in the mid-range, to allow the audience to focus on the characters themselves.  In fact, Steiner has timed the theme to begin as Irene Dunne’s character, Sabra Cravat, is introduced on screen, so it could almost be considered her theme, although it is simply titled ‘Theme’ on the cue sheet. 
Finally, as we read about the circumstances behind the 1889 Oklahoma Land Rush, when 50,000 people lined up to claim 2,000,000 acres of prime real estate, the music picks up speed, perhaps to indicate the sense of anxiety felt by all these potential farmers and ranchers and their families.  We even hear some of the earlier theme played here.  Solo trumpets represent the U.S. Army soldiers who are supervising the land-rushers, the music already reminding us of Steiner’s later, greater music for epics such as Santa Fe Trail (WB, 1940) and They Died With Their Boots On (WB, 1941).
Steiner Was Cheap
The top brass at RKO liked Steiner because he was, for the time at least, relatively cheap.  He came up with innovations that would save the studio a great deal of money in the long run.
The ‘Click-Track’
First, there was the ‘click-track.’  Steiner wrote about it in Notes to You (pp. 108-9).  This involved punching ‘clicks’ into the film to give the conductor a tempo to conduct to, making sure that the cue played for the desired length of time.  As the click-track developed, it could be used to time exactly musical cues with the action on the screen.  Montages, gunfights, trains, horses, could all be matched, Steiner wrote, “with complete accuracy.” (p.110).  Steiner saved the studio thousands of dollars in the long run.  All of this developing technology allowed Steiner the freedom to develop more and more complex music for the screen, with confidence that it was going to be used exactly as he wanted it, and for as much time on the screen as he wanted, as well.  We see this develop rapidly during 1932 and early 1933, although it seems that Steiner wrote very little original music during 1931, aside from a few assignments such as Are These Our Children? (RKO, 1931).
In a little over two years since arriving at RKO as an orchestrator, he and the studio were almost ready for what was the studio’s most ambitious project up to that point, if not one of the most ambitious in the studio’s history.  He was almost ready for King Kong (RKO, 1933).
The Double-Track
Furthermore, Steiner used this click track for another means of saving money.  He wrote that the first use of the tempo, or click-track, was for a picture called Beau Geste (RKO, 1931) which was released just before Cimarron.  In the film, a Foreign Legion band, “of about sixty men,” was shown on the screen, but at that time the budget simply didn’t allow for an orchestra of that size to be hired, at around $50 a day per musician.  Steiner wrote that his budget only stretched to a band of about twenty.  Steiner’s idea was this: when the musicians were hired, he made sure they could play more than one instrument.  Having recorded the twenty musicians, he then recorded them again using their second instruments, and in some cases a third (plus a number also played the drums), and finally these recordings were put together, one over the other when the film was dubbed, using the click-track for reference.  The producer of the film told Max that the sound of twenty men sounded just as good as sixty, so why ask to hire more?
Naturally, studio bosses were always concerned about press coverage, and they cannot have been happy when a slightly ironic piece appeared in the Los Angeles Times in October 1931, around the release of Are These Our Children? (RKO, 1931), for which Steiner composed a good deal of original music.  “Max Steiner, who is musical director at R-K-O Pictures, completed a symphony today… A whole day, mind you, and only one symphony!  What do they pay these fellows for anyhow?  What I should like to hear, though, is the Philharmonic Orchestra running through Steiner’s little number.  I can see the program now: Steiner – Symphony No.5 in E minor Op.3257…”
This kind of attitude, while perhaps sensible for RKO, always on the rocky road to ruin, but for a composer with ambition and the ideas to match, it was not going to be enough.  Steiner, and his studio for that matter, needed a producer with matching ambition, and who would stop at nothing to make the kind of picture he wanted, and willing to experiment once in a while.
David…
Ladies and gentlemen, will you please welcome to the stage, the one, the only, David…
O. …
O.,
Selznick!
Selznick!
A True ‘Genius’
‘Genius,’ is an overused word, especially in Hollywood, but that’s exactly what David O. Selznick was.  Driven, idealistic, well-read, determined, workaholic, a man not just with very high but I would say extreme standards, and very, very, very difficult to work for, he was capable of putting experienced and tough directors like Victor Fleming in hospital with a nervous breakdown.  He was the producer’s producer, a man who would do everybody’s job in the studio if he could, he had, in my view more of an influence on RKO as a producer of great film than anyone else in its history, including Howard Hughes.  Okay, Hughes came close, and at least Selznick cut his own fingernails, but there wasn’t much in it. Indeed, wherever Selznick went, and he worked at three of the five ‘major’ studios in the early 1930s, his influence was keenly felt, even after he set up his own studio in 1935.  Indeed, having exhausted three-fifths of the production staff in Hollywood, there was nothing much else he could do.
Double Happy Birthday!
It was from here on, when Selznick joined RKO in late 1931, that things got really interesting for Max Steiner.
By the way, as a small piece of trivia, the two men, Selznick and Steiner, both shared the same birthday, May 10.
Symphony of Selznick & Steiner
As time is at a premium, and the really great stuff about King Kong is still to come, I’m going to skip over a couple of bits here.  
To cut a long story short, Max Steiner and David O. Selznick developed something of a fractious working relationship, as they were both somewhat melodramatic personalities.  However, that didn’t stop Selznick recognising Steiner’s talent, no doubt having run Cimarron and perhaps a couple of his other efforts.  When the studio began work on Fannie Hurst’s Symphony of Six Million (RKO, 1932), Steiner asked his producer if he could put some music to it, to heighten the drama in places in this tale of a Jewish doctor who seeks redemption for his father’s death at his hands and returns to the ghetto to open a practice there for those who could not afford medical care.  Sure, said Selznick, put some library music in here and there and I’m sure it’ll work a treat.  No no, said Max, I want to write my own music for the picture.  Oh dear, said Selznick, I’m going to have to take a moment to think about that.  The audience already don’t know where the music’s coming from, we don’t want them worrying about who wrote it as well.
The next bit of the story is movie history: Selznick’s answer was to get Max to score just one reel (about 10 minutes) of the picture and play it to the producer and to the other senior executives, because, after all, if they were going to allow a substantial score in a picture, it was going to cost money.  Nevertheless, Steiner did it, they ran the picture, and it was clear that it worked.  Steiner was given the go-ahead to score the entire film.
A New Language
Steiner’s true moment of genius, the one which earned him the accolade of the Dean of Film Music, was what he decided to take what appeared to be an unlikely source for a Viennese composer and conductor of light music in the tradition of Johann Strauss to use as his model.  It was the operatic compositional technique of Richard Wagner.  I’m sure it is well known by now that Wagner wrote themes, or leitmotivs, for his main characters and/or emotion, and these themes were interwoven with each other, changed, adapted, according to the harmonic needs of the moment, and Steiner, of course, made the connection that these themes would need to tie in with what the audience was watching on the screen.  It was one thing having the idea, it was quite another executing it.  
By the way, speaking of developing a musical language, Steiner liked working with the same orchestrator for long periods of time, and was able to write instructions on his short score (consisting of four staves) that his orchestrator would be able to understand and interpret with 100% accuracy.  For the majority of the time that he was at RKO, and for some time after, Steiner worked with Bernhard Kaun.  Hollywood composers have occasionally been criticised for using orchestrators, where a concert composer might not; but the work-rate and sheer volume of music composed, not to mention the timescales involved, demanded it.  Every studio would eventually have its often unsung army of orchestrators, as well-revered and respected as their composer counterparts (many were composers also), most likely as a carry-on from the days when the public couldn’t get enough of the musicals.  To those who criticise Hollywood’s composers for using orchestrators, I would say this: even Korngold is buried in Hollywood Forever.
Steiner developed a ‘short score’ method of detailing his work and requirements for his orchestrators.  The stave consisted of four lines, and each line would refer to an instrument or group of instruments.  Sometimes, however, the music was simply too complicated, and Steiner would write in large, heavy lettering, “Bernhard!” or “Hugo!”  “Make it Lohengreenish!” and this would be enough for the orchestrator to know exactly what to do.  And a vast number of his short score manuscripts, the very same notes he wrote as he watched these great classics being put together on screen in front of him (he never once visited a set, according to Olivia de Havilland), are available right here, ladies and gentlemen, in this very establishment thanks to the work of this man, James D’Arc, who acquired them along with much of Max’s material possessions just before she herself passed away in 1981.
A New Language Part II
[image: Max Steiner - Symphony of Six Million (RKO, 1932)]
Steiner uses the same little technique again, playing the film’s main theme – that of the film’s main character, Dr Klauber (Ricardo Cortez).  During the titles, the theme is presented in its complete form as something of a gentle march, scored in 2/4 time, and in the ‘hopeful’ key of C major.  Steiner already wants to suggest that there is always hope, despite what tragedy may befall.  One thing I particularly love in this opening theme is the first modulation, seemingly almost driven by the melody, which takes the key from C to E minor, the relative minor of the dominant key, by the end of the sixteenth bar.  Darby and DuBois, in American Film Music, (1990) wrote that this theme established all that we need to know about Steiner’s ability to hit his audience right between the eyes – the ‘immediacy’ of the theme as they called it – with tunes that were one, two, perhaps four bars in length, sometimes sequential, as in the case of the example they cite, the ‘Main Title’ of Symphony of Six Million.
Not only was Steiner capable of writing melodies that stuck in audience’s heads after the film finished, but it was the sheer volume of such melodies that he was capable of writing over time.  Indeed, Darby & DuBois wrote: “…the aggregate of musical inventiveness in hundreds of Steiner scores is unparalleled.” (p.65)  You can find other examples of this consecutivism – is that a word? - in the main themes of all sorts of Steiner scores, from Gone With the Wind to Since You Went Away – and, King Kong.  
There are several themes in Steiner’s score for Symphony of Six Million.  Felix’s theme is referred to throughout the score as ‘The Son,’ even after he has grown up and become a successful doctor.  There are separate themes for ‘Father’ and ‘Mother,’ Felix’s sister ‘Jessica,’ not to mention the Cohen Family as a whole.  Furthermore, to suggest the Jewish ghetto, Steiner uses traditional Jewish themes – or theme, which is ‘Oif’n Pripetshok.’  
Also already in use was the practice of separating cues out by ‘Reel,’ which in itself might be split into two or three parts (a reel of film running to around ten minutes).  There was no point in trying to separate cues out by theme, because so often those themes would be intertwined or somehow treated so as not to be especially easy to separate.
Listen Up!
Nathan Platte wrote in Making Music in Selznick’s Hollywood that, once Selznick arrived at RKO, some of the early collaborations with Steiner – Girl Crazy and Young Bride (both RKO, 1932) highlighted their own use of music in different ways.  The former film was an adaptation of Gershwin’s musical hit anyway, and didn’t need to justify its musical content, but it did, by showing on screen the orchestra playing the music at the beginning of the picture.  Steiner makes one of only two appearances in his career in it (the other was in The Half-Naked Truth, also 1932), conducting the band that is playing the music heard by the audience.  Although an innovative producer, Selznick still felt the need to explain the role and importance of music, as it was generally thought in Hollywood at the time that music could not have a purpose unless it was also presented visually in some way.  In Young Bride, two of the characters comment on a choral piece that is heard by the audience on the soundtrack.  It was almost like breaking the fourth musical wall.  It is something that would be almost unthinkable in today’s cinema.  
In their first four collaborations (the first was The Lost Squadron from 1932), Selznick and Steiner introduced the audience to music incrementally, from almost none at all in the first film (bar several adaptations of ‘Auld Lang Syne’) to a picture with its own bespoke score that came from a combination of Jewish traditional music and Steiner’s own head.  
As the studio’s musical director, Steiner worked on more than two dozen films in 1932, but he was able to pick and choose the ones he wanted to give special attention to; they were the studio’s biggest attractions for the coming season – those that Nathan Platte called the ‘Island Trilogy’ – Bird of Paradise (RKO, 1932), The Most Dangerous Game (RKO, 1932), and King Kong (RKO, 1933).
Bird of Paradise (RKO, 1932)
Hindsight is a wonderful thing, and it would appear as though Steiner’s rapid progress throughout 1932 towards the King Kong score was all part of some subliminal plan to prepare audiences for the score that was to come in King Kong.  From Girl Crazy, an adaptation of a musical, through Symphony of Six Million – a musical of a kind where nobody sings and there are no words – to Steiner’s next major project that he chose for himself – Bird of Paradise (RKO, 1932).
Bird of Paradise is a love story set in the South Seas between a man (Joel McCrea) and an island native woman (Dolores Del Rio), who finds herself chosen as a sacrifice to the gods after a volcano erupts, like you do.   Previously, more or less up to that point, the music for most of the films could be recorded in one single session, since they consisted of perhaps two minutes of music at the most.  Bird of Paradise took about four months, on and off.  Looking at the material prepared by the orchestrators (there were two on Paradise; Steiner’s usual assistant, Bernhard Kaun, as well as Reginald Hazeltine Bassett, a composer ten years Steiner’s senior who was employed in the main as a composer at Fox), you can see the sometimes hurried nature of the writing, as bits of paper are stuck over to replace the mistakes that obviously creep in when music is prepared at speed, in the days before Sibelius, MuseScore and others.  
To give some local colour, the main theme is sometimes played by a Hawaiian guitar, and is again largely sequential.  Some of the greatest composers in history have successfully merged a disparate array of styles, and it is my assertion that Steiner does this by combining the Wagnerian leitmotif with the popular song format of the day, which is largely A-A-B-A; in other words, a section or phrase which is then repeated, not always at the same pitch, followed by different phrase which almost always presents a different key in some way, either by modulation or by simply moving there without any assistance from the harmony, and finally a repeat of the opening phrase which will bring us satisfactorily back to the home key.  That’s what Steiner did for money, and it’s one of the many influences that other, subsequent composers took on very quickly and is – unless it’s one of those loud, crash-bang-wallop scores that nobody can make any sense of, still used to a certain degree today.  I say ‘today’ loosely because I’m talking largely about John Williams and his school, because his style borrows openly from Steiner’s method, and that of Korngold, one of the few well-known concert composers to make a successful name for himself in Hollywood. I specify Hollywood because I’m not referring to the likes of Shostakovich, who worked in Russia, or Walton, who worked in England.
Thematic Drill
Once again, you will not be surprised to learn, the Main Theme also doubles as the theme for the top-billed character in the story, in this case Johnny (Joel McCrea).  It is also unlikely to send you into any sort of physical shock reaction to learn that this theme is intended to be played as the title appears on the screen.  There is a beautiful set of countermelodies played before the main theme here, which, along with the visual images, create aural pictures of the South Sea islands to which Johnny and his crew are heading.  Whether it is intentional or not, the beginning of the theme itself begins before the title appears on the screen, as I will demonstrate thusly: 
Thematic Drill Part II
[Play clip from Bird of Paradise]
As you listen to the theme, you’ll notice that Steiner wrote the introductory four bars in E, modulating down to E flat major as the theme commences.  How does he do this?  It is brilliant in its deceptive simplicity: he moves the harmony up a third with each phrase, from E to G to B to E flat (theoretically D sharp).  Listen also to the repeated quavers in the mid-range here.  What does that suggest, the sea of course!  But if it was that easy and worked that well, why wasn’t everyone doing it?  Answer – Steiner had found his natural vocation, and was lucky to find a producer as open-minded as Selznick.  
Some can simply listen to a score, enjoy it, and spot thematic use and re-use as and when.  Me, I listen to a score and think, ‘Why does the theme start early?  What prompted him to do that?  Was his click-track clunked? Was his baton busted?’  I could go on all day and night.  Darby & Dubois (1990, p.19) talk about this theme in great detail.  They suggest that the theme and its association with Johnny is ‘the embodiment of a different culture…[and is]…further emphasized as this theme accompanies Johnny’s efforts to steal Luana (Dolores Del Rio) from her tribe.’ Steiner is able to use the theme in a variety of ways throughout the score.  He can extend it, shorten it, change parts of it to suit different emotional situations; to suggest happiness when Johnny and Luana escape to begin a hoped-for future together; the sinister, almost malevolent imminent eruption of the volcano and or pain as Luana decides to sacrifice herself to the gods anyway (their love is not strong enough to defeat the gods, in her view); Steiner also possessed not only his melodic gift but the ability to play with those melodies in such a way that they played exactly along with the mood of the scene and also subliminally worked their way into the minds of the audience to make their identification with the emotion or character almost immediate.  Does that make sense?
Once again, as in SoSM, Steiner composed a theme for each of the main characters, meaning that Luana had one of her own.  There may be some significance in the fact that her theme is scored a semitone lower, there may not.  But, again as in SoSM, Steiner writes for the individual characters and for them as a couple.  It is again sequential, again a semitone lower, and again slightly dotted, like a swing rhythm. In this case, it appears to me to be a combination of the two main themes.
Radio Ga Ga
I have seen it on various online sources, including the IMDb, stating that Bird of Paradise was not the first film with bespoke symphonic underscoring.  The argument for this was supported by the citation of two films in particular, the first was The Desert Song, released in 1929 and the first sound interpretation of the famous Romberg/Hammerstein musical, more like an operetta actually, and, as I argued at the beginning, over 120 of those puppies were made in a period lasting a little over two years and can hardly be considered in this context.  
The other film was Lights of New York, a Bryan Foy B-picture released in July 1928.  Unlike The Jazz Singer (WB, 1927), Lights of New York is known to audiences today as the first film which was 100% dialogue – ‘talkie’, you might say.  Now there is a great deal of background music in the film – curiously, all the films mentioned here are Warner Bros. – but it is not what I would call ‘symphonic.’  It is more akin to the popular music of the day, arranged for small orchestra or jazz band.  Furthermore, it is mainly used in scenes were there is likely to be – but not shown – a radio or a phonograph, or even a live orchestra in one scene, present.  Not only that, but the music used is not obviously thematic in anyway, neither does it give any impression that it was composed for the film.  Indeed, there is no composer credited, or indeed music director either.  Producers, when arguing against the case for background scoring in non-musical films, may well have pointed to this film as an example when citing that audiences would have no idea where the music was coming from, despite the fact that at the beginning of the film, over a couple of establishing shots of New York, we hear a brief snippet of music followed by the first interior shot of the movie – a radio!
But There’s More…
It’s quite incredible to realise that the most of the main techniques, principles and practices of film scoring were more or less established right away, and certainly within the first year, if not the first six months.  Some, Aaron Copland in particular, and I think you know where this is going, were unashamedly critical of Steiner, calling his method of doubling the action almost literally in the music “mickey-mousing,” but Steiner was proud of his ability to do this, and indeed considered it a skill.  You will see, or rather hear, a great deal of this in King Kong, but in Bird of Paradise, some of his motifs are highly redolent of one of the key features of the film – the sea.  Tremolo and high trills from the wind (and occasionally brass) instruments found in the ‘Pearl Divers’ theme, as well as a descending melody. 
I don’t want to give away the ending, but eventually Luana chooses these gods over Johnny, and instead of swimming in water, she decides to take a leap off the top of the volcano and into a pool of red-hot molten lava.  Well, each to their own, I say.  The theme used as she accepts her fate, is taken from the Main Theme’s second phrase, as that neatly suggests a dive into a fate which, although I’ve never done it myself, can only be unpleasant to say the least. 
Shortage of time prevents me from going into any great detail on these themes, or indeed talking about many of the other musical delights in this score, which covers almost the entire length of the film’s 82 minutes.  
The Most Dangerous Game (RKO, 1932)
The second film in Nathan Platte’s ‘Island’ trilogy is this one: The Most Dangerous Game (RKO, 1932).  At just sixty-three minutes, it is by some distance the shortest of the major pictures that Steiner scored during this period; but, in all other ways, it was seen by all as very much a rehearsal for King Kong.  The directors were Irving Pichel and Ernest B. Schoedsack, while the Associate Producer, answering (frequently) to Selznick, was Merian C. Cooper.  Schoedsack and Cooper had already worked on a number of projects together, including Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life in 1925, and two years later came Chang: A Drama of the Wilderness.  It was during the making of Chang that the idea of an ape picture was born, but first they had to get to the position where they could make it.  
More Than Meets the Eyeballs
When The Most Dangerous Game was previewed, it ran 78 minutes; between that, and the film’s release just one month after Bird of Paradise, and with King Kong now already in full production, some fifteen minutes was lopped off the film, meaning that audiences could tell their bosses they were going to lunch, see the film, and be back at work before they were even late!
One of the features that characterised Steiner the composer was his insistence on working on several projects at once if he could, and then complaining about it.  Partial evidence of this can be found in the score for The Most Dangerous Game: Steiner had already begun to delegate orchestration work to others employed at the studio, walking around with their hands in their pockets looking like they needed something to do.  Steiner’s work rate was becoming too much for one orchestrator alone.  Reel VI, a highly dramatic, complex cue, for example, coming towards the end of the picture during the climactic chase sequence, included some help by Franke Harling, at least, it is his name at the top of the score.  
Back on Bored Ship?
What audiences must have made of the sight of Joel McCrea, for his second consecutive film appearance, having to survive a shipwreck on an unknown island is not known, and given that film music was not yet an established art form, Steiner could have easily repeated himself by taking music from Bird of Paradise and using it here, but he does not; the respective mood and atmosphere of the two films are totally different.  And, of course, Steiner never borrowed from himself.  That was ironic.  He did it a lot, but much later on.
By the way, if you watch him during the shipwreck sequence, during which you would imagine there would be great panic and fear, there are long periods of the scene in which McCrea appears far less than fully engaged.
The female lead is another who would become important to the Kong story: Fay Wray.  
Steiner wipes the slate clean after Bird of Paradise.  The Dangerous Game score is full of dissonance, tonal uncertainty (toenail uncertainty?  Jane?), strong rhythm.  Only for brief moments is the heavy darkness lifted – 30 minutes in we hear a vase drop to the floor and a mouse is seen scuttling around to string accompaniment.  A real shame that the term mickey-mousing had not been in use then, Steiner would have certainly chuckled.  I do today.  
In For a Penny, In For a Hound
The very first notes we hear in the score, as the film fades in at the beginning after the RKO logo, is a two-note theme played on the horn.  Simple, but effective.  The camera closes in on a wooden door with a huge, scary-looking knocker.  Atonal, dissonant tremolo strings, accompanied by woodwind rising chromatically, increase the heart rate and the tension as a hand reaches up to knock on the door – silence while the door knocks, then a return to the two-note horn theme, which is what covers the appearance on screen of the film’s title.  This is not an occasion where Steiner used his main theme to play the same number of syllables as in the film’s title, but in my head at least, I can hear the word ‘Zaroff,’ which is the name of the rather disturbing character played by Leslie Banks – the man who ‘owns’ the island.  Or, Steiner may have been asked by the directors to make it two notes.  Anyway, the significance of the two note theme can be learned later on, after 48 minutes of the film, when that precise theme is heard when Zaroff calls his hounds to attention and go chasing after McCrea and Wray through the dark mists and swamps of the island in a sequence which is such a mature piece of scoring that, were it not for the rather primitive recording techniques of the time, could have been used at any time in the next thirty years.  This is the cue I mentioned earlier, the one with the assistance from Harling, which features a large number of twists and turns as it successfully manages to keep up with the action on the screen.  Scenes intercut from dogs chasing, McCrea and Wray running from their lives, Banks looking increasing wild, finally joining in the chase, and a significant pause as Ivan gets skewered on a pole and falls to the ground. 
The Most Dangerous King Kong
As I mentioned earlier, The Most Dangerous Game – known back in my home nation as The Hounds of Zaroff – for some reason, not as powerful as its original title, was seen very much as a forerunner, or a trial run, if you will, for King Kong.  Indeed, there were occasions when both pictures were being filmed simultaneously.  In the sequences where we see Joel and Fay being chased through the swamp by Zaroff and his hounds, once that was finished, the set was cleared and the Kong cast and crew would take over, to film the swamp sequences in that picture.  All to save money.
Money For Something
Speaking of which, Nathan Platte highlights the fact that RKO, ever conscious of their budgets, actually used their fiscal parsimony to explore other forms of music that might be cheaper to produce.  For example, says Platte, in 1932’s Hell’s Highway, Steiner employed a small African American chorus to sing what music there was in the picture.  However, Selznick could also spend money on the music to give a cheaper picture a more professional sheen.  The Most Dangerous Game is an example of that.  
Don’t Do it, Kids!
Steiner’s work under Selznick at RKO was extraordinary.  The amount of composition that he did during 1932, driven as it may have been by certain stimulants, was quite simply unbelievable.  Steiner clicked with Selznick, if you’ll pardon the pun, in a way that he rarely did with any other producer, and only Michael Curtiz comes close as a director to sharing a mutual understanding with his composer, although the two rarely met socially.  
Do it, Kids!
He scored three whole films, wrote themes and part scores for others, including What Price Hollywood? (RKO, 1932), and A Bill of Divorcement’s beautiful ‘Unifinished Sonata’, which shows such a mature treatment of what are fairly commonplace chord progressions of 1 – VI – II – V; that piece of music is worthy of a talk in itself, it has everything you want to know about Steiner in it.  His Viennese background, his skill in orchestration, his juxtaposition – I thought I would throw in at least one academic word – of Wagnerian phrasing and chromatic harmony with the popular song format and Straussian (Johann) triplets along with Straussian (Richard) glissandi, Chopinesque chordal movements in the left and right hand of the piano towards the end – and the frankly Steineresque mixture of the lot for the sake of the movies. 
There Was Nobody Finer…
Steiner was, after all, a film composer and his primary motive – again, if you’ll pardon the pun, was the story.  Steiner couldn’t put anything in the score that wasn’t appropriate to the film and its characters.  It is this gift – he was born with it, kids, you don’t learn it, sorry to disappoint you.  There were no Composition for Film or Film Scoring classes in Max’s day, so how did he learn it? I beg your indulgence, ladies and gentlemen, to give you what I believe were the tools that Steiner developed that equipped him, in such short order, to go from orchestrating some average songs for an average musical in 1930, to becoming the entire studio’s musical director a year later, to composing one of the most daring – no, not one of the most daring, I mean the most daring and innovative film score ever written up to that point.  Sure, many others came later, but it was Steiner’s score for King Kong that made everybody sit up and take notice that, hey, this could work, you know.  So here’s what I’ve learned:
					There was nobody finer
Part II
There was nobody finer
					Than dear old Maxie Steiner
Part III
There was nobody finer
					Than dear old Maxie Steiner
					And if someone tells you different
Part IV
					There was nobody finer
					Than dear old Maxie Steiner
					And if someone tells you different
					er…
The Road to King Kong: The Film Music of Max Steiner 1930-1933
					There was nobody finer
					Than dear old Maxie Steiner
					And if someone tells you different
					er…
					Just ignore them.
I hope this so-called presentation has given you some insight into Max Steiner the man and composer whose rise to the top of the tree was as swift as Kong’s rise to the top of the Empire State Building.  
No Gratuitous Mention of Olivia Newton-John!
I would just like to add my grateful thanks to Steven Smith, to Nathan Platte, John Morgan, William Stromberg, and to James D’Arc, without whom this presentation would most likely be about the early country albums of Olivia Newton-John.  So be glad for small mercies
x
Let’s hope for peace in this world.
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When Max Steiner arrived in Hollywood, according to his unpublished memoir Notes to You, it was Christmas Day, 1929.  He had come at the behest of composer Harry Tierney and producer William LeBaron – his primary job was that of orchestrator, or arranger, at RKO Radio Pictures.
He had arrived fresh from conducting the show Sons o’ Guns on Broadway, and his resume had included working in that capacity on a large number of productions at various Broadway theatres for the previous fifteen years.  That resume included the original theatrical run of Rio Rita, which RKO had just turned into a hit musical, and one of the reasons why he was sent for to work at the studio.  Rio Rita had been a major hit for them in 1929, and they anticipated even greater success with its follow-up, Dixiana, an original script for which Tierney was writing the songs.  The studio bosses also presumed further hits with other shows down the line, to compete with the other studios who, combined, had released some 65 musicals in 1929 alone, and were set to make and release a further 62 in 1930.  RKO wanted their slice of that rather lucrative pie.  And Max Steiner, with his experience as conductor and arranger – not to mention composer – would make that happen a great deal easier.
However, Dixiana was not the massive hit that the studio had hoped.  Indeed, by the time that the film was released in August of 1930, the public were already showing signs of boredom with the endless run of musical after musical.  The studios wanted to show off the new sound technology, and musicals were the best way to do that, but sadly the technology was still rather limited, and microphone placement forced actors to act rather stiffly so that their songs, or words, were picked up by hidden microphones in plant pots, or under tables (the age of the boom microphone was not yet upon us).
The rapid drop in interest in musicals, coupled with the effects of the Depression finally reaching California, forced the studios to cut back on non-essential staff, and RKO was always the most financially precarious of all the majors.  Finally, even Max Steiner was let go – but then, in a strange twist of fate, producer William LeBaron asked Steiner back to the studio on a permanent basis – as Head of the Music Department!  This miraculous event was announced in the periodical Screen World in November 1930.  Eleven months after first arriving in Hollywood as a lowly orchestrator, he was now the boss!  
Still, being the big cheese meant that he had to make sure that all the administrative work was attended to; arranging and scheduling recording sessions, making sure the right orchestras and instrumentalists were in place, and signing countless budget approval sheets and other production materials.  
Once he was the head honcho, he was asked to write some music for the studio’s biggest production of the season, a western: Cimarron (1931).  This western would go on to win the Best Picture Academy Award® for that year. Steiner wasn’t asked to compose a great deal of music, but the music he wrote was a sign of things to come; Big, percussive, open chords beat out the syllables of the film’s title, a technique Steiner employed many times to attack as many of the audience’s senses as possible – “a subliminal boost to the impact of the visual, as Tony Thomas wrote in his notes to the Medallion album The Film Music of Max Steiner.  The music continued on through headshots of the film’s main cast – even stopping briefly when ‘The Kid’ fires his gun at no-one in particular.  Already, Steiner was looking at music’s role in supplementing the visual, not simply playing over it.
Steiner’s work during 1931 was largely administrative and, to some degree, technical.  According to his own testimony, he developed the ‘click-track,’ a series of holes punched into the film itself to allow conductors to match music to the visual exactly.  Montages, gunfights, horses, Max wrote in Notes to You, could all be matched with complete accuracy. For the film Beau Ideal (1931), released just before Cimarron, Steiner developed the concept of multitracking, a technique which would save the studio a great deal of money.  To cover a sixty-piece band on screen, Steiner used a twenty-piece one, recorded them three times on different instruments, and placed those recordings alongside each other using the click track.  
But Max did some composition in that year, such as the ‘Transitions’ (montages and/or change of scene) for the picture Are These Our Children? (1931).  Max was developing the art of composing for film bit by bit.  He was ambitious for himself, it’s true, but he was also ambitious for music as an art form that could serve the picture for which it was written, but not overwhelm it or take the focus away from the story.  That said, he could get miffed if nobody noticed his music.  
Producers had two main problems with music in a non-musical film.  First, the music had to have a purpose, such as an on-screen record player, a radio, or a dance band.  Second, even if music was present, it had to be well-known music – the ‘classics,’ in other words.  Library music – it’s so much cheaper than hiring a composer to write it, orchestrators to arrange it, and orchestras to play it.  Steiner wanted to break both of those taboos.  Frustratingly, throughout much of 1931, he couldn’t.
What luck!  Who should arrive at RKO but a producer with more drive and ambition than most of the other producers in Hollywood combined.  David O. Selznick was just thirty when he arrived at RKO, and his arrival signalled a significant turnaround in Steiner’s musical fortunes at the studio.  The Head of the Music Department wasted no time with his new producer.  
Selznick approved a number of productions which were either literary adaptations or gave the impression of being such, such as Fannie Hurst’s Symphony of Six Million – not an adaptation in itself, and the musicality of the film’s title must have set alarm bells ringing in Steiner’s head – he suggested to Selznick that he be allowed to score one reel of the picture (8-10 minutes), which meant composing original music below the dialogue – not in place of it or swamping it – to highlight the dramatic impact of the situation on screen.  Selznick, in a moment that would change film history, agreed, and Steiner went away and did it.
The results were phenomenal.  It was obvious that it worked from the very beginning, and Selznick approved Steiner’s request to compose music for the entire picture.  This would add an extra layer of class to what was already one of the studio’s major productions of the year.  
Unsure of his musical reference points – how does one start to write music for a film when there is no precedent for doing so? – Steiner turned to what is perhaps a surprising influence for someone brought up in the traditions of Viennese light music, but on the other hand is a very obvious one if you think about it: Wagner.  Wagner’s operas contained what could be considered with hindsight to be the film scores of the nineteenth century.  Each opera contained themes – short motifs – for each of the story’s main characters and emotions.  Fine, thought Steiner, I’ll do that.
And Steiner did that.  He composed a score for the picture in which themes were stated (such as the theme for Ricardo Cortez’s character doubling as the Main Title theme), re-stated, played forwards, backwards, and interwoven with other themes.  Parts of themes were chopped up and used as other themes.  Themes, themes, themes.!  Steiner’s model was a theme-based, complex Romantic symphonic style quite unlike anything he had ever worked in before, and it is a model which is still used to some extent today.
Steiner’s development as a film composer was as rapid as his ascent to the job of Head of Music Department.  Part of that development included a swift rapport with some of the studios orchestrators, such as Bernhard Kaun, who worked with Steiner for many years and was soon able to understand the composer’s less-than-detailed instructions on his short, four-stave score.  “Bernhard,” Steiner would write, “Make it Lohengreenish!” and Kaun would know what to do.  For his entire career, Steiner preferred to work on his music after the picture was finished and edited as finally as possible.  He never, ever visited the set of a picture to my knowledge.
Steiner’s theme for Symphony of Six Million is sequential – a good deal of consecutive notes (show Sibelius clip). 
[image: Max Steiner - Symphony of Six Million (RKO, 1932)]
Steiner’s melodic gift was instinctive – simply put, he knew how to write a melody that would be easily retained by his audience.  This is a perfect example.  Some call it predictable, but I think, in its proper context, it is very clever.  As I mentioned earlier, Steiner knew that the music had to serve is purpose as a somewhat subservient partner to the on-screen action, but at the same time, deep down, he really, really, really wanted the audience to hear the music and like it.
Steiner’s progress moved at some pace now.  His next project was the story of love and pain, a story that dealt with the fact that we are both controllers of our own destiny and at the same time slaves to it, Bird of Paradise (1932).  Without demonstrating any bias whatsoever, this is very possibly my all-time favourite Steiner score.  Nathan Platte called this film the first in an ‘island trilogy’ of pictures for the studio, all of which Steiner scored.
Again, Selznick cut Steiner an enormous amount of slack for this one, and allowed him to compose music that underpinned almost every second of the film’s 82-minute running time.  Having spent two years writing music for films which could almost always be recorded in a single day, both Steiner the Head of Department and Selznick the producer would have been surprised and a little concerned to discover that it took nearly four months, on and off, to record the music for Bird of Paradise.
Once again, Steiner wrote themes for all the main characters.  Reel IV of the picture, 164 bars’ long, contains twelve thematic appearances, including those for ‘Johnny’ (Joel McCrea), the King, the Medicine Man, and the main theme (and hit song) ‘Out of the Blue.’
Another feature of Steiner’s musical style, very obvious in this picture, is his ability to match the music with the screen image, a practice that was later to be dubbed ‘mickey-mousing.’  Rolling strings and woodwind describe the ocean, while Luana’s (Delores Del Rio) grappling with her destiny has a theme of its own, which drops to mimic Luana’s own drop into the volcano as she surrenders herself to the will of the gods as a sacrifice – sorry to give away the ending.
Steiner did not rest on his laurels.  His next project was even more ambitious and complex – The Most Dangerous Game (1932).  This is the second of Nathan’s ‘Island Trilogy,’ with Joel McCrea again becoming shipwrecked on a remote island, this time being run by a complete madman, Zaroff (Leslie Banks).  Steiner’s work rate on this picture was so rapid that it required two orchestrators, Kaun and W. Franke Harling.  With Bird of Paradise so fresh in his mind, Steiner could have lifted some of that film’s music, but he does not; The Most Dangerous Game is as dark and dissonant as Bird of Paradise was tuneful and catchy.  His main theme, ‘The Door,’ contains ominous spaces in it to allow for a mysterious hand to rise up and knock on the heavy, wooden door on the screen.
Now Max, Selznick and his studio were ready for what was their most ambitious project to date, and indeed most ambitious in the studio’s history: King Kong (1933).  Dreamed up by Merian C. Cooper, but taken on by David O. Selznick, both film and score became one of the most memorable of each in the entire history of film.  And that is why we are here talking about it today.
No. of Film Musicals Made

No. of Musicals Made	[VALUE]

1928	1929	1930	1931	1932	2	65	62	25	10	

image1.png
Moderato





image2.png
Cimarron Main Theme

Max Steiner
First Theme
F §-
}2 = s o——2 cJ ) =
= > oo ~— —,— | —
2 ! —— =el ; ; ; For -
% o e e e —— - :
= i LFF
6
% r - i — '/-\'/—'—'J\s o F
DY)

W

Copyright © 1930 RKO Radio Pictures




image3.png
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

J=100
IQ D) [r— i i I il —
o t— % ! - i 2 o o 7~ E—
goa_Fe et T f <
mf




