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Mbaqanga, Bollywood and Beethoven

on the Beachfront: A Composer's
Perspective on Representation
and Identity in the Film
My Black Little Heart
Christopher Letcher

A handful of recent film studies publications have taken as their subject composers'
reflexive and analytical accounts of their own practice in creating music for film. This
paper aims to take that approach a step further by exploring both the collaborative creative
processes behind the composition of my score for the 2007 South African/Danish film, My

Black Little Heart, and the cross-cultural representational issues raised by it It is often
unacknowledged by composers how much a director, producer or music editor informs the

final score, and I examine the often very subtle decision-making processes, the constant
adjustments and readjustments, that occurred between the film maker (in this case, the

director) and myself, the composer, in the creation of the film's music. An unusual
consequence of the high level of creative reciprocity on this project was the powerful
influence the music had on the structure of the film. This paper adds to a growing body of
recent scholarship that sees a consideration of the production process as fundamental to an
understanding of music's active role in the creation of meaning in a film; the antithesis of

seeing the score as simply music tacked on to a virtually complete film. This paper also
examines the way the film uses a number of diegetic music cues associated with specific
characters as a shorthand delineation of their racial, religious and sub-cultural identities.
I look at the representational value of these cues and how they relate to stereotypes, myths

and metaphors used to describe post-apartheid society, as well as how this relates to the
film's representation of South African realities. The article ends with a brief analysis and
interpretation of the music, its meaning and effects, but rather unusually, this is done from
the perspective of the composer, something that is still relatively rare in film music studies.

Christopher Letcher is a South African film music composer, performer and songwriter currently living in
London where he is completing a DMus on post-apartheid film music at the Royal College of Music. E-mail:

chris@letchermusic.com
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Introduction
My Black Little Heart is a semi-autobiographical film set in Durban, South Africa, in
the late 1990s, and tells a harrowing story of a young woman's descent into a world of

pornography, prostitution and drug addiction. Shot in Durban in 2006, and edited
and mixed at Zentropa Studio's post-production facility in Copenhagen in 2007, it is
Durban director Claire Angelique's first full-length feature film. While it was financed

and produced by European film companies Zentropa and Shotgun Pictures, it is in
many ways a very South African film. More specifically, the film aims to represent an

even more localised identity, namely, marginalised working class youth in Durban, a

city on South Africa's Eastern seaboard.
Perhaps unsurprisingly for a film set in South Africa 14 years after the end of
apartheid, where issues around representation and cultural identity are still being

grappled with, the relationship between the film's music and the wider society is
particularly worthy of study. This paper examines the music within the film both

artistically, and in a socio-political context; an insider's view?both as the film's
composer, and as a South African, albeit one currently living in London?of the
collaborative process and intentions behind the work that is rare in film music
studies.1 While in the past composers have tended to be reluctant to subject their own
often instinctive processes to critical examination, in this paper I aim to move beyond

a merely anecdotal discussion of a personal compositional journey to a more
analytical consideration of the issues.
This paper is divided into two broad sections. The first starts with a narrative
synopsis and a discussion of the film's basic themes before moving on to look at how

the collaborative process helped shape the music and, unusually, how the music
exerted a powerful influence over the narrative.
The second section looks at how the film delivers ideological messages whilst
positioning music as part of its fictional world. Various types of music in the film are

read in terms of their representational value, as culturally revealing, highly coded
signifiers. I look at how music in the film is used as a shorthand delineation of the
racial, religious and sub-cultural identities of the film's characters, and at how this

relates to stereotypes, myths and metaphors used to describe post-apartheid South
African identity. I also look at the moments in the film that blur the traditionally

assumed boundary between diegetic music (music that appears to come from an

onscreen source) and non-diegetic music (music that seems to emanate from
somewhere off-screen), and at how these moments may be experienced by an
audience as a shift in perception that opens up possibilities for a less prescriptive,

more ambiguous, multi-layered response.
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Audio-visual examples referred to in this article can be found at www.letchermusic.

com/MBLH.html.

Synopsis
The film focuses on a few months in the lives of best friends and sometimes lovers,
Chloe (played by writer/director Claire Ang?lique) and Katy. In the early stages of the
film they discover a burnt foetus on the beach, which provides a symbolic and sinister

precursor to the events that unfold. Both Chloe, a talented but apathetic dancer, and

Katy are heroin users, who use prostitution and occasional work for an internet
pornography site as a way of funding their escalating habits.
Early in the film, Katy, pregnant and with a recently diagnosed HIV condition,

disappears. A letter she writes to Chloe explaining her disappearance is never
delivered, and Chloe, grief-stricken, descends further into heroin and crack addiction.
An attempt at rehabilitation is dealt a blow after hearing that Katy has died as a result

of a miscarriage and, in the film's closing sequence, Chloe appears to commit suicide
by throwing herself into the sea. This is presented as a redemptive ending, a final
moment of personal self-revelation, a cathartic end to a short, troubled life.
The black heart of the title is a black heart-shaped pendant that Katy gives to Chloe

at the beginning of the film, and which is lost on the stairs of a drug squat run by
Nigerian immigrants. When the Nigerian drug lords find the pendant after a police

raid, Chloe is implicated. The Nigerian characters, shown to be superstitious and
practitioners of witchcraft, put a curse on Chloe, which is supposedly linked to her
subsequent misfortune, and Katy's death.

Collaboration and Transformation of the Score
Unusually for a composer, my involvement began a year before the film was shot?
from the first draft of the script, and before the film had even found a producer. The

director's intention from the outset, discussed in our first meetings, was to make a
film that was very different from those more often made in South Africa, in terms of

style and subject matter: it would not be primarily about apartheid, or 'race', or
reconciliation, or poverty, or HIV/AIDS (though these would all come into it).
Instead, her interest was in documenting Durban's marginalised, largely white,
working class youth culture, a culture that rarely, if ever, saw itself on screen. In a
Director's Statement written before the film was shot, Ang?lique refers to this sub

culture as 'a sidelined generation' (Ang?lique 2006), and in an interview with the
Sunday Tribune she describes the film as an 'excursion into the homes and lives of
young unhopefuls' (Ang?lique 2008). Ang?lique wanted to depict this sub-culture in
a realistic and provocative way, using untrained actors, many of whom play barely
fictionalised versions of themselves, and showing graphic depictions of intravenous
drug taking and sex. She described the film she wanted to make in terms of a Visceral'
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style that could get at the 'underbelly truths' of 'dysfunctional South African survival'

(Ang?lique 2006).
It was also decided from an early stage that music would play an important role,
and Ang?lique wanted much of the music completed before shooting began, so that it

could be used to set mood in pre-shoot rehearsals and on set, and also to edit to. This

was atypical: music is generally one of the last elements to be added to a film as it

moves through the production process. Most unusually, some of the early pre
production music actually affected the structure and meaning of the film.2

Reciprocal Influences
It is common practice for a composer to go through an initial edit of the film with the

director, music editor and/or producer and 'spot' it: decide where music is needed
and where it should start and stop. In the case of this film, because there was time for

pre-production experimentation, a good part of the spotting was done at the initial
script stage. I went through the script with the director, making notes as to where
music would enter and exit, but because it was never clear from the script exactly how
long a scene or a cue would last, this was a fairly generalised kind of spotting, and any

music created before the film was shot and edited would almost certainly need to be
reworked. While a number of these early cues did survive without any changes into
the film's final stages, not all of them were composed for the scenes in which they

ended up, or even in some cases, with any particular sections of the film in mind.

This became one of the most interesting aspects of the compositional process.
Ang?lique used the initial material I had composed as musical patchwork pieces for
the film's first edit, moving them around to accompany the scenes she thought they

would work with best.3 It is often unacknowledged by composers how much the film
maker/director informs compositional practice, and Ang?lique, with a strong interest

in music, was an active part of the film's music making. Her background as a
choreographer of contemporary dance, where very often music would exist before

movement, also informed the way she used the 'pre-composed' music. In one
instance, at the end of the film, my initial music became a structural blueprint that

inspired a major narrative change.
The cue, called 'Shoreline' (Audio Example 1 and Video Example 1) was not at first
intended to accompany the film's final scene (the film at that stage had a different
ending), but after hearing it, Ang?lique rethought the closing scenes and edited them
to this music, giving the film an uplifting, sympathetic and even redemptive ending it

would not otherwise have had. This was a rare example of music having a powerful
influence on a fundamental aspect of the film's meaning.
Seeing how the director was using my music on the 'temp' track in turn influenced
how the rest of the score was composed. A conventional 'temp' track, often consisting

of music taken from other films?'music rooted in a pool of standardised and
accepted clich?s and conventions'?tends to narrow the compositional process, and
targets very specific audience identifications (Sadoff 2006, 166). The less conventional
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production process on this film meant that there is often a more ambiguous, less
predictable relationship between music and image than there would otherwise have

been.

The high level of interdisciplinary reciprocal influence raised interesting questions
about authorship, and the boundaries between what are traditionally seen as very
clear-cut roles. This way of working (perhaps 'collaboration' is too indistinct a term
for the often fairly subtle reciprocal creative adjustments and readjustments involved

in the making of the music) offered a challenge to what Vera John-Steiner describes

as 'society's pull toward individual achievement' (2000, 4) with its emphasis on
individuation and autonomy. It is by no means a unique way of creating film music:
in her observations of the Bombay film industry, Morcom describes how a skilled
director would 'extract' the music from a composer or music director in the process
of writing the film songs in Hindi films; in some ways this is seen as more important

than the composer's skill in composing the songs (Morcom 2007, 48). While none of

this is, or possibly should be, reflected in a film's credits, an understanding of
collaborative practice and the way musical material develops in the process should be
taken into account when analysing a score. Certainly my practice was transformed
through the genuinely reciprocal, subtle confluence of creative ideas and thought that

went into the making of the music for My Black Little Heart, and it revealed new
approaches to the ways music, image and narrative interact.

Sonic Patchwork
The early experiments formed the basis of the sonic palette for the non-diegetic music

or the 'dramatic scoring' in the film. Heavily manipulated electronic sound (for
example, the sound at the beginning of Video Example 2, 'Wasteland', or in the

background of Audio Example 2, 'Drug Hell'), the source of which was often
obscured, was used to evoke a narcotised haze. Using a piece of software called
SoundHack, field recordings I had made in downtown Durban were radically
'stretched', the sound elongated in terms of time, though often unaltered in terms of

pitch, creating long electronic drones, full of nebulous electronic artefacts that could

be used to represent a drug user's sense of distorted perception. Alongside this time
processing of concrete sounds, feedback loops were also used to evoke a sense of the
repetitive thought patterns of a 'strung-out', anxious mind spiralling out of control.

This sound was mixed with simple, minimalist themes, emotive but 'street',4 using
sounds normally associated with popular culture (electric guitars, electronically
manipulated and synthesized sounds, drums, Fender Rhodes) as well as cellos and
bowed string harmonics, to represent the emotional heart of the film and to give the

audience access to the psychological states and subjective moments of the main
characters, Chloe and Katy (see, for instance, Video Example 3, 'On the Bed', and
Video Example 4, 'Bluff Bus'). These were the only characters in the film to be given

this kind of scoring, and it was used as a way of separating them from other

characters.
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It was also decided early on that all the source music in the film would need to be
specially composed (this is discussed in greater detail below), and it became clear that

the soundtrack would need to involve an extremely broad stylistic palette. Elements
of Western popular music styles like 'death metal' and lo-fi Indie rock music would
need to mix with contemporary classical music, South African popular music, reggae

and Indian pop music, amongst others, to create a patchwork of musical styles.

Intractable Collaboration
Not all of the music on the temp track used for the first edit of the film was mine,

however, and the scenes that did not feature my music became the cues that were
batted backwards and forwards between composer and director more than any others.5
The most difficult of all was music for the scenes involving the Nigerian drug dealers

and those depicting witchcraft (Video Example 5, 'Rocworld', and Video Example 6,
'Rocworld 2'). Ang?lique was not happy with any of the initial music I had composed
for these scenes; I got the impression that they were too abstruse and enigmatic for her,

and unable to convey the sense of escalating tension that the scene demanded. My
initial intention was to score these scenes with something abstract and electronic. The
library music Ang?lique used in the initial edit of the film I was composing to was, to

my ears, too ethnically clich?d and stereotypical in its representation of Voodoo', too
full of generic-sounding African' drums and too obviously 'eerie'. I did not think it
worked, and tried to push for a more subtle accompaniment to these scenes. Ang?lique

was insistent that some elements of the library music remain (light percussion,
acoustic guitar) and I was forced to concede and compose cues for these scenes partly
in imitation of the library music the director wanted.
Whilst this film, because of its lengthy production time, allowed for far more give
and-take than is typical, there remained areas of disagreement between composer and

director. Even in projects where there is a more distant director/producer/composer
relationship, film is an intensely collaborative medium. This does not, however, mean

it is a collaboration between peers; directors rarely see their composers?in effect,
contracted employees?as creative equals, and it is ultimately the director's film or,
as musician and music director Shivkumar Sharma puts it in the context of Hindi
fdms, 'it's the director who is the captain of the ship' (Morcom 2007, 48).6 This is not

necessarily the impression you would get from some composers: in the introduction

to Music on Demand: Composers and Careers in the Hollywood Film Industry, a
collection of interviews with Hollywood composers about their relationships with the

big studios, Robert Faulkner paraphrases film composer Alfred Newman's 'seemingly
endless' debate with producers and directors, 'trying to dissuade them from spoiling
their own films by pushing for banal, conventional or ill chosen approaches to their
scores (2005, 2)'7 This is certainly not always the case amongst film composers, and it

may well be true that composers are not in the best position to judge what works for

the narrative as a whole. Looking and listening to My Black Little Heart now, some
months after its completion, I cannot be sure that my ideal score would have been any
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more successful within the context of the narrative than the one we created. I can now

see that Angelique's attempt to use music to imbue the above 'Rocworld' scenes with
more tension and drama than they would have had otherwise was the right idea, even
if at the time these scenes seemed to clash with some of the more abstract, less
conventional music we were creating for other scenes.
In the following section I would like to look at the socio-political underpinnings of

the film and the ideological implications arising from the musical choices.

Diegetic Music and Identity
In this paper I have already discussed the music as if it fitted neatly into one of two
narrowly defined binary oppositions: either diegetic or non-diegetic music. There are
problems with this distinction, not least in this film, where the music's status is not

always certain, and I will look at this in more detail shortly. For now?acknowledging
that there is often a more fluid and complex relationship between music that is a

'realistic' part of a scene and an apparently more constructed, figurative music
detached from the depicted world?I want to look at those scenes in the film for
which I composed music to sound as if it was emanating from an onscreen source.
Due in part to budget restrictions (royalty fees for the music Ang?lique originally
wanted for these scenes would have been prohibitive), there were a number of places
in the film for which source music needed to be composed:
1. A radio playing in a car on the Durban beachfront;
2. Music from a stereo system playing in the corner of Sigmund's room;
3. Piano music as an accompaniment to Chloe's fellow dancers performing in an

old age home;
4. Music playing from a character's laptop computer speakers;

5. Reggae music both inside and outside a club in a scene involving Zuko, a
Rastafarian character and musician who is on the verge of signing a big
recording contract.
In these scenes, the music may appear to be incidental, providing a veneer of detail to

give a sense of realism since it is carefully equalised by the sound editor and fed
through artificial reverberation and other effect units to make it sound as if it were
being recorded 'naturalistically' along with the dialogue spoken by the actors in the
depicted scene. However, like the non-diegetic music, it has other important semiotic
functions in the narrative. It provides an historical, geographical and atmospheric
setting, whilst also depicting and identifying characters and positioning them in
relation to the narrative. Most of the characters the music identifies in this way are
minor, and are given little dialogue; as a result, the accompanying music's semiotic
function has to compensate for their lack of speech. I will discuss two of these scenes

in greater detail.
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Sigmund's Radio
We first encounter the character Sigmund, a low-level drug dealer and friend of
Chloe's, near the beginning of the film, sitting next to Chloe on a couch in the drug
squat known as Rocworld (Video Example 7, 'Sigmunde Radio', and Audio Example
3, 'Sigmund's Radio Audio'). He is chopping white powder with a razor blade. As
Chloe gets up to leave the squat, we hear him speak his only words of dialogue in the
film, 'Correct. Next time!' Next to him, on a shelf, is a 'ghetto blaster'. The music on
the soundtrack, mixed beneath the level of the sparse dialogue, but loud enough for a
South African audience to identify it, is in the style of mbaqanga, a rural-based, Zulu

popular music style that is still widely listened to in rural and urban parts of the
province of kwaZulu Natal. While the drums hold down a steady four beat crotchet

rhythm, electric guitar, bass and organ play staggered melodic lines based on
pentatonic and hexatonic scales. The cyclic, harmonic pattern (I-IV/ii -I6/4/V) hints

at the influence of both traditional African musics and nineteenth-century
missionary hymnody, via the marabi style that was 'as seminal to South African
popular music as the blues was to American' (Ballantine 1989, 307). An electronic
organ suggests the influence of American gospel and soul music. Because the music in

this scene depends largely on the representational value the music has outside the
film, since it is a recognised musical genre, it is worth taking a closer look at what this

representational value might be.
In contrast to kwaito, the more provocative, streetwise and popular urban township

dance music style that was being produced in Soweto township slums like Zola in the
early days of South Africa's post-apartheid democracy in the early 1990s, mbaqanga is

an older, culturally more conservative style. It emerged in the early 1960s out of a
fusion of rural indigenous musics (including maskanda, a rural Zulu guitar style that

developed in the late nineteenth century, and the Zulu dance style indlamu) and
marabi, a style of music that emerged from black city ghettoes around the time of the

First World War (Ballantine 1989, 307). David Coplan argues that mbaqanga was a
manifestation of the new musical order that was a consequence of the apartheid
legislation of the 1950s and 1960s which prevented small-town and rural labour
migrants from urbanising permanently: 'Among the expressions of this enforcement

of what the white government called "influx control" in popular culture was the
emergence of a new, more rural-derived indigenous style of music known as ...
mbaqanga (everyday cornmeal porridge)' (Coplan 2001, 109). The term was initially
used to describe urban African jazz band music in the 1950s but by the mid-60s it had

become associated with musicians like Simon 'Mahlathini' Nkabinde who 'appeared
in animal skins, and sang of the virtues of tribal life' (Ballantine 1989, 308). The
refashioning of rural Zulu traditional music by young Zulu men living temporarily in

migrant workers' hostels in the towns provided what Coplan argues was a 'socially
cohesive identity' for people whose lives had been uprooted and destabilised by
apartheid laws (2001, 113).
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In the 'Sigmund's Radio' scene described above, it is clear that the mbaqanga-style
music is not part of the film's dramatic score; it is of a very different kind: motivated

by the presence of the stereo system in the shot, and equalised to sound tinny, the
sound we are used to recognising as diegetic.8 It is clear to South African audiences
that this music is associated with Sigmund, and its culturally specific associations
(Zulu in origin, culturally conservative, rural rather than urban, associated with
gospel and Christianity) are designed to identify and characterise him (admittedly the

subtleties of this characterisation might be lost on a non-South African audience).
In the early discussions with the director, Ang?lique said she wanted the character

of Sigmund explicitly contrasted with the Nigerian drug lords, and was clear that
music should be the vehicle for this. The Nigerian characters should be portrayed as
superstitious, savvy, streetwise, practitioners of witchcraft and as dangerous drug
dealers, in stark opposition to Sigmund, a young, well-intentioned if na?ve Zulu man,

and a much lower-rung drug dealer than his Nigerian bosses.
Looking at popular music soundtracks in contemporary films, Anahid Kassabian
describes how compiled scores, often using pre-existing pop music, work to encourage
'affiliating' identifications within the fantasy scenarios a film sets up, by bringing our

individual histories with a piece of music, artist or genre into the service of the
narrative (2001, 3). She argues that affiliating identifications are more open and less
predictable than the 'assimilating' identificatory practices of the classical Hollywood
scoring tradition that uses late Romantic symphonic musical gestures to maintain
tight control over identification processes and positions (for example, the use of
recognisable musical conventions to evoke fear, love, suspense, and so on) (Kassabian
2001, 2). Although Sigmund's mbaqanga music was freshly composed for the film, it
signifies like a composite score because it was composed in imitation of a well-known
musical style (well-known and with specific cultural meanings for South African
audiences, at least). In Donnelly's phrase, it functions as a 'readymade': the sound

qualities of the musical type are intended to signify according to their broad
associations for a particular audience (2001, 155). Unlike Kassabian's description in
Hearing Film, I would argue, the quasi composite-score cue here is used to identify
Sigmund along racial, tribal and religious lines, rather than invite an audience to take
up a subject position in relation to him. And it does this in quite a narrow way.
While Sigmund is the one character in the film associated with indigenous South
African music, and therefore with a 'truly' South African identity, unlike Chloe and
Katy he is not given a filmic position of power. Another scene in the film in which
diegetic music is used to identify a character makes clear the ideological implications
of this cultural stereotyping, and the kind of representation of post-apartheid South
African society Ang?lique wants to portray.

Lotus FM
The first use of diegetic music in My Black Little Heart occurs towards the beginning
of the film. We have seen Chloe soliciting as a prostitute on the beachfront, and a
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short while later we see her sitting in the passenger seat of a car, parked on the
beachfront at night (30 seconds into Video Example 8, 'Beachfront'). A man in the
driver's seat is handing her some rolled up notes. There is Indian-tinged pop music

playing in the car. Ang?lique described the music she wanted in this scene as
something you might hear on Lotus FM, a popular metropolitan radio station
originally launched during the apartheid era by the state-run South African
Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) but re-branded in post-apartheid South Africa
as a station that reflected 'the music, culture and lifestyle of the progressive South
African Indian community'.9
While the director's intention for the music here may have been to give the scene a
sense of realism?the sense that this is what a South African man of Indian extraction

of this age group would listen to?it has the effect of stereotyping his character, and
of musically segregating him along racial lines. I was uncomfortable with this: it was

another example (like the rough stereotyping of the Nigerians or Sigmund) of what
seemed a reactionary element in the film, and I argued for the scene to have no music

save, possibly, for a distant kwaito thump that would appear to come from the
beachfront taxis parked alongside. There were enough visual cues in the scene to
identify the character in any case. Ang?lique was adamant that she wanted music
here. My first demo of the cue attempted to be more ambiguous, emphasising the
South African elements, but this was rejected for not being 'Indian' enough. She
wanted something that sounded 'more Bollywood'. The piece of music that was
accepted for this scene combined orchestral strings, tabla, harmonium, sitar and
electronics. It feels too much like a Bollywood pastiche to me, overbearing in its
representation of 'Indian-ness', and at odds with some of the more innovative aspects

of the film.

Melveen Jackson, in a paper about Indian music under apartheid (1991, 186),
observes that 'despite being demographically small, Indian South African commu
nities are fairly prolific in the variety of their music' stretching from Terukuttu and

Chutney10 styles to qawwali, dance, rock and pop. Certainly from my experience
living in Durban in the 1990s, young 'Indian' South Africans were as likely to listen to

kwaito or to Euro-American pop, metal, gospel, rock or hip hop as to contemporary

Indian music styles, and the music I ended up composing for this scene felt
uncomfortably close to racial categorisation under apartheid.

Stereotypes on the Stereo: Musical Apartheid and the 'Rainbow Nation'
One of the primary intentions of the apartheid government's revised Broadcasting

Act of 1960 was to use the SABC to push ideology. The government aimed to
entrench racial segregation by setting up separate radio stations for each ethnic group

(television was not introduced to South Africa until 1976). Besides the Afrikaans and

English radio services, and Springbok Radio, a bi-lingual, English/Afrikaans music
station, Radio Bantu, aimed at black South Africans, was divided into seven ethnic
services?one for each of the black 'tribes'. In an attempt to encourage each group to
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develop their own language and 'cultural heritage', that the apartheid government
ensured the entire population, black and white, was 'listening to its own radio service,

theorised and programmed in accordance with state ideology, to the virtual exclusion
of other radio programming' (Hamm 1991, 147). These Radio Bantu services were
largely music stations, biased towards traditional, neo-traditional and religious music
(Ballantine 1989, 308). One of these services, Radio Zulu, was responsible for creating
large fan bases for mbaqanga artists like Mahlathini and later the Soul Brothers.
Jayendran Pillay shows how the same ideological principle was being applied to
teaching music in schools in South Africa, where it functioned as a political tool,

Tndianising' Indian public school education in an attempt to legitimise racial
segregation: 'The motive is to divide by means of stereotypes: Indian music for
Indians, African music for Africans and so forth. This provides a rationale for
entrenching apartheid through separate schools for separate races in South Africa; the

point is that the races are so different culturally, according to the government, that
mixing them serves no positive goal for anyone' (Pillay 1994, 292).
While the film appears to avoid setting up dichotomies of 'race' and class?the
social tensions in the film are primarily inter-generational?the film's soundtrack
draws on racial stereotypes to portray the 'new' South Africa in the late 1990s as no

less culturally and racially divided than it was under apartheid. While it was
uncomfortable for me as the composer to be associated with the creation of such
stereotypical representations, I realised that Ang?lique is pointing towards what she
sees as a truth about South African society: despite the 'Rainbow Nation' rhetoric, the

legacy of the Verwoerd-era strategy of 'Separate Development' is as pervasive in post

apartheid South Africa as it was in the 1960s. Perhaps this is one of the 'underbelly
truths' of 'dysfunctional South African survival' that she mentions in her Directors
Statement.
The pecking order between the different types of music on the soundtrack can also
be read as a symbolic reflection of the society the film portrays. In the context of the
film, music is used to construct a character like Sigmund very differently from Chloe
or Katy. No music is needed to define Chloe and Katy in terms of geography, 'race' or

religion; instead, music presumes a sense of normality in relation to them. Free from

its function to define and separate, music can instead be used to signify emotion, or

create sympathies and identifications. While this distinction between a background
score??a kind of neutral background filler', in Aaron Copland's phrase (Prendergast
1977, 205)?and a more 'marked' foregrounded musical style is clearly something

common to many films, it is worth pointing out that this supposedly neutral
background music, within the context of all the other musical styles, is not really
neutral at all. In the case of Sigmund and the 'Indian' man in the car, the soundtrack
has appropriated 'their' music in order to narrowly define them, yet there is no
attempt to integrate this music into the non-diegetic score?in fact there is no further

reference to the music of either Sigmund or the man in the car ever again. There
seems to be a hierarchy of cultural values operating on the soundtrack, and the film's

way of seeing/hearing its characters is fundamentally unequal.
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The 'Rainbow Nation metaphor coined by the Archbishop of Cape Town,
Desmond Tutu, to describe post-apartheid South Africa, and which became widely
used as an expression of patriotism during Nelson Mandelas presidency, is worth
looking at in more detail. The metaphor sought to both acknowledge and erase
cultural and ethnic differences, and invent a representation of national identity that

countered apartheids divisive ideology. The Rainbow Nation image suggests a diverse

and non-homogenous nation miraculously united after tumultuous times. In
contrast to apartheid s obsession with cultural difference, the Rainbow concept
sought to emphasise the unity in the country's diversity of cultures, the idea being
that a unique South African culture would emerge, along the lines of the ANC slogan
in the late 1980s: 'one nation, one culture!'
Music appears to work against this articulation of identity in My Black Little Heart,

and rather than emphasise a people united but different, only serves to emphasise
racial and cultural separation, as well as the continuing inequality of power relations
between them. Ang?liques representation of South African society may in fact be
closer to the experiences of the majority of South Africans who felt that the Rainbow
Nation rhetoric offered them little in the way of economic improvement. Around the

time in which the film was set, Deputy General Secretary of the South African
Communist Party and member of parliament, Jeremy Cronin, was warning against

accepting the 'somewhat candy-coated myth' of the Rainbow Nation: 'Allowing
ourselves to sink into a smug rainbowism will prove to be a terrible betrayal of the
possibilities for real transformation, real reconciliation, and real national unity that
are still at play in our contemporary South African reality' (Cronin 1997, back cover).

The Disembodied Music Box
One of the recurring musical themes in the film blurs the distinction between the
music that seems to emanate from within the depicted world and the non-diegetic,
dramatic underscore. It is first heard when Chloe and Katy come across what looks
like a burnt foetus on the beach. This scene starts with Chloe and Katy in high spirits,
singing a lullaby while walking hand-in-hand along the beach at twilight. Just before

their grim discovery, music scored to sound like a child's wind-up music box?
celesta, glockenspiel, prepared piano?but mixed with the ambient sounds of a
gurgling baby, the caw of seagulls, the sound of the surf hitting the beach, enters
(Video Example 9, 'On the Beach', and Audio Example 4). It is 'childlike' music, sweet

and dreamlike, and once they discover the blackened object, appears strikingly at
odds with the image track.
The idea originated from one of the early experiments with music that could be

used to represent innocence and childhood. It was Angelique's idea to add the
ambient sounds to this, to add to the extra-narrative information supplied by
the soundtrack.11 The gulls, surf and baby sounds morph into each other and into the

music on the soundtrack. While the gulls fit perfectly into the diegesis, even if we
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don t see them, the baby sounds and the childlike music seem at odds with it. Rather
than working in concert to create the illusion of'objective reality' in a traditional way,
sound and image seem to part ways here, in order to present a more subjective reality.

Instead of making the scene more 'real', the disorientating extra-diegetic information

provided by the soundtrack invites a more symbolic interpretation, but what does it

mean?

When similar musical box material appears in another very different scene soon

after this, one possible metaphorical meaning of the music becomes clearer. It
reappears during Chloe's first meeting with Mr Leigh, a repellent character who runs

an online pornographic website (Video Example 10, 'Mr Leigh'). Katy introduces
Chloe to him, and after she leaves, the much older Mr Leigh auditions Chloe by
filming himself undressing her. It is a disturbing scene made even more unsettling by

the soundtrack. As the sexually exploitative scene gets under way, we hear the sound
of a mechanical device being wound up, and then the same kind of mechanical music
box material we heard before, only now playing a variation of the third movement of

Beethoven's Piano Sonata No. 8, Op. 13. With each repetition, the theme gets very
slightly more electronically distorted and corrupted. Once again there appears to be a
disjunction between image and sound. The music, childlike and comforting (at least
when it starts), seems utterly at odds with the scenes of abuse on the screen. At first it
seems as if the wind-up sound must belong to the diegesis, but it becomes clear that it

does not?there is no suggestion that there is a real music box anywhere in the scene,

except on the soundtrack. Michel Chion argues that acousmatic sounds?unbea
table, purely aural presences?possess a special 'power' by creating a sense of
uncertainty and ambiguity. Presented here as an 'acousmatic sound impression'
(Chion 2007, 89) or acousmetre, the music box is a symbolic phantom.
The sense of uncertainty is doubled in this scene because the music appears to fall
between diegetic and non-diegetic sound. Robynn Stilwell, in a reassessment of these
labels, sees diegetic and non-diegetic music existing not in two separate realms, but as

processes unfolding in time (2007). In the 'fantastical gap' that opens up in crossings
between the diegetic and the non-diegetic, there exists the potential for revelation or

symbolism (187). While the use of a child's music box on the soundtrack may be a
familiar horror film clich?, its destabilising and ambiguous use here aims for a
different effect. What we hear problematises what we see. By Assuring the narrative in

this way, our suspension of disbelief is interrupted. It has the effect of promoting a
different kind of engagement with the film, a more subjective experience. The
unlocatable music box becomes a framing device, and the audience is encouraged to
take a step out of the film's world to experience the layers of possible meaning in the

scene. The role of the music is similar to Kassabian's idea of affiliating identities that
widen the range of possible meanings and invite perceivers to take up a range of
positions in relation to the fantasy scenario the film sets up.
One possible interpretation is that the music has crossed over into interiority: it

has become 'metadiegetic' (Stilwell 2007, 194), a representation of the music in
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Chloe's head. The music can then be read as a part of Chloe's psychic strategy to
deflect the potential damage caused by Mr Leigh's abuse by blocking out the harmful

present and reverting to a more innocent time, back to childhood or infanthood. The

music represents Chloe's psychological escape, her retreat into a cocoon, or a
maternal comfort zone, that protects her from the sexual abuse we witness.
Kassabian's distinction between assimilating and affiliating identificatory processes

is again useful for an understanding of how music works in these scenes, although
these are not restricted to either composed or compiled scores. Clearly any music can
be used to track identifications along either assimilating or affiliating paths, and this

depends on context and how the music's allusive qualities are used. The music box
material here (both the re-arranged Beethoven Sonata and the freshly composed
music), just as in Kassabian's compiled scores, attempts to condition more affiliating
identifications whilst also hinting at something about Chloe's character, or some
other hidden narrative theme (that of childhood and babies, the pregnancies and
miscarriages to follow). It is not used to track rigid, heavy-handed identifications or

to guide a narrow range of particular meanings, but permits audiences to adopt a
variety of positions and encourages plural perspectives.

Music Box Beethoven and White Identity
The scene described above goes beyond the usual music box clich? in another way, to
comment on white identity in South Africa. That it is a Beethoven Sonata can be read

as significant, representing, even if ironically, a mythologised and culturally elite
European past. White people in South Africa have long looked back nostalgically to
Europe as a means of defining themselves in post-colonial Africa. But here, the heroic

composer and father of the nineteenth-century German symphonic tradition is
reduced to the tinny, infantilised sound of a child's toy. The Sonata no longer goes
anywhere, it is just a fragment on an endless loop. Instead of the forward moving,
goal-orientated harmonies and formal structures of European classical music, we

have an endless chain?a symbolic representation of English speaking white South
Africans' alienation from their European ancestral roots, their history lost to them.
And they are doubly lost, as the soundtrack makes clear elsewhere: none of the music
used to encourage an audience to sympathise or identify with Chloe or Katy includes
any reference to South Africa; a South African identity is something they, or
Ang?lique at least, felt did not belong to them.
The use of Beethoven here could also be read as a critique of mainstream film
music that makes use of the nineteenth-century German symphonic tradition that

was brought to Hollywood by European ?migr? composers steeped in the music
of Beethoven's heirs, Strauss, Wagner, Rachmaninoff and Mahler. Here (although this

is something that only occurred to me after I had composed the music) instead of
a luxurious orchestra, we have a tinny, decaying fragment, stuck in a child's music

box.
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Conclusion
My Black Little Heart is a film at odds with many of the other films that have been

made in post-apartheid South Africa that focus on themes of reconciliation and
redemption, or as the film's writer/director describes them, the 'typical package of
happy endings' (Ang?lique 2008). Angelique's aims in making this film were more
provocative and iconoclastic, not least in her attempt to give voice to a sub-culture

that is rarely heard. If the film at times makes for uncomfortable and unsettling
viewing and listening, that is, for Ang?lique, very much the point.
As a composer, my work continues to be informed by the challenging questions
this film raises about musical meaning and representation, the links between musical
identity and social identity, the role of the composer, and the nature of collaborative

processes. That there are no clear answers to these questions seems less important
than raising them in the first place. While this paper in no way attempts to prescribe

what composers should or should not do when confronted with such richly complex
issues as those raised in this film, it does advocate the importance of being alert to the

many resonances that music has as an active force in the construction of a cinematic

world, as well as to the broader social and political ramifications of music in film.

Notes
[1] Recent notable exceptions to composers offering up their own work and thought processes to

scrutiny include Burnand (2006) and Mera (2008).
[2] There are other examples of this type of approach, for instance Once Upon a Time in the West

(1968) directed by Sergio Leone, where Ennio Morricone composed the music after reading
the screenplay and before the film was shot, but it is certainly not the norm.

[3] This created an unusual 'temp' track; often the initial edit of a film is made with pre-existing

or library music in order to give an idea of the director/producer's intentions for the
soundtrack in terms of mood, style, rhythm, pacing and so on, before the music has been

composed.
[4] A term often used by Ang?lique and which I associated with urban 'street' culture, or an
'underground' street culture; something that went against mainstream culture, in this case
music that did not follow mainstream cinematic conventions and that would appeal to the
global, urbanised youth audience that the film aimed to reach.
[5] Some of the other music on the temp track was pre-existing film/TV music by the South
African composer Warrick Sony. Ang?lique also used a small amount of generic library music
for the film's first edit.

[6] Also, see pages 65-72 in this volume for excerpts of the entire interview.

[7] Alfred Newman scored more than 200 films during a career that lasted from 1930 to 1970
including Wuthering Heights (1939), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1939), The Prisoner of
Zenda (1952), How the West Was Won (1962), and Airport (1970).
[8] The film's sound editor used a high pass filter and artificial reverb to position the music
within the scene. Compare my audio track (Audio Example 2) to the video track (Video
Example 7) in which the music is mixed with the other sounds in the scene.
[9] Lotus FM website: www.lotusfm.co.za.
[10] Terukuttu is music derived from street theatre in Tamil-speaking parts of India, and Chutney
is a Caribbean musical style that combines calypso with Indian filmi music.
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[11] Unusually, these ambient sounds were part of the final music track I sent to the sound editor,

rather than sound effects added in post-production (though they were sent as separate
'stems' for the sound editor to mix).
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