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IntroductionHome is Behind, the World Ahead - Fantasy, Franchises and Film Music

Daniel White
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‘Home is behind, the world ahead’. Thus sings Peregrin ‘Pippin’ Took to his new master Denethor while the latter gorges on meat and tomatoes, having ordered his last surviving son Faramir and his company to ride out to Osgiliath and almost certain death at the hands of legions of orcs. A wistful melody in the Dorian mode, the song reverberates through the cold, empty stone halls of Minas Tirith, and is soured by the increasingly discordant violins of composer Howard Shore’s creeping underscore. The unnerving combination of the mournful tune and dissonant accompaniment pairs with interspersed shots of galloping hooves, orc archers taking aim and Denethor’s uncouth ingestion, all of which alludes to Faramir’s likely and untimely end and Pippin’s great sadness at this. But here, in one memorable scene from Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003) this particular song has been displaced from its original context. Its fuller iteration, known simply as ‘A Walking Song’, first appeared in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings as a song sung by Frodo and the other hobbits as they first set out from the Shire. Here, two other stanzas precede this final one which begins ‘home is behind’, these being full of nature, adventure and curiosity, and notably omitted from Pippin’s filmic version are the lines ‘then world behind and home ahead, we’ll wander back to home and bed’ (Tolkien 1954, p. 78). The original song, then, spoke of adventures that were invariably ‘there and back again’, and also emphasised the hobbits’ love of home (and indeed supper and bed).1 In its adopted filmic context, the song (whose melody was written by actor Billy Boyd who played Pippin) loses this comforting resolution, instead pointing only to the ‘edge of night’ and the destructive forces outside the city walls. Finding himself the furthest he has ever been from his beloved Shire, and having pledged his service to a madman with no defensive strategy against the amassing orc armies, Pippin has never felt so far from home. In both instances, home is a key concept that contrasts with whatever lies outside its perimeter, be that wondrous and magical adventures, or darkness, death and loss.

Music and sound in this scene are highly effective in heightening the drama and positioning the viewer while simultaneously drawing on notions of home and away or familiarity or unfamiliarity. Before Pippin sings, the scene contains no underscore, which allows space for the significant reverb added to the dialogue and sound effects to emphasise the vastness of the hall (and indeed the loudness of Denethor’s eating). The majority of the song is also musically unaccompanied, and the sharpened sixth of the Dorian mode lends it a slight sense of optimism and positivity, strengthened by the relative lack of any minor thirds which feature only fleetingly later. Besides the fairly simple and straightforward modality and structure of this hobbit song, it repeatedly features a rising perfect fifth from the start - an interval which also begins Howard Shore’s main theme for Gondor (where the scene takes place), situating it nicely in the context of the non-diegetic score. When the accompanying music does come in at the end of the fourth line, familiar held notes of the root and fifth are quickly drowned out by much more dissonant notes in the upper strings, forming a cluster that swells and grows in intensity. This then cuts out suddenly to emphasise the release of a wave of orc arrows before Pippin’s final word (‘fade’), now a capella once more and sung much more quietly with no reverb. Following this, and as Pippin begins to cry, the underscore brings the listener back ‘home’ with a soft string bed of tonics and fifths, and a solo clarinet plaintively picking out the contour of the song’s melody. Sound also serves to amplify the growing intensity of the scene through a simplification of the aural field. Besides the washy reverb applied to Boyd’s voice, certain sounds are foregrounded while others are silenced: the galloping hooves of the company’s horses are accentuated, as are the flex of the orc bows, the release of the arrows, and the continued sounds of Denethor eating, but neither the shouts of the Gondorian men nor the ‘fire’ order from the orc general Gothmog are heard, despite them being depicted. All this serves to create a more impressionistic, dream-like scene, linking the action to the ‘mist and shadow, cloud and shade’ of which Pippin sings. The relative loudness of the swelling string cluster and prominent sound effects contrasts strongly with the more consonant yet muted orchestral scoring at the end of the scene, thereby accentuating its effect as a return to home and to the familiar.

Home is a central theme not only in the Lord of the Rings films (be that the Shire, home to the main protagonists, or Middle-earth and its denizens more widely) but also in contemporary fantasy cinema more generally. Considering the social and political anxieties that pervade contemporary Western experience it is perhaps not surprising that so many of today’s fantasy films might take as their central motivating impulse the fight to protect a home of some sort. Even within the United Kingdom’s recent history, events such as the Grenfell Tower fire in West London have highlighted the precarious and terminable nature of the home, a precarity amplified by issues of inequality and social immobility, and both the vote to leave the European Union and the raging debates on issues of immigration have called into question the openness, acceptance and hospitality of our own nation. More globally and perhaps more overtly, market crashes and ensuing housing crises over the last few decades caused significant losses in value and inflated prices, leading to decreased levels of home ownership, soaring rent and increased homelessness (see Meek 2014). The Covid-19 pandemic confined much of the world to their homes for long periods of time in attempts to stop the spread of the disease and to alleviate pressure on health services. In these contexts, it makes sense that fantasy worlds offering a reassuring and vibrant alternative to what we might call ‘home’ should be so appealing to so many people, be that a galaxy far, far away, a mythical world of elves and hobbits, or an imagined, magical counterpart to Great Britain.

The above example from The Return of the King serves to highlight the vital roles that music and sound play in the creation and portrayal of a film world and its inhabitants. The scene and song have become firm fan favourites, with one writer in The Gamer designating it ‘The Lord of the Rings at its absolute best’ as recently as 2021 (Maher 2021), and countless artists producing cover versions on YouTube and TikTok. Comments made on some of the YouTube uploads of the scene allude to another understanding of home in this context: the imagined home that fans and listeners find and build in these films and their music. One such comment by Nathaniel King reads ‘im [sic] crying and longing for a home i [sic] never knew’ (2022). This expression of longing and emotional connection to a fantastical place and musical performance leads us to several more questions. What is it that makes King and other fans long to call fantasy worlds such as Middle-earth ‘home’? If people are escaping into films and film worlds in search of a sense of home, how are they doing this, and why? More widely, what role does music play in narrative film to bring us into its created or depicted world? What about music outside of the film-watching context, or in other manifestations of these worlds - how else can music enable the imaginative inhabitation of our favourite fantasy homes? This book aims to answer these questions by examining films and their fans to find out exactly what is going on in the consumption of fantasy cinema that produces such heartfelt responses and emotional connections. It is important that we understand how fantasy worlds are created by filmmakers and inhabited by viewers and fans alike, and in a wider sense, why people are looking for surrogate homes to move into. By analysing music’s role in each of these processes we will see both the lengths to which composers and listeners go to build and inhabit these worlds, and the depths of the emotional connections created between worlds and their inhabitants. Notions of fantasy, franchising and film music will be explored later in the introduction, but it is worth noting here fantasy film’s significantly increased popularity of over the last few decades, and the two key franchises that catalysed this boom.

The year 2001 played host to several historically significant events. In this year Apple released their first portable music device (the iPod), Wikipedia took its first content online, Dennis Tito became the first ever space tourist, and the attacks of September 11th led to the United States of America declaring war on ‘terror’ and consequently invading Afghanistan. 2001 also saw the release of the first instalments of two of the most commercially successful fantasy film franchises of all time: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (dir. Chris Columbus) and The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (dir. Peter Jackson). These series, both originating as literary works, went on to dominate box office records over the following decade (with the release of eight Harry Potter films and three Lord of the Rings ones), and this success led to the production of two spin-off film series: The Hobbit trilogy (Jackson, 2012-2014) and the Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them films (David Yates, 2016, 2018 and 2022). Furthermore, these franchises went on to become vast transmedial universes, consisting not only of films and novels but also promotional books and materials, soundtracks, videogames, plays, concerts, studio tours, even crossing into the fashion and tourism industries with theme park attractions and vast ranges of merchandise, not to mention significant fan followings. Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings have both gained significant currency within popular culture, and the music of these franchises is no exception. Lastly, both franchises - as with the majority of contemporary fantasy media - deal with the core impulses of returning to or fighting to protect a home: Bilbo Baggins refers to his journey as ‘there and back again’; Samwise Gamgee returns to his beloved Shire, draws a deep breath and says ‘Well, I’m back’; on leaving Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry for the first time to spend the summer with his abusive aunt and uncle, Harry states with a glint in his eye ‘I’m not going home. Not really’.2

Although Janet Halfyard places these series in different fantasy categories, she nonetheless notes the significant impact they have both had, referring to them as


two gigantic franchises that have dominated recent fantasy film, spanning - and extending beyond - the first decade of the twenty-first century. Between them, these two series are largely responsible for reigniting a cinematic interest in epic, immersive fantasy, specifically in magic and mythology, that had largely lain dormant since the 1980s, although the development of CGI technology has also been a major factor in these developments.

(2012, p.7).



This book recognises this legacy and takes the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings films as case studies to investigate the many roles and properties of the music of these franchises both within and without the film-watching experience - that is, as part of the films and elsewhere. To date, there exists little comparative study on the music of film franchises, and particularly on the ways in which the recognisable or repetitive use of music helps to draw several films together in a series or indeed across multiple media. Indeed, The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter are also notable in this regard, as John Williams’ music for the original Star Wars films (1977-83) is their only real precedent in terms of musical scope and consistency (ibid., p.9), and even these contain some leitmotivic discrepancies (the ‘Imperial March’ being famously introduced in The Empire Strikes Back [1980] and thus absent from A New Hope [1977] and every depiction of Darth Vader therein). The two case study franchises each include musical worlds that extend beyond the simple use of a shared theme tune or a few common motifs. Thus, in what follows I compare and contrast the ways in which these worlds are built and how they evolve from film to film, as well as the ways music draws viewers into these created worlds. There is one major difference between the two case studies, which is that the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit films were all scored by one composer (Howard Shore), whereas the eight Harry Potter films were scored by four different composers (John Williams [1-3], Patrick Doyle [4], Nicholas Hooper [5-6] and Alexandre Desplat [7-8]), with James Newton Howard providing music for all the Fantastic Beasts films.3 Thus, an interesting point of comparison emerges regarding the effect of one composer creating one world as opposed to four or five composers inheriting a world from their predecessors and evolving it to suit their vision. This aligns with Halfyard’s differing definitions and the positioning of The Lord of the Rings as, in a sense, one long film - as opposed to the more clearly episodic format of the Harry Potter series (2012, pp. 8-9).

Within the realm of film music studies, the majority of analysis has tended to focus on music’s role as a narrative agent, and although the storytelling power of music represents one of its most important cinematic roles, I am instead interested in some of film music’s less frequently discussed capabilities. As we are dealing with specifically fantasy worlds, the reasons for which are explicated in greater detail below, I am primarily interested in music’s role in building the world in which the film takes place, and the ways that music draws us into this world as film viewers. Not only are the film worlds of both case studies physically, visually, narratively and musically constructed with the utmost rigour, but the music of these worlds is exported into many of the media formats listed above, thus allowing us to follow the strains of this music into the far-flung lands of theme parks, plays, studio tours and videogames as well as into fan-made films and musics at the furthest corners of the imagination. There are of course several other fantasy film franchises that are excluded from this study or mentioned only in passing, primarily for reasons of space, but also because they have not yet reached the same degree of transmediality or cultural prominence that The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter have reached. The Chronicles of Narnia, Star Wars, The Hunger Games, Jurassic Park, Pirates of the Caribbean, Spider-Man, The Dark Knight trilogy, the DC Extended Universe and the Marvel Cinematic Universe are all multi-film franchises in the fantasy genre with varying degrees of musical continuity, but that continuity tends to lack the depth and complexity that can be found in the music of The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter (one possible exception being the recent numerous extensions to the Star Wars franchise including The Mandalorian, The Book of Boba Fett, Obi-Wan Kenobi and Andor).

Methodologically, I approach film music from several angles, and these angles can be divided into two sides - listening to music from ‘inside’ the film and from ‘outside’ the film. Following this bifurcation, the main analytical body of the book is divided into two parts (Chapters 1 to 3 and Chapters 4 to 6), the first of which grapples with audible film-worlds in the cinematic framework, and the second of which follows these musical worlds into all their extra-filmic contexts. Consequently, the methodological approaches for each part are varied. The first part includes a high degree of musical analysis, the majority of which is melodic, harmonic or motivic. However, the musical language of these worlds draws the investigation towards two particular forms of analysis, the first being thematic and the second harmonic, or more specifically, transformational. The significance of a semiotic system of themes in the appropriation and transmission of meaning within these scores is explored in greater detail in the below section on ‘Film Music’, but it quickly becomes clear that themes and leitmotifs are the primary weapons in these film composers’ arsenals, and these two franchises are thus prime examples of the extent to which motivic systems can operate in both narrative and worldbuilding functions. Lastly, much of the harmonic analysis draws on transformational theories to analyse progressions between chords as both musical worlds feature heavy use of chromatic mediant progressions and other harmonic shifts outside of the realm of classical functional harmony. The second part of the book considers the music of fantasy worlds in non-filmic contexts and hence is methodologically different to the first part. Analysis here draws on fieldwork carried out at various tourist experiences, as well as on interviews with numerous composers, sound designers, publicists and fans who worked on the attractions and games under analysis.

In order to gain insight into the ways in which music brings people into the imagined worlds of fantasy films, we need to have a clear understanding of the social and cultural contexts surrounding these films and their associated franchises. Not only have Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings both played a prominent and influential role within early 21st-century pop culture and entertainment, their rise in popularity coincided with significant shifts in the Western film industries and the socio-cultural trends into which they were born. These contexts surrounding the production and reception of Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings can be defined as: the rise in popularity of the fantasy genre, particularly within contemporary Western cinema; the dominance of franchise films among contemporary Hollywood output; and the trends within film music of the time. These shifts are linked (agreeable alliteration aside) by commonalities in cause and effect, be they technological, sociological, economical or industrial, and this web of contexts and relations will be laid out and explored in the following sections, before the Introduction finishes with a plan of the book.


Fantasy

It is widely held that the fantasy genre has experienced a considerable boom in popularity, particularly in the context of Western cinema, with many scholars including David Butler identifying 2001 as a pivotal year (see Napier 2005, p. xi, Butler 2009, pp. 5-6, Friedman 2009, Pheasant-Kelly 2013). Since the release of the first instalments of Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings in this year fantasy films have seen huge success at the box office, and as it stands nine of the ten highest-grossing films of all time can be defined as fantasy in genre (‘Top Lifetime Grosses’ 2023). Besides box office figures, fantasy’s rise in prominence emerges elsewhere, including the surge in popularity of fan conventions such as the San Diego Comic-Con, which started out as a comic book convention but has become one of the largest conventions dedicated to fantasy media in the world, among numerous others. David Butler identifies the inconsistency with which the term ‘fantasy film’ has been applied by academics, critics and the industry alike, and points out that although 2001 saw a dramatic shift towards fantasy film production, the preceding decades were anything but devoid of ‘fantastic’ cinema (2009, p. 16). Numerous reasons and events have been suggested as causes of this industrial shift in consumption, the catastrophic events of September 11th of that year notwithstanding, and this section aims to situate the book and its focus on fantasy blockbusters among these contexts.

For writer and critic Lev Grossman, fantasy’s rise in popularity has coincided with a collective loss of faith in technology; in the abundance and joy it promised but failed to produce. According to Grossman, writing in 2002 after the release of Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets and just before The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers, ‘[a] darker, more pessimistic attitude toward technology and the future has taken hold, and the evidence is our new preoccupation with fantasy, a nostalgic, sentimental, magical vision of a medieval age’ (2002, p. 72). The irony of this pessimism should not be overlooked, given that it was an increased dependence on computer technology that facilitated the shift towards more ‘realistic’ cinematic fantasy, and that allowed imaginary worlds and their inhabitants to be more convincingly (and spectacularly) brought into being. Cultural theorist Ted Friedman holds a similar view to Grossman, positing that fantasy (and its central distinguishing trope of magic) allows us an arena in which to grapple with and indeed re-think our complex links with technology and nature: ‘at a time of both great technological advances and looming ecological catastrophe, the fantasy genre provides writers, directors, game designers, and audiences an opportunity to re-imagine their relationships with both their machines and their environment’ (2009, p. 1). The views of the two writers differ slightly, however, when it comes to notions of temporality. Where Grossman portrays fantasy as a longing for a seemingly simpler (medieval) past, Friedman sees in it the agency and opportunity to shape the days to come: ‘[l]earning the lessons of fantasy, then, does not need to mean clinging to a lost, mythical past. But it will require us to re-imagine the future’ (p. 13). Where the former tends towards a more negative and reductive vision of escapism, the latter places a stronger focus on fantasy’s ability to help us reconcile our (dis)connections to technology and nature, to learn and to move forward.

Although the term ‘escapism’ has historically been applied with some disdain to fairy-stories and other fantasy texts by the Academy, J.R.R. Tolkien (and several other writers since - see Zipes 1983, Worley 2005, and Butler 2009) argued for a more positive understanding, urging critics not to confuse the ‘Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter’ (1947, p. 69). Grossman’s description of fantasy as ‘nostalgic’ and ‘sentimental’ suggests a somewhat archaic view that strips the genre of its contemporary relevance, confining it instead to the realms of leisure and entertainment. Conversely, Friedman’s more positive view depicts fantasy as an active force, a benefit to society and a step closer to the heroism that Tolkien attributed to the true notion of Escape. Writer China Miéville takes a strong disliking to Tolkien and counters his argument that ‘jailers hate escapism’ by paraphrasing Michael Moorcock to retort: ‘jailers love escapism, what they hate is escape’ (2002). Even though Miéville shuns Tolkien’s defence of escapism (and indeed the writer’s entire oeuvre), instead arguing that fantasy is not inherently escapist (Newsinger 2000), they both agree on the social and political relevance of fantasy, or at least the possibility of its relevance. T.S. Miller provides a more progressive approach to escapism through his analysis of two films that put the notion of escapism on centre stage: Labyrinth (dir. Jim Henson, 1986) and El laberinto del fauno (Pan’s Labyrinth, dir. Guillermo del Toro, 2006), arguing that they ‘offer a simultaneous acknowledgment of and defense against the charge of escapism’ (2011, p. 41). Miller also concludes along similar lines to Tolkien and Miéville, noting fantasy’s commitment to socio-cultural significance in that ‘the fantastic furnishes the reader/viewer with fresh narratives by which to understand reality’ (p. 42). This notion of fresh understanding or new revelation brings us back to the work of J.R.R. Tolkien and his concept of recovery.

In his famous lecture ‘On Fairy-stories’ Tolkien posits two further benefits to fantasy alongside escape: those of ‘recovery’ and ‘consolation’. Considering consumer motivations behind the increased desire for fantasy film, these two facets have likely contributed to the fantasy genre’s newfound attraction. For Tolkien, recovery is a ‘regaining of a clear view’ - seeing things anew or indeed returning to ‘seeing things as we are (or were) meant to see them’ - and this includes the renewal of health (1947, p. 67). Consolation is defined as the pleasure or satisfaction found in the ‘eucatastrophe’ - the sudden joyous turn and miraculous grace of a happy ending (p. 75). De Witt Douglas Kilgore (2017) adopts Tolkien’s notion of consolation, aligning the eucatastrophe with the defeat of invaders and humanity’s (read ‘America’s’) victory over evil in what he describes as the ‘super-invasion’ genre (the merging of the alien invasion film and the superhero movie, resulting in heroic fantasies such as Captain America: The First Avenger [dir. Joe Johnston, 2011] and The Avengers [dir. Joss Whedon, 2012]). Consolation is found in the ‘thrill and relief experienced when the threatening Other is defeated, destroyed, or exiled’ (p. 163). Kilgore identifies the super-invasion sub-genre as a specifically post-9/11 phenomenon: a way for Hollywood to re-frame the destruction of iconic (American) buildings in a way that deals with the trauma of the quasi-cinematic memories of real events by depicting the total defeat of the invaders and the triumphant victory of the (American) people. As he states, ‘this cinematic resolution helps conceal the upheaval caused by 9/11 and seeks to heal the cultural wounds it inflicted’ (p. 160). Recovery and consolation may be found in most fairy-stories, and it is certainly conceivable that they have added to the increasing popularity of fantasy cinema, at least in America as in Kilgore’s study. However, this explanation is not necessarily applicable to other countries beyond the US. In a similar way to Matthew Jones (2011, 2017), who recontextualises the reception of 1950s science fiction cinema in Britain away from the American narratives of anti-communist sentiment and Cold War nuclear anxieties, I would argue that 9/11 alone does not go far enough in accounting for fantasy’s global success, and that there is something more fundamental going on that applies more readily to global socio-political contexts.

Fantasy cinema bears another fruit that motivates its consumers, a fruit similar to recovery and consolation, and that is the fruit of healing: a healing often found through the comforting sense of home. Alec Worley uses the notion of healing to differentiate between horror and fantasy genres, in an attempt to distinguish and define different types of fantasy film. In his words, ‘fantasy films attempt some form of healing, whether the psychic wound of a hero or an entire land crippled by dark sorcery [. . .] fantasy clings to life, even when its films conclude in death’ (2005, p. 12). Kath Filmer-Davies argues similarly that fantasy texts concern themselves fundamentally with finding hope in the midst of angst and scepticism: ‘fantasy is sceptical only superficially: if one looks more deeply at the texts of fantasy, one finds unmistakeably the articulation of hope’ (1992, p. 2). She later concludes that ‘fantasy is both confrontational and restorative, it is both disconcerting and healing’ (p. 142). Though there are exceptions that buck the necessity of the happy ending, and indeed films such as Damien Chazelle’s La La Land (2016) which uses fantastic devices to tell a very realist story, or Terry Gilliam’s Brazil (1985) which depicts the ‘eucatastrophe’ (sudden resolution) as a delusional fantasy in and of itself, the contemporary Hollywood blockbuster riding the fantasy wave tends to be more uniform in its adherence to a tried-and-tested narrative structure, complete with eucatastrophic (happy) ending. Frances Pheasant-Kelly (2013, p. 17) also identifies the healing trope found in contemporary fantasy cinema, looking specifically at post-9/11 contexts and the ways in which fantasy film enables a ‘working through’ of negative emotions or memories (a concept borrowed from Carl Plantinga). For her, fantasy films enable a process of ‘renarrativization’ where emotions and memories linked to the events of September 11th may be reframed via visual spectacle. Thus, the type of healing identified by Pheasant-Kelly is a very literal one related to post-traumatic stress disorder and other such problems of predominantly mental health.

9/11 is often cited somewhat simplistically as the turning point and main motivator for the boom in popular fantasy cinema that followed. Although the genre has undeniably taken a significant step up in prominence since the start of both Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter franchises in 2001, to create a direct causal link between this shift and the events of 9/11 is problematic for several reasons. Firstly, although both The Fellowship of the Ring and Philosopher’s Stone were released after 9/11, they were in production well before this point, and although their popularity and reception may be linked to events of the months prior to their release, their production styles and narratives may not. Whereas Frances Pheasant-Kelly places a high emphasis on 9/11 as a contributing factor in the current popularity of fantasy, I would argue that it remains just one of several factors that have combined to create an interrelated web of motivators and cultural impulses. Pheasant-Kelly draws on Susan Napier’s now oft-quoted statement that ‘the events of September 11 have cast a long shadow over the national psyche’ but dislocates this sentiment from her previous paragraph, which situates 9/11 as just one of many diffuse reasons for the global hunger for fantasy, alongside ‘disaffection with technology [. . .] environmental degradation, economic downturns, and war’ (2005, p. xi). Although 9/11 no doubt added to the increasingly anxious social and political mood in the West, this mood may be seen as having been equally affected by millennial anxiety, American foreign policy, the global financial crisis and ensuing economic instability, and even more recent (largely political) events such as the Brexit referendum, the Trump presidency, the Covid-19 pandemic and the ongoing war in Ukraine.

Cinema has always been a form of fantasy, and fantasy has always been a part of cinema. The Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter franchises are unique in that their constituent texts were written prior to 9/11 and yet their films catered to an audience dealing with the aftermath and emergence of global terrorism. Audiences were consuming these films in an age in which global mood had soured, technology was proving unfaithful or disappointing (though not necessarily at the movies) and nature and her temper were becoming more destructive, and the film studios caught onto the fact that the global appetite for fantasy was growing. Thus, the major film conglomerates are equally responsible for the increase in output of the fantasy genre, having caught the wave of the positive response to Fellowship and Philosopher’s Stone and consequently chosen to flood the market with more fantasy films (evidence of which can be found below). They also caught onto the fact that in an era of economic instability, franchise films were the most low-risk sources of significant income, and so box office figures came to be dominated not only by fantasy films, but film franchises most notably. The following section looks at this franchising phenomenon in more detail.



Franchises

The landscape of Western cinema has been drastically changed by the move towards the production of sequels. To understand the full effect that franchising has had on the film industry, and to see the extent of its contemporary dominance, here are some illuminating statistics on the most economically successful films of the past 22 years:4

	Of the 100 highest-grossing films worldwide since 2001, 88 are part of a cinematic franchise. Of this 88, nine were the first instalments of their respective franchises, meaning 79% of the most economically successful films since 2001 have been sequels, follow-ups or new instalments to existing series.
 	The number of franchises represented among these 88 films is 30, and thus each franchise has an average of 2.93 episodes to its name within the top 100. The Marvel Cinematic Universe boasts sixteen films within the top 100 since 2001, where Harry Potter has nine (including Fantastic Beasts), Middle-earth six (Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit), Star Wars five, and the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise has four.
 	Of the 30 franchises identified, 26 of them are owned by the ‘Big Five’ film conglomerates, with two owned by ‘mini-major’ Lionsgate and two being Chinese-funded: ten are owned by Disney (three of them gained through Disney’s acquisition of 20th Century Fox), five by Universal, with Warner Bros and Paramount taking four each and Sony/Columbia on three. Disney, Warner and Universal own 75 of the top 100.
 	Of the twelve non-franchise films within the top 100, five are remakes or live-action versions of existing films (The Lion King [2019], Beauty and the Beast [2017], Aladdin [2019], Alice in Wonderland [2010] and The Jungle Book [2016]). A sequel to Zootopia (2016) is also heavily rumoured.
 	This leaves just six of the 100 most successful films since 2001 that are entirely original and not being franchised, extended or added to (Bohemian Rhapsody [2018], Inception [2010], 2012 [2009], Inside Out [2015], Coco [2017] and Hi, Mom [2021]).


The production of franchise films has gradually increased since 2001, as depicted in Figure 0.1. Plotting the number of franchise films among the 20 highest-grossing films worldwide for each year, the bottom line tracks additions to existing franchises, whereas the top line takes into account the release of first instalments or films that are subsequently given sequels. Although franchises such as Star Wars were already being re-invigorated prior to 2001 with Phantom Menace hitting the big screen in 1999, the large gap between the two lines at 2001 displays the high number of franchises introduced in this year (eight). The increasing trend in the top line in particular shows the gradual saturation of the market with franchise films, peaking in 2011 when eighteen of the twenty most successful films worldwide were part of a franchise, and dropping in 2020 when global film production (and release) was largely halted due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

[image: A line graph showing the number of franchise films within the 20 highest grossing films of each year since 1989. Two lines depict a gradual increase, with peaks in 2001 and 2011.]Figure 0.1 The flooding of the market with franchise films since 1989

It is clear to see that the worldwide film industry, catered for predominantly by a closed group of powerful media conglomerates, has become dominated by the presence of tried-and-tested franchises, and, looking at Figure 0.1, that significant growths in this dominance took place in 2001 and 2011. Hollywood theorist Thomas Schatz notes this shift and suggests that the processes of digitisation and globalisation are partially responsible:


The franchise mentality has intensified during the conglomerate era, and in the new millennium it has gone into another register altogether due to the combined effects of digitization and media convergence, which have significantly impacted both production and formal-aesthetic protocols, and due also to the effects of globalization as Hollywood fashions its top films for a worldwide marketplace.

(2009, p. 30)



Thus, advances in technology, emerging new media and increasingly global audiences have changed the landscape of contemporary films and the ways in which they are produced. The economic motivations behind the increase in franchise film production are fairly clear - the risks involved in creating, marketing and releasing another story within a familiar world, with well-loved characters and reliable narrative structures, are significantly smaller than those in the creation of new and unknown film stories. Producer Lynda Obst also places some of the onus on the 2007-2008 strike of the Writers Guild of America, recognising that ‘the new projects, the big action franchises that could sell worldwide, were studio-generated, not writer-generated’ (Suzanne-Mayer 2016). It is within this context of an increasingly franchise-led market that Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter emerged - and indeed they paved the way for several other film franchises to follow in their footsteps, playing a significant role in the constitution of a new system of Hollywood franchising norms.

In his chapter ‘New Hollywood, New Millennium’ Thomas Schatz identifies a non-exhaustive list of twenty conceptual ‘rules’ that Hollywood’s major motion pictures must now follow in order to become successful blockbusters (2009, pp. 32-33). The Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings films follow many of these ‘rules’; indeed, the films arguably helped to define the rules themselves. For example, Schatz states that ‘the film should exploit or expand an established entertainment franchise, which might exist initially in any number of forms—a classic children’s story, a traditional fairy tale, a comic book or graphic novel, a TV series, even a theme park ride or a toy line’ (32) - and both Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter existed first as novels. Both narratives also tick all of the following boxes meticulously:


The long-term story line should focus on an individual central protagonist. The protagonist should be male. The male protagonist should be an adolescent or an utterly naïve man-child. The protagonist should be a loner, either by choice or by circumstances, but one who is also forced by circumstances to perform some (preferably heroic) social function.

(ibid.)



The list goes on, covering the need for dazzling computer graphics, and for scenes of destruction or violence that are gripping but sufficiently stylised to retain a ‘PG’ certification. One further requirement is that ‘the film should build to a climactic confrontation and a “happy ending” in which the hero prevails - but not to a degree that eliminates the prospect for sequels’, which harks back to the concept of consolation identified above as a requisite for fantasy. It is noteworthy that the fantasy of a happy ending has become a necessary trope in contemporary Hollywood, and indeed that the vast majority of the abovementioned franchises may be thought of as fantastic in some sense, be it Star Wars, the Marvel Cinematic Universe or the Fast & Furious series.

Two further requirements identified by Thomas Schatz point to wider theoretical issues regarding the success of Hollywood franchises, and these relate to notions of worldbuilding and media convergence. Firstly, ‘[t]he story should take place in a world that is internally coherent but highly complex, and that is by design too expansive to be contained within a single film - and thus solicits further elaboration in subsequent films and in other media forms as well’ (33). Here, Schatz highlights the importance of a complex yet coherent film-world that can be explored and expanded with the addition of further instalments, sequels or spin-offs - something that both the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings series have featured, and which has also enabled the addition of further narratives in the same film-worlds but different temporalities; that is, The Hobbit trilogy, the Fantastic Beasts film series and Amazon’s television series The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power, all of which temporally precede their predecessors. The next rule continues: ‘[t]his principle of further elaboration pertains to story materials as well, including software and effects, which should be designed for use in other media iterations’. As suggested in the previous rule, Schatz is highlighting the importance of being able to expand a film franchise into numerous other media, most notably the arena of videogames, but also into web-based texts and games, television programmes, theme parks, plays, merchandise and so on. Thus, the economic success of a film today lies not only with its own merits or popularity, but also in its intertextual and transmedial capabilities.

Focusing on the ‘digital convergence character’ and the transference of cinematic characters into videogame, Jessica Aldred confirms that ‘transmediation allows media conglomerates to maximize revenues across a range of separate but related products, while holding out the promise of a satisfactory experience for the consumer who ideally consumes all strands of the franchise’ (2013, p. 383). Warner Bros and New Line tapped into the revenue released by providing multiple points of access to the worlds of the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings franchises, some of which were provided alongside the film releases, such as the videogames, and others which have followed since the main film series came to an end, like Universal’s Wizarding World of Harry Potter theme parks and the Hobbiton set tour in New Zealand. This in turn has led to significant developments in (or indeed the true establishment of) film tourism, whereby locations and even nations market themselves as franchise-related experiences, and visiting fans are fuelled by the desires to inhabit the fantasy space and to experience every aspect of the world available to them (see Beeton 2005 and Lee 2012 for further case studies).

Transmedial storytelling such as this has a big effect on worldbuilding - the fantasy world is no longer simply read in a book and seen on a screen, it is inhabited through games, depicted in theatres, experienced on rides, even walked in, touched and tasted, thus existing in a plurality of formats and, most importantly, made increasingly accessible and even portable. This poses questions of authorship and ownership. Licensing rights are a tricky business, painstakingly negotiated and divided between the film studios and authors (or their estates in Tolkien’s case), and these often become the dividing line between those who are ordained to add to the canonic, ‘authorised’ world of the franchise, and those who are not. For some franchises, such as Star Wars (under the ownership of Lucasfilm), this line is only lightly demarcated to the point where fanfilms have been encouraged, facilitated and even celebrated (Mullin 2012), whereas in the case of Harry Potter Warner Bros actively shut down a Kickstarter campaign for a fan-made origin film for Voldemort, although they reached an agreement that the film could go ahead - provided it made no money (Shepherd 2017).

Since 2001, a wider cultural turn has surrounded my case study films. The ‘experience economy’, a term dubbed by B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore (1998, 2011), represents the shift in company sales and customer spending away from goods and services and towards marketed experiences. Today, consumers may be just as interested in how a product can make them feel as what it can do for them, or indeed how pleasurable the shopping experience is - as futurist James Ogilvy puts it, ‘the experience industry is all about trading in what makes the heart beat faster’ (1990, p. 20). For Jeremy Rifkin (2000, pp. 145-146), the experience industry represents the next step in the evolution of the capitalist system from the commodification of land to that of cultural experience, and indeed it is our time that is now being commodified: as Pine and Gilmore point out, ‘time is the currency of experiences’ (2011, p. xv). It is within this climate of experience consumption that the Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter franchises have flourished. The franchising turn in contemporary Hollywood is itself a symptom of hypercapitalism, the experience economy and the commodification of wonder and enchantment. Not only is a trip to the cinema becoming more and more experiential (with VIP seating, Dolby Atmos surround sound and 3D or 4D screenings all aiming to enhance the cinematic experience), the film worlds themselves (and with them the reach of the media conglomerates) have spread throughout the realms of leisure and entertainment, spilling into tourism and education and generating colossal amounts of revenue for the studios. On the other side of the shop counter, however, are those purchasing wonder and enchantment from the conglomerates: the fans in search of newer and more immersive experiences of the worlds they love and call home. The experience industry and its consumers are inseparable, and for this reason Chapter 6 of this book is dedicated to fandom - both fan practices related to scores and soundtracks from films and games, as well as musical expressions of fandom related to the franchises.
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