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Foreword by composer Susan DiBona

Classic Western movie soundtracks: all of us have heard them in some form or other - at the movies, in reruns on TV, in commercials, or on the radio. 

Who among us, of any age, wouldn’t recognise that harmonica tune from Once Upon a Time in the West by Ennio Morricone, or the legendary theme from The Magnificent Seven by Elmer Bernstein? These iconic musical moments are woven into our cultural fabric in the western hemisphere. 

These are musical themes that make us sit up and listen. They create memories, and they reawaken them as well. Origins of the musical style we all know, and love can be traced back to the 1850’s. At that point, a recognisable Western style of music began to develop, reflecting the unique mix of peoples who converged in the southwestern United States. The region was a melting pot of Native Americans along with a diverse group of Africans and settlers of Celtic, Spanish, German, and Anglo-Saxon descent. 

Young men travelled across the land to work as cattle herders and cowboys, bringing their traditional folk songs with them. They created poems and often rewrote lyrics to their traditional folk songs more fitting to their circumstances. Their songs became a mode of communication on long journeys or artful shouts to help herd their  livestock (the so-called “holler”), or to tell wistful tales of the loves they had left behind in search of adventure - and a livelihood.

Their instruments were practical, portable for travels. Playing them was a skill they acquired informally; one passed from parent to child over generations and geographical borders. The most popular instruments of choice were the fiddle, the guitar, or the harmonica.

The cowboys and settlers roamed the swath of land containing Texas, Oklahoma, and Arizona. They encountered Mexican musicians who had begun to develop a distinct style of waltz and polka music as well: they had adapted the German influences of their neighbours with the use of small brass instruments and the accordion. Reels and jigs came to the Old West by way of the Appalachian fiddle style. These musical elements became intertwined as various groups interacted, giving birth to new varieties of popular music. 

Later in the century, quintessential American composers such as the Texas-born Scott Joplin (son of labourers who sang well and also played the fiddle and banjo), popularized Ragtime (an African-American march like piano style which later influenced both jazz and Classical music by European composers such as Satie, Debussy, and Stravinsky), which is often heard being played on the saloon piano in Western films.

The singular multiculturalism that prevailed in the Old West became the very origin of the vast musical treasure trove of the Western Soundtrack as a distinct art form. It continues to enrich  motion pictures and impart a profound dimension of grit and realism to the stories told on screen. 

The strength of the Western Soundtrack is this: it gives staying power to the stories and images in the minds of audiences.

The UK film music critic John Mansell, in this wonderful volume, presents interviews with film composers, unexpected anecdotes, and new perspectives on this still-evolving genre of film music. 

This book is not only for lovers of the Italian Western Soundtrack genre, but for all readers who are curious to take a deeper dive into what goes into making a film score.

Susan DiBona, 15th December 2024, Praia a Mare, Italy.


Introduction.

I was first introduced to the Italian western score by mistake. I was about thirteen years old in 1968, and had already decided I liked TV and Film music after seeing Lawrence of Arabia six years previous. I wandered into a record store that also rented out TV’s and radios in the centre of town. I started to go through the soundtrack section which was at the rear of the shop and found an LP record The Good The Bad and The Ugly, music by Ennio Morricone. I had no idea who he was, and the film was an X certificate so had no chance of seeing it for a little while. I noticed that it was priced wrong, and was marked up the same as the budget records on the music for pleasure label. Without thinking I purchased it and went straight home to put it on my orange coloured Dancette record player. After the first listen I was stunned a little, I had been accustomed to John Barry, Max Steiner, and the odd TV theme or two, so this sound was a shock, but what a sound it was. After this I started to take an interest in releases by Ennio Morricone, adding his first two Dollar soundtracks to my small collection. A year or so later I was back in the same record shop where I had found The Good The Bad and The Ugly, to discover Once Upon a Time in the West, was sitting in the same rack and again priced incorrectly. it was the French import of the soundtrack that had a stunning cover, and I think the cover had something to do with me buying it. After this I was more actively looking for Ennio Morricone westerns and looking out for the films at the cinema. It was not long after this that I found a place  in London called Soundtrack in Gt. Newport street. The selection there was superb thanks to Michael Jones who ran the shop, and later became a great friend. It was here that I discovered composers such as Stelvio Cipriani, Bruno Nicolai, Francesco De Masi, Nico Fidenco and so many more. The Italian western soundtrack and the films that is was taken from were and still are a genre of music and film that has stood the test of time, both having a huge influence upon the world of film and film music. 


Chapter One.

BEGINNINGS.

The Italian or spaghetti western as it was so cruelly nicknamed by French critics, remains a popular genre of film. It has over the years never lost its appeal, despite its quirky plots, and violent scenarios it has more than any other genre of film continued to engage and thrill audiences all over the world. It inspired many producers and directors to start making movies, and to this day continues to influence and entertain. So before delving into the musical side of things, a short introduction to the genre itself might be helpful.

SWORD AND SANDAL TO SIX GUN AND HORSE.

The Italian or Spaghetti western came into being because of the Hollywood Biblical epic. The genre began its life because of events that stemmed directly from the demise of the epic film as produced by Hollywood. For several years Hollywood filmmakers had been travelling to the famed Cinecittà studios and using its facilities, plus employing thousands of extras for the mammoth productions which also gave employment to hundreds of camera crews, second unit directors and technicians.

As the decade of the sixties dawned, the cinema going publics taste for Biblical tales began to curtail, people were looking for some thing that was different and more exciting. Because of this Hollywood moguls decided that it was time to quit Cinecittà, and by pulling out of Rome they created mass unemployment within the Italian film industry. Italian filmmakers were at first furious and concerned about the future, but decided they had to think of ways that they could save their ailing film industry, or it could be disastrous for the countries already frail economy. Producers in Italy had noticed that a handful of German filmmakers were having some mild successes with westerns, the sauerkraut western as it was labelled, had become popular within the borders of western Europe. With productions such as Winnetou and spin off films like The Last of the Mohicans shot by East German studios on location in Croatia. If one takes a closer look at these productions, one will soon realise that they were a clone of the American made B western film. German westerns being black and white in their storylines and scenarios. By this I mean the good guys wore white and the bad guys were unshaven and invariably dressed in black. The plots for these productions were also very predictable and clichéd, containing more than their fair share of the Hollywood westerns established format.

After noticing these movies, a few adventurous Italian filmmakers decided to attempt making westerns themselves, they at first took the lead from the Germans, and infused a touch of Americana into initial forays into John Ford’s domain, thus creating nothing more than imitations of the German movies, which as I have already stated were themselves clones of American films. Early examples of Italian made westerns included, Un Dollaro Di Fifa which was directed  by Giorgio C. Simonelli and released in 1960. The film starred Ugo Tognazzi and Walter Chiari and was an early attempt at a comedy western, it had a musical score by composer Gianni Ferrio. Then came another vehicle for actor Tognazzi in the form of the comedy, I Magnifici Tre (1961) again directed by Simonelli and scored by Ferrio, who would also write the music for a third addition in the Italian western catalogue in 1963 Gli Eroi Del West. 

Duello Nel Texas was also released in 1963 and although this is not considered as a true Spaghetti western it is an example of film that hinted of things to come. The score was by Ennio Morricone but did not include anything that could be considered as being original, Morricone staying with tried and tested methods, and even including a very Americanised sounding title song. It was not until 1964, that we heard anything that remotely resembled what an Italian score would sound like, there were a handful of key additions to the film genre in that year, Massacro de Grande Canyon, which was Sergio Corbucci’s first western, Bullets don’t Argue, Buffalo Bill, and Minnesota Clay, the latter being Corbucci’s second entry into the western genre, all being based upon the Hollywood tried and tested formula. Then came A Fistful of Dollars, directed by Sergio Leone. It was this movie that would change the entire genre of the western and not just for films produced in Europe. The formula that Italian film makers had attempted to use on their western productions was not that successful at first, the plots watered down and resembling American western films, but as soon as Leone stepped into the arena things began to alter and become a little more interesting.

WHERE LIFE HAD NO VALUE AND DEATH SOMETIMES HAD A PRICE. THAT IS WHY BOUNTY HUNTERS APPEARED.

(from For a Few Dollars More).

Leone’s style of direction and his story telling abilities were to totally change the way in which westerns were made in the future, his vision of western movies would not only pave the way for hundreds of other Italian made examples, but also would in time also influence non Italian made westerns that would follow. The Quick and the Dead, The Hunting Party, Hannie Caulder, 100 Rifles, and to a degree The Wild Bunch amongst them. The Italian made western would be the opposite to the Hollywood incarnation of the wild west that had depicted cowboys, the central character for example would not be the hero that we had normally seen standing up to injustice. But instead, the main character in an Italian western was an anti-hero, a loner that was a bounty hunter or a gunfighter who sold his expertise to the highest bidder, as in the man with no name in the Dollar films. But even then, the anti-hero did have some morals and at times stood on the side of the oppressed as in A Fistful of Dollars and Django.

The Italian western also included several examples that were looked upon as being politically slanted, a handful of these stand out as some of the best examples of the genre. This sub-genre of films were invariably set in the period of the Mexican revolution, these “Zapata” westerns as they were dubbed sprang up within the main  genre of the western that was being produced in Italy. This small but important collective of films would often introduce audiences to another kind of anti-hero or central character who was a mercenary. A figure never seen as the bad guy, but more like a soldier of fortune.

Mexico was a dangerous place during the days of revolution, as many of the movies would reflect via moments of violence aimed at ordinary people, and in scenes where government led troops would be massacred brutally. The movies often featured villainous characters who were backed by foreign powers such as Austria, France, or Germany, who had only one goal and that was to get a foothold in Mexico by whatever means possible. The scenario for many of these westerns very often included corrupt government officials who would be supported by the Europeans, who assisted the corrupt characters with arms, troops, training for their soldiers and more importantly money. They would support the officials and assist in the intimidation and persecution of the ordinary people; this foreign power would also take great delight in systematically annihilating most of the peasant population. Enter then the mercenary figure, who would themselves be of either European or American extraction. This character would then befriend one of the peasants who would normally be a ruffian or bandit, the foreigner then schools the peasant in the art of warfare, revolution and sabotage and after a few minor successes against the government, the peasant then takes on the status of a Simon Bolivar, or Pancho Villa, figure amongst his fellow Mexicans, who look to him for leadership and protection. The Mexican peasant or bandit has been elevated to the  status of a freedom fighter and a saviour of the people. Instead of robbing banks to line his own pockets he robs the banks to give to the poor, in the same way we are told Robin Hood did in England centuries before. The mercenary has been successful and has gained status and gold out of his coaching of the peasant or bandit. This scenario is best seen in Sergio Corbucci’s, A Professional Gun, but it is also present in Quien Sabe? or A Bullet for the General as it was titled outside of Italy. This formula was also present in films such as Campanero’s and Gui la Testa Aka A fistful of Dynamite. Maybe it is a little different in two of the movies, as in these the foreigner does not exploit the Mexican for gold or payment as much, but instead uses him to get closer to their own personal goal, for example in A Bullet for the General, Ninio (Lou Castell) uses Chuncho (Gian Maria Volonte) to get close to the General
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