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Vaughan Williams and the Soundscapes of Scott of the Antarctic 

Carolyn Philpott, Elizabeth Leane, and Douglas Quin 

Ralph Vaughan Williams’s music for the 1948 Ealing Studios production Scott of the 

Antarctic has been recognized as one of the most outstanding film scores of its time.1 

However, to date, it has received considerably less scholarly attention than the much more 

famous work it germinated, the Sinfonia Antartica (1949–52). Although there have been 

some discussions of the film score within larger surveys of the composer’s oeuvre,2 these 

have not investigated the music to quite the same level of depth as that achieved in the 

separate studies of the Sinfonia Antartica undertaken by Michael Beckerman and Daniel 

Grimley.3 This lacuna is consistent with the general treatment of Vaughan Williams’s film 

scores, which have tended to be overlooked or addressed only in passing in the scholarly 

literature. As Daniel Goldmark has noted: 

<ext>Few critics seem willing to come to terms with the notion that the composer 

would write music of such limited practical value as being destined only for the 

screen, buried beneath a soundtrack dominated by dialogue and sound effects. Instead, 
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the writers heap praise on the conversion of the scores into concert suites, dissecting 

how the scores became the starting-point for larger and greater (and more utilitarian) 

chamber and orchestral pieces.4  

Although the Sinfonia Antartica is often considered superior to the film music and is certainly 

heard more frequently in live performances and recordings, we will demonstrate here that the 

film score is worthy of attention in its own right. Vaughan Williams himself highly valued 

composing for the medium of film. In his view, film “contains potentialities for the 

combination of all the arts such as Wagner never dreamt of.”5 This belief fueled every aspect 

of his approach to working on Scott of the Antarctic, from his early involvement in the 

project, to the way in which he composed the score. 

This article draws on Vaughan Williams’s correspondence, manuscripts, and sketches 

relating to Scott of the Antarctic held in the British Library, published literature by the 

composer and other scholars, and our own analysis of the film’s soundtrack, to examine the 

score’s meaning and its role in supporting the film’s narrative and Antarctic setting. We focus 

in particular on Vaughan Williams’s representation of the film’s primary theme of “heroism” 

and his depiction of the unique and extreme environment that forms the backdrop of—and 

simultaneously plays a key role in—the story. At the same time, we consider the way his 

score combines with other sounds in the film, particularly natural wind sounds and relevant 

dialogue. Ultimately, he not only composed a score that satisfied the production team and 

critics, but that also reflected his own contrasting views on the film’s subject.  

Over seventy years after its release, Scott of the Antarctic and its score are still 

attracting attention. In 2018, Martin Yates reconstructed and published the complete music 

Vaughan Williams composed for the film.6 This volume and the companion recording that 

Yates made for the Dutton Epoch label allow full public access to the complete music for the 

first time, including all the cues that were not used within the final film.7 The release of this 
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material allows broader audiences to engage with the complete film music and permits 

scholars to access and reassess the score more easily, enabling us to appreciate the music on 

its own terms, independent of the film or the Sinfonia Antartica. In a scholarly context, Scott 

of the Antarctic is still generating new readings. Political geographer and polar expert Klaus 

Dodds briefly discusses the role of music and sound in Scott of the Antarctic in a recent 

chapter devoted to the film, noting: “What has often been underestimated . . . is the role of the 

musical score . . . in creating a more ambivalent atmosphere” in the film than its portrayal of 

Scott’s character might otherwise suggest.8 Dodds bases this claim on Grimley’s examination 

of the Sinfonia Antartica. Our analysis of the film score extends this argument through a 

detailed examination of its contribution to the film’s overall representation of the expedition. 

<A>Scott of the Antarctic: Historical Background and Production Context

By the time Scott of the Antarctic was released in 1948, nearly forty years had elapsed since 

the expedition on which it is based departed for Antarctica. The story of Scott’s last 

expedition and its “doomed” polar party, although decades old by this time, had remained 

active in public memory, reinforcing a mythology of British masculine character that 

emphasized heroism, stoicism, and sacrifice in the cause of national achievement. Such 

qualities were required to fuel war efforts, and Scott’s story was used “for propagandist 

purposes” during both wars.9 However, representing heroes of such magnitude in 

fictionalized form on stage or screen presented certain challenges and faced opposition until 

after the Second World War. 

The expedition that inspired the film was one of a series of British ventures to the 

Antarctic in the so-called Heroic Era of polar exploration (1895–1922). The British Antarctic 

Expedition (BAE) was the second Antarctic venture led by naval officer Robert F. Scott. The 

BAE had a complex series of objectives that included substantial scientific and geographical 
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research, but the aim of reaching the South Pole—which Scott’s earlier expedition, as well as 

Ernest Shackleton’s 1907–1909 expedition, had failed to achieve—inevitably captured public 

interest. This only increased when, as Scott’s ship was already on its way south, veteran 

Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen announced that he too was leading an expedition 

aimed at the South Pole.  

The outcome of what the media termed the “race to the Pole” is now well known: 

Amundsen’s team arrived in mid-December 1911, just over a month before Scott’s men. The 

latter—comprising Scott, Edward Wilson, Lawrence “Titus” Oates, Henry “Birdie” Bowers, 

and Edgar “Taff” Evans—died on their return journey at the end of March 1912, only eleven 

miles from a food depot. However, news of their fate did not reach the world beyond 

Antarctica until almost a year later.  

The announcement created an international media sensation and an outpouring of 

public grief across diverse sectors of British society, with the story received as a national 

tragedy and the men themselves endowed with martyr-like status.10 Scott’s diary, found on 

his body, provided the primary account of the journey, with certain passages—his “Message 

to the Public,” “Last Entry,” and description of Oates’s death—becoming particularly 

venerated. Oates, whose injuries had been holding up forward progress, deliberately exited 

the expedition tent and walked to his death in a blizzard, an act widely interpreted as heroic 

sacrifice. His insouciant farewell line as reported by Scott—“I’m just going outside and may 

be some time”—epitomized in the national imagination the polar party’s understated courage 

and selflessness.  

With war declared not much more than a year after the announcement of the polar 

tragedy, the memory of Scott and his men was quickly put into service as a model for British 

soldiers.11 While the interwar period saw the publication of several narratives by other 

members of the expedition—most prominently Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s The Worst Journey 
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in the World (1922) —and enabled a more distanced and candid assessment of the expedition 

and its leader’s achievements, their heroic image remained more or less intact.12  

Although dramatic re-creations of Scott’s story were featured in national celebrations 

and commemorations,13 outside of these contexts few attempts were made to fictionalize or 

dramatize the polar tragedy during this period. Creative responses would inevitably have 

suffered in comparison to firsthand accounts: any imaginative retelling of the story by 

someone who had not been part of the expedition nor set foot on Antarctica could have been 

seen as presumptuous and even insulting to what was by now a revered national memory.  

The first efforts made in this direction created consternation in Britain. German 

expressionist Reinhard Goering’s Die Südpolexpedition des Kapitäns Scott, which premiered 

in Berlin in 1930 (and was later adapted as a libretto for a twelve-tone opera by Winfried 

Zillig, Das Opfer [The Sacrifice]), produced strong negative reactions from those close to 

Scott, and even sympathetic critics did not believe it could be performed in Britain.14 An 

attempt to perform a translated version of Die Südpolexpedition in England in 1932 met 

public opposition from Scott’s widow, Kathleen, and did not eventuate.15 A far less 

provocative verse play about Scott, Douglas Stewart’s The Fire on the Snow, was performed 

on radio in Australia in 1941. Using sound and voice alone, Stewart’s play did not require the 

Antarctic landscape and the British heroes to be reduced to props and actors’ bodies on a 

stage, with the associated risks of banality. Moreover, written by a New Zealand–born 

Australia-based poet, and broadcast in the midst of the war, the play again highlighted Scott’s 

story at a time of crisis for Britain and her allies. Significantly, in light of Vaughan 

Williams’s later score for Scott of the Antarctic, this first performance of the play featured a 

female voice in the role of an “announcer,” a narrative device Stewart used to progress action 

in a radio format.16  
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During these same decades the geopolitics of Antarctica were evolving rapidly. Even 

before the BAE, Britain had claimed a section of the Antarctic Peninsula as part of its 

Falkland Islands Dependencies. In the interwar years, Britain claimed and devolved to its 

former colonies two large sectors on the opposite side of the continent: the Australian 

Antarctic Territory and the New Zealand–administered Ross Dependency (where Scott’s 

expeditions had been based). France and Norway also claimed territory during the same 

period, and in the 1940s Chile and Argentina followed suit in the Peninsula region, making 

claims overlapping with Britain’s. During the Second World War, Britain established 

Operation Tabarin, a secret mission to gain a material foothold in this triply claimed territory. 

Initially aiming to prevent enemy ships from harboring in the area, the expedition also took 

on territorial significance.17 While this region was distant from the part of the continent the 

polar party had traversed, Scott of the Antarctic had obvious salience in this contested 

geopolitical context,18 given the narrative’s capacity to bolster a sense of heroic British 

activity in the symbolic heart of the continent. Rumors of plans for a film of Scott’s story had 

reached former expedition members even while Operation Tabarin was in process, before the 

end of the war. Although the prospect alarmed them, the filmmakers’ promise of a factual, 

non-sensationalized approach assuaged both the surviving members’ and Kathleen’s 

concerns.19  

There were multiple pressures, then, on the makers of Scott of the Antarctic. During 

and following the Second World War, Ealing Studios had a reputation for producing not only 

comedies but also films “addressing heroism, endurance and resilience” and “celebrating 

‘Britishness.’” Scott clearly fit this pattern.20 However, he was also a “major national icon” 

whose story needed to be treated with due care.21 With the territorial claim in the Peninsula 

challenged by two rival states, reinforcing the Britishness of this legendary Antarctic story 

was geopolitically strategic, and official support would be necessary for any filming to take 
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place in Antarctica itself. For the surviving expedition members and relatives, too, restraint 

and lack of drama—stereotypically British character traits—went hand in hand with historical 

accuracy and reverence for the dead heroes.  

Unsurprisingly, considerable research went into both the visual and narrative elements 

of Scott of the Antarctic. A veteran of Operation Tabarin, David James, became a technical 

adviser on the film. The Falklands Islands Dependencies Survey facilitated access to 

Antarctica for a small unit, including James, to travel to the Antarctic Peninsula to take 

footage for establishing shots (Swiss and Norwegian icescapes had to stand in for Antarctica 

in scenes involving the actors).22 The Scott Polar Research Institute provided advice on 

equipment and other matters. Inevitable liberties were taken with the story to enable the 

compression necessary for a feature film, but narrative sections of the script closely follow 

Scott’s diary entries, and visuals echo the still and moving images produced by the original 

expedition cameraman, Herbert Ponting. Although points of possible criticism, such as 

Scott’s refusal to rely heavily on dogs, are hinted at, the overall approach is highly respectful. 

This emphasis on historical accuracy, on the one hand, and avoidance of drama and 

sentimentality (as a proxy for Britishness) on the other, contributed to the film’s mixed 

reception, with critics finding the story emotionally flat and lacking in suspense, and the 

characters underdeveloped.23 The following discussion will demonstrate, however, that 

Vaughan Williams’s involvement in the film created something of a counterpoint to both the 

lack of emotional complexity and the uncritical acceptance of the heroic mythologization of 

Scott. 

<A>Vaughan Williams’s Involvement in Scott of the Antarctic

Vaughan Williams was the first and only composer asked to provide music for Scott of the 

Antarctic.24 This is hardly surprising given his stature at the time as an “elder statesman” of 
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the English musical establishment, the quintessential “Englishness” of his music, and his 

considerable experience at writing film music.25 Prior to working on Scott of the Antarctic, he 

had composed scores for six films, the last of which, The Loves of Joanna Godden (1946), 

had been produced by London’s Ealing Studios. Ealing’s music director, Ernest Irving, had 

been delighted with Vaughan Williams’s score for Joanna Godden, describing it as “the best 

music” the studio had received to that time.26 Keen to work with Vaughan Williams again, 

Irving hoped that the subject of Ealing’s new project, Scott of the Antarctic, would spark the 

composer’s interest.  

“Englishness” had been a primary theme in Vaughan Williams’s music during the war 

and afterward,27 and he had previously composed works that showed a fascination with 

distant and mysterious places (including ones associated with death), such as Toward the 

Unknown Region (1904–1906), a critically acclaimed setting for chorus and orchestra of Walt 

Whitman’s poem “Darest Thou Now O Soul.” Additionally, as David Tolley notes, “So much 

of Vaughan Williams’ major work is a constant manifestation of visionary pilgrimage 

expressed through such works as Pilgrim [The Pilgrim’s Progress], Sancta Civitas, or the 

conclusion of the 6th Symphony.”28 Following on the heels of the Sixth Symphony, the film 

score of Scott of the Antarctic—which would ultimately provide the catalyst for his Seventh 

Symphony, the Sinfonia Antartica—therefore seemed a logical next step.  

Irving approached Vaughan Williams about Scott of the Antarctic in mid-1947.29 

After the composer indicated interest, he was sent a rough draft of the script.30 He did not, 

however, accept the commission immediately. He wrote to Irving: “As regards the Scott film, 

I think before finally deciding, I should like to have a conference with you and the  . . . 

director [Charles Frend] . . . and see whether your, his and my ideas agree as to the sort of 

music required. I have very definite ideas and if they do not agree with his, it might be rather 

difficult.”31 In the meeting that followed, the composer’s ideas were received and agreed 
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upon “enthusiastically and unanimously.”32 Nevertheless, he took care to stipulate in writing 

that he did not “want any alteration made” in his music without his permission as well as 

Irving’s.33  

Once Vaughan Williams was committed to the project, as Ursula Vaughan Williams 

observed, “the idea of the strange world of ice and storm began to fascinate him.”34 Ealing 

Studios supplied the composer with relevant books, including Cherry-Garrard’s The Worst 

Journey in the World, and these, as well as pictures of the expedition, provided regular 

sources of inspiration. The more he became engrossed in the story, however, the more 

frustrated he became. As Ursula recalled:  

<ext>Ralph became more and more upset as he read about the inefficiencies of the 

organization; he despised heroism that risked lives unnecessarily, and such things as 

allowing five to travel on rations for four filled him with fury. Apart from this he was 

excited by the demands which the setting of the film made on his invention, to find 

musical equivalents for the physical sensations of ice, of wind blowing over the great, 

uninhabited desolation, of stubborn and impassable ridges of black and ice-covered 

rock, and to suggest man’s endeavour to overcome the rigours of this bleak land and 

to match mortal spirit against elements.35 

To contrast with these serious ideas and provide “light relief,” he also planned to write music 

to represent the penguins and whales, and to accompany scenes featuring the wives of two 

members of the polar party, Kathleen Scott and Oriana Wilson.36  

Work on the film score carried on for the remainder of 1947, albeit around other 

commitments, and Vaughan Williams delivered a considerable portion of the music before 

Christmas, with more supplied in early January 1948, well before other components of the 

film were complete.37 As Vaughan Williams scholars such as Goldmark, Jeffrey Richards, 
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and Eric Saylor note, his approach to writing film music was highly idiosyncratic.38 By 

supplying the music early in the production process, Vaughan Williams attempted to shift the 

role of music in film into a more central position. This aligned with his belief that film had 

the potential to form a total work of art, along the lines of Wagner; however, for this to be 

possible, Vaughan Williams asserted, “the arts must combine from the very inception of the 

idea.”39 Maintaining close contact with the studio was also essential.  

In addition to sharing thoughts and confirming decisions via correspondence, 

Vaughan Williams made numerous trips to the studio to see the footage as it became 

available and to discuss in detail, especially with Irving, changes to the music that would be 

required to ensure it matched other elements of the film. There were several matters that 

required considerable deliberation. For example, as Ursula later recalled, the composer made 

“a number of provisos about the use of natural sounds and dialogue and how they were to be 

used in relation to his score.”40 He also had to convince the directors to include the “main 

title” music, which Irving initially described as a “daring novelty” but later adopted for the 

opening credits and reused to great effect further into the film.41 Negotiations were also held 

over Vaughan Williams’s idea to use wordless voices to conjure “desolation and icy winds,” 

which posed technical difficulties in scenes with dialogue.42 Ultimately, the composer won 

the battle to include the wordless voices in some (but not all) of the cues that originally 

featured them.  

After all these considerations, according to Michael Kennedy, “When the film and the 

music were ‘married,’ it was found that apart from minor adjustments of timing, the music 

and the scenes it evoked or illustrated ‘fitted’ perfectly.”43 It is undeniable that, despite being 

composed in advance of the filming, the music is highly compatible with the action. Yet the 

quantity of music Vaughan Williams composed for the film that was not included in the final 

cut was by no means a minor proportion of the overall score. As is evident in the study score 
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of the complete film music recently reconstructed and published by Yates, as well as the 

associated sound recording, Vaughan Williams wrote about 80 minutes of material for the 

film, but less than half of this (around 38 minutes) made the final cut.44 Parts of the score that 

were left out include music intended to accompany scenes featuring Oriana Wilson, Scott, 

and Oates, as well as the discovery of the polar party’s tent after the demise of its occupants. 

Some other themes were trimmed extensively, such as the one written for Kathleen, which is 

heard only briefly and very quietly in the final version of the film, as she works on a 

sculpture of her husband.  

Irving may have reworked the score considerably, but he was clearly pleased with the 

music Vaughan Williams composed for the film, writing in his autobiography: “[The music] 

was all so akin to the thoughts and emotions that stirred that devoted little party of explorers 

that I was often able to move it about inside the film, applying some of it to incidents for 

which it was not designed.”45 Some of this repurposing of themes will be explored below.  

 

<A>Key Ideas in the Scott Soundtrack 

We have drawn on manuscript material from the British Library, the recently published score 

of Vaughan Williams’s complete music for Scott of the Antarctic, and the film itself, to 

examine the role of the soundtrack in supporting and enhancing the film’s narrative and 

Antarctic setting.46 Given that the sheer size and scope of the complete music for the film 

preclude a comprehensive discussion of the entire score within a single article, we have 

chosen to focus on what we identify as the primary ideas projected by the score: the musical 

representation of the film’s primary theme of heroism and the evocation of the icescape.47 We 

recognize, however, that the music is not the only sonic element in the film and is not always 

heard in isolation; for these reasons, we also take into account the combination of the music 

with dialogue and/or natural sounds in the film, where relevant.  
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Before exploring these ideas, it is important to note that the score for Scott of the 

Antarctic calls for a large orchestra, comprising twelve woodwind, fourteen brass (including 

four horns), five percussion, harp, piano, celeste, organ, solo soprano, a chorus of sopranos 

and altos, and forty-five strings.48 Of course, some of these instruments are not traditionally 

heard in orchestral music, or used by Vaughan Williams regularly in that medium. 

Unquestionably, he employed this broader palette to give himself access to a wider range of 

colors and special effects for depicting the icescape and the struggles of the explorers within 

it. The percussion section, in particular, features a remarkable diversity of instruments, 

including a range of cymbals and drums, a tam-tam, triangle, tubular bells, glockenspiel, 

xylophone, and a wind machine. Although the wind machine was included in Vaughan 

Williams’s score and in subsequent recordings of the film music, it was actually replaced by 

Irving with natural sounds of wind for practical reasons.49  

<A>“Heroism” 

The music Vaughan Williams penned for the main title is arguably the most important of the 

whole film, as its theme is heard in various guises through the remainder of the score, helping 

to unify dramatic, as well as musical, ideas. Of course, it also directly informed the opening 

of the Sinfonia Antartica and much has been written about the construction and employment 

of the theme as it appears in that later work.50 Comparatively, much less scholarly attention 

has been given to the theme’s initial appearance and use within the film. Due to its 

association with both the film and the Sinfonia Antartica, the theme from the main title has 

become synonymous with the Antarctic region and the story of Scott’s final journey. Yet, as 

Vaughan Williams’s amanuensis, Roy Douglas, points out, it actually closely resembles a 

theme heard in music composed more than forty years earlier by another Englishman about a 

different place to “the south,” Italy: 
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When playing the symphony [Sinfonia Antartica] on the piano I had quickly spotted 

that the rising chords at the very opening of the work were uncomfortably reminiscent 

of a passage in Elgar’s In the South (in an Antarctic Symphony, too!). I was reluctant 

at first to point this out to V.W., but I eventually felt compelled to do so, and he wrote 

in reply: “As regards ‘In the South’ I did not deliberately quote it, but as soon as I had 

written it I knew what I had done, but decided it was what I wanted and must be kept. 

Nobody seems to have noticed it—though perhaps it only meant that they were too 

polite to say so! I have now looked it over carefully and I have decided that I can 

improve it, and also disappoint the witch hunters by a slight alteration.”51 

Vaughan Williams’s “slight alteration” involved adding a semitone oscillation to the melody 

between the G and F♯ in measure 7 and extending the theme slightly. In the film music, 

however, the theme remains strikingly similar to Elgar’s in terms of the shape of the melody, 

the alternation of minor and major triads at the outset, the instrumentation (including the use 

of the harp), the long-short rhythms, and 3/4 meter, as well as in its recurring nature (compare 

Examples 1 and 2).  

[Insert Examples 1 and 2 here] 

Even if Vaughan Williams unwittingly drew on Elgar’s idea, the borrowing was ironically 

appropriate for a work representing a landscape to “the south.”52 Nevertheless, Vaughan 

Williams was concerned not only with suggesting a sense of the Antarctic icescape, but also 

with portraying the struggle of humanity against extreme nature: on the top left of his sketch 

for the main title held in the British Library, he penned the word “Heroism.”53 To capture 

these ideas from the outset of the film, he composed a majestic and foreboding theme that, 

like its counterpart in the Sinfonia Antartica, is characterized by a melody beginning on E-flat 

that gradually ascends, largely by whole tones, to the augmented fifth of the scale (B-natural), 
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followed by the semitone above (C), before descending back to G-natural, creating an arch-

like shape. It then immediately ascends to the G an octave above, this time engaging the B-

flat (rather than B-natural), as well as E-natural and F-sharp. Neither major nor minor in 

quality, this melody sets up an atmosphere of uncertainty that is underpinned and 

significantly reinforced by a harmonic progression that is equally ambiguous: a succession of 

chords that alternate in quality between minor and major and are related by minor seconds or 

by thirds.54  

The opening measures of this harmonic progression—particularly measures 2 to 3—

furnish much of the basic material for the rest of the film music, as well as for the Sinfonia 

Antartica. As Grimley aptly points out in relation to the latter work, the non-diatonic 

harmonic context of this passage means that an approach to analysis that considers interval 

class is most fruitful in determining relationships between various sections of the score.55 The 

two chords in measures 2 to 3, which are identical in both works, although they are 

orchestrated slightly differently, are triads separated by a semitone (G major and A-flat 

minor, respectively), and thus can be analyzed using set theory as the prime form [01478] or 

set class 5–22 according to Allen Forte’s catalogue of pitch classes. Grimley’s insightful 

analysis of the Sinfonia Antartica explains just how important this set class and the related 

subset [0148] (or 4–19) are to the Seventh Symphony. Likewise, set class 5–22 plays a 

significant role within the film score. As the following discussion will show, it appears in its 

original form [01478] within some of the film’s key moments, while the intervals within this 

symmetrical set (comprising semitones framing minor thirds) also provide source material for 

much of the rest of the score. 

The tonal instability of the opening passage generates an ominous mood and sense of 

unease from the outset of the film. Simultaneously, the gradually ascending trajectory of the 

theme and spaciousness of the orchestration (facilitated by the use of unisons and octaves) 
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combine to conjure images of the height and vastness of the southern continent. These 

elements effectively coalesce to convey Vaughan Williams’s vision of “Heroism,” suggesting 

“man’s endeavour to overcome the rigours of this bleak land and to match mortal spirit 

against elements.”56 This theme is first heard in full as the opening credits appear on a blue 

screen, so here the music takes primacy over the visual in establishing the overall mood and 

message of the film. The only break from the blank blue screen during the opening titles 

occurs when an image of a statue of Scott (sculpted by his widow, Kathleen) appears 

momentarily, timed to coincide with the title of the film showing on the screen. As the name 

and figure of Scott are displayed, rather than the polar party or expedition team as a whole, 

the theme of “Heroism” —in the film, and in the music—is at the outset strongly associated 

with the expedition leader alone. 

The only other time in the film when the “Heroism” theme is heard in full is during 

the ascent of the Beardmore Glacier, although the decision to use it here was made by Irving 

in the studio, rather than by Vaughan Williams. Though it is overdubbed in places with 

dialogue and sounds of the men’s movements as they struggle to haul heavy sledges up the 

steep incline of ice and snow, the music suits the scene exceptionally well, both in terms of 

its length and mood, and its reappearance in this key moment, almost an hour into the film, 

helps to provide unity and momentum. Irving explains his rationale for this choice in his 

autobiography: “The music composed for the main titles . . . exactly fitted the climbing of the 

Glacier and stopped with a shuddering roll on the bass drum as the party reached the very 

edge of a fathomless crevasse—one more crotchet would have swallowed up the whole 

expedition!”57  

Various other scenes within the film also reference the “Heroism” theme—either its 

melody, harmony, or both—although typically it only appears in fragmented or altered forms. 

Due to the theme’s association with Scott at the opening of the film and its relatively regular 
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reappearance in the score, albeit usually slightly modified, some scholars have suggested that 

it musically represents the expedition leader. Kennedy, for instance, writes: “The great 

striving theme with which the film and symphony begin is also a kind of leitmotiv for Scott 

himself.”58 Similarly, Parker observes that the theme’s “various transformations through the 

score could be seen as a characterisation of Scott as his destiny is gradually determined,” 

concluding if the composer’s “ultimate aim was to highlight the irresponsible behaviour of 

the individual to the detriment of the many, then I would suggest that he succeeded.”59  

It is certainly possible that Vaughan Williams intended the “Heroism” theme to 

function as a leitmotif, especially in light of his views about film’s potential as a total work of 

art. Analysis of some of the music cues he wrote for Scott that were not included in the final 

film seems to support this theory. An example is a cue titled “Doom,” composed for an early 

scene in the film in which Scott meets with Oriana Wilson and convinces her and her 

husband that he is leading a scientific expedition, rather than primarily seeking the Pole. In 

the final version of the film, this scene does not have any music, but the cue Vaughan 

Williams wrote for it contains clear references to the “Heroism” theme in both its melody and 

harmony (see Example 3). The melody retains the initial theme’s arch-like shape, complete 

with the characteristic falling quavers separated by a semitone, followed by a descending 

minor third, but within a more limited pitch range. This time, however, it is voiced in a much 

lower register (by bassoons, including contrabassoon, trombones, and tuba), which gives it an 

even darker hue. The accompanying harmony, played by the trumpets alone, is even more 

ambiguous than in the original “Heroism” theme, as the alternating chords—again with roots 

a semitone apart—do not include thirds. Although the melody colors in the missing minor 

third in the opening B-flat chord, the next chord (C-flat) could be either major or minor in 

quality as the pitches D and E-flat are both heard in the melody alongside it. In this cue, 

therefore, the “Heroism” theme is appropriately modified to foreshadow the impending 
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“doom” of the polar party as Scott downplays his true intentions for the expedition in order to 

convince Edward Wilson to join his team.  

[Insert Example 3 here] 

In the final cut of the film, however, the “Heroism” theme is not used to showcase Scott’s 

inadequacies, but rather to draw attention to the team’s bravery and sacrifices more broadly. 

Cues heard as the larger group of men begin to climb the glacier and as the polar party 

departs, for instance, contain echoes of the “Heroism” theme, with their gradually ascending, 

or “climbing,” profiles, while the deaths of Evans and Oates are also underscored by clear 

references to the theme. In the cues “Polar Party Departs” and “The Death of Evans,” 

Vaughan Williams altered the “Heroism” theme’s melody slightly and also extended it with a 

semitone oscillation, a modification he seems to have liked so much that he then incorporated 

it into the main theme of the Sinfonia Antartica, as noted earlier.60 For “The Death of Oates,” 

the melody is distorted somewhat through chromatic shifts, but the use of subset [0148] (or4–

19) in the chordal passage that opens the cue (see Example 4) intensifies the link to the

original “Heroism” theme. 

[Insert Example 4 here] 

As these examples indicate, if Vaughan Williams aimed to use the “Heroism” theme as a 

leitmotif, it seems he did so to represent the heroism of Scott’s team, not necessarily Scott as 

an individual—a conclusion that also makes sense in light of the composer’s “fury” over 

Scott’s risk-taking when the lives of others were at stake.61 Given that Scott was still a 

revered national hero at the time of the film’s release, it is unsurprising that “Doom” 
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remained on the cutting-room floor, so to speak. Nonetheless, in his reluctance to idolize 

Scott, Vaughan Williams was ahead of his time, anticipating the “fracturing” of Scott’s 

reputation that began in the 1960s and 1970s62 and accelerated in the late 1970s with Roland 

Huntford’s influential “debunking” biography Scott and Amundsen. Inspiring a 1985 

television series, The Last Place on Earth, this book set the general tone for discussions of 

Scott and the Terra Nova expedition until the early twenty-first century, when a number of 

attempts were made to present a more balanced view of Scott and his leadership. Vaughan 

Williams’s ambiguous application of the “Heroism” theme to Scott and his men is 

characteristic of the leader’s contested reputation in the decades to come. 

Cues for other scenes also draw on the “Heroism” theme, but more discretely. In these 

scenes, it is not so much human characters that take the lead roles, but the Antarctic 

environment and its unique elements.  

<A>Depiction of the Icescape

Among the most effective music cues in Scott of the Antarctic are those accompanying scenes 

portraying the Antarctic icescape. The first of these, “Antarctic Prologue,” features early in 

the film—it is the cue following the main title. Both of these cues were later transplanted by 

Vaughan Williams into the opening “Prelude” of the Sinfonia Antartica, where they are heard 

one after the other without interruption. In the film score, however, they are separated by a 

brief scene showing the ocean, followed by a close-up of the pages of an open diary, 

accompanied by a voice-over from Scott as he reflects on his first Antarctic expedition 

(1901–1904). He concludes by describing the continent he left behind as “vast, mysterious, 

inhospitable, and still to all intents and purposes unknown.”63 These words provide a fitting 

segue to the imagery of the Antarctic icescape in the following scene, which gives viewers an 

early glimpse of the environment that is central to the film’s narrative. For this scene, 

Vaughan Williams composed music “representing the terror & fascination of the S. Pole,” as 
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he noted on the top of the page above his sketch for the “Antarctic Prologue.” Immediately 

following this inscription, he wrote (presumably to Irving): “Please beg the authorities to 

have at least 60 seconds of mountains.” It seems they were convinced; the final cue is seventy 

seconds in length, and it is heard alongside footage of snow-covered mountains, as well as 

glaciers reaching down to the water’s edge, icebergs of various shapes and sizes, and flat 

areas of the vast plateau with and without blizzard conditions. It is obvious that the footage 

here was chosen to match the music cue and its musical ideas, rather than the other way 

around. This is an example, therefore, of Vaughan Williams and his music influencing other 

elements of the film and contributing to its overall design. 

The cue opens with a chord from the piano and woodwinds based on the [0148] (or 4–

19) subset, which is then outlined by the xylophone in a demisemiquaver run. Here, the

subset is presented in an inverted form as a C-major triad with an added flattened-sixth scale 

degree (A-flat) (see Example 5). Vaughan Williams also adopts this inverted form of the 

subset in the Sinfonia Antartica. In fact, as Grimley notes, this is a “sonority that echoes 

throughout much of the music of his final decade and which becomes one of the most 

powerful musical symbols in the Seventh Symphony.”64 In the film score, as in the Sinfonia 

Antartica, this chord provides much of the pitch material for a passage of, in the composer’s 

words, “Antarctic shimmerings,” which accompanies footage of the Antarctic Peninsula’s 

mountainous coastline and glacial outfall areas, all viewed from a ship. This serves as a 

“prelude” to the next passage, for wordless soprano soloist and female choir.65 

[Insert Example 5 here] 

When the female voices enter—the soprano soloist first, followed just over a measure later by 

the female choir—there is a neatly timed crossfade to land-based views of icebergs and 
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fragments of floating ice with mountains in the background, then another crossfade to a static 

and extreme long shot of the Antarctic plateau. The eerie melody sung by the soprano is 

based on the pitch-class set [01478] (or 5–22), while the female chorus sings oscillating 

semitones (pitches F and E) in unison. Both vocalize on “Ah” and sing loudly, but with a 

“distant” effect.66 They resound against a backdrop of tremolo chords in the strings, which 

also feature subset [0148] (4–19) arranged as a triad with an added flattened-sixth degree 

(built on F-sharp), a sonority reinforced by the horns. The soprano is then cut off abruptly, 

before the end of her phrase and several measures before rehearsal number 9, for the sudden 

entry of a blizzard. The voices are promptly silenced as the wind and percussion instruments 

(xylophone, glockenspiel, and piano) play a rapid succession of semiquavers, while the 

celeste hurtles along with demisemiquavers and various tuplet groupings. Against this music, 

we see a long shot of the plateau with much of the middle and distant ground obscured by 

blowing snow. Less than ten seconds later, the scene crossfades to another view of the 

plateau, this time lightly windswept with snow. The voices briefly return for just a couple of 

measures, as the soprano line merges with the choir and begins singing the same oscillating 

semitones, before the music cue is again cut short by several measures. 

The wordless female voices in this scene provide a highly effective musical 

equivalent for the “wind blowing over the great, uninhabited desolation,” as per the 

composer’s intentions.67 Interestingly, there are no diegetic or natural sounds heard in this 

scene, as there are in others that feature female voices later in the film, when natural wind 

sounds are prominent. Here, we hear only the music—an imagining of the “terror and 

fascination of the S. Pole” from a distance.68 The early association between the female voice 

and the Antarctic plateau is important in establishing a firm link between this sound and the 

continent: we are hearing its voice. These ideas are supported by the visual elements. There 

are no human figures in any of the shots and from an audience perspective, we are looking at 
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the scenery, rather than forming part of it. When the soprano voice enters for the first time, 

the point of view changes from looking toward land to looking from the land itself. This shift 

is subtle but significant: the female voice we are hearing is unmistakably that of the icescape. 

Its wordless, distant, and wind-like qualities only serve to intensify the connection by making 

it sound unhuman and otherworldly. 

The fact that a female voice is used to personify place in this film is particularly 

relevant given its Antarctic setting. Prior to the “Heroic Era,” when “Antarctica was a symbol 

rather than a reality”—an unknown mysterious space on what was for Europeans the 

underside of the Earth—the continent was “implicitly constructed as feminine.”69 Once land-

based exploration began, although the continent was understood as a space for purely 

masculine action, the natural environment that provided the ground, so to speak, for this 

action continued to be coded as feminine. In creative writing of the Heroic Era, writers 

constructed Antarctica as a “rival lover” competing with human women for the attention of 

male explorers.70 Nonfiction accounts reinforce this: Amundsen’s The South Pole: An 

Account of the Norwegian Antarctic Expedition in the “Fram,” 1910–1912 refers to the Pole 

in feminine terms, as a kind of fairy princess to be won through valiant deed.71  

In this context, Vaughan Williams’s use of female voices in the film music and the 

Sinfonia Antartica can be understood as representing sirens luring explorers to the icy 

continent. This reading is supported by other scholars, including Roger Manvell and John 

Huntley, who refer to Antarctica as a “siren land to which Vaughan Williams gives a distant 

woman’s voice singing wordlessly to keep the men moving deeper and deeper into its 

wastes,” and Grimley, who describes the voices as “coldly seductive” and in keeping with the 

long history of associating freezing conditions with the erotic.72 While Vaughan Williams 

may not have confirmed this symbolism publicly, in a letter Irving wrote to him in June 1948, 

the music director refers to Odysseus as part of a “polar plan,” suggesting that they had 
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previously spoken about the use of the female voices to represent sirens.73 Furthermore, 

during an interview in the same year, Irving stated: “In the Scott film the siren-lure of the 

Antarctic is embodied—or disembodied—in Margaret Ritchie’s lovely soprano.”74   

An examination of the other cues in the film score that incorporate the soprano soloist 

and/or female choir (including those not actually used in the final version of the film) further 

confirms this interpretation. In addition to the “Antarctic Prologue,” Vaughan Williams 

composed four cues featuring wordless female voices, although only two of these made the 

final cut, both in scenes set in Antarctica: “Blizzard,” in which only the choir is heard, and 

“The Death of Oates,” which features both the soprano soloist and the choir. The two cues 

with female voices that were not included in the final version were meant to appear in early 

parts of the film, during scenes featuring the characters Scott and Kathleen—“Kathleen I,” 

written for the “Sculpture Scene”—and then later Scott and Oates, for “Scott and Oates in the 

Rain.” Although both scenes are set in England, they convey Scott’s and Oates’s strong 

desires to go (or, in Scott’s case, return) to Antarctica. Recognizing the strength of Scott’s 

attraction to the far south, the supportive Kathleen even states: “You knew Antarctica before 

you knew me. I always knew you’d go back and I’m not the least jealous.”75  

Vaughan Williams no doubt intended the female voices he scored for these scenes to 

suggest the lure of the continent from afar; however, in the final cut, only a fragment of 

Kathleen’s theme remains, but without voices, while the scene showing Scott and Oates 

meeting in the rain and Oates’s acceptance into the expedition team has no musical 

accompaniment at all. The production team’s choice to avoid using music with voices in 

these scenes may have been related to their being set in England, rather than Antarctica, or 

purely due to the technical difficulty of using sung and spoken voices simultaneously. Either 

way, their decision meant that the message of Antarctica as a lure is not conveyed as strongly 

as it might have been in these early scenes had the vocal music been included.  
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In the “Blizzard” scene, which appears before the ascent of the Beardmore Glacier 

and shows the men, ponies, and dogs struggling in severe conditions, the female choir is 

accompanied not only by the orchestra, but also by natural sounds, especially wind. The cue 

begins with a bold, gaping fortissimo theme for brass, winds, and strings, which again 

references the opening “Heroism” theme in both its arch-like shape and ominous mood. This 

theme soon gives way to and alternates with the female choir. The voices again sing 

predominantly oscillating semitones, but in four parts, forming chords with roots a semitone 

apart (a D-flat-major seventh chord, followed by a C-minor triad with an added flattened 

ninth). Each time the choir enters, it begins softly and crescendos to forte within just a few 

beats. Almost every chord sung by the choir is marked with a crescendo or decrescendo, 

creating a regular sense of swell and retreat in the sound that mimics the changes in wind 

speed or direction typical of a snowstorm. The sounds of natural wind are sometimes heard in 

conjunction with the music; at other times the wind and voices present themselves 

independently. While the wind “howls” with some indeterminate pitched qualities, it is 

mostly broadband noise from which the voices seem to emerge. In places, the blending of the 

wind with the female voices is especially apparent and effective. In fact, as Figure 1 

illustrates, spectral analysis of the voices and wind in this scene reveals that the voices neatly 

bracket the highest concentration of wind energy, between about 700Hz and 1.2kHz.76 The 

voices and natural sounds, therefore, have been carefully employed together to convincingly 

evoke the aural experience of a blizzard and to suggest that the windiest continent on Earth is 

not only calling the men, but also taking them deeper into its grasp.  

[Insert Figure 1 here] 
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This effect, which results from the collaboration of the composer with Irving and 

others on the production team, supports both the visual material in the scene and the 

progression of the narrative. “Blizzard” includes fifteen separate shots, most of which are 

medium shots, medium close-ups, or close-ups, and many of which involve not only on-

screen movement but also some camera motion. This contrasts with the “Antarctic Prologue,” 

in which we were looking at the scenery through a series of mostly static establishing or long 

shots; we are now more invested in and part of the place, characters, and action. The same is 

true on the sonic level; though earlier in the film Antarctica was still an idea, an imagining, 

and was sonically represented purely through music, here the blending of the voices with the 

sounds of real wind (diegetic sound) connects the audience with the place and the unfolding 

story. Thus, the continent is now luring not only the men, but also the audience, along on this 

journey “deeper and deeper into its wastes.”77 

The final scene in which the soprano soloist is heard is one of the most striking in the 

film: “The Death of Oates.” Here, again, natural sounds of wind are effectively combined 

with the music to create a powerful aural result. Lasting just over a minute and a half, the 

scene comprises eleven shots—mostly close-ups of Oates, followed by a medium shot as 

Oates leaves the tent. The closeness of these shots again brings the audience into the center of 

the action; we are no longer observers of a distant landscape. This effect is only intensified by 

the soundtrack, which reinforces the growing realization that the world of ice is closing in on 

the men.  

Immediately before this scene commences, Oates, falling asleep in the tent, murmurs 

“I hope I don’t wake tomorrow.” As the new scene fades up from black and we see a static, 

extreme close-up of Oates’s face, the music begins quietly, with the repeated chords from the 

orchestra derived from the “Heroism” theme. A new day has begun and as Oates blinks and 

the ceiling of the tent gradually comes into focus, the chords from the orchestra take on a 
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knelling effect in tone and rhythm. We are reminded of his words from the previous night as 

he contemplates his next move. As the music builds, near-field sounds of the tent wall 

flapping in the wind are heard, again helping to situate the observer inside the tent. The music 

swells when Oates attempts to sit up, emphasizing his struggle. We then hear a distorted 

version of the “Heroism” theme as the camera shows an extreme close-up of Scott looking 

over at Oates, before panning across the other men’s faces, highlighting Scott’s responsibility 

for the welfare of the group and insinuating to the audience that we are now facing the 

consequences of the type of heroism that has “risked lives unnecessarily.”78 Next, the camera 

cuts to a close-up of Oates as he prepares to leave the tent. The sounds reduce as he utters his 

final words, and as he lifts the tent flap open, the voices of the soprano soloist and female 

choir suddenly and dramatically rush in on a gust of wind and follow Oates as he leaves the 

tent. The soprano’s line directly echoes the siren melody she sang in the “Antarctic 

Prologue,” itself based on the [01478] (or 5–22) set derived from the “Heroism” theme, while 

the female choir also sings the same material as in the Prologue (oscillating semitones). The 

reappearance of this siren call at the exact moment when Oates opens the tent to the blizzard 

and climbs out into it provides perhaps the strongest evidence that Vaughan Williams 

intended the women’s voices to represent the lure of the continent. In fact, in light of the 

composer’s comments about Wagner and film as a total work of art, it is possible that he was 

also drawing on the German composer’s use of female voices in the “Ride of the Valkyries” 

to suggest that the sirens in his Scott music are actually agents of death, scouring the 

“battlefield” of the ice for the fallen heroes.79 After Oates leaves the tent and is seen 

stumbling off into a whiteout, we again hear a reference to the “Heroism” theme, as Vaughan 

Williams emphasizes Oates’s bravery and simultaneously underscores the irony, in the 

composer’s view, that another man’s heroism (Scott’s) contributed to Oates’s untimely 

demise.  
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The combination of music with natural wind sounds in this scene, as in the earlier 

“Blizzard” cue, is highly effective in suggesting the intensity of the raging snowstorm and in 

supporting the advancing storyline. As the scene progresses, the wind becomes more 

pronounced and noticeably more pitched. When Oates leaves the tent, the wind howls 

alongside the female voices in pitched drones with less broadband saturation than in the 

“Blizzard” scene. At first the wind weaves in and out of the soprano’s fundamental pitch, and 

then continues after the voice ends (see Figure 2). The wind’s tone is relatively pure in that it 

is lacking in overtones and the register seems deliberate in its overlap with the voice. This is 

one of the most effective examples of the combination of music and natural sounds in the 

film. It was the product of a collaborative approach to the soundtrack and it was an effect that 

Vaughan Williams longed to re-create in his Sinfonia Antartica through the adoption of the 

wind machine.80 In the film, the gradual resolution of the wind from noise to more of a 

pitched sound, combined with its increasing presence and intensity as the story progresses, 

gives the audience the overwhelming impression that the environment is now exerting 

unrelenting power over the explorers, forcing them to succumb.  

[Insert Figure 2 here] 

This effect is evident again during the final blizzard that Scott, Bowers, and Wilson 

encounter, the one that forces them to remain inside their tent until they die. Here, we hear 

the female choir for the last time, as it returns to “imitate the tearing wind which rages round” 

the tent.81 On this occasion, we hear excerpts of the choir taken from the “Blizzard” cue 

(without any other instruments) that are blended so closely with the wind that it is hard to 

ascertain where the voices stop sounding; it is as if they are carried away by the wind. The 

wind alone is used to underscore the final demise of the party, where its pitched quality still 
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eerily resonates by association with the female voices, perhaps implying that the sirens have 

been sublimated. Overall, the wind sounds—both ambient and in near-field gusts and tent 

flapping sounds—connect us to and sell the action of the story, while the women’s voices, 

where they are heard, contribute to the emotional underscoring. Manvell and Huntley make 

similar observations, noting that the “torrent of voices . . . mingles with the roar of the wind 

and the flapping of the canvas tent” and that “the music often expresses emotions that the 

men cannot reveal directly through their speech or actions.”82 

There are several other cues in the film that effectively portray the unique features of 

the icescape, but without calling on the voices. These include musical themes intended to 

represent ice floes, icebergs, penguins, a distant glacier, and auroras during the polar night. 

Along with the “Antarctic Prologue,” such cues are important in establishing a strong sense 

of place in the film—a consideration that no doubt weighed heavily on the minds of the 

directors and producer given that so much of the “Antarctic” footage was not actually filmed 

there. In particular, a sequence of cues Vaughan Williams composed for the expedition’s 

arrival in Antarctica plays a key role in underpinning the narrative’s Antarctic setting, 

especially because it follows more than twenty minutes of scenes set mostly in England, as 

Scott and others prepare for the journey south. 

The first cue in this sequence, “Ice Floes,” begins with a light, lilting clarinet melody 

that accompanies footage of a wandering albatross gliding over the ocean in the wake of the 

ship. Then the horns enter with a menacing theme that spells out triads with roots a semitone 

apart, again related to the opening of the main title. The horn theme is underpinned by 

shimmering tremolos in the violas, cellos, and piano, as well as rapid, whirling tuplet 

figurations from the celeste, harp, glockenspiel, and xylophone that provide an aural match 

for the glistening ice formations. Together, these musical ideas suggest both the danger and 

beauty of the unknown region into which the explorers are entering. In the next cue, 
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“Iceberg,” the brass and timpani create an even more threatening sound, which reaches a 

climax in the final passage, where they are joined by the rest of the orchestra to hammer out 

fortissimo crotchet triplets based on the [0148] (4–19) subset (again inverted to form a C-

major triad with an added flattened-sixth scale degree, as in the “Antarctic Prologue”). 

The “Penguin Dance” plays a particularly critical role in situating the story in the 

Antarctic, rather than the Arctic. Most of the other features of the icescape that are showcased 

in the film and captured in the music can also be found in the far north. The penguins, 

however, leave no doubt as to which polar region is the setting for the story. Vaughan 

Williams initially considered utilizing twelve-tone technique for this cue, writing that he 

wanted to study “pieces of the wrong note school . . . to find out how they achieve those nasty 

noises they make.”83 Although not actually twelve-tone, the “Penguin Dance” does mimic the 

birds’ vocalizations through loud, accented triplet figures scored for the woodwinds and 

horns, while a quirky dotted quaver-semiquaver motive shared by the trumpets and 

trombones evokes their comical movements as they launch out of the water and waddle 

across the ice. Set to footage of Adélie penguins in Antarctica and accompanied briefly 

toward the end of the scene by vocalizations of real penguins, the “Penguin Dance” cements 

the film’s Antarctic context and simultaneously provides a lighter moment in an otherwise 

very serious storyline. It seems this was appreciated by Ealing Studios; in February 1948, 

Irving reported to the composer that the “Penguin Dance” was “highly admired by all.”84  

As these landscape-inspired cues suggest, Vaughan Williams employed a variety of 

musical ideas, timbres, and textures to represent Antarctica and the “terror and fascination” 

associated with it. The challenge of capturing a relatively unknown place in music pushed 

him to expand his usual compositional palette to incorporate a larger range of instruments—

particularly in the percussion section—with which he then experimented to paint various 

aspects of the icescape and its unique wildlife in sound.85 The results of this experimentation 
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were largely successful, but in many respects the finished product would not have been the 

same without the substantial input of the music director. Ernest Irving not only worked 

closely with Vaughan Williams to provide advice on the score and match the music with the 

other sounds and footage, but he also balanced the composer’s desires with the interests of 

the production team. Overall, the soundtrack contributed significantly to the film and its 

reception, as explained in the next section. 

<A>Reception and Significance of the Soundtrack

For its first showing, Scott of the Antarctic was given the distinction of a Royal Command 

Film Performance, which took place at the Empire Theatre, London, on 29 November 1948.86 

Like other films selected for this prestigious annual event, Scott of the Antarctic attracted 

widespread attention from critics and the film industry, and not all the commentary was 

positive.87 The film was criticized for its plot and its lack of drama and emotion, yet despite 

this, it achieved considerable success at the box office, ranking in the top ten British films, in 

terms of takings, in 1949.88  

Although the overall critical reception of Scott of the Antarctic was mixed, the music, 

which Irving had recorded with the Philharmonia Orchestra and Margaret Ritchie, was 

“widely praised” for its evocations of the Antarctic icescape and for “truthfully interpret[ing] 

the heroic and tragic themes of the film,” and later won several awards.89 It could be argued 

that without Vaughan Williams’s score, the film may well have received even more criticism 

for its dry, matter-of-fact storyline and lack of emotional depth in character portrayal. Indeed, 

criticisms regarding the film’s apparent lack of suspense may have been minimized or 

avoided altogether if some of the cues that generate suspense had not been pruned back. 

Among these are the cue “Amundsen,” which is heard only briefly (from several bars into the 
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cue) when Scott is informed that the Norwegian explorer has been spotted at the Bay of 

Whales, and “Black Flag,” of which only a fragment (again from a few bars into the cue) is 

used as Scott spies the Norwegian flag at the South Pole through binoculars. These two cues 

build tension through their common use of tremolo strings, descending chromatic melodies in 

the brass, and dramatic crescendos, with the “Amundsen” cue also outlining a motive based 

on the [0148] (4–19) subset in the double bass and piano parts. One of the other cues that was 

used more successfully in the film to build suspense is the one composed for “Nansen.” This 

cue is first heard when veteran Arctic explorer Fridtjof Nansen urges Scott to use “dogs, 

dogs, and dogs” during the expedition instead of a combination of dogs, ponies, and 

motorized sledges and warns: “This Antarctic of yours is a cold and cruel place.” Here, 

Vaughan Williams effectively builds nervous energy by using a repetitive motive based on 

another subset of the 5–22 set class, [014] (or 3–3). The recurring semitones and minor/major 

third relationships in this motive, voiced by various bass instruments, including double bass, 

contrabassoon, and bass clarinet (among others), give the music a dark, sinister quality. This 

music is a perfect match for the warning message of the scene, as it foreshadows the disaster 

that will unfold as a result of Scott’s stubborn decision not to rely more heavily on dogs for 

the polar journey. When this cue reappears later in the film, as one of Scott’s motorized 

sledges breaks down and he is heard saying, “Just a heap of metal in the snow,” we are 

reminded of Nansen’s warning and the impending implications of Scott’s hubris as the 

tension begins to mount. Vaughan Williams’s score, therefore, was perfectly capable of 

creating suspense, but the final decisions regarding how much of it was used were ultimately 

made by others.  

Although Vaughan Williams must have questioned some of the cuts made to his 

score, it seems he was satisfied enough with the soundtrack when he attended a public 

screening shortly after the film’s release. According to Ursula, “Ralph still fulminated against 
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the amateurish organization of the last stages of the expedition, but he was pleased with his 

score.”90 Vaughan Williams had every reason to be proud of the music he supplied for Scott 

of the Antarctic. He made, as Michael Kennedy notes, an “unforgettable contribution” to the 

film, and attracted even more attention to it because of his music.91 Even today—and 

especially now that we can view and listen to the complete music—it stands out as an 

extraordinary example of a score that captures the essence of a film’s storyline and setting in 

a unified and eminently listenable series of musical moments. As Martin Yates recently 

reflected: “The picture of this vast wilderness is so real and alive in the music that the film 

almost becomes superfluous; perhaps a conclusion that Vaughan Williams himself came to, 

spurring him to create Sinfonia Antartica.”92  

Vaughan Williams had started to envisage the music forming into a symphonic work 

in the autumn of 1948,93 and by mid-December he reported to Irving that he was thinking of 

“writing an ‘Antarctic Symphony’ using the same themes, which I have slowly revolving in 

my mind.”94 Tellingly, once he completed the Sinfonia Antartica, Vaughan Williams 

attempted to put measures in place to prevent the score of this work being compared with the 

film score. In a handwritten letter housed in the British Library, J. D. Mathieson, who was by 

that time music director at Ealing Studios, writes that Vaughan Williams was “insistent” that 

the score for Scott of the Antarctic “should not be available for comparison with that of the 

Antarctic Symphony.”95 Some scholars have opined that Vaughan Williams tried to limit the 

two works from being compared because he viewed them as entirely separate entities.96 Yet 

evidence in the Oxford University Press Archive indicates that he was nervous about the 

degree of similarity between the scores. In a 1952 letter, the composer wrote candidly about 

the creation of the Sinfonia Antartica and its relationship to the original film music: 
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<ext>As regards the connection with the Scott film—would it be honest not to refer to 

this at all? If it is absolutely necessary, then I suggest that we should merely say that 

some of the themes are taken from the music which I wrote for Scott of the Antarctic. 

Otherwise people will think that it is a mere bit of carpentry—which as a matter of 

fact, it largely is; but don’t tell anybody this.97  

Of course, now that full scores of both works are available in published editions, there is 

nothing to prevent the two works being compared in detail. Such a study is beyond the scope 

of the present article, but it is worth noting that even after reworking the music of the film 

score into his Seventh Symphony, in at least some respects the composer remained most 

pleased with the film version of the music. Writing to Kennedy about the Sinfonia Antartica 

in April 1953, Vaughan Williams reflected, “I know that the wind machine must remain. I 

know it’s not a musical sound but nor is the side drum, and no-one objects to that. The most 

satisfactory version is in the record made of some of the music as actually used in the film.”98 

This clearly demonstrates that he could not conceive of the music without the accompaniment 

of wind of some kind and that above all, he preferred the sound of the natural wind alongside 

his music, as heard in the film—an effect that would not have been achieved without his 

collaboration with Irving.99 

Beyond its role in prompting the composition of the Sinfonia Antartica, the Scott film 

music initiated a surprising shift in Vaughan Williams’s writing—particularly his use of a 

glittering orchestral timbre—that left an indelible mark on the works he produced over the 

remaining decade of his life. He became fascinated with creating new sounds, especially with 

tuned percussion, as Kennedy relates: “The Scott music . . . inaugurated an ‘experimental’ 

phase in Vaughan Williams’s compositions. The combinations of unusual and sometime 

intractable sonorities attracted him.”100 Indeed, as Hugh Ottaway argues, “It would be hard to 
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overestimate the importance of that film score for the composer’s further development.”101 It 

seems, therefore, that the challenge of representing Antarctica and the grueling journey of 

Scott’s team had pushed the already elderly composer to an even higher level of creativity, 

one that he not only reached fleetingly, but embraced for the remaining years of his life. 

<A>Conclusion

By investigating the music Vaughan Williams composed for Scott of the Antarctic, as well as 

the context in which it was created and utilized, it is apparent that the score not only supports 

the film’s narrative and Antarctic setting, but also that its meaning extends beyond the 

primary message of the film. While the film celebrates Scott and remains largely uncritical of 

his leadership, the music provides a quietly ironic counterpoint to heroic mythologization 

through a score that highlights the heroism of the team over the individual, and even calls 

attention to the disastrous implications of the type of heroism that risks lives. Here was a 

pilgrim’s progress that ended in disaster rather than redemption. Thus, through his music, 

Vaughan Williams presented a more critical view of Scott’s leadership of the expedition that 

was ahead of its time. Simultaneously, the composer supplied a score that was in deft alliance 

with the film’s restrained and respectful approach, and that helped to underscore the 

character’s emotions and heighten tension in key moments. 

In Vaughan Williams’s approach to composing this film score, he not only followed 

an idiosyncratic method, writing the music well before the filming was complete, but he 

experimented with sounds, expanding his typical compositional palette to aurally illustrate 

the Antarctic icescape. As a result of his close collaboration with Ernest Irving, his music was 

then meticulously integrated with natural sounds in the film, with the combination of female 

voices and natural wind sounds particularly well conceived and realized for the time. 
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Moreover, the composer’s use of recurring musical ideas—particularly the “Heroism” theme 

and pitch-class sets derived from it—provided unity in the soundtrack, as well as in the film 

overall, and fitted with his view that film could form a total work of art, in line with, and 

extending on from, Wagner. Indeed, the Scott film was perhaps the closest Vaughan Williams 

ever came to reaching his ideal goal of combining all the arts. Although his approach meant 

that much of the music he composed for the film was not used, it did mean that Irving and the 

production team had greater choice over what to use. Having the music available from the 

outset also guided some of their decisions relating to scene length, as we have shown. For 

Vaughan Williams, it also meant that he had ample material, some of which had not been 

heard by audiences yet, to rework into his Sinfonia Antartica.  

By studying the full score and recording of Vaughan Williams’s music for Scott of the 

Antarctic, we are able to more fully appreciate the true extent of his contribution to the film, 

and the highly imaginative soundtrack that he (in collaboration with Irving) devised to evoke 

the soundscapes of Antarctica and to support the portrayal of this extraordinary story through 

sound. We hope this analysis helps audiences to hear this music afresh, equipped with a 

deeper understanding of the composer’s perspective of the expedition and how he projected 

this through music—a view that is as relevant today as it was daring seventy years ago.  

1 Michael Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), 360. 

2 See, for example, ibid., 297–300, 305, 359–60; and Daniel Goldmark, “Music, Film and Vaughan Williams,” 

in Vaughan Williams Essays, ed. Byron Adams and Robin Wells (New York: Routledge, 2016), 207–33.  

3 Michael Beckerman, “The Composer as Pole Seeker: Reading Vaughan Williams’s Sinfonia Antartica,” 

Current Musicology 69 (2000): 42–67; Daniel M. Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear’: The 

Landscapes of Vaughan Williams’s Sinfonia Antartica,” The Musical Quarterly 91, nos. 1–2 (2008): 116–50. 

4 Goldmark, “Music, Film and Vaughan Williams,” 207. Italics in original. 



35 

5 Ralph Vaughan Williams, “Film Music,” The R.C.M. Magazine 40, no. 1 (1944): 7. 

6 Ralph Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, study score reconstructed and edited by Martin Yates 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 

7 Ralph Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic: The Complete Score, Royal Scottish National Orchestra, 

cond. Martin Yates, Dutton Epoch CDLX7340 (2017). 

8 Klaus Dodds, “Filming and Formatting the Explorer Hero: Captain Scott and Ealing Studios’ Scott of the 

Antarctic (1948),” in Biography and History in Film, ed. Thomas S. Freeman and David L. Smith (Cham: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 267.

9 Max Jones “From ‘Noble Example’ to ‘Potty Pioneer’: Rethinking Scott of the Antarctic, c.1945–2011,” Polar 

Journal 1, no. 2 (2011): 194. 

10 Max Jones, The Last Great Quest: Captain Scott’s Antarctic Sacrifice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2003). 

11 Jones, The Last Great Quest, 254–61. 

12 Jones, “From ‘Noble Example,’” 193. 

13 Jones, The Last Great Quest, 268, 273–74. 

14 Kathleen Scott, Self-Portrait as an Artist: From the Diaries and Memoirs of Lady Kennet, Kathleen Scott 

(London: John Murray, 1949), 273–74; Louis Bernacchi, quoted in Anon., Daily Chronicle, 1 March 1930; 

Anon., Sunday Express, 2 March 1930.

15 Kathleen Hilton Young, “A Captain Scott Play,” The Times, 11 November 1932. 

16 Douglas Stewart, “The Fire on the Snow,” in The Fire on the Snow and The Golden Lover (Sydney and 

London: Angus and Robertson, 1944), 4. 

17 Steven Haddelsey, with Alan Carroll, Operation Tabarin: Britain’s Secret Wartime Expedition to Antarctica 

1944–46 (Stroud: History Press, 2014). 

18 Dodds, “Filming and Formatting,” 259. 

19 Frank Debenham, “‘Scott of the Antarctic’: A Personal Opinion,” Polar Record 5, nos. 37–38 (1949): 311. 

20 Dodds, “Filming and Formatting,” 261. 

21 Jones, “From ‘Noble Example,’” 193. 

22 David James, Scott of the Antarctic: The Film and its Production (London: Convoy Publications, 1948), 47. 

23 Dodds, “Filming and Formatting,” 269–70. 



36 

24 Ernest Irving, quoted in James, Scott of the Antarctic, 144. 

25 Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 117–18.   

26 Ernest Irving, quoted in Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W.: A Biography of Ralph Vaughan Williams 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1964), 271. 

27 Jeffrey Richards, “Vaughan Williams and British Wartime Cinema,” in Vaughan Williams Studies, ed. Alain 

Frogley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 143, 146. 

28 David Tolley, “The Last Unknown Region: Polar Ambition or Pilgrimage?” Journal of the RVW Society 20 

(2001): 9. 

29 Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 297. 

30 Irving, quoted in James, Scott of the Antarctic, 144. 

31 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Ernest Irving, 3 July 1947, Ralph Vaughan Williams: Correspondence, MS Mus. 

1714/1/17, British Library, London (hereafter RVW–BL–C). 

32 Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 9 July 1947, RVW–BL–C; Ernest Irving, Cue for Music: An 

Autobiography by Ernest Irving (London: Dennis Dobson, 1959), 176. 

33 Ralph Vaughan Williams to R. W. Fenn at Linnit & Dunfee (Vaughan Williams’s agent for his film music), 1 

October 1947, RVW–BL–C. 

34 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279. 

35 Ibid. The view that Scott did not increase the rations when he decided to take five men, which Vaughan 

Williams likely took from The Worst Journey in the World, is one that other commentators have challenged. 

See, for example, Carl Murray, “‘Scott of the Antarctic’: The Conservation of a Story” (PhD diss., University of 

Tasmania), 109–10; and Susan Solomon, The Coldest March: Scott’s Fatal Antarctic Expedition (Carlton 

South: Melbourne University Press, 2001), 278. 

36 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279–80. 

37 Ibid., 280; Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 298; Irving, Cue for Music, 176; James, Scott of the 

Antarctic, 145. Early sketches for the work are held in the British Library (Add. MS. 52289A). 

38 Goldmark, “Music, Film and Vaughan Williams,” 209–11; Richards, “Vaughan Williams and British 

Wartime Cinema,” 141–42; Eric Saylor, “Music for Stage and Film,” in The Cambridge Companion to Vaughan 

Williams, ed. Alain Frogley and Aidan J. Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 171.  

39 Vaughan Williams, “Film Music,” 7. 



37 

40 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 280.  

41 Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 16 December 1947, RVW–BL–C. 

42 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 286; Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, n.d., RVW–BL–C; 

Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 22 January 1948, RVW–BL–C. Wordless voices had previously been 

used to great effect in works by other composers, including in Debussy’s “Sirènes” from Nocturnes for orchestra 

(1897–99), Holst’s “Neptune” from The Planets (1914–16), and Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloé (1909–12). The latter 

work also incorporates a wind machine and is particularly significant in relation to the Scott music because it 

depicts an exoticized southern landscape in which an unseen being (the god Pan) takes divine retribution in the 

form of overpowering natural forces. 

43 Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 300, 305. Frank Howes makes a similar claim in The Music of 

Ralph Vaughan Williams (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1954), 68. 

44 Martin Yates, “Preface,” in Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, study score, v–vi; Vaughan Williams, 

Scott of the Antarctic, CD. 

45 Irving, Cue for Music, 176. 

46 Manuscript sources we consulted at the British Library include Add. MS. 52289A, which contains autograph 

sketches and drafts for some of the key musical themes in the film; Add. MS. 50431, comprising autograph 

condensed scores of some cues, full scores of others, and copies; and the autograph full score held at Add. MS. 

59537. We also consulted Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, study score, reconstructed and edited by 

Martin Yates; and Ealing Studios, Scott of the Antarctic, produced by Michael Balcon, directed by Charles 

Frend, Digitally Restored Sony/StudioCanal DA6049. We chose this DVD version of the film due to its 

accessibility to modern-day readers and because the audio is relatively consistent with the original. While this 

version, dating from the early 2000s, was remastered to Dolby 2.0, our analysis indicates that there has been 

little work undertaken in audio restoration beyond what was required to convert the original soundtrack from 

analogue to digital; there has been some data compression for DVD, along with what appears to be some 

dynamic compression to ensure the dialogue is clear. There is very little audio above about 16kHz and limited 

dynamic range, which is consistent with the recording technology that was available in 1948.  

 



38 

47 Other writers also recognize the primacy of these themes in the Scott score and/or the Sinfonia Antartica. See 

Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279; Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 116–50; 

Beckerman, “The Composer as Pole Seeker,” 51. 

48 Irving, quoted in James, Scott of the Antarctic, 146; Yates, “Preface,” in Vaughan Williams, Scott of the 

Antarctic, study score, vi. 

49 Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 21 June 1948, RVW–BL–C.  

50 For detailed discussions of the theme within the context of the Sinfonia Antartica, see Howes, Music of Ralph 

Vaughan Williams, 70–71; Beckerman, “The Composer as Pole Seeker”; Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the 

‘Geometry of Fear’”; and Wilfrid Mellers, Vaughan Williams and the Vision of Albion, 2nd ed. (London: Travis 

& Emery, 2009), 286–87. 

51 Roy Douglas, Working with R. V. W. (London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 26. 

52 Elgar intended his theme to suggest the overwhelming power of the Roman Empire—as merciless and 

unyielding as the polar icescape. Julian Rushton, “In Search of the Symphony: Orchestral Music to 1908,” in 

The Cambridge Companion to Elgar, ed. Daniel Grimley and Julian Rushton (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), 142. 

53 Add. MS. 52289A. 

54 Hugh Ottaway identifies the opening of the theme as a logical extension of the conclusion of the Sixth 

Symphony, which the composer was completing in the same year he began work on the film music and, as 

Grimley notes, is seen by some as the “clearest example of Vaughan Williams’s sense of ambivalence at the 

start of the Cold War.” Hugh Ottaway, “Scott and After: The Final Phase,” The Musical Times 113, no. 1556 

(1972): 959; Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 143. This sense of ambivalence, no doubt 

generated by Vaughan Williams’s First World War experiences, is evident not only in the Scott film music and 

this Sinfonia Antartica, but also through much of his later music. Grimley considers the broader significance of 

the “Heroism” theme in the context of the aftermath of the world wars and the outbreak of the Cold War in his 

perceptive article on the Sinfonia Antartica, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear.’” 

55 Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 129. 

56 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279. 

57 Irving, Cue for Music, 176. 



39 

58 Michael Kennedy, liner notes for The Film Music of Ralph Vaughan Williams, vol. 1, Chandos Movies, 

CHAN10007 (2002), 6. 

59 Christopher Parker, “Music for ‘Scott of the Antarctic,’” Journal of the RVW Society 21 (2001): 14. 

60 Vaughan Williams composed two versions of the “Polar Party Departs” music and both feature this semitone 

oscillation in the melody line. 

61 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279.  

62 Jones, “From ‘Noble Example,’” 197. 

63 Ealing Studios, Scott of the Antarctic DVD.  

64 Grimley, “Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 130. 

65 Vaughan Williams, “Sinfonia Antartica,” in Vaughan Williams on Music, ed. David Manning (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008), 372. 

66 Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, study score, 10. 

67 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279.  

68 In this sense, the passage is reminiscent of Gustav Holst’s Egdon Heath (1927), a musical imagining of the 

natural environment of a “colossal and mysterious” (as well as fictitious) place that is the setting for Thomas 

Hardy’s novel The Return of the Native (1878). See Richard Greene, “A Musico-Rhetorical Outline of Holst’s 

‘Egdon Heath,’” Music & Letters 73, no. 2 (1992): 244–67. 

69 Elizabeth Leane, “Placing Women in the Antarctic Literary Landscape,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 

and Society 34, no. 3 (2009): 510.  

70 Ibid., 511.  

71 Catherine Irving, “Amundsen’s Antarctica: Fairyland Stronghold, Battleground and Home,” Polar Journal 1, 

no. 2 (2011): 180–83.  

72 Roger Manvell and John Huntley, The Technique of Film Music (London: Focal Press, 1975), 115; Grimley, 

“Music, Ice, and the ‘Geometry of Fear,’” 121, 132.  

73 Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 21 June 1948, RVW–BL–C. 

74 Irving, quoted in James, Scott of the Antarctic, 145–46. 

75 Ealing Studios, Scott of the Antarctic, DVD. 

76 We used iZotope RX6 Audio Editor for this analysis. 

77 Manvell and Huntley, Technique of Film Music, 115. 



40 

78 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 279.  

79 The equation of the deathly, the feminine, and the continent had a precedent. The “announcer” of Douglas 

Stewart’s radio play The Fire on the Snow likens Antarctica to a “dead woman,” in contrast to “kinder places” 

with their “green hair of the grass” and “golden hair of the wheat,” that is, images of young, fertile women. 

Stewart, “The Fire on The Snow,” 11. 

80 See Jonathan Pearson, “Sinfonia Antartica: Introduction and CD Review,” Journal of the RVW Society 21 

(2001): 6.  

81 Manvell and Huntley, Technique of Film Music, 115. 

82 Ibid., 160. 

83 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Alan Frank, 3 December 1947, The Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 

VWL4308, http://vaughanwilliams.uk/letter/vwl4308. 

84 Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 10 February 1948, RVW–BL–C. 

85 For more information on Vaughan Williams’s use of the orchestra in Scott of the Antarctic, see Richard 

Young, “Vaughan Williams and the ‘Scott of the Antarctic’ Film Music,” Journal of the RVW Society 20 

(2001): 14–15; and Manvell and Huntley, Technique of Film Music, 115. 

86 Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 383. 

87 Andrew Spicer, “Fit for a King? The Royal Film Performance,” Journal of British Cinema and Television 2, 

no. 2 (2005): 185–207. 

88 “Tops at Home: British Stars Oust Bing,” Courier-Mail, 31 December 1949. 

89 Max Jones, “Captain Scott and the ‘Heroic Age’ of Antarctic Exploration,” in Ralph Vaughan Williams, 

Sinfonia Antartica (Symphony No. 7), study score edited by David Matthews (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2012), ix; Ernest Irving to Ralph Vaughan Williams, 27 September 1949, The Letters of Ralph Vaughan 

Williams, VWL3145, http://vaughanwilliams.uk/letter/vwl3145; Parker, “Music for ‘Scott of the Antarctic,’” 12. 

90 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 280, 286. 

91 Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 305; Lewis Foreman, “Scott of the Antarctic: The complete 

surviving music edited into full score by Martin Yates and recorded by Dutton,” Ralph Vaughan Williams 

Society Journal 69 (2017): 3.  

92 Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, study score. 

93 Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., 280, 286.  



41 

94 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Ernest Irving, 16 December 1948, RVW–BL–C. 

95 J. D. Mathieson to the Head of the Music Library of the British Museum, 26 October [no year given], Ralph 

Vaughan Williams: Music for the Film Scott of the Antarctic (1948), Add. MS. 59537, British Library, London. 

96 See, for example, Goldmark, “Music, Film and Vaughan Williams,” 213. 

97 Ralph Vaughan Williams to Alan Frank, 24 May 1952, The Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams, VWL2415, 

http://vaughanwilliams.uk/letter/vwl2415. 

98 Vaughan Williams, Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams 1895–1958, ed. Hugh Cobbe (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008), 522. 

99 In what could be viewed as an acknowledgment of the music director’s contribution to shaping the film 

music, Vaughan Williams dedicated the score for the Sinfonia Antartica to Irving. 

100 Kennedy, Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 305. See also Richards, “Vaughan Williams and British 

Wartime Cinema,” 146. 

101 Ottaway, “Scott and After,” 959. 

Example Captions 

Example 1. Ralph Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, opening of main title, orchestral 

reduction. 

 

 

Example 2. Edward Elgar, In the South, Op. 50, mm. 284–91, orchestral reduction. 

Example 3. Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, “Doom,” opening, orchestral 

reduction. 
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Example 4. Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, “The Death of Oates,” opening chordal 

passage, orchestral reduction. 

Example 5. Vaughan Williams, Scott of the Antarctic, “Antarctic Prologue,” opening, 

orchestral reduction. 

[Figure Legend] 

Figure 1. Audio spectrogram of the “Blizzard” scene from Scott of the Antarctic with 

frequency on the vertical axis (in Hertz) and time on the horizontal axis. (A) indicates the 

voices; and (B) shows the band of wind. 

Figure 2. Audio spectrogram of “The Death of Oates” from Scott of the Antarctic with 

frequency on the vertical axis (in Hertz) and time on the horizontal axis. (A) indicates the 

voices; (B) shows the pitched passages of wind with rising and falling tones; and (C) 

indicates concentrated energy of broadband wind. 


