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T H E  N A M E’ S  B O N D  –  J A M E S  B O N D 
 
 
The real James Bond is John Barry 
 
Analysing the success of music from the James Bond franchise is an interesting undertaking, not least 
because Bond films perhaps more than most movies, are dependent on key musical harmonic devices, most 
of which were sculptured decades ago by John Barry. From the rugged but gentlemanly Sean Connery, the 
dapper and debonair Roger Moore and the strict, formal and moody Timothy Dalton and slick and smooth-
talking Pierce Brosnan, to the gritty realism of Daniel Craig, the real James Bond is the music. More than 
in most films the music functions as its own character within the narrative. Essentially 007 is as much a 
creation of John Barry as it is of Ian Flemming or Cubby Broccoli. Bond is the longest running film 
franchise to date. There have been twenty three films with Skyfall being the latest, released on 26 October 
2012. The various theme songs to the films have picked up Academy Award nominations on several 
occasions.      
 
Music analysed: James Bond Theme (John Barry / Monty Norman – from ‘Goldfinger’) Bond Theme 
(Moby – from ‘Tomorrow Never Dies’) The James Bond Theme (variation - David Arnold – from ‘Casino 
Royale’) Ride to Atlantis (Marvin Hamlisch – from ‘The Spy Who Loved Me’) On the Beach (David Arnold 
– ‘Die Another Day’) Kiss Me (David Smith) White Night (David Arnold – Tomorrow Never Dies) Live 
and Let Die (Paul McCartney – from ‘Live and Let Die’) Surrender (KD Lang/David Arnold – from 
‘Tomorrow Never Dies’) Tomorrow Never Dies (Sheryl Crow/David Arnold – from ‘Tomorrow Never 
Dies’) You Only Live Twice (John Barry/Leslie Bricusse – from ‘You Only Live Twice’) Nobody Does it 
Better (Marvin Hamlisch/Carol Bayer Sager – from ‘The Spy Who Loved Me’) Thunderball (John Barry 
and Leslie Bricusse – from ‘Thunderball’) We have all the time in the world (John Barry/Hal David – from 
‘On Her Majesty’s Secret Service’) 
 
To a degree orchestral film music is relatively timeless. If we watch Jurassic Park (made in 1994), twenty 
years later if anything dates it, maybe the CGI does (although at the time it was revolutionary and ground-
breaking). The same applies for Close Encounters, ET and countless other films; the music is as effective 
and relevant now as it was decades ago. I mention this because what dates the ‘Bond’ films musically and 
lends them an air of immediate nostalgia and specific identity in time are the title songs, which put an 
indelible aural date-stamp on the movies. Songs are a product of their time; this is one of the things which 
makes them endearing and revered. When we listen back to Live and Let Die, the production identity, 
arrangement, style and delivery of Paul McCartney’s brilliant song also is a rough indicator to when the 
film was made, using what was texturally popular at the time. The same applies to A View to a Kill by the 
band ‘A-ha’ and most other Bond title songs. What really defines Bond movies and unifies the franchise 
musically is the strong and consistent instrumental themes and harmonies / textures we associate with the 
films. These are the timeless musical elements which unite to accord Bond perhaps some of the most 
distinctive music in the world.  
 
The famous James Bond Theme was officially written by Monty Norman and notably arranged by John 
Barry. The authorship of the music has been a subject of discussion for many years; in 2001 Norman won 
£30,000 in libel damages from The Sunday Times, which had suggested that John Barry was entirely 
responsible for the composition. The theme was described by another Bond film composer, David Arnold, 
as ‘bebop-swing vibe coupled with that vicious, dark, distorted electric guitar, definitely an instrument of 
rock ‘n’ roll. He went on to say “It represented everything about the character you would want - it was 
cocky, swaggering, confident, dark, dangerous, suggestive and sexy”. This description alludes to Barry’s 
arrangement more than it does the composition itself. The piece is the arrangement. What is not in dispute 
is John Barry’s testimony in the Sunday Times v Monty Norman court case, which is a matter of public 
record; Barry was given the job of breathing life into an initial piece by Monty Norman. He said “The 
manuscript was confusing and didn’t convey too much.”  
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He also stated that Monty Norman, having been told that Barry had changed the piece completely, had said 
“go ahead I’m not proud. Just tell him he gets no royalties.” Barry indeed received no royalties - he told the 
court - just a promise of more work. He would be paid £250 for his work. Monty Norman would receive 
credit because it was his contractual right. If Barry was unhappy with these terms then they would “find 
someone else”. According to John Barry, Broccoli and Saltzman (the film’s producers) “knew who had 
written the James Bond Theme”. Barry told the court that he never intended to claim for royalties and in the 
early years and never discussed the issue. However, increasingly the press would ask him about the ‘James 
Bond Theme’. He used to deny that he had anything to do with it but gradually accepted the truth when it 
was put to him in interviews. John Barry said “if Monty Norman’s music had been so successful, why 
didn’t he write the rest of the Bond films?” In court John Barry was asked “did Monty Norman write the 
James Bond Theme?” to which he replied “absolutely not”. A good rendition of the opening bars of the 
original James Bond theme is in the track entitled ‘Bond back in Action’ from the film Goldfinger. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some of the most communicative elements of this piece are tied up in the brash, dramatic and swaggering 
60s orchestration. The swung quavers which hit the first beat [of bar one] and then anticipate bar two, are 
effective and exuberant, scored as they are for four trumpets – the top and bottom of which represent the 
strong 5th of the Em chord, offering specific strength and identity.  

 

 

Audio - ‘Bond Back in Action’ (Goldfinger) Fig.1 
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What also colours this piece considerably is the 9th (F#) stated by the Horns (bar one, fig.1). It offers the 
only real harmonic movement and therefore catches our attention. The offbeat low trombones offer an extra 
dimension of rhythmic excitement. All these areas are probably subservient to the real harmonic 
powerhouse of the Bond movies – the specific sequence of chords from bar three onwards (fig.1). They are 
transcribed separately below (fig.2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why does this chord progression work so well? If you play these chords on a keyboard instrument (with or 
without a string sound) it is recognisable instantly. Starting with a simple observation, the top and bottom 
of each of the chords has an obvious and dramatic upward/downward arc. On top of the harmonic arc (the 
apex of the phrase) sits a C# note, which represents the maj6th of the minor chord. This is the most 
communicative and dramatic interval in this manoeuvre. This is one of the ‘Bond’ chords. But the existence 
of a ‘great chord’ is an illusion; a myth. Chords are ‘great’ only in context. The surroundings have to 
deliver the chord properly. They have to signal its arrival. The ‘great chord’ is usually simply the 
destination, the result. The Em6 is a unilaterally interesting and exciting chord but it is of limited value 
without the two chords before it and the one chord after it. Like the trumpet chords in bar one of fig.1, the 
first string chord is supported at either end by the 5th (B). The top and bottom notes (C, C#, C) of the 
subsequent chords move chromatically. The top and bottom C note of the second chord represents the root 
of the C chord whereas the top and bottom C# in the third chord represents the 6th. The colours of these 
intervals are made more obvious by the strength created by the unison octave.   
 
The intervallic movement of the top and bottom notes of each of the string voicings is different to the note 
movement; the top and bottom note movement (B, C, C#, C) is chromatic but the intervals they represent 
aren’t which ensures the movement doesn’t sound overly chromatic. Also the middle two notes of each 
chord (below, fig.3) are identical but have different intervallic meanings as the phrase progresses:        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The electric guitar is effective and communicative; the sound is distinctive, memorable and at the time was 
modern and progressive. Perhaps dated and unfashionable by today’s standards, for its time the guitar 
represented everything that was cool and ‘hip’ about popular music.    
 
 
 
 
 
The guitar also functions well because on the second two beats of bar one and three (fig.4) the F# quaver 
notes function briefly as #4s, which lend the piece a sense of drama and urgency. The slightly dissonant D# 
and D notes (maj7 and 7) in bar five lend the piece a slightly skewed perspective.  

 

3rd                     
1st                

3rd                     
1st                

5th                      
3rd                 

5th                      
3rd                 

Fig.2 

Fig.3 

Fig.4 
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A newer version of the same theme from the 2006 remake of Casino Royale features subtle orchestration 
differences. Composers are used to their music having an impact on the film but equally, a great example of 
how the images and narrative can massively affect the context of the music can be found in a cue which 
comes toward the end of the film. In an electrifying scene as Bond leans over the body of dying man he’s 
just shot, he states the iconic words “the name’s Bond – James Bond”. This chilling and menacing context 
of the new, harder, ruthless and mercenary Bond informs the way we interpret and rationalise the famous 
‘Bond Theme’ which follow and which only comes at the end of the movie. We contextualise it in much 
more of a serious way than the older films, which were perhaps more overtly tongue-in-cheek.      
  
Audio - ‘The Name’s Bond’ (00.36) Casino Royale – Movie 02.14.29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The colourful horn line beginning on the 
9th is copied by a screaming trumpet high 
above its natural range, adding 
significant drama. Also in this version 
the string bass follows the top string line 
in stating the B, C, C#, C line (bar three 
onwards) 

Fig.5 
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The lead trombone motif between bars 15-20 is interesting and also fairly 
abstract; in bars sixteen, eighteen and twenty the D note (which functions as a 
7th over an Em chord) clashes with the C# (6th) in the strings and bass.   

The four-bar trumpets/horns phrase (bars twenty-seven, thirty-one, thirty-five and thirty-nine) essentially 
restate the original guitar idea (maj7 and 7) but what makes this ‘swing’ is the relationship and reaction 
between the Bb and B trumpet and horn line on bar twenty eight, the ascending mid-bar trombone riff and 
the final last trumpet/horn G note tied to the following bar. Also the quirky, syncopated and slightly 
clumsy trombone counterpoint (bars thirty, thirty-four, thirty-eight and forty-two) work well. Again the 
notes feature the maj7 (D#) and 7 (D) but it is the slightly unnatural rhythm which causes tension. 
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Harmonic subtleties 
 
The close voicing in trumpets and trombones from bar forty-three is another section of the ‘James Bond 
Theme’ which transmits instantly. The distinctive maj6th over the Em works well, particularly closely 
harmonised, as does the equally effective close voicing of the B chord featuring 7th (A) and 9th (C#). These 
two chords communicate individually to a degree but their real strength comes when they are used together 
in quick succession, as in this case. If we take a look at the same phrase in the original recording of the 
same piece from the 1960s we see more harmonic tension on the 3rd and 4th beat of each bar, by virtue of 
the Em9 chord with the major 7th and in particular the different voicings of the sections: the woodwind 
chord is scored with the maj7 (the D#) at the bottom; the trumpets are voiced from the G upwards creating 
a Gmaj7 with the D# functioning as the #5. The trombones state a B7 chord voiced with the 7th on the 
bottom. Essentially the 60s version is more jazz oriented.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig.6 
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A track entitled ‘On the Beach’ from the Bond movie Die Another Day shows yet another version of the 
intro to the original James Bond Theme.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Looking at David Arnold’s version of the ‘James Bond Theme’ from Casino Royale, we can see how a jazz 
feel is maintained by use of the muted trumpet and crotchet triplet figure, and how this is complimented by 
the close harmonies in trombones.   
 
‘The James Bond Theme’ - Casino Royale (00.34’)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘The James Bond Theme’ - Casino Royale (00.48’)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The trombones in bar two and 
four have real tension thanks 
to the closeness of the A (2nd) 
and Bb (3rd) of the Gm chord. 

Strings  

This figure is repeated a 
few bars later in the piece, 
this time accompanied by 
the distinctive harmonic 
accompaniment.  
 

 

This time the beginning Horn line plays an 
ascending scalic line (B, A, G, F#, E). The line 
is also played by high trombones. Just like the 
version in bars one and two of fig 1 and fig 5, 
this version offers a subtly different 
orchestration 
 

Fig.7 

Fig.8 

Fig.9 
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Looking now at the treatment Moby gave to the iconic ‘James Bond Theme’ we turn to the movie 
Tomorrow Never Dies. Moby recasts the original lines of the theme in an effective and vivid way. The 
phrasing is deliberately ‘squarer’ with none of the anticipation inherent in the phrasing of the original. It’s 
interesting that this new arrangement effectively strips back the harmonies. Gone are the lush John Barry 
voicings; in comes a more aggressive contemporary feel.     
 
‘James Bond Theme’ (Moby) Tomorrow Never Dies  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turning now to the 1977 Bond movie The Spy Who Loved Me, scored by Marvin Hamlisch, it’s interesting 
to analyse a scene where James Bond is underwater in a car (naturally). Although the piece is tuneful and 
features a selection of fairly ordinary chords, it has a kind of mesmeric serenity which effectively conveys 
and encapsulates the feeling of being underwater.      
 
Audio: ‘Ride to Atlantis’ - The Spy Who Loved Me (Movie: 01.12.39)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Synths / samples 

 

(Electric guitar) 

Brass samples 

Fig.10 

Fig.11 



���������	�
���
��������
�������������������������� ������������ !"�#�������������
�

 

As we can see there is quite a collection of maj7, 7 and 6 chords. Singularly these are ‘normal’ but together 
are much more than the sum of their parts; they assume a different identity cumulatively. Why is this? Maj7 
chords have a particular and specific harmonic identity. They offer us a relaxed, definite, resolved ‘soft’ 
feel. Despite the dominant 7th lying only a semitone lower than the maj7, 7th chords are entirely different in 
complexion; they are unresolved, expectant and normally used as transitory passing chords. We would 
normally hear a maj7 and a 7 chord followed by a resolution, e.g. Cmaj, C7 resolving to F, or Gmaj7, G7 
resolving to C. This piece offers no such obvious resolution, which adds to its slightly monotonous 
mesmerising sound. 
 
There is also a 6th chord in the sequence which has a light, slightly jazzy, resolved and cheery feel. Hearing 
the maj7, 7 and 6 repeatedly without a resolution to a chord IV leaves the piece dangling in mid-air and 
presents a fairly unique listening experience which can be mildly and almost imperceptibly disorientating. 
This type of approach can be particularly effective when used well in songs; perhaps most notably in Kiss 
Me by the band ‘Sixpence None the Richer’.    
 
Audio – ‘Kiss Me’ – Sixpence None the Richer  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After the 4-bar intro featuring Eb, Ebmaj7, Eb7 and Ebmaj7, the verse features the same chords until 
finally bar twelve when it finally resolves to the Ab. In the same way as ‘Ride to Atlantis’, the chords in 
‘Kiss Me’ confound our expectation. Our preconceptions are quite narrow and simplistic which means that 
the tiniest alteration in terms of what we ‘expect’ can be effective. ‘Ride to Atlantis’ and ‘Kiss Me’ both 
share the slightly mesmerising, cyclical feel inherent when these types of chords are used repeatedly 
without resolving. 
 

 

 

Vocal  

Gtr  

Bass 

Fig.12 
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Another song which has a similar feeling of ‘failing to resolve’ is the track ‘Everybody’s Talking’ by Harry 
Nilsson, which beautifully meanders around the chords of E, Emaj7 and E6 for what seems an eternity 
before moving onto F#m7 and B and finally resolving back to the E.        
 
Audio – ‘Everybody’s Talkin’ (Nilsson)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the most iconic musical Bond ‘moments’ and ‘sonic signatures’ is an idea that appears in numerous 
Bond films – one which is instantly recognisable. One such occasion is eight seconds into the film 
‘Tomorrow Never Dies’ and the audio track entitled ‘White Knight’ from the same film. 
 
Audio - ‘White Knight’ 00.08’ from Tomorrow Never Dies   Movie – 00.00.08  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.13 
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This enormously successful and instantly recognisable motif works for a number of different reasons. 
Firstly we have the almost fugue-like brass figures. The first one begins on beat 1 but the subsequent 
statements are anticipated, arriving on beat 4 of bar one, beat 3 of bar two and beat 2 of bar four, lending 
the piece a hurried, anticipated feel. Each four-note statement is heavily suggestive of a chord via the 
horizontal harmony created by the line. The 7th from each chord lands on the longest notes. Listeners hear 
these chord suggestions which help the line communicate and give each statement an identity. There is also 
a cumulative harmonic identity, which although not stated as a chord, is implied from the various 7th notes 
of each phrase (see below).  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Songs 
 
Turning finally to a selection of the famous James Bond theme songs, it is interesting from a film scoring 
perspective to see how the songs manage to reference, feature or allude to the ‘Bond sound’. Although 
some of the ‘John Barry sound’ is inevitably about texture, arrangement and instrumentation, much of it is 
to do with harmony, and as such is absolutely key to the ‘Bondness’ of the songs. Many of the songs 
feature obvious references to specific chord sequences synonymous with Bond music, but arguably the 
main stylistic identifier present in Bond songs is that they are frequently caricatured, melodramatic, 
exaggerated and overstated, using dramatic harmonies and sequences which communicate quickly and 
emphatically.    
 
�
�����������	���� �Paul McCartney�
 
The types of chords we find in Bond songs frequently hark back to more traditional times; they’re 
frequently heavily colourful chords such as 7th chords with flattened 9ths, or diminished chords. 
Augmented 5th chords are frequently used, as are very direct chord changes in and out of different key 
centres. Essentially the narrative is direct, immediate, in-your-face and dramatic. Looking firstly at just a 
few bars of the theme song from the film the movie ‘Live and Let Die’, composed by Paul McCartney, we 
can see some real points of harmonic interest and communication.  
 
 

 

                Em7                         G7                       Bm7                         Em7 

Fig.14 
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The first point of harmonic interest is in bar four where we have the backing vocals harmonising the 
D7(b9) chord – a chord which was alluded to in the fourth beat of bar two by the piano. The 7th with a 
flattened 9th is a chord which exudes real traditional romantic tension and emotion. Essentially this is 
because it is ‘nearly’ a diminished chord; if we raised the D bass to a D# the entire harmony slips 
effortlessly into a diminished chord. Looking at the figure below, the first chord is the D7(b9) and the 
second chord is a much more traditional diminished chord.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The closely harmonised piano chords of C6 and A7 in bar six is a particularly rich sequence, and again this 
is because the A7 is almost an alternative for a C#0, containing as it does the C#, E and G.  
 
The transition between bar seven and eight is one of the key points of the piece; the totally unexpected 
Bb/D successfully re-contextualises the note of D from the root to the maj 3rd. But what this sequence also 
does is reference very cleverly the original John Barry chord sequence. Bars two-three of fig.17 below 
contains the phrase in question (the sequence of D to Bb/D). Figure 18 references the original Dm, Bb/D, 
Dm6, Bb/D chord sequence from the Bond films to show the way McCartney references the iconic Bond 
chords within the body of his song.  
 

 

 

When we hear this chord, although we hear the bass 
note, we are primarily influenced by the diminished 
nature of the sound (the F#, A, C and D#). It functions 
like an F#0 with a D in the bass because that’s how we 
hear it.   

Audio – ‘Live and Let Die’ (Paul McCartney & Wings)  
 

Fig.15 

Fig.16 
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Another big ‘moment’ in this song is the chord sequence from G, C/G, G0 to G7. This sequence has the 
drama of the ostinato pedal note of G throughout and also the drama of the anticipated phrasing but in 
addition one the main means of creating tension is the way the sequence changes character from a major 
chord to a 2nd inversion chord, to a diminished chord and finally to a 7th chord.      
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The ‘shock-chord’ harmonies which fill the double tempo section are interesting too, being almost a 
satirised caricatured parody of cliched ‘old movie’ harmonic dissonance. The centre of gravity for the 
dissonance is the piercing ‘E chords over Gm’ moment (bars two and four of the isolated phrase below)    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�

 

(Gm)                     (E)             (C)         (D)                (Gm)                        (E)           (C)         (D)             

 

Vocal  

Piano  

Dm     Bb/D            Dm6     Bb/D 

G              C/G                         G0              G7                          G              C/G                       G0 

 

What makes this more 
italicized is that the E note 
on top of the second 
chord in the sequence 
represents a bright and 
clear maj3rd 

  

Fig.17 

Fig.19 

Fig.20 

Fig.18 
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�������� �KD Lang�
 
The song ‘Surrender’, sung by KD Lang for the movie Tomorrow Never Dies is another great song which 
contains real and palpable harmonic reference to the whole ‘Bond’ aesthetic.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Audio – ‘Surrender’ (KD Lang)  
 Fig.21 
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The song begins with the same harmonic sequence and ‘dirty’ sounding muted trumpet subsequently used 
to great effect on Casino Royale. The sequence from bar five to eight (Gm, F, Bbm, Gb/Bb, F) possesses 
real drama and harmonic identity both in terms of the out-of-key-centre chord change from F to Bbm and 
also in terms of the Bbm, Gb/Bb sequence in bar seven, which alludes to the original ‘James Bond’ 
sequence. The add2 voicing of the strings in bar eleven is symptomatic of the lush orchestrations of the 
‘Bond’ movies and the heavily reverbed trumpet motif at bar twelve alludes to the Bond ‘sound’ rather than 
harmonies. The later statement of the same line in bar nineteen is an octave higher and contains the #5, an 
augmented ‘Bond’ interval which dramatises and heightens the senses. 
 
 
	
�
��
�����������
 �Sheryl Crow�
 
The intro song for the same movie was sung by Sheryl Crow and contained some notable and well-
appropriated examples of the ‘Bond style’. The chorus is transcribed below.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The electric guitar is extremely effective both in terms of its unique textures and the lines it plays. The 
crotchet triplets are rhythmically exciting enough but the there is a real sense of harmonic melodrama when 
the guitar line hits the D note (the maj6th) of the Fm6 chord in bar three of the excerpt; this is a real ‘James 
Bond’ moment. Again, the reason the chord is effective is that it is ‘nearly’ a diminished chord; if the C 
note was lowered to B we would have a diminished chord, which would be much more obvious. The Fm6 
is almost like a subtler, more seductive version of a diminished chord.  
 
In bar three the b10 and b9 chords are stated by strings; again these are extremely communicative chords in 
a traditional way, exuding romantic gestures (b9) and sophisticated jazz connotations (b10). In bar four the 
guitar plays another crotchet triplet line, this time ending up on the min 3rd of the Fm in bar five. In bar five 
the line goes from the Ab (min3rd of Fm chord) to the B (maj3rd of the G chord).  

 

 

 

 

Audio – Tomorrow Never Dies (01.00) Sheryl Crow  
 Fig.21 
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The intervallic jump from Ab down to B features two notes you would get in an F0 chord, so although the 
chord sequence is from Fm to G, there is more than a whiff of the diminished about the guitar leap which 
unites them. In bar eight we see a nod to the original iconic James Bond chord change (Fm, Db/F).  
 
 
�
��
���������	���� �John Barry / Leslie Bricusse�
 
Another song which exudes the kind of harmonies present in the ‘Bond’ movies is the title song to You 
Only Live Twice. This piece has some of the most communicative harmonies and lines of all ‘Bond’ songs. 
The famous string line in bar three of this transcription has been much emulated and was perhaps most 
famously absorbed and appropriated into the Robbie Williams song Millennium. But before we even get to 
bar three, if we observe the string lines in the first two bars we can see real harmonic communication. The 
F#7 chord is articulated horizontally by a combination of cellos, violas and violins leading up to bar three. 
In so doing they repeatedly hit the maj3rd (A#), the 7th (E), and the #5 (D), giving the whole section an 
augmented feel without actually stating the chord vertically. Some of the intervals between the different 
notes also have a strong #5 feel; the interval between the first E note (7th) down to the A# (maj3rd) is itself a 
#5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Audio – ‘You Only Live Twice’ 
 

Fig.22 
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Elsewhere in this book we have discussed the effectiveness of something we called the ‘sci-fi chord 
change’ (C to Gm, G to Dm, D to Am, etc). As we have referenced elsewhere, it works well because the 
second chord of each transition lies outside the key centre of the first, which lends the sequence a feeling of 
harmonic distance. This song is one of the first to feature the sequence so emphatically (bars three-six). If 
we listen and look carefully at the specific chord and voicing of the F#m in bars four and six we can see 
Barry has added some extra tension and colour by way of the 6th and 9th. These intervals create tension 
individually (the maj6th over a minor chord is a real ‘Bond’ extension, as we have seen elsewhere) but also 
collectively they create drama and tension because they constitute a stark, bare 4th interval. Laying a 9th 
over a minor chord creates colour, placing a maj6th also creates colour, but placing both creates its own 
unilateral harmonic dynamic – that of a bare 4th. In context of an F#m chord, the 6th and 9th are the D# and 
G# respectively. This 4th interval could also be heard as the 5th and octave of a G# chord, which means 
there is a faint whiff of polytonality. The sequence between bar nine and ten is interesting because John 
Barry goes even further in creating extra tension in the F#m chord by adding the dual extensions of maj7 
and 9 (E# and G#). Now the polyphonic feeling really does come through; the top three notes of the chord 
(C#, E# and G#) represent a C# chord – played over an F#m chord, thus the tensions are poly-harmonic in 
nature.   
 
Finally, in bar thirteen and fourteen Barry again adds real colour to the chords by adding a 9th to the Em 
and a b10 to the F#7. If we look at the string voicing in the Em9 chord we see that the top four notes of the 
voicing represent, unilaterally, a Gmaj7. This is important because although to call this a polychord is 
ludicrous, the voicing of a chord where the top few notes actually imply a subtly different chord is often 
effective. By simply referring to this as spatial open voicing would be to miss the point that part of the 
reason it communicates so vividly is because it offers us two slightly different colours which subtly suggest 
two chords, not one. To some degree many chords achieve this; the more vivid and complicated they are, 
the more they may offer or imply different contexts and possibilities. This is why they communicate so 
well.    
 
The F#7(b10) in bar fourteen is voiced vividly for strings; the top A (b10) clashes mildly with the maj3rd 
A# (a major 7th lower). Normally the maj3rd in an F#7 (b10th) chord might be voiced an octave lower to 
avoid a clash with the flat 10th. Also, looking at the voicing of the chord on the treble stave, from the 
bottom up without the top ‘A’ note we almost have a diminished chord (E, A#, C#, E)   
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��	���		�� �Burt Bacharach / Carole Bayer Sager�
 
‘Nobody Does it Better’ from the Bond movie The Spy Who Loved Me communicates some vivid and 
effective harmonies right at the start of the piece, in the intro. The song’s music was written by songwriter 
Marvin Hamlisch, who wrote the score to the movie too. The intro features an extremely memorable piano 
intro which features a selection of descending 7th chords and diminished chords. This lends the piece an 
immediate sense of melodrama, delivered in a playful light-hearted manner. Also it pays not to 
underestimate the specific and deliberate piano voicings, such as the initial F chord, inverted over the C, 
which leads eventually to the F chord on bar two, which is, again, over the C. Inversion are such great tools 
if you want simply slip in some quiet tension by altering the exact weighting of the chord 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Audio – ‘Nobody Does it Better’  
 

Fig.23 
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	���������� �John Barry / Don Black�
 
One of the most effective and memorable ‘Bond’ intro songs from the 1960s was the theme from the movie 
‘Thunderball’, written by John Barry and Leslie Bricusse and sung by Tom Jones. Right from the start the 
dominating line is the piercing brass motif which hits the 7th and maj6th interval. This phrase punctuates the 
verse effectively and makes the line just as much a part of the song as the melody line or lyrics. Barry’s 
unique fingerprints are all over this piece; not just the vivid and rugged instrumentation but the harmonic 
abstractions too. Bar two features two chords which communicate a skewed perspective; namely the Ebm 
(with the major 7th) and the F (with the flattened 5th). Like so many other ‘Bond’ songs the diminished feel 
is referenced – this time by virtue of the flattened 5th chord.  
 
Audio - ‘Thunderball’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Looking again at the recurring 7th and 6th over the Bbm chords, these work well because they communicate 
instantly and vividly. But why? The 7th and maj6th extensions normally do different jobs and fulfil different 
functions. The Bbm7 is a softer less intrusive chord than the Bbm6, which is quite colourful and dramatic.  
When we look at and listen to chords which have specific extensions within or on top of the basic chord, 
we look for the answers in the extension note itself, which means we look at the relationship between it and 
the root note. This is how we are conditioned to analyse harmony. If the extension possesses an intrinsic 
quality or characteristic, we assume this is because of how it relates to the root of the chord.   

 

 

Fig.24 
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The m7 (Ab) of the chord is a 5th above the minor3rd (Db) creating a strong, clear interval where both notes 
are uncluttered, whereas [in bar two] the maj6th of the Bbm chord is a #4 above the minor3rd. It matters how 
notes relate to the 3rd of the chord just as much as how they relate to the root, because any 3rd – minor or 
major – is a sensitive, descriptive, emotive interval. The section in the song which is plucked straight from 
the iconic Bond chord sequence can be found in bars fifteen and sixteen, which features the Dm, Bb/D, 
Dm6, Bb/D performed on strings. The melody line and chords from bar thirteen of the phrase really points 
toward a resolution to Bbm on bar fifteen. What makes the move to Dm more effective is that the melody 
note of F sounds perfectly normal and natural even though the chord of Dm is ‘out of the blue’, because it 
constitutes a minor3rd. 
 
������������	���	�������	����
��� �John Barry / Hal David�
 
The ‘Bond’ movie On Her Majesty’s Secret Service was John Barry’s fifth Bond score. He used more 
aggressive sounds in the music. He later said “I have to stick my oar in double strong to make the audience 
try and forget they don't have Sean [Connery]...to be Bondian”. Barry also composed the love song, ‘We 
Have All the Time in the World’, with lyrics by Hal David, sung by Louis Armstrong. Barry recalled 
Armstrong was very ill, but recorded the song in one take. The song title, ‘We Have All the Time in the 
World’, is taken from James Bond’s final words in both the novel and the film, spoken after his wife’s 
death. Although the song doesn’t seem overtly ‘Bondian’ at first glance, looking at the transcription below, 
we can again see some typical John Barry orchestration brushstrokes, along with a few subtle ‘Bond’ 
moments. The delicate string counterpoint in bars five-eight and again an octave higher in bars thirteen-
sixteen works well with Armstrong’s vocal line; the two lines function as Q&A, following each other, 
creating one melodic contour (highlighted) - a contour in which the strings play just as strong a part as the 
voice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

5th  #4  But one of the central reasons the Bbm6 
chord communicates differently to the Bbm7 
is because of the relation the extensions have 
with the chord’s crucial and descriptive 
min3rd.  
 

 

Audio – ‘We have all the time in the world’ 
 

 

Fig.25 
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The real ‘Bond’ moments come in bar eight during the first melodic statement and again in bar sixteen 
during the second melodic statement. A mixture of the chord of Em6 and the string line beginning of the 6th 
(C#) then jumping from the 5th (B) to the 9th (F#) creates a palpable and distinctive harmonic event 
reminiscent of the sultry ‘Bond’ sound.  
 
Finally we come to what is, at the time of writing, the latest Bond song, ‘Skyfall’. 
 

������� Paul Epworth / Adele  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Audio – ‘Skyfall’  Fig.27 
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Although the 5th interval contours of the vocal line in the chorus of Skyfall (bar twenty six, fig 27) have 
similarities to another great Bond song, Diamonds are Forever, the other harmonic identifiers are equally 
interesting; if we examine the boxed sections (bars eighteen to twenty, bars twenty-six to twenty eight, bars 
thirty to thirty-two and bars thirty-four to thirty six) we see a consistent chord sequence (Cm, Ab, F, Fm). 
We then see that the intro and part of the first verse (bars ten to fifteen) had contained the same chords but 
with notable subtle omissions (omitted 5th on the Cm chord and omitted 3rd on the F chord) to disguise their 
true ‘Bond’ colours.  By ‘Bond colours’, I mean the chord sequence contained in bars one and two, below 
(fig.28); the first two bars contain a famous ‘Bond’ sequence (Cm, Ab/C, Cm6, Ab/C) whereas the chords 
from Skyfall are transcribed in bars four to five of fig 28. We can see that this ‘version’ of the ‘Bond’ 
sequence, with its root-positioned chords, is perhaps less obvious and less colourful but it is a nod 
nevertheless and one which the audience ‘get’.   
 
The A note in bar two (the maj6th of the Cm chord) sounds quite distinctive; we only have to hear it in 
context and we instantly hear James Bond. In the Skyfall version the A note (bar five) represents the maj 3rd 
of the F chord but the top note of each chord in bars one to two is still the same as the top note of each 
chord in bars four to five; it is the chordal accompaniment that is subtly different and deliberately lacks the 
distinct maj6 interval. The second chord in the original Bond sequence (Ab/C) is made more dramatic by 
the inverted bass; the Skyfall version is simply root-based.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

A note = maj6th    

The same bass note also adds to 
‘Bondness’ of the sequence    

In this version the chord are root-based     

Ab note = root    A note = maj3rd    
Ab note = min 3rd   
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The James Bond title songs are extremely effective, vivid and dramatic. In large part this is because, 
despite coming in a range of different shapes, sizes and styles, they manage to weave the harmonies 
inherent in the ‘Bond’ scores. They manage to carefully mimic, caricature, satirise and ironize a careful 
selection of the most dramatic, recognisable and palpable harmonies and instrumental characteristics from 
the films. They are driven by cliché, formula and, appropriately, the kind of modus operandi that comes 
straight from the DNA of the Bond harmonies.  
 
Ultimately, and rather obviously, most music associated with films is heard and rationalised in context of 
the film. The film forms part of the context of how we understand and evaluate the music; it is impossible 
to divorce the two. As an example, if you were to hear Zimmer’s track ‘Now We Are Free’, from Gladiator 
but had not seen the film, you would still probably know of the film and the basic story behind it. This 
would inform your perceptions of the music. With Bond films this relationship between the music and the 
context in which it exists is more evident. Essentially the two are inseparable. Even since ‘Bond’ 
progressed from being a dapper gentleman in a suit to being a rugged and ruthless mercenary, the flavour of 
the music is still consistent. However mercenary and ruthless Bond becomes, there will still be the Tux, the 
Casinos, the women, and most importantly, the music. We watch Bond but the music is how we remember 
him.  
 
 


