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1. INTRODUCTION
Beginning with City Lights in 1931, every Chaplin film bears some form of the controversial
credit—“Music by Charles Chaplin”. Yet Chaplin could not read or write music. Instead, he
employed a string of “music associates” to help him arrange and orchestrate his musical vision
into a proper orchestral score.
In his review of City Lights titled “The Chaplin Buncombe,” noted critic George Jean Nathan
ridiculed Chaplin as “a very shabby musician.” 1 And Chaplin didn’t help matters. In an interview
about the score, he gave full credit to his music associate, Arthur Johnston, and humbly remarked
that he himself did nothing more than “la la” the music. This modest appraisal of his own
abilities unfortunately set the tone for a lifelong critical dismissal of Chaplin’s film music. It also
raised questions about his actual musical contributions that haunt his reputation as a composer to
this day. But Chaplin did far more than simply “la la”—he had definite ideas about what he
wanted musically and communicated those ideas down to the smallest detail.
A complete analysis of the City Lights score goes beyond the scope of this discussion, but I
will be covering it in more detail in the book I am writing on Chaplin’s film music to be
published by McFarland & Co. Instead, I will dispute Nathan’s slur—and even Chaplin’s opinion
of himself—by looking at three areas related to Chaplin’s new role as composer:
1. How his musical background influenced his compositional methods,
2. How the use of select popular tunes enhanced the character of the Tramp, and
3. How Chaplin’s original themes gave the Tramp a personal, new musical identity.
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2. BACKGROUND
When work began on City Lights in 1928, Chaplin and his beloved Tramp character were caught
in the middle of a cinematic revolution. The release of The Jazz Singer the year before had
ushered in the sound era and audiences were eager to hear the Tramp speak. While the rest of
Hollywood was scrambling to convert to sound, Chaplin refused to give up what he called “the
eloquence and beauty of pantomime.”2 However, he was willing to bow to the new technology
through the use of sound effects and recorded music. From this point forward, the actor, writer,
director, and producer added yet another role to his job description—composer.
But City Lights was not Chaplin’s first foray into music. In 1916, he co-founded the Charlie
Chaplin Music Publishing Company. Chaplin called the venture “collegiate and mad,” and joked
they sold only three copies of what he described as “two very bad songs and musical
compositions of mine.” 3 And within three months, the misguided enterprise shut down.
Though he had composed some original themes for The Idle Class and The Kid, Chaplin
faced the task of writing 82 minutes of music for City Lights, a daunting prospect for even the
most seasoned composer. And since he couldn’t read or write music, Chaplin was forced to
convey his musical vision by whatever means necessary.

2.1. Chaplin’s Compositional Methods
Chaplin had taught himself to play the violin and cello long before he began in films. During his
stage career, he would drag his cello along on tour. He later had a special violin made, reversing
the fingerboard because he felt he had greater dexterity in the fingers of his right hand. So it was
only natural for Chaplin to compose by scratching out his melodies on these particular
instruments. His fondness for the violin and cello also led to orchestrations that relied heavily on
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the string section. Eric James, who was Chaplin’s music associate the last 18 years of his life,
believed Chaplin would have used the strings “in every conceivable passage of the music,” had
James not taken a firm stand and pointed out that “their repetitious use would destroy the validity
of all that [they] had done.” 4 In addition to the violin and cello, Chaplin would pluck out
melodies on the piano with the first three fingers of his right hand. If all else failed, he would
sing, hum, or whistle musical fragments.
According to David Raksin, who served as an orchestrator and arranger on Modern Times,
Chaplin “knew a good deal about music. And what he didn’t know, he would pick up from
everybody.”5 What this meant in practice is that Chaplin would sometimes compile melodies by
jotting down the names of established pieces of music that contained the notes he required. For
example, one melody could begin using the first two notes from an orchestral work by Grieg, the
next four notes from the opening bars of a Liszt piano piece, another three bars from something
else, and so on.
Chaplin’s laborious compositional process used any and all combinations of these various
methods. It was then up to the music associate to decode the list and create the melody he felt
Chaplin had in mind—note by note and phrase by phrase—until every phrase had been allocated.
A document located in the Chaplin Archive shows a string of musical notes written out in letters.
There is no rhythm attached, but we can assume this was a result of one of Chaplin’s dictation
sessions with his music associate.
Raksin also remarked that not much escaped Chaplin’s eye or ear. Chaplin had suggestions
not only about themes and their appropriateness but also about the way in which the music
should develop—whether the melodies should move “up” or “down,” and whether the
accompaniment should be “tranquil” or “busy.”6 Chaplin also used the names of other composers
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when he wanted a particular style. For instance, he might say, “A bit of ‘Gershwin’ might be nice
there,”7 or ask for a phrase to be made “Wagnerian”.8 Paperwork at the Chaplin Archive lists
pages of detailed notes on the music—reel-by-reel and cue-by-cue. (These include notes such as
“On insert of Henry, begin hurry music” and “As elevator goes down with C.C. on it—run down
the scale.”) These notes demonstrate not only the broader level of Chaplin’s commentary, but
also the minute detail he incorporated to make sure each note and phrase was properly placed.
Eric James later called the whole process “the most arduous and difficult way” he’d ever
heard of in music composition.9 But Meredith Willson, the music associate on The Great
Dictator and later the composer/lyricist of The Music Man, said that Chaplin’s ideas “unerringly
work[ed] out to be exactly what the sequence needed.” 10 And sometimes a sequence needed a
melody that was instantly recognizable to his audience.

2.2. Popular Tunes
On most of his previous feature films, Chaplin collaborated with various musicians to pull
together compilation scores of classical music, popular tunes of the day, and stock library cues
which were written to be plugged into any silent film. For instance, the program for The Kid
shows a string of library cues with “descriptive” titles like Dramatic Tension No. 44 alongside
Bach’s “Ave Maria” and “Rock-a-Bye Baby”.11 The Circus included everything from Scott
Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag” and Irving Berlin’s “Blue Skies” to music from Victor Herbert’s
Naughty Marietta and Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci. Unfortunately, these compilation scores were at
the mercy of the theater musicians and, as Chaplin said in an interview, one could only “hope the
organist would play them.”12 In his review of City Lights, George Jean Nathan incorrectly stated
the score consisted of “nothing more than a cheap paraphrase of...past popular tunes.”13 But with
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the advent of sound, Chaplin was able to re-engage his compositional side and incorporated only
a handful of familiar songs in the City Lights score.
The first recognizable tune occurs in the opening scene where the Tramp is discovered
sleeping underneath a tarp on a new statue that is being dedicated. When he wakes up and
gracefully tries to get down, he impales himself on the sword of a neighboring statue. The band
strikes up “The Star-Spangled Banner” (Fig. 1), and he struggles to remain erect and properly
patriotic, all the while still impaled on the sword. The cue is only 21 seconds long but Chaplin
mines further humor from the situation by contrasting the Tramp’s silliness against a typically
solemn tune.
Fig. 1

The next popular melody may be unfamiliar to many of today’s audiences, but it underscores
one of Chaplin’s cleverest uses of music. In the party scene at the millionaire’s mansion, the
Tramp accidentally swallows a whistle, and as he hiccups, the whistle chirps. The situation gives
Chaplin one of his best audio gags, one that would not have been nearly as successful without
synchronized sound. When a singer stands up to perform, the melody he “sings” is only heard in
the solo violin introduction that accompanies him. The humor comes from the song title—“I
Hear You Calling Me” (Fig. 2), a British ballad from 1908 that became a hit for Irish tenor John
McCormack. When the Tramp moves to the patio, a duet for boozy trombone and violin subtly
heightens the comedy as the whistle “calls” a cab from around the corner. Chaplin’s audiences
probably would have understood the musical reference, especially since McCormack had
recently sung the song in the 1930 film Song o’ My Heart. Today, the laughs result from a
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combination of the whistle and the Tramp’s peerless facial expressions. But Chaplin’s sly
musical take on the song title gives the moment an extra level of clever musical wit.
Fig. 2

The most prominent use of a popular tune was supposed to be an original Chaplin theme. In
October 1928, Chaplin copyrighted a song he had written called “Beautiful, Wonderful Eyes”.
Though the song wasn’t used in the film, it was undoubtedly meant to serve as the theme for the
blind flower girl. The song’s early copyright date further proves that Chaplin intended using his
own music in the film from the beginning planning stages. Instead, Chaplin replaced that tune
with “La Violetera” (Fig. 3), written by José Padilla in 1914 and also known as “Who’ll Buy My
Violets”. No doubt Chaplin chose to incorporate the tune as a tribute to Spanish singer Raquel
Meller, who had popularized the song and whom Chaplin had originally tried to secure for the
lead role in the film. Unfortunately, the Spanish flavor of the melody doesn’t match the delicate
quality of Virginia Cherrill’s performance.
Fig. 3

On the other hand, the habanera rhythm in the accompaniment (Fig. 4) can be interpreted as
the Tramp’s courtship dance. The habanera’s weight on the downbeat followed by a lift up to the
first quarter note and back paints a subliminal impression of his shy reticence in pursuing her. In
other words, there is hesitation in the musical rests, followed by a slight “step” forward, then
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back. This understated rhythm underscores the Tramp’s actual back-and-forth movements in his
first meeting with the flower girl. At this stage, it also provides a more interesting musical clue to
their budding relationship than the overt sentimentality of the main melody.
Fig. 4

Chaplin quotes other popular tunes such as Stephen Foster’s “Old Folks at Home,” W. C.
Handy’s “St. Louis Blues,” and some clever uses of “How Dry I Am” for the drunk millionaire.
But most of the 82-minute score consists of Chaplin’s original music.

2.3. Original Musical Themes
Chaplin described his musical style as “simple,” 14 in keeping with the character of the Tramp.
This “simple music,” combined with Chaplin’s natural melodic gifts, produced hummable tunes
that often harkened back to his days in the English music halls. Out of the dozens of themes
Chaplin composed for City Lights, we will look at four melodies that give us a window into
Chaplin’s musical view of the Tramp.
In this score, Chaplin laid the groundwork for certain musical styles that he would continue
to use through the rest of his career. First up are the “Promenade” themes, two primary themes
that embody the Tramp’s carefree walk through life. The first theme is an ascending melody (Fig.
5) that accompanies the Tramp on his first leisurely sidewalk stroll. The triplets and dotted
rhythms give the theme an easygoing bounce that offsets the cruelty of the taunting newspaper
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boys on the corner. Chaplin also uses this “Promenade” theme as a springboard for other themes,
which also incorporate bright major key signatures and dotted rhythms, and provide further
musical confirmation of the Tramp’s innocence and essential good nature.
Fig. 5

The second half of the Tramp’s promenade music is a waltz (Fig. 6), one of several Chaplin
composed for the film and a musical genre he used in nearly every score. The “Valse
‘Promenade’” immediately follows the earlier “Promenade” theme as the Tramp eyes a naked
mannequin through a store window. The melody line mimics the Tramp’s back-and-forth steps as
he comes perilously close to falling into the elevator shaft in the sidewalk. The use of caesuras,
which are musical markings that indicate a complete pause, give the theme a halting quality.
These are particularly effective as we can almost see what the Tramp is thinking during these
musical rests. The theme, which plays in straightforward three-quarter time in later scenes, is
marked gracioso, another strong musical clue of Chaplin’s view of the character.
Fig. 6

These two “Promenade” themes are associated with the Tramp’s elegant view of himself, at
least as seen through the eyes of his creator. An outsider’s view of the Tramp, however, whether
from the viewpoint of other characters or from us as audience members, is decidedly different.
Chaplin neatly presents the more obvious bumbling side of the Tramp’s personality with a
loping, staccato theme in the bassoon (Fig. 7). Though it is not a strict interpolation of the first
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“Promenade” theme, the dotted rhythms and triplets also relate this theme to its predecessor.
Fig. 7

The final theme under discussion basically bookends the score and is heard only twice within
the body of the film at moments of maximum emotional impact. The first instance occurs after
the Tramp drives the blind girl home in the millionaire’s car. On the steps to her flat, he seals his
affections with a kiss of her hand. In the memorable finale, the blind girl touches the Tramp’s
hand, finally realizing that he provided the money for the operation to restore her sight. In both
cases, the glacial pace of the melody hovering over sustained chords gives the theme an ethereal
quality and adds greatly to the poignancy of the scenes. In its earlier incarnation, the theme is
scored softly for nearly the entire orchestra, with gentle, syncopated afterbeats in the
accompaniment. For the emotional final scene, the pianissimo melody (Fig. 8) is delicately
orchestrated for violin quartet and appropriately marked “tenderly” in the score.
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Fig. 8

As Chaplin fades the film to black, he scores the music against our expectations. After such a
delicate and heartbreaking visual and musical finale, why did Chaplin choose to close the score
so forcefully in the full orchestra? Was it to cap off the film on a grand, dramatic scale? Or does
it add even further to the ambiguity of what happens to the two characters after the final shot?
The final A-minor chord does not lean toward a happy resolution. But in the 80 years since it was
first shown, this classic ending is still open to interpretation and discussion, which has as much
to do with Chaplin’s music as his memorable visuals.

3. CONCLUSIONS
After filming on City Lights ended on October 4, 1930, Chaplin immediately started work on the
score. Beginning in November, and for the next two months, he collaborated with music
associate Arthur Johnston and conductor Alfred Newman on the music. Recording sessions
continued through most of January 1931, with some sessions lasting until two in the morning.
Even following preview screenings, Chaplin and his associates still tinkered with the score to
match newly edited scenes. This level of commitment, especially when paired with our previous
discussion of Chaplin’s attention to detail, strongly contradicts George Jean Nathan’s criticism of
Chaplin as a “shabby musician.”
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Unfortunately, over the years music critics have dismissed Chaplin’s musicianship because of
his lack of formal musical education or ignored it altogether. This has harmed his place in film
music history. But from the beginning of the sound era through today, Hollywood film
composers by and large have used orchestrators and sometimes arrangers to help flesh out their
scores—like Chaplin did—though how much of that is primarily due to the rigorous film
schedules is up for debate. In addition, thanks to advances in technology, many film composers
today who are not trained in composition and may not even be able to read music—again, like
Chaplin—can now use sophisticated software to help them create their scores. Yet Chaplin’s film
music and his reputation as a composer are still rarely given the recognition they deserve.
But no one knew the Tramp better than Chaplin. And as one newspaper article noted at the
time, there were many fine musicians in Hollywood synchronizing music to picture, but could
they interpret the personalities of the stars as well as Chaplin had done for himself?15 David
Raksin admitted that “no informed person” ever claimed that Chaplin had any of the essential
techniques of composing, but neither did he feed his music associates a tune and let them take it
from there. Chaplin and his associates spent hours, days and months in the projection room,
running scenes and bits of action over and over, until he had shaped the music exactly the way he
wanted it.16 And in that age of cinematic transition, Chaplin took on a role few filmmakers have
had the audacity to attempt even today. Chaplin continued to compose the music for his films for
the rest of his career. In the last decades of his life, he also re-released his earlier features from
the silent era and many of his shorts, composing new scores for them as well. The result is an
astonishing body of music composition unmatched by any other filmmaker.
Eric James wrote in his autobiography that “[Charlie] always wanted music that was tuneful
even if a little old-fashioned. He once commented that if the public didn’t like his picture they
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should be able to close their eyes and enjoy the music!”17 But Chaplin also believed that the
combination of pantomime and music formed what he called “the finest screen marriage.” 18
Sure, you can close your eyes and enjoy Chaplin’s music without watching the Tramp’s
endearing antics on screen. But why divorce yourself from this loving marriage?
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