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About a Music Man 


When Luchino Visconti transformed Thomas Mann's novella Death in Venice into a screenplay, one of the few changes he made was converting the profession of the main character from a writer to a composer. The film is accompanied by a stunning musical score which serves to represent passion. Music, as with any art form, has always been a way of encapsulating emotion, but it, more than other mediums, seems representative of one's identity. Everyone has their own favorite song and genre, and frequently music taste dictates the way a person dresses or who he or she befriends. In an interview with FailBetter.com, Nick Hornby, author of About a Boy, explains, “I still maintain that music is the best way of getting the self-expression job done. I have quite often been convinced that some song or other contains the meaning of life - or the meaning of my life at a particular moment” (Nick Hornby Interview). This opinion translates clearly into his novel and thus into the associated screenplay and film. In both the novel and the screenplay (as well as the corresponding movie), music is symbolic of identity and emotional self-expression whereas technology, such as television and video games, is representative of conformity and a dearth of passion; however, the novel and the screenplay use these symbols to develop slightly different messages about how one should use or not use emotional self- expression to survive happily in society.   


In examining how music and technology are symbolic in the novel, it is most helpful to closely study each main character’s relation to them. First there is Will, a thirty year old bachelor, who has never had a job, a steady girlfriend, or much of anything at all in his life to define him. In fact, his closest relationship seems to be with his television set, which he uses to measure the progress of his day. Television allows him to avoid creating his own identity, and, as a result, he is able to avoid emotion entirely. He hides behind the screen, never being passionate enough about anything to incorporate it into himself, and thus never feeling anything. Marcus is possibly the first thing that Will has ever cared about, but when Marcus comes ringing Will's doorbell, Will is reluctant to tear himself away from the television screen: “His first instinct was to turn the volume on the TV up and ignore it all” (Hornby 120). Will uses the television as a substitute for a personal identity, not only oppressing his feelings but abstaining from having any to begin with. 


Will's relationship to music is not as straightforward. Music is what sustains him—he lives off the royalties from a song his father wrote— but he despises the song. He knows it is necessary for his existence but avoids it as much as possible. On some level, Will knows that his life is incomplete the way he is living it and will occasionally take a step towards creating an personal identity by applying for a job; however, he will never fully committed to this move. The only things he seems entirely dedicated to are his lies. Through his deceit, he can experience emotion for a while without truly having to feel, and, like a song, he can turn off this persona the moment it becomes overwhelming: “Will had spent his whole life avoiding real stuff... He liked watching real stuff... and listening to... Kurt Cobain singing about real stuff, but he'd never had real stuff sitting on his sofa before” (Hornby 117). Will's fake identities are as superficial and shallow as his father's song: to the onlooker, they may seem appealing, but they are devoid of substance and destine to be disappointing failures. Will's treatment of music mirrors his use of lies: “A replacement for real feelings rather than an expression of them” (158).


 If Will cares about nothing, Fiona cares about everything. So unlike Will who uses television to avoid expression of his identity, Fiona rejects technology relying solely on music. She is a music therapist, and, for her, songs are an outlet of her emotion. Will is appalled by her singing, “It wasn't the quality that embarrassed him, it was the sincerity...Fiona meant it...There was nothing between her and the songs; she was inside them” (Hornby 100-101).  Fiona cannot separate her identity from her emotion, so she is consumed by it, attempting suicide: “People who meant it were much more likely to kill themselves than people who didn't: [Will] couldn't recall ever having the faintest urge to take his own life, and he found it hard to imagine that he ever world. When it came down to it, he just wasn't that engaged...You had to be engaged to sing with your eyes closed... Fiona did good works and they had driven her mad: she was vulnerable, messed-up, inadequate” (Hornby 102). As demonstrated by her relationship with music, Fiona cares so deeply about everything that she cannot find a way to fit into society, and thus, she must shut her eyes to block it out when she sings. The very passion that makes up her personal identity destroys her.  


These characters are polar opposite, and neither of them is able to exist happily in society: “It seemed that whether you felt something, or whether you felt nothing, it didn't matter: your response were off either way” (Hornby 284). So which is it? Should people disengage, care about nothing, and live a half-life? Or should they feel deeply and risk being destroyed by that? The novel suggests that to live happily there must be balance between emotional self-expression of unique identity and suppression of feelings through conformity. This idea is communicated by the growth of two main characters and the associated change in their relationships to music and technology. 

 At the beginning of the novel, Marcus, Fiona's son, is made fun of at school. He is teased for his clothes and glasses but especially because he often sings out loud. Marcus' mother has always encouraged him to be different and to openly express his identity; however, by the end of the novel, Marcus realizes this is what stops him from fitting into society: “It was why he listened to music that was old fashioned, or that no one else had ever heard of” (Hornby 135). From Will, Marcus learns how to fit into society. Marcus discovers an entirely new type of music and, in conjuncture, an entirely new set of things to care about which allows him to make friends. By the end of the novel, Marcus refuses to sing Joni Mitchell, asking to watch a movie instead. Marcus may have sacrificed part of his uniqueness, represented by the music of Joni Mitchell, in favor of conformity, represented by the video, but he is now able to live happily in society.


On the other hand, Will undergoes a reverse transformation. He falls in love with a woman and is finally passionate about something. He is forced to give up his protective shell and can no longer hide behind a television set. He cannot simply live through other people’s songs or television programs: “He felt like a blank twit, a cypher, someone who had done nothing with his whole life apart from watch Countdown and drive around listening to Nirvana records... Will wanted to say that he had written the music for Robert's last film” (Hornby 193). Will wishes that he could be a composer, a possessor of a unique identity, a master of self expression. Meeting Rachel makes him realize that to truly be happy he must show some level of emotional self- expression: “He'd be singing with his eyes closed soon, an there was nothing he could do about it” (Hornby 234) . The novel suggest, through the symbols of music and technology, that emotional expression of the self is essential to fulfillment, but some amount of conformity and repression are also necessary in order to survive harmoniously in society. 


The screenplay and movie also use the symbols of music and technology to comment about the importance of emotional expression and conformity; however they take a different view than the novel. The movie and screenplay focus solely on the transformation of Will, suggesting that only honest emotional expression of identity, and not conformity, is necessary to live a happy life. Technology is presented in much the same way in the screenplay as in the novel. Will uses it as a simile to describe his life: “The thing is, a person's life is like a TV show. I was the star of The Will Show. And The Will Show wasn't an ensemble drama. Guests came and went, but I was the regular. It came down to me and me alone” (Hedges). Technology is, again, Will's way of isolating himself from others. This idea is communicated effectively in the film by the use of camera angles. The camera will often focus directly on the television, shielding Will from view, suggesting, as the book does, that Will's identity is made up of a shallow conglomerate of empty fictional relationships. In one of the most dramatic scenes in the movie, Will pushes Marcus away in favor of the isolated, apathetic life he is accustom to. Marcus retorts, “You're a stupid person who watches TV all day...You don't give a shit about anybody, and nobody gives a shit about you!” (Hedges). There is nothing to Will outside of his television set, and there never will be until Will starts to care about others. Technology in the movie and screenplay remain a symbol of Will’s lack of identity and emotional connection. 


Music is also presented with a similar symbolic meaning to the book; however, the film possesses the advantage that it can use an actual audible score to convey this message. When we meet Will, the music played in his scenes is pop jingles that possess no depth or meaning and have no lyrics. In contrast, Marcus and his mother's songs have passionate lyrics, and Marcus and his mother both have the ability to express themselves by singing along to those word. As Will begins to care for Marcus and is forced to experience emotion, the songs in his scenes begin to have lyrics. The scene where Marcus comes over to Will's house after being bullied is the first scene Will is in that is accompanied by a song with lyrics. Later in the film, when Will begins to tell Rachel the truth about his feelings, there is a twinkling of music. The music gives the impression of something trying to break through, but, as Will fails to express himself, the music falls off. The movie uses shallow jingles to represent Will's superficial identity and deep lyrical songs to demonstrate Marcus and Fiona's intense emotional self-expression. As Will begins to express himself, his songs become expressive as well, gaining words and thus the ability to touch others. 


The screenplay's biggest diversion from the book comes in the ending. This ending is what significantly changes the message of the tale. Unlike in the novel, Marcus does not conform. Instead, he stands strong in front of the entire school singing “Killing Me Softly”. Marcus has been warned he will be mocked, but he does not care. While the song itself is not an expression of Marcus' identity, the reason behind singing is: he care about nothing more than making his mother happy. He will not give up what is important to him to appease others. Will rushes to Marcus and tries to talk him out of singing, but he finds that Marcus is steadfast in his choice. So, Will decides to sing with him: “So there I was, killing them softly with my song. Or rather, being killed. And not that softly, either. I was singing with my eyes closed. Was I frightened? I was petrified” (Hedges). Even after having food thrown at him, Will keeps singing. He has realized that despite that fact that caring about something or someone means the possibility of getting hurt, it is worth going against the status quo. Music, in this scene, is the ultimate symbol of Will's expression of identity. The screenplay and movie argue that passionate expression of the self, even when it contradicts society, is the key to a happy life. 


Why the metamorphosis in screenplay and movie? In his author’s note in A Clockwork Orange, Anthony Burgess discusses the transformation of his novel into a screenplay, explaining that his final chapter was cut. This final chapter significantly changed the meaning of the piece, but Stanley Kubrick thought audiences would find the movie more appealing this way, so the theme was changed to suit viewers. Such is the case with About a Boy. Yes, there is a reality in the novels idea of balance that is eliminated in the screenplay and subsequent movie—it hard to imagine Marcus being particularly happy at school after his embarrassing performance—but sometimes humans want to see what they think should be instead of what is. Society tells people every day that they must fit it. They should not be themselves. People rarely need encouragement to conform, but they many need a reminder that there are some parts of their identity, the parts that care most passionately about, that are worth standing up for.  A movie preaching standing out rather than fitting may inspire audiences to make a change in their own life or give a struggling viewer hope. Both the novel and film employ the symbols of music and technology to address the role of self-expression in society; however, where the novel takes a realistic, the screenplay and film cling to a view of inspiring hope. It is this touching daydream that moved so many viewers. 
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