
Milk is an inspirational biopic about the life of gay activist Harvey Milk 
in the 1970s. Brimming with talented actors, this ýlm serves to revive 



of setting a variety of moods throughout the narrative. For instance, at the 
beginning when Harvey and his boyfriend at the time, Scott, open up the 
camera store “Castro Camera” (the Castro in San Francisco, CA is known 
for being one of the ýrst gay neighborhoods of the United States), Elfmanôs 
score is ýlled with hopeful, brisk, staccato strings paired with a choral 
element of uplifting, high voices. This track, “The Kiss,” both optimistically 
speaks to how much Harvey envisioned for his life with Scott as it also 
lets the viewer know that they are settling in for a rollercoaster of events 
to come.

An example of placing the audience in an intensely emotional state 
is when riots begin to ensue in the streets of the Castro because of the 
repeal of the gay rights ordinance, a law which would make it legal for 
employers to ýre employees who are gay. Harvey is brought down from 
his apartment to the streets to help. Once Harvey is outside, the camera 
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notes, which intensify the unnerving scene. There are also many instances 

of legato, or long, drawn-out notes, for the strings that build up the viewer’s 
anticipation for what the next note will be, or in relation to the movie, the 
audience ýnally discovering Jackôs fate. The guitar then comes in and 
takes over the focus of the track, placing the strings in the background as 
the scene comes to a devastating close.

Near the end of this ýlmôs emotional journey, archival footage of 
the Castro’s residents holding a candlelit vigil for Harvey Milk and then-
Mayor of San Francisco, George Moscone, after they were killed in City 
Hall is shown. This scene uses a powerful track by Elfman entitled “Give 
‘em Hope,” a famous phrase by Harvey himself, which has sections that 
are similar to “Harvey’s Theme 1” as it contains a leitmotif, or a repeated 
melody, from the latter track. Just as his theme is throughout the ýlm, 
Harvey Milk was a symbol of hope not just to the people of the Castro and 
San Francisco, but to those across the nation, both young and old, who 
saw the chain reaction that his actions and bravery brought about. Having 
it repeated during this vigil, when it seems like hope is lost, is very moving 
because it is a cue to the viewer that slowly but surely things will get better 
and heal themselves. Though it will not be the same, life will progress, and 
hope will be restored.

Through his political activism, Harvey Milk became a symbol of hope 
to the gay community across the country. The enormous, widespread impact 
that he had on the world is immeasurable. He helped the gay community 
gain civil rights, created representation for the LGBTQ+ community in 
a public seat of ofýce, spread awareness for the issues that the Castro 
community were affected by, and helped pass laws to protect gay people 
across the nation from the bigoted regulations that stood against them; the 
list goes on and on. Despite his struggles, Harvey found solace in hope for 
a “better tomorrow.”3 He shared that hope with the world making it a more 
loving and accepting place than when he was born. Danny Elfman’s score 
beautifully transforms this ýlm into a moving piece of art and underlines the 
activist’s beliefs and hopes for the future. His narrative and musical journey 
move in tandem with one another as the events of Harvey’s life drive this 
emotional journey. In Harvey Milk’s simple yet wise words, “You gotta give 
‘em hope, you gotta give ‘em hope.”

    3   Ibid.


