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Nineteenth-Century Melodrama:
A Response

Laurence Senelick

Since I am neither a musicologist nor a tormer student of Professor Ward, my
presence here may require some justification. To that end I can claim the pe-
culiar distinction of being one of the tew members of this assemblage to have seen
a production ot the mother of all melodramas, Coclina, ou I’Enfant di mystére—not
the premicre production, but a staging on the Paris tninge nearly a decade ago. The
original music composed by Charles Court for this recent version enjoyed all the
advantages of modern technology: it was played on a Moog synthesizer, recorded
on magnetic tape, and amplified over a stercophonic sound system. It consequently
was a failure; tor only live imusicians can synchronize with the seemingly spontane-
ous reverberation of live actors, and only they can literally chime in by appropri-
ately underscoring immediate sensation. Court’s music served chiefly to bridge
scenes or to function as a kind ot weird Muzak bencath extended passages ot dia-
loguc; but it could not work, as the best melodrama music does, as an mvisible
guide that directs the emotions.

Protessor Shapiro has suggested that the music makes a melodramatic situation
“cmotionally real” for the audience. This is, I think, 1ts crucial function, and the
onc which points most clearly to the power of melodrama as an abiding genre. Of
course the music also underlines, highlights, and punctuates events. It aids in shift-
ing the tone or atmosphere of the stage, and may sct i reliet a protagonist’s mood,
espectally when 1c contrasts sharply with the general ambience of the scenic action.
But the music’s prime goal 1s to vahidate emotional effect.

Melodrama was a child of the French Revolution and, like it, could claim the
philosophes ot the Enhghtenment as godfathers. Protessor Shapiro refers to the 1im-
portance of the mute tableau that often ended an act. It was Diderot, spired by
the sentimental genre paintings of Jean-Baptiste Greuze, who had earlier recom-
mended the use of such stage tableaux as an emotonal cynosure for the audience.
They were meant to concentrate the attective focus of a powertul situation by
organically relating cach character on stage to the moment. The cttect was to be
uncluttered by words, which Diderot considered inadequatce as natural expression;
so music was a logical aid to interpreting the mimic situation of the tableau. What
he envisaged was not unhike similar devices of static posing i Asian theater. Mclo-
drama makes “points,” and 1s not above freezing these points so that the audience
doesn’t miss them.

Protessor Shapiro astutely cites Rousscau’s Pygmalion as an important antecedent;
the Genevan's influence can be seen m another way as well. Melodrama puts a
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Rousseauan value on pure, unsophisticated ettusions of teeling, as opposed to
covert or camoutlaged emotion. Naivet¢ in the characters was to be mirrored by a
like naiveré amongse the spectators. The tirst audiences for melodrama were of the
people, and their responses to a theatrical presentation were immediate and
untcutored; unlike the refined public for neoclassical tragedy and comedy, they
Judged with their eyes and not with their cars, their hearts and not with therr minds.
Hencee the emphatic use of pantonume, picturesque scenery, and spectacular effects
in the carliest melodrama. Words were purely tunctional, to keep the plot moving
and to attest to certain basic attective reactions. The virtuoso role was often a mute
one, an 1ot or a maimed vagabond or even a dog, whose inarticulateness con-
noted the inadequacy ot rhetorie or philosophic logorrhea in the brave new world
that succeeded the ancien régime.

Music, therefore, was intended to be so natural an accessory of the dramatic
action that 1t could touch the spectators’ consciousness subliminally and aid their
unschooled sensibilities by channeling their sympathies and antipathies to the
proper objects. According to Protessor Peter Brooks, “the emotional drama needs
the desemantcized language of music, 1ts evocation of the “inettable,’ its tones and
registers.” The musical patterning of melodrama, he declares, helped invest it with
“some of the mexorability and necessity™ thac earlier drama had derived from a
“substratum of myth.”" The almost uninterrupted music did not flow beneath the
action smoothly like a bloodstream, but rather recorded emotional ups and downs
the wav an electroencephalogram sketches brain-waves.

This mystical marriage of music and emouon has 1ts proto-Wagnerian side, tor
melodrama music depended heavily on leitmotits. As the French historian Paul
Gimsty has written. “the plainuve flute suits the paimn of the persecuted heroine,
the double bass accompanies the tvrant, the comic 1s preceded by a hively and ani-
mated melody.” The music similarly seconded and endorsed the spectators’ prob-
able reactions; when the villain stabbed a sympathetic character, the orchestra
would produce its famous tremolo, a muttled rumble of horror which accentuated
the frisson of terror in the audience, and simultaneously sanctioned it.

Descnbing the uses of melodrama music in 1881, Percy Fitzgerald (with tongue
only partly in cheek) employs terms such as “natural.” “desirable,” and “becom-
ing” to characterize the aptness of such music to the action:

What so desirable as that when smugglers, or robbers, or captives tryving to make
their escape should, when moving lightly on tptoe past the unnatural tyrant’s
chamber, be kept in time by certain disjointed and jerking music, with a grasshop-
per or robin-red-breast rhvthm? Again, what more desirable than that when the
grev haired Count . . . says that “Adela1s indeed his chee-ild!"—what so becoming
as what is called A chord!” of startling character. making listeners jump trom their
scats? Sall more in keeping is that slow, agonising strain which steals in when all
the guests are crowding into the drawing-room, with horror and consternation in
their countenances, and gather slowly about the lady in white, whose father, hus-
band. lover, or brother has just disappeared, or been shot 1n a duel. or absconded.
Sad uplifting of hands—charactenstic grouping, and effective tableau. as the drop-
scene comes down slowly to the agonising music, closing in all decently!?

b Peter Brooks, The Melodramaric waginarion: Balzae, Henry C.1910). pp. 216 and 21X,
Janes, Melodrama, and the Mode of Lxeess (New Haven: i Perey Fuzgenald, The World belund the Scenes {(London,
Yale Universiey Press. 1976), p. 1y

2 Paul Gimsty. Le miélodrame  (Paris: Louwis-Michaud,

1881; rpr. New York: Benjanun Blom, 1972) pp. 352-313.
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(This last example recalls Professor Shapiro’s citation ot the betrothal scene in Monte
Cristo, but also calls to mind Lucia di Lanmnermoor, for grand opera drew heavily on
melodramatic conventions.)

That such artiticial means should be qualifiecd as “natural” and “becoming” tes-
tities to how deeply the convention had been absorbed by the nineteenth-century
audience. The more commonplace and trite the music, the more immediate and
recognizable the emotional response that was required. Familiar tunes summoned
tamiliar feelings, making melodrama a cosy version of a Pavlovian experiment.

As Protessor Shapiro has pointed out, 1n the earlier period a tull score was the
rule, often composed by a theater’s house conductor. By the end of the century,
especially in Europe and in lesser playhouses in Great Britain and America, the
music was a patchwork of bits and pieces mnterpolated as necessary. But even in the
tormer case, with composers working at the double to supply music for a new
melodrama, scores were far from onginal, no doubt canmbalizing the composer’s
own work and that of his contemporaries in the quest tor effective melodies, bits
and pieces. Because such music was utilitarian in purpose, 1t necessarily avoided
elements of novelty, unfamiliarity, or invention which might disorient the specta-
tors. However, in contrast to other spheres of artistic endeavor, 1t was precisely the
repetitive nature and lack of originality which most enhanced melodrama and aug-
mented the audience’s sense of familiarity.

Morcover, the memories of a good melodrama might be perpetuated by the
recurrence of its music in a song, a round, a chorus, or a dance

such as a quadrille
or a lancers—heard outside the playhouse. The public might thus encounter the
same pieces in a playhouse, a dance-hall, a private ballroom, or the open air—
churned out by street musicians.* It has often been said that the eighteenth-century
success of The Beggar's Opera, and especially 1ts instant status as a hit, came about
because the audience was whistling the tunes on its way into the theater. A similar
circularity probably contributed to the popularity of melodrama: current music 1s
recycled to score a new production, and the production feeds the public with airs
which quickly become popular retrains.

At this point, we might exclaim with Amanda in Noél Coward’s Private Lives:
“Extraordinary how potent cheap music 1s!” But as melodrama arrangers relied less
on their own cttorts and more on scavenging the work of their contemporaries,
the music was often drawn from sources of impeccable musicianship. Diddily-
iddily-um-pum-pum, diddily-iddily-um-pum-pum, which is now a kind of mock
prelude to a moment of mystery, derives after all from the opening bars of
Schubert’s lied Der Erl-Konig. In its levelling way, melodrama may have introduced
its audience to music of a higher caliber than they were used to. Obviously this can
be a mixed blessing. Those who recall how Stanley Kubrick confiscated the open-
ing of Richard Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathustra as a theme in 2001: A Space Odyssey
(1968) will also remember how, for some years thereafter, those somber bars also
underscored commercials for airlines, automobiles, and electric shavers. For a
while, Strauss’s symphonic poem was debased by the proximity; and it became as
impossible to dissociate the music from those vivid images as it had been for radio
listeners to 1magine the Lone Ranger's theme as an overture to a Romantic opera

4 See Marius Boisson, “Musiciens d autretois,” in Comoedia
(1922). cited m Julia Przybos. L Entreprise mélodramarique
(Paris: Librairie José Coru, 1987), p. 148.
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about Swiss confederation. (Kubrick also co-opted and speeded up the William Tell
overture to set an episode of sexual intercourse in A Clockwork Orange.)

As Professor Shapiro explains in her postscript, the scores for silent films cobbled
together bits and pieces in order to compose an uninterrupted stream of music in
much the same way and to much the same eftect as the stage melodrama did. The
post-modernist fondness for bricolage may help to rehabilitate such medleys. Here,
too, we are confronted by both “original™ scores welded together by professionals
and amateur pastiches of whatever comes to hand. Here, too, an appeal was made
to the audience’s presumed response to a familiar picce of music in order to evoke
an immediate and “correct” reaction to the situation on screen. Melodrama had
already paved the way tor the acceptance ot the convention: the “theme song’ had
been a consututive element of Adolphe D’Ennery’s La Grace de Dien (1841), in
which a hurdy-gurdy tune was passed from mother to daughter as a talisman. Even
more poignantly, in Les Deux orphelines (1874), D’Ennery and Cormon made an
off-stage street song, increasing in volume, the vehicle by which one orphan recog-
nizes that her blind sister is still alive, while a Countess realizes that her illegitimate
daughter has survived; when the song reaches the apex of a crescendo, as if the
singer now stands beneath the window, the sighted orphan 1s arrested unjustly and
the Countess is taken 1in hand by her cruel husband. Rescue and recognition must
wait tor the next act. When D. W. Grithth filmed the old standby as Orphans of the
Stormn (1922), the accompanying score had perforce to incorporate a musical theme
that could culminate this moment of suspense.

Let me refer finally to a cinematic adaptation of a melodramatic tradition which
at first may seem to fall outside our purview: the animated cartoon. If you can man-
age to close your eyes and simply histen to the accompanying soundtrack ot an
animated short of 1940’s vintage, you will realize the immense skills and musical
sensibilities of those who scored the knockabout. Itis well known that Betty Boop
teamed with Cab Calloway, while Mickey Mouse collaborated with Paul Dukas;
but note the way in which Warner Brothers’ cartoons provided a gallimautry of
musical allusion for every shift in the physical action, ranging trom “As Time Goes
By” to “The Irish Washerwoman” to “The Peer Gynt Suite.” Often a single phrase
was enough to conjure up the necessary quantum of meaning. The neglect of this
ingenuity 1s at last being amended: a compact disc has just been 1ssued of Carl
Stalling’s greatest scores for Bugs Bunny.
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