“The Sound of Disability: Music, the Obsessive Avenger and Eugenics in America”

Film music has played an essential role in furthering destructive attitudes toward the disabled, which can be observed in the social mores of 1950s America through what Tobin Siebers calls “the aesthetics of human disqualification.”  This presentation will explore how 1950s horror film soundtracks can be heard to reflect the anti-disability and pro-eugenics sentiments of their time.  I will focus particularly on the use of the “monster” theme to alienate disabled characters and the “love” theme to sanction their demise.  After discussing the implications of this trend, I will conclude by discussing the continued use of film music to preserve such conventions and promote neo-eugenic stereotypes of people with disabilities. 
The "anti-disability sentiment" reflected in 1950s horror film soundtracks was preceded by conventions of the horror genre. In 1919, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari concluded with the revelation that the narrative takes place in the mind of a mental patient. This scenario established a lasting connection between horror and disability that film music would later reflect. During this time, eugenics became more prominent in the US with the passage of America’s first compulsory sterilization law in 1907 and the publicity generated by physician Harry Haiselden’s 1916 crusade to withhold treatment from disabled infants. Made that year, The Black Stork dramatized these decisions and makes use of a stereotype Michael Norden calls “The Obsessive Avenger.” This term denotes a disabled person whose desire for vengeance makes him dangerous to others. After giving birth to a disabled infant, his mother, Ann, has a vision from God in which her child grows up and shoots the doctor whose ministrations “condemned me to this life of torture and shame.” Ann decides to forgo life-saving surgery, and Jesus welcomes the baby’s soul as he dies. 

While the film’s soundtrack appears to be lost, music did play a role in emphasizing its theme of reproductive morality. Although the child’s father, Claude, is aware that he carries “defective” genes, he chooses not to tell Ann and goes through with his plan to marry her. During a scene in which she sings and plays the piano, the instrument’s association with domesticity contrasts Claude’s unsuitability for marriage with the felicity enjoyed in unions between nondisabled individuals. 

It is also significant that film critics of the 1950s viewed the 1930s as a “Golden Age” in horror film. While this was an aesthetic judgment, the continued influence of 1930s cinema helped preserve the eugenic presumptions expressed in such films. Moreover, newspapers of the 1950s indicate that eugenics remained prevalent in discussions about reproduction, birth control and euthanasia. Such sentiments were incorporated into film, in which music played a significant role. Three films that show this relationship include The Bad Seed, The Fly, and The Spiral Staircase.

The Spiral Staircase is significant for its unique meditation on the involuntary euthanasia of handicapped individuals and its feminization of disability. It tells the story of Helen, a young woman who is working as a nurse to the elderly Mrs. Warren. Helen has become mute as a result of trauma. She becomes the target of a serial killer obsessed with murdering disabled women, whose presence onscreen is suggested by the monster theme. She is also in love with the town physician, Dr. Parry, whose interactions with Helen are distinguished by the love theme. [screenshot/music clip]
The upward leaps in the melody of this theme imply freedom, while its fluctuation between major and minor connote struggle before evoking transcendence. The first time we hear the theme, Helen is outside with Dr. Parry, a setting which conflicts with the notion that freedom and relationships are not part of disabled people’s lives. These characteristics suggest that her relationship with Dr. Parry frees Helen from the constraints of her disability. 
 Helen’s interactions show the influence of eugenics and disability stereotypes on gender norms. As a disabled woman, Helen’s appeal depends on the expectation that she will be cured, and upon her status as a submissive “innocent.” Moreover, her inability to speak mimics the powerlessness traditionally ascribed to her gender. The love theme reiterates this by characterizing Helen as someone the audience is meant to sympathize with, if in an oppressive way. In contrast to the male protagonists in this essay, Helen’s handicap is less conspicuous because it is in accordance with perceptions of her gender as a disability in itself. 

In contrast to Helen’s desirability, the antagonist in the film is the widely respected Professor Albert Warren, whose presence onscreen is indicated by a dissonant, haunting motif, played by a muted English horn and eerie strings. Although he does not look disabled, the music in these close ups suggests that he is, an implication strengthened by discussions about his father. These conversations reveal that the Professor views his own weaknesses as a form of disability. Hence, he attempts to purge the disability from within himself by murdering disabled people. 
The film’s climax highlights Helen’s vulnerability as the Professor reveals himself and says, “You tried the telephone, didn’t you? I’m glad you couldn’t.” As he says this, the same unstable motif that showed him watching from the shadows plays, indicating that his hidden deformities are about to manifest themselves. [music clip] He continues:

The only person who could have prevented you from achieving the quiet that I can give you is Stephen, and you locked him up…What a pity my father didn’t live to see me dispose of the weak and imperfects of the world who he detested.
These words indicate that in his perverted logic, the Professor sees death as providing deliverance to his victims. This narrative disapproval of euthanasia may seem refreshing, but it is negated by the movie’s conclusion, when Mrs. Warren miraculously regains the ability to walk and shoots him. The shock causes Helen’s voice to return, and as she calls Dr. Parry for help, the love theme crescendos as she speaks to him for the first time. The theme is played on a single violin and gradually builds to a dramatic climax as brass instruments are added. Hence, this music comes to signify Helen’s triumph over her condition and thus asserts that survival and happiness depend on curing or otherwise “overcoming” disability. In providing contrast to the professor and his obsessions, Helen represents society’s ideal disabled person: an innocent who can be miraculously cured and rejoin “normal” society. 

In this study, the film that has the strongest relevance to eugenics is The Bad Seed, (1956) in which criminality is treated as an inherited disorder. This theory is explored when Christine Penmark discovers that her daughter, Rhoda, is a sociopath. The first section of the movie’s primary “monster” theme is played in blaring horns and strings, as the beginner’s piano piece, “Au Clair de la Lune” sounds beneath the cacophony. This dichotomy creates an element of distortion and friction, creating a musical representation of Rhoda’s “deformed” conscience.
In contrast to what the monster theme represents, the love theme plays a significant role in establishing the relationship between mother and daughter, which drives the film's pro-euthanasia message. For instance, the theme plays during scenes of Christine reading to Rhoda and tucking her into bed, all of which are indicative of their close, loving relationship. [screenshot] The music alternates between major and minor, connoting the ambivalence and conflict that will come to define Christine’s love for her daughter. During the course of the film, Christine learns that she is the child of an infamous murderess and begins to believe that Rhoda has inherited criminal tendencies from her grandmother. The connection of criminality to disability is clear when a psychiatrist friend says, “Fellow criminologists cite a type of criminal born with no capacity for remorse or guilt…It's as if these children were born blind.”
After seeing Rhoda murder someone, Christine decides to kill her with a lethal dose of sedatives. [screenshot/music clip] As the love theme plays, Christine gives Rhoda the pills while reading aloud to her at bedtime. By associating the overdose with Christine's other motherly actions, the music characterizes her attempt to euthanize Rhoda as a loving and holy act.  In particular, the use of a choir to reprise this theme suggests Heavenly approval of Christine's actions. This scenario is remarkably similar to the one found in The Black Stork. The mother, of a disabled child whose future is a life of crime chooses to end the child’s life with God’s blessing. 

Disability takes on a more metaphorical dimension in Kurt Neuman’s The Fly, in which scientist Andre Delambre’s head and hand switch with those of a fly during a teleportation experiment. Prior his injury, the love theme is played in an expressive tempo and uses an ascending motif with varied dynamics to represent Andre’s relationship with his wife, while the theme’s joyful sounding character indicates wholeness. 
In contrast, one of the monster theme’s most significant roles is validating Helene’s reaction to her husband’s disability by associating him with monstrosity. After the accident Andre is suicidal, but Helene vows that she will never help him kill himself. This resolve crumbles, however, when she sees that her husband's head has been switched with a fly’s. At the climactic scene in which Andre reveals his condition, horns and percussion crash in a violent, threatening motif that signifies the ominous nature of Andre's disability [clip].
Having been confronted with Andre’s handicap, Helene looses touch with her earlier affirmation of his humanity and becomes willing to facilitate his suicide. Her change of attitude is indicated when the love theme plays over Andre’s plaintive message, “No use now. Help me… Kill fly, please. Love you.” Because the love theme is associated with the couple’s other interactions, it distinguishes assisting suicide as a natural outgrowth of their marital relationship. Moreover, the use of the love theme in this sequence establishes narrative approval of Andre’s death, while the monster theme suggests disapproval of Andre himself. 

The continued influence of such thinking is indicated by David Cronenberg’s 1986 remake of The Fly, in which the love and monster themes are also used to vilify the disabled protagonist and embody neo-eugenic practices. In Cronenberg’s film, the traditional family structure is absent and inventor Seth Brundle develops a romantic relationship with Veronica, the reporter covering his work. Unlike Helene’s passive persona, Veronica is confident and independent. In contrast, Seth becomes a dangerous antagonist as his transformation into a fly slowly emasculates and kills him. This is evidenced by the use of two love themes to differentiate Seth’s relationship with Veronica before and after he becomes disabled. As the couple makes love for the first time, mellow saxophone, piano and strings join to create a gentle, ascending love theme that represents sexual awakening. This motivic ascension connotes an impression of freedom and wholeness. The theme plays again when the couple first acknowledges that their feelings have developed into a passionate love affair.
This relationship is gradually spoiled, however, as Seth changes into a fly and Veronica’s former boyfriend, Stathis, continues to have a significant role in her life. The impact of this process on their relationship is represented by a “doomed love” theme played by timpani, brass and strings. The texture that supports the theme includes low brass pedal tones and a constant timpani roll underneath the melody. This theme plays during scenes of Veronica and Seth after his accident to represent the transformation of their relationship into one that is doomed by circumstance. For example, when Veronica attempts to tell Seth that she is pregnant, the doomed love theme plays to indicate that Seth’s disability has doomed him and their child [clip]. In contrast to the love theme’s moderate registral span, the pitches in this theme are widely spread, connoting a barren and hopeless future. Veronica’s pregnancy becomes integral to the theme’s significance when she chooses to have an abortion, because she has “reason to believe that this child will be deformed.” 
Thus, traditional eugenic thinking is reflected in a contemporary problem. In the 1950s, women did not have the option of abortion; thus, forced sterilization was the primary bone of contention. With reproductive freedom, however, has come what some would term an age of voluntary eugenics. In a culture of saccharine pleas for the "right of disabled fetuses not to be born," most women who find that they are carrying a disabled fetus have an abortion. In an example of film music’s contribution to this phenomenon, the doomed love theme is played during Seth’s speech to indicate that Veronica’s fetus might be an “insect without compassion” and share Seth’s fate. 


The doomed love theme becomes pivotal to the conclusion of the story as Seth kidnaps Veronica and attempts to fuse their bodies together.  After this experiment fails, Seth undergoes his final transformation and the doomed love theme is used to characterize his suicide as the final semblance of his humanity. As Seth crawls toward Veronica, the soundtrack veers into near-atonality before using the doomed love theme’s massive but tonal registral span to represent his hideous condition. Seth silently begs Veronica to end his life, and the music crescendos as she shoots him. The doomed love theme facilitates acceptance of Seth’s fate, as its connotation of love suggests deliverance from his situation. The use of music to make suicide more acceptable to contemporary audiences indicates that traditional eugenics is present in the contemporary debate over euthanasia and assisted suicide. As their transformation into flies progresses and the monster theme presents Andre and Seth as shadows of their former selves, they are dehumanized and the love theme makes their facilitated suicides easier to accept.

The fact that musical representations of disability remain consistent in The Fly and other contemporary films suggests that despite the increase of disability advocacy and the role of choice in personal decisions, the fundamental tenets of eugenics have remained consistent. While such matters are usually confined to the areas of philosophy and bioethics, they enter the musicology realm when music is used to validate choices and behaviors that are driven by these particular points of view.  Because the basic narrative surrounding disability since the 1950s remains unchanged, musicologists can expect to see the perpetuation of such stereotypes in film music until our culture’s understanding of disability evolves into a more positive one. 
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