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trying to escape the theater. This source music goes completely against the grain 

of what is happening on screen and creates interesting counterpoint that possibly 

influenced the breakup scene in Rouben Mamoulian’s38 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 

which was released only a couple months later. It is unknown why this jolly 

march was selected, but it seems to confuse and disorient from the plot more 

than aid the overall picture as this march is not used anywhere else in the film 

nor is the viewer given any explanation 

to why the pit orchestra suddenly started 

playing it.  

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 

Paramount was the next studio to 

jump onto the horror bandwagon with Dr. 

Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.39 The film opens 

with Bach’s famous Toccata and Fugue 

in D Minor. Herman Hand40 orchestrated 

this abbreviated adaptation of Bach’s 

work by using measures 1-3, 12-19, and 29-33 to match the duration the main 

titles [Example 17]. As the first scene fades in, so does the sound of Jekyll 

																																																								
38 Rouben Mamoulian (1897-1987) Armenian-American film and theater 

director. 
 
39 Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde – released December 31, 1931. 
 
40 Herman Hand (1875-1951) Austrian film composer.  
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playing Bach’s Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu (transposed presumably by Herman Hand 

from F down a minor third to match the key of the opening music).41  

Similar to the ending scene in The Mad Genus where the frantic audience 

is juxtaposed against a jolly march, the tragic breakup scene between Henry 

Jekyll and Muriel Carew is scored with Abendsterne (Evening Star), a light-

hearted waltz by Joseph Lanner [Example 18]. This music is used earlier in the 

film as source music while the two were dancing at a dinner party. Director and 

Producer Rouben Mamoulian explained in an interview why he wanted this 

seemingly happy waltz as non-diegetic music behind the tragically sad scene:   

 

“I love the use of counterpoint. The orthodox way of scoring any motion 

picture is that a happy scene has happy music, a tragic scene has sad 

music. I don’t think this is as dramatically expressive as using the music in 

counterpoint to the scene. When Jekyll comes and tells Muriel that he is 

going to give her up, a completely tragic scene, the music heard is the 

waltz when they were happy, waltzing around the room. The music goes 

against the mood which, of course, makes the despair much more 

poignant.” 

 

Mamoulian makes in interesting point; sad music would have been the 

obvious choice for this scene, but the use of happy music forces the viewer to 
																																																								

41 Neil Lerner, Music in the Horror Film: Listening to Fear (New York: 
Taylor & Francis, 2010), 61.  
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make connections between the music and what is happing on screen. Because 

this music was used in an earlier scene, a possible interpretation would be that 

the two are thinking about their love for each other and of their picture-perfect 

plans for the future that will never be. In this sense, the music is not telling the 

viewer what the characters are feeling, but instead is informing the viewer what 

they are thinking. As a result, the impact of this scene is, as Mamoulian puts it, 

“much more poignant.”  

One of the most memorable highlights of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde is the 

first transformation scene. To heighten the ground-breaking special effects,42 

Mamoulian created a ‘sound stew’43 to accompany the transformation [Example 

19]. The three elements that went into this ‘soup’ were a candlelight 

photographed directly to the soundtrack,44 the reversed recording of a gong 

being struck, and a recording of Mamoulian’s own heartbeat.45 This early 

example of musique concreète results in an unnatural and uniquely uncanny 

42 A blue and red makeup combined with blue and red filters 
(photographed on black-and-white film) made it possible for this transformation 
scene, a constant close-up of Frederic March’s face, to be one continuous, uncut 
shot. The secret to this scene was revealed only after Mamoulian’s death in 
1987. 

43 Lerner, Music in the Horror Film, 66. 

44 Mamoulian explained in a 1973 interview with Thomas R. Atkins: “We 
photographed the light of a candle in various frequencies of intensity directly 
transforming light into sound.” 

45 This was the first time a beating heart was recorded for a film 
soundtrack.  
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experience for the viewer.46 This can also be seen as an elaboration of the sound 

effects used during the creation scene in Frankenstein and the summoning 

sequence in Svengali. The big difference in Jekyll’s transformation scene is that 

the sounds are non-diegetic and are added purely for dramatic effect.  

 Source music in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde further enhances the portrayals 

of the four main characters:  

• Henry Jekyll is shown as an organist47 (organs being closely connected to 

religious music of the church where saintly figures are looked up to). In the 

opening sequences, Jekyll is portrayed as a Christ-like figure, most 

notably when he seemingly performs a miracle by giving a physically 

disabled girl the ability to walk.  

• Muriel Carew, Jekyll’s fiancé, is shown playing piano in her father’s house, 

an accurate representation of her aristocratic and restrained life style.  

• Ivy Pearson, a prostitute who becomes Hyde’s mistress, sings while flirting 

with customers at the pub where she works, an accurate representation of 

her lifestyle.  

• Mr. Hyde does not have any indications of any musical ability.  

Of the four main characters, Mr. Hyde is the only one that isn’t shown to have 

any musical interest at all. Hyde, the ‘bad,’ is pure lust, greed, hate, and evil. The 
																																																								

46 This sequence was photographed so the camera shot from Jekyll’s 
perspective looking into a mirror at himself as he transformed. It was 
photographed this way so the audience became Jekyll.  

 
47 Stevenson mentions nothing of Jekyll’s musical abilities in his novella 

The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 
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lack of any musical intellect in Hyde further separates him from the other three 

‘good’ characters. 

Freaks 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s début to the horror genera was Tod Browning’s 

Freaks,48 the first of many attempts to specifically one-up James Whale’s 

Frankenstein. Audiences in 

1932 were already accustomed 

to seeing actors in horrific 

makeups, but Freaks, a 

controversial film even by 

today’s standards, would exploit 

real people with real physical deformities. The first third of the film is scored with 

montage of track,49 all of which could be source music coming from musicians 

accompanying the circus performers. However, the musicians are never shown, 

and some of the scenes do take place a fair distance away from the circus tent. 

Either way, the constant sound of ‘circus music’ in the background adds an extra 

dimension of realism to the film. Unlike the source music found in The Mad 

Genius, this montage of track does not follow the action on screen as the drama 

between the characters develop.  

																																																								
48 Freaks, directed by Tod Browning (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1932) DVD 

(Turner Entertainment Co., 2004). 
	
49 ‘Track’ refers to previously existing recordings of music.  
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The climax of Freaks, as in both Dracula and Frankenstein, plays out like 

a silent film; there is very little dialogue, and everything is explained through the 

characters’ actions and expressions [Example 20]. This sequence begins with 

the sound of an eerie melody played by one of the circus ‘freaks’ on a recorder-

like instrument. As Cleopatra realizes that these ‘freaks’ are staring at her with 

bad intent, she flees from the wagon into the relentless storm. The soundtrack is 

filled with thunder, rain, and screams as the small army of knife-wielding ‘freaks’ 

chase her and Hercules.  

Even though Tod Browning was back at MGM, a studio that had the 

resources that could allow much larger production budgets than Universal (where 

he directed Dracula), the soundtrack for Freaks as a whole is a step backwards 

when compared to Frankenstein, Svengali, The Mad Genius, and Dr. Jekyll and 

Mr. Hyde. A definite improvement from his efforts on Dracula, Browning may 

have been influenced by Frankenstein’s active soundtrack (the film he was 

attempting to surpass in terms of shock and horror). Evidence suggests that 

Browning was still uncomfortable with sound equipment in 1932, a possible result 

of his experience in silent films rather than theater.  

Murders in the Rue Morgue 

Back at Universal, Robert Florey50 was assigned Murders in the Rue 

Morgue,51 an expressionistic rendition of Poe’s gothic tale.52 The main titles 

																																																								
50 Robert Florey (1900-1979) French-American film director and 

screenwriter.  
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