Decent Into Madness of a Capitalistic Society 

How does Todd Phillips ‘Joker (2019)’ communicate Mental Health and Delusion through the use of Sound Design and Music? 


Opening
The DC hit film Joker (dir. Todd Phillips, 2019) follows the mentally ill and delusional character Arthur Fleck (Joaquin Phoenix) and how his unstable life. In his profession of being a clown he is constantly assaulted, looked down on and treated as lesser throughout the events of the movie, due to how cruel and damaging Gotham City’s society is, we watch Arthur as he cares for his mother, develops “romantic” relationships, and descends into madness until he begins committing multiple murderous crimes. Due to the poor vs wealthy nature of the crimes, a spark in the impoverished communities in Gotham rise up as take Arthurs side, lining him up for an interview appearance on the Murray Franklin (Robert De Niro) Show.  Once attending and being pushed to his mental limit, Arthur portraying his newest persona “Joker” shoots the late night tv show host and ultimately lands himself in Arkham Penitentiary to which Arthur chuckles at a mysterious joke that the audience is left to ponder as he dances down the stark white corridors of his new home.

Within this essay I will be examining all the evidence I have researched in order to present how mental illness and delusion are communicated through the usage of sound design and music. It is important that mental health is portrayed through the medium of cinema as we always need to be reminded of how difficult and dangerous mental illness can be to those who unfortunately suffer from it and also those who are affected due to it’s knock on effect that it carries. Joker in my opinion perfectly communicated the dangers of a society who don’t take care for one another and due to the film’s realism, it visually displays how easily someone like Arthur Fleck can truly exist in our contemporary world.





Realism and the Failure of a Capitalistic Society
Britannica describes the art movement of Realism as “the accurate, detailed, unembellished depiction of nature or of contemporary life. Realism rejects imaginative idealization in favour of a close observation of outward appearances” (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2017).  This art movement can be easily identified within Joker as the whole movie as director Todd Phillips has stated “I literally described to Joaquin at one point in those three months as like, 'Look at this as a way to sneak a real movie in the studio system under the guise of a comic book film” (First, 2019). Todd Phillips wished to make a realistic, gritty film which could stand by itself if the DC connotations were removed. Joker excels as a piece or realism art due to its reflective nature of our world. Joker shows an example of what happens when someone isn’t allowed their medication due to multiple strikes because of bad pay and funding. How an individually can be failed by a society due to its broken capitalistic morals and make them fall so far that the only escape from the poor being attacked due to their place in the class system is too murder the rich, and even when the poor is brought into the limelight being beamed into the homes of many people on a late night talk show, the poor are still treated as lesser and unbelievable. 




Music 
The films score for Joker was composed by the great Hildur Guðnadóttir, an Icelandic music composer who has worked on such projects as Tár (dir. Todd Field, 2022), Women Talking (dir. Sarah Polley, 2022) and Chernobyl (dir. Johan Reneck, 2019). When interviewed ‘Guðnadóttir said she was recommended to Phillips for the job by “Joker” executive music producer Jason Ruder’ (Fekadu, 2019). I believe Guðnadóttir was chosen as Todd Phillips had expressed that he clearly wanted to make a real film by using a comic book identity to communicate the messages he wished to convey to a larger number of audiences. (Sideways, 2020) notes, Guðnadóttir as the composer of Joker manages to stay away from the usual comic book musical tropes of having large fan fairs play each time a superhero or super villain character emerges onto the screen, Joker could stand by itself not needing a main theme as Guðnadóttir’s score can communicate the emotional description of the scene without the need to remind you of who’s who and how you should feel when character ‘A’ appears.

In order to make Joker stand out against the other common and traditional comic book movies Hildur Guðnadóttir uses a lot of stringed instruments within the movies score, one of which being her own Cello which can be heard prominently in a large number of her work. The way Guðnadóttir commands the use of these stringed instruments give Joker a gritty, textural and organic feel to the music, Guðnadóttir uses such things as metal clanging and low bass notes on the Cello to communicate Arthurs emotion during various scenes, for example when Arthur goes to visit Wayne Manor, and Alfred Pennyworth tries to aggravate Arthur, the music dramatically and suddenly shifts once Arthur begins to strangle Alfred, this demonstrates that the music reflects the emotional intensity of the scene due to the score being a reflection of Arthurs emotional response to the situation. 

Not only does Hildur Guðnadóttir use the music to reflect and communicate Arthur Flecks emotions during the movie, but she also uses her score to foreshadow Arthurs decent into madness. 

We open with this old ragtime piano, which feels realty turn of the century and feels very light hearted and which directly contrasts with Guðnadóttir heavy scoring when Arthur is assaulted, and the happy clown veneer is shattered. The shock of changing from one to the other mirrors what happens through the film. (Sideways, 2020)


A major scene within the movie is the bathroom scene, due to it confirming Arthur’s delusion on the fact that he can indeed hear the scored music playing within the scene. The song ‘Bathroom Dance’ was composed the day before the scene was shot and was improvised by actor Joaquin Phoenix on the day.

‘He just started to dance to this music. It was just me and him alone in the bathroom. There was 250 people on the crew waiting outside. He just starts doing this dance and we looked at each other and knew it was the scene.’ (Sharf, Z. 2019)

Additionally, CBR reported…

In his director’s commentary for Joker, Phillips expressed his vison of Arthur Fleck as someone with “music in him” and that this quality finds a way to seep out – in ways big and small (Russell, 2023)

This confirms that within that scene at least, Arthurs mental health is causing him to imagine a musical score accompanying him within that scene, as if he is the star and the bathroom is his ballroom and he can final express himself, similarly to Cinderella, once held a prisoner to her own system, the pair of them have a short while to finally be themselves and express how they truly feel



Sound
Throughout the movie Arthur Fleck can be seen listening and watching nostalgic songs, movies and Tv Shows, on the surface level this could mean that Arthur wishes to go back to a “simpler, happier time”, (Sideways, 2020). But if we delve deeper, Sound Editor Alan Murray and Director Todd Phillips must have specifically and intentionally chosen musical pieces to be played at certain moments in specific ways to reflect Arthurs mental position during the many scenes of Joker. This brings me to question the choice of Diegetic and Non-Diegetic sound within the movie.

At the end of the movie, the famous twist occurs when Arthur has been locked up in Arkham Penitentiary and is being interviewed by an Arkham Psychiatrist, we see Arthur giggle to himself about a joke he has made up, when the psychiatrist questions him, Arthur responds quietly that she wouldn’t get it. Following this revelation that possibly the whole movie could’ve been a joke, Arthur sings ‘That’s Life by Frank Sinatra, but as Arthur leaves, the music suddenly begins to sound non-diegetic making us ponder can Arthur hear the music or not? Has he been able to hear all the music throughout the movie? (Sideways, 2020) points out that in other scenes such as when Arthur is fired and scratches the ‘forget’ out of the ‘Don’t forget to Smile’ sign on the staircase, the music heard in the background ‘My name is Carnival’ by Jackson C. Frank begins as a song on the radio (being diegetic) but transitions out of being a radio song and sounding non-diegetic. The idea of Arthur only hearing these songs in his head is carried through into the next scene when he explains to his Social Worker that he heard a song mentioning the name Carnival which coincidentally happens to be his clown occupations name, to add weight to Arthur hearing the song in his head and it being able to influence his reality, when he tells his social worker about the coincidence it is the first time we the audience have heard the name Carnival, echoing back to an earlier scene where Sophie calls Arthur by his first name, even though during their first and only interaction prior to her coming to his apartment, he never told her his name, the significance of this is that the reveal later in the movie that Arthur and Sophies relationship was a delusion Arthur had to comfort himself during times of loneliness thus proving that Arthur has the unhealthy ability to construct fake situations where the usage of names manipulates his perception of reality, so how should we as an audience believe Arthur at all when it comes to information he provides about his life .  

Similarly, when Arthur’s comedy gig begins to flop the song ‘Smile’ by Nat King Cole bleeds through drowning out all the diegetic sound of the audience within the comedy club, the lyrics that are sang are ‘Smile though your heart is aching, smile even though it’s breaking’, (Sideways, 2020) says “this is a message he’s (Arthur) telling himself, be brave and put on a good show’. Reviewing the evidence that I have discovered I truly believe that due to a failing, toxic capitalistic society that Arthur lives in his mental health has deteriorated so much that he is hearing a large percentage of the licensed music in his own head either to comfort him or advance his own ‘Joke’ narrative that he could or could not be living. 

Due to all the scenes where the audio and music has communicated that Arthur does make up situations it begins to reveal deeper truths of much other less obvious scenes, such as when Arthur is playing with a gun and dancing in his living room. Within the scene, Joaquin Phoenix plays the scene very comically having Arthur speak to thin air as if he’s simply having an intentionally false conversation as a joke, but due to the countless examples that I have discussed and researched where the sound design and music have revealed that Arthur does in fact have delusions ranging from hearing sings and the influence of them onto his life to using music to comfort himself and construct his emotions, it makes the scene of him dancing with the gun to be framed as if he might literally think he’s having a conversation with a person who he thinks is in the room with him, due to all we’ve seen before why should we continue to believe that this is simply a comical scene when it could in fact be a quick outside perspective if Arthurs interactions with ‘people’.


“While Joker makes little attempt to paint this scene as reality, the sequence does hint towards several parts of Arthur's psyche that become vital later in the story.” (Elvy, 2019), is a quote I found on Screen Rant discussing what scenes within Joker are false, using this specific point of Arthur being on the Murray Franklin Show at the beginning if the film being a scene, he makes up I rewatched the film and found another example of Arthur making up sound due to his delusions. The scene in question is when Arthur rehearses his interview with Murray Franklin in his apartments living room. In the background the diegetic sound of a recorded episode of The Murray Franklin Show can be heard coming from his tv, this runs throughout the scene until Arthur begins practicing towards his armchair (where Murray would be situated), at that moments the diegetic sound of the tv begins to lower in volume, and Hildur Guðnadóttir’s haunting violins begins to seep through. It is when Arthur gets into the flow of his ‘interview’ that his delusions once again begin to impose on his reality. When Arthur being to include audience participation on his jokes, the sound of an audience begins to cheer, likewise when Arthur places the gun under his jaw the audience gasps and then laughs once again when the trigger is pulled, following that, the song ‘That’s Life’ by Frank Sinatra begin to play. All of this reinforces the theory that Arthur is creating false scenes within his life, and that he is truly imagining himself on set of the talk show and is believing that there is an audience reacting to his act, in addition the usage of Frank Sinatra’s song continues the idea that Arthur can hear the music within the movie and this joyful tune plays as a sense of freedom Arthur is feeling, once again proving that the music within the film reflects and communicates Arthurs emotional state. I also find it interesting that when Arthur begins his practice, he thanks Murray for welcoming him on the show to which the Tv recording of Murray eerily replies “I’m nervous right now” possibly foreshadowing his anxious demise later on in the real interview, this also could be Arthurs mind telling him of Murrays emotion when the interaction is to come, prepping Arthur to stick to his plan.










Closing Paragraph
In conclusion from conducting multiple hours of research and compiling all evidence that I have found across websites, articles and online video resources and my own opinions from watching Joker over and over, I can confirm that the usage of Sound Design and Music does communicate Arthur Flecks mental health and his delusion. From my research I have discovered that Hildur Guðnadóttir had intentionally wrote the beautifully haunting score in order to portray and reflect Arthur’s emotions that he experiences throughout the movie, she also used her music to foreshadow further events which inform the audience prior to those events happening. Additionally the Sound Design further informs the idea that Arthur’s delusion also take the form of licensed music that he sings to himself internally and externally to shape reality for him, the same is done with false diegetic sound so that Arthur thinks he’s experiencing a happier narrative than the truth which is that Arthur Fleck has been failed by a capitalistic society and is in fact living in a depressive, lonely and ill society rather than the joyful and nostalgic world he wishes he could be in.
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