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Abstract

“The Shape of Things to Come”: Identity and Destiny in the Music of Battlestar Galactica

Megan H. Francisco

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Stephen Rumph

School of Music

This dissertation project pioneers a new approach to the analysis of science fiction television
music through analysis of the music of the 2004-2009 series Battlestar Galactica. Most
originally, the dissertation applies Gloria Anzaldua’s theory of /a mestiza from feminist, race,
and posthuman studies to the social world constructed by the series’ soundtrack. As I argue,
Battlestar Galactica transformed the fundamental rules of engagement between music and
narrative. This dissertation will build on prior work in science fiction film and television studies
as [ analyze the role of music in all four seasons. In particular, this dissertation focuses on the
critical role music plays in the construction of race, gender, and religion on the series.

Chapter One analyzes how the series follows the conventions of the so-called “space
opera” subgenre of science fiction but complicates it by introducing the post-9/11 issues of
terrorism and waterboarding. Furthermore, this chapter engages in genre theory, noting how the
creator’s resistance to traditional space operas paradoxically resulted in a show deeply indebted
to traditional operatic tropes. Chapter Two follows the lead of scholars who have applied post-

colonial theories to science fiction, delving into the ways in which music is used to “Other” the



mechanical Cylons. Chapter Three brings new insights to the much-discussed issues of diegetic
music, emphasizing the impact that music and spirituality have on Battlestar Galactica’s
narrative. Finally, Chapter Four pulls from gender scholarship—specifically, feminist research
on cyborgs by Anzaldia and Donna Haraway— to trace how music functions to evoke a utopian
future. This dissertation grounds these theories in the examination of primary source materials
(the episodes, commentaries, podcasts by the series’ writers, and writings by the composer, Bear
McCreary) as well as musical and semiotic analysis of the score.

Although this dissertation will incorporate theories from other disciplines, I will always
return to one primary question: how does the music of Battlestar Galactica function both inside
and outside of the narrative? This crucial question explores the groundbreaking ways in which
the music of BSG operated and explores how the series ultimately advanced science fiction
television. This dissertation ultimately argues that BSG transformed the fundamental rules of
engagement between music and narrative. In doing so, my research ultimately pushes music
scholarship into new avenues of exploration and to contribute to the expanding canon of science

fiction television scholarship.
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Life has a melody, Gaius. A rhythm of notes that become your existence once they re played in
harmony with God’s plan. It’s time to do your part and realize your destiny... Come, see the face
of the shape of things to come.

Head Six, Battlestar Galactica, Season 1, Episode 13
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Introduction

Battlestar Galactica revolutionized science fiction television. The series, which ran from
2004 to 2009, synthesized commentary on politics, gender, race, and religion in a story of
warring humans and machines. Created in the shadow of 9/11, Ronald D. Moore’s reimagining
of the eponymous 1978 series won critical praise and still endures as a cult classic. The
popularity of the series led to references and spoofs in other televisions shows, such as Dwight
Schrute’s infamous love, as described by Jim, of “Bears, beets, and Battlestar Galactica” in The
Office.! The show’s legacy continued to grow following the series finale, leading Entertainment
Weekly to place Battlestar Galactica (hereafter, BSG) on its list of “26 Best Cult TV Shows
Ever.”? More recently, references to BSG have seeped into modern political commentary,
including a controversial Vice article entitled, “Battlestar Galactica is Essential Viewing in the
Age of Trump.” The legacy of BSG endures today and has prompted multiple spin-offs.
Moore’s short-lived Caprica (2010), for example, took place fifty-eight years prior to the events

in BSG. NBC'’s streaming service, Peacock, greenlighted a new BSG series this year to be

! The Office, season 3, episode 21, “Product Recall,” directed by Randall Einhorn, aired April 26,
2007 on NBC.

2 EW Staff, “26 Best Cult TV Shows Ever,” Entertainment Weekly, March 14, 2014, accessed
October 22, 2020, https://ew.com/gallery/26-best-cult-tv-shows-ever/.

3 Brenden Gallagher, “Battlestar Galactica is Essential Viewing in the Age of Trump,” Vice,
August 14, 2017, accessed October 22, 2020, https://www.vice.com/en/article/j558m4/battlestar-
galactica-is-essential-viewing-in-the-age-of-trump



produced by Sam Esmail.* In addition, Simon Kinberg is set to write and produce a BSG feature
film for Universal, and has hailed the series as “one of the holy grails in science fiction.”

In BSG, twelve human colonies have created Cylons, or robots invented to serve them.
Prior to the series’ beginning, the Cylons revolted and disappeared, but they return at the opening
of the BSG miniseries, a three-hour program that preceded the television show. In the miniseries,
the Cylons attack the Twelve Colonies with nuclear weapons, killing most of humanity. Less
than 100,000 survivors remain, with only one military vessel known as the battlestar Galactica.
The subsequent television series revolves around the Colonial Fleet fleeing the Cylons and
seeking the promised land of Earth, where they hope to start anew.” Their mission is
complicated, however, by the presence of humanoid Cylon models onboard Galactica. At its
core, BSG is a story of survival, endurance, and perseverance against adversaries.

Seizing on the series’ popularity and influence, critics have engaged with a variety of

topics. Scholarship on technology and science fiction genre inspired the most prominent studies,

4 Dan Clarendon, “What We Know about Peacock’s New Battlestar Galactica Series,” TV
Insider, July 17, 2020, accessed October 22, 2020, https://www.tvinsider.com/935779/battlestar-
galactica-reboot-peacock-series-sam-esmail/.

> Borys Kit, “Simon Kinberg to Write, Produce Battlestar Galactica Movie for Universal
(Exclusive),” The Hollywood Reporter, October 22, 2020, accessed October 22, 2020,
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/heat-vision/simon-kinberg-to-write-produce-battlestar-
galactica-movie-for-universal-exclusivex.

6 Season 2 reveals that another military vessel survived, the battlestar Pegasus, but those in the
Colonial Fleet believe that Galactica is the only ship left until Pegasus arrives. Battlestar
Galactica, season 2, episode 10, “Pegasus,” directed by Michael Rymer, aired September 23,
2005, on Sci-Fi, DVD (Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2005), disc 5.

7 See Appendix A for summaries of the four seasons.



including pieces by Kieran Tranter and Sérgio Dias Branco.® Political scholars such as Brian Ott,
Erika Johnson-Lewis, and Steven Rawle have discussed the influence of 9/11 and its aftermath
on the narrative.” Karen Randall drew parallels to waterboarding, while Christian W. Erickson
discussed the culture of counter-terrorism.!? Similarly, the themes of imperialism, militarism,
and nuclear warfare have provoked analysis.!! Queer, gender, and sexuality theory studies also

abound, including scholarship on the tension in the series between a matriarchal society and the

8 Sérgio Dias Branco, “Sci-Fi Ghettos: Battlestar Galactica and Genre Aesthetics,” in Battlestar
Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, Roz Kaveney and Jennifer Stoy, eds., 185—-198 (New
York: I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd., 2010). Kieran Tranter, Living in Technical Legality: Science Fiction and
Law as Technology, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), 76-106. Kieran Tranter,
““Frakking Toasters’ and Jurisprudences of Technology: The Exception, the Subject and Techné in
Battlestar Galactica,” Law and Literature 19, no. 1 (2007): 45-75. For further scholarship, see Geoff
Ryman, “The Science Fiction Dream,” Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts 18, no. 2 (70) (2007): 232—
46. Lorna Jowett, “Mad, Bad, and Dangerous to Know? Negotiating Sterotypes of Science,” in Cylons
in America: Critical Studies in Battlestar Galactica, Tiffany Potter and C.W. Marshall, eds., 64-75
(New York: Continuum International Publishing Group Inc, 2008).

? Erika Johnson-Lewis, “Torture, Terrorism, and Other Aspects of Human Nature,” in Cylons in
America, 27-39. Brian L. Ott, “(Re)Framing Fear: Equipment for Living in a Post-9/11 World,”
in Cylons in America, 13-26. Steven Rawle, “Real-imaging Terror in Battlestar Galactica:
Negotiating Real and Fantasy in Battlestar Galactica’s Political Metaphor,” in Battlestar
Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, 129-153. For further scholarship, see Shawn
Malley, Excavating the Future: Archaeology and Geopolitics in Contemporary North American
Science Fiction Film and Television (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2018). Charles Tessier
and Charles-Antoine Millette, “Réinterprétation Et Transposition: L histoire, Les Institutions Et Les
Dynamiques Politiques Américaines Dans Battlestar Galactica,” in D'Asimov a Star Wars:
Représentations Politiques Dans La Science-fiction, Lacroix Isabelle and Prémont Karine, eds., 127—
40 (Québec: Presses De L'Université Du Québec, 2016).

19 Karen Randell, ““Now the Gloves Come Off’: The Problematic of ‘Enhanced Interrogation
Techniques’ in ‘Battlestar Galactica’,” Cinema Journal 51, no. 1 (2011): 168-73. Christian W.
Erickson, “Counter-Terror Culture: Ambiguity, Subversion, or Legitimization?”” Security

Dialogue 38, no. 2 (2007): 197-214.

1" Marco Fey, Annika E Poppe, and Carsten Rauch, “The Nuclear Taboo, Battlestar Galactica, and
the Real World: Illustrations from a Science-fiction Universe,” Security Dialogue 47, no. 4 (2016):
348-65. Roz Kaveney, “The Military Organism: Rank, Family and Obedience in Battlestar
Galactica,” in Battlestar Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, 110—128. Rikk Mulligan,
“The Cain Mutiny: Reflecting the Faces of Military Leadership in a Time of Fear,” in Cylons in
America, 52—63. Corrine Pache, “’So Say We All’ — Reimagining Empire and The “Aeneid’,”
Classical Outlook 87, no. 4 (2010): 132-36. Juliana Hu Pegues, “Miss Cylon: Empire and Adoption
in ‘Battlestar Galactica’,” MELUS 33, no. 4 (2008): 189-209.



objectification of female bodies.!? Furthermore, Geoff Ryman, Christopher Deis, and Juliana Hu
Pegues analyzed the series through a postcolonial lens while Jennifer Stoy, C.W. Marshall, and
Matthew Wheeland discussed the role of religion in BSG.!? Yet despite this abundance of
scholarship, only one published article exists on the music of BSG, Eftychia Papanikolaou’s
study of Bob Dylan’s “All Along the Watchtower” in the Season 3 finale.!* This article
appeared, however, before Season 4 aired with its revolutionary interaction between soundtrack
and narrative. This dissertation will extend the critical literature on BSG by analyzing the role of
music in all four seasons of BSG. Specifically, I will focus on the essential role that music plays
in the construction of race, gender, and religion.

More broadly, this dissertation aims to inject a new musical perspective into science
fiction research. To date, scholars have explored science fiction through a multitude of mediums,
including cinema, television, cartoons, and video games. Science fiction cinema scholarship is

the most prevalent, dating back to Georges Méli¢s’s groundbreaking silent film Le Voyage dans

12 Karen K. Burrows, “The Luxury of Being Simply Human: Unwritten and Rewritten Queer
Histories in Battlestar Galactica,” in Battlestar Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel,
199-218. Matthew Jones, “Butch Girls, Brittle Boys and Sexy, Sexless Cylons: Some Gender
Problems in Battlestar Galactica,” in Battlestar Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel,
154-184. Lorna Jowett, “Frak Me: Reproduction, Gender, Sexuality,” in Battlestar Galactica:
Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, 59-80. Kevin J. Wetmore Jr., “Pyramid, Boxing, and Sex,” in
Cylons in America, 76-88.

13 Jim Casey, ““All This Has Happened Before’: Repetition, Reimagination, and Eternal Return,”
in Cylons in America, 237-250. Christopher Deis, “Erasing Difference: The Cylons as Racial
Other,” in Cylons in America, 156—168. Tamara C. Ho, “Articulating Asia in SF,” Science Fiction
Studies 44, no. 3 (2017): 587-91. Geoff Ryman, “Adama and (Mitochondrial) Eve: A Foundation
Myth for White Folks,” in Battlestar Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, 37-58. C.W.
Marshall and Matthew Wheeland, “The Cylons, the Singularity, and God,” in Cylons in America, 91—
104. Jennifer Stoy, “Of Great Zeitgeist and Bad Faith: An Introduction to Battlestar Galactica,” in
Battlestar Galactica: Investigation Flesh, Spirit and Steel, 1-36.

14 Eftychia Papanikolaou, “Of Duduks and Dylan: Negotiating Music and the Aural Space,” in
Cylons in America, 224-236.



la Lune (1902).'5 Indeed, science fiction cinema includes a wide range of topics ripe for study.
Dystopian futures (Planet of the Apes), utopian futures (Minority Report), the advent of
technology and the rise of machines (The Terminator), the exploration of space (2001: A Space
Odyssey), and alien encounters (Alien) are only some of the stories told through film. As a result,
cinema scholarship abounds.'¢

Although cinema studies has a larger reach, science fiction television scholarship has
emerged as an equally necessary field. Charlotte Howell, for example discussed the rise of
quality television, particularly science fiction series like The X-Files, in the 1990s.!” J.P. Telotte

surveyed the history of science fiction television across four decades, noting the monumental

15 For more information, see Matthew Solomon, Fantastic Voyages of the Cinematic
Imagination: Georges Mélies's Trip to the Moon, SUNY Series, Horizons of Cinema (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2011). Keith M. Johnston, Science Fiction Film: A Critical
Introduction, Berg Film Genres Series (Oxford; New York: Berg Publishers, 2011). Thomas C.
Renzi, Jules Verne on Film: A Filmography of the Cinematic Adaptations of His Works, 1902
through 1997 (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1998).

16 For a brief survey of science fiction cinema scholarship, see Christine Cornea, Science fiction
cinema: Between Fantasy and Reality (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2007).
Annette Kuhn, Alien Zone: Cultural Theory and Contemporary Science Fiction Cinema
(London; New York: Verso, 1990). I. Q. Hunter, British Science Fiction Cinema, British Popular
Cinema (London; New York: Routledge, 1999). Eliot Chayt, “Revisiting Italian Post-Neorealist
Science-Fiction Cinema (1963-74),” Science-fiction Studies 42, no. 2 (2015): 322-38. Sherryl
Vint, “Possibilities for a Science-Fiction Cinema,” Science-fiction Studies 43, no. 3 (2016): 563—
72. Aidan Power, Contemporary European Science Fiction Cinemas, Palgrave European Film
and Media Studies (Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2018). Ewa Mazierska, Red
Alert: Marxist Approaches to Science Fiction Cinema, Contemporary Approaches to Film and
Media Series (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2016). Robert Rushing, “The Weight
of History: Immunity and the Nation in Italian Science-Fiction Cinema,” Science-fiction

Studies 42, no. 2 (2015): 339-52. Ziauddin Sardar and Sean Cubitt, Aliens R Us: The Other in
Science Fiction Cinema (London; Sterling, VA: Pluto Press, 2002). Marianne Kac-

Vergne, Masculinity in Contemporary Science Fiction Cinema. Cyborgs, Troopers and Other
Men of the Future (London: I.B. Tauris, 2018). Jennifer L. Feeley and Sarah Ann

Wells, Simultaneous Worlds (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).

17 Charlotte E. Howell, “Legitimating Genre,” Critical Studies in Television 12, no. 1 (2017):
35-50.



importance of shows such as Star Trek and Lost in Space.'® Lincoln Geraghty tracked series out
of the United States alongside political movements while others—such as Tobias Hochscherf,
James Leggott, Donald E. Palumbo, and C. W. Sullivan—noted the influence of British politics
on series.!” Furthermore, critical topics such as gender and race feature prominently in science
fiction television scholarship.2? Despite this abundance of scholarship, few musicologists interact
with television studies. Phillip Hayward and KJ Donnelly pioneered the field, including the
collection of essays entitled Music in Science Fiction Television.?' The collection is far from
comprehensive, however, and leaves many essential science fiction series for future scholarship.
In expanding the scholarship on science fiction television music, I approach this
dissertation as a musicologist. Although the study of dialogue, soundtrack, and sound effects are
all an essential part of television scholarship, this dissertation focuses primarily on the
soundtrack. Furthermore, my focus on the reimagined BSG series allows for a detailed analysis
of the original score created specifically for the show by composer Bear McCreary. As a result,
this dissertation largely studies the creation of the show’s soundtrack and its interactions with the

narrative rather than its reception by viewers. My analysis is grounded in the examination of

18 J P. Telotte, The Essential Science Fiction Television Reader, Essential Readers in
Contemporary Media (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2008).

19 Lincoln Geraghty, American Science Fiction Film and Television (London; New York, NY:
Berg, 2009). Tobias Hochscherf and James Leggott, eds., British Science Fiction Film and
Television: Critical Essays (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011).

20 Diana Adesola Mafe, Where No Black Woman Has Gone Before (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2018). Elyce Rae Helford, Fantasy Girls: Gender in the New Universe of Science Fiction
and Fantasy Television (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000).

2! Philip Hayward, Off the Planet: Music, Sound and Science Fiction Cinema (London;
Bloomington, IN: John Libbey; distributed in North America by Indiana University Press, 2004).
K.J. Donnelly and, Philip Hayward, eds., Music in Science Fiction Television, Routledge Music
and Screen Media Series (London: Routledge, 2013).



primary source materials, including the episodes, commentaries, podcasts by the series’ writers,
and online commentaries by McCreary.

This dissertation’s reading of BSG extends beyond music studies to engage theories of
alterity, the mechanical, and posthumanism. My research also contributes to the study of science
fiction and, more specifically, the space opera genre. Gender stereotypes, for example, abound in
science fiction literature, films, and television shows, yet while film critics have delved into this
problematic topic, music scholars have barely scratched the surface. Similarly, music plays a
critical role in the construction of race and religious symbolism in science fiction.

I develop my analysis through four chapters, each of which focuses on a different aspect
of the music. Chapter One analyzes how the series follows the conventions of the so-called
“space opera” subgenre of science fiction yet complicates it by introducing the post-9/11 issues
of terrorism and waterboarding. Furthermore, this chapter engages with genre theory, noting how
the creator’s resistance to traditional space operas paradoxically resulted in a show deeply
indebted to traditional operatic tropes. Chapter Two interacts scholars who have applied post-
colonial theories to science fiction, delving into the ways in which music is used to “Other” the
mechanical Cylons. Chapter Three brings new insights to the much-discussed issue of diegetic
music, emphasizing the impact that music and spirituality have on BSG’s narrative. Finally,
Chapter Four expands upon gender scholarship, especially feminist research on cyborgs by
Anzaldta and Donna Haraway, to trace how music functions to evoke a utopian future.

Although this dissertation will incorporate theories from other disciplines, I will always
return to one primary question: how does the music of Battlestar Galactica function both inside
and outside of the narrative? This crucial question explores the groundbreaking ways in which

the music of BSG operated and examines how the series ultimately advanced science fiction



television. This dissertation argues that BSG transformed the fundamental rules of engagement
between music and narrative. In doing so, my research pushes music scholarship into new
avenues of exploration and contributes to the expanding canon of science fiction television

scholarship.



Chapter 1: (Space) Opera

BSG revolutionized “space opera.”! Moore invoked this subgenre of science fiction
explicitly in his manifesto “Naturalistic Science Fiction, or Taking the Opera out of Space
Opera.” He repudiated the traditional space opera—shows like Star Trek and Doctor Who—
asserting that it was outdated, overdone, and unrealistic:

Our goal is nothing less than the reinvention of the science fiction television series. We

take as a given the idea that the traditional space opera, with its stock characters, techno-

double-talk, bumpy-headed aliens, thespian histrionics, and empty heroics has run its
course and a new approach is required. That approach is to introduce realism into what
has heretofore been an aggressively unrealistic genre.?
BSG revised iconic elements of the classic space opera, including plot, characters, editorial style,
and cinematography. And while Moore neglected to mention music in his essay, composer Bear
McCreary revolutionized the soundtrack with exotic timbres and rhythms that departed from the
traditional brassy fanfares.

And yet, for all of Moore’s assertions that his show was “not just another space opera,”
BSG embodies many of the subgenre’s defining characteristics.®> Space opera traces its origins
back to the 1930s and ’40s when books and radio serials dominated entertainment. The term,
coined by magazine journalist Wilson Tucker in 1941, draws from other popular genres of the

time: “In these hectic days of phrase-coining, we offer one. Westerns are called ‘horse operas,’

the morning housewife tearjerkers are called ‘soap operas.” For the hacky, grinding, stinking,

! This chapter is a reproduction of my previously published work in the Journal of the Society for
American Music. “Battlestar Galactica and Space Opera: Transforming a Subgenre,” Journal of
the Society for American Music 15, no. 1 (Winter, 2021). Reproduced with the permission of
Cambridge University Press.

2 Ronald D. Moore, Battlestar Galactica: Series Bible, December 17,2003, 2,
https://www.harvardwood.org/writers_resources (accessed March 15, 2020).

3 Ibid.



outworn space-ship yarn, or world-saving for that matter, we offer ‘space opera’.”* Tucker was
clearly taking a swipe at the formulaic, mediocre products he regularly encountered. The operatic
label refers not to the musical genre, but rather to an overarching concept of melodrama and
intense emotions. Furthermore, Tucker suggested that space opera must possess certain key
characteristics, including a spaceship, journeys through uncharted realms, and an exciting
narrative often resolved with violence.’ Brian Aldiss subsequently expanded the criteria to
include the questioning of reality, probing of the limit of knowledge, and some form of exile.
Furthermore, space operas often took on Ruritanian traits, projecting terrestrial traits, often from
medieval Europe, onto alien worlds.”

Space opera adapted to the Cold War era, adding social commentary and updated
technology, but it retained its inferior standing compared to other science fiction subgenres.
Critical opinion of space opera changed drastically in 1977, however, thanks to George Lucas’s
stunningly popular space adventure, Star Wars.® The film, which ushered in a new era of space

opera, was lauded by Jerome Winter as a “sophisticated reharnessing of conventional pulp-era

“ David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer, “Space Opera Redefined,” in Speculations on
Speculation: Theories of Science Fiction, ed. James Gunn and Matthew Candelaria (Lanham,
MD: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2005), 260.

> Gary Westfahl, "Space Opera,” in The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction, ed. Edward
James and Farah Mendlesohn, Cambridge Companions to Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), 197-208.

¢ Hartwell and Cramer, “Space Opera Redefined,” 260.

7 Westfahl, "Space Opera,” 206.

8 Producer Lester Del Rey and his wife Judy Lynn are widely credited with this reversal of
opinion after working hard to push Star Trek: The Original Series and Star Wars as poster
children for new space opera. Hartwell and Cramer, “Space Opera Redefined,” 263.
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trappings.” New Space Opera, as modern critics dubbed it, also challenged the low standards of
previous decades. As Jerome Winter explained,

Prior to the emergence of the New Space Opera, this subgenre had long been in disrepute

within the field not only for its aesthetic failings but also for its ideological tendencies: its

quasi-fascistic fascination with supermen and super weapons, its abiding racism, sexism
and class bigotry, as well as its juvenile wish-fulfillment fantasy...but it was not until the
late 1980s and especially the 1990s and 2000s that coordinated attempts were made...to
systematically rehabilitate the ideological presumptions of space opera.'?
Winter primarily cited novelists as pioneers of New Space Opera, but the revolution continued
throughout television and film as well. Today, New Space Opera continues to be a dominant and
respected subgenre that produces international blockbusters (Guardians of the Galaxy, 2014) and
nuanced social commentaries (Firefly, 2002—-03) on modern culture.!!

BSG occupies an uncomfortable position between New Space Opera and the traditional
subgenre. The original 1978 BSG followed the rules of an orthodox space opera: after the Twelve
Colonies of humanity are obliterated by the Cylons, the survivors flee in spacecrafts. Throughout
the rest of the short-lived series the Colonial Fleet, protected by the one remaining battlestar,
attempts to find Earth while pursued by the Cylons. ABC cancelled the series after one season,
although it returned for a limited ten-episode run a year later in Galactica 1980. Two decades

passed before Moore decided to reimagine the series, during which the New Space Opera

movement gained traction.

? These improved narratives introduced a sympathetic hero, an optimistic tone, wars of the
future, Byzantine intergalactic diplomacy, and doomsday devices. Jerome Winter, Science
Fiction, New Space Opera, and Neoliberal Globalism: Nostalgia for Infinity (Cardiff: University
of Wales Press, 2016), 2.

10 Tbid.

1 1bid., 8-16.
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As he made clear in the Series Bible (an outline of the show’s rules and narrative), Moore
wanted his BSG to defy stereotypes of space opera.!> Moore never mentioned New Space Opera,
perhaps because he did not yet know of its existence, but he and the writing team made several
changes that align the show with the updated subgenre. As explored in the introduction, the
reimagined series continued the same basic narrative as the original except that the story now
included humanoid Cylon models to add intrigue. More provocatively, the swashbuckling, cigar-
smoking man’s man Starbuck was recast as a female in the 2004 miniseries.'* The 1978 villain
Gaius Baltar also became much more sympathetic in the new series and followed a redemption
arc worthy of a hero. Social issues from the 1970s remained, including sexism, racism, and
classism, but BSG reframed them as nuanced commentaries on the post-9/11 United States.!'*
Moore emphasized a desire for relatable characters in his manifesto: “We want the audience to
connect with the characters of Galactica as people. Our characters are not super-heroes. They are
not an elite. They are everyday people caught up in an enormous cataclysm and trying to survive
it as best they can. They are you and me.”!> Moore’s fight against space opera, particularly
popular shows like Star Trek and Stargate SG-1, mirrored the literary movement towards New
Space Opera. Unwittingly or not, Moore created the one of the first New Space Opera television
series.

Space opera was not named for the musical genre, but Moore’s reimagined series is

inescapably operatic. Indeed, it exemplifies “operaticness,” a term minted by Marcia Citron:

12 Moore, Battlestar Galactica: Series Bible, 2.

13 Sci-Fi first released a 90-minute miniseries introducing Battlestar Galactica and, following its
success, went on to begin Season 1 in 2005.

14 Lincoln Geraghty, American Science Fiction Film and Television, 118-122. Ott, “(Re)Framing
Fear,” 13-26.

15 Underline in original. Moore, Battlestar Galactica: Series Bible, 3.
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“Operaticness implies that opera is foregrounded, that it is present in an obvious way that makes
it recognizable.”!® Throughout When Opera Meets Film, Citron detailed the operatic qualities of
cinematic works, such as Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather trilogy (1972-90), Norman
Jewison’s Moonstruck (1987), and Mike Nichols’s Closer (2004). Though Citron only analyzed
films that have direct references to opera within them, she expanded the definition in a
subsequent study, arguing that “operaticness” applies to any film that inherits operatic
tendencies.!”

Citron’s works belong to an expanding body of research on the intersection of opera and
cinema. Although writers such as Theodor Adorno and Hanns Eisler had noted the affinities
between the two media, film scholarship did not explore them seriously until Jeremy Tambling’s
1987 study of cinematic adaptations of opera.'® Citron continued Tambling’s discussion of
filmed opera in Opera on Screen, while Jeongwon Joe and Rose Theresa analyzed the use of
opera arias in narrative films.!” Michael Grover-Friedlander then followed with a study that
explored the way in which cinema accesses a general cultural knowledge of opera without actual
operatic scenes or music.2? The studies focused solely on film, yet operatic tropes and music also
abound in television and invite similar research.

This chapter will explore the “operaticness” of BSG’s narrative, cinematography, editing

style, music, and characters. After analyzing the show’s explicit evocations of opera, notably the

16 Marcia Citron, When Opera Meets Film (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 246.
17 Ibid.

18 Theodor Adorno and Hanns Eisler, Composing for the Films (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1947). Jeremy Tambling, Opera, Ideology and Film (Manchester, UK: Manchester
University Press, 1987).

19 Marcia Citron, Opera on Screen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). Jeongwon Joe
and Rose Theresa ed., Between Opera and Cinema (New York; London: Routledge, 2002).

20 Michal Grover-Friedlander, Vocal Apparitions: The Attraction of Cinema to Opera (Princeton;
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005).

13



fantastic Opera House that reappears throughout the series, we shall investigate the soundtrack
and its leitmotifs.?! Finally, we will relate the characters most intimately tied to the Opera House
to operatic stereotypes, particularly the trope of the madwoman. While the BSG writers clearly
did not model the series on opera, operatic resonances nevertheless permeate the script and score.
Moore may have intended to “take the opera out of space opera,” but he succeeded instead in

constructing a series profoundly indebted to the classical genre.

The Opera House
The “operaticness” of BSG appears most strongly in the revolutionary arc of the series narrative.
In the Series Bible, Moore outlined how the reimagined world would differentiate itself from
contemporary science fiction television series:
In order to maintain and sustain this tension, we will be emphasizing a continuing
storyline which will literally continue the Cylon threat to the Colonials as established in
the pilot...This format breaks down into three layers: 1. Series Arcs 2. Multi-Episodic
Arcs 3. Stand Alone Arcs. The three-tiered format avoids the pitfalls of Star Trek’s
episodic structure...without turning our show into a true serial.??
This “narrative complexity,” as Jason Mittel termed it, entails “a redefinition of episodic forms
under the influence of serial narration—not necessarily a complete merger of episodic and serial
forms but a shifting balance. Rejecting the need for plot closure within every episode that

typifies conventional episodic form, narrative complexity foregrounds ongoing stories across a

range of genres.”?* BSG relied heavily on narrative complexity, a result of Moore’s frustration

2! The BSG script uses Opera House as a title and always capitalizes the term. This article will
similarly follow suit.

22 Moore, Battlestar Galactica, 30.

23 Jason Mittell, “Narrative Complexity in Contemporary American Television,” The Velvet
Light Trap no. 58 (Fall, 2006): 32.
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during his time as writer for Star Trek: The Next Generation.** The multi-episodic and stand-
alone arcs of BSG often featured typical space opera plots (a Cylon attack, for example) but its
serial arc elevated the show through a focus on interpersonal relationships and the “never-ending
Cylon pursuit of the Galactica and her fleet.”?

It is within BSG’s serial arc that the show’s operatic qualities become apparent. In the
Season 1 finale, scientist Gaius Baltar is stranded among the ruins of Kobol — the original planet
of the Twelve Colonies where humans and gods coexisted.?® None of the ruins are recognizable
structures, but Baltar soon finds himself in the Kobol Opera House, restored to its original
splendor.?” Baltar is accompanied by his ubiquitous companion, a hallucinatory version of the
Cylon Number Six we will call Head Six.?® The Opera House is immense and beautiful, unlike
anything seen previously on BSG. As Head Six and Baltar walk down the aisle toward the stage,
she comments on the immensity of this moment: “Life has a melody, Gaius. A rhythm of notes

that become your existence once played in harmony with God’s plan. It’s time to do your part

and realize your destiny.”?® Six’s words resonate throughout the rest of the scene as she leads

24 Steve ‘Frosty’ Weintraub, “Interview: Battlestar Galactica Creators Ron Moore and David
Eick,” Collider, January 7, 2009, http://collider.com/interview-battlestar-galactica-creators-ron-
moore-and-david-eick/.

2> Moore, Battlestar Galactica: Series Bible, 30.

26 See Appendix A for character descriptions.

27 Originally showrunners intended for Baltar to walk into a temple and meet God, which they
discuss in the commentary. They felt that this would blatantly betray the show’s trajectory,
however, and opted instead to replace the temple with an Opera House, further underlining
correlations between religion, music, and narrative in the show. Battlestar Galactica, season 1,
episode 13, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2,” directed by Michael Rymer, aired April 1, 2005,
on Sci-Fi, DVD (Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2005), disc 5.

28 There are twelve known Cylon humanoid models and Baltar regularly interacted with Number
Six before the Cylons destroyed the twelve colonies. Throughout Season 1, Baltar communicates
with an apparition of Six, whom he assumes is a hallucination. For sake of differentiating his
hallucinated companion from the actual Number Six he knew previously, I will call them Head
Six and Caprica Six respectively. See Appendix A.

2 Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”
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Baltar onto the stage and shows him his fate. In a twisted version of the classic opera trope of
love versus duty, Baltar finds himself confronted with the choice between self-love and duty to a
higher power. Baltar’s choice, a decision that he does not fully embrace until the series finale, is
henceforth linked to the Opera House.

The Kobol theater explicitly injects opera into the narrative of BSG, but the
cinematography of the scene further enhances the operatic quality. Kobol stands in stark contrast
to the oppressive visual world of the battlestar. The landscape of the planet is saturated in color —
natural sunlight, green forests, clear blue water (Figure 1). On the windowless, dimly-lit
Galactica, by contrast, dull blacks and grays dominate, complementing the dark green, gray, and

black of the military uniforms (Figure 2).

Figure 1: Baltar and Head Six on Kobol*°

30 Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”
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Figure 2: Adama and Tigh on Galactica®!

Moore discussed the visual portrayal of the fleet in the miniseries commentary, noting
that he aimed to create an aura similar to those found in documentaries.?? In this style, one finds
natural colors unfiltered by editing. Camera instability is even more characteristic; though the
production qualities of recent documentaries have improved, handheld cameras and shaky
movements still unmistakably recall the style. Moore, the writing team, and miniseries director
Michael Rymer, embedded these realistic factors into the show from the beginning. On board
Galactica the camera is unstable, shifting perspectives abruptly and shaking with the movement
of the ship. Even the shots are characteristic of documentaries: rarely does an episode feature any

shots requiring camera rigs. Instead, each shot remains near eye level, as if an amateur

3! Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”
32 Battlestar Galactica: Miniseries, directed by Michael Rymer, aired December 8-9, 2003, on
Sci-Fi, DVD (Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2005), disc 1.
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cameraman were following the crew around the ship. As Kevin McNeilly explained, the camera
work enhances the sense of materiality:
The series eschews a stable perspective, preferring the feel of embedded points of view,
and the textures of improvisational immediacy and documentary presence that a handheld
camera offers. We’re reminded in every scene that perspective is contingent and
temporary, that someone is taking these pictures, making these images. The aperture
constantly jingles, drifts, redirects its attention, pulls, and readjusts its focus...the
documentary textures of BSG’s visuals serve as reminders of a corporeal, human
materiality, that informs the whole aesthetic of the program. The handheld, quasi-
documentary camera introduces into the screen-image material traces of hands and eyes
— two key tropes, the tactile and the visual, that parade nearly every episode.?
By enhancing the realism of the series, the documentary style defuses the quintessential space
opera. On Kobol, by contrast, the cinematography embraces the ideal and theatrical. Abandoning
the eye-level documentary manner, the camera indulges in sweeping establishing shots of the
planetary landscape and multiple birds-eye shots that slowly zoom in on Baltar. As if
accentuating the otherness of this world, the camera shots and angles create a new
cinematographic world.
The interior of Kobol’s Opera House provides even more contrast with Galactica. As
Baltar enters the theater, the camera whirls around him from every angle, registering his awed
reaction to the immense Opera House. The deep reds of the velvet seats introduce a color rarely
seen, except by Baltar. Head Six’s seductive (perhaps devilish) red dress normally draws the eye

as a contrast to other Galactica clothing, yet on Kobol she dons an angelic white gown.** This

heavenly color dominates the Opera House. The reds and golds frame three glowing white

33 Kevin McNeilly, ““This Might Be hard for You to Watch’: Salvage Humanity in ‘Final Cut’,”
Cylons in America, 186.

34 Despite wearing the color associated with virginity, Head Six’s white dress remains skin-tight
and nearly see-through. This costuming choice seems to hint that the Six model will play a role
in the Opera House but that she will continue to be seductive and alluring.
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objects, each essential to the overarching series narrative of the show, which immediately draw
the eyes: Head Six, long banners draped from the stage ceiling, and a cradle.

Figure 3: The Opera House Interior®
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The music throughout the Opera House vision further emphasizes the significance of this
scene. Until this episode, the soundtrack of BSG eschews the symphonic style of John Williams
and the classic Hollywood orchestra. McCreary commented on his unique instrumentation in his
weekly blog: “My initial concept for the score was to use instruments as ancient as possible,
hence the heavy reliance on percussion and vocals.”*® McCreary’s innovative use of instruments
included using pots, pans, and toasters in scenes with the Cylons, winking at the derogatory

“toaster” nickname given to them by those on Galactica. The percussive sound of BSG provided

33 Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”

36 Bear McCreary, “Instruments of Battlestar Galactica: Duduk,” Bear McCreary Official Site,
September 28, 2006, accessed December 11, 2017,
http://www.bearmccreary.com/#blog/blog/battlestar-galactica-3/instruments-of-battlestar-
galactica-duduk/.
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the show with a timbre unlike any other science fiction series, which was always the intent of the
show’s producers and directors:
When initially discussing the music for the miniseries with composer Richard Gibbs and
myself [director Michael Rymer], knew he wanted something that would totally stand out
from the traditional orchestral science fiction score. As the series developed throughout
the first season, I continued where the miniseries left off, scoring each episode with a
mixed ensemble of ethnic soloists and percussion. When Rymer returned to direct the
season finale, Kobol’s Last Gleaming Parts I and 11, he again wanted a score that would
stand out...and this time it meant bring the orchestra back. In setting Passacaglia against
the opening montage of Kobol’s Last Gleaming Part I, it suddenly felt fresh and new.
Were the whole show scored with orchestra, an impact like this would be totally
impossible.’’
Expanding on McCreary’s comments, Eftychia Papanikolaou noted the coding of symphonic
music, rather than percussion and “ethnic soloists,” as exotic: “Rather than forming a
stereotypical mood-creating, aurally unobtrusive, nondiegetic matrix, symphonic music is now
meant to startle.”*® The orchestra, hinted at during the first episode of the two-part season finale,
takes center stage in the Opera House. By emphasizing this orchestral sound, which by now
sounds foreign to viewers acquainted with BSG’s soundscape, McCreary effectively highlights
the importance of the theater and subverts space opera’s stereotypical musical conventions.>

The music in this climactic scene plays into an operatic narrative that would stretch the

entire show while simultaneously foreshadowing the series finale. A key phrase that permeates

37 Bear McCreary, “Themes of Battlestar Galactica, Pt IV,” Bear McCreary Official Site,
February 4, 2007, accessed December 11, 2017,
http://www.bearmccreary.com/#blog/blog/battlestar-galactica-3/themes-of-battlestar-galactica-
pt-iv/.

38 Eftychia Papanikolaou, “Of Duduks and Dylan,” 227.

39 The episode’s early scripts called for Baltar to enter the Opera House and discover an
orchestra on stage. He would then walk down the aisle, climb to the stage, discover a violin
placed on an empty chair, and join in with the orchestra. The writers most likely intended this
scene to allude to his acceptance of his destiny but scrapped the plan in favor of a nearly empty
stage with an illuminated cradle. Baltar’s participation in the orchestra linked him to the larger
narrative of music at play throughout the series, but the cradle knit his fate together with Hera,
the cyborg child of Athena and Helo. Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”
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BSG alludes to its cyclical nature: “All this has happened before, and all this will happen
again.”* First uttered by the Cylon Leoben during his interrogation by Starbuck in “Flesh and
Bone” (1.08), the phrase echoes throughout the series and is crucial to the show’s epilogue. At
first, the phrase seems to break the fourth wall in a wink at the original Battlestar Galactica, but
its significance deepens as it becomes increasingly entwined with the destinies of Starbuck (a
Galactica pilot) and Baltar.*! By the end of the first season Starbuck’s fate is still unknown, but
the Opera House scene prefigures key elements of Baltar’s destiny.

Although Head Six never states “all this has happened before” during the Kobol vision,
the accompanying orchestral music reminds listeners of the phrase and foreshadows the series’
conclusion. The orchestra reintroduces the music that McCreary entitled Passacaglia in his online
commentary. First heard in “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 1 (1.12), the melody is then
transforms into The Shape of Things to Come motive.** In his blog following the release of
Season 2, McCreary noted that he named the former cue after the Baroque form and it serves as a
leitmotif for the Kobol Opera House:

This theme, named after the Italian musical form it fits, was composed for the opening

montage of Kobol’s Last Gleaming Part I and re-appeared during Baltar’s vision of the

Opera House in Part I1...The events of Kobol’s Last Gleaming continue to haunt us

throughout Season Three and beyond, so I wouldn’t be surprised if this theme re-surfaces
from time to time.*’

40 Battlestar Galactica, season 1, episode 8, “Flesh and Bone,” directed by Brad Turner, aired
February 25, 2005, on Sci-Fi, DVD (Universal Studios Home Entertainment, 2005), disc 3.

4! Leoben first states the phrase when telling Starbuck of her crucial role in the fate of humanity
and Six reiterates it to Baltar when discussing his redemption arc as an instrument of God.
Battlestar Galactica, “Flesh and Bone.” Battlestar Galactica, season 1, episode 10, “The Hand
of God,” directed by Jeff Woolnough, aired March 11, 2005, on Sci-Fi, DVD (Universal Studios
Home Entertainment, 2005), disc 4.

42 Battlestar Galactica, “Kobol’s Last Gleaming, Part 2.”

43 McCreary, “Themes of Battlestar Galactica, Pt IV.”
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Although McCreary does not state whether or not he was aware of the Opera House’s essential
role in the series and the importance of “all this has happened before,” the use of a passacaglia
seems more than coincidental.

The passacaglia form, which dates back to the sixteenth century, features a set of
variations over a repeating bass. The form often use a conjunct melodic contour in the ostinato, is
set in triple meter, and set at a slow tempo. McCreary’s Passacaglia motive fulfills most of these
characteristics, moving at a moderate, meditative tempo to accompany Baltar’s entrance into the
Opera House. As Passacaglia transitions into The Shape of Things to Come, the repeating bass
line continues but changes meter (see Figure 4). Moving from 3/4 to 6/8, McCreary retains the
triple meter but adds a pastoral flavor to the passacaglia. McCreary’s motivation is unclear, but
he perhaps intended the change of meter to create a sense of ambiguity and reinforce the mystery
of the Opera House.

Figure 4: The Shape of Things to Come leitmotif**
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The bass line of The Shape of Things to Come descends chromatically, harkening back to
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the operatic /lamento. Ellen Rosand has studied early operatic examples of the descending
tetrachord, as in Monteverdi’s Arianna and “Lamento della ninfa,” noting that composers often
did not distinguish between major and minor modes.* McCreary’s lamento bass primarily

implies E major, with the notable exception of the altered fifth scale degree, B-flat. The

4 McCreary, “Themes of Battlestar Galactica, Pt IV.” Used with the permission of
NBCUniversal Media, LLC.

4 Ellen Rosand, “The Descending Tetrachord: An Emblem of Lament,” The Musical
Quarterly 65, no. 3 (1979): 353.
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supporting harmony, however, oscillates between E major, C major, and A minor, further
alluding to the theme’s modality.*® McCreary’s use of a lament here initially seems suspect, as
this is a moment of destiny. Rosand argued, however, that the lament was often the “central
affective climax™ of an opera, a description that ideally suits the Opera House scene.*’ The
lament does not reflect Baltar’s awestruck response to the Opera House, but instead foreshadows
the trials and tribulations he must endure before the culmination of his prophesied fate.

The operatic qualities of The Shape of Things to Come elevates Baltar’s vision from the
abnormal to the transcendent. The music begins the instant the Kobol Opera House scene begins,
starting quietly with sustained low strings and gradually swelling in the oscillating violins. A
simple, conjunct, and beautifully consonant melody rises out of the orchestra as Head Six
transports Baltar from Kobol’s ruins to the full splendor of the Opera House. The strings climb
higher and higher as he looks around in wonder and the melody plays once more as Head Six
leads Baltar down the aisle. Head Six explicitly links the music to his destiny, proclaiming that
“Life has a melody, Gaius... Come, see the face of the shape of things to come.”*® The strings
circle each other over the passacaglia bass line and finally whirl into their higher ranges as Baltar
and Head Six gaze at the glowing cradle, overwhelmed by what they find inside. The Shape of
Things to Come fades as the scene changes to Galactica, but as intercuts between the two
locations begin the orchestral passacaglia weaves together with the sounds of Galactica — uniting

the two distinct aural and visua