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Improvisin‟ in the Rain 

 Singin’ in the Rain characters learn in the film that you “gotta dance” or “make „em 

laugh” to get your point across.  Simply telling someone what you are thinking will not do any 

good, breaking out into spontaneous song and dance works the best.  Using the top two 

definitions from Merriam-Webster, spontaneous is defined as proceeding from natural feeling 

or native tendency without external constraint and arising from a momentary impulse.  These 

two definitions fit the illusion of spontaneity, song and dance, created in Singin’ in the Rain.  The 

moments came at two different types of situations.  First, was when characters wanted to express 

the emotions they are feeling and the second was at a moment of a grand idea.  As a viewer, if 

you are willing to ignore the logical issues these “spontaneous” situations present, they are great 

scenes. 

 When the characters in Singin’ in the Rain break out into song and dance, there are two 

main reasons behind it.  Characters break into song when they come up with a great idea.  The 

power of this idea is simply too much for the characters to contain and they can only show the 

other characters the brilliance of their plan in song.  The first instance of this was when Cosmo 

and Don were in the studio, he said he had only one rule to follow.  (Cue up music in the 

background)  I guess… like in the “In Focus” article…. I need to accept that music is 

everywhere… 

They‟re improvisin‟ in the rain 

Just improvisin‟  in the rain 

What a glorious idea 

They‟re havin‟ right now  



Cosmo sayin‟ to act like a clown 

Music comin‟ from somewhere above 

The idea is in his head 

And he‟s dancing and singin‟ 

Lettin a storm of thoughts despite, 

Everyone tryin to work all over the place 

It just wouldn‟t be the same 

With cuts or viewers to give him acclaim 

He flies through the wall  

But doesn‟t miss a beat at all 

Just improvisin', 

Improvisn' in the rain 

 

 Eh hem…Where was I?  

 Another key situation when music and dance play a large role in the revealing of the idea 

to turn The Dueling Cavalier into The Dancing Cavalier.  The music slowly begins a crescendo 

in the background, and holds its slow pace as Don half-heartedly suggests that he should have 

danced more in the film.  The pace picks up as the idea grows and blossoms.  The characters 

become more active and slowly begin to move in unison.  First their steps, then their turns, and 

eventually they cannot just talk about it anymore and begin to sing and dance.  While the “In 

Focus” article says that it is possible for the viewer to suspend their disbelief, the film does not 

really give the viewer much of a choice if they are going to accept the film.  Not only are their 

basic walking patterns in synch, they break out in to a complicated tap routine and sequenced 

moves with jackets.  Not once does it seem like this is a strain for them.  It seems natural for the 

three of them to dance together and they are able to do it flawlessly.  

In addition, the music that they are singing and dancing too is coming from a non-digetic 

source.  This both causes problems and helps the viewers.  It causes problems for the basic 

reason of it does not have an in scene source.  The viewer must accept that all the characters are 

hearing the same tune.  However, this also helps build the special atmosphere for the audience.  

This idea is so powerful that this music can begin playing and that all the characters will hear it.  



If it was not there, and they were dancing to their own singing and tapping, it would not have the 

same effect.  

If the audience is willing make the leap and accept the dancing, the camera position and 

editing, make the shot work.  For nearly the entire scene Don, Cosmo, and Kathy, are all in the 

center of the frame and their full bodies are visible.  This draws the viewers‟ attention to the 

synchronization, and causes the rest of the background to become unimportant and flow around 

the characters.  Another key film technique in these scenes is the lack of editing.  The long takes 

pushes the viewers disbelief to almost breaking.  Not only do they have to accept that this idea or 

emotion has caused them to dance, but a rarely interrupted, complicated dance.  From a story 

standpoint it shows how connected the characters are, this idea is allowing them to dance and 

sing for a great length of time.  Then from an acting standpoint, it shows how talented the three 

actors are, as they have perfected the routine to where they can do all the dance moves together 

without many cuts.   These complicated movements and up-tempo songs make the suspension of 

disbelief worthwhile.  Don, Cosmo, and Kathy could just discuss the idea of The Dancing 

Cavalier and move on, but it would be boring.  Instead, these types of spontaneous scenes draw 

the viewers in and create a unique experience.   

 The second situation that spontaneity is an integral part of is a highly emotional scene.  It 

is not enough for Don Lockwood to simply tell Kathy Seldon that he loves her.  It happens 

multiple times throughout the film.   One example of this is when Don and Kathy go into the 

sound stage and he sings to her with all the stage effects.  While this is an important scene, the 

reveal at the end of the film is what that song is building to.  As the audience is applauding The 

Dancing Cavalier, the main characters have finally reached a boiling point with Lina.  She 

attempts to stand up to them, but in doing so, she gives them a great idea.  The same synchronous 



spontaneity from earlier is shown, as the three men move in unison and devise a plan to ruin 

Lina.  This gives Don the opportunity then to use the second type of spontaneity to confess his 

true love to not only Kathy, but also the film industry.  Again, the audience just has to accept 

several points to get to the emotional bit.  First, an orchestra is there for the showing of a 

“talkie.”  Second, that no one outside of the film crew has heard Lina talk. Third, Lina and the 

orchestra both know “Singin‟ in the Rain.”  The conductor strikes up the orchestra and the music 

compels Lina to begin dancing.  However, this allows Don, Cosmo, and RF to mock Lina‟s basic 

dance moves.  It is as if they are saying, “This is all you can do?  WE break out into large 

choreographed numbers.”  This is also enforced by the camera angle showing both Lina and 

Kathy at the same time.  Jane Feuer in her article “Winking at the Audience”, calls this camera 

angle “the most demystifying camera angle in the film.”  She also points out that the “good” 

characters have no problems singing or dancing, while the “bad” characters have to strain.  This 

scene provides a great juxtaposition of Lina and Kathy for this point.  Lina is shown to be 

struggling to sing and dance, while Kathy is behind the curtain looking bored.  Kathy is barely 

moving with the music, and yet she still sounds great which only crushes Lina more.  Once Lina 

is ruined and Kathy attempts to leave, the emotional spontaneity takes over. 

 Don cannot just tell Kathy that he loves her, so he begins to sing.  Barely through a bar, 

Cosmo jumps to his feet and begins to conduct the orchestra.  Again, the viewers are asked to 

suspend their disbelief to accept that all it takes is Cosmo conducting for the orchestra to know 

which song and what key to play.  The key difference in emotional scenes and the celebration of 

a great idea comes from the camera position.  While Don and Kathy do dance in the sound stage 

earlier, the camera has more close ups.  As Kathy approaches the stage, the camera switches to 

over Don‟s shoulder.  Earlier in the film, Don is mugged by adoring fans and at the party one of 



the other dancers offers to “help” Don, showing the power he has over people.  This makes it 

seem like he could get any woman he wants.  While this shot starts over his shoulder, putting 

him in the dominant position, he extends his hands and brings her up to the stage.  It creates a 

more intimate image, showing the embrace, and blocking out as much of the surrounding as 

possible.  The viewer has no choice but to focus on the couple and the romantic situation they are 

in.  This also follows the Merriam-Webster definition of spontaneous as it is his natural feelings 

and he says it without constraint. He has specifically chosen her out of the thousands of women 

he could possibly have.  She is then on equal level with him and that their love is mutual.  The 

song continues and they trade lines and express their love for one and other one last time in song.  

As the scene changes into the billboard of the two of them staring in Singin’ in the Rain it 

confirms the seriousness of the relationship.  This display of emotions would not have the same 

effect if it did not include the musical number.  The idea that this is purely from the heart and he 

is singing from his love for her allows the viewer to connect with the couple, despite the logical 

gaps it may have.  

 Singin’ in the Rain uses the illusion of spontaneity masterfully in the expansion of 

feelings and ideas. Don, Cosmo, and Kathy rely on song and dance to more effectively to support 

the thought of making The Dancing Cavalier.  The spontaneous, complicated dance moves, and 

singing show that intellectually they are thinking at a high level and all agree that this is a good 

idea.  Long takes solidify this idea as it pushes the viewers‟ suspension of disbelief almost to a 

breaking point.  In supporting emotions, the film uses spontaneity to strengthen the connection 

between the characters.  Don lacks the ability to talk through his emotions and the only way he 

can convey his feelings is through song.  Again, the viewer is tested to go along with this as 

issues with sound continue to present themselves.  Overall, the film is supported by this use of 



spontaneity.  It creates a more exciting atmosphere, provides the characters with more depth, and 

engages the audience more.   
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5)Discuss the “illusion of spontaneity” in Singin in the Rain. First, what is spontaneity within the 

film (start with, but do not end with, a dictionary definition)? Look at two scenes in order to 

clarify the term: what is it, how is it “produced” by the camera, the editing, sound, acting style, 

script, etc. (How is this illusion artificially produced?)? Are there different types of spontaneity? 

What forces offset (counterbalance, interrupts, or closes) this spontaneity? Above all: what is 

your reaction, as a viewer, to these moments in the film? 


