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one considers the many allusions to flagellation in Sternberg’s films.) The
costumes, makeup, and studio decor (some of it consisting of Dietrich’s per-
sonal mementos and photographs) are too theatrical by far, as if they were
being used as an arty pretext for seductive poses; surely, one thinks, to take
all this seriously would be to become a “tourist” in a city like Berlin. And
yet the delicacy and occasional seriousness of Dietrich’s face seems to ask us
to take things in earnest. As a result the scene partakes simultaneously of a
deep romanticism and of a more avant-garde attitude that, to quote Sontag
again, perceives “Being-as-Playing-a-Role.” In every way, it is the “farthest
extention . . . of the metaphor of life as theater” (280).

Throughout, Dietrich plays her part with an alternating conviction and
irony that few American actors then or now would attempt, never allowing it
to lapse into travesty. Consequently, as she says to Orson Welles at one point
in Touch of Evil, her work seems “so old it’s new.” Like all actors, she allows
the audience to indulge in illusion, but she widens the splitting of belief a
little more than movies usually allow. She is the most extravagant of the
shimmering women in thirties Hollywood, her “presence” dependent on
something veiled and suggested, always promised and forever deferred. She
is a goddess, but if we look for an essence or plenitude in her image, we shall
never find it; she knows that she is all makeup and gauzy light, the glossy
surface of a photograph, and her performance relies on that fact. We might
describe her collaboration with Sternberg as relatively passive and masochis-
tic, especially since it left her sadly imprisoned in the role of glamorous
woman: but it also has modernist implications, making her one of the most
paradoxical figures in the history of movies. Repeatedly, she frustrates our
ability to make easy generalizations about her meaning or to decide exactly
where the director leaves off and the star begins.
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I have been confronting such issues throughout this book; in this chapter I
deal with them more systematically, through the work of James Cagney in
Angels with Dirty Faces. | write in praise of Cagney, who is generally agreed
to be one of the most compelling Hollywood performers, but I also try to
show the complex, many-leveled process that constructs a familiar movie
character and to demonstrate something about that character’s ideological
meaning.

Before turning to the analysis itself, however, it may be useful to distin-
guish among three elements of characterization that make up all star perfor-
mances. First, there is the role: a character in the literary sense, a proper
name attached to certain adjectives and predicates (or character “traits”) in a
narrative. The role may be written down in a script, or it may be revised or
improvised during production (as Cagney claims to have done with the role
of Rocky Sullivan in Angels with Dirty Faces), but it is essentially a prefilmic
development, established before the cameras turn. Second, there is the actor,
a person whose body and performing skills bring other important traits to the
role. The actor is already a character in some sense, a “subject” formed by
various codes in the culture, whose stature, accent, physical abilities, and
performing habits imply a range of meanings and influence the way she or he
will be cast. Finally, there is a star image, also a character, that begins as a
product of the other two categories (for example, Cagney’s famous perfor-
mance as Tom Powers in The Public Enemy [1931]) but subsequently deter-
mines them (Cagney was often cast as a gangster). The star image is a com-
plex, intertextual matter, owing not only to the actor and her or his previous
roles, but to the filmic qualities of microphones, cameras, editing and projec-
tion; it derives as well from narratives written about the actor in publicity and
biography and thus becomes a global category.

These three aspects of character are roughly similar to the triad listed in
the earlier discussion of Kid’s Auto Race, where I argued that people on the
screen can be regarded as documentary evidence, as fictional persons, or as
celebrities playing “themselves.” Actually, none of the three concepts is en-
tirely distinct from the others. In any given film, they are part of what Stephen
Heath has called a “circuit of exchange,” and might be thought of as points
in a circular continuum.' In my discussion of Cagney, I will not try to make
neat distinctions between them and will not be able to elaborate all their
relations; nevertheless, I hope to show how a single film intermittently fore-

1. See Stephen Heath, “Body, Voice,” in Questions of Cinema (178-93). Heath's theoretical
discussion is more ambitious and uses a more elaborate deconstructive terminology: “agent,”
“character,” “person,” “image,” and “figure.” Along similar lines, John Ellis has described the
commercial cinema as a dramatic text intersected by the text of a star; hence many stars “offer a
supplementary signification: they are there as star; they are there as fictional role; but they are
also there as actor, saying, ‘Look at me, I can perform’” (105). The most detailed treatments of
the evolution of star images in Hollywood have been Richard Dyer’s two books, Stars (1979) and

Heavenly Bodies (1986).
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when he was standing still, he seemed on the point of dancing; in fact, he
actually broke into dance steps in the midst of non-musical pictures: both
Smart Money (1931) and Taxi (1932) have charming moments when he makes
an entrance with a soft shoe completely unmotivated by the script.

Cagney had begun his career as a vaudeville hoofer (Barishnikov was once
approached to play him in a biopic), and he always liked to remind his pub-
licists that his first theatrical performance was in drag. This background helps
explain his unusual impact in violent melodrama. He was the most graceful
of the pug-ugly Warners gangsters, smiling slightly when he threw a punch
or pulled a gat, and the makeup he wore in some of his thirties publicity stills
made him look decidedly androgynous. Hence the opening shot of A Clock-
work Orange (1971), in which Malcolm McDowell leers into the camera, one
eye painted with extravagant feminine lashes, seems derived from Cagney’s
face at its most troubling. There is an image remarkably like it in The Public
Enemy, when Cagney stands under a streetlamp and grins back at us; the eyes
are heavy-lidded, shaded with thick lashes and tilted up at the corners with
Satanic points; the mouth is dainty, the cheeks dimpled and cherubic; the
aggressive, phallic stare and the knowing smile are perverse, mocking the
illusion of innocence, charming the audience as they threaten it.

There was never anything narcissistic or even self-conscious about Cag-
ney’s strutting toughness (as there is, for example, in the more neurotic per-
formances of an actor like Richard Dreyfuss); nevertheless, he was the perfect
boy sadist, small and amusing enough not to seem a monster, and it is no
accident that he became a star at the moment when he rubbed a half grapefruit
into Mae Clarke’s nose. When he was called upon to be an actual lover, he
was relatively ineffectual. He was obviously more at home in the world of
Irish male bravado, where he and Pat O’Brien became buddies in film after
film; in the majority of his pictures, however, he was an almost asexual figure.
Middle age gave him a slight paunch, and his dancing movements were al-
ways pushed toward the grotesque; he became a mixture of urban leprechaun,
stevedore, and tiny gorilla, evoking litheness and strength rather than the
apish dullness of Muni’s Scarface. He often stood with his feet in a dancer’s
turnout, his torso slightly forward, his thick arms bowed in front of his body,
his stubby hands curled as if ready to make a fist. When he wore the dapper
suits and snap-brim hats of crime movies, he subliminally suggested a mon-
key in a tuxedo, and David Thomson has made the amusing suggestion that
he would have been the ideal Hyde next to Fred Astaire’s Dr. Jekyll. Indeed,

to appreciate just how simian Cagney could look, one has only to watch him

climb the oil storage tank at the conclusion of White Heat (1949), muttering
and giggling lowly to himself as his arms sway and his rear end juts out.
Cagney never played several roles to which he was ideally suited: Studs

Lonigan, the eponymous hero of James Farrell’s novels (James Agee once

suggested that Cagney ought to be paired with Mickey Rooney as the young

and old Lonigan); Christy Mahon in Playboy of the Western World (in the
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Angels with Dirty Faces is a rapidly-produced, assembly-line movie with
no pretensions to art, but it is memorable partly because of the clever way it
exploits the interaction between Cagney’s star image and his ability to vary
his characterizations. The filmmakers and Cagney himself built upon the pub-
lic’s affectionate recognition of the star’s persona, using it to create some of
their best effects and bending it to an ideological purpose. Such a process was
typical of Hollywood under the star system, but to understand how it works
in this particular instance, we must recognize how much Angels differs from
earlier Cagney vehicles—despite its having the same urban milieu, the same
general costuming and body language. Angels clearly belongs to the sump-
tuous, middle-class Warner Brothers of the late thirties rather than to the
brash, cynical world of the studio’s early sound period; Cagney is older, his
image already somewhat altered, and is a perfect instrument for the lachry-
mose dramas of self-sacrifice in which director Michael Curtiz began to spe-
cialize.

Curtiz, who is not normally regarded as an auteur, seemed to discover in
the late thirties and early forties a story he used again and again, probably
because it was suited to his romanticism and to the prewar, Production Code
years of the late New Deal, when personal sacrifice for the common good
was a major theme in American mass culture. The story was Christian in its
implications, and its agent was inevitably a hard-boiled Warners star who
gave up everything for an ideal. In its early phase, this sacrifice was more
pathetic than purely ennobling, as with Edward G. Robinson’s performance
in Kid Galahad (1937) or John Garfield’s in Four Daughters (1938). In its
late phase it was treated ironically, as with Joan Crawford in Mildred Pierce
(1945). Cagney’s role in Angels is one of the more straightforward and
“tragic” expressions of the idea, which was to reach its perfect form in
Casablanca (1942)—a film whose ending was probably determined as much
by the formula Curtiz and Warners had discovered as by the temper of the
times. Angels differs from Casablanca partly because its sacrificial character
is not a disillusioned liberal but a true racketeer named Rocky Sullivan, a
survivor of a Hell’s Kitchen childhood, who screams and whimpers like a
coward as he is dragged to the electric chair. The film’s most interesting touch
is that we never know whether Rocky has truly lost control or whether he is
giving up his last moment of dignity for a higher cause. We know only that
he has a heart of gold, that he begs for mercy before he dies, and that his
behavior helps a priest back in the old neighborhood to divert the Dead End
Kids from a life of crime.

Cagney’s ambiguous death scene is so effective that it helps disguise some
of the contradictions and absurdities of the screenplay, which begins on a note
of liberal social consciousness, pointing to slums and reform schools as
causes of crime, and then shifts emphasis toward the criminals themselves.
(One of the authors of the script was John Wexley, who belonged to the rad
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This is a curious and quite interesting phenomenon—an actor portraying
somebody who has already been determined by the image of another actor,
as if Rocky Sullivan’s characterization had been completely swallowed up by
a star. Actually, however, a good many details in the boy’s performance were
the product not of a star image but of Cagney’s specific design of the Sullivan
role. In his autobiography, Cagney says that he partly modeled the character
on a “hophead and pimp” he had known in New York, who would “hitch up
his trousers, twist his neck and move his necktie, lift his shoulders, snap his
fingers, then bring his hands together in a soft smack. His invariable greeting
was ‘Whadda ya hear? Whadda ya say?’ . . . I did that gesturing maybe six
times in the picture . . . and the impressionists are still doing me doing him”
(73-74).

When Cagney himself enters the picture, in a brief montage sequence
showing his adult criminal activity, we are on such familiar ground that we
hardly have to see him in the rapidly passing images of bootlegging and
gambling to have an illusion of a full presence. If the star system did nothing
else, it enabled the classic Hollywood film to establish elements of character
in a single instance, which accounts for some of the remarkable narrative
economy of the better movies. We know what Rocky Sullivan will sound like
before he has spoken a word, and we are prepared to be fascinated by him
before the writers have invented a single speech; all the varjation and devel-
opment of the character will occur within the frame of a genre and a set of
performing mannerisms that most of the audience can predict, and the emo-
tional effect of the film depends on this fact.

Once Cagney has established the stereotype, however, his performance
becomes nuanced. Many of his familiar touches are there, together with the
special movements of Rocky Sullivan (he hitches his trousers only once, at a
crucial moment I discuss later), but the tone is muted, the energy level turned
down a few notches. For example, in his first dialogue scene, where he is
interviewed in prison by crooked lawyer James Frazier (Humphrey Bogart),
the camera moves in on his round cupid’s face as he squints and wrinkles his
nose: “I know you’re a smart lawyer,” he says, broadening the “a” in “smart”

and pausing for a beat. He winks and gives a tiny left-right shake of the head,
adding “very smart.” His stubby hand lifts into view and a finger points off-
screen toward Bogart. “But don’t get smart with me.” He appears to be the
same sly, dangerous little guy the audience has always known, but at the same
time the routine is underplayed; there is no gleeful smile, no perverse joy in
the threatening gesture, no underlying sense of a criminal madman. The line
and the movements are delivered with a brisk, clipped speed typical of Cag-
ney, but the voice is quiet and rational, the actor mellowed.
Cagney is visibly older (he was already thirty-two when he played Tom

Powers in The Public Enemy), and his maturity adds to the pathos of Rocky

Sullivan’s life. The film emphasizes this pathos by establishing that Rocky is
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gives Rocky a surface buoyancy, barely suggesting loneliness; for example,
his tag line, “Whadda ya hear, whadda ya say,” is beautifully rendered,
showing Rocky’s attempt to be his old self, but registering the exact distance
between the man he once was and the man he now is. In Cagney’s hands, Rocky
seems slightly weary from experience but unapologetic for his past. Never
neurotic, he may be the only mentally healthy figure in the actor’s gallery
of mobsters and sharpies. Hence all of Cagney’s potential for derisive glee
is held in check, and his busy movements are keyed to Rocky’s tense
integrity.

Rocky’s shrug occurs often during the first encounter with Jerry in the
church, where the subtext has to do with a wary, embarrassed reunion of two
old friends. (Once again the star system contributes to the effect because
Cagney and O’Brien are old friends from previous movies and from studio
publicity.) Rocky seems happy to see Jerry, but he is a bit reserved and un-
casy, as we can see from Cagney’s forced cheerfulness. Normally Cagney
laughs a great deal—so often that a sort of nasal chuckle becomes part of his
speech, punctuating his jokes, giving his words a threatening or ironic twist.
Here, however, his amusement is self-depreciating and lacking in affect, al-
most grimacing. His relative physical distance from O’Brien is also signifi-
cant, because as a rule Cagney touches other players quite often. In most of
his films, he is constantly reaching out to pat a shoulder, grasp a lapel, or
poke somebody with a forefinger. One of the reasons for the frightening un-
expectedness of some of his performances is that he makes his contact as
ambiguous as his smile, mixing affection with aggression—for instance his
habit in this film of gently brushing someone’s chin with a closed fist (a
gesture he took from his father and used as a motif in The Public Enemy).
The very fact that he does not touch O’Brien much, except for handshakes,
becomes an important element of the scene, revealing tension beneath appar-
ent casualness.

The same principles are at work in the beginning of the next major se-
(uence, where Rocky rents a room in the old neighborhood and meets the
former “girl in pigtails,” Laurie (Ann Sheridan). It would be wrong to say
that his moves are completely subdued—for example, he does not simply
reach up and push the rooming-house doorbell with a forefinger; he leans his
body in toward the buzzer and springs gently back like a dancer. Neverthe-
less, he is unusually cautious and stoical, shrugging once or twice, glancing
around the place in an expressionless, businesslike way, until the scene pro-
vides him a strategic opportunity to evoke the carnivalistic mood of his earlier

performances. When Laurie reveals to him that she is the girl he used to tease,
she slaps him and pulls his hat down over his ears, running out of the room
and slamming the door bel her. Cagney stands there for a moment like a
vaudevil lackout sketch, then slowly turns toward the camera. the
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hat crumpled over his head. He breaks into a dimpled, open-mouthed smile
and crosses to his newly rented bed, walking with bouncy steps, his arms
held slightly up at his sides and his hands dangling from the wrists like a
marionette’s. The walk and the wicked, dreamy smile are not far from the
manic impersonation he was later to give of George M. Cohan in Yankee
Doodle Dandy, and he climaxes the movement with a pratfall when he sits on
the bed and it collapses; he lands like an acrobat on a trampoline, registering
surprise but keeping his hands gracefully in the air, riding with the bounce
instead of trying to break it. .

In most of his other scenes with O’Brien and Sheridan, Cagney is rela-
tively quiet, playing a man who has to keep his distance. It is with the Dead
End Kids that he becomes a dynamo. In fact, he introduces himself to them
by doing a parody of a gangster. Walking slowly down the steps of their
hideout, his hat brim slanted over one eye, he pokes a hand in his coat pocket
and holds the other open and out at his side. “Say yer prayers, mugs,” he
snarls. (The line is ironic. Father Jerry will come down those same steps at
the end of the film, asking the boys to “say a prayer for a kid who couldn’t
run as fast as I could.”’) In this underground world of adolescent misrule,
Cagney’s delicate machismo is allowed to express itself so vividly that he
seems on the verge of breaking into another soft-shoe routine. Strolling
around the hideout and pointing to a place on the wall where Rocky is sup-
posed to have carved his initials, he pops a piece of gum in his mouth, cocks
the hat back, and winks at the kids—the same knowing wink he used with
the lawyer at the beginning of the film, but this time filled with delight,
energy, and affection, punctuated by a wrinkle of his button nose and a quiet
chuckle.

The business Cagney performs with these boys is obviously not the sort
of thing that the writers or director dreamed up out of thin air. Even though
Curtiz has blocked and shot it skillfully, with an incessantly tracking camera,

it was obviously based on the idea of how Cagney, as actor and star, would
interact with this particular group. The thirties had produced a generation of
pint-sized toughs like Frankie Darrow and Leo Gorcey, all of whom worked
in Cagney’s shadow. The boys in this film had become famous because
of their appearance a year earlier in William Wyler’s adaptation of Dead
End, and Warner Brothers must have seen the advantage of pairing them with
Cagney, who is in a sense their “father” as an actor. (Bogart had played a gang-
ster role model for the Kids in the earlier film, but he was swarthy and evil,
still typed as a coward and loser; Cagney could easily play a more benign
figure, a gangster with a heart of gold.) Hence when Cagney performs in scenes
with the Kids, he is called upon to do his star “turn” in the vaudeville sense.
The audience has the nostalgic pleasure of watching a familiar actor go
through his paces; the result is a subtle parallel between the fictional and profes-
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bolism. The bottle of Vichy water that Captain Renault drops into a waste
basket at a climactic moment in Casablanca is one of the most famous ex-
amples of a Curtiz “touch” (always underlined with a close-up), but there are
equally obvious cases in Angels, as when Cagney shoots a gangster who falls
dead over a leaflet urging citizens to express their opposition to crime. In this
atmosphere, the relative subtlety of Cagney’s portrayal is remarkable, and it
prevents much of the film from becoming mere kitsch.

Rocky’s final shoot-out with the police, for example, is staged no differ-
ently from the same scene in a dozen other crime pictures, except that Curtiz
romantically backlights the exploding tear gas. Like the typical movie crook,
Cagney finds himself trapped in a high place, surrounded by all the armed
might of the police. He goes through a familiar routine, smashing out win-
dowpanes and yelling at the cops down below, although when he fires his gun
he does it in a Cagneyesque way, biting his lower lip, wrinkling his nose and
throwing his arm forward with every shot like a boxer delivering a body
punch. Most of the time, however, his moves seem measured, even a bit
mechanical, showing none of the apocalyptic frenzy that marks equivalent
scenes in other crime movies like Scarface or White Heat.

The implication of Cagney’s performance is that for Rocky Sullivan the
scene is a bit mechanical—still another battle with the cops that might be
terminal but that he seems determined to act out to the end. Cagney never
uses close-ups or his brief dialogue for their histrionic possibilities, or even
for that feeling of tragic exhaustion one can see in Bogart’s Roy Earle at the
end of High Sierra (1941). Rocky is stoic, self-possessed, and uncomplain-

ing, so that even in his most desperate moments he seems efficient and calm.
He is nothing like the “Gangster as Tragic Hero” described by Robert War-
show, primarily because he never gives the impression that he is standing back
to look at himself as the agent of some Marlovian drama. Quite simply, he is
a man ready to deal with or accept whatever happens, a trait that will make
his “breakdown” at the end of the film all the more shocking.

Cagney nicely calculates the closing scenes, never giving any more energy
to a line or a piece of business than is necessary. (Notice that Bogart has
served as a foil, sniveling, cringing, and generally overacting before Cagney
shoots him down; at the same time, Bogart’s death scene foreshadows Cag-
ney’s wild act near the end, when Rocky is strapped into the chair.) During
the shootout we see Rocky in a disheveled state, his eyes burning with tear
gas, but Cagney plays everything with utter calm, his age alone giving his
close-ups a certain pathos. When he is captured (after throwing an empty
pistol at the pursuing police), he is lit in the most extravagant, implausible
way Curtiz could have chosen, the light coming from a low, unmotivated
source, throwing crazy shadows up over his face. Rocky taunts the police
(“So’s your thick skull, copper!”), but Cagney’s performance runs directly
counter to the writing or the staging. Purely with the tone of his voice, he
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strapped into the chair. Perhaps Curtiz had to avoid the grisly details—in any
case, he represents the electrocution with a montage, never even showing the
actor’s face. We see only dramatic shadows on the wall, hands clutching a
radiator and being pried loose, and Pat O’Brien looking teary-eyed up to
heaven. Cagney has said in his autobiography that he played the scene for its
ambiguity and that for a long time afterward children would come up and ask
him if Rocky was really a coward (75). But the ambiguity rises more out of
the way the scene is written and shot than the way it is played, and its power
has relatively little to do with Cagney’s acting per se. The blood-curdling
screams and tearful pleading are shocking, but they would have been equally
impressive if some other actor’s cries had been dubbed in place of Cagney’s.
It is the idea of Cagney’s star image breaking down that is disturbing, because
of all the Hollywood personae, he is the one the audience least expects to
crack. (In /3 Rue Madeleine [1948], for example, he is captured by the ge-
stapo and endures hours of torture, laughing in triumph as the U.S. Air Force
bombs him and the building to rumble.)

The audience has been cleverly set up for the hysterical death scene by
Cagney’s theatrical, spotlighted walk to the chair, which shows the diminu-
tive actor dressed all in black, looking younger than at any other point, going
off to death as if he were on his way to a performance. These shots hint that
Rocky is going to be “acting” at the same time that they confirm the star’s
image—a player of tough guys for whom the audience has considerable af-
fection. Then suddenly the image is broken or qualified, and the audience
cannot be sure—they are left in nearly the same confused, troubled state of
mind as the Dead End Kids, who cannot believe the reports of Rocky’s death
that they read in the newspapers. (At another level, the terror and intensity of
Cagney’s screams before death may give the general public a chastened atti-
tude toward the death penalty; for if a tough male star from Hollywood, a
supposed “innocent,” can break down in such a fashion, wcc:o execution
must be truly horrible.)

I do not want to overstate the ambiguity of these last scenes, but the am-
biguity is there, hovering subliminally behind the film’s conclusion, sancti-
fying Rocky in the eyes of the priest and also resulting in some fine dramatic
ironies. Like the group of boys who have idolized Rocky, we in the audience
have watched the hero act an out-of-character death, and this provokes a dizzy
swirl of problems in reading the performance. Have we seen an actor acting
a character who is acting? Where does “performance” end and “reality” be-
gin? We are then given strange comfort by Father Jerry, who pays a visit to
the boys in their hideout. “Let’s ask Father,” the boys all say, rushing forward
to learn the truth from the spokesman who is supposed to represent God.
Father Jerry says that Rocky died just the way the newspapers have reported
it. (Is the priest lying, or does it matter? The irony is bottomless.) He then
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Katharine Hepburn in
Holiday (1938)

Although the images of players like James Cagney and Marlene Dietrich

were eventually adjusted to the demands of the Production Code, stardom for
Katharine Hepburn involved a series of subtler, more complex negotiations.
Throughout her career, her name connoted not only breeding, intelligence,
and “theatah,” but also New England austerity, athleticism, and feminine
emancipation. Occasionally, she played tomboys or charmingly lost her dig-
nity in screwball comedy, but screenwriters and publicists had trouble making
her sufficiently ordinary—a quality successful movie actors need, because
they function both as ego ideals and as common folk with whom the audience
can identify. Hepburn was badly suited to such ends, at least in terms of the
usual formulas. She would have been miscast as a housewife or a dance-hall
girl, and she seldom played the suffering women of soap opera. The roles
critics have suggested for her include Shakespeare’s Rosalind (which she at-
tempted once on stage without much success), Jane Austen’s Emma Wood-
house, and Henry James’s Isabel Archer. In effect, she was what Andrew
Britton has described as a Jamesian “princess”—too privileged and contro-
versial to be well liked—and it was not until her much-publicized relationship
with Spencer Tracy that the public truly took her to heart.

On screen Hepburn was alert, idealistic, and active, living in wealthy or
professionalized worlds. Rarely flirtatious (except to put comic quotation
marks around it), she seemed too witty and willful for the average leading
man. Inevitably, her films raised feminist issues, but this inclination, like her
upper-class manner, had to be contained or controlled. In fact, her social class
could be used as a weapon against her whenever she appeared too progres-
sive. Like Vanessa Redgrave or Jane Fonda—her descendants in some
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label he also attached to Garbo, Dietrich, Crawford, and Fred Astaire). RKO
then began treating Hepburn badly, at one point offering her a project entitled
Mother Carey’s Chickens. In response, she bought out her contract for almost
a quarter-million late-Depression dollars and moved to Columbia, where
Harry Cohn assembled an attractive package: a remake of Philip Barry’s Hol-
iday, with Grant as co-star, Cukor as director, and Donald Ogden Stewart as
writer. Once again the film was excellent, but it did not arrest Hepburn’s
declining fortunes. Although Cukor advocated her for Scarlett O’Hara in
Gone With the Wind, her career in Hollywood seemed virtually ended.?

A turning point came soon, however, and it involved Hepburn’s active
intervention. Her friendship with Philip Barry and her brief romance with
Howard Hughes (who became a financial backer) enabled her to commission
The Philadelphia Story, a play which, as Sarris has observed, “was about
Katharine Hepburn herself, and what the American people thought about
Katharine Hepburn in 1939, and what Katharine Hepburn realized she had to
do in order to keep her career going” (quoted in Watney, 39). The result, as
everyone knows, was a great stage success and a celebrated MGM adaptation.
Although Cary Grant received top billing in the film version, the entire
project had obviously been designed to recuperate Hepburn—not so much
changing her image as dramatizing her full submission to patriarchal author-
ity and foreshadowing her later attachment to the most conservative of Amer-
ican studios.® Grant, in fact, was much less important to The Philadelphia
Story than James Stewart, who performed the same “service” for Hepburn as
he had for Dietrich one year earlier in Destry Rides Again. John Kobal’s rapt
description of a crucial scene in the Hepburn film is a clear, if unwitting,
indication of how Stewart functioned ideologically:

a play associated with Hepburn herself); the other characters joke about her snooty-sounding
accent, Adolph Menjou describes her as a “militant,” and at the end, having achieved stardom,
she is shown walking out on a crowd of reporters. By way of mitigating against such problems,
the picture establishes Randall as a good-hearted, unpretentious democrat; it gives her an excel-
lent reason for skipping out on the interview, and it pairs her with Ginger Rogers, who functions
in exactly the same way as she had with Fred Astaire. As Hepburn’s “buddy” or displaced love-
interest, Rogers provides a “down-to-earth” middle-classness, making Hepburn as Randall seem
more ordinary.

2. David Selznick had been as important to the “discovery” of Hepburn as George Cukor
and was the producer of her first film. During the casting of GWTW, however, he wrote the
following memo to his associate, Daniel T. O’Shea: “I think Hepburn has two strikes against
her—first, the unquestionable and very widespread intense public dislike of her at the moment,
and second, the fact that she is yet to demonstrate that she possesses the sex qualities which are
probably the most important of all the many requisites of Scarlett. . . .” (171).

3. L. B. Mayer was fond of Hepburn, although he ordered the sexist conclusion to Woman
of the Year (1942), in which she dons an apron and tries to cook Spencer Tracy’s breakfast
(Higham, 103). At MGM, she also worked regularly with her friend Cukor, but scholars make
an error when they describe him as an especially sensitive exponent of women’s concerns; indeed,
some of Cukor's typical films-——such as The Women (1939) and Les Girls (1957) are profoundly

misogymstic
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are sophisticated, disrespectful of unrestrained capitalism, and vaguely fem-
inist. (The Hepburn character immediately recognizes Susan Eliot Potter as
someone who “once gave a lecture at my school.”) In more specific terms,
the film presents them as unpretentious liberals whose chief weapon is wit,
as when they give Nazi salutes to an especially pompous, right-wing couple
at a party in the Seton home.

The plot of the picture involves a deepening friendship between Johnny
Case (Grant), a virtual child of the Potters, and Linda Seton (Hepburn), a
dissatisfied daughter of the capitalist. The relationship between these soul-
mates is complicated by two factors: first by Johnny’s engagement to Linda’s
sister, Julia (Doris Nolan), and second, by the conflict between Johnny and
Linda’s father. The emotional center of the action, however, is Linda, who
spends most of her time on the top floor of the mansion in a children’s play-
room, which her deceased mother once constructed as a “place to have fun.”
Not yet a madwoman in the attic, she is a vibrant character who describes
herself as a “black sheep.” From the beginning, it is clear that she must break
completely from her father or else become a wasted personality like her
brother Ned (Lew Ayres). But she must also cope with an emotional struggle
between her love for Johnny and her love for her sister.

To its credit, Holiday does not work out a reconciliation between Linda
and her father; instead, it shows Linda making an intense, heroic denuncia-
tion of the Seton values and going off to live on “holiday” with Johnny. The
conclusion is a disappointment nonetheless. Linda’s sister has a last-act
speech in which she coolly announces that Johnny’s unwillingness to adjust
10 the Seton way of life has made him an unworthy partner, thus leaving
Linda conveniently free to fly into Johnny’s arms without guilt. Moreover,
the impending union between Johnny and Linda evades the central issues.
Johnny Case comes from a Wwage-earning family, but he has worked his way
through Harvard and acquired all the skills necessary to become a “young
wizard of finance”; his objection to Edward Seton has less to do with capital-
ism than with the supposedly dreary process of making millions. The major
alternatives of the plot are therefore posed in
dichotomy typical of American popular fiction. As Andrew Britton has
pointed out, the final scenes have a great deal in common with Stagecoach
(1939), where the ideal couple simply ride off into the sunset, “free of the
blessings of civilization” (Britton, 85). An even deeper evasion can be sensed
in Linda’s parting speech to her father, in which she declares her indepen-
dence in terms of her subordination to another man and to another sort of
capitalism. She is going to be with Johnny no matter what he wants to do.
Fven if he decides to sell peanuts, “oh, how I’ll love those peanuts!”

Despite these awkward compromises and a few other problems I shall
mention, Holiday contains a striking performance by Hepburn. In classic
fashion, she enters several m nutes into the action, creating a n

| coup de
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théatre. The opening sequence shows Johnny Case returning from a vacation
and breathlessly announcing to the Potters that he has found his ideal mate.
“It’s love fellas. I've met the girl!” Given the star system, we know that
Hepburn will be his choice, and we assume she is the woman to whom he
refers. That assumption is reinforced in the next sequence, when Johnny goes
to meet the girl’s parents, only to discover that she lives in a mansion. We
expect Hepburn to make an appearance when the butler announces Johnny’s
arrival to “Miss Julia,” but Doris Nolan enters instead, and Grant rushes to
embrace her. Hepburn shows up later, symbolically intruding on the two lov-
ers as they kiss in the mansion elevator. A door slides open and there she
stands, a mink-coated figure casting an ironic glance at the couple: “For
shame, Julia!” she says. “Is this the way to spend Sunday morning? Who'’s
your partner, anyone I know?”

Until this point, the film has been relatively disappointing. Grant plays
everything with characteristic pep and comic eccentricity, but his dialogue is
speechy and somewhat fey. There is an intriguing moment when Lew Ayres
appears as Ned—a reserved, rather triste drunkard who ignores Grant and
asks the butler to have a drink ready at the end of church services; otherwise,
however, Hepburn creates all the dramatic tension and interest. She is, in fact,
a slightly more dominating presence than Barry had intended. Compare her
effect to the stage direction accompanying Linda’s entrance in the play, writ-
ten with Hope Williams in mind: “Linda is twenty-seven, and looks about
twenty-two. She is slim, rather boyish, and exceedingly fresh. She is smart,
she is pretty, but beside Julia . . . she seems a trifle gauche, and almost plain.”
Hepburn possesses many of these traits, but clearly she is a glamorous figure,
a good deal more attractive than Nolan. When she enters, the acting takes on
a discernible pace and heightened energy, partly because of the sexual vitality
she brings into the frame; in fact, one of the weaknesses of the film is that it
never gives a plausible reason why Johnny should be interested in Julia in the
first place. (The 1930 version cast Mary Astor in the Nolan role—a more
interesting choice that makes Johnny’s behavior plausible. Probably Colum-
bia did not want to set Hepburn against another star, although it did test the
young Rita Hayworth for the part.)

Then, too, Hepburn tends to command the screen with her flamboyant
theatrical rhetoric. For example, she offers to shake Johnny’s hand in a fash-
ion that immediately announces Linda’s difference from the rest of the Seton
family—a strong movement, the spread palm placed exactly at the center of
the shared, three-figure composition, connoting a forthright, no-nonsense of
fer of friendship. She repeats the movement toward the end of the sequence,
when she tells Julia “I like this man,” and as a signifier of character it is no
less vivid than Johnny’s repeated somersaults. In conventional terms the ges
ture is “unladylike,” in keeping with the easy way she looks Grant up and
down when she requests him to “step out here in the light” It is never
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skin-tight, silver lamé jumpsuit in Christopher Strong (1933) could doubt her
potential as an erotic female star.

Whenever Holiday wants to give Hepburn a typical glamor, it emphasizes

her long hair and exquisite cheekbones—all the while garbing her in a floor-
length black dress, backlighting her face, and photographing her through dif-
fused light. Even at her most “feminine,” however, she is unorthodox, and
her style has troubled some critics. Charles Higham, for example, has praised
Cukor for concealing her “powerful stride” (actually, Cukor does nothing of
the kind), meanwhile regretting that her voice is “too harsh and strident” her
body insufficiently “soft and yielding” (88). Throughout her career, reviewers
and co-stars made similar complaints; often she was regarded as a skinny,
rather plain woman who spoke with an odd voice and knew how to create the
illusion of beauty.® The idea that she was not beautiful is, of course, absurd,
revealing Hollywood’s difficulty in appropriating her manner to conventional
norms of femininity. Besides her aristocratic features and fabled “Bryn Mawr
accent,” she had a lean physique and an energetic, potentially aggressive at-
titude; in the words of Andrew Britton, she suggested a “too militant beauty
whose confidence precisely isn’t contingent on male approval” (13).

In spite of all this, Hepburn was a blessing to cameramen, who knew how
to accent her remarkable bone structure and who drew out her love of extrav-
agant posing. There was also truth in the theory that she knew how to act like
a beautiful woman. “Now that girl there,” she once said to John Kobal, point-
ing to one of her old studio photographs, “liked to show off. . . . I photo-
graphed better than I looked, so it was easy for me. . . . I let myself go in
front of the camera. I mean you can’t photograph a dead cat. . it’s not
how you look that’s important but how you come across” (109). Hepburn’s
way of “‘coming across,” however, could sometimes be as controversial as her
appearance. Chaplin had relied on techniques of music hall and mime; Gish
had gestured like a heroine of melodrama; Dietrich had stood and posed like
a singer in cabaret; and Cagney had evoked a vaudeville dancer. In contrast

to these, Hepburn reminded her audience of the legitimate stage—Broadway

or West End drama inflected by the older romanticism of Terry, Duse, and

Bernhardt. As a result, both theater and movie critics sometimes found her

pretentious, like a prima donna who was imitating theatrical conventions

rather than genuinely “feeling” the part.

One of Hollywood’s solutions to the problem was to cast her as an actor,
so that her behavior would be normalized by the role. Thus in Morning Glory
and Stage Door she freely indulges her “actressy” tendencies, projecting her
resonant voice as if she were aiming at the back row of an auditorium, ges

5. Hepburn’s voice was the chief thing critics complained about, especially in the disastrous

production of The Lake. Oddly, theater reviewers found her a weak speaker, whereas in movies
she seemed just the opposite, In mid career she underwent t g with Isaae Van Grove, who

tried to make her sound less “affected” (Higham, 95).
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clearly to us. She tosses her head up proudly for a moment and then indicates
embarrassment by looking down to the floor. “Do you remember when we
- . . New Year’s Eve?” Raising her handsome shoulders and tucking in her
chin, she looks downward even more, as if she were ashamed. Her voice
begins to tremble. “Does it stand out all over me?” The answer of course is
yes, chiefly because she is behaving so ostentatiously for the camera.

Critics were sometimes distressed by such visible tricks, regarding them
as highbrow affectations; nevertheless, the same critics were quite happy
when Hepburn played comedy. For instance, the Time magazine review of
Bringing Up Baby in 1938 remarked that “the cinema audience will enjoy

seeing stagey Actress Hepburn get a proper mussing up.” In fact, she
was brilliant in the Hawks film—not only because she had the physical skill
for slapstick but also because most forms of comedy are “stagey,” relying on
heightened expressiveness and crisp theatrical enunciation. For nearly the
same reason, Hepburn and Spencer Tracy were a stunning combination when-
ever they had amusing material; like virtually all the great comic duos, they
comprised what Fredric Jameson has called a “tandem” characterization: her
slightly overstated elocution was set off against his dry, conversational tone;
her quick, visibly rhetorical movement was played off against his slow, stolid
reaction.

Holiday seems particularly well-suited to Hepburn’s bravura style, not
only because it contains a number of gently comic and even “screwball”
scenes but also because it subtly valorizes the art of acting, turning Linda
Seton into another variant of the “theatrical character” described by Leo
Braudy.® A typical film for both Cukor and Hepburn, it uses the idea of per-
formance thematically, contrasting the liberated antics in Linda’s upstairs
room with the hypocritical playacting elsewhere in the Seton household. Dur-
ing the engagement party, for example, the guests in the “playroom” do ac-
robatic stunts, stage Punch-and-Judy shows, engage in communal singing,
and imitate various funny characters. The dead mother’s room becomes a
carnivalistic space where acting is a force of personal and social health; par-
adoxically, it is also the realm of authenticity, where characters regress to pre-
Oedipal games or hold heart-to-heart talks that reveal “true” feelings. Mean-
while, in the paternalistic downstairs regions, people become players of a
different kind and enact a stifling ritual that they take all too seriously; no joy
comes from such behavior, and their staged selves are marked as deceptive or
repressive.

This theme is a very old one, common to what C. L. Barber once termed

“festive comedy.” (Compare Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part One, which creates

6. Braudy has remarked that such characters in the 1930s are nearly always members of the
upper class, “or, better, someone pretending to be upper class. . . . Whether the aristocrat iy
Cary Grant, Katharine Hepburn, or Pierre Fresnay’s Boeldicu in La Grande lusion, the sense

of self as theater, as play, is paramount” (235).

——
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Hepburn poses with a toy giraffe.

of how much she loves her sister; squatting on the floor next to him, she
adopts the first in a series of overtly theatrical voices, imitating a stereotypical
cop in order to ask about his past: “What about these little jaunts to Placid?
Come clean, Case!” Grant answers that the skiing vacation where he met Julia
was his first holiday and then expresses curiosity about her own background.
Rather wistfully she confesses that she once wanted to go on the stage.
“Would you care to see me do the sleepwalking scene from Macbeth? ‘Out,
out, damned spot!’” Hepburn flings the line off in her grand Yankee accent,
and then turns wryly reminiscent: “The teachers at Miss Porter’s school
thought it was very promising,” she cracks, tapping the still unlit cigarette on
her thumbnail.

After Johnny confesses his plans for a “holiday” (not “just to play,” but to
find out “why I'm working”), the private conversation gives way to frivolous
action. Ned and Julia make an entrance, having returned from church. Ned
doodles at the piano, reluctantly playing a few bars of a pseudo-Gershwin-
esque “Symphony in F Minor” that is supposed to indicate his latent talent as
a composer, and Linda becomes gleeful, drawing Johnny into a rehearsal for
his upcoming interview with Edward Seton. (Notice once again that the tech-
nique bears a resemblance to Henry 1V, Part One, where characters parody
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