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MELODRAMA

Problems of definition

The stud
y of melodra
3 ama a ¥
opment. It achi S a clnemati
: - achieved public visibil; tic genre is o
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genre- ElSaeSSe ), gue
two very di r's and Mulvey’s contri

ry ifferent approacheg . n{el(:dontnbutiorl

fama, and

ﬁhn indu
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?aSSiOns ~hence Cﬁrr?ecfrfelgory to denote dramzas i
amily melod elodramg as involyip
rama. Closely relate » Psychological me, dflr;he
ther cati © ay
egories

th an’ :
€ woman's llm an i t !
m antic drama To the f (
f 3 Se, llm Cntl
aro ) S have
ment that most

added the
Sitericer S’Tgsrtlirgal melodrama anq th
: ¢ ; e
with the work of ]ljnalfné 2 Plilte COnsidil;gL:i
i W, Criff e
lt~s OWn. Ascription of lit rlfflth constituting 5 v.a S melodramg
d.lverse| running from G erary and theatricg] irtual subget o%
timental novel, Italia reek tragedy, throy h sources ig equall
the face of SUC}; C()nfn 'OPEI’a to Victorian Et the bourgeois sen}j
tutes a ‘mode’ or ,Stylu§1or1. arguments that ;ge Melodrama, 1y
e ' R
forms are persuasive HCrOSsmg arange of diffelodrama consti-
of generic definition, fo owever, this does not eerent Periods anq
» I0r Writers on melodramq‘;ade the problery,
d Nave be8n g
United

In seeking to trace in it th
archal stru 3 i
ol e, AP reies
e Ofl y. Th.e categories set o -
LR generic production andUt ab‘
— S — although with considphlr
- 12?1 of r‘naterial between th: ;
that interesf in ‘;:; Sé’EClﬁCity - v
el erloS rfxma first entered film cpipie;
standpoint (such as Mocf‘rle and. the auteur Cr.CTIFICISm -
cente Minnelli, Max Oph 1‘;) S 6f I\l]t.msm oy
i p ’u S and Otto Premjp, icholag Ray, Vin-
ramatic scripts through %Ie]:ea Uansform;tion
power of autho-

m.
&
10 part from the f, .
ac

R RS

rial vision ex s vl :
re-evaluated I;rslslsed In mise en scéne. Later, film criticism that
looked to mise eg’:’O\Od in terms of ideological textual analysis
irony. The work Ochen‘e for a formal play of distanciation a-
lined up alongside (Ouglas Sirk was discovered around 1971
for the centra] p|; Ophuls and Minnelli, preparing the ground
ology and film 5 ace O'CCupied by melodr;nna' in debates o1 ide-
allowing morecfrsiihetlcs during the 1970s, and at the samé time
(see Halliday, 1971,1;3! space to the role of generic convention
en scéne and ideof 'lllemen’ 1971). These beginnings in miseé
much writing oy mzlglcal criticism account for the tendency
dramas mage by a odrama to focus on the 1950s family melo-
Ray, Preminger andsn-mu number of auteurs, Minnelli, OPhY
the constitution of f‘]Slrk (S,ee Schatz, 1981). This contrasts with
greater Visibility of Um noir as a critical category that led to the
hand, more recenta corpus of non-authorial works. On the other
predicated on pre W(-)rk on the woman’s film, which is not S0
mucél wider rangecs;jl Eilgefiltm critical tradition,s, has allowe a
arly feminist i S to emerge.
much of the “::;]itvlnyestlgation ongollywood had dismissed
Viewpoint on the alidated by auteurism as enshrining ma’e
ever, Molly Haskely‘orld that was oppressive to women: How~
film of the 19305 $ (1979) influential chapter on the WOman’S
Submergeq and dand .19403 drew attention to a whole ¢4 0
fomantic dramg espised production, featuring domestic ?
stars valued by thsecentred on female protagonists P!
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iS brOL
1ght to b
e
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. . » P- 2); and formal de
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ire is the siting of
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ese constituents of ;
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yrhes such as ironjc paral-
= O;ni.n/;{io.ther significant
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1972, p. 10). ooking, unable to act in s gefye(g which
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e Not onfly do the location an o
scope fo i . "
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the dramca t}rllve them. The intensity antyslatl;le el
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oFin the articulr;’t?;e not carried in what thee S}Ilgrn
is the mise en scé n of inner struggle as in ¢ " TRERGES Gy,
of the domestic’ tﬁe of melodrama, providin aged(y: rather it
generated by thi at tells us what is gt stakg an ‘aestheticg
C]aUStl’Opho};)ic Ings crowding in on the chy €. The ‘pressyre
e o Settirlat’m‘osphere of the boUrge°oriaCters ... by the
the demand of thge ggsrz;e_sser, 1972,p.13) is inteig?n:ie and/or
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1 Counterpoint, -
the technology for such

d
mores of the family redyce

lves,
are of the
ficance of

Elsaesser .
tion of mise egr:(‘;)‘éion Hel_ldian concepts for the interpreta-
1950s melodrama f €, arguing that the aesthetic strategies of
Sometimes thig j unction similarly to Freud's ‘dream-work’

$ a matter of the stock characters’ lack of self

awareness produci
uc =
level of the plot: Ing an explicit form of displacement at the

The characters’ ;
variance wiltehrstl be%lavlou_l’ is often pathetically at
achieve. A seqy 1€ real objectives they want to
kind ofvicioL?Sls-Ime qf substitute actions creates a
cause and eff; l.rde in which the close nexus of
often overt] e‘ct 18 §°m61'1ow broken and - in an
e y Freudian sense - displaced.

1, 1972, p. 10)

In other cases ; !
fied Symbolisa;tlii)?ncnons ‘by what one might call an intensi-
ordinary gesture of everyday actions, the heightening of th
the character’s fe?'nia use of setting and decor so as to reflect
This account 1shist fixations’ (Elsaesser, 1972, p. 10)-
that in the hands (}))froyfldes t.he basis of Elsaesser’s argumeﬂt
moment, it can be y B d,lr_eCtOrs and at the right historical
terms here are pathSEd to critique the society it represents: Key
Ings and reactiong 10s and irony. The externalisation of feel-
and distances em, %nto decor, gesture and events objectifies
otions, producing pathos or irony

through 3 -
differegntapéliiiza(l)frrl.lse~en~scéne which balances
Position of seein view so that the spectator is in 2
attitudes within g agd evaluating contrasting

from ... the tota] we- framework ... resulting
Inaccessible to thceonﬁglﬁlrati?rl and therefore
(Elsaesser, 1972, p 1pSl’)otagomsts themselves.
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sibility, to be found =
1972, p. 14). "
The me i
ot movel;der:lltrnafnc.aesthetic gains its social force in a cir-
B e progl displacement: while capitalist society
and sexug] relatio P Tar: iy i o
outwards inte thensy' e o sebma ndigating Broen o
specific family co Tglse . Fromn his puson, o =
geS.tS i S}Ill.fltl.ons' From this position, Elsaesser sug-
D .3 It In 1950s Hollywood from the lineal
o E th; ctive hero conquering the spaces of the W'
Interior angd confi e o peaviour a o
to the family, ind.ned by the codes of behaviour approPH2®
s unéer lcates a shift in the ideological condition$
B B Postwar advanced capitalism. The melodra-
of individyg] hurflome' full circle from its initial Championing
agamst e aa.n rights via the bourgeois family's struggie
O.f mdividuah.sm .nstoc.racy to a later critique of the ideOlOgy
o (SOCialm which the bourgeois family becomes the
and emotional alienation’ consequent ona

ggesF causes beyond individual respon-
a‘social and existential level’ (E1sa€SS€"

est
tic

corrupt indiy;
; 1dualis ;
fllm;;:t (Elsaesser, 1;;1282(1311)6 failure of the drive to self-fU]‘
em ) P 8
d the

ajor disti .
work that ftj)llroiisgnc%n between Elsaesser’s position al
While Noting thee ] later lay in his use of Freud and Marxisi
Hollywooq melodmh potential of Freudian subject matte’ for
the oedipal hsts R and assuming rather than analysing
Mmechanismg of = dommating the form, it is on the forma
his argument forc;}fregdlan ‘dream-work’ that Elsaessel bases
drama’s mise ey Se\mh and complex significance of the melo-
N0t so much g ¢] cene. And what he takes from Marxism 18
of alienation tr: assical definition of class relations as a 1°1%"
) anslated into existential terms. Consequent]y’

hiS argum
g‘frlclegrL Tef:ttiig(? ?Ot analyse or distinguish between class and
Placement of s in Hc_)llywood melodrama, beyond the dis-
Mterpretation OfOne into the other, ‘the metaphysical
that, accorgip class conflict as sexual exploitation and rape’
lts history (E1 g to Elsaesser, dominates the form throughout
of how 5 femSEllesSer, 1972, p. 3). This means that the question
trajectOry of ?he I;mta,gonist may affect plot structures or the
Tthermore thi 1ero’s oedipal drama remains unexamined.
N scane’ rleéleCt ‘empha_sus on melodrama as ‘form’ and ‘mise
Ve raised; for i S\qllestlons that generic specifications would
t. e woman"s fil nstance, the distinctions and relations between
tiong importy ilm, romantic drama, family melodrama - ques-
Melodrap,, Int to an understanding of the place of women in
gender, were tssﬁues of class and gender, but particularly of
about melodramfu re in the next stage in the emerging debate

Se i
X and class in melodrama

Pater wo
ihg WOrkrgwo? melOdTama was to prise Elsaesser’s groundbreak-
Of mise ap, ;y\from its metaphorical and existential proclivity
Sociologjeg) céne analysis. What followed was either a more
Prench, 1978a Pprgach to its subject matter (see Kleinhans, 1978;
tution and ?’ which understood the family as a political insti-
Wor inﬂuesrite of real oppression, particularly for women,; 0T
at Droducegead by the development of feminist film theory
ccounts of the social or sexual positions made

avaj]
able {
s n 5 :
the narrative to protagonists and spectators. Here
ly resonant, was

ISE en N
Sce
ne, rather than being metaphorical
f the repressed’,

Seen as
or inSolusl})llmptomaticy indicating the ‘return 0
Centrale Contradictions.

e odrar;or‘t.he debﬁ}tes_ that emerge in these reasses;ments
Produyct of a1s the significance of the bourgeois family s 8
Socig] rela?‘atnarch}’ and capitalism. At issue here is how the
With the g4 ions of capitalist production - class - articulate
~the fapmj) clal relations of capitalist/patriarchal reproduction
fasy to SEEY'. Once the bourgeoisie stops 1sing it is no longer
is aTgued of 12 & 8 direct symbolisation of class struggle — as
- SVolutiop | - elg}_lteenth—centmy sentimental novel of post-
?S elt t be Omantic drama, for instance. However, the family
Tseemg t related to class at an ideological level. On one hand,

O Operate as a trans-class institution; 01 the other,

Teproq
Uces in i 3
Sver, doesC:S ln_dlvlduals as class subjects. The family, how-
ot simply secure class subjects; it also produces
for debates

SeXed ingiy;
un ;s;:::“als- Arguably, the neuralgic point :
is reSpeCta melodrama is the interrelation of .sex and cléss.
Nalysig of t'hFreud and Marx compete t0 provide the terms
Ore emphag; e family; according to which auth.onty is glve’n
sis, the family is viewed as the sité of sexual

repres .

S .
10 (Nowell-Smith, 1977; Mulvey, 1977/78) or of dis-
Kleinhans, 1978). From

of 5

dce :
Socio- ;
Teyq ig talio economic contradiction (
Castr en the oedipal drama, particularly the moment of
. he concept of the

ation .
] a ; 5
Wisj nd repression; from Marxism t

C()nt

prod
uctior -
i 1 are supposed to be compens

dmijly
, Wh ;
ans, 1978§re, however, they are merely displ

Geoffrznzle °edipal crisis
8eoig fo);m %Wel_l'SIrlith (1977) located melodrama !
.tragedy w Yy distinguishing its address from that ofclasslc.El
it ig adcllr hereas tragedy does not depict the class to which
Presyyy, essed, the social relations depicted in melodrama

€ authority to be distributed ‘democraticall)" among

onb ka1
etween productive and personal life, in which tbe
of capitahst

radictiope ;
ions inherent in the alienated labour .
ated for within the

aced (see Klein-

as a bour~
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jes rather than vested in kings and princes.
Thus ‘the address is from one bourgeois to another bourgeois
and the subject matter is the life of the bourgeoisie’. While
this apparent egalitarianism avoids questions about the class
exercise of power, the relation between social power and
gender becomes potentially more visible - less a question of
the symbolisation of one by the other (see Elsaesser, 1972)
than of their articulation together. The paternal function
becomes crucial in establishing both the right of the family
e bourgeois social hierarchy and, through the
property relations that under-
for the family is the possible
bly, together
riarchal

heads of famil

to a place in th
mechanism of inheritance, the
pin this position. The problem
failure of the father to fulfil this function suita
with the risky business of raising the son into a pat
identity in order that he may take over his property and his
e within the community. One root cause of such possible

f sexual relations within the family

ment o
] drama - and the problematic position

plac
failure is the confine

_ evoking the oedipa
of women there.

However, whil
r and sex more visi

akes the relations of power,
ble, he still leans towards a masculine
f melodrama. Like Elsaesser, he distinguishes

e way it closes down on

he western in th
rns inward for its drama. Although

e Nowell-Smith m

gende
construction o
melodrama from t

potential social action and tu . '
he does not make the home an existential space, 1t becomes
«feminine’ characterised by passivity

simply the arena of the

and negativity. Feminist film theory had argued that represen-
tation of the ‘ferninine’as positive, rather than ‘non-male’, was
impossible within the framework of classic Hollywood.narra—
tive. Nowell-Smith draws on such arguments to deallw1tvh the
‘ferninine’ presence in melodrama. While acknowlfedgmg it f.re.’
quently figures fernale protagonists, he argues that ‘masculinity
still constitutes the only knowable heroic norm, so that acute
contradictions aré involved in the production of activg female
characters. The space allowed female characters, while it cannot
represent femininity, facilitates an exploration of problems of
male identity.

From here, Nowell—Smith goes on to :
melodrama as & patriarchal form, taking the. oedipal drama
(more literally than does Elsaesser) qs its subject r.natter‘ The
Hollywood melodrama of the 1950s is structured in terms of
conflict between the generations, in which the son has to accePt
his symbolic castration by the father pefore he can take.up his
place in the patriarchal and bourgeols ordfer, proving himself,
by becoming both an individual and like his fathe?, capable of
reconstituting the family unit for the next generation (Nowell-

Smith, 1977, P- 116). .
Like Elsaessel, Nowell-Smith dra

g of the mechanisms of me
e. However, rather than

give an account of

ws on Freud for an under-
lodramatic narrative and
concepts elaborated in The

Dreams, Nowell-Smith deploys Freud’s account
e ‘family romance’, and his theory of

conversion hysteria. The family romance provides the means
of understanding the melodrama as being both abqut the fgmﬂy,
foregrounding female characters,‘and about pa}trlarchal iden-
tity. In the family romance, the child questions its 1:7Jyaren‘thood,
exploring through the question ‘Whose child am I?’, o1 would
[like to be?’, different family arrangements. Thus th.e structure
allows differential and even taboo sexual rf&latxon_s to be
explored, reorganised and eventue}lly closed.off in the final res-
olution of a reconstituted family to which melodrama is

committed.
However,
quent on castration
means an initial laying out 0
tasy, which, nevertheless, cannot be

standin
mise en scen
Interpretation of
ofa childhood fantasy, th

such resolution is conse-
repression; for fiction, this
blems, entry into the fan-

Nowell-Smith argues,
and therefore on
f the pro

articulated explicitly. This
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ans, 1978, p. 42 .
argues that, in the piling on of domestic ¢
its Concentration on ‘the personal sphere
Men’s problems’ (Kleinhans, 1978, p- 42) m
al life, melodrama deals more directly thant ce’s
Wwith themes and situations close to its 3Udle?t
In so doing, its function is similar t? that (—)oU
splacing social contradiction, working th?
Ping the family intact at th
sacrifice. In these terms, melo.
ive form. Its penchant for ambig
€ critique of bourgeois society,
anumber of possible readings- If] con
stance, the unsuitability of Cary’s $€ rob-
ardener is equally and indifferently 8 P!
ge, of lifestyle - thus attenuating th.
ubject matter. For Kleinhans, these fi
g the strategies of bourgeols
blems. They are not, however, I
breakdown or aesthetic radicalism m €
qQuite a different position to that of the fi

at indicateg not

e ‘classic realigt text’, sy
moments’ can be seen as g breakdown in rea
and disaster, iy
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closenegg tore

away with by a ‘happy en
ure’ of melodrama

Melodrama and real life
Chuck Kleinhans offers 5 differer
inist sociology of the family, rat
sexuality, provides the premiss
geois domestic melodrama e
capitalism, and since it deals
to look at the family under ¢
Kleinhans, 1978, p. 41
relations of capitalist production
‘productive’ work and personal life
- the sphere of reproduction, Th
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compensated for in the
piness supposed to b
conception of ‘people’s needs’ sh

1t perspective, o M
her than Freudian
of his arguments: ¢
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a profoundly conservat
from Providing an irop;
Tunderstang
aracterises the gocj
D terms of split betwe
Now confined tq
ation of the laboyr
ion is disguiseq and
al identity and }
amily, 5 bourge
the ideology of iy,

melodrama’ ( aven Allows, for ip,

Marriage to hey g
lem of class, of 5
Purchase o jtg g
Symptomatjc

INg structyrg] pro

notions of persop
e found in the f

analysis fropy,

The two voices of melodrama T
Laura Mulvey’s (1977/78) contributlgnyshllfts tbl o 8
AWay from melodrama as a ‘progressive .gelire SL}llbject matter
Questions about the place of women both in t 1e‘t‘Oll iy
of melodrama and in its conditions of PrOdL’l‘L 1oncer115, et
Sumption. While sharing some of Klem‘hans stcmterventiO“
feminist perspective produces a very dﬁfer}fr? list social rela-
Kleinhans sees the family as a product of Caxpltdéuctive' and
tons residing in the split between p‘rros a term in his
‘reproductive’ life: patriarchy does not egtel clf (ender ey
Analysis, and, as with Elsaesser, the question of 8
ﬁCity in melodrama ciiszlpp'eaT‘S- ety gt R T
For Mulvey, however, it is in patriarchy 2 ion that me
and irresolvable contradictions lie. For he.r, Ff]e 1l by its failure
dramga exposes contradictions in bourgeolis 1de'0 Og}:b'ect matter
t0 accommodate the ‘excess’ generated by 1t5.tshlerJthe degree
(see Nowell-Smith, 1977) fails to understa“d‘te-ltuted as contra-
to which family and sexual relatim.ls are CQD_S 1 e — o’
dictory or the role of melodrama in pr-ov1d1,ﬂbg Lut Aeschylean
for them, Drawing on Helen Foley.‘s view (fl f(riarchy g
ragedy) that ‘over-valuation of virillt.}’ s ﬁ;ma comments
social ang ideological problems which thle '(t ‘cideological con-
o’ (Mulvey, 1977/78, p. 54), Mulvey argues tha ific content of
tradiction is the overt mainspring and Spf?CMulvey 1977/78,
melodrama, not a hidden, unconscious threiat (er o tl{e means
P-53). Consequently, mise en scéne can o O~nlierpretation, but
of privileged critical access to progressive it sents the specific
Tather, in 19505 Hollywood melodrama, repre dy, working over-
aesthetic mode that distinguishes it from t{agerez' of bourgeois
time to carry what the limited stock ‘flguf ‘oiving abstract
Melodrama cannot consciously be st ¢ ‘55).Thus Mulvey
€Motion spectacular form’ (Mulvey, 1977( T p-‘ s being inherent
closes off the notion of a formal subversivenes
in the melogramatic mode. —
Instead, she looks to the production CO\ u
drama and its relation to its imputed .ferual’ﬁ gle form, despite
Material and cultural conditions of ex1stenceres was forced to
the ‘symbolic imbalance’ of 1'1arratiye struCtlled fvor coexistence
acknowledge: it is, after all, the pa*Fn.archall ?;qma seeks to alle-
With women that produces the crisis me 01 (fontradiCtions qf
Viate. Because she insists on the re? “; heir metaphori-
Patriarchal ideology for women, ra'ther ' ]}cow how melodrama
cal significance for men, Mulvey begins to 11 ing about a narra-
Can both function for patriarchal ends,brlligqt the same time
tive resolution of its contradictions, ancq;. o ffering the sat-
Perform a quite different function for “',om-Lus.;uaHy suppressed
Isfaction of recognising those contradictions,
(Mulvey, 1977/78, p. 53). A—
This view leads Mulvey to distinguis e
that are ‘coloured by a female protagonis :
of-view’ and those that deal Wi'th madlebgtw ‘
&Xamining ‘tensions in the family, an tructing the hero as
rations’ (Mulvey, 1977/78, - 54?’ C.Onsf atriarchal society.
Elsaesser’s and Nowell-Smith’s victim (;lgplclis independently
Sirk, she argues, worked in both tradlt,l(r)ld- ;,VYitten on the Wm‘d‘
Produced The Tarnished Angels (1958) a ,rn. his work for ROSS
(1957) conforming to the secon_d patte O'men's pictures (se€
Hunter at Universal, who specialised me:st Women's pictures:
All'That Heaven Allows), belonging o the ljes; «gudsers’ or ‘four
Variously known in the trade e weg‘lio th'e female nlqtll?ee
handkerchief pictures’, were tailore en’s magazine fiction
audience, generally deriving from.WOmlatiOIL yet to be full.y
OT novelettes, and had a tangential r-ied from the bourgeO%s
explored, to the family xnelodrqmzl der} attempt O repr'odtlcg
novel. These films are characterised b,y 1(1»n cthe narrative, and if
the woman’s point of view as central to

ertinent
lo-

litions of melo-
dience, whose

etween those ﬁhns
dominating point-
dipal problems by
een sex and gen-
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ess in melodrama, this is where I\f;lq‘{iz

-+ Whereas the patriarchal mode of melodralea ecrec_
L e (f rm of readjustment of its values, som 4
G Ol‘l the sexes, the attempt to entertain the
oo Tjetere'ew to figure feminine desire, produce§ n&;lr-
i 8 Zldn ‘order impossible to tie up, except 1;11 t Se
R On’s magazine fiction. In All That. Heauen{\ 01;116:
e 'Of wor:ile hother of two, past child-bearing age, 1sla :
o Wld.owi i ounger, employee lover' only when a e:]ser
to unite w%th 1ereidprs him bedridden and mcapable: Hoyweon-,
e hile; resolving certain of the narrapye s cC
g “}/ .s on ‘recognisable, real and farmhgr traps:
tradimfons’cfﬁtlecnlle)rings it closer to daydream than fairy story
which for w

(Mulvey, 1977/78, p. 56).

there is subversive exc

progressing the debate

i debate emerged from
n imerlm'lilii ?nrti:alf/eonftions. The first concerns
SCIE;tween class politics and st'exualllpoll{—
d the patriarchal order’ (Po -oc‘ ’
stion of whether gen.dq dif-
in fictional

Two major a
Mulvey’s and Ngwell—.
the ‘obscured dialectl
rics, bourgeois ideology an
1977 - the second, the qué

v 106)1’)e said to have aesthetic consequences
ference can D€ 5¢

structures.

inine _ .
fet:rlzes up the first issue in a considera

; ipal moment. She
i hat precisely is repressed in the oiilis R
LW n in discussion of melodrama a tion of bour-
510 e S e a
notes COUf”,5 f the family signifies an Interrog ilickions
representation of t e displacement of contradicti

; th : S
; ily relations, or ) ind this lies an
geois f_amlly ) eois social relations, or both. Beh'mhst ehatune
i boulrg primacy of patriarchal or of capita
: t the 8
issue abou

“ation. Pollock wants to argue the neces-

-l g8k o da.ss deft ig?l?;ﬁﬁy, and the plgce of. womentxli;/étrhig
e e Of both in dialectical articulation toge l.e
T i es both Nowell-Smith (1977? and Mu via%
this respect,- Shde Seer of ‘reifying sexuality gut51de ;thte;;acwn
(1977/78) o 'an?hat ‘the contradicdonsvwhlch.AIHT1a wrroed
formation’, argm,ng between different social pOSylthnS, 111<o1 é .
— A dr? s or the sexuality of wom.er'i (Polhloc ,t . r_,
irreconcilal?le deszltl:z with the view that femlmrutlzr nl(l)l “;,Jlil r:ll] )

{0 l nT ntable because un

Ehal Cu}t};llre P;Silc;;?:fgf:: that femininity Ca?e?; Fﬁgiﬁifﬁ

g i itions. In western society, :
;nly as speCif1clsorc;:1C};8:;11°to the perpetgation bzth c?fncdairr;ll.
pisition:of GIOTEE ns and patriarchal dominance, Pi?mm hfeg
talist social r.elau? femnale sexuality in soc1§1 and cultur Vies_
the subj ugatl,On . ective, the women'’s Pomt—oﬂmew }rlno o
g POHOCk? i as have one thing in commor}. the ie
gy g dfar}ﬂs mother, a position that, whl‘le fat unirs
s W%m?SHZered silent or impotent, dominates the
appear, be

films. ‘ .
oo location faces the problem of ‘the si(;irigd
an’s unco :

i i layed by the woman d,

s e rOle;ua}llity in the dynamic of the narra

5 trated se A i amilial roles’
withheld Pr f'rusjludes ‘femnale sexuality outslde. fdmfl;ﬂotl'lers.
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1977, p i
(pollock,
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something positively ‘lost’ in the construction of the socia] and
sexed subject positions hecessary to patriarchal, bourgeois socj-
ety. Although Pollock does not do so, the fantasy of th
romance could be invoked here to explain the patri
tion of both women’s film and male family melodrama, In oy

of its forms, it allows the child to disown the father and f"mt1e
sise the mother’s independent sexuality with another man cTh'a“
for the male child in particular, allows both an explorati'on i;

Incestuous desire and identification with the female position:
;
repression required

e family
archal func-

for the female child, it allows a refusal of the
for the (?onfirlernent of female sexuality to reproduction
Taking up Mulvey’s (1977/78) ‘safety valve’ theory of'.m 1
drama, Pollock 80€s on to suggest that many of etl?
conFradictions exposed in ‘progressiye’ analysis of m}cilodr .
are in fact ones that patriarchal and bourgeois cultyre can o
tain. And this is as true of the women’s picture traditic;n 'COH‘
the male family melodrama; the Woman's point of viey - Olf
That Heauen Allows is not in the last analysis what ig disruuz'A l
Ca.ry in fact is offered as passive spectator of her ownpfwe
quite in line with patriarchal ideology, whereas in Hom 4
the Hill (1960), on the surface a male melodrama s
the woman, totally robbed of point of view, holds neverthele
e€normous control in the disposition of narrative eventg v
Pollock’s intervention in the debate constitutes g : f
appraisal of its theoretica] assumptions. She attepm ts tuse .
struct terms in which the women'’s picture agd fo at
melodrama can be thought through together in St
problematic that embraces the dialectic of sex
ever, att}ractive as Pollock’s conception of the o
d%srtlpt1o.rllin melodrama might be, the notion of the ‘femj
nme.pom.tlon' outside of patriarchal anq bourgeois g mll
relations is highly abstract, and not much further forwac:glic;

providing a sense of the articulation of sex ¢
= ex and cl )
demands. ass that she

, the figure of

ly
terms of g
and class, Hoy.-
urce of potentig]

Cle.\s.s and sex in the maternal melodram,
Christian Viviani (1980) is concerned with ‘woman’ as an alread
culturally coded figure capable of mobilising audience res o
towards new conceptions of social organisation. He atteplonsé
an analysis of the ideologies reworked in asubset of Ho| o
I@elodrama that appears to effect 5 Passage between e
rian forms, epitomised in the work of Griffith, and the woman’s
film - a subset that Viviani dubs ‘the maternal melodram r'la}n's
anal.ysis of this subgenre in the 1930s deals with the tmra1 .f .
1;nat1(?n of European, Victorian themes under pressure fro(m ’;‘\IOT-
Deal ideology. In this, the role of woman as mother ig pj e‘;,
su'ggesting something of the way issues around femalle) :Ola :
ality and maternity can be dramatised as g displaceme @E{U*
reso.lution of class issues (see Elsaesser, 1972); Vivia;li’sn QT
Fermon. is that as a fictional mode, melodramg seeks to s
its au@lerlce emotionally by an appeal to everyday feelin erVG
experiences that are then magnified in intensity throy h ey
Ple)ﬂty of baroque incident and coincidence, The fallei . Comj
1s a figure who can readily summon up such feelipgg Té?hel
larly for the male audience for whom she carrieg SJ’IP-CI%UCU‘
oedipal eroticism. At the same time, the sexyg] tm(nC ldl‘g‘&.‘ "y
of the mother is capable of evoking not only a morfﬂ ggresmon
class register, for the variations in moral attityde tco s i quo ;
different class ideologies. e

The dramaturgical structure on which tt
which was adopted by Hollywood from the Ey
stage, involved

ts Victo-

s 1s based, anq
Topean Victorjap

awoman [who] ... separated from her child, falls
from her social class and founders in gjg

= , . s Sgrace. The
child grows up in respectability anq enters

A mother's

love: Barbara Stanwyck as Stella in Stella Dallas

established society where he stands for progress .-
The mother watches the social rise of her child from
afar; she cannot risk jeopardising his fortunes by
contamination with hey own bad repute. Chance
draws them together again and the partial or total
rehabilitation of the mother is accomplished, often
through a cathartic trial scene. (Viviani, 1980, p. 7)
. This basic structure could be organised ideologically ﬂCCOrd—,
lrlgito two different codes of judgment, one moral, the Oth.ei
soclal. For the European-influenced and smaller Cyde’.th,L
Woman'’s fal] ‘wag traceable to her adultery, committed 5 .
mf“ﬁ@lt of frenzy and expiated in lifelong maternal suffermlfi
(V1V}a111, 1980, p. 6). In Hollywood, this vein represented a fema i
€quivalent to Warshow’s ‘gangster as tragic hero’ (see The geng
ster film as an experience of art p. 280). Although still morall'}’
Condemned, the heroine’s desce1l1t into the ‘more realistiC',mme
tawdry or desperate ambiance of music halls and ful’l‘llshe,_
lfOOI.ns’ marked an Opposition to the permanence of the boull
§e0ls household, a ‘veritable ideal of this thematic, tof‘“,lﬁ
{MPregnated by Victorian morality’ (Viviani, 1980, p. 8)- HeT ffltd
of‘anonymity ang silence’ was the opposite of the tale favOmeh
5 HAOHYWOod of success and rise to fame. However, thou8
ﬂdlmtting its botentially critical slant on European al’istqcmtllc
moral codes, Vivian; argues that this cycle looked decidedly
feactionary from the perspective of the New Deal:

Heroines who are submissive, resigned, sickly, even
naive defenceless, lacking in energy or
decisiveness were hardly good examples for the
Movie-going public of 1937 and 1933 who needed
to be mobilised to face the economic crisis. The
direct lineage of Madame X was an uncomfortable
reminder of an earlier state of mind which had led
to the Wall Street crash. (Viviani, 1980, pp. 9-10)

AS America became more isolationist and nationalistic, the
Moral codes of the maternal melodrama shifted gear. The foun-
dationg of such a shift had been laid in the work of Griffith, Wl.w
had Performed the necessary transposition from a European "msl
tocratic urban milieu to an American, petit bourgeois and mld,
One, which both bore the brunt of an ideological criticism (as, for
lflstance, in Way Down East, 1920), but was capable of ngenerai
ton. Ney, Deal ideology, according to Viviani, ‘is ngmaAte‘t‘
alfway between city and country’ (Viviani, 1980, p. 12), al?d ,M °
the figure of woman with her culturally given connection "
‘Hature, Who can facilitate this incarnation, which both Ca,St .
F 1€ residye of an outworn morality’ hung on to by [he‘!dle Cllty
_ch.h and the rigidity of rural society in the name of the pzm.[je
Istic philOSOPhJies of Thoreau and Whitman'. In the Amel’ltllqh.
Materng) melodrama of the 1930s, epitomised by St'el!a Da' as
1937), the motif of maternal sacrifice is rearticulated in I,.eltllt}(‘)il
o themeg closer to American society of that (il]le:”‘pr&:ﬂ:( ;CII
edUCation, female understanding, the “good mamage ,Of A[ml c lpd
TN’ (Viviap;, 1980, p. 10). In this context, moral sin is g a.c'vc;
.y_SOCiill €rror and a new kind of heroine can emerge Whos? ?',(lt-a
Mfice i§ Jegs dumb acquiescence to an inevitable and remote 1t

- hose values need cor-
han 4 Struggle to survive in a society whose values nee :
she unconsciously

IeCtm_gi ‘Integrated into the world of work, o
part%mp’ltes in the general effort to bring America out of o C-iety’
Sheis set Up as an antagonist to a hoarding, speculating §1C;C ’
repOSitory of false and Zutwom values’ (vivialli, i h)‘ken
Her child becomes a stake in this regeneration, NOt tﬁl up
& from the mother as in the European cycle, oo le€1\1“11—
to Msure him gy, education, a moral training thatnon%y,f ;il:ns
Placeq famﬂy can give him’ (Viviani, 1980, p. 13). rhe,SLf o
‘ecount e tale of a woman's loss due to a man’s 12-idxloel ing
SClence anq show her reconquering her dignity while helptis

1gates

aw

il tt
/ i . ] with the tru
\m”"“‘v'w_»uill Joan Crawford is economi ] witl

\ in Mildred Pt
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+ or child re-enter society thanks to her sacriﬁces’. Itis a clgar
e 1 attitude America could adopt In facing its
iviani, 1980, p. 14).

vw;allllilétlhgjr 'c}))uld )effect such ide'eolc)‘gica% wo:‘f
because of the powerful emotions sh‘e' c_'alls up in t{x‘e- Vle\:él-:
i ‘1 illusion destined to mobilise the pu‘bhc ina

PI‘AOdU‘CIHg' . 1 illusion that transposed the angm‘sl'). of .al'1 era,
o dlr?Ctlon,;l owingly grounded in eroticism’ (Viviani, ngO,
. “'Al'd?ition ?he power of such eroticism to effect Fhs_
B ]'CC"OIL1£1011 of class difference lies in_ t}.1e flexible
placeme‘nt' f_Jf leo:/f the woman. On the one hand, tl?lS is dep(ﬂ-)d-
o deflﬂlt}@l nd sexual placing, transgression of Wthl‘]
b e an in the position of outcast. On the other,
prOdUC?S me’wo'll;mlity and femininity - for example, the
ps (?I‘ fnd 'Llf for child, or acts out of true lgve for a m;@
i o gue for an ideological shift in the moral

—car 1 ili toa

i be SG(‘
alance ot pOWK’T between (hffment class forces
bald

Feminist approaches

sual pleasure and narrative cinema
ting the role the figure of woman
: as she has since

metaphor for a

national crisis’
o ) h
The figure of t

s

‘o nCQr 1

Laura Mulvey's ess.ay \% o
5 bee inal in sug

b e tion. Her concern there,

plays in pa-triarcha{l fll\c"; 1981), was to examine the l.nasculil.i—
explained it (Seel\/u' %smon and identification in Clas’su:
isation of SPeC‘Farto;{Oi,eVer, asshe herselfargued'('1977/76),_8
HOHYWOOd Cmen}?' the centre of the narrative disturbs tluls
female protagonist at’ . led to work by feminists on the possi-
Stmcmre'Tl.“s‘w?s“écllljznceg of gender difference. Pam} ,C’O(;k
ks SSEEbEEE C(l‘n'it Mildred Pierce (1945) repres'ented a ml}\e1 -
(1978) fé}ll’gllild“t/;(:h the male voice of film noir combated the
genre um

Dip
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female voi {
s micseec;fn t}sle\ woman s film, with both narrati
——— Bar;ene enacting the subordination oflrff Tl
Consequenceé = thara Cree:d (1977) considered th - lat'ter
e € generic necessity of the w g
oo 4 lrr derms, any melodrama that sy o
— igvo uce the figure of the woman asp lPOI(;tF i
B dej:;lgatgd the differences betweelrleilhlng o |
L € narrativ
e ' pe with a female i a
melOdrama(t:ihCartacterlse most other genreg TI:}):OtagOHISt o
structure faces i e
e : : s one of produci :
e rming to social definitions of wolinedu'Clng d'rama —
Fras wives and mothers (Creed, 1977 pn2IZ§I; S
om a small grou : oy
. : p of women’s pi
ical narrative T .
e ‘;gilé;tgre clapable of supporting a c::tirﬁes .
: involves a patt .
iy pattern of female o]
. n exceptional —
. : ptional male; mark: 8
point of view; sufferi Il
4, e : ge in the
acceptance of g i ~ e 4 .
e amore socially desirable role’ (C’ i L
o dg on tp show how in the three o ra
udied, the discourse of the doctor is u:m
e

domestic

dmen’s. pictures she
to bring the trans-

of femini ; ht
nine behaviour. For Creed, the displacer}:;ifcipﬁw codes
of the female

protagonist’s dilemma i

ma into mis <
other charac € en scéne and j

Elicar Simpl;il:as;tir fr;;lm combating an ideolog,tof% range of

d es her problem i of individy-
needs - reproduci p em in terms of

ng a scenario i : other people’
speak butis s in which the Pes
’ poken for (Creed woman does

she sees mel (Creed, 1977, p. 29). 1 loes not

analysis con odrama as interesting for the )u ke Kleinhans,

can show it tStruC.ted elsewhere - by Marxisc,l estions that an

ouching on but not able to ask \/\I/r}llor feminism —

- Whereas in Klein-

hans’
italist relations of

M

Mot:tlgirar?afand the status quo

: ounts of melodrama in li

re—— in literature and ¢j i

post_revomtilsgussed abov?, agree on one tiic;]néma’ lqclud-

o ary bourgeois forms, the boundarig‘ i

o pd rat(ejs are t}}ose of the established ES.Of —

— that3hay omestic terms. For instance SS e

L i:{[flela: 1}1)1.most other genres the e:st;g)'h}?n i
object of the narrati ..

on problems of living within such orr;:tlve, e Deises

mer}lt' (Neale, 1980, p. 22).
ean-Loup B
it Ir}forglutregre;p.r‘esent? the same idea in ideologj
e b S:‘America after questionin te}? o
L e 1311 and socialisation, is contg : IT_lyth
same belief’ (Bourgeinw?; e i rein?;t csihe
generalities in an acl t s 32)" e s e
the domestic, arisinguffocrlr?s:npmon e e;S:CSétilESi
g N account of Hjld b
et hogusees},lokigl?gs out th'e_x characteristic ther?r?e e,
and fix forever dornes(zircnake i, immob%thf t.he
social life and a bulwark azgi)r}z:tr 31 o e
?l;lrr:an rfleltgure' (Elsaesser, 1972 pelr;l)Ore
ey of 1950 i
s i}(r) o masr 1:rir"lieleodramas, notes the paradoxica] i
iy o 1rg and‘ the family, which provid Sy
——————r iZOIUtlon. Of Young at Heqrt (195§)Shb0th dra-
ki thntra.l C.haracters as either vict i
but somehow romant-e elmstmg SOci"ﬂl‘f'clmilial-mar'tlmlSEd %
okt 1c love and parenthood mp o o,
L, ty and despair into domest g{cally ey
Py estic bliss’ (Schaty

the mode]

. . Of
dlsturblng sides in
. Thomasg Schatz, in g

The necessi
while staying iilltt)}lliosr melodramg to produce dramatic action
cular thematic and Z;me polCe gives it a characteristically cir-
melodramas start oyt farratlve structure — many cinematic
ally lies in their beginniy flashback so that their end liter-
characteristically ar tf’gmmng' And it gives melodrama
given rise to differen 1guous modality and address, which has
the romantic dramant Ifnterpremtions' Bourget, writing about
Itation between, on :ho 1940s Hollywood, describes their hes-
realism, Operatinyg o e one hand, a heavy-handed moralistic
geois family, and on tﬁarable‘hke fashion in support of the bour-
offered by ‘romance’ e other, the disbelief of whimsy, of escapé
alytic perspective, d : St?p hen Neale, writing from a psychoan”
form of pathos to q escribes this ambiguity of melodrama as
by its very nature CO with the narrativisation of desire, which,

While these a’cc?)n o o be. fulfilled (Neale, 1980, p- 30)
subversive potentia] unts vary in the degree to which they se€
are alike in concenty within, or despite, such constraints, they
a feminist interest ating on formal analysis of the genre. Only
their audiences ha in the relation of the films to the lives ©
which the genre wsoslt(lggestgd that the formal ambiguity Withi®
soak the drama for alil tshl ° HEIther. simply a meretricious ploy to
s.er.ious issues, nor a m : pathOS. it is worth without confronting
s, but provides a Stasg medium’s attenuation of the tragc
dltl(z;l,; of women's hvelglcture that relates to the material CO"

ata )

is given a rrﬁ)gtiarli';larset};? affect of form in one critical context
quite the same ag notia . ] ”} another. This observation is not
Seem exaggerated ng the r?al life’ occurrence of events that
form and the lives of absurd in the films. Links between th®
monly made by ind([) the presumed female audience are O™
The audience for RELY, _eStabliShment critics and feminists:
often characteris;?men s pictures and melodramas i most
Oppressed by the dy s composed of frustrated housewives
frustration ang lost tfles 8 motherhood and marriage, by sexU?
WOmen’s pictures 4 gntames of romantic love. In this view, the
cultural expl'essi(,nn melodramas of the 1940s and 19508 837
outlets escapist f; to these frustrations, offering in vicarious
Molly Haskel) (19?;tasy’ rage, or sublimation. In the words ©
porn for the fry ), the films represent ‘soft-core emotional

What the jni]trated housewife’.
is an implicit vie\;l,Stl;y and Marxist feminism have in common
calls forth as bej of the housewife’s life and the emotions it
_frUStrated- Critjcng narrow, circumscribed, petty, poring al
Involved in theSeSf-land many of the directors and writers
Patronage, lookin ; s, regard them with contempt of mil
tons in terms of t}% o value in what can be made of the sit4®"
In the notion of the ?umfm condition’. Hence the great interest
Vert its content Re orm’s power lying in its capacity t© sub-
Ceased to look fo.r tecent work on melodrama, howevel has
the displacemen; ?th.lal progressiveness. This is partly due t©
strued concept o? mise en scéne by a psychoanalytically con-
Operation. In thig Vl'larratlvE.as the key to a film's ideologicd
engage with ‘differ, lew’, classic narrative functions precisely 10
= but always fro ence’ - whether social, sexual or unconsciou’
which everythinm' the reassuring perspective of ‘the same' 10
approach, the ngtlis returned at the end. From quite a different
bect because of tc})ln of progressive reading has becomeé s'uS‘
textually, withoyt e formalism that constitutes meaniné
tices of actyg] aud-reference to the reading situation and pra<
Woman'’s film hgy lsnces. Further work on melodrama and ‘ d
Proceeding in twj ne?n P.ul'su.ed predominantly by ferniniSt:
course-orientated 1ain directions: one a formal, narrative/d’
TV s0ap opera, an approach; another, frequently focusing O
is concerned to an ?udlence'oﬁentated approach. The former
ture and the py alyse the work performed by narrative struc

Process of enunciation when a female pmtagomSt

is pos; ) _
ob})ecstl(t;:ei:?b)e@ of desire and discourse rather than its
traces g horn;1 acobs, 1991; Mary Ann Doane, 1983). The latter
drama, jtg Circoigy b‘-’.tween the ambiguous modality of n'rleI.O—
Which Women'u la_ir structure, and the contradictions within
Melodramg ms A;ves~ aie constructed. The woman’s film and
that reprq dlf)ce vide fictional structures and forms of pleasure
Some of the m ta .f,emale subject, and at the level of the text
leski, 1979, Bra erial conditions in which women live (se_e Mod-
CompleXityywitL}tnSd.on’ 192_31). In these terms, the duplicitous
~ Where the gj which Kleinhans charges All That Heaven Allows
Sexuality intolfsf)lacemem of problems to do wn}n class, age,
them simply ¢ ‘anal‘e pro.blems of personal relations ‘renders
lcal POVertyyin(;? Usiig - 18 nOLSo much a question of 1‘dgolog—
of Mapping 11 l‘e analysm of clas's or age, but of the fhfﬁc‘ulty
acrogg Othegr “e ) (lUGSt.IO.I} of femininity’, of womens issues,
social definitions.

If\(IEIodrama and the woman’s
1Im since the 1990s

STEVE NEALE

were collected

In 1987
»many of the articles discussed above
Home Is Where

to
t eg ;tg;errt ?Sl‘li mt.r()d'uced by Christine Gledhill in H
Signallin ﬁ tudies e Melodrama and the Woman’s Fl]YY'L Far fr.om
tion Coinf- die C“,lmlnation of work in these areas, this pglt?llca-
fesearch s ed Wl'th and helped to promote and focus additional
(1991) B{Sl_ndudmg books by Lang (1989), Byars (1991), chobs
article;s ‘:EdI.Ilger (1993), Klinger (1994) and a further collection of
Papers del?ted by Bratton, Cook and Gledhill (1994), based on
Tama h llveT ed at a major international conference on melo-
isCLlsSe§ d in London in 1992. In addition, E. Ann Kaplqn
Motherh dmel()drama and the woman's film at some length 10
ing of Wc(: and)ReRfesentation (1992), and the directing and scnpt—
ayne (19men s pictures by women were discus;:ed by Judith
Each 94) and by Lizzie Francke (1994) respectlvely: o
and/or of these books and studies presented new 1@51ghts
of the ¢ faew. research. Lang’s book was the first sysFemat1c stu'dy
nellj, 1t ‘mlly melodramas’ directed by Griffith, vidor and Min-
well ag ;nchlded extensive discussion of The Crowd (19?8), as
Some tella Dallqs and Ruby Gentry (1942), Madame Bovary (1949),
filmsg “(:.me.R“”"mg (1958) and Home from the Hill, placing thesre
Issyeg ithin the context of familial, oedipal and patrlarchal
and concerns.
and i}i’a}rls’.g book was a study of gender in the films of the 1950s,
on andg hlighted the extent to which the films themselves d're\g
Tepreg Interacted with wider social and cultural debates an
EXtendentatlonS- Focusing on men as well as women, s'he
in deta?ld the canon of films traditionally discussed by.referrmg
A Stre i to films such as Picnic (1955), From Here to Eterity (1953),
tatio etcar Named Desire (1951), All That Heaven Allows and Imi-
- (-)f Life (1959). She also addressed issues of class and 1jace.
direI:tlmger also focused on the 19508, spe.cifically on tbe fllmds
conv. Ed.by Douglas Sirk. Eschewing traditional auteurism an
the Cemlonal textual analysis, Klinger's COIIC.EH'I was to trace
devi ontemporary contexts within which sirk’s films, their
a ces, their stars and their style were understood. Her
hil:;oac}.l represents - and seeks to bring together - renewed
one }?,St in historiography and historiographlcal'research on
pl fm,d' and interest in audience research and in the multi-
e readings of films produced by audiences on the other.
S Kaplar.l situated an array of films and film cycles from c.hf—
rent periods in cinema's history within and across changing
~and unchanging - ideologies and representations of mother-
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is context, she considered topics such as the
n's film, themes of maternal sacrifice and
herhood such as ‘Angel’ and ‘Witch’.

red in detail a particular cycle of films — the
‘Fallen Woman' films of the late 1920s, the 1930s and the early
1940s — which in many ways represented and embodied a chal-
lenge to traditional ideologies of motherhood and femininity.
Focusing on the issue of self-regulation and self-censorship,
and using specific archival case files, Jacobs’s study demon-
states on the one hand how social ideologies and the practices
of the film industry interacted at a specific point in time, and
on the other how that process of interaction was always also a
gotiation, a two-way or sometimes a three- or four-
whose results — the films themselves — were often
ex, ambiguous and contradictory.

These characteristics were also stressed by Mayne in her
study of the work of Dorothy Arzner, and in Francke’s account
of the work of several generations of female scriptwriters in
Hollywood. They also formed the basis of Basinger’s account of
the woman’s film. For Basinger, as for many others:

hood. Within th
maternal woma
paradigms of mot

Jacobs conside

process of ne
way process
highly compl

What emerges on close examination of hundreds of

women’s movies is how strange and ambivalent they

really are. Stereotypes are presented, then
undermined then reinforced. Contradictions abound,

which at first sight seem to be merely the result of
carelessness, the products of commercial nonsense.
But they are more than plot confusion. They exist as
an integral and even necessary aspect of what drives
the movies and gives them their appeal. These movies
were a way oOf recognizing the problems of women, of
addressing their desire o have things be other than
the way they were offscreen. (Basinger, 1993, p.7)

Unlike others, Basinger offers a ‘working definition’ of the
woman'’s film that extends well beyond the traditional canon,
the traditional label and the traditional confines of ‘melodrama’.
4 woman’s film’, she writes, ‘is a movie that places at the center
of its universe a female who is trying to deal with emotional,
social, and psychological problems connected to the fact that

It thus includes - or

she is a woman’ (Basinger, 1993, p. 20).
should include - ‘Rosalind Russell’s career comedies, musical

biographies of real-life women, combat films featuring brave
nurses on Bataan, and westerns in which women drive cattle
west and men over the brink’ (Basinger, 1993, p. 7).

The point that Basinger makes here is clearly both polemi-
cal and logical. It is also a point that raises questions about generic
labels and terms, and about the relative weight to be accorded
institutional terms = the terms used by Hollywood, and by con-
temporary reviewers, critics and journalists —as opposed to those
used and defined by subsequent theorists and subsequent his-
ilar questions have been raised by Ben Singer (1990)
(1993), who have researched the deployment
lodrama’ as a term both inside and outside
lationship to female-centred narratives on
the woman’s film on the other. Both find
between the understanding and use of
film industry and other contempo-

rary institutions of entertainment - the theatre, and in Neale's
case television and radio - and the understanding and use of the
around film, media and cultural sudies.

Broadly speaking, both Singer and Neale have found that
‘melodrama’ meant ‘thriller’, and hence was used principally
escribe and to label crime films, adventure films, war films,

who is concerned with the

tod
westerns and horror films. Singer,
he 1920s, quotes from a 1906 article enti-

1900s, the 1910s and t

torians. Sim
and by Steve Neale
and definition of ‘me
Hollywood, and itsre
the one hand, and to
significant differences
the term in and around the

term in and
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tled “The Taint of Melodrama’: ‘Ask th,

casually how he defines a melodramati?: :?ti)l(r; I;?dsin e
ably tell you that itis a hodge-podge of extrav:agant aed‘lv111 g
full of blood and thunder, clashing swords and haj ,V;;ntures,
escapes’ (Singer, 1990, p. 95). Neale, who is concernerdS .readth
eound pe.rlod through to the end of the 1950s, quot il
issue of Life magazine (27 August 1925, p, 26): i

Melodrama, on the screen, is identified alm
enti'rely with fast physical action; cowboys t(:lrst
sheiks or cavalrymen riding madly across count
men hanging by their teeth from the ledges ofn i
skyscrapers, railroad wrecks, duels, heroines
floating on cakes of ice toward waterfalls, and
every known form of automobile chase, ,

He also quotes from numerous tra i
the on,ly two films made by Hollyviforcle‘\z(iet\ﬁst,}?: \c}vnc:it?s o
drama’ in the title - Manhattan Melodrama (1934) and \C))Vr T_HEIO‘
Melodran_qa (1941) - were both thrillers or crime fil A
. As Singer and Neale both point out, women o
films marked generally by domestic setéings b
by pathos and sentiment - were called dra;mS;
mas, anel Neale goes on to speculate that this
may d.enve from theatrical genre, ‘drama’. The
treel films regularly described as melodr.amas?
actlon’ films and thrillers of one kind or another, fr ‘seri
queen’ adventure films that Singer discusses — T};e }? ml = Ser.lal
(1914), The Exploits of Elaine (1914-15), The Hazards OGZS .
an'd others — through such female-centred aviatio ff o (1915')
Spin (1939) and Women in the Wind (1939), to thn o
female-centred detective films and Gothic tilrillerse lfmmerous
- Murclier among Friends (1941), Second Chance (1947) oMthe e
Detective (1949) and Gaslight (1944), Shadow of a D' Wy
Urldercu.rrent (1946) and Secret Beyond the Door (1948 - ot
discussion of the aviation films, see Parig 1995 )
further discussion of the Gothic thriller ,see \}(/pl}:i —
Walsh, 1984; Doane, 1987; Barefoot 19943 Bmiion:
Neither Neale nor Singer i alati i
the woman'’s film, as tradigtior?:lrll;ese?i;E:Stl;rilc?hlp -
century theatrical melodrama. Byt they l,)oth i
heterogeneous - the multi-generic - s

's pictures — and
Tfomance and/or
S, not melodra-
use of the term
Dly female.c@n_
Wwere, precisely,

ity that
ave altered ag melo-
gues that there was
nal melodramg and
turn of the century.

the meaning of melodrama as a term may h,
drema itself altered and changed. Singer ar
a.d1vision between cheap, popular, sensatio
highbrow and middle-class theatre at the

A Fool There Was (USA 1915 illi
1 ' p.c - William Foy/
Box Office Attractions Company' d- FlrinkFl?ow ll)
) e

This film plays on a typical th i

century stage melodr};fna - thirgieszgtr:rnt?ete gth-

a respectable family when its heaq falls :l iy

fash{onable vamp (a stereotype institutelzl .

Bara’s role here, and which made her a st i e

Examples of early film melodrama style -

found in the film’s use of the static camecan -

lack of cloee—ups and the reliance op natlia, 1the

sources. Viewed from the perspective of 19ra e

family melodramas, this can be seen ag ISOS

technological development; or it can be 3&2;05 d
00

gf;ril;efégi fzth that elements of nineteenth-century melo-
equation be? © the latter, the former became the site of an
T thundwee-? r_nelodrama' and thrills, spills and action,
tors c,ritics a‘irém lainy and vglgarity upon which commenta-
inCr’Gasin 1, dl lences an,d reviewers in film and in the theatre
ing on Rﬂlgliﬂ 1I9€‘W. Neale’s argument is similar, though, dl'raw-
arguing cfor a( 67), he places the division further back in time,
what Rahil] ¢ cl?nxreSpo.n.dence between the woman’s film and
S emerged?nisti;lloqlﬁed melodrama’, a form of melodrama
tury, and in which: y in the second half of the nineteenth cen

The ‘heart’ became the target of playwrights rather
than the simple nervous system, and firearms and
tlr.le Iepresentation of the convulsions of nature
ylelded the centre of the stage to high-voltage
émotionalism, examination of soul-states, and the
observation of manners ... The unhappy end
became common_ (Rahill, 1967, p. xv)

é\lfesi;:;g‘i e}j that it was this form of melodrama, an inhel"itolr
based forym ;Ch t.’eca.me known simply as drama. The action”
action~bas:d . the.theatre and then in the cinema 1n}EO
melodrama ] %enres of various kinds and tended to retain th€
ago by Mich : 181' Some of these points were made some time
melod ael Walker (1982), who sees nineteenth-centuty
: Tfama as a matrix both for action genres and what he calls
melodramas of passion’.

ciselrtl;i;fi’;ﬂﬁat melodrama, the woman's film and the Pr¢
of debate andt € relatlonsbip between them remain key area—
mentators b resea_rCh- It is equally clear, as numerous COTYIIl
1974) that malve POlnted out (for example, Vardac, 1949; l;er_,
ther re elodrama is related to other genres, and that 1

search - and debate - is needed in this area as well
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iiltgt:g?ﬁl_“‘“ty» even fulfilment, of certain
Vardac 1949C8ntUry theatr}cal traditions (see

are pro’duc 3;\4 elodramatic effects, for instance,
scenes of t}el 4 the crosscutting between pathetiC
church ande wife with her angelic daughter or it
apartm’ent ten AGenes O.f dissolution at the vamp$
Wwrecked thor e de§palr in the husband’s home,

on his mi trough his squandering time and money
becomes fhres-s and drink. The husband himself
repreSentat? site of a struggle between two

of the va I:Ons of women: the wife, who hearing
my plac Mp's desertion declares ‘If he is as you $3Y
wo €1s with him’, and the dark-haired sexu‘al
man. Melodramatic expression is carried, as 11

the theatre, by furnishing and fittings — a chaise-
longue, a card table, half-empty bottles and glasses,
costume - the wife’s squashed-down hat, the furs
and silky gowns of the vamp, and significant
8esture - the vamp’s stare that drives the wife from
her' husband’s arms. The scene utilising the
Staircase was to become a standard feature of a
cInematic rhetoric in the expression of
meloc}ramatic confrontation (see also Written on
the Wing, 1957). Here, the husband is tempted to
eturn to wife and daughter until the vamp appears
0 her nightdress at the top of the stairs to drive
them away, causing the husband to collapse, his
hang reaching through the banister in a gesturé of
elpless appeal. The necessary reliance on natural
light is turned to theatrical affect by lighting
schemes exploiting the dramatic conflict of
darkened rooms pierced by shafts of light as
Curtains and blinds are drawn or closed. And a
Substitute for the play of light and shade is found
In the wreaths of incense that swathe the vamp 1
€T apartment, evoking an atmosphere of

ecadence and myster
! g CHRISTINE GLEDHILL

;Nay Down East (USA 1920 p.c - D. W. Griffith;
~D. W. Griffith)
rama

Way Down East was based on a Victorian melod b

of the same name, Griffith bought the rights i
Ata time when films were moving away from
Melodrama to become more naturalistically rooted
!N contemporary issues. Both play and film, as

Kozloff (1985), Lennig (1981) and Kauffmann (197?{)_
ave observed, drew on certain themes and spect ic
'Urbervilles.

€Vents in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D _
. The melodramatic origins of the film are.ev1dent
I the stereotypical characters (virginal heroine
Clean‘CUt hero, idealised mother, stern father,
Shrewish busybody), as well as in instances of
Narrative coincidence, such as when the heroine
Anna (Lillian Gish), having started a new life in
another town, happens to be seen by her ex”
hndlady, who knows the secret about her dead
egitimate baby. The film also contains several
inexplicable moments that seem to operate from
What Peter Brooks (1976) calls the ‘occult realm.
OTemost among these are the scenes showing .
Davig (Richard Barthelmess), who has yet to mee
Anng, waking from a bad dream while she gets v
Married to the villain, and the one in which Davi
Senses’ Anna’s arrival at his farm although 1t
SPatially impossible for him to see her. .

But Way Down East is not just unadorné ;
Melodrama, According to Cardullo, ‘Filming the ik
Whole of Anna’s story, as opposed 0 solely tf_lehg
of the play, gave Griffith one large adventage, pi
could make it appear less melodramatic, or be s
he coylq enhance the realism of the melodral;rtlen
(Cardullo, 1987, p. 17). Melodrama, although of!
forming the emotional core of Griffith’s films, 18

always accompanied by a sense of the

MELODRAMA 327

‘photographically realistic’; we are shewn ~WEAnE
concrete realities, with locations and interiors made
real’ through meticulous detail. In narrative terms,
Griffith usually chooses to show us events rather
than allowing them to take place off screen. For
example, with the ice-flow rescue of Anna at the
film’s climax: ‘In the play, we only hear of Anna’s
incredible rescue. In the film, her rescue becomes
credible because we see it happen ...’ (Cardgllo, _
1987, p. 17). The rescue off stage allows Poetic Justice
to claim at least a partial role; in the fllr’n, the rescue
is all down to David’s (and Barthelmess’s) courage in
actually braving the rapids. It becomes an almost

i human act. . ,
Strl(::Stilgniﬁcantly, whereas the play opens with Anna’s
arrival at the Bartlett farm, and only gradually
reveals her secret, Griffith chose to tell the s’tory.I
chronologically. In the play, therefore, Annas gu:i ty
secret is gradually revealed to })oth spectaftlor atrllrl
other characters at the same time. Inthefi nii the
spectator knows the secret as it happens, we }in
advance of the scene that finally revea'ls_lt to dt eth
other characters. Thus viewers are positione wi
Anna throughout the film, intensifying the emo-

jona affect Of the melodlamatlc Chaln ol ever ts

of Two Humans (USA 1927 p.c~ Fox

ise A Son
e 4 d - F.'W. Murnau)

Film Corporation;
m is typical of nineteenth-

mestic melodrama, involving the

E:rrrllt;t?tii?xs held out to a young farmer, living
happily with his wife and 'chlld,.by a city vam;nr,ld
who consumes his smal‘l flnenCIel res}cl)urces
finally suggests murdermg.hls w;fg. T ea .
iconography of the domestic melodram x:

where: the oil lamps, soup b.ow}s, peas :
ever}cll nd chequered tablecloth 51gn1fy1ng.derr.1estlc
b.rea a' flicting representations of femininity -
g h blonde hair pulled back

ife and mother wit hz
'f[]het ‘i’:llgebun associated with traditional peasant
a )

i in silky garb, black
life, the sexual woman In .
Coﬁgtgyhair smoking, jitterbugging anc} associated
bc?th ihe mo’dern city; the moon and mlsfs over the
b rshes as the site for the young ferrper S .
i bing to the murder plot. This iconograply
o 09 1 polarities between

mora

“Hutes to the extreme . : W

CO}?'tcr}llth}lle man is pulled, and which are intensified
whi

by the non—individualisation of the protzgo;mt:;,
dBeIsignated only as the man, the wife and the
n from thecity.
Wor\r}lvahile much of the film’s iconography, ks
i and mise en scene 1o
dramatic structure :
gzlillsto nineteenth-century theatrltc;l gllﬁlodrama,
in its style to the '
i looks forward in 1t
ilt €\illcjlc;pment of cinematic melodrama. Notzralble in
t}?is respect is, first, the influence of G;Lrlr;awoc)d
ressionism that Murnau brings to yf e '
E}aqr)ticularly in the distorted perfsp}elzctwe;1 Zn =
i typing of the WO
i or sets, the stereot °
?}lltee?ity the dramatisation of typography in th

The plot of this fil
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High emotions: c
gh e ONns: country boy G
) e e
¥ boy George O'Brien ig

seduce

Intertitles that spell out the
2 _ o e murder i
“f;rerig;lr,lcsc:g)de:g?pgm.tmns and dissol\g)eh;ttllilltie 1$p11t
plomye, ) Cr{(ﬁty,— secogd, Murnau’s develomk o
e Ogt}c 1ela3 which led Bazin to put g)r_nent
e le reghsts. Arguably, howevpu he
fal—mergtoct?;peia't(for Instance, to bring the fi)l’, -
— dée_{gowoman on the marshes)yascrilgl
long- Witil thep cus tracking shot that allg)w o
G yo—ung couple on the tro]le f <o
i int;) y are part of the extemalisast,i ot
o descr.bcmematlc mise en scéne tha‘co‘n o
e 1bes as the hallmark of full-b] oy
I_}/.wol?d melo_clrama in the 19405 and S
translirtli)g, 1th.e fllm'§ use of sound mcarksl'gs‘os
SynChronoau Sstatus. For while it utilises 1 &
;s melosoundtrac.:k, it fulfils the ninet
i muséamztlg 1de§l of reducing dialeemht
e and pictorial mise e scen Ogu§ i
pressive sound effectsg —

aesser

CHRISTINE GLEpy 1]

Stella Dallas (USA 19 -
; 37 pic—

d - King Vidor) pie~ Samuel Goldwyn nc,

This is a classic and much-deb

. ate e
so designated because of its Pe( d woman’s fily,

ntral woman

d by city v
Y City vamp Margaret |

Avingston i
Ngston in Murnau's Sunrise

Protagonist, itg

;i
! feminine’ subj
address to 3 for minine’ subject matter and its

overlap with thi?le ;Iudience.. These features
domestic Sllbje(:t HG: odramatic mode insofar as
€Xpression of ‘f;plr}tht,err family relations and the
the melodramatic Ings’ are seen as both sources 0
brovince, 1n fhislc and belonging to the feminine
ghetto in which tiontext: and given the Culturgl
recently, the foupl e Woqun'g film existed until
designation, ggs Oc_lram'an becomes a pejorative
and sentiméﬁt;ﬁ?ated with tear-jerking pathos
Presentation of 1ty, provided frequently by the
circumstances Women as victims of their
Viviani (1980) Jhor nobly self-sacrificing. Christian
articulation oft?s described a shift in the :
1930s Hollywo dle maternal self-sacrifice theme I
Deal ideoq toh Whel}r under pressure from New
degradationgy’, e motif of the mother’s fall and
recovery, proxg/?c\{ie way to her energetic attempts at
Spirit that mOtivfntg a more upbeat ending. It is this
Maternal sacrif; ates Stella Dallas, where the r.nonfo
Portraya] of ;he (f;,e is called on to collaborate 111 the
mobility and—gopf}mlly as a means to upward
Stanwka) Faili ~1(}1_1'lope. Stella’s (Barbara
her charmg tc ing’ is not so much the utilisation °f
escaping her(i;atch arich man as a means of

‘ Depression-oppressed family, but her

refusal to tone down her ambitions and lifestyle in
order to match those of her upper-class husband, or
to suppress her sexuality once a mother, and then
l_atel’ allowing her bonding with her daughter to
replace conjugal relations. Stella’s punishment is
the crushing realisation that her lack of financial
:j‘,n,d So?ial capital will hinder the possibility ofa
éil;p8¥e1l(lflf)\fpl g}?vil;oi}j:r?: mnv@ f{oll nle}’ d g;l gbhter.
i e e superior motherhooc y
q,ehb?m‘lely alienating her daughter to make such a
lllarr}age possible, théreby loses for ever the
relatlonship that motivates the sacrifice.

] The debate about the film is how to und
e Implications of the ending. Does it represent the
Punishment of the erring mother, or is it MOTe
contradictory? Arguments that this is the case point
to the difference in the maternal sacrifice theme
Wh_en played out in a woman’s film. The scene in
which Laurel (Anne Shirley) turns down the offer of
a fur coat is an interesting example of this, where
Laurel is entranced with the ‘good taste’ and
?Conolnic well-being of the Morrison household to
l‘he detriment of Stella’s good—hearted vulgarity. The
Scene is played out through women’s magazine
lConography - the dressing table, mirror, cold cream
and hair bleach - and the ;ctivities of the ‘femninine’
world. However, this iconography does not simply
dramatise the problem of female upward mobility; 1t
also PIHYS on the dependency of such mobility on
th_e right appearance, a rightness that has little to do
with the real underlying relations between mother
and daughter.

'I_‘his suggests a seconc
sacrifice theme offered by the woman’s
Kaplan has argued (in Gledhill, 1987) that the
mother/daughter bond characteristic of the
WOU?EIH'S film is potentially threatening to
Patriarchal social and sexual relations. This, Kaplan
argues, gives a special meaning to the film’s ending
when Stella is forced to accedé to the sacrifice of
the bond so that her daughter can enter ‘
heterosexual monogamy and contribute to social
Progress, while she herself is reduced to mere
Spectatorship, outside the scene of action. However,
Linda Williams gives a different inflection to the
ending by COIlceJl‘ltrating on its address to @ female
audience (in Gledhill, 1987). Williams
‘thff multiple identification through which th
feminine’ is constructed in the film means that t
female audience identifies with the contradictiops
of Stella’s position itself. The only possible unifying

erstand

| twist to the maternal
film. E. Ann

argues that
-
he

point of identification is Stephen Dallas (John
Boles), who, however, is totally lacking in empathy.
Helen

The audience stand-in at this pointis
Morrison (Barbara O’Neil), the only person to.
Tecognise Stella’s sacrifice, and who purposemlly
includes Stella into the scene patriarchy would
exclude her from by leaving the wedding parlour
curtains open. We see Stella’s patriarchal
placement, but feel the loss of mother and daughter

to each other.
CHRISTINE GLEDHILL

Gaslight/The Murder in Thornton Square (USA 1944
p.c - Loew's Inc/MGM; d — George Cukor)

The nineteenth-century theatrical roots of
Hollywood melodrama are explicitly drawn

d transformed - in Gaslight. The film’s

ns, its Victorian setting and its

led Variety to comment that
be

upon - an
stage origl
melodramatic narrative
the film verges ‘on the type of drama that must
ked to the period on which the title was based’,
1so to compliment it for ‘lacking the ten-

ent that had been a factor in the
stage play’. The reviewer’s reference is to the 10, 20
and 30 cent admission charges levied at the
beginning of the century by theatres specialising in
lowbrow melodrama (see Rahill, 1967, pp. 272-83).
The MGM production values clearly indicate more
prestigious aspirations, but the Victorian
furnishings displayed in Gaslight have the

ditional function of forming a decorous surface
1s but at the same time accentuates the
1atic material. Thus the

lin
but a
twenty-thirty elem

ad
that concea
force of the film's melodran
scene in which the married couple attends a
musical recital lends itself to the display of

on values characteristic of many period
1so allows the melodrama to be acted
acade. Indeed, the decorum
heighten the force

producti
films, but a
out behind this ornate f
of the occasion partly serves to
of the disruption.

Ornate setting for repressed feelings: Ingrid Bergman and

Charles Boyer in Gaslight

A 329



330 THE CINEMA BOOK

The fact that in Gaslight the
1}3:13;?2 g;;il wife (;ngrid Bergmanlr)nilsabvaenad ———
e E;:nltlamour_lt to that of oppressor ¢
i Ofpatriarihowed it to‘be interpreted ag acmd
o R y and the institution of mar iage
i pe?ée the confirmation or denia?alge‘
o ThomaseEI;tlon’ and her ability to artio 1
e saesser lists Gaslight as b ICU “
et reudian feminist melodrar . e
whether the %z?gati};iri:?gygpity e Suspensréaosf ~
Imagining it
Sk (Elsac;rslserreilgly does have murde?ousii:,slimther
related the cycile tgza; Pf-elrrll)ailotélerh‘miters havegns i
B _ . € Gothic’ traditi i
Or?wélr;lélrz:rirlln“f[lsctt}on by the shifting d:(rirllt;rolg, ey
ek i rtime and pPostwar Americg ——
In Gasfiqht t)}.lere i |

e light, there is copfirmation of ine’
?e k- ::fe \)/{1;:1/1 eBrlllct gfitt}gs slégnifies a validta}:t?o}llueg(f)me i
. » It can be argued that
detecti;rel i}r}estoratlon of the patriarchatllgl?ciso
o f)tC()}lmes to the wife’s rescue ande o
Pl ok c;nzl e has seen and hearq provid
e hUSbae éo counterbalance the figur:S ¢
i nd. The Narrative closure g] i
;e m within the codes of ClassicSO B
bt ellrn'a - the sensationalism of th
ey il 1u t'lmat‘ely contained by the fj] e,
e thq ution. T}}e question here j vy

1s resolution accom K

gone before? odate what has

see

GUY BAREFOOT

Written on the Wi
. ind (USA .
International; d - Douélas 511r9k5)7 p.c~Universg]-

This film was central to th i
L ¥ vl e rediscovery o
— si? ]{12 Sthe early 1970s, when a¥eviluat'
sl dautleulf (see E:tISO Douglas Sirk p e
B i il Zo ogical critique that hig ir(; o 451')
2 plotpen ed on 1950s middle-class Am nic mise
.y act; a typical family melodramer%ca'
e nts};tnc'tlon of.its range of action .
o }erl e C%TCLlllarlty of its flashback 1:
ok, pmt; es?s‘, h,mlte.d and incestuous chS ructure
e gon{stg desires, locked as the arme_ls i
e g(Rgfe;r);\tSrtlarli?al family. Behind Kyylezre -
tack) im i i
SR ‘ potence lies hi d
i(n ot )I{(Cegzl;)vfallu%'e as patriarch, furthei rf;(;he.lfs
e t;, misdirected desire of his da e
displacemen? f};lMalong), expressed here j o
e of her clie51re for Mitch (Rock }I{l e
o Irxlzihpursmt of a lower-clasg petrolt-ldson)
interconnéctjonls ;espect, the plot foregroundpump
it of class and sexuality that g] S s
(e BT gis contend is centra] to melOdeesser
o igr; €Ing enacted as a problem of o,
n wh ale sexuality plays an ek
cen%dl role (see Pollock 1977) g ot
. he play of class an’d Sex is carried |
iconography of the film —;eli{tlgeczgfsd 1fn e
BT

conspicuou i the Had v
p 1s bourgeois consumption of the | |
- ac e

Mismatched:
; tched: Dorothy Malor .
Written on the — y Malone lusts after Rock Hudson in

mansion i
the skylir,lftehfhcéﬂcpumps working incessantly against
the conflictin ontrasting colours and costume of
associated Witghcouples ~ particularly reds
negligée) and e arylee (sports car, flowers,
(Lauren Bacall) g cool green twinsets of Lucy
consumer g;ocis uch use of decor, costume and
melodrama, as i 1s typical of Hollywood family
and Ianding,s w1S the use of the space of hallway
eavesdrop exch]ere characters cross paths,
innuendo or a ange confidences, malicious
melodramaticcclusatlons. Overlaying 1950s
special injectiop Otfst.“‘c.t”re and iconography is the
mise en scéne: ?l-o Slrklaﬁ irony into its excessive
mechanica] h(;l-sls play with cliché (the nodding
Kyle at the mOme - gflf{ning child that confront
an obsessjve phent.he believes himself impotent);
with g drunken(g Ylth mirrors (Mitch’s entrance
caught in a hall yle over his shoulder is first
(Marylee Iookinway mirror); screens and windows
Policeman ang tghthroué’h her window panes to the
above all an gy € petrol-pump attendant); and
breaks with re I?TGSsmmst use of colour, which
Wresting ironj alist conventions for the sake of
(the harsh lighct.contl‘aSts from objects and faces
Mitch’s faceg a;?f and make-up on Lucy’s and
country club, whe ey attempt to soothe Kyle at the
striking contrast t(r)et;he palm-court music is also in
expgfssed by Kyle) e extreme emotions
irkian mj S
of the reprrlersrélisoe €n scene can also be read in terms
with its outbrequi 80 often said to provide melodrama
turn draws itg ; z-of eXPresswe excess, which in
rather than I:>uttt'1 lence into the emotional drama
breaking out of rar them at a critical distance. The
mise en scepe qreé)reSSlOn at the level of plot, florid
Melodramatic style aro e Bu2E
scene where the};e are epitomised in the climactic
Staircase while g ather falls to his death down the
erotically to bla;aUghter Marylee dances wildly and
scene also ex@mlri-g-pop music in her bedroom. The
counterpoint’ plifies the extension of ‘musical
theatricq] melog Cmclz_‘l to nineteenth-century
scéne (see Elgae rama into visual and aural mise €1
aesser, 1972).

CHRISTINE GLEI HHILL

;nrthe Mood for Love/Huayang Nianhua Hong Kong/
rance 2000 p.c - Block 2 Pictures/Jet Tone/Paradis

Films/Orly Films; d - Wong Kar-wai)

Though melodrama has largely been discussed as
?O\;';S_tem European phenomenon, as a pqpular
of 1t extends beyond national boupdarles. One

the richest examples occurs in Chinese culture,
Efthere melodra_ma is found in the_atre, opera,
Merature and film (see Chinese cinema, p- 192).
Hoalrlly of the tropes perceived as specifig to

ywood melodramas and women’s pictures are

Present in Chinese cinema, from the social realist
dramas to the stylised art movies of the Fifth
ic(l‘;ineration.ﬁlm—makers. But although these

nographic, narrative and thematic elements
Tesonate across national contexts, their expression
is specific to their cultural and historical origins.

_ Hong Kong director Wong Kar-wai is known for
his stylish, postmodern adaptation of Hong Kong
genre movies, themselves indebted to Hollywood
(see Hong Kong cinema, p. 224). In the Mood for Love
has been seen as a tender reworking of Chinese
cinema melodramas such as Fel Mu’s 1948 Springtime
1 a Small Town/Xiaocheng Zhi Chun, which told the

ooie Cheung in In the Mood
55" ™ 5 =4

Desire deferred: Tony Leung and Ma

Jor Love
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married woman’s unconsummated love
for a young doctor, and her inability to free herself
from a loveless marriage. Fei Mu's film, which was
controversial in China because of its focus on inter-
personal relationships rather than politics, had atits
centre key melodramatic themes: the passage of
time, memory and coincidence. The heroine’s
decision to stay with her ailing husband has been
onservative and nostalgic, harking

perceived as ¢
d of moral and social stability. Spring-

back to a perio
time in a Small Town resonates with David Lean’s

World War Il women’s picture Brief Encounter (1945),
which told a similar story of frustrated adulterous
passion and was received with ambivalence by
contemporary audiences because of its nostalgia for
prewar values (see David Lean, p. 432).
geveral commentators have remarked on the

similarities between these films, Douglas Sirk’s
1950s melodramas and Wong's In the Mood for Love,
which is set in 1960s Hong Kong and concerns a
married woman, Mrs Chan/So Lai-chen (Maggie
Cheung) who suspects her husband of having an
affair with the wife of Chow Mo-wan (Tony Leung),
living in the same crowded apartment building

(see Teo, 2005). As these two share their fears, they
embark on their own tentative affair, though it is
not clear whether itis consummated, and the story
ends with So Lai-chen returning to her husband,
Jeaving Chow Mo-wan bereft. Wong's exquisite
staging of this scenario of passion deferred is poetic
in its play with ritual, repetition and lost
opportunities, and it wears its debt to Hong Kong
cinema and culture on its sleeve, both in its allusive
visual design and in its eclectic use of music. The
lodrama to evoke the

film’s use of classic me
transience of Hong Kong’s culture and communities
testifies to the enduring power of the genre and to

its transnational nature.
PAM COOK

story of a

(UsA/France 2002 p.c -Vulcan
productions/Focus Features/Killer Films/John Wells
ht/USA Films/Clear Blue Sky

productions/Section Eig
Productions/TF1 International; d - Todd Haynes)

Todd Haynes’s appropriation of Douglas Sirk’s 1950s
melodramas in Far from Heaven has been the subject
of much debate. Its strategy of quotation and
allusion has been seen by some as draining Sirk’s
films of their powerful emotional affect, and by
others as using pastiche and irony to intensify
emotion (see Dyer, 2006). Indeed, on its release, the
film sparked a controversy about the value of
pastiche. Its reworking of classic melodrama has
also been controversial among feminists (see Camera
Obscura, 2004).
Haynes's film can be approached from a
different perspective. It borrows from several
different Sirk films to create a new, multi-layered

object: a refl
melodrama in
context,and ar

Far from Heaven

ection on the limitations of 1950s
dealing with its socio-political
etrospective look at 19508 America
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Asense of loss; Julianne Moore and Dennis Haysbert ralive the

that attempts to make visible the socij
that Sirk’s films could not confront or
directly. The result is a poign
‘now’ in which both are inte
another, creating a sense of
tragic scenarios of Sirk’s fi]
fragile intimation of hope.
as using nostalgia political
lost ideals in its post-feminist, Post-civil libertieg
audience, at the same time a5 recognising the
achievement of some political aimsg, Thus it can
be said to encourage historica] reflection by
generating the emotion of Jogg (see Cook, 2005),
As an essay on melodrama, Far from Hequen
takes the famous visual excess of Sirk filmg such
as All That Heaven Allows (1956) and Written on the
Wind (1957) a stage further. Haynes useg costume,

al problems
express

ant play on ‘then’ and
rleaved with one

loss that echoeg the
ms, while allowing 5
The film may be seen

ly to activate 3 sense of

S ————

Pastin Todd Haynes's Sirk tribute Far from Heaven

Props, saturated colour and high-contrast lighting
as a self-conscioug homage to Sirk, but also to
create a different aesthetic that might be Calledfers
‘hyperbolic’. Hyperbole is a literary term tl?at o

to a form of rhetoric; it employs exaggeration to
Produce a vivig impression in the reader, anfj I.t .
canbe linked to the ‘purple prose’ charactgrlstlc .
of pulp romance fiction 1n Haynes’s Sirk tribute,

is representeq by a knowing, symbolic use of its
costume and visyal design that both allude.s to;sed
Source texts (and the way they have been @scu in-
in film studies), and refers to its own creative rf od
terpretation of those films. Like Wong’s In the I\/Zst
for Love, Far from Heaven is both a love letter to pe
melodramas and 5 celebration of the genre’s

enduring relevance and vitality. pAM COOK
ravi =

THE MUSICAL

e t of sound, of

The Hollywood musical is a product of tfl;(?ct];’efgrms of enter-
the industry’s commitment to an etf_lO}S'd ¢ by the thieattical
tainment represented, among Qtllex tlﬁlg- yof ‘s skl £he
Musical, by Broadway and by Tin Pan A 'eyémsu'ies (acquired
music publishing, recording apd f‘ach(o 11‘1191)05) -nd of devel-
during the conversion to sound in o 1ate» ér;ca a,nd elsewhere
Opments in and on the musical stage In An—lsions of stage musi-
during the previous 80 to 90 years. Fl?l‘? e dent Prince, and of
cals such as The Merry Widow and The Sbt,u n produced during
operas such as Carmen and La Bohéme, had ifmfers oy e
the silent era. So, too, had filmed records Ofﬂ(rly all other films
As Collins (1988) points out, t.’nese al‘l_d m]; were often shown
Were usually accompanied by live music, ar .l performances of
In contexts and venues that included mu‘Slcc lth was the pres-
one kind or another. As he goes on to a]gﬁit helped prompt
ence and popularity of these mumgﬂ Eicrtamj:i—l9205, and that
the first experiments with sound in t,hf 1des and shorts pro-
helped function as a model for the_ PLE Le And as he goes on
duced by Warners and e o tlr?lfve musical acts ar,ld
to suggest, the ensuing ‘tension bere?iu technological sophis-
film Presentation’, between ‘the increasir Df ostalgia for a direct
tication of the medium ... and L iohiop Ol—kleld the musical ever
relationship with the audience’ has }nﬂdles s those by Feuer
since, providing the focus for such st}l qltjon for his own con-
(1993) and Altman (1987), and t.he‘motlvc1 tionship between
Centration on the ‘evel--sl'llftll‘lg vrésllins 1988, p. 270). In
performance, spectacle, and audience (,, Sk 'the established
the meantime, as Wolfe (1990)_ has pomtlcq;lped’ govern the use
Nature and shape of the musical ,S-hoft 1927), the film usually
of musical sequences in The Jazz swnger (1 Dul’l"l'lg the course of
cited as the first feature-length mus%call films of one kind or
the next three years, over 200 1'nL151C€11’ he in the number Qf
another were made, and deSpite. ! Cliecel;rly 1930s, the musl-
Mmusicals produced and released in “‘e \tine component in
cal had re-established itself as a 19(;16 Balio, 1993; Barrios,
Hollywood’s output by 1934 (Altman 1996; _
1995), a mongrel genre. In varying

The musical has always been_ N nd dance have been
Measures and combinations, music, S:O”co::nce its history, bot_h
its only essential ingredients. In COHSQEL 4 by ;mmeroUs tradi-
On stage and on screen, has bz.een mzl; E;,e been designated b_y
tions, forms and styles. These in turn ha sical comedy’, ‘musi-
Numerous terms - ‘operetta’, ‘rev'ue . mIU rock musical’, ‘t}}e
cal drama’, ‘the backstage musical "lt,jﬁ see, historians, crit-
integrated musical’ and so on. As we s'lc‘es di:;agree about the
ies and theorists of the musical somf*:tUl; shall also see, some
Meaning of some of these terms. - W~sible to provide some
Invent their own. Nevertheless, it is po]j' te and disagreement,
basic definitions, to indicate areas B dierit to which the musl-
and in the process to highlight the ex‘ble and effortless image,
cal has always been, despite its acceéilllin; 1988, p. 269).
multifaceted, hybrid and complex ( " .oméntiously defined as

Revue, to begin with, is usually unc ances lacking a narra-
a series of comic and musical perforin:qtre is called a ‘book’),
tive framework (lacking what in the t liityle design or theme,
and unified, if at all, only by a COHSISteI} 1391(3 1;;1’oc1ucer, director
a common set of comic targets, or a SIg

or venue (Bordman, 1985; Kislan, 1f980)e‘ljt:;el ;et‘;:l:;; etl;z ;él;earscal
. 1'a1‘§, tljoughhtgjr:sWBaaslido?Kc)igtLilrelg(;)r\/;lker (1979), points out, Ait
o 19JO§ i roducers to showcase stars and contract playgls
lwzstgsjf(;ery“groof positive that everyone could n%\i/l;ailf;lzllgg
o " lio, 1993, p. 211).
= dance‘ w 'lezti"s to};ctlstskzll: 1i};1\ffllxilncfgf revue is I;vi.dent in thf&
o pflls?c:ﬂ wlyiere the show in preparation is usually a
N x kind r‘)r another (Delameter, 1974, p. 122). -
S distinguishing marks of operetta, by contrast, is
. e f a book. Important too, though, is the nature c?f
o Pl‘esenfe - ;ture of the setting, and the nature and 1mpg1-
R nL;sic (in 1946, Variety argued that ‘In opereFta the
. .Of - n—i'm"u consideration ... The book, dancing (if anyi),
. tl?ferpll ) (p};duction and acting (if any) are al} Secc‘mtr—
comedy (1 culzié and singing’ (p. 49). To quote Rubin: O?elthc}
ek i 1 by its European origins, its elegance and sop 1'15‘
= ChE}TaCtenzec eyits use of melodic, waltz~time.muslc, -1ts
el 1’exotic settings, and its strongly mtegrat)ve‘
pictur'esfllLle ar?( d a melodramatic, romance-oriented bo'olf
iy m?;nh{ the cinema, operetta is usually exen}ph—
i pl ; ‘;)-of Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson I:ddy
s oy n;8 Rose-Marie, 1936) and others, all basgd on
(Sweethf?ﬂﬁsy - ’or:ents of American operetta such as YIctor
Stagbe htltillcjiysli)grsimd Romberg, and all produced as a series by
Herbert &

On with




