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This thesis examines films produced by the Hollywood cinema of the 1940s which contain
portraits as a feature of their narratives. Whilst portraits are found in a number of cinematic
genres, they are most common in the critical categories of fi/m noir and the gothic woman's
film. Framed images within cinematic narratives foreground the definitive power of frames,
so 1dentifying and interrogating frames is a key argumentative strategy of the thesis. The
thesis breaks into two parts; part one focuses on portraits in fi/m noir and part two on the
gothic woman's film.

Chapter One examines the genre criticism on fi/m noir, showing that images of gender (the
fataily seductive femme fatale and the male investigator) have been key to critical
constructions of the category, constructions challenged by a number of films. Close analysis
of films such as Laura (1944) and Gilda (1946) reveals a range of gendered images, showing
that male characters are often more questionable than female ones. The visual framing of
female characters is also challenged through the contribution of film sound and music to
these narratives. Chapter Two continues the examination of fi/m noir with examples of films
with plots centring on the framing of male characters; films such as / Wake Up Screaming
(1942), Phantom Lady (1944) and The Dark Corner (1946). The framed male is freed
through the actions of a female investigator. The character who frames the 'patsy’ has a
pathological relationship with a framed image of a woman; thus a number of frames, textual,
narrative, and critical intersect in these films. Part one shows that, contrary to much
criticism, a range of female roles and activities are evident in film noir.

Chapters Three and Four focus on portraits in the gothic woman's film, films such as
Rebecca (1940), Gaslight (1944), Dragonwyck (1947) and The Two Mrs Carrolls (1947).
Existing genre criticism on these films has defined the heroine as lacking narrative agency,
and perceived her as persecuted by the sinister gothic male. Through close textual analysis 1t
1s shown that she actively undertakes an investigation of the gothic male through an
encounter with a portrait representing either an ancestor, or a woman in the gothic male's
sexual past. The portrait is thus associated with a repressed secret, and at the heroines'
instigation scenes of confrontation are staged through which the gothic male exposes the
repressed secret. Film sound and music play a key role in these scenarios, with the gothic
male being haunted by sound. Thus analyses of these films which takes account of sound as
well as image reveals a different gender balance than previous critical approaches have
allowed.

In working from textual frames outwards to take in the critical frames of genre, gender
and theories of the visual and aural pleasures of cinema, the thesis offers a re-reading of two
kev categories of 1940s Hollywood cinema, and offers approaches through which they can be
re-framed to allow a different view.
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INTRODUCTION: FRAMING APPROACHES TO CINEMATIC PORTRAITS

This thesis is framed by a Hollywood publicity image from the 1940s. The title page shows
Barbara Hale, an actress who worked for RKO Radio Pictures playing lead roles in what have
been described as "routine Hollywood productions of the 30s and 40s".* I have chosen this
image as a starting point for my examination of portraits in Hollywood films of the 1940s for
a number of reasons. The image itself is a portrait, it was produced in the context of the
classical Hollywood cinema's studio system, and it is quite typical of Hollywood studio
portraits of female stars of the 1940s. But it also allows us to examine some of the questions
that arise when examining portraits in films. The image uses frames as props within it, it is
at once a photograph, produced by the commercial institution of the Hollywood studio
system while it also alludes to the much older tradition of painted portraiture. The
immediate impact of the image, our first impressions of it, might be that it paints and frames
Hale - the subject of the portrait - as a generic figure of idealised femininity. Her low cut
black dress and her pose emphasise the curves of her bust and waist and simultaneously
invite the look of the camera and viewer. According to the stills photographer Laszlo
Willinger, who worked at MGM Studios, a directness, or obviousness in publicity shots was
an important and desirable quality: "The basic thing was to create that poster effect. The
photograph has to stand on its own - without caption. If you have to explain it, it's not
good."* However the more closely one looks at this image, and looks through the various
frames that it contains, the less obvious or accessible its message seems to be. The way that
this image can function to both present a portrait image, and also to question the process by
which a portrait image is formed and presented to a viewer is due to the presence of the
multiple frames within it, and due the fact that frames are both material objects within the
image, and conceptual objects or structures which shape our view of it. The term ‘frame’,
then, is one with a number of meanings. The term functions as a noun: ¢ frame has, what
critic Jacques Aumont, terms “phenomenal aspects™ it functions materially to define and
delineate the image’s size and format; but what we might call the conceptual aspects of a
frame also have a definitive role in that a ‘frame’ indicates a view on something, a frame is a
way of seeing. However the term frame also functions as a verb, and again definitive
properties are clear in the sense in which fo frame is understood in the sense of presenting a
view on something. Frames, then, are both structures and ways of structuring.

We.can see the various ways in which frames and framing function if we examine the
portrait of Barbara Hale more closely. The frame closest to the camera performs a variety of
functions, it initially seems to define a ‘portrait’ composition of space around Hale, and
being the most ornate of the three frames within the photograph, 1t’s gilding and decoration
have a connotative function. As Jacques Aumont notes, an ornate gilded frame connotes
both the aesthetic and economic status of the picture that it encloses.* This frame



foregrounds the tradition of painted portraiture, perhaps allying the production of
photographic studio portraits with this older tradition which possesses connotations of
respectability. But while it strongly alludes to, and even borrows from, the representative
modes of portraiture, what we encounter in the photograph is a frame without a canvas. The
first frame operates to direct our attention inwards at an image of a woman, but immediately
we can see an intersection of framing conventions which set up a tension in the image. The
conventions of painted portraiture are operating in and through the medium of photographic
portraiture (and the Hollywood publicity shot, with irs particular conventions). Our look is
mediated by a two way process, we may start by looking at Hale but we are not looking at a
photographed painting, but through a painted photograph. This is an image which 1s
synthesised from the different practices of painting and photography, but which is not wholly
reducible to either.®

The omate frame which ostensibly encloses Hale within a portrait composition is not
the limit-frame of the image, it encloses only a part of the larger space of the photograph and
its overall composition. At the points where the first frame intersects with the other frames
n the 1mage attention 1s distracted away from Hale, the strong diagonals of these canted
frames seem to offer alternatives to the first frame which is square on to the camera. Itis
also significant that Hale's feet, covered by the gauzy folds of her dress, protrude out from the
first frame, and in fact also just protrude out from the limit-frame of the photograph. These
textual elements, the intersections of the frames, and Hale exceeding the frame, are
important in that they challenge a classic portrait composition. In multiplying the number of
frames in the image there is a suggestion that a single frame around a subject is insufficient,
that there are different views on it, different angles and thus ways of seeing. This brings us
to the question of the subject represented in the image: a glamourous female star.

What implications do these multiple and intersecting frames have on the way that this
image might be read? If we follow a similar process of beginning by looking af the first
frame we might read the image of Hale as an instance of the way that the Hollywood as an
ideological institution produces, or constructs, an ideal of femininity as perfected and
glamourised, as inviting the look and desire of men. Here our reading is shaped by a
conceptual frame which comes out of much feminist work on Hollywood undertaken in the
1970s and early 1980s, and within which the very influential work of Laura Mulvey might be
taken to sum up the problem of "sexual imbalance"® between men as viewers and women as
viewed. [ will discuss Mulvey’s work more fully later in this introduction, but [ want to note
here the way in which her work on the sexual politics of the look in classical Hollywood
cinema has functioned both to expose a frame on gender relations imposed by a patriarchal
1deology and, through its influence on subsequent feminist criticism, has itself become a
frame through which to approach classical Hollywood cinema. This thesis is concerned with
examining how portraits function as framed objects within two groups of films from the



Hollywood cinema of the 1940s. I undertake close analyses of the portraits and the ways
they are integrated into the films both narratively and cinematographically, what we might
term ‘intratextual frames’. However I am also concerned with the ways in which conceptual
frames impact on the readings of these ‘portrait-films’, the ways in which critical and
theoretical approaches to gender, genre and spectatorship define, and even delimit, ways of
seeing and approaching these films. These frames might be termed ‘extratextual frames’.

[ began my discussion of approaches to the image of Barbara Hale by focussing on
what was enclosed 1n the first frame: an idealised image of a woman inviting the look of a
spectator. However, the figure of the woman only constitutes part of the picture, the other
frames within this image suggest that this is only one way of framing this woman, they cut
across, intersect and distract from the first frame and in fact she is slightly off-centre in the
overall composition, the meeting points of the other frames allow us to look through two, or
even three different frames at the same time. The fact that this portrait image at once seems
to centre on a particular view of gender (idealised and perfected femininity), but that its
multiple frames offer or suggest different ways of seeing in relation to Hollywood and its
images 1s relevant to the rest of this introduction where I examine instances it is masculinity
not femininity that is put into a frame. I discuss a situation in which a male character — Jeff
Markham (Robert Mitchum) in Out of the Past (Jacques Tourneur, USA, 1947) 1s framed for
a murder he did not commit; and I examine several different images of masculinity in
relation to Suspicion (Alfred Hitchcock, US, 1941). Throughout my argument I trv to keep
an awareness of the multiple functioning of frames to the foreground, and the image of
Barbara Hale, its presentation of a subject enmeshed in a complex network of frames, might
serve as a conceptual frame for the discussion which is to come.

Narrative Frames and Composing a frame

"l think I'm in a frame... I don't know. All 1 can see is the frame. I'm going in
there to look at the picture.”
Jeff Markham (Robert Mitchum) in Our of the Past.

Jeff Markham's dilemma in Qut of the Past (Jacques Tourneur, USA, 1947) is helpful in in
continuing my investigation into the many meanings that frames have in filmic narratives.’
The set-up, or frame-up, of a character is a common narrative situation in fi/m noir, but what
interests me in this particular situation is the way that Jeff's comments so clearly foreground
the way that a frame functions. A dark urban milieu, with its characters enmeshed in crime,
and in competition with each other to stay in control of their situation, is the predominant
setting of Out of the Past. In this world there is less a division between characters who are
innocent or guilty of committing a crime than there is between smart characters who get



away with their actions, and stupid characters who get caught. The victim of a frame-up, the
patsy, 1s one of these stupid characters, manipulated into a position where they appear to be
culpable of a crime they actually did not commit.® The frame around the patsy puts them at
the centre of a crime picture or scene, in other words the patsy is defined by the frame as
guilty. Jeff's awareness that such a frame may have been drawn around him, and his
determination to step out of the frame, to take a "look at the picture", is an awareness that he
1s being presented in a particular way, he is being painted as guilty by Sterling. Jeff is smart
enough not only to understand the big picture, but also to change its composition, so that he
is no longer framed as guilty. He does this by trving to prevent the murder for which he 1s to
be framed, and when he is too late he removes the body, and then obtains papers that allow
him to incriminate, frame, Sterling.

[ am foregrounding terms such as picture and paint in my discussion as they clearly
refer to the idea of creating a picture, they are terms applicable to painting. But they also
suggest a power dynamic in relation to the act of creating a picture. It matters to Jeff that he
is in a frame and it is clear that this is perceived as a less powerful position than that of the
characters outside the frame who are putting it in place. The metaphoric use of terms such as
‘frame’ and ‘picture’ show how closely the idea of vision is tied to issues of interpretation,
and therefore to the gaining of the knowledge on which to act. The patsy in the frame is at a
disadvantage because he (and in fi/m noir the patsy is usually a he, though the use of a
feminine term to define a stupid man in a disadvantageous position should be noted) cannot
see (read understand) the picture in which he is a figure. There is a more powerful eye
outside the frame which belongs to the character who is composing the picture and
positioning the patsy. In addition to these frames created by the characters' conflict in the
narrative, there is another, larger, frame being put in place: the cinematic frame. The scene
referred to above takes place in a taxi-cab. Jeff trusts the cabby enough to confide in him.
The two men are framed in medium close-up, and the back window of the cab provides a
further (internal) frame, giving us glimpses of the night-time streets and headlights of other
cars. Jeff's comment adds a strongly self-reflexive flavour, his summation of his character's
situation multiplies in meaning, it is applicable to the cinematic frame, and can be
interpreted as a comment on it. The tracing of these different frames, from metaphoric
narrative frames outward to the cinematic frame itself, reveals their intimate
interrelationship. Jeff's explicit identification of his frame draws our attention to the
cinematic frame. He therefore not only shows how an intratextual frame works - the frame-
up works in a noir of the noir narrative, he also illustrates that when we become aware of this
intratextual frame we also become aware of the operations of extratexual frames, the
relationships between framing and the interpretation of the ‘picture’ that the frame presents.
As with the portrait image of Barbara Hale we can see the multiple functions of 'frame’,
which shift between a structure, a frame, and a process of structuring - framing.
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I have used the portrait image of Barbara Hale and the brief moment from Out of the
Past as they function as ‘comments’ on framing, and they give me a place from which to
begin my discussion of portraits in Hollywood films of the 1940s. These framed painted
images are 'out of the past' in the sense that the historical moment of their production is
between fifty and sixty years ago; but they are also out of, and framed by, another past:
portraits in films bring with them the long history of the portraiture tradition. This tradition
has its own codes and conventions of representation, codes and conventions which have
varied at different historical moments and in different national contexts. I will go on to
explore some of these conventions in relation to Suspicion, a film which features a prominent
portrait, later in my discussion. My interest in portraits in films stems from the
interrelationship that these portraits forge between the different mediums of painting and
cinema. [ want to investigate what issues arise when a still, silent, painted image and a
moving, speaking, photographic (cinematographic) image coalesce in portraying a human
subject. This coalescence is a complex process, and the combination of the different
mediums sets them in tension as often as it unifies them. Portraits in Hollywood films of the
1940s, whilst evoking the historic forms of the portraiture tradition, are highly mediated, they
are viewed through a multitude of different frames. They are marked by the particular codes
and conventions of Hollywood production in the 1940s, by the generic codes of the films in
which they are contained, and as portraits of fictional characters they are presented through
the frame of a specific narrative. Identifying these multiple frames is a way to begin to tease
out the complex relationships inherent in the cinematic portraits. These portraits involve an
encounter with a portrayed human subject, and their mediation through cinematic and
narrative frames means that we encounter 'reel’ subjects of Hollywood portraiture rather than
the 'real’ subjects of historic portraiture. Despite these caveats, the relationship between
portraiture and cinema is a fascinating and rich area of investigation, and the multiple frames
that need to be identified are not only those of the different representative traditions of
Hollywood and of the fine art tradition, frames influencing the production of a portrait
image, but also the frames that are put in place by the critical approaches to these different
traditions.

The relationships between fine art and the cinema have occupied critics from the
areas of art history and film studies, and many varied approaches have been developed in this
area.” An analogy between the pictorial representation of space according to the rules of
Renaissance perspective in fine art, and the represented space in the classical Hollywood film
text, has been a potent idea shaping film criticism. The work of Stephen Heath, drawing on
and developing debates in French film theory, has been particularly influential in this area:
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The conception of the Quattrocento system is that of a scenographic space, space
set out as spectacle for the eye of a spectator. Eye and knowledge come together;
subject, object and the distance of the steady observation that allows the one to
master the other; the scene with its strength of geometry and optics. Of that
projected utopia, the camera is the culminating realization... the images it
turnishes become, precisely, the currency of that vision, that space. '

Through this analogy the classical Hollywood cinema is seen as benevolent in that it offers
the spectator an immediately intelligible narrative space, what Richard Maltby calls the "best
view".!" The principles by which framing operates in the classical Hollywood cinema are
principles which draw on a composition of space presented to a centred spectator position.

In a static composition the space is arranged as though for the eye of the spectator. Jacques
Aumont discusses the history of centred framing as a dominant feature of fine art
composition, and indeed points out the way in which the convention of centring has come to
function powerfully in classical narrative cinema, particularly in relation to the mobility of
the cinematic frame and its particular selection of what is viewed of the diegesis at any

particular moment. Aumont writes:

Framing, or centring, is thus the scanning (and sometimes the fixing) of the visual
world by an imaginary visual pyramid. All framing establishes a relation
between the fictional eye (of the painter, of the camera, and so on) and a group of
objects organised into a scene... The relationship between framing and centring
is... evident in cinema. In the vast majority of so-called classical films, the
image is constructed around one or two visual centres, often people, to such an
exten}zthat ‘classic realism’ is often synonymous with an essentially ‘centred’
style.

In mobile compositions, as both Heath and Maltby note, classical Hollywood narrative
utilises an interplay between the principles of composition, which work within the cinematic
frame, and the continuity of offscreen space, the areas outside the frame:

Many of the early aesthetic debates about the cinema posed the question of two-
or three-dimensionality in terms of whether the cinema frame should be seen as a
window opening onto a world which extended into the offscreen space beyond
the limits of the frame, or as a border, much like a painting, in which composition
was a crucial determinant of meaning. In practice, Hollywood cinema uses the
frame in both ways, encouraging us to accept a sense of the continuity of space,
while simultaneously focusing our attention on specific points actually
represented offscreen.

Maltby and Heath suggest that the interplay between these two uses of the frame constitute
the space of the narrative as "safe space"™ into which the spectator is sutured: "cut in as
subject precisely to a process of vision, a positioning and positioned movement."* And what



Aumont’s work also makes clear is that framing the fictional space from a centred position
has come to be synonymous with classical narrative style. Aumont also points out that this
framing has ideological implications which come into play when we consider “the relation
between the fictional eye... and a group of objects organised into a scene”. **

Heath's analysis of narrative space takes on some of the ideological implications
which arise from questions of its framing. He takes Suspicion as his starting point, and his
discussion of narrative space includes a consideration of composition and principles of
centring as well as the role of a portrait in inflecting the framed space in certain ways.
Heath’s analysis of the ways in which a portrait functions in a classical Hollywood film is
obviously relevant to my own exploration, but I am also concerned with examining the ways
in which his analysis of narrative space has been part of a critical frame which has shaped
certain views and approaches to classical Hollywood film, and [ will be investigating how
critical frames shape specific approaches to gender, to genre and to questions of
spectatorship.

The scene which Heath chooses to examine in detail is "a climactic point",”” where Lina
Aysgarth (Joan Fontaine) is told of the death of a friend by two police inspectors (Figures
1.01-1.04). The news adds to her suspicions that her husband Johnnie (Cary Grant) is
untrustworthy, and the situation of the friend's death leads her to fear that Johnnie may have

murdered him.*® Heath introduces the portrait as follows:

The scene finds its centre in a painting: the massive portrait of Lina's father
which bears with all its Oedipal weight on the whole action of the film - this
woman held under the eye of the father... and before which she now positions
herself to read the newspaper report of the friend's death and to gather strength
enough to face the scrutiny of the law, the look relayed from portrait to police
and to portrait again.*

Thus Heath makes clear the ways in which a framed representation of a subject — the portrait
of General McLaidlaw — carries important connotations. The portrait of Lina’s father,
dressed in all the regalia of his military uniform, functions as a highly emphasised image of
patriarchy and nation. The way that this image contributes to the composition of the shot of
Lina is also significant, it looms into the cinematic frame behind her, and as Heath points
out, the eyeline of the portrait seems to “relay” a look of scrutiny at Lina. However, the
portrait of the General is not the only picture in this scene; as the two police officers arrive
and walk through the hallway the attention of one of them, Benson, is distracted by a "post-
cubist, Picasso-like painting"? (Figures i.05-i.11). Heath reads the attention that Benson pays
to this picture as disrupting the otherwise "faultless"* narrative space of the scene:
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Out of the action, breaking the clarity of direction, obstinately turned away, one

of the inspectors is pulling to the left, gazing abruptly at something hidden from
us, without reason in this scene.

If a painting stands straight at the centre of the scene, the look that holds Lina's
reception of the news, that organises the scene itself, it goes askew at the edges of
the beginning and end, instants of another painting. What occupies Benson, the
gazing inspector, lost in a kind of fascinated panic, is precisely this other
painting.#

For Heath 'Benson's painting' introduces a problem of interpretation in relation to the gaze,
and 1s particularly problematic in this case as the gaze here 1s associated with the eye of the
law. He suggests that the difficulty of visual interpretation that it introduces only serves to
"demonstrate the rectitude of the portrait, the true painting at the centre of the scene, utterly
in frame in the film's action."® The portrait is therefore taken as a straightforward image
from which Benson's picture' diverges. There is an analogy being drawn here between a
portrait representation of a powerful male subject, the father, and the construction of
Renaissance space, which puts the subject at the centre of a scene, arranged and displayed for
him'. In this schema the portrait as a form of representation is therefore endowed with
authority, 1t is framed as a stable, or in Maltby's term, a safe form of representation. It can be
seen, then, that one of the central conceptions in the definition of a classical Hollywood
cinema - that of cinematic space drawing on Renaissance perspective, is also extended to
include a conception of the subject which shares a notion of the authority of an in-dividual
(undivided) and stable self, a notion which is often traced as beginning in the Renaissance.

As I indicated earlier in my discussion, portraits in Hollywood films of the forties are
highly mediated by the context of the films’ production. Nevertheless, as the use of the
portrait of the General in Suspicion demonstrates, however highly mediated they are portraits
within films bring with them connotative associations which are distinct to the portraiture
tradition. This is an issue that I pursue in my examination of portraits of female ancestors in
gothic women’s films discussed in Chapter Three, but I want to briefly indicate some of the
codes and conventions that are connotatively associated with the portraiture tradition in
relation to the portrait in Suspicion. Art historian Joanna Woodall traces a history of
portraiture in the introduction to her edited collection.* Woodall indicates the shifts that
portraiture has gone through in its long history, and she points out the ways in which they
ways in which the portrayal of the human subject is contingent upon differing conceptions of
identity. A full discussion of this history is obviously outside the scope of this thesis, but
what I do want to draw attention to is the ways in which the incorporation of portraits into
cinematic narratives frequently uses a portrayed human subject as a kind of ‘shorthand’ for a
particular take on subjectivity.
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Woodall discusses artefacts of the classical period, such as statues, busts and herms,
coins, sacrophagi, as early forms of portraiture, drawing the physiognomic likeness of the
subjects that they represented.” She notes that physiognomic likeness as a way of
representing a person’s identity, for example their status and position, was less common in
the Medieval period, when status might be indicated more schematically by a coat of arms.*
A shift in conceptions of identity in the Renaissance period ied to a return to physiognomic
likeness as a representation of the subject. Woodall writes:

The ‘rebirth’ of portraiture s considered a definitive feature of the
Renaissance... More precisely, the early fifteenth century saw the adoption of
intensely illusionistic, closely observed facial likenesses.”’

These hikenesses were frequently produced through the medium of painting, which (as noted
above) was undergoing a number of shifts in the style in which space was represented
through the development of perspective, and Woodall notes that some artists produced
portraits of their subjects which included imperfections — a ‘realistic’ approach to portraiture,
a general trend, particularly of Italian Renaissance portraiture, was to use techniques which
idealised the subject:

...particularly in ltaly, [artists] reconciled attention to the physiognomic
pecularities of the subject with more generalising visual devices, such as the
profile view (especially for women), or the analysis of face and body in smooth,
consistently lit geometrical shapes.  Such techniques were traditionally
understood to attribute universal and ideal qualities to figures.?

The codes and conventions that Woodall refers to here are particularly relevant to the portrait
of General McLaidlaw in Suspicion. His status is represented through his uniform, and his
portrait attributes universal and ideal (male) qualities of authority, governance, and nation.
Thus it can be seen that connotations of the Renaissance subject, as an idealised and stable
male subject at the centre of a intelligible space accrue to the character of a cinematic
narrative through the way that the portrait figures in the narrative.

The work of Heath and Maltby, which I discussed earlier, illustrate the way that
critical paradigms, such as the analogy between Renaissance perspective and the
representation of a stable male subject and classical narrative space have ordered the film
text, and at this point 1 would point out that this paradigm, drawing so centrally on the visual
representation of space and on the visual representation of the subject, is in danger of
ignoring the very important role that film sound can have in both contributing to and, in
many cases, problematising the narrative space of a film text and the ways which subjectivity
are represented. [ will briefly consider the ways in which critical paradigms, such as Heath’s,
effectively organise or frame approaches to the film text in ways in which privilege image
over sound. In terms of the model of framing with which I began this introduction these are
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intratextual frames affecting the ways in which individual elements of the film text are
understood. In the discussion that follows I will consider some of the implications of these
intratextual frames and [ also go on to consider the ways that extratextual frames, such as
discussions of genre and its relationship to gender, have played a role in defining and
delimiting approaches to film texts.

Framing Film Sound

Film theorists working on sound have noted the general partiality of film theory to visual
elements. Kathryn Kalinak finds its origin in a long cultural hierarchy privileging visual over
aural perception:

A historical survey of both classical and contemporary theories of the sound
track, especially those which treat film music, reveals the extent to which the
visual bias of the culture is reproduced in the ways we think about film. From
the most commonplace clichés (seeing is believing) to the syntax and vocabulary
of our language, seeing is a more precise and varied experience than hearing.
The eye's sensory apparatus functions with the immediacy of the light rays which
it uses to identify the stimulus. The ear functions with the acuity of prolonged
stimulation; its perception is based on sensitivity to the motion of sound waves
which require duration. But the distinction between them has continually been
distilled into the superiority of the eye over the ear as a perceptual mechanism.”

Rick Altman traces the development of visual emphasis in French film theory from the work
of Jean-Louis Baudry and Jean Comolli on the film apparatus, work which "usually defines
film apparatus as camera and projector, with the mechanics of sound reproduction left on the
margin."* Altman suggests that this inherent bias has left limitations in the analytical
concepts film theory brings to bear in its analyses:-

The justification for this approach is said to lie in the Western world's privileging
of vision over all other senses; the cinema it is claimed, is no more than a child of
Renaissance perspective. According to this approach the spectator is placed,
within the film as well as within the world at large, primarily by visual markers;
even within the limits of this method of handling spectator placement, however,
it 1s surprising that more emphasis has not been placed on the sound track's role
in splitting and complicating the spectator, in contesting as well as reinforcing
the lessons of the image track. Recent theory has been pushed even further in a
visual direction by the adoption of Jacques Lacan's visual metaphors (first by
Baudry and Christian Metz, then by virtually the entire Paris school). Developing
a fascinating and logical tie between the "mirror stage" as described by Lacan and
the film-viewing experience itself, these critics find themselves limited to visual
language alone.™



18

The primacy of visual over aural perception has been secured by film theory's use of the
visual metaphors of psychoanalysis, despite the fact that there are many instances in which
sound is important in the cases and theories of psychoanalysis.** Theories of spectatorship
have often evoked a Lacanian parallel between scopophilia and epistemophilia in analysing
the drive of the look. The model of visual perception thus aligns itself with evidence and
knowledge, distinct from the conceptions of aural perception with emotion and feeling. As
such the dominance of visual over aural could suggest a general division in film criticism of
knowledge from feeling, the dominance of knowledge over feeling reinscribing a hierarchical
division of mind over body. This merarchy has been most powerfully used in relation to film
music, which has been repeatedly assigned a role as merely supporting the images of the film
and supplying emotion at any given moment. Film music has been ordered in several ways,
the technical term underscore emphasises a conception of its supporting role, and film sound
as a whole 1s often divided into the different components of speech, sound effects and music.
The work of the French film sound critic Michel Chion is important in that he

reconceptualises approaches to film sound. In his book The Voice in Cinema he argues that

the ordering and dividing of sound puts the critical focus onto the voice in cinema as a
mediator of narrative information, which prevents discussion of the sonic qualities of the
voice, and he suggests that the notion of tke soundtrack is one which is critically unhelpful:

Discussions of sound films rarely mention the voice, speaking instead of "the
soundtrack”. A deceptive and sloppy notion, which postulates that all the audio
elements recorded together onto the optical track of the film are presented to the
spectator as a sort of bloc or coalition, across from the other bloc, a no-less-
fictive "image track”.®

Elsewhere Chion asserts that to discuss an audience's experience of a film as though it is
possible to separate out the different modes of perception, seeing and hearing, is problematic.
Instead of dividing the different modes he conceptualises their interrelationship: "The reality
of the audiovisual combination [is] that one perception influences the other and transforms it.
We never see the same thing when we also hear; we don't hear the same thing when we see
as well".* Following Chion's model of the mutual influence of sound and image I use the
term audio-viewer throughout this thesis.®

In the ordering of film sound, and the modes of perception of film audiences, film
music has been repeatedly put at the bottom of the hierarchy. So in the ordering of the text
according to the principles of classical narrative space has also involved critics in ordering
sound and its different aspects, with the voice privileged over music and sound effects. This
is a hierarchy that has been inflected by the gendering of music as associated with the
feminine. Caryl Flinn has illustrated that critical accounts of music often make a metonymic
link between the meaninglessness of music - it is defined as non-representational - and 1ts
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simultaneous ability to provide seductive pleasures. In psychoanalytic accounts of the aural
experience music has been perceived to have a role in fulfilling a nostalgic fantasy of unity,
the pre-subjective immersion "in the sounds, rhythms and voices produced by the mother's
body."* The work of the sound critics that [ have briefly covered shows that visual
approaches to Hollywood cinema have attempted to frame sound in the ways that they have
organised themselves. What I demonstrate in many of my texual readings is the very
productive way that the different elements of film sound (voice, music and noise) frequently
challenge the critical frames that are drawn around them.

Genre Frames and Portrait Films

As I indicated in my discussions above, portraits in films are enmeshed in a complex of
frames: they are framed objects within the film's mise-en-scéne, our understanding of them is
influenced by the ways in which other textual elements such as film sound and music work
with them, and by narrative and cinematographic frames. Our view of these films is further
shaped by extratextual, or critical, frames which define issues of gender and genre. In my
focus on films which have a portrait functioning centrally in their narratives I use the portrait
as a common feature to bring the films together in a group, though the films themselves
might be alternatively categorised in different generic brackets. Using the presence of
portraits as the organising principle here raises questions about the modes of categorisation
that have traditionally organised Hollywood films of the 1940s, particularly canonic and
generic categorisation. Some of these 'portrait films' are very well known; films such as
Rebecca (Alfred Hitchcock, USA, 1940) and Laura (Otto Preminger, USA, 1944) have a
considerable critical history and belong to a critical canon. Other portrait films are less well
known, such as Nocturne (Edwin L Marin, USA, 1946) and House of Strangers (Joseph L
Mankiewicz, USA, 1949). The range of portrait films encompasses the diverse genres of
period costume dramas, such as Kizty (Mitchell Leisen, USA, 1946) and Experiment Perilous
(Jacques Tourneur, USA, 1944); family melodramas (House of Strangers [Joseph L.
Mankiewicz], USA, 1949) and musicals (That Lady in Ermine [Emst Lubitsch/Otto
Preminger] USA, 1948). Rebecca has often been defined by genre criticism as exemplary of
the gothic 'woman's film', and Laura is frequently discussed as film noir. A key strategy in
my argument will be to balance the common and heterogeneous elements of the portrait
films, to explore how portraits come to function centrally in different film narratives and
what the relationships are between the repeated narrative scenarios involving portraits and
their different generic inflections.

Examining both the similar and different elements in portrait films across different
genres raises questions about how the process of generic categorisation works in film
criticism. [ have signalled my reservations about the categorisations of both fi/m noir and the
gothic woman's film by genre criticism above, and these are reservations which will be
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discussed more fully in later chapters. First I want to consider the implications of taking a
single element, the portrait, as an organising principle for my group of films. Steve Neale
clearly demonstrates the possible problems inherent in taking formal elements of films, or
their treatment of various themes, as definitive of a coherent category in his discussion of
film noir.¥ In taking portraits as a central feature of my thesis I am not arguing that films
with portraits in them constitute a coherent category, rather I am using the presence of
portraits as a way of imposing a frame on my area of study. Neale warns that many of the
'definitive’ features used to constitute noir actually lack the specificity necessary to support
the critical claims made for the category. An example from s argument 1s his discussion of
the flashback and voice-over, as used by critics to characterise the complex narrative mode of
film noir.® Neale argues that "complexity is built into most stories of detection”,” pointing
out that while flashback and voice-over became more commonly used in Hollywood in the
1940s the use was generically much wider than the category of film noir.®

..while flashback and voice-over are certainly common in films noirs, the
number of films that deploy them is in any list or version of the canon always
outweighed by those that do not. It is simply inaccurate to claim that the
narratives in noirs are 'typically' presented 'in a non-chronological order' (Hirsch,
1981:72). What matters, however, is not the extent to which these particular
devices are employed but the uses to which they are typically put, the effects they
typically produce, and the extent to which other devices are put to these uses as
well.#

Neale's argument usefully emphasises the typical functions and effects of particular filmic
elements, so that the flashback becomes meaningful in the way it is used rather than being an
automatic marker of a film's generic identity. Portraits, like flashbacks or voice-overs, are
not themselves generic markers, but like these other elements they become meaningful
through "the uses to which they are typically put"* and these "uses" are one of the areas of
investigation in this thesis. Portraits are found in a genencally diverse group of films in the
1940s, and a larger study than this one could examine the full range of films with portraits.
However through my research [ have found that portraits are most common in films which
have been cﬁtically defined as film noir and the gothic 'woman's film', and 1t 1s these two
categories that I focus on. In choosing to focus on portraits as a common element in two
categories of films that have been defined as different I am working across the frame of
genre definition. My specific inquiry is into the complex relationship between the framed
images in these films, how they paint the characters they portray in a certain way, and the
ways in which these portrayals conflict with critical perspectives on gender in both fi/m noir
and the gothic woman's film. My approach thus moves between close textual readings of the
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portraits and sound in these films and larger critical frames - debates on film sound,
spectatorship, gender, and genre.

This thesis breaks into two parts, the first dealing with portraits in fi/m noir and the second
with portraits in the gothic woman' film. In Chapter One [ examine genre criticism on fi/m
noir and investigate the use that critics have made of a gendered image, the femme fatale, in
attempting to define fi/m noir as a genre category. I take two films, Laura and Gilda
(Charles Vidor, USA, 1946) as case studies through which I examine the processes by which
female characters are framed as femmes fatales by the characters who surround them, and
further by the processes of image construction in film promotion. I explore the role that film
sound and music has in contesting the framing of Laura and Gilda, and the part that framed
male images have in complicating the parallel between "spectacle” and "femininity”.

In Chapter Two I examine narrative strategies of framing in / Wake Up Screaming
(Bruce Humberstone, USA, 1942), Phantom Lady (Robert Siodmak, USA, 1944) and 7he
Dark Corner (Henry Hathaway, USA, 1946). These films contain a complex relationship
between portraits of female characters and the narrative framing of male characters. Like the
character of Jeff in Our of the Past the framed male characters find themselves in a dilemma,
part of picture composed around them by a character outside the frame. In all three films a
female character undertakes an investigation in order to help the framed male character.
Through my exploration of the complex of frames I show that the figure of the female
investigator challenges the definition of women in film noir as either destructive and fatal or
redemptive and passive, and demonstrates that the sphere of investigation in fi/m noir is not
exclusively male.

Chapter Three concentrates on film texts which have been categorised as gothic
women's films, such as Rebecca (Alfred Hitchcock, USA, 1940), Gaslight (George Cukor,
USA, 1944) The Two Mrs Carrolls (Peter Godfrey, USA, 1947), and Dragonwyck (Joseph L
Mankiewicz, USA, 1947). I explore critical perspectives on the central female protagonists
of these films, suggesting that they have considerably more narrative agency than some
criticism has allowed. I examine the ways in which they undertake investigations of their
husbands, the gothic male figure, in these narratives. Portraits play a key role in these films
in representing a woman in the gothic male's past, and it is the heroine's investigation that
determines the relationship between the woman in the portrait and the gothic male.

Chapter Four focuses on the same set of texts as Chapter Three. I continue my
examination illustrating that an uncanny return of the past occurs through the association that
is set up between the portraits, sound and music. Scenarios in which the past returns to haunt
the gothic male raise questions of his position at the head of his estate, they show the control
of land and power slipping through the fingers of the gothic male and thus these women's
films can be read as critiquing patriarchy in its most tyrannical form.
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A close focus on aspects of the framing of portraits and sound in fi/m noir and the
gothic woman's film at narrative and critical levels allows me to work across critical frames
which define genre and gender roles in these two film categories. In my concluding chapter [
suggest some alternative ways in which the portrait films might be framed.

In the remainder of this introduction I investigate different images of masculinity in
Suspicion and the implications that these representations have within theories of spectatorial
pleasure and identification. I want to question the schema that is set out in Heath's reading of
the film: the interplay between the General's portrait and 'Benson's picture’. The interplay of
images in the film does not only occur between these painterly images, it also involves two
photographic images of Johnnie. Both these images are in a society magazine - The London
lllustrated News, and both are viewed by Lina alone. The first image is seen when Lina
meets Johnnie on the train, it is a photograph of Johnnie at a race meeting in the company of
one of his society friends. The photograph serves to identify the glamorous but rather
dissolute young man that has barged into Lina's first class carriage on the train, and she
surreptitiously compares him with his image. Johnnie looks her over with a roving point-of-
view shot and the following reaction shot registers his disappointment at her sensible shoes,
serious book and glasses which reflect the passing landscape, shielding her eyes from his
potential flirtatious engagement. A sharp contrast is drawn between the characters in this
first scene, Johnnie possessing the connotations of glamour, and through his photograph even
of spectacle, while Lina is coded as frumpy and closed to his advances. In the next scene,
though, Lina is presented as glamourised, the setting is a hunt meeting, the establishing shot
of the hunting set and their horses milling around gives way to a forward tracking shot which
centres on Johnnie and his friends dressed for hunting. A society photographer composes
them for a photograph (Figure 1.12) specifically singling out Johnnie to be at the centre, and
much play is made of making Johnnie the star of the photograph: the photographer says; "Mr
Aysgarth, please, [ wonder if I could have a little bit more of your smile?" The shot he is
about to take is interrupted by more of Johnnie's women friends clustering around him, and
the photographer moves around them to try again, coaching Johnnie for the shot: "That's very
good, that's very good. Now could [ have that little bit of a smile?” However he is thwarted a
second time, as Johnnie's attention is distracted by the sight of Lina competently controlling
her horse, which has reared up. Here the focus of the scene seems to shift, from male to
female, from framed man to spectacular woman. The frame zooms in to a close-up of
Johnnie's evident interest in her, giving the audio-viewer what the still photographer could
not capture, and then a rhyming shot shows Lina in close-up, decked out in riding hat and
veil, smiling as she soothes her horse. The contrast in her appearance is underlined by
Johnnie's remark that "it can't be the same girl", underpinned by a utilisation of different
codes of lighting, costume and make-up. This raises many interesting questions, particularly
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concerning the way that her transition to sexualised spectacle is implicitly rewarded by the
attention of the male look. However these are questions that I will be addressing in relation
to a number of different film texts in later chapters. In this scene I want to remain focused
on the way that Johnnie is so centrally positioned as spectacle by the photographer. The
interchange permits the cinematic camera to display its star, and elements of

Cary Grant's star image (the handsome playboy with the famous smile) are utilised through
this narrative situation. Similarly the photograph through which Lina identifies Johnnie in
the train also works as a scenario in which a star is identified in public. In these first two
scenes of the film Johnnie/Cary Grant is offered as spectacle, and the culmination of this
process is when Lina comes across a full page photograph of Johnnie in a magazine (Figure
1.13). Indeed the background to this shot shows many magazines open showing different
society photographs and suggesting, perhaps, that Lina has been searching for just this image.

In Heath's reading of the interplay of painted images, the General's portrait is the
stable, intelligible and centred representation of the subject and 'Benson's painting' "skews"
attention from the centre of the frame, pulling it off to the side. However, this reading is
complicated by the early scenes of the film which position Johnnie as spectacle. The
photographic portraits of Johnnie introduce another dynamic into these image relationships, a
dynamic which disrupts Heath's dichotomy in several ways. As I have suggested above, the
photographs of Johnnie make allusions to the production of star publicity portraits by the
Hollywood studio system. The portrait that Lina finds in the magazine, in its pose of the
figure, and the smooth texture that is produced through a careful manipulation of lighting and
retouching, is particularly resonant of Hollywood glamour shots. What is more unusual is
that the figure that is glamourised is a male one.*® [ am not suggesting that publicity portraits
of male stars in Hollywood are exceptional, but that the overt attention that this photograph
receives in the narrative is that which, in classical film theory, is more frequently defined as
belonging to representations of the female subject. As this has been such an important area
of discussion, particularly to feminist film theory, I will outline its terms before coming back
to the way that the images of Johnnie present a specific problem to the system of looking in
Suspicion.

The definition of woman-as-spectacle, man-as-spectator as characterising the
gendered relationships in the classical Hollywood cinema has been most influentially
outlined by Laura Mulvey in her 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema'. The questions that
she sets out in this work are ones which have become the starting point for subsequent
discussions of spectatorial gender relations. Drawing on psychoanalytic theories of subject
formation Mulvey proposes:



Figure .12



Figure i.13
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In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split
between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects it
phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional
exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their
appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to
connote to-be-looked-at-ness.*

In her analysis the female position is constituted as image, as framed, female is defined as
passive and lacking the spectatorial pleasures of narrative agency which are accorded to male
characters within the fiction, and through the processes of cinematic identification, to the
male cinematic spectator:

In contrast to woman as icon, the active male figure (the ego ideal of the
identification process) demands a three-dimensional space corresponding to that
of the mirror-recognition in which the alienated subject internalized his own
representation of this imaginary existence. He is a figure in a landscape . *

Mulvey's analysis is influenced by a similar conception of narrative space that is set out in
Heath's work. She actually refers to the parallel between cinematic and Renaissance space at
the end of her article: "The camera becomes the mechanism for producing an illusion of
Renaissance space, flowing movements compatible with the human eye, an ideology of
representation that revolves around the perception of the subject; the camera's look is
disavowed in order to create a convincing world in which the spectator's surrogate can

"

perform with verisimilitude".* The conception of the space of the classical cinema as one
which sets out an intelligible space for the subject can, through Mulvey's reading of it, be
seen to be one where "space [is] set out as spectacle for the eye of a spectator"* who is male,
"He 1s a figure in a landscape".* The Quattrocentro system, therefore, provides a "projected
utopia"*® in patriarchal terms. The extensions of the values connoted by Renaissance space to
a definition of a stable, individual, "safe" subject, that [ noted earlier, can also be seen to
have important ideological implications in relation to the gendering of that subject. The
perspective-the Quattrocentro system offers, Mulvey would argue, is a male one. In this
model the classical text is one which 1s organised or ordered according to a set of principles
which extend the intelligibility and control of the space to the male subject. However the
male subject's spectatorial control of the space is precarious. Mulvey suggests that the male
control of the look is insecure in that male depends on female to constitute itself as a
dominant term:

Ultimately, the meaning of woman is sexual difference, the absence of the pemis
as visually ascertainable, the material evidence on which is based the castration
complex essential for the organisation of entrance to the Symbolic order and the
Law of the Father. Thus the woman as icon, displaved for the gaze and




27

enjoyment of men, the active controllers of the look, always threatens to evoke
the anxiety it originally signified.®

The insecurity of the spectator's position, as suggested here, is important. Whilst the framing
of a woman as image may be seen as patriarchy's psychic strategy for the containment of
femininity, this containment is predicated on the contradiction of disavowal. The framing is
therefore constantly under threat, and the patnarchal meanings of femimmty are not stabie,
or safe, but actually oscillate and overflow their original terms, thereby putting the
patriarchal subject himself in danger.

In 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema' Mulvey's main concern is with a
specularization of femininity. In Suspicion, however, it is male characters who are framed,
Lina's father (General McLaidlaw - Figure i .14) in his portrait and through the photographs
of Johnnie discussed above. Mulvey suggests that the narrative agency she sees as typical of
the classical text 1s not challenged by the visual attributes of male characters, because she
asserts that the identification between male cinematic spectator and male character afford
pleasures of control rather than those of a scopic regime:

As the spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his look on
to that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist
as he controls events coincides with the active power of the erotic look, both
giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence. A male movie star's glamorous
characteristics are thus not those of the erotic object of the gaze, but those of a
more perfect ideal ego conceived in the original moment of recognition in front
of the mirror.”

This strand of Mulvey's argument posits security for a male spectator identifying with a main
male protagonist. Critics such as Richard Dyer and Steve Neale have responded to her work
by initiating debates around the processes by which male stars and characters can be
displayed as spectacle while an 1deal of activity 1s maintained.®® Their focus 1s on the
processes by which images of masculinity are offered to a spectator while displacing and
repressing the dangers of, in the case of Dyer, the passivity implicit in being constituted as
image, and, in the case of Neale, the eroticism of a male exchange of looks, a particular risk
in narrative situations of combat such as the shoot out in the western or war film. Again it
can be seen that the concept of a safe representation is one which is a central 1ssue. How
does Suspicion, with its glamourising of a male character, relate to these debates? The
situation is different in that the look at Johnnie is channelled not through a male character's
look within the diegesis, but through a female character, and this immediately raises a host of
other theoretical questions.
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The problem of the female spectator's relationship to the classical text, and the
unpleasure the text offers her through identification with the narrative positioning of the
female character in the fiction, has been central to feminist film theories. Feminist
discussions of the female spectator take a wide variety of different approaches.® I am not
going to paraphrase debates at length here, as issues of female spectatorship will be discussed
in later chapters, but what I do want to question is whether the model of male identification
that 1s set out by Mulvey always gives the male spectator a secure place in the fiction. The
security of this place is predicated on the male character fulfilling an 'ideal’ of narrative
dominance, and again I want to stress the continuity that 1s traced in the model of the
classical text: central viewpoint (perspective), central safe subject, central male narrative
protagonist. I am taking this approach not because [ want to privilege an investigation into
masculinity, confirming its position at the centre of things, but because I think that asking
questions about the security of this centring can allow feminist issues to be raised. In
addition, as I noted earlier, theories of the sexual division in spectatorial pleasure have
posited that male constitutes itself through the difference of female, and so an
interrelationship of gender positions needs to be taken into account.

Several questions might be asked of the safety of male identification: What happens
to this model of identification if there is a female character at the centre of the narrative, or if
the male character does not fulfil the 1deal of narrative dominance? lan Green has explored
the concept of cinematic identification, his intention being to move on from Neale's article
‘Masculinity as Spectacle’, by suggesting that spectatorial identification may rnot be always
ordered according to gender. Both Neale and Green cite the work of John Ellis in Visible
Fictions, who provides an idea of identification which is more sexually fluid than Mulvey's
argument provides:

Cinematic identification involves two different tendencies. First there is that of
dreaming and phantasy that involve the multiple and contradictory tendencies
within the construction of the individual. Second, there is the experience of
narcissistic identification with the image of a human figure perceived as other.
Both these processes are invoked in the conditions of entertainment cinema. The
spectator does not therefore 'identify’ with the hero or heroine: an identification
that would, if put in its conventional sense, involve socially constructed males
identifying with male heroes, and socially constructed females identifying with
women heroines. The situation is more complex than this, as identification
involves both the recognition of self in the image on the screen, a narcissistic
identification, and the identification of self with the various positions that are
involved in the fictional narration: those of hero and heroine, villain, bit-part
player, active and passive character. Identification is therefore multiple and
fractured, a sense of seeing the constituent parts of the spectator's own psyche
paraded before her or him.*
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While Neale acknowledges Ellis's argument, he qualifies the "shifting and mobile"® aspects
of identification by arguing that:

there is constant work to channel and regulate identification in relation to sexual
division, in relation to the orders of gender, sexuality and social identity and
authority marking patriarchal society. Every film tends both to assume and
actively work to renew those orders, that division. Every film thus tends to
specify identification in accordance with the socially defined and constructed
categories of male and female.®

Neale then concentrates specifically on the narcissistic aspects of identification, which are
linked by him to "phantasies of power, omnipotence, mastery and control"”. It is taken as
read that these phantasies are what the ideal male protagonist of classical narrative provides,
and indeed that these are the phantasies that are sought. However, lan Green's argument
refocuses attention on the mobile aspects of cinematic identification for male spectators.
Returning to Ellis's work Green asks "whether films offer some kind of space to open up
multiple, fluid and even contradictory identifications and phantasies, whether or not one says
their ultimate 1deological project is to close off or regulate such possibilities."*® He
continues:

one can say that male heterosexual viewers can and do 'identify’ with characters
in film in 'multiple and fractured' ways. Overriding any channelling or regulating
of identification in relation to sexwal division are identifications with the
vicissitudes of a particular narrative and with characters as the mechanisms of
narrative, factors that | find Neale and Mulvey underestimate in their pursuit of
the norms of phantasy and identification. Viewers trade off their identifications
in relation to the economy of the plot. Men will admit to identifving with
Charlotte Vail(sic)/Bette Davis in Now JVovager (1942) or Mildred Pierce/Joan
Crawford in Mildred Pierce (1945) far bevond any 'available' male characters in
the films and perhaps as much as male characters in other films.>

Green sets out three reasons that make this identification possible. The first is that these
women characters "are the main characters who motivate the narrative, however one argues
their relative activity/passivity."® Green suggests that the struggles that the characters of
Charlotte and Mildred go through can have potent meanings for men in the audience as well
as for women, precisely because these characters and their struggles are central to the plot,
"They are issues around which they suffer and are signs of their sensitivity and vulnerability -
within the conventions of tragedy and melodrama, they are available for fashioning ideal
images, even cross-gender ones."®

The second reason Green puts forward for cross-gender identification in these films is
the absence of "available material in the form of male characters/ideal images suitable for
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men to identify with."* Green argues that the male characters in Now Voyager cannot
compare with Charlotte's "central narrative involvement”.® He sees Jerry (Paul Henreid) as a
rather ineffectual and indecisive character, and Dr Jackwith (Claude Rains) as "not fully
rounded enough".®* Green points out the significance that this has to debates about
identification: "If this is so it emphasises all the more the importance that needs to be
attached to character as part of narrative and genre as a main channel of identification
processes".®® The third issue that Green examines as a factor in male-female identification
focuses on the particular ways that the central female characters are often presented in terms
of visual styling:

It could be argued, more controversially, that the classic mainstream signs of
eroticism usually attached to women in the cinema... are held off or lessened in
the characters/figures of Charlotte/Davis, Mildred/Crawford; that the concerns of
'woman' in these films are of independence and motherhood and thus a possible
sexual disturbance in the cross-gender identification of heterosexual male
viewers (1.e. by identifying with the object of desire rather than its subject) is
avoided.®

Suspicion 1s a film which Green uses to explore these issues of identification further. The
interrelationship between Lina and Johnnie plays out an exchange of erotic visual styling,
which shifts from male to female character. The scene at the hunt meeting that I discussed
earhier 1s a strong example of a case when "the classic mainstream signs of eroticism usually
attached to women in the cinema... are held off or lessened",*” and those signs of eroticism
are attached or reassigned to Johnnie. In keeping with this negative sexual visualisation, as
the narrative develops it becomes clear that Johnnie does not embody the ideal of narrative
dominance and centrality. Yet significantly the struggles that Lina's character goes through
are not those of motherhood or independence found in films such as Now Voyager or
Mildred Pierce, but are centred on the problems that Johnnie presents for her interpretation:

In Suspicion Johnny is the mystery as a man and as a male image. The narrative
requires Lina/Joan Fontaine to judge him by his appearances... and we are
required to do the same, as we only gain access to him via Lina's point-of-view.*

Green sees the mystery that Johnnie presents as coming out of the ambiguities of his origins,
his motives for marrying Lina, and most powerfully, the suspicion that gradually develops
and takes hold of her that Johnnie is planning to murder her. Johnnie presents the antithesis
of patniarchal authority and responsibility embodied by Lina's father, the General, the
qualities that are symbolically grounded and centred in the portrait:
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It 1s Johnny's 1dentity and passivity that are under investigation in the film. He is
suspect as a man. He is like a child in relation to the real world, with which he
spontaneously reacts.®

The narrative presents Johnnie's constant refusal to take on the proper attributes of
patriarchal authonty throughout the film, he repeatedly lies about his work, and is feckless
with money and possessions, shown when he sells the chairs given to Lina and himself as a
wedding present and uses the money to gamble on a horse race. Green suggests that the
ambiguity of the film comes out of a failure on the part of Lina to understand him, since the
interpretative structure which she seeks to apply to him is flawed:

... he 1s not understood by Lina who misinterprets his acts according to the norms
of masculine activity: he wishes to be supported rather than support, to be passive
rather than active, and because he does not fit what is expected of him as a male,
to murder himself rather than others. What he does have to offer, actively, to
others - love- to Lina and to Beaky, is 'misread' according to the norms of male
conduct, by Lina, by us and by critics...”

While [ find that Green's main arguments on identification open up interesting and important
questions on the possibilities of cross-gender viewing pleasures, his final analysis of
Johnnie's character is problematic for a feminist approach. Suspicion is a film which has
been critiqued by writers such as Mary Ann Doane and Diane Waldman for presenting a
scenario in which a central female character attempts, and fails, to carry out an investigation
of her husband, and they suggest that this failure demonstrates the condemnation of a woman
who tries to usurp and carry the male gaze,” i.e. to transgress her given position under
patriarchy. Suspicion is thus a film which dramatises the theoretical 'problems’ of female
spectatorship and 1dentification in and through its narrative. But could 1t not be argued that
the film also presents problems for male spectatorship and identification? Green explores
this in relation to other films, but his analysis of Suspicion halts before he suggests that a
male spectator might be identifying with Lina's character. The ways in which the film might
actually critique Johnnie as a character could be explored through the identification with
Lina's suffering, which despite the unexpected ending (Johnnie reveals that he really does
love Lina, and that he was planning not her murder but his own suicide), is no less potent for
the main part of the narrative.

Much of the potency of Lina's suffering is conveyed through the extent to which the
narration of the film is subjectively marked by her character. The threat that Lina perceives
in Johnnie is clearly presented in a number of moments of the film through the mutual
influence of image and sound. When Johnnie tries to kiss her the combination of an extreme
long shot of the two of them struggling, and hectic, high-pitched violin instrumentation in the
film score, portrays the impression of violence. In a scene showing Lina's fears that Johnnie
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has murdered Beaky she pauses outside their house before entering. The lighting
dramatically and rapidly changes from a uniform bright daylight effect to a murky low-key
even before Lina enters the large hallway of the house. The score has also conveyed her
suspicions through dark, menacing undertones of strings over which a distinct and disturbing
flurry of oboe sounds is heard. On her way across the hallway to the drawing room Lina
freezes as she hears Johnny whistling a waltz tune. The same waltz is "their tune", and was
played diegetically at the ball at which they got engaged. It is the "romance" motif of the
film and was heard (again diegetically) on their return from their honeymoon. Then it
connoted happy memories, in this scene it signals Lina's dread of what she is about to
discover. As Lina reaches the drawing room door she hears Johnnie giving instructions to
Beaky offscreen, telling him to plug in the gramophone player. Thus the moment that Lina
realises that Beaky is alive and that Johnnie is (temporarily) free from suspicion is
simultaneous with a joyous welling up of the waltz. The music is diegetically motivated, but
the volume and closeness or immediacy with which it is perceived by the audio-viewer
suggests that it is non-diegetic.

The two different inflections of the waltz in this scene (Johnnie's slow whistling of it
and the full and lush orchestration of it) show the connection between the musical motif and
the subjective narration of the film. The shifting impressions that the music conveys is
directly related to Lina's feelings about Johnnie, and the intimate relationship between
lighting, framing and sound shows that the space of the film is made to be expressive of
Lina's "point of experience".” The most striking example of this is a sequence which is
clearly signalled as internal narration. It occurs as Beaky and Lina play an anagram game in
which Lina spells out the word MURDER. Sound and image are manipulated in a fantasy
sequence in which Lina imagines Johnnie pushing Beaky from a cliff. An image of Beaky
falling is superimposed over Lina's horrified face, and is accompanied by a distortion of
Beaky's voice from a high pitched laugh to a scream, and the "threat” motif of hectic violins,
heard earlier in the film, is repeated here. The repetition of this "threat" motif in Lina's
fantasy sequence links this sequence, which is unambiguously signalled as subjective, with
the ostensibly objective narration of the film. Thus the narrative space of the film is
refracted through Lina's perception, and this strongly promotes identification with her point
of experience.

However the identification with Lina that the film virtually dictates through the vivid
construction of subjective space through sound and image is not explored by Green. He
describes Lina as "not underst{anding]"™ Johnnie, and puts the blame onto her "[she]
misinterprets his acts".™ The strategy that Green uses here frames Lina in a way which is not
dissimilar to the framing of Jeff in Owr of the Past, and this points up the power that critical
approaches have to present texts to view in certain specific ways. It seems that for all his
willingness to set out forms of identification and phantasy that are shifting and mobile, there
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are positions that are more shifting and mobile, more possible than others, and ultimately
Green's argument performs precisely the regulation of spectatorial positions that he criticises
in other critics, such as Neale and Mulvey.

In my earlier discussion of Heath's reading of Suspicion I suggested that a paradigm
of centring was being applied to the text. In this paradigm the General's portrait was an
instance of the centring of vision according to a classical model of perspective and of the
subject at the centre of intelligible narrative space. Opposed to this portrait was Benson's
picture', which prompted a "breaking [of] the clarity"™ associated with the portrait and its
space. ‘Benson's picture' thus represented the distraction of the look, pulling 1t off to the side
of the narrative space in the instance of the inspector looking "askew".™ In Heath's schema
two different painterly works of art therefore present a tension in the classical text, and the
way they are positioned by the cinematic frame is most important in creating this tension.

The centrality of the portrait, and its connotations of authority inherited from the
portraiture tradition, frames the masculine subject as doubly safe. The central arrangement
of General McLaidlaw's portrait in the cinematic frame mirrors the centrality of the subject in
the portrait frame, thus the audio-viewer's attention is directed to the portrait at the centre of
the intelligible space. In Heath's analysis 1t is not only the content of 'Benson's picture' that is
unintelligible, its abstract modemnist style jars with the portrait, but its position at the side of
the scene pulls attention out of the central frame. However the authonty of mascuhmty 1s
challenged not only by 'Benson's picture’, but by the way that the narrative presents Johnnie
as spectacle. He is portrayed in the photographs as a leisured society man. In the magazine
shot which Lina finds he is leaning backwards, displayed as spectacle. These images show
him as unwilling to take on the responsibilities of patriarchy. The contrast of Johnnie's
tmages with the General's portrait, which shows him in uniform, signifying a life of duty is
clear. Further, the narrative presents these images of Johnnie as sought out by a female look,
and consumed by Lina in a private moment. In its presentation of a variety of male images
Suspicion undermines centrality as an ideal which necessarily fits into the signifying chain,
male-central-dominant-active. 'Benson's picture’, the instances of Johnnie as spectacle, and
the subjective inflections from Lina's point-of-experience indicate that the space of Suspicion
1s not a space where "eve and knowledge come together",” but a space where both the male
look ('Benson's picture') and male spectacle (Johnnie's images) function to frustrate rather
than to assure a "satisfying sense of omnipotence"™ for a male spectator. This is a space
which is inflected by a female point of experience, and access to it is more sexually fluid
than Heath's model allows. Entrance to it necessitates an understanding of the ways that
audition as well as vision position both character and audio-viewer.

My discussion of Suspicion has involved invoking frames which work in the text and
my analysis of it at a number of levels. The images themselves, both painterly and
photographic, are presented through the frame of the fictional narrative, and through the
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cinematic frame. However, as [ suggested earlier portraits bring with them their own
histories, the portraiture tradition and the histories of art criticism. Issues of cinematic
framing also have a critical history - the differing debates of spectatorship and its
relationships to gender that I have discussed above. Investigating portraits in Hollywood
films of the 1940s involves being aware of, and negotiating a way through these different
frames, and the different positions that thev present on the texts under discussion.

To conclude this introduction I want to refer to the work of André Bazin who discusses the
problems and possibilities arising from filming paintings in his essay "Painting and
Cinema".™ In this essay his focus is films concerning real artists and their works, and Bazin
uses the differences between painted images and the photographic properties of the cinematic
image to underline his belief in cinema as a realistic medium, an assertion that he
consistently makes in other work.® Although this approach is quite different to the ones that
[ will be developing throughout my thesis, I think that Bazin's observations on the ways in
which filming paintings brings together two different mediums are helpful in revealing that
different frames can work in tandem and in tension.

Bazin begins by setting out objections to filming paintings, objections gathered from
painters and art critics. The complaints are multifarious, but in essence "however you look at
it the film is not true to the painting”.®* This arises because "the viewer, believing that he is
seeing the picture as painted, is actually looking at it through the instrumentality of an art
form that profoundly changes its nature."® Bazin continues to catalogue the changes that
film makes to paintings: film cannot truly render the paintings' colours, and film represents
time differently, "the sequence of a film gives it a unity in time that is horizontal and...
geographical, whereas time in a painting, so far as the notion applies, develops geologically
and in depth.".® Most significant of all, however, is that "...space, as it applies to a painting,
1s radically destroyed by the screen."®* What 1s set out at the beginning of Bazin's argument is
the mediation of looking at paintings through film; this is a mediation that Bazin explicitly
disapproves of as his interest is in the cinema as offering access to works of art in what he
sees as an unmediated way, without being a "betrayal of the painter [and]... a betrayal of the
painting."® Bazin sees this mediation as particularly having an effect on a painting in
instances where the cinematic frame intersects with, or moves inside of, the frame of the
painting.

The outer edges of the screen are not, as the technical jargon would seem to
imply, the frame of the film image. They are the edges of a piece of masking that
shows only a portion of reality. The picture frame polarizes space inwards. On
the contrary, what the screen shows us seems to be part of something prolonged
indefinitely into the universe. A frame is centripetal, the screen centrifugal.
Whence it follows that if we reverse the pictorial process and place the screen
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within the picture frame, that is if we show a section of a painting on a screen,
the space of the painting loses its orientation and its limits and is presented to the
imagination as without any boundaries. Without losing its other characteristics
the painting thus takes on the spatial properties of cinema and becomes part of
that “picturable” world that lies beyond it on all sides.*

The frames of painting and cinema can be seen here to be intersecting and overlapping. A
process has been set in motion where the defining functions of the painting's frame-as-limit
undergo a redefinition through the mobility of the cinematic frame entering the framed
painted space and taking over a dehineation of its limits. The bringing together of two
different media together allows a potential crossing and intersecting of frames as boundaries.
In the mobility of the cinematic frame, and its ability to enter and explore the frame of a
painting means that the definitive functions that separate the realms of cinematic image and
painted image might be transgressed. It is this potential that I am interested in exploring in
my work of portraits in classical Hollywood films, but it is also precisely the loss of
definition that Bazin is critiquing in his essay. Both Bazin's critique and my own discussion
are therefore framing the cinema/painting relation in different ways. As I suggested in my
outlining of spectatorship debates in relation to Suspicion, it is important to recognise the
analogy of criticism as a frame which can examine the same object or issue from another
angle. Crnitical discussions thus work as frames in this way, different approaches re-
presenting the same object in such a way that it is made different, or made to be seen
differently. Although my approach is different to Bazin's there is an intersection of critical
frames which share some common ground and diverge at other points.

[ suggested above that researching portraits within films entails becoming aware of a
series of frames, and I want to refer back to the portrait of Barbara Hale with which I began
my introduction. The image visibly demonstrates, or portrays, the dual functioning of
frames; frames as key objects within a text influence the way that we can frame that text
through key critical concepts. As I indicated at the beginning of my introduction, frame as a
term of reference can perform a semantic shift: it is both a structure and a process of
structuring. However, as the framing of Jeff Markham/Robert Mitchum in Out of the Past,
and the images of Johnnie/Cary Grant in Suspicion suggest, the spectacular practices by
which Hollywood puts its 'reel’ subjects on display do not always involve a framing of
femininity. Images of masculinity are not necessarily stable, and do not always occupy the
centre of a frame. Further, the processes by which these reel subjects are viewed are
complex and often contradictory, and these processes have been discussed through a number
of intersecting critical and theoretical frames. [ am not arguing for a removal of these
frames, since without these organising principles no coherent discussion is possible. Nor am
[ implying that it is possible to gain access to what is being studied without a mediating
frame in place. What I am interested in exploring is the way that in examining portraits



within Hollywood films of the 1940s the frames that surround them and shape our view on
them can be read in tension, and that the intersections of contesting frames are productive
points at which the re-framing of film sound, gender and genre might be considered.
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* Ephraim Katz, The Macmillan International Film Encyclopedia, Third Edition (London:
Macmillan, 1998), Revised by Fred Klein and Ronald Dean Nolen, p. 581. Hale starred in
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and Universal]) Both in John Kobal (ed.) Hollywood Glamor Portraits: 145 Photos of Stars
1926-1949 (New York: Dover Publications, 1976), pp. xi-xii.

¢ Laura Mulvey, 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, Screen 16 (3) (1975), 6-18,
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" PLOT SYNOPSIS

Markham is a retired private detective who, at the beginning of the film, has made a new life
for himself in the small quiet town of Bridgeport, running a garage under the new identity of
Jeff Bailey. His past has caught up with him though. One of the heavies of his former
employer, racketeer Whit Sterling (Kirk Douglas) visits him to tell him his old boss wants to
see him. On the way to Sterling's mansion Jeff relates the story of his past to Ann (Virginia
Huston) his sweetheart. He tells of how he to find Sterling's mistress, Kathie Moffet (Jane
Greer) who had left Sterling with $40, 000. Jeff tracked Kathie down in Mexico, she denied
stealing the money and they fell in love. They lived anonymously in San Francisco, but were
tracked down by Fisher, former partner of Jeff's. Kathie shot Fisher and Jeff discovered that
Kathie had lied about Sterling's money; Jeff left Kathie and moved to Bridgeport. When they
meet again Sterling blackmails Jeff, ostensibly to obtain tax records from Sterling's
accountant, Eels (Ken Niles). But in fact Jeff is being set up to take the blame for the murder
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frame him. Jeff tries unsuccessfully to prevent Eel's murder and is pursued to Bridgeport by
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the police, and they are both killed when Kathie tries to drive through a roadblock. Jeff's
assistant at the garage frees Ann from mourning for Jeff by conveying to her that Jeff loved
Kabhtie all along.

® Longman Dictionary of the English Language gives one of the possible sources of the term
‘patsy’ as the Italian 'pazzo’ meaning ‘fool'.

® The works on this area include Jacques Aumont, The Image (1990; London: BFI, 1997),
Translation Claire Pajackowska; Angela Dalle Vacche, Cinema and Painting - How Art Is
Used in Film (London: Athlone Press, 1996); Francette Pacteau, The Svmptom of Beautv
(London: Reaktion Books, 1994); John A Walker, Art and Artists On Screen (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1993). The 1996 exhibition Spellbound - Art and Film at the
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Hayward Gallery, London was an important contribution to debates about the
interrelationship between art and film, see Spellbound: Art and Film, ed. by Philip Dodd with
Ian Christie (London: BFI and Hayward Gallery, 1996).
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PART 1: FILM NOIR
CHAPTER 1: FRAMING FEMININITY - THE PAINTED WOMEN OF FILM NOIR

My ntroduction explored the multiple frames that are involved in approaching portrait films.
In this chapter I focus on the role that gender has had in framing fi/m noir as a generic
category. In the first part of the chapter I argue that both filmic and critical images of
femininity have played a particular role in the constitution of the categorv by genre criticism.
The second part of the chapter explores the construction and ascription of the image of the
femme fatale to female characters in Laura and Gilda. Both films contain central women
who are framed as fatal by a combination of narrative and critical frames. [ examine the
important role that film sound and music has in challenging the framing of these central

women as fatal.

Much of the critical exertion in discussions of genre is to be found not simply in categorising
and defining groups of texts, but in examining the processes of categorisation. Genre
criticism 1n film studies has moved through various paradigms. The conception of it as a
relatively fixed set of conventions or frames within which a director can fulfil or frustrate
audience expectation! has shifted through Steve Neale's work on genres as part of the
cinema's apparatus,? to his recasting and redevelopment of this work in a model of genre
which takes account of the roles that the different processes of production, marketing and
consumption play, and the 'evolution' of the conventions themselves.>

In her work on film noir, gender and genre, Elizabeth Cowie outlines a critical history
to the concepts of genre in film studies, asserting that they are derived from literary and
dramatic traditions. Cowie points out that the generic categories of the literary and dramatic
traditions were not static when film emerged as a new artistic medium at the end of the
nineteenth century. New literary forms, such as the novel, and movements, such as
Romanticism, were constantly changing and modifying these forms. This mutability had an
impact on the use of the term "genre" which had been appropriated from its context in
nineteenth century classification systems of sciences such as botany.* She suggests that the
use of the term genre in literary studies "marks the point at which the classes can no longer
be assumed, but must be explained, described and differentiated”.> She continues to link
genre criticism in film and literary studies as she cites Todorov's work on the genre of

"

fantasv: " '‘Genres are precisely those relay-points by which the work assumes a relation with

the universe of literature' ",° and goes on to demonstrate that the "relay-points” between a
genre and its larger context are not fixed but constantly being moved by the internal variety

of each genre.
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A major aspect of genre and hence of genre study is therefore the extent to which
any particular work exceeds its genre, how it reworks and transforms it, rather
than how 1t fits certain generic expectations. The theorist constructs an ideal type
in order to show not only how any particular work fulfils its criteria of the ideal,
but also how it deviates from it.’

Cowie's analysis of genre criticism as undertaking textual differentiation and the construction
of 1deal types 1s particularly relevant to my focus on gender and fi/m noir in this chapter. I
argue that in much genre criticism on fi/m noir issues of textual differentiation and the
construction of the ideal text have become inseparable from sexual difference (mapped as the
differentiation of gender), and the construction of gender ideals.

The term fi/m noir has proved to be extremely difficult to define in discussions of
genre. James Naremore suggests the attraction of the term for genre critics is that it is
seemingly easily recognisable, but when an attempt is made to tie down a definition of the
term, or category, it proves to be problematic:

[t has always been easier to recognize a film noir than to define the term. One
can 1magine a large video store where examples of such films would be shelved
somewhere between gothic horror and dystopian science fiction: in the center
would be Double Indemnity, and at either extreme Cat People and Invasion of the
Body Snatchers. But this arrangement would leave out important titles. There is
in fact no completely satisfactory way to organize the category; and despite
scores of books and essays that have been written about it, nobody 1s sure

whether the films in question constitute a period, a genre, a cycle, a style or
n g

simply a "phenomenon”.
In the ongoing critical debate the term film noir slides between specific definitions, being
variously period, genre, cycle, style or simply phenomenon; the work of textual
differentiation, then, is difficult to achieve in this case. The slipperiness of fi/m noir as a
term, and the difficulties in defining it have not impeded the proliferation of debates about
what constitutes it over the last twenty years; it has encouraged discussion. Cowie suggests
that despite being "the genre that never was... film noir has been extraordinarily successful as
aterm."® As critics have noted, the term film noir was coined by French film critics in the
1940s and 1950s,19 and as such the term that they applied to films made in Hollywood in the
mid 1940s, such as Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, USA, 1944) and Farewell, My Lovely
(Edward Dmytryk, USA, 1944), was not being used contemporaneously as an industnal
genre category.!! Frank Krutnik argues that the difficulties of defining fi/m noir arise from
its critical status:

As a post-constructed category (it was not a generic term recognised by the
industry and the audiences of the 1940s) fi/m noir has given rise to acute
taxonomic problems. Across the critical and historical accounts there is little
agreement not only about what characteristics it takes to make a particular film
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noir, and thus which films actually constitute the corpus, but also... about the
precise status of the category itself. 12

Whilst fi/m noir as a critical category 1s "post-constructed”, Elizabeth Cowie points out that
there was a contemporaneous recognition of a new style, by producers and filmmakers of
both low budget productions and by major studios.!3 The style was also discerned by film
commentators, such as John Houseman and Lloyd Shearer.!# Cowie argues that the
productions that were self-consciously utilizing a fi/m noir style in the 1940s were wide
ranging, referring to Reign of Terror (Anthony Mann, USA, 1949), photographed by
celebrated cinematographer John Alton, and two films directed by Max Ophuls, Caught
(USA, 1949) and The Reckless Moment (USA, 1949). Since Reign of Terror is a period
drama, set in Paris during the French Revolution, and Caught and The Reckless Moment are
examples of women's pictures, Cowie is suggesting, then, how broadly fi/m noir style was
used in the 1940s, and this broad use should be considered when attempts are made to define
film noir as a category.

Naremore argues that the critical definitions of fi/m noir "have 'as much to do with
criticism itself, especially with the varying ways that we define film genres,' as they do with
our putative objects of study."!> This argument is significant because it foregrounds the
critical stakes implicit in different genre debates. These may vary with the positions of the
critics, and over time, and in my subsequent argument [ identify some of the critical stakes in
discussions of fi/lm noir. 1 do not attempt to give a complete history of the debate, as this
comprises a very large body of criticism, but [ am particularly concerned with the enduring
interest that fi/m noir has held for feminist film criticism, and with the importance that
gender has had to critics in undertaking different definitions of fi/m noir as a category.

Many critical discussions of film noir are concemed with carefully delineating the
boundaries of it as category, even though this is often a difficult, even precarious process.
Steve Neale gives a very detailed discussion of the large body of critical work on film noir in
Genre and Hollywood. !¢ He notes that some critics, seeking to define film noir, find
themselves in a double bind where they admit the problems with definition, but persist in
trying:

A key feature of nearly all [the] essays, articles, chapters and books 1s an
acknowledgement of the heterogeneity of the films, and hence the potentially
problematic nature of the '‘phenomenon'... (Krutnik, 1991: 24), coupled with an
insistence, nevertheless, that there is a phenomenon, that it can be described
accounted for, and that it is in one way or another - aesthetically, culturally,

ideologically or historically - important.!7

Neale identifies that there is a kind of critical disavowal occurring in the relation of the critic
to the category of fi/m noir, and a similar line of argument is put forward by Marc Vernet:
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As an object or corpus of films, fi/m noir does not belong to the history of
cinema,; it belongs as a notion to the history of film criticism, or, if one prefers, to
the history of those who wanted to love the American cinema even in its
middling production and to form an image of it. Fi/m noir is a collector's idea

that, for the moment, can only be found in books. '3

Film Noir A Male Genre?

In Cowie's work the critical disavowal and the "collector's idea” are reflected in her
observation that much (male) fi/m noir criticism has constructed the category as one in which
"a particular masculine fantasy of sexual difference is played out."!° The slipperiness. or
"tenuousness” of the term has been offset or secured by the "tenacity” of its critical usage,

and this tenacity is motivated by desire:

...a devotion among dficionados that suggest a desire for the very category as
such, a wish that it exist in order to 'have' a certain set of films all together. Fi/m
noir as a genre 1Is in a certain sense a fantasy: it is something that is never given a
pure or complete form... Though only ever realised in some incomplete form, the
'true’ form 1s nevertheless discerned across a series of films... What is centred by
this fantasy 1s almost always a masculine scenario, that is, the fi/m noir hero 1s a
man struggling with other men, who suffers alienation and despair, and is lured

by fatal and deceptive women.20

Cowie reveals the close interrelationship between the critical construction of categories and
their gendering, which exposes a presumption of fi/m noir as a male form. The strategy of
"critical disavowal" allows film noir to be defined despite its slipperiness, and a similar
strategy of disavowal is in play in the use of gender to structure the "masculine scenario”.
The description of the dominant gender relationship of fi/m noir as that of a male hero
"lured" by women who are "fatal and deceptive” has come to be shorthand in critical
discussions for a// the relationships between the sexes in film noir, despite the variety of
gender relationships that can be found in the films. This is a point that I return to and oppose
throughout the argument of this thesis. Foster Hirsch provides Cowie with a clear example

of critical disavowal; to him fi/m noir is the location:

...where beautiful spider women proliferate. There are other kinds of women in
[film noir], meek wives infected with a fuddy-duddy morality, strong women like
Lauren Bacall who achieve something like parity with the men they fall for. But
the dominant image is the one incarnated by Barbara Stanwyck in Double

Indemnity: woman as man-hating fatal temptress.2!

One of the projects of the 1978 Women in Film Noir collection was to account for the image
of the femme fatale as of political interest to feminist film critics. Christine Gledhill explains
how deploying neo-Marxist criticism in the study of genre reveals the contradictions in a

dominant ideology. and that this approach can form a reading strategy of use to feminism:
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...the generic conventions and stereotypes of classic Hollywood can be seen as
offering highly formalised and foregrounded sets of codes which can be set into
play one against another, or against the grain of the film's thematic matenal, to
expose the contradiction it is the film's project to unify, in a kind of aestheric
subversion. Thus a crniticism operating according to a perspective at odds with
the ideology privileged as the film's 'message’ or 'world-view' may be able to
animate these effects to produce a progressive reading of an apparently

reactionary film, or... an ideological reading of an apparently radical film.22

The strategy of 'reading against the grain' has been extremely influential to feminist
film criticism, and it facilitated a shift in feminist visual analysis, which Gledhill outlines as
follows: "the progressive or subversive reading, which shifts the focus of criticism from the
interpretation of immanent meaning to analysis of the means of its production, seeks to
locate not the 'image of woman' centered in character, but the woman's voice heard

n23 :
‘<2 Janey Place demonstrates ‘reading

intermittently in the female discourse of the film.
against the grain' in her examination of archetypal representations of women in fi/m noir.
Place asserts that films noirs draw on an enduring myth of women as either embodied in the
"dark lady, the spider woman, the evil seductress who tempts man and brings about his

destruction"?4

or by "her sister (or alter ego), the virgin, the mother, the innocent, the
redeemer”.?> She argues that film noir allows a contradictory attitude towards women to be
played out through the spectacular glamour of the femme futale figure, but simultaneously
contained through her destruction in the films' narrative closures: "the myth of the sexually
aggressive woman (or criminal man) first allows sensuous expression of that idea and then
destroys it. And by its limited expression, ending in defeat, that unacceptable element is
controlled."2® However this control is seen by Place as rather limited, and she asserts that

the femme fatale derives her power from her ‘control’ of the image:

The strength of these women is expressed in the visual style by their dominance
in composition, angle, camera movement and lighting. They are overwhelmingly
the compositional focus, generally centre frame and/or in the foreground, or
pulling focus to them in the background. They control camera movement,
seeming to direct the camera (and the hero's gaze, with our own) irresistibly with
them as they move... The femme farale ultimately loses physical movement,
influence over camera movement, and is often actually or symbolically
imprisoned by composition as control over her is exerted and expressed

visually.27

Although the femme fatale figure "ultimately loses physical movement", it is the first
relationship of femmes fatales to the image, their visual dominance, that Place emphasises:

It is not their inevitable demise we remember but rather their strong, dangerous,
and above all, exciting sexuality....[The] operation of myth is so highly stvlised







