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Tales of Sound and F ury:

Observations on the F. amily Melodrama

THOMAS ELSAESSER
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films, and notably Written on the Wind, to develop my points. This said, it is difficult
to see how references to twenty more movies would make the argument any truer. For
better or worse, what I want to say should at this stage be taken to be provocative rather

than proven.

Bearing in mind that (whatever one’s scruples about an exact definition) everybody
has some idea of what is meant by “melodramatic,” any discussion of the melodrama as
a specific cinematic mode of expression has to start from its antecedents—the novel
and certain types of “entertainment” drama—from which scriptwriters and directors
have borrowed their models.

The frst thing one notices is that the media and literary forms which have habitu-
ally embodied melodramatic situations have changed considerably in the course of
history, and, further, they differ from country to country; in England, it has mainly
been the novel and the literary gothic where melodramatic motifs persistently crop up
{though the Victorian stage, especially in the 1880s and 1890s, knew an unprece-
dented vogue for the melodramas of R. Buchanan and G. R. Sims, plays in which “a
footbridge over a torrent breaks under the steps of the villain; a piece of wall comes
down to shatter him; a boiler bursts, and blows him to smithereens”);’ in France, it is
the costume drama and historical novel; in Germany “high” drama and the ballad, as
well as more popular forms like Moritat (street songs); finally, in ltaly the opera rather
than the novel reached the highest degree of sophistication in the handling of melodra-

matic situations.
Two currents make up the genealogy. One leads from the late medieval morality

play, the popular gestes and other forms of oral narrative and drama, like fairy-tales and
folk-songs to their romantic revival and the cult of the pictureseque in Scott, Byron,
Heine and Victor Hugo, which has its low-brow echo in barrel-organ songs, music-
hall drama, and what in Germany is known as Binkellied, the latter coming to late
literary honours through Brecht in his songs and musical plays, The Threepenny Opera
or Mahagonny. The characteristic features for our present purposes in this tradition are
not so much the emotional shock-tactics and the blatant playing on the audience’s
known sympathies and antipathies, but rather the non-psychological conception of the
dramatis personae, who figure less as autonomous individuals than to transmit the
action and link the various locales within a total constellation. In this respect, melodra-
mas have a myth-making function, insofar as their significance lies in the structure and
articulation of the action, not in any psychologically motivated correspondence with
individualised experience.

Yet, what particularly marks the ballad or the Bénkellied, i.e., narratives accompa-
nied by music, is that the moral/moralistic pattern which furnishes the primary content
(crimes of passion bloodily revenged, murderers driven mad by guilt and drowning
themselves, villains snatching children from their careless mothers, servants killing
their unjust masters) is overlaid not only with a proliferation of “realistic” homey detail,
but also “paradied” or relativised by the heavily repetitive verse-form or the mechanical
up-and-down rhythms of the barrel organ, to which the voice of the singer adapts itself
{consciously or not), thereby producing a vocal parallelism that has a distancing or
ironic effect, to the extent of often criss-crossing the moral of the story by a “false,” i.e.,
unexpected emphasis. Sirk’s most successful German melodrama, Zu Neuen Ufern,
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tually demanding forms of melodrama, the element of interiorisation and per-
sonalisation of primarily ideological conflicts, together with the metaphorical interpre-
tation of class conflict as sexual exploitation and rape, is important in all subsequent
forms of melodrama, including that of the cinema. (The latter in America, of course,
is a stock theme of novels and movies with a “Southern” setting.)

Paradoxically, the French Revolution failed to produce a new form of social drama
or tragedy. The Restoration stage (when theatres in Paris were specially licensed to play
“melodramas”) trivialised the form by using melodramatic plots in exotic settings, and
providing escapist entertainment with little social relevance. The plays warmed up the
standard motif of 18th-century French fiction and drama, that of innacence persecuted
and virtue rewarded, and the conventions of melodrama functioned in their most
barren form as the mechanics of pure suspense.

What before the Revolution had served to focus on suffering and victimization—
the claims of the individual in an absolutist society—was reduced to ground-glass-in-
the-porridge, poisoned handkerchiefs and last-minute rescues from the dungeon. The
sudden reversals of fortune, the intrusion of chance and coincidence had originally
pointed to the arbitrary way feudal institutions could ruin the individual unprotected
by civil rights and liberties. The system stood accused of greed, wilfulness and irratio-
nality through the Christ-like suffering of the pure virgin and the selfless heroism of the
right-minded in the midst of court intrigue and callous indifference. Now, with the
bourgeoisie triumphant, this form of drama lost its subversive charge and functioned
more as a2 means of consolidating an as yet weak and incoherent ideological position.
Whereas the prerevolutionary melodramas had often ended tragically, those of the
Restoration had happy endings, they reconciled the suffering individual to his social
position, by affirming an “open” society, where everything was possible. Over and over
again, the victory of the “good” citizen over “evil” aristocrats, lecherous clergymen and
the even more conventional villains drawn from the lumpenproletariat, was re-enacted

in sentimental spectacles full of tears and high moral tones. Complex social processes
were simplified either by blaming the evil disposition of individuals or by manipulating
the plots and engineering coincidences and other dei ex machina, such as the instant
conversion of the villain, moved by the plight of his victim, or suddenly struck by
Divine Grace on the steps of Notre-Dame.

Since the overtly “conformist” strategy of such drama is quite evident, what is
interesting is certainly not the plot structure, but whether the conventions allowed the
author to dramatize in his episodes actual contradictions in society and genuine clashes
of interests in the characters. Already during the Revolution plays such as Monvel’s Les
Victimes cloitrées or Laya's L' Ami des lois, though working with very stereotyped plots,
conveyed quite definite political sympathies (the second, for instance, backed the
Girondist moderates in the trial of Louis XIV against the Jacobites) and were under-
stood as such by their public.’

Even if the form might act to reinforce attitudes of submission, the actual working
out of the scenes could nonetheless present fundamental social evils. Many of the
pieces also flattered popular sympathies by giving the villains the funniest lines, just as
Victorian drama playing east of Drury Lane was often enlivened by low comedy
burlesque put on as curtain raisers and by the servants’ farces during the intermission.
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All this is to say that there seems a radical ambiguity attached to the melodrama,
which holds even more for the film melodrama. Depending on whether the emphasis
fell on the odyssey of suffering or the happy ending, on the place and context of rupture
(moral conversion of the villain, unexpected appearance of a benevolent Capuchin
monk throwing off his pimp'’s disguise), that is to say, depending on what dramatic
mileage was got out of the heroine’s perils before the ending (and one only has to think of
Sade’s Justine to see what could be done with the theme of innccence unprotected),
melodrama would appear to function either subversively or as escapism—categories
which are always relative to the given historical and social context.?

In the cinema, Griffith is a good example. Using identical dramatic devices and
cinemnatic techniques, he could, with Intolerance, Way Down East or Broken Blos-
soms, create, if not exactly subversive, at any rate socially committed melodramas,
whereas Birth of a Nation or Orphans of the Storm are classic examples of how
melodramatic effects can successfully shift explicit political themes onto a personalised

plane. In both cases, Griffith tailored ideological conflicts into emotionally loaded
family situations.

The persistence of the melodrama might indicate the ways in which popular
culture has not only taken note of social crises and the fact that the losers are not always
those who deserve it most, but has also resolutely refused to understand social change
in other than private contexts and emotional terms. In this, there is obviously a healthy
distrust of intellectualisation and abstract social theory—insisting that other structures
of experience (those of suffering, for instance) are more in keeping with reality. But it
has also meant ignorance of the properly social and political dimensions of these
changes and their causality, and consequently it has encouraged increasingly escapist
forms of mass entertainment, :

However, this ambivalence about the “structures” of experience, endemic in the

_ melodramatic mode, has served artists throughout the 19th century for the depiction of
a variety of themes and social phenomena, while remaining within the popular idiom.
Industrialisation, urbanisation and nascent entrepreneurial capitalism have found
their most telling literary embodiment in a type of novel clearly indebted to the
melodrama, and the national liberals in Italy during the Risorgimento, for example,
saw their political aspirations reflected in Verdi’s operas (¢f. the opening of Visconti’s
Senso). In England, Dickens, Collins and Reade relied heavily on melodramatic plots
to sharpen social conflicts and portray an urban environment where chance encoun-
ters, coincidences, and the side-by-side existence of extreme social and moral contrasts
were the natural products of the very conditions of existence—crowded tenement
houses, narrow streets backing on to the better residential property, and other facts of
urban demography of the fime. Dickens in particular uses the element of chance, the
dream/waking, horror/bliss switches in Oliver Twist or Tale of Two Cities partly to feel
his way towards a portrayal of existential insecurity and moral anguish which fiction

had previously not encompassed, but also to explore depth-psychological phenomena,
for which the melodrama—as Freud was later to confirm—~has supplied the dynamic
motifs and the emotional-pictorial decor. What seems to me important in this form of
melodrama (and one comes across a similar conception in the sophisticated Hollywood
melodramas) is the emphasis Dickens places on discontinuity, on the evidence of
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fabric of experience, and the appeal to a reality of the
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tion of the problem can be found in the account which Lilian Ross gives of how
Gottfried Reinhard and Dore Shary reedited John Huston’s Red Badge of Courage to
give it a smooth dramatic shape, with build-ups and climaxes in the proper order,
which is exactly what Huston had wanted to avoid when he shot it.*

Because it had to rely on piano accompaniment for punctuation, all silent film
drama—from True Heart Susie to Foolish Wives or The Lodger—is “melodramatic.” It
meant that directors had to develop an extremely subtle and yet precise formal lan-
guage (of lighting, staging, decor, acting, close-up, montage and camera movement),
because they were deliberately looking for ways to compensate for the expressiveness,
range of inflection and tonality, rhythmic emphasis and tension normally present in
the spoken word. Having had to replace that part of language which is sound, directors
like Murnau, Renoir, Hitchcock, Mizoguchi, Hawks, Lang, Sternberg achieved in
their films a high degree (well recognised at the time) of plasticity in the modulation of
optical planes and spatial masses which Panofsky rightly identified as a “dynamisation
of space.”

Among less gifted directors this sensitivity in the deployment of expressive means
was partly lost with the advent of direct sound, since it seemed no longer necessary in a
strictly technical sense—pictures “worked” on audiences through their dialogue, and
the semantic force of language overshadowed the more sophisticated pictorial effects
and architectural values. This perhaps helps to explain why some major technical
innovations, such as colour, wide screen and deep-focus lenses, crane and dolly, have
in fact encouraged a new form of sophisticated melodrama. Directors (quite a sizeable
proportion of whom came during the 30s from Germany, and others were clearly
indebted to German expressionism and Max Reinhardt’s methods of theatrical mise-
en-scéne) began showing a similar degree of visual culture as the masters of silent film
drama: Ophuls, Lubitsch, Sirk, Preminger, Welles, Losey, Ray, Minnelli, Cukor.

Considered as an expressive code, melodrama might therefore be described as a
particular form of dramatic mise-en-scéne, characterised by a dynamic use of spatial
and musical categories, as opposed to intellectual or literary ones. Dramatic situations
are given an orchestration which will allow for complex aesthetic patterns: indeed,
orchestration is fundamental to the American cinema as a whole (being essentially a
dramatic cinema, spectacular, and based on a broad appeal) because it has drawn the
aesthetic consequences of having the spoken word more as an additional “melodic”
dimension than as an autonomous semantic discourse. Sound, whether musical or
verbal, acts first of all to give the illusion of depth to the moving image, and by helping
to create the third dimension of the spectacle, dialogue becomes a scenic element,
along with more directly visual means of the mise-en-scéne. Anyone who has ever had
the bad luck of watching a Hollywood movie dubbed into French or German will
know how important diction is to the emotional resonance and dramatic continuity.
Dubbing makes the best picture seem visually flat and out of sync: it destroys the flow
on which the coherence of the illusionist spectacle is built.

That the plasticity of the human voice is quite consciously employed by directors
for what are often thematic ends is known: Hawks trained Lauren Bacall’s voice-so that
she could be given “male” lines in To Have and Have Not, an effect which Sternberg
anticipated when he took great care to cultivate Marlene Dietrich’s diction, and it is



& Thomas Elsaesser

hard to miss the psychoanalytic significance of Robert Stack’s voice in Written on the
Wind, sounding as if every word had to be painfully purnped up from the bottomn of
one of his oil-wells.

If it is true that speech in the American cinema loses some of its semantic impor-
tance in favour of its material aspects as sound, then conversely lighting, composition,
decor increase their semantic and syntactic contribution to the aesthetic effect. They
become functional and integral elements in the construction of meaning. This is the
justification for giving critical importance to the mise-en-scéne over intellectual con-
tent or story-value. It is also the reason why the domestic melodrama in colour and
wide screen, as it appeared in the 40’s and 50’s, is perhaps the most highly elaborated,
complex mode of cinematic signification that the American cinema has ever pro-
duced, because of the restricted scope for external action determined by the subject,
and because everything, as Sirk said, happens “inside.” To the “sublimation” of the
action picture and the Busby Berkeley/Lloyd Bacon musical into domestic and family
melodrama corresponded a sublimation of dramatic conflict into decor, colour, gesture
and composition of frame, which in the best melodramas is perfectly thematised in
terms of the characters’ emotional and psychological predicaments.

For example, when in ordinary language we call something melodramatic, what we
often mean is an exaggerated rise-and-fall pattern in human actions and emotional
responses, a from-the-sublime-to-the-ridiculous movement, a foreshortening of lived
time in favour of intensity—all of which produces a graph of much greater fluctuation,
a quicker swing from one extreme to the other than is considered natural, realistic or in
conformity with literary standards of versimilitude: in the novel we like to sip our
pleasures, rather than gulp them. But if we look at, say, Minnelli, who has adapted
some of his best melodramas (The Cobweb, Some Came Running, Home from the Hill,
Two Weeks in Another Town, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse) from generally
extremely long, circumstantially detailed popular novels (by James Jones, Irving Shaw
et al.), it is easy to sce how in the process of having to reduce 7 to 9 hours’ reading
matter to 90-odd minutes, such a more violent “melodramatic” graph almost inevita-
bly produces itself, short of the namative becoming incoherent. Whereas in novels,
especially when they are staple pulp fare, size connotes solid emotional involvement
for the reader, the specific values of the cinema lie in its concentrated visual metaphors
and dramatic acceleration rather than in the fictional techniques of dilation. The
commercial necessity of compression (being also a formal one) is taken by Minnelli
into the films themselves and developed as a theme—that of a pervasive psychological
pressure on the characters. An acute sense of claustrophobia in decor and locale
translates itself into a restless and yet suppressed energy surfacing sporadically in the
actions and the behaviour of the protagonists—which is part of the subject of a film like
Two Weeks in Another Town, with hysteria bubbling all the time just below the surface.
The feeling that there is always more to tell than can be said leads to very consciously
elliptical narratives, praceeding often by visually condensing the characters’ motiva-
tion into sequences of images which do not seem to advance the plot. The shot of the
Trevi fountain at the end of a complex scene where Kirk Douglas is making up his
mind in Two Weeks is such a metaphoric condensation, and so is the silent sequence,
consisting entirely of what might appear to be merely impressionistic dissolves, in the
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Similarly, when Robert Stack shows Lauren Bacall her hotel suite in Written on the
Wind, where everything from flowers and pictures on the wall to undenvear, nailpolish

character out of the elements of the decor, and that prefers actors who can provide as
blank a facial surface and as little of a personality as possible,
Everyone who has at all thought about the Hollywood aesthetic wants to formulate
one of its peculiar qualities: that of direct emotional involvement, whether one calls it
“giving resonance to dramatic situations” or “feshing out the cliché” or whether, more
abstractly, one talks in terms of identification patterns, empathy and catharsis, Since
the American cinema, determined as it js by an ideology of the spectacle and the
spectacular, is essentially dramatic (as opposed to lyrical, i.e., concerned with mood or
the inner self) and not conceptual (dealing with ideas and the structures of cognition
and perception), the creation or reenactment of situations which the spectator can
identify with and recognise (whether this recognition is on the conscious or uncon-
scious level is another matter) depends to a large extent on the aptness of the iconogra-
phy (the “visualisation”) and op the quality (complexity, subtlety, ambiguity) of the
orchestration for what are trans-individual, popular mythological (and therefore gener~
ally considered culturally “lowbrow”) experiences and plot structures, I other words,
this type of cinema depends on the ways “melos” is given to “drama” by means of
lighting, montage, visual thythm, decor, style of acting, music—that is, on the ways
the mise-en-scéne translates character into action (not unlike the pre-Jamesian novel)
and action into gesture and dynamic space {(comparable to 19th-century opera and
ballet).
This granted, there seems to be a further problem which has some bearing on the
question of melodrama: although the techniques of audience orientation and the
possibility of psychic projection on the part of the Spectator are as much in evidence in
a melodrama like Home from the Hill or Splendor in the Grass as they are in a Western
or adventure picture, the difference of setting and milieu affects the dynamic of the
action. In the Western especially, the assumption of “open” spaces is virtually axio-
matic; it is indeed one of the constants which makes the form perennially attractive to 5
largely urban audience, This openness becomes problematic in films that dea] with
potential “melodrama” themes and family situations. The complex father-son relation-
ships in The Left-Handed Gun, the Cain-Abel themes of Mann’s Westerns (Winchester
73, Bend of the River), the conflict of virility and mother-fixation in some of Tour-
neur’s Westerns (Great Day in the Morning, Wichita) or the search for the mother (-
country) in Fuller’s Run of the Arrow seem to find resolution because the hero can act
positively on the changing situations where and when they present themselves. In
Raoul Walsh’s adventure pictures, as Peter Lloyd has shown,’ identity comes in an
often paradoxical process of self-confirmation and overreaching—but always through
direct action, while the momentum generated by the conflicts pushes the protagonists
forward in an unrelentingly linear course.
The family melodrama, by contrast, though dealing largely with the same Oedipal
themes of emotional and moral identity, more often records the failure of the protago-
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involves an almost geometrical variation of triangle into circle and vice versa,8 whereas
Sitk (nomen est omen) often suggests in his circles the possibility of a tangent detaching
itself—the full-circle construction of Written on the Wind with its linear coda of the
Hudson-Bacall relationship at the end, or even more visually apparent, the circular
race around the pylons in Tarnished Angels broken when Dorothy Malone’s plane in
the last image soars past the fatal pylon into an unlimited sky.

It is perhaps not too fanciful to suggest that the structural changes from linear
externalisation of action to a sublimation of dramatic values into more complex forms
of symbolisation, and which I take to be a central characteristic of the melodramatic
tradition in the American cinema, can be followed through on a more general level
where it reflects a change in the history of dramatic forms and the articulation of
energy in the American cinema as a whole,

As 1 have tried to show in an earlier article (Monogram, no. 1), one of the typical
features of the classical Hollywood movie has been that the hero was defined dynami-
cally, as the centre of a continuous movement, often both from sequence to sequence
as well as within the individual shot. It is a fact of perception that in order to get its
bearing, the eye adjusts almost automatically to whatever moves, and movement,
together with sound, completes the realistic illusion. It was on the basis of sheer
physical movement, for example, that the musicals of the 30’s (Lloyd Bacon’s 42nd
Street being perhaps the most spectacular example), the gangster movie and the B-
thriller of the 40’s and early 50’s could subsist with the flimsiest of plots, an almost total
absence of individual characterisation and rarely any big stars. These deficiencies were
made up by focusing to the point of exaggeration on the drive, the obsession, the idée
fixe, that is to say, by a concentration on the purely kinetic-mechanical elements of
human motivation. The pattern is most evident in the gangster genre, where the
single-minded pursuit of money and power is followed by the equally single-minded
and peremptory pursuit of physical survival, ending in the hero’s apotheosis through
violent death. This curve of rise and fall—a wholly stylised and external pattern which
takes on.a moral significance—can be seen in movies like Underworld, Little Caesar,
The Roaring Twenties, Legs Diamond and depends essentially on narrative pace,
though it permits interesting variations and complexities, as in Fuller’s Underworld
USA. A sophisticated director, such as Hawks, has used speed of delivery and the
pulsating energy of action to comic effect (Scarface, 20th Century) and has even
applied it to films whose dramatic structure did not naturally demand such a treatment
(notably His Girl Friday). In fact, Hawks’s reputed stoicism is itself a dramaturgical

device, whereby sentimentality and cynicism are played so close together and played so
fast that the result is an emotional hot-cold shower which is apt to numb the spectator’s
sensibility into feeling a sustained moral charge, where there is more often simply a
very skilled switchboard manipulation of the same basic voltage. (I am thinking espe-
cially of films like Only Angels Have Wings).

This unrelenting internal combustion engine of physical and psychic energy, generi-
cally exemplified by the hard-boiled, crackling aggressiveness of the screwball comedy,
but which Walsh diagnosed in his Cagney heroes as psychotic (White Heat) and a
vehicle for extreme redneck republicanism (A Lion in the Streets), shows signs of a
definite slowing-down in the 50’s and early 60’s, where raucous vitality and instinctual
“lust for life” is deepened psychologically to intimate neuroses and adolescent or not so
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82 Thomas Elsaesser Tales of Sound and Fury . collision of counterrunning sentiments, buta
: . n
with such projects, but that virtually all of the major directors of family melodramag Jot build up to an evidently Cat:Stg;S;Z Z(;felcséofrom the clash when it does come. In
(except Ray)’ in the 50’s had a (usually not entirely successful) crack at the Freudian pt ing of delays gets the reaicst P2 | Lana Turner plays an alcoholic actress who has
feminist melodrama in the 40’s. | ?\/;innellils The Bad and the ?(gail:tgzu IZ?E‘giVing her a new start in the movies. Aft.er
More challenging, and difficult to prove, {s the speculation that certain stylisticand '} . been wrpscued” by prodgcl:]er l(r:ess ij—coﬂﬁdent for the frst time in years, and in
structural features of the sophisticated melodrama may involve principles of sym- the premiek, ﬂ‘,JShed witbsifn w,ith Douglas, with whom she has fallen in love, she
bolisation and coding which Freud conceptualised in his analysis of dreams and later " happy anticipating of ce g [ih gbottle of champagne. However, we already know that
also applied in his Psychopathology of Everyday Life. 1 am thinking less of the preva- |~ drives to his home arme with a ted in her (“I need an actress, nota wife,” he later tells
lence of what Freud called Symptomhandlungen or Fehlhandlungen, that is, slips of | Douglas isn't emgtxonally interes ;ith 2 “broad” in his bedroom. Lana Turner, suspe(:'t—
the tongue or other projections of inner states into interpretable overt behaviour. This .. her)andis spending the eve?mgt the foot of the stairs, and she, at first too engrossed in
is a way of symbolising and signalling attitudes common to the American cinema in ing nothing, is met by Doug'a2 2 \lapses when the other woman suddenly appears at
virtually every genre. However, there is a certain refinement in the melodrama—it herself to notice bo“{ cool hel 15 ?rejgng gown. Her nervous breakdown in the car is
becomes part of the composition of the frame, more subliminally and unobtrusively the top of the stairs 1n Dou}% as's inst her windscreen like a barrage of foot-lights and
transmitted to the spectator, When Minnelli’s characters find themselves in an emo- conveyed by headlights Rashing agai
tionally precarious or contradictory situation, it often affects the “balance” of the visual arc-lamps. : ise and then bringing them suddenly down with a t}}ump
composition—wine glasses, a piece of china or a trayful of drinks emphasize the This letting the emotions rlset‘ discontinuity, and a similar, vertiginous drop mn the
fragility of their situation—e.g., Judy Garland over breakfast in The Clock, Richard is an extreme example of drama l(i - s0od n;any melodramas—almost invarlabl.y
Widmark in The Cobweb explaining himself to Gloria Grahame, or Gregory Peck emotional tem?erature pu-nctlua:is of g staircase.'® In one of the most paroxysmic
trying to make his girlfriend see why he married someone else in Designing Women. played out against the vertxcz 2 can cinema has known, Sirk has Dorothy szlone
When Robert Stack in Written on the Wind, standing by the window he has just montage sequences t.hat the merher own, like some doomned goddess from a Diony-
opened to get some fresh air into an extremely heavy family atmosphere, hears of in Written on thg Wind dancelon lla sing’on the stairs and dying from a heart-attack.
Lauren Bacall expecting a baby, his misery becomes eloquent by the way he squeezes sian mystery, Wh,lle her fjathertlls Cé vipn cts the brush-off from Lana Turner as they are
himself into the frame of the half-open window, every word his wife says to him v Again, in Imitation _Of Life, ]9 nAllaI D%sire Barbara Stanwyck has to disappoint her
bringing torment to his lacerated soul and racked body. going down the stairs, and in New York to become an actress, after the girl has bc?en
Along similar lines, I have in mind the kind of “condensation” of motivation into daughter about I?Ot taking herftoh e\gw ood news. Ray’s use of the staircase for si.rrnlar
metaphoric images or sequences of images mentioned earlier, the relation that exists in rushing downstairs to tll her at e:l rnosgt spectacular in Bigger than Life, but to give an
Freudian dream-work between manifest dream material and latent dream content. Just emotional effects i well 1.<1'10Wf1 alr-llem King, I'd like to quote a scene from Margl.e, a
as in dreams certain gestures and incidents mean something by their structure and example from another duecltor&/l' eﬁ’i’s Méet Me in St. Louis, where the heroine,
sequence, rather than by what they literally represent, the melodrama often works, as 1 flm following rather close }11( 1mt‘he radUatic;n ball by a blind date (whom we know
have tried to show, by a displaced emphasis, by substitute acts, by parallel situations and Jeanne Crain, abqut to be taken Ol ing bespectacled steady has caught a cold, comes
metaphoric connections. In dreams one tends to “use” as dream material incidents and to be her father) since hegpoetrw ﬁ!n fhe hears that the French master, on whom she
circumstances from one’s waking experience during the previous day, in order to “code” tearing down from her be. roosrg wvirtuaﬂy rips the bouquet of flowers out of his hand‘s
them, while nevertheless keeping a kind of emotional logic going, and even condensing has a crush, has dropped. o W-eth some embarrassment, he has to explain that he‘ is
their images into what, during the dream at least, seems an inevitable sequence. Melo- and is overwhelmed by IEY- b li that he only came to return her papers, and Margie,
dramas often use middle-class American society, its iconography and the family experi- taking SomebOdY false fot de 2 ’-n with shame, has just enough time to get back
ence in just this way as their manifest “material,” but “displace” it into quite different mortified, humlhate_d 31“ (?m:g;rsg )
patterns, juxtaposing stereotyped situations in strange configurations, provoking clashes upstairs bef()?e she dissolves lg te ril‘)l rofound on paper, the visual orchestration of
and ruptures which not only open up new associations but also redistribute the emo- While this may not sonne. = rati,leli strong emotional effects and the strategy (.)f
tional energies which suspense and tensions have accumulated, in disturbingly different - such a scene can p.roduce sonie throttle it the more abruptly is a form of dra.mahC
directions. American movies, for example, often manipulate very shrewdly situations of building up t0. a climax so gsd'oectors have consistently criticised the streak of incur-
extreme embarrassment (a blocking of emotional energy) and acts or gestures of violence reversal by which Hollywoo llr-dealisrn in the American psyche, first by showing it to
(direct or indirect release) in order to create patterns of aesthetic significance which only ably naiv'e ”}Ofal ar.1d erriOtgona tlhe rossest kind of illusion and self-delusion, and .then
a musical vocabulary might be able to describe accurately, and for which a psychologist be often mdlstmgmsha!) e from A ~gmost wounding and contradictory. The emotional
or anthropologist might offer some explanation. by forcing a conﬁomﬂtlo.n Wheﬁ ' :Sva that they reveal an inherent dialectic, anq th'e
One of the principles involved is that of continuity and discontinuity (what Sirk has , extremes are playfzd off in suc " %n edyin this seemingly so yulnerable sentimentality is
called the “rhythm of the plot”). A typical situation in American melodramas has the undeniable psychic energy contal
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utilised to furnish its own antidote, to bring home the discontinuities in the structures

of emotional experience which give a kind of realism and toughness rare if not unthink-
able in the European cinema,

What makes these discontinuities in the melodrama so effective is that they occur,
as it were, under pressure. Although the kinetics of the American cinema are generally
directed towards creating pressure and manipulating it (as suspense, for example), the
melodrama presents in some ways a special case. In the Western or the thriller,
suspense is generated by the linear organisation of the plot and the action, together
with the kind of “pressure” which the spectator brings to the film by way of anticipation
and a priori expectations of what he hopes to see; melodrama, however, has to accom-
modate the later type of pressure, as already indicated, in what amounts to a relatively
“closed” world.

This is emphasized by the function of the decor and the symbolisation of objects;

the setting of the family melodrama almost by definition is the middle-class home,
filled with objects, which in a fitm like Philip Dunne’s Hilda Crane, typical of the
genre in this respect, surround the heroine in a hierarchy of apparent order that
becomes increasingly suffocating. From father’s armchair in the living room and
mother’s knitting to the upstairs bedroom, where after five years’ absence dolls and
teddies are still neatly arranged on the bedspread, home not only overwhelms Hilda
with images of parental oppression and a repressed past (which indirectly provoke her
explosive outbursts that sustain the action), it also brings out the characteristic attempt
of the bourgeois household to make time stand still, immobilise life and fix forever
domestic property relations as the model of social life and a bulwark against the more
disturbing sides in human nature. The theme has a particular poignancy in the many
films about the victimisation and enforced passivity of women—women waiting at
home, standing by the window, caught in a world of objects into which they are
expected to invest their feelings. Since You Went Away has a telling sequence in which
Claudette Colbert, having just taken her husband to the troop train at the station,
returns home to clear up after the morning’s rush. Everything she looks at or touches,
dressing gown, pipe, wedding picture, breakfast cup, slippers, shaving brush, the dog,
reminds her of her husband, until she cannot bear the strain and falls on her bed
sobbing. The banality of the objects combined with the repressed anxieties and emo-
tions force a contrast that makes the scene almost epitomise the relation of decor to
characters in melodrama: the more the setting fills with objects to which the plot gives
symbolic significance, the more the characters are enclosed in seemingly ineluctable
situations. Pressure is generated by things crowding in on them, life becomes increas-
ingly complicated because cluttered with obstacles and objects that invade their person-
alities, take them over, stand for them, become more real than the human relations or
emotions they were intended to symbolise.

It is again an instance of Hollywood stylistic devices supporting the themes, or
commenting on each other. Melodrama is iconographically fixed by the claustro-
phobic atmosphere of the bourgeois home and/or the small-town setting, its emotional
pattern is that of panic and latent hysteria, reinforced stylistically by a complex han-
dling of space in interiors (Sirk, Ray and Losey particularly excel in this) to the point
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ness, we realise, is made up of what are external forces and circurnstances, his dilemma
the result of his social position as heir to his father’s estate, unwanted because thought to
be undeserved, and an upbringing deliberately exploited by his mother in order to get
even with his father, whose own position as a Texan land-owner and local big-shot forces
him to compensate for his wife’s frigidity by proving his virility with other women.
Melodrama here becomes the vehicle for diagnosing a single individual in ideological
terms and objective categories, while the blow-by-blow emotional drama creates the
second level, where the subjective aspect (the immediate and necessarily unreflected
experience of the characters) is left intact. The hero’s identity, on the other hand,
emerges as a kind of picture-puzzle from the various pieces of dramatic action.

Home from the Hill is also a perfect example of the principle of substitute acts,
mentioned earlier, which is Hollywood’s way of portraying the dynamics of alienation.
The story is sustained by pressure that is applied indirectly, and by desires that always
chase unattainable goals: Mitchum forces George Hamilton to “become a man”
though he is temperamentally his mother’s son, while Mitchum’s “real” son in terms
of attitudes and character is George Peppard, whom he cannot acknowledge for social
reasons. Likewise, Eleanor Parker puts pressure on her son in order to get at Mitchum,
and Everett Sloane (the girl’s father) takes out on George Hamilton the sexual hatred
he feels against Mitchum. Finally, after his daughter has become pregnant he goes to
see Mitchum to put pressure on him to get his son to marry the girl, only to break
down when Mitchum turns the tables and accuses him of blackmail. It is a pattern
which in an even purer form appears in Written on the Wind. Dorothy Malone wants
Rock Hudson who wants Lauren Bacall who wants Robert Stack who just wants to die.
La ronde d P'américaine. The point is that the melodramatic dynamism of these
situations is used by both Sirk and Minnelli to make the emotional impact “carry over”
into the very subdued, apparently neutral, sequences of images that so often round off
a scene and which thereby have a strong lyrical quality.

One of the characteristic features of melodramas in general is that they concentrate
on the point of view of the victim: what makes the films mentioned above exceptional
is the way they manage to present all the characters convincingly as victims. The
critique—the questions of “evil,” of responsibility—is firmly placed on a social and
existential level, away from the arbitrary and finally obtuse logic of private motives and
individualised psychology. This is why the melodrama, at its most accomplished,
seems capable of reproducing more directly than other genres the patterns of domina-
tion and exploitation existing in a given society, especially the relation between psychol-
ogy, morality and class-consciousness, by emphasizing so clearly an emotional dy-
namic whose social correlative is a network of external forces directed oppressingly
inward, and with which the characters themselves unwittingly collude to become their
agents. In Minnelli, Sirk, Ray, Cukor and others, alienation is recognised as a basic
condition, fate is secularised into the prison of social conformity and psychological
neurosis, and the linear trajectory of self-fulfilment so potent in American ideology is
twisted into the downward spiral of a self-destructive urge seemingly possessing a whole
social class,

This typical masochism of the melodramna, with its incessant acts of inner violation,
its mechanisms of frustration and over-compensation, is perhaps brought most into the
open through characters who have a drink problem (cf. Written on the Wind, Hilda
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figures of The Cobweb) is forced to recognise as belonging to a wider social dilemma.
The poverty of the intellectual resources in some of the characters is starkly contrasted
with a corresponding abundance of emotional resources, and as one sees them help-
lessly struggling inside their emotional prisons with no hope of realising to what degree
they are the victims of their society, one gets a clear picture of how a certain individual-
ism reinforces social and emotional alienation, and of how the economics of the
psyche are as vulnerable to-manipulation and exploitation as is a person’s labour.

The point is that this inadequacy has itself a name, relevant to the melodrama as a
form: irony or pathos, which both in tragedy and melodrama is the response to the
recognition of different levels of awareness. Irony privileges the spectator vis-a-vis the
protagonists, for he registers the difference from a superior position. Pathos results
from non-communication or silence made eloquent—people talking at cross-purposes
(Robert Stack and Lauren Bacall when she tells him she’s pregnant in Written in the
Wind), a mother watching her daughter’s wedding from afar (Barbara Stanwyck in
Stella Dallas) or a woman returning unnoticed to her family, watching them through
the window (again Barbara Stanwyck in All I Desire}—where highly emotional situa-
tions are underplayed to present an ironic discontinuity of feeling or a qualitative
difference in intensity, usually visualized in terms of spatial distance and separation.

Such archetypal melodramatic situations activate very strongly an audience’s partici-
pation, for there is a desire to make up for the emotional deficiency, to impart the
different awareness, which in other genres is systematically frustrated to produce sus-
pense: the primitive desire to warn the heroine of the perils looming visibly over her in
the shape of the villain's shadow. But in the more sophisticated melodramas this pathos
is most acutely produced through a “liberal” mise-en-scéne which balances different
points of view, so that the spectator is in a position of seeing and evaluating contrasting
attitudes within a given thematic framework—a framework which is the result of the
total configuration and therefore inaccessible to the protagonists themselves. The
spectator, say in Otto Preminger’s Daisy Kenyon or a Nicholas Ray movie, is made
aware of the slightest qualitative imbalance in a relationship and also sensitized to the
tragic implications which a radical misunderstanding or a misconception of motives
might have, even when this is not played out in terms of a tragic ending.

If pathos is the result of a skilfully displaced emotional emphasis, it is frequently used
in melodramas to explore psychological and sexual repression, usually in conjunction
with the theme of inferiority; inadequacy of response in the American cinema often has
an explicitly sexual code: male impotence and female frigidity—a subject which allows
for thematisation in various directions, not only to indicate the kinds of psychological
anxiety and social pressures which generally make people sexually responsive, but as
metaphors of unfreedom or a quasi-metaphysical “overreaching” (as in Ray’s Bigger
Than Life). In Sirk, where the theme has an exemplary status, it is treated as a problem of
“decadence”—where intention, awareness, yearning, outstrip performance—sexual,
social, moral. From the Willi Birgel character in Zu Neuen Ufern onwards, Sirk’s most
impressive characters are never up to the demands which their lives make on them,
though some are sufficiently sensitive, alive and intelligent to feel and know about this
inadequacy of gesture and response. [t gives their pathos a tragic ring, because they take
on suffering and moral anguish knowingly, as the just price for having glimpsed a better
world and having failed to live it. A tragic self-awareness is called upon to compensate for
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Notes

London, 1897. Filon also offers an interesting definition of
[ asked the question, so often discussed, whether we
go to the theatre to see a representation of life, or to fqrget liﬁ? and see}(lrellef .frforr:. it.
Melodrama solves this question and shows that both theories are right, by giving satistac 191}11
to both desires, in that it offers the extreme of realism in scenery and language together wit

the most uncommon sentiments and events.” .
2. See J. Duvignaud, Seciologie du théatre, Paris,
révolution sans thédtre.”

3. About the ideological function of 19th-centu . .
“Eyen in gaffs and saloons, melodrama so strongly insisted on the sure reward to be bestowed in

this life upon the law-abiding that sociologists now see in this‘ a Machiave]ha.n plot to ]k:zg
democracy servile to Church and State. . . . There is no parting the two strlamls, m(t)ra o

political, in the imagination of the nineteenth-century masses. They are hope r;s.s y enhan% wa.s
Democracy shaped its own entertainments ata time when the vogue of Vl'rtue hnutr,np ttz:] s
at its height and they took their pattern from it. . . . Here are Virtue Tn.u‘mp1 ar:i sa oo

errors: confusion between sacred and profane, between worldly and spiritual a vanclearnH),
between self-interest and self-sacrifice” (Blood and Thunder, Lonflon, 1?"}9, pP- ~d~ thé
However, it ought to be remembered that there are melodramatic traditions outside

1. A. Filon, The English Stage, .
melodrama; “When dealing with Irving,

1965, 1V, 3, “Théatre sans révolution,

ry Victorian melodrama, see M. W. Disher:
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puritan-democratic world view. Catholic countries, such as Spain, Mexico (cf. Bufiuel’s Mexi-
can films) have a very strong line in melodramas, based on the themes of atonement and
redemption. Japanese melodramas have been “highbrow” since the Monogatari stories of the
16th century and in Mizoguchi's films (O Haru, Shinheike Monogatari) they reach a transcen-
dence and stylistic sublimation rivalled only by the very best Hollywood melodramas.

. Hans Eisler, Composing for Film, London, 1951.

Lilian Ross, Picture, London, 1958,

The impact of Madame Bovary via Willa Cather on the American cinema and the popular

imagination would deserve a closer look.

. Brighton Film Review, nos. 14, 15, 21.

. Ibid., nos. 19, 20.

I have not seen A Woman’s Secret (1949) or Born to Be Bad (1950), either of which might

include Ray in this category, and the Ida Lupino character in On Dangerous Ground

(1952)—blind, living with a homicidal brother—is distinctly reminiscent of this masochistic

strain in Hollywood feminism.

10. As a principle of mise-en-scéne the dramatic use of staircases recalls the famous Jessnertreppe
of German theatre. The thematic conjunction of family and height/depth symbolism is
nicely described by Max Tesier: “le héros ou I'héroine sont ballotés dans uns véritable scenic-
railway social, ot les classes sont rigoureusement compartimentées. Leur ambitien est de
quitter 4 jamais un milieu moralement dépravé, physiquement éprouvant, pour accéder au
Nirvana de la grande bourgeoisie. . . . Pas de famille, pas de mélo! Pour qu'il y ait mélo, il
faut avant tout quil y ait faute, péché, transgression sociale. Or, quel est le milieu idéal pour
que se développe cette gangréne, sinon cette cellule familiale, liée 4 une conception
hiérarchique de la société?” (Cinéma 71, no. 161, p. 46).
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